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PROLOGUE





“You cannot be serious!”

“I am perfectly serious”.

Xul’dan stared through the bemused expression on his comrades features. His reasoning was the height of cruel logic, and obviously the best course of action.


“You want to eradicate an entire species on a whim?”


His detractor was Ya’das, a member of the same small species, someone that Xul’dan had always found somewhat pathetic. How could that fool not see the logic - the need - for this. It was fast becoming an infestation, a disease that must be purged before it took over.

The species in question had developed faster than light capability and terraforming technologies far quicker than anyone on the council had predicted, and they had spread across a large sector of their home galaxy with a swiftness rarely displayed by mortal beings.

Xul’dan had watched this expansion, studied the minds and behaviour of many within its ranks, from the lowest of the low to the highest of the high: he found them wanting. They were capable of such destruction, such cruelty, that to let them take over the universe would violate everything the council stood for.


“This is not a whim!” Xul’dan snapped. “These creatures must be stopped.They are not mammals, they do not form an equilibrium with their environment, they simply move to an area and multiply, over and over, until all resources are consumed. They are a virus, a very dangerous one, and we must be the cure.”


Ya’das stared at him. Though their species, to an outsider, all looked identical, there were subtle differences. For all intents and purposes, Xul’dan and Ya’das could be clones, but they both recognised the other's distinctive marks. Ya’das was younger, with a smaller and more oval shaped head. His large black eyes protruded a fraction more, and a fleck of grey curved around his iris’. The only feature belying his age was his skin, a slightly lighter hue of grey than his older comrades.

Xul’dan stared back, unflinching in his resolve to destroy this potentially disastrous encroachment. He curved the edges of his flat mouth with smug content.

“Deep down, Ya’das, you know what I want to do is the right path.”

His council brother snorted, extending a long grey finger.

“You have done this before, Xul’dan. This isn’t about any infestation, this is you wanting to display power, to prove that mercy is weak and subtle guidance a fool's errand. Just like with the Kulnaga”.

A ripple of discord floated from the other council members at the mention of the Kulnaga. Xul’dan’s eyes became smaller as he leaned forward and his voice became tinged with malice.

“You dare mention them, Ya’das? I did what was right, even if you were too foolish to see it. They were going to destroy everything this council had created, they brought ruin to everything. The Kulnaga deserved to die!”

“Nothing deserves total eradication!” Ya’das screamed back, slamming his hands on the table of hard light they sat around, a shimmer rippling across its surface.

Xul’dan stood, ready to bounce across the table and throttle the upstart where he sat. It would do no good, of course, their species are near immortal, almost omnipotent, and total just twelve. Ya’das could hide anywhere in the universe for eternity the second a hand was placed on him. Lowering himself back in his chair, Xul’dan’s eyes never left that of his challenger.

“You are a naive fool. This species isn’t fit for a place in the universe we created. I want them gone”.

Ya’das sat back calmly, the anger evaporating from his voice.

“And the point is made. You see no real threat here, you, and you alone, want to eradicate this civilisation. They may be capable of great destruction, but they also create beautiful, wonderful things. Their lives are worth keeping, you just want to satiate the blood lust that has been building for millenia”.

A low chuckle stopped Xul’dan before he could make a retort. Both of them scanned the table.

Xa’bash was known as the gambler of the council. He liked to set them against each other with bets and wagers, goading the others with sly jabs and thinly veiled insults.

“Brothers, I have a proposal.” he sneered.

Xul’dan glared at him, “A proposal Xa’bash? I think not. Outline your latest gamble and do so quickly. "

The gambler made a slight clicking sound, resting his elbows on the table, allowing the sleeves of his dark orange and impossibly old robe to slide down, revealing dark grey skin that stretched tautly over his skeleton, showing he was one of the oldest of the twelve.

“Very well. I propose a wager. Let's see who will win in a battle for the fate of this species, the light,” he glanced at Ya’das, “or the dark” snapping his gaze back at Xul’dan.

