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      Blurb

      

      
        6 books. One volume. Binge the complete The Crucible series.
      

      

      
        She's been on the run for two years now. Two years of pain and anguish. She's the greatest weapon the Alliance Star Forces ever produced. A telekinetic warrior with the power to win wars.
      

       He's a lieutenant commander, the son of one of the Alliance's most decorated admirals. He's never questioned his loyalty for the Alliance.

       Until now.

       A series of calamitous events throw them together on a quest leading right into the heart of the galaxy's darkest secrets.

      ....

      The Crucible follows a runaway weapon and the soldier who discovers her as they fight for the Milky Way. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab The Crucible today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    The Crucible Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    The Mari Sector, Research Dig Alpha 78

    Research Manager Amy Lee

    “Are you serious? You left the levitation pads back in the jumper?” I crossed my arms tightly against the stiff fabric of my environmental suit. My helmet was off – we’d already erected an environmental field around the cavern – so Weatherby could see exactly how unimpressed I was.

    Ensign Weatherby stepped back, his regulation brown boots crunching over the fine gray-white rock. “They weren’t in the manifests to be brought to the dig site.”

    “Well, you should have thought ahead. There’s no way we’re shifting thousands of tons of rock without pads. Put your helmet on and go get them.”

    The powerful lights around the site glinted off the terrified sweat on his forehead. He swallowed hard, turned on his heel, and scampered away.

    I stared after him, hands clamped on my hips. When I petitioned Star Forces Command for assistance, I'd wanted a crew that wasn’t wet behind the ears.

    Guess beggars can’t be choosers.

    Turning back to the cavern, the boots of my EV suit pressed into the soft, crumbling floor.

    I’d never seen a site like this. Most digs were simple – no larger than a light cruiser. This was on another level. We’d unearthed half a square kilometer so far, and the sheer scale made it hard to breathe.

    It put every other discovery of my career to shame.

    The massive flat wall ahead wasn’t made of the soft white rock littering the ground. Matter scans revealed a never-before-seen composite of trithalium. It was unadorned, save for a small circle lodged right in the middle a good hundred feet up.

    My best people were up on the scaffolding investigating it. A circle within a circle within a circle, etched with script so small it was almost atomic.

    I took a step toward the wall.

    Another tremor shook the floor, chasing up the walls and rattling the scaffolding. Despite the magnetic locks, the metal framework trembled like a palsied hand. I staggered, dropping to one knee. The rock was so soft my gloved fingers pulverized a section to dust.

    The tremor stopped.

    I scrambled up, scanning the cavern. “Any injuries?”

    My team picked themselves up and waved the all-clear.

    Relief loosened my chest, but my gaze flicked back to that massive smooth wall. The hover lights bobbed in the disturbed air currents, casting shifting shadows across the surface. Tension trapped my breath.

    There was an unknown civilization behind that wall. A dead one, surely, but I would be the one to drag it into the light.

    I glanced toward the massive hover lifts at the back of the cavern. If Weatherby didn’t hurry, he’d miss the moment we opened a door into the past.

    …

    Ensign Weatherby

    I wiped a gloved hand over my helmet. The atmosphere of this old moon was unpredictable; condensation slicked every surface. If my superiors had opted for better equipment, the suit would auto-adjust. instead, I was stuck with the lowest bidder’s gear.

    Technically, this was just another dig. Important for archaeology, but a distraction for Star Forces.

    I spread my fingers, using the grip sensors in the pads to suck up the moisture from my visor. It worked for a second before the fog returned.

    “Christ,” I spat.

    I kicked a rock, watching it shatter into fine white-gray dust over my reinforced boot. I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to be back in the core systems, not babysitting a rock-obsessed civilian on the dark side of a moon that turned so slowly you never saw the sun.

    My suit’s chest light flickered, sending erratic bursts of illumination over the weathered wasteland like a guttering candle.

    I tipped my head back and screamed in silent frustration.

    When I let my head drop, movement caught the corner of my vision. Maybe twenty meters away.

    Then the light on my suit died completely.

    Calm down, I told myself. It’s just another crew member.

    Still, a pulse of nerves tore up my back. My fingers tingled with adrenaline. I waited for the light to cycle.

    It didn’t.

    Something scampered toward me. My suit’s audio pickups were too old to catch the sound of movement, but I could feel the vibration in the soft ground. Just a dark shape on a black night.

    I took a step back.

    The light flickered on.

    The creature had jumped and was already hurtling toward me. Then it landed with a thump. Claws sliced into my chest, ripping the suit from my body and reaching for the flesh beneath.

    …

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd

    Damn, I was bored.

    I shouldn’t be. This was my first rest in two months. We’d docked with the Argus Service Cluster, orbiting the Central Ruling Planet – home to the House of Lords and Ladies and the Academy where I’d graduated seven years ago.

    I leaned against the railing of the Central Administration Hub, watching the view. Behind me stood the massive dome of the Senate; below, the Primary Central Library. Sky bridges connected the buildings, blazing into light only when someone stepped onto the electrified pads.

    A literal leap of faith.

    I rubbed my chin, fingernails raking through afternoon stubble. Why did it feel like everything was a leap of faith lately?

    Space travel was lonely, but this was different. Disquiet was building in the galaxy. Whispers of a new enemy. I saw it in the faces of my crew – every new wrinkle, every narrowed gaze.

    “Lieutenant Commander, I heard your ship docked this morning.”

    The lilting accent was unmistakable.

    I turned to see Lady Argoza. Her family ruled a hundred systems, yet she spent her time in disaster zones rather than palaces. She was a saint. And stunning. Ice-white hair tumbled down her back, framing eyes that looked like nebulas.

    I smoothed down my short hair. “Lady?”

    She clasped her hands and nodded. “I assume you will be at the function tonight?”

    “I’d better be. It’s being held in our honor. Pretty rude not to show up.” I winced internally. Arrogant statement, idiot.

    She smiled, her lips pushing high into her cheekbones. “Of course. I will be there too. I would relish the opportunity to thank you for your heroic efforts.”

    I stifled a snort. Heroic efforts? “We pulled a transporter away from a black hole. It was our job. We’re not heroes.”

    “You sell yourself short, Lieutenant Commander Shepherd,” she said. My name sounded like honey pouring from her lips.

    “Will you be in the capital for long?” I asked.

    “Just a couple of days. Then my ship has to go through routine maintenance. Then we’ll be… off on a mission,” I said. Vague. Standard operating procedure for the Fair Strike Operation. We went where the Joint Admirals pointed us.

    “If you find yourself in need of company, I am at your disposal.” She bowed low.

    An awkward smile crumpled my lips. “No, Lady, you’re far too busy for the likes of me.”

    She looked confused, then smiled again. “We choose what is important in our lives.”

    Before I could process that, an aide rushed to her side. “Lady, the House is about to begin voting on the new security policy.”

    Argoza’s smile froze. She gave a determined nod. “Very well.” She turned back to me, eyes sharp as lasers. “I will see you tonight, Lieutenant Commander.”

    I watched her walk away, robes floating in her wake, until reality caught up.

    The vote.

    I knew which way it would swing. Fear was spreading like wildfire. The Mandrican senators were pushing for tighter borders and weaponized enforcement. We had cruisers sitting in dock gathering dust, yet they wanted more.

    Something was happening. The galaxy was changing beneath my feet.

    I looked down at my polished boots, then out to the horizon where the land met the heavens. I had to push the disquiet away for a few hours.

    Tonight, I’d play the hero at the party. Tomorrow, I’d be back on the bridge of my ship. Then I could do something about it.

  
    Chapter 2

    Ensign Jenks

    I stood with my forehead pressed against the door, grinding my face against the smooth metal. Eyes squeezed shut, teeth bared, I waited for the agony to pass.

    My hands jittered at my sides, my body so sweaty it had soaked through the blue-black of my Star Forces uniform. Another wave of pain hit, and I slammed my head back against the door, letting out a soft whimper.

    It didn’t help. Nothing would. Except more Compound 78.

    In a snap, the pain ended, replaced by a wash of nausea. I staggered back, locking a hand over my mouth. My fingers slipped over slick skin until I dug my nails in to steady them.

    For several moments I stood there, forcing myself to breathe. I swayed backward and forward, limbs like jelly, until the nausea abated, fading into a high-pitched ringing in my ears. Horrendous static built in my brain.

    With one last tortured gasp, silence fell.

    I stumbled to the adjacent wall and slid down to my knees, leaving sweaty prints trailing down the metal. I crunched my legs hard against my chest, locking my head against them as I rocked back and forth.

    I had to get more of the compound. If I didn’t, I’d fall apart.

    With a deep breath, I blinked my eyes open. At first, my gaze was unfocused, but slowly the room cleared. I stared at the plain ceiling of my borrowed quarters.

    Fortunately, my roommate was on duty. Not that she was actually my roommate; I wasn’t even stationed aboard this vessel. I’d been picked up with the rest of the crew from the Light Cruiser Fargo after a critical failure in our engine cores forced the Godspeed to assist.

    A failure caused, in part, by me.

    Not intentionally, but did that matter?

    I slammed my head against the wall behind me. The thud echoed around the room. I released my knees and pinched a trembling hand over the bridge of my nose.

    Though the bulk of the pain had passed, a constant headache drove through my skull like a sonic ice pick. As much as I wanted to stay pressed against the wall, I couldn’t.

    I had to get off this ship.

    Then I needed to find more of the compound. I couldn’t function without it. And if I didn’t find a way to function, they would find me. They’d drag me back to the facility and continue their experiments.

    Though it was hard, I pushed to my feet. My fatigued limbs shook, but within seconds they settled. I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath.

    I was calming. By my reckoning, I’d have another few hours before the next attack.

    I neatened my collar, running a hand down my trim uniform. Stepping into the tiny bathroom, I dried my body with the directional heater.

    Once done, I walked out the door. I couldn’t afford to stay in one place for too long.

    …

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd

    This was one hell of a function.

    I wouldn’t call it a party, though. Not for me. My crew, however, were having a great time.

    They deserved it.

    I didn’t.

    I kept eyeing the balcony outside. The air out there would be cool, and the constant drone of the party wouldn’t reach through the flex glass walls.

    Though I was holding a drink – actual champagne from Earth – I hadn’t bothered to take a sip. Instead my fingers periodically tightened around the flute, the tension referring down my wrist and deep into my arm.

    I caught sight of my reflection a few times in the shiny panel of the bar. The top brass had really gone all out, and there were actual bottles of real alcohol lined up on the shelves, reminiscent of that old Earth style I was so fond of.

    In principle, I should have been enjoying this party. In practice, I couldn’t push the nerves from my mind. Every time I smiled and joked with a member of my crew, my disquiet was right there at the edges of my thoughts, waiting for a quiet moment until it could take over.

    I saw a break in the crowd and pushed forward to move through it, keeping my gaze locked on the quiet balcony outside.

    That’s when I heard a low grumble by my left. “Fleeing already, Lieutenant Commander?”

    I turned to see Commander F’val. He was from the Mancor race. Tall, he had a powerful build, sinewy muscles leading up to an angled jackal-like jaw. Despite the color of his skin, he looked unnervingly similar to those dog-headed gods from ancient Egypt.

    “I wouldn’t call it fleeing, just retreating. You know me, Commander, I never lose a battle.”

    The Commander drew back his lips and laughed. It was a harsh hiss of a noise. “Not in the mood to enjoy your own party?”

    I considered the Commander’s question in silence.

    My silence was enough to answer his question.

    “Did you hear the results of the House of Lords and Ladies vote today?”

    I nodded stiffly.

    “To think, they are so eager to keep giving us more and more power, and yet no direction. Don’t they know what happens to an over-resourced army?”

    “It rusts and dies,” I said, incapable of keeping the bitterness from my tone.

    “Or it turns against its masters,” the Commander said as he brought up his glass and made a mock salute. “Not, of course, that anyone within my ranks would be disloyal to the Alliance.”

    I smiled. It was a brief move. I found my gaze slipping towards the quiet balcony once more.

    F’val gave a soft snort. “Don’t let me stop you.”

    “No, that’s alright,” I began, but the Commander had already turned away.

    I considered him as he walked towards the bar. He had such a powerful figure, but his power didn’t stop there. It was laced through every movement and every word. Unlike me, F’val had been in the Star Forces for decades. He’d lived through countless skirmishes and commanded his crew through a multitude of victories.

    He had wisdom where all I had was a niggling sense that something… wasn’t right.

    As that thought stabbed through my mind once more, I let out a frustrated sigh, and I made my determined way towards the balcony.

    I walked right through the flex glass, and it reformed seamlessly around me, letting out nothing but a slight popping noise like bubbles breaking.

    I expected to be alone on this balcony.

    I wasn’t.

    There was a woman standing with her arms pressed against the railing, her shoulders hunched inwards. She had short plain strawberry-blond hair that was cut blunt to her jawline. She had a slight figure that didn’t stand out from the crowd.

    In fact, everything about her was unremarkable. And yet, I still recognized her. Ensign Amelia Jenks.

    She wasn’t a member of my crew; we’d just given her a lift with the other members of the Light Cruiser Fargo.

    Because the top brass was in a particularly generous mood, all of the Fargo’s crew had also been invited to this function.

    Most of the rest of them were inside, quaffing the genuine alcohol and feasting on the fine cuisine.

    She, however, stood there and stared at the night sky.

    As her hands clutched the railing, they gave a slight tremble.

    She must be cold, I figured.

    I wasn’t sure whether I should disturb her, so I walked up to the railing a few meters away and tried to focus on the view.

    My gaze kept slipping back to her.

