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	Introduction

	By: Rick Partlow

	 

	 

	I


	’ve been writing military science fiction since I was eighteen years old and never really stopped. The first novel I wrote for publication was military science fiction, and of the sixty-six more I’ve written since probably fifty have been mil-SF as well. What attracted me to military science fiction?

	I could say that it was the fact that I was in the military, an infantry platoon leader, but the truth is, I began writing it before I decided to accept an ROTC scholarship. I suppose the same drive fed both passions, and some of that had to be the legacy of my father, who served in the Air Force as a gunner on a B-24 bomber in World War II. 

	Though I’ve become more well-known for the Space Marine sub-genre, the first series I completed, Duty, Honor, Planet, was very much in the line of the Space Fleet genre. The first exposure I had to SF as a little kid was also in the space fleet vein—reruns of the original Star Trek. I know Gene Roddenberry didn’t intend for Star Trek to be mil-SF, but the original series surely was, and my favorite episodes involved epic ship-to-ship battles, particularly the battle between the Enterprise and the Romulan bird of prey in Balance of Terror.

	The claustrophobic paranoia of that episode was reminiscent of World War Two submarine warfare, and it was something I tried to work into my own space battles. Psychological pressure is a key part of infusing space fleet action with tension, a way of differentiating the battles so that one doesn’t seem just like another. Another way of making space battles more thrilling is to add boarding actions, and I’ve done that as well in several of my novels. 

	The idea of troops boarding an enemy ship in space harks back to the days of the 18th-century sailing ships, swashbuckling pirates and stalwart British sailors swinging from the yardarms across to the enemy ship with a cutlass in one hand and flintlock pistols jammed into their belts, of Captain Blood and Pirates of the Caribbean and the Aubrey/Maturin novels. For a futuristic world of starships and space marines, the action can be just as thrilling, but the challenge is creating situations where trying to board another spacecraft makes tactical and strategic sense.

	That’s where the imagination really comes into play. I’ve heard it said by smug commentators who consider this sort of genre fiction beneath them that things like interstellar wars make no sense and would never happen, and those same people would scoff at the idea of an outer-space boarding action. But I’ve always been of the opinion that the only limiting factor to the stories you can tell is the imagination of the author. If you want to write a realistic interstellar war with space battles between capital ships and space marines boarding from one ship to another, all it takes is the imagination to come up with a reason why it has to happen. Perhaps one side in the conflict is short on ships and production facilities, and boarding enemy vessels is the only way they can get more. Perhaps there’s intelligence that needs to be retrieved from the enemy. 

	In the end, though, the justification doesn’t matter as much as the enjoyment of the reader. I love reading—and writing—swashbuckling tales of derring-do on the spaceways, and I appreciate anyone willing to make the effort to put their childhood visions of space marines from Moonraker into a captivating story that captures the honor, daring, and bravery of men and women in uniform risking it all for the ones they love.

	So, sit back, relax, and enjoy this collection of future military-SF classics.

	 

	Rick Patlow

	 

	 

	 

	
Infinite Horizons Affair

	By J. R. Handley & David Hensley

	 

	Master Sergeant Hiram Todd and his Omega team have a mission: extract Sabine Hammond, daughter of Governing Council member Ricard Hammond, travelling under the alias Samantha Obannon from the Dagdan flagged luxury yacht Infinite Horizon. One minor complication: the pirates don’t know they are holding the only child of Ricard Hammond hostage. 

	Can Master Sergeant Todd and the Tripple Aces get Sabine Hammond out before the pirates realize who they have and things get messy?

	One small problem: these are no ordinary pirates. Too bad for them Master Sergeant Todd is no ordinary legionnaire. 
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	“The Legions are a hammer, a particularly large and powerful hammer. And, while many problems are solved with hammers, sometimes, what is needed is a scalpel. The Dagdan Special Operations Group is that scalpel. The Operational Detachment Alpha or A-Team is that scalpel’s cutting edge. The Legion and the rest of humanity know them as Omegas. Why? Because their crest is dominated by the last letter of the Greek Alphabet, Omega. Why? Because an LSOG ODA team is the last team Dagda will need to send and the last thing her enemies want to deal with. Omegas get things done anytime, anywhere, under any conditions.” 

	—Sergeant Major Alex Bowerman, 408th Sergeant Major of the Legions 

	 

	Master Sergeant Hiram Marcus Todd

	ODA 111-114, A Co., 1st BN, 111th Legion Special Operations Group

	Caldo System, Menov Galaxy

	April 17, 4774 Dagda Federation Calendar

	 

	“T


	hree minutes to breach,” 

	The RA-7C Scorpion pilot sounded cool and calm like he was captaining an orbital transport—announcing our impending arrival at some resort destination. It was reassuring to work with such professionals. Why? Because, as fate would have it, we were en route to a resort of sorts. A two-hundred-meter 94,000-ton luxury liner formerly known as Infinite Horizon. 

	Alas, we wouldn’t be landing at a resort spaceport. We wouldn’t be greeted by balmy tropical breezes and attractive employees with fruity drinks and flowery garlands. Nope, that wasn’t our fate. No gaudy floral-print shirts, luaus, or fruity drinks. This wasn’t that kind of trip. 

	We wouldn’t be boarding Infinite Horizon via hangar bay or landing pad either. Oh no, that would be too easy, and that wasn’t how we rolled in the 111th Legion Special Operations Group. Guess if I’d wanted an easy day, I should have gone into the supply corps or joined the Navy. 