Xul’dan eyed the older being with a distrusting stare, but had to admit his wager showed promise. He did, however, know Xa’bash too well, there would be a twist, there is always a twist.

“Do not get me wrong my brothers, watching you two fight for all eternity, unable to kill each other, would prove to be paradise for me but let us have these creatures decide their own fate. Each of us will select a champion, and let battle commence”.

Ya’das chuckled. This was absurd, but he could already tell that Xul’dan was going to agree, and that he was supremely confident of winning.

“What happens to the victor?” he asked.

“Depending on which side wins, different things,” Xa’bash looked down at the translucent table, a rim of deep purple marking its edges, “If the light wins, the champion will become this galaxy’s ultimate warrior, its protector in times of great need.”

“And if I...I mean the dark wins?” Xul’dan asked, cursing himself for his err.

Xa’bash smiled, like a predator he could sense the weakening resolve of his brother and raised his head with a grin.

“If the dark wins, the galaxy will be plunged into a reign of terror the likes of which not even we have seen, with the champion as master of all they see”.

He knew he had them both. Xul’dan would want to prove that the species deserves destruction, while Ya’das would stop at nothing to save them from a fate he deemed unfair.

“I accept” they said in unison.

“Excellent” Xa’bash said as he leaned back into his seat, closing his eyes to concentrate.

An explosion of yellow light appeared above each council member, solidifying into twelve ornate swords. Each one shone like a star, radiating an air of hope and peace, save one. The council didn’t stare at the blades above their own heads, they knew their weapons were true and just. No, instead each member couldn’t pull their eyes away from the sword hovering above Xul’dan’s smooth scalp.

It was as different from the others as night is to day. Where the others had bright silver blades, this was black from edge to edge. The hilt purple and crimson, adorned with skulls screaming in pain and short spikes. It was curved ever so slightly, where the others were straight and broad.

“What is this Xa’bash? Why is this so different?” Xul’dan gasped.

Xa’bash smiled, “It’s simple really. You pledged that these creatures are too cruel, that they are capable of such destruction and pain that they don’t deserve the universe we have created for them. So I created a sword to represent that, a weapon forged of all that evil and torment.”

Xul’dan tore his gaze away from the weapon hovering above his head, and stared at his council brother.

“This weapon is the physical embodiment of their darkness?”

“Yes, all that pain and suffering in one mighty blade.” Xa’bash leaned back, waving off the question.

Xul’dan eyed the other swords, and understanding washed over him. There’s always a twist.

“You are once again playing a dangerous game Xa’bash! Hedging your bets and proving which side you are on!"

“I take no sides brother,” Xa’bash said calmly, “but your own words have stated that this species is so brutal, so cruel and inherently evil that they deserve to be wiped from existence and never spoke of again. If that is true, then a sword that provides its user with all that power should be no match for eleven others that embody the exact opposite”.

Xul’dan bristled, his council brother had a point, and there was no way around it. The other members stared at him, waiting on a response, but he had none, caught in a trap of his own making. Ya’das for his part, radiated smug confidence.

“Don’t look so confident my young brother,” Xul’dan hissed, “my champion may be outnumbered, but you will soon see just how brutal their kind is, and you will be begging your brothers to see them destroyed”.

“We shall see Xul’dan, we shall see...” Ya’das said quietly, but his thoughts turned to that very possibility. All he needed was one of the chosen eleven to defeat the living embodiment of death and destruction and save their species, nothing much. He knew of the destruction Xul’dan cites, but he also sees what his brother does not: the good, the beauty. The humans create art, music, books, things that few other species can even come close to matching, even more advanced civilisations. The good in them far outweighed the evil, but that evil is ever present. Hiding at the edge of the light, like a predator waiting for the perfect time to pounce and consume them.

In a perfect universe, the odds were in his favour. One versus eleven, it shouldn’t even be a fair fight, but he knew all too well the universe was far from perfect. Xa’bash wouldn’t have come up with this wager if there was no sport in it for him, which means that the line separating victory and defeat would be small. Very small. All it would take was for one to be better, to represent all that good, that would be enough to win.