    Quiet. Contained. There didn’t seem to be a hell of a lot going on with Ensign Jenks. Still, as she turned to me briefly, I gave her an encouraging smile. “I hope you’re enjoying the party, Ensign.”

    “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander, I am,” she said quickly, but from the dazed look in her eyes, I could tell her words were automatic.

    I gave her another smile.

    She didn’t reciprocate. She kept looking past me, eyes locked on the night sky. Her gaze didn’t drift down to the city, they just locked on the horizon.

    I found myself frowning. There was a definite… somber quality to her watchfulness. It reached deep inside me and—

    “Lieutenant Commander Shepherd,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

    I turned, a smile spreading over my lips long before I saw her.

    Lady Argoza. She was dressed in a magnificent purple and gold gown. With a high-cut neckline and elegant sleeves, it hugged her form perfectly. With her blazing white-blue eyes and her shimmering, almost transparent frost-colored hair, she was easily one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.

    “Why are you out here, Lieutenant Commander?”

    “Just getting some air,” I replied. “It’s such a pleasant night, and—”

    Before I knew what she was doing, Lady Argoza reached up and hooked an arm through mine. “The night can wait. You should enjoy this party… you’ve earned it.”

    Even though I followed every word she said, I got the strange feeling she actually meant something else.

    I shouldn’t enjoy this party because I’d earned it; I should enjoy it because it would be the last I would see for a long time to come.

    As the Lady led me away, I found my head turning, my gaze drifting back to Ensign Jenks.

    She hadn’t moved. There was a definite tension in her shoulders as she latched hold of the railing, and just as I walked through the flex glass, I saw her hands tremble once more.

    …

    Ensign Jenks

    I couldn’t take this any longer.

    I left the party quietly, avoiding everyone.

    Which wasn’t hard. Amongst the crew of the Fargo, I was known as a loner. I had no friends, I interacted with no one. I kept to myself and followed orders.

    I couldn’t afford companionship. I couldn’t drag anyone else into this nightmare.

    By the time I made it out into the expansive corridor beyond the function room, my brow was plastered with sweat.

    I had to find more of the compound, and I had to find it now.

    I’d foolishly thought I’d have a few more hours until another seizure struck me. I’d been wrong.

    If it had been up to me, I wouldn’t have come to this party. But it wasn’t up to me. It had been a command. The Star Forces told you went to work, went to rest, and when to play.

    They also told you when it was time to die.

    I walked quickly, arms huddled around my middle, fingers digging hard into my forearms.

    I clenched my teeth together and kept my head angled to the side, avoiding eye contact with any passers-by.

    I was currently in the administrative district. This district housed the Star Forces Academy and the House of Lords and Ladies, as well as the other crucial administrative centers that ran the Alliance. Beyond this district were the trade markets.

    If I were lucky, I’d find what I was looking for there.

    Nobody would be able to sell me any compound 78. Not in its isolated form. I would have to synthesize it from Omega class weapons. And Omega class weapons were very much illegal.

    If you’d asked me several years ago, I would have said it would be impossible to get such weapons on the capital planet of the Alliance.

    Now I knew better.

    This Alliance was rotten to the core.

    I pushed my way into a lift, half staggering past two surprised guests. “Close the doors and take me to the ground level,” I commanded before they had a chance to enter the lift.

    As the doors swept closed with a hiss, I unlocked one shaking hand from around my middle and planted it on my brow, forcing the fingernails hard into my flesh. Pressing my palm over my eyes, I didn’t remove it until several seconds later when I arrived at the ground floor.

    Dropping my hand and taking a calming breath, I walked out.

    I had to keep blinking to refocus my gaze; it was starting to become fuzzy around the edges.

    It was a cool night, and there was a pleasant brisk breeze sweeping along the streets.

    On the ground floor of the administration district were wide white walkways interspersed with low gardens and lakes.

    Before I’d been discovered and taken into the program, I’d loved nature. I’d always dreamt of traveling to some pristine planet somewhere and living out my days free from the pressures of the modern galaxy.

    I’d never get the chance. Forevermore I’d be on the run. Though I could try to go to ground on some distant world, it wouldn’t last. I needed compound 78 to survive. And if I stopped taking it… things would happen.

    My only option was to keep moving, from planet to planet, sourcing more and more compound 78.

    I needed to keep hidden from them – the people who’d done this to me. The best way to do that was under their damn noses.

    I’d changed my identity, buying a new one from Manticar Raiders. To the Alliance, I was now Ensign Amelia Jenks. The Raiders were good, and nobody had a clue who I really was.

    If I wanted to keep it that way, I had to get more 78.

    I quickly made my way across the grounds to the nearest transport hub. There, it was a relatively short trip to the trade district.

    Short, that was, for somebody who wasn’t breaking apart on the inside.

  
    Chapter 3

    The Mari Sector, Research Dig Alpha 78

    Amy Lee

    I stood over the body. Or whatever was left of it.

    My team had already established a security perimeter and engaged the environmental field, scrubbing the air within the cordon. Theoretically, it was safe to breathe. Theoretically, I could unseal my suit.

    I didn’t want to. As long as the helmet was on, there was a layer of polycarbonate between me and the wet, torn ruin in the dust.

    My muscles bunched, fists clenching at my sides against the urge to look away. Ensign Weatherby had been an idiot, but he hadn’t deserved this.

    Whatever this was.

    The moon was uninhabited. Aside from the research crew at the dig site and the military detachment, there shouldn’t have been a soul on this rock. And yet, the injuries weren’t natural. He hadn’t tripped. The ground hadn’t given way to crush him.

    His EV suit was flayed open, the synthetic weave ripped apart to expose the meat beneath. It left the unmistakable impression of claws. Something had torn right through his chest.

    Blood slicked the ground, thick and sticky around my boots, already reacting strangely with the local condensation.

    Lieutenant Hargrove – the leader of the Space Forces detachment assigned to babysit us – loomed over the other side of the corpse. His expression was a mixture of grim professionalism and barely contained rage. To a hammer like Hargrove, this mission was supposed to be a nail. A simple babysitting gig. Not an operation where people died.

    I realized my hand was trembling. I brought it up, feigning a need to wipe dust from my visor.

    “Just take the damn thing off,” Hargrove growled. The sound vibrated low in his chest.

    “Watch your tone, Lieutenant.” It came out weaker than I intended. I reached up, disengaged the seal, and pulled the helmet free. A cloud of pressurized air puffed around my face before dissipating into the thin atmosphere.

    “Don’t you dare tell me to watch my tone,” Hargrove snapped. “The report you submitted to Star Forces cleared this moon. You said it was uninhabited.”

    “It is uninhabited.”

    “Something did that to him.” Hargrove jabbed a stiff finger at the gore.

    “A ship must have landed,” I said, grasping for logic.

    “My ship hasn’t detected any incoming signatures. There is no one on this moon but us.”

    A shiver snaked deep into my gut, locking my muscles. I wiped a hand across my face, trying to clear the sudden sheen of cold sweat, but the texture felt wrong against my skin.

    I pulled my hand back. A faint, red shimmer coated my fingers.

    “What the hell is this?” I whispered.

    Hargrove barely looked at me. His eyes were fixed on the corpse. “It’s his blood. It’s evaporating and bonding with the humidity. It’s this moon’s damn atmosphere. We need to act quickly if we want to preserve the crime scene.”

    “Crime scene?” I finally tore my gaze away from the red film on my hand to stare at him.

    “You said it yourself, Lee. This rock is empty. If my ship hasn’t sensed anyone landing, that leaves one option.” He turned his glare on me, his lined brow heavy over his eyes.

    “What?”

    “One of your crew did this to my man.” His voice dropped so low it was almost lost to the wind. “And I will find them.”

    I was used to holding my ground. You didn’t manage dig sites in the Mari Sector without a spine, and I certainly wasn’t afraid of a fight. But fear traced a cold line up my spine, lodging itself at the base of my neck. I had the sudden, violent urge to run.

    Not from Hargrove. Despite the menace lacing his tone, I wasn’t scared of him.

    I was terrified because he was wrong.

    I looked down at the remains of Ensign Weatherby one last time.

    My crew hadn’t done this.

    So who – or what – had?

    …

    Ensign Jenks

    I’d found an empty alleyway in the lower quarters of the trade district.

    I was shaking now.

    Shaking so badly that everything was shaking with me.

    I wasn’t crazy. It was really happening.

    There were a few discarded mag crates to my side, and as my body trembled, they shifted and shook on the floor.

    I pressed a sweaty hand into the wall and tried to stabilize myself. Closing my eyes hard and clenching my jaw, I tried and tried and tried to control my breath.

    I’d found an Omega weapon. And I’d isolated the compound. Now I just had to calm down long enough to use it.

    At my feet was an old military-grade medi-pack. Inside was an isolation needle. A small device that sat in the palm of your hand, you filled the vial at the back with whatever substance you wanted and rotated it to activate it. An electro-needle would shoot from the tip. About an inch long, it could deliver its payload to any part of the body instantly. Its diameter was microscopic, leaving barely a pinprick incision in the skin.

    I clenched my teeth harder and harder until it felt as if I’d grind them into dust. Rocking back and forth on my feet, my sweaty fingertips leaving streaks along the wall, I waited for the seizure to pass.

    The whole hallway started to shake now. The walls trembled under my touch, matching the tremors in my limbs.

    The abandoned crates to the left shook so badly they were like dice being rolled together.

    My mouth fell open, and a whimper came out.

    “Come on,” I begged, “come on.”

    I just couldn’t medicate myself while still having a seizure. I could accidentally destroy the needle or rupture the vial, scattering the precious compound 78 onto this well-trodden floor. I simply wouldn’t have the strength to go and find more.

    So I had to wait.

    God, I had to wait.

    I fell to one knee, then the other, head dropping towards the floor, short hair cutting in front of my face and forming a fan in front of my sweaty brow.

    Then finally, finally, just as the whole hallway shook as if in the throes of an earthquake, it stopped.

    Relief.

    I fell to the side, shoulder banging into the floor, hair cascading over my shoulder.

    Closing my eyes, I swallowed, then groped towards the medi-pack.

    With fingers barely under my control, I opened it and grabbed the electro-needle within.

    I had to stop breathing in order to steady my hand. With every desperate breath, it would wobble backward and forwards, and I couldn’t afford to have an unsteady aim.

    Closing my eyes briefly, I angled the needle towards my chest.

    I plunged it in.

    The electro-needle penetrated right through my flesh, delivering the payload directly to my heart.

    I held the needle until it beeped.

    Then dropped it and fell onto my back, one massive convulsion tearing through my body. My regulation boots skidded across the floor as my chest thrashed up and down.

    ….

    Then nothing.

    Stillness.

    Blessed stillness.

    Even the ringing in my mind stopped. The headache I’d endured since the last dose of 78 was swept away.

    Cherished silence filled me completely.

    I lay there on the floor for as long as I dared.

    This building’s sensors would have picked up the tremors in this corridor.

    I had to leave.

    Rolling onto my stomach, I forced myself to my knees. I planted a hand over my mouth, dragging down my lips and cheeks until my bottom eyelids puckered.

    With one last blink, I staggered to my feet. I swept a hand down and grabbed the medi-pack.

    I’d already disposed of the Omega gun.

    I stumbled until my muscles settled and my gait became even. Then I swept a hand over my brow, cleaning off the muck that had settled there. I ran my fingers through my short hair and neatened my collar.

    I walked through the lower districts until I reached a transport lift. With the medi-pack still tucked under my arm, I took the elevator up to one of the observation paths that connected the various trade district buildings.

    I walked out into the open air, feeling the chill wind race across my skin.

    For the first time since I’d arrived, it was invigorating. Briefly closing my eyes, I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath through my nostrils. I let the sweet cool air settle in my lungs before I opened my eyes and strode out across the promenade.

    I followed it around the sides of several tall towers. Though it was night, everything was well lit. Around the buildings I could see the lines of traveling traffic, here and there the undersides of hulls and wings glistening under the nightlights.

    There was a constant low hum to the air. Now I was functioning again, I could even feel the slight tremble pickup through my boots and up into my knees.

    Unlike the administrative district, there weren’t too many people walking the promenade at this hour. At any hour, in fact. People didn’t come here for the view – they came here to buy and sell. Most of the trade happened within the primary towers, not out here with a view that could distract from proceedings.

    I kept walking, aiming for one of the primary transport hubs. Sensing I was now alone, I angled towards the railing to my left. It gave a view of the side of the building. If you pressed your hands into it and angled your head over the side, you could see right down through the lines of traffic to the street far, far below. At night it was a glistening sea of lights interspersed by the black bodies of towers.

    I had no interest in the view.

    I reached the railing, and while still walking casually tossed the medi-pack over the side of the building.

    It was small enough that no sensors would pick it up. It would bounce off the hover traffic until it shattered on the city streets far below.

    Smoothing my hair behind my ear, I walked away.

    …

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepard

    “That’s a hell of a mission, Admiral,” I managed. I was standing in my quarters on my own ship. Though I’d been provided with a well-appointed room in the capital, I didn’t want it.

    I wanted my own bed. Though it was simple, it was all I needed.

    Despite the fact I was the Commander of the Godspeed, my quarters were ordinary. This wasn’t a luxury cruiser; it was a reconnaissance vessel.

    Still, there was enough room for a large circular bed, a workbench, a comms station, and a small bathroom.

    I also had a window. Along the side of the wall that connected my bed and workbench, it was the one luxury I’d requested. The one thing I couldn’t live without.

    I always wanted to know where I was going. More than that, I needed to know where I was.

    I’d been working before the Admiral had called. Trying to modify a weapon. Why?

