
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Forged in Darkness

      A Jack Forge, Fleet Marine Story

    

    




      
        James David Victor

      

    

    
      Fairfield Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 Fairfield Publishing

      

      

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  Except for review quotes, this book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the written consent of the author.

      

      This story is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the muster area for 6th squad, surrounded by the people he’d come to know better than any alive. Jack knew he was as close to home as he would ever get, and he didn’t want to leave.

      Jack had been through the cruelest training of any squad of Marines in the history of the fleet. He had fought for his life in some of the war’s most bitter battles. Through all of it, Jack and 6th squad had lived, eaten, trained, slept, and fought together. Now Jack was being taken away from them. After all they’d been through, saying good-bye was almost too much.

      “I’ll miss you guys,” Jack said, looking at the faces all around. All were smiling and happy for Jack, one of their own.

      “Don’t worry,” Torent said, punching Jack hard on the upper arm, “you won’t be going far. We’ll still get to keep an eye on you.”

      Jack rubbed his arm where Torent had punched him. “You get flogged for striking an officer.”

      “You’re not an officer yet, Jacky.” Torent smiled and punched Jack again, good and hard.

      Jack raised his fists and fixed Torent with a cold stare. Torent raised his fists and faced off with Jack. He bobbed and swayed, light on his feet, ready to dodge a punch and ready to land one of his own.

      Jack let his right fist uncurl into an open palm. Torent dropped his guard and clasped Jack’s hand in his own. “I’m proud of you, Jack. Who’d have thought a soft lad like you would make it?”

      6th squad moved in around the pair. Osho placed her hand over Jack and Torent’s. Bubble, Terry, and Jenks did the same. They patted Jack on the back or ruffled his hair and congratulated him before shoving him out of the door.

      A new Marine, a replacement to 6th squad, stepped over to the tight group.

      “Is that really Jack Forge?” the new Marine asked Torent.

      Torent turned on the recruit. “You call me squad leader, or boss, you get me, hayseed?” Torent barked, staring down at the young replacement.

      “Sorry, squad leader,” the replacement said as he stepped away and sat with his fellow newbie.

      “I’m telling you, that was Jack Forge,” he told his friend quietly.

      “Jack Forge?” The friend shook his head. “I thought he was a propaganda myth.”

      “That was him. Jack Forge, Scorpio Battalion, Cobra Company, Sixth Squad.”

      “He doesn’t look as if he could destroy a Chitin Leviathan single handed.” The friend took a bite of a ration bar.

      “You ever seen a Chitin Leviathan?” the replacement asked.

      “No. Have you ever seen a hero before?”

      The replacements sat and watched the rest of 6th squad standing around the muster point. The entire squad was made of seasoned veterans, each and every one of them. Battle-hardened friends and warriors. The replacements didn’t know it, but they had the fortune to end up in a squad of heroes.

      Torent came and stood in front of the replacements. “Listen up, hayseeds. Get on your feet. We’re going into the VR deck. We need to get you replacements through some training sims and up to speed before we meet the enemy for real. You ready to shred some Chits?”
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      The officers’ lounge was situated next to the command deck. Soundproof walls and decks, padded with noise-canceling fabric, created a quiet haven in the heart of the Scorpio. Several large, soft chairs and polished timber tables were dotted around the open space. Jack felt the background hum of the Scorpio fall away as he stepped into the comfortable lounge.

      Commander Griff welcomed Jack with an outstretched hand. “You sure you’re ready to give up the cushy life of a Marine?”

      Jack shook his head and smiled. “No, sir.”

      Griff smiled back. “You don’t have to call me sir anymore, Jack. Call me Harry.”

      “I haven’t been made up yet,” Jack said

      “Too late to get out of it now.” Trace Matavesi stepped over. “Well done, Jack,” she said. “Call me Trace.”

      Jack nodded. He felt uncertain. It felt strange using the commanders’ first names. He tried them on for size.

      “Thank you, Harry,” Jack said, his voice catching in his throat. “Thank you, Trace,” he said, gaining confidence.

      Jack had only ever seen Trace Matavesi on parade with the rest of the battalion. She was tall with broad shoulders, possibly the result of biotech enhancements. Her platinum blonde hair framed a pretty face with cold, gray steel eyes and full lips. Her handshake was firm but warm.

      “Captain on deck,” Griff called out. Jack snapped to attention and noticed that Griff and Matavesi did so also.

      Captain Pretorius walked into the officers’ lounge and saluted. “As you were,” he said, then walked to the drink cabinet and poured himself a tumbler of water. “We’re waiting for Agent Visser. She’ll be overseeing the official promotion procedure.” Pretorius looked over at Jack.

      Jack felt the captain’s stare. Pretorius was tall and slim. His face was a mass of deep wrinkles. A scar over one eye merged with the wrinkles over his forehead and cheeks. Jack avoided the captain’s stare.

      “Jack Forge,” Pretorius said. He placed his tumbler down and stepped over to Jack. “Good to finally meet you.” He extended his hand.

      “Yes, sir,” Jack said and shook the captain’s hand. “You too, sir. It is an honor, sir.”

      Jack noticed Griff and Matavesi smile at Jack’s nervousness.

      “Calm down, son,” Pretorius said. “Relax or you’ll strain something.”

      The sound of footsteps drew everyone’s attention. Striding into the lounge came Agent Visser. She saluted the captain with a swift, stiff, and yet somehow casual salute. “Sorry to keep you, Captain,” she said. “You can proceed.”

      Captain Pretorius stood to one side of the lounge and spoke in a clear, calm voice. “I’d like to keep things pretty informal on this occasion. As you know, the battalion major would be responsible for awarding a field promotion, but unfortunately, Major Cruz was lost in the action on Proxis at the Battle of Drydock. So, it falls to me, with Agent Visser as observer, to perform this very special act. Marine Jack Forge, if you would step forward, please.”

      Jack stepped toward the captain.

      Pretorius pulled a small box out of his pocket and held it in front of him. “As recognition for your act of bravery and courage under fire, the Fleet Marine Division has seen fit to award you the Platinum Star.”

      Pretorius opened the box and showed off the small glittering white star. Pretorius took it out of the box and pinned it to Jack’s lapel. He returned the empty box to his pocket and then took another, similar box out of his other jacket pocket.

      “And now, Jack Forge, having shown exceptional leadership and solid tactical awareness in battle, the Fleet Marine division appoints you to the rank of commander, with all the rights and responsibilities of that rank.”

      Pretorius opened the second box and showed it to the officers in the room, and then finally to Jack.

      “It is with great pleasure that I hereby promote you to commander.”

      Pretorius pinned the small golden stripe next to the platinum star on Jack’s tatty lapel. The captain stepped back and saluted. Jack returned the salute and noticed the others saluting him as well. It was a proud moment. Commander Griff, an officer and veteran of dozens of engagements, saluting him, Commander Trace Matavesi, the hero of Boa Company, who fought on bravely after losing over half her company during the Battle of Drydock, saluting him, Agent Visser, Fleet Intelligence, saluting him, and finally, Captain Pretorius, one of the fleet’s most respected captains and veteran of countless engagements, saluting him. Jack was filled with pride. He’d never wanted to be a Marine, but now he knew he couldn’t be anything else.

      The captain dropped his salute and offered Jack his hand in a warm handshake while the others applauded and stepped up to welcome their new brother officer.

      “Before I let you go,” Pretorius said, “the fleet will send a replacement major as soon as possible. Until then, you commanders will have to muddle through as best you can, but Commander Griff has seniority and until a replacement major is in post, he will be Acting Battalion Commanding Officer.”

      The officers all congratulated Griff on his temporary assignment. He shrugged it off with humility and humor.

      “Don’t think just because I’m acting CO I want to hear all of your complaining,” Griff said jovially. “My standing orders are to sort out your own problems and don’t make work for me.”

      “What is our current operational status, Captain?” Visser asked.

      “We are holding position in the Monarch Carrier Group, but I am expecting orders from Fleet Command at the top of the next watch.”

      Pretorius tugged his cuffs. “Make sure your companies are at full readiness, Commanders. We don’t know what we’ll be asked to do next, but I think we can expect to be in action soon enough.”

      “Maybe the Scorpio will be placed in spacedock for a total refit,” Griff said with a smile.

      “And the battalion stood down for a week’s rest and recuperation on Eros,” Matavesi added.

      “Or maybe we’ll be expected to do our duty and take the fight to the enemy,” Visser said coldly.

      Pretorius tugged his cuffs again. “Oh, Corli,” Pretorius said, admonishing the agent. “Let them have an hour off, for krav’s sake.”
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      Walking along the empty corridors of the Scorpio was a familiar pastime for Jack. Walking along the corridors and receiving salutes from crewmen was entirely new. The feelings of responsibility and authority started to grow. There was one place on the ship where rank stood for very little, where only ability counted—only one place where Jack would be treated the same as ever, whether he was admiral or crewman. Jack turned the corridor and stepped through the large double-doors into the maintenance hangar.

      Slim had his head inside a large machine unit, stripped out of its position in the Scorpio’s guts and brought here for work. Sarah Reyes stood behind him, holding a variety of power tools.

      “Kravin thing’s completely burnt out,” Slim said, his voice echoing inside the unit. “Hand me a photon shunt.”

      Reyes turned to the workbench behind her and picked up an item. She held it up and studied it, turning it this way and that. “This one looks a bit worn,” Reyes said. “Have we got any new shunts in the stock?”

      “How long have you worked here?” Slim stuck his hand out. “Let’s hope we can get a few light-months out of this one.”

      Reyes turned to hand over the item. She spotted Jack.

      His heart fluttered when her dark eyes fell on him. He was almost more nervous now than meeting the captain, and certainly more excited. He was more anxious than facing a Chitin soldier, yet happier than he could ever hope to be. This was the conundrum of Sarah Reyes.

      “You want to give me that shunt or what?”

      Reyes handed it over without looking and then stepped toward Jack. “How was the ceremony?”

      “Quiet,” Jack said, stepping closer.

      The pair stood quietly. Glancing at each other nervously. Shuffling toward each other cautiously.

      “What the krav is that?” Slim walked over, wiping his hands on a dirty cloth. “Is that some work-shy officer on my deck?” Slim held out his hand.

      “You got any coffee?” Jack said, shaking Slim’s hand.

      “You know where it is,” Slim said with a smile. “Three mugs, please.”

      Jack walked over to the coffee jug on the thermoplate. A collection of grubby mugs was scattered around the jug, each with its own design or slogan.

      “The best coffee on the ship,” Jack said, handing Slim a mug of the strong brew. “And the worst people.”

      “Must be why we can’t keep you away,” Slim said and took a gulp.

      “Happy to have you here, Jack,” Reyes said as Jack handed her a mug of coffee.

      Pouring the thick black liquid into a mug, Jack thought of the first time he’d been sent here. He’d resented being given a low-level maintenance post, but it hadn’t taken him long to discover that the maintenance department was as responsible for the effective operation of the Scorpio as the command officers. In fact, those who truly understood maintenance knew they were even more important.

      The team was small, but they held detailed knowledge of every ship system. Slim could strip any system, repair, and replace it in his sleep, and maintain the Scorpio at combat readiness. Reyes was a true mechanical genius. She could dissect an unfamiliar system in moments, and she had a knack for making unorthodox repairs. She was the only human yet to successfully work with Chitin equipment.

      Jack raised his mug to the maintenance team, a team who would always have respect for Jack, no matter what his rank. He had been one of them. It was a small team and they didn’t forget one of their own.

      Slim and Reyes knocked their mugs into Jack’s as they said their motto together. “They bend it. We mend it.”

      “Seriously,” Slim said. “Well done, Jack. I always knew you’d get the worst jobs.”

      Reyes just smiled.

      Slim put his mug down and turned to Reyes. “So much for R and R, and coffee with the upper kravin echelon, I’ve got to get that system put back together.” He put his hand on Reyes’s shoulder. His tone suddenly turned serious. “You want to show him?” he said heavily, uncertainly.

      Jack looked at Slim. “Show me what?” he said with a laugh. He looked at Reyes, who was carefully putting her mug down. “Show me what?” Jack repeated with growing concerned.

      Jack followed Reyes to a workbench. Reyes tapped a control panel on the side of the bench and called up a holodisplay blank feed. Reyes tapped a few instructions into the controls and the blankness resolved into an image.

      Looking closely, Jack saw it was the med bay. He recognized the lines of compartments and the medidrone moving along the central aisle.

      “Why are you showing me this?” Jack asked.

      Reyes tapped another key and zoomed in on one compartment. She increased the resolution to show Jack the occupant.

      “I was running a standard diagnostic on the internal communications at the top of this watch. It is about three months overdue and we had some bugs in the system. I spotted him when I was checking the feed. Slim saw I was shocked to see him. I told him, Jack. I told him everything.”

      Jack looked over at Slim, who was back at work, head and shoulders in the machine unit. Jack knew he could trust Slim. Jack knew that he and Reyes were trusting Slim with their lives.

      “How the krav did he get on board?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve tried to access his medical info, but he’s not registered. I can’t find out what’s wrong with him. But I did scan back through the logs and found out he was brought in just after the Battle of Drydock. Him and one other Marine.”

      Reyes showed Jack the image of the second Marine, and Jack recognized him instantly. It was someone from his old training squad, the first person Jack had spoken to. A Marine who only ever seemed to want to turn one Marine against another. Jack would never forget the face of Bill Harts.

      “Do you know him?” Reyes asked.

      “We spent a long time together. That’s Bill Harts, a sneaky little scroat.”

      “What about him?” Reyes said, pointing back to Commander Finch. “If he tells them what we did...” she trailed off.

      Jack hadn’t felt any remorse for what happened to Finch. He was a bad leader and bad Marine, narrow-minded and arrogant. Jack had lived for the last few months believing that he and Reyes had killed him. Jack was sure if Finch hadn’t been killed, the Battle of Kratos Fuel Station would have ended in disaster for 6th squad, and for the Scorpio too. Jack hadn’t lost any sleep. But now it seemed Finch was alive. It made Jack feel more than a little uneasy.

      “If he had said anything, we would be in an interrogation suite already.” Jack studied the image. Finch was conscious. “Has he spoken to anyone?”

      “He had one visit from Agent Visser when he arrived. I was able to listen in. He said he had been cut off from his squad during the battle. It looks like his distress signal was picked up by a corvette on perimeter watch during the Battle of Drydock. He’d been stranded there for weeks.”

      Jack looked down at the fleet star on his jacket. Finch couldn’t pull rank on Jack, but if Visser found out about their fight and how it had ended, then Jack’s new medal and promotion wouldn’t save him from the gallows.

      Jack took hold of Reyes’s shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll find out what I can.”

      “But I thought I’d killed him,” Reyes said.

      Jack brought her close to him. “Shhh,” he said softly. “Don’t let anyone hear you say that.”

      “His suit was cut. The atmosphere should have killed him instantly. He should be dead.”

      Jack looked at the image of Finch and Harts. These were two of the worst elements Jack had ever met. One was arrogant, the other conniving. Both destabilized the Marines around them. Neither should be allowed to bring their forms of destructiveness back to the battalion.

      The holoimage flickered on the bench. Reyes moved her hand to the controls. Jack reached out and took her hand to stop her from canceling the feed. He watched. There was something not right. Something bothered him. He watched.

      “We can’t be found watching this,” Reyes said.

      “Just wait,” Jack said.

      The flickering image from the med bay showed there was little happening. The medidrone moved along the aisle. A nurse filled out a document at the nurse’s station. Then Jack spotted it.

      “Go back,” Jack said. “Can you go back?”

      Reyes tapped the controls and played the image in reverse. Jack saw it again.

      “Stop. Play it back again.”

      Reyes replayed that portion of the feed again.

      “There. See that?” Jack pointed at Finch and Harts. The small gasp from Reyes told Jack that she’d seen it too. She gripped his hand a little tighter.

      Both Finch and Harts seemed to move in sync. They turned their heads slowly to the left, lifted them slightly, and slowly opened their mouths wide. A dark shadow, almost like drifting smoke, seemed to move about in the open mouths. Then, after a few seconds in that strange pose, their mouths shut, their heads moved down, and they faced forward. Perfectly in time.

      Jack looked Reyes in the eyes, her big, dark eyes. He felt the warmth of her hand on his. He realized they’d been standing there holding hands for some time. He loosened his grip and they let go of each other.

      Jack’s small communicator buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and read the message. He was being called to the command deck for a mission briefing.

      “I’ve got to go,” Jack said. He wanted to stay with Reyes, but duty called him away. He put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll be fine.”

      “I know I will,” she replied. Then she leaned forward and kissed Jack’s cheek. “Don’t do anything brave…or stupid.”

      Jack felt his cheek where she’d kissed him. He wanted to feel it there forever. “Don’t let Slim give you all the easy stuff to do.”

      Jack turned to leave the maintenance hangar and walked toward the big double-doors. He heard Reyes speaking up.

      “Commander departing,” she said.

      Jack turned to see Reyes and Slim standing up straight and facing him, each giving a smart salute. Jack returned the salute and left. He knew he’d be welcome next time he visited.
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      Jack had never set foot on a destroyer’s command deck before. He never realized how many officers were required to operate the ship. He’d always thought the captain pretty much ran the show, but now he could see that over a dozen officers were involved. Each officer had a station with a bank of screens and several small holostages arrayed within reach.

      The center of the deck was dominated by the large holostage. The holoimage currently showed a number of ships with the carrier ship Monarch, command ship of the group, in the center. Around the carrier were the group’s frigates and corvettes, a dozen smaller ships in all. Holding formation further away from the carrier were the destroyers, three of them, their names highlighted on the hologram: the Aries, the Pisces, and the Scorpio.

      Walking across the command deck to the holostage, Jack felt out of place. He felt like an intruder. He expected at any moment that an officer would bark at him for intruding on the meeting. Captain Pretorius was occupied at the holostage. He was flanked by Agent Visser on one side, who watched Jack approach. On the other side of Pretorius, a young first officer was busy working at the control panel, occasionally glancing up at the holoimage. The name on his jacket said Chou. Commanders Trace Matavesi and Harry Griff welcomed the new commander colleague with nod and a smile.

      “Good of you to join us, Commander,” Pretorius said as Jack took a position in front of the holostage. “Get lost on your way to the command deck?”

      “Sir, no, sir,” Jack said. “I was in maintenance when I received the orders to attend, sir.”

      Pretorius stopped working and looked up at Jack, a twinkle in his eye and a slight smile at the corner of his mouth. “One ‘sir’ will be sufficient, Commander.”

      Commander Chou slid a holographic document over the surface of the holostage toward the captain. Pretorius looked down at the document, signed it, and slid it back to his second-in-command. When he looked up, any sign of amusement was gone. His expression was serious and businesslike.

      “We have orders direct from Fleet Command and Control Center on Eros. The Scorpio is being tasked with a mission to the outer system. A patrol corvette recently discovered a Chitin facility that Fleet Command believes to be part of the Chitin surveillance network. The Scorpio will approach this Chitin device and attempt to plant a demolition charge designed to send an electromagnetic pulse through the entire network. We will need to plant three of these devices in order to destroy the entire surveillance network.”

      Pretorius glanced at the assembled officers. Jack thought the captain’s gaze lingered a fraction longer on him. Maybe the captain was still to be convinced that Jack was a suitable candidate for the role of Marine Company Commander.

      “We are to proceed in complete secrecy and we will be operating solo.”

      Jack noticed Commander Chou hesitate. The second-in-command was quiet and busy, but the moment he heard that the Scorpio would be alone in the outer system, he paused. It was only a momentary response, but Jack read from it that Commander Chou was nervous about this situation.

      “A question, sir,” Jack said.

      “Go ahead, Commander.” Pretorius faced Jack.

      The officers all looked at Jack. The new guy was going to pop his head above the parapet. They were all interested to discover what they could about Jack from this first foray into the world of command.

      “Won’t we be vulnerable if we are discovered that far out, sir?”

