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      A wrecked ship. A valuable cargo. Both are death traps for the unwary.

      Jack March is on a vital mission for the Silent Order - find and destroy the Pulse, the deadly superweapon of the Final Consciousness, before it can destroy Calaskar.

      But when the mysterious artificial intelligence known as the Custodian summons March, he has no choice but to go.

      The Custodian holds knowledge that might save Calaskar, or destroy it utterly...
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            WE SHOULDN’T HAVE STOPPED FOR SNACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack March ducked behind the bar, and a half-second later, a bullet whined through the air his head had occupied.

      He raised his own pistol, a kinetic weapon that fired chemically-propelled rounds, and squeezed the trigger twice, forcing his attackers to take cover on the other side of the bar.

      The tavern was a long rectangular room with booths lining the walls. The bar itself was an extended U-shape in the center of the room, and the bartenders had ducked behind it for cover. The tavern didn’t look all that different from countless other spaceport bars that March had visited in his travels across human-settled space. Though, of course, since the bar was on a space station, it had a few features that a bar in a planetary gravity well would not – the ductwork of the life support system on the ceiling and the emergency airlock that would seal off the entrance to the commercial concourse in the event of a hull breach.

      Currently, three pirates crouched by that airlock, firing into the bar.

      All three were human men, younger than March, and wore starship crewers’ jumpsuits with a motley array of scavenged body armor. They had enraged expressions, with the wide eyes and flared nostrils of people who had taken a hit of stimulant drugs designed to increase battle ferocity. Like March, they carried kinetic pistols. Plasma-based weapons were harder to smuggle onto a space station since they could easily cause hull breaches, but the rules were less stringent about kinetic weaponry. Each of the men wore a mottled red beret. The hats would have looked ridiculous, but the mottling effect came from having been dipped in the blood of killed enemies.

      The Redhats were one of the more dangerous pirate gangs on the edge of human-settled space, and they wanted to kill March.

      To be fair, he had blown up one of their warships a few days ago.

      “Damn it,” muttered Darius Memnon, who crouched behind the bar next to March. “I just wanted a bloody drink.” Memnon was a big, hulking man with rough features and a thuggish look. He was also an Alpha Operative in the Silent Order, and he and March had gotten out of some tough situations together.

      Most recently, the slave auction the Spikers pirate gang had held near Rustbelt Station, which had gotten one of the Redhats’ capital ships blown up, which was probably the reason they were shooting at March and Memnon right now.

      Of course, given who owned the space station called Strand Waypoint, perhaps the Redhats were here for entirely unrelated reasons.

      More bullets whined off the bar, and March heard the bartenders whimpering in fear.

      “Wasting ammo,” grunted Memnon.

      “Setting up a grenade, probably,” said March. “I’ll go left, you go right.”

      Memnon gave a sharp nod and duck-walked to the right side of the bar. March went to the left, pistol in his right hand. One of the Redhats whooped, and all three pirates kept shooting. March reached the left end of the bar and looked to the side to see that Memnon had reached the other end. He held up three fingers, and Memnon nodded.

      They counted down from three and went around the bar simultaneously. The Redhats were still taking cover by the entrance, and March raised his pistol and started shooting. His first round caught a Redhat in the throat with a spray of blood, and the man went down. Memnon killed a second Redhat, and the pirate fell backward into the concourse.

      The third shot March.

      But he was ready for it. His cybernetic left arm snapped out, and the bullet slammed into his forearm. March felt the shock of the impact stab into his shoulder, but the alloy the Machinists used to make their cybernetic limbs was more than strong enough to deflect the bullet. It flattened against his forearm, and that gave March all the time he needed to raise his own pistol and fire.

      The shot took the Redhat in the forehead, and the pirate fell onto the deck. His own blood leaked from the wound and into his red beret. March took a quick look into the commercial concourse, looking to the left and the right. Unlike many of the concourses he had visited over the years, it had only one balcony, and half the spaces for retail shops were closed. But the Strand Waypoint was not a large station, and it did not receive that much traffic.

      March didn’t see any more attackers. But he heard the crack of gunfire echoing through the station.

      “We clear?” said Memnon, coming up from around the bar.

      “For the moment,” said March. He turned back towards the bar. “I think you can come out now. Better close and lock the door behind us.”