“Well then,” Xa’bash said, clapping his hands and scanning the rest of the council, “shall we begin?”

The others looked at him and gave the slightest nod. He smiled.

“Pick brothers, pick your champions.”


Chapter 1


It was the slight tickle that woke him up. It moved slowly, tracing a line from his chest, making a small circle around his navel. Groggy, he opened his eyes, slowly turning onto his back, arm moving to embrace the source of the irritation that stirred him from what was a blissful night's sleep.

Long, shining brunette hair filtered into his slowly clearing vision, resting gently into the crook between his arm and chest. The tickle traced the circle again, making him smile and let out a small, barely discernible gasp. It moved again, edging closer to the soft fabric of his sweatpants, slowly pushing under, teasing him.

It was joined by light gentle kisses, the head of perfect curly hair starting to move down the smooth skin of body. His hand came down, resting tenderly on the gentle curve of her hip, the lightest touch he could muster stroking small lines up and down her smooth skin.

The kissing continued, joined by the odd tiny lick. Her hand worked its way into his pants, edging ever closer to what she really wanted. His senses, now fully awake, tingled, intoxicated by her touch, her kiss, her very smell. The feel of her back as he spread his fingers and moved his hand down to her perfect, naked behind.

She moved, raising up as her head reached the same point as her wrist. Her hand slowly rubbing and caressing his hardening package. Turning to face him, she smiled a mischievous smile, matching the look in her piercing green eyes.

“So…” she cooed, “how was this as a way to wake up?”

“Pretty much perfect” he gasped.

“Only pretty much?” her hand squeezed, making him gasp and arch his back “I think I can change that.''

She turned back, freeing his cock with one swift movement and taking him in her mouth before he had time to realise her intent. He had lost count of how many times she had done that to him, but every time felt just as good as the first and every time he wanted it more than the last.

Such was the power she had over him, like a drug, he was addicted to her and there was nothing he could do about it. Abruptly, she stopped what she was doing.

“Jadzia…” he moaned disappointedly, knowing full well she was expertly teasing him.

“Still not quite perfect…” she pondered out loud, “oh... I know...”

Jadzia crawled up to her knees, throwing the thin sheet that was covering only the barest part of them both to the floor before effortlessly straddling him. The fluidity of her movement, no matter what she was doing, always amazed him. He opened his mouth to compliment her, but she snapped her hand up.

“Shut up”

She reached down between her legs, positioned herself and let him slide into her. All he could do was stare at her stunning body, lithe, toned and more gorgeous than anyone woman he had ever been with. How the hell he had managed to convince her to be with him was totally beyond his comprehension, though right now, as she started to move back and forth, everything but the feeling of her faded from his brain.

Jadzia become more intense, scrunching her hair above her head and closing her eyes, enjoying the feel of him as well. She loved this, loved the look on his face as he desperately tried to keep his eyes open to stare at her body, but she knew just how good at fucking she actually was, and it made it all the better when he finally gave up and closed his dark blue eyes to concentrate on not climaxing too soon.

She smiled to herself, almost bouncing on top of him, edging both of them ever closer. He had always been a great lay, but today, after four days of staying in this room, barely wearing clothes and humping like rabbits, it was different. There was a finality to it, at least for her. He had never gotten this close so quickly, and Jadzia knew it was because she was trying that little bit harder, to give him one last thrill.

He raised up and grabbed her hips, pulling the brunette down to him. They kissed passionately, more so than any other time, tongues mingling in each others mouths. She broke the kiss first, turning her attention to his neck before whispering in his ear.

“Fuck me hard”

He smiled, adjusted his position and grabbed her gorgeous ass, firing up into her. He was relentless, and she was struggling to breath as the pleasure rocked her body.

“Anton…” she gasped as he continued pounding her.