      “We will be,” Pretorius said matter-of-factly. “We will be extremely vulnerable, unlikely to be able to defend ourselves long enough for any support to arrive. We will, in all likelihood, be destroyed if we are discovered. The Chitins will close in and destroy a lone destroyer, as we would if one of their war ships entered our space.”

      Pretorius gave Jack a look that asked if his question had been answered.

      Jack suddenly felt foolish. He realized now what an obvious question it was. Of course they would be in danger, operating alone so far from home space. It was clear to all at the briefing. It was unnecessary for it to be spelled out, but Jack had asked the question and the captain had given a candid answer. Jack was also nervous about the upcoming mission now.

      “Thank you, sir,” Jack said as he tried to avoid the eyes of the others at the holostage.

      “You are welcome, Commander. In future, please wait until the end of the briefing before asking any questions.”

      Jack felt a flush of embarrassment. His first command briefing and he was behaving like an excited schoolboy. He nodded and answered as confidently as possible. “Yes, sir.”

      “Extremely vulnerable,” Pretorius began again. “We are going out into hostile space. Alone. No hope of support. We will be going dark and will operate under silent running protocols. That means we will be at minimal power. No primary engine operations. There will be no EM communications, and that includes ship-wide communications as well as ship-to-ship and fleet communications. We will employ passive scans only. We will be able to receive communications, but we will be unable to respond or send communications of any kind. We are strictly running on silent from the top of third watch.”

      Jack had been in combat situations and had fought Chitin hordes. He had been face to face with the enemy and had faced death multiple times. Fear was nothing new, but fear in the heat of battle was very different than fear of what was to come. Fear in the moment was a difficult emotion to handle, but fear of a threat as yet unseen was worse. It gave a man time to think and time made the threat seem huge, insurmountable, and unconquerable. No weapon could defeat the type of fear Jack was beginning to experience.

      “It is your responsibility to ensure your sections are silent by end of second watch.” Pretorius leaned on the holostage and looked at each of the assembled officers. “On the stroke of third watch, the Monarch Carrier Group will initiate a full engine burn. We will set our heading and engage our primary drive.”

      Commander Chou tapped the side of the holostage and showed a graphic of the maneuver. The entire carrier group was fired up and moving.

      “The carrier group will arc away.” Pretorius pointed at the holoimage showing the entire carrier group performing a sharp turn. “We will cut our engines and be on a silent running course to the outer system.”

      Jack watched the graphic—the Monarch and the group veering off, the Scorpio continuing on its course, running silent, engines dead and cold.

      “The flight plan is calculated for a short burn to put us on to a series of slingshot maneuvers. We will be travelling at high velocity and hopefully in complete secrecy. We will achieve a distant solar orbit and move in on the first of these Chit listening devices.”

      “Sir,” Jack spoke up. He knew he was interrupting again, but this was important. “Can I recommend my people send any last-minute communications before we go dark?”

      The captain considered this. Jack though it was a sensible question.

      Pretorius tugged his cuffs. “No, Commander. Don’t instruct your people to send last-minute communications. We will be undertaking a clandestine operation. We must assume the Chits are monitoring us even now. The Monarch Carrier Group is covering our heading with their maneuver. We can’t give away the mission with a sudden spike in communication traffic. If we tell the crew we will be silent, they will all want to say good-bye to some sweetheart, mother or friend. No, Commander. Do not inform your people.”

      Jack felt the contradictory opinion hammering at his chest. The crew would be annoyed, angry or upset if they were told they had missed an opportunity to send a last-minute good-bye. The crew would work better if they were informed of the dangerous mission they were about to undertake. Jack could think of a dozen reasons why the captain should let the crew know what was coming.

      “Do you have a comment, Mister Forge?” Pretorius asked.

      Jack looked at the captain. Commander Chou and Agent Visser were both looking at Jack. Griff and Matavesi averted their gaze but waited with bated breath. Jack was being invited to comment. To contradict.

      Jack knew he was right. Jack knew everyone around the table had the same thought, even the captain, but Jack realized that the captain’s responsibility was to the mission. It was cold and heartless. It was war.

      “No, sir. No comments.”

      Jack knew the captain was right. It was going to create disappointment and anger, but it was wise of Pretorius to keep the communication patterns normal.

      “Any other questions?” Pretorius looked around the table. No one reacted. “Very well. Mister Chou has assignments for you to prepare for silent running and orders for the tactical flight to the outer system. Commander Griff, you should prepare your men to combat a Chitin incursion. If we are discovered, they might try and board us. I’d rather not let them have an easy time of it.”

      Griff stiffened and then turned to Commander Matavesi. “Trace,” he said calmly, “full VR combat simulations for all squads starting immediately.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matavesi replied.

      “And with your permission, Captain—” Griff turned to Pretorius. “—I’ll have Commander Forge prepare internal defenses.”

      “By all means, Commander.” Pretorius signed a document placed in front of him.

      “Get down to the maintenance hangar,” Griff said, turning to Jack. “Identify weak points and organize materials for barricades. Use your judgment, Jack, and make a start on the structures.”

      Pretorius looked up from the documents on the holostage, looking at each of the officers. Jack felt like the captain was looking deep inside him, searching for his true self. Jack was held by the steely stare. Pretorius’s personality was magnetic and he held the attention of all, even with a moment’s silence.

      “This will be a tough mission,” Pretorius said. “Dangerous, of course. Vital, for sure. If we destroy that Chitin network, we will gain a significant advantage in this war. Our responsibility is to get it done, and get it done right. We have to rely on each other to do what is in the best interests of the mission. I am relying on you all. And welcome to command, Mister Forge.”
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      Jack sat on a bench in the maintenance hangar and flicked through the hologram of the Scorpio, the corridors mapped out in flickering green lines. They were arranged to allow easy and speedy access throughout the ship. But the arrangement that was advantageous to the smooth operation of the ship would also benefit a Chitin boarding party.

      Slim walked past, a dirty cloth in one hand and an equally filthy micro pulse coil in the other. He paused and looked at the flickering image. He rubbed the coil with the cloth.

      “You could seal the corridors at the main junctions.” Slim pointed at the four intersections where stairways joined the upper and lower decks, the only places where it was possible to move directly from the top deck to the base deck. “You’d force the Chits into the tighter sections and you can hold them there.”

      Jack kneaded his forehead, trying to wipe away the tension headache.

      “Don’t build barricades,” Reyes shouted from the other side of the hangar, where she was rebuilding a cannon pivot base. “Barricades will hamper your maneuverability. You’ll be sitting and waiting for them to come and kill you. The battalion will need to be mobile.”

      Jack rubbed his tired eyes. He could still see the green lines behind his eyelids. He was sure he would dream of these green holographic lines for nights to come.

      He lay back on the bench and groaned. Both Reyes and Slim were right. He needed to hold the Chits in tight spaces where his Marines could be most effective, but he also had to keep the corridors free for the battalion to move about the ship.

      Jack wondered what resistance the battalion could mount against a determined Chitin force. The Scorpio battalion was undermanned. Six squads were missing from Cobra Company. Boa Company had taken heavy losses at the Battle of Drydock and was down to eight full-strength squads. Adder was back to full strength thanks to the addition of a large number of replacements, but with so many replacements, all untested in battle, Adder was the least experienced company.

      “They gave you a nice medal. Pity they didn’t give you any ideas.” Slim walked off, still wiping the coil with the dirty cloth.

      Jack sat up. If he couldn’t defend the entire ship, then he would have to defend the most vital areas. The command deck would have to be held, but that would be useless if the Scorpio was dead in the void, so the engine rooms would also have to be held.

      He jumped to the floor and stepped over to the workbench with the flickering holoimage of the Scorpio. He tapped a few controls and lit up the command deck and the engine rooms. The corridors leading to those sections were defendable with several pinch points, which meant the defenders would be able to hold any attackers with minimal numbers.

      Jack estimated the numbers he would deploy at these points. The command deck only had a few entry points, but one was located at the forward end of the Scorpio’s main upper port corridor and was wide open. An entire company would need to be deployed to hold the command deck.

      The engine room was already well-defended by the narrow corridors. Three squads from Boa Company, the most experienced, should be enough to hold the engine rooms.

      Reyes brought Jack a coffee. “You might want to defend life support too,” she said. She sipped her coffee and looked over her mug at him.

      Realizing she was right, Jack tapped the controls and highlighted the life support control room, a large room almost as big as the command deck. It was isolated with only one corridor leading to it.

      “That should be easy to hold,” he mused.

      Reyes leaned over and tapped a few controls. The life support conduits threading through the ship lit up and showed another dozen possible entry points to the control room.

      Putting his mug down on the workbench, Jack sighed.

      “It will take an entire company to cover all those entry points.” Jack leaned on the bench. “And I haven’t even looked at the med bay or weapons control.”

      “Med bay is easy enough.” Reyes tapped a control and called up a surveillance image of the corridor outside of it. The image showed the main double-doors. “That’s the main entrance,” Reyes said, stepping back. “You can barricade that and hold the corridor with a few Marines.”

      Jack nodded. “There is another way in.” He switched the camera to show the interior if the med bay. “There is a conduit entrance at the back.” Jack looked at Reyes. He had once used that entrance himself to meet with Reyes when she was held under guard. “I’ll have to seal that as well.”

      Jack picked up his coffee and took a sip. He stepped back and stood next to Reyes. “I might even have a few squads left for a reserve force.”

      The image from the med bay panned around and showed two of the patients that Jack knew well. Finch and Bill Harts. Jack froze. He sensed Reyes tense up too.

      Finch and Harts were being discharged. They walked past the nurses’ station and headed out through the main door.

      Reyes quickly stepped toward the control panel and switched surveillance feeds to show Finch and Harts in the corridor.

      The two stood next to each other, unmoving. Jack and Reyes watched, hypnotized by the strange behavior. Then the two began to tip their heads backward in a jerking motion. Their mouths opened as if to catch falling rain. They moved in perfect coordination.

      Reyes turned to Jack with an ashen face and open mouth. “What are they doing?” Her voice crackled, upset and angry.

      Jack had seen a lot since he’d been drafted into the Fleet Marines, but there was something truly disturbing about the bizarre behavior from Finch and Harts.

      “What’s that?” Reyes asked, moving closer to the image.

      Jack didn’t see anything unusual, at least nothing more unusual than their behavior.

      Reyes pointed. A fine black mist rose from their mouths.

      The double-doors opened and a nurse stepped out. Finch and Harts closed their mouths, dropped their heads, and began walking forward.

      “What the krav are they doing?” Jack leaned in and looked more closely. Finch and Harts walked perfectly in step, their arms swinging perfectly in sync.

      “He should be dead,” Reyes shouted at the image. “You should be dead. I killed you.”

      Jack tapped the controls and canceled the surveillance image. He put his arm around Reyes. “There’s something not right with those two. I’m going to Visser right now. If this isn’t a case for Fleet Intelligence, I don’t know what is.”

      “What are you going to tell her? That we killed Finch? They’ll hang us both.”

      Slim wandered over and put a hand on Reyes’s shoulder. “Don’t shout about it, Rey,” he said softly. Slim looked at Jack. “What will you say?”

      “I think this weird behavior is enough. And what is that black kravin mess in their mouths? I’m going to Visser now.”

      Picking up his coffee, Jack realized he was shaking. The coffee was cold and it spilled over his hands. He noticed that Reyes was quiet. Slim gave Reyes a pat on the shoulder and went back to work.

      “Don’t worry, Sarah,” Jack said, taking his arm from around Reyes. “I’m an officer now. I can fix this.”

      The captain’s voice burst over the ship-wide address system, echoing in the huge maintenance hangar.

      “All hands. The Scorpio will be moving to high velocity. We are heading to the outer system on a mission to smash the Chitins. We will be running silent. From this moment on, there will be no EM communications. No off-ship communications of any kind. No internal EM communications after this address. The engines will be powered down. We are heading into the dark alone, but we will have all the people behind us. They are counting on us and I know I can count on you. Pretorius out.”
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      Agent Visser watched the surveillance footage on her desktop holostage while Jack paced. She had watched and re-watched the feed several times. Jack wondered what she could be looking for, and then she looked up at Jack.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking at here, Jack.” She sat back in her chair.

      “What are they doing?” Jack stepped up to Visser’s deck. “Look at them.”

      Visser swiped her hand across the holoimage and ran through the hologram recording at double-speed. Finch and Harts were tipping their heads backward and opening their mouths. “They are just stretching and yawning. It’s nothing.”

      His mouth fell open in surprise and incredulity, and he stared at her. It took him a moment to recover his voice. “Stretching?”

      “They are both exhausted. They were left on that moon for weeks.”

      “But look.” Jack flicked the image back and showed them tipping their heads backward again. “They are doing it together, perfectly in time. Does that not look strange to you?”

      “They spent a lot of time together. Relying on each other. Working as a team to keep going. I’m not surprised they are responsive to each other’s emotional and physical states.”

      Looking at Visser, Jack tried to determine if she was playing with him. Could she not see the obviously strange behavior? “But what about that mess in their mouths?” Jack flicked the image forward to the point where Finch and Harts were standing in the corridor. He pointed at the mist of fine threads writhing in their open mouths.

      “Shadows,” Visser said without hesitation.

      Jack was stunned. “Shadows? They’re not shadows. There’s something in there.”

      “Just a few shadows, Jack. These hologram recordings are not perfect. I’ve watched hundreds of hours of surveillance footage and sometimes, the data throws up strange images. There’s nothing to worry about here.”

      Pushing himself back off Visser’s desk, Jack thought he saw a mischievous twinkle in Visser’s eye.

      “Unless you know something else, Jack.” Visser leaned forward. “Unless you know something that would convince me that Finch is somehow not himself. Jack, you got anything to tell me? Anything you’ve been keeping from me?” Visser stood up, her voice rising. “Anything you may have failed to mention earlier that you now wish to divulge? Any evidence about what happened to Finch on that moon?”

      Jack staggered back under the sudden onslaught. He knew she still suspected something had happened on that moon during the Battle of Kratos Fuel Station. Visser was clever, suspicious, and devious. Even now she wanted the truth from Jack about what had happened, but Jack knew the truth would condemn him and Reyes.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Jack said meekly. “He went missing.”

      “And now he’s back.” Visser lowered her voice and sat back in her chair. “Have you ever tested a meat suit’s survival system? The meat suit can keep a Marine alive for days in open space. Weeks on an asteroid if the surface material can be processed to prolong the effectiveness of the nutrient delivery system. The suit can maintain life for months on a planet with a gaseous atmosphere and some basic fauna. It can manufacture enough calories and liquid water to sustain a Marine physically, even through the longest period of isolation. It’s a brilliant piece of technology. But do you know what it can’t maintain? It can’t maintain your mind.” Visser tapped the side of her head. “Isolation drives even the toughest Marines to despair. We need water, Jack, and we need food, but we also need each other. Even with training, an iron will, and a fully functioning meat suit, an isolated Marine will get a few asteroids floating loose in the brain. Frankly, Jack, I’m surprised Finch and Harts are in as good of shape as they are.”

      Jack took a step back toward the door of Visser’s little office. He knew it was a sign of guilt that he wanted to leave, and he saw that register in Visser’s eye. Jack felt as if she was hunting down the truth and Jack’s unease was a sign to her that she was on the trail of her prey.

      If there was one thing that Jack had learned during his time in the fleet Marines, it was that attack can often be the best form of defense. He stepped up to Visser’s desk. It was a gamble, but Jack thought it was worth it.

      “Where are Finch and Harts now?”

      Visser smiled up at Jack. She appeared cool and unnerved by this challenge. Jack guessed Visser was clever and a great student of human behavior. She might well have anticipated this move. He realized now that she could easily dismiss this gambit and refuse to locate and observe them now. Her hand moved toward the holostage control panel. It was only a slight movement, but Jack saw it. Jack had also learned to detect the slightest movement and discern quickly if it was a threat.

      Visser shrugged and tapped a few keys. The holoimage showed Finch standing in a corridor. He was facing an internal communication control console.

      “Finch is in the aft section, near the main fusion reactor access corridor.”

      Jack moved the image of Finch to one side of the holostage. “And Harts,” he asked.

      Visser looked at Jack with a hint of annoyance and then tapped the panel to call up a holoimage of Harts.

      Harts was standing in front of a control panel in another corridor.

      “Near the Marine deck. Probably grabbing some sack time in his bunk.” Visser looked up at Jack as if to accuse him of being overly suspicious.

      Jack had spent a long time with Harts during their training. He had been deceived by Harts, it was true, but he had come to know him too. The slump to Harts’ shoulders was not characteristic. Harts was confident and brazen. The Marine on the holoimage was hunched, slumped, a little bit broken.

      Then, both Finch and Harts reached out and touched the control panel in front of them. Their hands rose and their fingers pressed against the smooth console cover. They did it slowly and in perfect synchronization. Harts’ head slumped forward as he pressed his fingers to the console. Finch stood upright, rigid. Then, in a perfectly coordinated movement, both tipped their heads back in a jerky motion.

      Jack looked on, horrified. He saw Visser slowly lean forward, her eyes wide.

      Jack looked at Visser.

      The door burst open and a crewman stepped in. “The captain,” he said breathlessly.  “All active officers to the command deck immediately.” The man disappeared after communicating the summons.

      Jack hesitated for a fraction of a second. He knew that he was being summoned but it took a moment to register.

      Visser was up and out of her chair in an instant. She looked at Jack sternly.

      “That means you too, Commander,” she said.

      Jack looked at the holoimage of Finch and Harts. They had stepped away from the control panels and were walking along the corridors. Jack noticed they were in step and moving at the same pace.

      Visser canceled the surveillance feed. The holoimage flickered and disappeared.

      “Commander. Move.” Visser stepped around her desk and toward Jack.

      Jack moved to the office door and out into the corridor beyond, but still his eyes and his mind were on the holostage and the behavior he’d seen from Finch and Harts.

      “There’s something wrong with those two,” Jack insisted, almost mumbling to himself.

      Visser gave him a shove. “Not now, Commander. One thing at a time. We need to get to the command deck.”
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      The command deck was alive with activity. The captain was standing at the holostage with Commander Chou. Commanders Griff and Matavesi were already present but looked as if they had just arrived. Both were red-faced and covered in a slight sheen of sweat. It was a long run from the Marine quarters.

      The holostage showed the Scorpio on one side. It was small, the size of a candy bar, on the large holostage. No planets were in the image. Jack spotted the pointers at the edge of the display showing the directions and distances to the Monarch Carrier Group, as well as to the human home planet of Eros and the system’s star. As Jack stepped up and took his position at the holostage, he saw the mass of signals on the far side, opposite the small image of the Scorpio. Jack recognized the shapes. He’d seen these before. He had never seen this many. This had to be a composite image, Jack thought. The signals ahead were Chitin craft.

      “We are running silent and we are running dark.” The captain’s voice was calm. “Our passive scans revealed a large signal on our flight path. We were able to access a nearby micro buoy sensor swarm and were able to partially resolve the image.”

      Captain Pretorius nodded to Commander Chou, who tapped the display and zoomed in on the mass of Chitin craft.

      Jack immediately recognized the largest craft. He counted four of the Chitin Leviathans. The fleet had only ever taken down one Leviathan. That had been during the Battle of Kratos Fuel Station, where Jack and 6th squad had turned the Chitin technology against their own craft, causing a massive feedback surge that had destroyed the large ship. Fleet Command back on Eros was no doubt using that information to discover some method of destroying Leviathans in open space, but Jack doubted the Scorpio was equipped with such a system. He doubted any one destroyer could take on a Leviathan and survive. Jack was certain that even with a super weapon, the Scorpio would not last long against four of them.

      The commanders let out an audible gasp of surprise. Only Jack and Visser remained cool as they assimilated the new information.

      The four Leviathans sat at the center of the vessel swarm. Surrounding them were dozens of the smaller Chitin craft, the Hydra-class combat vessels. These were tough ships. Only a few could overwhelm a destroyer’s defenses. It was the Hydra craft that often attached themselves to the hull of a fleet craft, cut their way in, and infiltrated the ships. The Scorpio had been boarded twice already, losing many Marines in combat and several crew members that had been abducted by Chitin boarding parties.