	We, and by we, I mean my Operational Detachment Alpha or A-Team, part of Alpha Company, 1st Battalion, 111th LSOG. That’s a mouthful, which is why everyone else called us Trip Aces for short. Why they didn’t say the rest of the word triple is beyond me. Maybe the budget was cut, and we couldn’t afford the extra letters? As usual, nobody asked my opinion on the matter. We just salute sharply and Charlie Mike. Continue the mission in civvie speak, but I try not to… speak to the civilian populace, I mean. They never get us, so my A-Team and I stick together. A chosen family, I guess.

	Sorry for the rambling… I do that these days. We were going to be boarding Infinite Horizon by way of High-Temperature Aft Ramp Breach and Insertion, HiTARBI. That’s what the squids and eggheads called it. Those of us who repeatedly endured it called it hotbeaking since the aft ramp area of an RA-7C looked a lot like the beak on a Durinan eel. Or so I’m told. 

	“How many will this be for you, Todd?” Captain La’Voice, my team leader, asked. 

	“Thirty…nine, sir.” 

	I cycled through the rest of the team’s telemetry in my HUD. As expected, everyone was cool, calm, and locked in place; no one’s heart rate was much above fifty-five beats per minute. 

	“Damn,” said Adjutant Second Class Derror. “You’re close to hotbeaking your way into Legion lore. What’s the high count in LSOG these days?”

	“Current record has sat at 38 for a while,” Captain LaVoice said in his usual professorial voice. “He’s going to break the record on this one… not that me or the 111th is counting. Going to kick the 408th off the top of the heap.”

	It was no secret that our CO and the CO of the 408th were classmates and long-time rivals. A little bit of that interunit rivalry shit was ok for the kids; mainly, it just made me tired. Of course, I’d been hotbeaking when this current crop of officers was still shitting yellow. Perks of survival, I guess.

	“Totally professional,” Sergeant Kris Reichert snorted. “That’s our skipper.” Kris was one of the team’s weapons sergeants and a pretty good friend, all things considered. The irony in his voice wasn’t lost on anyone, but nobody commented on it. 

	I had to chuckle at the three of them; they were more vested in winning the race to the top than I was. Hell, I’d lost count. Once you’ve done your first twenty in the Legions, you stop paying attention to dumb shit like records and awards. Like most other lifers, I really didn’t care, not so long as the pay continued to appear in my bank account. Bills to pay, mouths to feed. 

	“Are you going to take your prize after this one, Todd?” Reichert asked.

	“Prize? Do I get a cookie or something?”

	“Clearly, nobody reads the battalion newsletter. Why do I waste my time on that secondary duty if you fuckers don’t read it?” Reichert asked. “The early retirement, per the updated regs. If you hit the record for hotbeaking, you can cash in your chips early and go home with your full pension.”

	Well, shit. Did I want that? Settle down, get fat and happy in some plasticrete building on some half-settled dirtball in some backwater solar system? 

	“Nah, what would I even do with myself?” I said. “I’d rather die with my boots on.”

	I knew the score in the Legion; you could stick around indefinitely if you could keep proving your worth. Nobody owned their spot at the table; they merely rented it, and the rent was due every single day. I’ve seen good Omegas who lost their love of the suck wash out. Solid men and women who could throw hot plasma and tungsten with the best of them but couldn’t handle the grind. In the end, those folks leave the Omegas and go back to regular Legion line companies.

	Officially, the limit set by BUMED for a legionnaire’s total number of hotbeak events was capped at thirteen. If a legionnaire hotbeaked thirteen times, they were generally pulled from Fleet Legion and transferred to some staff posting or dirtside outfit to ride out the rest of their hitch. And with good reason. Hotbeaking generates impacts in the neighborhood of ten to fifteen Gs. That’s ten to fifteen times the force of a standard gravity on the human body. Do that enough times, and something is bound to give. 

	Realistically, anyone with a higher count was good friends with their medics and could get waivers written. I’d bribed my way through dozens of Certificate of Eligibility letters, clearly. I got them to say something along the lines of “for the needs of the Legion,” and the medical boards would allow me to keep serving. It would work until it didn’t. I just kept hoping my luck would hold until I was too old to keep fighting.

	Most fleet legionnaires could expect to perform between five and seven hotbeaks. Special operations legionaries tended toward nine or ten. I was what they called a Baker’s Bastard. It’s what we called anyone who made it to thirteen breaches, like a baker’s dozen, but with a much higher mortality rate. I was about to max out my last waiver and become the only legionnaire to ever become a triple bastard. Trip Ace, Trip Bastard. It was fitting in a perverse sort of way. 

	“BOHICA, Cap.” Sergeant Patel said. 

	“BOHICA.” Sergeant Caldwell agreed. 

	Patel and Caldwell were my oldest friends. We’d joined the legions together. Before that, we’d crewed our own privateer vessel. Well, they’d been crew; I’d been the captain until we ran across a Zalfari plague ship deep in the Contested Zone back in ‘88. 

	Even after all these years, Patel had never gotten out of the habit of calling me Cap. Maybe it was out of respect or maybe a lifetime of relational inertia. Either way, those two were family. Practically brothers. Yeah, I know that Patel is a woman; she reminds us often enough. Whatever, she’s still my brother.

	“BOHICA?” Corporal Levitt asked. She and Corporal Higgins were the latest addition to the Trip Aces. They’d both come over from another fleet legion battalion before we made the drop onto Casca Ischia. 

	“Means, bend over here it comes again.” Doc Gullixson said. “Fitting. Doubly so for Master Sergeant here.”

	“Why?” Levitt asked. 

	“Well, we’re all getting BOHICA’d on this one,” Doc replied. 