For his part, Anton was trying not to finish too soon. He wanted it to be at the same time, and knew she was getting close.This was how in tune they had become, after two years together and the last few days of pure sex, instinctively they knew what each other needed. He felt her start to shiver, her breathing change to small sharp breathes and knew she so close. Effortlessly his thoughts changed and all he wanted was to finish at the same time.

“Together?” he managed through his own laboured breathing.

Jadzia nodded without opening her eyes, and started to get lost in the moment with him. A few seconds later and they grabbed each other tight and released, almost screaming at the same time. They collapsed next to each other, trying to regain some form of composure, sweat making their bodies glisten in the morning sunlight pouring into the window.

“Now that,” Anton gasped, “was perfect”.

They both burst into laughter, smiling as they stared into each other's eyes.

“Yeah, I guess it was” Jadzia said, managing to get her breathing under control.

He planted a kiss on her forehead and give her perfect ass a light slap.

“Come on gorgeous, we have a flight to catch.”

He rolled off the bed and over to the wardrobe. She watched him walk, the confidence in him always amazed her. He had a commanding, but not threatening, presence and it was one of the things that turned her on the most about him.

She stared as his pulled out his uniform, then hung it on the door. He gently brushed it down with his hand, hiding the strength Jadzia knew all too well that flowed through his frame, all lean muscle and lightly tanned skin. He was gorgeous, a vision of manhood like few others she had encountered.

Her comm link buzzed on the bedside table. She rolled over and sat up, checking it so he couldn’t see. She smiled to herself, tapped a few buttons and put it back.

“Who was that?” he asked as he moved into the bathroom.

“I’ll tell you later.”

“Cagey. You gonna join me?” he turned the shower on, the hiss of water filling the room.

“I’m ok, I need to pack.” She called back, standing up to find her underwear.

Jadzia dressed quickly and threw the rest of her things into her standard issue case. She let her hair flow over her shoulders and surveyed the room. It was the final time she would be in it, and it had provided some good times. She thought back over the last two years, all the drinking, eating and of course, sex, they had shared in here. It made her smile, but his feelings had developed far too much and that had to end.


Chapter 2





“I can’t believe how busy this place is” Anton mused as they walked through the bases starport.


“Really? It is the day after the last graduation...” Jadzia chided.


She strode beside him, scanning the crowd of people every few seconds. Most of the graduates had families to see them off. Mothers cried as their son’s left for what could be years, fathers, straining to seem proud and unemotional, shook hands if they had a son or gave a little too tight a hug as they realised the little girl they had help raise was now a fully grown woman, about to set out on her interstellar adventure.

Among the mass of shockingly young looking graduates, veterans of the core were also giving goodbyes to family and friends. She spied a heavily pregnant women kissing goodbye to her husband, tears streaming down her face as she knew her unborn child could be several years old before meeting its father.

Another woman hugged and kissed her girlfriend farewell, while a tired looking guy in his early thirties waved his husband off, at the same time attempting to restrain their two kids from chasing after their Dad. Such was the life of a member of the United Earth State's Star Core.

It was Jadzia and Anton’s graduation as well, and they could both feel the electric mix of fear, anticipation and excitement that permeated every corner of the building. It danced across their skin, making hair stand on end and adding a slight skip to Jadzia’s impossibly graceful walk.

She walked just slightly in front of Anton, and his entire attention focused on her, making her crack a slight smile. He looked her up and down, her long legs fitted perfectly into the just a little too tight standard issue pants, the slightly too big tunic somehow managed to accentuate her curves and her long hair bounced slightly when she walked.

He was infatuated with her, but something was wrong. She had been acting strange ever since they left his quarters at the academy. He asked about it on the taxi-shuttle to the start port, but she waved it off as nerves and nostalgia for the room. Anton knew her too well though, Jadzia had never been nervous all the time he had known her. She was the height of calculated calm, so her being cold and stand-offish made him extremely uneasy.

She was the small slice of comfort that would make his posting to S8 division bearable. It was a prestigious posting, marking them both as the top one percent of all graduates, and given the high requirements to even get into the star core, that placed them in the top one percent of humanity. He couldn’t bare the thought of her not being there to share it with him, he loved her too much.