      The two bartenders emerged from cover, watching March with wary expressions. Both were attractive younger women, but they had the sort of hard eyes that came from working in a rough place.

      “You’re not with them?” said one of the women.

      “No,” said March. “They’re Redhat pirates.”

      The second woman swore. “The Security Service said this was a safe place to work. The only ships we get here are Consortium freighters and occasional free traders. Bet they’re after the Adjudicator.”

      “Adjudicator?” said March. He had thought the Redhats had attacked him in revenge for the corvette the Helix had destroyed, but perhaps he and Memnon had only been a target of opportunity.

      Maybe the Redhats were here for someone else.

      “An Adjudicator arrived yesterday,” said the first bartender. “One of the higher-ups in the Consortium, works for one of the Merchant Princes. The Redhats hate his guts, and he’s on the station.”

      Maybe the Redhats had shown up to kill the Adjudicator, and March and Memnon had just been targets of opportunity.

      “I can’t believe station security didn’t stop them,” said the second bartender. “This is a Stromboli Consortium station. People don’t shoot at us! Not without consequences.” She seemed personally offended by the concept.

      March could relate. He never liked getting shot at, either.

      “Right,” said March to Memnon. “We’re getting back to the ship and getting the hell out of here.” He turned towards the bar. “I suggest that you seal the doors once we leave and don’t open them again until station security shows up.”

      “That is a good idea,” said the first bartender. She hesitated. “Thanks for the help. If they’re after the Adjudicator, why did they try to kill us?”

      “If you’re going to kill an Adjudicator of the Stromboli Consortium,” said Memnon, “you don’t want to leave behind any witnesses.”

      “The drugs make them twitchy, too,” said March. “The Redhats take a cocktail of pain blockers and stimulants before a fight. Makes them stronger and tougher, but sometimes it also makes them go berserk.” Long-term use inevitably caused either kidney failure or brain bleeds, which was why the smarter Redhats got themselves promoted out of the common ranks as soon as possible.

      “Right, then,” said the first bartender. “Good luck, but we’re staying right here.”

      “Smart,” said March. “Don’t move until station security shows up.”

      March and Memnon stepped through the door and onto the commercial concourse. The bar’s doors sealed behind them with a ringing clang. The Redhats could probably get through it with a plasma cutter or maybe some explosives, but it wouldn’t be worth the effort.

      March shot a look up and down the concourse. This portion of the station was a long metal cylinder, the walls lined with shops and businesses. The shops were the sort that catered to long-haul starship crewers making the trip through the sparsely populated borderlands regions to the Non-Aligned Systems – ship parts, supplies, weapons, and entertainment. March spotted three different brothels, though they all offered “lifelike” android prostitutes since the cost of bringing live human prostitutes out here would have been prohibitive. There were numerous empty storefronts since Strand Waypoint was remote and mostly visited by the Stromboli Consortium’s own freighters.

      Maybe the bartenders had a sideline as “companions” if the money was good enough.

      He pushed aside the thought. It wasn’t relevant, and he was married.

      Also, he heard gunfire echoing through the concourse, which meant there were more urgent things to think about.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have stopped for a drink,” said Memnon.

      “No,” said March, fishing his phone from his jacket pocket with his free hand. There were several missed connections from Adelaide aboard the Helix. He dug out his earpiece, synced it to his phone, pushed it into his ear, and returned one of the calls. “Adelaide?”

      “Jack! Thank God. You’re okay?” came his wife’s voice.

      “So far,” said March. “Some Redhats tried to shoot up the bar. What’s the status of the ship?”

      “A group of Redhats tried to break through the airlock,” said Adelaide. “We let them through, and then Axiom shot most of them. The rest decided to go find easier targets. Do you think they followed us from Rustbelt Station…”

      “I doubt it,” said March. “The bartenders thought the Redhats were here to assassinate a Stromboli Consortium Adjudicator.”

      “That won’t go well,” said Adelaide. “Stromboli officials always have good security, and the Consortium has a vengeful streak as wide as the galaxy.”

      “I doubt the Redhats care,” said March. Speculation about the motives of the Redhats could wait. “Is the ship secure?”

      “So far,” said Adelaide. “We haven’t detected any other ships approaching the station or emerging from hyperspace. The Redhats must have come from one of the docked freighters. I’ve got Helen set up in the cargo hold with the anti-personnel plasma cannon. Cassandra’s getting the hyperdrive warmed up. Figured you’d want to get out of here right away.”