	He wasn’t wrong. We should’ve been on the counterinsurgency op back on Casca Ischia. Counterinsurgency missions were the training wheels for our line of work and a good way for a couple of rookies to get their feet wet with the Trip Aces. Instead, here we were, getting ready to hotbeak our way into the engineering spaces of a two-hundred-meter luxury liner. 

	“The post-HiTARBI physical is rather extensive…” Doc continued, sending a little cartoon doc donning a surgical glove to everyone’s HUD “…double BOHICA.” 

	That drew a chorus of laughs from the team. Doc had always been good that way. All of the medics in LSOG were… it was what made us willing to die for them, no questions asked.

	“One minute to breach,” came the pilot’s overly calm, clinical voice. “Standby for flip and burn.” 

	Half a second or so later, I felt the push and pull of our ride reorienting to point the aft ramp, the beak of the RA-7C, at our target, followed by a hard kick when the pilot fired the Scorpion’s bow thrusters piling on the acceleration. 

	“Here we fucking go,” Patel said. 

	She really hated these, and I didn’t blame her. Smashing into the side of another starship hurt. The only reason this was a viable option for opposed breaching was the high-powered cutting lasers that were even now softening up Infinite Horizon’s hull. Well, that and the Zolg symbiote we all carried in our small intestine. It would handle patching up any minor injuries we sustained during impact. Given enough time and calories, it could handle almost any injury short of amputation, destruction of a major organ, or massive blood loss. 

	“Lock it up,” Captain La’Voice said. “Time to go to work.”

	“Thirty seconds.” 

	How the hell did anyone manage to sound bored when they were about to intentionally crash into another vessel? Seriously, who does that? Scorpion pilots were definitely a special breed. A crazy one, but special nonetheless.

	Dear God, keep me safe if you can, but if that’s not the plan, please don’t let me be a coward. Let me fight and die like a man, I prayed.

	The head’s up display flashed the twenty-second impact warning, ending my solitary communion with the Almighty. I felt my armor lock up, felt the cushions inflate to isolate my head and neck. Every servo motor in my suit freezing me where I stood, locked into the assault rack until impact or manual override released me. Following my normal pre-impact protocol, I checked the team telemetry in my HUD. It was an old habit I’d cultivated over the decades. 

	The pre-breach jitters always reminded me of the advice I’d gotten from my original team sergeant. He’d told me, “If you can’t do anything else, then either nap or make sure all your shit’s in one sock.” Telemetry reported two officers, two docs, and eleven trigger pullers, counting me. All locked down and ready to storm the breach. 

	Ammo? Good. 

	Vitals? The new additions’ heart rates were up but well within expected parameters.

	Schematic and deck plans of Infinite Horizon loaded? Check.

	“Breach in three, two— 

	Even inside our third gen LCA-79 armor, the impact was cataclysmic. The shriek of tritanium and graphene-laced ceramic hull giving way beneath heat stress and impact is something more felt than heard since we breach in a vacuum, but it’s not something you ever forget. 

	I felt my heart struggle to pump blood through my veins against the force of the impact. My vision temporarily shrank down to a tiny dot of light that slowly expanded back to normal, and nausea threatened to redecorate the inside of my helmet with my lunch. I could see again in time for the assault rack to release me from its loving embrace.

	“Good breach,” the pilot deadpanned in my ear. “Opening beak.”

	That’s the point where the rear end of our ride split into four pieces, just like a Durinian eel’s beak. Instead of rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth, there were fifteen Omega legionnaires supported by three ramp gunners, bringing hate and discontent. One of the gunners was on the ramp proper, and two more sat in blisters on the port and starboard ramp doors. 

	If you’ve ever seen an RA-7C’s beak open for deployment before, then you know it is not the slow stately movement of components on whining hydraulics like in the holovids, not for combat. Instead, the ramp, the overhead door, and the two side doors with their gun blisters snap open with tens of thousands of pounds of force when the pilot or crew chief hits the button. It is sudden and violent, designed to maximize room for troops to exit the transport and minimize their time under fire.

	It turns out we needed every second that Dagdan Engineering could give us.

	Once we got the green light, we unassed into a storm of fire and death. Violet plasma splashed off the ramp gunner’s armored turret. High-velocity projectiles struck sparks from the Scorpion’s deck and our armor. Typical pirate bullshit, designed for an unarmored or poorly armored crew of merchant ships, not the heavy armor of a fleet legionnaire.

	“Contact,” one of the beak gunners called into their comms. Even with the noise-cancelling helmets, he had to shout over the howling whine of his quad-barreled electromagnetic gatling gun. 

	“No shit,” Captain LaVoice said. “Todd, get—

	A rocket streaked up the ramp into the Scorpion. I did the only sensible thing in response and sprinted forward. The explosion ripped through our ride. It shoved me forward, tumbling down the Scorpion’s ramp and onto the deck plates of our target roughly two meters below. 

	This was not typical pirate bullshit.

	From my new position on Infinite Horizon’s engineering deck, I could see that we were in deep shit. Another rocket slammed into the Scorpion, this time from the port side. Two pirates with rocket launchers were bad news. Worse, some enterprising shitbag had set up a TAMER on the catwalk above the ship’s Herron drive and was pouring heavy weapons fire into and onto the Scorpion’s ramp. They were making damn sure anyone who survived those initial rockets was staying put. 

	The T-54 Target Acquisition Multiple Enemy Railgun or TAMER was and is a staple of Dagdan military forces. It gives small units the ability to deliver heavier and higher rates of fire on target, letting them punch well above their weight. It was not a weapon meant for use aboard a ship unless you didn’t care about things like hull breaches and explosive decompression. 

