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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    As humanity reached for the heavens, old boundaries were pushed further and lesser ones forged in their places. The stars became as vast as the oceans once were on man’s distant home world. For many, sailing these solar seas proved to be a beckoning call of the future: a promise of freedom, exploration, and high-adventure. However, the attraction and allure of this new frontier was not lost on a select group we are all too familiar with today. Spawned by the less-virtuous temptations of this oceanic starscape, a new breed of individuals spread throughout the galaxy—the space pirates. 
 
      
 
    Miranda Ceres, Galactic Piracy: Terror in the Stars 
 
      
 
    Taurus-Sigma Asteroid Belt 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C.  
 
    Time Log: 17:34 
 
      
 
    Arios Charon was nobody’s fool. Though not one to label himself a brave man, he was no coward either. He just knew his limitations. On some days, though, cowardice seemed like the more rewarding virtue, at least in his line of work. Thirty-six years piloting cargo shuttles and he had never transported a shipment as valuable as the one that currently sat in the freight hold. Arios prided himself with the fact that for almost four decades he had been hauling cargo of all shapes, sizes, and variety without any major hitch. Sure, there were some close calls and questionable transports here and there, but today he could feel something different in his weary bones. A fleeting pang of regret about refusing early retirement struck him. Nonsense, he told himself, piloting shuttles is my life—I’m not ready to give that up just yet.  
 
    Arios noticed, to his own surprise, that he was drumming his fingers against the control console with frantic intensity. His nerves were shot; it was a habit he only practiced when he was edgy or overanxious. Forcing himself to stop, he turned to his co-pilot. Haumea was many years younger than Arios and his exuberant personality was a testament to it. Whereas Arios had a decidedly bitter outlook on the galaxy, Haumea was more forgiving. One may have argued that such was the difference between thirty-six years of piloting cargo shuttles and five. Even still, the two men had developed a bond built on trust and camaraderie over their time together, even if it was sometimes tested—lately being a prime example. 
 
    Haumea could feel Arios’ eyes on him. He hated when the older pilot did it. It felt like Arios was scrutinizing him, waiting for the fateful moment when he would screw up. It didn’t help that Arios had been on edge the last few days and showed no hesitation at throwing out a wide variety of disparaging quips. Despite the respect both men shared for each other, being trapped for weeks on end transporting cargo to-and-fro in a tiny cockpit could test anyone’s limits.  
 
    Stating that the cockpit was cramped would be a major understatement. Two worn seats were positioned next to each other, only inches away. So close that both men could smell each others foul breath just by parting lips. It didn’t help that the two were rather portly, but most cargo pilots were. It was not the type of job that emphasized any form of exercise or physical output. Thankfully, neither men were wearing their space suits, or else there would be no room whatsoever for even the slightest movement. While space suits were required by galactic law in the event of an air-leak or collision, it was one of the few laws not often enforced.  
 
     The bulky control panel was about a foot in front of them, nestled below a wide windshield linking to two smaller side-windows at the left and right of the cockpit. The window gave clear view to the dark recesses of space and the sprawling asteroid field nearby. Taking his sights off Haumea, Arios locked his attention towards the black vista ahead, speckled with twinkling starlight and chunks of space rock. Nothing else was in sight. With a fleeting sigh of relief, Arios shifted back, in the most comfortable position that the stuffed cockpit allowed for. 
 
    Most new pilots would be wary of their close proximity to the asteroid debris, but not Arios. This was the course that was set for him to deliver the cargo, a course specifically laid out by Galaxy Enforcement. Arios knew that with the shipment they were carrying, a few drifting space rocks would be the least of their problems. 
 
    “Both Enforcement shuttles are still bringing up the rear,” Arios snorted, observing the circular radar screen before him. Two faint blips flickered to life under a revolving line that waved over the green panel. He didn’t say it so much for Haumea’s benefit, but a reassurance more for his own comfort.  
 
    “I should hope so,” Haumea countered, switching on the autopilot. “But we’re still not out of the thick yet. I’ll feel better once we get to the Ivago system.” 
 
    Somehow, hearing the shakiness in Haumea’s voice brought some relief to Arios. Two cowards are better than one.  
 
      
 
    Unlike many of the latest starships, the cargo shuttle was an older generational model, large with a rectangular exterior and bulky tan frame. The elongated crate-like rear of the ship was where the cargo was stored. And, like many older shuttles, it had been caked with cosmic rust and a natural aged-décor of dents and paint wear. Even so, it was still operational, and the star-drive was intact—and in the freighting business, that’s all that really mattered.  
 
    Dwarfed by the cargo transport’s size, two sleek Galaxy Enforcement shuttles followed close behind. Both were painted in a checkered patchwork of black and white with the words ‘Galaxy Enforcement’ plastered onto the sides, next to a star shaped insignia. Red lights flashed on top of both shuttles.  
 
      
 
    Officer Rayet Wolf had graduated the academy last year with high honors, ascending to the top of his class with relative ease. After impressing every instructor with his knack for picking up details and applying them to an investigation, it seemed that Rayet’s future was as bright as a supernova. At the academy he excelled at piloting a variety of star cruisers with the skills of a seasoned veteran, was a crack marksman with a blaster, and had memorized galactic law like a portable encyclodeck. Unfortunately, Rayet soon learned that being the academy’s star student didn’t guarantee and instant promotion on the force. For a full year he had been put on the standard patrol beat, cruising between star systems and aiding the Illegal Substance Patrol.  
 
    The ISP, Rayet thought, despising the very name, what a joke! The Illegal Substance Patrol was an offshoot or ‘side-project’ employed by Galaxy Enforcement, created to curb the increasing use of uncontrolled narcotics throughout the galaxy. It didn’t take long before each of the twenty-five Star Systems approved this ‘interstellar war on drugs’. Soon the ISP was everywhere and, as Rayet knew all too well, it proved to be a grueling, boring job. How many times had he busted some strung out nu-crystallium fiend or a bottom-of-the-barrel drug runner? He had lost count. If it wasn’t low-grade methalxphoria, it was synthetic stardust, or, worst of all, solar spogs. Rayet didn’t join Galaxy Enforcement for some menial grunt position dealing with gutter scum, he wanted the glamour and prestige—and this might be his chance to get it… 
 
    He had finally nailed the break he was looking for, thanks in part to Canis Elnath, Chief of Galaxy Enforcement. Elnath was not only a role model and inspiration to Rayet, but to every cadet in the academy. Like Rayet, Elnath had once been top of his class, and moreover succeeded in tallying an impressive number of high-profile arrests. Galactic gangsters, drug kingpins, and serial killers had all been brought down under Elnath’s methods. The most impressive of these, and the ones that earned Elnath the most media attention, was his exploits at arresting a series of notable space pirates. This earned Elnath the title, ‘pirate hunter’ for his series of successes. So no one was more surprised than Rayet when he was summoned by the Chief himself, a living legend! 
 
    It was almost a week ago when Elnath had called for Rayet to meet him in his office. Just like the rumors, Rayet could tell, even in their brief meeting, Elnath was a figure that bled authority and good, old-fashioned by-the-book law. He seemed like a serious man, but a fair one at that. Rayet was dumbfounded that he had been called to a one-on-one conference and, little did he know, it was only a prelude to the real shocker: Elnath had chosen him for a mission of the highest security clearance.  
 
    Chief Elnath had explained that Rayet was to assist in the transport of a cargo shuttle that was making its way from Haelon to the Ivago star system. Even more unbelievable, was that Rayet was placed in charge of the operation. Due to the utmost need for security and secrecy, Elnath had refused to disclose exactly what the shuttle was to be carrying. Not that it mattered. Rayet knew that this could be his break for a promotion, a promotion direct from the Chief himself. What luck! Sure, some of the more seasoned officers would preach to him about experience over grades and how the academy had been a farce, but Rayet knew that he had natural born talents which were finally about to get the notice they deserved. For Rayet, it was time to make a name for himself. 
 
    Still, despite it all, Rayet had no idea why he had been chosen for this particular mission, but guessed that his spotless academic record had something to do with it. And the fact that Rayet had very little association with the other officers may have played a small factor as well. On the job he kept his distance—and when it came to personal matters, Rayet was a mystery, even to his patrol partner. Elnath must have known that a man like that could keep a secret. Rayet had it all figured out, believing that to move up the professional ladder one never knew whose feet would have to be stepped on. There could be remorse at crushing a rival when he’s up for a promotion if that someone is a friend. No friends mean no remorse. It was Rayet’s personal code.   
 
    Rayet turned to Magellan Rift, his patrol partner, who sat idle in the spacious Galaxy Enforcement shuttle cockpit. Rayet was thankful that the G.E. cruisers had more cockpit room than the standard cargo shuttle, especially because of the cumbersome navy blue space suits they were required to wear. Astrosuits were mandatory for all Enforcement officers to wear on patrol, along with a breathing helmet. The suits were the worst in confined spaces, making the wearer hot and sticky. Oftentimes they would feel like a portable sauna. Some higher-grade ones had built in air conditioning, but the typical officer was deprived of that luxury. That was a comfort reserved for the traveling business executive or the corporate CEO.  
 
    Magellan was star-dreaming again, occupied in the realm of some distant fantasy. Few things annoyed Rayet more than his partner. Magellan was the exact opposite of Rayet, an academic failure that had come close to flunking out of the academy. Needless to say, he didn’t make for a good officer either. There were times where it felt like Magellan was just along for the ride, considering his lack of contribution or analytical worth. Being saddled with a greenhorn did have its moments, though. After all, it made Rayet shine that much brighter when compared to Magellan’s utter incompetence. 
 
    As Chief Elnath had said before Rayet departed from his office, this mission could amount to be the most important moment of his career. Rayet was not about to let the Chief down. He glanced to the side window, making sure that the other Galaxy Enforcement cruiser was keeping time next to them. The cargo shuttle in front of them had gained some distance, but not enough for concern. Still, Rayet decided to hit the thrusters, bringing them closer to the escorted shuttle.   
 
    A sharp beep rang through the cockpit, jolting even Magellan into action.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Magellan spit out, lurching forward. “Are we under attack?” He glared at Rayet for an answer, but received none.  
 
    A surge of adrenaline pumped through Rayet’s veins. His eyes shot toward the radar screen. Something was being picked up. It wasn’t far, but too close for comfort. The signal was faint and operating on an irregular frequency but, damn it all, it was there! Rayet’s mind raced, contemplating a thousand possibilities. What could be out there? Dozens of boring patrols in the last year and nothing, now the most vital one to my career and…no, got to stay focused, can’t screw this up! Probably just a ghost signal from an old shuttle or a scrap of electronic space debris or…could it be—no! The last possibility was best not thought about. Rayet had never encountered the dreaded ‘galactic scourge’ and, while at one time had hoped he would get to apprehend one or two of them, had no wishes for such a chance encounter today. The future of his career was on the line! Rayet knew he had to remain calm. There was no benefit in jumping to conclusions. The signal may very well have been a failed SOS attempt.  
 
    Rayet snatched the radio transceiver from the control deck. “This is Enforcement Shuttle One. Enforcement Shuttle Two, do you copy?” 
 
    Static crackled over the speaker for what seemed like an eternity. What in blazes are they doing? Strict radio contact was to be maintained the whole time! Idiots! Rayet lifted the transceiver back up to his mouth when—  
 
    “This is Enforcement Shuttle Two, we read you, over.” 
 
    Rayet took in a deep breath of relief and replied, “We’re picking up irregular disturbances at Quadrant Delta, please investigate.” 
 
    “Understood, over and out.” 
 
    Rayet’s attention shifted to the side window. The nearby Enforcement shuttle’s fiery blue thrusters intensified. Within moments the cruiser sped out of view, vanishing into the darkened void of space.  
 
      
 
    Arios could see the final thruster spark of the Galaxy Enforcement shuttle as it disappeared from sight. “I knew there was going to be trouble,” his voice wavered. His suspicions had been confirmed. He had seen the flicker on the radar screen too, along with Haumea. Something was out there.  
 
    “You don’t carry around this kind of cargo and expect there not to be,” Haumea countered, his back tense against the chair.  
 
    Arios figured that no one in their right mind would be foolish enough to attempt a mid-transit hijacking of a cargo shuttle with two Enforcement cruisers in tow. Make that one cruiser now. Still, such a reckless act would border on the insane. Only if he had some clue what was out there, his worries could be put to ease. Arios hated mysteries.  
 
    Come to think about it, this whole job had been tinged with mysterious circumstances. First of all, neither Arios nor Haumea had been informed what the cargo they were transporting was. This in itself was strange and, in most cases, pilots had a legal right to know what they were carrying. The only reason he hadn’t pressed the issue to his superiors was because of the hefty paycheck this particular job carried. Second, if the cargo was so valuable, why not use a newer-model freight shuttle for transport? One with a hyper star-drive would deliver the goods faster. And third, what was the need for an escort? Not that Arios complained about the extra security, but it would be a lie to assume that their mystery cargo hadn’t triggered his curiosity.  
 
    The radar screen picked up another object, inciting a loud beep from the cockpit’s surrounding speakers. Arios could hear a faint gasp escape Haumea. Whatever they were picking up was in the opposite direction of the first object.  
 
      
 
    Rayet and Magellan were focused on their cruiser’s radar screen. What the hell was going on? Rayet could feel beads of sweat developing on his forehead. He unhinged a latch on his astrosuit’s collar. Damn the regulations, I’ll be stifled by the heat in this thing, Rayet cursed to himself.  
 
    Magellan applied his astuteness, or lack thereof, to the control panel. He fumbled with several switches, creating a chaotic rhythm of chirps, whirls and bleeps before stopping. Nothing was accomplished. Rayek knew it was Magellan’s half-hearted attempt to make sure there was no technical malfunction. It was something that happened more often on the previous generation of Enforcement cruisers, where diagnostic checks would have to be made to ensure optimal performance. Without doing so some of the hardware would have the tendency to go haywire. But this was not the case anymore. This was top of the line hardware.  
 
    Rayet arrived at the only logical conclusion. The radar was indeed picking up another object emitting the same faint frequency as the first. This time the bogey was coming from a different direction and it was much closer. Decisions were limited. Investigate the disturbance, leaving the cargo shuttle unguarded, or stay with the freighter and ignore whatever it was they were picking up. The Galaxy Enforcement rulebook and order of procedure had stated that any and every disturbance should be investigated, no matter the situation.  
 
    Magellan, as helpful as ever, just gawked at Rayet, awaiting his next course of action. Rayet’s instincts told him to stay with the cargo shuttle, but what if the new signal had been an SOS? As an officer of Galaxy Enforcement, it was his sworn duty to check it out. What if it was a helpless passenger shuttle with an oxygen leak, or an interstellar cruiser carrying an influential diplomat? Rayet gleamed at that possibility. The recognition he would get! Surely a rescue of that proportion would necessitate a promotion, one that could very well carry him up several positions.  
 
    The decision was made; Rayet struck a switch that patched him into the cargo shuttle’s commlink. He seized the transceiver and brought it up to his mouth. Rayet paused, prepping his voice to include a tenor of authority, something he would often do to make himself sound more ‘experienced’.  
 
    “Enforcement Shuttle One to cargo shuttle, we’re going to investigate an unidentified bogey,” he declared. “If you see anything, please contact us immediately.”   
 
    Before the cargo shuttle could elicit a response, Rayet fastened the transceiver back onto the console. He wrapped his fingers around the steering gears and gave them a jolt forward. He could feel the ship rumble as they veered off from their designated course.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    “I believe there’s an old saying that’s made its way through all seven star systems. If you’d allow me to paraphrase it, ‘there are three definitive powers left in the galaxy. They are, in this order: the politicians, who create democracy and order, the Galaxy Enforcement, who preserve peace and authority and, finally, the space pirates, who spread chaos and anarchy.’ 
 
    Okay, now, all three of these groups are always at ends with each other, right? We hear about it every day. The penny pinching bureaucrats and policing drones, regardless of their ‘communication issues,’ are forced to work together, so their hands are tied. Obviously, the pirates hate law and regulations, so they’re at odds with the system. But I think I’ve got it figured why all of ‘em really, and I mean really, don’t get along. It’s simple jealousy! They all just want more media attention than the other guy!” 
 
      
 
    Basin Bulges, comedian, interviewed on Kal Vega’s  
 
    TV show, “Good Morning, Galaxy!” 
 
      
 
    Taurus-Sigma Asteroid Belt 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C.  
 
    Time Log: 17:48 
 
      
 
    Arios and Haumea watched Enforcement Shuttle One depart. A quick flare of the rear thrusters and it was gone.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Arios stammered. “We’re sitting ducks out here!”  
 
    Haumea lurched forward, preparing a response. Before a syllable could escape his lips, blazing lights and deafening alarms blared across the cargo shuttle’s cockpit. Both men’s hearts leapt. The radar screen had gone berserk.   
 
    “We’re picking up a ship,” Arios declared. His fingers scrambled over a series of buttons. The flashing lights and alarms came to a stop.  
 
    Despite the almost unbearable close-quartered layout of the cockpit, Haumea shifted back and forth with the unrestrained panic of a caged animal. “Where did it come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arios fired back. “Quick, contact Galaxy Enforcement!” 
 
    An instant before Haumea’s hand could touch the transceiver the shuttle jolted. Both men were thrown forward, their guts slamming against the controls. 
 
    “We’ve stopped moving!” Haumea yelled. “Something’s caught us!” 
 
    For Arios it was beyond any sense of hate, moreover, it was an extreme sense of loathing, when his co-pilot stated the obvious, which was quite often. But this was no time to call him out on it. Arios propped himself back into his seat and snatched up the transceiver.  
 
    “Enforcement Shuttle One, where are you?” Arios paused for a reply. None came.  
 
    Inspecting a lower control grid, Haumea’s face turned ashen white. “Don’t bother—whatever’s out there’s jamming the radio frequency!” 
 
    The shuttle shook again, this time harder. These were the tell-tale signs of a hijacking. Arios had never been boarded before but heard the stories from other pilots. The shuttle’s inexplicable stop, the dead radio, the violent shaking—what else could it be? His worst fears had come to fruition. Death might be only a heartbeat away… 
 
    A light hum resonated within the cockpit almost sounding like a laser searing through metal. It was a prelude to the whirling screech that burst to life behind the two pilots. Arios and Haumea spun around so fast their necks ached from mild whiplash. The elevator shaft was being activated! 
 
    A large circular platform that rested a few feet behind the pilots’ seats descended below the floor, sinking out of sight and leaving a dark hole in its place. Haumea’s mouth hung open with no words able to escape. With a sense of building dread, Arios knew what was happening. The hijackers had made their way to the cargo hold’s elevator. They could be in the cockpit within seconds. Only if he could get his hands on some kind of weapon, anything that could be used in defense! Arios recalled other pilots always boasting about carrying a service blaster in the cockpit, just in case of these type of situations, but Arios was stubborn and hated firearms. Now he would give anything for one.  
 
    The sound of gears grinding and metal chafing against metal grew louder as the platform rose. A young man was lifted into the cockpit. He stood on the platform, a laser rifle in hand.  
 
    This was the hijacker? Arios thought. He was practically a kid, in his late twenties at most! He couldn’t be a— 
 
    “Good day, gentlemen,” the young man said with a smile, directing the laser rifle at Arios. His eyes darted between both pilots, making sure no heroics were about to take place.  
 
    “Who the devil are you?!” Haumea stuttered, wiping the sweat off his brow. 
 
    “Just your average, intergalactic space pirate,” the intruder beamed.  
 
    Arios and Haumea froze into place, absolute terror taking hold. Arios’ worst fear had been affirmed: space pirates—the bane of the galaxy.  
 
    “Now, let us get those hands in the air where I can see them,” the pirate ordered, giving the rifle a playful jab forward. “Keep it together and we’ll be out of here in no time. You won’t even be late for dinner, I promise.” 
 
    Arios and Haumea raised their arms, complying with the man’s wish. “You’ll never get away with this,” Haumea warned, his voice teetering between thinly fabricated courage and outright panic. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into!” 
 
    The pirate’s smile stretched even further across his face, followed by a short roll of his eyes. “Somehow, I doubt Alpha Four will miss a few cargo crates of Petro Diamonds.” 
 
    A shiver went up Arios’ spine. Petro Diamonds! So that was what they were transporting. Petro Diamonds were rare, even on the mining colonies, no wonder they would attract the attention of space pirates.               
 
    Ace Waywin kept his finger slightly away from the trigger, but not far enough for the two pilots to notice. He didn’t want to fire a shot by accident. So far so good, he thought. He glanced at his reflection in a blank monitor screen, chuckling to himself. He was tall and slender with boyish good looks, blazing white teeth, golden locks, and bright blue eyes. It was an innocent face, but one that concealed a wild, untamed streak, like some character from an action-packed holofilm. In fact, in Ace’s youth he had always imagined himself as being a holofilm star, but deep down he knew that it would be a boring life. This was the only life for him.  
 
    Ace counted down the seconds in his head, Nova should be finished any moment and a transmission would be heading his way right about—a muffled beep escaped his wristband. He tapped a button on it, activating the device.  
 
    Static and feedback blared out from the wristband’s miniature speaker, followed by a commanding voice. “Ace, this is Orion, we have the cargo.” 
 
    “Crystal,” Ace responded. “Be right there.” With his face lighting up in excitement, Ace took one last glance at the two pilots. He was surprised to find them both pushed further back against the control console, trembling like frightened children.   
 
     
 
    Arios could feel his vision begin to blur. The pirate before him became a haze, even Haumea, at his side, was no more than a vague impression. It was impossible! The voice from the communicator, he identified itself as Orion! Could it possibly be him? Orion…Darkstarr?! The name was never spoken aloud among shuttle pilots, and with good reason. Some refused to believe that the man even existed, for no other pirate had ever reached his level of notoriety and fame. Stories of Orion Darkstarr had spread through each of the twenty-five star systems; in spite of being at the top of Galaxy Enforcement’s most wanted list, he had, so far, been able to elude capture on every occasion. Some rumors claimed that he was most bloodthirsty pirate of all, killing, murdering, and maiming just for sheer enjoyment. Other rumors argued that while he was a master thief, he held a strict code that forbade him from ever killing. No two people could ever agree on where the myth ended and fact began. Nevertheless, all agreed on his infamous title: the pirate scourge of the galaxy.  
 
    “Was…was that…Orion…Orion…Darkstarr?” Arios finally blurted out. 
 
    “That was him, the one and only,” the pirate replied in a nonchalant tone. “Yes, my friends, you’ve had the privilege of being hijacked by the greatest living pirate in the galaxy.”   
 
    He kicked a lever near the base of the platform while letting out a jovial laugh. “Don’t tell your friends, they’ll be jealous!” The platform panel descended, lowering the pirate down the elevator shaft and out of the cockpit.  
 
      
 
    “Approaching bogey,” Magellan reported, his eyes fixed to the radar screen. 
 
    Rayet pulled back the over-thruster gear, slowing the ship to a faint drift. Something could be seen through the cockpit window. Rayet leaned forward in his seat. An object the size of a volleyball hovered in the airless vacuum of space. It was metallic in construction, spotted with an array of vibrant, multicolored lights along the surface. 
 
    For a brief instance Rayet was agape, staring at the object. Then, snapping out of it, he slammed his fist hard onto the control console, startling Magellan.  
 
    Rayet reared up, irate. “I don’t believe it, we’ve been tricked! It’s a decoy pod!” Whoever planted the decoy must have done so with the intention of luring Galaxy Enforcement away from the cargo shuttle. Damn, Rayet cursed himself. He had been played for a fool.  
 
    Dumbfounded, it took Magellan a moment to calculate their state of affairs and respond. “Sir, that’s impossible, how could a ship sneak under our radar? Unless…” 
 
    “…it was cloaked!” Rayet finished the sentence without hesitation. He tore the transceiver off the console, spitting into the microphone. “Enforcement Shuttle Two, forget the disturbance. Get back to the cargo shuttle, now!” 
 
      
 
    Positioned beneath the immobilized cargo shuttle’s underbelly rested the Galaxy Runner, a rustic star ship decorated with a heavy coating of cosmic corrosion and battle scars. The front of the crimson-colored ship was thick and elongated, while the rear followed a more box-shaped construction, housing a set of six massive thrusters. Wings that resembled those of an ancient jet fighter protruded from the middle body of the craft. The words Galaxy Runner may once have been visible on the ship’s side, but the paint had deteriorated beyond recognition. A grinning Jolly Roger skull-and-crossbones emblem was emblazoned onto the ship’s front, which too had faded.  
 
      
 
    Orion Darkstarr leaned forward in his command chair, positioned at the center of the Galaxy Runner’s cockpit. Orion looked no older than his early thirties, his face blemished by a few scars, but nothing off-putting. His black layered hair was wild, down to his shoulders and shooting in all directions, it was a match for his dark, enigmatic eyes. From neck to toe he wore an intricate and partly ornate pattern of red, blue and black leather with two metal shoulder pads resembling skulls.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s cockpit was spacious, resembling a half-circle. At one end was the entrance, a sprawling control console wrapped around the other end. Windows encircled most of the room, offering an awe-inspiring view to the star-filled reaches of space. 
 
    Aside from Orion, Legart Ganymede was the cockpit’s only other current occupant. Legart sat at the control panel, before the steering gears. His hands brushed over a series of switches, buttons, and knobs—flicking, pressing, and turning them with impressive coordination. Legart was pushing sixty-three years old, but he was so stubborn and determined that mere age had failed to slow him down. His face was worn with the years but, physically, his muscles were still well-toned and it was common knowledge to everyone aboard the Galaxy Runner that he could take on several men in a bar fight, all of whom could be half his age.  
 
    “On schedule,” Legart said, giving a nervous rub to his balding head. “So far.”  
 
    The automatic entrance door slid open with a whoosh. Nova Centura entered. If beauty alone could power the reflex furnace of a star ship, she could power an entire fleet. She brushed a strand of dark purple hair out of her eyes. Her tight-fitting gray jumpsuit hugged her slender figure. 
 
    “Cargo’s stored,” Nova informed. She made her way to the control panel, taking a seat near Legart’s side. 
 
    “Well done,” Orion replied with a nod.  
 
    Legart was never one to crack a smile, even in the best of situations, but the faint outline of a grin formed on his face. “How many crates?” 
 
     “Seven,” Nova answered flatly, striking several buttons to heat up the Galaxy Runner’s engine.  
 
    “Seven crates, all filled with Petro Diamonds,” Legart beamed. “We hit it big this time. We’ll finally be able to get this ship repaired.” 
 
     “Never mind the ship, I think we deserve a little down time on the beaches of Paradon,” Ace shot back, strolling into the cockpit. “A trip to the resort center of the galaxy is long overdue.”  
 
    “That’s the problem with you young punks,” Legart sneered, cutting Ace’s fantasy short, “common sense is about as rare as the air in space. The Galaxy Runner always comes first.”  
 
     “You know, old timer,” Ace started with a laugh, “I’ve seen black holes that don’t suck the life out of a party the way you do.” 
 
    “Orion, we have a radar blip. Looks like a Galaxy Enforcement shuttle,” Nova stated, reacting to a scanned image on the central monitor. She had no qualms about interrupting Ace and Legart’s banter, which for her short time aboard the Galaxy Runner had become a usual dialogue.  
 
    Orion shifted upright in his command chair. “Our little decoy pods didn’t hold their attention long. Fire thrusters and launch scramblers. Once we get near the asteroid field prepare all systems to cloak.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Legart seized the steering gears. Nova hammered away at a series of buttons on the control console. A monitor flickered to life overhead, illustrating a digital blueprint of the Galaxy Runner.  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s rear thrusters blasted on, emitting a blinding glow of blue fire. In seconds the starship pulled away from the motionless cargo shuttle’s underside. Gaining speed, the pirate ship accelerated ‘upwards’, closer to a heavy concentration of asteroids.  
 
    In space, the concept of ‘up’ or ‘down’ had little meaning. Nothing was really above or below, even ‘sideways’ became irrelevant. Judging acceleration was also near impossible without computerized gauges and monitors. With the absence of gravity, space proved to be as disorientating for new pilots as it was a sense of liberation.  
 
    A series of paneled shafts at the rear of the Galaxy Runner jostled open, exposing a cylindrical canister in each of the small nestled compartments. In unison they launched, the canisters rocketed through space until reaching their designated distance predetermined by Nova’s coordinates. The canisters exploded in a flurry of silver, glittery sparkles that appeared to coat the entire area surrounding the cargo shuttle.  
 
      
 
    Rayet and Magellan were transfixed on the unidentified ship departing from the cargo shuttle. The gleaming specks that drifted through space were no mystery to Rayet, he knew all to well what they were. Scramblers. They were archaic devices, used to disrupt radio communication in a select vicinity. Despite them being considered outdated and obsolete, they were still very effective. They were also illegal.       
 
    Arios’ barely audible voice crackled through the Enforcement shuttle’s speaker system. “…shuttle…mayday…cargo…hijacked…nothing we could…pi...ra…tes...” A wave of heavy static and piercing feedback rumbled through the cockpit.  
 
    Pirates! Rayet felt the color flush from his cheeks. He could still view the mystery ship gaining distance from them, escaping with the stolen cargo and, more importantly, his deserved promotion. They won’t get away, even if I have to blow their ship to space dust! 
 
    “Get all our weapons online,” Rayet demanded.  
 
    Magellan looked surprised at the notion, in particular at the mention of weapons. “But sir, shouldn’t we send out a warning message first? I think—” 
 
    “Don’t think, Magellan, just do! We can’t afford to lose them because of some idiotic policy!”  
 
    Rayet didn’t like to admit it, but Magellan was right. It was Galaxy Enforcement procedure to send out a warning message to an enemy ship before attack, in hopes that a deterrent could be found and senseless bloodshed avoided. Galaxy Enforcement liked to tout and promote itself as a pacifistic entity, choosing diplomatic methods over utilizing force. Lethal force was typically out of the question, unless the most extreme circumstances called for it. To Rayet, this seemed to be a harsh contradiction; if warranted, force must be met with force. Deep down, he suspected that the ‘higher ups’ in Galaxy Enforcement held the same beliefs, or else their shuttles wouldn’t be equipped with such state-of-the-art weaponry.  
 
    Magellan activated the weapon systems. A series of chirps and beeps followed. Rayet felt justified in his decision. Even if he wanted to contact the pirate ship to offer a warning, the scramblers had made it impossible. The irony was that these pirates only managed to doom themselves. Unfortunately, any contact with Enforcement Shuttle Two was unattainable as well, for the same reason. Radio communication would probably still be down for at least another ten minutes. It was too long to wait for any backup.  
 
    Rayet pushed on the thruster gears. The sudden jolt in velocity pinned both Magellan and himself to their seats. Through the window he watched as the cargo shuttle was left in their backwash. The pirate ship was dead ahead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Until the outset of The Galactic War there had been no standard, equivalent, or known prerequisite for space combat. ‘Proven warfare tactics’ and ‘rules of engagement’ had to be changed to accommodate a new, cosmic battlefield. The antiquated fighter jets that, at one time, engaged in aerial dogfights above populated landmasses were forced to make the transition to outer space. With the influx of innovative, space-ready technology, ‘space dogfighting’ comprised a bulk of the war throughout the Star Systems.  
 
      
 
    Arches Cluster, A History of the Galactic War, 3rd Revised Edition   
 
      
 
    Taurus-Sigma Asteroid Belt 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C.  
 
    Time Log: 18:05 
 
      
 
    Ace stood behind Legart and Nova’s seats, observing the monitors with a careful eye. They were still being tailed by an Enforcement shuttle, not that it was any real concern. In nine out of ten cases, Galaxy Enforcement pilots would turn tail before engaging in a space battle. They relied on their warnings and peace loving mumbo-jumbo too much, which wasn’t something Ace could really complain about, it made piracy that much easier.  
 
    Legart pushed the ‘U’-shaped steering gear further, giving the ship an added thrust. He gazed out the cockpit’s primary window, surveying the thicker reaches of the asteroid field as they got closer. So many space rocks, it would be a tall order to avoid smashing the Galaxy Runner into one. Legart’s eyes were not what they once were and he was too bull-headed to get any corrective eye procedure. The medical process itself was infallible but that mattered little to Legart. Getting his eyes fixed meant something far worse than visiting the doctor, it would be an admission that he was getting old. He flicked a button on the console. A monitor displayed a magnified image of the rocky asteroid field. There, he thought, satisfied, now I can actually see the damn things.  
 
    Nova prepared the cloaking system. For an older model it had miraculously worked earlier, but she had her doubts that the device would engage and cloak the ship again. She figured that Orion had lifted it off the black market, therefore, no warranties were due and the thing could crap out at any moment. Still, they had a cloaking device to begin with and that alone was rare, even if it was ninety-year old technology. Cloaking devices were deemed by the Galactic Union as ‘appliances designed and intended for warfare’, and, subsequently, all Star Systems had banned them under the Galactic Peace Treaty before the turn of the century. 
 
    With bated breath, Orion waited for the instant that they would cloak. The devices could take upwards of five to ten minutes to activate and that was on a good day. Fortunately, evading one Enforcement shuttle was an easy feat and, with the scramblers doing their job, no reinforcements would be present. So far, the plan had gone without incident but, as experience has proven time and again, they weren’t out of the clear yet.  
 
     
 
    Rayet had never been engaged in a space dogfight. He recalled the stories his late grandfather would tell of space combat in the Galactic War, but they were only stories and seemed so distant and unreal. Until now. Even the academy skimmed the topic of space combat. It was something so uncommon that even when it was discussed, it became an impractical point of diversion to both the instructor and class. No text book or lecture would have prepared him for it anyway.  
 
    “Uh, there’s something you should see,” Magellan urged with a tense edginess in his voice. 
 
    Being distracted from his target was the last thing Rayet wanted. “Unless it’s directly related to the weapon system, now’s probably not the best time.” 
 
    “Um, well, not quite. I did a scan of the pirate ship in our database. It’s Galaxy Enforcement procedure.” 
 
    That’s the second primary course of action that Rayet broke in a row. He was surprised by this repeated oversight, but not terribly disturbed. Could it be from a lack of experience? Rayet quickly struck the fleeting concern down. Seasoned pilots become absent minded in the heat of excitement too, let’s not forget that!  
 
    “The ship’s been identified on file,” Magellan resumed, the breath escaping him. A list of prior felonies and criminal offenses scrolled up a nearby monitor, followed by the star ship’s identification.  
 
    “Well?” Rayet pressured for an immediate answer. 
 
    Magallan gasped. “It’s the Galaxy Runner!”  
 
    Rayet stared at his co-pilot with a blank expression. The ship’s name held no connotations or meaning, but apparently it was of some importance to Magellan. But then, Magellan always did blow everything out of proportion. 
 
    Magellan continued, “The Galaxy Runner is the star ship of Orion Darkstarr!”  
 
    “You’re telling me that Orion Darkstarr is aboard that ship?” Rayet asked, a calculating smile taking shape on his face. Instead of a sense of alarm or panic, he felt enthralled. 
 
    “Uh, yes…yes, I am....” 
 
    Whatever galactic alignment the fates had settled on, Rayet concluded that it had done so in his favor. From a potential scenario that may have ended in a demotion, Rayet could now imagine a far more favorable outcome. He would be the one to apprehend Orion Darkstarr, the most wanted space pirate in the galaxy! Well, maybe not apprehend him exactly. The weapon systems were fired up and he was intent on using them, damn the procedure! No one would believe that a criminal like Darkstarr would have ever surrendered without a fight anyway. Forget some lousy promotion—Rayet would be trading positions with Canis Elnath by the end of the day. Chief Rayet Wolf of Galaxy Enforcement, it had a nice ring to it.  
 
     
 
    The Galaxy Runner accelerated past a dense wave of asteroids. Bolts of electricity mixed with raw, crackling energy surged across the star ship’s hull. The body of the ship appeared to soften, growing fainter with each moment that passed. Fading from view, the Galaxy Runner was no longer visible to the naked eye, save for a faint outline and some noticeable transparent distortion. The star ship was now cloaked. 
 
      
 
    Rayet couldn’t believe his eyes. Though he heard of cloaking before, he had never actually witnessed a star ship become invisible right in front of him. Of course, it was old science and the process of bending light with negative refraction was nothing special, but it was still impressive to observe.  
 
    “Fire machine guns,” Rayet ordered.  
 
    Magellan arched an eyebrow and gave his superior officer a bemused glance. “Sir, the ship just vanished, there’s no target to hit.” 
 
    “It’s still out there, you imbecile,” Rayet spat, furious that his order had not been carried out without question. “Fire before it’s too late! We’ve got to hit something!” 
 
    Without a second’s hesitation, Magellan leapt into action. He struck a button and a control stick rose from the right armrest of his chair. He gripped it, squeezing the trigger attachment.  
 
      
 
    On both the left and right sides of the Enforcement Shuttle’s exterior, shafts slid open. Twin air-cooled machine guns jutted out from the openings, protruding forward and locking into place. Golden-orange flashes of automatic fire escaped the barrels.  
 
      
 
    Nova checked the display. “Captain, we’ve successfully cloaked, but—”   
 
    A tremor shook the cockpit, pushing Nova and Legart forward into the console. A series of smaller jolts rocked the ship sideways.  
 
    Ace held firm onto the rear of Nova and Legart’s seats but an abrupt shift in motion sent him reeling off balance and landed him on his back, inches from Orion’s command chair.  
 
    “I thought we were cloaked,” Ace bellowed, climbing to his feet.  
 
    “We are!” Legart shot back, white-knuckling the steering gears.  
 
    Ace scratched his head. “Then how are they able to spot us?” 
 
    Nova turned to the radar display. “They can’t. They’re just gunning as much of the area as they can.” 
 
    “Shot in the dark tactics?” Orion mused aloud. “Telltale signs of an inexperienced pilot. Take evasive action.” He was surprised the Enforcement shuttle had been lucky enough to hit the ship. Even so, the Galaxy Runner’s plated hull could withstand more than just light machine gun fire.   
 
    Legart let loose a string of whispered curses while wrenching the steering gears back and forth to evade the trailing gunfire.A monitor displaying a blue wireframe schematic of the Galaxy Runner flashed red. Text raced across the screen. Nova pounded a selection of buttons. Nothing happened.   
 
    “Dammit!” Legart howled after the ship shook under more gunfire.  
 
    “Cloaking systems are deactivating,” Nova warned. “The cloaking device has been damaged.” 
 
    The loss of the cloaking system didn’t faze Orion. It was more of a financial bereavement than anything else. The device served its purpose and that’s all that mattered—in truth the real surprise was that the outdated equipment had lasted this long. Orion was not one to trust technology, no matter how innovative or advanced. Some pilots would argue to their last breath that state-of-the-art machinery and cutting-edge star ships offset the difference between a mediocre pilot and an expert. Orion, on the other hand, maintained that you can give a technically inferior scrap-heap to a skilled pilot and he would still fly circles around any high-tech marvel.  
 
    Case-in-point, the Enforcement Shuttle that tailed them was far superior in design and was equipped with newer gadgets, radar, and armament than the Galaxy Runner. Orion had heard that some of the latest Enforcement Shuttles had even been equipped with a hyper stardrive, but that was only speculation and rumor.  
 
    Orion’s eyes fixed on Legart’s back. “I think it’s time for some old fashioned maneuvers.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” Legart replied. He raised the steering gears, avoiding an incoming asteroid. The space rock passed by the side window, spiraling through the darkness until it was out of sight. Legart took a silent sigh of relief. He was thankful that, in his advancing age, his reflexes hadn’t slowed down—at least not much.  
 
    Nova remained consistent at studying the display monitors, shifting her attention from one to another and so on. “Captain, it looks like they’ve stopped firing.” 
 
    Before Orion could respond, Ace let out a defiant laugh. “Of course they did. Those G.E. stooges couldn’t keep up with us even if they tried.” 
 
    “No, they’re still behind us and closing in,” said Nova. “And I’m registering a protonic build-up.” 
 
    “What’s generating it and where’s it coming from?” Orion asked. 
 
    Nova scanned the display. “It’s originating from a multi-polar super electromagnetic coil housed in the Enforcement Shuttle.”               
 
    “Huh, a…what?” Ace stuttered. “Sorry, think you could repeat that so everyone can understand?”  
 
    Orion tilted his head up. “A particle beam cannon.” 
 
    “Looks like they’re planning on using it too,” Legart added.  
 
      
 
    Rayet had ordered Magellan to cease fire. The machine guns were too light to deal any real damaged to the pirate ship, but they had succeeded on a different front: they rendered the cloaking system inoperable. The beam cannon would finish them off. 
 
    “Sir, don’t you think we should just try to immobilize them?” Magellan groaned. “I mean, beam weaponry is designed for maximum force scenarios—”  
 
    “Is the coil prepped?” Rayet asked, ignoring his co-pilot.  
 
    Magellan was reluctant to answer. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Good. Lock on target and fire.” 
 
      
 
    The bottom of the Enforcement Shuttle had opened, allowing a triangular mechanism to lower down. Exhaust vents were affixed around the contraption. A barrel-like gun turret folded out, pointing ahead to the pirate ship. A succession of lights flickered across the lower portion of the shuttle.  
 
    A cluster of tiny, round particles materialized in front of the turret. More particles appeared, all being sucked into the barrel. A fleeting instant later and a blast of red energy discharged from the turret, creating a burst of blinding light.  
 
    The crimson beam streaked across the blackness of space.  
 
      
 
    “The particle beam cannon has fired!” Nova shouted.  
 
    With a scowl, Legart tugged on the steering gears, taking the ship into a vertical climb. The beam sliced near the ship’s right side. A clear view of it zipping by could be seen from the cockpit windows.  
 
    The force of the Galaxy Runner’s swift ascension threw Ace against the back wall of the cockpit. “Legart! What are you tryin’ to do, old man, kill us all?”  
 
    “Grab a seat, kid,” Legart chuckled without cracking a smile.  “If the excitement’s too much for you, that is.” 
 
    Ace sneered. “Excitement I love, it’s just your rank amateur piloting that’s too much for me.” 
 
    Nova spun around in her chair to face Orion. “I’m registering another particle escalation. They’re about to fire again!” 
 
    “Some toy they have there,” Orion said with a hint of amusement. “That’s less than a sixty second gap between each discharge.”  
 
    Most beam weaponry needed a set recovery rate of at least two minutes to energize the particles. More importantly, if a beam was fired at a faster rate than what was recommended, the particle emissions could destroy the cannon barrel. It was obvious that this new Enforcement Shuttle had been upgraded.  
 
    A second streak of red energy passed by the windows, this time from the left side. A flash of light entered the cockpit.  
 
    “That one was closer!” Ace remarked, rushing over to Legart’s side. No sooner did he hammer a switch on the console than a seat ascended from a floor panel. He plopped down, fastening a safety restraint.  
 
    Seated between Ace and Nova, Legart was breathing hard. Between trying to keep the Galaxy Runner moving at an erratic pace to avoid the blasts and preventing the ship from colliding into any floating space rocks, he was at wits end. They were getting nearer to the heart of the asteroid field and, from here on, it would only get denser.  
 
    Legart gave the thrusters a burst. “Not sure how much further we can go, Orion.” 
 
    For the moment, Orion was silent.  
 
      
 
    Rayet’s Enforcement Shuttle continued to accelerate. The gun turret on the belly of the ship tilted, taking aim. Then it did something that few could imagine a beam weapon capable of. It fired simultaneous blasts, one right after the other without taking more than a second or two between bursts to recharge.  
 
    With all thrusters alight, the Galaxy Runner neared closer to a congestion of asteroids. The space rocks were packed together so closely that they had all but formed a solid wall.  
 
      
 
    Legart spun the steering gear in one direction than in the other. Two more energy beams had been evaded.  
 
    “I can’t keep this up all day,” Legart warned.  
 
    Orion could see the sweat forming on Legart’s brow. There was no question, Legart was a great pilot, but even he had only managed to elude the particle beams by dumb luck up until now. Orion knew all too well what would happen if one of them hit the ship. A single particle beam could shred through the Galaxy Runner’s hull like a high-density laser through rice paper. 
 
    “We’ve got two options, either turn around and fight, or smash head first into that asteroid barricade,” Nova stated. “I’d go with option one, Captain.” 
 
    Orion took comfort with how calm Nova was. She had only been aboard the Galaxy Runner for less than a month but over that time she was virtually emotionless. Legart was no pillar of emotion either, but at least he expressed some form of perpetual irritability. Come to think of it, he had never even seen Nova laugh, get angry, or express fear.  
 
    Orion contemplated his options. Nova was right. Fight or accept defeat, and maybe an early grave. Not an easy choice, but Orion was never one to be forced into a disastrous lose-lose decision. Forfeiting their lives was out of the question and engaging in space combat was too risky. If we could just disengage their ship, Orion pondered. The Enforcement Shuttle was heavily armed, giving it the advantage. The Galaxy Runner didn’t stand a chance in that arena. Further, starting a battle could end up getting someone, either his own crew or the Enforcement officers, killed—and that was something Orion wouldn’t allow.  
 
    The ship spun upside down, just missing contact with a beam. The blast seared through a chunk of a nearby asteroid. The rubble pounded off the cockpit’s windows. 
 
    Nova and Ace turned to Orion, both awaiting a response. The pirate remained quiet, his attention fixated to the floor, deep in thought.  
 
    After a short moment, Orion tilted his head up, observing a fractured remnant of asteroid smack off the window. He grinned. Looks like I’ll go with option three. 
 
    “Legart, bring us as close to the asteroid barrier as you can, then evade their fire,” Orion instructed. 
 
    Legart nodded. He had no clue what Orion was planning but he had been aboard the Galaxy Runner long enough to know that there were three things a man can count on: death, galactic taxes, and Orion Darkstarr.  
 
      
 
    The pirate ship had been caught between a literal rock and a hard place.  
 
    “Keep it up, they’ve got nowhere left to go,” Rayet said, enthusiasm brimming in his voice. This was it, in moments the Galaxy Runner and Orion Darkstarr would be nothing more than stardust. Whatever cargo Galaxy Enforcement was supposed to be guarding would be lost too, but it would be a small price to pay.  
 
      
 
    Each crimson energy beam left a trail of light in its wake. They sparkled by the Galaxy Runner, every subsequent one closer to hitting its target than the last. The particle discharges, missing the pirate ship, ended up blasting several asteroids. Some of the space rocks split into fragments upon impact, while others were impaled by the energy beams—leaving gaping holes through them.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner was more maneuverable than it looked. Performing a chain of perfect barrel rolls, the ship dodged another wave of beams. The blasts continued to make short work of the asteroids ahead.  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s crew could now see the brilliance behind Orion’s plan. The Enforcement Shuttle’s beam cannon had blasted an opening through the asteroid barrier!  
 
    “Bring us through the barricade,” Orion ordered, leaning back against his command chair. 
 
    The rough outline of a smile took shape on Legart’s face, even though on him it still looked like a grimace. “Aye, Captain.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The genesis of the stardrive and the path to its eventual perfection was a long and arduous road strewn with disaster and tragedy. However, in the face of that knowledge, few today would dare argue that the advent of such technology had not benefited humanity to an even greater extent. The initial stardrive left man’s original homeworld in ruins but, ironically, it was this same technology that would later allow us to explore the stars without restriction.  
 
      
 
    Sirius Quark, Star Seeds:  
 
    A Scientific History of the Star Drive 
 
      
 
    Today, star-jumping has become the only practical way to transverse the galaxy. The star systems are too far apart to employ ancient methods of space travel reliant on fuel cells. The stardrive enables a ship to literally bend a fraction of space in on itself. Once little more than a theory in quantum mechanics, the science behind the process is actually very simple. Imagine a sheet of paper. You are at one end (Point A) and want to reach the other end (Point B). For instance, let us say that to reach Point B, in a linear fashion, would take four light years. Clearly, not feasible. So, instead, we fold the paper in half, making both ends (A and B) touch upon each other. Now the distance has been reduced to almost no time at all. The stardrive creates a miniature space ‘fold’, generating a warp hole to bridge the distance. Instead of reaching Point B in four light years, you can now get there in four minutes or less.  
 
      
 
    Celeste Radon PhD, The Basic Principles of a Star-Jump 
 
      
 
    Taurus-Sigma Asteroid Belt 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C.  
 
    Time Log: 18:19 
 
      
 
    “Incompetent slag, look what you’ve done!” Rayet exploded while watching the Galaxy Runner vanish through the asteroid blockade.  
 
    “But…but Sir, I’ve followed your orders…,” Magellan stuttered, fearful that his superior’s rage had yet to reach its zenith.  
 
    Instead, Rayet slumped into his seat, taking a bout of controlled breaths. “All right, enough games. Launch missiles!”     
 
    “Sir, I can’t do that!” exclaimed Magellan, panic in his voice. “We need clearance from high command to use missiles. That’s a protocol we can’t break!” 
 
    It took every fiber of Rayet’s being to suppress his anger, or else he would have throttled Magellan with his bare hands. It was clear what separated Rayet from his inept co-pilot. Magellan lacked ambition. He would never take a risk, never take charge of a situation, and never climb the ladder of superiority. He was the basic drone, a simple unthinking cog in the machine. But Rayet could run the machine.  
 