      The Hydra-class craft swarmed around the much larger Leviathans. Further out, the image was indistinct. There were small blotches where the passive scan had failed to resolve the image further. Jack guessed these were the Krakens, the small infiltration fighters. These craft were possibly unpiloted craft that swarmed ahead of the Hydras and soaked up the defensive fire from the fleet ships. The blobs on the holoimage seemed to show dozens of squadrons of Kraken fighter craft holding formation around the larger ships. There must have been several hundred.

      Jack leaned on the holostage. His head dropped.

      “What we have here,” the captain began, “is a Chitin armada. There are more craft here than the fleet can muster, probably twice as many. This is quite a force.” The captain sounded almost impressed.

      “We’ve not seen this many Chitin craft in all the engagements combined.” Visser sounded calm.

      “We can’t fight them. We wouldn’t last a moment,” Pretorius said. “And they are close. Only an hour away at their top speed.”

      Jack felt a shudder run down his spine. He’d fought the Chits on asteroids and moons across the system. He had always fought them face to shiny, tooth-filled face. Now he was trapped in the composite belly of the Scorpio. He wouldn’t have a chance to even fire a shot.

      “We need to let the fleet know,” Griff said. “If this armada gets to the inner system…” he trailed off.

      “We can’t contact the fleet and maintain silent and dark running. We would light up like a small sun and they would be on us.”

      Pretorius tapped the holostage and shrank the image down so the Scorpio was at the center of the image, the size of a peanut. The armada sat at the outer edge of the image. Jack was transfixed by it. The Chitin armada was now represented by a larger, single blob. On this scale, the armada looked to be the size and shape of a large yam. It flickered away and looked innocuous enough, but Jack knew the deadly threat that lay there.

      “So we turn and head back in system.” Matavesi looked around the holostage for support.

      “Same problem, Commander,” Pretorius said in a soft, calm voice. “Our engines will give away our position the moment we prime the fusion reactor. It’ll take us longer to turn the Scorpio and initiate a main burn than it will for their Krakens to swarm us. We won’t even make it to half-speed before they engage us. And even with the best ship, in the best condition, that engagement would be cruelly brief.”

      “So, if we are cursed if we do and cursed if we don’t, we must do the best we can.” Visser’s voice cracked slightly as she ran out of breath. “Alert Fleet Command of this armada and prepare for combat. We’ll make a stand and give the fleet a chance to prepare for this Chitin armada.”

      “Brave, Agent Visser,” Captain Pretorius said. “But we do have orders and a mission. For all we know, the Chitins already know where the fleet is and is tracking it using the outer system surveillance network we are going to destroy. If we can knock out that network, we will blind the Chits and I think that will give us the best chance of defeating them. Once we’ve completed our mission, we can alert the fleet and wait bravely for the attack to make our heroic last stand.”

      Jack nodded. He didn’t want to shy away from a fight, but he didn’t want to throw himself to certain destruction. The rest of the officers were in agreement.

      “There’s just one problem.” The captain placed his hands behind his back. “We are heading directly toward them.”

      The commanders all looked at Pretorius. The captain spoke so matter-of-factly, it was as if he had just told them the mess hall had run out of lettuce. The fact that the Scorpio was flying headlong into the greatest concentration of Chitin craft ever observed seemed to Jack to be the most important fact ever in the history of the fleet.

      “We can’t run,” Pretorius said, “but we can hide.”

      Commander Chou expanded the image of the Chitin armada so it filled the holostage. The image was blurry. The various craft on the image moved as the data collected from the passive scans was fed into the image in real time.

      “The fleet doesn’t know for sure what detection system the Chitins are using, but we suspect it has something to do with our energy signature. Our engines and weapons seem to attract attention pretty quickly. This is why we are running on momentum alone.”

      The flickering image started to give Jack a headache. He looked more closely at the armada to see if he could find any weakness in their formation.

      Pretorius went on, “The Monarch and the Overlord Carrier Groups are scheduled to begin two massive attacks on Chitin positions that should create a massive signal that will cover our advance to the outer system.”

      Jack looked up to the captain. The man was calm while Jack detected signs of nervousness on everyone else, signs he recognized in himself.

      Pretorius tugged his cuffs. “If we stay quiet, we could drift right through them.”

      Jack felt his breath catch in his chest. His heart beat hard. He looked at the image of the armada. Hundreds of ships. It was impossible. It was suicide.

      “How…” Visser began, then stopped. Jack watched her as she studied the armada again. “How…” she failed to finish her sentence again.

      Pretorius tapped the control panel. The armada shrank to the side of the stage until it was on the scale that showed the Scorpio. A line that projected the course of the Scorpio appeared on the holostage, leading from the Scorpio to the heart of the Chitin armada.

      “We are on a direct heading,” Pretorius said. He pointed out the course projection line, then he tapped the console and the armada again grew to fill the holostage. The line of the Scorpio’s course ran through it. “We can drift right through them. We have been monitoring them for a short while, and they are not altering course. They are heading toward Zelos, their home world. They are not deviating at all. If we hold our heading, and they hold theirs…”

      “What if they alter course?” Visser regained her voice.

      Jack hoped they did. Anything to get them out of their way.

      “If they change course a little, we might end up colliding with one of them.” Pretorius tapped the console and deactivated the holoimage. “Let’s hope they don’t. To be honest, it’s too late for us to do anything. If I risked activating the maneuvering thrusters, we might remain hidden, but I can’t alter our course enough to get around that armada. Anything more and they will detect us for sure. It’s straight through or nothing.”

      Jack tried to imagine what that armada looked like in reality. The fuzzy holoimage was a poor representation. He had seen a Leviathan up close. He knew how massive they were. Four of them in formation would be huge, so huge as to be almost totally implausible. Jack looked up. The captain was looking directly at him.

      “How do we prepare, Captain?” Jack asked. He heard the confidence in his voice, confidence his heart didn’t fully share, but the positive attitude seemed to satisfy Pretorius and he nodded at Jack with a slight, almost imperceptible, move of his head.

      “Continue to prepare the Scorpio for Chitin incursions. If we evade them, we might still have a fight before we return to home space.”

      “Even if we don’t evade them, and they detect us,” Visser said, “the Chitins will most likely attempt to board the Scorpio and capture us alive. Jack, you must hold them off and give the captain as much time as possible. Captain, if we are detected and there is an incursion, I have the authority to order a critical capture avoidance strategy.”

      Jack noticed Commander Chou look sideways at Pretorius. Griff and Matavesi looked at each other, each wearing a weak smile. Pretorius looked at Visser.

      “Fleet Intelligence agent you may be, Agent Visser, but I have total authority on my ship and I will decide when the fight is over.”

      “Do I want to know what a critical capture avoidance strategy is?” Jack asked. All eyes fell on him with a mixture of surprise and sadness. Jack was the youngest person at the briefing. He was experienced, but he was still new to the fleet and many of the customs were lost on him.

      “We blow up the Scorpio,” Pretorius said. “But we have a mission to complete, so we don’t want to do that. As of this moment, all ship-wide communication is cancelled. The system has been disabled. All non-essential energy use is prohibited. And finally, the entire ship’s company will adhere to a strict regime of complete silence. I want off-duty personnel in their bunks. On-duty personnel at their stations. All in silence, and all ready for action. Is that clear?”

      Pretorius looked at his officers. Everyone nodded and spoke their agreement, then fell into a stunned silence.

      “If we are going to close all communications, Captain,” Jack spoke up, “I should set up a system of runners. I know the fastest people in Cobra Company. I’ll put them on runner detail.”

      “Good idea, Commander,” Pretorius said. “Better put your fastest with me, son.”

      “That’ll be me, captain.” Jack stepped away from the holostage. “I’d better notify the runners.”

      Pretorius nodded. A slight smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as he dismissed the officers.
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      Jack stood next to Pretorius on the command deck. He was dressed in his standard shipboard utility uniform, but had given himself authorization to wear running shoes instead of boots. The other runners were posted at critical areas, wearing the same uniform.

      Jack had nothing to do but observe the operation of the command deck. Pretorius spent most of his time at the holostage observing the Chitin armada. He crossed to the large raised chair from time to time, but rarely sat.

      Commander Chou spoke quietly, when he did speak. He seemed to be constantly busy, passing the captain hard files as well as electronic documents to review, and managing the officers that worked at the dozen or so command stations around the edge of the deck.

      Each operational station had its own holostage and control console, with additional two-dimensional displays for simple text.

      Jack had posted a Marine guard at the door of the command center and two Marines from Cobra stood outside, fully suited and armed.

      As the minutes ticked by, the image of the Chitin armada became clearer as more data was gathered by the passive sensors and fed into the system. There were clearly hundreds of Kraken fighters flying in squadrons of twelve around the armada.

      The path that the Scorpio was destined to travel was highlighted on the holoimage. It passed straight through the armada and out the other side, coming worryingly close to one of the Leviathans. At one point, Commander Chou made a comment, too quiet for Jack to hear, and pointed at the Chitin craft that lay so close to the path of the Scorpio.

      “Let’s hope they don’t look out the window,” Pretorius said with a smile.

      Jack watched the holoimage intently as the Scorpio drew ever nearer to the huge Chitin armada. He found he was holding his breath for extended periods. When Jack had been in close combat with the Chits, he had breathed easily. He had always been afraid, but it didn’t affect his actions. He breathed easily and moved easily. Now he was tense and gasping for air.

      Pretorius, on the other hand, was calm. Jack guessed if the captain was anything like any other soldier, he would be worried too, afraid even. So much could go wrong, and every decision was his to make, and possibly get wrong, but Pretorius looked completely at ease, joking with his first officer and giving a friendly word to other command deck officers from time to time. Jack knew Pretorius was not immune to fear, he was simply able to handle the tension.

      And then the tension grew.

      Jack noticed a change in the holoimage of the armada. The entire armada was turning. It was a slight change of course to the starboard side. Pretorius watched the holoimage intently. The line of the Scorpio’s course still led straight through the center of the Chitin armada, but one Leviathan was drifting ever closer.

      “Time to the armada, Mister Chou,” Pretorius asked.

      A countdown clock on the holostage showed the minutes until the Scorpio reached the leading edge of the armada. It was only minutes away, the seconds ticking down in a flickering green holoimage.

      Then the Scorpio’s line turned red as the Leviathan drifted over it.

      “Time to collision?” Pretorius asked.

      Chou threw up another countdown, a flickering set of numbers displayed over the Leviathan.

      Jack stepped closer to the holostage. He was only here as a runner, not a Marine commander, so he had no business at the holostage, but neither Captain Pretorius nor Commander Chou prevented him from stepping right up to the display.

      “How fast is that Leviathan moving?” Jack asked.

      Pretorius shot a glance at Jack, then he relaxed and nodded to Chou. The speed appeared on the Leviathan. It was slow but constant. No acceleration, just a change of direction.

      Captain Pretorius looked at Jack. “Hopeful, are you?” he asked.

      Jack nodded. “Always hopeful, Captain.”

      “Mister Chou.” Pretorius walked over to his chair. “How far will that Leviathan have moved by the time we get there?”

      Commander Chou tapped at the control panel. The Leviathan’s image appeared in duplicate, with one copy appearing in red and moving quickly across the holoimage. The line of the Scorpio still touched the red image of the Leviathan, showing that the Scorpio would collide with the distal end of the Leviathan in several minutes’ time.

      Pretorius came back to the holostage. “Almost. We just need to get them to move a bit more quickly.”

      “Or we can move, Captain,” Jack said.

      “The slightest power surge and we will be caught,” Pretorius said. “But if we open up a few doors... Mister Chou, what will happen to the Scorpio’s course if we open up the Marine deck hanger doors?”

      Commander Chou tapped the controls and the line of the Scorpio moved slightly to the side. The line flickered. The data projections showed the Scorpio missing the Leviathan, and then hitting. And then missing. It flickered back and forth. Red then green. Alive then dead.

      “Will it work?” Jack asked excitedly.

      “We’ll find out in a few minutes. Jack, get down to the hangar deck and make sure it’s clear. If we blow any people out of those doors, we might hit a Chitin craft and that could give away our presence. I’ll have the lights brought up to full intensity thirty seconds before I open the doors to let you know you need to get out. The lights will go out five seconds before I open the exterior doors. I don’t want to flash a light into any Chitin pilot’s eyes. They might not like it and decide to attack us.”

      Jack nodded and set off toward the Marine hangar deck at a jog. Once in the corridor, he hit a full sprint. The Marine deck was over four hundred meters away through twisting corridors and narrow stairways. Jack ran as fast as he had ever run through the ship. He hoped he would make it there in time.

      “Out of my way,” Jack ordered as he ran along the corridor. The Marine deck was still a deck down and a hundred meters away. He jumped up onto the handrail of the stairway, a leg slung over each rail, and he slid down to the lower deck. Jumping off the handrail near the bottom, he hit the ground at full speed. “Get out of my way.”

      Nearing the Marine quarters meant Jack was seeing more Marines and few general crewmen. Jack recognized faces that he dashed past. A Marine from Adder Company here, a squad-mate from Cobra Company there. They all pressed themselves to the walls as Commander Forge thundered along.

      “Clear the hangar.” Jack ran through the large interior doors to the hangar deck. Marines littered the deck, most were performing some duty he had himself ordered. The Marine landing craft and tactical drop ships sat in neat rows in front of the main hangar door that would be open to space in a few moments.

      “Clear the hangar deck. Move, Marines. Move.” Jack shouted clear and hard. The men and women inside began to file out of the deck, back toward the Marine quarters. “Make sure everyone is out.” Jack ran along the lines of tactical drop ships, looking underneath and around every one. “This deck will be decompressed any minute now. Anything or anyone not magnetically pinned down will be space debris. Everyone out.”

      As Jack ran along the long deck, he heard the Marines take up the call, shouting for all hands to evacuate the deck. The door at the far end was a mirror of the one Jack had entered through. The last Marines were exiting. The last turned and urged Jack to him. It was Sam Torent.

      “Come on, sir,” he called.

      Jack slowed. “Seal that door, Sam. I’ll go back and check the deck again.”

      Torent nodded once. The wide door came sliding across the opening fast. Jack turned and ran back to the forward door, checking around the Marine craft on their holding pads.

      A shadow moved across the front of one of the landing craft. “Hey. You there,” Jack called. He half-jogged along the side of the landing craft to the nose section and the shadow he’d seen moving at the front landing gear.

      “This deck will be vented to space. Clear this deck.” Jack craned his neck to see who was skulking there.

      “Hey, Jack.” Bill Harts was standing directly in front of the forward landing gear, looking toward a small porthole in the hangar deck exterior door.

      “Bill,” Jack said calmly. “What you doing?” Jack moved forward slowly.

      “Just hanging out, you know.”

      Jack stepped closer. Bill seemed in a trance as he stared at the porthole. “You can’t hang out here, Bill. The captain is going to open the exterior doors.”

      Harts’ head drooped and he sighed. “Oh, good. I heard you shouting. I thought I might hide and wait for you to go.”

      “Bill…” Jack stepped forward another pace. “We need to get off this deck.” Jack reached out. “Come on, Bill.”

      “I can’t,” Bill shouted. He turned toward Jack, a pulse pistol in his hand. He pointed it at Jack, his hand quivering. “I can’t do it anymore.”

      Jack took a step back, his eyes fixed on the pulse pistol. He held his hands up before him. “Easy, Bill. No one wants to hurt anyone, right?”

      “I can’t do it!” Bill shouted. He held the pistol to his head. “I tried, Jack. I’ve tried so kravin hard to beat it.”

      Jack took a step forward. Slowly and softly. He moved toward Bill Harts. “Bill. We can help you.”

      Harts shook his head, letting his hand drop to his side. “No, you can’t. I’ve lost. I tried to fight them so hard.”

      Bill sounded pitiful, and Jack felt sorry for his former squad-mate. Then Harts’ voice turned vicious and his eyes fell on Jack. The pistol came up.

      “You think you fought them, Jack. You don’t know what they’re like.” Bill pointed the pistol to the side of his head. “You don’t know what they are like until they’re in your head.” Snot and tears fell from Harts’ face.

      Jack stepped forward. “You’re fighting them now, aren’t you, Bill?” Jack came closer.

      Harts nodded and sobbed. “I fight them, but they’re winning. The only way I can get them to stop is…” Harts brought the pistol up again. His hand quivered. He let out a loud growl of anger, rising to a crescendo, then he dropped his hand and fell silent again, head dropped forward. “They won’t let me do it. The only way is to go out there.” Harts pointed at the exterior door. “I’ve been sitting here for an hour trying to finally end the fight. I can’t let them win. I’m going to win. And when you said the deck would be vented to space, then I knew. They can’t stop me going out there.”

      Jack took another step forward. Harts raised the pistol and pointed it at Jack.

      “They won’t stop me from killing you, Jack.” Harts voice was clear and stable. His hand steady. “Oh, no. They will definitely let me kill you.” He looked toward the porthole. “How long do we have to wait?”

      “It’s okay, Bill,” Jack said. “We’ve got all the time we need. Come on, let’s get you off this deck and let the medics take a look at you. We can help you fight this thing.” Jack began to realize what was happening to Harts and Finch. The Chitins had taken control of them, but something was stopping them from taking full control of Harts.

      “You can fight them in med bay, Bill.” Jack held out a hand.

      The hangar deck was suddenly filled with a bright white light. Jack squinted, but Bill Harts fell to the floor screaming, his hands covering his face. The pistol fell from his grip.

      Jack kicked the pistol aside and moved toward the other man. He grabbed Harts’ collar and pulled him up.

      “We have to go now, Marine. Clear this deck, now. That is an order.”

      “I can’t,” Harts wailed. “I have to end it. You can’t order me anymore.” Bill Harts looked up at Jack and smiled. “How long is left, Jack?”

      The lights dimmed again and Jack knew he had only seconds to get off the deck or he would be blown out into the void along with Harts. Bill Harts had been the first person Jack had spoken to after he had been drafted into the fleet Marines. He was not going to be the last.

      “Sorry about what happened to you, Bill.” Jack stepped away.

      “It’s been good to know you, Jack.” Harts smiled. “Sorry I stole your watch.”

      “Come with me,” Jack said as he backed away.

      Bill Harts stepped toward the exterior door. “Watch out for Finch. He’s not Finch anymore.” He looked through the porthole. “Better run, Jack. I know how well you can run.”

      Jack turned and ran. He bent over and scooped up the fallen pulse pistol. He couldn’t do anything about Bill Harts, but he couldn’t let the pistol fly off toward the Chits. Jack ran toward the distant doorway. It lay twenty meters away. Jack guessed he had a little over ten seconds before the deck would be vented.

      A group of Marines stood in the doorway. They shouted and urged Jack to run to them. Jack realized he wasn’t going to make it.

      “Close the door.” Jack dropped out of his run. He came alongside a tactical drop ship. “Close it now. That’s an order.”

      Then the lights went out.

      Five.

      Jack stepped to the tac boat door control.

      Four.

      “Close that inner door, Marines.”

      Three.

      The tac boat door began to open and Jack heard the interior door come sliding across to seal the Marine hangar deck from the rest of the ship.

      Two.

      Jack climbed inside the tac boat before the door was fully open.

      One.

      Jack began pressing the controls to close the door. The door wouldn’t close until the door was fully open.

      The rush of air screeched in Jack’s ears as the air was blown out of hangar exterior door as it slid open.

      Jack felt the air inside the tac boat blow him toward the partially open door. He grabbed the webbing used to secure equipment and wrapped his arm around it. The screeching ended, but the wind speed increased. The tac boat door was fully open and Jack was being blown toward the opening. The pulse pistol flew away from him. His hair blew across his face. He reached out and slapped the door controls. The door began to close and the wind dropped.

      The air inside the tac boat was thin and Jack felt dizzy. He stumbled toward a locker and tugged it open. A respirator fell out and dropped to the floor. Jack fell onto it, grabbed it with numb hands, and lifted it clumsily to his face.