	What made the weapons system dangerous was that the ten-millimeter tungsten rounds were electromagnetically accelerated to just a hair over seven thousand meters per second. It could punch through anything short of a Dagdan main battle tank or an armored assault craft. Hell, the only reason I was still breathing was the guy with that TAMER was still focused on the Scorpion instead of me. That was a mistake, and he wasn’t going to live long enough to learn from if I had anything to say about it.

	“Patel,” I shouted into my mic, sprinting toward the Herron drive and its accompanying reactor pit. If I could get close enough to that catwalk, they wouldn’t be able to depress the TAMER’s muzzle far enough to fire on me. 

	“Go, Cap.”

	“Handle those rockets.” 

	I ignored the sparks and the finger-thick gouges of metal flying from the decking just ahead of me. My armor AI painted the right-hand side of my view orange for a brief second. I had muted the AI, so there wasn’t a “Contact. Contact right” in low dulcet tones. But I took the meaning all the same. They had another TAMER. This one on the opposite catwalk from the one I was assaulting.

	“On it.”

	More TAMER fire dogged my steps. It was increasingly obvious that whoever was on that thing didn’t have much in the way of trigger time. First, he was leading me too much, then not enough. Of course, as soon as I fetched up against the Herron drive unit, he’d have me pinned in the open, and that would be a very bad thing. I did the only sensible thing and reversed the graviton generators in my boots, bumped them up to their maximum output, and jumped. The inverted gravity field, combined with the assisted strength of my armored legs, launched me high up into the open space of Infinite Horizon’s engineering compartment and out from beneath the muzzles of both TAMERS. 

	The asshole I was charging tried to elevate the muzzle of his weapon, but it was too little, too late. I was well above the max angle of muzzle elevation for a TAMER mounted on a bipod and gravclamped to the deck. Another rookie mistake is engaging the bipod gravclamps. Disengaging them took a couple of seconds, and that was more time than this guy had. I hosed him down with hyper-accelerated hydrogen plasma from my PG-388 while he was still desperately yanking on the stock of the TAMER. I landed on the catwalk astride the burning mess that had only recently been a man, reversed the gravitic generators in my boots, and set them to an easy half-G. 

	Releasing the gravclamp was, as I said, the work of a couple of seconds; it would have been much faster if the TAMER were linked to my armor AI, but that takes time, and I needed the weapon and its rate of fire now. The power assist from the legion armor gave me more than enough strength to manhandle and fire the 10mm belt-fed railgun free hand. I took aim and put twenty or thirty rounds of hyper-accelerated tungsten through the other pirate gunner. 

	“Catwalks secure,” I radioed.

	“Engineering floor secured,” Patel said. “Got the fucker with the rockets. He had a whole pallet of them stacked up and ready to roll.”

	“Captain LaVoice?” I called over the command frequency. 

	Silence. 

	“Adjutant Derror?” 

	Silence.

	I swapped back to the team freq, checking my HUD as I did. There were more than a couple of white dots; Captain LaVoice’s was among them, but the Adjutant’s was still blue, though ringed in yellow, indicating poor or intermittent telemetry. That white dot could mean a lot of things. His comms could be damaged, or his armor on the fritz, but it most likely meant that the Captain was dead. No comms with either of the officers meant I was now the ringmaster in this shitshow, at least for now. 
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	“All right,” Adjutant Derror said, “Here’s the situation.” 

	Adjutant Derror, as fate would have it, was still alive. He’d taken several rounds through one leg, and the subsequent rocket attacks had done him few favors. But he was a tough bastard and wouldn’t die. Despite a ruined foot, shattered femur, and a nasty concussion, he was still lucid and calling the shots. A testament to Doc Gullixson’s skill and his combat armor’s LifeFoam system that isolated and sealed the wounded leg, protecting the Adjutant from further blood loss and decompression. 

	I was right earlier, though. It turned out that the Captain was dead. Doc Gullixson’s best guess was that the old man had been killed unassing the Scorpion. He took eight TAMER rounds center mass. Nothing anyone could have done about that. One of the riskiest parts of a hotbeak was exiting the bird. If the enemy was able to get in place with some heavy firepower, you were like fish in the proverbial barrel. It’s why the Scorpions have two tail gunners and a ramp gunner.

	“We’re being jammed, and our ride home is junked. Even if it weren’t, both pilots and most of the crew are KIA. We are down to nine effectives,” Derror said.

	Scanning through the list of our dead, I saw that my buddy Reichert didn’t make it, neither had Doc Stanley. There was no time to mourn, though. We had a mission to complete, and we could cry about our dead when we were back aboard our own ship. It was the hardest lesson to learn in combat that you had to reserve your emotional breakdowns for later when the dust settled and the only people actively trying to kill you were soulless bureaucrats writing orders for your next mission.

	The Adjutant looked down at those of us who were unwounded from his position on the Scorpion’s ramp. Me, Patel, our senior weapons sergeant Lance Sergeant Flowers, Doc Gullixson, and our senior communications sergeant Mike Caldwell. Our two junior weapons specialists and SAW gunners, Corporals Higgins and Miller, were keeping an eye on the single hatch that led to the rest of Infinite Horizon.

	“That’s ten, sir,” the surviving tail gunner said. He was broad-shouldered and had a pig dressed in a scholar’s cap and gown painted on the side of his helmet. Underneath the pig in block letters was the name Cunningham. He’d dismounted the TAMER from his gun turret and had both the ammo pack and cooling unit strapped onto his armored back. 

	“Ten,” Derror nodded. “Todd, we need comms with Aurelius. New objective: get to the bridge and radio for reinforcements and a pickup.”