    Rayet seized Magellan by the collar of his astrosuit. “Get those missile online or you’ll answer to Canis Elnath!” 
 
    “The chief?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be interested to know that you disobeyed a direct order in the heat of battle because of some trivial protocol,” Rayet added.  
 
    Magellan paused for a long moment before slouching to the side, defeated. “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    Rayet watched as Magellan activated the missiles.  
 
      
 
    The Enforcement Shuttle rocketed through the breach in the asteroid field. The enemy ship hadn’t gotten far. A top portion of the Enforcement Shuttle lifted open, exposing a missile pod. Four projectiles blasted out in a conflagration of sparks and blue exhaust flash.  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s overhead monitors flashed red, projecting an assortment of warnings and alerts.  
 
    “Four missiles have been launched,” Nova said, re-reading the nearest display to make sure she wasn’t misinterpreting it. “They’re right behind us and closing in fast.” 
 
    “Activate diversion flares,” Orion directed. He was surprised that their pursuers had resorted to missiles. It was evident that the pilot of the Enforcement Shuttle was determined to bring them down. That must be some devoted officer, Orion laughed to himself. It would take more than machine guns, beam cannons, and missiles to hinder Orion Darkstarr.  
 
    “Negative,” Legart relayed back to Orion. “We don’t have any diversion flares.” 
 
    Ace’s naturally good looks contorted with disbelief. “What do you mean we don’t have any diversion flares?” 
 
    Sickened, Legart fixed on Ace. “No money, no flares! Flares cost credits, we don’t have any credits!” 
 
    “Maybe if you laid off the alcohol, old man, that stuff costs a small fortune!” Ace snapped.  
 
    “You turbo-gassing punk, you lost half a million of our credits in that damn casino!” 
 
    “Our credits? Those were my credits!” 
 
    Legart let go of the steering gear, shoving a defiant finger at Ace. “Maybe you forgot that I—” 
 
    “Nova, take the controls,” Orion demanded.  
 
    With a nod, Nova struck a button on the arm of her chair. The steering gear swung away from Legart, sliding down the console and stopping before her.  
 
    “I had it under—” Legart reached out for the steering mechanism, but it was no longer in front of him.  
 
    “No time,” Orion replied.  
 
    Legart was embarrassed by his slow reaction and even more humiliated that he had taken his attention off the controls. As much as he hated to admit it, maybe age was starting to get to him. 
 
    Orion felt bad that he had to relieve Legart of the controls, but on the other hand, the next few moments would be crucial and he needed a pilot that was entirely focused on the situation at hand. Legart was Orion’s most trusted friend, having been aboard the Galaxy Runner longer than even Ace. Truth be told, however, Legart was easily distracted. And this was neither the time nor place for distraction.  
 
    “Quickly, takes us deeper into the asteroid field,” Orion instructed Nova. “We can dodge the missiles there.” 
 
    “Got it.” Nova said, splitting her attention between the cockpit windows and the display monitor at her side. Those were no ordinary missiles trailing them. They were seekers—warheads that were drawn to the heat from the Galaxy Runner’s rear thrusters. She had never evaded seekers before. Live and learn, she thought. Or die and don’t.  
 
     
 
    The quartet of seekers closed in on their target.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner veered to the side, missing a large asteroid by inches. Three of the missiles swerved around the rock. The straggling projectile collided into the space debris and exploded, sending out a shower of rubble, followed by a massive shockwave.  
 
    The blast threw one of the nearby seekers off course, rattling its internal stabilizers. The missile curved around, rocketing out of control. Spiraling backwards it came close to clipping Rayet’s approaching Enforcement Shuttle. The warhead detonated mid-space, sending the shuttle into a frenzied spin. 
 
      
 
    Rayet and Magellan braced themselves for the second missile’s shockwave. Both men would have been thrown from their seats had they not been wearing their safety belts.  
 
    “Son of a—” Rayet cursed but didn’t have time to finish. 
 
    A chunk of asteroid rammed against the side of the shuttle. The force of impact thrust Magellan forward, snapping his safety belt. His head smashed against the console with such velocity that it shattered his astrosuit’s helmet.  
 
    “Magellan!” Rayet gasped. He pushed his co-pilot off the dashboard. The astro helmet did little to protect Magellan’s head. Blood ran down the side of his face. It looked like a superficial wound, nothing serious, a minor concussion at most. No matter what it was though, Magellan was unconscious and no longer any use to Rayet on this mission. Not that he had been any real use to begin with… 
 
    Rayet propped Magellan against his seat and resumed control of the steering gears. He still had a pirate to catch.  
 
     
 
    The two remaining seekers continued trailing the Galaxy Runner. One of the missiles pulled back, its single thruster fading—a dud warhead. Its engine cut out and drifted harmlessly away.  
 
    The final seeker was still closing in.  
 
      
 
    Nova found the information on the display relieving. “Three down. One to go.” Her momentary relief was cut short. Ahead of them was a massive asteroid, one that could have rivaled the size of a small moon.  
 
    “Captain, asteroid dead ahead! It’s a big one; no way we can get around it and skirt the missile.” 
 
    Orion soaked in Nova’s words; his response was quick and firm. “Launch drill warheads.” 
 
      
 
    Three panels at the bottom of the Galaxy Runner lowered, revealing three missile-shaped projectiles. The front half of each warhead resembled a large drill head while the rear portion contained a fat singular thruster.  
 
    The trio launched, racing towards the asteroid. All at once they rammed into the target, digging into its rocky surface. Embedded halfway into the asteroid, the warheads ceased drilling. The rear rocket thrusters, already blazing, grew brighter. Slowly, the space rock was pushed to the side.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner spun sideways, just avoiding contact with the asteroid, a collision prevented thanks to the combined efforts of the drill warheads.  
 
    The seeker missile rubbed against the side of the rock but peeled away and kept trailing the pirate ship. It sped closer and closer, locked onto the pirate ship’s heat signature. 
 
    Curving upwards and plummeting down, the Galaxy Runner missed being hit twice, but the gap between the ship and the missile continued to narrow. They wouldn’t be able to evade the projectile much longer.  
 
     The seeker had made contact. It collided into the left rear side of the star ship, blowing a hole into the armored steel. Sections of metal plating burst outward.  
 
    Two metallic crates were sucked out from the Galaxy Runner’s wound. They rushed into the vacuum of space.  
 
      
 
    Orion and his crew were tossed in their seats from the impact. Alarm lights blared overhead.  
 
    “The cargo hanger’s been hit,” Nova said, bracing herself against the console while still grappling onto the steering control.  
 
    “The Petro Diamonds!” Ace cried out, his heart sinking.   
 
    Orion kept his composure. “Seal the air locks.”    
 
    Legart struck a button.  
 
      
 
    Every object in the Galaxy Runner’s darkened cargo hanger which hadn’t been bolted down or secured was propelled out of the breach in the ship’s hull. The sweeping blasts of suction dragged a heap of tools and instruments out of the hanger, along any final traces of oxygen.   
 
    Three metallic crates gyrated across the hanger, heading for the opening. A steel panel slid over the breach, stopping the containers from being sucked into deep space. The crates crashed onto the hanger’s floor.  
 
      
 
    Rayet was stunned—the pirate ship was still in motion! He had thrown all he had at it and failed. It’s not over yet, Rayet told himself, Darkstarr won’t escape!  
 
    A buzz sizzled through the cockpit speakers, giving way to a frantic voice. “Enforcement Shuttle One, do you copy? What’s happening? This is Enforcement Shuttle Two, over.” 
 
    “I read you,” Rayet replied into the transceiver. The scramblers’ effect must have faded. This was a fortunate turn of events; at this point, he needed all the help he could get. 
 
    The officer’s voice continued over the speaker, “Sir, the signal we investigated turned out to be a decoy pod! All communication was cut—we’ve been trying to contact you for the last fifteen minutes. We’re heading back en route T.S. 407.”  
 
    Rayet’s eyes lit up. Their course would bring them right in front of Darkstarr’s ship. With Rayet covering the rear, they could attack the pirate from both sides.  
 
    “Good, maintain present course,” Rayet advised, “have weapons ready. An enemy ship is headed your way. Use deadly force, they must be stopped! Is that understood?” 
 
    “Understood, Sir,” the voice responded with a tinge of uneasiness.  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner zipped in, over, and between a cropping of stray asteroids. The Enforcement Shuttle maintained pace not far behind.  
 
    Ahead, Enforcement Shuttle Two approached, darting under a cluster of rocks. 
 
      
 
    “Another shuttle’s approaching in front of us,” Nova said, turning the steering gear to guide the ship away from crashing into a space rock. 
 
    “Great,” Ace added sarcastically, “either get smashed to pieces in the asteroid field or blasted to pieces by Galaxy Enforcement!” 
 
    A display monitor attracted Legart’s attention. “There’s an incoming audio transmission. Should I ignore it?” 
 
    “No,” Orion relented, “let it through.” 
 
    Rayet Wolf’s voice boomed across the Galaxy Runner’s cockpit. “I know you’re aboard that ship, Darkstarr. You’ve played a good game, I’ll give you that much, but now it’s the end of the line.” 
 
    “Considering your insistent attacks, I’m assuming you don’t want us to surrender,” Orion asked coolly.  
 
    “Your kind never surrenders,” Rayet roared. “But don’t worry—I’ll be sure to give you a death fitting of the title, scourge of the galaxy. In the last few minutes you have, remember the name, Rayet Wolf. Tell your maker I sent you to him!” 
 
    Legart ended the transmission with an abrupt click. “Slaggin’ upstart thinks he can get the drop on us? He doesn’t know the Galaxy Runner!” 
 
    “Rayet Wolf,” Orion muttered. “Wolves are noble animals, but not very efficient when separated from their pack.” 
 
     At a loss for words, Ace rubbed the back of his head. “Where’s Galaxy Enforcement finding these people? I think that guy’s a few planets short of a solar system.” 
 
    Their adversary sounded young and inexperienced—a good combination for an enemy, at least from Orion’s point of view. He figured that such a lack of space combat could be used against the G.E. officer. This man, this Rayet Wolf, appeared to be well versed in tactical assault but, judging by most previous G.E. officers Orion had encountered, was only efficient when it came to standard text book scenarios that they read about in the academy. Orion would have to show the young officer a thing or two about actual battle. 
 
    “Nova,” Orion called out, “take us to full speed. Legart, activate the star drive.” 
 
     
 
    Rayet slammed his fist against the console. “That bastard cut me off mid communication! No one cuts me off!” He would now allow his pride to be wounded, at least not by pirate scum. No matter, Rayet gathered, in moments Orion Darkstarr would be nothing more than a distant memory.  
 
      
 
    Legart did a double take when he heard Orion’s orders.  “You can’t be serious? We’d never manage to pull of a star-jump in an asteroid field, it’s never been done!”  
 
    “Then we’ll have the priveledge of being the first,” Orion countered.  
 
    Legart could feel the tension mounting in the cockpit, he sensed that even Nova was beginning to get nervous—and that meant something. “Orion, we’ll be killed!” 
 
    Even for Orion, the notion of such a reckless act had to stand well beyond the realm of possibility, Legart concluded to himself. It was a comforting thought, but fleeting at best. On average, Legart was the last person to question his friend, but this was pure madness…  
 
    Orion didn’t think so; he let out a quirky smile. “We’ll make it. Trust me.”  
 
    All at once, a thousand thoughts rushed through Nova’s mind. The lives of the Galaxy Runner’s crew were now in her hands. Of course outwardly she showed no sign of concern, although she assumed Legart may have picked up on her newfound apprehension. So much pressure had never been foisted on her shoulders. She hadn’t even been with the Galaxy Runner that long and Orion had already bestowed this heavy a responsibility on her?  
 
    Trust, he said…Nova tried to come to grips with the thought. She wasn’t sure she had enough trust in herself. Failure wouldn’t just mean letting herself down, no, the stakes were far higher than that. She nearly relented and was about to transfer the steering gears to Legart. But that would be a sign of weakness! It would prove that I was vulnerable, helpless, powerless—all things I vowed never to be again! I have to do it. I have to prove to Orion and the others that I can do it. I have to prove it to myself! 
 
    Nova’s fingers wrapped tightly around the steering control and directed her focus to the asteroid field ahead.  
 
    Orion nodded to Legart. “Set coordinates for Titan.” 
 
    Despite his reluctance, Legart complied. He pounded a sequence of buttons on the console. As requested, the stardrive was synchronized to Titan’s coordinates. 
 
    Ace nibbled on his thumbnail, staring at the floor with a vacant, blank expression. “We’ll hit an asteroid, I know it. We won’t make it,” he stammered.  
 
    “Stow it,” Nova cautioned, wiping the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. “I see an opening in the field.” 
 
    Orion took a deep breath, leaned back in his command chair, and closed his eyes. If a random spectator had just wandered in on the situation, they may have deduced that Orion was calm and relaxed.  
 
    “It’s done,” Legart sighed, “stardrive’s activated and the coordinates are set. I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Orion was always humored by Legart’s attitude. They had been in similar situations countless times, one would think that by now Legart would be used to these haphazard events. Orion could only laugh to himself.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, holding his hand up. “A little longer…” 
 
     
 
    The Galaxy Runner accelerated through the asteroid field’s opening. The thrusters burned at maximum speed.  
 
    From front and back the two Enforcement Shuttles drew closer, converging on their target. They had both entered attack range.  
 
     
 
    Rayet spit into the transceiver. “Get those weapons ready, Shuttle Two! Prepare a ten count and launch everything at them, and I mean everything!”  
 
     
 
    Nova gave a firm push of the thruster control. The sensation of increased velocity throttled everyone in the cockpit against their seats.  
 
    Legart’s finger rested on the console to initiate the stardrive.  
 
    “Hold it…” Orion continued, “…a few more seconds…” 
 
    The following seconds felt like time itself had stopped while eternities passed by. The crew was deathly silent—the only noises were the faint chirps and electronic beeps of the console displays. 
 
    Orion sprung forward, opening his eyes. “Go for it!” 
 
    Legart pressed a blinking red button on the console. A white light rushed into the cockpit.  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner blasted across the starscape faster and faster, soon becoming nothing more than a blur.  
 
    Both Enforcement Shuttles readied their weapons; machine guns targeted, beam cannon turrets shifted, and missile pods locked on.  
 
    A brilliant glow surrounded the Galaxy Runner as it blazed onward. In a blinding flash that could be seen from kilometers away, the starship vanished. Not only was it no longer in sight, it was no longer in that star system.  
 
    The Enforcement Shuttles were too slow to respond, both releasing forth their impressive arsenal-equipped onslaught of firepower. However, with the Galaxy Runner no longer between them, their weapons crisscrossed towards one another.  
 
    Enforcement Shuttle Two was plastered with a hailstorm of machine gun fire and a rouge missile. The starship twisted upside down, quick bursts of flame spewed out from the damaged hull before being choked away by the lack of oxygen.  
 
    Rayet’s Shuttle suffered a near direct hit from the beam cannon, severing the side of the starship in two.  
 
      
 
    “NO!” Rayet shouted. The pirate ship was gone. They had engaged in a star jump.  
 
    A section of Rayet’s console exploded, giving way to a rush of roaring flame. Overhead, fire-suppression units were already at work, spraying a liquid coolant onto the blaze. It had been subdued no sooner than it began.  
 
    Display monitors depicted to Rayet that a portion of the shuttle had been ‘cut off’ by the particle beam.  
 
    “This is Enforcement Shuttle Two, by some miracle we’re still alive,” a weak voice choked through the remaining functional speakers, “but our ship’s been taken out of the fight.”  
 
    Rayet waved his hands in an effort to push away the wisps of black smoke that escaped the control console. He took the steering gear and gave it a jerk forward. Nothing happened. Frenzied, he tried every button and switch in sight. Still, nothing. His shuttle was out of commission too. He had not only been defeated and humiliated by Orion Darkstarr, but now the accountability for the hijacking of the cargo shuttle and the destruction of two Enforcement Shuttles would rest solely in his hands.  
 
    Rayet threw his fist into the cockpit wall. “I’ll get you for this Darkstarr, just you wait!” 
 
     
 
    The Galaxy Runner rocketed along an endless tunnel of golden light beams. The ship had entered a warp hole—a direct result of the star-jump.  
 
      
 
    A collective breath of relief passed over the ship’s crew.  
 
    Wide-eyed, Ace glanced at his sweaty palms, tugged on his shirt, and then planted a firm slap to the side of his cheek. “Ow,” he said, wincing. “I don’t believe it, we’re still alive!” 
 
    “We’ll reach Titan in a few minutes,” Legart garbled in a barely coherent pitch, still shaken from the whole incident.  
 
    Orion relaxed in his command chair. Once again they had eluded capture at the hands of Galaxy Enforcement. While the crew would argue that it was Orion’s calm handling and astute observation of the situation, combined with his knack for shooting off quick, capable orders that saved them, Orion would argue the contrary. It had been his crew that pulled them out of the fire; even the most well-calculated decision or command was worthless without a competent crew. Too often credit would be given to a ship’s captain, when it was the men and women that piloted the ship who were really deserving of the recognition.  
 
    “Well done, Nova,” Orion commended.  
 
    “No problem, Captain,” replied Nova. She remained focused on piloting the Galaxy Runner, feigning that the preceding ordeal had been nothing. It was all a charade, of course. Hell, she had been just as afraid as anyone else, maybe more so.  
 
    Ace composed himself before the others did. He was back to his old playful self, despite facing certain death moments prior. 
 
    “Yeah, not bad for the new girl,” he praised, winking at Nova with a flirtatious nod before turning to Orion. “But come on Orion, level with me, how’d you know we’d make it? Really? You were so sure.” 
 
    “Simple, I trusted Nova and her skills as a pilot,” Orion responded. 
 
    Ace looked on, dumbfounded. “Trust? Seriously? That’s it?”  
 
    Orion offered a smile. “That’s everything.” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Piracy is a cowardly and despicable act. These criminals have plagued our galaxy for too long; make no mistake, it is a crime that I will punish to the full extent of the law.” 
 
      
 
    Canis Elnath, chief of Galaxy Enforcement,  
 
    as quoted during his swearing-in ceremony speech. 
 
      
 
    Seti Beta Sector 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:34 
 
      
 
    The Daedalus Base, one of the largest space stations in existence, resembled a metallic silver pyramid. The Galaxy Enforcement insignia had been plastered on each of its four slanted sides. Blinking lights flickered on and off across the base’s shiny exterior. Enforcement Shuttles blasted out from docking ports, while others entered the construct at a furious pace. Each of the starships looked like miniscule toys when matched against the space stations impressive size.  
 
      
 
    “You may be chief of Galaxy Enforcement now,” Chancellor Tharsis Tholus shouted, “but when I’m through you’ll be demoted to waste management on Alpha Four!” 
 
    Canis Elnath shifted uneasily behind his oak desk. “Chancellor, please—” 
 
    Tholus paced around the dim-lit room, running his hand through his iron-gray hair—a failed attempt to regain some semblance of composure. His attention turned to the plethora of certificates, awards, and trophies that adorned the walls of the room, all honoring Canis Elnath. Tholus sneered, brushing a speck of lint from his expensive suit jacket.  
 
    “Listen, Elnath,” the Chancellor continued, “my government paid good money to have high-priority measures taken to protect that cargo shuttle. And what happens? A common space pirate hijacks it!” 
 
    The very mention of ‘space pirate’ sent a cold chill down Canis’s back. He loosened a few buttons on his formal uniform, which was heavily decorated with medals, badges, and the Galaxy Enforcement insignia. Behind Canis was a floor-to-ceiling window, offering view of several Enforcement Shuttles as they departed from the base. How he wished he was in one of those shuttles now, instead of being stuck in his office with the raving Chancellor.  
 
    “There is nothing common about Orion Darkstarr,” Canis stated, his mind venturing into wayward thought. Darkstarr! Damn that name! Orion Darkstarr had proven to be the bane of Canis’s existence, time and again eluding all efforts at capture. The man had single handedly embarrassed the whole of Galaxy Enforcement, making them the butt of jokes prevalent on late night holoshows and a choice topic for second-rate comedians. The entire media ate it up, sure, they demonized the act of piracy, but in other, less direct ways, the media coverage glorified the space pirate’s exploits.  
 
    Canis tapped a button on the underside of his desk. At the center of the room, embedded in the ceiling, a circular projection device shimmered on. A holographic, life-sized image of Orion Darkstarr appeared beneath it, glowing in semi-transparent blue. A list of criminal charges appeared near the image’s side. 
 
    “The only man wanted in all seven star systems,” Canis began, “robbery, arson, hijacking, he’s done it all—but not one account of murder. No Chancellor, there’s nothing common about Orion Darkstarr. He’s one of a kind.” 
 
    “You talk about this criminal like you admire him!” Tholus cried, taking his sights off the hologram. “Maybe you forget the importance of that stolen cargo. Every star system in the galaxy is now in danger!” 
 
    Canis motioned for Tholus to take the seat in front of his desk. Maybe sitting would calm him down, though it didn’t appear likely. “I’m aware of that, Chancellor. Galaxy Enforcement has mandated a red alert; based on the Helski Particles emitted from their star-jump, we have reason to believe that Darkstarr’s headed for Titan. A strike force has been sent to intercept him.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen how effective Galaxy Enforcement methods are,” the Chancellor retorted, standing firm. “That’s why we’re in this position now. Go ahead; send out your men, but my government’s not taking any more chances. We’ve placed a bounty on Darkstarr’s head.” 
 
    No sooner had the Chancellor finished his sentence when he held out a flat, circular device. A holographic wanted poster depicting Orion Darkstarr’s face flickered upwards from the electronic instrument. Wanted Alive—50,000,000 Credits blinked above the bright image.  
 
    Canis leapt out of his chair, slamming both hands onto the desk. “Galaxy Enforcement doesn’t condone vigilantism! This reward of yours will bring out every third-rate bounty hunter in the galaxy, most of which are more dangerous than the criminals they catch!” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” Chancellor Tholus replied stiffly. “The bounty’s already been posted.” He tossed the hand-held holographic device onto Canis’s desk. 
 
    Canis sighed, plopping back down into his seat. “My men will find Darkstarr and retrieve that cargo, you have my word.” There was no use in arguing with the Chancellor. The man was unwavering, nothing could be said to dissuade him now. After all, Canis knew what that cargo shuttle had been transporting. It would be hard to imagine the situation getting any worst; already the makings of a galactic catastrophe were underway.  
 
    Tholus made his way towards the door. “I hope so, Elnath. For all our sakes, I hope you don’t botch this up.” And with that, the Chancellor exited, the automatic door slamming shut behind him.  
 
    Canis sulked in his chair, glaring at the holographic wanted poster. He prodded it with his index finger, deactivating the device. Maybe by some distant, remote possibility, the Chancellor was right. Maybe he did admire Orion Darkstarr a little, in the same way a skilled hunter admires clever prey. But that wouldn’t deter Canis from pulling in every resource at his disposal to apprehend the criminal. It would only be a matter of time… 
 
     
 
    Zeti Reticuli Quadrant 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:34 
 
      
 
    A flare of dazzling light streaked across the stars. The Galaxy Runner materialized from its star-jump and continued speeding towards a blue and green speckled planet.  
 
      
 
    “Titan, dead ahead,” Legart announced. 
 
    Titan was a minor planet located in the Zeti Reticuli Quadrant of the Draxus Star System. Like many planets in the early stages of space colonization, it had been terraformed to suit an affable living environment, complete with four seasons and atmospheric stability. It was three planets away from Galen’s sun and proved to be a popular destination for many colonists. 
 
    At one time Titan had been the shining jewel in the system’s crown, home to a number of the galaxy’s most distinguished ambassadors and a major tourist spot with one of the greatest spaceports ever built. Titan’s glory days had long since passed. Its largest city, Nephilim One, once a sprawling metropolis that catered to the wealthy and politically elite, had now been reduced to a dismal slum.  
 
    Titan suffered a complete turnaround, falling into a poverty stricken hellhole and often topping yearly surveys designating it ‘the most dangerous planet in the galaxy’. It became a breeding ground for criminals, bounty hunters, and space pirates. The infestation grew so bad that Titan’s notoriety spread across the cosmos, leading Galaxy Enforcement to assume the unofficial stance that ‘as long as they stay on Titan, let them do whatever they want.’ The lack of any authority transformed Titan into a lawless world where might makes right and only the strong survive.  
 
    It would be hard to pinpoint the cause of Titan’s ultimate downfall. Some would argue that it was an ill-fated series of disasters that eventually pushed the higher-classes from the planet. Others might suggest that the rich and powerful found planetary living to be rather difficult and demanding, so they moved to orbital space colonies. The space colonies were cylindrical in shape, housing massive settlements that dwarfed even the largest of planetary cities. The colonies were a marvel with countless benefits. Everything in a space colony was artificially controlled, ranging from the climate, weather fluctuations, even night and day cycles were switched at the press of a button. Not to mention that colonies never suffered from natural disasters like the ones found on many planets. There were never tornados, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, or earthquakes. The interior of the colonies resembled a planetary environment so well that many had found the transition easy.  
 
    Of course, some refused to make the change and remained on terraformed worlds, claiming that colony life was too mundane and that humanity belonged in a more ‘natural environment’. Although this was typically a financial choice more so than one of personal beliefs, as living on the space colonies were often expensive.  
 
    Legart turned to Nova. “If you want, I can take it from here.”   
 
    She nodded. Legart tapped a button on the console. The steering gear broke away from her grip and slid over into his. A rush of warm comfort swept him; it felt good to be piloting the ship again.  
 
    “The absolute capital of filth, greed, and corruption in the galaxy,” Ace said, gazing at Titan through the cockpit’s window. 
 
    An alarm buzzed overhead—Legart scrambled to kill the noise. “Son of a bitch! Looks like our stardrive’s been fried!”  
 
    Orion wasn’t surprised, in truth their stardrive had been on its last legs for some time now. “We’ll have it repaired when we get to Dirge.” 
 
    “Dirge?” Nova asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “The greasiest, sleaziest parts dealer on Titan,” replied Ace, stressing his disapproval. 
 
    “But the only one who sells the reflex conductors this ship needs,” Orion added, his tone unusually grim. 
 
    Legart scoffed, glancing at a monitor that displayed all internal and external damage to the ship. “Hopefully the Galaxy Runner holds out until we get there.” 
 
    A violent tremble shook the ship, followed by a series of aggressive quakes.  
 
     
 
    A surge of fiery red energy flowed around the Galaxy Runner’s hull as it entered Titan’s atmosphere. Thermal shields moved and slid across the ship’s outer layer, securing any damaged panels or openings. The jarring effects of atmospheric reentry only lasted a few minutes. With a decline in aerodynamic heating, the Galaxy Runner descended into Titan’s blue, cloud blotched sky.  
 
      
 
    An antiquated satellite drifted in orbit above Titan. Its rusted center was spherical, framed by a wide solar-paneled wing on both sides. A lens-like eye protruded out from its globular body. The inner workings of the complex lens dilated, retracted, and spun. It watched as the Galaxy Runner disappeared beneath a patch of cloud cover. A shimmer of light emanating from the solar system’s sun washed over one of the satellite’s rectangular wings. The age-worn Galaxy Enforcement insignia gently sparkled.  
 
      
 
    Beams of golden sunlight streamed into the Galaxy Runner’s cockpit. Wisps of cloud vapor brushed by the windows. The sun had just begun its descent into the horizon. A portion of receding blue sky had been washed away with a pastel-colored mix of yellows and oranges.  
 
    The palms of Orion’s hands were enveloped with sweat. His breathing became heavier. He could feel his stomach churn. A scrambled collage of thoughts raced through his mind. Thoughts and pain. The pain was by no means physical, but an intangible agony that gnawed at his core. It was an agony that he knew all too well—and one that was always amplified by his presence on Titan.  
 
    Titan, Orion cursed the name to himself, how I despise you. If he had never returned to Titan it would still have been too soon. If only the Galaxy Runner could be repaired somewhere else, but finding people like Dirge who operated on the black market and had the equipment for starship repairs were a million to one shot.  
 
    The penetrating cavalcade of memories was too much for Orion to blot out. He sagged in his seat, leaning the back of his skull against the command chair’s neck brace. Like a tsunami that had breached the flood gates, the past came rushing back…   
 
     
 
    Titan Spaceport 
 
    December 6th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 13:55 
 
      
 
    Yesterday had been Orion Darkstarr’s ninth birthday. For most children his age the prospect of a birthday meant presents, cake, and a party—and for someone with distinguished parents like Orion, these could all be had in abundance. But for Orion, such things held little to no value. What his ninth birthday really meant was that he was just one more year away from his tenth. And he fully intended to count the days until its fateful arrival.  
 
    At the age of ten Orion would be able to enroll in the Junior Flight Academy at school. It would mean that he would have access to the SolarBrand Industries flight simulator and, down the line, get to ride in a real space shuttle. Since as early as Orion could remember he had the same unwavering dream: he didn’t just want to be a pilot, he wanted to be the greatest pilot in the galaxy, known far and wide throughout the star systems. It would be an understatement to say that Orion never dreamed small, some might say that he set his goals too high—even for a kid. But Orion was not an average kid. In school his teachers marveled at his keen interest and understanding of starship mechanics and space exploration. Where he faulted in other, more typical subjects, he excelled by leaps and bounds in any topic that focused on outer space.  
 
    Instead of pointless birthday presents and a party, Orion asked for only one thing. He wanted his dad to get him a few minutes in the flight trainer at the Titan Flight Academy. It would be the ultimate birthday gift. The Flight Academy building was next to the Draxus Star System Embassy where his parents worked. At first his parents had been hesitant, knowing that there were firm restrictions on who could use the expensive and personnel-exclusive simulator, but after some thought, they caved in. Owing to the fact that both of Orion’s parents were well-respected ambassadors, along with his dad’s persuasive demeanor, a few strings were pulled and Orion got nearly half-an-hour in the simulator.  
 
    For Orion, the experience was a chance of a lifetime and a fantasy come true. The simulator was designed to resemble a starship’s cockpit, the interior lined with display monitors and virtual reality hologlyphs, and the exterior utilized hydraulic lifts and rumble motion-monitoring to create a ‘real’ sense of piloting a ship. Sure enough, Orion felt like he was really piloting a starship through space. The head flight instructor was impressed by Orion’s uncanny knack for picking up on the control layout and system schematics, even managing not to crash—something most cadets did on their first time. Moreover, Orion’s delight was amplified by the flight instructor’s claim that he was probably the only nine-year-old in the whole galaxy that got to use one of these simulators.   
 
    It had been only yesterday when Orion used the flight simulator and already he was wondering how he could possibly wait an entire year before using it again at the Junior Flight Academy. The only thing that quelled his anxiousness was the excitement of seeing a space shuttle takeoff in person.  
 
    Orion ran across the lobby of the Titan Spaceport, wading through throngs of luggage-toting people staring up at the monitors displaying shuttle arrival and departure times. Breaching the horde of travelers, Orion made it to the escalator. He looked down at the hustle and bustle of people below, they almost looked like drones. In a sense, they were. For a fleeting moment, Orion’s stomach sank. He felt bad for them. Gazing at the crowd from above, their lives seemed so mundane. No one seemed to stick out or rise above the others. They seemed to be following a routine pattern that offered no recognition. No reward. In a hundred years, would any of them be remembered? It was thoughts like that which often plagued Orion, worst yet, scared him. He didn’t want to become one of those people. He couldn’t imagine growing up and becoming some faceless nobody—Orion vowed to himself that it would never happen. He wanted to live the adventures that he watched on holofilms and read about in digibooks.  
 
      
 
    Luna would have lost track of Orion completely, had it not been for her catching sight of his bright sky-blue faux flight uniform. He was on the escalator, heading for the second floor. That boy will drive me into an early grave, she thought to herself. But she wouldn’t have it any other way. Orion made her feel young and for a woman fast approaching seventy-six, that was a blessing.  
 
    “Orion, wait up!” Luna yelled, but it was no use. Her voice was drowned out by the loud clatter and collective dialogue of people occupying the lobby. Wasting no time, she tried to wedge herself through the mass in an attempt to reach the escalator. Her round physique didn’t make the challenge any easier.  
 
    Having been employed as a nanny for the better part of fifty years, Luna had never met a boy like Orion. Where other children his age that were privileged enough to have well-off parents were often needy, wanted the biggest toys, and used their parents prestige to push themselves onto others, Orion never made a fuss over things he wanted, never caused trouble at school, and never followed the trends or fads of his peers. He was a natural leader, a fact that had been evident since the early age of four when Luna had met him for the first time. Then again, Orion’s parents’ line of work always called for them to be away on long trips, in a way forcing the boy to become independent. Independent or miserable—and Luna had never once seen Orion depressed, aside from the few moments after his parents would leave on a job. His ongoing fantasies and dreams of space had kept him well occupied. 
 
      
 
    The escalator arrived at the second floor of the spaceport terminal. Orion sprinted into the crowd, swerving around and in-between the onslaught of human obstacles. Parting two people in front of him, he spotted his target up ahead. 
 
    Orion shouted at the top of his lungs, “Mom! Dad!” He dashed into their arms, knocking their luggage down. 
 
    “Orion, where have you been?” Ellwand Darkstarr asked, while ruffling up his son’s hair.  
 
    “I met a man downstairs,” Orion replied. “He’s a captain!” 
 
    “A captain?” Bellatrix Darkstarr prodded, hamming up the question for Orion’s benefit. 
 
    “Yeah mom, a real captain. He pilots his own starship, just like I will one day!”  
 
    Ellwand gave his son a playful nudge. “Still sure you don’t want to be a Galactic Ambassador, like your old man?”  
 
    Orion shirked back. “Nah, that’s no fun.” 
 
    Ellwand and Bellatrix shared a laugh before a female’s monotone voice echoed over the spaceport’s intercom. “Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three is now boarding. I repeat, Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three is now boarding.”  
 
    “That’s our flight,” Ellwand sighed.  
 
    “Dad, can’t I come?” Orion pleaded. “Just this once?” 
 
    “Sorry son, you know how it is. I hate it, but we don’t have a choice. This is an important peace summit for the Draxus and Vailos Star Systems.” 
 
    “Oh, I wish we could take you honey,” Bellatrix added. “You know how much I’m going to miss you.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to space before,” Orion muttered, lowering his head.  
 
    “When we get back we’ll take a trip to space, just the three of us,” Ellwand promised. “Then you’ll ride in your first shuttle. We’ll even try to get you a peek in the cockpit.” 
 
    Orion’s face lit up. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course, our little captain’s going to need to learn how to fly, isn’t he?” Bellatrix forced a smile, trying to extinguish the thought that in only a matter of minutes she’d be separated from her son for three long weeks. “Oh, I almost forgot!”  
 
    She reached into one of the fallen briefcases and pulled out a two-foot wide wrapped package. “Here, open it,” she told Orion, handing it to him.  
 
    Brimming with excitement, Orion tore the wrapping away. To his surprise it was a toy starship, detailed with flickering lights. “Oh, wow! My own starship! Thanks, mom!” 
 
    “It’ll have to do until you get the real one,” Ellwand joked.  
 
    “There you are!” Luna puffed. Out of breath, she made her way over to Orion and his parents. “For a moment, I almost thought I’d gone and lost you.”  
 
    The flight announcer’s voice trumpeted through the spaceport again. “Final call, Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three is now boarding. Final call for boarding.” 
 
    “Take care, son,” Ellwand said, resting his hand on Orion’s shoulder. “We’ll be back before you know it.”  
 
    Bellatrix knelt down, giving Orion a firm hug. “I love you, honey.”  
 
    Orion tried to wedge himself free from her grip, his face flushing red with embarrassment. “I know—I love you too, mom.” 
 
    After a long silence she let her release on him go. “Be a good boy, Orion. Luna will take care of you while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, he’s a tough cookie,” reassured Luna. “He’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “You can watch our shuttle take off from there,” Ellwand declared, directing Orion’s attention to an observation deck at the other end of the spaceport terminal.  
 
    Luna helped Orion’s parents gather up their luggage. “Alright folks, don’t want you missing your shuttle.” 
 
    “Thanks Luna, you’re the best,” Bellatrix said, juggling the last bit of luggage. Orion’s parents made their way towards a dwindling line of people, all hastening into a doorway. Above the door, digital lettering spelled out the words, ‘Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three.’ 
 
    Ellwand let his wife enter first, turning back to Orion one last time. “Remember, watch for the shuttle!” And with that, he entered the doorway.  
 
    Orion cradled his new toy, fighting back an outpouring of tears. 
 
    “Don’t worry sweetie, they’ll be back in no time,” Luna said gently, patting him on the back. She guided Orion over to the observation window, overlooking the airfield. Five shuttles were on the tarmac.  
 
    A tear slid down Orion’s cheek, landing on the toy starship.  
 
    “I like your toy,” admired Luna. “Is that going to be your ship some day?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Orion sniffled, wiping away his tears. He smiled. “One day I’ll be the captain of own ship with my own crew. We’ll have all sorts of adventures, just you wait and see!” 
 
     “A crew, huh? I’ll bet having a crew’s a lot of responsibility. A lot of people would be relying on you. Think you’d be able to handle it?” 
 
    Orion paused for a moment, giving the question serious thought. “Yeah…yeah I know I could. I’d never let them down, either.” 
 
    “I’d say you’d make a pretty good captain, kid.” 
 
    “Not pretty good, Luna!” Orion laughed. “The greatest!” 
 
    “Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three has departed,” announced the female voice from the loudspeaker.  
 
    Luna pointed out the observation window to a shuttle accelerating down the runway. “There it goes!” 
 
    Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three had become airborne, lifted into the sky by its singular blazing thruster. The engine roar shook the glass windows of the observation deck. The black and white passenger shuttle was larger than any Orion had seen before, only adding to his amazement as he watched the ship soar higher and higher, leaving a winding smoke trail in its wake. One day soon he would ride a shuttle just like that and finally make it into outer space.  
 
    The shuttle’s vertical ascension continued, gaining speed with each passing second. Its majestic departure had been breathtaking—an actual starship reaching up to the heavens…  
 
    Orion’s brows knit. He could have sworn he had seen something flash near the ship’s rear. The following moment was instantaneous.  
 
    Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three ignited in a thunderous explosion of churning flames. Hundreds of metallic pieces spit across the sky, each pursued by a contortion of matted vapors. A billowing cloud of black smoke hung in the air; a shower of debris and ash were scattered by the blowing wind, carrying much of it back to the ground. 
 
    The spaceport had become silent, everyone frozen into place and attention transfixed towards the observation windows.  
 
    Luna staggered back, her mouth hung open. She grabbed her heart while trying to verbally articulate any one of a million thoughts. Only incoherent babbling escaped her lips, her lower jaw twitching in despondent reaction. 
 
    Orion was motionless. His gaze locked onto the dark ominous cloud where the shuttle had once been. It all happened so fast, like something out from a holofilm. It hardly felt real but, secretly, he knew it was. The collective burst of emotions that circulated within him cancelled each other out. All he could do was stand there, empty and devoid of any feeling. His body began to twitch, starting with his neck, then shoulders. It was as if sudden, violent bursts of electricity had been designated to strike random points of his body. Another shock—he could feel his knees buckle, but somehow managed to stay on his feet.  
 
    An intense spasm worked its way down Orion’s arms. The toy starship was jolted from his tight grip. It seemed to fall in slow motion, spinning and twisting down, until it collided against the floor. The ship shattered at his feet, splintered plastic launching in every direction. Then he felt it. Every emotion flooded him at once.  
 
      
 
    Titan’s Atmosphere 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:36 
 
      
 
    Orion Darkstarr swallowed back the unexpected surge emotions that sought to overwhelm him. On all fronts he had succeeded, save for the faint mist that swelled up in his eyes.  
 
    Legart was focused on flying the Galaxy Runner and Ace, as usual, was oblivious, calculating his remaining credit funds on a monitor. Nova, however, sensed a change in the air, a change coming from Orion. Nine out of ten times she was spot on with her intuition, and this time was no exception. 
 
    Nova stole a quick glance at Orion. Upon observing him she snapped her head back around, struck by a pang of guilt. She hoped that he hadn’t seen her. It was all too obvious what the captain was trying to hide—something that she could relate to and something that she damned her own self for possessing: vulnerability. Nova wanted to ask him if everything was all right, to offer him some comfort, the kind of reassurance that she wished someone would offer her…No, you know that’s nonsense! She hated herself for even thinking it. She didn’t need anyone. And she would never need anyone ever again. 
 
    To Nova, Orion was a mystery. Since she had joined the crew of the Galaxy Runner a month ago she had never even been alone with him in the same room. She knew nothing of his past, who he was, or where he came from. He was as distant as she was. Nevertheless, he was a mystery that stirred her curiosity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    In 2335 a historic motion was passed by the newly-formed Galactic Union. The A.D. (Anno Domini) calendar was abandoned, serving to indicate that humanity was finally willing to undertake a momentous step forward. The indescribable horrors and staggering loss of life witnessed during the Galactic War had caused a paradigm shift, changing humanity’s outlook on the galaxy and, more importantly, on ourselves. The call to discard ideological differences, territorial disputes, and wanton strife resonated through the stars, culminating in a demand for galactic unity. For the first time in humankind’s tumultuous history, there was a collective understanding, a singular desire for advancement, enrichment, and the betterment of civilization. Thus, the Galactic Century (G.C.) began.  
 
    Sadly, stark reminders of life before the new era can still be observed in abundance. One need only to travel to any of the Waste Regions to witness, first hand, the testaments of humanity’s grim past. Though, maybe we are fortunate that these places continue to exist in some fashion; for perhaps it is there, in those floating graveyards, that we can forever be reminded of what terrible destruction humankind is truly capable of. 
 
      
 
    Rigel Nebulos, Spacefarers: A Generational Timeline 
 
      
 
    Waste Region 07 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:38 
 
      
 
    As impossible as it may seem, outer space appeared to be filled; the backdrop of starlight had been blotted out. An accumulated mass of antiquated war machines, battered starship wreckages, and damaged machinery coasted in the weightless zero-gravity environment. Corpses still encased in their astrosuits shifted among the remains. 
 
    To some the Waste Regions were a hovering junk yard, to others it was a celestial cemetery—and to a select few, it was a treasure trove.  
 
    The Eris’s black hull plowed through the remains, parting a section of the forgotten vestiges. The Eris was a formidable starship, sleek and angled. Lengthwise it was imposing, longer than two Galaxy Enforcement shuttles together. The nose of the ship was curved down, like the beak of a predatory bird. The thick wings were angular and jagged, each expanding outwards three times the ship’s width. The Eris possessed eight rear thrusters, four large center ones surrounded by four smaller propulsion engines. There were few starships that the Eris could not outrun.  
 
      
 
    Radnock Discordia’s cold, calculating eyes retained no semblance of life. From a distance they could be mistaken for the eyes of man but, up close, they were soulless, unflinching portals, gateways to death. He set his stony gaze to the glittering hologram that projected from the device in his hand.  
 
    A holographic image of Orion Darkstarr’s face flickered beneath the bold WANTED headline. The posted bounty had been in the millions, but Radnock skimmed over it. Catching his attention were the supplementary notes. Possible whereabouts: Titan, Radnock read to himself. A twisted grin etched itself across his chapped lips.  
 
    “Darkstarr,” he whispered under his breath. A fleeting spark of life gleamed in his dead eyes. Radnock straightened his crooked posture, propping himself upright in the command chair. His large muscular physique tightened beneath his raggedy clothes. Radnock was an intimidating sight, at one time he may have been handsome, but that time had long passed. His face was now mauled with deep battle scars, disfigurements, and pockmarks. Radnock’s short, cropped hair looked as if it had been cut by a blind barber and his well-toned arms were covered in an interweaving mess of poorly carved tattoos. Despite only being in his early-thirties, it would have been impossible to guess Radnock’s age; the tattered features of his face made him appear far older.   
 
    Radnock’s thousand-yard stare fixed onto the three men who stood with their backs to him, each operating a separate control panel in the sizable cockpit. Unlike most starships, there had been no chairs behind the controls, forcing the trio to stand.  
 
    Ovid was the shortest of the three men, a troll-like man with a permanent secretion of drool oozing down his chin. His teeth were gone, replaced by titanium steel fangs that could chew through human bone and most metal with relative ease. He manned the navigational displays. 
 
    Darsod stood at the center console, piloting the Eris. His body was a patchwork of ragged flesh and bionic replacements, making him more machine than man. His right eye was missing, in its place an artificial substitute; his left arm and right leg were outfitted with bionic replacements. Beyond the exterior augmentations few would know that Darsod’s bodily interior had also been swapped with mechanical counterparts, ranging from cybernetic lungs, kidneys, liver, steel-enforced bones, and synthetic plasma serving for blood. Artificial enhancement addiction had been a media sensation several years ago, due to its allure among young starlets and corporate heiresses. Still, none of them held a candle to Darsod.  
 
    At the left, operating both the weapon systems and stardrive, was Merak. Covered in third-degree burns, his face had been reshaped into a twisting, misshapen contortion of flesh. His ears, lips, and nose had been seared away, along with any form of facial hair or features.  
 
    “Avast, a wasteland of death,” Ovid gleefully hissed, stabbing a finger into the monitor display—the ship’s exterior camera projected the floating wreckage around them onto the screen. “All of it, ours for the taking!” 
 
    Radnock was repulsed by the sight. His upper lip reared back, exposing the yellowed, stained teeth underneath. He was a wild dog ready to attack. A series of near inaudible pops and cracking sounds went unnoticed beneath the control panel’s random bleeps and chirps. A spider web of fractures and splits multiplied across the holographic transmitter in Radnock’s tight grip. He squeezed, shattering the device. The splintered pieces fell between his fingers.  
 
    “No!” Radnock snarled, commanding all eyes on him with his boisterous tone. “I’ll no longer scurry around in the dark, content with grasping at scraps like some diseased sewer rat.”  
 
    Ovid protested, “But Radnock, there is much to—” 
 
    “There is nothing here,” Radnock shot back.  
 
    “Darkstarr has the cargo now,” Darsod grumbled. “Maybe we should just forget it.”  
 
    The cockpit grew silent, even the ambient noise of the control panel seemed to fade away. Ovid and Merak exchanged worried glances.  
 
    Darsod’s breathing quickened, followed by a cold sweat enveloping his body—at least the natural, non-mechanical parts. He had overstepped his boundaries. He had made an attempt to dissuade the hatred that fueled Radnock’s existence: Orion Darkstarr.  
 
    Radnock’s entire body seemed to suffer from a chain of minor convulsions; if looks could kill, Darsod would have endured the worst death imaginable.  
 
    “Forget?” Radnock asked, making no attempt to conceal his anger. “Forget, you say? No, I could never forget. You don’t forget hell, do you, Darsod?” 
 
    The nervous tension that gripped Darsod forbade him from uttering a syllable. His jaw simply clicked, letting out the weak chatter of teeth.  
 
    “Do you, Darsod?!” Radnock pressed, spit flying from his mouth.  
 
    Darsod swallowed hard, trembling with fear. “No…no, captain.” His voice wavered in an effort to articulate the words. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen hell, gentlemen,” Radnock continued, resuming an unnaturally calm posture after his previous explosion. “I’ve lived in it for seven long years.” 
 
    For a long uncomfortable moment, the crew watched as Radnock gazed off into nothingness. His thoughts were removed from the ship, from the present frame of time, from reality; although he physically sat in the command chair, he was not there in mind. Then, as quick as he faded out, Radnock snapped back with a perverse grin. 
 
    “Set a course for the Draxus system,” he ordered. “Take me to Titan.” 
 
    The trio shuffled back around, taking control of their respective posts.  
 
    A warped sense of excitement Radnock hadn’t felt in years coursed through him. I’m coming back, old friend. 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:45 
 
      
 
    Rayet Wolf adjusted his necktie and formal uniform before entering Chief Elnath’s office. This should be interesting, he told himself, so much for any chance of promotion. He entered the office with a devastating sense of trepidation. Taking a deep breath, he marched over to Elnath’s desk. Mustering up all the confidence he could, stood up straight. Hell, what am I so worried about? I didn’t do anything wrong. I did my best to apprehend a wanted man; they can’t fault me for that! 
 
    “Officer Rayet Wolf, reporting, sir!” Rayet announced, throwing his hand up in a salute.  
 
    Canis, fumbling through a series of paperwork, paid little notice to the young officer. He thumbed through a particular folder, scanning a wealth of semi-transparent electronic pages. Exhausted, he dropped it onto the desk, the contents splashing over an already growing collection of files.  
 
    Rayet stood in frozen salute. “Uh, sir? I was told to report to you?” 
 
    Canis tilted his head up. “Oh, sorry, you must be Wolf.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “At ease. Have a seat.” 
 
    Rayet lowered into a chair positioned before the desk. The chief seemed beside himself, not giving the young officer a pleasant feeling about the dialogue to follow.   
 