      The cold air of the respirator filled his lungs. Jack coughed and choked on the dry air. He took a second deep breath and felt the feeling return to his hands. He was still dizzy, but he was no longer in fear for his life. He stood up and walked toward the cockpit. Looking out through the transparent composite, he saw that the Marine deck hangar doors were fully open. He saw a dark shape he recognized.

      Jack had been close to a Chitin Leviathan before. He had feared for his life then as he did now. The massive craft sat in space next to the open hangar door. The two ships seemed to be flying in close formation. If the calculations were correct, then the Scorpio would sail past and narrowly miss the massive craft. If the calculations were wrong, then any number of bad things could happen and the Chitins would detect the Scorpio. Jack knew they would be attacked and destroyed in moments.

      He watched the massive craft with its many trailing tentacles drifting across his view. It was an impressive and terrifying sight. Out there was Jack’s most deadly enemy. The Chitins. Jack held his breath, afraid that his breathing might give them away.

      But then he took a calming breath and looked out to the void. Although the Chitin armada was massive, the view around the Leviathan was mostly empty space. And Jack knew that somewhere out there in that vast void was his old squad-mate, someone he had once called his friend. Somewhere out there was Bill Harts.
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      The officers’ lounge was empty save for Jack and Griff. Jack stood to attention in front of Commander Griff, who was sitting in a large chair with a translucent composite tumbler in his hand with a bright amber liquid inside.

      “Sounds like you did what you could,” Griff said, taking a small sip from his drink. “Surveillance was out on that deck. We didn’t want to inadvertently give away out position with a flicker of light from a surveillance camera.”

      Jack was staring at a spot on the far wall. He didn’t see Griff looking up at him. All Jack could see was the image of the Leviathan, burned on his mind, and the last look from Bill Harts, broken and beaten.

      “Sit down, Jack,” Griff said.

      Jack sat next to Commander Griff. He leaned forward, his arms resting on his knees.

      “Drink?” Griff stood and walked to the small drinks cabinet.

      “No, thank you, Harry,” Jack said, staring at the floor.

      Griff brought a tumbler of the same amber liquid and handed it to Jack. “It wasn’t an offer, Commander.” Griff held the drink under Jack’s nose. “It’s an order. I’m acting Battalion Commander, remember? Drink.”

      Jack looked up at Griff as he took the drink. The tumbler was heavy. Jack raised it to his lips. The liquid smelled like medicine. It was dry and aromatic. Jack disliked the smell.

      “Drink,” Griff said again and sat down.

      Jack put the tumbler to his mouth and drank. The liquid dried out his mouth and burned his throat and nose. He feared he would choke but he gulped the foul liquor, tipping the tumbler up and draining the contents. He pulled away, gasping and coughing.

      “I think he likes it,” Griff said with a laugh.

      “I should have saved him.” Jack wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He felt the liquid burn as it went down. He felt the spiced aroma send his head into a spin.

      “You couldn’t save him, Jack. A Marine will obey your orders because they are a Marine, not because you are scary and bossy. You give orders so your unit acts in a coordinated manner, not because they can’t think for themselves. Chain of command ensures coordinated action. You’ve fought with your squad and you’ve lost people, but you weren’t giving orders. Now you are in command, and you will lose people. It part of the responsibility of command.”

      Griff stood up and poured another drink.

      “Bill Harts had stopped being a Marine and he wasn’t taking orders any more. It’s not your fault. You mustn’t let it get to you.”

      “So I shouldn’t feel remorse?” Jack said, putting his tumbler down hard. “Is that it, Harry?” Jack felt angry. “I have to stop caring?”

      Griff turned around and faced Jack. “Not at all. I feel for every man I’ve lost. Do you have any idea how many Marines have died under my command?”

      Jack looked up.

      “Forty-three,” Griff said before Jack could answer. “And now I’m acting battalion commander, I can add Marine Bill Harts to that number. I feel for them all, Jack. If I didn’t care for my Marines, I’d be a poor leader. If I cared so much I couldn’t order them into danger, I’d be a worse leader. The objective is key. On this occasion, your objective was to clear the hangar deck and save the Scorpio from certain destruction. We’ve got over five hundred Marines in the battalion, not to mention the Scorpio’s crewmen and all the fleet officers. They are all safe thanks to your actions. I’d say you did well, Jack. I’d say you did very well.”

      Jack was starting to feel better about it all when Visser marched into the officers’ lounge.

      “Leave us, Commander,” she barked coldly.

      Jack turned on his heel and walked toward the door. He didn’t mind getting out of there and leaving Visser to chew out Griff. He felt a little sorry for Griff, but was happy to be leaving. Maybe he could stop by maintenance, review the defense preparations, drink a coffee, and hang out with Reyes.

      “Not you, Forge,” Visser said sharply. “I meant Commander Griff.”

      Jack stepped back into the center of the lounge. Griff gave him an apologetic look as he left. Visser followed Griff to the door and shut it behind him.

      “What happened down there, Jack?” Visser sat in a chair. She held her hand out and invited Jack to sit in the seat next to her.

      “Bill Harts was trying to commit suicide.”

      “I’d say he succeeded. Did he tell you why?”

      Jack slumped in the armchair. “He said the Chits were inside him.”

      Visser nodded. She looked at Jack intently. He could feel her eyes burrowing in to him.

      “He mentioned Finch. Said Finch isn’t Finch anymore.”

      Visser nodded. “Did Bill Harts touch you?”

      “No.” Jack’s head lolled forward. The drink was going straight to his head.

      He felt a shudder ripple over his body, thinking of Bill Harts. Jack felt cold. The wind that had nearly blown him out of the Marine hangar deck still chilled him to the bone. The thought that he could be floating in the void chilled him. The thought of Bill Harts’ frozen body spiraling through space chilled Jack so much he almost felt his bones crack.

      “Where’s Finch?” Jack asked weakly.

      “I’ve had him confined.”

      “So you believe me, he’s not Finch anymore?”

      “I believe he might be a danger to himself. I’ve confined him for his own safety.” Visser stood and placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “But if anything occurs to you, Jack, anything that you think might help us understand what’s going on with Finch, anything at all, let me know.”

      Jack nodded.

      Visser squeezed Jack’s shoulder hard. “Anything at all, such as what might have happened to Finch on Kratos. Anything you might know about how he went missing. Anything could be important. You tell me.”

      Jack felt cold and tired. He felt burdened by the secret he’d kept for so long. He wanted to burst out and tell Visser that Finch was killed, stabbed by Reyes’s electron blade. He knew he would have to explain it had been an accident. Finch was behaving like a scared fool. Jack hoped he could convince Visser that he and Reyes were innocent, but now they were guilty of another crime— withholding information from a Fleet Intelligence agent. How Jack wished he could go back and change everything. But it was all Finch’s fault. Why should he and Reyes live in such fear because Finch was a bad commander and a coward? Why should they suffer because now he was…? Jack wondered what exactly Finch was. Instinctively, Jack knew. Finch was a Chitin in a human skin.

      “If I remember anything,” Jack said, looking up at Visser, “I’ll let you know.”
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      Jack finished eating and pushed his plate aside. Sam Torent refilled Jack’s cup with water from a jug on the table.

      “Feeling better, sir?” Torent sat opposite Jack on the hard benches of the mess hall.

      “You don’t have to call me sir when there’s no one around, Sam.”

      “You never know who’ll be listening. Better follow protocol, just to be sure. Sir.”

      Jack shrugged. Torent was in many ways a law unto himself. Jack could order Torent to stop calling him sir, but it might not make any difference.

      “So,” Torent said. “Old Bill Harts threw himself off the ship. Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.”

      “He was a piece of work,” Jack agreed. “Making me hate you.”

      Torent smiled. “He didn’t have to try very hard, did he?”

      Jack laughed and shook his head. “You’re an easy man to hate, Sam.”

      Torent laughed and took a drink, then put the cup down carefully.

      Jack noticed the slightly pained expression on Torent’s face. Torent moved his prosthetic arm through its range of movement. He grimaced as he hit a painful spot.

      “Arm ok?” Jack asked.

      Torent grabbed the wrist of his prosthetic and twisted it. The arm came away in Torent’s hand. He pulled it away, a mass of composite sinews disconnecting, and dropped it on the table. The fingers were twitching and the black composite sinews that connected it to Torent’s body were writhing about. In time, the fingers and sinews stopped.

      “I used to steal contact lenses for my mother,” Torent said. He took hold of one of the black composite sinews between finger and thumb and examined it. “We couldn’t afford implants and she kept losing her glasses. Lenses seemed like a good idea.” Torent dropped the sinew he was studying and picked out another from the bunch. “She used to put the lenses in and forget about them. She was very forgetful. After a few days—” Torent selected another sinew and began studying it. “—she used to get really bad headaches and complain that her eyes were hurting. After a while, I realized she was getting tiny pieces of grit behind her lens and it was hurting her eye.”

      Torent went through the sinews one at a time, studying each one. “The grit behind her lens was driving her crazy.” Torent studied another sinew and let out a yell of success. He held it toward Jack for him to see the fine end. “Look,” Torent said, “it’s corroded. It drives me crazy. It’s like a rusty nail in my brain.” Torent reached into his pocket and pulled out a small stiff brush. He held the sinew steady by resting the stump of his arm on it and then scrubbed the end of the composite sinew with the small brush. After a few moments, he studied it again. Seemingly satisfied the sinew was clean, he picked his arm up. The sinews writhed slowly as Torent raised it toward his arm. The sinews found their way into their positions. The arm pulled itself onto Torent’s upper arm and locked in place. Torent put it through a few experimental movements.

      “Better?” Jack asked.

      Torent nodded and picked up his cup with his prosthetic arm. “Yeah, all good, except for the waiting.” He looked at Jack. “Sitting and waiting. That’s all we do.”

      “Indeed we do, Sam. Sit and wait.”

      “But that is what war is, right, sir?” Torent said lightly. “Ninety-nine percent boredom and one percent complete and utter terror.” Torent raised his cup. “Cheers.”

      Jack knocked his glass against Torent’s. Both took a sip.

      “Any idea when we’ll get our next dose of terror?”

      Jack shook his head and stood up. “I’ll let you know. If we’re going to have a fight, I want sixth squad at my side. You get me?”

      Torent looked up at Jack. “You mean if you’re going to die, you want to take me and the rest of the squad with you?”

      “Something like that.” Jack stepped away from the table. “Thanks for lunch, Sam.”

      “My pleasure, sir. See you when the terror hits.”

      Osho came running into the mess hall. Jack looked over to her and called out. She came running over.

      “She looks busy,” Torent said.

      “I left her as the captain’s runner,” Jack said. “Looks like the terror might be close.”

      Osho stood in front of Jack and gave a salute. “The captain requests all battalion commanders to report to the command deck immediately.”

      Jack poured water into his cup and handed it to Osho. “Thank you, Marine. Take a moment then join me on the command deck.” He turned to Torent. “Better get the squad together. I want you on standby, Sam.” Jack turned and walked off. “See you soon.”

      “Hope not,” Torent replied loudly and then after a longer pause than protocol demanded, he added, “sir.”

      Jack liked Torent’s brash arrogance, and he was good in a fight. He suspected they’d get plenty of fighting soon.
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      The command deck was bustling. Commander Chou was dashing from one command station to another. Captain Pretorius was moving around the holostage, tapping at various controls. Commanders Griff and Matavesi were yet to arrive. Jack stepped up to the holostage.

      The center of the holostage showed the Scorpio. Jack had been aboard the ship for most of his active service. He had walked every inch of the destroyer and he’d seen it on the holostage many times, but still Jack thought it was an impressive ship. Even though it was only about seventy percent operational, it looked powerful and dangerous. The batteries of plasma cannons looked like they could take on the entire Chitin fleet. Jack knew the captain was a successful and experienced warrior. The crew was efficient, and their reduced numbers meant they needed to be. Jack felt privileged to be part of such a ship.

      Ahead of the Scorpio lay a small object. Jack guessed the captain had brought the Scorpio to the Chitin surveillance facility.

      “Looks like we are ready to get to work, Mister Forge,” the captain said as he moved around the holostage to his regular position.

      Griff and Matavesi came in together and joined Jack and the captain at the holostage.

      “So that’s it, is it?” Griff said, leaning toward the holoimage of the Chitin device.

      “That’s it,” Pretorius said. “The signals are clear. There is no doubt. We are tracing the energy pulse from the unit and we’ll have the positions of the adjacent facilities soon. Commander Griff, your task is to board the facility and plant the pulse charges. We don’t want to give away our position until we can be sure we can take out the network.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Griff said. “Stealth is the key. The boarding party will infiltrate and lay the charges. We have been equipped with a high-yield demolition charge that is focused to initiate a feedback pulse. Once all devices are in place, the detonation will initiate the pulse that will spread at light speed through the network.”

      “All we have to do is plant the things,” Matavesi said. “The Chitin surveillance network will do the rest.”

      Pretorius nodded. His expression serious and focused. Jack noticed he showed no excitement at the prospect of the destruction, but was totally focused on getting the job done as efficiently and cleanly as possible.

      Griff carried on with his plan. “We’ll traverse the space between the Scorpio and the facility using the meat suit’s thruster packs.”

      The captain looked at Griff with concern.

      “It’s just a jet thruster system,” Griff told the captain. “We won’t create any detectable signal.”

      “Good,” Pretorius said. “The Scorpio is slowing down using forward jet thrusters alone. We still can’t use any powered energy system.”

      Jack raised his hand and looked at the captain. “Once we lay the charges, how are we going to get moving again?” Jack felt the gaze of the Marine commanders fall on him.

      “We can only use the thrusters to get us going again. The next facility in the network could be weeks away at thruster speed but if we are going to succeed, we must remain hidden. The Scorpio’s maneuvering thrusters are our only propulsion option.”

      Matavesi cleared her throat. “Who’s going?” she asked.

      The captain looked at Matavesi. “The infiltration and demo setting is a Marine operation.” He looked over to Griff. “It’s your show, Commander. Have you decided on your team?”

      Jack was studying the small Chitin facility. It looked about the size of a Marine squad transport craft. It was roughly cylindrical in shape with one long arm protruding from the midsection. There were more antennae type structures sticking out at various angles, each a different length but all extremely thin. From what appeared to be the base of the facility, there were eight thick tentacles extended outwards in a twisting and coiling manner. They appeared to move slowly as if drifting on some current.

      Jack guessed the best way to gain entry to the interior would be through the hull away from any of the tentacles or antennae. A cutting tool would be probably required.

      Jack realized Griff was looking at him. He stood up straight and faced his commanding officer.

      “Yes?” Jack said.

      Griff looked at Jack with a mixture of admiration and concern. “Jack, I want you to take the duty.”

      Jack looked back to the Chitin device and nodded.

      “Copy that,” Jack said. He tapped a control panel and zeroed the display in on the Chitin device. It grew to fill the holostage.

      “The Scorpio will slow, but I cannot stop her completely.” Pretorius looked at Jack with a firm expression. “You’ll need to get in, lay your charges, and get out in a short window or you won’t be able to get back to the ship.”

      “Draw weapons, ammunition, and demolition charges,” Griff said to Jack. “I’ll let you select your team. Do you know who you want to take?”

      Jack looked again at the facility. Hopefully, he wouldn’t meet much resistance. They would have the element of surprise, but Jack knew he would need Marines he could trust in a fight. The mission was a stealth operation, so he’d need someone who could move quickly and quietly. He’d need someone with a degree of brute strength to help get through that Chitin hull. And Jack wanted to have someone along who understood the Chitin technology.

      “I’ll assemble my team and be ready to go in thirty minutes.” Jack looked closely at the holoimage. There were so many unknowns with this operation. Were there any Chitin soldiers on board?  Were there any security systems? Had the Scorpio already been detected? So much could go wrong. There was so much that needed to go right. Jack and his team needed to cross open space, gain entry, plant the charges, and get back before the Scorpio left them behind.

      Commander Chou stepped up next to Pretorius and handed him a file. Pretorius took a quick look.

      “Looks like we’ve found the next device in the network. The quicker you can get back the less speed I’ll have to take out of the Scorpio. We could be at the next device in a matter of days.”

      Jack nodded and stepped away from the holostage. “I’ll assemble my team in the airlock right away, Captain.”

      “Remember, it’s a stealth operation. Don’t give away your presence,” Pretorius said. “We won’t have succeeded until we have taken down the network. We should be hidden from the Chitins once the network is down. Then we can fire up the reactor and race for home space. But for now, soft and quiet. Clear?”

      Jack nodded. “Clear, Captain.” He looked over to Griff. “I’ll get it done.”
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      Jack stood on the Marine deck in front of his team. They were all fully suited except for the helmet that each member of the team held under their arm. Jack had a large bag with the demolition charges lying at his feet. It weighed close to a hundred kilos and would atomize the facility when it was detonated. The team was armed only with pulse pistols. Jack had decided that the pulse rifle might be too big to be effective if the interior of the Chitin facility was cramped. They would be better served by the small sidearm.

      The pulse pistols were all rigged with an electron blade, a short version of the electron bayonet that was an integral part of the pulse rifle. Jack hoped they wouldn’t need the blades for close-quarters fighting. They would probably be used only as a cutting tool, not a weapon.

      “I’ve assembled the four of you here for a short operation to lay explosive charges on a Chit facility. We are going to fly across to the facility, find a way in, set the charges, and get back on board the Scorpio. We need to be quick and quiet.”

      Jack walked along the front of the small team.

      Sam Torent had his game face on. The man had seen plenty of action and he was one of the calmest Marines Jack had ever seen. Torent was fearless and the first name on the list. Jack felt better having his old squad-mate along.

      Jenks was a brute. Jack disliked the man. He was uncivilized, ugly, and needlessly violent. Where Sam Torent was cool under fire, Jenks seemed to relish it. He possessed a bloodlust that Jack found unsettling, but the man was strong and a good fighter. Jack hoped they wouldn’t need him.

      Osho was one of 6th squads best all-round Marines. She was fit, fast, determined, and clever. She was an invaluable addition to a stealth mission.

      Finally, Sarah Reyes. She was a not a Marine, but she’d been in the thick of the action more than once. She was closest thing to a Chitin expert the fleet had. She was an exceptional engineer and seemed to understand any machine and its workings intuitively. It was almost as if the machines talked to her and told her how they worked and how she could fix them. She had been able to understand Chitin technology in a way no one else Jack had ever met could. If Jack would’ve had to choose just one person to accompany him on this mission, it would be Reyes. With her along, their chances of success increased. The only problem was Jack liked her and he didn’t want to put her in danger. But if they didn’t complete this operation, the entire human population of the system would be in danger. Jack had to take Reyes. He trusted the rest of his team to keep her safe.

      “Okay, team,” Jack said, turning and walking back across the line. “I will lead us across to the facility, and hopefully Reyes will find a way in and a good spot to plant the charge. You listen to her, get me?”

      The team nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Jack stood in front of the team. “We are exiting from the Marine hangar deck’s secondary airlock. The facility will be dead ahead.” The lights on the Marine deck blinked on and off as a signal from the command deck that the Scorpio was in position.

      “This is a small operation that will have a massive impact on our chances of victory in this kravin war.” Jack looked at each member of his team briefly. “Helmets on. To the airlock.” Jack pulled his helmet over his head. He heard it lock into place. The display lit up, the enhanced data overlay showing him the names and vitality of each of his team in a small data box displayed over their left shoulder. He noticed Reyes’s heart rate climbing. He stepped over to her as Torent, Osho, and Jenks jogged past toward the Marine hangar deck. Jack grabbed the bag filled with the demolitions and slung it over his shoulder.

      Jack placed a hand on Reyes’s shoulder and leaned in closely. “You are probably the most important person on the team. We’ll keep you safe. Okay?”

      “I don’t mind the Chitin facility,” she said. “It’s the empty space I’m worried about.”

      Jack patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll be fine. The meat suit will pilot itself,” he assured her. “Just look at your destination. You ready?”

      Reyes shook her head.