	“What about our primary?” Patel asked. 

	Our primary mission had been to board, locate, and extract one Sabine Hammond, who had been traveling under the alias Samantha O’Bannon. Why? Why divert a Rockwell class battleship? Why pluck an entire Omega team from the middle of an operation in order to extract one citizen? Because that particular citizen was also the daughter of one of Dagda’s governing council members, Ricard Hammond. Intel figured that these shit bird pirates grabbed Infinite Horizon without knowing a Dagdan GC’s kid was aboard on a gap-year walkabout. Our job was to hit them hard and fast, cripple the yacht, and get her out before they figured out who Samantha O’Bannon really was. 

	“Mission’s blown,” Derror said. “These aren’t run-of-the-mill pirates.”

	“Who’re you fucking telling, sir?” Patel brandished one of the captured TAMERs as she spoke. “Seem a bit well-armed for pirates.”

	“And armored.” I kicked one of the pirate bodies. They were outfitted in old surplus, first gen LCA-49A armor. Some smart guy had painted it void black. I knew a guy who’d done that once upon a time. 

	“I’m not saying abandon the primary objective, Patel.” Derror shifted his weight as he spoke. He wasn’t saying much, but I bet that foamed leg was hurting like a mother fucker. “I’m saying it is no longer the primary objective. We’ve stepped in shit here. First order of business is to re-establish contact with Aurelius and secure our exit. A grab-and-go operation requires us to have something that goes at the end of the mission. We no longer have that, and any protracted fight here could kill the primary. Hammond is still our objective; we just have to adapt the plan to our new reality.”

	“Understood, sir.” Patel nodded. “That said… if we take this whole ship and use it to get home, do we qualify for prize money?”

	Chuckling, Derror shook his head. “Todd, can you take the bridge with who we have left?” 

	“Against shitbag pirates, even ones as well-armed and armored as these pricks?” I kicked the pirate’s corpse again. “All day long, sir.” I was pretty confident that I could deliver. At least I was in the moment, with adrenaline pumping through my veins, riding the combat high. What was the alternative? Climb out onto the hull, wave our arms around, and hope one of the lookouts aboard Aurelius noticed us.

	“Get going,” Derror said. “I’ll hold engineering with the walking wounded and Doc. Bad news that leaves you rolling without a corpsman.”

	“Won’t be the first time.” I sketched a salute toward Adjutant Derror and turned toward the hatch. 
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	Infinite Horizon was a Shangri-La class yacht. A product of Rothmund shipbuilding, the Shangri-Las were built from the keel out as an opulent transport for the ultrawealthy. The sort of ship where, for enough credits, you can charter a trip to see the moons of Novus Astara or cruise the Veridian Nebula, the things folks with more money than sense do in the holovids. 

	What that meant for me, and the remnant of my team, was that the ship was heavily automated and broken into two basic sections. The below-decks, or downstairs area, housed engineering and the attendant workshops, the galley, large luggage storage, ship’s stores, and crew quarters. It was basically all the stuff you would want to hide from the quality. The upper decks consisted of passenger staterooms, a ballroom, a bar, a holo theater, observation lounges with more bars, the shuttle bay, and the bridge. 

	Access from below decks to the upper decks was limited to one elevator or through one of two ladderwells located fore and aft. Patel and I agreed that both ladder wells were likely held with more TAMERS. Since neither one of us wanted to be shot to rags trying to assault up a ship’s ladder well, we set the central elevator as our objective. It turned out we weren’t the only ones to have that idea.

	“Sonuvabitch,” Patel ducked back behind the edge of the hatch. She barely made it before another storm of 10-millimeter tungsten punched into the bulkhead, tearing gouges out of the synthsteel and ceramic walls. 

	I looked at her from where I had holed up just inside the double-wide hatch to one of the below-decks workshops. Rather than risk another peek around the corner, I deployed a comms relay/ recon drone and sent it out into the passageway. The mission brief and uploaded deck plans showed this passageway running the entire length of the yacht. 

	Sure enough, these clever fuckers had a TAMER set up in the middle of the passageway. 

	“Where in the seven hells did they get sandbags?” Caldwell asked.

	“You see their armor?” Patel asked, her voice irritated. “Looks kind of fucking familiar, doesn’t it?”

	She was right. Like the ones that had met us back in engineering, the pirates manning the gun emplacement blocking the passageway were wearing old first gen LCA-49As. And they were all painted void black with one small but notable difference. Some of these chuckleheads had stylized skulls and crossbones emblazoned on their chest plates.

	“Wait. No fucking way,” Caldwell said, “it’s been what, seventy…eighty years.”

	“Eighty-five years, seven months, three weeks, and five days,” I said. Exactly one month to the day longer than my enlistment in the Legion. 

	“That sounds about right,” Patel said. “But I thought he was dead.”

	“Me too.” 

	We’d all watched the holo from my sister. The one telling us about the bloody end of the infamous pirate Nicholas Mendoza. I’d loved him like a brother; she had just plain loved him once. 

	More 10mm tungsten slugs chewed at the hatch combing I was using for cover. A burning knot grew in my guts. A knot I hadn’t felt in a long time. The burning need to see my oldest friend dead on the deck at my feet. The fire of that need had guttered out years ago, leaving me with the cold ash of disappointment and regret when my sister had sent the holo telling me he was dead, killed in a running fight off Bowerman Station. Regret that I had ever trusted Nick Mendoza, disappointment that I hadn’t been there to see the light go out of his eyes.