      “Yeah. Don’t let Helen melt a hole in the hull with that thing,” said March. “Where are Axiom and Constantine?”

      “On their way to you. We figured you and Memnon had been caught somewhere and needed help.” There was just a hint of a ragged edge in her voice. That was what she had hoped was true – but it was just as likely that he and Memnon would have been killed by the Redhats.

      Adelaide had already been widowed once. March supposed he had better make sure she didn’t get widowed again.

      That, and he really didn’t want to get shot by a Redhat foot soldier tripping out of his mind on battle stimulants.

      The earpiece chirped as another voice entered the call. “Jack?”

      “Constantine,” said March. “Darius and I are still in one piece.”

      “Try to stay that way,” said Constantine Bishop in a dry voice. “Axiom and I are on our way. Where are you?”

      “Commercial concourse three,” said March. “Outside a bar called…” He turned and glanced up at the sign over the sealed airlock doors. “The Solvent Ledger.”

      A woman’s voice came over the line, low and sardonic.

      “Stupid name for a bar,” said Axiom Descard.

      “It really is,” said Adelaide.

      “The Stromboli Consortium has a unique sense of humor,” said March.

      “We’re heading clockwise up the outer docking ring,” said Bishop. “Head to the end of the concourse, and we’ll meet you there and withdraw to the ship together.”

      “Copy,” said March.

      “Remain vigilant,” said Axiom. “There are firefights all over the station.”

      “Right,” said March. A thought occurred to him. “Adelaide, keep the dark energy sensors running on full. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Redhats have ships inbound to back up their attack.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      “So,” said Memnon. “What’s the plan?”

      “Axiom and Constantine are on their way to meet us,” said March. “We link up with them and then get the hell out of here.”

      “Suits me just fine. Can’t drink in peace when someone’s shooting at you.”

      March looked up and down the commercial concourse once more. Strand Waypoint, like many deep-space installations, looked essentially like a giant wheel with six spokes. The outer ring held the docking ports, the hangars, and the cargo bays. The six spokes were the commercial concourses, hosting businesses, hotels, and restaurants. The central core housed the station’s control centers, reactors, and vital systems. The bar where the Redhats had ambushed them was about halfway down one of the commercial concourses. March and Memnon would need to reach the end of the concourse, turn left, and make their way around the docking ring to where the Helix waited.

      “No decent cover in this concourse,” said Memnon. He was right. There were ornamental flourishes here and there along the center of the concourse – benches, informational kiosks, large potted plants that provided both aesthetic value and the more useful function of recycling carbon dioxide into oxygen – but nothing that would stand up to sustained gunfire.

      “Right,” said March. He heard the crack of bullets from somewhere ahead. Asides from the lack of cover, the long corridor of the concourse would provide great opportunities for stray shots and ricochets. And if the Redhats had brought heavier weapons, they might open a hull breach and send the station’s atmosphere venting into space.

      He worked his way around a kiosk and saw the firefight ahead.

      It looked like station security had decided to make a stand near a kiosk selling bottled soft drinks. March saw a dozen men in the gray uniforms of Stromboli Consortium security officers taking cover behind the kiosk and nearby benches, all of them firing at Redhat pirates. The Redhats were winning. They had better armor, and they also had the “advantage” of their battle drugs, which let them ignore pain and fear. Even as March looked, two of the security officers went down.

      “We want to help them?” murmured Memnon.

      “No, they’re going to lose,” said March. The only weapons they carried were their pistols. March and Memnon might be able to turn the tide in favor of the station’s security forces, or they would be overwhelmed and killed. Could they hold out until Bishop and Axiom arrived? Maybe, but that was risky.

      He looked to the side. Most of the shops had sealed their doors, but one of the doors on the left was still open. The shop was unoccupied, its shelves empty.

      “There,” said March, pointing at the empty shop. “That shop probably has an entrance to the maintenance corridors. We’ll break in and use those to get to the docking ring.”

      Memnon grunted. “What if the Redhats are already in there?”

      “They might be,” said March, “but it looks like most of them are busy at the moment.”

      “Worth a shot,” said Memnon.

      “Did you hear that, Constantine?” said March.