      “Are you confident I can look after you?” Jack pressed his helmet against Reyes’s.

      Reyes nodded. “Let me hold on to you when we go across,” she said.

      Jack held out his hand and took hers. “I’ve got you,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      Jack ran with Reyes toward the hangar deck. The team was already inside the small secondary airlock. Jack led Reyes inside and closed the door behind him. He tapped a few controls on the sleeve of his meat suit and activated the decompression panel. Jack tapped the decompression key and turned to face the outer airlock door. The enhanced data overlay alerted him with a message that the air pressure was dropping. Suit pressure was good. Meat suit life support systems were operational.

      The data over Reyes’s shoulder showed her heart rate was climbing still further. Jack accessed the pharmaceutical systems of her suit and using a command override, initiated the administration of a mild sedative. The medical data on Reyes showed a sudden improvement in her condition. Her heart rate dropped and her breathing became more settled. Jack noticed his own heart rate was climbing. He didn’t need a sedative, he just needed to focus.

      The airlock’s outer door began to slide open. The view of the dark void caused Jack to gasp suddenly for air. The heart rates of each of his team jumped momentarily as they found themselves standing on the edge of the deep abyss, and there, away in the distance, a small shimmering object, the Chitin facility.

      “Wow,” Reyes said in wonder.

      Jack noticed from her medical data that she was calm.

      “I’ll take point. Move out on my mark.” Jack stepped toward the edge of the airlock, deep empty space in all directions. He stepped away from the Scorpio and out into the darkness.
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      The only point of reference was the Chitin facility and it grew steadily, like an image projected onto a black screen, an image that grew moment by moment.

      Accessing a rear-view projection on his helmet visor, Jack checked the progress of his team. They were arranged in a line behind him at intervals of only a few paces. And further behind them, falling away into the black, was the Scorpio, shrinking to a tiny spot in the vast emptiness.

      Jack had no sensation of moving. It felt as if he was hanging in space, stationary. The Chitin facility up ahead seemed to grow while the Scorpio behind seemed to shrink at the same rate. Only when the distance to the target facility was reduced to a few hundred meters did Jack begin to sense actual movement.

      The Chitin facility was small compared to the Scorpio. On the holostage, it had looked insignificant, but as Jack came closer, he realized it was a massive, towering structure. It was the height of six-story tower block, and he began to feel small next to it. The tentacle-like structures protruding from the bottom moved gently, like the tentacles of a sea creature drifting in a slow ocean current. Jack feared the facility might come alive and those tentacles would reach out and pluck them out of the black, consuming them like a predatory creature does its prey.

      But Jack was not the prey. He was a stealth killer. This Chitin facility wouldn’t even know they had been on board. They would sneak in, deposit their deadly package, and be far away without being detected. If not, then Jack and the entire Scorpio crew would certainly be destroyed. Jack felt his breathing become heavy and loud. He took a hold of his nerves and traversed the final few meters to the Chitin facility.

      Bringing himself to a halt with his suit’s small thruster jets, Jack hovered just a meter from the hull of the Chitin facility. It was made from the same black, shiny material as the Chitin space craft. It had a tough and durable quality to it. Jack turned and waved his team in.

      Using hand signals alone, Jack sent the team on a scouting mission to locate a likely entry point to the facility. All EM frequencies were isolated and the team had no other communication options while they were in the void of space.

      Jack and Reyes waited while Torent, Osho, and Jenks flew off in various directions. Jack gave Reyes a sign that all was okay. As soon as an entry point was found, they would sneak inside. Jack reached out and took Reyes’s hand. He was always hoping for some moment where he could be alone with her. She was amazing, and Jack felt that she liked him too. They hung together in space. It was almost frustrating that even though they were alone, they could not talk. They could not touch. And with the radiation shields activated on the helmet faceplate, they could not even see each other’s faces. Jack felt Reyes squeeze his hand.

      Osho was first to return. She floated in front of Jack and pointed along the facility. She’d found a possible entry point. They waited for a few minutes until Torent and Jenks returned. Jack indicated they were all to follow Osho.

      Drifting over the surface of the facility was strangely relaxing. Jack floated within reach of the surface. It was tempting to reach out and run his fingers over the surface, but they would not touch the facility until the last moment.

      Osho continued to the top of the facility and the flat upper surface. Jack waved Reyes toward it. Reyes inspected it as the rest of the team floated behind. There was a groove about four millimeters wide and the same deep. It was running in an ellipse that was about four meters at its widest and only two at the narrowest. Reyes floated over the surface and followed the ellipse until she turned to Jack and gave a thumbs up. She turned back to the hull and pressed her fingers into the groove.

      The ellipse sunk deeper into the hull and then slid aside. Jack shone a lamp into the cavity and saw a large space big enough for two Chitin soldiers, or four of his team.

      Jack sent Torent in first and then Osho. He sent Reyes in next. Then turning to Jenks, he instructed the last member of the team to hold and wait on the exterior.

      Jack floated into the space and once inside, nodded at Reyes for her to continue. Reyes reached up and again by pressing her fingers into the edge of the opening, caused the elliptical panel to slide back into place.

      The moment the panel locked home, the space began to flood with a dense liquid. The fluid pumped in from nozzles on the side and base of the space. In zero-gravity, the liquid floated in long tube-like tongues, splitting and breaking up into spheres that drifted around the cavity, colliding and connecting with each other until every empty space was filled with the dense liquid. It had the consistency of a rich cream, but it was completely transparent.

      When the cavity was finally full, a panel at their feet slid away.

      A long tunnel appeared at their feet and ran vertically downward. The tunnel was flooded with the same dense fluid. All around the walls of the tunnel were groups of tentacles of various colors and thicknesses. They seemed to be grouped in multicolored groups, each a different length, from a few centimeters to a meter long, and various thickness, from some the thickness of a human arm to others as fine as a hair. They all stood rigid but appeared soft and malleable.

      Reyes started downward. Jack motioned Torent and Osho to follow. With his team floating ahead of him in the dense fluid, Jack wondered if he should be leading from the front. But Reyes was keen to study the Chitin facility and had gone ahead. He hoped she could discover something that would help them. Jack swam downward, moving easily through the dense liquid.

      Heading through the liquid-filled tunnel, Jack drew his pulse pistol. The weapon was designed to function in various environments from total vacuum to subaqueous. He had no reason to believe it wouldn’t work in this strange environment, but he had a strong urge to test it. Instead, he drew a sample of the fluid into his suit’s environment sampling device for the Scorpio’s laboratory to test when he got back.

      Reyes had stopped at a junction halfway along the tunnel. Jack came alongside her and looked. Four new tunnels ran off in different directions, a crossroads in the middle of the facility.

      Jack didn’t know where to go first. He turned to Reyes and gave her the option. Reyes picked a direction and headed off along the first tunnel. Jack sent Osho after her and then turning to Torent, instructed him to hold position at the central tunnel junction.

      Following Reyes and Osho along the short tunnel, Jack soon came out into a wide space. It was coated with many tight bunches of multicolored tentacles. Reyes was examining the room closely, studying the collections of tentacles. She paused at one bunch for a moment and then went to another on the opposite wall. She moved easily in the fluid and studied one after another.

      Jack floated up next to her and she made a sign of someone holding a handgun. She mimed the firing of the weapon. She pointed at the bunches of tentacles protruding from the walls and again mimed the firing of a gun.

      Jack wondered for a moment and then guessed that Reyes had found a weapons control room. The facility was armed. Jack was suddenly concerned that they were on a military-grade Chitin craft, despite Reyes’s enthusiasm for the strange facility.

      Reyes swam out of the room and crossed the vertical corridor to the room opposite.

      Jack followed. The next room was the same dimensions as the weapons control room, and as far as Jack could tell, the walls were covered in identical bunches of colored tentacles. Reyes was darting about, swimming in the dense, clear liquid, and studying one bunch after the next.

      Reyes turned to Jack. She put her hands at her throat and wobbled her head side to side. It looked as if she was choking. Jack worried that some of the fluid had gotten into her suit somehow, but he checked her health data and saw that she was fine, if a little excited. Then Jack realized, Reyes was miming again. She did the action again, someone choking. Jack got it. This was the life support control room.

      Jack followed Reyes to the third room. Reyes studied the clusters. Jack began to realize that the tentacle clusters were the Chitin’s control interface.  Reyes turned to Jack and made a sign that looked like flying. Reyes had deduced that this was the propulsion control room.

      Jack was about to ask Reyes to find a spot for the demolition charges, but she was off again, swimming out of the propulsion control room and back to the junction. Jack was slow to follow, slowed by the large bag over his shoulder.

      The last room looked almost identical to the others but as Jack watched Reyes, he began to see subtle differences in the bunches of tentacles. He couldn’t tell what any single bunch was supposed to do, but Reyes was moving excitedly between them and studying them closely.

      After a few moments, she swam back to Jack. She made a sign with her hand as if she was telling Jack someone was talking. She pointed to the collections of tentacles and made the sign again. Jack was confused for a moment but then he realized what Reyes was saying. They were in a communications room.

      Jack held up the strap of the bag containing the demolition device. He shook it gently, miming that they needed to set the charge. Reyes nodded and beckoned for Jack to follow her. She swam to one cluster of fat orange tentacles. She ran her fingers over one or two and then grabbed one firmly. She gave it a tug and the whole cluster came away from the wall. Inside was a branching network of tentacles and fibers. Reyes pointed at the space behind the cluster.

      Jack realized it would be a good fit for the demolition. Jack pressed the bag containing the device into cavity. Once it was placed, Reyes returned the cluster. With a few tugs of one tentacle and then another, the panel snapped back into place, causing a small stream of bubbles to float out from the panel.

      Reyes gave Jack a thumbs up. The device was set. They could leave. Jack looked again at the area Reyes had removed and could see no signs that the area had been touched. Reyes nodded and gave a thumbs up again. Jack didn’t want his work to be for nothing, but he had to trust Reyes. If she couldn’t find the best position for the demolition charge on this facility, then no one could. Jack signed for them to leave.

      Back at the junction, Torent was floating in the tunnel back up and Osho was in the opening of the tunnel that led to the propulsion room. Jack looked down along the central tunnel. At the end there was an opening into another room. He tapped Reyes on the shoulder and pointed down, then he made a sign for Osho and Reyes to follow him. He took out his pulse pistol and set off, swimming directly down the central tunnel.

      At the bottom, the tunnel opened into a wide area. It was like a large upturned bowl. Around the sides of the bowl were small recesses, each surrounded by a fringe of long, fine tentacles. Reyes went on down into the space. It was the single biggest area the facility had. Jack followed Reyes, but he knew he was much more cautious than the excited Chitin expert.

      Reyes swam around the perimeter, looking briefly at the collections of tentacles and the recesses. After a short time, she swam back to Jack.

      Jack held out his hands as if to ask what she had learned. Reyes floated close to Jack, suddenly cautious. She held her palms together, held them next to her head, and leaned her head to one side.

      Sleeping.

      Jack looked down at the recesses and saw the dark figures within. Next to the recesses, in the clusters of tentacles, he saw the outline of a Chitin soldier’s suit—the large, black, smooth shell of the Chitin soldier.

      Jack aimed his pulse pistol. Reyes held her hand over the top of the weapon and pushed it down. She shook her head slowly and pointed up.

      Jack guessed what she meant, and he agreed. It was time to leave.

      Jack sent the team ahead of him and followed to the exit above. He glanced briefly over his shoulder as he entered the exit chamber. Reyes tugged at a tentacle and the panel closed under their feet.

      And as the liquid drained away, leaving them in a vacuum, Jack knew they had completed the first step of their mission to destroy the Chitin surveillance network. He hoped the next step would go as smoothly. The top panel of the exit chamber slid aside and Jack sent his team out into the void of space and back to the Scorpio.
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      “I can’t believe they were in there the whole time,” Torent said as he climbed out of his suit.

      “They were there, but they weren’t,” Reyes said.

      “That’s a bit too cryptic for me,” Torent said. He looked at Jack, “Can you translate?”

      “Not really,” Jack said. He took the sample cartridge from his meat suit that contained the dense fluid that filled the Chitin facility. “Care to elaborate?” he said to Reyes.

      “I think they were asleep, but a long sleep, more like hibernation. They are probably dormant until they need to perform some task.”

      “Like what?” Jack asked. He tossed his meat suit on the equipment drone to be taken away for post-operation testing and refit.

      “Well,” Reyes said uncertainly, “if it’s a monitoring facility, I guess they have to relay communications or coordinate surveillance operations. I don’t know for sure, but I am sure that our presence didn’t alert them or they would have woken up.”

      “What if they were just waiting for us to leave?” Osho said, pulling a jacket over her cold skin.

      “I’ll go and report to Commander Griff and make sure that captain knows to keep a close eye on that facility. Maybe we just got lucky this time.”

      “Oh, well,” Torent said. “There goes all our luck. We never get lucky twice. Don’t take me on the next mission, sir.” He walked past Jack and gave him cheeky smile.

      “Good work out there, team,” Jack said. “I think you all deserve to accompany me again next time.”

      “Remind me not to do so well next time,” Torent said.

      “You couldn’t do badly if you tried,” Jack called after him. “Take the next watch off, guys,” Jack said. “You earned the rest.”

      But Jack didn’t have time for a rest. He had to brief his commanding officer. He had to brief the captain. He had to deliver the sample to the lab and check if it would interfere with their weapons. He had a report to write. Jack would spend the rest of the watch in meetings and briefings. It would be some time before he got to rest.

      Jack was starting to wonder if there were any benefits to rank. So far, it seemed like work, work, and more work. And when the work was done, there was the same threat and danger and risk as every other fleet Marine had to endure. It clearly took a special kind of Marine to make it in command. Jack wondered what people had seen in him that made them think he had the necessary ability for all this responsibility.

      Reyes came over and stood next to him. She was wearing a loose Marine utility jacket.

      “You want to walk me back to maintenance? Grab a coffee?” She reached out and touched Jack’s hand.

      Jack felt a flush of heat as he blushed. He looked at Reyes’s big, dark eyes. “Later,” he said. “I’ve got work to do. You did great over there.” Jack moved away. “I’ve got to tell the captain to keep a close watch on that facility. Don’t want all our stealthy creeping about to come to nothing.”

      Reyes walked with Jack to the junction where they would part.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said.

      Jack hoped he would. As soon as she was out of sight, he ran toward the command deck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Captain Pretorius was in his chair on the command deck. The image of the Chitin facility on the holostage was shrinking slowly as the Scorpio moved toward the next target.

      Commander Griff stepped away from the holostage and turned to the captain.

      “Are we concerned about those unconscious Chits, Captain?”

      Reading the report on his armrest holostage, Pretorius rubbed his chin and looked up to Commander Griff. “I am more concerned about conscious ones, Commander. Forge reported that the demolition charge was deployed out of sight.”

      Griff walked over to the captain and lowered his voice. “Can we trust his judgment?”

      Pretorius thought for a moment. “Forge is fresh, that’s true, but the kid has got what it takes. I’ve no doubt about his abilities, and so far, his tactical judgment has been spot on. He saved your ass, Commander.”

      Griff nodded. If Jack Forge hadn’t been on hand at the Battle of Drydock, Griff could have been killed along with so many others. “He has performed well on the battlefield, but this was a very different operation.”

      Pretorius fixed Griff with a fierce look. “It was a Marine operation, Commander. You had the authority. If you weren’t satisfied with Forge’s suitability for the job, you shouldn’t have given it to him.”

      Griff nodded again. He had picked Jack for the task knowing that the new commander was a strong and competent leader who had gone toe to toe with the Chits on several occasions. Forge was smart and perceptive. He had always displayed excellent judgment. Griff knew there was no one better for the job of sneaking aboard a previously unknown Chitin craft.

      “But what about the young woman he took with him?” Griff asked, as much to himself as the captain. “She’s not a Marine.”

      “She has had her encounters with the Chits. More than any of these new recruits you’ve received recently.” Pretorius stepped down from his chair. He could sense Griff was concerned about the overall operation.

      “What if the next facility is filled with Chitin soldiers?” Griff looked at the holoimage of the receding facility.

      “Then your Marines will handle it.” Pretorius stepped over to the holostage and tapped the control panel on the side. The display changed to show the Scorpio. Pretorius shrank the Scorpio down so it was just a point of light. A label hovered over it, showing the ship’s speed and heading. Away on the other side of the holostage was another point of light, identified by its label as the second Chitin surveillance facility target.

      Griff joined Pretorius at the holostage. “I’ll send Commander Forge again, Captain. He is the right man for the job.”

      Pretorius nodded. “I’ve seen a lot of Marines on my ship in my time, Commander. I’ve seen company commanders and battalion majors come and go. They’ve all had the authority of rank, they have almost always been dedicated, they have occasionally been brave, and they have all been trained to it, but Jack Forge has come up from the ranks and he’s come up quick. He hasn’t been trained, because he didn’t need to be. He has authority in him. He wears it like his own skin. He’s comfortable with it. He has confidence in it. The people around him trust him with it. You can’t train that. You can’t teach that.”

      Griff nodded. “He’s a good Marine.”

      “And if this operation goes wrong,” Pretorius said, walking back to his chair, “it won’t be because of what one Marine commander did or didn’t do. It’ll be a combination of factors, maybe an error in the initial plan from Fleet Command and Control, maybe because the enemy simply won’t let us destroy their network. All we can do is take it one step at a time and remain confident in our people.”

      Griff nodded. “He brought back that sample of fluid. That was good thinking.”

      “Yeah,” Pretorius agreed. “The same chemical composition as a liquid layer of their home planet. That one sample has taught us a lot about the enemy.”

      “Another reason for us to succeed, Captain. We need to get that information back to Fleet Command.”

      “Another good reason to succeed,” Pretorius agreed. “We already have so many.”
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      Jack stood in the small corridor leading to the engine control room. Squad Leader Sam Torent stood at his side. A number of Marines were positioning large composite beams across the corridor, while the maintenance chief fused one end to the bulkhead with a molecular welder.

      “That’s it,” Jack said. “The barricade is there to slow them down. The pulse rifles will stop them.”

      “And a Marine, with a lot of courage,” Torent added.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” the Marine replacements shouted in unison. Jack remembered his first time aboard the Scorpio and how regimented everything had been.

      “One sir will be sufficient, Marines,” Jack said.

      Sam Torent turned and spoke quietly. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just block up the corridor, sir?”

      “We need to be able to move about the ship. I don’t want to cut off one part of the ship from the rest. We might need to send support.”

      Torent nodded. Maintenance Chief Slim walked over to Jack. “That’s the last piece here. Where do you want me next?”

      Jack walked over to the beams that crossed the corridor. He placed his foot on one of the beams and pressed hard. The composite beam was fixed, rigid. Jack nodded. He stepped through the gaps to the other side of the barricade.

      “Sam, have some cover placed here.” Jack pointed at the deck on either side of the corridor. “Something that’ll take a plasma spear at close range.”

      Torent nodded. “A composite plate should do it.”

      Slim stuck his head through the beams that crossed the corridor and looked at the spot. “I can weld a couple of plates in, no problem, but I am running low on plate. How many Marines are you going to post here, Jack?”

      Jack looked through to Torent and then over to the fresh-faced replacements, all eager and nervous. “As many as we can spare,” Jack said. He patted Torent on the shoulder. “Keep them working at it, Sam. I’m going to maintenance to review our progress.”

      Numbers were all important and Jack knew he didn’t have them. The barricades were working well and a handful of Marines could hold off an army of Chitin soldiers, but only for so long. If just one of the defensive points failed, the whole ship would be lost.

      Any one of the systems could be turned against the Scorpio. The fusion reactor in the engine room could be set to fly the Scorpio apart. Or the Chits could deactivate the engines and bring the Scorpio to a dead stop, making the ship a sitting target for the Chitin fighter craft.

      The corridors leading to the gun batteries were important too. If the guns stopped firing during an attack, the Scorpio would be defenseless. The Kraken fighter craft could move in and rain a furious wave of fire on the Scorpio, or more of the Hydras could move in, attach themselves to the hull, and deliver more soldiers to the fight inside the ship, creating a runaway invasion that would be difficult to halt.