    That was a good question.

    It was a simple task that helped calm my nerves.

    You would think rec leave would be enough to do that, but you’d be wrong. My short visit to the capital had done nothing but further ignite that slow-burning sense of dread.

    Then the Admiral had called.

    Admiral Duval was half Baytiq and half human. It left her with a strange mix of features – three eyes, pencil-like hair, and a thin-lipped mouth.

    It was sometimes hard to read her emotions, but never hard to understand her words.

    She was one of the most direct superiors I’d ever dealt with.

    “These are strange times,” she said, tone quiet. “It is hard to know who we can trust.”

    Even for a straight talker, that comment threw me. I felt my brow press hard into my eyes as my lips thinned into a frown. “What?”

    She held my gaze and shook her head. “Never mind, Lieutenant Commander. All we ask you is that you follow through with your mission. You must travel to the Hari Sector and track down the leader of the rebellion.”

    “A rebellion we aren’t even sure is going to happen,” I countered as I crossed my arms. I was wearing a loose-fitting shirt and pants. I’d changed into them before realizing sleep would be elusive tonight. They felt distractingly light and free compared to the stiff collar of my Alliance Star Forces uniform.

    “We have enough information to suggest that a rebellion is imminent. We must track down those spreading discontent. At a time like this,” her voice became unusually quiet, “we cannot afford to be split asunder.”

    Her words left a chill spreading over my back.

    I had to ground my feet into the soft carpet of the floor not to shiver.

    My mouth was strangely dry. Clearing my throat, I took a breath. “This is going to be no easy task.”

    “That is why we are sending you.” She held my gaze directly. “With your exemplary record, we know that we can trust you.”

    I nodded. Not at first. The move came late. I don’t know why… it just did.

    “Good night, Lieutenant Commander. I suggest you enjoy your last night of leave – you will be leaving in the morning.”

    I swallowed and nodded. By the time I looked up, the Admiral’s transmission had ended.

    I stood there and stared at the comms panel with its softly blinking lights. Then I took a step back, opened my palms, and pressed them against my face. I took another step back and another until I felt the curve of my bed pressing into my knees.

    Crumpling, I let myself lie back on the bed and dropped my hands from my face.

    Then I stared blankly at the ceiling.

    I was a good soldier. I’d grown up hearing that. From my father, from everyone. I was the kind of soldier who followed orders and never asked questions.

    I never asked questions. Even when they started to burn a hole through my gut.

    I hadn’t received my full orders yet. The Admiral wanted me to track down the leader of the rebellion first. When I found them, I would receive my next orders.

    Orders I may not agree with.

    The rebellion was just a myth, or that’s what an ordinary person would say. The Alliance had ushered in a new peace to a once tumultuous Milky Way. Why would anyone in their right mind jeopardize that?

    The rebels, if they existed, must be arrogant, dangerous fools intent on destroying the safety of others.

    So it was right to track them down and eradicate them.

    … Right?

    I balled a hand into a fist and struck the bedclothes. The move was weak.

    I was weak.

    Protecting the galaxy from scavengers and pirates, I could understand. Turning against the Alliance’s own citizens… that was harder to accept.

    I suddenly pushed myself up, feeling nervous tension build in my body.

    I glanced towards the window. It showed the inside of the Argus Service Cluster fueling station. My ship was still in dry dock, after all.

    Suddenly the Admiral’s advice came back to me. Enjoy my last night of rec leave.

    Though I was bone tired, I still pulled on some casual clothes and walked from my room, hands stowed firmly in the pockets of my jacket.

    It didn’t take long to make it out of my ship and along one of the metal gangways that connected my vessel to the primary docking ring.

    With my hands still stowed in my pockets and my shoulders hunched, I kept to myself as I passed crew from various other ships.

    Without my uniform, I was just another civilian.

    Staring at my boots as I walked, listening to the slight echoing bounce of the metal gangway as I took every step, I tried to lull myself into a false sense of calm.

    By the time I reached the main civilian areas of the station, a glum frown had set hard around my lips.

    There was no way I was going to enjoy this last night off.

    Though I walked past several bars and even saw a few of my own crew, I did not join them.

    I headed to the main observation deck and then right past it. There was another small observation area tucked in behind it that few people used. Rather than show an unimpeded view of the planet below, it was directed out at space. Due to the light pollution of the station, you could barely see any stars.

    There wasn’t much to look at, and that was the point. Nobody would disturb me.

    I entered the secondary observation deck, hands still stowed in my pockets. With my head still directed at my shoes, it took me a moment to realize I wasn’t alone.

    There was a woman sitting on the single small couch that was directed towards the circular window.

    Her hands were rested in her lap, her head angled down to stare at them.

    A prickle of recognition escaped down my spine as I realized who it was. From the short strawberry-blond hair to her morose disposition, it was Ensign Jenks.

    I hesitated, wondering whether I should just leave.

    She turned before I could.

    Her gaze flicked towards me. You couldn’t say she had pretty eyes. They were nothing compared to the stunning white-blue of Argoza’s pupils. But there was a certain quality about Ensign Jenks’ stare. It was the type of gaze I imagined a trapped tiger would give. Wary, guarded – someone who had not given up hope of escape.

    My lips twitched into a smile. “Sorry for disturbing you, Ensign,” I mumbled.

    “If you were looking for a place to sit,” she rose to her feet, took a step back, and indicated the small couch, “go ahead. I was just leaving.”

    She was not just leaving. It was clear she was only getting up because I had arrived.

    My hands were still in my pockets, and my fingers drummed against the side of my legs as I wondered how to handle this.

    There was clearly something going on with Ensign Jenks. But she’d only been a member of my crew for a few short days, and even then, it was merely a technicality.

    She wasn’t my responsibility, in other words.

    That didn’t stop me from walking further into the room and planting myself beside the window. I shot her another encouraging close-lipped smile.

    She didn’t appear to know what to do with it. She took a step back, and it was obvious she was about to leave.

    “You don’t need to leave on my account, Ensign,” I said, authority pitching through my tone.

    The authority had its intended purpose, and she stopped, albeit for a fraction of a second. She tilted her head towards me, that angular hair sliding across her face to frame that trapped stare.

    I found myself swallowing. “You left the party early tonight.”

    “I wouldn’t have thought anyone would have noticed, sir.” She didn’t look at me as she spoke, preferring to let her gaze slip towards the door.

    “It wasn’t just thrown for my crew. The Fargo went through a hell of an incident. If you’re…” I trailed off. I wanted to tell her that if she’d suffered some kind of trauma from it, she could get help.

    But I stopped myself. Something told me that Ensign Jenks’ troubles extended further than recent events.

    She took another step back.

    My training told me I should just let her leave. My training didn’t always win out. Occasionally the man underneath would raise his little head and tell me to do the right thing, not the accepted thing. “I could use a little company, to be honest,” I lied.

    She looked confused. Fair enough. It wasn’t every day that a lieutenant commander imposed companionship upon an ensign he barely knew.

    Hopefully, she wouldn’t get the wrong idea about this.

    … Or any idea, in fact – it looked as if she’d barely registered my words.

    As her gaze slipped from the window then back to the door, it was clear she was… running from something.

    Maybe it was just me and my odious company, or maybe Ensign Jenks needed to let something off her chest.

    “Where are you going to be stationed after the Fargo?” I asked, realizing the only legitimate way to keep her in the room was to pepper her with official questions, questions she would be obliged to answer as I was her superior officer.

    “I have a temporary posting on the Ra’xon. She’s coming into dock soon.” She never made eye contact when she spoke.

    “The Ra’xon, ha? That’s a flagship. What’s your specialty?”

    “I don’t have one. I’m on general rotation at the moment. I’m not staying on the Ra’xon – it will just take me to my next posting.”

    I nodded. Then I pushed my mind into the task of finding another question – any question to keep her in the room.

    “How long have you been in the Star Forces?”

    This time her gaze locked on the floor between us and seemed as if it would not lift, even if the window behind us shattered and shot us out into space. “A few years now.”

    Most enlisted recruits would be able to tell you how long they’d been in the Star Forces down to the day. It was drilled into them at every opportunity. How much time you sacrificed for the Alliance was your greatest honor. Or so they told us at the Academy.

    “Which Academy did you graduate from?”

    She took a snapped step backward, her short hair swinging under her jaw until she finally tipped her head back and stared at me. “There’s no need to engage me in conversation, sir. If you wish for company, I suggest you head to one of the bars.” With that, she turned on her heel and walked out.

    No salute, no goodbye, she just stalked away from me.

    I spluttered. I could have pulled her up – could have told her to stop where she was and treat me like an officer.

    I didn’t. I watched her go.

    I got the sudden urge to follow her.

    I didn’t follow through with it. That would be stalking, and I really doubted that when the Admiral had told me to enjoy my last night, she’d envisaged I’d spend it skulking around after some random ensign.

    I let out a rattling sigh, pressing a hand up and over my face until my fingers raked across my short hair.

    Turning, I sat down roughly on the low couch.

    I placed my hands on my knees, crumpled my shoulders, and finally I raised my head and stared at the view.

    I should stop distracting myself. I should figure out what I was going to do when I reached the Hari System.

    I brought a tensed hand up and pushed my fingers across my brow, letting them drop until they cupped my chin, my grip so tight it was like I was trying to choke myself.

    I didn’t get the chance.

    I heard soft laughter from behind me. “Really? This is how we’re going to spend your last night off in several months?” A light voice asked.

    I turned with a grin. “Lieutenant Annabelle Williams, are you stalking me?”

    Lieutenant Williams snorted, a move that did not match the delicate beauty of the tall brunette. She marched into the room, boots slapping hard against the polished floor. Then she stood before me, neck arched back, arms crossed in front of her chest. “Stalking implies some effort, Nathan. I knew you’d be here. I just knew you’d spend your last night of freedom tucked into some lonely corner rather than celebrating with the rest of us.”

    “Rest of us?” My brow crumpled.

    She reached behind her and gesticulated with her hand. Suddenly a hologram leaped up from the implant in her left wrist. “I have new orders, Nathan, and they’re to accompany you on your next mission. So you don’t screw up,” she took a lot of pleasure in saying that.

    My brow crumpled, but I kept my grin on my face. “You’re transferring to my crew?”

    She nodded, a single strand of her long shiny brunette hair cutting across her face. Immediately she grasped it and tried to fix it back into the tight bun she always wore.

    Lieutenant Williams always maintained a professional appearance. Her uniform was immaculate, and she polished her command stripes every day. Even when you went into battle with her, she would always look perfect.

    “I’ve heard wild things about your crew. That you never fail a mission, and that you’re turning into the top brass’ favorite ship. Well, I’m going to have a great time proving everyone wrong, Nathan.”

    I carefully wiped the smile off my face. “Nathan? Are we on a first-term basis, Lieutenant?” I reached my hand behind me and leaned back on the couch as I faced her.

    For a second – for just a second – her usual calm control cracked.

    Then I laughed.

    She shot me a grim look. “You call that a sense of humor?”

    I continued to chuckle as I brought a hand up and scratched my head. “I’m renowned for it. I think you’ll find, Lieutenant, that I run a different ship. Your last posting will be nothing compared to this.”

    “Considering my last posting ended with critical engine failure, I really hope you’re right.”

    I sat up straighter. “Crap, that’s right. You were on the Fargo, weren’t you?”

    She snorted. “I can’t believe you’ve forgotten already; your ship did intercept us and provide assistance. Just because the command crew were picked up by a different vessel doesn’t mean you get to casually shrug off the fact you saved my life a week ago.”

    I stood. I hadn’t really heard a word she’d said. “Do you know an Ensign Jenks?”

    Williams blinked, confusion clear in her hazel eyes. “Yes, why?” She looked at me pointedly.

    “What’s she like? I mean, she seems so… distant.”

    “Yes, but why are you asking this, Nathan?”

    “Call it curiosity. I’ve seen her around a few times now, and… she just looks so lonely.”

    Williams tipped her head back and laughed. “I can’t believe this. You’re still running around being a Good Samaritan, aren’t you? You were always the one at the Academy who tried to ensure everyone felt included. It might make you a nice guy, Nathan, but it doesn’t make you a good commander. What’s going on in Ensign Jenks’ head is her own problem. As soon as it starts to influence her duties, then you deal with it.”

    “I’m more of a risk management type of guy. I want to know that every member of my crew is okay. And I want to help them out before their problems impact their duties.”

    “Well, she isn’t a member of your crew. It’s not your problem. Ensign Jenks is just quiet. She was always prompt for her shifts and did what she was told. Though her skills are unexceptional, she appears to be a hard worker. Nobody ever had any problems with her, apart from her roommates.”

    “Roommates?”

    “Nothing really. It appears that Ensign Jenks talks in her sleep. Most people find it quite distracting. We ended up giving her her own room.”

    “What does she say?”

    “Really, Nathan?” Her jaw dropped dramatically. “It doesn’t matter. Shouldn’t you be focusing on our next mission?”

    There was little I could do but nod. I should be focusing on my next mission.

    I brought a hand up and massaged my face, revealing a little more tension than I should have.

    Williams sat down next to me. “I know infiltration missions aren’t your style, but this is important,” her voice shook.

    Annabelle was composed at all times. But now she looked… fragile.

    It stole my attention away as I swallowed. “What is it?”

    She took a deep breath and leaned back on her hands, letting her gaze flick towards the unremarkable view of space beyond. “The resistance is real, Nathan,” her voice dipped low until it was almost a whisper. “And they’re gathering momentum. They aren’t staying in the shadows anymore. Last week alone we had over 50 terrorist attacks throughout the Alliance.”