	This had to be some dipshit copycat running the playbook Nick and I had put together when we’d gone into the privateering business all those years ago. Same armor same emblem on the chest plates. Hell, they were even using some of the same tactics. Something was very wrong with this operation, and it appeared to be getting worse.

	“Let’s grab us a prisoner and gather some intel,” I said. 

	“How did you figure on doing that?” Caldwell asked. 

	“Frontal assault.” I checked the round count on my plasma rifle. It was low, so I dropped the partial mag and locked a fresh one in place. 

	“They’re dug in with TAMERs,” Patel said. I didn’t have to see her face to know she was giving me a squint-eyed stare of incredulity. “Knowing that, you want a frontal-fucking-assault?” 

	“They’re in old-assed forty-nines. We’ll just grenade the shit out of them and then assault what’s left. Close the distance fast enough, and those TAMERs don’t matter.”

	“They damned well matter until we close the distance,” Caldwell said.

	“You see another option?” 

	I didn’t waste time waiting for an answer. I armed the grenade launcher built into the right arm of my armor, setting its selector for a three-round burst, each round on a two-second timer.

	“Yeah,” Caldwell said, “cut a hole in the hull, EVA to the bridge, cut another hole, and Bob’s your uncle.”

	“We still have a high-value civilian on board,” I reminded them. “Besides, when did— 

	They came at us, grenades skipping and bouncing down the passageway. The same way I would have done it. Someone over there had legion training. That was a bad sign. 

	The grenades detonated in one long chain of explosions. They were common fragmentation grenades, one of three options available for the LCA-49, not a serious threat to anyone outfitted in modern Legion armor. But distracting enough for them to start closing the distance on us. Patel, Caldwell, Miller, and Griffin had holed up in the compartment across the passageway from me and Higgins, which meant that the pirates had to split up to assault both of us. Except I wasn’t waiting around for these assholes to try that. Odds were good; they were packing something heavier than 10mm fully automatic rail guns. 

	I fired three grenades into their midst and followed close behind, dumping an entire mag of plasma into them. Credit where it’s due; they dropped their rifles and pulled blades faster than I’d anticipated. More signs of Legion training. 

	Even with the casualties from my grenades thinning their ranks, I would have been in very deep shit had the other Omegas not followed me. For a minute or two, we were packed tight together, shoulder to shoulder, back-to-back, working with the forearm-long Legion combat blades and our plasma pistols to push the enemy back toward their gun pit. I rammed my blade up through the armpit of one pirate and shot another in the face. Something was off. None of these pirates were sporting the skull and cross bones on their armor. 

	Lance Sergeant Griffin noticed it before the rest of us. Maybe he was in a better position, or maybe he was just a bit more observant. I’ll never know. We had just downed another of the pirates and had a clear line on their gun emplacement. I was four, maybe five steps behind the weapons sergeant when he turned and hit me in a perfect tackle.

	“Down,” he shouted. 

	TAMER rounds make a peculiar pak-pak-pak sound when they strike Legion combat armor. It’s the sound of several 10mm tungsten slugs moving around seven thousand meters per second, punching through multiple layers of sythsteel, graphene, and ceramic. It was the sound of those ruthless bastards in void black with the skull and crossbones laying into the melee. It was the sound of Lance Sergeant Joe Griffin saving my life by losing his. 
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	We were back inside the maintenance compartment. Any movement near the hatch continued to draw fire from the TAMER emplacement down the passageway. We had recon drones up for comms links and to keep an eye on the enemy, but otherwise, we were stuck where we sat. Higgins had a good line of sight on the hatch to the aft ladder well with his TAMER, and thus far, the pirates had only made one effort to come at us from that angle, mainly due to Higgins knocking the hell out of them. It was an old-fashioned Zalfari standoff. 

	“Todd, Derror,” the Adjutant said. The laser comms gave his voice a tinny quality. “Status?”

	“They took a run at us about the same time we took a run at them,” I said. “Looks to be eight or nine of them dead. We lost Griffin and Flowers. We were engaged hand to hand, and the sons-of-bitches opened up with a TAMER.”

	“Griffin and Flowers your only casualties?”

	“Caldwell took one through the leg, so he’s not winning any foot races anytime—

	“Testing, testing, one, two, three,” a voice like dark coffee and heavy cream said. It was over the general channel, which was interesting since our particle radio was heavily encrypted. “Radio check, how do you read me?” 

	I knew that voice. Had spent the better part of ten years with that voice in my ear. Had drank and fought and bled and sweated with the owner of that voice.

	Patel slid over next to me and put her helmet against mine. “Fucking Nick?” 

	“Sounds like,” I said. 

	“Enough.” Adjutant Derror said. “Who the fuck are you?”

	“Thought he was dead.” Caldwell had joined our little impromptu huddle, leaving Higgins and Miller to watch the hatch. 

	“Same here,” I said. 

	Once I’d gotten that holo message from Sis, I’d tracked down the navy footage of the action at Bowerman Station. Nick’s ship was shot to rags, bleeding atmo and barely limping along when it vanished. Navy intel weenies said that the Herron drive containment must have been breached and sucked the ship into an uncontrolled Herron Space transit. No ship in that condition could have survived. Yet here he was, in the flesh. Nicholas Mendoza had more lives than an old Earth cat. 

	“You should be more worried about who we are holding hostage to guarantee our safe conduct off this ship,” a second voice said. It was clearly electronically distorted. Someone didn’t want to be recognized. 

	“Forgive my associate,” Nick said. “It’s their first time.”

	“It is not Dagdan policy to negotiate with pirates,” Adjutant Derror said. “Your only choice here is to surrender.”

	“And die at the end of a rope?” Nick asked. “No, thank you.”