    Canis tried to ignore the cluttered disarray on his desk. He was an organized man, a place for everything and everything in its place, therefore, the newfound mess proved to be detrimental to his psyche. He’d be the first to admit that he had a bit of an obsessive compulsive streak, above all when it came to cleanliness, neatness, and order. At present, it was something he needed to overcome.  
 
    He shuffled through a series of files on the desk, arriving at one particular folder. The contents held the initial, albeit brief, report of what happened in concern to the cargo shuttle. What a mess, he thought. Only if I had chosen a more experienced officer for the mission. But that line of thinking was far from satisfactory, experience held no value when dealing with Orion Darkstarr.  
 
    Only a week ago Canis had been instructed to choose a younger officer for the cargo shuttle assignment, one that wouldn’t ask too many questions and Rayet Wolf’s track record at the academy made him an easy choice. Now, due to the failure of the mission, the higher ups wanted a scapegoat and, despite Canis’s repeated wishes, Wolf was the perfect choice—thanks in part to the young fool’s own blatant disregard for procedure. What burned Canis the most was that, instead of meeting with Wolf, he could currently be furthering the investigation to find Darkstarr. Chancellor Tholus and his bureaucratic cohorts only want to cover their asses, Canis deduced, they want to make the whole thing look as official as possible, which included placing blame. If nothing appears out of place, no one would ever pry deeper and discover the truth. The Galaxy Enforcement chief was aware that there could be no allowances or giveaways concerning what the cargo shuttle had been transporting. Less than a dozen people had the complete intel on what the actual contents were.  
 
    “I assume you know why you’re here,” Canis began, opening Rayet Wolf’s file. “During your last assignment you managed to disobey more Galaxy Enforcement regulations than I care to count. Your haphazard approach to the situation has sent your partner, Officer Rift, into the hospital with a serious concussion. Because of your deliberate use of excessive force we lost two shuttles, both of which were our latest models. Do you know that if word got out to the tax payers about this we’d be crucified? Thankfully, by some miracle, no one was killed due to your recklessness.” 
 
    Any anxiety Rayet had been carrying was replaced by a newfound fortitude. “Sir, with all due respect, I don’t believe that I ignored any G.E. procedure,” Rayet reasoned with an air of calmness. “At least, none that I’m aware of.” 
 
    Canis was taken aback by the youth’s relaxed demeanor. Was this kid for real?   
 
    “You must be joking,” Canis said, raising his voice. “Where do I begin? Let’s see, you left the cargo shuttle alone, allowing it to be hijacked. You failed to contact Darkstarr’s ship to order a surrender and instead chose to attack in full force. This included using missiles, which are forbidden unless given prior clearance. Should I continue?” 
 
    Rayet’s high regard of Canis Elnath was fading fast. “Sir, you weren’t there, but I assure you, each of those circumstances had been warranted. Yes, Darkstarr hijacked the cargo shuttle, but I came close to taking him down, closer than any officer ever did in the past. You have to give me that.” 
 
    Canis shot the officer a disapproving glare. “You say ‘taking him down’? Am I to understand that you never had any intention of apprehending him to begin with?” 
 
    This guy just doesn’t get it, Rayet told himself. If he had been in the same position out there, confronted by the ‘Pirate Scourge’, he’d know that I was justified. Then it clicked. Canis couldn’t understand. He was not an officer anymore; the years as Chief of Galaxy Enforcement softened him into a glorified pencil pusher. The Canis Elnath that Rayet respected had been the cadet who scored high honors at the academy, became an extraordinary and valued officer, and worked his way up the ranks. Rayet could no longer see the man as the inspiration and role model he once had been. 
 
    “Sir, may I speak freely?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “In my opinion, the pacifistic views that Galaxy Enforcement expresses towards these situations are the reason why pirates like Orion Darkstarr are allowed to roam free. You can’t fight fire with flowers. Fire needs to be fought with fire! It’s simple. You give us the weapons, so let us use them!” 
 
    “You’d make a better bounty hunter than an officer,” Canis chided. “Galaxy Enforcement was created to serve as galactic peacekeepers, fortified with strict rules and regulations. Galaxy Enforcement regulations are there for a reason. They are not flexible.” 
 
    “Sir, just what was in that cargo shuttle we were guarding,” Rayet asked, raising an eyebrow. Something about the whole situation reeked. It had been one big mystery and Rayet was never fond of mysteries. If he was going to get thrown off the force, he should at least know what had been behind it.  
 
    “You’re out of line questioning a superior,” Canis countered, punctuating his words. 
 
    “Superior, only in rank,” Rayet muttered, narrowing his gaze on the Chief.   
 
    “In rank and experience!” Canis snapped, letting his anger fly. “Listen, Wolf, your academic record is impressive, you’ve scored highest out of any cadet to graduate the academy and, believe me, that is a remarkable achievement. But let’s be honest, many cadets graduated with high honors and they weren’t given instant promotions.” 
 
    They should have been, Rayet bitterly thought to himself. I should have. 
 
    “As it stands, I’m risking my own neck to even keep you on the force,” Canis warned. “Otherwise, you’d be out of here faster than a shuttle in star-jump. You’re busted back down to ISP. You return tomorrow. Be grateful you still have that.”  
 
    “Then I’m out of here!” Rayet leaped up, launching his chair across the room. “This whole thing is a sick farce anyway.” He tore the Galaxy Enforcement badge off his uniform and slammed it down on Canis’s desk. Rayet’s lip quivered and his eyes twitched. In a rage fueled stumble, Rayet made his way to the door. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Canis retorted. “You’d be stupid just to throw it all away.” 
 
    “You’ll be sorry, Elnath,” Rayet called back, his voice wavering. “Boy, will you be sorry. You know who my father is? Cygnus Wolf! Yeah, that’s right. He’s in the running to become Supreme Chancellor of the Galen Star System. Once he’s in, your job will be a living hell! Just you wait!” 
 
    The automatic door slid open and Rayet staggered out—but his voice continued on. “You’ll be in a world of slag, Elnath! A world of slag!” 
 
    Canis sat alone in his office, staring down at the files on his desk. With one clean sweep of the arm, he sent the paperwork fluttering onto the floor. Despite Rayet Wolf’s infuriating personality, there was something strangely endearing about the young man. He had strong beliefs, as misplaced as they were. 
 
    It had become harder and harder to find young officers that didn’t, in some way, share Wolf’s thinking. The new generation of raw recruits was even further removed from war than the last. Canis himself had never seen real war, though his father had and would often tell horrifically graphic stories of what it had been like. But the fresh cadets were two, sometimes three, generations removed. War was just a game to them, a game played on virtual reality consoles at home.  
 
    The forming on the Galactic Union had brought about an unprecedented peace, urging many to claim that armed conflict was a thing of the past. Even crime rates were down across the star systems. Galaxy Enforcement had given out more speeding tickets in orbital sectors and misdemeanor fines in planet and colony patrols last year than accumulated arrests in three years. The arrests themselves were mostly drug related and didn’t involve any major crime. Of course, there were the space pirates, who kept the otherwise lax Galaxy Enforcement on their toes, but those incidents were few and far between and played up more by the media than anything else. Besides, bounty hunters were often called in to deal with the pirates by private citizens before Galaxy Enforcement was even aware of the situation.  
 
    Peace, Canis contemplated the word. Only a handful of others aside from Canis Elnath were aware that war could be closer than most of the galaxy realized, especially with the missing contents of that cargo shuttle resting in the hands of a space pirate.  
 
    A beep discharged from the Galaxy Enforcement insignia badge on Canis’s uniform. Tapping it, he activated the speaker module. 
 
    “Sir,” a voice said, escaping the badge. “This is surveillance center four. We have something down here you should see.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Canis replied, deactivating the device.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Visit Titan, the pride of the Draxus Star System! The premiere vacation spot in the galaxy! Don’t let our planet’s small size fool you; Titan has some of the finest cuisine, greatest natural wonders, and friendliest people in all seven Star Systems. Titan has more than just the largest spaceport ever built; it is the fastest developing planet in history! See Titan’s extraordinary Crystal Desert, or soak up the nightlife at Nephilim One, what Galaxy Press has called “the liveliest city this side of the universe”. Titan has something for everyone! 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from the Titan Tourism Bureau guide, circa 058 G.C. 
 
      
 
    Nephilim One 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 18:49 
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner soared over the vast cityscape of crumbling skyscrapers and decaying architecture. Nephilim One’s skyline, once a beacon of progress, was now reduced to a grim reminder of a bygone time. The starship’s exteriors lights blazed on, cutting through the sky’s twilight veil. The Galaxy Runner exited the city limits, crossing into a rural district with fewer buildings and heavy tree cover.  
 
    The blue flames emanating from the Galaxy Runner’s rear-thrusters waned. She decelerated; retrorockets flared up at the front of the ship, causing her to stop mid-air. The starship hovered above a circular landing platform, surrounded by a forested section of land.  
 
    An army of hidden flood lights blasted on at ground level, each vivid beam directed at the Galaxy Runner. The platform separated down the middle, creating two sections that folded inwards. A long, vertical tunnel was exposed, leading deep into a dark abyss.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner, using a combination of low rear-thruster bursts and front and top retrorockets, began its vertical descent into the mouth of the tunnel. Upon entry, a winding trail of guide lights blinked on, showcasing the tunnel’s metallic interior construction.  
 
     
 
    Dirge’s jaw tightened, his teeth digging into the cigar firmly wedged between his lips. He wobbled around like a madman, making his long, greasy gray hair appear even more disorderly. Dirge was pushing his late fifties, a beefy, rotund man with skin caked in years of accumulated dirt and starship grease. 
 
    Staggering about, he glanced from one end of his enormous steel warehouse to the other. Frantic, he scanned the area for anyone who could be of some use. Congested inside a labyrinth of catwalks, crates, and large machinery was enough to drive a man insane—a threshold Dirge had arrived at long ago. The ongoing racket of the mechanics shouting and cursing while they worked, pooled with the never-ending clanging of metal had made him not only lose his mind, but also a good deal of his hearing. This forced him to wear an outdated hearing-aid. It had become uncommon for anyone to still be using such devices but Dirge was too cheap to spend money on an artificial enhancement.  
 
    Money meant the galaxy to Dirge and he had no qualms about figuring out unscrupulous ways on how to obtain more with spending less. Whether those ways are achieved by cheating, lying, or stealing made no difference (and if he managed to accomplish it in the confines of his repair shop, all the better). Dirge lived by the old adage that ‘mechanics had a license to steal’ and he would take any unsuspecting customer for a ride without hesitation. 
 
    Dirge marched on, searching for one of his hired supervisors. In total he had over forty men under his employ, if it could be called employment. Most of his workers had been lowlifes from the slums, addicted drug abusers, or amateur thieves on Titan. This served Dirge well, as he never had to pay them, instead offering shelter, cheap grade drugs, and protection from the Galaxy Enforcement (not that Galaxy Enforcement even bothered with Titan anymore).  
 
    A faint light on a nearby wall caught Dirge’s eye. That damn sign, he cursed to himself. When is someone gonna fix that slaggin’ thing? The neon ‘Dirge’s Post’ sign was stretched across the far wall, above where several dilapidated starships rested while undergoing repairs. The letters ‘g’ and ‘s’ had long since burned out, making the sign read ‘Dire Post’.  
 
    Dismayed, Dirge turned, bumping into Oort Cloud, the latest supervisor he hired. Oort was around his early thirties and a heavy stardust addict, but he had proved to be more reliable than many of the other workers. That was, until he had his withdrawals.  
 
    “Oort, what in blazes is goin’ on?” Dirge inquired, yanking the cigar from his mouth. “I was just told we gave ship clearance to someone? Well, this is news to me, an’, bet your bottom credit, I’m runnin’ this show! You got a clue about this mess, Oort? Cause’ I sure didn’t authorize any ships to dock here!” 
 
    “But its Orion Darkstarr, boss,” Oort answered matter-of-factly, watching Dirge take a puff of his cigar. “I figured you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Darkstarr!” Dirge almost choked on the cigar smoke. “That blasted sonuva—” 
 
    The end of Dirge’s sentence was washed out by the engine roar of the Galaxy Runner finishing her descent into the facility. The starship landed on a docking platform; an array of catwalks lowered from the ceiling, surrounding her. A metal staircase lifted out from the platform’s floor, folding upwards toward the entrance panel on the Galaxy Runner’s side. 
 
    Dirge tossed his cigar onto the floor and stomped it flat. “That freebootin’ bastard’s got some guts showin’ his face here!” 
 
      
 
    Legart removed his hands from the controls and flicked a switch to shut down the Galaxy Runner’s engines.  
 
    Ace rose from his seat and turned to Orion. “You mind if we hit the town and enjoy ourselves a little?”               
 
    “You’ve got fourteen hours and then I want to be off this planet,” Orion replied, his tone unusually sharp. “The sooner we get back into space, the better.” 
 
    Rising out of his command chair, Orion advanced towards the exit. “I’ll go talk to Dirge about the repairs; you three inspect the remaining cargo crates. While we’re here, might as well cash in those Petro Diamonds.” Orion left the cockpit.  
 
    “Nice! We get the fun job.” Smirking, Ace rubbed his hands together. He could hardly wait to dive into the bounty of Petro Diamonds that awaited them. He already decided on what his share of the plunder would be spent on: ritzy casinos, expensive restaurants, and beautiful women. 
 
    “Yeah?” Legart interjected. “Well, how do you know we didn’t lose all the Petro Diamonds when the ship was hit?” 
 
    The old man’s comment slammed Ace back from cloud nine to a truthful, albeit harsh, reality. His fantasies spiraled into a darkened abyss. “You old folks are always so negative, you know that?” 
 
    Ace had spent the better part of a week hacking into the collected databases of every private freight company in an effort to find the most valuable cargo being transported. When he found that a Petro Diamond shipment was being escorted by Galaxy Enforcement, he figured they had scored the motherload. His original projection was surpassed after discovering that the transport had been under maximum clearance and designated top-secret. To uncover the classified details and the cargo shuttle’s route, Ace had to breach a maze of virtual firewalls, intricate passcodes, and fourteen-levels of digital intrusion-blockades. It was not a walk in the park, even for Ace, who was the ‘greatest hacker in the galaxy’, a self-proclaimed title, of course. Now, losing the Petro Diamonds would have been a nightmare come true and one that Ace would rather not consider.  
 
    Ace shook the thought from his mind. A few of the Petro Diamond crates still had to be in the Galaxy Runner’s cargo hanger—they couldn’t have all been sucked out into space! Ace succeeded at convincing himself, at least for the time being. Switching his focus from the disparaging matter at hand to a more enlightening prospect, he stepped over to Nova’s seat. Ace would openly confess to being a bit of a womanizer, but he’d rather just say he ‘had a way with the ladies’. His blunt and straightforward manner would often get him in over his head with trouble, but he was equally skilled at getting out of any dilemma he got in.  
 
    “Hey Nova, how’s about after we cash in the spoils, you and me get a drink?” Ace asked, his confidence showing no fault. “Shipmates should get to know each other better, don’t you think?” 
 
    Nova gave him a cold, indifferent glance. “Are you asking me out?” 
 
    Ace’s assured demeanor crumpled under her icy gaze. “Well, uh, sure I—”   
 
    “Sorry, Ace,” Nova cut in, stressing his name with a playfully snide voice. “I only interact with life forms capable of using more than one brain cell.”  
 
    Nova stood up from her chair and headed for the exit. She didn’t feel bad about telling Ace off, and feeding him some of the same repartee he so often handed Legart had been strangely satisfying. From the moment she met Ace, it had been apparent that he was arrogant, egotistical, and full of himself, the sort of person who needed to be taken down a peg.  
 
    “Cold—but quick,” Ace muttered with a tinge of amusement. “Where have you been all my life?”  
 
    “Hiding on a star system far from you,” Nova replied, leaving the cockpit.  
 
    “Looks like you’ve been shot down, kid,” Legart chuckled. From him, a laugh sounded more like a forced cough, but it still added insult to Ace’s injury.  
 
    Ace rolled his eyes and gave Legart a defiant smile. “Eh, she’ll come around.”  
 
      
 
    Orion exited the Galaxy Runner, stepping onto a grated catwalk resting beneath the entrance panel. Far below he could see Dirge flailing his arms and pacing back and forth like a crazed lunatic. Some things never change, Orion thought. Dirge was still the same old codger he had always been.  
 
    Hydraulics and motorized gears spun, whirled, and gyrated underneath the catwalk. The sectioned panel of walkway lowered Orion away from the Galaxy Runner’s side. Within seconds he reached the floor and strode off the lift.  
 
    “Darkstarr!” Dirge barked, his infuriated shout rising above the racket inside the facility. He wobbled over as fast as his globular body would allow. Dirge was no fan of the legendary Pirate Scourge, not by a long shot. Of course, Dirge didn’t really like anyone, but nevertheless, he held a particular bone of contention towards Orion. Space pirates, in general, were a pain to deal with and always tried screwing him when it came to business dealings. They were the only ones quick enough to pull a fast one on him and Dirge wasn’t one to see the shoe on the other foot; if anybody was doing the cheating, it would be him!   
 
    Orion cracked a fake smile. “Long time no see, Dirge.” 
 
    Out of breath, the irate man stopped inches before the space pirate. “What the hell are you doing here?”   
 
    “The Galaxy Runner needs repairs,” Orion answered, motioning towards the starship.  
 
    “That piece of junk’s still kickin’? Looks like its ready to be melted down! Well, it don’t matter, cause’ I can’t service your ship, Darkstarr. We’re backlogged, I’m shorthanded, things are rough. Tight scheduling and all that, you know how it is. Looks like you’d better depart,” Dirge advised curtly before storming off. In the back of his mind he was hoping that the pirate would vanish as fast as he had appeared.  
 
    Orion followed, keeping pace. “You don’t really expect me to believe that? You’ve never had a problem taking my money before.”   
 
    “I was never doing business with a wanted man before,” Dirge shot back.  
 
    “Nice to see you’ve developed a conscience,” Orion noted, making no attempt to hide his sarcasm. “I’ve been wanted for a while now, that’s nothing new—and with the kind of scum on this planet, I know you’ve done business with a lot worst.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dirge claimed, “but there’s a bounty on your head, an’ I don’t deal with men who’ve been tagged. The last thing I need are bounty hunters on my ass looking for you. I could deal with Galaxy Enforcement, but I draw the line at bounty hunters. They’re reckless, half of them are outright killers!” 
 
    There was only one thing in the galaxy that Dirge feared. Bounty hunters. The very thought of them chilled Dirge’s already cold, callous soul. 
 
    “When did they put a bounty on me?” Orion asked, both amused and surprised.  
 
    “You mean, you didn’t even know!? They posted it about a half-hour ago, it’s being broadcast nonstop. What did you do to deserve that? Kidnap a chancellor’s daughter?” 
 
    “Just a small time hijacking.” 
 
    Dirge laughed. “Apparently not as small as you think.” 
 
    Orion’s expression hardened. “The Galaxy Runner needs to be patched up, weapons restocked, and the stardrive replaced. Do it in less than nine hours and we’ll be gone. You have my word. On top of the costs, I’ll throw in a few Petro Diamonds.” 
 
    Dirge stopped in his tracks, snapping back around. “Petro Diamonds! You ain’t tryin’ to hornswaggle me, are you, Darkstarr?” 
 
    “After all these years, would I do that to you?” Orion replied, his fake smile returning.  
 
    “All right, all right, you have a deal,” Dirge relented, the promise of Petro Diamonds being too valuable to resist. “Keep in mind, rush repairs cost extra.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Dirge broke loose with a bout of laughter. “That’s rich! They stamped a bounty on you just for stealin’ Petro Diamond?” 
 
    “Galaxy Enforcement must be getting desperate,” Orion countered.  
 
    “Orion!” Legart’s voice rang across the post.  
 
    Glancing upwards, toward the Galaxy Runner, Orion could see Legart in the ship’s doorway. 
 
    Legart jutted a finger towards the starship’s interior. “Get up here, quick!” 
 
      
 
    Orion entered the cargo hanger of the Galaxy Runner. Legart, Nova, and Ace stood around three wooden cargo crates, their faces equally distressed. Even Nova, who was the most practiced at concealing her thoughts, appeared troubled.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” Orion asked, having a good idea what the answer might already be. 
 
    “The crates are empty,” Ace exclaimed, flipping over the lid to one of the wooden containers. Aside from a mound of packing foam, nothing was inside.  
 
    “Only three of them made it and there’s not a single Petro Diamond in any,” Legart confirmed.  
 
    Nova tapped her foot against a black, metal briefcase leaning against the nearest crate. “We did find this inside one of them. The other containers must have been decoys.” 
 
    Orion picked up the briefcase by the handle. “Have you opened it?” 
 
    Nova shook her head. “The thing’s locked.” 
 
    Fumbling around with the metallic case, Orion spotted an intricate series of locks that prevented it from being opened. A selection of buttons was positioned near each of the steel latches that sealed it shut.  
 
    “Figuring out the access codes to open the damn thing could take days,” declared Legart.  
 
    “Ha, days!?” Ace spat, raising his head with the utmost confidence. “No way, old timer, I can get it open in a few hours, at most. I was deciphering binary codecs, lock intrusion matrixes, and cracking numerical sequences when I was five years old. Just leave it to—” 
 
    Before Ace could finish his sentence, Orion removed the blaster from his holster. The gunblade was the only one like it in the entire galaxy, a sleek high-precision firearm with a curved blade resting beneath the short barrel.  
 
    Orion tossed the briefcase onto the top of a wooden crate and fired his gunblade across the series of lock mechanisms. A red laser discharged from the weapon, searing away the locks and turning them to molten rust.  
 
    “Uh, or I guess we could just do it that way,” Ace mumbled. 
 
    “Ol’ fashioned blasters, kid,” Legart chuckled. “They’ll get you a lot more mileage than knowing about some ‘binary whatsitdos’ and ‘numbered thingamajigs’”.   
 
    Orion flung open the top of the briefcase. Nestled inside a thick layer of padded cushioning rested a silvery object, cylindrical in shape.  
 
    Ace stared at the shiny item, dumbfounded. “Well, what is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is, but I sure know what it isn’t,” Legart said, crossing his arms. “It isn’t gonna pay for the Galaxy Runner’s repair bill.”  
 
    Orion holstered his gunblade and pulled the object out of the briefcase. “Looks like some sort of capsule.”  
 
    Nova chimed in. “Think there’s something inside?” 
 
    Giving it a closer look, Orion brushed his fingers against the object’s surface. It was metal, slick and smooth, so much so that Orion could see his reflection on it. He turned the capsule around, flipped it over, and analyzed it the best he could, but there were no creases, hinges, or grooves in its construction, there were no signs or indications revealing how to open it.  
 
    “If there is, I can’t get to it,” Orion answered, continuing to examine the object.  
 
    “Maybe we can blow it open,” suggested Ace.  
 
    “Not a good idea,” Nova argued. “Whatever’s inside could be volatile.” 
 
    Legart heard enough. He reached down to his belt, pulling out a small knife from its sheathe. He tapped a button the handle and within moments the high-frequency blade turned red hot.  
 
    “Give it to me,” he said. “Nice and simple. We’ll cut the stinkin’ thing open.” 
 
    Orion handed Legart the capsule. Taking the object, he slowly moved the searing knife blade against the reflective metallic surface. Sparks ignited upon impact. Legart pressed harder, hoping for some sort of incision. A flare of light burst forth from the prolonged contact—the knife’s blade shattered in two.  
 
    Legart jerked his hand back, dropping the knife handle. “What the hell’s it made of? The knife didn’t even leave a scratch!” 
 
    “I got it!” Ace snapped his fingers, a smile sweeping across his face. “Its obvious, ladies and gentlemen, that we have a small fortune on our hands.” 
 
    “What!?” Legart snarled. 
 
    “Think about it,” Ace continued, “this thing has to be something important or it wouldn’t have been such a pain to hack into the freight company database. Why else was this thing filed under top clearance? And why else would two Galaxy Enforcement Shuttles have been guarding that Cargo Ship? Evidently, what we have here is much more valuable than Petro Diamonds.” 
 
    Legart rolled his eyes. “Yeah? Then you go and find a place to cash it in.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to know what it is first,” Ace retaliated. “We wouldn’t want to get cheated. This thing could score us big money, there might be a Telium crystal inside, or a Xelion bloodstone, maybe it’s even something more! A cosmic key!” 
 
    Legart raised his fist, as if to strike Ace. “I’ll give you a cosmic key!”  
 
    “Whatever it is, I’ll take it for now,” Orion said, stepping between Ace and Legart, seizing the capsule in the process. He opened a pouch affixed to his belt and put the silver object inside.  
 
    “What are we going to do about the repairs?” Nova asked.  
 
    “Let Dirge finish them,” Orion replied. “I’ll break the heart wrenching news to him later.” 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C.  
 
    Time Log: 18:55 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation?” Canis asked, entering the Command Room.  
 
    The Command Room was a technical marvel, utilizing the latest in GPS (Galactic Positioning Satellite) technology. G.E. surveillance satellites were spread across the galaxy and throughout the seven Star Systems.  
 
    Galaxy Enforcement officers scrambled about the circular room, shuffling from one computer station to another. Not quite sheer pandemonium, but more akin to controlled chaos would best describe the scene as officers rushed around, analyzing the holographic screens that blinked to life overhead, displaying orbital maps and planetary charts.  
 
    An officer made her way over to Canis, saluting him. “Sir, one of our observation satellites has spotted the Galaxy Runner entering Titan’s atmosphere.” 
 
    “Just as we estimated,” Canis validated. “How long ago did they make landfall?” 
 
    “Around twenty minutes ago,” the female officer answered. “We confirmed their orbital trajectory, we can speculate where they landed within a two-hundred mile radius.” 
 
    Canis felt a heavy burden lift from his shoulders. Within hours, the Pirate Scourge would be in custody, of that he was certain. Soon, this whole mess could be forgotten.  
 
    “Your orders, sir?” 
 
    “Have that entire area combed, every square inch of their projected landing-zone needs to be swept as thoroughly as possible,” Canis ordered. “I don’t care how many officers it’ll take, get every available body there.” 
 
    “Will there be anything else, sir?” The officer inquired. 
 
    “Send out all reserve shuttles to converge with the strike team orbiting Titan. Inform them that it’s a class-one priority.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not fool ourselves here. In this Galactic Century, political corruption still exits. It’s just better hidden.”  
 
      
 
    Senator Cygnus Wolf, quoted from a “Galaxy Nine News” interview 
 
      
 
    Galen Star System Embassy 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 19:41 
 
     
 
    Rayet pushed his way through the spirited crowd of wealthy socialites and political elite. Half of them were drunk and the other half high on stardust. Rayet was disgusted by the sight, rich gluttonous men and women, prancing around in expensive clothing and golden jewelry, all pretending to care about the welfare of the galaxy and its people. They didn’t really give a damn, as long as their own prosperity wasn’t threatened. Rayet hated stuffy bureaucrats, living so deep in their glass bubbles that they didn’t have a clue what was actually happening on the outside.  
 
    Having commandeered a decommissioned Galaxy Enforcement shuttle and star-jumping to the Galen Embassy on Europa Twelve didn’t exactly bode well for Rayet’s future employment options. He, in essence, took a G.E. transport without clearance, thereby making it a hijacking. The shuttle itself was in such rough shape that, in his opinion, he did Galaxy Enforcement a favor by taking it. The shuttle barely made the star-jump, breaking down after arriving on Europa Twelve. None of that mattered though. Nothing did anymore, not Galaxy Enforcement, not Canis Elnath, and not any promotion. Only one solitary goal filled Rayet’s mind: Orion Darkstarr.   
 
    The ballroom was congested with senators, chancellors, and greasy politicians from every star system, all proud, high ranking members of the Galactic Union. Rayet could feel all eyes on him. He was out of his element; even a third-rate politician could tell that he was as out of place among them as oxygen was to outer space. It was fortunate that he wasn’t still wearing his Galaxy Enforcement uniform, or else he would stick out even more.  
 
    Considering how much Rayet disliked politicians, the politicians equally disliked Galaxy Enforcement. To them Rayet was a mindless G.E. drone, capable of only taking orders and existing virtually beneath the political realm. On the other end of the spectrum, to G.E. officers, elected officials were simply temporary figureheads who indulged in collecting taxes, spending vast amounts of money, and ‘maintaining’ galactic peace, the latter of which was debatable, at least in Rayet’s mind. There was no chance of war ever happening, anyway, Rayet thought, this peace-conference nonsense was just there to give these well-off pigs a job. Even though one of those ‘well-off pigs’ happened to be his father.  
 
    Despite the Galactic Union’s political sway, all seven Star Systems held their own sovereignty, and were free to leave the Union at any time. However, segregating from the Union wouldn’t stand as being beneficial, as all of the Star Systems were so interconnected through economic commerce, political affiliation, and linking trade routes that it would be near impossible to do without. This unified network of alliances had lasted for the better part of the last eighty-six years, since the adoption of the Galactic Calendar.  
 
    Rayet fought his way through another group of senators, before reaching a butler, holding a platter topped with hors d'oeuvre and champagne glasses. “Hey pal, where’s Senator Wolf?” 
 
    “I believe he’s in a conference with the Ivago Chancellor now, sir,” answered the monotone butler while giving Rayet’s uniform a disapproving glare. 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “The library hall, sir. But sir, it was his wish not to be disturbed by anyone—” 
 
    “I’m not anyone, I’m his son,” Rayet corrected, shoving past the butler and making his way towards the library hall door.  
 
    Struggling through the crowd, Rayet reached the door and waited for it to slide open. Nothing happened. Then it came to him. This wasn’t an automatic door. It was one of those old fashioned wooden doors. Stupid things, Rayet cursed to himself. He pushed it open, recognizing that the door itself was on hinges. 
 
    Like most of the architecture inside the Galen Embassy, the library hall was an antiquated mix of Victorian and Gothic design. The furnishings were made of wood, the walls built with plaster and, strangest of all, the library was compiled with row after row of shelves, each comprised with old paper books. Even in school, Rayet never had to read actual paper books. It seemed so pointless, when nearly every book ever written was now downloadable on a holopad (or at the least, electronic paper), which put less strain on the human eye and was far more convenient.  
 
    Rayet passed a row of shelves and spotted his father speaking with a tall, conservatively dressed man next to a large stone fireplace. No doubt, this had to be the Ivago Chancellor. Rayet squinted at the scene; he speculated that the Chancellor’s suit must be worth at least several thousand credits. Leave it to some snooty official to throw down that kind of money on clothes. At the same time, it came as no surprise to Rayet that someone from the Ivago System had so much money to throw around. Ivago was the richest Star System in the galaxy, the Draxus System being the poorest. But it hadn’t always been like that.  
 
    Senator Cygnus Wolf stopped mid-sentence, detecting the awkward presence of someone else in the room. He turned around, combating an expression of uncertainty and confusion. 
 
    “Rayet?” Cygnus leaned forward, adjusting his glasses. “Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me.” Rayet stepped forward. He wasn’t thrilled having to come to his father in light of the humiliation he had endured. Still, this was the only person Rayet could turn to, regardless of their somewhat turbulent history. Cygnus Wolf was a proud man, one who had always wanted his son to carry on the family’s political legacy, a celebrated legacy that had spanned generations. Rayet, however, had no intention of becoming some monkey-suited figurehead that spouted refined speeches to the mindless masses. Despite Cygnus’s fervent expectations of his son, he never tried to press the matter in a direct, straightforward way. He didn’t have to.  
 
    Rayet knew what his father wanted, and he knew just as well that it was something that he never intended to be a part of. Rayet could see no adventure in the political arena, even with all the white lies, intrigue, and backstabbing that plagued the occupation. Rayet had no desire to fine tune a silver tongue in which to recite scripted dialogue, he wanted real battles, ones that could be seen in the limelight and earn him admiration. People respected the Canis Elnath’s of the galaxy more than they appreciated the Cygnus Wolf’s. 
 
    Not until after the death of his mother only a few years ago, had Rayet announced to his father the career path he had chosen. He clearly remembered the day he announced that he was enrolling in Galaxy Enforcment. He could almost hear the sound of his father’s heart breaking. Nevertheless, Cygnus Wolf accepted his son’s decision like any loving father would.   
 
    Relaxing, Cygnus smiled. “This is a welcomed surprise! What brings you out here, son? Something wrong?” 
 
    It was true, nowadays Rayet only turned to his father when something was wrong. He felt a twinge of guilt, but it was not a difficult emotion to force away. 
 
    Rayet glanced at the stone faced visage of the Ivago Chancellor. “Uh, I kinda need to talk to you alone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cygnus replied warmly. “Let me just finish with the Chancellor and—” 
 
    “Exuse me, sir,” the butler’s voice cut in. 
 
    Cygnus looked passed Rayet to the butler at the far side of the room. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but your presence is needed in the lobby. The Haleos ambassador is leaving and requested that I find you before he departed.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Cygnus sighed. “Let him know I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “At once, sir,” the butler reacted, exiting the room.  
 
    Cygnus put his hand on Rayet’s shoulder. “Just let me deal with this first. Do you have a minute to spare?” 
 
    “If now’s a bad time, I can come back later,” Rayet shrugged. It was always a bad time for his father. That hadn’t changed and it probably never would.  
 
    “No, no, I’ll be right back,” Cygnus continued, turning to the Ivago Chancellor. “If you’d please excuse me, Chancellor?” 
 
    The Ivago Chancellor shook Cygnus’s hand. “Certainly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cygnus said before striding for the door.  
 
    The Chancellor shifted his sharp gaze onto Rayet. “The senator’s son, hm? A pleasure meeting you. You’re father is a remarkable man, if he plays his cards right, he may be on his way to becoming supreme chancellor of the Galen System.” 
 
    Rayet saw the true meaning behind the Chancellor’s words; by playing his cards right, meant becoming a crooked politician—and if there was one thing that Rayet knew about his father, was that he wasn’t crooked. Well, at least not too crooked.   
 
    “And you are?” Rayet asked coldly.  
 
    The Chancellor grinned, as if the coming introduction would be of some importance. “How rude of me, I’m Tharsis Tholus, Chancellor of the Ivago Star System.” 
 
    The name meant nothing to Rayet. “The name’s Rayet Wolf.” 
 
    Both men shook hands. 
 
    Rayet Wolf, Tholus ran the name through his mind. It sounded familiar, like he had either read it or heard it recently.  
 
    “Rayet…Rayet Wolf, for some reason, I believe I’ve heard that name before,” Tholus speculated aloud. “You’re not running for office are you?” 
 
    Rayet silently chuckled, running for office, that’s a laugh.  
 
    “No, I’m afraid politics bore me. I’m an officer with Galaxy Enforcement,” Rayet paused for a moment. “Maybe that should be past tense. I was an officer with Galaxy Enforcement.” 
 
    It clicked. Tholus recognized the name from the classified file he had read not more than one hour ago at Galaxy Enforcement’s Daedalus Base. As difficult as it was to believe, it seemed that Canis Elnath’s accursed blunder had already begun to follow him across the galaxy!  
 
    The Chancellor started bitterly, “Rayet Wolf—how could I forget that name, or ever expect you to be Cygnus’s son!” He took a step in, allowing his hot breath to hit Rayet. “How does it feel, boy? Knowing that you may have doomed us all?” 
 
    “What?” Rayet was taken aback, not positive he had heard the Chancellor right. 
 
    Tholus took another step closer to Rayet, his voice becoming a low, angered whisper, knowing that he couldn’t chance anyone else stumbling in on their conversation. “If you could only comprehend the implications of your failure to guard that cargo shuttle, you might understand my desire to execute you right where you stand.”   
 
    “Cargo…cargo shuttle!?” Rayet stuttered. “How do you know about that? That was classified at the top level!” 
 
    “You brainless twit,” Tholus exploded. “I was the one who had it classified! It was on its way to the Ivago System, after all. Now, your gross negligence and inability to stop that space pirate could very well be the death knell for every star system in this galaxy.” 
 
    Rayet would have been stunned at this chance encounter if he had not been so enraged by the Chancellor’s brazen accusations. The man probably never seen frontline space combat before and he dared to give a lecture on Rayet’s handling of the situation? The young officer’s blood boiled hot.  
 
    “Listen here, Tholus,” Rayet shot back, “I don’t know what that shuttle was carrying, but I did everything I could, you got that? Though I wouldn’t expect some desk jockey bureaucrat to comprehend it.” 
 
    Tholus thrust a finger into Rayet’s chest. “What are you doing here? Come pleading to your father, hoping that he can pull a few strings and get you back with Galaxy Enforcement? Well, I can promise you this, a future career will be the least of your worries.” 
 
    “Screw Galaxy Enforcement!” Rayet roared. “I’m only here for a shuttle. A fast one.”  
 
    Tholus sneered. “So, that’s you’re plan, boy? Running from your humiliation?” 
 
    “I’m not running from anything! I’m taking that shuttle and using it to find Orion Darkstarr.” 
 
    “Darkstarr, you say?” Tholus’s attention was peaked. “And what will you do when you find him?” 
 
    “I’ll kill the bastard!” Rayet spat. “That pirate scum will regret the day he crossed me. If it wasn’t for Canis Elnath and those damned idiots he gave me to carry out the assignment, your cargo would be safe and Darkstarr’s corpse would be floating into deep space by now.”  
 
    Tholus glanced into Rayet’s rage-fueled eyes, intrigued by the young man’s conviction. If the Chancellor had believed in fate, he would have sworn that the Senator’s son was sent to him by divine intervention. And while he held no such beliefs, his prior experiences involving sudden, auspicious opportunities told him to never look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “I see. Well, perhaps there’s still some use for you after all. But it’s not just a fast shuttle you’ll need. You’ll need a shuttle that’s…how shall we say, well equipped.” 
 
    Rayet stared at the Chancellor blankly. “And where would I find that?” 
 
    Tholus smiled. “I’m sure if we were to arrange a deal, of sorts, I could supply you with such a starship.” 
 
      
 
    The Mercury Bar 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 19:47 
 
      
 
    The Mercury Bar was a seedy establishment occupied with the most belligerent patrons this side of Titan. Notorious for nightly bar fights and watered down drinks, the Mercury Bar still turned over fair profit. The small hole-in-the-wall gave the impression that it was falling apart a little more each day but, regardless of the dilapidated interior, grime covered glasses, and reeking stench, the ‘regulars’ never complained, and the new clientele didn’t seem to mind either.  
 
    The overhead bowl-shaped lights gave off only the faintest glow, keeping much of the bar in shadows. It helped to conceal the building’s structural damage, most of which had been incurred by rambunctious drunks before they were kicked out.  
 
    Nova and Legart sat at a rusted metal table at the far corner of the bar, removed from the loud, vulgar crowd that permeated near the barkeep’s counter. A collection of empty shot glasses and whisky bottles covered Legart’s side of the table. He downed another shot and slammed the glass hard onto the table.  
 
    “What a dump,” Nova remarked, making no effort to hide the boredom in her voice. Her distant gaze shifted across the bar, the hopeless rabble of miserable drunks and cantankerous vagrants made for a sickening sight. This was not the place Nova wanted to be. Remaining aboard the Galaxy Runner alone had been her first choice, but Legart insisted that she should get some fresh air. Unfortunately, she would come to find that fresh air was not something so easily found on the mildew-smelling, urine-reeking streets of Titan.  
 
    Legart laughed, “Everywhere on Titan’s a dump.” He filled up another shot glass. Despite having already finished off a bottle and a half of cheap low-grade whisky, Legart hadn’t felt the side-effects of the alcohol yet, aside from a minor buzz, whereas the average person would have been sprawled out by now. Legart was an expert at holding his alcohol, a fine-tuned skill developed from years of drinking, although not a talent that he bragged about. After all, as impressive as Legart’s drinking ability was, he knew that most of the drunks on Titan could put him to shame.  
 
    Nova had been surprised by Legart’s relaxed disposition under the influence of alcohol. She had never seen him without his signature scowl, save for a few select moments here and there. Regardless of Legart’s apparent ornery nature, he always reminded Nova of a fatherly figure. She felt that there was more to be seen beneath his tough exterior. Even a blind person could see that together with Orion and Ace, the three seemed more like a family than shipmates, albeit a dysfunctional family. But it was a better one than what she ever had.  
 
    “How long have you been with Orion?” Nova asked, hoping that any clues to solving the mystery of Orion Darkstarr would take her mind off their less than agreeable surroundings.  
 
    “Too long,” Legart answered flatly, tilting his shot glass and causing the alcohol to swirl around. “I’ve been on the Galaxy Runner now for fifteen years.” 
 
    Nova watched as Legart became silent, staring at the miniature whirlpool of whisky he had created inside his glass.  
 
    Legart gulped the shot. “Without any regrets, I can say they were the best years of my life.” He seized the whisky bottle and refilled his glass, then reached across the table and grabbed Nova’s empty shot glass, pouring whisky up to the rim. “You can’t go sitting in a bar and looking miserable without at least one drink.” Legart slid the shot glass towards Nova.  
 
    Nova smiled, taking the glass. “Well, here’s to fifteen more years.” With a clinking of glasses, Nova downed the whisky.  
 
    Before the shot glass reached Legart’s mouth, he froze. After a moment, he lowered it back onto the table and looked on, despondent. 
 
    “Reached your limit?” 
 
    Legart sighed. “Nah, just thinking. Thinking about time, and how it sure as hell does fly. Sometimes I don’t think I have another fifteen years left in me.” 
 
    “This your retirement speech, then?” 
 
    “Eh, you’re too young to understand,” Legart responded in a somber tone. “But once you get to be my age, you start thinking about things. Don’t get me wrong, that ship’s been a home to me, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. But one day you just wake up and look at your life, and you judge everything; every mistake, every success, and every failure, you look at it all.”  
 
    “You seem to have survived just fine,” said Nova.  
 
    Legart shrugged. “It looks that way. But I’ve survived because I’ve been following someone else’s dream. I was too scared to follow my own. So, I went out one day, found someone, a fearless man with a strong dream, and stuck with him. Fifteen years later I woke up and realized I gave up on my own.” 
 
    “By any chance, this man you followed, his name didn’t happen to be Darkstarr?” 
 
    Legart offered a faint smile. “That’s the son of a bitch.” 
 
    “There are a lot of people in this galaxy who would give a lot to be shipmates with Orion Darkstarr,” Nova said. “Some would call that a dream.” 
 
    “That it is,” Legart raised the shot glass, downing the contents. “That it is.”  
 
    The shattering of glass could be heard near the barkeep’s counter as two disheveled men were engaging in an all out brawl. Eager spectators surrounded the two men, some placing bets on who would walk away victorious. 
 
    “Tell me,” Nova began, ignoring the sudden commotion, “why is it that Orion’s always in such a rush to get back into space.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Legart leaned forward across the table. “Orion doesn’t like to talk much about his past. You’re new to the ship, but after a while you find that there are a lot of things about him that may seem…odd. He’s a very quiet person. The kind that keeps to themselves, buries everything deep inside, I think he just wants to forget.” 
 
    Nova was intent on Legart’s every word. “Not like the notorious space pirate I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
    “Nothing about the rumors are true. Orion’s not like any other pirate. He only steals to survive; he’s never killed a man in his life.” Legart paused, noticing that there was less than a shot glass worth left in the whisky bottle. He motioned for Nova to take it but she waved off the offer.  
 
    “Every time we come here,” Legart continued, “to Titan, I think it eats a little of him away. It’s a long story and not mine to tell. All you got to know is that Orion hates Titan, or any planet for that matter. I guess he feels safer in space where the gravity’s there to hold him up.” 
 
    Legart drank the last of the whisky straight from the bottle.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “The Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three incident on Titan was a freak mishap. The investigative commission concluded that an unexpected leak in the shuttle’s rear fuel compartment made contact with one of the ship’s main thrusters. This resulted in the explosion that claimed the lives of all four-hundred and twenty-one aboard. Statistically, flying on Galactic Starlines is still the safest way to travel. The odds of being involved in a fatal accident are one in forty-seven million.”  
 
      
 
    Statement released by Galactic Starlines Representative  
 
    after the Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three Tragedy, circa 064 G.C. 
 
      
 
    Nephilim One Red Light District 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 19:51 
 
      
 
    The electric sizzle of neon lights cut through the night, illuminating the gritty, trash-ridden street. The Red Light District was nestled deep within the heart of Nephilim One, evidence to both the structural and societal decay that the city had undergone. It was as if the inanimate, urban surroundings were actually dying, infested with a cavalcade of parasites that fed from the last of the city’s lifeblood. These parasites were the prostitutes, pimps, drug dealers, homeless, and vagrants that ambled along the streets.  
 
    Red, blue, and purple neon signs, most of which were partially burnt-out, decorated the outside of storefronts and theaters. There was no shortage of wanton promotion among the signs: HOLOGRAPHIC XXX FILMS. LIVE SEX—GIRLS FROM EVERY STAR SYSTEM. GRADE-A STARDUST INSIDE.  
 
    The signs faint glow washed over Orion’s face as he sauntered down the sidewalk. He didn’t know why he had come back or what he hoped to gain by wandering down these old streets. He despised reminiscing about the past, and yet, for some reason, he was drawn to it—drawn to the memories Titan beheld. It was inescapable.  
 
    Battered electric cars sputtered down the street, clattering as they hit pot holes entrenched in the cracked pavement. A short, shadow-clad figure shifted between the moving vehicles, making their way from one side of the street to the other. They stepped onto the sidewalk, polluted with human refuse, and trailed Orion at a distance.  
 
    Even amongst the densely populated street, Orion could feel someone’s eyes targeting him from behind. He kept walking, his fingers inching towards the gunblade at his side. Dirge had said that there was a bounty on his head and Nephilim One’s Red Light District was home to all sorts of shady individuals, bounty hunters included.  
 
    Orion continued walking, not changing his pace. He took a deep breath and spun around, ready to draw his blaster out. Aside from the hustle and bustle of street dwellers, no visible threat could be distinguished. Orion loosened his grip from the gunblade’s handle. He glanced around, certain that he had felt someone trailing him.  
 
    It’s this city, thought Orion, this planet. He started to turn back around, but something from the corner of his eye caught his attention. He looked back, spotting what had initially thrown him on edge. Amidst the crowd stood a young boy, no older than eleven, with black, wild hair. The young boy’s gaze burned into his own. Was it the kid who got me worked up? Orion asked himself.  
 
    As fast as the boy had appeared, was equally as fast as he had vanished amongst the shifting crowd. There was something strange about the boy, something disconcerting. In fact, the boy didn’t seem like a child at all, his eyes betrayed someone older, someone who had been forced to grow up far too quick. The thought stirred up memories for Orion, memories of his own youth. He sighed, denying the recollections that attempted to enter his mind. 
 
    “Hey baby,” a passing female said while giving Orion a flirtatious glance. The scantily-clad woman slowed down, circling the space pirate. “Whatcha doin’ tonight? Got some credits? You know, I can do things for ya that you ain’t seen done on any other star system.” 
 
    Something caught Orion’s notice, but it wasn’t the prostitute. His eyes lit up and, as if propelled by an invisible force, made his way towards a nearby storefront.  
 
    Seeing that she had been ignored, the irritated prostitute stuck out her jaw. “Slag—probably don’t have a credit to your name anyways!” And with that, she marched off.  
 
    Her words never reached Orion’s ears, or if they did, they never became more than a muddled succession of meaningless jargon. Orion stopped inches from the store’s display window. Behind the glass rested an assortment of second-hand toys, all shapes and sizes. One in particular caught Orion’s focus, the same type of toy starship he had received from his parents years ago, hung from a wire and spun ever-so slightly in the window. A slight smile crossed Orion’s face, but not one of happiness, one awash in sorrow.  
 
      
 
    Nephilim One Business District 
 
    December 9th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 17:42 
 
      
 
    Orion! Wait! Please come back! Orion could hear Luna’s hysterical cries echoing in his head. It had been three days since he ran away from her outside the Titan fastech train terminal. Shortly afterwards, he had asked himself why he had run, but there was no rational reason he could think of. He had felt horrible for leaving Luna, but every time he looked into her eyes a pain tore through him, she was a stark reminder of his parents—his parents who, just three days ago, were taken from him forever. Until now he couldn’t stop the tears. It all felt like a nightmarish dream that would end any minute and he would come to find his parents still alive. But, deep down, he knew the terrible reality. He knew the truth. 
 
    A mental numbness had taken over, trying to combat the thought that he would never see his mom or dad again. Only a few hours ago, the very idea would have reduced him to tears, but not anymore. His eyes, red and bloodshot, were no longer capable of expelling a single drop. Besides, the planet itself was now doing the crying for him. 
 
    Sitting on the sidewalk’s curb, Orion glanced at his reflection in a nearby puddle. The heavy downpour made any reflection almost impossible to make out. Still, he could see the dirt caked on his soft, youthful cheeks, chin, and nose. For the first time in his life, he noticed several rips on his clothes. His clothes had never been ripped before. His parents would always get him new clothes when… 
 
    He forced the thought away and shivered as the cold rain pounded down on him. Orion’s appearance was in stark contrast to the men and women dressed in expensive designer suits, sporting briefcases and umbrellas that populated the classy business district. Most of them sneered at the disheveled boy as they passed by, but none approached him. None asked him if was lost, where his parents were, or if he was all right. To them he was street filth that must have wandered in from the outskirts of Nephilim One. It never would have crossed any of their minds that just days ago, he was the son to two of the Draxus System’s premier ambassadors.   
 