      “Copy,” said Bishop. “Axiom and I are at the entrance to the commercial concourse. We’ll wait for you here. Call if you need assistance.”

      “Go,” said March.

      Memnon nodded, and March went first into the shop, scanning the shelves and the counter for danger. Empty refrigerator cases lined the walls, powered off and dark. Two refrigeration bunkers likewise stood in the center of the room, both switched off. Likely this shop had been designed to sell fresh foodstuffs and cooled drinks to the crews of passing freighters. Given how expensive that would be this far from any habitable planets, little wonder that the shop was abandoned.

      March checked behind the counter, making sure that no one was hiding there, and Memnon joined him. The door to the backroom was closed, but it wasn’t locked, and it slid open to reveal a rectangular stockroom with refrigerators against one wall.

      And, as March had expected, a narrow door leading to the station’s maintenance corridors.

      “It’s locked,” said Memnon.

      “I brought a key,” said March, and he drove his left fist through the door’s locking mechanism. The cybernetic limb smashed the lock, and he pushed the door open. The maintenance corridor beyond was a narrow space, just wide enough for two people to move abreast. Ducts ran along the ceiling, and bundles of wiring and pipes hung in racks along the walls.

      “No cover,” said Memnon.

      “I’ll go first,” said March. His cybernetic arm could deflect a bullet if it was in the right position. Though it wouldn’t do very much good if the Redhats fired a rocket.

      “Jack.” Adelaide’s voice crackled into his earpiece. “A ship just came out of hyperspace about a hundred million kilometers away. Big one, to judge from the dark energy radiation surge. Probably the size of a container freighter or a destroyer.”

      March scowled. The Strand Waypoint orbited a gas giant in the outer regions of the system, and about a hundred million kilometers away was the right place for a ship to use the gas giant’s gravity to target a hyperspace jump. A ship that size could be one of the Stromboli Consortium’s container ships or escort ships.

      Or it would be a Redhat warship.

      “Do a sensor focus on it,” said March. “They’re heading for the station anyway, so they’ll expect it.” Save for the dark energy radiation detector, all the Helix’s sensors were bound by the speed of light. It would take several minutes for the Helix to start compiling accurate information about the incoming ship. Depending on the newcomer’s thrust-to-mass ratio and armament, it might be able to start firing missiles or railgun rounds at the station within a few minutes.

      Needless to say, March wanted to be off the station by then.

      “Copy,” said Adelaide. “I’ll let you know as soon as we have any sensor information.”

      “Bishop,” said March. “Status update?”

      “We’re still holding position on the docking ring,” said Bishop. “No one’s near us, but there’s a hell of a firefight near your position. Either security’s putting up a good fight…”

      “Or the Redhats are after someone in the commercial concourse,” said March. The bartenders had thought the Redhats were after a Stromboli Consortium Adjudicator, but perhaps they were after March and the others aboard the Helix. March didn’t think the Redhats had followed them from Rustbelt Station, but he had been wrong before.

      “Yeah, like us,” said Bishop.

      “Memnon and I are in the maintenance corridors,” said March. “We’re going to try and get to the docking ring that way.”

      “Good luck,” said Bishop.

      “Wait.” Axiom’s voice was suddenly colder than usual.

      Granted, she almost always sounded cold and precise unless she was annoyed by something.

      “The Redhats are converging on a store three down from the junction with the docking ring,” said Axiom.

      March did a mental calculation. “I think we’re about nine or ten stores down from that point. The bartenders thought that the Redhats were after an official of the Stromboli Consortium. Maybe he’s hiding there.”

      He could think of any number of reasons why the Redhats might want an Adjudicator dead. The Redhats were a ruthless pirate gang, their only redeeming feature their hatred of slavery (though they often ‘liberated’ slaves by killing them), and the Stromboli Consortium was a ruthless interstellar trading cartel whose sole virtue was their strict adherence to the letter of their contracts. If the Adjudicator had managed to damage the Redhats’ business interests, the pirate gang might send a hit squad to exact their revenge, and they would not care who got in the way.

      Such as March and the crew of the Helix.

      “Jack,” came Adelaide’s voice into the channel. “We don’t have any sensor information on the new ship yet, but the dark energy detector says it’s heading for Strand Waypoint and picking up speed.”

      “Got it,” said March. “Tell Cass to get the hyperdrive ready. We’re getting out of here as soon as we can get to the ship. Constantine, Axiom, if it looks like there’s any change, let us know. Try to stay out of sight yourselves.”