      Life support systems were particularly vulnerable, so Jack was dedicating a large portion of his available force to protect them. If the Chits interrupted life support, the fight would be over. The Marines could fight on for days sustained by their meat suit support systems, but the Scorpio’s crew didn’t have such equipment available to them. Without a crew or command officers, the Scorpio was dead in the void.

      The command deck was the next most vital area. Jack had to protect the captain and his command crew. Without the control center, the engines would have no guidance, the weapons no target. Life support kept everyone alive, but the command deck kept them in the fight.

      Jack walked into the maintenance hangar, so preoccupied with his planning that he had just found his way there without thinking about where he was going. He had once found it difficult to find, hidden away in its temporary location in an abandoned hangar. That temporary location now had a look of permanence about it.

      The hangar was empty. Slim and Reyes were both out on jobs, building the barricades at various points throughout the ship. Jack poured himself a coffee and accessed a holomap of the ship.

      The barricades were looking strong. Jack checked their positions on the holomap. The ship was in good shape. There were still some additional structures to be put in place, though, mostly along the four main corridors that ran the length of the ship. Jack didn’t want to give the Chits an easy route through the Scorpio. He wanted to drive them to the barricades, to the Marine squads and their pulse rifles.

      Jack saw a location in a minor corridor that should have been barricaded. Jack wanted to check that the work had started. He pointed at the holomap and accessed the internal surveillance feed for that location. The live image showed a few Marines sitting around on top of a pile of materials that should be used for the barricade. It looked as if the Marines had done their job of moving the materials into position and were now waiting for Slim or Reyes to arrive and fuse them into position.

      Jack flicked through the surveillance images of the various barricades. The work was progressing well. Jack was sure the Marines would put up a fierce resistance should the Chitins attempt to board. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      Next, he looked at the green flickering lines that mapped out the Scorpio’s many corridors and decks. Once he had been limited to a few locations, but now he had seen almost every inch of the ship. It was big, but having spent so long on board, he had walked every corridor and set foot on every deck.

      There was one area he hadn’t seen before. Thankfully, he had never been sent to the brig. But there was one occupant there now that Jack was sure should be there. In fact, Jack felt it would be better if he was just flushed out an airlock or dispatched by a burst of pulse rifle fire. Former Commander Finch was being held in a cell.

      Jack found the brig easily. He tapped the location on the holomap and accessed the surveillance feed. Jack saw a row of empty cells and then he saw Finch. Jack felt a sudden shot of panic when he saw his ex-commander. The man should have been dead. There was no doubt that he had been corrupted by the Chitins, if not converted in some way in to one of them. It was dangerous to keep him alive and on the ship.

      Finch was sitting on the edge of his bunk in an otherwise empty cell. The walls of the cell were solid composite. The front was a made up of a series of vertical composite bars that ran from the deck plate to the overhead plate. Jack could see he was secured, but he was still dangerous. If it had been up to Jack, the former commander would be dead. After talking to Bill Harts moments before he had thrown himself out into the empty void, being dead was probably preferable to being controlled by the Chitins.

      In front of the bars, a Marine in ship-side utility dress stood guard. Jack recognized the Marine guard as one who had been posted to guard Reyes when she had been secured in the med bay. He was armed only with his polished baton.

      Jack guessed Agent Visser had made sure the guard wasn’t armed with a pulse rifle or pulse pistol. The mounted electron bayonets would slice through the composite bars easily enough. If Finch were to get hold of the guard’s weapon, he would be free in moments, and if Finch was loose on the Scorpio, there was no telling what chaos he would create.

      The guard walked back and forth in front of Finch’s cell. Jack remembered the Marine, he was cocksure and a bit dumb. He wasn’t a bad Marine, just not a great one, and he clearly enjoyed being Finch’s jailer.

      Jack began to get nervous as he saw how the guard twirled his baton. If it fell, it could get into Finch’s hands, but Finch wouldn’t be able to affect an escape with a timber baton.

      The Marine guard stood in front of Finch’s cell for a moment and turned to face Finch before walking on. Finch sat on his bunk, feet together, hands at his side.

      The guard turned and walked back the way he’d come, pacing out his little patrol, possible only to beat the boredom.

      Jack’s heart leapt to his mouth as he saw Finch stand. The guard turned at the end of his little patrol and walked back. Finch stepped forward, his mouth opening wide. He stepped up to the bars as the guard came along again.

      Jack leaned forwards toward the surveillance image and saw the black cloud swirling inside Finch’s mouth, a cloud made of fine tendrils that began to reach out in twisting threads. And just as the guard stepped alongside the bars, he obscured Finch from the surveillance feed.

      The guard stopped and turned to Finch.

      Jack pushed himself away from the workbench and ran. He ran toward the brig. Finch had to be stopped. It might already be too late to save the Marine, but Jack might still save the Scorpio.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The brig was controlled by a security system and a detention drone. The Marine was the only human guard. The brig area was behind a transparent composite door that remained firmly shut to anyone without authorization. Jack gave his security clearance and the door opened. Inside, Jack walked past the empty cells until he saw the Marine guard. The guard stepped toward Jack, baton at his side.

      “Commander, the detainee wasn’t expecting visitors.” The guard had a vacant look in his eye.

      Looking past the Marine, Jack caught glimpse of Finch, his head tipped sideways. Finch’s lips moved and the guard spoke.

      “But you can come and see him if you want.”

      Jack stopped as the guard took another step forward. The guard had been alone with Finch for too long and Jack was suddenly very concerned that Finch was spreading some kind of Chitin mind control.

      Jack backed away from the guard, suddenly feeling very nervous about being trapped with Finch and a guard who seemed to have been infected by whatever had taken Bill Harts’ mind.

      “Detainee?” Jack said. “I think I’ve taken the wrong turn.” Jack backed toward the door. It opened and he backed out. The guard watched Jack leave and then walked back to the front of Finch’s cell.

      Jack needed to speak to Visser. He needed to speak to her now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Do you think I don’t know my job, Commander?” Agent Visser sat back in her chair.

      Jack paced. Visser needed to take this seriously. “Agent Visser,” he began calmly, “Finch is dangerous. I am sure he has been corrupted by the Chitins. I think he could even be one of them.”

      “How could that be possible, Commander? Finch has been with the fleet Marines since before the first Chitin encounter.”

      Jack knew that Finch must be a Chitin. He had died on that moon. How else could he be back here unless it was some Chitin technology at work?

      “I don’t know how, Agent Visser, but I know he is. And now I suspect that guard you had posted with him is acting for them too.”

      Visser smiled at Jack as if he was delusional. She leaned forward and tapped the control panel on the front of her desk. She accessed the surveillance feed from the brig. Finch was sitting on his bunk. He sat upright on the middle of the bed. His feet together, his hands on his knees. He was looking directly at the surveillance node. The effect was startling for Jack, almost as if Finch was looking him in the eye. A wry smile played on the corners of Finch’s thin mouth.

      Visser swiped her hand across the image and looked around for the guard. The brig was empty. Visser moved the image to show the clear door to the brig. No one was there either.

      “I’m telling you,” Jack said, stepping forward and putting his hands on Visser’s desk. “Finch is dangerous.”

      “Where is he?” Visser asked the surveillance feed. The image of the guard appeared. He was walking along a corridor. Jack recognized it immediately.

      “Where is that?” Visser asked.

      Jack was already heading to the door. “He’s heading to the armory. I’ll stop him. You alert the captain,” Jack said as he ran out of the door.

      The corridors were crowded with Marines, some in utility dress assisting maintenance with the barricade construction, while others were in meat suits with full battle gear.

      Without his own meat suit, Jack couldn’t tell who was behind the helmets. He recognized the emblems of the codes for the three companies, then he saw a squad leader badge for his own company, Cobra. It was Joe Navidi of 1st squad.

      “Joe,” Jack said as he stepped up. “I need you and two of your Marines. Follow me.”

      Navidi’s voice came through the voice speaker on the side of the helmet. “Yes, Commander,” he said simply. Jack ran on and heard Navidi call two Marines to follow.

      Jack came to the junction in the corridor that opened onto the short corridor to the armory. Jack dashed across the opening and took cover on one side, then glanced cautiously down the corridor. Jack could hear the weapons lockers being bashed, as if someone was attempting to break into them. Then the crash came that told Jack the lockers had been broken open.

      Navidi knelt next to Jack, his pulse rifle pointing down the corridor. One Marine stood on the other side, rifle aimed down the corridor at the entrance to the weapons store. The third Marine stood out from the wall and gave himself an angle to fire down the corridor.

      Jack attracted the attention of the Marine on the opposite side. “Your sidearm,” Jack said, holding out his hand.

      The Marine unclipped his pulse pistol from his hip and handed it to him. Jack checked the weapon quickly. It was loaded, powered with a pulse round in the chamber.

      Jack called down the corridor. “Who’s in there?”

      The Marine guard stepped out of the armory into the corridor. A pulse rifle in each hand, both braced against his hips. He opened fire.

      The Marine further back with the angle along the corridor took a round in the right shoulder. He fell back. His squad-mate pointed his rifle around the corner and blind-fired. It was a short burst and then the pulse rifle he held took a pulse round to the muzzle that sent the weapon flying out of the Marine’s grip.

      “Go,” Jack shouted at the Marine with the smashed pulse rifle muzzle. The Marine reached down and grabbed his fallen squad-mate and his fallen pulse rifle. The pair retreated along the corridor.

      Navidi glanced around the corner as pulse rounds fizzed past and slammed into the back wall.

      “He’s not wearing a meat suit, Commander,” Navidi said. “He’s in his utility gear. It’ll only take one good shot.”

      The fire stopped. Navidi glanced around the corner again. “He’s not there,” he reported.

      “There’s no other way out, is there, Joe?” Jack asked.

      “He’s trapped, sir,” Navidi said and took another look.

      The shot came instantly and slammed Navidi’s head backward. He fell to the floor. Jack heard his groans. The meat suit helmet had done its job and protected Navidi from the pulse round, so he was only stunned by the blow, not killed.

      Jack heard the footsteps coming, almost drowned out by the sustained pulse rifle fire and the noise from the rounds slamming into the composite bulkhead.

      Jack inched away from the corner, back along the corridor he was in. He lay on the floor on his front and aimed the pulse pistol at the height of the rogue guard’s chest. Jack would only need one shot.

      The guard stepped around the corner and turned his rifles on the two retreating Marines. Jack took the shot. The round slammed into the guard’s back, just between the shoulders. The guard dropped a rifle and turned, slowly. Jack fired another round, slamming into the guard’s side, just under the armpit. Slowly the guard turned and was riddled with a rapid fire from the two retreating Marines and their well-aimed pulse rifles.

      Jack saw the expression on the guard’s face just before he fell. He was grinning through his blood-covered teeth. Then he fell forward, landing on top of Navidi and hitting him hard.

      “Send for a medidrone.” Jack checked Navidi’s vital signs on his suit’s data readout. Unconscious. Then Jack checked the guard. Dead, thick blood spreading across the smooth composite deck plates.
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* * *

      Jack marched into the command deck.

      “Report, Commander,” Visser ordered. Pretorius watched Jack closely.

      “The Marine guard broke into the armory. He fired on me and my detail. We fought to contain him. I shot him twice with a pulse pistol before he fell to rifle fire.”

      Pretorius nodded solemnly. “Good work, Jack.”

      Jack looked at Visser. “Who’s with Finch now?”

      Visser looked at Jack with a cold, hard stare, but Jack could see the doubts creeping in to her mind. “He’s alone. The brig is sealed from here on the command deck. No one is allowed to enter until we can get Finch to a secure facility.”

      “We need to terminate him, now,” Jack said. He noticed Pretorius look at Visser, curious what her decision would be.

      “If you are right, Commander, and Finch is being controlled by the Chitins, then I think we should give ourselves the opportunity to study him, it, them.”

      Pretorius looked at Jack.

      “He’s dangerous,” Jack said. “He’s a liability. We are on a stealth mission. He could jeopardize everything we are trying to do here.”

      Pretorius looked at Visser.

      “In this matter, I have total authority. Finch will be kept in isolation. Captain, can you ensure no one goes near Finch?”

      “I can,” Pretorius said, “but I’m inclined to agree with Mister Forge. He’s a liability to the mission and the ship.”

      “Noted,” Visser said, then left the command deck.

      Commander Chou activated a stack of files on the holostage for the captain’s attention. He opened them for Pretorius to sign one by one.

      “Better get some rest, Jack,” Pretorius said. “The next target will be in range at the end of third watch.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jack said and stepped away. He hesitated. “Captain, you have ultimate authority on your ship, don’t you, sir?”

      “Yes, I do. I have to do what I think is in the best interests of my ship, but we are also at war, so I can’t always keep my people safe, can I?” Pretorius moved the files back to his second-in-command. “You must also understand that not all battles are military ones. Some are political, and they can be much more deadly. If you keep going the way you are with your rapid rise through the ranks, you will have to learn that one day, Mister Forge. Also, if you are going to pick a fight with Fleet Intelligence…” Pretorius walked over to his chair. “Don’t try and take cover behind me.”

      Felling like he’d just received the politest reprimand, Jack looked up to the captain to apologize.

      The captain gave him a slight smile. “Good work, Jack. Glad to have you on board.”

      Jack left the command deck and headed to his quarters in the officers’ section. His bunk was as bare as anything the Marines had available. Jack had a little more space and a small writing table for his reports. One thing he didn’t have was companions, friends. His days in 6th squad had been plagued by smelly, noisy Marines, but he’d always had company. Now that he was leader of a company, he was more alone than he’d ever been.
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      Jack marched onto the Marine deck. His squad leaders were assembled and ready for him. They stood casually chatting. As soon as Jack entered, Torent called the group to attention.

      “Commander on deck.”

      “As you were, gentlemen,” Jack said and came over to stand easy in front of his squad leaders. “How are your people holding up?” Jack asked and then listened as they reported their concerns for their squads. Inadequate rest time was the major concern, closely followed by nervousness at the preparations to repel a Chitin boarding party.

      Jack knew that the squad leaders were doing their job in listening to the concerns of their squads. They might not be able to do anything about it, but they could pass the information on to their company commander. Jack had the feeling the men in his company were being well looked after by their squad leaders.

      “I’ll see what I can do about more downtime, but we need to get these barricades ready. If the Chits do board the Scorpio,” Jack said in a calming tone, “we will be ready. Make sure you get your squads into the VR suite, too. Run some infiltration scenarios and get them ready to repel any incursion by Chitin soldiers.”

      The groups talked easily but respectfully in front of their company commander. At times, Jack felt like he was just another squad leader with his peers, but every time one of them called him ‘sir,’ he remembered his position and his responsibility to the men under his command. All he could do for them now was order them to train. Soon, Jack knew, he would be ordering them to fight, and when the fleet Marines fought the Chitins, death was never far away.

      Torent raised his hand for one last word as the meeting came to a close. “We’ve got a boxing match set up,” he said. “A soldier’s squabble between a replacement in first squad and one of my boys in sixth. We thought we’d get it settled now before it festers, sir. You’d be welcome to come along.”

      “I’ve probably got work to catch up on,” Jack said. “But Joe took a knock on the melon not long ago, so don’t let him anywhere near the ring.”

      The squad leaders laughed and slapped Joe Navidi on the back.

      “He can’t fight anyway, sir,” Laidlaw said.

      Jack looked Navidi in the eye and asked quietly, “You okay now?”

      Navidi nodded and smiled. “Doc said I just lost a few brain cells, sir. Nothing important.”

      “That’s right,” Laidlaw said. “He can’t remember his name anymore, but he still knows which end of a pulse rifle to point at the bad guys.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sitting at his desk, Jack put the final thoughts on his report of the killing of the Marine guard. The shooting was going to be considered by the fleet authorities when they got back to home space and uploaded their logs to the command and control center on Eros.

      Jack didn’t know what Visser was putting in her report, not that it mattered because Jack would never be allowed to see it. Jack was pretty sure the captain’s report would not condemn him. He had been acting in the best interests of the ship. Who knows how many of the Scorpio’s crew would have been killed if the Marines hadn’t been suited up for action?

      Jack filed the report and pushed his chair away from the small composite desktop. He flicked off the light and staggered over to his bunk.

      The padding was cold and hard. His cover was barely adequate. Back in the squad barracks, Jack had at least been kept warm by the body heat of his squad-mates, all crammed into the small bunk stacks. At the time, it had seemed like torture, but now it seemed preferable.

      The only consolation of having his own quarters, even though it was cramped and cold and lonely, was that he could at last have his old family watch on display. The small watch in its black composite case that Reyes had made for it was stuck to the wall above Jack’s desk. It was a small fragment of home that made Jack’s quarters feel a little more comfortable.

      He wasn’t tired, though, despite the busy, long days he’d been through. The boxing match was probably in full swing with a series of friendly sparring undercards. Jack didn’t think he could take all the noise, but he was missing company. He rolled out of bed and headed for the officers’ lounge.

      The lights in the officers’ lounge were low. A small group of command officers sat together in one corner, VR headsets on. Commander Chou sat reading under a corner lamp. Agent Visser was at the drinks cabinet. She poured and drank, then poured again. Jack hesitated.

      “Drink one with me, Jack,” she said without turning around. She poured two drinks and held one out toward him.

      Jack took the clear composite tumbler of the strong amber spirit. Visser drank hers in one go and poured another.

      “Drink,” she said. “To the fleet.” She drank again.

      Jack took a sniff and then a sip. Visser turned on him with a cruel look in her eye. She was swaying slightly.

      “Don’t ever doubt my commitment to the fleet, Jack. I care about winning. I don’t care about you, or this ship.” She waved her hand about. “This is nothing. I need to win for our species. Not the captain or his crew, or the Marines, or you.” She jabbed Jack in the shoulder. Then she came close. “I know you did something. I know you know something. If we survive this, I’ll make sure I get you.”

      Jack stood, stunned.

      Visser poured another drink.

      “Agent Visser,” the captain’s voice boomed. He stood in the doorway to the officers’ lounge, a stack of files under his arm. “You are tired. Perhaps you should retire for the evening.”

      Visser downed one more and then walked off, bumping deliberately into Jack.

      “Yes, Captain,” she said in a calm, clear voice as she walked out of the lounge.

      Jack looked over to the captain, but he had already turned to leave. Jack looked over at Commander Chou, who was looking at Jack over the top of his book. Chou licked a finger and turned the page, then looked down to read.

      Jack swirled the drink.  What could Visser know?  There was nothing to know. Except Jack knew that if the truth about what happened to Finch ever came out, he and Reyes would be dead for sure.

      Jack downed the drink and put the tumbler down on the cabinet.

      As he walked out of the lounge, he considered the possibility that he should have gone to the boxing match. It might have been more peaceful that his encounter with Visser.
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      Osho brought the orders from Pretorius. The second Chitin surveillance facility was coming into range. Jack sent Osho to muster the team. He checked the time on his old watch stuck to the wall of his small room. The hands on the clock showed the time, but Jack was completely adjusted to ship’s time. With no day or night, the watch system was the only relevant timeframe. It was coming up to second watch. By the end of third watch, a demolition device would be planted aboard the Chitin facility and Jack and his team would be back aboard the Scorpio. At least Jack hoped so.

      The team was standing on the Marine deck, fully kitted out in their meat suits and armed with pulse pistols. Jack walked in fully suited up from his pre-operation briefing with the captain and Commander Griff. It was not all good news.

      Having instructed his team to stand easy, Jack began his briefing. “The good news is that the facility looks to be exactly the same configuration as the first. We do not expect to encounter resistance.”

      “And the bad news, sir?” Torent asked, his hand raised.

      “Results from the laboratory are that we won’t be able to fire our weapons while on board. The fluid environment is highly volatile and would combust the moment the first round is fired. Also, the passive scans from the last facility and this one show that the whole facility will fail if one round were to strike the outer hull.”

      Jenks raised his hand and asked permission to speak. Jack nodded.