    Orion couldn’t blame them for being disgusted with the way he looked, dirty and coated with grime. Last week he would have felt the same way. Nephilim One was a rich city, removed from the ugliness of poverty, homelessness, and the lower classes. They were all aspects of life that had been foreign to Orion; he always had new clothing, always had a warm place to sleep, and never felt the yearnings of hunger.  
 
    He recalled years ago seeing a person in the city, an elderly man, who was dirty and unshaven, wore torn clothing and carried a smell with him that Orion would never forget. Orion had been scared by this man, this abnormality of what he was accustomed to on Titan. He remembered that his parents had given the strange man a few credits—something that, at the time, he couldn’t understand. His parents later told Orion that the man was poor and homeless. Both terms were as alien to Orion as the sands on a distant planet. But now, he was no different than that man was, eliciting the same wary response from others that the man had stirred inside himself those few years back.   
 
    Across the street from Orion, a news bulletin flashed across a large television monitor that covered the side of the Titan Stock Exchange building. A male reporter with thick glasses appeared on the screen while a Galactic News banner scrolled sideways near the monitor’s bottom.  
 
    “Three days after the Shuttle Zero-Zero-Three tragedy,” the reporter started, “representatives from all seven star systems have come together to offer their sympathies to the victims’ families by—” 
 
    Orion’s view of the screen was obscured by the stocky Galaxy Enforcement officer that stepped in front of him.  
 
    “No loitering, kid,” the officer hissed, towering over the young boy. “Get lost. People pay their taxes around here so they don’t have to look at trash.”  
 
    Orion stared at the officer blankly. In his surprise, he was unable to articulate a response. Had he heard the man right? This man was an Enforcement officer—Orion had always thought that Galaxy Enforcement officers were supposed to be nice people, protectors of the peace. They were role models to most of his friends and, to some extent, even to himself. It was always exciting when they would come to his school and give presentations about the importance of peace and how, even kids, could each do their part to better the galaxy. But this man didn’t seem like the officers that came to his school, even though his uniform was the same and even though he wore the G.E. insignia on his badge.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” the officer blurted out, irritated by the boy’s silence. He grabbed Orion by the shirt and hauled him up from the curb. “I said get lost!”  
 
    The officer shoved the boy off, sending him reeling over his feet and landing face first into a puddle. “Don’t let me see you around here again, punk!” 
 
    Orion picked himself up, noticing more rips in his faux flight suit. He turned, taking one last gaze at the angry officer before ambling down the busy sidewalk.  
 
      
 
    Solaris Salvage Yard 
 
    December 12th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 19:15 
 
      
 
    Orion’s heart pounded as he raced through the dark salvage yard, only the glow of Titan’s binary moons illuminating his path. He dashed between an obstacle course of refuse and junk accumulated from a century’s worth of old shuttles, electric cars, and spent hydrogen cell canisters, most of which had now been embedded in the soil. Orion could hear the collected patter of feet chasing behind him, but he dared not turn around to look.  
 
    A steel wire fence stood before him. He took notice of the sign affixed to it: DO NOT ENTER! SOLARIS AIRCRAFT HANGER. Beyond the barrier, Orion could make out the dark outline of the hanger. The top of the fence was lined with barb wire, but it didn’t matter. Even if he suffered a few cuts, it would be nothing compared to what his pursuers had in store for him. Mustering up his strength, Orion scaled the fence, reaching the top within seconds. The barb wire sliced into his forearm, almost causing him to lose his grip. The frenzied howls of his assailants drew closer. Orion hurled himself over the side of the fence, trying to rise above the barbed wire. He nearly succeeded, save for a gash against his right inner thigh.  
 
    Orion landed onto the dirt on the opposite side of the fence. Every muscle in his body ached. It had been close to a week since he had eaten or slept for longer than a couple hours. He had subsisted on drinking rain water and now his body was ready to give up. But he wouldn’t allow it. He couldn’t!  
 
    Orion climbed to his feet and limped towards the hanger while those who trailed him made their way over the fence.  
 
    The Solaris Aircraft Hanger rested on the outskirts of Nephilim One, but close enough where the city’s magnificent skyline could be seen from the exterior. Unlike the technology-ridden urban environment, infiltrated with steel and tech, the hanger was surrounded by a graveyard of metallic junk with an outcropping of trees and shrubbery. The hanger was old, crumbling, and ridden with decay. It had been abandoned years ago for one closer to the city. Since then, it was all but forgotten. 
 
    Orion reached the side of the hanger, noticing a rust-encrusted hole, just big enough for him to shimmy through. He made his way in. Sliding down a tunnel-like shaft, Orion tumbled out into the hanger’s interior.  
 
    Several beams of moonlight streamed in from the high windows, affording Orion some clue that the hanger at one time could have probably held several large starships. Still, the interior was dark, making it difficult to distinguish its exact size and if anything was indeed inside. Orion’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness. Aside from some broken-down machinery, power tools, and empty crates, he couldn’t see much of anything. Then the shape of something at the other side of the hanger came into view. It appeared to be a massive object covered beneath large cloth-like material. Whatever rested beneath the coverings was gargantuan, spanning the width of the hanger and reaching all the way up to the towering ceiling.  
 
    The breath was knocked out of Orion; he crashed to the ground, tackled by an unseen assailant. A boy, only a few years older than he was, had pinned him to the ground.  
 
    “Thought you could get away from us, did you?”  
 
    Orion tried to break free, but it was no use. The older boy was not only stronger, but the advent of early puberty gave him the upper hand. The rest of Orion’s pursuers, a gang of boys around the same age, circled around. They were each as disheveled as Orion was, if not more so. 
 
    “So, you think you could just come onto our turf, huh?” the oldest of the boy’s said, stepping forward.  
 
    The boy on top of Orion struck him square in the jaw, inciting the crowd to explode in mob-fueled cheers. 
 
    Orion winced. Red hot pain pierced his lower lip. He could taste the salty trace of blood on his tongue. The boy above him cocked his arm back, preparing to let loose another more devastating blow.    
 
    “Get offa him, ya little scurd!” a gravelly, commanding voice charged through the air.  
 
    A wrench soared by, nearly clipping the boy’s ear who pinned Orion down. Surprised, he leapt up, releasing Orion. The gang became silent, each of them glancing around to locate the origin of the voice.  
 
    The overhead lights flickered on, illuminating the inside of the hanger. The boys dispersed, scattering for the exit like a pack of frightened animals.  
 
    An imposing man stepped out of the shadows, his gray-bearded face weathered by the years. “You okay, lad?”  
 
    Orion was caught off guard by the man’s appearance. He must have been in his mid-sixties and dressed in the most unusual clothing Orion had ever seen. His outfit consisted of a long velvet-red coat with silver lace on the front trim and wrapped around the sleeve cuffs. Regal golden buttons adorned the front of the material, with fringed pads on his shoulders. The strange man’s red-and-black stripped pants were baggy, folding into bell cuffed leather boots that came above the ankle. What had struck Orion most was the man’s brownish tricorn hat and the black eye patch he wore over his left eye.  
 
    “Looks like those bilge-suckin’ scalawags roughed ya up some,” the odd looking man gauged. “On the brightr’ side, I’d reckon ya escaped the brunt of their beatin’, eh?” 
 
     Orion stirred on the ground, wiping away the blood on his mouth with the back of his hand.  
 
    “Nothin’ to go feelin’ bad ‘bout, we can’t win ‘em all the time,” the man continued, straightening his hat. “An’ I know that better than most. Name’s Stratus. Stratus Andromeda. What about you? What’s yur name, lad?” 
 
    Orion lifted himself to his feet, but couldn’t bring himself to answer the man. He was too entranced, not sure if he should be afraid or grateful. Yet, despite the way the man looked, there was something gentle in his voice.  
 
    “Ah, the silent type are ya?” Stratus snorted. “Well, if yur good to go, be off with ya then. I’ve got a mess of work ahead of me.” 
 
    Stratus turned, walking towards the large object concealed underneath the coverings.  
 
    Orion’s low, faltering voice almost went unheard by Stratus’s aged ears. “I have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “Huh?” Stratus blurted, whirling back around. “Nowhere to go, you say? Doncha got a home, lad?” 
 
    Orion squeezed his eyes shut, promising himself he wouldn’t cry again. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Hm, that so?” Stratus sighed. He eyed the boy, giving him the once-over. The lad seemed scrawny, he was probably the sheltered-type, the kind that never did a bit of physical work in his life. It was already made obvious that the kid was no street dweller, nor could he handle himself in a fight. He must have never been on his own before. Poor lad, Stratus thought to himself, the streets will eat this one up in no time. 
 
    Stratus Andromeda lacked many things, but a lack of emotion or sympathy was not among them. “Well, jus’ so happens that I’ve been lookin’ for someone to help ‘round the place. Fix up things here and there and maybe clean the place up a little. I can’t pay ya much, but I can give ya room and board. How’s that please ya?” 
 
    Through the mix of dirt and filth on Orion’s face, Stratus could make out a smile.  
 
    “All right, now the only rule is that there are no rules, ‘cept to stay away from that,” Stratus warned, pointing his finger at the large object shrouded beneath cloth coverings. “So then, if yur aboard, mate, let’s have no dilly dallyin’. There’s a lot to be done.” 
 
      
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    December 23rd, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 14:10 
 
      
 
    In the week that Orion had been with Stratus the dilapidated hanger showed considerable improvement. Thanks to Orion’s efforts, the interior had been cleared of cobwebs, the power tools were stocked in order, and the dust covered floor was washed. As promised, Orion received three solid meals a day—although the food was not what Orion had been accustomed to. They were tray shaped prepackaged meals, the same type of flight rations that pilots often stocked on their ships. Eating real ‘pilot food’ excited Orion to the point that he ignored the food’s lackluster, salty taste.  
 
    Stratus had made Orion a small makeshift cot to sleep in at one end of the hanger, on the opposite side of the enormous shrouded object. More than anything, Orion wanted to find out what resided beneath those coverings. It enticed his curiosity further that Stratus spent most of his time working on whatever it was beyond that cloth shield. The continuous clamor of machinery and power tools echoed day and night, leading Orion to the conclusion that Stratus was building something, something huge. Of course, he had no idea what it could be. Stratus himself, at least from his outward appearance, didn’t seem like the most capable individual around. But appearances could be deceiving.  
 
    Orion figured that Stratus was probably constructing some sort of machine, maybe even something for the government. He remembered one of the rare times when his parents brought him to a party hosted by the Draxus System’s chancellor. He met an eccentric man who had apparently designed some innovative component for a strategic satellite system. Orion couldn’t believe that this man, who seemed unusual in his mannerisms, wardrobe, and speech, could be competent enough to create anything, let alone something so technically advanced. His parents said that sometimes people who were considered geniuses were unconventional when compared the average person and that their mind works in different, unique ways. That stereotype certainly fit Stratus Andromeda. Between his colorful outfits and odd manner of speech, he probably could be a genius. Orion surmised that the reason Stratus didn’t want him to see what was behind the coverings was because it was a top secret project for the Draxus System or for the Galactic Union. Maybe, like that man Orion met a few years ago, Stratus had been employed to work as a private contractor to build important components of satellite hardware?  
 
    Whatever the case, Orion knew that Stratus was someone he could trust. So far, he was the only person to show him any sense of compassion since he ran away. Unlike the people in the business district that gave him dirty looks or the Galaxy Enforcement officer that cast him off, Stratus was kind and thoughtful. He had provided Orion with food and shelter without placing judgment on him, or inquiring why he was alone, or where his parents were. Somehow, Stratus seemed to understand without the need for questions.   
 
    Orion dipped the flimsy yarn-tattered mop into a bucket filled with water. He looked over the clean, shiny floor, admiring his handiwork.  
 
    The stabbing buzz of clanking machinery and scraping metal ripped through the hanger. Orion cast the mop aside, directing his attention to the source of the noise. It was coming from behind the crude material coverings. His interest had again mounted. He had to find out what was concealed in that fabric shroud. What harm could taking a little peek do? Orion confided to himself. Maybe I could even help Stratus out? He wouldn’t be mad at me for wanting to lend a hand, right?  
 
    Taking a deep breath and rallying his courage, Orion marched over to the cloth coverings. He brushed aside a flap of material, entering through a narrow partition.  
 
    It was too dark underneath to make out anything aside from the basic shape of some sleek, metallic object. Orion brushed his hand against its grayish surface. It was unusually smooth for metal. The humming clamor was coming from somewhere inside. Orion took a step to the side, his foot connecting against something else of metal construction. This was different however; it was not part of the large object, but linked to it. Orion’s eyes adjusted, observing what his foot had bumped into. It was a thin metal staircase, attached to the large object’s side.  
 
    Hesitating at first, Orion grabbed hold of the handle bars affixed to each side of the staircase and started upwards. Every step he took forced a whining screech from the rusted steel of the stairs, but it was muffled from the increasingly louder sounds emanating from the object’s interior. After a few minutes, Orion at last reached the staircase’s summit, coming to an open doorway. He looked over the railing, noting that he must have at least been fifty feet up. The hanger’s ceiling was less than twenty feet away.  
 
    Passing through the object’s doorway, Orion entered a short, narrow hallway, illuminated by blue luminescent panels embedded in the ceiling. He walked along the corridor, puzzled by his peculiar surroundings. Arriving at the end of the hall, an automatic door slid upwards. A brilliant light bathed Orion.   
 
    Shielding his eyes, he stepped out of the hallway and crossed into the bright room. The area was shaped much like a half-circle, strewn with a haphazard mess of machine parts, tangled power cords, and a web-like tapestry of thick electric wiring. Curved glass panels were lined up against the far side of the room, giving the appearing of windows. Beneath them rested a long console system, congested with controls, buttons, switches, and dials.  
 
    Orion’s heart leapt at sight before him for, despite the clutter and disorder, he knew what he was standing in. He stood in the very place that his dreams had taken him every night he went to bed for as long as he could remember.   
 
    To the side, Stratus was knelt over, almost buried beneath a mound of steel paneling. Unaware of Orion’s presence, he was in the process of fusing together two sheets of thin metal with a welding gun.  
 
    “Unreal! This…this is…” Orion’s excited words were alive with awe and wonder, each one departing his lips with increased exhilaration, “…this is a cockpit! You’re building a starship!” 
 
    Orion’s energetic voice was so loud that it could be heard above the droning of the welding gun. Startled, Stratus fumbled with the gun, trying not to drop it. He was not so skilled as to avoid dropping the metal panel he had just soldered together, which landed hard onto his foot.  
 
    Yowling in pain, Stratus tossed the welding gun down and hopped around in a circle. The throbbing sting in his foot was eased by a sudden wave of alarm.  
 
    “Why of all the blamin’ scurvy starmites!” Stratus hollered, firing a glare at Orion. “Didn’t I go and tell ya that there was no rules, ‘cept for the one that yur breakin’ right this very moment!?” 
 
    Stratus’s efforts to reprimand the boy were futile. Orion was beyond the point of hearing any words, regardless of their meaning.  
 
    Orion Darkstarr, a boy who had always fantasized about being a pilot, was now standing in an actual cockpit.  
 
      
 
    It had taken every persuasive tactic Stratus Andromeda had known to remove Orion from the unfinished cockpit before finally getting the boy back outside the ship.  
 
    Both Orion and Stratus stood before the coverings that masked the craft. Stratus wiped the accumulated sweat off his brow. His foot still ached, his back had a nasty cramp in it, and he was none too pleased that Orion had disobeyed his strict warning. At the same time, he was equally amused at the boy’s unrestrained enthusiasm. In a way, it felt good to have someone so young around, it made Stratus feel a touch younger himself. And that was no small feat.  
 
    “Are you a pilot?” Orion asked, nearly bouncing with anticipation. 
 
    Stratus cleared his throat and straightened his tri-pointed hat. “I was. But that’s a time ago, and there’s no bright future to be had for a man who lives in the past.” 
 
    “But you’re gonna pilot this ship, right?” If Orion’s jubilation was electricity it would power the entire city of Nephilim One. 
 
    “Maybe, if I was to ever get her off the ground,” Stratus reckoned. “But, on the other hand, there ain’t many who go and care for my kinda trade nowadays, ya know? It’s a dyin’ art, lad. The spoils are few and far between.” 
 
    “What do you do?” Orion inquired with eager anticipation. “Do you work for the government? I once met someone who was—” 
 
    Stratus burst into a fit of laughter. “The government, lad!? Ha, that’s a rich one.”  
 
    Orion was surprised by Stratus’s response. He had been so positive that Stratus was working on some important project for the star systems. So, if that wasn’t the case, what was the need for all the secrecy?  
 
    “I’d like to think’ve myself as a gentleman of fortune,” Stratus declared, stifling his brief bout of laughter. “You see, I plunder the treasures of the more fortunate. In other words, stealin’ from the rich and givin’ to the poor…mainly myself.” 
 
    “You’re a pirate!” Orion gasped, horrified. He took a step back, distancing himself from Stratus. It all made sense now, the reason for hiding the starship and for the strange way Stratus dressed and his odd speech. According to Galaxy Enforcement, they were supposed to be the worst kind of criminal!  
 
    “I heard on the news that pirates were the scum of the galaxy!” Orion spat. 
 
    Again, Stratus just laughed. “Ah, lad, don’t tell me you’re one of those that believes everythin’ they hear on the news?” 
 
    “Well, I…” Orion stuttered, unsure how to answer, “well, yeah, why wouldn’t I? Why would the news lie, huh?”  
 
    “Piratin’ is a business, jus’ like anythin’ else,” Stratus replied with a smirk. “Sure, many who take the profession up now are bloodthirsty rouges, cutthroats, and the lowest of the low, all out to give the business a bad name.”  
 
    Stratus paused, drawing an ornate pipe from the breast pocket of his jacket, followed by a tobacco bag. In moments he had the pipe filled and lit.  
 
    A sudden aroma wafted under Orion’s nose, making him want to sneeze.  
 
    “But that ain’t the way we used to do it,” Stratus remarked, holding his head up high. “It’s one thing to go and steal—but never to kill. You see, people can always replace what’s stolen, but a life, that can never be replaced. No lad, no one ever has the right to go and take another man’s life. Steal from those that are greedy and those who take too much from others. Steal to survive. Sure, that’s all well and good. Never kill. That’s the true pirate code.” 
 
    Stratus removed a small, square remote from his inner coat sleeve and struck a button on it.  
 
    The cloth coverings rose, lifted by an intricate mechanism of chains and ropes. In no time the material had receded into the ceiling, exposing a partially constructed starship with a long front and a square-shaped rear. A wing protruded from both sides of the craft. The hull was a dull grayish in color, with blotches of fresh red paint scattered in sporadic sections. The outline of a skull and crossbones—the Jolly Roger—had been partly painted on the ship’s nose.  
 
    Orion was lost in the moment, marveling at the beautiful sight before him. “It’s amazing!” 
 
    “She sure is,” Stratus agreed, a twinkle in his eye. “I call her, the Galaxy Runner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Bounty hunters need not be licensed by their respective star systems or by the Galactic Bail Coalition (GBC). Under amendment fourteen of the revised Galactic Union enforcement regulations, a bounty hunter is not required to pass a psychological examination, pass a written examination, or pass a drug test. (G.U. App. 031) Documents of felony record, star system residency, and education background are not required.  
 
      
 
    Galactic Bail Coalition Manual, section 27-10-3-1. 
 
      
 
    Nephilim-One Red Light District 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 19:59 
 
      
 
    Orion tore his longing gaze away from the toy store display window as a hand slapped him hard on the back.  
 
    “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Ace declared. “One minute I was talking to you and then the next I turn and you’re gone.”  
 
    “Just got lost in thought,” Orion muttered, “I guess.” 
 
    “What ever made you come to this area of town?” Ace asked, motioning to the hordes of broken down people and ragged, dilapidated architecture.  His interest had been swayed, however, by the curvy prostitute that strutted by. He gave Orion a pat on the shoulder. “Now that’s what you need, Orion! A woman for the lonely nights in space.” 
 
    Orion relented with an obligatory smile, but his mind had trekked elsewhere.  
 
    “Maybe this area of town isn’t so bad after all,” Ace admitted, transfixed by another wandering prostitute. 
 
    “Ace, don’t you think it’s strange?” Orion inquired sharply, a signal to change the subject. His fingers dug into the pouch at his hip and brushed against the capsule’s silver surface. “Why would Galaxy Enforcement guard a cargo shuttle that has no cargo?”  
 
    Ace’s diverted his sights from the prostitute and slipped back into reality. “Don’t worry about it; look, if that capsule is worth something, we’re set, but if not—well, chalk it up as a loss. Hell, maybe Galaxy Enforcement just set the whole thing up as a trap to catch us—not that it worked.” 
 
    Orion was unconvinced. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem like their style.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find all the answers soon enough. But, for now, how about we find a bar and wash our troubles away?” 
 
    Before Orion could respond, an ominous hollow voice, distorted by heavy electronic synthesizers, crackled through air. “Orion Darkstarr?” 
 
    Orion and Ace turned to the origin of the voice—a giant of a man, standing upwards of eight feet high. His bulky body was concealed beneath a tattered brown shawl that hung low, past his feet. His face was masked by a lustrous silver helmet with a narrow crimson visor. A coiled breathing apparatus was sealed tight against his mouth plate. 
 
    The man’s size was of no deterrent to Ace’s smugness. “Yeah, who wants to know?” 
 
    With a fierce sweeping motion, Valgrave ripped the shroud away from his body and cast its tattered remnants across the sidewalk. A silver exosuit encased his already large physique; the armor glistened beneath the aura of surrounding neon lights. Large power cords and clear tubing twisted around segments of the armor. A transparent gelatinous liquid passed through some of the tubes leading from the base of his helmet to sockets against his spinal column. Neither a glimpse of flesh nor a perceivable sign of humanity could be seen beneath Valgrave’s armored shell.  
 
    Under his helmet, Valgrave’s eyes analyzed the digital readouts supplied by his visor’s augmented display. An image of the two men before him was magnified while internal scanners inside his helmet went to work. A photographic still of Orion Darkstarr, provided by the Galactic Bail Coalition, flickered onto his optical inner screen. In less than the fractional span of a heartbeat, a positive verification was detected. Valgrave had found Orion Darkstarr.  
 
    “I’ve been looking for you, Darkstarr,” Valgrave bellowed.  
 
    Orion’s tone was abrupt, sensing a threat. “Sorry friend, I don’t think we’ve ever met.” 
 
    “If we had, you’d already be dead!” boasted Valgrave, shaking his fist. “They call me Valgrave, the Pirate Killer!” 
 
    Ace moved in close to Orion’s ear. “I’ve heard about this guy. He’s a grade-A bounty hunter. Top of the heap.” 
 
    A bounty hunter! Orion was surprised that one had caught up with him so soon. It was just another reminder that the galaxy wasn’t so big after all.  
 
    The breast plate on Valgrave’s exosuit shifted, separating down the middle into two sections. It folded apart sideways, allowing a brilliant light to emit from the opening.  A congregation of particle orbs materialized in front of Valgrave’s chest.  
 
    A foreboding chill electrified up Orion’s spine. Was it possible? Valgrave had a mobile particle cannon!? That instant, Orion became aware of the people that had assembled behind him, observing the spectacle.  
 
    Orion spun around to the crowd. “Everyone, get back! Now!”  
 
    The sizzling swish of ions and electrons contacting with molecules of nitrogen, argon, carbon dioxide, and oxygen was deafening.  
 
    A few of the spectators had heeded Orion’s warning, but the majority had remained, gawking at the scene unfolding before them. Orion couldn’t do anything to save them, but he could save Ace, who simply stood dumbstruck, startled by Valgrave’s hidden weapon. Orion deduced that Ace had probably only just realized himself that their new enemy had a miniature cannon built into his upper body.   
 
    A blast of raw, golden energy discharged from Valgrave’s exposed chest cavity, streaking towards Orion.  
 
    Orion leapt sideways, tackling Ace. Both men crashed through the toy store display window, barely evading the particle beam.  
 
    The wave swept by, vaporizing several unfortunate spectators who were too slow to dodge the blast.  
 
    Orion stirred on the floor, surrounded by shattered glass, broken wood and fractured plastic. He felt a tingling sensation on his face. He touched his forhead, finding the tip of his finger coated with blood. It was a minor cut.   
 
    Ace lay several feet away, groaning. “What hit me?”  
 
    Orion clamored to his feet, assessing his surroundings and quickly concluded that the inside of a toy store yielded few weapons to combat a metal Goliath.  
 
    Outside the storefront, Valgrave approached the smashed display window. A swirl of black smoke rose out from his chest opening. The breast plate panels folded back up, restoring his exosuit to its original position. He thrust his right arm forward, the metal armor shifted and spun in place. His hand divided into thin sections and slid into his wrist. Mechanisms along his arm disconnected by way of miniature servos; other segments linked themselves to new ones, forming an extension of his limb. Circular instruments gyrated along Valgrave’s armored biceps and forearm. In moments, his right arm had transformed into a massive gatling gun. He directed the cyclic multi-barreled armament into the shattered window.  
 
    Orion seized his gunblade and fired. The laser bolt connected with Valgrave’s shoulder and streaked harmlessly off. Orion’s test shot proved accurate. The bounty hunter’s armor was impenetrable, but there were always other ways to crack an egg, no matter how hard its shell. Orion looked down the iron sight on his weapon, squinting. He aimed with care, knowing that he would only be able to get one more shot off before Valgrave unloaded a deadly barrage from which there would be no escape. He could already hear his enemy’s gatling gun revolving in preparation to fire.  
 
    BLIZZZT! Orion squeezed the trigger. The laser bolt struck Valgrave’s eye visor, cracking it and blinding him.  
 
    The armored giant staggered backwards, letting loose a mechanical yell. His right arm flailed upwards, unleashing a fiery salvo of gatling fire.  
 
    Orion grabbed Ace’s shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    Ace shook off his temporary daze, wiping the blood away from a few cuts on his face. “Uh, yeah…yeah, I’ll live.” 
 
    Orion helped Ace to his feet and no sooner were they sprinting out of the display window and into the street.   
 
    Valgrave’s internal repair mechanisms had activated as soon as the damage had been dealt. His blindness was momentary; the static-filled white-noised image on his visor screen jolted back to a clear display of his surroundings.    
 
    “Damn you!” Valgrave cursed. The pirates had already cleared a considerable amount of distance from him and were rushing across the street, in the direction of the old Nephilim One Park and Recreation Center. On foot he would have no hope of catching up with them, the exosuit made him bulky and slow. However, that was only by foot.  
 
    Like a beetle’s wings protruding from its shell just before flight, the armor on Valgrave’s back opened, exposing a jet propulsion unit with two mounted thrusters. Ignition was instant, fire and smoke swirled around the giant’s body. The blazing thrusters propelled him skyward. In seconds, Valgrave reached peak altitude, high above the ground Below him, the streets appeared to be plagued with insects—human insects. Valgrave stopped mid-air, locking onto his bounty with his visor's built-in magnification specs. The pirate was close to the park.  Valgrave rocketed forward, corkscrewing through the air and descending after his target. 
 
    Orion and Ace zigzagged between four lanes of traffic before reaching the other end of the street. They raced under an iron arched sign that read NEPHILIM ONE PARK AND RECREATION CENTER.  
 
    Festering remains of dead trees, bushes, and shrubs inhabited the so-called park. The grass, once green, had turned a vile brown and splintered park benches were occupied as beds for the homeless.  
 
    “Think we lost him?” Ace panted, trailing next to Orion. Being in space so long, he had forgotten what a good run felt like. If only it had been for exercise, and not for his life. Continuing to run, he glanced over his shoulder. What started off as a soft whine soon exploded to the screeching roar of a small jet engine. He looked upwards to the harbinger of the incoming sound. Valgrave was closing in. “Nope. We didn’t lose him.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” Orion instructed, dashing around a park bench. “It’s me he wants.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Go!” Orion gave Ace a shove. “I have a plan.” 
 
    Ace eyed Orion with a puzzled look. He was hesitant to abandon his friend, but if the man said he had a plan, then he had a plan. Ace nodded, adding a playful wink.  
 
    “Just don’t get yourself killed,” he cautioned, running off in the opposite direction. 
 
    “That’s the goal.” Even in his dire situation, Orion couldn’t help but to smile. He felt a rush pulsating through his veins, a thrilling charge of adrenaline. Orion shifted directions, sprinting for a dirty, stagnant pond not more than thirty feet away.  
 
    Valgrave swooped lower; he would be on the pirate in no time. 
 
    Orion could hear the whine of the bounty hunter’s jet pack closing in from behind. He dived onto the grass, allowing Valgrave to soar overhead. Orion aimed his gunblade and fired.  
 
    Valgrave wasn’t sure what happened. One moment he had been on the pirate and then, the next…but there was no time to think about it now! A laser from the pirate’s blaster had struck the rear of Valgrave’s jet propulsion unit. Sparks spit from the pack until a swirling blaze covered the armored giant’s back.  
 
    Launching upwards, Valgrave hoped that an increase of speed and the rush of wind would blast the fire out. It was a valiant effort, but futile. The flames continued to spread, causing the propulsion unit to ignite. The explosion joggled Valgrave across the sky, forcing him to plummet downwards. He hit the ground hard, trashing about head over heels. The sudden detonation had stirred up such momentum that, even when the metal Goliath had crashed against the dirt, he tumbled along, uprooting grass and soil in his wake. The force of his armored body against the ground created a deep trench behind him. The solid terrain beneath Valgrave came to an end as he slid into the murky pond.  
 
    Orion rose to his feet, watching as the bounty hunter sank beneath the filfty water. For an instant, the park had become silent.  
 
    An instant short lived. Valgrave burst out from the water. Splashing about, he inspected the damage to his dented armor.  
 
      
 
    Orion was startled to see that the bounty hunter was still capable of moving after such a devastating crash. Ace was right, this guy’s no pushover.  
 
    Valgrave swung his gatling gun arm at Orion, spraying out a lethal hail of firepower. The bullets strafed the ground near the space pirate’s side. Then came an abrupt, piercing click and the metal behemoth stopped firing. The bastard, Valgrave silently cursed, the impact jammed my gun!  
 
    A flash ignited across Valgrave’s left shoulder, blowing a portion of armor into the air. Water leaked out from the newfound opening.  
 
    “My exosuit!” Valgrave cried. “What have you done to it!?”  
 
    Orion, without taking any effort to aim, held up his gunblace. “Not enough.” He fired.  
 
    The laser seared apart a power cord attached to Valgrave’s suit. The cord whipped around, hitting the water below. Bolts of electricity violently surged through the bounty hunter’s body. A mechanical scream lacerated across the park. Long seconds passed before the electrical charges ceased to batter Valgrave. He stood still for an instant, smoke pouring out from every nook and crevice in his damaged armor.  
 
    Orion refused to lower his weapon, watching as the bounty hunter began to take a few shaky steps forward. Exiting the pond, Valgrave jerked and twitched with each strained movement.  
 
    The physical torture that ripped through Valgrave’s body made the giant wish that he had underwent full mechanical limb replacement and, more importantly, removed the nerve endings tied to his pain receptors.  
 
    The bounty hunter collapsed, crashing face first, just inches from Orion Darkstarr’s feet. “I’ll get you…for…this…Dar…Dark…starr…” 
 
    With his enemy drifting into unconsciousness, Orion returned the gunblade to its holster.  
 
    “Nice shooting.” Ace stepped next to Orion, prodding Valgrave’s helmet with the tip of his boot. “This beast’s out like a light.”  
 
    “Let’s get back to the ship,” Orion suggested. “I have a feeling he’s not the only one on Titan looking for me. We’d better be getting off this planet.” 
 
    “What about the ship’s repairs?” asked Ace. 
 
    “The Galaxy Runner can still fly. Besides, what good’s a ship with a dead crew?” 
 
      
 
    The Mercury Bar 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 20:04 
 
      
 
    Nova clicked a button on her wrist bracelet’s commlink, deactivating it. Only seconds ago she had received a rushed transmission from Orion stating that they should return to the Galaxy Runner right away. He didn’t give a reason, but from the sound of his voice, it was urgent. She rose from her seat at the corner of the grimy bar and stepped over to her shipmate.  
 
    Legart was slumped over the table, unconscious. His head rested in a pool of whisky. He had been passed out for about ten minutes, but Nova figured it best not to bother him. After all, with all the alcohol he consumed, it would be a feat just to stir him around—but now she no longer had a choice.  
 
    Nova gave Legart’s arm a gentle push. “Legart, get up.” No response. He was out cold, dead to the world. She pushed him harder. Still nothing. She stood back, annoyed. 
 
    “I’m not telling you again Legart, get your ass up,” Nova said, raising her voice. No response. Nova sprang forward, kicking one of the chair legs out from under Legart’s seat. He toppled back, landing hard on his back. The sudden jolt shook him awake.  
 
    “Wh…what the…?!” Legart mumbled, stirring on the floor.  
 
    “Nap time’s over, we’re going back to the ship.” 
 
     
 
    Titan’s Orbit 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 20:08 
 
      
 
    A flare of light swept across the stars. The Eris materialized, exiting from a star-jump.  Each of the ship’s rear thrusters unleashed a fiery blaze, pushing it on course towards Titan.  
 
    Titan. The sight of the planet through the ship’s windows struck Radnock like a stray laser bolt. It had been years since he had stepped foot on that world. Years since he had been abandoned there as a child after escaping from his captors on Mine World. It all felt like lifetimes ago, the memories had faded and were shrouded in haze. Radnock couldn’t remember on what planet he was born on, nor could he remember much about his parents, save for the fact that they died when he was very young—and that they died while being driven into the ground, worked to their last breath as slaves on Mine World.  
 
    Mine World was a small planet in the remote western quadrant of the Galen Star System. It had been all but overlooked until a decade ago, when Galaxy Enforcement discovered that it had been the location of the largest human trafficking operation in history. Hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children had been driven into forced labor, mining the planet’s resource-rich terrain for rare minerals, diamonds, and crystals. The slaves of Mine World were people from all walks of life across the galaxy, some were abducted from nearby planets or kidnapped while on vacation, others were taken when their starships were stranded in deep space, and some were promised high-paying jobs, only to find out that they were forced into bonded labor. 
 
    Many of the people that were inducted as slaves met with an unfortunate, grizzly demise. The planet’s surface was a barren, rock-covered wasteland, devoid of water, even the air was thin, making long hours of work that much more difficult. And in certain areas, the air was so polluted with noxious vapors that it could either asphyxiate a person on contact, or worse, infect them with a cancerous disease that would eat at their insides, resulting in a far more painful death. Those who were in charge of the mining operation were outfitted with proper breathing apparatuses and mobile vehicles to transverse the landscape, but the slaves were given nothing but their bare hands, the rags on their backs, and a few trifle mining tools. Thousands died weekly and those that were too maimed or unable to continue were executed.  
 
    After the horrors of Mine World were exposed, a media sensation followed. For months, one couldn’t get through a talk show or daily news report without some mention of Mine World. The Galactic Union held an investigation into the planet in an effort to uncover who had financed the diabolical operation. In the end, a handful of wealthy CEOs were arrested for having ties to funding the notorious slave-labor camps, although, at the time, much of the public considered these corporate figureheads to be nothing more than convenient scapegoats. Rumors circulated that the Ivago Star System and its then Vice-Chancellor, Tharsis Tholus, had some connection to Mine World and were using slaves to excavate rare natural resources for a covert weapons program. These allegations were never proven and ultimately became forgotten by the most of the general public in a short period of time, reduced to fodder for conspiracy theorists.  
 
    In an age of peace and law, the Mine World incident shook the galaxy. However, the lives that were affected most were the ones who had experienced the brutality first hand. Radnock’s parents had been part of a nomadic tribe of space performers. In a rundown cargo shuttle, a pack of them, no more than thirty, would trek the stars, visiting minor planets and systems. 
 
    In 0060 G.C. the space performers made the miscalculation of visiting Mine World, a planet that they would never depart from. Everyone aboard the ship was inaugurated into forced servitude among the mines; those that protested were murdered without hesitation. Even Radnock, only seven at the time, was required to dig. Day in and day out, the young boy would see an accident that claimed another slave, sometimes more than one. Bodies would be stacked upon more bodies, creating piles reaching twenty feet in height, and then set ablaze. Radnock soon found himself accustomed to the suffering of those around him, he became used to the death sweltering under his feet, and most of all—he anticipated the chaos that stemmed from it.  
 
    The life span of the average slave on Mine World averaged at two years, and that was roughly how long Radnock’s parents had lasted, until the fateful day when they were caught in a ‘controlled’ detonation blast. By the time Radnock had witnessed his parents’ demise he could no longer feel any emotion, let alone shed a tear. Death had become a natural everyday occurrence, nothing more.  
 
    In the months that followed, a series of transport shuttles made regular appearances on Mine World to load the newly uncovered resources and transfer them back to wherever it was they were going. Radnock would watch these shuttles carefully, devising a plan of stowing away on one. It was his only way off Mine World; after all, escape was virtually impossible. Aside from the transports there were no starships on the planet in which to take.  
 
    For weeks Radnock fine-tuned his escape strategy until the day when, thanks to the mobility his small size afforded him, he secretly boarded one of the transport shuttles. It was that ship that brought him to Titan. To Radnock the planet served as a proving ground for survival, and he passed the trial. Radnock was able to live off the streets with relative ease, armed with the survival skills he acquired on Mine World. 
 
    But that was so long ago and the past was dead, just like those who never made it off the nightmarish hellscape of Mine World. Radnock shook the memories away, redirecting his interest onto the situation at hand. “Ovid, what’s our ETA?” 
 
    Ovid checked the numerical data on an LED display. “Aye, estimated time of arrival on Titan is—” 
 
    Golden rays of light beamed through the cockpit windows, causing Ovid, Darsod, and Merak to shield their eyes. 
 
    Radnock stared dead ahead into the blinding glow, a glow that eclipsed the once darkened starfield. “Shut down engines!” 
 
    Darsod struck a switch. The thrusters engaged in an emergency power down, resulting in violent tremors traveling from the rear of the ship to the cockpit. 
 
    A sudden jolt cast the trio forward into the control panel and came near throwing Radnock from his command chair.  
 
    The mysterious glow in front of the Eris began to fade.  
 
    “Report,” Radnock demanded. “What’s the disturbance?” 
 
    Ovid tapped a series of buttons, triggering a side monitor to blink on. “Particle emissions from a star-jump,” he blurted after reading the intel.  
 
    Impossible, no single star-jump is capable of discharging that much particle emission, Radnock thought. But then he saw it through the cockpit window—it wasn’t just one ship between them and Titan. There was an entire fleet of Galaxy Enforcement shuttles.  
 
    “Radnock, they’re blocking our course to Titan!” Darsod cried. 
 
    Merak grabbed a hold of the weapon controls. “Want me to fire?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” cautioned Radnock. “Even the Eris is no match for their combined firepower.” 
 
    This new turn of events agitated Radnock to no end. It was now out of the question to approach the planet, foremost because the Eris had been a stolen ship. If they were spotted and a single Galaxy Enforcement grunt ran their ship’s registration number, they would be busted. Yet, a hint of delight surfaced. This latest development would spell more trouble for Darkstarr, an endearing thought that pleased Radnock. 
 
    Darsod scratched his head. “As long as they’re in our way we’ll never get to Darkstarr! What should we do now?” 
 
    Radnock sat back, fixated on the starship armada before them. “Hold still my dogs of war. Hold still, just a little longer.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Bring me Orion Darkstarr, his crew, and his ship. Use any means necessary, but I want him alive.”  
 
      
 
    Video message excerpt, sent to the central  
 
    Galaxy Enforcement Fleet by Canis Elnath  
 
    (Date: 1/14/086 | Time Log: 19:07) 
 
      
 
    Dirge’s Post 
 
    January 14th, 086 
 
    Time Log: 20:35 
 
      
 
    A gargantuan steel door rose at the rear of the facility. Orion entered, followed closely by Ace, Nova, and Legart.  
 
    Legart rubbed his head, trying to quell the side effects of a splitting hangover. The thunderous racket inside the post did little to help, instead serving to accentuate the sensation of an out of control jackhammer pounding against his skull.  
 
    Across the facility, an army of mechanics repaired the Galaxy Runner. Supervising his men in, what could best be described as a lax fashion, Dirge caught sight of Orion from the corner of his eye. He had to do a double take to make sure he wasn’t seeing things and hurried over to the space pirate.  
 
    “What are you doing back already?” Dirge snarled. “You said I had at least—” 
 
    “We’re taking off,” Orion replied.  
 
    Dirge thrust his arms forward. “Taking off!? Have you gone mad, Darkstarr? The repairs haven’t been finished yet!” 
 
    Orion continued on his path towards the ship. “Have the reflex conductors been installed?” 
 
    “Yeah, the stardrive was just put in,” Dirge snapped, trailing behind the pirate. “But that’s it. We’ve got six drill warheads being transferred onto the ship’s munitions bay now. We haven’t had time to do a damn thing else.” 
 
    “That’s good enough.” 
 
    “Planning on star-jumping out of the Draxus System, huh?” Dirge asked with a smirk. “What happened? Run into a bounty hunter?” 
 
    Orion stopped in his tracks and spun around. “You want to get paid, or not?” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Dirge relented. “The charge is eighty-two thousand creds, and mind you, that’s being generous.” 
 
    “What?” Ace wasn’t sure he heard Dirge’s words right, but he quickly reminded himself just who they were dealing with. “You’re insane, Dirge! That’s as much as a down payment for a new star cruiser!” 
 
    “This ain’t a candy store, kid,” Dirge shot back. “Parts and labor, they’re not cheap. It’s illegal for me to install ships with reflex conductors and warheads—I have to pay out a lot of credits just to get them off the black market. You have any idea how hard it is to make those kinda contacts when—” 
 
    Orion stuck out a golden-colored plastic card towards Dirge. “We don’t have time for a business lecture.” 
 
    Dirge took the card with one hand and pulled out a thin, black device from his back pocket with the other. There was nothing in the galaxy that Dirge loved more than a smooth transaction and the ring of credits exchanging accounts. He slid the card through the device and typed a few buttons into the key pad.  
 
    After the device let out a series of shrill chirps, Dirge handed the gold card back to Orion. “By the way, fuel’s low. With what your ship’s got, you might make it to the Galen System.” 
 
    Orion rolled his eyes. “How much extra does fuel cost?” 
 
    “Don’t got any. The star systems put a ban on fuel hordin’; the stuff’s been hard to stock up on, even with my connections. If you want my advice—” 
 
    “I don’t want to have to pay for that too,” Orion quipped.  
 
    Dirge sneered. “No, this advice’s free and if you have half a mind, you’d take it. Leave Titan. Then, as soon as you hit orbit, star-jump your asses over to the Neutral Quadrant. You might even want to think about staying there, Darkstarr. Neutral Quadrant’s the only safe place for a wanted man.” 
 
    “Your advice is kind of like your mechanical service, Dirge—it’s practically worthless,” Orion said, feigning a smile. He motioned for his crew to follow him to the Galaxy Runner.   
 
    Dirge couldn’t help but to laugh, but his amusement was stifled by the beeping device in his hand. He glanced at it, reading the LED display screen: INSUFFICIENT FUNDS. 
 
    Dirge rushed after Orion, circling around him and blocking his path to the Galaxy Runner. He aimed an accusing finger at the space pirate. “I said those repairs cost eighty-two thousand, you’re forty thousand creds short! And maybe you were forgetting our little bargain? Where’s my Petro Diamonds?” 
 
    “Well, about that—” 
 
    Dirge cut Orion off. “I’m warning you Darkstarr, don’t try to play me for a fool.”  
 
    “There are no Petro Diamonds,” Orion relented. “We’ve been had, Dirge. The crates turned out to be empty.” 
 
    “You lie, I know you’re holding out on me,” Dirge hissed. He pointed at the Galaxy Runner. “That ship doesn’t leave my post until I’m paid!” 
 
    Legart stomped forward. “Yeah? How’d you like if I snapped that twisted little neck of yours?” 
 
    Dirge leapt back, raising his right hand into the air. The ongoing clatter around the post came to an abrupt end.  
 
    Nova was the first to notice that every mechanic in the facility, from ones situated high above on catwalks to those who worked on the floor, had aimed either a blaster or rifle at them.  
 
    “Maybe I should just keep your ship and claim that bounty,” Dirge mused aloud. “You know, fifty million cred is a lot of dough. Come to think of it, I don’t know if I could live with myself just watching that much money slip on outta here.” 
 
    “Back stabbing traitor,” spat Nova.  
 
    Dirge shrugged. “It’s a living.” 
 
    Blinding red lights blazed on across the facility, followed by the piercing wail of a siren. Dirge’s worry stricken face shot across the post while the surrounding mechanics exchanged nervous glances.  
 
    “Prepare for red alert, code seven!” Dirge yelled to his men.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Orion asked. Whatever it was, he was glad that the sudden commotion had removed the armed men’s attention away from them.  
 
    “It’s the security alert, someone’s breached the post!” Dirge responded, catching the laser rifle a nearby mechanic tossed to him.  
 
    The force of a minor detonation sent tremors across the building. Dust rolled off the ceiling. A series of explosive charges resounded through the post, each one closer than the last.  
 
    Dirge let loose a nervous chuckle. “The idiots, we’re fifteen miles beneath ground, under seven layers of solid steel—there’s no way they can blast through every partition!” 
 
    The foundations of the post shuddered. A roaring explosion tore through the ceiling, puncturing a gaping hole in the fortified metal. Galaxy Enforcement officers, outfitted in tactical body armor and equipped with laser rifles, rappelled down along uncoiling zip lines.  
 
    Dirge was the first to fire his rifle at the arriving officers. His men quickly followed. Lines of red lasers streaked upwards, striking down several of the G.E. officers. Bodies plunged to the floor, but more officers were already rappelling down from the ceiling, sidearm blasters aimed and firing.   
 
    A few of Dirge’s men were hit as the officers reached the ground. More followed behind. They leapt for cover, evading a hailstorm of lasers.  
 
    Orion and Nova hustled in one direction, Legart and Ace sprang for another. Stray laser blasts flashed across the facility. A fierce firefight had erupted.  
 
    The officers outnumbered Dirge’s men and were far more coordinated. Even so, not all of them could avoid the oncoming laser barrage. A wave of them fell. Others rushed in their place to aid the wounded and to keep up the attack.  
 
    Dirge scurried behind a metal beam in enough time to avoid a rapid burst of laser fire. “This is your fault Darkstarr!” he bellowed.  
 
    The frantic accusation fell on deaf ears. Orion and Nova had already made their way to the other side of the post, ducking behind a stack of wooden crates. A torrent of lasers splintered the rear of the crates.  
 
    Legart jumped to the floor as lasers flew overhead. He crawled over to a pile of spare starship parts. For the moment it provided ample cover.  
 
    Ace dived forward, sliding across the floor until slamming his back into a rotting starship panel next to Legart. “That was close. Where’d Orion go?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Legart responded, taking a peek to the side. He could see Orion and Nova near the crates, not less than forty feet away. “Got ‘em, they’re over there.” 
 
    Ace rested the back of his head against the ship panel. “You have any idea how we’re gonna get out of this one?”  
 
    Legart stuck his chin at Ace. “Maybe you’re right, maybe I am getting too old for this.”    
 
    “Bad time to figure that out,” the younger pirate quipped. 
 
    By the crates, Nova eyed the Galaxy Runner at the other side of the post. “We’ve got to reach the Galaxy Runner, it’s the only way we’ll make it out of here in one piece.” 
 
    Before Orion could reply, one of Dirge’s men toppled off a catwalk and crashed to the floor beside them. Orion reached out, checking the man’s pulse. He was dead.  
 
    Nova seized the man’s laser rifle and aimed it over the crates. Her finger went for the trigger.  
 
    “No, don’t fire!” Orion cried out, pushing down on the rifle.  
 
    “It’s either us or them,” Nova argued.  
 
    Orion shook his head. “We can do this without killing anyone.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Nova blurted out. Orion didn’t need to answer. She could tell by the look in his eyes that he couldn’t have been more resolute in his decision. After a moment’s hesitation, she relented, tossing the weapon aside. “Fine, have it your way.”  
 
    Orion offered her a smile. “Follow me.” 
 
    Nova trailed Orion as he leapt up and dashed out into the open. Lasers swept by from every direction. Dirge’s men kept up the assault and the Galaxy Enforcement officers didn’t yield. Pained screams and shouts resounded throughout the facility along with the fleeting zips of laser bolts.  
 
    Orion rushed towards Legart and Ace’s hiding spot. Getting closer, he rolled forward, dodging a laser volley. He tumbled next to Ace. “Long time no see, huh?” 
 
    “Never a dull moment,” Ace added. 
 