Plus, they worked incredibly well together. The training exercises that required quick, clean execution saw them beat the previously set records, both as individuals and in a team, and that is what made S8 sit up and take notice. By the time they graduated, they held all the records for every exercise between them,  were the couple everyone envied and graduated top of their class. Anton was burning with pride, and the thought of the missions they would be sent on made him excited.

Jadzia slowed to a stop and turned to face him, her eyes shone with the dark intelligence that made his heart skip a beat every time he looked into them. Her smile had faded, and the expression on her face was one he had seen too many times before, icey calm and level headed.

“I’ve something to tell you” she said, her tone lacking emotion.

“Okay...I know you stole the last cookie” he said with a wry smile.

At that second, the building’s speaker system kicked in, the computerized voice somehow managing to sound bored as it gave its announcement.

“Sisko, Jadzia. Please report to shuttle eighteen urgently.”

Anton cocked an eyebrow, his smile melting away.

“What’s going on? We got our orders yesterday, Mire Station, shuttle one one seven.”

“About that...I got a transfer to MI,” she said cooly.

Anton’s world began to crumble around him. His mind raced, could he still be asleep? Was this some nightmare and he would soon wake up to find they had fallen asleep in each others arms?

“MI? Seriously? You're swapping covert ops for mobile infantry?” He couldn’t hide his astonishment.

“Yes” her beautiful face had become emotionless, cold.

“Why?”

“To be honest, to get away from you. The message I got this morning was confirming the transfer. This needs to happen Anton, we had a fun couple of years but it's time for a clean break.” her cool gaze was unwavering.

“I…” he stuttered “I don’t believe you. We had something, something real. It wasn’t just sex, not for two fucking years. You stayed with me because you wanted to.”

“I stayed because you’re a great fuck. You put more into it, not me,” she shook her head,  “I am not spending the next few years going on missions with someone who couldn’t handle the situation, and let's be honest, you wouldn’t handle it, especially if you hear about me with someone else. This is the best way, we both get a clean break and don’t have to deal with the bullshit.” he had never heard such malice from her.

Anton’s heart pounded in his chest, his mouth was dry, and sweat beaded on his face. What was happening? It wasn’t just him, he could tell she felt something too, he was sure of it. Sex wasn’t the only thing keeping her there, it was something more, something tangible.He opened his mouth to protest, but nothing came out, his voice catching in his throat.

“You see my point?” Jadzia said flatly, “You can’t even handle an easy break like this. I knew you weren’t as strong as I thought,” her mouth twisted in disgust, “ How did you manage to get all those records at the academy? You hide your pathetic side really well Anton.”

“Fuck you,” was all he could muster as he fought back tears.

“You did. A lot. It was great, I just wish you hadn’t been so naive as to think it was anything more”.

She turned, striding off confidently, with the elegant grace he had come to love. He watched her go, unable to move, unable to think clearly. His body had gone numb, tears welling, and he breathed heavily. Could he have actually been so stupid? Did he put more emotion into things than he should have? Conversations, dates, everything from the last two years shot through his head as he struggled to make sense of the last intense five minutes.

“Fabretti, Anton. Please report to shuttle one one seven immediately”

The bored artificial voice snapped him from his revere. Wiping his eyes, running a hand over his face and taking a few deep breaths, he turned and walked carefully towards his new life. The busy port faded away as he became lost in his memories. He thought back to the first time he had met Jadzia.

They stood on the parade ground, every cadet proud of getting accepted into the U.E.S.S.C academy. The drill sergeant paced back and forth, throwing insults every so often, outlining the fact that the cozy life they had all once enjoyed was over, and their life from this point on was the core, and nothing else.

After a few minutes of this, in Anton’s opinion, slightly tired rant, he wanted to know who thought they were tough. At first, no one raised their hand, but after a minute, a single hand headed skyward.