      “We’ll be alright in our meat suits, sir. Why does it matter if the thing breaks up around us?”

      Jack could see that the others understood the reason why not. Torent was itching to tell Jenks exactly why not. Jack offered Torent the opportunity to explain.

      “Because we want to take down the entire network. The charges we are planting will initiate a feedback pulse that will destroy the entire network.”

      Jack nodded. At least some of his team were reviewing the mission briefings.

      “What if we do encounter any Chits on board?” Torent asked.

      “The pistol-mounted electron blades will work on the facility. That will be our primary weapon.”

      Traversing empty space to the Chitin facility was as spectacular the second time as it had been the first. Hanging in the black of space was peaceful and daunting. Jack kept himself focused. He sent Torent on point and brought up the rear himself, carrying the bag containing the demolition device. As the Chitin facility came ever closer, Jack sent his team directly to the top end of the cylinder-like structure and the entrance they expected to find there.

      Reyes opened the top panel and revealed the entrance cavity. Jack sent Jenks and Torent in first and then went in with Reyes. He gave the hand signals for Osho to hold on the outside.

      The fluid flooded the cavity and soon Jack was floating down the central vertical tunnel. He headed down to the central junction.

      A movement at the very bottom of the tunnel made Jack’s heart rate increase. He felt his hairs stand up as his skin tingled with fear and anticipation. A black figure, trailing tentacles, moved across the opening to the chamber at the bottom of the facility, the chamber where the unconscious Chitins slept.

      Jack moved to the junction and held position in one of the branching tunnels, the one leading to the communications room. Jack knew immediately he needed to prevent any Chits from entering that room and sending any signal that would alert the Chits to the Scorpio’s presence.

      Jack sent Reyes and Torent into the communication room where they would set the demolition. He instructed Jenks to take cover in the tunnel opposite himself.

      The moments it took Reyes to plant the demolition stretched on. Jack watched the entrance to the wide cavity below, looking for any further signs of movement.

      Then, a black shadow moved across the opening again, moving in the opposite direction this time. Jack signaled to Jenks that there was an enemy nearby. Jack lit up his pistol’s electron blade. Jenks did the same. Jack could see that Jenks heart rate was elevated but holding steady.

      Torent and Reyes appeared out of the communication room. Torent gave a thumbs up. The device was planted. Jack signaled for Torent to hold.

      This was tricky. If Jack took his team to the exit, they could be spotted leaving. That would give the Chit an opportunity to swim to the communications room and send out a signal. Jack remembered there were eight unconscious Chits on the first facility. Everything about this facility looked identical. There was no reason to believe there were any more than eight Chits in the sleeping chamber below. Jack had seen two moving. It could have been the same one twice, or it could have been two different Chits. For all Jack knew, there could be eight down there, all getting suited up and ready to fight.

      There was only one decision that could be made. Jack pointed at Reyes and instructed her to hold. Torent and Jenks knew what was coming next. Torent fired up his electron blade.

      Jack indicated that the three Marines would swim downward toward the cavity. They would enter the chamber and kill any Chit, conscious or otherwise.

      Jack set off. He led the way, swimming head-first down the fluid-filled tunnel. Torent on his right, Jenks on his left. They moved slowly and steadily. This was going to end one of two ways: either with a dead Chitin crew or a dead Marine team and a failed mission for the Scorpio. Jack knew if the Chitins alerted their command, the Scorpio and everyone on board would be killed, or worse.

      With only a meter left to go, a dark shadow moved across the opening. Not knowing for certain whether it was the same creature again or if there were now three active Chits below, Jack propelled himself faster and entered the chamber.

      Having emerged into the wide space, Jack could see there was only one Chitin moving about. Jack followed it. It seemed unaware of Jack’s presence. Then the Chit turned and faced Jack.

      The Chit reacted instantly and aggressively. The first tentacle to lash out caught Jack on the side of his helmet. It sent up a series of warning signals on his enhanced data overlay. The second tentacle struck him in the chest and another grabbed his wrist with the pulse pistol and its glowing electron blade.

      Torent rushed in and slashed at the tentacle holding Jack’s wrist, slicing through cleanly. The severed end on Jack’s wrist coiled up tighter as another tentacle lashed out and wrapped itself around his helmet.

      Through the coils of the tentacle around his helmet, Jack saw Jenks attack the Chitin. He slashed left and then right in wide arcs that caused a dark fluid to spill out into the clear fluid. The Chitin’s tentacles lashed about wildly but seemed to be slowing and Jenks slashed again and again.

      The severed tentacle on Jack’s wrist gripped even tighter. Jack transferred the pulse pistol to his other hand and began cutting the severed tentacle away in chunks.

      Torent launched himself at the struggling Chit and attacked. In a few cuts, Torent had removed several more tentacles. They drifted in the fluid and flicked this way and that, dark fluid spilling out of the severed ends.

      Jack pulled the last of the tentacle off his wrist. The floating severed tentacles stopped writhing as the body of the Chit was cut to pieces by Torent and Jenks. And through the fluid, becoming murky with the dark fluid that spilled out of the Chitin’s body, Jack saw movement in one of the recesses. Another Chitin was waking up.

      Jack rushed at the semi-conscious Chit and sliced away at the head. The tentacles thrashed about in a sluggish and uncoordinated manner, one managing to connect strongly with Jack’s shin. The blow was felt through his meat suit. It would have been enough to smash his shin bone if he had been unsuited.

      Torent and Jenks rushed at the other Chitins, who were also waking. Whether this was a programmed waking of some kind or if the group was alerted to the presence of intruders, Jack didn’t know. All he knew was that all the Chitins here needed to die.

      Jack attacked the next waking Chit. He was working up a sweat slashing away, his movement restricted by the dense fluid. Torent was dispatching his second waking Chit. Jenks was moving across the cavity to his next target.

      The tentacle that lashed out at Jenks caught him square on the faceplate. Jack had seen a meat suit helmet take a round from a pulse rifle, the suits were tough pieces of kit, but Jack could see that Jenks was unconscious as he drifted backward. The blow had knocked him out cold. A second tentacle lashed out and gripped his ankle as his body drifted. The tentacle pulled back and drew Jenks into a mass of tentacles. They wrapped around Jenks’s limbs and his helmet and crushed. Jack saw Jenks’s arms and legs bend and break as the tentacles gripped him ever tighter.

      Torent was rushing in to assist his teammate. Jack went in too. They slashed away at the tentacles, cutting them away to let them writhe about in the fluid.

      There was one more, Jack realized. He looked for the last creature, but the fluid was too murky with the blood of the dead Chits. He saw movement, a swirling of the dark fluid, heading toward the entrance at the top of the cavity.

      Jack went after the last Chit. Then he saw the trailing tentacles of a Chit disappearing through the opening above.

      Jack raced after it. He had to prevent it accessing the communications room. And, suddenly Jack remembered, Reyes was holding position. Jack activated the propulsion jets in his boots and powered forwards. The Chitin was just ahead.

      The fluid in the central tunnel was still clear. Jack raced after the last Chit. He saw Reyes float out into the tunnel ahead of the Chit. She was unarmed but blocking the way.

      The Chit slammed into her and bundled her out of the way. The Chit turned sharply to its right and went along the tunnel to the communications room.

      Jack caught up to the Chit. It was floating in front of the bundles of colorful tentacles. Its own black tentacles were moving over and between the control panels. Jack slammed into it and stuck his electron blade deep in to the back of its head. The creature reached out with a tentacle and grabbed Jack’s leg, trying to pull him away.

      Jack stuck the blade in again and twisted it this way and that. His hand sunk into the rubbery flesh of the Chitin as he plunged and sliced. Pulling and slicing upwards, Jack brought the blade up toward the top of the Chitin. It finally erupted, severing the Chit in two.

      The Chitin’s tentacles fell away from the short and colorful control tentacles. Dark fluid spilled out of the Chitin, filling the communication room and reducing visibility. Jack moved toward the central tunnel and Reyes.

      The data overlay showed Reyes was terrified and in shock. Jack tapped her on the shoulder and gave a thumbs up. They were out of immediate danger. Torent came up toward them, pulling the limp body of Jenks with him. The data overlay showed Torent was fatigued. His suit had administered a stimulant shot and painkiller. Jenks’s data overlay reported no brain activity. Jenks was dead.

      Jack sent Reyes ahead to the airlock. He told Torent to follow and take the body of Jenks with him. Jack followed. The demolition charge had been planted. That much had been a success. But Jack had lost a man and the Chits might have gotten a message away. All Jack could do now was return to the Scorpio as quickly as possible.
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      “It will happen again, Jack,” Commander Griff said. “If you are going to command field operations, then Marines will be lost under your command. You can’t stop it. You can’t prevent it. You can reduce the risks by planning and commanding well.”

      Jack sat in the chair next to Griff in the officers’ lounge.

      “And you do command well,” Griff went on. “The captain is impressed with you. We all are. You are a natural, a real asset, Jack. Any Marines under our command will be lucky to have you, but they won’t be able to count on you if you beat yourself up so much about losing those under your command.”

      “But you said I should care, Harry,” Jack said, shifting in the seat. He glanced over at the drinks cabinet.

      “Yes, care, but don’t let it control you. You owe it to those under your command to keep a level head. You have accepted the privileges of rank, you also have to accept the responsibility.”

      “Privileges?” Jack said. “A tiny bunk room, a small desk, and more paperwork than I ever had in university?”

      “Yes. All that good stuff,” Griff said. He leaned over to Jack. “All you can do for your team is to reduce the risk by planning, giving clear instructions, and not second-guessing yourself. But you can only reduce the risk, Jack. The risk is always there, and it’s always high. We are at war.”

      Jack knew Griff was making sense. Jack had fought under poor leaders. They made bad decisions, or no decisions. They changed their minds mid-fight, lost composure in the face of deadly threat, and got themselves and those around them killed. Jack was determined to be a good commander.

      “What did Visser ask you?” Griff stood up and poured a drink.

      “Usual debrief stuff,” Jack said. “She asked me if any Chitins made contact with me. I told her one nearly broke my ankle.”

      Griff laughed and knocked back a small drink. “What did she say to that?”

      “Let’s say she wasn’t amused.” Jack stood up. “Thanks for the talk, Harry.”

      “Any time, Jack.”

      Jack left the officers’ lounge, heading for his small, cell-like quarters. He had hated being drafted into the fleet Marines, and he’d never had so much cause to hate it before, but now he was determined to make a positive impact. He knew how to fight and lead. He knew how to kill Chits. He only wished he knew how to keep his people alive.

      The best way to do that was training. Jack went around the company’s squad rooms, searching out his squad leaders. He had only known them a short time, but he had fought with them. He trusted them. He needed to give them some instructions now.

      The squad leaders met Jack on the Marine deck.

      “How are your VR training sessions going?” It was the only question he had for his squad leaders, so they’d better have the right answers.

      Torent spoke up. “We’ve been too busy fitting the barricades to fit in any extra training, sir.”

      “Third squad is tired, sir,” Allen said. “We have been on full duties for a three-watch rotation now. We need a full rotation of downtime, sir.”

      Jack nodded.

      “And first squad is filled with veterans, sir,” Navidi said. “My guys don’t need to take on extra training. We were lucky we didn’t get rammed with replacements like most of A company.”

      “You were lucky you didn’t get posted to A company after you took a pulse round on your helmet, Joe. I hear they all got some brain injury in Adder,” Torent laughed.

      “Silence on deck,” Jack barked. The laughter stopped instantly. “Listen up, Marines.” Jack paced along the line of his squad leaders. “I have instructed you to go through extra VR training. Do it. You have been instructed to assist with the construction of the internal defenses. Do it. You have not been brought out here to take a three-watch holiday in the VR pool halls. You are Marines. You can take a three-watch rotation of duty. You are Marines. You can do your job and train for the next one. You are Marines and you will have hard work every day. You are Marines, krav it, and if you want your people to be Marines too, you will put them through the VR training for ship-wide infiltration by Chitin scum. As of this moment, you are on training. Get your squads into those simulations. Dismissed.”

      Jack watched as the squad leader group snapped to attention before saluting. The squad leaders filed out. Torent lingered. He held up his hand.

      “Not now, Sam,” Jack said. “Take sixth squad through the simulation. Make sure they are ready.”

      Torent looked at Jack and raised his hand again. Jack felt the anger rise in him. He’d given his orders and he expected them to be followed without discussion. Then he remembered how annoying he found it when leaders didn’t listen to their people. He relented.

      “What is it?”

      Torent put his hand down. He checked that the other squad leaders were off the deck before he stepped forward. “It wasn’t your fault, Jack.”

      Jack felt the emotion lodge in his throat. He nodded. He was going to tell Torent to carry on but couldn’t get the words past the emotion stuck in his throat.

      Torent smiled and left. “I’ll make sure Cobra Company is fit to fight, sir,” he said as he left. “I hear their commander is a real ball-breaker.”

      Jack knew he should come down hard on a squad leader who was so insolent, but Torent hadn’t let anyone hear his mockery. Jack felt a smile at the corner of his mouth. He knew he could rely on Torent to cheer him up.

      Then a runner came onto the Marine deck.

      “Commander Forge, sir,” the runner said. “The captain needs you on the command deck, now.”

      Jack ran. His cheerful mood didn’t last long. The serious business of the war was never very far away.
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      Pretorius was standing at the holostage with Commanders Chou, Griff, and Matavesi. The image on the holostage showed a number of vessels moving slowly around a central point. The image was indistinct, but Jack could make out enough detail to identify the Chitin Hydras.

      “I came as quickly as I could,” Jack said, still breathing heavily from his run.

      Pretorius began immediately. “What we can see here is a number of Chitin craft, Hydra class, in formation around our next target, the Chitin surveillance facility. We don’t know if they are waiting for us or if it is simply a routine gathering. Either way, we are in trouble. We do not have any data on any other locations for the Chitin surveillance facilities. We must plant the demolition device on this one.”

      Jack studied the image. He was no Fleet officer, but he had spent enough time on the Scorpio to see that it would be impossible for the captain to approach the facility as closely as he had done before. From the holoimage on the display, Jack could see that the Scorpio was holding position.

      “I don’t think the Chitins have detected us. If they had, they would surely have attacked by now. The Chits are nothing if not aggressive. So, options. We can creep forward and hope to slip by them. We’ve done it before, but that was a much more dispersed group of ships. These appear to be quite tightly packed. Or we send in a small craft that can slip between the Hydras.”

      Pretorius looked around the table for opinions. Griff spoke first.

      “We can’t risk the Scorpio, Captain. Send in a tactical drop ship. The tac boats are small and have good thruster power. The boat can slip past. The Marines can evac and infiltrate. Once the payload is delivered, the Marines can kick up the engines and power back to the Scorpio. We’ll all be detected when the demolition is activated anyway. No sense creeping about then.”

      Pretorius nodded and looked at Matavesi.

      “I’ll lead the team,” Matavesi said. “Jack has taken the last two. He’s earned his right to stay behind on this one.” Matavesi looked at Jack. “I’ll take three of my best Marines, and I’ll have to take the Chitin expert to get me inside.”

      “Whether these Chits are here by chance or not makes no difference.” Jack spoke with confidence. “The number of them, so close to that facility, will make it impossible for any ship to slip by, even a tac boat. But one Marine might make it.”

      Jack felt all eyes fall on him.

      “Jack’s right,” Griff said. “I’ll go.”

      “No, Harry,” Matavesi said. “You can’t go. You’ve got more experience of running a Marine battalion than the rest of us put together. The battalion needs you here. Not even the captain could take over for you. No offense, Captain.”

      Pretorius nodded. “It’s true,” he said. “I’m a fleet officer, not a Marine. Harry, you’d better stay.”

      “It will have to be me,” Jack said.

      “No,” Matavesi said. “You’ve done enough already. I’ll take the duty, Jack. Besides, you’ve been preparing the ship’s defense. The Scorpio will need you here.”

      With the unwelcome but familiar feeling of fear welling up inside him, Jack shook his head. “I’m the only one who has been on board one of those facilities. No one can find their way around better than me. Sorry, Trace,” Jack said, looking at Matavesi.

      Jack saw the slight nods from Matavesi and Griff. He looked at the captain, but Pretorius was occupied by a number of holofiles that appeared before him.

      “What’s your plan, Commander?” the captain asked, flicking the holofiles away one by one.

      “I’ll go. Just me. I’ll set the device on the outside of the communication room.”

      “And what if you fail?” Griff asked.

      Jack noticed the stern expression on Pretorius’s face as Griff asked the question. It needed an answer.

      “I’ll set up a dead man’s trigger on my power cell. If I get killed, it’ll detonate. You’ll see then that I’ve failed. It’ll be up to you what happens next.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Floating in space was often such a lonely place to be, isolated from everyone and everything, and on this occasion, without even a communicator link, but Jack knew he was not alone. The journey to the Chitin facility would take over an hour. Even though he was traveling at Mach eight, nothing appeared to move. When Jack looked behind, he had seen the Scorpio recede quickly, and now it was completely out to sight. Up ahead, there were maybe a dozen Hydras and the Chitin facility, but they were still too far away to be visible. Jack appeared to be floating, static. He felt as if he was pinned to a vast backdrop. He thought of his watch pinned to the wall in his small room. A single body surrounded by a flat, dark, empty background.

      Eventually, the sight of the first Chitin Hydras made Jack wish he was still alone. Feeling alone in empty space was less intimidating than being here with these Chitin craft so nearby. Jack had his pulse rifle slung over his shoulder, but if he was in a fight with a Hydra craft, he might as well be throwing stones as firing with his pulse rifle. The pulse rounds might make a mess of a Chitin soldier’s armor, but it would make little impact on a Hydra’s hull.

      The facility came into view. He was on a perfect course to the top end of the facility. All he had to do then was orientate himself using the elliptical entrance, find the side where the communication room was, and plant the demolition on the outside. Reyes had given him instructions. It should be an easy job.

      The facility he was heading for looked identical to the previous two. He slowed his approach with a blast from his thruster jets. His jet propellant reserves were sufficient to slow him down and get him back to the Scorpio, but there was no room for error.

      Jack found himself floating above the elliptical entrance at the top of the facility. He identified the correct side using the elliptical groove and the long single arm that protruded from the facility, then he made his way along the side of the Chitin facility.

      Jack knew the target room was around one hundred and fifty meters along the cylinder. Mr. Chou had told Jack that as long as it was placed within fifty meters, the device would have the required effect and set up the electromagnetic feedback pulse that would neutralize the entire network.

      He wanted to be as accurate as possible, and quickly found his spot. He took the bag holding the demolition device off his back and positioned it on the external shell of the facility.

      Jack spent no time admiring his handiwork. The job was done and if the device was detonated now, the network would be disabled. Jack had completed his task and the Scorpio had almost completed its mission. Jack checked for the correct heading on his sleeve-mounted direction finder and the moment he was orientated toward the Scorpio, he fired his thrusters.

      The Chitin facility fell away suddenly, and Jack felt inertia squeeze his body. He adjusted the suit’s internal inertia dampening system and took some of the discomfort out of the sudden movement. Somewhere in the black distance was the Scorpio. He was hurtling through space at close to Mach eight, firing blind at a target he hoped would be there when he arrived.

      A Hydra craft circling the Chitin facility turned nearby, the dark shape glinting briefly in the black void. It sent a shiver down Jack’s spine and he began looking about intently, trying to pick out any of the Hydra craft he knew to be in the area. They were hidden from sight somewhere in the black of space. Their presence made all the more troubling by their near invisibility.

      The Scorpio appeared in front of Jack. At first, it was mere point, and then within a few minutes, Jack could make out the shape. In only a few minutes more, he could tell the captain to detonate the device and their mission truly would be completed. Then home.

      Jack reflected on this for a moment. Where exactly was home these days? It was getting to a point where he’d spent more time on the Scorpio than he ever had in his university dorm. He had spent many years in his home town, out in the countryside, but that hardly felt like home anymore. The Scorpio grew larger and larger, and Jack realized that as much as it was cold and lonely and dirty and broken, this was his home. It made him feel happy and sad, that this was currently the only home he had.