    
      “What?”
    

    “The House of Lords and Ladies is keeping a lid on it. They can’t let news like this spread. We can’t give in to the terrorists and let them drag us into a state of fear.”

    “If there were 50 terrorist attacks last week, it would be in the news,”

    “They were mostly on military facilities and personnel. The Star Forces is good at keeping things quiet. As the military arm of the Alliance, they have to be.”

    I sat there and stared at her. A cold pressure pushed through my chest, locking my limbs in place. “This is impossible.”

    “I wish it were,” she said bitterly as she shook her head and brought up a hand to pinch her nose. “But it’s happening. And we have credible evidence that a fair chunk of the resistance is being organized from the Hari System. That’s why this mission is so important.” She let her hand drop and stared at me directly.

    “… Why wasn’t I told earlier?”

    “You’re being told now because it influences your next mission. I’m not kidding – the House of Lords and Ladies has suppressed all the information on this. They won’t risk telling non-essential personnel and potentially letting this news spread.”

    My top lip was sweaty, and I brought a hand up to wipe it away. “What if the terrorist attacks spread? I mean, so what if they’re concentrating on military targets for now. They will move on to civilian targets soon.”

    She nodded slowly. “Of course they will, Nathan. That’s why we’re going on this mission. That’s why it’s so important. The whole Alliance could be on the line here. If the resistance is allowed to gather force, who knows how much damage they’d do?”

    I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t think. I just couldn’t process what she was telling me.

    “This will be the most important mission of your career,” she said with an obviously dry mouth as she shifted closer to me. “Everyone – the whole damn Alliance will be relying on you,” her voice cracked.

    I leaned away and stared at her.

    “You were always the one in the Academy who told us not to lose hope.” She leaned across and patted a hand over my taut, sweaty knuckles. “This is what you’ve been training for, Nathan. You might doubt yourself right now, but you’ll do the right thing when the time comes.”



  
    Chapter 4

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd

    I walked back to my ship in a daze. I contemplated the floor as I made it through the civilian passageways, my thoughts consuming me.

    This was… indescribable. Not only was the resistance real, but they had already perpetrated hundreds of attacks.

    The Alliance was being besieged, and only the House of Lords and Ladies and a handful of Star Forces personnel appeared to know about it.

    
      Christ.
    

    A cold pressure was still building in my chest. It felt as if every muscle had turned to ice.

    I was now dog tired, but I knew my mind would not rest.

    I kept walking through the corridors, gaze slicing towards everybody I passed.

    I stared at them with a new question in my mind. Could they be part of the resistance?

    If the resistance really were powerful enough to attack the Alliance, how long would it be until they made their way to the capital?

    I rounded a corner that led to the lifts that could take me to the military docking ring. My ship would be there by now – ready to be resupplied for our upcoming mission. Though we could have been resupplied in the civilian docking ring, I imagined the Godspeed was being stuffed with as many special weapons as she could carry.

    I saw someone walking in front of me, the only other person in the corridor.

    I recognized her instantly.

    Ensign Jenks.

    She appeared to realize someone was behind her as she glanced my way. She frowned immediately.

    I felt like putting my hands up and protesting that I really wasn’t stalking her and that we just happened to be walking in the same direction at the same time.

    Without a word, she turned and continued walking forward.

    She disappeared around a corner.

    Momentarily, I allowed myself to be distracted by the sight of a massive heavy cruiser entering docking maneuvers. The wall to my left was just windows interspersed with the occasional structural metal plate, and it offered an unimpeded view of the military docking ring.

    The Alliance Attack Cruiser Ra’xon was docking. One of the flagships of the fleet, she was a real beauty to behold.

    I had time to smile at the beautiful vessel.

    Then there was an explosion.

    It tore towards me from further up the hall.

    I was thrown backward and slammed into the wall beside me, my head cracking against the metal.

    I slumped to the ground just as a wall of fire tore towards me.

    In a single heartbeat, my eyes opened, and my breath froze… I prepared to die.

    ….

    But my death did not come today.

    Emergency shields blinked into place around my body, protecting me from the wall of destruction as the fire slammed down the corridor.

    At the same time, more shields shot into place over the windows, protecting them before they could crack and suck everything into space. Then, with my body still protected by its own shield, a fire suppression system blinked into place, sucking all the oxygen and debris out of the room until the flames were extinguished.

    Two seconds later, the fresh atmosphere was pumped back in.

    I shook. There was a crack in my skull, and I could feel blood streaming down the back of my neck and wetting my collar. That explosion hadn’t been loud, but my ears rang so badly, I couldn’t even hear my panting breath as it slashed from my chest.

    I tried to push myself up, but the pain powered down my legs and into my feet. I’d damaged my back somehow, probably broken something, if not several things.

    In pure agony, I twisted my arm around and grabbed my back as best I could, searching for any bone protruding out of the flesh.

    My personal shield blinked out, having done what it had to. The fire suppression unit had cooled the once red-hot metal, and once atmosphere had been pumped back into the room and the shields had stabilized around the deck, I could survive on my own.

    Incapable of standing, I crawled forward.

    “There has been an accident in your area,” a toneless voice echoed over the intercom, “it is recommended you remain still and wait for medical assistance.”

    I ignored the recommendation.

    I crawled until I reached the force-field-reinforced glass.

    Planting a shaking hand on the sill of the window, I pulled myself up, pain stabbing through my back as I moved. With blood still trickling down my neck and onto my collar, I angled my head until I could see into the military space dock.

    My first thought was that the Ra’xon had botched its docking procedures and crashed right into the side of the docking ring.

    It hadn’t. In fact, it had pulled right back, its own powerful shields protecting it from the blast.

    I watched as the debris that had been sucked out from the explosion tumbled around the great silver hull of the Ra’xon. As she shifted back from the station, I caught sight of a ship beyond.

    It was floating in space, the main clamps that had once held it to the dock dangling from its side, singe marks scattered across the hull where metal was still intact. There was an enormous hole torn in the side, chunks of metal plating tumbling listlessly in space around it.

    I didn’t need to see the name painted across the glistening black hull to know which ship it was.

    
      The Godspeed.
    

    It was my damn ship.

    Ignoring the pain in my back completely, I pulled myself closer to the window, the flickering heat of the shield beyond the cracked glass playing against my face.

    Fear shot through me, descending so deep into my gut it felt as if it would liquefy my very organs.

    
      My ship. Christ, my ship.
    

    I watched as she tumbled in space, her erratic path taking her back towards the station.

    Before she could impact with it, the Ra’xon shot a beam of blue-green light towards it – a traction beam. It was powerful enough that it locked my ship in space, instantly stopping its deadly tumble towards the station.

    My ship… my ship.

    Just as that horrifying thought tore through my mind, I remembered something else.

    
      Ensign Jenks.
    

    Though it was murder – plain torture – I pushed myself to my feet. I could barely walk, let alone run, but I forced myself forward, ignoring the agony as it jerked through every muscle.

    Staggering, teetering on lifeless legs, I rounded the corner.

    I expected to see her dead.

    She’d been closer to the location of the explosion. When my ship had torn from its dock, it would have pulled a massive section of the corridor with it.

    Ensign Jenks should be—

    …

    Ensign Jenks

    The explosion had taken me off guard.

    I’d still acted, though.

    My mind had slowed down, seeing the explosion rip through the corridor before me.

    Automatically, without thinking, I extended both hands towards it. Yellow channels of light lit up over my forearms and across my fingers, pulsing out from the two implants lodged in my elbows.

    Just before the wall to my left could be torn open, I locked it in place.

    With nothing more than my mind.

    I held it there as fire swarmed around me. It didn’t touch my skin, though. I kept it back with my ability. I created a vortex of air around my body so no flame could touch me. Instead it rushed past me, continuing down the corridor in a deathly wall.

    I couldn’t think. All I could do was concentrate.

    This was the first time I’d used my powers since I’d escaped the facility. The first time I’d willingly used them, that was. Whenever my body ran out of compound 78, my ability to control myself was compromised. I could tear holes in walls around me or suck the air right out of a room.

    I kept my hands extended towards the wall, those channels of bright yellow-gold light still powering up and down my forearms. The light didn’t give me the ability to move objects; it accentuated a gift that was already there and allowed me to direct it.

    I held onto the wall until the emergency systems on the deck sprang into place, and shielding lit up across the wall, reinforcing the hull.

    Shields even snapped in place around me. I could have held them at bay if I’d chosen to.

    I didn’t. I let my hands drop, a shimmering blue emergency force field encasing my whole body from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.

    Soon the fire suppression system kicked into gear, and the oxygen was sucked from the room.

    Then nothing but calm.

    There was a slight ringing in my ears, but that wasn’t from the explosion – it was from using my abilities.

    I took another step back, and my protective shields flickered off.

    I stood there listening to the creaking hull and floor, gaze slipping towards the cracks in the walls, shimmering structural shields in place behind them.

    I took another step back.

    What the hell had just happened?

    With a jerked movement, I brought my hands up and stared at them.

    Had that… had that been me? Had my abilities gotten out of hand again without me even noticing?

    With desperate eyes, I searched my hands, finally letting my implants switch off, that gold-yellow hue disappearing instantly from under my skin.

    With my breath stuck in my chest, I searched my body for any sign I could have caused that accident.

    Then I took a step to the left. The section of hull I had been standing in front of had no windows. But as I walked several meters down the hall, I reached a section that did.

    I gazed into the military docking ring. I watched a ship tumbling in space, a massive hole ripped out of its side.

    There was no way I could have done that. Not that I couldn’t muster the power – but because it was too far away.

    I kept walking along the hallway, staring as a massive imperial battlecruiser locked the tumbling ship in a traction beam.

    That’s when I heard someone moving behind me. Initially I thought it was a first response team. Then I heard ragged breath and heavy footfall.

    I turned to see somebody gasp.

    Lieutenant Commander Shepherd.

    … I’d forgotten all about him. He’d been behind me in the corridor.

    “Oh my god, you’re alive,” he said as he took a staggering step forward and then crumpled. His legs jerked out from underneath him, and he fell to one knee, a painful jolt passing through his body.

    I punched a hand out towards him.

    A groan tore from his lips, and he fell down onto one hand, his back buckling. “You’re alive,” he repeated. “Christ, I thought for sure you’d be dead.”

    I reached him and pushed down to both knees, grabbing his shoulder to stabilize him.

    Instantly he winced.

    That’s when I saw the blood trickling quickly from the back of his head.

    He’d clearly injured his back, too, as he couldn’t hold himself steady.

    Carefully I supported his shoulders and guided him down to the floor.

    “I’m fine,” he protested. “I need to… I need to go and check on my ship.”

    Briefly I tore my gaze from him and angled my head towards the windows. I realized that the ship now locked in the Alliance battlecruiser Ra’xon’s traction beam was the Godspeed.

    “I have to check on my crew,” he gasped as he tried to push past me.

    I wouldn’t let him move.

    It wasn’t hard. I didn’t have to call on my ability to lock him in place – he barely had the strength to fight against my hand as I pressed it into his shoulder. “You’re injured, and you will injure yourself further if you continue to move. A first response team will be on their way.”

    As if to confirm that, the intercom crackled. “Emergency personnel to converge on deck 46 A.”

    The Lieutenant Commander twitched again, grabbing a hand onto my arm as he tried to push it off. “My crew—”

    I twisted my head towards the window. I could see that the Ra’xon was already sending support ships out towards the embattled Godspeed.

    “The Ra’xon is attending to it.”

    The Lieutenant Commander still held my arm as he attempted to push it off one last time.

    He failed, but his fingers stayed in place. With a blurry, languid gaze, he looked up at me as I knelt beside him.

    He didn’t say anything; he just held my gaze.

    … It was one of the most confronting experiences of my life.

    Then Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd lapsed into unconsciousness.

    Not too long afterward, a first response unit arrived. Medical personnel attended to the Lieutenant Commander, and we were then both taken away.

    I don’t know why, but despite my best efforts, my gaze kept slipping towards Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.

    …

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd

    I woke screaming, demanding to know what happened to my ship.

    Everyone tried to assure me it had just been an accident. None of my crew had been killed, though a few were seriously injured.

    As soon as they’d stabilized me sufficiently and hooked me up to a self-moving back-brace, they discharged me.

    I’d shattered four vertebrae and fractured my skull in three places.

    The only reason they were discharging me was that I’d been called to an emergency meeting with senior Star Forces members who were on the station.

    My injuries would heal quickly. They’d already fused together my bones, and the mechanical back-brace was just there for additional support.

    It was so small, you couldn’t even tell I was wearing it.

    Modern medical technology was incredible, but there was one thing they still couldn’t do – tear the shock from your body when you’d undergone what I had.

    Though they’d fixed my eardrums, I swear they still rang, and there was a dense nauseous feeling settling in my gut.

    I walked quickly to the designated meeting room.

    I wanted to get this over with so I could inspect my ship.

    Everyone had been calling it an accident. There’d been some kind of mistake during the resupply of the Godspeed, one critical enough that it had initiated an explosion that had torn a hole 20 meters wide in its hull and ripped it from its dock.

    I arrived at the room to see Annabelle Williams outside. She’d been leaning with her back against the wall, staring at her hands, but as soon as she saw me approach, she lurched forward. “Nathan, oh my God, are you alright? I heard you were caught up in the explosion? I was so worried.”

    “I’m fine, Annabelle,” I said quietly. “But I want to know what the hell happened to my ship.” I brushed past her into the room.

    Waiting for me was the controller of the station, Captain H’agovan from the Ra’xon, and Admiral Phelps.