The drill sergeant, Mendum, stomped over, stopping in front of a slim women a good foot shorter than him. She stared into his eyes, and simply stated she felt she was. He beckoned her forward, then asked who would face her. Anton never fully understood what made him put his hand up, it might have been an instant attraction to the stunning brunette, or more likely a slightly arrogant bravado. A nineteen year old’s desire to show off to people who he hoped would become his friends.

Mendum flicked two fingers, gesturing for him to come forward. She was actually only a little shorter than Anton, maybe a couple of inches. This fact pressed home just how big and imposing the sergeant actually was. He stood between them, told each in turn that this wasn’t a dial up, it was a fight, and not to pull any punches, then took one step back.

Anton stepped back into a fighting stance. The young women did the same. Her piercing green eyes blazed into his, and he became lost in them for just a moment. It was all she needed. A quick backfist snapped his head back and made his vision blurr. Anton smiled as he shook his head, the boundaries were now set and any instinct to go easy on her fell away, it was obvious she was more than capable.

She snapped forward again, this time he blocked and went in for a punch to the ribs. She yelped as he hit her, staggering back. She smiled back at him, a wry, wicked smile. They both knew this was going to be fun.

They spent the next couple of minutes trading blows. Five were blocked or deflected for each that got through, their fighting styles almost equal. By the time Mendum called time on the match, they both had bloody noses, large bruises to the face and body, and the rest of the cadets were cheering them on. Mendum told them that maybe, just maybe, they weren’t sacks of shit.

Anton remembered looking down at the gorgeous, slightly beat up, brunette. Her ID tag said ‘Sisko’, litte did he know just how much she would change his life.


Chapter 3





All he could do was stare out of the window. Nothing seemed to matter anymore, his whole body was numb, his normally cool exterior on the verge of collapse. He was fighting with every fibre of his being to keep himself composed, but knew he was losing the battle. He looked over the cabin, trying to distract himself.

The shuttle wasn’t full, S8 are selective, to say the least. This model was capable of carrying thirty passengers plus flight crew, but just eleven embarked including him. A couple were chatting to each other, but Anton had taken a seat in the back, hoping to spend as little time as possible interacting with the other recruits.

The door slid shut with a hiss. He stared at the white paint, still trying to wrap his head around how the girl he had spent the last two years training, loving and building a relationship with - a life with, had turned on him. He was so certain she felt the same.

His mind started running through their relationship, analysing every conversation, date, every argument. Trying to remember every minute detail so he could spot the signs to see that the feeling wasn’t mutual, that she really was just using him.

He couldn’t find it. Maybe it was his emotional state clouding things, but there was nothing, not one thing in all his memories of Jadzia and their time together that pointed to a lack of investment. She called him, made plans. She held his hand when they walked, stared into his eyes, kissed him with emotion. No, it wasn’t just about the sex.

The shuttle bumped slightly as it lifted off the pad, slowly increasing speed to escape velocity as it ferried him to his new life off world.

“Recruits,” The pilot boomed over the intercom, “Your new home awaits. I can’t tell you flight time or anything close to specifics. I can tell you it's in space and isn’t called Mire. Enjoy the flight.” 

Anton could almost hear the snide smile the pilot made as he revealed the obviously false location the recruits had been given, and noticed the eyes of some of the others grow wide as the realization hit them.

There was a characteristic click as the channel cut off. Anton felt something wet drop onto the back of his hand. Looking down, a single drop of water slid off his skin. He wondered where it had come from, but it quickly dawned on him that it wasn’t water at all. It was a solitary tear.

He wiped the remaining liquid from his cheek with the heel of his hand, wiped his nose on his sleeve and returned to staring out the window. The horizon was changing fast, the ground lost below the cloud layer, the bright blue of the stratosphere giving way to ever increasing darkness as they sped towards the emptiness of space.

It had always surprised him how quiet shuttles were. The actual cabin, if no one was in it, had a slight, barely detectable hum. It wasn’t even the engines, the hum came from the life support system pushing breathable air throughout. The mark IV shuttle was powered by the latest Ion drive system, backed up by a relatively short range faster than light core. It was essentially silent from the outside, and it made for strange viewing watching a hangar full of them take off. The things simply floated away, as if they were clouds.