	“End of a rope or heavy weapons fire from Aurelius, but dead is dead,” Derror said.

	“You would kill citizens rather than let us fly free?” the distorted voice asked. “Is that the policy, the will of the great Dagdan Federation? Is that— 

	I muted the general channel and locked eyes with Patel. “You still game for the hull breach and spacewalk option?” 

	“If it means killing that fucker, I’m game for charging that TAMER nest again.” She jerked one thumb over her shoulder at the hatch. 

	No one held a grudge like Cassandra Patel. Nick had left us for dead on a Zalfari plague ship back when we were all one happy family of privateers. That alone would be enough to earn him her undying enmity. Killing her wife Angie in cold blood on the same day? That earned him the full force and focus of her considerable hatred.

	“I was thinking more of a spacewalk to the shuttle bay.” I looked from Patel to Caldwell and back. “Nick’s got a lot of manpower aboard, and they’re well-armed. If we don’t get back in contact with Aurelius, they’re going to send VBSS teams.”

	“Fuck,” Caldwell said, dragging out the word.

	He wasn’t wrong, though. That was about the short of it. The original plan, as briefed, was for us to hotbeak into engineering, cripple the ship and extract Sabine Hammond. If we hit heavy resistance, then Aurelius would send over two more Scorpions loaded with Visit Board Search and Seizure teams. Those teams were made up of sailors in light body armor with plasma rifles, stunners, and flashbangs to handle any resistance. 

	Meanwhile, we would continue trying to locate and extract Miss Hammond. If we were out of comms for too much longer, they would do the same. When they landed and breached the airlocks, Nic’s crew would kill every last one of them. They would be no match for what Mendoza’s crew was packing. After that happened, the Aurelius would follow Navy SOP and hammer Infinite Horizon into scrap. It would obliterate this ship and us along with it. 

	“What’s in the shuttle bay?” Caldwell asked.

	“A ride out of here,” I said. “No way Nick doesn’t have an escape plan.”

	“What do we tell the Adjutant?” Patel asked. 

	“Can’t tell him anything,” I said. “If Farnham’s still with Nick, we have to assume all comms channels are compromised.” 
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	Breaching the hull of a starship is no easy feat. It’s why we generally hotbeak our way in. It’s that or, as we did in my privateering days, come alongside, attach a corridor, overpressure the hell out of it, and use shaped charges to burn through the layers of sythsteel, graphene, and ceramic. That takes way too much time. 

	The funny thing about starship hull design is how the eggheads design them. They meticulously build them with an eye toward keeping the heat, air, and light in while keeping radiation, particulates, debris, and the cold temperatures of the void out. Meaning they only ever considered keeping things out. 

	I hope God really does have a soft spot for the insane, I thought, contemplating our plan.

	The only real problem with the plan was that half of the team’s explosives were out there in the passageway with the bodies of Sergeants Griffin and Flowers. The other half was back aboard the Scorpion with our junior engineering specialist, Corporal de Costa. We all carried a can or two of DetFoam to get through the thinner interior bulkheads and hatches, but that wouldn’t cut it. No amount of DetFoam was going to breach Infinite Horizon’s hull. 

	A TAMER, though, that had possibilities. That thing is essentially a high-velocity can opener. Good for punching holes in things, up to and including armored assault shuttles. Very little can stand up to ten-millimeter diameter tungsten slugs moving a hair over seven thousand meters per second. It’s why we don’t carry them on shipboard missions where we’re concerned with avoiding explosive decompression. 

	Patel and I watched the hatch while Higgins went to work punching holes in the hull with our captured TAMER. We figured that when the air started leaking out of the lower deck, the shit birds out in the passageway might come running. All we needed to do was keep them out long enough for Higgins and Miller to get back to the hatch and get set. 

	Oddly enough, everyone stayed put. That gave Caldwell the time to use his two cans of DetFoam to connect the dots and blast us an exit hole in the bulkhead. It was beautiful to watch the explosive genius of my friend. While he worked, Patel booby-trapped the hatch with two high-explosive grenades. With our exit secured, we fell back through the new hole. 

	Patel, Caldwell, and I huddled together on the hull. Miller and Higgins were set up on our improvised hatch with the TAMERs just in case our friends in the passageway got any bright ideas about coming to see what the hell we were doing. I wasn’t expecting them to risk it, but you never left the enemy the chance to get one over on you.

	Once we’d exited Infinite Horizon, I turned on the general comms channel again. The Adjutant and Nick were still talking, interspersed with more verbose rhetoric-laden interruptions from Nick’s partner. The good news was that the further from the hole in the hull we got the worse the jamming cut into the transmissions. That meant Nick was using internal comms relays while keeping us isolated from Aurelius. So, I risked the laser comms for a quick set of orders. 

	“Caldwell, take Miller and get back to the Scorpion.” I knocked on his wounded leg armor. The limb was stiff with the isolation foam that the armor AI deployed upon detecting a puncture and blood loss. In a gravity field, he’d be more of a liability than an asset. “Get Adjutant Derror caught up. Tell him Patel and I are arranging alternative transportation.”
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	We made entry through the hangar bay airlock. It was operating on emergency power, which meant that our hotbeak had severed the primary starboard power run. At least something went as planned. After a quick check for booby traps and a little finessing, Patel cycled the outer door, and we slipped inside.

	“No welcoming committee,” Patel said. “Nick’s getting sloppy in his old age.”

	“Or we caught a break,” I said. I stayed alert, keeping my plasma rifle at low ready while she worked the controls. “Besides, we’re the same age, me and Nick.”

	“Like I said, old,” she said, stepping back from the control panel. 