    As I entered the room, the atmosphere was grim.

    “What the hell—”

    Admiral Phelps cleared his throat. “It wasn’t an accident, to answer your question, Lieutenant Commander.”

    I stopped. Floored. “What?” my voice trembled.

    “It was a terrorist attack,” Phelps said flatly. In his 80s, he was relatively young for an Admiral. With the long lifespans of humans these days, you could be expected to serve the Star Forces for a good century or more.

    “Terrorist attack?” I repeated in a hollow tone.

    “It was the resistance,” Phelps added.

    
      “The resistance?”
    

    “This is the first time they’ve attacked a high-value target like this,” Phelps’ calm cracked, and his voice bottomed low as he brought a hand up and ran it through his still black beard.

    “Sit down, Lieutenant Commander.” Avral, the Commander of the station motion towards a chair. “You are still injured.”

    I couldn’t sit. I couldn’t sit at a time like this.

    I stared at the Admiral, incapable of controlling my expression. “Why did they target us?”

    “It seems their goal was twofold – not only did they want to destroy the Godspeed, but they intended to use her to damage the Ra’xon as well. They would have managed to, but this station’s structural integrity held long enough that the Ra’xon had time to pull away and initiate their shields,” Phelps explained.

    “In other words, we were lucky,” Captain H’agovan grumbled. She was from a massive race. She stood at least 2 feet over me, and I was 6’1. A truly powerful build, you wouldn’t want to take her on in an arm wrestle. “If deck 46 hadn’t held, we’d be looking at a completely different situation here. The Ra’xon could have spiraled out of control and taken the whole station with it. We should be extremely thankful no one was killed.”

    I shook my head. “I can’t believe this. I thought this station was one of the most protected places in the Milky Way? How the hell did the resistance get aboard my ship?”

    Nobody answered. The silence felt as if it swelled around me.

    I swallowed hard, gaze darting between the Captain and the Admiral. “What aren’t you telling me?”

    “You want to know how the resistance got aboard your ship? It’s the same way they’ve been carrying out the rest of their terrorist attacks against Star Forces’ assets.”

    “How?” I felt my cheeks pale and slacken.

    “They’ve spread throughout our ranks, Shepherd,” Phelps answered in a controlled tone. We were in the station controller’s own office, and Phelps was standing next to the large table that was her desk. He leaned forward, made a fist, and pressed it hard into the smooth metal. “You had spies aboard your ship,” he stated bluntly.

    I took a step back. “What?”

    “One of your crew did this,” Phelps said as he raised a finger and pointed it towards the massive window behind the station controller’s desk.

    I shook my head again, the move jerky, a cold tension spreading down my neck. “That’s impossible. I know my crew. I can vouch for them.…”

    “And how about the Fargo?” the Captain interrupted. She stood ramrod straight in the middle of the room, her arms crossed, her powerful muscles pushing hard against the fabric of her black uniform.

    “… The Fargo?”

    “We have credible evidence to suggest that the Fargo’s engines did not go critical on their own. Someone attacked that ship, too – someone from within. And it stands to reason that once they boarded your ship, they took the opportunity to attack it also,” Phelps’s words were harsh and quick.

    I planted a sweaty hand against my forehead, locking my fingers firmly into my flesh.

    My ship was attacked by the resistance….

    “She’s salvageable,” Phelps suddenly added. “It’ll take a while, but we can rebuild her. It seems our terrorist didn’t want to scuttle your ship completely – just use it as a battering ram to knock the docking Ra’xon off course.”

    I stood there and swallowed. Then the anger flooded in. It rammed into me like a tidal wave. I clutched my hands into fists, driving the fingers as hard as I could into my palms. With a slow, smooth movement, I looked up at the Admiral. “How do we catch the pricks who did this?”

    “You continue your mission to the Hari System. It’s time we blow the resistance apart,” the Admiral answered.

    “How do I get there without my ship?”

    “We’ll take you.” Captain H’agovan nodded towards me, the massive muscles of her neck pushing against her collar.

    “… And what about my crew?”

    “We will do a full investigation. It’s already underway,” Admiral Phelps assured me.

    “And what if we accidentally bring that spy aboard the Ra’xon?”

    “We won’t.” Phelps pressed his fist into the desk once more, his whole arm locking up into his shoulder.

    I held the Admiral’s gaze.

    I wanted to believe what he was saying, but it was hard.

    It was hard because my own damn ship had just been attacked. Someone got past all our defenses, despite the fact the Godspeed was one of the most sophisticated ships in the fleet.

    “I’ve already organized to have your personal effects transferred to the Ra’xon.” The Captain nodded at me. “You’ll find your quarters far more generous than your old ones. We’ve got a lot more room.”

    It took me a while, then I nodded. My jaw was stiff, and I could barely move it as I parted my lips. “I need to attend to my crew first. There were no deaths, but…” I trailed off.

    “Do what you need to.” The Captain nodded at me. “We don’t leave until 0800 tomorrow morning.”

    I pressed my lips together and took a breath. Then I saluted. “Will that be all?”

    The Admiral returned my salute. “You’re dismissed. You’re lucky to be alive, Lieutenant Commander, but we thank our lucky stars that you survived.”

    I turned to walk away but stopped. “How’s the ensign who was with me? Ensign Jenks?”

    The Admiral appeared to search his memory.

    “She’s fine. She sustained no injuries and was discharged immediately after her report was taken,” the station commander answered.

    “I guess you weren’t the only lucky one,” the Captain commented. “See you in the morning, Lieutenant Commander.” She turned and began to discuss something with the Admiral in a low tone.

    That was my cue to leave.

    I saluted, turned on my heel, and walked out.

    I’d only held my command of the Godspeed for a few short months. And she’d been scuttled whilst in my command.

    I locked a sweaty hand over my mouth as I walked out.

    I startled because Annabelle was still there.

    She jolted off the wall again, expressive hazel eyes widening as she saw me. “Is everything okay?”

    I didn’t answer. Not for a long while. My thoughts kept being pulled from memory to memory. I saw flashes of that wall of fire rushing through the hallway towards me. Then felt the agony stab at my back as I crawled forward. Agony that had been nothing when I compared it to the sight of my damaged ship.

    “Nathan.” She reached a hand out and placed it gently on my elbow.

    I took a sharp breath. “It could be worse,” I forced myself to admit. “No casualties,” I said through a swallow that punched my throat against my collar, “and the damage to the station’s repairable.… It could have been a lot worse,” I repeated again.

    If the deck I’d been on hadn’t held, the Ra’xon could have been shunted into the station….

    I shivered suddenly.

    “I’m so happy you’re alive,” Annabelle said again, actual tears shimmering in her gaze.

    They caught my attention, and a small smile tugged its way across my lips. “You’re not one for emotional displays, Lieutenant,” I said gently.

    “Nathan, I’m just… I’m glad you’re alive.”

    I patted her hand and took a step back. “I’m bone-tired,” I said. “But I’ve got to see to the rest of my crew. Some of them were injured badly.”

    “Give yourself a chance to rest,” she counseled immediately. “Your crew are fine. They are receiving the best medical attention the Star Forces can provide. You need to look after yourself, Nate.”

    “I know they’re receiving the best medical attention, and no, I don’t need to look after myself. I still need to see them.” With that, I gave a short nod and walked away.

    When I reached the medical bay, my body was so tired I could have fallen asleep on the floor.

    I didn’t. Instead, systematically, I saw every injured member of my crew. I sat with them until the medical personnel shooed me away and gave me direct orders to get some rest of my own.

    I walked out of the med bay, the doors swishing closed behind me. Then I stood there for about a minute, doing nothing but feeling the heady lethargy shift through my limbs.

    I knew I should get some rest, but there was one more thing I had to do.

    Though Ensign Jenks wasn’t part of my crew, I still wanted to check on her, if only to thank her. And though everybody had told me she was fine, I needed to see that with my own two eyes.

    I found that she had already been transferred to the Ra’xon.

    I forced myself to walk to her quarters.

    And then, when I reached them, I paused for a few seconds. My mouth was dry, heart beating hard in my chest. I didn’t know why. Latent shock from the explosion? Or maybe I’d pushed myself so far that I was about to collapse.

    Closing my eyes briefly, I pushed the sensation away and jammed my thumb into the intercom. “This is Nathan Shepherd,” I announced myself.

    “Enter,” someone said, and the doors slid open.

    An unfamiliar Ensign popped her head around the door, her confusion obvious. “How can I help you?”

    I glanced past her to see Ensign Jenks. She was kneeling with her hands resting on her lap, her head angled down until her short-cropped hair cupped her ears.

    She appeared to have her eyes closed and either wasn’t aware of my presence or didn’t care.

    The Ensign at the door followed my gaze. “Are you after her? Is she late for her shift or something?”

    “No, she is not late for a duty shift. I’m here to…” I trailed off.

    The Ensign turned around and cleared her throat.

    Jenks didn’t move.

    “You have a visitor,” the Ensign tried, raising her voice high. She half turned to me and lifted an eyebrow. “She’s done nothing but sit there and stare at the wall for the past half hour. It’s just my luck to get another crazy roommate.”

    I wasn’t wearing my uniform, so the Ensign would have no idea of my rank. I cleared my throat. “Ensign,” I let my voice dip low, “Jenks here was just involved in the accident. She almost lost her life. I suggest,” my voice dipped even lower, “you cut her some slack.”

    The young woman stiffened, her eyes growing wide. “What, you were involved in the explosion?” She shifted her head quickly towards Jenks.

    Jenks finally stood, the movements of her body graceful as she lifted onto her feet. Her shoulders dropped down, and then, with just a slight pause, she turned to face me. “Yes, I was involved in the accident. No, I am not hurt. As I am uninjured, I didn’t think it was worth mentioning. I assume you have come to check up on me, Lieutenant Commander?”

    “Lieutenant Commander?” The young Ensign’s face practically went blue. She swiveled her gaze back to me. “I’m so sorry, sir. You weren’t wearing your insignia, and—”

    I put up a hand. “It’s fine, Ensign. Do you think you could give us a couple of minutes?”

    The Ensign scurried from the room without another word.

    I took a few minutes to stare at Jenks. My gaze shifted down her body. There really was no sign of injury. She was poised on her feet, had a balanced stance, and though she didn’t have a powerful build, there was something powerful about her demeanor, nonetheless.

    I found myself swallowing again. “I just wanted to check how you are. And… thank you for saving me.”

    “I didn’t save you, Lieutenant Commander.”

    “If you hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve crawled all the way through the corridor to get to my ship,” I said honestly, voice cracking with emotion.

    She dropped her gaze, and I realized that for the first time, she’d actually been looking at me when she’d been speaking.

    Despite everything that had just happened, my natural curiosity flared again. “Are you sure you’re alright, though? That explosion came out of nowhere….”

    “It was an accident. Nobody was killed. Why wouldn’t I be alright?”

    There was something about the direct way she spoke that was so off-putting.

    I pressed my lips together, briefly looked at my feet, then managed a nod. “You make a fair point, but it’s not always that easy. Sometimes even the smallest things can affect us. That’s why it’s always important to have… someone to talk to. Do you… need… anyone to talk to, Ensign Jenks?” I pushed my words out. I wasn’t sure if it was wise to utter them, but I couldn’t simply stand around and do nothing. There was clearly something torturing Ensign Jenks. She hadn’t been a member of my crew before, but now I’d transferred to the Ra’xon, technically she was under my command. Though I wasn’t her captain, I was still her superior, and I still had an obligation to ensure every member of the crew was okay.

    She didn’t appear to understand my question. She blinked. “Why would I need anyone to talk to?”

    I had to take things carefully. I wasn’t a counselor. But that didn’t mean I could walk away. “Ensign Jenks, you’re quiet and subdued. Every time I’ve seen you, you’ve been distracted. I may not be the most empathetic man in the world, but I can tell when a member of my crew is going through difficulties.”

    She took a step backward, that trapped look returning to her gaze. “I have no… difficulties,” she managed. “Sir, you must be tired from your injuries. I assure you I am fine. Please go get some rest. And I’m not a member of your crew anyway,” she added at the end.

    “You are now. I was transferred to the Ra’xon a few hours ago.”

    “Oh.”

    I’d lost her gaze again. She was staring at some patch on the carpet, and no matter what I did, she wouldn’t glance my way again.

    I cleared my throat. An awkward silence descended between us. Technically, this was my cue to leave, but I wouldn’t. “The Star Forces expects the best from every crewmember. If you’re distracted, you may not be able to give your best,” I defaulted to saying, relying on the line they’d rammed down my throat at the Academy.

    Her demeanor changed. She sliced her gaze to the side, staring at the wall. “The Star Forces will get everything they can from me, Lieutenant Commander. You don’t need to worry about that.”

    It was an odd statement.

    Perhaps she realized that, as she took a stiff breath and added, “I am not distracted, and my duties are not affected. I will complete my tasks as ordered.” She took a step back. “You are tired, sir, and I insist you get some rest.”

    I could have pointed out that her insistence was irrelevant – I was her superior, and she had no right to order me around. Instead, I nodded and took a step back. “See you around, Ensign.”

    She saluted, then turned, before I’d had a chance to return the salute, and sat back down on her knees.

    I stared at her for a few moments before pushing myself from the room.

    The young Ensign was loitering by the door. As soon as she saw me, she winced. “I am so sorry, sir. I didn’t realize—”

    “It’s okay.” I lifted a hand quickly.

    “I didn’t mean to be rude about my new roommate, either. She didn’t tell me she’d been in an accident,” the Ensign blabbered.

    “What’s your name?”

    She winced again, clearly thinking I was about to get her in trouble. “Ensign Larka, sir.”