He could clearly see the stars now, space had finally taken over. It should be different up here, like in the movies when the camera pans to the sky and bright dots litter every inch. It wasn’t, it's just black with the odd pin prick of light, just as it looked on the ground. Today it matched how he felt - empty and desolate.

“FTL drive spin started, jumping in 2 minutes” The pilot clicked back over the intercom.

The few recruits on board climbed into their seats and clicked their belts into place. He noticed two looking nervous, guessing this would be their first ever jump. Anton knew from experience it wasn’t so bad, the stories you hear growing up of how rough it is really are just that, stories. He always found it to be barely perceptible, a slight spinning of the room coupled with a strange tunnel vision that last a couple of seconds at most.

Of course, that was mainly due to him growing up off world. He spent most of his youth in an orphanage on Talos, a planet in a binary star system. It was a lot of sand with the odd patch of green closer to the ocean that covered the other half of the planet, but until he was twelve it was home.

The Orphanage was run by good people, but the draw of exploration always goaded him into sneaking out, exploring the streets of the city, and its rooftops when he learned to climb. His natural intelligence helped him pick up the secrets of how things worked in the urban jungle, and it wasn’t long before he had a plan.

Of course, the plan went sideways the minute he tried it, but he quickly recovered. A trip that should have taken him a couple of months took him two years, but he landed on Earth after small stints on several planets. At least it taught him that FTL jumps were nothing insane, and after his second one he barely felt the effects.

Anton checked the count down that had appeared on the back of the chair in front of him. Thirty seconds to go. Scanning the cabin again, watching the two nervous recruits as they cleared their throats and tried not to look as anxious as they actually were.

For the first time since boarding, he spoke to someone.

“Hey? First jump?.”

They both turned to look at him, panting slightly.

“Yeah hoss…”

“It’s not as bad as people say, honestly, just breathe normally and you two might actually enjoy it.”

“You sure?” The closest said, a thin moustache glistening with sweat.

“Positive, it just makes your head spin for a sec, that's all”

Anton adopted his most reassuring tone, gave a slight smile and nodded.

“Trust me, just don’t think about it too much and you will barely notice”.

The man turned to the women he sat next to, nodded to her and turned back.

“Thanks”

Anton sat back in his chair and relaxed for a second. The room spun, his vision collapsed in so he could only see the screen on the chair. One, Two, he counted in his head, and everything returned to normal.

He looked at the two recruits.

“Hey? How you two doing?” he said with a smile and that same reassuring tone.

They turned, a big grin on each face. Their tanned complexions lit up as they started to giggle.

“That was awesome.”

Anton matched their smile. It was a welcome distraction, and he found his spirits had lifted somewhat. He sat back again and looked out of the window. The ever present black remained, but now, if he turned right back, a small ball of light brown could be seen. Pluto, which meant they were on the edge of the solar system, about the right range for the shuttles FTL drive.

The ship suddenly lurched starboard, jostled then righted itself. A yelp escaped the lips of the young women sat two rows down.

“Sorry folks, we seem to be experiencing some...” The pilot paused for a second, “Turbulence, nothing to worry about. Second FTL jump in thirty seconds”.

Anton’s mind started to race. You don’t get turbulence in space, there is simply nothing to cause it. Unless you're flying near a black hole, at which point you're pretty fucked anyway. He had seen scans and sensor logs of the whole solar system, we don’t have black holes anywhere near the sol system, the nearest is nearly two thousand light years away for god sake. Something else caused this, something that shouldn't be.

He scanned the dark outside the trans-steel window, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Maybe a cloaked ship passed by too close? There should be a shimmer due to imperfections in the cloaks shield, something detectable if you look hard enough. It was a relatively new technology that few people had seen in real life, and only a few fleet ships had installed, so one of his instructors had told him,  but it was a more plausible explanation than a black hole.
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