	“Look who’s talking,” I said. “I don’t look a day over thirty.” 

	“We were what, twenty-nine or so when we joined, and we’re wrapping up our second hitch. So, eighty years plus twenty-nine…”

	“I get your point,” I said, fighting back a chuckle. “I’m one hundred and ten standard years.” The overhead pressure indicator lights switched from red to amber as we spoke. “You figure he got his hands on black market Zolg?” 

	“Or something like it, yeah.” She took up a position on the opposite side of the hatch from me, plasma rifle at low ready.

	“Looks like that Zalfari money was real after all,” I said.

	“It does explain how he’s still around playing pirate… even all these years later,” she said as the airlock light cycled from amber to green. 

	The hatch slid open. Patel and I flowed through, weapons up, splitting the angles. We both pulled up short. Instead of a couple of civilian shuttles streamlined for gentle atmospheric orbital transit, we found something else. These weren’t vessels meant for wealthy passengers sipping champagne and nibbling on canapés while they were transported to their destination in comfort. The three Zalfari QI-17 Puma, orbital assault craft, crammed into Infinite Horizon’s hangar bay side by side, squat and ugly, were meant for war.

	“Son-of-a-bitch,” Patel said. “These are definitely not stock.”

	We made our way around the armored bulk of the Puma closest to us, moving toward its aft end and the open ramp, giving it a once-over as we went. Patel was right; when these things had rolled off the assembly line, they had been little more than heavily armored boxes with engines and attitude thrusters. 

	The standard Zalfari doctrine was to throw everything and the kitchen sink at the landing zone. They operated on the principle that quantity has a quality all its own. The Pumas in front of us were heavily modified with twin chin-mounted twenty-millimeter Gauss Gatling guns, four fifteen-centimeter plasma cannons on weapons pylons in articulated mounts, and eight YJ-37 antiship missile boxes mounted on the roof. 

	“Christ, would you fucking look at this shit,” she said from inside the Puma.

	“What?” I asked. 

	I had to stop gawking at the firepower in front of me and poke my head around the corner of the open ramp to see her. Patel lay on the craft’s deck, with her head through a large circular hatch.

	“They’ve got six big-assed cutting lasers down here on a gimble and rail setup and an extendable airlock with my overpressure system.”

	Turning from Patel, I looked, really looked, at the inside of the assault craft. There were weapons racks and restraints for twenty in powered armor. Three assault craft at twenty troopers each plus flight crew? That was sixty to seventy heavily armed and armored personnel. There was a hell of a lot more going on here than some bullshit pirate operation gone wrong.

	“These fuckers are looking to take a much bigger fish than some pleasure yacht,” I said.

	“Like a destroyer or maybe a cruiser?” She stood and headed toward the cockpit.

	“Sixty trigger pullers, armored assault shuttles modified for breaching…” 

	It tracked. Ambitious sure. But certainly feasible if you weren’t too picky about taking casualties. I’d tuned out the back and forth between Adjutant Derror and Nick’s partner. It was mostly melodramatic bullshit about the will of the proletariat and the means of production. It sounded like a holo-dramatization of the Berad uprising in sixty-eight. That was what did it, the final puzzle piece. 

	“These are fuck-me revolutionaries, not pirates.”

	“What?” Patel asked, looking back over her shoulder at me from where she stood, examining the cockpit. 

	“Nick’s stooging for some revolutionary type,” I said. “I bet this whole ball of wax was meant to lure in a small Dagdan naval vessel. Bad luck for them; they didn’t get a destroyer or some other small boy. They got a Rockwell class battle wagon. Which is what you get when you fuck up and kidnap a GC member’s daughter.”

	“Where are the rest of the shooters?” Patel asked.

	“Good question.” 

	By my estimate, we’d probably accounted for around twenty pirates or revolutionaries or whatever the hell these assholes were. That left another fortyish loose somewhere aboard Infinite Horizon. The fact that the weapons racks were still full told me that Nick didn’t have forty trained shooters. Odds were good. He’d filled out numbers with raw recruits. It explained how they charged into our little melee down on the maintenance deck. I was starting to like our odds a whole lot better. 

	“Let’s clear the path back down to engineering.” I pulled one of the rifles free from the rack and checked the load and battery. It was a Dredan Arms three-millimeter Gauss rifle with a fresh battery and a full sixty-round mag. “We’ll get the Adjutant and the rest of the Omegas. Think you can fly one of these things?”

	“Sure,” she said, clambering out of the cockpit. “Flying’s the easy part. We just fall out the door and apply thrust in the desired direction of travel. Don’t know if I can hit the Aurelius’ recovery deck, though.”

	“Guess that’ll have to do.” I passed her a rifle and slung another over my shoulder. “Let’s go get our people.”
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	We hit the crew in the aft ladderwell like a dose of hard radiation, silent and lethal. Stairwells in terrestrial structures and, by extension, ladderwells aboard any ship, terrestrial or otherwise, are solid defensive positions. At least they are if you’ve got the high ground at the top. And Patel and I held the high ground. If you’re not so fortunate, they’re an absolute nightmare to assault. The fatal funnel, we call it. 

	When we got into position, we stared down into the area. They weren’t aware of us yet, so we surveyed the situation. Five of them were posted up on the small landing, with another TAMER covering the ladder up to them. What the hell was it with these assholes and squad assault weapons? Nick must have hit a supply ship filled with nothing but TAMERs. 

	Go time, I thought as I gave the signal to Patel. Together, we shot the three pirates wearing armor. They were clean headshots, dropping them instantly. We subdued the other two with electro-shock grenades. 
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