    “Ensign Larka, do me a favor. Keep an eye on Jenks, will you?”

    Larka saluted. “Of course. Are you worried the explosion traumatized her somehow?”

    I didn’t answer immediately. I let my gaze flick towards the closed door. “Something like that. Just keep an eye on her. Let me know if… she needs help.” I stopped short of telling Larka to tell me what Ensign Jenks said in her sleep. I wanted to know, though. I wanted to piece this puzzle together.

    And yes, I was doing this as a distraction.

    Throwing myself into the troubles of a woman I barely knew pulled my mind from my own troubles.

    With a nod, I turned and walked away.

    I took barely two steps before the magnitude of the situation struck me once more. My ship had been attacked, and the resistance – a group I’d once thought was a myth – was on the rise.

    The Alliance was on the line.

    The Alliance was on the line. That harrowing thought echoed through my mind as I finally set out for my own quarters.



  
    Chapter 5

    Mari Sector, Star Forces Light Cruiser Barrage, in orbit around Moon Alpha 78

    Doctor Wallace

    The crew of the Light Cruiser Barrage had been informed about Ensign Weatherby’s death. His body was transported to my medical bay for an autopsy. What remained of his body, that was.

    I hadn’t seen injuries like this since I’d treated a group of soldiers mauled by a Samvarax tiger. The claw marks dug into his back were distinctive and unmistakable. I couldn’t believe my eyes, though. That moon was meant to be uninhabited. The only life forms down there were the crew of the research dig.

    … So what the hell had killed Ensign Weatherby?

    I stood in the middle of my medical bay, staring down at my autopsy table. I’d already run all the scans I could and had sent the results off to Star Forces Medical Command immediately. This dig may be a civilian enterprise, but Ensign Weatherby had been Star Forces. And the Alliance Star Forces took any death of their personnel seriously.

    Though I’d finished the autopsy, I was still no closer to finding exactly what had killed Weatherby. The claw marks I could distinguish, as well as the rupture patterns through the muscles of his chest. But what had caused that damage… I had no freaking clue.

    I stood a few meters from the table, shivering.

    I’d been a doctor for over fifty years now. I’d treated some of the most horrendous injuries you could imagine. But there was something about the state of that body that undid my nerves, strand by strand, until it felt as if I was standing there completely exposed.

    I pressed my teeth together and took a steeling breath, but it did nothing to calm my agitation.

    Standing back, I locked a hand on my cheek and tapped my thumb over my jaw. Then, with a retch, I realized I was still wearing my isolation gloves. There was blood on them, and that same blood was now streaked across my cheek.

    I let out a stuttering yelp and lurched towards the decontamination cream dispenser. I slathered it over my hands and wiped it over my whole face, even getting some in my eyes. I blinked past the pain until I was satisfied I’d scrubbed enough that every trace of blood had been removed from my body.

    There was no need to be so fastidious – the computer had already confirmed that Ensign Weatherby’s body was not carrying any pathogens. If it had been, I would have worn a full EV suit. So the only reason to scrub the blood from my face so fervently was that it disturbed me.

    Deeply.

    Suddenly, a beep sounded from the console behind me. I startled so badly my elbow jolted into the decontamination cream dispenser, and a great big glob fell down and splashed over my shoe. Swearing, I leaned down, smudged it clear with my fingers, and cleared my throat.

    “Doctor Wallace here.”

    “Doctor Wallace, this is Star Forces Central Command. We have received your report into Ensign Weatherby’s death.”

    I blinked, my face crumpling in surprise. “Central Command? This is a low priority,” I countered. The Central Command was the same unit that housed the Joint Admirals Committee. They dealt with the very security of the Alliance, not with autopsy reports.

    “We will decide our priorities. Your ship will now stand by. We are sending the Armadale to deal with this situation.”

    “This situation? The Armadale?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my tone. The Armadale was a strike vessel. The kind of prototype ship you sent in to deal with pirate infestations, not curious autopsy reports.

    “You are instructed to complete further tests. You will send those tests to us directly.”

    I dearly wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but I had to be careful. Sass the Central Command, and I could lose my career. I took a breath, pressed it through my clenched teeth, and found myself saying automatically: “Send through the test instructions.”

    “We already have. We will be in contact again. Central Command out.”

    I stood there and blinked. But before my surprise could shake through me too much, I found my gaze pulling towards the shattered remains of Ensign Weatherby once more. That sick feeling flared in my gut again, and I took another step back, swallowing hard.

    The computer beeped to indicate Central Command had sent through their instructions.

    I slid my gaze over to the panel, even though I was at the wrong angle to see it correctly. For some reason – despite how crazy it sounded – I didn’t want to turn my back on that body.

    But I simply had to.

    …

    Ensign Jenks

    I would have at least three weeks before I had another seizure. I needed to figure out where I could find more Omega class weapons before then.

    Though they were illegal, that was a mere technicality.

    There’d been some on my old ship, the Fargo. I had no idea who’d stashed them there as there was a House of Lords and Ladies embargo on them. They were very much illegal. Omega weapons, when used incorrectly, could jeopardize space-time, causing minute fractures in the fabric of reality. The fractures would heal, given time, but if enough accumulated, a black hole could form.

    And yet they had still been on the Fargo.

    There would probably be some on the Ra’xon, too, I figured.

    The first thing you learned about the Galactic Star Alliance was its rules did not apply to its rulers.

    All I had to do was find the weapons….

    My whole life was currently devoted to surviving, to finding my next dose of compound 78. Without it, my telekinetic abilities would reveal themselves, and I would be taken back into the Farsight Program.

    I hadn’t always been like this. I’d had dreams once upon a time. I’d also been naive. Five years ago, before I’d been picked up by the Farsight Unit and transformed into a telekinetic warrior, I’d been stupid enough to join the Star Forces.

    At the time, I’d thought the Alliance was the greatest champion of good in the galaxy.

    I’d quickly learned we weren’t.

    During a routine medical test, my natural telekinetic abilities were uncovered. Paired with the powerful implants which had been inserted into my elbows and heightened by the experiments they’d run on me, I had enough power to tear a ship in two.

    But that wasn’t my point. When Professor Axis had created me, he’d envisaged something far grander.

    Something he termed a Complete Battle System.

    Using my telekinetic abilities, I could take over a battlefield.

    I could lift into the air and take command of a whole army. Not the kind of command where you offered orders – but a far more direct, insidious one where you took control of everybody and every weapon.

    You could play with the soldiers like puppets, throwing them towards the enemy, heedless of their protests and their physical limitations.

    Though there were others gifted with the same base-level telekinetic abilities as me, they’d always told me I was special. Every other poor soul they’d tested before me had rejected their implants and died a horrendous death, their bodies literally ripping apart cell by cell.

    With me, the implants held.

    I was their success story. I was Professor Axis’ child.

    A child he’d made dependent on compound 78.

    Technically I didn’t need compound 78 in order to use my abilities. I needed it to live. Why? Because they had altered my body to make me dependent on it.

    It was meant to ensure I could never leave freely on my own.

    Compound 78 was a rare compound, and if I hadn’t found a way to synthesize it from Omega weapons, I would have been exposed long ago.

    Now I was forced into a desperate race across the galaxy, traveling from planet to planet as I tried to source the weapons and stay way under the radar.

    Strangely, it was much easier to hide whilst under their noses.

    I knew they would never suspect that I was still a member of the Star Forces.

    They were too sure of themselves, and that would ultimately be their downfall.

    Cracks were forming in the once great Alliance, and a growing resistance was trying to break their way through.

    I wished the resistance every luck, but I had to keep my head down. If the Alliance found me, they would use me against the rebellion, and crush it in an instant. They wouldn’t care about collateral damage or loss of life. They’d never cared about such factors in the past.

    Taking a deep, deep sigh, I finally opened my eyes. I was still in bed. I was on duty in approximately five minutes, leaving me no time to grab something to eat.

    Reluctantly I pushed up, wiped a hand down my face, and took a steadying breath. Then I stood and dressed in the same uniform as those who had persecuted me. Once I was done, I stared at myself briefly in the mirror before turning sharply on my boot and heading out of the door.

    It was time again to serve the Alliance.

    …

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepard

    I slept that night in my new quarters. The Captain was kind enough to allow me the next day off.

    I needed the rest.

    A heavy pressure had formed in the center of my chest. It wasn’t damage from my accident.

    Just tension.

    I couldn’t believe my own ship had been attacked. Getting past the ship’s defenses was one thing, but planting explosives in the Godspeed right under my nose was another.

    I sat in my new room. My quarters had a window. It was strangely angular compared to the curved walls of my quarters aboard the Godspeed. I found myself constantly tipping my head to the side as I considered the view of space through it.

    The Ra’xon was at least ten times as big as the Godspeed. She was much better equipped, too. Sure, she was no cruise liner, but there were recreation areas, multiple mess halls, and my quarters were at least three times as big as they’d been on the Godspeed.

    This wasn’t a holiday, though.

    In approximately three weeks, we’d arrive in the Hari Sector.

    Then my infiltration of the Rebellion would commence.

    I sat on the edge of my bed, pumping my fingers in and out as I angled my head towards that slice of view.

    I was lost in reflection.

    We were currently completing our countdown to departure. Soon this massive ship would leave its berth, and we’d begin our mission.

    The ship-wide comms had alerted all personnel to get to their stations. With nowhere to go and nothing to do, I sat on the edge of my bed and stared out the window.

    The view started to shift. As we decoupled from the station, there wasn’t even a shudder. On a ship as small as mine, you felt it, but on the Ra’xon, there wasn’t even the faintest of vibrations.

    There was a reason she was one of the flagships of the fleet.

    One of them. These days the House of Lords and Ladies kept asking for more and more imperial cruisers to be built. A few short years ago, the Ra’xon had been the biggest cruiser in her class. Now she was easily outclassed by at least three other heavy cruisers.

    God knows how many resources it took to keep creating these monumental ships, and god knows where they came from.

    “But it’s worth it,” I found myself saying out loud, a real hint of irony in my voice.

    One of my hands clenched into a fist, white lines of tension streaking down my knuckles.

    All of this was worth it because the damn rebellion threatened everyone and everything.

    A rebellion I was now determined to crush.

    No matter what it took.

    I stood and turned from the view.

    My thoughts drifted toward my father. He never approved of a damn thing I did.

    Even when I’d received my post as a lieutenant commander, he hadn’t batted an eyelash.

    Admiral Shepherd didn’t feel pride. For his Alliance, yes, but not for his children. Everything my father said – everything he did – it was all for the Alliance.

    I cleared my throat and tried to push every thought of him away.

    I had bigger concerns now.

    It was time to throw myself into the task of researching the Hari System.

    Just as I rose to head to the generous workstation in the corner of my room, there was a beep from the computer. “Incoming message.”

    I frowned. “Video or audio?”

    “Both. Do you accept the message?”

    “Who’s it from?”

    “Lieutenant Hargrove.”

    I frowned. “Who the heck is that?”

    “He is currently in the Mari Sector, escorting an archeological dig.”

    “Ah, okay, but why does he want to speak to me?”

    “Bereavement message,” the computer replied in an emotionless tone.

    I stiffened, a cold sensation pushing down my chest. It was customary for the Commander of a mission to personally contact the friends and family of a fallen comrade to deliver condolences.

    I’d had to do it a few times, and it was always awful.

    I took a deep breath. “Go ahead and patch it through.”

    “Have I reached Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd?” A grave voice intoned over the audio as a hologram appeared over my workstation.

    I walked towards it and nodded. “Yes, Lieutenant, you have. Tell me who’s dead?” I demanded immediately. I wasn’t being rude – I was saving the Lieutenant the trouble of dancing around the subject.

    “According to our records, you knew an Ensign Weatherby,” Hargrove said through a heavy sigh.

    I stiffened, every muscle locking in place. A cold sick feeling descended through my gut.

    I pressed my lips together, took a breath, and nodded. “Yeah, I knew Weatherby. We grew up together and went to the Academy together. Christ… how did he die?”

    Hargrove looked away from me. It was such a jerky move that it would be impossible not to pick it up.

    I shivered, a chill feeling spreading up from the base of my spine.

    “Weatherby,” Hargrove began, but paused for a breath, his face crumpling with clear anguish.

    I felt my heart quicken in my chest, its beat reverberating up my throat until I could feel it pounding in my ears. “What happened to him?” I couldn’t keep my voice even anymore – it felt like my throat had constricted to the point of a pin.

    The hologram of Hargrove floated just above my desk, a few holographic controls arranged in a half-circle just around his image.

    I pushed a trembling hand towards one, commanding the image to zoom in.

    The image of Hargrove’s anguish expanded. I could see his bloodshot eyes, the sallow skin under his cheeks, even the crumpled frown that seemed permanently etched on his lips.

    I found myself swallowing hard. “Lieutenant, it’s okay, just tell me.”

    “We have no idea what happened to Ensign Weatherby. He was attacked by… something.”

    There was a real troubled edge to Hargrove’s voice. It shook with such a frightened quality to it, I felt my heartbeat double.

    I let my gaze flick to the left of Hargrove’s floating face. There, a hologram composed of softly scrolling blue text outlined the nature of Weatherby’s assignment.

    It looked as if he’d been on detachment to some kind of archeological dig. They’d discovered some old ruins on a Class G moon in the Mari Sector.

    Class G.

    I frowned. Class G meant the moon was uninhabited.

    “Do you mean someone killed him?” I corrected.

    “No,” Hargrove’s voice came in bursts. I could see the sweat beading along his brow.

    “… I don’t understand.”