      “Copy,” said Bishop.

      “This way,” said March to Memnon. They hurried down the maintenance corridor. Access doors to the various shops on the concourse stood at regular intervals along the right-hand wall. March counted them off in his head, a suspicion forming in his mind.

      A suspicion that began to harden into certainty when he heard voices raised in argument ahead.

      March gestured to Memnon. They moved abreast of each other, pistols leveled, and then crept forward in silence. The voices grew louder. Perhaps twenty meters ahead, the access door to one of the shops stood open, and March half-glimpsed a man in the gray uniform of Stromboli Consortium security standing there, weapon in hand. But he wasn’t paying attention, his head turned to listen to a conversation inside the shop.

      “We must go!” said a deep voice, too deep and watery to be human. “The pirates have us pinned here. One of the shuttles can get me off the station.”

      “Sir,” said a human male’s voice, “we have reports of pirates in both the docking ring and the control center. You know how the Redhats operate, sir. They’ll have a capital ship inbound, and it might shoot us down. Or they’ll seize control of the station's weaponry and use it against us.”

      “I do not intend to be caught like a fly in a web!” said the alien voice. It was hard to read the emotions, but March thought the voice sounded terrified. “We need to fight our way out, Major.”

      “If we do,” said the human voice, “we shall be overwhelmed.”

      “I will not be taken by these dogs!” said the alien voice. “We…”

      Right about then, the guard at the access door noticed March and Memnon. The man flinched, starting to lift his pistol, but he saw the two guns already pointed at him and thought better of it.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” said March. “We’re not with the Redhats, and we’re headed to our ship. Let us pass, and that will be that.”

      “Vance?” said the human voice from inside the shop. “Who is that?”

      “There are men in the access corridor, sir,” said Vance, his expression wary. “They say they’re not with the Redhats. They have weapons drawn on me.”

      “Really don’t want to get shot,” said March. “Or to shoot anyone.”

      Vance swallowed. “Orders, sir?”

      Another man in a gray Stromboli security uniform stepped past Vance, pistol pointed at the deck, his left hand raised before him. He was older than Vance, lean with deep lines on his face, his graying black hair close-cropped.

      “You’re not with the Redhats?” said the older man.

      “No,” said March. “We’re on our way out.” He didn’t know how many security personnel were in the shop, but if they wanted to make a fight of it, they could stop March and Memnon from going any further. Even if they broke through, March did not want to make an enemy of the Stromboli Consortium. Perhaps it would be wiser to ally with them. “I tangled with the Redhats on the edge of Calaskaran space, and I don’t want to give them a chance to remember the grudge. I have a ship docked at the outer ring, and if we fight our way to it, I can give you a ride away from the station.”

      The older man drew breath to answer.

      “Wait!” The alien voice came from inside the shop. “I know that voice. Bring him to me, Major Calwell.”

      The older man, presumably Major Calwell, nodded. “If you’ll come with me, sir? I think the Adjudicator would like to speak with you.”

      March shared a quick look with Memnon. The Adjudicator? It seemed that they had found the Redhats’ target.

      “Certainly,” said March. He lowered his pistol but did not holster it. “We’d be happy to talk with him.”

      Calwell glanced at the pistol, decided not to make an issue of it. “This way, please.”

      March nodded to Memnon, and they followed Calwell into the shop.

      Specifically, into a coffee shop. The metal deck and walls had been covered with paneling that created a reasonable approximation of hardwood, though the tables and benches were bolted to the deck in case the artificial gravity glitched. The blast doors to the concourse were partially closed, and a dozen Stromboli security officers had taken position behind the tables, pistols in hand.

      An alien stood behind the counter, gazing at March with enormous black eyes.

      He was a Lithobati, and to human eyes, the Lithobati looked vaguely human-shaped but with the heads of giant frogs. The Lithobati stood the better part of seven feet tall, his skin a glistening greenish yellow, his enormous eyes rotating as they took in March and Memnon. He wore a black robe adorned with red markers of rank on the sleeves and collar – the uniform of an Adjudicator of the Stromboli Consortium. The official policy of the Consortium was against species-based discrimination for any reason, though logistics often made that challenging – the ammonia-breathing and radiation-absorbing aliens who lived in the upper atmospheres of gas giants, for example, had no interest in working for the Consortium or purchasing its wares. Despite that policy, the Lithobati had a strong presence in the Consortium, holding many of the company’s higher offices.