    Nova hurdled over a fallen officer and bounced to the floor, landing besides Legart. “Now what, captain?” 
 
    Orion looked to Ace in reply. “Have any thermal flares?” 
 
    Ace grinned, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out three chromed spheres, each no bigger than two inches in diameter. “Got something in mind?” 
 
    “I’ll divert their attention,” Orion said, taking the thermal flares from Ace. “While I do, the three of you will get to the ship.” 
 
    “No,” Nova interjected. “We go together or not at all.” 
 
    With a devil-may-care attitude, more reminiscent of Ace, Orion winked at Nova. “Don’t worry; I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Legart grabbed Orion by the shoulder, adding a firm nod to his words. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    Legart shot a glance to Ace and Nova. “Let’s get moving.”  
 
    The three of them took off towards the ship, running under a spray of lasers.  
 
    “You’ve cost me a lot of money, Darkstarr,” Dirge’s weak voice trailed near Orion.  
 
    Orion turned to witness Dirge hobbling over, a cauterized hole in his right leg.  
 
    “I should have done this a long time ago!” Dirge aimed his laser rifle at the space pirate.  
 
    Before Dirge could fire, Orion pitched the three spherical explosives at the floor between them. Upon impact, they ignited with a burst of blinding light that swept through the facility.  
 
    Orion shielded his eyes in just enough time, but Dirge wasn’t so fortunate. 
 
    Catching the full-on blast of scorching radiance, Dirge’s retinas were fried. “Darkstarr!” he shouted, staggering back. He scattered uncontrolled bursts of laser fire at every noise around him. 
 
    Both Dirge’s men and the officers were forced to discontinue shooting as the intense illumination washed over them.   
 
    With the lustrous glow saturating the post, Orion could hardly distinguish anything in front of his path, but estimated that he was heading in the general direction of his starship. The effect of the thermal flares had worked, for the most part. They had created the general confusion Orion was hoping for, although he had planned to toss them when he got closer to the Galaxy Runner. So much for that plan, he mused. 
 
    The flares were temporary. Already, the white light enveloping the facility had begun to dissipate. In the distance, Orion could make out the faint outlines of Legart, Nova, and Ace standing atop a rising platform, lifting them up to the catwalk-attachment beside the Galaxy Runner’s entrance door.  
 
    They made it! Orion watched as his crew entered the ship. He raced towards the Galaxy Runner but an oncoming flood of laser fire stalled him. He jerked back, avoiding a blast that barely missed his head. The officers and Dirge’s men had resumed their battle with Orion caught in the middle. Hurdling over and ducking beneath a slew of lasers, he drew ever closer to his destination.  
 
    A swarm of Galaxy Enforcement officers bolted ahead, cutting off Orion’s path. They targeted their laser rifles on the pirate.  
 
    Damn! Orion cursed to himself. No way can I get to the Galaxy Runner now! He didn’t have time to calculate an attack or devise a way to get around them. He was outnumbered and outgunned. Left with limited options of surrendering or fleeing, Orion Darkstarr did the only sensible thing any sensible space pirate would do—he ran.  
 
    Turning on his heel, Orion sprinted in the opposite direction, away from the officers and away from the Galaxy Runner. Orion didn’t need to look over his shoulder, he could feel the Enforcement officers hot on his heels. More of them closed in from both sides. Orion’s heart pumped and his adrenaline surged. He glanced up, observing a mesh-wire net some twenty-feet in the air, cradling a bundle of power tools and light machinery parts.  
 
    An idea flashed in Orion’s mind. Running as fast as he could, he scurried under the net, continued on and spun around, pulling out his gunblade. He fired at the harness cables that held the net up. The lasers sliced through the thick steel cables. The net twirled over, letting loose the tools and machinery. The hefty contents collided into the pursuing officers, knocking several of them off their feet. Next, the net drifted down, snaring the remaining officers in a web-like entanglement.  
 
    Another handful of officers charged over. Orion prepared to turn and run, but as he twisted around, he came face-to-face with a solid wall. They had cornered him. There was no means of escape.  
 
    “Nowhere to run, pirate!” one of the officers shouted as they encircled Orion. “Drop the weapon, hands on your head!” 
 
    The daunting sensation of defeat had almost sunken into the pit of Orion’s stomach—but the feeling was fleeting at best. Orion faced his would-be capturers, a sly grin shooting across his face.  
 
    The sight of the smiling pirate caused the startled officers to take a step back. One of the officers caught on, gazing down to Orion’s feet. He was too slow to react.   
 
    Orion’s clicked his boot heel against the grated ventilation shaft beneath him. “Sorry boys, but if Orion Darkstarr goes down, it’ll be with style.”  
 
    Orion fired his gunblade downwards, holding the trigger down to create a constant laser stream. He rotated around in a circular motion, letting the laser sear through the grated shaft. As soon as the circle around him was complete, the ventilation shaft gave way. Orion plummeted down through the grate and into a darkened abyss.  
 
    The officers surrounded the ventilation shaft, none brave enough to follow.  
 
    “Who’s going down first?” asked one officer.  
 
    “Don’t look at me!” another officer snapped back. “Who knows how deep that thing is!?” 
 
      
 
    Orion tumbled downwards, sliding along the dark vertical tunnel. It was too murky to see anything aside from a distant light in the distance, getting closer with each passing moment. The light grew larger and larger until… 
 
    …Orion smashed through a mesh panel and fell head over heels onto a cushion of rubber padding. He stirred on his back for a minute, before realizing he was in some sort of sublevel storage room. He examined the rubber material that broke his fall. It was padding for starship coolant ducts. 
 
    Orion stood up, looking over the array of ship parts and stocked crates. He activated his wristlet communicator with the touch of a button and raised it to his mouth. 
 
    “Legart, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Legart sat down in front of the Galaxy Runner’s control panel. Nova shifted into her seat at his right and Ace buckled up to his left. He struck a switch, initiating the starship’s onboard operations system. The ship jostled ever so slightly. The cockpit came to life; the controls shimmered with light-emitting diodes and indicator lamps.  
 
    Damn it Orion, where are you? Legart nervously peered out one of the cockpit windows. The ship’s captain was nowhere in sight. The floor of the post was littered with fallen officers and Dirge’s mechanics. The few that remained on both sides continued fighting. Legart couldn’t see any sign of Orion, forcing him to contemplate the most dreadful thought that came to mind.  
 
    His answer arrived in the form of a loud chime, buzzing near one of Nova’s audio controls. She hit a yellow button, killing the noise.  
 
    Orion’s voice echoed into the cockpit. “Legart, do you read? I want you to take off. Galaxy Enforcement’s everywhere; I won’t be able to make it back to the ship.” 
 
    Legart slammed his fist against the nearest panel. “Listen to me, Darkstarr, I’m not leaving without you! Got that?” 
 
    “I’m giving you an order, Legart,” scolded Orion. “Get out of here.” 
 
    “And do what? Where are we supposed to go?” 
 
    “Go to the Neutral Quadrant and refuel the Galaxy Runner,” answered Orion, as if he had already planned the entire situation out. “I’ll meet you there in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Legart was flustered by Orion’s cavalier attitude. Had he any idea how serious things were? Without the Galaxy Runner, he’d be stranded on this planet! There was a time and a place when even a ship’s captain could show signs of panic, and if this didn’t qualify as such a time, then what did? The cockpit had fallen silent, Ace and Nova awaited Legart’s response. 
 
    Legart leaned towards the microphone. “How do you plan to leave Titan? You don’t have a ship!” 
 
    Static fed through the speaker for a moment before Orion’s voice bled through. “You know me. I’ll improvise.” And with that, the communication link went dead.  
 
    “Bastard,” Legart spat under his breath.  
 
    Nova eyed Legart with concern. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Take off,” Legart exhaled. 
 
    Ace ran his fingers through his hair. “Without Orion?” 
 
    Legart fell silent. The hushed stillness inside the cockpit was unsettling. Ace fidgeted with his hands while Nova nervously bit her lip, awaiting a decision.  
 
    Swallowing hard, Legart grabbed the steering gears. “Yeah, without Orion.” His voice was low and borderline incoherent.  
 
      
 
    Blue fire belched out from the Galaxy Runner’s six rear thrusters. Retrorockets kicked in along the starship’s belly, lifting the vehicle off the landing platform. A mixture of gold and purple sparks swelled along the blazing thruster emissions. The afterburners ignited. The Galaxy Runner blasted off. Several catwalks, still attached to the ship, were torn asunder as the craft swerved across the facility’s interior.  
 
      
 
    “There’s no exit,” Ace warned. “We need to access the ceiling entry!” 
 
    Legart pondered the thought grimly. When they entered the Dirge’s Post, they had been given clearance, the entrance tunnel was open, but now it had been sealed.  
 
    “Ah, screw it!” Legart shouted, shoving the steering controls forward. A sudden burst of acceleration propelled the ship upwards.  
 
    Ace squeezed his eyes shut, awaiting the oncoming impact. The Galaxy Runner rammed through the ceiling; scraps of metal ricocheted off the cockpit’s reinforced blast windows.  
 
    Legart tugged the gears, propelling the Galaxy Runner into a vertical climb through the facility’s entrance tunnel. With thrusters burning at maximum, it took only seconds for the ship to clear the shaft, exiting out into the night sky.  
 
    “We’re picking up unidentified bogeys on radar,” exclaimed Nova, observing a nearby display monitor. 
 
    Ace’s jaw dropped open upon gazing through the cockpit window. “Uh, Legart, I think we have a problem.” 
 
    “I ain’t blind, kid,” Legart growled. He clenched his teeth, surveying the crowded airspace in front of them. The sky was teeming with heavily-armed Galaxy Enforcement shuttles, each directing their impressive arsenal of weaponry at the pirate ship.  
 
    “Incoming message,” Nova informed.  
 
    Legart cringed. “Let it through.” 
 
    A nasally voice crackled out of the speaker system. “This is Galaxy Enforcement; land your ship at once. Failure to comply will result in immediate action. You are in violation of Galactic Law Zero-Nine-Four-Six-Two. I repeat–” 
 
    “Shut up!” Legart punched a switch on the control panel, silencing the voice.  
 
    Ace let out a deep breath. “Any ideas come to mind yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Legart muttered, his face swept with determination. “One.”  
 
    Ace watched as Legart continued to accelerate the ship towards a collision course with the Galaxy Enforcement shuttles. “Legart, far be it from me to tell you how to fly,” Ace began, trying to remain calm, “but what are you doing?” 
 
    Legart was silent. Focused.  
 
    “Legart…Legart? LEGART!” Ace yelled. “You’re heading straight for those shuttles! This is suicide!” 
 
    “Wrong,” Legart smirked. “This is our way out!”  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner continued onwards, full speed ahead. It rocketed on a direct path toward the Enforcement Shuttles, each one locking their weapon systems onto the advancing target. The pirate ship corkscrewed sideways, skirting radiant lines of particle cannon fire. With her thruster’s glow intensifying, the Galaxy Runner performed a series of perfect zig-zags around the enemy shuttles.  
 
    The pirate ship twisted and spiraled by shuttle after shuttle, soon clearing the vast majority of the armada’s blockade.  
 
      
 
    Nova and Ace held firm onto their chair’s armrests, bodies tense.  
 
    Bead of sweat accumulated on Legart’s forehead while he white knuckled the steering gears. Clouds swept by the windows with a blur. “Nova, report! Are they following us?” 
 
    With the tap of a button, a digital diagram raced onto one of Nova’s monitors. “Half the fleet’s engaging their after burners. We’ll have company in a few seconds.” 
 
    “Figured as much,” Legart groaned. “Set coordinates for star-jump. Destination, the Neutral Quadrant.” 
 
    Nova’s hands swept the controls. “Coordinates are being set. Ninety-two seconds until activation.” 
 
    Legart pushed the ship’s engine to her limit, triggering the overthrusters—a feature only few starships had been equipped with. A reserve engine linked to the standard thruster unit, the overthruster system was temperamental at best. But when they actually worked it gave the ship a powerful boost that dwarfed anything the afterburners were capable of.  
 
    They would need the overthrusters to create enough distance from the Enforcement shuttles and to reach star-jump altitude. Even the stardrive had its limitations. It was incapable of being activated below a planet’s thermosphere. Anything lower than eight-five kilometers and the stardrive would fail, and possibly explode, taking the entire crew and ship with it. On most colonized planets there were five layer of atmosphere, from lowest to highest: the troposphere, the stratosphere, the mesosphere, the thermosphere, and the exosphere. Currently, they were only in the stratosphere, forty-five kilometers above ground.  
 
    “About to enter the mesosphere,” Nova announced. “Now initiating defrosting systems.” 
 
    Defrosting the ship was necessary when reaching the mesosphere, due to the extreme cold which could average at negative eight-five degrees Celsius. It was the point in the atmosphere where water vapor would be frozen, forming ice clouds.  
 
    A burst of the overthrusters surged through the ship, creating a quickened rush of acceleration. The crew braced themselves; the ship quaked under the engine’s strain. 
 
    Nova leaned in towards a display screen. “Clearing one-hundred kilometers. We’re in the thermosphere and now activating cooling systems. Stardrive is go in ten…nine…eight…” 
 
    Unlike the freezing cold of the mesosphere, the thermosphere could reach temperatures of over one-thousand Celsius. Hot enough to burn a starship to a cinder if the cooling system malfunctioned.  
 
    Nova continued, “...three…two…one…” 
 
     
 
    A luminous afterglow glistened over the Galaxy Runner. Flashing across the boundless starfield and consumed with an ever increasing concentration of light, the ship vanished into nothingness.  
 
      
 
    “En route to the Neutral Quadrant,” Nova broadcasted.  
 
    The golden light beams that made up the surrounding warp tunnel flashed by the cockpit’s windows, dancing on Legart’s tired face. He sat back, plopping his head back against his chair’s neckrest. 
 
    “That was way too close.” Ace felt a wave of relief sweep over him. For all the crap he gave Legart, the one thing he couldn’t fault the old man for was his piloting skills. As a pilot, he was second to none.  
 
    The trio shared in a brief sense of victory, they had managed to escape and now nothing could stop them on their journey to the Neutral Quadrant. But the sentiment was    fleeting. In spite of their victory, their loss far outweighed what they had gained. They now had a ship without a captain.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I’ve never met a political opponent like Tharsis Tholus. And, frankly, I hope to never meet one like him again. The man’s as vicious as they come and, in politics, that’s saying something.  
 
      
 
    From the Collected Journals of Olympus Mons,  
 
    former Chancellor of the Haleos Star System  
 
      
 
    Vaylox Center for Technology 
 
    January 14th, 086 
 
    Time Log: 20:52 
 
      
 
    Rayet Wolf walked along the catwalk while far below him hundreds of mechanics and technicians were hard at work on the latest in technological marvels. Stopping at the edge of the steel walkway, Rayet froze. The sight of the starship waiting in the repair dock struck him like a bombshell.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” Rayet wondered aloud, even though he was the only person on the catwalk. The craft was relatively small, triangular in shape with curved edges. The gun-metal gray hull appeared to be freshly painted. The ship, in fact, looked brand new.  This made no difference to Rayet, however, who seen the vehicle for what it really was: a single-seat, single-engine grappler ship. Grapplers were one-manned VTOL (Vertical Take-Off and Landing) starcruisers designed to aid in heavy lifting and transport cumbersome or hazardous material long distances. They could successfully move such payloads with a pair of ‘grappler arms’ that were attached to the ship’s underbelly. These arms were each equipped with a trio of finger-like prongs that would be able to grab nearly any object for repositioning or transfer. 
 
    Less than an hour ago Rayet had been at the Galen Star System Embassy on Europa Twelve with the intention of meeting with his father, Senator Cygnus Wolf. Now, a strange turn of fate had led the former Galaxy Enforcement officer to Vaylox, the largest planet in the Ivago System. Although he held a firm dislike for Chancellor Tholus Tharsis, Rayet couldn’t argue with the potential of such an alliance. The Chancellor escorted him to Vaylox with the promise of an adequate starcruiser so that he could continue his pursuit of Orion Darkstarr. But the grappler ship before him did not fulfill that agreement. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Rayet twisted around furiously as Chancellor Tholus approached. “A grappler ship? This is what you’re giving me?” 
 
    “Don’t be deceived by its appearance,” Tholus explained, “it’s just a façade. We’ve had this ship modified; it possesses enough artillery to take down ten pirate vessels. I trust you’ll find the adjustments to your liking.” 
 
    Rayet smiled at the Chancellor’s cunning deception. “You Ivago types don’t play around do you?” 
 
    “The ship is unregistered,” Tholus said piercingly. “There will be no way to trace the grappler back to us and our involvement in this affair will be denied. Once you leave this port, you’re on your own. Understood?”  
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” Rayet nodded. He understood all too well. Tholus was crafty. There was no way he’d let the Ivago Star System be connected to what amounted to a mercenary operation. Further, if the grappler ship was as well equipped as the Chancellor boasted, the Ivago System would be in violation of Galactic War for constructing and distributing armaments intended for the purpose of warfare. If Ivago’s got these kinds of weaponized ships just sitting around, Rayet contemplated, I can only imagine what that cargo shuttle was carrying. No wonder Tholus’s  upset it got hijacked—if it turned out to be some sort of weapon and the public found out, the Ivago System would be enveloped in a major intergalactic incident!  
 
    Chancellor Tholus knew that he had taken a huge risk bringing Senator Cygnus Wolf’s son with him to the Vaylox Center for Technology. On paper, and to the general public, the VCT had simply been a facility that engaged in designing technologic advancements for the betterment of human society. In reality, though, the VCT was an underground operation, secretly funded by the higher-ups in the Ivago system to conceive new breakthroughs in military hardware. Unlike the other six star systems which touted pacifism and peace, Ivago had clandestinely began preparing for the advent of war. It was uncertain what would happen if the Galactic Union became aware of Ivago’s build-up of military might, but it was a petty concern to Chancellor Tholus, the man who single-handedly initiated Ivago’s weapon manufacturing and swayed the star system’s stance from outright pacifism to armed preparedness in the event of conflict.     
 
    Tholus’s reservations about bringing Rayet to such a secret base of operations vanished when compared to the threat that Ivago faced if the contents of that cargo shuttle were discovered. While the young officer had been observing the facility, Tholus had received two distressing calls. The first was from Valgrave, one of the bounty hunters he had personally hired to find Darkstarr. Despite Valgrave’s impressive arsenal, supplied by the Ivago System, the armored mercenary had failed in his mission. The second concerning call was from a contact Tholus held inside Galaxy Enforcement, notifying him that there was a raid on a mechanic’s post on Titan, but Darkstarr’s crew managed to escape into deep space. The only encouraging news was that Darkstarr himself was still stranded somewhere on Titan. The pirate, lacking transportation, would still have to be in a nearby radius from his last encounter with Galaxy Enforcement. This gave the Chancellor an ephemeral ray of hope.  
 
    Tharsis Tholus handed Rayet a thin touch-screen galactic positioning device. “I’ve uploaded the coordinates for Darkstarr’s last known position on Titan. Don’t fail me, boy.”  
 
    “Darkstarr’s as good as dead,” Rayet snapped, pocketing the device. “I’ll make him wish he never heard the name Rayet Wolf.” 
 
    Perhaps Wolf will succeed where the others have failed, Tholus considered. Galaxy Enforcement’s efforts had proved disastrous, not surprising considering their track record of failures when it came to apprehending space pirates. Bounty hunters were just as unreliable; most were half-starved profiteers looking for a quick credit. 
 
    But there was more to it, and Tholus’s only had to look as far as both factions’ previous attempts to capture Darkstarr to find what it was. The Galaxy Enforcement had been motivated by a blind sense of duty, while Valgrave was driven solely by money. None of them had any personal stake in the matter. Fortunately, something altogether different encouraged Rayet, something that went far deeper than duty or petty money. Rayet Wolf was fueled by the most powerful thing in the galaxy. Revenge.  
 
      
 
    Nephilim One Sewage System 
 
    January 14th, 086 
 
    Time Log: 21:01 
 
      
 
    Orion tugged at a circular metal hatch affixed to the wall of the sublevel storage facility. After a few strained tries, the hatch loosened and he was able to swing it open. A gust of humid air and rancid odor struck Orion’s face. He took a step back, gagging.  
 
    After a moment he looked back inside. It appeared to be a sewage tunnel, the curved aluminum siding rusting and corroded. A knee high canal of stagnant waste-water carried the carcasses of dead insects and four-legged vermin. It wasn’t Orion’s desired route of travel but, at present, it seemed to be his only one. At least he wouldn’t be trapped in the storage room and the pathway would keep his mind preoccupied. It was better than sitting around, contemplating the dreadful thought that he may never see his crew or starship again.  
 
    Orion trudged through the thick greenish-brown liquid that came up to his knees. The dark, narrow tunnel would have driven anyone with claustrophobia into a raving panic, but Orion remained calm, carefully feeling the sides of the rusting corridor for any signs of another latch or exit. He had no idea how long he had been walking, but it felt like upwards of an hour. In reality, he figured it was probably only twenty minutes or so. Several faint beams of light descended in through the tunnel’s ceiling a few dozen feet ahead.  
 
    An opening! Orion thought. He rushed over to the rays of pale light and gazed up. The illumination had been moonlight, entering in from a grated panel. While it served as a means of escape, it afforded Orion little help. The tunnel’s ceiling was around twenty feet high. There was no way he could reach the grate. There were no objects around that could be built into a makeshift ladder or platform with.  
 
    Orion considered his options. He could head further down the tunnel, but who knew where that would bring him or how long it would take to reach an exit. Exhausting his choices, Orion pulled out his gunblade. Even with the inflowing moonlight, it was still hard to see. A latch on the grated panel above could just barely be made out. Orion aimed his weapon and fired.  
 
    A laser cut through the latch. The grated panel door swung down. Orion tapped a button on the side of his weapon. The blade that rested beneath the gun barrel shot upwards, propelled by a burst of compressed air. A thin-cable wire connected the rear of the blade to the front of Orion’s weapon.  
 
    The blade spiraled straight up—slicing into the tunnel ceiling near the opened panel. Orion gave the gunblade a tug and the wire retracted. Holding tight to the handle, Orion was pulled up towards the ceiling and, once high enough, he reached out to his side, gripping onto the edge of the ceiling opening.  
 
    He heaved himself upwards, pulling his torso up onto an empty street. Orion was surprised to find that the sublevel sewage system had stretched from Dirge’s Post all the way to Nephilim One. He climbed up to the surface while pulling the blade loose from under him. With a tug of the wire the bladed weapon whipped back into its original position.  
 
    The street lights were all but burned out and most windows in the surrounding skyscrapers were masked with blinds. Thanks to Titan’s binary set of moons the street was saved from being expunged into total darkness. The globular satellites had lit the area in an ashen glow, just enough to see a few feet ahead.  
 
    Orion restored his gunblade to its holster as a whishing sound raced overhead, followed by a blast of wind. Above, a Galaxy Enforcement helicopter lowered past the skyline shining a circular searchlight along the pavement. Orion leapt out of its path, entering the cover of a darkened alleyway.   
 
    An Enforcement hover jeep glided by with sirens wailing. As soon as the helicopter moved out of the vicinity and the cry of the jeep’s sirens fell out of earshot Orion made his way down the block, keeping close to the shadows. There was only one place where he could think to go—a place he hadn’t seen in years. 
 
      
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 21:25 
 
      
 
    Orion entered the hanger’s ruined interior. Spider webs clung to the walls and draped down from the high ceiling like a shawl. Thick dust coated the floor while scattered piles of debris lay about. A large portion of the roof had caved in, giving view to the starry night sky above.  
 
    In that instant, Orion felt as if time had froze. It only seemed like yesterday when he stood there with Stratus, working on the Galaxy Runner. In reality, it was twenty-two years ago. The thought of time’s quick passage left Orion with an air of despondency. The sight of the devastated hanger had already been too much for him. Yet, it was the only place that he could turn to, the only place where he could hide for the time being and formulate a plan. If there was a plan to formulate… 
 
    Orion wandered over to the spot where the Galaxy Runner had stood all those years ago. He reached out as if to touch the long gone starship. The recollections of a bygone time became entangled with the present; Orion shut his eyes and let the past take him away.   
 
       
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    March 1st, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 14:33 
 
      
 
    Orion tightened a bolt against the central control panel inside the Galaxy Runner’s nearly finished cockpit. Behind him, Stratus made the final adjustments to the command chair and secured it to the floor.  
 
    Orion’s little hands wiped the sweat from his brow and tossed his screwdriver into a nearby toolbox. With pride, he took in the sights of the cockpit. Even though he had been working on it for the better part of the last three months, the novelty of being inside an actual working starship had failed to wear off.  
 
    “Finally done.” Stratus motioned for Orion to sit in the command chair. “Try it out, lad.” 
 
    Ecstatic, Orion rushed over and slid into the seat. The cushioning against his back felt great. He gazed before him, surveying the cockpit’s curved windows, the control panel, and three empty seats reserved for a crew. This must be what a real starship captain feels like! 
 
    “Aye, looks like you’re a natural, Orion,” approved Stratus. “You’d make a fine captain one day, of that I’m certain.” 
 
    Beaming with excitement Orion leapt up from his seat. “We’ll be able to go into space soon, right?” 
 
    “I’d wager she’ll be a-rearin’ to go for her maiden voyage soon enough,” Stratus replied, brushing his hand against the wall while admiring the fine craftsmanship. “C’mon, I’ve got somethin’ to show you.” 
 
    Orion followed Stratus to the front of the cockpit, where he struck a series of buttons. The image of a sparkling greenish crystal, angular in shape, flickered onto one of the display screens.  
 
    “Feast your deadlights on that, lad,” Stratus gleamed. “The soon to be prize of our labor.” 
 
    Orion stared at the monitor blankly. “What is it?” 
 
    “What is it!?” Stratus laughed. “Why, that’s only one of the most valuable treasure’s in the entire galaxy! It’s a Telium Crystal. It’ll be transported by freight shuttle to the Galactic Museum of Arts next month.” 
 
    “You really think we’ll be able to steal it?” questioned Orion, unsure of their future prospect.  
 
    “Blimey, I don’t think we’ll be able to—I know it. Ain’t scared now, are you, Orion?” 
 
    Orion shook his head in defiance. “No way!” 
 
    “Ah, that’s the spirit! Braver than me at your age!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Orion leaned against the roof banister of the aircraft hanger. Titan’s twin moons cast a glow across the starlit sky. A series of shooting stars arched across the heavens. Orion never grew tired of watching the stars. From Titan they seemed so far away, but they never lost their beauty or majesty. Each one of the millions of twinkling beacons fascinated Orion, each one stirring his curiosity more than the last.  
 
    Two birthday’s ago, Orion’s parents gave him a telescope. At first Orion was amazed at the sights he could see with. The craters in both Titan’s moons, shuttles departing from the spaceport, and meteors entering the atmosphere were all as clear as day. But after a while, he couldn’t bear to look through the telescope any longer, it only served as a teasing reminder that the closest he could get to the stars was through a magnified lens.  
 
    Stratus rested against the banister, admiring the sky. “A clearer night than this, I’d say ain’t possible. Would you look at those stars?” 
 
    “Stratus, how many times have you been to space?” Orion asked.  
 
    “Hm, let’s see,” Stratus gave it some though before relenting, “well, I suppose many a-time. You start to lose count after awhile. But I promise you, there ain’t nothin’ quite like it. You know, there isn’t any gravity in space. No weight bearing down on your shoulders. That weight’s what drags us humans down, you know.” 
 
    “What do mean?” Orion repeated, confused.  
 
    “Gravity makes people stuck in the ground here on Titan. But in space, gravity lifts you up. In space, ain’t nothin’ can hold you down. It’s the only place we can really be free.” 
 
    Orion contemplated Stratus words with child-like wonder. He considered them for a long time before turning his gaze to the ground. “Can I ask you something, Stratus? It’s kind of important.” 
 
    “Aye, sure lad, you know you can ask me anythin’.” 
 
    Orion struggled to squeeze the question between his lips. He finally succeeded in a low, muted voice. “What happens when we die?” 
 
    “Well lad, you see, no one really knows. Different people think different things.” 
 
    “What do you think? And why do people have to die?” 
 
    Stratus let out a breath of air. “Nothin’ in this galaxy lasts forever. All things reach an end. People’s bodies, they weren’t meant to last very long. People are fragile, we get old, we get hurt—we sorta go out of date, like an older model starship, get what I’m sayin’?” 
 
    “Sort of…I guess,” Orion answered, with a tinge of uncertainty. “But what about after we die?” 
 
    Stratus motioned to the sky. “You see those stars up there, Orion? People’s bodies might not have been built very well, but inside everyone’s body there’s a type of spirit, a kind of energy. Everyone has a different name for it, and it doesn’t matter what you call it, but everybody’s got one. And, after someone dies, their energy eventually goes up to space when their body can no longer hold ‘em in. Once free, their energy creates one of those stars you see up there. Some people’s energy is brighter, some dimmer, that’s why some stars glow stronger than others do. But all of them are up there, watchin’ down on us.”  
 
    Orion was silent for a time before whispering, “I like that.”  
 
    Stratus may have answered the question at hand but it didn’t take an expert to tell that something was still bothering Orion. “Somethin’ else on your mind, boy?” 
 
    “It’s my parents,” Orion hesitated, “I don’t think they’d be proud of me becoming a pirate.” 
 
    “Orion, the galaxy’s a complicated place,” Stratus began, “some people go blazin’ through their whole lives and never make heads or tails or anythin’. I’m one of those people, lad, but I know at least this much—if your parents had even only a dash of love for you, they’d be proud. I can’t say under any certain terms that they’d be proud of you becoming a pirate, but I can say that they’d be proud of you on your way to becomin’ a man.”  
 
    Orion turned to the sky, the trace of a smile forming on his face. 
 
    Stratus pulled away from the banister. “I’m gonna head back down and work on the ship’s reflex conductors. Stay up here for as long as you need to, lad.” 
 
    Stratus didn’t get but ten feet away when he heard Orion’s voice call out after him. “Stratus?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Stratus smiled in reply. “Any time, Orion. You know that.” He turned back, making his way over to the roof exit.                 
 
      
 
    Nephilim One Marketplace 
 
    March 15th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 16:09 
 
      
 
    Orion wandered through the dense marketplace, shielding his eyes from the blaring sunlight as he crossed the street, evading an electric taxi in the process. Reaching the sidewalk, Orion noticed a decorative display of fresh fruit and vegetables stacked outside a grocery store. LED letters on a nearby digital sign read FOR SALE.  
 
    Pushing through a crowd of people that stood before the produce display, his eyes locked onto a wicker basket filled with bright red apples. They look so good, Orion thought. With a watering mouth and growling stomach, he took a step back. He noticed the balding, moustache-faced store owner several feet away, distracted by a customer’s inquiry.  
 
    Orion’s palms were overcome with damp sweat. His fingers twitched and began to shake. He had never stolen anything before, but the lure of a tasty apple was a temptation that he just couldn’t resist. Besides, he was a pirate now, and pirates steal. On top of that, the pilot rations he had been eating with Stratus no longer offered him any real taste…but an apple—the thought sent shivers up Orion’s spine. He wanted it so bad he could almost taste it.  
 
    A hint of guilt rushed over him while he considered the situation. If everyone stole from the store owner, he’d go broke, lose his business, wind up homeless! But, it’s only one apple. What’s the harm in that? 
 
    Orion made up his mind. There was no harm in taking one apple. The store owner probably wouldn’t even know it was gone. After all, Stratus had told him that most people waste so much food that they deserve to be stolen from. Who knows, this store owner could have been just like that! 
 
    Orion checked again to make sure that the store owner was still preoccupied. He was. Without another second’s hesitation, Orion belted forward, snatching up one of the apples. A burst of adrenaline shot through his veins. He had succeeded! Orion retreated back into the crowd, gawking at the prize in his hands. Stealing was a lot easier than he thought!  
 
    A pair of hands landed hard onto Orion’s shoulders, tightening to the point that they began causing him pain.  
 
    “Gotcha!” the store owner shouted. “You’re not getting away from me, you little thief!” 
 
    Orion dropped the apple and tried to break free of the man’s vice-like grip, but it was futile. To the side, Orion spotted a boy around his age race over to the produce display.  
 
    The boy slammed his body into the display stand, causing a basket of watermelons to topple over. The fruit spilled out all over the sidewalk, some rolled into the street beneath the tires of oncoming electric cars.  
 
    “What are you doing!?” the store owner howled at the boy. He released his hold on Orion and chased after the boy, who quickly disappeared into a mob of bystanders. Wasting no time, Orion ran in the opposite direction.  
 
      
 
    Nephilim One Union Park 
 
    March 15th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 16:21 
 
      
 
    Orion’s sides were splitting in pain as he bolted, out of breath, across the park. Flowers and green, fresh-cut grass crunched beneath his feet. He stopped, spinning around. He thought the store owner had followed him, but it was only his nerves. Orion stumbled over to a park bench and lurched over, trying to slow his breathing. He felt hot and sweaty, partially due to his running and partially due to the unseasonable heatwave Titan was having. For as long as Orion could remember, Titan would still be somewhat cold in mid-March. Not this year.  
 
    Around Orion, the park was alive with the sounds of people conversing, a couple having a picnic, some teenagers playing solar frisbee, and a young woman walking her dog.  
 
    Orion’s heart jumped as a shadow loomed over him; he jerked upright, expecting to see the terrifying visage of the store owner standing before him. To his surprise, it was the boy from the marketplace. The same boy who had distracted the store owner long enough for Orion to escape.  
 
    “You’re about the worst thief I’ve ever seen,” the boy declared with a chuckle. He plopped down onto the bench next to Orion.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess I am,” Orion admitted, giving the boy the once-over. Like Orion, he was dressed in filthy, tattered clothing. But this boy was worst for wear as far as hygiene went. His face was covered in patches of dirt, his hair was greasy, and a strange sulfuric odor came off his body. It was so overpowering that it made Orion’s nose twitch. The last time Orion could recall anything that smelled similar was when he visited the Titan Mining Facility with his father last year, where he met people who mined the planet for rare materials like crystals or gemstones. Orion remembered mentioning that smell to his father, and his father stated that people who worked in the mines could quit tomorrow and still have the odor on them for years after, due to the strong chemicals and natural elements that they worked with.    
 
    “Thanks for the help back there,” Orion said.  
 
    “No big deal,” the boy shrugged. “Name’s Radnock. Radnock Discordia. What do they call you?” 
 
    “Orion Darkstarr.” 
 
    The two boys shook hands.  
 
    “Wanna be friends, Orion?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “That’s great; wait…I’ve got something for you.” Radnock reached behind his back, pulling out two shiny apples. He handed one to Orion.  
 
    Orion accepted the gift with a smile. “Thanks!”  
 
    “I’ve always wanted a real friend,” Radnock noted.  
 
    “Whatever happened to that guy back at the marketplace?” Orion asked before taking a bite out of his apple. “How’d you get away?” 
 
    “Oh, that store owner?” snickered Radnock. “He just couldn’t keep up. We don’t have to worry about him anymore.” 
 
    Orion took another bite out of the fresh apple. “That’s good.” 
 
    Radnock removed a small, dirty knife from his pocket and began to cut the skin from the fruit.  
 
      
 
    Four blocks from the Nephilim One Union Park, the marketplace store owner lay lifeless in an alleyway. Among the festering rats that scurried between mounds of trash, the store owner’s corpse rested face down in a pool of his own blood. Deep lacerations and multiple slashes marked his flesh.  
 
      
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    March 15th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 17:04 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had a starship!” Radnock stood dumbfounded at the sight of the Galaxy Runner. “Did you steal it?” 
 
    Brimming with pride, Orion held his head high. “No way, we built it.” 
 
    Radnock pointed to the freshly painted Jolly Roger on the front of the hull. “That’s a pirate symbol!” 
 
    “Aye, your friend’s no squiffy, Orion,” remarked Stratus, entering the hanger from a door behind the boys. “Smart lad. Knows what he sees.” 
 
    “You’re a pirate?” Radnock inquired of the old man. “I wanna join your crew!”  
 
    “He’s just like I was,” Orion added. “He doesn’t have any place left to go. He’s all alone.” 
 
    “Not much of a crew,” Stratus reckoned, “but I ain’t seein’ no reason why we can’t take on another member.” 
 
    Orion and Radnock exchanged a smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Ironically, four out of ten school children today, when asked what they want to be when they grow up, say a pirate. Why? Maybe it’s the sense of rebellion, freedom, or fame. Who’s to say, nonetheless, what I do know is that despite the social stigma that surrounds these space pirates, they carry some twisted appeal that resonates with our darkest inner fantasies. Certainly we do not want to glorify them but, for some reason, I believe they touch a part of our collective unconsciousness.  
 
      
 
    Apollo Caloris, PhD, interviewed on Kal Vega’s  
 
    TV show, “Good Morning, Galaxy!” 
 
      
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 21:31 
 
      
 
    The wail of approaching sirens converging on the abandoned hanger snapped Orion out of his daydream. A figure shifted in the darkness behind Orion. He spun around, reaching for his gunblade.  
 
    A young boy, no older than eleven, stepped out from the shadows. There was something familiar about him. Orion tried to recollect where he had last seen this child—then it came to him! He recognized the boy from the Red Light District, having spotted him not more than a few hours ago. It was the boy with the wild hair and strange eyes. 
 
    The boy, dressed in a patchwork of clothing that appeared to have been sewn together byhand, took another step forward. “They’re closing in! Quick, follow me!”  
 
    Who was this kid? Orion watched as the boy motioned for him to follow.  
 
    “C’mon, we don’t have much time!” the boy warned.  
 
    Reluctant, Orion tailed the boy.  
 
      
 
    Within moments, Orion and the boy exited from the Solaris Aircraft Hanger and raced into an adjacent field of thigh-high dead grass. A beam of light cut through the night sky, shining onto the field. The source of the searchlight, a Galaxy Enforcement helicopter, swooped down.  
 
    Cord bounced down into the grass, using it for cover. “Get down!” He tugged on Orion’s pant leg, urging him to do the same.                
 
    Orion ducked, just as the light swept overhead. “Hey, kid, do you know where we’re going?” 
 
    “Sure do.” The boy crawled a few feet to the right, arriving at a metal hatch embedded in the ground. He wrenched the circular top open, revealing the entrance to a darkened pit. He slid in.  
 
    The boy landed on his feet inside a blackened tunnel. He held out a mini-flashlight and turned it on. The dim light revealed tiled walls to his side and corroded train tracks beneath his feet.  
 
    Orion dropped down next to the boy. “What is this place?” 
 
    “Come on,” was the boy’s only response.  
 
    Together they headed down the tunnel and, in minutes, reached what appeared to be the remnants of an old subway station platform. A single, immobile train car rested on the adjoining tracks. A spattering of graffiti and rust covered the transport vehicle.  
 
    The boy led the way, escorting Orion through the train door. A computerized control board took up most of the small, decaying compartment. A square window rested before them—offering little view of the dark bowels of the tunnel ahead.  
 
    Wasting no time, the boy occupied the single seat in front of the controls.  
 
    Orion scratched his head. “Don’t tell me this thing can still run?” 
 
    “You’d better believe it.” The boy pulled down on a lever near the primary panel. 
 
    The popping crackle of charging electricity flushed through the train car. Before Orion could make a sound, he was hurled backwards into the rear wall. The sudden blast of motion kept his legs from maintaining any balance. Beneath him he felt the rumble of the train wheels scraping against the oxidized tracks.  
 
    “Just relax,” the boy said. “It might be a little uncomfortable, but this thing can move fast! We’ll be there in no time.” 
 
    “Be where?” Where are we going?”  
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
     
 
    Neutral Quadrant 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 21:34 
 
      
 
    “Disengaging stardrive,” Nova reported.  
 
    The golden tunnel of luminous beams exploded into a flare of white before fading back to the darkened canvas of twinkling starlight. Ahead, a towering construct could be distinguished on the surface of a nearby moon.  
 
    “On course to Moon Base Veta, Neutral Quadrant.” Nova leaned back in her seat. “We’ve made it.” 
 
    “Barely,” Legart said, maintaining his grip on the Galaxy Runner’s steering gears. 
 
    Ace scoffed at the moon base in front of them. “I’d rather have stayed on Titan than come here.”  
 
    “Well, you’d better start liking it—” Legart made a gesture with his head to indicate their destination ahead “—this is the only zone not regulated by any star system. Galaxy Enforcement’s got no jurisdiction here.” 
 
    Nova was unconvinced. “I hope they keep that in mind when we come in with a wanted ship.” The whole situation made her feel uneasy and, for once, she agreed with Ace. She would have rather stayed on Titan with Orion, even if they had to abandon the Galaxy Runner in the process.  
 
    “Don’t worry about them letting us in,” Legart affirmed. “We’ve never had any trouble before.” 
 
    I hope you’re right, Nova thought to herself. Their situation had deteriorated enough within the last hour or so. They didn’t need any more surprises.  
 
    Legart struck a button on the console and lowered his mouth to the transmitter. “Neutral Quadrant, Moon Base Veta, come in.” 
 
    A shuffling clatter came through on the other end of the speaker, followed by the voice of an operator. “This is Neutral Quadrant, Moon Base Veta, over.” 
 
    “We need to refuel,” said Legart. “Requesting landing clearance, over.” 
 
    For a second it sounded as if the speaker went dead, but a loud popping noise promptly brought the operator’s voice back. “We’re picking you up on our displays. Enter dockside bay nine. You may enter the plasma dome.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Legart cut the transmission and gave Nova a satisfied glance. “See? Still worried?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nova stated bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Few installations surpassed Moon Base Veta in sheer size. The main construct, a lofty tower that stood upwards of three-hundred meters, served as the center of the facility. A broadcast antenna protruded from the top of the narrow building. A pentagon-shaped installation, near seventy meters in height, encircled the central tower. Altogether, the base housed over sixteen-thousand workers and residents, some of who lived there on seasonal shifts. Moon Base Veta had not only proven itself to be self-sufficient on every level imaginable, but served as a residence for those who wished to annex themselves from the Galactic Union.  
 
    The Galaxy Runner lowered close to the rocky gray surface of the moon. Surrounding the city was a near-translucent plasma dome, a powerful particle-generated half-sphere that was impenetrable to any ship not given clearance—nor could any known weapon breach its surface.  
 
    The plasma dome was powered by a series of ion generators that bordered the outskirts of the base. At full power, contact with the dome would incinerate a starship instantly. 
 
    Reaching the edge of the installation, the Galaxy Runner advanced on the plasma dome. The dome, appearing solid, parted at the spot where the starship entered. A fraction of the shielding receded like gelatinous liquid. As soon as the Galaxy Runner crossed through, the plasma dome sealed back up.  
 
    The pirate ship rocketed around the central tower, heading for the docking port. Activating retrorockets, the Galaxy Runner slowed down. It carefully entered through a metal blast door and settled down inside the empty dock station. A landing platform rose from the floor to accommodate the ship. A twisting mass of catwalks lower from the ceiling and surrounded the ship.  
 
    Minutes after the Galaxy Runner powered down the side door panel opened and Legart, Nova, and Ace entered onto a catwalk.  
 
    Strange, was the first word that came to Legart as the catwalk automatically lowered. Where the hell is everyone? The place appeared deserted. Not one other starship had been docked on any of the platforms, nor was there a single mechanic or technician to be seen.  
 
    “Is it usually this quiet?” Nova asked as their catwalk merged with the ground platform.  
 
    Ace didn’t even get one foot off the walkway when a squad of Galaxy Enforcement officers charged out from their hiding spots, circling them. Each officer was armed with a high-powered laser assault rifle.  
 
    Shit! It was an expletive that collectively raced through the minds of the three space pirates at the same time.  
 
    “I guess the Neutral Quadrant isn’t so neutral anymore,” Ace quipped.  
 
    The trio raised their hands in surrender.  
 
    Canis Elnath shuffled out from behind a pair of Galaxy Enforcement officers, a mile-wide grin on his face. “Your friend, Dirge, can be a very cooperative man. He said you might be headed this way. Of course, the Helski Particles emitted from your star-jump weren’t that hard to follow, either.” 
 
    “Dirge, that double-dealing bastard,” Ace grumbled with disgust.  
 
    “The infamous Galaxy Runner.” Canis stared up at the ship. “I’m honored. Few men come face-to-face with the bane of their existence. I suppose I should consider myself fortunate. I only wish Darkstarr could be here as well.”  
 
    Legart spat near Canis’s black, polished shoe. “Canis Elnath—you piece of scum sucking bilge.”   
 
    “Ah, you already know who I am,” Canis exclaimed. “That’s good, now we can forgo the introductions.” 
 
    “We know all about you, pal,” Ace threw Canis a sarcastic salute. “You’re a real Grade-A asshole, too bad your Galaxy Enforcement cronies could never keep up with us. Or else, you might’ve captured us sooner.” Ace lunged at Canis. “But, at least now, I can kick your ass in person—”  
 
    Before Ace could touch the Galaxy Enforcement chief, dozens of red dots beamed across his head. The officers adjusted the laser targeting systems on their rifles.  
 
    Ace froze in his tracks, observed his surroundings, and took a step back. “Uh, I mean, that’s a nice suit you got there, Canis. Designer, is it?” 
 
    “Ace Waywin, wanted on four star systems for arson,” Canis said with a smirk. “Sixty-two accounts, I believe.”  
 
    “Big deal.” Ace rolled his eyes.  
 
    Canis set his sights on Legart. “Legart Ganymede, wanted on five star systems for larceny. You must have quite the collection?”  
 
    “Not anymore,” Legart retorted. “Spent it all. Never liked clutter.” 
 
    Canis had to stifle a laugh before turning to Nova’s stone-faced gaze. “You’re crewmates don’t seem to understand the gravity of their situation. Maybe you’ll fair better, Nova Centura—wanted on three star systems for identity theft. Of course, each of you has outstanding warrants for various other crimes—robbery, forgery, bribery, and conspiracy.”  
 
    Legart had heard enough. “Don’t think we’re buying this crap, you’re breaking intergalactic law, Elnath. This base is neutral, you can’t arrest us here.” 
 
    “Sometimes rules need to be broken.” Canis waved his hand, summoning the officers to move in. “Arrest them.” 
 
    A horde of Enforcement officers rush the pirates, pinning them to the floor with arms behind their backs and snapping handcuffs on their wrists.  
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before we find Darkstarr,” Canis noted. “Without the Galaxy Runner he’s not getting off Titan.” 
 
    Legart tried to break free from the officers’ hold but he was quickly overpowered. “He’ll find a way!”  
 
    Canis sighed. “And just who’s going to help him? No one would dare touch him with that bounty on his head.” 
 
    The officers patted down the trio of pirates until one turned to Canis. “It’s not on them, sir.” 
 
    The Galaxy Enforcement chief cast a disparaging glare at the space pirates. “What did you do with it? Where’s the capsule?” 
 
    “Screw you,” Nova spat.  
 
    Motioning to a group of armed officers, Canis directed their attention to the Galaxy Runner. “Tear that ship apart. Find it. We’ll retrieve that capsule, even if we have to dismantle the Galaxy Runner one piece at a time.” 
 
    The officers obeyed the order and dashed towards the ship.  
 
    “If you so much as touch that ship, I’ll make you regret the day you were born!” barked Legart.  
 
    Ignoring the pirate, Canis nodded to the Enforcement officers struggling to restrain the prisoners. “Take these three to the Daedalus Base for interrogation. I have a feeling they have more to tell us.” 
 
      
 
    Titan Spaceport 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 22:18 
 
      
 
    Orion had fallen asleep aboard the old train car, but he was promptly jolted awake by the screech of breaks and the sudden halt of momentum. Struck with a twinge of whiplash, Orion stirred awake. He felt the train creep forward a bit further until coming to a complete stop. 
 
    Groggy and bleary-eyed, Orion rubbed the back of his aching neck. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “Less than an hour,” the boy reported. The train door slid open and he bolted out.  
 
    Orion followed. After exiting the train car, he stood motionless.  
 
    Beyond Orion stood the Titan Spaceport, a now abandoned, mournful testament to his youth. Dying vines had covered the crumbling walls of the building. The once new, sleek architecture had been reduced to a desolate, rotting shell of its former self. Of all the places on this damned planet, why did he have to bring me here? 
 
     
 
    The boy and Orion entered the spaceport. Chunks of fallen plaster and demolished concrete littered the desolate interior. A mask of darkness pervaded the building, save for the few beams of moonlight that streamed in through the caved-in ceiling gaps.  
 
    “The spaceport closed down a long time ago,” the boy said. “Not many want to come to Titan anymore. The rich people are all gone and the poor who are here can’t afford to leave.”  
 
    Orion had imagined that he would never see the spaceport again, not even if he lived a million lifetimes. Even so, there he stood, regardless of his prior convictions. A solemn expression blanketed his face. 
 
    The boy continued, “You probably remember this place when it was still running, huh? After all, you were born on this planet.” 
 
    Orion turned to the boy in disbelief. “What?”  
 