    “Neither do we,” he stated through a sharp breath. “Weatherby’s body… was torn to shreds,” his voice twisted with such anguish it made me shiver.

    Then I realized what he’d just said. “Torn to shreds?” I couldn’t keep my voice steady. Nor could I stop myself from locking my now bloodless hands on the side of the workbench and leaning in. “What the hell do you mean? That moon is meant to be uninhabited, right?”

    Hargrove nodded. “There are no other biological entities on this rock apart from the research team and our detachment of military personnel.”

    “So somebody from one of those teams killed him,” I began, voice growing dark.

    “No, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. We’ve already done the autopsy report. Ensign Weatherby was killed by… something. But it wasn’t a member of either team.”

    “… Then someone else landed on that planet and killed him.”

    “We had a scout ship in orbit the whole time. Nobody else landed on that planet, Lieutenant Commander.”

    I didn’t know what to say. I stretched back, trying to recede from this mystery. “That’s… I don’t understand.”

    “Neither do we. But we’re looking into it. My doctor is running a full autopsy report of the Ensign’s remains now.”

    My blood chilled. I hated the word remains. It reduced a human to mere flesh and blood. Or whatever was left of it.

    “My doctor has contacted the Star Forces for further assistance in identifying the Ensign’s attacker. I haven’t heard back from her, but—” he stopped abruptly.

    “Lieutenant?” I leaned closer to the hologram.

    He was looking away from me, probably at some comms panel by his side. Clear confusion crossed over his already stress-lined face. “What the hell?” he said in a soft tone.

    “What is it?” My heart kept beating louder and louder until it felt it would drown out everything else.

    Hargrove took a moment to answer. “It seems Star Forces Central Command are dealing with this.”

    I felt my own brow crumple. If I didn’t feel so sick at learning of the death of my best friend, I’d have to laugh. Star Forces Central Command dealt with high-level command duties. It housed the Joint Admiral Committee. They dealt with wars and threats to the Alliance.

    “I… I…” Hargrove lost his train of thought. “They’re sending a ship… Christ, they’re sending the Armadale.”

    I couldn’t control myself this time – I let out a choked scoff. “That’s impossible. The Armadale is a strike ship. They’re currently dealing with pirates along the Northern Advance—”

    “Unless there’s a mistake with this transmission, they’re sending the Armadale,” Hargrove’s voice shook.

    Why the hell would Central Command send one of their fastest most effective strike ships to some obscure archeological dig?

    Ensign Weatherby had been one of my best friends. I hadn’t seen him in a couple of months, sure, but we always kept in contact. His death was crushing. But this – this didn’t make any sense.

    I passed a hand over my face, burying it into my palm momentarily.

    “Crap,” Hargrove swore softly.

    I dropped the hand.

    Hargrove’s brown skin had paled, his bloodshot eyes more pronounced than ever.

    “What is it?” I asked.

    “They don’t want me to make contact with anyone regarding this situation. I didn’t get this message in time—”

    “Relax, Lieutenant. I can confirm you didn’t receive that communique until after you contacted me,” I said before digesting exactly what he’d said.

    … Central Command didn’t want information about this incident to spread?

    There were several possible reasons for a total communications blackout, but I couldn’t think of a good one that would apply now.

    Hargrove looked even more destroyed than when he’d begun the conversation. He kept glancing back at the screen to his left as if he couldn’t believe what he was reading.

    I couldn’t believe it either.

    “I could lose my command for this.” He planted a hand on his brow, his fingers drawing hard against his hair.

    “No, you couldn’t. You did not receive your orders before you put in this call. Plus, you have my assurance that I will treat this information as secret and will not speak of it. I will abide by the same blackout orders you have received.”

    “This came directly from the Joint Committee,” Hargrove said with a trembling voice.

    My mouth opened.

    I wanted to point out he had to be wrong. But unless this was all some kind of elaborate joke, Hargrove was telling the truth. He wouldn’t have achieved the position of lieutenant if he’d been incapable of reading communiques.

    … Which meant everything he’d just told me was true.

    We stared at each other for a few more shocked seconds.

    “Should I admit to Central Command that I’ve already contacted you?” Hargrove asked.

    It wasn’t a question he should be asking. It only had one possible answer.

    Yes.

    But I didn’t snap at him. I could sympathize with his pain and confusion, even if it meant I had to push mine back momentarily. “Yes, Lieutenant, let them know. I will also submit a report detailing that you are not at fault and that I will abide by the blackout. Have you contacted anyone else?”

    “No. Just you. I was going to leave his family to last. I figured it would be easier to start with a fellow Star Forces officer.” Hargrove took a stiff breath and closed his eyes for a brief moment. When he opened them again, he appeared to have regained a modicum of control. “Thank you, sir.”

    I nodded my head low. “Good… luck, Lieutenant,” I managed. Though I’d intended my words to be encouraging, my voice faltered.

    Hargrove snapped a salute and ended the transmission.

    That left me alone in my room reeling.

    Max Weatherby was dead.

    … We’d grown up together, and he’d always been there – a voice of reason whenever my father’s imperial fervor drove me to the edge.

    Sure, we weren’t as close as we once were, but that didn’t matter.

    This still hurt like hell. This still felt as if someone had driven a knife right through my chest.

    I stood there for a few minutes with my hands clasped around the edges of the bench. My fingers were painfully stiff, and I watched as they drained to the color of bleached bone.

    Finally I pushed myself away.

    I staggered, legs like water.

    Grasping a hand over my mouth, I took a breath, letting it hiss between my fingers.

    I made it to my bed and sat down.

    Max was dead, and there wasn’t a damn person I could tell about it. By the sounds of Hargrove’s transmission, even Weatherby’s parents wouldn’t be finding out any time soon.

    A sense of loss swelled through my stomach, feeling as if it would make the rest of me shrivel and disappear.

    Then, at the edge of my grief, the questions started to build.

    What the hell had killed Max? And why was Central Command getting involved? It had to be something big – something massive to draw their attention.

    They were sending the Armadale too…. She was the kind of ship you sent in to make sorties behind enemy lines.

    I locked a hand on my jaw and drove my fingers so hard into the skin, it was a surprise I didn’t pluck it off.

    Angling my head towards the window, I realized the Ra’xon had already left the station far behind. In fact, somewhere during my conversation with Hargrove, we’d jumped to beyond-light-speed. Slices of white light spun past the window, turning to every color of the spectrum as they disappeared.

    … I couldn’t stare at the view forever.

    Instead I closed my eyes.

    I’d lost my best friend and my ship in 24 hours. What would I lose tomorrow?



  
    Chapter 6

    Research Dig, Mari Sector

    Research Manager Amy Lee

    I had no idea what was going on. Ever since we found the shredded remains of Ensign Weatherby, all hell had broken loose.

    The camp was terrified. And now, Central Command was swooping in.

    I stayed away from military politics – it was a distraction – but this felt wrong. Central dealt with galactic threats. Yet according to Hargrove, they were sending the Armadale.

    Why? Weatherby’s death was tragic, but why send a massive reinforcement? I’d only asked for a scout ship to borrow their matter scanners.

    My hover lift descended into the cavern with agonizing slowness – the result of buying equipment on a shoestring grant.

    The dig had halted.

    News of the Armadale had spread. I didn’t know the ship specs, but the terror in the researchers’ eyes told me enough. My interpersonal skills were blunt, but even I could read the room.

    I looked down. The staff huddled in the main camp, shoulders hunched.

    I shoved a glove over my helmet. I’d swapped my standard EV gear for a mech suit. It was stifling, like walking around in a metal coffin, but the hardened exterior was built for extreme pressure. It was armor.

    And I needed armor right now.

    I kept telling the staff Weatherby was an isolated incident, but I couldn’t push away my own fear. It clung to me like mist on an autumn morning. A constant warning tickled the base of my spine.

    Delicate archaeological work didn’t call for a mech suit, but I wasn’t taking it off.

    I looked at the wall one last time.

    Mesmerizing. I’d never seen anything like it.

    I got the sudden, dark impression it’d never seen anything like me, either.

    …

    Ensign Jenks

    I was on maintenance duty. It seemed that my skills – or lack thereof – would not be utilized on the Ra’xon.

    I’d been given one of the simplest tasks my superior could think of – a proximity scan. My task was to scan certain sectors of the ship with a handheld device, so that information could be compared with the ship’s internal scanners. If there was any discrepancy, the internal scanners should be recalibrated.

    It was boring work and considered menial, but that didn’t bother me.

    It would give me a chance to become better acquainted with the Ra’xon. It may even help me locate areas that could be hiding Omega class weapons. Though I doubted I would detect them with a hand scanner, I may be able to find areas of interest.

    I threw myself into the task, glad for the simple distraction.

    I slowly made my way around the various sectors of the ship. She really was massive. It was easily the largest vessel I’d ever served on.

    It was, however, not the largest vessel I had ever traveled on.

    Professor Axis’ facility was aboard the Alliance’s greatest starship. One barely anyone knew about. Its existence was a top-secret amongst the Star Forces Central Command.

    It was called the Miracle. And it was anything but.

    It was where Professor Axis and the other stooges of the Alliance conducted their most secret, illegal, and inhumane experiments. Far from prying eyes.

    I barely had to concentrate on my task as I walked, keeping a slow step as I methodically scanned a wall to my side. With a distracted gaze, I looked at my reflection in the shiny panel before me.

    I looked at least 10 years older than I was. But I felt at least 50 years older than that. To think, only five short years ago, I had been filled with the passion and hope of a new recruit.

    Now there was nothing left but bitter anger at what had happened to me.

    I turned a corner and entered the next room I had to scan. It had a small viewing portal and a single small red couch. I’d already overheard a few crewmembers referring to it as the lovers’ seat.

    It was currently occupied, not by a couple, but by none other than Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.

    He barely looked up as I entered, then, as if realizing who I was, he snapped his gaze my way.

    There was a definite haunted edge to his expression. Though I tried to reason it was stress over losing his ship, he looked far worse than when I had seen him last.

    His cheeks were pale, lips softly turned into a weak frown, his gaze as dead as the wastelands of space.

    Maybe I gazed at him too long, because he cleared his throat, mistakenly believing I wished to converse with him.

    “What are you doing here?” he asked quietly.

    I brought my scanner up and gestured with it. “We are recalibrating the internal scanners.”

    “Fun,” he managed. Then, rather than asking me questions relentlessly, he hunched his shoulders in, clasped his hands roughly in his lap, and stared at the floor. Not the view of the stars streaking past as we traveled beyond light speed, but his hands. He paid special attention to his thumbs as he rolled them over one another. You would think that the secrets of the universe were written there in every whorl and mark.

    I frowned.

    If it were up to me, I would’ve turned around and walked out. But it was critical that I scan each section of the ship in order.

    So I had no option but to return to my work.

    Though this room was small, my scans had to be meticulous. I would take a slow step every five seconds or so, sometimes having to double back on myself.

    Soon I walked in front of the window, compromising the Lieutenant Commander’s view. It didn’t matter; he was still staring at his hands.

    My gaze kept flicking towards him, even though I should have been paying attention to what I was doing.

    “… How have you been going?” he asked suddenly.

    I wasn’t expecting his question. He seemed so pulled in by his own troubles, it was a surprise he remembered I was in the room with him.

    “I’m fine, sir.” I didn’t turn back to my scanner. For the briefest of seconds, I got the urge to enquire how he was.

    The answer was obvious. He wasn’t okay. You didn’t need to be a counselor to see how much pressure he was under from his posture as he sat there, and how much obvious stress crumpled his brow and haunted his gaze.

    “How are you adjusting to the ship?” he asked, finally tearing his gaze off his hands.

    I’d been staring at his hands too and quickly looked away. “It has only been a day and a half.”

    “Yeah,” he admitted in a soft tone, “it feels like longer.”

    “… How is the Godspeed?” I asked. I shouldn’t have engaged him in conversation. I kept telling myself that I wanted nothing more than to get away from this man and his incessant questions. And yet I still asked.

    He let his gaze drift over the view until it slowly returned to me. “She’s salvageable. The crew are fine, or at least they’ll heal. No deaths,” his voice appeared to crumple on the word deaths.

    “… That’s good,” I managed. I’d stopped scanning without even realizing it, and my device suddenly gave a beep encouraging me to take another step forward.

    I complied. I paid attention to the scanner for almost five seconds before letting my gaze slide towards him once more.

    He was staring at his thumbs again.

    I tried to think of a question to ask. Again, I had no idea why I was willingly engaging this man in conversation.

    Or maybe I did know.

    It was because of how sad he looked. Yes, he was a lieutenant commander and I was nothing but an ensign, and yes, he was a member of the Star Forces and a champion of the Alliance.

    But I couldn’t ignore his sorrow, no matter how hard I tried.

    “Lieutenant Commander,” I began.

    He looked up. “Yeah?”

    I opened my mouth.

    I didn’t get the chance to ask my question.

    A lieutenant walked in. Annabelle Williams. She’d served aboard the Fargo with me.

    I’d barely had any interaction with her, and she didn’t even glance my way as she walked in. Instead, she locked all of her attention on the Lieutenant Commander. “Nathan, I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” she said, concern crumpling her brow.

    Though I’d never had much to do with Lieutenant Williams, I knew from experience she was a woman who rarely showed emotion. She was known as a very strict officer.

    She always strictly followed regulations too, and regulations would have her refer to the Lieutenant Commander by his title, not his first name.

    “Why did you need to see me?” the Lieutenant Commander asked, not pulling her up on the use of his first name.

    Clearly they knew each other.

    I watched their interaction out of the corner of my eye.