      March had trouble telling one Lithobati from another – to human eyes, they all looked like giant humanoid frogs.

      Nevertheless, he had met this Lithobati before.

      “Adjudicator Karthmyr?” he said.

      “I thought I recognized your voice,” said the Lithobati. “Captain Jack March. It is fortunate that you are here. You must get me off Strand Station!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            LOGOS

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s going on?” said March.

      He had met Karthmyr a long time ago during his previous dealings with the Stromboli Consortium. It had been before he met Adelaide, before he had learned the truth of the Silent Order and the King of Calaskar, before he had even stumbled across the Wraith devices and the Machinists’ plan to build the Pulse weapon. March had carried out frequent missions for Censor in the borderlands between the Kingdom of Calaskar and the Final Consciousness, a vast and poorly charted region of space. During one of those missions, March had saved the life of a Merchant Prince of the Consortium, including his attendant Adjudicators.

      Karthmyr had been one of them.

      “You know this man, sir?” said Calwell.

      “Jack March,” rumbled Karthmyr. “A Calaskaran privateer captain. We have had dealings before. Captain March, you must get me off this station!”

      “The Redhats are after you, I assume,” said March.

      “I impounded one of their freighters at our primary station in the Non-Aligned Systems,” said Karthmyr. “The hold was stuffed with a wide variety of illegal drugs.” For all their bitter opposition to slavery, the Redhats derived much of their income from their illegal drug operations. “They swore personal vengeance upon me. When I came to Strand Waypoint for an audit, they sprang a trap and are trying to assassinate me and my security detail.”

      “What about your own ship?” said March.

      “They will have likely set an ambush for the Adjudicator near the airlock,” said Calwell. “We cannot risk bringing him there.”

      “If you can get me off the station, you’ll be well-rewarded,” said Karthmyr.

      “Jack,” came Adelaide’s voice into his ear, “we’re getting more sensor data on the incoming ship. It’s launching fighters. Probably Raptor-class heavy starfighters.”

      That wasn’t good. A capital warship that size could probably carry a dozen fighters, maybe less depending on its armament loadout. But the fighters would have a superior thrust-to-mass ratio over their carrier, which wasn’t all that slow itself.

      Enemy ships would arrive at Strand Waypoint before much longer.

      Which meant they had to leave now.

      “All right, fine,” said March, coming to a decision. “Where are most of the Redhats?”

      “Outside this shop,” said Calwell, looking to Karthmyr. The Adjudicator made an impatient gesture for him to continue. “They’ve got us pinned down. The rest of the pirates are attacking the operations center. That’s why we haven’t been able to get any help.”

      “Do you have any capital ships inbound?” said March. “My ship says a frigate-sized craft just dropped out of hyperspace and is launching fighters.”

      “No,” said Karthmyr. “No, none of our military forces are in the area.”

      “That’s probably the Redhats, then,” said March.

      “They’re after me,” said Karthmyr. “If I get off the station, they will leave it in peace.”

      Most likely, Karthmyr just wanted to save his own skin and didn’t care what happened to a supply station in the middle of nowhere. But he did have a point. The station had enough point-defense and heavy weaponry to chew up a frigate-sized capital warship, and while the Redhats often drugged their troops on battle stimulants, the starship crewers and officers would be stone-cold sober.

      “I have two people in Rangefinder scout armor waiting for us at the docking ring,” said March. “So far, the Redhats have only used kinetic pistols. No heavy weapons, nothing capable of dealing with scout armor. I suggest we withdraw through the maintenance corridor to the docking ring. We can then retreat to my ship and escape before the Redhat fighters get here.”

      “They will realize that the Adjudicator is withdrawing,” said Calwell.

      “Not if we make a lot of noise,” said Memnon, speaking for the first time. All eyes swung to him. It was a bit unsettling to see Karthmyr’s bulging eyes rotate like billiard balls. “You’ve got good cover in here, enough to keep even stoned Redhats at bay. Have some of your men take cover and start shooting into the concourse. We’ll get the Adjudicator out, and once we do, the rest of you can escape through the maintenance corridor.”

      “I think this is our best chance, sir,” said Calwell.