    “My name’s Cord, but you don’t have to introduce yourself, Orion Darkstarr.” 
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Of course I do!” Cord half-yelled in excitement. “You’re the greatest pirate that’s ever lived! Captain of the Galaxy Runner! Wanted on all seven star systems! The Pirate Scourge of the Galaxy! Yeah, you bet I know you!” 
 
    Orion was staggered by the boy’s reaction. “Then why did you help me back there, if you knew who I was?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Cord laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. “Wow, I can’t believe this is really happening! I’m actually talking to the real Orion Darkstarr!” 
 
    Orion couldn’t believe this was happening either, but for an altogether different reason. He was unsure of what to make of the boy or decipher what his motives were for bringing him here. Sure, the Titan Spaceport would be the last place Galaxy Enforcement would ever think of searching for a fugitive space pirate, but none of this made any sense. 
 
    “I’ll be back, I’m going to turn on the power,” Cord announced. “There’s a core generator beneath us, it still works.” 
 
    Orion watched as the boy dashed into the darkness ahead, vanishing from sight. Wasting no time he activated his commlink. “Legart, come in. Do you read?” 
 
    The only answer came in bursts of static, fed back through the wristlet’s miniature speaker unit. Orion only half-expected to make contact with his ship. He assumed that the Galaxy Runner had already exited the star system and, since the standard commlink frequency couldn’t reach past a single planetary system, any hope of communication was lost at the moment of star-jump.  
 
    A low rumble crept through the spaceport as electrical power crossed through old circuitry. Overhead lights turned on, the escalators shifted into motion, and a series of television monitors lowered from the ceiling. Each of the monitor displays were cracked and fractured, but all worked, presenting a grainy image of a blonde female reporter.  
 
    “—onto our breaking story, Galaxy Nine News has just been informed that the Galaxy Runner, starship of the notorious space pirate, Orion Darkstarr, has finally been captured,” the reported read from an unseen teleprompter. “Three members of the ship’s crew have been apprehended and are currently being detained at Galaxy Enforcement’s Daedalus Base. At this time, Orion Darkstarr, the only man wanted on every star system, has eluded capture. We will keep you posted as information becomes—” 
 
    Orion whipped out his gunblade and fired at one of the monitors. The laser penetrated the screen, shattering the LED display into hundreds of pieces. The rest of the monitors went blank. Still not satisfied, Orion fired his blaster into the air until, finally, he lowered the weapon.  
 
    Orion slammed his fist against the side of a cracked pillar. It’s my fault. I led them straight into a trap. It was so obvious—how stupid could I have been? If the news report was true and Legart, Ace, and Nova were being held at Galaxy Enforcement’s Daedalus Base, there was no way he could even hope to pull off an escape. He was outnumbered, fifteen thousand-to-one. He silently cursed himself over and over again. His strategy had fallen in flames and now his friends had to suffer for his own folly.  
 
    Jubilant as ever, Cord reentered the spaceport lobby. “All right, so what’s the plan? Whatever it is, count me in.” 
 
    “The plan?” Orion asked, confused.  
 
    “I’d bet you’re already plotting a daring rescue for your crew!” Cord trumpeted.  
 
    “I think you’ve got me pegged for someone else. This Orion Darkstarr doesn’t even have a ship anymore…” Sullen, Orion lowered his head, “…or a crew.” 
 
    “That’s only for now,” Cord argued. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.” 
 
    Orion sighed. “Cord, that was your name, right? Look, I appreciate your help back at the hanger, but this is where we go our separate ways.” 
 
    Cord’s heart sank as he watched Orion turn for the exit. “Wait! Where are you going? What about your crew? I wanna help you save them!” 
 
    Orion paused. “There’s only one way for me to save them now. I have to surrender. I can still exchange myself for the ship and my crew. It’s me they want anyway.” 
 
    “No way, you can’t surrender!” Cord shouted. “That’s just what they want you to do! The Orion Darkstarr I heard about wouldn’t give up no matter what. He always knows what to do, and he always finds a way to make things right.” 
 
    “Rumors shouldn’t be believed, even a kid should know that,” Orion retorted. “It’s not about giving up; it’s about not abandoning my friends. They trusted me and I let them down. Hell, I only stayed on this miserable planet so they could escape. I figured Galaxy Enforcement would focus on catching me instead of them.” 
 
    Orion reached into the pouch compartment attached to his belt and removed the silver capsule. “But because of this, and whatever's inside it, they’ll try anything—even breaking their own galactic law if they have to. You said you wanted a plan, Cord? That was my plan. And it backfired. Now, still think Orion Darkstarr’s so great?” 
 
    With Orion’s pent up frustration all but spent, he held his head back and gazed up to the ceiling. “Look, I don’t expect you to understand. Just go home to your parents. They’re probably worried sick about you.” 
 
    For a long interval of silence Cord simply stared at his idol before his hands tightening into fists and the rage exploded inside him. “Grownups, they’re always telling kids that they won’t understand! You know what? I understand just fine! And this is my home; I don’t got any parents—not ones that wanted me around anyway. You, you were supposed to be different. But you’re just like everyone else, ready to give up when things get a little rough!”  
 
    Orion winced at the boy’s words. “Cord, listen—” 
 
    “I’m done listening!” Cord yelled, his eyes watering. “I wanted to be just like you, Orion Darkstarr, I wanted to be the greatest pirate in the galaxy! But now I see that you’re just a coward! And I never want to be a coward! Never!” 
 
    Cord swung his leg forward, kicking a chunk of fallen plaster at the pirate. It glided across the lobby, shattering harmlessly against Orion’s leg. With tears streaming down his cheeks, Cord dashed off, heading for the exit.  
 
    “Cord, wait!” Orion began to pursue the boy, but after a few steps, stopped in his tracks. Even if I did catch up with Cord, what could I possibly say to him? It would be pointless. 
 
    Through a hole in the ceiling, Orion watched the sparkling glimmer of a boundless starfield. How he ached to be up there now, away from the confines of gravity, away from Titan, away from it all. As a child Orion had stood in the very same spaceport with dreams of one day reaching the stars. That dream came true; Orion Darkstarr did reach the stars. But now, he wondered if he would ever reach them again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I have received encouraging word regarding your capture of Darkstarr’s ship and crew. However, I am equally distressed to learn that neither Darkstarr nor the capsule has been recovered yet. Without those components, your success is bittersweet at best and a dismal lack of competence at worst. I can care less about the imprisonment of paltry space-pirates. All that matters is that capsule. Do not dare disappoint me, Elnath.”  
 
      
 
    Digital Voice Message from  
 
    Chancellor Tharsis Tholus to Canis Elnath  
 
       (Date: 1/14/086 | Time Log: 22:22) 
 
      
 
    Titan’s Orbit 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 22:31 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Eris, Ovid cast off a pair of headphones and turned from the control panel to face Radnock. “There’s been a broadcast! Darkstarr’s ship was captured by Galaxy Enforcement! They only got his crew though; sounds like they’re still searching for Darkstarr on Titan.” 
 
    “Good, then he must still possess the cargo.” Radnock’s words were followed with a wry smile. “Stripped of his comrades and his ship, what a sorry sight he must be.” 
 
    Over an hour ago Radnock had been concerned that Darkstarr had slipped through his fingers. After a dispersal of Helski Particles, a group of shuttles from the Galaxy Enforcement fleet had pursued a ship into a star-jump, yet, oddly, some Enforcement ships remained behind. At the time, Radnock wondered if the Eris shouldn’t pursue the Helski Particles as well. Now, however, it seemed that the stars were aligned in Radnock favor and that his intuition had proven correct. His ‘old friend’ still remained on Titan.  
 
    “Course of action?" requested Darsod. 
 
    “Belay any action,” Radnock commanded. “There is only one truth, one defiant universal order in this galaxy, and that is: all things come to those who wait. And I’ve waited so very long.” 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 22:49 
 
      
 
    Canis Elnath stood in the starship impound hanger of the Daedalus Base, gazing upwards at the Galaxy Runner. The immobile pirate vessel before him was both an equal sign of accomplishment and failure—a treasure chest without the treasure. He had captured the Pirate Scourge’s ship and crew, but the primary target had once again eluded his reach.  
 
    The silence of the impound hanger was broken by a rookie Galaxy Enforcement officer who made his way next to Canis’s side. “Sir, we’ve searched the ship again. There’s still no sign of the capsule.” 
 
    The only response Canis could mutter between his lips was laced with irritation, “Darkstarr.” 
 
    “Should we begin dismantling the Galaxy Runner?” the officer asked.  
 
    “No,” Canis shook his head, “that’s not important right now. Prepare the next prisoner for interrogation.”  
 
      
 
    Ace, seated on the floor, leaned his back against the gray wall of the square, filth-ridden detainment cell. Across from him sat Nova, her eyes fixated on the windowless metal door that separated them from freedom.  
 
    The cell was barren, save for a lone rusted toilet at the back corner of the small room. Cracked linoleum tiles coated the floor, while a series of pipes interweaved overhead, most of which leaked droplets of dirty, blackened water.  
 
    It had already been close to thirty minutes since two officers had taken Legart out of the cell for what they believed was an interrogation session.  
 
    “Well, just you and me, Nova,” Ace quipped, “I guess we got that date after all.” 
 
    Nova rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you ever serious?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” Ace let out a mock laugh. “Besides, things are gonna work out, just you wait and see.” 
 
    “How you figure that?” Nova sighed. “You don’t really think Orion’s coming for us, do you? It would take a miracle for him to get off Titan, never mind rescue us from this base.”  
 
    “He’s never let us down before,” Ace reassured her, “I mean, you know, we’ve never been this far down in the mud before—but if there’s one thing you can bet on, it’s Orion Darkstarr. One way or the other, he’ll come through.” 
 
    Nova tried to feign a smile, making it as if she actually believed what Ace said. Of course, she didn’t think that Ace believed a word of it either. 
 
    The detainment cell door swung open. Two Galaxy Enforcement officers burst in, tossing Legart across the room.  
 
    Legart hit the floor hard, sliding on his back a few feet before coming to a stop near the middle of the cell. The results of a physical beating were evident on his face, judging from the patchwork of small cuts, swollen left eye, and bloody lower lip.  
 
    “Legart—!” Ace leapt to his feet and rushed to his comrade’s side.  
 
    Nova rose, but before she could make her way over, both officers stood in her path.     
 
    “C’mon, you’re next,” one of the officers said, grabbing Nova by the arm.  
 
    “That’s what you think.” Nova lifted her knee into the officer’s crotch, sending him reeling over before collapsing. 
 
    The other officer unlatched a two-foot long taser rod from his belt. A bluish, electrical glow sizzled out from the tip. He thrust the weapon forward, striking Nova in the stomach.  
 
    Nova felt an electric surge scream through her body, every muscle and nerve tightened. She convulsed backwards, hitting against the wall. She slumped down to the floor. 
 
    The officer moved in, readying the taser rod for another blow. Before he could lunge forward, Ace seized him by the shoulder.  
 
    “I’ll go,” Ace compromised. “Leave her alone and take me next.”  
 
    The officer shoved Ace away. “You’ll get your turn soon enough, punk!”  
 
    “I wasn’t asking!” Ace snapped, launching his fist into the officer’s jaw. Before the pirate could follow up the attack, he felt his body freeze and a rush of pain sear through his insides like a raging fire. The officer Nova had downed was back on his feet and brandishing a taser rod of his own.  
 
    The recovered officer, though still standing bow-legged from Nova’s assault, gave Ace another strike of the taser rod.  
 
    Ace buckled over, rolling onto the floor. Before he could catch his breath, he felt the steel-toed tip of the officer’s boot slam him in the stomach, causing him to gasp for air. 
 
    “Ace!” Nova yelled, but was unable to move due to the lingering effects of the taser rod.  
 
    The officer over Ace gave him another kick, this time to the ribs. “Wanted to be next, pal? Looks like you got your wish!” 
 
    Fighting against agonizing bouts of fiery pain, Ace managed to let loose a strained chuckle. “I…guess wishes do come true, huh?” He tried to get up, but there was no chance. Raising a finger was almost impossible. 
 
    The officer Ace struck in the jaw, rushed over to his partner. “Let’s get this smart-ass trash out of here.”  
 
    The other officer nodded and both of them restored the taser rods to their belts and hauled Ace out of the cell, slamming the door shut behind them.  
 
    “Legart, you awake?” Nova could barely get the words out. Hurting, she crawled across the cell over to Legart’s side.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” Legart grumbled in a low, pained voice.  
 
    “What did they do to you?” Nova asked, surveying the bruises on his face.  
 
    “We just…had a little talk…that’s all.” Legart remained on his back; he knew it would be pointless to try to get up. He was still too weak. Legart was overcome with a hacking cough and, with every ounce of strength he still had, turned over to his side, so that a mouthful of blood could be expelled onto the floor.  
 
    “You’re hurt bad,” observed Nova. Although there was little she could do. The effects of the taser rod had numbed her body to the point where it felt like it weighed tons. 
 
    “I’ll live…don’t you go worrying about me,” Legart confirmed, pausing to collect his scrambled thoughts. “They’re searching Titan now…can’t find Orion anywhere. They…think we know where he might have gone…to hide.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    If Legart’s facial muscles didn’t hurt so much, he would have smiled. “Told ’em they could…take their capsule…and shove it.” 
 
    Nova laughed to herself. “That explains why they rearranged your face.” 
 
    “Eh…I’ve been in worst bar-room brawls…and got better beatings than what they…gave me,” touted Legart.  
 
    “If only we knew what was in that capsule,” Nova remarked. “What the hell could be in it that’s so damn valuable?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Legart groaned. “Maybe…Orion’s figured it out by now.” 
 
      
 
    Titan Spaceport 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 22:50 
 
      
 
    Orion Darkstarr made his way through a corridor in the vacant spaceport. For the last twenty minutes he had stood at the observation deck where as a child he watched his parents’ shuttle ignite in a staggering inferno of flame and death. Blocking out the memories was nothing new to Orion, but it was never easy, despite the years.  
 
    A nearby door, open just a crack, sparked Orion’s curiosity as he passed by. The other doors had all been locked, he mused to himself, pushing his way in. At one time the room may have served as a modest storage closet but, now, it appeared Cord had converted the space into his own living quarters. 
 
    A make-shift bed was pushed against the far corner of the cluttered room, while the walls were completely covered over with various photographs and drawings. Among the various wall décor, one picture stood out to Orion over the rest. Stepping in for a closer look, he eyed a wanted poster, his picture square-in-the-center of the electronic paper. Below his photo were mug shots of Legart, Ace, and Nova. Similar wanted posters of Orion and his crew were strewn along the walls. 
 
    Orion turned to a drawing etched in red crayon. Two roughly drawn stick figures were sketched on the off-white paper with Orion’s name written beneath the taller stick figure, while the shorter one was labeled with Cord’s name. Behind them, a colored-in starship resembling the Galaxy Runner had been inserted in an aircraft hanger. At the top of the page was the headline, THE GREATEST PIRATES IN THE GALAXY.      
 
    A far off hum, emanating from outside the spaceport, caught Orion’s attention. The sound was all too familiar, yet Orion found it hard to believe what he was hearing. Wasting no time, he left Cord’s room, hiked across the spaceport lobby and out the exit.  
 
    As Orion stepped outside the sound of the hum had increased, echoing across the night sky. Following the source of the noise, Orion walked around the perimeter of the spaceport until arriving at a shuttle hanger adjoined to the main building. The hanger door was lifted open, allowing Orion to enter.  
 
    The gigantic hanger was devoid of any shuttles, except for a lone gray starship that resembled an ancient jet fighter with its pointed nose, angled wing on both sides, and a singular rear thruster. The noise that Orion had followed emanated from this craft, confirming his suspicions. The sound was that of a starship’s engine!  
 
    Cord stood at the top of a ladder besides the ship, welding a portion of metal tiling near the arched canopy. With his task finished, he clicked the switch of the welding gun, killing the small flame.  
 
    “Does it fly?” Orion asked, half-yelling so that he’d be heard over the rumble of the engine.  
 
    Ignoring the space pirate, Cord struck a button on the ship’s side, causing the frameless bubble canopy to lift. Two cramped seats were revealed within, one behind the other. He climbed into the cockpit, sat in the front seat and struck a combination of switches. The roar of the engine increased, thundering on with mechanical perfection. It was music to Cord’s ears.  
 
    Orion listened to the engine as the central thrusters kicked in. The ship sounded fine-tuned to a fault, making him wonder if the vehicle was truly space worthy. His answer arrived just as the thought crossed his mind. The majestic roar of the engine was cut short, followed by a choking sputter. Sparks churned out from the thruster with clouds of black smoke.  
 
    Cord slammed his hand against the control console, trying to stir the ship back to a functional state. It was no use; the aircraft trembled for an instant before powering down.  
 
    The singular thruster grew dull and the starship sat silent. Orion climbed up the ladder and poked his head into the open canopy. He reached in front of Cord and tapped a button on the console. A small monitor embedded on the control panel blinked on, displaying a skeletal blueprint of the ship’s internal layout. This ship has a stardrive!  Orion surveyed the image before flipping a switch and pushing a few buttons.  
 
    The starship’s engine clamored back into existence, roaring in a calm, steady pattern.  
 
    Cord stared at Orion, awestruck. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I redirected the reserve battery furnace to the main overthruster,” Orion answered, sliding down the ladder.  
 
    Cord turned the engine off and climbed down from the ship. “How’d you know  to do that?” 
 
    “Just observed the diagnostic calibration,” Orion replied. “Also, when the Galaxy Runner was being built, we had the same problem with running battery power to thruster support. Live and learn, I guess.” 
 
    Cord nodded to the starship. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “Not a bad piece of machinery. Where’d you find it?” 
 
    “Find it!?” Cord reciprocated with a flush of annoyance. “I didn’t find it. I built it with spare parts from old transport shuttles—and she’s not an it, she’s called the Teldos.” 
 
    “The Teldos, huh?” Orion chuckled at the boy’s enthusiasm. “Well, you did a fine job getting her running. It still needs a little work before she gets off the…” Orion’s thoughts trailed off for a brief instance before finishing his sentence, “you wouldn’t happen to have any fuel, would you?” 
 
    With a beaming grin, Cord raised his chin in the air. “You bet I do! There’s a fuel storage center beneath the spaceport.” 
 
    Orion was positive that the Teldos could be space ready in no time with only the most minor of adjustments. How Cord had managed to put this ship together escaped him, not to mention install the ship with a stardrive. Clearly the boy had to be a technical prodigy, for someone his age to single-handedly construct such a vehicle was nothing short of amazing. Given the leftover equipment that lingered in the old hanger, even the most experienced technician would be left at odds.  
 
    “It just might work,” Orion thought aloud.  
 
    “I knew it!” Cord exclaimed. “You’re going to use the Teldos to rescue your friends!” 
 
    Orion smiled. “You’ll give me your ship?” 
 
    “You can have the ship on two conditions,” Cord began, “the first is that you take me with you. The second is that I can become a crew member aboard the Galaxy Runner.” 
 
    Orion was reluctant to answer, but his choices were limited. “You know, this won’t be an easy mission, Cord. We might not make it out alive. No one’s ever attempted to infiltrate Galaxy Enforcement headquarters before.” 
 
    “I don’t care about any of that,” claimed Cord. “I built this ship for one thing, so I could get off this planet and go into space. Even if I only get to see the stars once, it’ll be good enough for me!” 
 
    So much of Cord reminded Orion of himself, yet he remained hesitant in his decision to take the boy along. He hadn’t attempted to scare Cord away with an empty threat, far from it; he had given the boy the cold hard truth—this undertaking to rescue his crew could very well result in both of their deaths. Still, he knew what Stratus would do and there was no man Orion had ever met who proved wiser.  
 
    “So, what’s it gonna be?” Cord insisted. 
 
     After a brief, but tense silence, Orion motioned towards the Teldos with a whimsical sweep of his hand. “Well, we’d better get to work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The galactic crime rate hit an all time low in 057, resulting in a voluntary decrease in prisons and long-term detention centers. As of 082 only a handful of prisons still exist throughout the seven star systems. Today, criminals that engage in property-related crimes are sent to readjustment complexes and enrolled in a three to six month correctional program. Designed to rehabilitate them, this process has proven successful in ninety-nine percent of cases. After completion of the program, the offender is able to engage in society as a valued citizen. For more serious, violent crimes, the criminal would undergo a more extreme procedure of rehabilitation or, if deemed necessary, would be cryofrozen in a state of suspended animation until an adequate program could be developed. 
 
      
 
    Seyfert Blazars, Crime: The Human Anachronism 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 23:07 
 
      
 
    Ace awakened with blurred vision, making it difficult to discern the layout of the blackened room. Aside from the small radius around him, which was illuminated by a single bright lamp swinging steadily overhead, a cloak of darkness had masked the rest of the area. Fleeting tinges of pain pulsated across Ace’s face, followed by a swelling sensation. He spit a mouthful of blood onto the dirty white floor. Nudging a loosened molar with his tongue, Ace pushed the tooth free and spat it into the puddle of blood.  
 
    Must have passed out for a moment, Ace mused to himself, trying to shake off the daze. His body felt weak, his muscles ached, and a splitting headache tore through his skull. He tried to stand but realized that he was affixed to the steel chair beneath him. Realizing his hands were handcuffed behind his back, Ace started to remember what had happened before he blacked out.  
 
    “I’m awake again, buddy,” Ace sneered weakly, sensing a trickle of blood on his forehead. “Ready to continue if you are.” 
 
    A muscular man with a handlebar mustache and cold, heartless eyes stepped out from the shadows and into the small circle of light. “Still runnin’ that mouth of yours? If you had half a brain, you’d use that mouth for something useful and tell us what we want to hear.” 
 
    “Well that doesn’t sound very fun, now does it—” Ace’s sentence was cut short as the muscle bound interrogator thrust his fist into the pirate’s stomach. Ace reeled over in his seat, gagging.  
 
    “The way I see it, there’s only one way outta this,” the interrogator said with a sardonic grin. “I think you’d better start talking.” 
 
    “Sure,” Ace coughed, blood running down his chin. “I’ll talk, you got it. Wanna hear a story? Know the one about the pirate king? Well, once upon a time there was a—” 
 
    The interrogator swung his fist full force, connecting with the side of Ace’s jaw. The blow knocked Ace sideways, tipping the chair over and dropping him to the hard, cold floor.  
 
    “Hey, that’s all right with me,” the interrogator shrugged. “I can keep at this all day if you want.”  
 
    The door to the interrogation room slid open. Canis Elnath entered.  
 
    “Chief!” The interrogator greeted his superior with a firm salute.  
 
    Canis was so startled to see Ace on the floor and covered in bruises that he forgot to return the gesture. “Get out; I want to speak with the prisoner myself,” he ordered. 
 
    “But sir,” the interrogator protested, “I’m close to extracting the information, if you’d only give me a little more—” 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that this was supposed to be an interrogation?” Canis reprimanded. “Galaxy Enforcement does not condone torture, not even under these circumstances. Get out, now!” 
 
    With head lowered, the interrogator exited the room while Canis overturned Ace’s chair to an upright position. 
 
    “Some of the galaxy’s finest you've got working here,” scoffed Ace. “But at least they keep the blood off your fancy suits, right?” 
 
    “Don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be,” Canis warned. “Where’s Darkstarr hiding?” 
 
    “Titan’s a small planet, keep looking.” 
 
    Canis knelt down, shifting to eye-level with Ace. “If you help us, I can make sure the courts are lenient. Your sentence could be reduced. Just give me something we can go on. Give me anything.” 
 
    “Drop dead, Elnath.” 
 
    “I respect your loyalty to Darkstarr,” Canis insisted, “but there are far more important things to think about here. The future of this galaxy is at stake. We need to get that capsule back, no matter what.” 
 
    Ace rolled his eyes. “Look, you’re wasting your breath; I don’t know where Darkstarr is. What’s riding in that capsule that’s so damn important anyway?” 
 
    “Something your mind couldn’t possibly fathom,” disclosed Canis. “If you really don’t know where Darkstarr is, you’d better start praying that we find him and, more importantly, that we recover the capsule. For everyone’s sake.”  
 
    The Galaxy Enforcement chief sighed before rising and ambled out of the room. A moment later the interrogator returned with a twisted grin and renewed vigor.  
 
      
 
    Nova tilted the back of her head against the detainment cell wall. She could no longer watch Legart pace back and forth. She hugged her knees, forehead sinking down against them.   
 
    “Damn!” Legart shouted, no longer able to keep the frenzied anxiety to himself. He slammed his fist into the steel wall. The surge of pain leapt through his knuckles but his body was already so numb that it did little, aside from making him wince.  
 
    Nova lifted her head up; for the first time in her crewmate’s presence, her eyes betrayed a sense of emotion. “Ace’s tough, he’s gonna be okay. Whatever they dish out, he can take.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about him,” Legart lied, momentarily caught off guard by Nova’s sudden sense of compassion, a complete turnaround from her usual cold self. “I just hate being locked in this cage, that’s all.” As soon as the words left his mouth he knew that Nova had seen right through his façade. “Well, maybe I’m worried, but just a little.” 
 
    “You know, Legart, I’ve been on all sorts of pirate ships before joining the Galaxy Runner and, believe me, I’ve seen every kind of crew—but I’ve never, ever seen a motley group like you people. You guys,” Nova shook her head with an enigmatic smile, “you’re really like family on that ship, aren’t you? You actually care for each other.” She gazed off longingly before adding, “Must be nice.”  
 
    Legart’s pacing came to an immediate stop. “A ship’s only as good as her crew; I’d guess you’d figured that out by now. No frame of iron, tin, and steel can pilot itself. Sure, the fuel makes the ship fly, but her crew, that’s what keeps her flying.” He leaned against the wall next to Nova and slumped down to the floor.  
 
    “Life, its kind of a joke, ain’t it, Legart?” Nova muttered with a wavering voice while cursing herself for having shown any sign of vulnerability. She felt weak and defenseless. It made her stomach turn. “My whole life, I’ve been looking for someplace to fit in. Someplace I’d belong. And wouldn’t you know it, the first time I actually feel that I’m apart of something, something special, I lose it.” 
 
    “You haven’t lost anything yet.” Legart searched for the right words, “Look kid, you’re a damn good navigator and a helluva pilot. I know for a fact Orion was proud to have you aboard the Galaxy Runner. And you’re right, he did see us more as family than a crew. Damn it, that ship is the closest thing I've got left to a family, so trust me when I say that I ain’t letting that slip through my fingers and nothing in this galaxy can stop me from getting it back.” 
 
    Nova batted a strand of hair away from her eyes. “I can’t argue with that,” she said with a genuine smile.  
 
    “Making the impossible possible,” Legart nodded, “that's the Galaxy Runner's motto.” 
 
    “Back at the bar,” Nova began, “you said you gave up on your dream and followed Orion’s. So, what was it? What’d you give up on?” 
 
    Legart took in a deep breath before uttering his answer in a low, soft tone. “Her name was Europa.” His gaze became aloft while punctuating his words, each one recalling memories that, regardless of his efforts, could not be exorcised from his mind. “We were young, didn’t know any better, I guess. Thought things could last—would last. We were supposed to get married. Things didn’t work out. They never do.” 
 
    “Just wasn't in the stars?” 
 
    Legart swallowed hard. “No,” it surprised him that he still had so much difficulty articulating it even after so many years, “she died.” 
 
    Nova’s heart sunk. “Oh.” 
 
    “But that was a long time ago,” Legart confided. “You gotta keep moving ahead, you know? Sometimes it’s easy to get lost in the past, if you let it. What about you, what’s your story?”  
 
    “Not much of a story,” Nova replied. “Started stealing holocards as a kid, stole starcruisers as a teenager; later got into the identity theft trade, then became a bookkeeper for an illegitimate gambling colony. Not much of a thrill in any of that, so a couple of years ago I started star racing.” 
 
    “Star racing!? That explains your piloting skills.” Legart was astonished. Star racing used to be the most popular sport in the galaxy. It had also been one of the last remaining competitive sports, consisting of small one seater starships that raced through space on a designated obstacle course. The ships moved so fast and required such skilled reflexes that the zero-g strain often caused many of the pilots to pass out mid-race. A few fatalities had occurred during the races, resulting in the Galactic Sports Commission placing a ban on star racing, effectively killing the sport. Of course, it didn't stop the underground star races from operating without GSC sanctioning.  
 
    “Used to star race until the GSC put a stop to it,” Nova added.  
 
    “I loved watching the annual Star Race Grand Prix,” Legart professed. “I don’t remember too many women pilots, though.” 
 
    “No,” Nova retorted, “that was one of the reasons I started doing it, to prove a female pilot could fly a ship better than any man ever could.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, now that I think about it, didn’t a woman win the Grand Prix in 083?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Nova stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “You!?” Legart stammered. “No—that can’t be right; her name was something like Maius—”  
 
    “Maia Praesepe,” she corrected. “It’s easy to come up with a new identity when one has a few forged IDs, licenses, and a new look, different color hair, contacts, and whatever else.” 
 
    Legart couldn’t help but to let out a laugh, “Well I’ll be damned; you really are an identity thief!”  
 
    Nova frowned. “You know, I’ve always felt more comfortable disguised as other people living a phony life than living my own? When the problems got too big, I could always drop them and start over again. You had the option to run. Not so easy when you start living your own life and the problems aren’t that simple to escape from.” 
 
    “Life ain’t no walk in the park,” Legart noted. “But it sure is interesting. Take our situation now. About as interesting it can get, huh?” 
 
    “Orion…” Nova whispered the name. “I don’t see how he’ll be able to get here, unless he plans on either stealing or building a starship.” 
 
      
 
    Titan Spaceport 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 02:45 
 
      
 
    Orion rubbed his tired eyes. Embers of crackling flame rose from the campfire he had made outside the spaceport. Only a few feet away, Cord slept in a sleeping bag. The young boy had supplied Orion with every spare part and power tool he required. In just three short hours Orion was able to get the Teldos operational, a test flight notwithstanding. The real trial would come in the morning when they planned to take the ship into space, but first would come sleep—even though Orion already knew that any hopes of sleeping would be near impossible. The concern for his crewmates was too great.  
 
    Cord shifted in his sleeping bag, stirred on by the onset of some unpleasant dream. Still asleep, he pushed the thermal blanket off.  
 
    Orion stepped over and covered Cord back up before returning to sit down by the fire. 
 
    “…Orion?” Cord asked, still half-asleep. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’s outer space like?” 
 
    “Quiet. Big. Sometimes scary.” 
 
    “But you don’t get scared, do you?”  
 
    “Everyone gets scared once in while,” Orion affirmed. “Space could be scary, but it can also be very beautiful. It’s the only place I feel free. You can dream in space and there’s no gravity to hold down those dreams. Someone told me that…years ago.” 
 
    Comforted by Orion’s answer, Cord drifted back to sleep, a smile on his face. “…you think our ship will really fly?” 
 
    Orion watched as a shooting star flashed across the heavens. “She’ll fly. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Starlight, starbright,
First star I see tonight,
I wish I may,
I wish I might,
Have the wish I wish tonight. 
 
      
 
     19th Century Nursery Rhyme 
 
      
 
    Solaris Aircraft Hanger 
 
    April 24th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 21:36 
 
      
 
    Orion and Radnock leaned over the ledge of the hanger’s roof, watching the cluster of shooting stars streak across the night sky.  
 
    Jabbing his finger into the air, Radnock traced the arc of a fallen star. “Wow, did you see that one, Orion?”  
 
    “Yeah!” Orion exclaimed, pointing to another star. “Look at that!” 
 
    “Make a wish, lads!” declared Stratus. “They used to say that if you were to wish upon a star, your wish would come true.” Stratus nodded to the brightest shooting star in sight. “Aye, that’d be a good one for a wish.” 
 
    Orion closed his eyes, made his wish, then shot an excited glance at Stratus. “Did you make a wish?” 
 
    “Sure did,” Stratus confirmed. “But I can’t go and tell you, now can I?” 
 
    “Why not?” Radnock shot back.  
 
    “Won’t come true if I do,” Stratus laughed.  
 
    “No fair!” Orion and Radnock cried in unison.  
 
    With another hearty laugh, Stratus shifted away from the ledge. “Get some shut eye, boys. Tomorrow’s a big day for all of us.”  
 
    “Goodnight Stratus,” Orion said as the old man ambled for the roof exit. The young boy found it difficult to contain his enthusiasm. For over a month Stratus, Radnock, and Orion had been working on the Galaxy Runner and now, finally, all of their hard work was going to pay off. Tomorrow, they would take the ship on her maiden voyage and, for the first time in his life, Orion Darkstarr would go into space.  
 
    Radnock nudged his friend. “Wanna know my wish, Orion? I wished that the two of us would sail the stars together until we get even older than Stratus!” 
 
    The boys laughed; Radnock took a step back, leaning against the ledge’s railing, “So c’mon, what about you—what was your wish?” 
 
    “Nope,” Orion teased, “you heard Stratus, it won’t come true if I tell.” 
 
    Radnock gave Orion a playful shove. “That’s lame!” 
 
    “Now we’ll just have to wait and see if it comes true!” Orion said with a smile. 
 
    Radnock’s playful demeanor suddenly vanished and his eyes turned to the sky. His voice took on a serious tone, “You’re really looking forward to going to space tomorrow, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, you bet!” Orion proclaimed. “There’s no way I’ll be sleeping tonight, I’m so—” 
 
    “I’ve been up there,” Radnock continued gravely.  
 
    “Wow, really?” 
 
    “Space is cold. Lonely…” Radnock paused, allowing his words to sink in before adding, “…dark.” 
 
    “That’s not how Stratus described it,” claimed Orion. “He said it was—” 
 
    “Stratus has never been to space,” snapped Radnock. “I can see it in his eyes. Being up there, it changes you. I looked into his eyes, Orion. I don’t see it in him.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Orion fired back. “Of course he’s been to space, he’s a pirate!”  
 
     “I’m going to sleep,” Radnock sighed. “Stratus’s right—tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”  
 
    “You’re wrong you know!” Orion called out to Radnock as he headed toward the exit. “Stratus isn’t a liar.” 
 
    It was too late. Radnock was gone.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Intermittent flashes of light washed over the Galaxy Runner’s control panel. Seated at the center of the panel, before the steering gears, was Stratus. Orion sat at his left and Radnock to the right.  
 
    Stratus rubbed his hands together with anticipation. “Hold tight, lads—here we go!” he said, leaning forward and wrapping his hands around the steering control.  
 
    Orion’s heart pounded in his chest with excitement as he watched the aircraft hanger’s roof retract. The ship’s windows automatically tinted several shades darker to block out the golden beams of sunlight attempting to seep into the cockpit.  
 
    “Go ahead, Orion,” Stratus instructed.  
 
    With the tap of a button, Orion activated the retrorockets on the Galaxy Runner’s belly. A burst of ignition boosted the ship upwards and, in only seconds, far above the hanger. Pushing on the throttle lever, Stratus braced for the sudden blast of propulsion that exploded from the starship’s rear thrusters.  
 
    For the first time, the Galaxy Runner rocketed across the sky. Orion’s hands trembled, his palms sweat, and he almost threw up. He had never felt such a rush in his life, nor had he ever experienced an equal measure of fear. What if the ship exploded? The question became the foremost thought on Orion’s mind. Would he suffer his parents fate just as he was about to see outer space…?  
 
    Radnock was not unwise to Orion’s nervousness, nor was he blind to how Stratus white knuckled the steering gears. For Radnock, going into space was nothing special; in fact, he despised it more than anything. Outer space was vast; it seemed to be perpetual in its endlessness and, for Radnock, the memories it evoked were endless in their despair.  
 
    As the cloud cover vanished behind them, Stratus grinned. “See that? We just passed the troposphere.”  
 
    Only the blueness of the sky encircled the starship now, but even that would not last. The Galaxy Runner’s afterburners jolted on and soon the blue horizon became darker and darker. Aside from a field of twinkling lights man had called stars, it was utter blackness. Even the glow from Titan behind them did little to illuminate the dark surroundings.  
 
    “Is this,” Orion gulped, “outer space?”  For a brief instant he was overcome with a sensation of lightheadedness.  
 
    “No need to be afraid,” assured Stratus. “This ship’s perfectly safe.” Steering the ship around, the spectacular luminescent sphere that was Titan came into view.  
 
    Orion’s jaw hung open at the sight of the planet. His homeworld looked so small…so insignificant. From the vantage point of space, humans were microscopic insects living out their microcosmic lives. Orion became light in the head again. A new revelation dawned on him—it wasn’t just a daydream or a child’s fantasy anymore; his greatest wish had come true. Orion Darkstarr was in space and it was just as amazing as he had always imagined it would be.  
 
    “Radnock, ready the stardrive,” Stratus directed. “Set coordinates for Quadrant Veda-Zora, nine seven three delta zero should bring us near the planned course of that freight shuttle.”  
 
    Radnock hammered in the coordinates on the console’s keypad. “Stardrive’s set to go.”               
 
    “Well, me buckos, lets get this show on the road!” Stratus cheered, engaging the stardrive. 
 
    Orion watched as the stars zipped by the windows faster and faster until they became nothing more than fleeting lines. Ahead a brilliant flash of white exploded through the reaches of space, a circular wave passed over the ship. A vortex-like tunnel of golden light beams swirled around the Galaxy Runner. The pirate vessel had entered its inaugural star-jump.  
 
      
 
    Quadrant Veda-Zora 
 
    April 25th, 064 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 14:01 
 
      
 
    Lepus Messier had, once again, almost fallen asleep at the controls of the freight shuttle. It was what most freight pilots had called the ‘final haul’, the point where they were so close to their delivery destination that they could taste it. Still, for Lepus, it felt like so far away, about three hours away to be exact. If only they could star-jump the remainder of the course, unfortunately they had entered a ‘no jump’ zone. Few zones existed, but due to Veda-Zora being a high-traffic Quadrant, one was put into place. However, Lepus found the reason being ‘high-traffic’ difficult to believe. Amidst the black void of space, not a single ship could be seen and Lepus was a man who had traveled through Veda-Zora many times. If he had seen more than two ships on one trek he would have been impressed.  
 
    He shot a tired glance at his co-pilot, Columba Noachi, who had drifted fast asleep in his seat. “Must be nice,” Lepus yawned, struggling to keep his eyes open.                 
 
    Columba’s slumber was cut short as the freight shuttle violently trembled. “Wha…!” 
 
    “Did you just feel that?” Lepus yelled. “Feels like something slammed into the shuttle!” 
 
    Columba shook off his daze, “Eh, we probably just hit a space rock.” 
 
    “That didn’t feel like any space rock to me,” Lepus said, unstrapping the safety buckles that kept him fastened to his seat. “Take the controls; I’m going to check it out.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Columba replied, rubbing his eyes.   
 
    Lepus leapt out of his seat and pressed a panel against the far wall of the cockpit. The panel slid sideways, exposing a laser rifle.  
 
      
 
    “Dockin’ complete,” notified Stratus as he leaned away from the Galaxy Runner’s controls.  
 
    “This ship’s huge!” Orion exclaimed, eyeing the bottom of the freight shuttle Stratus had linked the Galaxy Runner up against. Its size not only overwhelmed the pirate ship, but dwarfed it.  
 
    “Remember the plan?” Stratus asked the boys. 
 
    “I stay behind to man the ship and shut down the shuttle’s security terminal,” Orion answered.  
 
    “And I make sure the coast is clear while you swipe the goods,” added Radnock.  
 
    Stratus offered a firm nod to his crewmates. “That be the plan. Sure sounds to me like both of you are savvy. The Galaxy Runner’s all yours till we get back, Orion.” 
 
      
 
    A twisting maze of large wooden crates packed the freight shuttle’s sprawling cargo hanger. Stratus and Radnock entered through an automatic door.  
 
    “Stay here and if you see anyone, send the signal,” Stratus said, pointing to the commlink on his wrist. He pressed a button on the device, causing a red light to blink on and off three times. “Just like that.” 
 
    Radnock repeated the action on his own wrist-worn commlink, demonstrating that he had the signal down. “I know, I know.” 
 
    “Good lad,” praised Stratus before heading off into the labyrinth. 
 
    In only moments, Stratus had made his way deep into the hanger, crates surrounding him at all sides. He pulled out a handheld Natural Resource Detector. The thin, rectangular device with two prong-like antennas sticking out from the tip, turned on, the small LCD screen flashed to life with the word SCANNING. Stratus continued along, waving the NRD over each crate in his path. After several uneventful minutes, the NRD beeped and the LCD blinked on—TELIUM CRYSTAL DETECTED.   
 
    Stratus almost dropped the NRD in his excitement. From his back pocket he removed a pen-sized laser cutter and directed it at the crate in front of him. With a pressurized touch, a scarlet red laser discharged from the cutter and began searing the side of the crate open.  
 
      
 
    Orion had managed to patch the freight shuttle’s camera network through to the Galaxy Runner. Turning a dial on the pirate ship’s control board, he cycled across a series of surveillance recordings that surveyed the shuttle’s vast interior—all of which now appeared on the central monitor for Orion to see. He homed in on the cargo hanger. There were four separate cameras simultaneously shooting security footage in that sector.  
 
    Through the hacked-uplink Orion was able to shut down three of the cameras in no time. On his way to deactivating the fourth, he noticed something on the screen. Orion zoomed in on the real-time video feed. Stratus was opening a crate. So far the plan had gone accordingly. Just as a smile was about to cross Orion’s face he noticed something else…he panned the video image back, revealing another figure approaching Stratus from behind. Was it Radnock? Orion asked himself. No, it couldn’t be, Radnock was supposed to stand guard! 
 
    The individual’s size was far too large for a nine year old. Orion directed the camera to zoom-in. Despite the video being dark, grainy and blurred it was evident that the person advancing on Stratus was carrying a laser rifle! Why didn’t Radnock signal Stratus? There was supposed to be only one way in or out of the cargo hanger—Stratus’s stolen blueprint-layout of the shuttle said so! But, maybe there was there another entrance! The thoughts raced through Orion’s mind. He couldn’t sit in the ship and do nothing; only he could warn Stratus now! 
 
    Orion activated the warning signal on his wrist-mounted commlink. Stratus should receive it within seconds, but even that did not bring any sense of comfort to Orion. What if Stratus didn’t see the signal? Orion knew what he had to do. He had to board the freight shuttle!                
 
       
 
    Stratus was almost finished getting the crate open when he spotted the red lights go off on his commlink.  
 
    “Hold it!” a voice commanded from behind. 
 
    Stratus turned around, coming face-to-face with the barrel of a laser rifle.  
 
    “You boarded the wrong ship,” Lepus Messier’s index finger remained affixed on the weapon’s trigger, ready to fire at a moment’s notice. “You’re not getting away with—” 
 
    With widening eyes, Lepus gasped for air and staggered forward. The rifle slipped out from his grip. After uttering a short, pained cry, Lepus lurched to the side.  
 
    Stratus leaned in, grabbing Lepus before he crashed onto the floor. “What the—” A deep gash had been made into the man’s lower back, soaking the rear of his shirt with blood. 
 
    “He won’t be bothering us again,” Radnock chuckled, standing feet away. His switchblade dripped with the man’s blood.  
 
    Frantic, Stratus lowered the wounded man to the floor. “Hold in there!” He shouted as Lepus shivered and convulsed. It didn’t take long for the man to grow still. Stratus tried to bring him around, but his eyes were already glazing over. The pirate checked the shuttle pilot’s pulse, but it was too late. The man was dead.  
 
    “Radnock, what have you done!” 
 
    Confused, Radnock took a timid step back. “He had a gun. He would have killed you.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have shot me!” cried Stratus. “You killed a man!” 
 
    “But I saved you,” Radnock whispered in protest. 
 
    “At the cost of another man’s life!?” Stratus howled. “That’s not the pirate code, lad! We never kill! You knew that!”  
 
    “B…bu…but…” Radnock couldn’t get a word out from his quivering lips.  
 
    Stratus gently settled the dead pilot on the floor, finding it hard to take his gaze away. “Aye, Radnock, you little fool,” he muttered.   
 
    A flare of anger shot through Radnock’s eyes, his grip tightened on the knife as if possessed. “Well, what are you waiting for? Get the Telium Crystal and let’s go!” 
 
    “No,” Stratus exhaled, wiping the sweat from his brow. “We’re leavin’. Nothin’ is worth a man’s life. Nothin’ in the entire galaxy.” 
 
    Shaken to his core, Stratus stepped away from Lepus’s body. Despondent, the old pirate ambled off, leaving Radnock alone.  
 
    “Where are you going, Stratus?” shouted Radnock. 
 
    “Back…back…back to the ship…” Stratus stammered. “It’s…it’s over.” 
 
    “STRATUS!” Radnock’s high-pitched yell sounded almost inhuman.  
 
    Stratus turned to face the boy just as Radnock’s knife flew into the middle of his chest. For an instant Stratus simply stood still, unsure of what had transpired. The reality of the situation hit home and the pirate dropped to his knees, gasping.  
 
    Radnock clutched the knife handle and tried to pull it out. It was wedged in too deep. The boy lifted his leg up and planted his foot against Stratus’s chest. With the added leverage Radnock gave a push of the leg and a resolved tug on the weapon. Radnock wrenched his knife out. Blood gushed from Stratus’s wound. He toppled over, landing on his side.  
 
    “Stupid old man,” Radnock hissed, turning away. His eyes locked with Orion, who stood only feet away, watching in horror. “Orion…!?” 
 
    Orion barreled into Radnock, casting his bloodied knife through the air. Both boys tumbled head-over-heels onto the ground. Before Radnock could gain his senses, Orion’s fist crashed against his cheekbone.   
 
    “RADNOCK!” Orion screamed as he pummeled his friend with a flurry of devastating blows. Blood covered Orion’s knuckles while he smashed Radnock’s nose in, crushing cartilage.  
 
    Twin spurts of blooded shot out from Radnock’s nostrils. Another impact busted his lips, another knocked loose a tooth, and yet another split the flesh over his right eye.  
 
    Orion finally relented and rose to his feet. Beneath him, a dazed Radnock coughed out a mouthful of blood. Even in his uncontrollable fury, Orion recalled the blueprint layout of the cargo hanger Stratus had shown him. With both hands he seized Radnock by the collar and dragged him across the floor, leaving a trail of blood in his wake.  
 
    Reaching a closed metal door, Orion hammered his elbow into a button affixed to a square panel. The door slid open with a loud whoosh. The padded, spherical room within was small, made smaller by the congestion of cardboard boxes stamped with bold letters that read RATIONS. With all his strength, Orion hauled Radnock up, tossed him into the room, and sealed the door shut behind him.  
 
    Tears streamed down Orion’s cheeks; he rushed over to Stratus. “Stratus!” 
 
    “Orion…” Stratus choked out, his voice weak.  
 
    “You’re gonna be alright!” Orion tried to prop Stratus up but it was no use, he was fighting against dead weight. “I know you’ll be all right!”  
 
     Stratus, lying on his back, pulled Orion close. “…aye, you're a strong lad,” he wheezed.  
 
    “I’ll kill Radnock!” Orion yelled hysterically, surveying deep gash in Stratus’s chest. “I’ll kill him!” 
 
    Stratus shook his head with failing strength, “…no, revenge’s never the answer—” 
 
    “But he—” 
 
    “…listen Orion, I was never much of a pirate,” Stratus confessed. “Just followin’ a washed up dream I was. I’m a liar too…never even been to space…” 
 
    “Please don’t leave me,” Orion pleaded, giving Stratus a tight hug. “I don’t care if you’ve never been in space! I don’t care if you 're not a pirate! I don’t care about any of that! Just don’t leave me!” 
 
    A faint smile twisted along Stratus’s lips. “…you're different Orion, you got the heart of a true pirate,” he said, resting his hand on Orion’s shoulder. “Live your life by the code lad. The Galaxy Runner…she’s yours now. Make me proud…” 
 
    Orion could feel Stratus’s muscles tensing as the cold embrace of death took hold. “No Stratus—don’t go!” 
 
    “Look...look after...Radnock…” Stratus’s hand drifted away from Orion’s shoulder and hit the floor. Stratus Andromeda was dead.  
 
    The muted sound of Radnock’s frenzied voice had been barely discernible through the metal door which sealed him in his spherical ration-packed prison. Orion’s chest heaved in and out, his heart beating at a violent pace. Fueled by an emotional combination of sorrow and rage, he picked himself up and sauntered over to the closed door. Radnock’s wild screams grew louder with each passing step. 
 
    “Orion, I had to do it!” Radnock’s shaky voice echoed from behind the door. “It’s not my fault! The old man, he went crazy! I was only defending myself; you didn’t see the whole thing! Orion, speak to me!”  
 
    Orion’s cold stare remained transfixed on the metal door. Silent, he wiped away his last tear.  
 
    “Orion,” Radnock implored through bouts of whimpering cries, “we’re friends! You’re my only friend—please you gotta believe me! I didn’t wanna hurt anyone. It’s not my fault!” 
 