      Then the cannon fired.

      The silent explosion of fire and fury shocked Jack. A flash of light lit up the side of the Scorpio as the high-density round was fired. Jack could see the glowing muzzle of the cannon shrink back into its housing. Then it appeared to extend outwards with another flash and recoil.

      The glowing muzzle appeared to be pointing right at him. He was literally staring down the barrel of a gun big enough to fire him clear across the system.

      The shell that flew past Jack missed by a hundred meters or more. The second, glowing as it came, was not any closer. Jack guessed the Scorpio was not firing at him. Then his helmet communicator crackled to life. The sudden explosion of sound startled Jack as much as anything had all day.

      “Mister Forge, we are discovered. Use any reserves you have available. Hydras incoming.”

      With the captain’s voice still echoing in his helmet, Jack spent the last few grams of propellant, saving only enough to slow to a sub-terminal speed. Jack hoped the Marine hangar door was open, and it had better be open wide, because in all the excitement, Jack wasn’t sure how accurate his aim had been.

      Then the Chitin facility detonated. The flash, brilliant white, lit up space like a small white star. Jack turned instinctively to the light and saw the silhouettes of several dozen Hydra craft racing toward him.

      The hangar door was open ahead of him and the lights of the deck welcomed him home. Jack could make out several individuals standing on the deck. As he came closer, he could see the figures of Marines in their meat suits. Then Jack saw a large cargo net slung across the deck, suspended from the deck to the ceiling. It looked as if the Marines were expecting him to be coming in fast.

      He was coming in fast. Too fast. He expended his propellant to slow him still further, but he hit the net hard. It was made of thick and heavy composite threads. They wrapped around him as he flew into it and carried it with him clear across the hangar deck to where he collided with the far wall.

      Jack fell to the deck, Marines in their meat suits rushing to him. He noticed the hangar doors were closing rapidly and he saw the broadside from the Scorpio light up space as it fired on the incoming Hydras.

      As the hangar door closed, Jack saw a Hydra vaporize as a round from the Scorpio’s broadside hit. Then the door closed. Jack felt the rumble of the port-side battery as it poured fire on the incoming Hydras.

      “What the hell happened?” Jack said, untangling himself from the net.

      “Beats me, sir.” It was Torent. “Commander Griff told us to come and let you in, and stop you from splattering yourself all over the hangar deck.”

      Jack raced to the exit and headed toward the command deck. He ran up a set of stairs, powering the servos in his suit to allow him to climb them in one bound. He came crashing into the command deck, barely aware of the aches and pains all over his body.

      “Helmet,” Griff said sharply, looking at Jack. “Off. Now.”

      Jack was barely aware he was still in his suit. He pulled the helmet off and tucked it under his arm.

      “What happened?”

      “It was Finch,” Matavesi said. “He fired the cannon. I think he wanted to alert the Chits to our presence.”

      “What?” Jack yelled. “I knew we should have executed that kravin scroat.”

      “Control yourself, Mister Forge.” Pretorius moved around Jack, tapping controls and studying the situation. “Remember where you are.”

      “How did he escape?” Jack realized it was irrelevant at this time. “Where is he?”

      “He was last seen leaving the servicing area for the cannon he fired,” Pretorius said. “We saw him heading to the engine room.”

      Jack stepped away from the holostage. “I’m going to find him and stop him.”

      Griff was looking at a portion of the holostage showing a grid map of the Scorpio. He was deploying the battalion. “Go,” he said without looking up.

      Jack ran. It was a long way to the engine room. He pulled his helmet back on.

      The ship’s broadcast system crackled to life. Jack heard the captain’s voice from the speakers embedded in the composite walls and over his helmet communicator. “All hands. Stand by to repel boarders. Chitin Hydras have attached themselves to the hull. They are cutting through.”

      Jack’s communicator crackled and he heard Matavesi’s voice. “Jack,” she said, “the engines are down. It must be Finch. Hurry.”

      Jack opened a channel to Reyes. If anyone could get the engines going, it was her. Whatever damage Finch had done, Reyes could fix it.

      “Sarah, meet me in the engine room. I think we’ll need you to get this ship moving again.” Jack swerved around a group of Marines from Boa Company setting up their defense of the port-side upper main corridor.

      “Jack Forge,” the voice hissed in Jack’s ear. The communicator identity was Sarah Reyes but that wasn’t her voice. Jack recognized it, but he didn’t believe it. “I’ve got Reyes here. Hurry on down here, Jack, and we’ll have a little reunion.”

      Jack heard Sarah’s frightened screams and Finch’s laughter. Jack ran faster, the suit assisting his run. He felt the hot sweat of anger and exertion flash all over his skin. The system’s cooling system brought his suit’s temperature back down, but the heat of anger remained.
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      Jack heard the first bursts of pulse rifle fire from a side corridor. The Chitins had broken through. The Marines at the barricade in front of Jack turned as he came running toward them.

      “Lower that weapon, Marine,” Jack said as he ran toward the group of Marines from A Company. Jack could see that their name tags had no combat star. These Marines were raw replacements, not a veteran among them.

      Jack noticed all their medical readings showed signs of anxiety. Jack slowed. He patted a Marine on the shoulder.

      “You ready?” he asked

      The group nodded. A burst of fire came from behind Jack. The Chits were closing in. The heart rates of the replacements jumped up another notch.

      Jack took one of the Marine’s pulse rifle and checked the weapon. “Pulse coil charged. Magazine locked. Fully loaded. Primed. EB charged and ready to light up.” Jack handed the rifle back. “Good work, Marine. You are ready.”

      Jack stepped past them and through the barricade. “Stay alert.”

      The group saluted Jack as he left. Jack hoped they’d survive and get their red combat star.

      Jack came to the main junction on the corridor, stairs up and down, corridors running off left and right. A group of veterans from Cobra were holding position.

      A sustained burst of pulse rifle fire came from the direction of the novice group Jack had just passed. The Chits were moving along the main corridors, and they were meeting resistance.

      “What are you doing here?” Jack asked the veteran team as he ran toward the stairway down.

      “We are a mobile response team, ready to move, sir.”

      Jack pointed back the way he’d come. “Support that fire team at the barricade.”

      The group ran toward the rifle fire. Jack heard a familiar sound of Chitin plasma spears fizzing through the air.

      The lower port-side main corridor was quieter, only the echoing of the gun fire from above. Jack ran toward the engine room access corridor. He ran around the corner.

      The rifle fire ripped the air around Jack. He dived to the floor and brought his rifle up to his shoulder.

      “Cease fire,” Jack heard the shout from behind the barricade up ahead. “Cease fire. It’s Commander Forge.”

      Jack stood up and strode forward toward a group of agitated Marines. A mixed squad of replacements and veterans from Adder Company. The replacements were nervous. The squad leader held his hand up in apology.

      “Sorry, sir. We heard rifle fire. The replacements…” the squad leader trailed off.

      “Stay alert, Squad Leader,” Jack said as he walked up to the barricade. “Has any one come this way, either into or out of the engine room?”

      The squad leader shook his head. “No, sir.”

      Climbing through the beams, Jack saw the Marines who had fired at him. Jack fixed them with a stare. “You missed,” he said. “Don’t miss again.”

      Jack broke into a run and headed toward the engine room.

      Jack ran the last section to the engine room. The vast space was filled with control panels, conduits, and subsystem workspaces. The central area was dominated by the massive fusion drive assembly.

      Jack scanned the room for the heat signatures of Reyes and Finch. There were a hundred hiding places in the room and Finch could be anywhere. Even though the reactor had only been active for a few moments before Finch had sabotaged it, the residual heat from the drive and the various subsystems were perfect thermal camouflage. The heat from the dead engines would fade, and eventually Jack would be able to detect his prey, but Jack wasn’t sure they would have enough time. They were dead in the void and there would be more Chitins moving in on the Scorpio. They couldn’t hold out forever.

      “You know you are trapped in here, Finch?” Jack shouted out. The room was large but silent. His voice would carry.

      A whispering voice came over Jack’s helmet radio. It was Reyes communicator identity again, but it was still Finch’s voice. “I’ve got time,” he said. “I can stay hidden long enough.”

      Jack brought his rifle up and began to creep forward. His helmet’s enhanced data overlay searched for any hint of Finch.

      “You waiting for your Chitin friends to come and rescue you?” Jack stepped forward. “How do you know they won’t just destroy the Scorpio?”

      “No, Jack,” Finch said. “You are too valuable. A whole ship full of potential Chitin agents. I don’t think they’ll destroy the ship. You are quite safe, for now.”

      Jack moved cautiously. He moved slowly. He didn’t have time for this.

      “I might kill you, Jack,” Finch said. “We don’t need you. We’ll have enough Marine grunts to keep us busy. The conversion process can be quite distressing. It would be good to see how you cope with it, but I much prefer to simply kill you.”

      A pistol shot rang out around the room and a round ricocheted off a conduit near Jack’s head. Finch was serious about wanting Jack dead, but he was foolish in giving his position away. Jack’s meat suit identified the location the shot had come from. Jack looked and used every scanning frequency and bio-detection filter to search the area. A shape, a hazy spread of bio data, was detected on an upper gantry.

      Jack identified a route that would take him to the gantry without exposing him to another shot. He moved quickly to the bottom of a long ladder up to the gantry where Finch was holding out. The noise of pulse rifle fire leapt up suddenly. Jack knew that the defenders at the barricade had made contact with the Chitins. The rifle fire was prolonged and sustained.

      Jack grabbed hold of the ladder and began to climb. It was several stories up and Jack was vulnerable. If Finch realized where he was, he could take a few free shots before Jack could return fire, but there were several routes up to the gantry. Jack took the risk, climbing quickly and silently.

      At the top of the gantry, Jack could see the entire drive assembly and fusion reactor. It ran the whole length of the engine room. The gantry was part of a mass of elevated walkways and had several work stations positioned along it. Any one of them could offer cover. Jack advanced cautiously.

      “Sounds like your time is nearly up,” Finch said as the rifle fire continued. “I don’t think those Marines can hold them off for long. I managed to get around them too easily. I’m sure the Chitins will too.”

      A pistol shot slammed into his right shoulder. The force knocked him sideways and a second round slammed into his helmet. Jack’s head was knocked back by the shot. He went down onto his knees. The shots had come from a dark recess in a subsystem block. Now Jack had Finch cornered.

      Jack ran, moving from the cover of a console to the cover of a subsystem control unit. He moved in. Jack could see there was no way for Finch to escape.

      “Come out, Finch,” Jack said. “I’ll make it quick.”

      The figure stepped out from the shadows and Jack raised his rifle, his finger on the trigger, but then he stopped. It was Reyes. Her mouth was covered by a layer of heavy tape, her hands bound before her and fastened to a cord that ran back into the shadows. There were tears rolling down her cheeks but fierce defiance in her eyes.

      “Don’t feel like firing anymore, Jack?” Finch said, his voice coming from the recess. “Maybe you should, Jack. Reyes is probably the most interesting person on board, from our point of view. She can use Chitin tech. That is fascinating. We could convert her easily, and she could help us understand how your tech works. She managed to stop this entire engine by removing one part. She’s a genius, and a traitor for disabling the engines. Shoot her, Jack.” Finch shoved Reyes further out from the recess.

      “You okay, Sarah?” Jack asked, taking a cautious step forward.

      Reyes nodded.

      Then Jack saw the pistol in the shadow, pointing at Reyes’s head. “Or maybe she’s not as valuable as we think. But—” Finch jabbed the pistol against her head, his voice growing vicious. “—maybe I should pay her back for killing me?”

      “It was an accident,” Jack said, stepping forward. The pistol was in view. Jack could take the shot and disarm Finch.

      The rifle fire from the corridor outside died down.

      “Time’s up, Jack,” Finch said. “Sounds like your defensive line has crumbled. They’ll be here to take you soon, but I can’t bear the thought of hearing you in my head when they turn you, so…” Finch pushed Reyes over the handrail and stepped out of the recess, pistol aimed.

      It happened in a moment. Jack watched Reyes fall in silence, then he raised his rifle to shoot Finch dead, but before Jack could pull the trigger, Finch fell, quivering and shaking.

      “Lower your weapon, Marine,” Visser shouted from the darkness. Her black Fleet Intelligence uniform returned her to the visible spectrum, and Jack saw the tazer in her hand. “You heard me, Marine. Lower your weapon.”

      Jack looked over the edge of the gantry to where Reyes had fallen. She had landed on the top of the main drive assembly. It was a long but survivable fall. She looked in some discomfort.

      “Jack,” Visser said. “Get Reyes, and get this ship moving.”

      Jack walked forward toward Visser and the quivering Finch. He aimed his rifle. “That has got to die.”

      Visser stepped over Finch and stood between them. “We need him, Jack. We know that the Chits have infiltrated the fleet, but we’ve never captured an agent before. If you kill him, we’ll be back to square one.” Visser stepped forward and shouted, “Do you hear me, Marine? This was my mission. I’ve almost completed my mission, Jack. You’ve almost completed yours. Just get Reyes and get this ship moving or we’ll all be lost.

      Jack looked down to Reyes on the top of the reactor. And down on the base deck, silhouetted by the light streaming in from the corridor outside, Jack saw a Chitin soldier enter the engine room.

      Jack moved. He jumped over the handrail and down to Reyes. His pulse rifle fired a hail of shots as he fell, every one slamming into the top of the Chit’s smooth head. The creature crumpled under the sudden and unexpected attack. Jack kneeled next to Reyes. He slung his pulse rifle, unclipped his sidearm, and activated the electron blade. He cut the bonds around her wrists and handed her the pistol.

      Another Chit was entering and Jack let him have a sustained burst, the rounds ripping through the shell-like carapace on the vile creature’s head. It fell away, tentacles flailing.

      “Can you restart the ship?” Jack asked.

      Reyes nodded. Her face was covered in tears, her mouth strapped tightly. She was trying to pick away the tape covering her mouth and wrapped around her head. She gave up in frustration and pointed toward the rear end of the ship and the end of the drive assembly.

      Jack hauled her to her feet and fired at the doorway as another Chit came in. It didn’t last long and was soon lying on the deck next to the other dead Chits.

      The captain’s voice came over the ship-wide address. “Incoming Chitin Leviathan. All hands, keep fighting, and good luck.”

      “Get that engine started, Jack,” Visser shouted from the gantry above.

      Jack took Reyes in his arms and jumped down to the base deck. He landed hard but saved Reyes from the impact. She ran to the area she needed to get to, while Jack walked slowly backward, keeping his eyes and the muzzle of his rifle trained on the entrance to the engine room. Another Chit stuck its shiny head in and was struck by a burst of rounds from Jack’s rifle.

      Jack turned and watched Reyes kneel in front of a small panel. She struggled to open it and then cut it with the electron blade on the pulse pistol.

      Jack caught sight of another Chit entering. He fired. The Chit moved forward and into cover. Another Chit came in after. Again, Jack fired a number of rounds into the target, but that one also took the punishment and moved out of sight. Then another came, and another. Jack let loose and poured as much fire into the doorway as he could, and yet another came through.

      “How’s that engine coming along, Sarah?” he asked. He turned and saw Reyes sitting on the floor looking up at him. She nodded.

      “Engines to full.” The captain’s voice came over the ship-wide address. “Stand by for full engine burn.”

      Then Commander Griff came on, “Intruders on all decks. Scorpio Battalion, defend all vital systems.”

      Jack opened a communicator channel to the command deck. “This is Forge,” he said. “Send support to the engine room.” Jack fired as a Chit showed its snarling circle of white teeth. “I can’t hold them off alone.”

      Reyes nudged Jack and indicated he follow her. Jack fell back, firing as he went. He could see more Chits entering the engine room. He followed Reyes and they backed into a deep but narrow recess, the composite walls rough on either side.

      It was a defendable position, but they were trapped. Jack fired as a Chit came around the corner. Reyes loosed off a number of rounds from her pulse pistol.

      Jack looked at Reyes. All he’d wanted was to spend time with her. “I’ve always wanted to be with you, Sarah,” Jack said. A Chitin appeared and fell to their fire. “Ever since I met you, I’ve wanted to be with you.”

      Another Chit stepped around the corner and fell to their fire.

      Jack looked at Reyes, her mouth taped up, dirt and tears on her cheeks. Jack thought he could kiss her, if only her mouth wasn’t covered.

      A Chit appeared around the corner of the narrow recess. Jack fired and the Chit fell back, then another burst of fire leapt up from alongside the Chit and sent it sprawling sideways.

      “Friendlies,” a voice said. A hand waved around the corner. “That you in there, sir?” Torent’s head popped around the corner. “Engine room secure,” he shouted. “Sixth Squad, go and support the Marines around the command deck.”

      Jack leaned heavily against the wall. “Sam, good to see you. Let’s go secure the command deck.”

      “It’s alright, Jack,” Torent said. “They’ve got them beat. I can leave you two alone there if you like?”

      Jack looked at Reyes. Reyes mumbled something from behind the mass of tape.

      “There’s still work to do, Sam.” Jack walked out of the recess. “Let’s sweep the area.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Reyes managed to pull some of the tape away so she could speak. “Get me to maintenance, Jack. There’ll be a load of patch-up work to do. The sooner I get started the better.”

      Jack nodded. He sent Torent ahead and then walked behind with Reyes. Jack looked up to the gantry above. Visser was still standing there. Jack shouted up, “Do you need any assistance with your prisoner, Agent Visser?”

      Visser shook her head. Even from this distance, Jack could see her stern expression. Then she raised her hand and saluted Jack. “I’ve got this covered, Commander. Go and secure the ship.”

      Jack returned the salute. Walking out of the engine room, stepping over the fallen Chitin soldiers, Jack wondered how close they had come to disaster. Too close. The Chitins had nearly silenced them all.
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      Jack hadn’t seen Eros for over a year. He stood on the Marine hangar deck and looked down at the bright blue planet below. He reached out and took Reyes’s hand.

      “Beautiful,” he said. “After all the darkness, after all the pain, what I wouldn’t give for a day of planet leave.”

      Reyes moved a little closer. Jack felt the warmth of her body.

      The sound of footsteps caught Jack’s attention. He turned and watched the group marching onto the hangar deck.

      Agent Visser was walking next to Finch, who was shackled to two Marines wearing meat suits.

      “We have to stay up here but he gets to go down to the surface,” Reyes said.

      “I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes,” Jack said, turning back to the view below. He heard Finch shouting as he was marched toward a waiting tac boat.

      “We will meet again, Forge.”

      Jack ignored the comment. Reyes turned to look. She whispered to Jack, “You should have killed him when you had the chance.”

      “Someone told me once, don’t pick a fight with Fleet Intelligence.” Jack turned in time to see Finch get marched up the ramp of the tac boat. “But maybe it is better that we learn as much from him as we can. The information we gain could take years off the war.”

      “As long as they don’t find out about us.” Reyes pressed herself closer to Jack.

      “Us?” Jack said. “There’s an ‘us’?”

      “You know what I mean,” Reyes said.

      “We’ll be okay,” Jack replied, and he really wished he believed it.

      Jack knew the war would be long and he might not survive much longer, but he was determined to survive anything that Finch could throw at him. It was a belief forged in the darkness of space.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      Thank you so much for reading Forged in Darkness, the fourth book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series. Jack is rising through the ranks, but is still leading the charge first hand, too. Things are going to continue to get dicey for him, though, especially with Finch in the custody of Fleet Intelligence. I hope to have the next story ready for you in April.

      If you enjoyed the story, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. That really helps me reach more readers because Amazon features books with lots of good reviews.

      

      At the end of the book, I have a preview of Discovery which is the first book in the Niakrim War series which is published under my primary pen name (and real name) David J. VanBergen Jr. It’s right after the information about our newsletter. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Discovery here: amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4

      

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified when the next book is released plus learn about all kinds of new books and special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story that is only available to newsletter subscribers when you sign up.
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      Space is so boring!

      

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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* * *

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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* * *
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