      “Very well,” said Karthmyr. “Proceed, Major.”

      Calwell gave a series of orders to his men. Four of them took cover behind the booths, raised their pistols, and started shooting, sending a steady volley of gunfire into the commercial concourse. Calwell urged Karthmyr into the maintenance corridor, and the rest of the Adjudicator’s security team followed. March and Memnon went last, leaving the door open so the remaining defenders could retreat when the moment came.

      “My spy drone has eyes on the Redhats,” said Axiom’s voice into March’s earpiece. “Looks like you caught them off guard. They’re taking cover, but as soon as they get their nerve back, they’re going to attack.”

      “Acknowledged,” said March. He raised his voice. “Adjudicator, Major, we need to hurry.”

      Calwell nodded, and the security officers and the Adjudicator picked up their pace. The noise of gunfire faded and then stopped as the rearguard officers withdrew from their positions and retreated into the maintenance corridor. March heard the clang of their boots against the deck as they hurried to rejoin their comrades.

      “End of the corridor coming up,” said Calwell.

      “The Redhats are rushing the shop,” said Axiom. “They will come up behind you in another ninety seconds at most.”

      “We’re about to reach the docking ring,” said March.

      “Got it,” said Bishop. “We’ll fall back and join you.”

      “Keep covering the entrance to the concourse,” said March. “Once they figure out where we’ve gone, they might try to rush the docking ring.”

      By then, they had reached the end of the maintenance corridor. The door hissed open, and the Stromboli security officers poured out, followed by Adjudicator Karthmyr, with March and Memnon bringing up the back. As ruthless as the Stromboli Consortium could be, March had to concede that the docking facilities aboard the station were excellent. The central corridor of the docking ring was spotless, the bulkheads polished and gleaming, with only minimal scuffing on the deck from the wheels and treads of cargo drones.

      Two figures in form-fitting black armor stood near the main entrance to the commercial concourse, kinetic rifles in hand. The helmets concealed their heads beneath a dark visor and a compact breathing apparatus. The armor was just form-fitting enough to show that the figure on the left was male while the one on the right was a woman. Despite its relatively fragile appearance, Hiroth Foundries Rangefinder scout armor could take a beating, and it also had a shielding system that could take several direct plasma hits before the armor itself endured any damage.

      The security personnel had their pistols pointed vaguely in the direction of Axiom and Bishop. That did not unduly worry March. Small-arms kinetic fire was not a major threat to Rangefinder armor. He was more worried that Axiom would get annoyed and start shooting.

      “Friends of yours?” said Calwell, eyeing the two armored figures.

      “Yes,” said March. He turned to Bishop and Axiom. “We’re heading to the ship and getting out of here.”

      “Jack,” said Axiom. She spoke through her helmet’s speakers, her voice filtered and a bit metallic. “The pirates are coming. Looks like they’ve given up attacking the shop and are coming up the concourse to the docking ring.”

      As she spoke, the remaining security officers came out the door to the maintenance corridor, closing it behind them.

      March looked around, calculating the odds. They were still about two-thirds of a kilometer from the Helix’s docking port. If they started sprinting now…no, the Redhats would come around the corner just in time to shoot them in the back. The pirates outnumbered the security officers, but none of the pirates had any weapons to match the Rangefinder armor.

      Was there any cover in the docking corridor? The outer ring of the station had been built from prefabricated sections, each one about fifty meters long, and support pillars jutted from the bulkheads where the sections had been connected. Additionally, there were several stacks of metal shipping crates, left forgotten when the attack began. Those crates and pillars could provide cover, and if Axiom and Bishop drew the fire of the pirates…

      “Take cover,” said March. “Behind the pillars and the crates, move.”

      “We must get to your ship!” said Karthmyr. The Adjudicator seemed panicked at the thought of confronting the pirates.

      “We won’t get to the ship before they catch us,” said March to Calwell. “Firing positions behind the pillars and the shipping cases. My crewers in armor will draw their fire. Move!”

      Karthmyr might have been panicking, but Calwell kept his head. The major barked orders to his men, even as he guided the Lithobati Adjudicator towards one of the stacks of crates. March ducked behind one of the support pillars, pistol in both hands. Axiom and Bishop stepped forward, rifles raised, ready to draw fire. Memnon crouched next to March, calmly checking his pistol.
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