    Locking his eyes onto a tiled panel near the door, Orion silently read the text to himself: EMERGENCY ESCAPE POD. Beneath that rested a circular, bright red launch button. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” Radnock continued, his tone becoming agitated. “Darkstarr, let me out of here! You let me out…or I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! Do you hear me? You hear me, Darkstarr!?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Orion answered softly. “I hear you.” He slammed his palm against the launch button.  
 
    Outer space. For all the wonders and marvels it beheld, its cruel reality was enough to darken the brightest of starlight. For even in the absence of gravity, there was no absence of death. Orion’s dream had come true. He had flown in a starship, sailed through the heavens, and seen outer space with his own eyes. Space had given him his dreams, but it had also taken from him both a mentor and a friend.  
 
    Once again Orion Darkstarr was alone.  
 
      
 
    Outside the freight shuttle a spherical escape pod jettisoned away from its mothership and rocketed across the cosmic tapestry toward the recesses of deep space. Despite the silent, eternal void of blackness and speckled lights, an abyss to which no noise existed, many spacefarers of Quadrant Veda-Zora would later claim that, at that moment, they heard a faint scream resound across the galaxy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “An eye for an eye makes the whole galaxy blind.” 
 
    Quote attributed to Procyon Minoris  
 
    during the Galactic War, circa 2314 A.D. 
 
      
 
    Titan Spaceport 
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 07:03 
 
      
 
    The first rays of dawn reached up from the horizon, carrying an amber glow over the spaceport. Behind the building, the Teldos rested on the tarmac runway.  
 
    Sitting in the front of the Teldos’s cockpit, Orion doubled checked that all system lights were green. “Final diagnostic is looking good,” he said, buckling the x-shaped safety harness around his chest.  
 
    Cord, seated behind him, fastened his own harness. “That’s it then, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Orion’s fingers tightened around the flight stick. “You ready?” 
 
    “Definitely!”  
 
    “Thruster is go!” Orion declared, pushing against the throttle gear. A swift blast of g-force pinned Orion and Cord’s backs to their seats as the Teldos’s wheels screeched along the lengthy runway. Once gaining maximum land speed, the starship rose into the air. The ship’s wheels retracted into its underbelly and a scorching burst of blue afterburner exhaust launched the Teldos into a vertical climb.  
 
    “I feel sick,” moaned Cord. “I think I’m gonna puke!” 
 
    “It’ll pass in a moment,” Orion assured him. “Once we get into—”  
 
    A warning signal screamed on.  
 
    “Looks like we've got company.” Orion activated the radar scan. “We’re picking up an incoming starship, a little bigger than ours.” 
 
    “So?” Cord asked, bewildered. “This isn’t a no fly zone or anything—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know—but this ship’s on a direct path with us.”  
 
    A shrieking crackle of static fed through the Teldos’s intercom, followed by a voice. “You really thought you’d be able to escape me? Think again, pirate scourge!” 
 
    That voice, Orion thought to himself, I’ve heard it before.  
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten!” the voice continued.  
 
    “One of your fans?” Cord inquired with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    It clicked, Orion remembered where he had first heard the voice. “Rayet Wolf.” 
 
    Rayet’s laugh sputtered through the speakers. “That’s good, Darkstarr, that’s real good! I told you not to forget my name and now, this time, I’ll finish what I started back near Taurus-Sigma!” 
 
    The radio transceiver went dead.  
 
    “Hold onto your seat,” Orion warned Cord. “I have a feeling we’re in for some turbulence.” 
 
      
 
    Rayet Wolf still wasn’t used to his vehicle’s flight gears. A grappler ship was awkward and bulky, but he hoped its impressive laser weaponry would more than make up for any shortcomings. The GPS device Tharsis provided him had worked, at least to some degree. It wasn’t spot on for Darkstarr’s location, but it was close enough…after repeatedly combing a forty mile radius all night, Rayet had finally stumbled upon the pirate only minutes ago outside the abandoned spaceport, using the grappler ship’s display monitor set to maximum magnification to verify if it was indeed Darkstarr. It would have been easy to mount an attack before the space pirate had boarded his ship, but there was no thrill in that. Such an act would be little more than a coward’s assault, one without neither glory or honor—nor would it gain Rayet the fame he craved. He wanted to take down Darkstarr on equal terms and now both men would be engaged in an aerial dogfight, not in space but in the skies above Titan!  
 
     
 
    The triangular grappler ship soared across the blue sky, advancing upon the Teldos as she continued her vertical ascent. The pirate ship punched a hole through a cloud just as the enemy craft closed in.  
 
    Two grappler ‘arms’ lowered from the triangle-shaped ship’s underbelly. Each arm was made up of two sections, a hydraulic-powered upper arm and an elbow-like joint that connected to a forearm tipped with three long metal prongs, each serving as grip-like talons designed for latching onto shipping crates or hazardous materials, depending on the task. This, however, would be like no job any grappler ship had ever undertaken.   
 
    Rayet’s ship curved downwards, spiraling into place behind the Teldos. The grappler arms reached out, both successful in grabbing onto each of the Teldos’s wings. The metal claws, affixed to the ends of the grappler’s arms, dug into the metal-plated wings, squeezing tighter until they secured a firm hold.  
 
    The Teldos slowed down, the monumental weight of the attacking ship curbing her speed.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got you,” Rayet howled in joy. “There’s no escape now!” He slid his arms into two circular ports at the front of the console. Each arm entered into the openings up to his elbows—interfacing his own limbs with that of the grappler arm controls. As he moved his fingers he could see out the cockpit window the grappler claws tear deeper into the Teldos’s wings.  
 
    “I’m gonna smash you into oblivion, pirate!” Rayet stomped on both of the rectangular floor pedals at his feet, igniting the front retrorockets on the grappler ship.  
 
      
 
    Cord squeezed his eyes shut, certain that he was about to vomit.  
 
    “Not bad for a grappler,” Orion mused out loud, just as the Teldos spun upside down. Their ship had no offensive weapons installed. In an aerial battle it was useless…  
 
    “Can’t we get away?” Cord yelled.  
 
    Orion tried firing the afterburners but it did nothing to separate them from the grappler ship’s vice-like grasp. “Not while those arms are latched onto us.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” 
 
    Orion wished he had the answer.  
 
      
 
    Rayet’s grappler dragged the Teldos downward, causing both ships to plummet away from the heavens in a furious death dive. They burst through a layer of cloud cover, spinning thousands of meters over the sparkling white sands of Titan’s notorious Crystal Desert. 
 
    Caught in a spiraling slipstream the starships corkscrewed out of control. Still, the grappler arms held tight onto the Teldos. A barrel jutted out from under the grappler ship’s angle-tipped nose and fired a crimson laser at the rear of the Teldos. The laser zipped towards the Teldos’s cockpit canopy but, due to the pounding force and hurricane category wind of the airstream, the laser had curved up, avoiding the pirate ship altogether.   
 
     
 
    It’s now or never! Orion told himself, watching as the ground below drew ever closer. They couldn’t have been more than ninety kilometers away from impact. The constant turning and whirling of the ship had made him disoriented. The strenuous pressure of the g-force would soon make him black out and then it would be all over.  
 
    “Cord?” Orion shouted. “You awake back there?” He received no answer nor could he find the strength to fight against gravity’s pull to look behind his seat. He assumed that Cord had already passed out—just like he was about to. The sound of the air buffeting against the glass canopy began to fade and Orion’s vision darkened. A sudden loss of consciousness was imminent. Remembering the oxygen mask beneath the seat, he reached down, grasped the half-mask and fastened it over his mouth.  
 
    The breath of cold air escaped the breathing apparatus, shooting down Orion’s throat and into his lungs. His senses came back but it had only delayed a complete blackout. He estimated that in less than a minute he would lose consciousness altogether, oxygen mask or not.  
 
    A gauge on the Teldos’s control console read that they had been plunging at a rate of eighteen g’s. It would take an immense discharge from the ship’s thruster to level them out and Orion wasn’t sure if the Teldos would be capable of such a feat, especially when linked to the heavier, bulkier grappler ship. Still, there was no time for speculation—the situation was do or die.  
 
    Activating a touch-screen at his side, Orion redirected all of the Teldos’s fuel cells to the central thruster, in essence giving it the staggering acceleration power of an overthruster. The action would result in an extraordinarily massive one-shot afterburner blast. The single turbo-charged burst would deplete a large portion of the Teldos’s fuel, even seeping into the reserves, but it was their only chance of escape.   
 
      
 
    Rayet kicked the thrusters to full power, pushing the Teldos towards its fatal descent. A digital altimeter indicated that they were around thirty-five kilometers from the desert’s surface. Rayet had it planned out, in the next few seconds, once they plunged below twenty kilometers, he would release the Teldos. Darkstarr's ship would then be swept into an inescapable, chaotic freefall until final impact against the Crystal Sands. Any probability of survival in such a crash was nonexistent.  
 
    “See you in the next dimension, Orion Darkstarr!” Rayet cheered with triumph. He loosened his fingers, easing the grappler arms’ claws when the unexpected happened. The roar of a thousand explosions shattered Rayet’s eardrums before a sweeping wave of blinding indigo fire discharged out from the Teldos’s rear thruster. The rapid expulsion smashed into the grappler’s cockpit with such relentless force that it instantly shattered the window glass.  
 
    Canopy fragments rained down around Rayet while he shielded his face from the incoming shards of glass. The thruster burst’s intense heat reduced the steel lining on the canopy to molten metal swirling in the wind. Without giving Rayet a chance to react, the fire slammed across his face and hands, searing his skin with immediate third-degree burns. Screaming in pain, Rayet watched helplessly as his flesh charred, blackened and bubbled. Blue fire danced around his body and ignited his clothing and hair.  
 
    The halon fire-suppression system activated. Nozzles extended from the cockpit’s sides, each spraying Rayet with thick coolant foam that quickly extinguished the flames.  
 
      
 
    The Teldos’s afterburner continued blazing on with such merciless fury that she instantaneously pulled out of her descent and rocketed upwards. The sudden motion had jolted Rayet’s ship with enough turbulent force that both grappler arms snapped loose at the elbow joints, losing their grip on the pirate ship. 
 
    Like an eagle freed from its captivity, the Teldos soared across the wild blue yonder with majestic grace. The same could not be said for the grappler ship which had been caught in the Teldos’s jet wash. Out of control and coiling downwards through the sky, the grappler’s engine stalled. The thrusters sputtered on and off before being extinguished altogether. Caught in a midair flameout, the ship entered a flat spin, twisting and curving ever nearer to the desert sands.  
 
      
 
    Rayet’s body was so numb that any sensation of pain no longer fazed him. Everything had seemed so silent and slow and yet it all moved at such high-speed. With the absence of a cockpit canopy, the air shrieked past his burnt face. He could only watch as the sky whirled around him and the ground became closer. Death was only a breath away.               
 
    A booming screech blasted through the cockpit’s damaged remnants, loud enough for even Rayet’s near-deafened ears to perceive. “You’re not dead yet, Wolf!” It was the voice of Orion Darkstarr. “Eject! You still have a chance!” 
 
    “Wha…what do y…you care if…I live, pira…pirate?” Rayet choked out through agonized gasps for air. “I’m…the…enemy…” 
 
    “Deploy your seat!” ordered Orion. “It’s your last chance! In a few seconds it’ll be too late! Eject now, dammit!” 
 
    Something in the pirate’s voice stirred Rayet Wolf to overcome the weakness in his limbs. With the last ounce of strength permeating inside his body he flung his arm up, striking the ejection button. The explosive charge beneath his seat detonated, launching him skyward out of the cockpit.  
 
    Fastened to the ejection seat by a safety harness, Rayet’s parachute deployed, wrenching him up and slowing his descent. He could do nothing but gaze below and watch his ship plummet to the sand. Upon impact the grappler exploded in a roaring conflagration of black billowing smoke.  
 
    Again, Rayet Wolf had lost to Orion Darkstarr and this time he wore the scars to prove it. Insult was further added to injury; the pirate scourge saved his life. Why? Why, damn him? Rayet cursed in silence. Why did Darkstarr save him? None of it made any sense, nor was Rayet presently in the condition to consider it thoroughly. Unless…unless he saved my ass to further humiliate me! For now it seemed like the only logical conclusion.   
 
    Orion observed Rayet, hanging by parachute, out the cockpit window. It appeared that, despite his burns, the Enforcement officer would survive. Satisfied, Orion triggered the oxygen valves behind his seat. Tiny bursts of pressurized air swirled around Cord.  
 
    “Wha—” Groggy and disoriented, Cord slowly awakened from his brief bout of unconsciousness. “What the heck happened?” 
 
    “You passed out.” Orion shifted the control stick, leveling the ship to a higher altitude. “I almost joined you. We were pushing near twenty g’s back there, enough to blackout even the most experienced pilot.” 
 
    “The ship that was attacking us, where is it?” 
 
    “It want be bothering us again,” Orion replied with a smirk, “and I think the pilot might be hanging around Titan for a bit.” Orion applied maximum thrust to the Teldos and, in seconds, the small but agile ship zipped above cloud cover. As they climbed in altitude the bright blue sky became dark and black. They breached the atmosphere and entered the vast reaches of outer space.  
 
    There wasn’t a word Cord could find to utter his feelings of awe and amazement. Besides, nothing he could describe would do the twinkling celestial tapestry justice.  
 
    “It should be smooth sailing from here,” Orion announced. “I’m prepping the Daedalus Base’s coordinates for star-jump.” 
 
    “Crystal!” Cord approved, slapping his hands together. “Lets show those Galaxy Enforcement idiots who they’re messing with!” 
 
    “Maybe I spoke too soon,” Orion gravely relented. “We’re not out of the furnace yet.” 
 
    “What now?” Cord yelped.  
 
    The radar screen depicted three incoming objects advancing on the Teldos’s rear. Orion had seen enough radar blips in his lifetime to discern the difference between scattered rubble, ships, and missiles—and these were definitely missiles!  
 
    “Warheads closing in fast!” Orion warned. “Sit tight!”  
 
    “Why do so many people want to kill you!?” screamed Cord.  
 
    “You know, I’ve been asking myself same question.” 
 
      
 
    The Teldos careened to the side, performing a series of barrel rolls in an effort to shake the trailing projectiles. The skillful tactic was not wasted, all three missiles passed by without hitting their target. The ship looped upwards just as the warheads veered around for another pass. They spread out and rushed next to the Teldos, keeping a steady pace with the starship.  
 
    Before the Teldos had a chance to alter her course, the three missiles detonated simultaneously—each one emitting a cloud of purple sparkles.  
 
      
 
    The luminous glitter discharged from the projectiles gravitated to the Teldos, sticking onto the ship’s hull and cockpit canopy.  
 
    “You did it!” Cord applauded.  
 
    “No, those missiles were never intended to hit us,” Orion confirmed uneasily. “They’re electronic disablers.” 
 
    “Electronic disa—” before Cord could finish his sentence the Teldos’s cockpit darkened. The lights on the control panel went dead and the ship’s forward momentum ceased. All power systems were offline. 
 
    It was apparent that someone wanted the Teldos and its crew in one piece. Orion made a half-hearted attempt to restart the engine but already knew that it was a useless gesture. Sure enough, he was right. On average, electronic disablers could keep a ship inactive for upwards of fifteen minutes. All they could do now was wait for whomever it was that sent out the missiles.  
 
    Orion and Cord didn’t have to wait long. The impressive outline of a large, darkened starship shifted into view from behind them. An unsettling rumble stirred in Orion’s stomach. He couldn’t describe the feeling, but it was as if his senses had gone into overdrive. Not just any sense, more specifically, a ‘sixth sense’. A sweeping sense of nausea struck him. Orion lurched over, pushing against the control console before him. He felt something—something familiar…something terrible.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Under penalty of Galactic Law, each star system undertakes to refrain from developing, manufacturing, or employing any weapon, deemed by the Galactic Union, capable of inflicting mass destruction, notwithstanding motivations for defensive and/or offensive intent.   
 
      
 
    Galactic Union Ban on Weapons of Mass Destruction, Article I 
 
      
 
    Above Titan’s Atmosphere 
 
    January 14th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 07:32 
 
      
 
    Radnock Discordia sank his rusted switchblade into the crisp edge of a blood-red apple, slicing off a piece and flicking it into his mouth. “Ah, still so sweet.” He savored every bite with a twisted smile.  
 
    “What’s our destination?” Darsod cut in.  
 
    “Anywhere, just away from this pitiful planet.” Spinning his command chair around, Radnock focused in on Darsod, who stood alone at the controls. “Let it rot. We have what I wanted.” 
 
    Darsod nodded. “As you wish, Radnock.” 
 
    The cockpit door slid open. Ovid entered, sticking the gunblade next to Orion’s temple. Merak followed from behind, restraining Cord. 
 
    “Here’s your delivery, boss,” Ovid snorted, gelatinous drool seeping down between his titanium fangs.   
 
    For Orion, the shock of seeing Radnock before him was equivalent to receiving a crippling punch in his gut. He was unable to articulate even the slightest word, the breath simply escaped him.   
 
    Cord observed Orion’s surprised face while fighting against Merak’s hold, whose steel grip was virtually unbreakable.  
 
    “Good to see you again, old friend,” Radnock said, a twinkle in his cold, calculating eyes. He held up the scarlet-colored piece of fruit. “Care for an apple?” 
 
    “…Radnock…” Orion’s voice wavered between seething rage and outright astonishment. 
 
    “It’s been forever.” Radnock bit into the apple, tearing a piece off like a starved animal.   
 
    Orion’s fiery gaze could have burned a hole through Radnock’s head. “Forever wouldn’t have been long enough,” he spit out.  
 
    “Oh, how you’ve grown,” Radnock started with a jovial chuckle. “How we both have, I suppose! After all this time, I knew you couldn’t forget me. I knew because I never forgot you. Not once. Not for the seven long years I was locked in that escape pod, drifting through the channels of deep space.” His lighthearted, whimsical tone shifted to one of sobriety, his words now punctuated with reflective pauses balanced by a distant, far-off stare. “Drifting. Alone. In silence. Surviving on only meager rations…” Radnock squeezed the apple, crushing it into pieces. Chunks of devastated fruit plopped onto the floor. “And I haven’t forgotten you since. Not ever.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you,” barked Orion, his hands tightening into fists. It took everything in him not to lose control and leap at Radnock, but he knew that it wasn’t only his life that would be at risk, but Cord’s too. And, for the moment, all odds were against them. They were unarmed and outnumbered. A deadly combination.  
 
    “But Orion Darkstarr doesn’t kill,” Radnock scoffed. “That’s what makes you weak. That stupid pirate code the old man thought up, you actually believed it.” Radnock arose from his command chair and approached Orion. “You’ve built quite a name for yourself over these past years; I suppose your wish must have come true.” 
 
    “What do you want?” snapped Orion. “Revenge?” 
 
    “Oh, I already have what I want,” Radnock gloated.  
 
    Ovid eagerly held up the glistening silver capsule. “He was wearin’ it on him the whole time!” 
 
    “You fell for their trick so easily, Darkstarr.” Reveling in triumph, Radnock took the peculiar treasure into his own hands. “You should have hacked deeper into Galaxy Enforcement’s classified data network, then you would have found that the Petro Diamonds were only a cover-up; they were never aboard that shuttle!” Radnock waved the capsule past his old comrade’s face. “This was the only cargo; it needed to be transported in the utmost secrecy. That’s why the Ivago Star System hired Galaxy Enforcement to protect their shipment. But their insurance failed, didn’t it? You, the great Orion Darkstarr, managed to hijack the contents anyway! At first, I was disappointed when I heard you beat me to it. Now, I see everything worked out for the best.” 
 
    Orion nodded to the capsule, “You know what’s in it, don’t you?”  
 
    “Ah, do I know,” laughed Radnock. “I figured you had no idea what its contents were, or else you wouldn’t have dared to steal it. Just think, for the last twelve hours you’ve been carrying the most powerful weapon in the universe around with you, and you didn’t even know it! Ha, you always were blind to what was right in front of you, old friend.” 
 
    “A weapon?” Orion stammered.  
 
    “The mother of ’em all,” Radnock answered with delight. “Inside this capsule’s the Genome Virus—a biological weapon capable of wiping out an entire star system!” 
 
    “He’s lying,” Cord yelled. “There’s no weapon that could do that!” 
 
    “You willing to put that to the test, squirt?” hissed Radnock. 
 
    Orion looked Radnock square in the eye. “Why would any star system even create such a thing?” 
 
    “Simple,” he retorted. “Centuries ago, when man was stuck on just one festering world, nuclear weaponry could have obliterated the entire human race. The whole planet was saved by a perpetual risk of mutually assured destruction. Politicians, armies, nations were at a standstill. But once mankind transcended to the stars, that threat faded.” Radnock’s fingers affectionately caressed the capsule’s hard shell. “Until now.” 
 
    “It still makes no sense,” spat Orion in disbelief. “The galaxy is at peace, there’s no reason for—” 
 
    “The galaxy is at peace now,” Radnock corrected, “but ask yourself, will that peace last? Even you can’t be blind enough to believe that this peace is forever. Certainly, the Ivago system believes otherwise, or else they wouldn’t have prepared their little doomsday weapon.” 
 
    Orion shook his head, “Manufacturing weapons of mass destruction is illegal, the Galactic Union would never allow it.” 
 
    “How ironic, a space pirate preaching galactic law,” Radnock mocked as Ovid and Merak laughed. “This virus was made in secret, without the knowledge of any other star system. Of course, it was never really meant to be used. It was designed more as a last resort, a deterrent to prevent total galactic war. Nevertheless, you’re correct—it is quite…how did you so eloquently put it? Ah, yes, illegal.” 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with it, Radnock?” 
 
    “That’s the fun part. Anything I want to.”  
 
    “A terrorist?” accused Orion. “Is that what you’ve become?” 
 
    “It’s not terrorism until I’m forced to open it,” reassured Radnock. “Until then, this is just business. I’m sure Galaxy Enforcment and the Ivago system would pay good money to keep their unscrupulous operation safe and to get their little genocide weapon back.” 
 
    “And if they don’t pay up?” 
 
    “Well, then there goes the neighborhood.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” Orion shouted. “Not even you’d be capable of that!” 
 
    Radnock’s face came alive with maddened excitement. “Is that a challenge, Darkstarr? I might just have to take you up on that bet.”  
 
    “Radnock, you bastard, you really are insane,” snarled Orion.  
 
    “You should’ve realized by now, I enjoy death. Seeing it, celebrating it, causing it! The euphoria that comes from extinguishing a life, I know of no equal.”   
 
    “Will you find your own death so amusing?” Orion stomped toward Radnock but Ovid intercepted him with gunblade in hand. He shifted around Orion, aiming the weapon at the back of the pirate’s skull.   
 
    “I don’t plan on reaching the end of that road anytime soon,” pledged Radnock with an air of confidence. He made a flamboyant gesture with his hand, showcasing all that encircled them. “Look around you, my own ship to command, my own code to follow! Answer me, Orion—where is your ship? Your crew? Where are the old man’s words now?” 
 
    Orion and Radnock glared at each other, their eyes locking in silent rage. For those who served as mere spectators to the event only a moment had passed, but for the two men in question it was an instant frozen by the interminable sands of time. All that they wished to express, every curse, every declaration of hate, every affirmation that emoted their unbridled detestation for one another was spoken without the advent of a single word.  
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” Radnock continued. “No. This time, you’ll be the one left drifting through space. But, unlike me, your course will have a definite end. A seven year journey into the Chaosphere.” 
 
    “Here that, mate?” Ovid cackled behind Orion. He leaned in close near the captured pirate, whispering in his ear. “I hear once a man goes into the Chaosphere, he don’t never come back—”  
 
    Orion spun around, shoving his elbow into Ovid’s face. His nose was broken and cartilage flattened with a loud pop. Flung loose from Ovid’s grip, the gunblade whirled upwards. Orion leapt up, snatching the weapon mid-air. 
 
    Everything happened too fast for Radnock to react—he could only watch as Orion twisting back around to deliver a crushing head-butt against his skull. Disoriented, Radnock reeled backwards, tripping over his own command chair. The capsule launched across the cockpit, rolling to the floor.                
 
    “Radnock!” Darsod cried, turning away from the controls.  
 
    Before Merak could unhand Cord and reach for his blaster, the boy thrust his heel down on the pirate’s foot. Merak yowled in pain as Cord swung sideways, ramming his knee up into Merak’s crotch. The pirate folded over, sinking to the floor while uttering a lengthy string of pained swears. 
 
    Orion nodded to Cord in silent recognition, he was impressed by the boy’s quick thinking. Maybe the kid did have the potential to become—a laser streaked next to Orion’s head, curbing his train of thought. Orion ducked, dodging another lethal beam.  
 
    Darsod cursed himself for missing twice. He trained the barrel of his blaster on Orion, making an unspoken vow that his next shot would hit its mark.  
 
    Orion was the quicker draw; he took aim and fired off a blast first. The laser flashed across the cockpit until it reached its target, searing through Darsod’s left ear. Darsod shrieked, clutched his ear, and fell back colliding against the control panel.  
 
    Bowlegged, Merak climbed to his feet, but not before pulling out a survival knife from the inside lining of his boot. “I’ll gut you!” He screamed and charged at his prey. 
 
    Curving to the side, Orion squeezed the trigger of his gunblade. A bolt of energy rushed out of the weapon’s barrel, blowing away the knife and every finger on Merak’s right hand. The flesh was instantly cauterized.  
 
    Merak had no time to survey his wound; caught in the situation’s frenetic chain of events, he crashed head first into a low hanging ceiling beam. He was rendered unconscious before hitting the floor. 
 
    “Over here!” Orion motioned to Cord. “Stay by me.” Then, without a second’s hesitation, he directed a barrage of laser fire at the Eris’s controls. Spewing flames and crackling zigzags of electricity burst forth from the machinery. An explosion ripped across the console, launching Darsod against a nearby wall.  
 
    Disoriented, Radnock turned over on the floor. Like a wild animal he glanced in every direction, panic sweeping his face, until sighting the capsule only feet away. He scurried after it, pouncing on his possession when he was in reach.  
 
    “Give it up Radnock.” Orion directed the gunblade down at his old friend. “You’ve lost.”  
 
    “No,” proclaimed Radnock through gritted teeth, “not this time.” With the capsule in hand, he rolled to the side, grabbed Darsod’s fallen blaster, and fired at the ceiling. The laser cut into a series of pipes, each releasing a blast of thick gray smoke. The entire cockpit was immediately obscured in a murky, noxious cloud.  
 
    Cord tried to remain close to Orion but visibility proved to be an issue; it had become near impossible to see his surroundings at all. Cord coughed, the smoke entering his lungs. He couldn’t help but wonder if his first voyage into outer space would turn out to be his last. Suddenly, a hand reached out from the hazy veil and clasped onto the front of his shirt. He was pulled deeper into the cloud.  
 
    Orion tugged Cord right next to his side. Lasers sliced through the thick, encompassing smoke, each one closer to making contact with Orion than the last. It wasn’t possible to make it out alive and retake the capsule, at least not in their present situation. Orion took Cord’s wrist and blindly towed the boy further into the cloud, away from Radnock.  
 
    Radnock fired off one more shot before casting the blaster aside. Gagging, he swayed over to the control console. He could no longer rely on any sense of vision, his eyelids had been forced shut and a fierce burning sensation pricked his corneas like a thousand needles. Radnock’s throat tightened causing him to gasp for air. Not only was he being blinded by the surrounding vapors, he was being suffocated as well! Without the aid of sight, Radnock’s hands brushed against the control panel until reaching the lever he wanted. He gave it a firm push.  
 
    “Air ventilation, activated,” a computerized voice resonated from the Eris’s onboard maintenance system. Shuttered vents opened along the ceiling. A powerful intake of air sucked out the harmful vapors inside the cockpit. In no time the cloud had been lifted, vacuumed into the vents above. The purification systems initiated, filtering out any harmful contaminated dust or air particles that remained.  
 
    Radnock turned around, aside from his crew sprawled out and injured on the floor, the cockpit was empty. Darkstarr and the boy were gone. He won’t escape this ship! Radnock swore. Not alive anyway...  
 
    “Ovid, you fool!” bellowed Radnock. He vaulted over a damaged section of piping that had fallen loose from the ceiling and seized Ovid, the least wounded of the trio. “Get to the controls!”  
 
    “Please, boss,” Ovid implored, cupping a handful of blood that gushed down his nose, “I’m in bad shape…” 
 
    “Sniveling idiot!” Radnock hurled him over to the control panel. “I promise you’ll be in worst shape if Darkstarr gets away!”  
 
    Without a word, Ovid pounded on a select array of dials, switches, and buttons.  
 
    “He got my fingers, Radnock!” Merak whined, cradling his fingerless hand on the floor. “He got my fingers!”  
 
    “Merak, Darsod!” shouted Radnock with crazed fury. “Get on your feet and activate all internal security and weapons systems aboard this ship or I’ll have both of you jettisoned into Titan’s suns!” 
 
    Clutching the wound where his left ear used to be, Darsod staggered over to the controls. Merak followed, almost stumbling over himself in the process.  
 
    “Uh, boss…” Ovid trembled, fearful to finish his sentence knowing full well the impending wrath that was sure to follow, “um, it looks like, uh, certain controls, well they’re not responding…” 
 
    “Imbecile, what do you mean they’re not responding!?” 
 
    “Darkstarr damaged the panel but good, boss,” Ovid conceded.  
 
    “Internal monitoring and weapons’ fragged too,” reported Darsod.  
 
    Damn it all, every second wasted Darkstarr gains one step closer to escaping! Radnock thought. But wait…how can he escape? He’s trapped somewhere in the ship after all! There’s nowhere for him to go, now it was just a matter of finding him. 
 
    “Merak, I want a pulse scan,” Radnock commanded, “if that doesn’t work, get me thermal imaging, active sonar, I don’t care—just tell me where they are aboard this ship!”   
 
     With his remaining hand Merak tried his best work the controls. “I’m picking up unusual sound vibrations on active sonar. It looks like they’re coming from—” 
 
    “Radnock!” Darsod yelled in panic. “The lower hanger’s being opened manually!” 
 
    “That’s where Darkstarr’s ship is!” Ovid screeched. “He’s going for the ship!”  
 
    A zip of light from the Teldos’s thruster dotted by the cockpit window as it rocketed away from the Eris. Orion Darkstarr had escaped.  
 
    “You maggots, he’s getting away,” fumed Radnock. 
 
    “External systems are still online,” Darsod reported. “Darkstarr didn’t disrupt the propulsion systems, missile bays, or exterior weapons. Should I launch electronic disablers?” 
 
    “No! I’d rather watch his corpse float through space.” Radnock’s grip tightened on the capsule. “Blow him out of the stars!”  
 
      
 
    Four missiles blasted out from compartmentalized pod shafts atop the Eris. They zoomed after the escaped ship, closing in with each passing second.  
 
     
 
    “Seeker missiles,” Orion announced, accelerating the thruster to maximum burn, “no way we’ll be able to outmaneuver them, they’ll follow our engine exhaust across the galaxy.” 
 
    Cord leaned forward in the seat behind Orion, “Uh, you do have a plan though? Right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Orion replied, seemingly unruffled by their life or death situation. Regardless of his unflattering exterior, on the inside, his mind yearned to drift elsewhere. He had been both shaken and stunned by his encounter with Radnock. Not in a million years, amidst the vastness of the galaxy, did he ever imagine they would meet again, and yet, somewhere deep in the darkest confines of his psyche, he always knew that it was inevitable. “Fasten your safety harness. We’re going to star-jump, it’s our only chance.” Orion activated the stardrive.  
 
     
 
    The quartet of missiles raced after the Teldos. One of the projectiles broke away from the rest; it had nearly reached the rear of the ship. Just as the missile was about to make contact, the Teldos’s thruster brightened. The ship pulled forward, increasing speed until a spectral afterimage was left in its wake. An explosion of light shot across the surrounding vicinity of space and, after dissipating, left the missiles without a target.  
 
    No longer following the Teldos’s engine exhaust, each projectile harmlessly swerved off in a different direction.     
 
      
 
    “They star-jumped,” gulped Darsod. “We lost them!”   
 
    Radnock slammed his fist against the wall, leaving a dent in its metal construction. “Lock onto their coordinates and follow!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN  
 
      
 
    Breaking out of prison isn’t as crazy as it sounds. Save pity for the misguided fool who attempts to break in!  
 
      
 
    Old pirate proverb 
 
      
 
    Seti Beta Sector 
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 07:54  
 
      
 
    A radiant flash of light fluttered through outer space, followed by the Teldos materializing near Galaxy Enforcement’s Daedalus Base.  
 
    Cord pressed his face and hands to the side of the cockpit’s glass canopy, agape by the sight of the pyramid-shaped space station. “Whoa, would you look at that! It’s huge!” 
 
    It was the first time Orion had seen the base with his own eyes. From its sheer, overwhelming size it looked like thousands of Enforcement officers could easily be housed inside, including a vast fleet of starships. If things hadn’t already been complicated enough with the daunting task of rescuing his crew and ship, the prospect of Radnock now possessing a lethal galaxy-annihilating weapon made it even more troubling. In essence, Orion and Cord were on a ticking clock, fighting against time. Fortunately, it seemed that Radnock intended to offer the star systems an ultimatum, a bribe for the return of the virus—but, where Radnock was concerned, Orion knew that there was no telling what he was capable of. He had to be stopped, no one as bloodthirsty as Radnock Discordia could be allowed to possess such a powerful weapon.  
 
    If Orion believed that the Teldos stood even a remote chance of victory against the Eris, he would have attacked head-on instead star-jumping. In reality, their unarmed ship would stand little hope of denting Radnock’s vessel, even in a desperate kamikaze strike the Teldos would do nothing but scratch the paint on the Eris’s hull. The only possibility for victory against Radnock lay with the Galaxy Runner, Orion reckoned. Now if we could only get to it… 
 
    “After we dock aboard the Daedalus Base, it’s up to you to locate the impound hanger,” instructed Orion. “I’m sure that’s where they’re keeping the Galaxy Runner. Keep out of sight and there shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “And you?” Cord quizzed.  
 
    “I’ll find where my friends are being held. After I get them we’ll meet you back at the ship.” 
 
    “All right!” exclaimed Cord with a grin stretching from ear-to-ear. A disparaging thought suddenly crossed his mind and his exuberance faded. “Um, that sounds like a good plan and all, but how do we get into the base?” he asked, scratching his head. “They aren’t going to just let Orion Darkstarr, the most wanted man in the galaxy, inside with a free pass, you know?” 
 
    “That’s why it won’t be Orion Darkstarr who wants to get in,” the sly pirate replied. 
 
    “Huh?” Cord slumped back into his seat, no closer to understanding Orion’s plan.  
 
    “Its simple, this ship has no registration number,” Orion explained, “therefore, nothing will show up in their database. It’s what they call a ghost ship, no number, no owner.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Galaxy Enforcement think that’s suspicious?” 
 
    “Sure, but they won’t give it a second thought after we tell them we were attacked by pirates and require immediate landing clearance. Thanks to our friend, Rayet Wolf, the Teldos has enough damage on both wings to look as though we were in a dogfight. Galaxy Enforcement would never turn away a civilian ship, they’re far too trusting.” 
 
    Cord nodded in agreement. “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Believe me, it’ll work,” confirmed Orion. “An Enforcement search party’s probably still combing Titan for me, besides, if they had the faintest clue that I was planning a rescue attempt, the last place they’d expect an infiltration would be through their front door.” Orion hit the acceleration, picked up the radio transceiver, and patched into the Daedalus Base’s emergency line with an SOS.  
 
      
 
    Brooding, Radnock sat hunched over in his command chair as the Eris exited from her star-jump. The forward cockpit windows gave view to the Daedalus Base ahead. A tiny light, miles in front of them, streaked in the space station’s direction. 
 
    “There he is!” Radnock boomed, jolting upright from his trodden posture. “Give me a reading.” 
 
    “Picking up transmission frequencies, they’ve made contact with the station,” Ovid reported. “You think Galaxy Enforcement will side with ’em after they learn we got the capsule? They’re not gonna fire on us are they, boss?” 
 
    “Stop your whining, Ovid,” warned Radnock tersely. “I know Darkstarr all too well. He’s weak; he needs his friends and his ship. He’ll want to rescue them and retake the Galaxy Runner before making a move against us.”  
 
    “I’m tired of all this waiting,” Darsod argued in a surprising display of rebellion. “I want Darkstarr now! After what he did to my ear—” 
 
    “—And my hand!” Merak added. 
 
    “Yeah, boss, we should attack while we still have the advantage!” Ovid clamped his metal teeth together resulting in a loud clang.    
 
    Infuriated, Radnock launched out of his seat. “Enough! Even among the three of you, you still lack a single brain. Sniveling maggots, the lot of you! If we staged an attack now, we’d be engaging Darkstarr on Galaxy Enforcement’s doorstep—we’d all be destroyed!” Radnock’s fiery gaze shifted to each member of his trembling crew. “Fools, you’d risk to defy me on my own ship?” 
 
    A deathly silence fell over the trio.  
 
    “Darsod, bring us closer to the base,” Radnock furiously commanded, “stop the Eris when we get into transmission range and then hack a direct channel into their communication feed. Merak, prepare all missiles! But I warn you, don’t fire until I order it so.”  
 
    “Yes, Radnock!” Darsod and Merak replied in unison.  
 
    “And me, boss?” inquired Ovid. 
 
    “Monitor all radar scans, make sure no shuttles are in range to attack us,” answered Radnock. “Not that they would dare,” he turned to the capsule resting on the seat of his command chair, “not with the precious cargo we have.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean there’s no one onboard?” Canis Elnath hollered into the miniature radio transceiver on his insignia badge. His pace quickened as he marched down a sterile, white corridor.  
 
    “It’s just like I said, sir,” the fluttering voice of a nervous officer buzzed from the badge communicator, “the ship requested emergency landing clearance. It docked with us about twenty minutes ago and, by the time maintenance got around to her, there were no occupants. We got reports that a mechanic seen a couple of unidentified people exiting the docking bay, one leaving for the south-side and what looked like a young boy heading for the west hanger.” 
 
    Blast it, that’s all I need, Canis thought, now we have unauthorized trespassers on the base!  
 
    “Uh, what should we do, sir?” the officer continued.  
 
    “Find them, obviously!” Canis demanded. “Did you find out who the starship’s registered to?” 
 
    “Well, um, not exactly sir. You see, there wasn’t a registration number.” 
 
    Canis was dumbstruck. “What!? You let an unregistered starship dock with us? That’s a violation of Galaxy Enforcement regulations, section two-nine-four—” 
 
    “I’m familiar with that regulation, sir, but we had no choice—they claimed their ship had been attacked by space pirates,” the officer’s voice strengthened with an air of confidence, “Galaxy Enforcement is obligated to take in vessels that signal a distress—”  
 
    “Fine,” Canis reluctantly conceded, “just find the ship’s pilot!” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” The insignia speaker clicked silent.  
 
    Canis reached the end of the corridor. A large automatic door slid open at his arrival and he entered the lofty communication tower. Dozens upon dozens of monitors covered the walls, each screen projecting an area of the Daedalus Base. A central navigational computer with connecting machinery wrapped around the far side of the room beneath a window panel overlooking the docking bay. A single chair rested before the main computer, the tall back of the seat shielded the officer at work from Canis’s viewpoint.  
 
    “Bring up all surveillance footage from the docking bay recorded within the last half-hour,” said Canis, tapping his foot impatiently, “we need to locate a missing pilot.” 
 
    “Today’s your lucky day, Elnath,” the obscured officer said, spinning his chair around. “I’m a pilot, myself.” 
 
    “Darkstarr!” Canis gasped. At first he thought his eyes had been deceiving him, but it didn’t take long for the realization to sink in that the figure before him was no such illusion.  
 
    Wearing a defiant smirk, Orion sat in the chair with gunblade firm in hand. “Canis Elnath, the inflated head of Galaxy Enforcement—we meet at last.” 
 
    “I had hoped that when we met, the blaster would be in my hand,” Canis griped, still surprised and taken off guard by the pirate’s sudden appearance.  
 
    “An unfortunate turn of events,” quipped Orion.  
 
    “My communication officer, what did you with him?”  
 
    Orion pointed the tip of his weapon to the side. “Have a look.” 
 
    Canis followed the direction of the pirate’s gesture, leading his gaze to an unconscious officer packed in the corner of the room. “I should have known.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about him, he’s just taking a little nap,” reassured Orion.  
 
    “How did you manage to get around security?” 
 
    “Security?” Orion laughed. “Is that what you’re calling it?” 
 
    “I knew you were crazy,” Canis admitted, “but I didn’t think you were stupid. Making a rescue attempt like this, its pure madness!” Canis’s heart leapt as a more pressing matter sprung to mind. “What did you do with it, Darkstarr? Where’s the capsule?” 
 
    Orion rose from the chair and aimed his blaster at Canis’s head. “We’ll worry about that later. Right now, I’m only going to ask you this once: where’s my crew?” 
 
    “You won’t pull that trigger,” defied Canis, “face it, you’re no killer.” 
 
    “You’re right, I won’t kill you,” Orion yielded, lowering the barrel of his weapon towards Canis’s crotch. “But you might have to change the ‘Mr.’ to a ‘Ms.’ on your galactic census form.” 
 
    “Fine,” Canis growled, “they’re in holding cell four, level nine.”  
 
    “Have them sent to the impound hanger. No tricks.” 
 
    Furious, Canis thrust his arms up. “You don’t really expect me to have my own officers release—” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Orion interrupted, “I fully expect it. You see, I’m not staging a rescue attempt, per se. In actuality, you’re letting my crew go free of your own accord. No mess, no shots fired, no one hurt.” He shoved the gunblade closer to Canis’s groin. “Of course, it’s your call, chief.” 
 
    “You might hold all the cards today, Darkstarr, but just know, one day you’ll screw up,” Canis warned, “and that day I’ll be waiting. I’ll see you behind bars, I swear.” Canis gave an angry strike to his insignia badge, activated the commlink, and lowered his lips to the miniature speaker. “Central Command, this is Chief Elnath, release the prisoners in holding cell four, level nine.” 
 
    “Uh, what was that sir?” a confused voice sputtered from the communicator. “I’m not sure I heard you right…” 
 
    “You heard me just fine!” Canis barked. “Bring the prisoners to the impound hanger immediately. That’s a direct order!” He struck the badge again, deactivating it. 
 
    “Well done,” praised Orion. “Maybe we can make a pirate out of you yet.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day!” Canis snapped. “You really think you have this all thought out, don’t you? Well, enlighten me, how did you plan to deal with the three hundred Enforcement shuttles that are currently docked at this base, all of which will be on your trail the second you leave?” 
 
    Orion grabbed Canis by the shirt collar and led him out of the communications room. “I seriously doubt they’d follow me when I have such a valuable hostage, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’ll pay for this Darkstarr!”  
 
      
 
    An entourage of Galaxy Enforcement officers led Legart, Ace, and Nova, each handcuffed, into the impound hanger. Not a single officer knew the reason for Canis Elnath’s bizarre order, nor did they have the authority to question his command. Likewise, the trio of pirates had little clue as to why they were being transported to the hanger.  
 
    Legart stared longingly at the Galaxy Runner ahead. He leaned in close to Ace and whispered, “I don’t know where they’re bringing us or what the hell’s going on, but maybe we should just make a break for the ship.” 
 
    Ace pondered the thought for a moment before shrugging. “We’ve got nothing to lose,” he paused before jokingly adding, “except our lives.”  
 
    As usual, Legart didn’t appreciate Ace’s insertion of dark humor. “Stop clowning! I’d rather it be known that I went down fighting instead of rotting away in a prison cell for the rest of my days.” 
 
    Overhearing their muted conversation, Nova tilted her head toward Ace. “Legart’s got a point. Let’s go for it.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Ace gave a lighthearted nudge to the side of her arm. “I didn’t really like the food here anyway.” Ace stopped in his tracks, bringing the surrounding officers to an abrupt halt.  
 
    “Keep moving!” shouted an officer. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “A little too late for that,” Ace retorted, dropping to the floor. He swung his leg out, sweeping the nearest officer off his feet.  
 
    Nova was the next to react, thrusting a kick into another officer’s chest. He barreled into a group of his companions, all of them hitting the ground.  
 
    An officer raised the butt of his laser rifle behind Nova and prepared to bring it down, full force against her skull. He never got the chance. Legart lifted the chain-linked portion of his handcuffs over the officer’s head. The officer gagged as Legart drew the chain against his throat. In seconds the officer was rendered unconscious; Legart released his opponent, who crumbled onto the floor.  
 
    The remaining officers rushed a safe distance away from the pirates before training their firearms on the trio. “I think the chief’s lost his mind,” the bravest of the officers declared. “I vote we give these scumbags death by firing squad, just like they used to!” 
 
    As Legart and Nova took a step back, Ace followed, sarcastically adding, “Great plan Legart, real genius idea.” 
 
    “Shut it,” Legart snarled.  
 
    “You guys started the party without me!” the familiar voice rang across the impound hanger.  
 
    “Darkstarr!” Legart cheered.  
 
    Ace gawked on with childlike wonderment. “Orion!” 
 
    “You made it!” exclaimed Nova, staggered by the unexpected sight of the legendary pirate.  
 
    All eyes were now on Orion who entered the hanger with Canis at his side, held at gunpoint. Orion gave a playful wink to his crew. “Was there any doubt?”  
 
    “Hmph, the happy reunion,” scoffed Canis. “Enjoy it now.” 
 
    The officers directed their weapons at Orion. The pirate wasted no time moving his gunblade closer to Canis’s head. “Drop the weapons.” 
 
    Without hesitation, the officers tossed their blasters and laser rifles to the floor.  
 
    “Darkstarr, you can still stop this,” Canis advised. “Turn yourself in and return the capsule, I’ll make sure the courts are lenient for both you and your crew—you have my word.”  
 
    “Tempting,” Orion lied, “but for some reason, I think leaving here without surrendering sounds better.” 
 
    “They’ll send you to the Chaosphere for this,” cautioned the Enforcement chief. “Kidnapping a direct representative of Galaxy Enforcement is a crime punishable by exile—” 
 
    Orion rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’ll add it to my wanted posted.”  
 
    A blaring siren screeched through the hanger. An assortment of thin, flat paneled LCD monitors folded down from the ceiling. Static snow and wavering lines consumed the screens before the soft outline of a human face scrambled its way on.  
 
    “Impossible,” Canis stammered, “someone’s hacking into our transmission mainframe!” 
 
    “Radnock…” Orion muttered under his breath as the onscreen visage took a more recognizable shape. 
 
    “This is a message for Canis Elnath of Galaxy Enforcement,” boomed Radnock, his twisted, vile face showcased on each monitor. “Who I am is of no importance, only what I now possess should be of any concern. You see, I recently stumbled upon something that might peak your interest, Elnath. Both yours and that of the Ivago star system.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me…” A stirring in the pit of Canis’s stomach forewarned him of what was to come next. His worst fears were about to be realized.  
 
    Radnock brandished the capsule before him. “I believe this may be of some value to your, how shall I say, clandestine endeavors. All I ask is the paltry sum of five-hundred billion credits worth of Petro Diamonds for its safe return. That’s my deal.” Radnock curved his lips back, exposing his yellow teeth. With a contorted grin, he continued, “Also, I believe you have a man aboard your station by the name of Orion Darkstarr. He and I have some unfinished business. Those diamonds are to be delivered during the transaction by him, and only him! You have one hour to reach a decision, more than enough time on your part. Remember, Elnath, if I don’t see Darkstarr, you don’t see the capsule. Our transmission is open, I await your reply.” The monitors went dark.   
 
    Canis could hardly utter the dreadful words from his mouth, “That maniac has it! Darkstarr, you know this fanatic?” 
 
    “His name’s Radnock,” Orion said, a chill dancing up his spine at the very name. He lowered the gunblade away from Canis. “Radnock Discordia.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea what’s inside that capsule? Whether inadvertently or not, you’ve given this man the means to hold the entire galaxy hostage, or destroy it!” decried Canis.  
 
    “Listen,” Legart roared, “I ain’t got the faintest hint to what’s going on here, but I don’t really care. Let’s take the Galaxy Runner and get the hell outta this dump.” Legart motioned to Canis. “Let this asshole deal with it.” 
 
    Canis stood his ground against the pirate. “Whoever this Radnock is, he now possesses the ultimate weapon—the deadliest man’s ever created! Understand me, if you just run out of here you’ll be putting every star system in jeopardy, you’ll be as guilty as he is.”  
 
    “The deadliest weapon?” Ace shot back. “Gimme a break, in that little capsule? C’mon Orion, this isn’t our problem.”  
 
    “Darkstarr, for once in your life, think of the galaxy,” Canis implored. “You don’t want the blood of billions on your hands! We can get those diamonds from the Ivago system within the hour, but he wants you have to deliver them. ”  
 
    “Galaxy Enforcement’s gonna cave into this guy’s demands, Elnath?” Legart sneered. “I thought you had some ethics about dealing with criminals.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Canis admitted. “Not this time.” 
 