    Annabelle suddenly swiveled her gaze towards me. “Do you mind?”

    “She’s doing a sensor calibration scan. She’s doing her job,” he added as if that wasn’t clear.

    Lieutenant Williams didn’t react. She sat down next to the Lieutenant Commander.

    I automatically assumed that they were a couple. Though it was frowned upon for the crew of the same vessel to become romantically attached, you couldn’t stamp it out completely. As long as it didn’t affect your work, most officers wouldn’t pull the crew up on it.

    The Lieutenant Commander didn’t react well to Williams sitting so closely, though. He shifted back, shooting me an uncomfortable look.

    “We need to talk about the mission,” Williams said.

    “Not in a public place, we don’t,” he chided quickly.

    Williams slid her gaze towards me again and was clearly dismissive. “How long until you’re finished?”

    “Approximately five minutes and 46 seconds. In this room, at least,” I answered.

    “Great,” Williams nodded. “Is there somewhere else we can talk?” She returned her attention to the Lieutenant Commander.

    “I was kind of busy actually,” he said.

    The Lieutenant’s delicate brow crumpled. “Doing what? Staring at the view? I’d hazard a guess there’s a better one in your quarters.”

    The Lieutenant Commander cleared his throat immediately.

    “Not like that,” Williams blushed. “Can we just go somewhere and talk?”

    “Like I said, I’m busy.”

    “Doing what?”

    “Chatting to the Ensign here,” he answered.

    I drove my teeth into my bottom lip. Why would he say something like that? Was he trying to blow Williams off? But why would he use me as an excuse?

    Lieutenant Williams slowly looked from me to the Lieutenant Commander, her confusion obvious. She quickly returned her attention to the Lieutenant Commander. “Fine. I get it, you don’t want to talk now. But please,” her voice dipped low, shaking for some reason, “come and see me when you get the chance.” With that, she rose, shot me one last confused look, and walked out.

    The Lieutenant Commander waited for her to leave before he leaned back, closed his eyes, and let out a relieved breath. “Thanks for that,” he managed.

    “For what?”

    “For buying me some time,” he answered as he pressed forward and pinched the bridge of his nose.

    “Time?”

    “Lieutenant Williams can be kind of intense sometimes. I don’t need intense right now,” his voice dropped low, that sad quality returning to his gaze. Then he blinked hard. “Which I should not have told you. That was unprofessional. Please don’t share that with anyone else on the ship.”

    I shrugged. It was an oddly easy move considering my usually tense body. “I don’t know anyone aboard this ship, sir, so there is no one for me to tell.”

    He managed a small smile. He looked away, then back as he said, “you know me, don’t you?”

    “We have met,” I conceded as I pretended to return my attention to the scanner.

    He snorted. It was a brief moment of levity considering his current somber mood. “What’s your story, Ensign Jenks?”

    I stiffened. Somehow his conversation had lulled me, but the man who asked too many questions was back.

    His gaze flicked over my body, and his brow compressed. “You get edgy when anyone asks you that, don’t you?” He sat forward, dropping his hands between his knees. “It’s okay. You’ve got a history, don’t you?”

    I didn’t answer.

    “I may not be the best commander,” his voice dropped, “but I do care for my crew. I understand that not everybody who joins the Star Forces comes from a place of privilege like me.” He shot the window a bitter look before softening his expression as he glanced at me once more. “Not everybody grows up in the lap of luxury. Some people have to fight to live. I understand that, Ensign. But know this – the Star Forces protect its own. We’re here for you.”

    He spoke with a genuine soft smile as if he truly believed his words.

    The Star Forces were not here for their own. They were here for themselves.

    He was right. I did have to fight to live. But the one force he assumed could protect me was the one that hunted me.

    “You don’t have to tell me what’s going on with your life. But you can, if you want to. Or I can arrange for a counselor—” he began.

    “I don’t need to speak to a counselor,” I said so quickly my words ran together, “I don’t have a problem.”

    “We all need to speak to somebody once in a while. Unload your burdens. It’s only human.” He brought his hands up, and his gaze locked on his thumbs once more. “If those around us don’t know of our burdens, they can’t share them. And some burdens are too large to carry on our own.”

    “Then what are your burdens, sir?” I asked before I could think of what I was doing. The question just pushed itself from my mouth. It was a reaction to the palpable sense of sadness radiating off him. A sadness that was enough to push away my own fear, if only for a moment.

    He slowly lifted his head. “A few hours ago, I found out my best friend died,” he answered as he stared distractedly past me.

    I felt the hair along the back of my neck stand on end. “… I’m so sorry.”

    “Yeah, so am I.”

    Silence spread between us. I hadn’t glanced at my scanner for at least a minute.

    For the briefest, craziest moment, I got the urge to tell him I was on the run from the Star Forces itself. In a few short breaths, I could dump my whole sorry story.

    But if I did that, I’d see another side to the Lieutenant Commander.

    He might have appeared pitiable now. His interactions today may have made it seem as if he was a good man with a good heart.

    But he was still Star Forces through and through. If I admitted what I was and who I had run from, he would drag me back to Professor Axis.

    So I turned away.

    I could feel his eyes on the back of my neck. “Do us a favor. Don’t tell anyone what I just told you. My friend… his family doesn’t know yet.”

    “I won’t tell anyone. Like I said, I have no one to tell.”

    “Yeah. Well, see you around, Ensign Jenks. If you change your mind, and you decide you do need someone to tell, you can make it me.” With that, I heard him stand and walk out.

    I glanced around and saw a flash of his face before he retreated into the corridor beyond.

    Though his features were marked with sorrow, his brow was dented with determination.

    My scanner suddenly beeped, commanding me to continue my sensor sweeps.

    I did so, but my mind drifted back immediately to the man and his offer.

    It seemed impossible that in a galaxy as cruel as this, there could be someone to confide in.

    …

    Dig Site, Mari Sector

    Research Manager Amy Lee

    The first indication of trouble was a slight shudder that ran up the scaffolding. I thought it was just another tremor – moons like this were unstable – so I ignored it.

    The rest of the crew were too agitated to work, so I’d taken it upon myself to study the ‘circle of language,’ our new name for the three concentric circles.

    I stood atop the scaffolding. It was a higgledy-piggledy mess of mismatched parts, Jerry-rigged together to fit my shoestring budget. But it was stable.

    As soon as the tremor passed, I pressed the black and gray glove of my mech suit against the smooth metal, bringing my eyes as close to the circles as I could.

    The light reacted strangely. My suit’s beam, aimed directly at the center, didn’t reflect naturally. It diverted, shooting off in erratic shafts to illuminate random sections of the wall.

    I bit my lip, suppressing a flurry of excitement.

    This was it. The biggest discovery of my career. A brief literature search confirmed nothing like this existed in the database.

    People accused me of lacking empathy, of preferring dead civilizations to living people. They were wrong. And to prove it, I broke away from the wall to check on the camp below.

    I turned, scanning the cavern until I locked onto the main site.

    That’s when I saw something odd.

    My mech suit, an expensive ex-mining rig I’d scavenged, had sensors that were shot to pieces. But they had just enough juice to pick up something strange.

    Across the cavern, the hover lifts were ascending to the surface. All on their own.

    “Crap, it’s a glitch,” I muttered.

    If the lifts got stuck topside, I’d have to beg Hargrove to send his men to fix them. I fumbled for the comms controls.

    Then I froze.

    Black shapes were rapidly descending the cavern walls.

    No larger than people, unsupported by machinery, they simply sailed down to the bottom.

    My heart leaped into my throat. I threw myself forward, locking my mech hands onto the scaffolding railing. “What the hell?”

    The shapes landed. They didn’t crash; they pulled up and touched down gently.

    Not objects. People. Dressed in jet-black armor.

    My heart hammered against my ribs, hands gripping the cheap metal railing until it dented.

    A few of my staff popped their heads out from the tents.

    Then the firing began.

    The black shapes raised their weapons and began to slaughter my crew.

    I screamed. I pushed myself backward, my mech suit slamming against the wall, the sound echoing through the cavern.

    The firing didn’t stop. I heard the screams, terrified shouts cut short as they were mowed down.

    Nobody had a chance.

    I fell to my knees, shaking inside the suit. Sweat blinded me.

    
      Act.
    

    I punched in the coordinates for a distress call. “This is Research Manager Amy Lee. We are under attack—”

    My visor flashed red. Message send failed.

    A dampening field.

    Whoever these soldiers were, they were efficient. My crazed mind jumped to Hargrove – maybe he’d snapped? But then I saw the black figures gun down the Star Forces personnel stationed at the camp. Hargrove wouldn’t sacrifice his own people.

    Once the camp was silent, the figures turned toward the wall. Toward me.

    I was going to die. I knew this.

    But I would not die in vain.

    Years ago, I’d written a paper on signal propagation using naturally amplifying spatial phenomena – a method suppressed by Star Forces because the rebellion could use it to bypass jammers.

    I saw a figure break off from the group and head for the scaffolding.

    I extended my fingers and started to type feverishly inside my gloves. My knuckles burned, but I didn’t care.

    The mech suit couldn’t save me, but its comms array could access subspace frequencies. If I bounced the signal off the local phenomena, it might survive the dampening field long enough to propagate.

    I stripped all personal information from the message. My husband, my nine-year-old child – none of that mattered now. Only the data.

    I scanned the area and attached the logs.

    Heavy steps shuddered up the metal structure. I ground my teeth, tension radiating into my chest.

    A figure pulled himself onto my platform.

    Humanoid.

    I was an academic, not a soldier, but I recognized the armor design. Specialized unit. Star Forces.

    The soldier raised his gun. An Omega class. Illegal in the Alliance.

    “Wait,” I commanded, stalling as I packed the visual of his armor into the message.

    I hit send.

    “You can’t beg for your life. You have to die,” the soldier said.

    He fired before the message finished uploading.

  
    Chapter 7

    Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd

    I woke an hour before duty, the silence of the quarters pressing against my eardrums.

    I lay there, one bare arm tucked behind my head, watching the artificial dawn lighten the ceiling panels. My fingers dug into my scalp, trying to massage away the pressure building behind my eyes, but the headache wasn’t physical.

    For three blessed seconds after waking, the universe had been simple. Then reality reset, and the weight of it crushed the breath out of me.

    Max was dead.

    The memory of our last real conversation surfaced, unbidden – cheap synthetic beer in a dimly lit Academy bar, the air thick with smoke and bravado. We had played the morbid game of predicting our deaths.

    I had wanted to go out in a blaze of glory – shrapnel and starlight, a hero of the Alliance, finally proving my father wrong.

    And Weatherby? Max had laughed, nursing his drink. He wanted to go in his sleep, decades from now. The Star Forces were just a paycheck to him, a means to buy a farm on a terraformed colony world where the only thing he had to fight was the harvest season. He didn’t care about glory. He just wanted a life.

    Now, he was gone. And I was the one waking up in a cold sweat.

    I sat up, the motion peeling the sheets off my chest. I winced. The bio-foam brace was still fused to my back, a stiff, itching reminder of the accident three days ago. The med-scanners said I was healed, but the tension locked in my trapezius muscles said otherwise.

    I swung my legs out of bed and stood. My eyes drifted to the workstation in the corner.

    A phantom image superimposed itself over the dark screen: Hargrove’s face, pixelated and terrified, his bloodshot eyes wide.

    
      The report.
    

    I cursed under my breath. I’d forgotten to send the corroborating log to Command. If I moved fast, I could still catch Hargrove before the shift change.

    I crossed the room in two strides and woke the terminal. “Computer. Connect to original message coordinates. Priority channel.”

    “Processing,” the synth-voice hummed.

    Silence stretched thin.

    “Connection failed,” the computer stated. “There is no vessel at those coordinates.”

    I frowned, tapping the console. “Route through the scout ship Pluto then. They’re the relay.”

    “Unable to comply. The Pluto is not on the active comms net.”

    “Communications blackout?”

    “Negative. The Pluto is listed as destroyed.”

    The words hung in the air, cold and antiseptic.

    “Repeat?” My voice sounded foreign, a rasping croak.

    “Status confirmed: Destroyed. Incident occurred within the last standard cycle.”

    “Casualties?”

    “Total.”

    I gripped the edge of the console until my knuckles turned white. “What about the archaeological dig in the Mari Sector? They were providing overwatch.”

    “Search complete. There is no record of a dig in the Mari Sector.”

    “That’s a lie,” I snapped, fear spiking hot in my chest. “I have the logs right here.”

    “There is no recorded dig in the Mari Sector,” the machine repeated, its tone maddeningly flat.

    “Query: What happened to the Pluto?”

    “Classified. Accident investigation ongoing. Details suppressed.”

    I shoved my hand against my mouth, stifling a scream. Max and the crew were gone. And now the location didn’t exist?

    “Clearance check,” I whispered. “Do I have access to the investigation files?”

    “Negative.”

    “Who does?”

    “Access restricted to the Joint Committee.”

    I stumbled back a step. The Joint Committee? For a scout ship accident? That was the highest level of oversight in the Alliance.

    “Computer,” I started, “search for—”

    “Alert. Incoming transmission. Source: Enforcement Unit.”

    The blood drained from my face. The terminal screen turned a harsh, pulsing crimson. The Enforcement Unit didn’t call for a chat. They were the internal wolves of Central Command, the ones who made problems – and people – disappear.

    I didn’t have to accept the call. The terminal accepted it for me.

    “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.” The voice was male, synthesized, and utterly devoid of humanity. “You have attempted to access restricted data. State your intent regarding the Pluto.”

    My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird. If my terminal had biometric sensors, they were already flagging my cortisol levels.
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