    “Just what’s in that capsule anyway?” Nova asked with concern in her voice.  
 
    Canis hesitated before answering but figured that, at this particular juncture, the situation had deteriorated far beyond the point of no return. Besides, there was a good chance that the Ivago system’s dark secret would come to light soon enough. “Inside that capsule is an infectious agent,” he admitted with bated breath, “a microscopic strain that assails the structure of the human genome, breaking it down until the host organism can no longer sustain itself. It’s a quick acting virus capable of eradicating every living organism it encounters…in hours. It can even survive in the deepest reaches space. Once unleashed, it wouldn’t take long to infect the inhabitants of all seven star-systems. We call it a Galaxy Annihilator. It could potentially wipe out everything. It was to be the ultimate deterrent for war, the threat that would ensure perpetual peace.” 
 
    “There’s got to be a vaccine,” Ace stuttered dumbfounded. “They always make a failsafe for this kind of stuff, right?” 
 
    Canis shook his head gravely. “An anti-virus has yet to be manufactured. The capsule containing the key strain was en route to a lab in the Ivago system to procure a vaccine—but you hijacked it before it could reach the base.” 
 
    An ominous silence fell over the impound hanger. Legart, Ace, and Nova exchanged worried glances.  
 
    Orion was the first to disrupt the quieted stillness. “I’m not running. Not from Radnock. We’ll see this through.” 
 
    “Then you’ll comply with his demands?” Canis asked, nervously rubbing his hands together. “You’ll deliver the diamonds?” 
 
    “Radnock and I have a score to settle.” As if disengaged from his surroundings, Orion gazed on. “It’s about time I paid him in full.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “Terrorism’s a thing of the past. I mean, there will always be a select few isolated instances where it rears its ugly head—the most recent being the November 9th attempt to bomb the Galactic Union Embassy in 071. But look what happened there, it didn’t work. Galaxy Enforcement diffused the situation before it got out of hand. I’ve said this before in previous interviews, as long as we don’t give in to terrorist demands we eliminate their aspirations. I can’t think of any one example of Galaxy Enforcement surrendering to a terrorist threat, can you? Believe me, there’s still people out there called conspiracy theorists who will argue until they’re blue in the face that the Union hides the truth about such things, as crazy as that sounds. Come on people, its 086. Shady dealings, shadowy schemes, and secret government agendas make it sound like we’re living in the dark ages.” 
 
      
 
    Lacerta Lyra, television personality and talk-show host,  
 
    interviewed on Galaxy Nine News, January 2nd, 086 G.C. 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 09:03  
 
      
 
    Gleaming with triumph, Radnock made his way to rear of the Eris, stationed on the landing platform of the Daedalus Base’s docking bay. A squad of armed Galaxy Enforcement officers stood clear of the pirate, remaining behind Canis, Legart, Ace, and Nova.  
 
    Everyone’s eyes were glued to Orion as he approached Radnock with a metal briefcase gripped tight in hand. Both men met halfway between the hanger’s sealed blast door and the group of officers.  
 
    Orion held out the heavy briefcase. “The petro diamonds,” he said with disgust. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Darkstarr?” Radnock grinned. “Is the agony of defeat too hard to bear?” Radnock took the briefcase, unlatched the capsule from his belt strap, and handed it to Orion. “That’s why I wanted you to deliver the goods, I wanted to see that look on your face.” 
 
    “You haven’t won anything yet,” Orion avowed. 
 
    “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, old friend. Not only have I won this day, but I’ve only begun.” Radnock flicked open the latches on the briefcase and peered in. The lustrous glow from the petro diamonds escaped the case. “So beautiful,” Radnock whispered, “I’ll be sure not to spend it all in one place.” 
 
    “Galaxy Enforcement doesn’t take lightly to terrorism,” Canis shouted from the other end of the hanger. “Piracy is one thing, but outright terrorism is another.” 
 
    Radnock arched an eyebrow. “Why, I believe this used to be called capitalism? How the times do change.” With a laugh he spun to his side and gave Orion a slap to the arm. “Be seeing you, old friend.” 
 
    “Sooner than you think,” Orion angrily added. 
 
    Radnock, with briefcase in hand, turned toward his ship. “Anytime Darkstarr, anytime…” He didn’t get one step closer to the Eris before hearing the clatter of laser rifles being raised.  
 
    Every officer in the hanger had targeted their weapons on the pirate.  
 
    “Did you really think we’d just let you stroll out of here?” Canis victoriously straightened his suit collar. “You’re under arrest, Radnock.” 
 
    Radnock locked onto Canis. “I knew you’d try something, Elnath. That’s why I’ve wired my ship with enough explosives to obliterate this base!”  
 
    “It’s a bluff!” Canis balked, turning to his men—some of who had already lowered their rifles. “Don’t listen to him, no one’s that crazy!”  
 
    Delight swept over Radnock’s face. He pointed to a box-like device attached to his belt and inched his finger near a red button embedded to its side. “A bluff you say? Tell him, Darkstarr. Tell the Galaxy Enforcement chief how fast I’d blow this place into cosmic oblivion. I’d enjoy the company on my trip to hell.” 
 
    Radnock’s words had convinced most of the officers. They lowered their weapons as quickly as they had raised them.   
 
    “You might get away with those diamonds, Radnock,” Orion stated, his voice terse, “but you won’t get away from me.” 
 
    “Remember Darkstarr, from now on when you look to the stars know that I’ll be out there. Waiting.” Radnock marched onto a lowered catwalk. As soon as he stepped on the walkway it lifted, a complex system of hydraulics, motors, and servos beneath the platform elevated him to the Eris’s entrance port. Radnock vanished from view as he entered the ship.  
 
    “Let’s have it,” Canis demanded, rushing over to Orion’s side. An officer trailed behind him with a strange metallic black box cradled in his arms. He lowered it onto the floor.  
 
    “I’m taking my crew and my starship,” disclosed Orion. He handed Canis the capsule and walked off. “Don’t try to stop me, Elnath.” 
 
    Canis passed the capsule over to the officer with the box. “Get a reading.”  
 
    “At once, sir,” the officer complied, inserting the capsule into a grooved compartment on the box’s side. LED lights flashed around the square device.  
 
    “Darkstarr,” beckoned Canis. “I appreciate what you did, but I still can’t let you go.”  
 
    A wall of Galaxy Enforcement officers shifted in front of the exit, weapons drawn.  
 
    “You know, I think we got the short end of the stick,” jeered Ace. “Radnock gets the diamonds, Galaxy Enforcement gets the capsule, and what do we get?”  
 
    “That’s the problem with this galaxy—no one can keep a deal,” Legart added. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Ace,” Orion whispered, stepping next to his crew. “No one won except Radnock.” 
 
    Nova tilted her head, unsure of what he meant. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “The capsule was lighter than before.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” Legart croaked. 
 
    “And risk him detonating the ship?” Orion countered. 
 
    An ear-splitting alarm escaped from the black box. The officer operating it jerked back, his face turning ashen white. “Negative! The capsule is negative! Chief, the capsule is empty!”  
 
    “Radnock still has the virus!” Canis shouted. He pointed at the Eris, “Take out that ship!” 
 
    Every officer in the hanger raced forward, raised their rifle at the starship, and fired. The lasers streaked off the hull, doing little to no damage to the vessel. 
 
    A faint glow flickered within each of the Eris’s rear thrusters. Before anyone could react to the coming blast, the thrusters blazed on. A deafening screech echoed through the hanger, a prelude to the hellish inferno that charged forth from the thrusters.  A wave of propulsion energy shot across the platform, incinerating a handful of officers while blowing away dozens more. Searing flames spread in all directions. Catwalks toppled over, smashing onto the ground. Portions of the ceiling caved in, spreading rubble down against the platform. 
 
    “Get to the Galaxy Runner!” Orion ordered his crew. With the Enforcement officers occupied the exit was open to them. They dashed out of the hanger.  
 
    Twin machine gun barrels protruded out from the Eris’s front. They let loose a burst of firepower that instantly shredded apart the docking bay door.  
 
    A turbulent blast of suction carried officers into the air and sucked them into the vacuum of space. Dozens were pulled without protection into the airless void. Most didn’t have time to suffocate; their lives were ended in seconds by the merciless force of decompression.  
 
    The Eris rocketed out of the docking bay, leaving a trail of sparks and flames in its devastating wake. In the blink of an eye, the ship had already trekked a great distance from the Daedalus Base.   
 
    Emergency blast doors slammed down where the docking bay door used to be, effectively sealing the breach. With the vacuum-like suction of outer space gone, gravity returned to the docking bay dropping all airborne objects or persons down onto the platform.  
 
    Beneath a pile of rubble and the remains of a toppled catwalk, Canis Elnath crawled out. Despite the carnage that had previously transpired, he was almost untouched, except for the damage done to his expensive suit. He surveyed the ruins of the hanger before him, disturbed by the chaos and loss of life. It left him with a lingering question, one that shook him to his very core. Could Galaxy Enforcement even stop a man like Radnock Discordia? 
 
      
 
    Orion and his crew bolted for the Galaxy Runner resting at the far end of the impound hanger. The ship’s engine roared to life as they drew closer.  
 
    “Who’s piloting her?” Legart asked, surprised.  
 
    “A friend,” Orion answered with a smile.  
 
    In moments they had made it to an elevation platform, were carried to the Galaxy Runner’s entrance port, and entered the ship.  
 
    Orion was the first to enter the cockpit. “Well done, Cord.” 
 
    Cord turned away from the control panel, “No sweat, captain.” 
 
    “Where’d you find the kid?” quizzed Nova as she stepped in with Legart and Ace behind her.  
 
    “Long story.” Orion shifted into his command chair. “Introductions will have to come later.” 
 
    Legart hastened to the center seat in front of the controls. “Never thought I’d see her again,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. He wrapped his hands around the steering gears. A feeling of comfort flooded over him.  
 
    Nova transitioned into the seat at Legart’s right. Her fingers immediately got to work accessing the ship’s internal systems. “Galaxy Enforcement bastards,” she spat. “They’ve disconnected the reflex conductors in the ship’s sublevel bay.” 
 
    “Ace,” Orion began, “it’s up to you.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Ace replied, darting back out of the cockpit.  
 
    No starship could operate without the proper alignment of reflex conductors. They served as both the central nervous system and the heart of a ship, transferring power to each area of the vessel to deter any mechanical failure or engine overload.  
 
    Cord sat in the seat at Legart’s left, scanning over the weapons diagnostic that flickered onto a nearby monitor. “Looks like the weapons are offline.” 
 
    “And our fuel cells are nearly depleted,” Nova added into the growing pool of bad news.  
 
    “Run reserves,” instructed Orion.  
 
    A green light blinked on above Legart. “Ace did it, reflex conductors are powering on!” 
 
    “Orion, our weapons can’t be brought online from the automatic control,” Ace’s voice sizzled through the ship’s internal speaker system. “I’m gonna have to reconnect them manually.”  
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Man, they made a real mess down here,” Ace reported. “Stuff’s everywhere. I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Nova leaned into the transceiver. “Ace, make it work, and you've got that date you wanted.” 
 
    “Miracles have been known to happen!” Ace responded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Overthruster is go,” Legart announced. 
 
    Nova shook her head. “The impound hanger’s blast door is still lowered. I think we can hack into the Daedalus Base’s system mainframe and—”  
 
    “We don’t have time,” Orion swung his arm outward. “Take off—ram through the blast door!”  
 
    “This poor ship,” Legart declared, sympathetically rubbing his hand against the throttle gear before he pushed down on it. The cockpit shuddered as the vernier thrusters fired on beneath them. Steering the ship to the side, Legart plowed the front of the Galaxy Runner into the blast door at full speed. The door collapsed in on itself and the Jolly-Roger crested starship shot off into the reaches of outer space, away from the Daedalus Base.  
 
      
 
    Radnock clasped the small vial of green liquid tight in his hand. “So much trouble for such a small thing,” he muttered, admiring the vial with perverse enchantment. The capsule had been little more than a Trojan horse, a shell to bear the true horror within. Seated in his command chair, Radnock stretched his legs out, using the briefcase of petro diamonds as a foot stool.  
 
    “What are we doing with the virus now?” Darsod inquired, removing his hands from the steering gear.  
 
    Radnock leered at the artificially enhanced pirate. “It’s only fitting that we return it to the Ivago star system.”  
 
    “Oh, I see, boss,” Ovid chortled. “We’ll get more diamonds for it!” 
 
    Radnock sprung upright in his chair, kicking the briefcase at his feet across the cockpit. It crashed over, sprinkling the floor with petro diamonds. “Diamonds are only a passing gratification, Ovid,” Radnock irately explained. “They mean nothing. I only wanted them to show Darkstarr that I’m the better pirate. I always was.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Merak admitted, “then why go to the Ivago system if we’re not gettin’ more loot?” 
 
    “We’re going back to Ivago,” Radnock held the vial up high, “so that we can see what this could do.” 
 
    Merak balked at the suggestion. “But, won’t that mean—” 
 
    “Yes, Merak,” Radnock verified, “an entire star system wiped out. A galactic holocaust.” 
 
    The cockpit fell silent. Torn with indecision Darsod nervously mustered his courage to speak, “Uh, but Radnock, what would we gain from that?” 
 
    “Gain?” Radnock repeated, sincerely puzzled by Darsod’s question. “I offer to show you the greatest show in the universe, one that can only be seen once—an entire civilization deleted from existence, and you ask me what there is to gain? Is that not enough, Darsod!?” Radnock’s voice grew louder. He reached for the blaster at his side. “What trifle desire would you like, Darsod? Diamonds? Crystals? Petty credits? Fleeting material wealth? What good are those? Death is forever, Darsod, it is everlasting, eternal!” Before Radnock could remove the blaster from his holster, an alarm rang through the speakers.  
 
    Ovid glared into a monitor screen at his side. “There’s a starship following us!” 
 
    “Identify it!” bellowed Radnock. 
 
    Striking a set of buttons, a video feed from the Eris’s rear cameras flashed onto every screen in the cockpit. The Galaxy Runner pursued them.  
 
    “Darkstarr,” Radnock softly uttered with satisfaction. “Prepare transmission.” 
 
      
 
    “Radnock’s ship,” Legart proclaimed, “dead ahead,”   
 
    “Incoming transmission,” reported Nova. 
 
    Orion nodded, “Bring it up.”  
 
    A flat paneled monitor folded down from the ceiling in front of Orion. Radnock’s visage blinked onto the screen. 
 
    “This is where we end it, Darkstarr,” he professed.  
 
    Orion narrowed his eyes. “You should have stayed drifting through space, Radnock.” 
 
    “Oh no,” a smile tugged the corner of Radnock’s chapped lips, “I’m having too much fun. Come, old friend. Stop me if you can.”  
 
    Radnock’s transmission was severed. Static snow cut through the screen and the face of a frantic Canis Elnath took its place. 
 
    “Three hundred Enforcement shuttles, wasn’t that what you said, Elnath?” Orion quipped. “A lot of good they did to stop Radnock.” 
 
    “Somehow Radnock hacked our internal communication systems,” Canis said. “When I gave the word to launch, not a single shuttle docked at the Daedalus Base received the transmission. Only outboard messages are going through.” 
 
    Orion stuck his jaw out, sarcasm brimming in his voice, “So let me guess, you want us to return, right? Surrender? Give up?” 
 
    “No,” Canis pleaded, “you’ve got to stop Radnock! Darkstarr, you’re the only one left who can. Our shuttles will never reach him now. You know what’ll happen if he unleashes that virus, he has to be stopped!” 
 
    “I know,” Orion answered gravely. “This time, he will be.” 
 
    Canis’s transmission was lost. Emergency warnings screamed out of the speakers and the monitor returned to static interference.  
 
    “Enemy ship’s turning around,” Nova confirmed. “We’ve got hotties at twelve o’ clock!” 
 
    Orion could see both the Eris and a cluster of incoming missiles through the front cockpit window. Though the projectiles only appeared as advancing specks of light, Orion could discern that there were around a dozen headed their way. “Evade,” he directed Legart, “go through the missile barrage. Take us as close to Radnock’s ship as you can.” 
 
    Legart bit his lip and jolted the steering gears. Things were about to get hairy.  
 
    Orion tensed up. Radnock was right about one thing, this was where they ended it, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    Twelve seeker missiles raced toward the Galaxy Runner, each set on a head-on collision with the pirate ship.  
 
    Zooming across the stars at full speed, the Galaxy Runner spun to the side, retrorockets firing along her bottom. The sudden burst allowed her to elude four of the incoming projectiles. A quick barrel roll in the opposite direction and three more were avoided. Retrorockets on the top of the Galaxy Runner kicked in, pushing the ship downwards. The last five seekers shot above the vessel.  
 
    The missiles swerved back around, re-locking their targeting systems onto the Galaxy Runner’s thruster emissions. The guided projectiles trailed after their objective.   
 
      
 
    Ovid gasped, “They’ve dodged our missiles, all of them! They’re still approaching!”  
 
    “We’re on a collision course with the Galaxy Runner,” Darsod warned. “We need to change course!” 
 
    “Stay on course, Darsod!” Radnock hollered. “Merak, fire machine guns—obliterate the Galaxy Runner!” 
 
    No sooner had Merak engaged the weapon systems than the Eris’s machine gun's opened fire.  
 
      
 
    “Taking heavy damage,” alerted Nova as armor-piercing shells tore into the front of the Galaxy Runner’s hull.  
 
    The cockpit quaked from the direct onslaught. Sparks shot out from the console panel near Cord, causing the boy to shirk back. Several pipes running along the ceiling burst, spewing harmless fumes and smoke into the air.  
 
    “Keep pushing us forward,” Orion said, “the Galaxy Runner can take it.” 
 
    “Not for much longer,” Legart interceded. “The hull’s being stripped away.” 
 
    Orion leaned in, “Keep going, Legart. Just a little closer.” 
 
    “We’re losing power; I suggest another course of action, Orion!” Nova urged, bracing herself against the control console while the high-calibur machine gun shells continued their relentless assault on the Galaxy Runner. “Missiles behind us are closing in!”  
 
    “Hull’s been breached,” Legart bellowed. “It’s now or never!”  
 
    In seconds The Galaxy Runner would collide with the Eris, or be tattered into pieces by a barrage of powerful artillery…or be struck from the rear by a dozen missiles. In this situation, the typical starship captain would have admitted that any attempt to circumvent his ship’s guaranteed destruction would be little more than a fool’s errand. Of course, Orion Darkstarr was no typical captain. Everything thus far had gone according to plan.  
 
    “Now,” Orion shouted, “fire all lower retrorockets, pull up at full speed!” 
 
    Legart was quick to react; he initiated the bottom propulsion system and tugged on the steering gear with all his might.  
 
      
 
    Darsod could only watch in awe as the Galaxy Runner veered upwards and shot over the Eridanus in a remarkable display of piloting skills. If Darsod had to guess, he would have estimated that the Galaxy Runner had missed them by only inches! He was so startled by the ship’s evasive tactics that he neglected to observe the twelve missiles continuing to head in their direction.  
 
    “Missiles are still coming,” screeched Ovid, “Darkstarr’s led our own missiles back to us!” 
 
    “Continue firing machine guns!” Radnock bolted up from his seat. “Shoot them down before they hit!” 
 
    Merak worked the controls, his attention glued to the primary monitor. Automatic targeting reticles locked onto the incoming missiles. He tried to work as fast as he possibly could while hammering the control keys to realign the gun turrets. The seekers were about to make contact… 
 
    The twin streams of machine gun fire spat at their newfound targets. Radiant bursts of light splashed through the cockpit windows. Most of the missiles were shot down, white spherical explosions taking their place.  
 
    “Six missiles hit,” Ovid declared, observing his radar scan. “Two more down…another three—eleven terminated so far…” 
 
    “One missile’s still coming!” cautioned Darsod.  
 
    The machine gun fire ceased. The final remaining missile neared.  
 
    “I said keep firing!” Radnock barked. 
 
    Merak threw his hands into the air. “We’re out of ammo!” 
 
    It didn’t take longer than a split instant for Radnock to grasp the gravity of their situation. He threw himself back into his seat and braced for the imminent collision. “Turn! Turn the ship!”  
 
    Darsod spun the streering gear to his right, but it was no use. The missile was already far too close for a successful evasion. The missile struck the front left of the Eris, just clear of a direct hit. The explosive impact tore into the cockpit and Merak was instantly vaporized. Nothing left of his body remained.  
 
    “Merak!” Darsod cried.  
 
    The oxygen in the cockpit was sucked through the large opening where Merak’s control panel and seat had once been.  
 
    “Forget about him,” advised Radnock. “Activate blast shields!” 
 
    Darsod slapped a switch. Panels of armor slid over the ship’s forced opening, securing the hull’s breech. The threat of suffocation was thwarted.  
 
    Ovid and Darsod couldn’t help but to stare at the spot where Merak once sat, now a charred region of blackness, darkened smoke, and flame. Even the control panel that was in front of him had been reduced to metallic shards.  
 
    Radnock slammed his hand down the command chair’s armrest. “Where’s the Galaxy Runner!?” 
 
    “I don’t know, boss,” Ovid’s nerves were shot, but he tried his best to get a reading on the radar screen. As far as he could tell the ship had simply vanished.  
 
    “Are they cloaked?” 
 
    Ovid shook his head, “There’s nothing on the radar—” Ovid’s voice trailed off; the faint sound of sonar clicks now occupied his attention.  
 
    “What is it?” Radnock demanded.  
 
    “He’s above!” Ovid wailed.  
 
      
 
    “Did it,” Ace’s voice clicked over the Galaxy Runner’s intercom, “weapons are online!”  
 
    “Just what I needed to hear,” Orion affirmed. “Cord, press the three yellow buttons to the lower right of your console panel.” 
 
    Cord tapped the buttons. A section of the panel before him retracted open. A modified flightstick ejected upwards. “Whoa! What’s this?” 
 
    “The Galaxy Runner’s weapon system,” said Orion. “Prepare to direct guns at Radnock’s fuel compartments and missile shafts.” 
 
    “How do I work this thing?” questioned Cord. As soon as his fingers touched the joystick, goggles lowered from the ceiling above him, stopping only inches from his face. He leaned into the goggles and was presented with a virtual targeting system. Blue reticles flashed about in the digital scope, each outlining the weak points of Radnock’s ship. “Wicked crystal!” Cord exclaimed; his index finger folded over the red trigger section of the stick. “I’ve got a lock on.” 
 
    “We’re bearing down on them at ninety degrees,” Legart broadcasted, “currently in attack range.” 
 
    Orion’s hands tightened into fists. “Fire.”  
 
      
 
    Above the Eris, the Galaxy Runner descended, afterburners blazing at full thrust. Twin machine gun barrels slid out from ship’s front. Bursts of firepower erupted out, raining down on the Eris with unrelenting fury. Radnock’s ship incurred immediate damage; the hailstorm of artillery shells pummeled the top portion of the Eris’s hull.  
 
    A series of explosions followed the bullet trail, leading down to the rear of the enemy ship. Each detonation resulted in a puff of flame that was quickly snuffed out by the lack of oxygen. A leakage of oily black liquid seeped out from the Eris’s side—the stream separated into small spherical balls of fluid, already boiling away while leaving a frozen particle residue in its wake.  
 
      
 
    Fire licked out of the Eris’s control panel. A heavy shower of sparks poured down from the ceiling. Blackened fumes choked out of the machinery. The shrill clamor of squealing alarms reverberated off the walls.    
 
    “Fuel compartments hit,” Ovid screamed, “missile shafts disabled! All weapons offline!”  
 
    “Darkstarr thinks he’s won?” Radnock fumed. “Darod, bring this ship around. Bring this ship around and ram them!”  
 
    Turning to Radnock, Darsod face had turned ghostly white. “You can’t be serious, we’ll be killed—” 
 
    “And so will Darkstarr!” Surrendering to his rage, Radnock wrenched out his blaster and fired. A laser bolt zipped across the cockpit and sliced through Darsod’s skull. His limp body crashed against the control panel and slid to the floor. “My order still stands, Ovid. Ram the Galaxy Runner!” Radnock instructed crossly.  
 
    Ovid scurried out of his chair, stepped over Darsod’s body, plopped down at the center of the control console, and grasped hold of the steering gears. 
 
    A suicide run! The thought amused Radnock. It would be glorious! After all, if death was inevitable, taking Orion Darkstarr to the grave with him would be the ultimate consolation prize.  
 
      
 
    “Radnock’s ship is turning,” alerted Nova. “They’re accelerating. At their present speed they’ll hit us head on in less than thirty seconds.” 
 
    “A suicide run?” Orion mused out loud. 
 
    “What now?” Cord yelped.    
 
    Legart tugged at the steering gears. “Changing course!” 
 
    “No,” Orion said pensively, “stay on course. Prepare for immediate star-jump.”  
 
    Nova prepped the star drive. “Coordinates?”  
 
    “The Thanatos Quadrant.” 
 
    “The Chaosphere!” Legart gasped. “Orion, have you lost your mind? This is insane, even by your standards!” 
 
    “Trust me on this one,” appealed Orion, “I have a plan.”  
 
    Nova locked in the coordinates without hesitation. “You do know that at this range the enemy ship will be caught in our star-jump, right?” 
 
    “I know,” Orion confirmed, “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    “Star-jump in ten…nine…” 
 
    Ace entered the cockpit, a grin stretching ear-to-ear. “Pretty impressive mechanical repairs I made, if I do say so myself. So, we won yet?” 
 
    “Grab onto something,” Orion warned. “We’re star-jumping.” 
 
    “Wha—” Ace hurried over to a metal post, firmly planted from the ceiling to the floor. He wrapped his arms around it. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?” 
 
    Nova continued the countdown, “…four…three…two…” 
 
      
 
    A pulsating light surrounded the Galaxy Runner. Luminescent beams of brilliant energy sizzled around the hull. The ship neared the Eris, both advancing towards a devastating collision. An explosion of white blasted out from the Galaxy Runner, engrossing the surrounding starfield. Both ships were gone. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The first stardrive was tested in 2134 A.D., before interplanetary travel was even dreamt of. Installed aboard a now-primitive shuttle, the system’s initial trial was a disaster of historic proportions—resulting in a death toll that trumped any previously seen on human record. Tested in orbit above man’s original homeworld, the stardrive opened what scientists would later dub as jumphole. Instead of star-jumping, the shuttle had essentially pulled elements of its designated coordinates back through the jumphole. Unfortunately, what came through and what entered man’s solar system was what we would later identify as the Thanatos Quadrant. The interdimensional disturbance upset the gravitational pull of man’s homeworld. Climate changes, floods, and shifting tectonic plates led to a string of disasters that had claimed nearly eight billion lives. It had left our homeworld uninhabitable.  
 
      
 
    Exerpt from a high school essay by student  
 
    Gemini Nixx, titled, History of the Stardrive 
 
      
 
    Thanatos Quadrant  
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 09:24  
 
      
 
    The Thanatos Quadrant was a sector of outer space known and feared throughout the cosmos. Some called it the Chaos Region, others deemed it the Point of No Return, and most simply labeled it the Chaosphere. All agreed that is was galactic-anarchy incarnate.  
 
    Whereas every other region of space was a darkened tapesty of blackness speckled with starlight, the Chaosphere was a collage of violent color. Swirls of red, orange, and yellow spiraled around the celestial backdrop, mixing together like wet paint bleeding down a canvas. The colors ran together, then separated, and blended again.  
 
    Sporadic zig-zagging crackles of fierce lightning shot across the heavens. The untamed bolts of energy lit up entire areas of space, resulting in blinding flashes that would burn away the human retina with a single glance. Random stars detonated in rainbow colored explosions, while other stars were born in similar blasts of cosmic fury. Glowing, fiery planets ignited into gas; some crystallized and shattered—and some were created from the remnants of previously destroyed worlds forming together. Massive churning black holes sucked entire moons into their dark, endless voids.  
 
    The miniscule flicker of light from two ships passing through a star-jump went unnoticed in the midst of such galactic pandemonium. The Eris and Galaxy Runner materialized, both spinning out of control away from each other.  
 
      
 
    Disoriented, Radnock braced himself against his command chair while bobbing his head to the side, evading a dislodged section of piping that swung down from the ceiling. He wasn’t sure what had just happened or where they were but from the look of it, he assumed they had been caught in a star-jump.  
 
    “This is the Chaosphere,” screeched Ovid, still attempting to regain his senses. He activated the Eris’s front retrorockets, bringing the ship to an abrupt halt. The sudden freeze in momentum cast Ovid into the control console; his chest smashed into the steering gear.  
 
    Radnock would have been thrown clear from his chair had he not anchored his fingers deep into the arm rests. The liquid-green filled vial containing the Genome Virus flew out of his lap. “Ovid!” Radnock gasped. “Get the virus!”   
 
    Still hurting from his unexpected impact against the controls, Ovid turned in enough time to spot the small vial spinning in his direction. It arched in the air, heading for a collision with the floor. It looked like everything had been set to slow motion as Ovid leapt forward, holding his hands out to receive the deadly vial. Diving down, he hit the floor, the vial landing neatly into his hands.  
 
    Radnock slumped his head back against the neck rest and breathed a sigh of relief. His attention shifted beyond the cockpit windows to the grotesque beauty of the Chaosphere. The explosions, flares, and rampant chaos outside the ship almost brought a tear to Radnock’s eye. “It’s lovely,” he whispered, never wanting to turn away from the magnificent display of discord. 
 
    Ovid climbed to his feet, cradling the virus. He cocked his chin up with a hint of arrogance. “That was some catch, huh boss?” He never received an answer. A relatively small planet near the Eris exploded, sending out a brutal shockwave that battered the hull with such remorseless force that the entire side of the ship was crushed inwards. An edged piece of shrapnel launched from one side of the cockpit to the other, slicing through Ovid’s throat and decapitating him. His headless body tumbled back—the vial was once again airborne.  
 
    Radnock pounced out his seat but it was a futile gesture. All he could do was watch as the vial descended to the floor. He held his breath, awaiting the grisly fate to come. To his surprise, the vial hit the floor but didn’t shatter. A monstrous grin swept his face and he thrust his arms defiantly in the air. “You lose again, Darkstarr! Nothing can stop me! Nothing!”  
 
    He vaulted over Ovid’s fallen body and snatched up the vial, admiring it with wild excitement. “As long as I possess you, I’m more than a man—I’m a god! A god who can wipe out an entire galaxy on a whim!” A stabbing, penetrating pain ripped through Radnock’s stomach. He dropped to his knees and doubled over. It felt as though his insides were churning around within him.  
 
    A wet sensation tickled Radnock’s upper lip. He wiped it away, finding that the back of his hand was coated with a bloody smear. A crimson droplet fell from his nostril, landing in a splotch on his knee. Another followed. Soon, his nose was gushing blood like a faucet. His heart pounded, his mind raced. Then he spotted it. A crack had formed against the glass vial, so small that it was hardly discernible, but just enough to let out the tiniest trickle of green liquid.  
 
    Radnock found it harder to breathe, his respiratory system tightened with each passing second. Blood dribbled out of his ears and from the corner of his eyes. Succumbing to his own mad rage, Radnock clenched the vial in his grip, shattering it into pieces and embedding little shards of glass into his hand. The green liquid, mixing with his blood, dripped to the floor.  
 
      
 
    “Stabilizers activated,” Legart affirmed, bringing the Galaxy Runner to a smooth stop. “Radnock’s ship is still in targeting range.” 
 
    Cord receded in his seat, visibly shaken by the sight of the Chaosphere through the window. It was something out of his darkest nightmare—a sentiment shared by all aboard the ship.  
 
    A stray bolt of lightning struck a lump of rocky debris near the Galaxy Runner, jolting the cockpit.  
 
    “If this Radnock guy doesn’t finish us off, the Chaosphere will,” remarked Ace.  
 
    A blast of green and orange light detonated across the starfield ahead with such intensity that everyone on the Galaxy Runner had to avert their eyes from the flare.  
 
    “Gamma ray burst!” Nova shouted. The readings on her monitor went berserk. It could only mean one thing. “It’s a gravitational collapse—”  
 
    “What’s that thing?” Cord cried, pointing to a spiraling whirlpool of red and black outside the ship. 
 
    “Slag!” Legart cursed, turning the steering gear and slamming the throttle. “Orion, we got a stellar black hole opening at our starboard!”  
 
    Orion bit his lower lip; the situation was growing direr by the second. “Keep all retrorockets burning at full power, lock us down—I want to keep relative distance to Radnock.”  
 
    “Orion, our scanners are scrambled,” Nova reported. “There’s too much neutron energy here, it’s disrupting the equipment.” 
 
    “Can we send a transmission?” 
 
    “At this range we should be able to; the signal will be very weak though.” 
 
    “Patch me into Radnock’s ship.” 
 
      
 
    The ceiling above the Eris’s control panel collapsed, smashing the console into rubble. Roaring bursts of flame and noxious black smoke surrounded the cockpit. An explosion at the rear of the room swept up the command chair, hurtling it against a wall. Severed power cords whipped across the floor, snapping back and forth like snakes with electrical fangs.  
 
    Radnock’s vision blurred and his hearing dulled. Even so, he was well aware of the disarray around him. The distorted chime of an incoming transmission alert caught his notice. He turned to the last remaining display monitor that now partially hung from the ceiling, the screen plastered with a intricate web of cracks.  
 
    Orion appeared on the monitor, coupled with heavy static. “A true pirate lives by the code. A code you dishonored. You were only a murderer, Radnock—never a pirate. This time, your journey won’t last seven years.” 
 
    “Orion, you won’t let me die like this!” Radnock frantically shouted, trying to wipe the rushing blood out of his eyes. “You’re no killer! You hear me!? You’re not a killer! Do you hear me, Darkstarr!?” 
 
    Only silence fed through the screen as Orion looked away from Radnock. “Yeah,” he finally said, his voice low, “I hear you.”                
 
    “You can’t let me die,” Radnock pleaded, blood now seeping out from the pores in his face. “Not like this, Orion, not like this, I don’t wanna die like this…” 
 
    Orion turned back to Radnock, his eyes overcome with the lingering memories of years ago. “Did you give Stratus a choice?”  
 
    “Darkstarr, don’t let me die like this—save me!”  
 
    “You can’t save a dead man,” Orion said softly, watching as Radnock’s skin became deathly pale. “You’re already dead, Radnock. You died the moment that virus hit the air.” The monitor went dark. 
 
    “DAAARRKKSSTTAAARRRRR!!!”  
 
      
 
    “Nova,” Orion began with a trace of hesitation, “set all drill warhead thrusters at max.” 
 
    Nova wasted no time carrying out the command and entered the correct initiation code into the keyboard before her. “All set, captain.” 
 
    Look after Radnock. Stratus’s spectral voice echoed through Orion’s head. At last, after all these years, he understood what Stratus Andromeda meant when he uttered those final words. Now, he would be able to fufill that dying wish, not out of a desire for revenge, but out of human compassion. He would end Radnock’s suffering. “Fire at Radnock’s ship,” ordered Orion, “target the starboard side.” 
 
      
 
    Sectional hatches lowered from the bottom of the Galaxy Runner. Three successive bursts erupted from the openings. A trio of drill warheads rocketed forth. They curved sideways across the vast expanse of space and advanced on the Eris. It didn’t take long for them to reach their intended target, each ramming the ship at full speed. Their drilled tips spinning, digging into the Eris’s hull. The warhead thrusters blasted at maximum propulsion, literally pushing the ship.  
 
    Gravitational suction from the black hole had already devoured the majority of floating debris in the general area. The drill warheads embedded into the Eris’s side pressed the ship closer into the black hole’s pull.  
 
      
 
    Radnock sat on the ruined platform where his command chair had once been. His focus was directed forward to the twisting void of perpetual darkness that waited to consume him. A painful itch tingled up the side of his cheek. He went to scratch it but as his fingers touched the flesh he could hardly feel any remnants of skin left, only oozing puss that stuck to his fingertips.  
 
    He lurched over gagging up his insides. Radnock noticed white specks in the vomit—his teeth. He could feel them sliding out of his gums until there were none left. Patches of his hair floated to the floor in clumps. He glared down at his hands, watching as the flesh turned to putty and his fingernails plopped off one by one.  
 
    Radnock could feel his ship being aimed into the direction of the black hole. Closer and closer he neared his fate until the gravitational pull swelled around the Eris. A sweeping sensation of pressure shot through the cockpit, every mechanical instrument buckled and shattered. Hardened, resilient steel crumpled like sheets of cheap tin. The ship’s windows exploded outwards and a powerful gust sucked any objects not bolted to the floor into the vacuum of space.  
 
    So this was death, Radnock thought to himself. It was different than he had ever imagined. Before he could contemplate the notion any further he was lifted off his feet and thrust through the cockpit windows with such force that his spine split in half. Over his shoulder he could see the Eris being crushed in on itself under the gravitational compression.  
 
    It seemed that time itself was stopped. Radnock’s malformed body was suspended motionless before the mouth of the black hole. He tried to turn his neck but it was no use, he could only move his eyes. Everything had stopped. Debris that had been pulled from the Eris simply hung around him, unmoving.  
 
    Radnock noticed that despite being in the airless vacuum of outer space, he wasn’t having any trouble breathing; the pain that had previously battered his body was also gone. A comforting numbness enveloped his body. Then he became aware of it. He wasn’t breathing at all. 
 
    Finally, there was movement. At first it appeared static and fleeting, but became quicker until it was only a blur. For this extraordinary instance, Radnock watched as a majestic ballet of small golden orbs danced around him. Each emitted a dazzling glow at concurrent intervals, as if they were speaking to one another. Radnock could feel a cosmic power discharging from them, a power unlike any he had ever known. Radnock tried to move his arm in an effort to touch one but he was frozen stiff.  
 
    A stirring of energy emanated from within the black hole. Instantly all that was once still was blasted into ultra speed. The accelerated momentum hurtled Radnock’s body into the void—his physical shell stretching and warping until his atoms split on the molecular level. What remained of Radnock on the corporeal plain had vanished. His existence had transferred to energy in its purest form.  
 
    Time was irrelevant in the quantum mechanical realm of the black hole. In what would be calculated by science as seconds, years, centuries, or billions of millennia made little difference in the cosmic abyss, Radnock’s transformation had occurred both light years ago and light years from now.  
 
    Despite his body gone and his molecules scattered, Radnock still had a semblance of awareness, a higher awareness that transcended basic human understanding. His consciousness perceived the transient and the eternal, the past, present and future. All were just a collage to him, forged on the same canvas. He witnessed the creation of the universe and its eventual destruction. He watched humanity’s homeworld born from a cosmic explosion; he viewed that same homeworld reduced to rubble three millennia later. He observed a man step on a moon’s rocky surface for the first time and surveyed more men spread across the galaxy years upon years after.   
 
    Radnock’s own past and future were no different. His birth became as clear as his final breath. Each and every second in-between, no matter how insignificant or vital to his existence, were shown to him and made new again. The love for his parents before their physical forms were lost, his hardships on Mine World and the pain he suffered there, his first encounter with Orion Darkstarr—the only person he had ever called friend, the energy was all there and the emotions that came with them.  
 
    What was left of Radnock found a final wave of comfort in what he had sought out his whole life: death. The final veneers of consciousness that made up the entity known as Radnock Discordia had dispersed into the celestial ether. Only his interminable, intrinsic energy remained to join the cosmic fabric of the universe.  
 
      
 
    Orion Darkstarr was unaware of what had transpired within the recesses of the black hole. He had only seen the Eris sucked into the void, but that was enough. The virus was gone and Radnock Discordia was dead. Yet, for some inexplicable reason, Orion was saddened. For years he had always wondered what became of Radnock. Somewhere, deep down, Orion hoped Radnock would have changed. He never forgot the fateful day he first met that young boy in the park who had shared an apple with him, that young boy who he had also shared a short but genuine friendship with. He would never forget.  
 
    “That black hole, it’s changing!” Cord howled, pointing out the cockpit window.  
 
    Ace’s mouth dropped open, “Holy slag, it’s getting bigger!”  
 
    “We’re picking up solar particle expansion,” Nova explained, “in a couple minutes that thing will be an intermediate-mass black hole. Everything in an eight thousand kilometer span will be sucked in!”  
 
    “Legart, take us out of here,” ordered Orion.  
 
    “You don’t gotta tell me twice,” Legart retorted, twisting the steering gear to the side and slamming the throttle to maximum thrust.  
 
    For the briefest of instances it seemed that the Galaxy Runner would evade the hole’s gravitational pull. However, such optimism was short lived. The ship trembled and broke to a frantic stop. All forward momentum ceased and the ship was dragged backwards.  
 
    “Burn overthruster at full power!” Orion shouted.  
 
    Legart hurriedly flicked a switch but nothing happened. “It’s no good; she’s already pushing the limit!”  
 
    “No way,” Ace bellowed nervously, “what are you saying? This ship's got more in her than that, she has to!” He shot a worried glance at Orion. “You've got one of your miracle plans for this, right?” 
 
    Nova monitored the radar, her voice faltering, “We’ve just entered A.G.E., Absolute Gravitational Embrace! There’s no way our thrusters can pull us out of this, Orion.”  
 
    Cord was silent, his heart throbbing within his chest. He curled up in his seat, placing his hands beneath him to ease their trembling.  
 
    Legart let go of the steering gears and relaxed his shoulders. “We had a good run, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You’re just giving up?” Ace barked. 
 
    “Kid, I’m a stubborn bastard, and I’d never go down without a hell of a fight, you know that—but I know when my card’s up,” professed Legart, “ain’t no one in the entire galaxy ever survived A.G.E.”   
 
    “He’s right,” Nova added, slumping back in her seat, defeated. “Even a star-jump’s out of the question, we wouldn’t be able to build up enough speed to initiate the stardrive.” 
 
    Ace leapt forward, dashed across the cockpit and nearly pushed Legart out of his seat. “There’s always a way out, always! Make the impossible possible, that's our motto!” He gripped the steering gears and fired the afterburners. A warning light flashed overhead—FUEL RESERVES: 1% REMAINING. The ship jerked slightly forward before being pulled closer towards the whirling gullet of blackness.  
 
    His valiant effort proven to be in vain, Ace dropped to the floor. “How long we got?” 
 
    “Two or three minutes, at most,” Nova answered softly.  
 
    Legart put his hand on Ace’s shoulder, “You tried, not a soul in the universe can’t say you didn’t. We all did.” Legart spun his chair around, “Orion, it’s been a—” 
 
    Orion hadn’t heard a word. He sat in his command chair, hunched over deep in contemplation. He gnawed at his lower lip and tapped his foot against the floor. He be damned if he gave up now, not after coming so far. It wasn’t only his life caught in the gamble, but the lives of his crew and Orion Darkstarr would never let his crew down.  
 
    “Orion…?” prompted Legart. He knew Orion well enough to see that he was in the midst of trying to formulate a plan, as hopeless as that was. “Face it, we’ve made some pretty impossible escapes in our time but there’s no way—” 
 
    “Ace is right, there’s always a way,” Orion firmly replied, “Always.” A smile spread across his lips. “Turn the ship around—toward the black hole.” 
 
    “What?” the crew blurted out in unison.  
 
    “We’re about out of fuel, right?” Orion continued, “The black hole will serve as our momentum, it’ll take us well beyond required speed.”  
 
    “Required speed, for what?” Ace inquired.   
 
    “A star-jump.”  
 
    “But at our current distance, that means we won’t be able to star-jump until we’re at the entrance of the black hole, maybe even inside it!” Nova forewarned. “No one’s ever jumped that close to one before!” 
 
    “Then we’ll have the honor of being the first,” Orion countered. “Time’s against us, so let’s make what little we have count.” 
 
    Cord held firm to his seat while Ace rushed back over to the metal beam to brace himself. Nova initiated the stardrive and Legart spun the steering gears.  
 
    Nova counted down, “Star-jump in ten…nine…eight…”  
 
     
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s thrusters had darkened, the once bright flames extinguished. The remaining one-percentage of fuel reserve was redirected to the ship’s starboard retrorockets. They flared on for the shortest of moments, providing the ship with just enough power to rotate around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. The Galaxy Runner’s nose was directed straight at the black hole, which neared by hundreds of kilometers each second. The speed that the ship launched at the bleak void was faster than any fuel-powered thruster could carry it.  
 
    An electrical glow surged around the Galaxy Runner while a shell of light encircled the ship. They had crossed the final threshold and neared the cusp of the hole. With a blinding white explosion of radiance, the Galaxy Runner had vanished.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Base 
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 11:59  
 
      
 
    Canis Elnath sat alone at his desk in the darkened office. A bottle of whisky and an empty shot glass rested at one side while the other was cluttered with stacks of folders and paperwork, each to be filled out in triplicate. Fifteen officers had been killed in Radnock’s attack on the base, another twelve injured, and an estimated ninety-thousand credits in damages to the docking bay. Not only would all of this need to be documented, but it was a given that the Galactic Authority Council would probably call an investigation to look into the situation further, which meant even more paperwork and red tape.  
 
    Of course, that was an insignificant issue compared to dealing with Tharsis Tholus, who Canis had been in constant communication with for the previous two hours. For all the Galaxy Enforcement chief knew, Radnock could have eluded the Galaxy Runner, still possessed the capsule, and was on the verge of opening it.  
 
    A top square section of Canis’s desk folded open, revealing a display monitor. The Galaxy Enforcement insignia flashed onto the screen. An officer’s voice escaped from the speaker, “Sir, we’ve just received report that our internal network has been accessed by an unauthorized source.”  
 
    Canis ran his hands through his hair. What else could possibly go wrong today? “Have you traced from where?” he asked warily.  
 
    “We can’t, it's a first rate hacking job. All we know is that someone infiltrated our security firewalls and left a coded message for you, sir.” 
 
    “For me? Have you opened it yet?” 
 
    “We’re not able to; it’s protected by a digital barrier. It’ll only open when sent to your frequency.” 
 
    “Send it through then,” Canis ordered. “I’ll take a look at it.” 
 
    “Sending now, sir,” the officer confirmed before his voice faded from the speaker.  
 
    Canis’s desktop monitor received the transmission. The Galaxy Enforcement insignia on the screen was replaced with Orion Darkstarr’s face.  
 
    The pre-recorded message began playing. “Radnock and the virus are gone; both received a one way ticket to the Chaosphere.” Orion cocked his head back, “I’m sure Galaxy Enforcement will take credit for it, that is, if you don’t try to cover the whole thing up.” The space pirate cracked a grin and added, “Might be for the best that way. However, I was going to stop by and claim my reward for our good deed, but I’ll just take it out of the next cargo shuttle we come across.” Orion gave a mocking salute, “I’m sure our paths will cross again, Elnath—but until they do, happy hunting.” 
 
    The transmission ended and the screen went black. Canis Elnath couldn’t help but smile. Orion Darkstarr was right. It would be best if the whole situation was covered up. If word got out that a pirate had saved the galaxy…Canis shook his head and laughed. He refilled his shot glass and held it out before him.  
 
    “Until next time, Darkstarr.” He drank the whisky down.    
 
      
 
    Omega Satura Sector 
 
    January 15th, 086 G.C. 
 
    Time Log: 12:03  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner’s thrusters burned bright as she pulled away from the hijacked fuel shuttle. With engines running at maximum power, she shot across the stars, leaving a blue speckled trail of afterburner particles in her wake.  
 
      
 
    Cord read the diagnostic, “Fuel tanks full.”  
 
    “Only if our last hijacking went that well,” Ace declared, entering the cockpit. “What a trip, we save the galaxy and don’t even make one lousy credit off it.” 
 
    Legart set the Galaxy Runner to autopilot and pulled away from the controls. “To blazes with credits, we’re just lucky we made it outta the Chaosphere in one piece.” 
 
    Turning from the navigational instrument panel, Nova nodded to Cord. “Good work back there, kid. You held your own.”  
 
    “Yeah, Orion,” started Ace, “you still haven’t filled us in, who’s the little guy?” 
 
    “His name’s Cord,” Orion announced, “the newest member of the Galaxy Runner.”  
 
    “Is that right?” Legart shook Cord’s hand. “Welcome aboard. It’ll be a privilege flying with you, Cord.”               
 
    “Thanks,” Cord exclaimed, finding it hard to conceal his excitement. “That means a lot coming from a member of the Galaxy Runner!”  
 
    Legart cast a mocking glance at Ace. “The new kid’s one hell of a gunner, Ace—might even be better than you.” 
 
    Ace playfully rolled his eyes, “Yeah, yeah, the kid’s good—but let’s not get carried away.” 
 
    “Well, captain, where to now?” Nova asked.  
 
    “Set a course for…” Orion waved his hand nonchalantly, “…the Haleos system.”  
 
    Legart resumed the controls. “Aye, aye, captain.”  
 
    “Course set,” announced Cord.  
 
    Nova locked in the coordinates. “Preparing for star-jump.” 
 
    “Treasure’s to be had out there.” Orion smiled. “Let’s go get it.” 
 
    Ace slapped his hands together. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”  
 
      
 
    The Galaxy Runner vanished in a dazzling flash of light.  
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