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Newly Qualified Space Pilot Gabriel O’Connell was so excited that finally he was being allowed to travel out amongst the stars all by himself and he could finally travel the Great Human Empire exactly how he had always wanted.

He sat on his small cramped grey metal command throne with a small holographic blue console in front of him. He had always liked how warm, soft and great the holographic felt against his skin whenever he touched it. This holographic console was so much better than the older ones in training that used to burn his hands.

Gabriel really enjoyed the sweet aromas of pecans, hot chocolate and coffee that filled the cockpit. He was so looking forward to having a break later when he reached the approved travel lanes and he could switch the ship to auto-pilot.

Once that happened he could have a break, have a cup of coffee and just enjoy watching all the stunning ships around him. Sadly that wouldn’t happen for a few hours yet so he was going to have to just enjoy the sweet wonderful smells for now.

He so badly wanted to get the ship on auto-pilot.

He always had to admit that the cockpit was cozy if not a little small considering he could barely move around in it. It was only because of the advanced vibrating and stretching technology in the command throne that stopped him from developing a bad back or something.

He had watched his trainers struggle, hiss in pain and groan whenever they had to move. Gabriel really didn’t want to end up like them, granted in the Great Human Empire it was rare for people to have something as mundane as bad backs but if a pilot wasn’t careful then it wasn’t hard to achieve.

Gabriel admired the long blue blade-like hologram next to him that showed the shuttle with all three thousand passengers onboard. He was so pleased that he had been given permission to fly this beauty for a change instead of the old decommissioned fighter craft they had to train in.

He had to admit he was surprised at how weirdly it turned, how the large engines vibrated, popped and banged as they glided through the icy cold void of space, but it was easier to fly than the fighter craft of training because it wasn’t as sensitive to movement.

Gabriel hated how whenever he wanted to turn left or right in a fighter craft he needed to have lightning-fast reflexes or he would die. He had crashed way too many fighters that way and now Gabriel could understand why they had given him a bulky blade-like shuttle for his first official duty.

The sheer darkness of the void outside was a little unnerving. Gabriel didn’t like how there wasn’t a single star close by, Empire patrol or even another sign of life. It was a little scary and Gabriel had never done this trip before.

He knew he had to take these passengers and tourists from an old mining world that they had been visiting for the historical value of the planet, and onwards towards a space station where they could get a connecting flight back to their home planet.

Gabriel didn’t care what worlds these people belonged on, all he cared about was making sure they got home safely.

Red flashing warning lights exploded around him.

The entire shuttle jerked.

Gabriel looked at the blue hologram and frowned when he noticed that they had lost an engine. He felt the shuttle slowly start to slow down and he realised they had a massive problem.

The problem with Empire vessels was that they were so finely balanced, planned and maintained that they couldn’t make a journey on one engine. It was simply impossible because of how the fuel distribution worked.

Gabriel clicked on the hologram and frowned as he noticed the engines were completely burnt away. Which was strange enough because the only engine failure he had studied at the Academy had to do with fire, bomb attacks and worse.  

And there were systems in place to make sure the damage was contained. But this engine was completely dead, wrecked and annihilated.

Gabriel pressed the console and started searching for an emergency signal so he could call for help but in the middle of nowhere and he was fairly sure the nearest Empire patrol or battle force was over five solar systems away.

Gabriel activated his emergency beacon and just hoped beyond hope that someone would detect it at some point.

“Captain we have your customers hostage,” a voice said from outside.

Gabriel activated the lockdown protocols that sealed the cockpit off from the rest of the shuttle. He coughed as the sweet aromas were replaced with the musty smell of poor enviro-systems activating for the first time ever.

It was critical that the pilot’s oxygen supply ran on a different system compared to the other people in case the main enviro-systems were tainted. 

“That’s clever,” the voice said. “I did not imagine a ship this old would have a system sealing you off from me,” 

Gabriel stood up and went over to the immensely thick solid steel door, he pressed the intercom button and ordered a hologram to appear.

Gabriel jumped as a blood-red hologram revealed an immense three-metre-tall superhuman soldier of the traitor legions. Superhumans created by the Emperor himself but turned against him and sought to enslave humanity in the name of their Lord of War.

He had no idea how the traitor legions worked but he had heard rumours. He didn’t know what legion this one belonged to but Gabriel hated it.

“We have rigged your ship to explode in one Earth hour,” the superhuman said. “If you do not do what we say within that hour then we will kill you and everyone will be sent to a mindcamp,”

Gabriel grabbed his stomach as his churned, flipped and tightened all at once. Everyone in the Empire had heard stories of the Mindcamps, the planets dedicated to turning even the most loyal warriors of the Emperor into mindless drones that only served the Lord of War.

“You cannot do that. People will find me,” Gabriel said.

The voice laughed. “Of course. That is what we are counting on after all. You have one hour to create as much noise as possible to attract as many Empire warships as possible,”

Gabriel shook his head. “You plan to use us as bait,”

The superhuman looked at something next to him and nodded almost like he was receiving a report of some kind.

“My forces tell me a massive Empire battle group will be here in the next hour. If you alert them to the hostage situation, you die. If you try to kill us you die. If you try anything at all you die,”

Gabriel cut the hologram and listened to the almost demonic laughter of the superhuman and he really wished he was in the Empire Army now, if he had done that he might at least have some idea about what to do.

He went back over to his command throne and hissed as its warmth caught him off-guard. This wasn’t good in the slightest, he somehow needed to save three thousand people on his shuttle, kill the superhumans and make sure the Empire battle forces coming to his location wouldn’t be killed.

He had a hell of a lot to achieve and only an hour to do it in.
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After half an hour of searching for top-secret signals, frequencies and ways to secretly call for support, Gabriel had to admit that he was doomed. There weren’t any signals he could secretly hack into and everything he had been taught at the Academy about what to do in a crisis situation didn’t apply here.

He was fairly sure his entire crew was knocked out. Gabriel doubted they had been killed because that was twenty less bodies to brainwash for the traitors, and as much as everyone in the Empire hated the traitors, everyone knew they weren’t thick.

They were cold, cunning and extremely intelligent. That was exactly what Gabriel needed to be right now.

Gabriel knew that the traitors only could have come from the mining world itself and as much as he couldn’t believe it, it was taught at the Academy that despite the sheer size of superhumans, certain traitor legions could easily blend into crowds of baseline humans.

It made no sense but Gabriel didn’t doubt their skill for a second.

Gabriel wasn’t sure what the traitors were up to on the mining planet but they were probably scouting, exploring and collecting materials for their Dark Lords. Gabriel hated them, truly hated them.

But the superhuman had mentioned forces so somehow Gabriel really did believe that the superhuman was in contact with another battle group or something.

Gabriel tapped on the holographic console and ran another scan for communication relays. There wasn’t one.

He had once heard about traitors using old Empire communication frequencies from the times before they turned traitor, so Gabriel ran a scan for those frequencies. He only knew about them because the Academy taught them to run away immediately if the frequencies were ever detected.

He had a single frequency that wasn’t being used by any modern-day Empire organisation including the Angels of Death and Hope, the superhumans loyal to the Emperor. Gabriel ran it through Empire databases that he was so glad he had access to.

The frequency belonged to the Raven Crow legion. 

Gabriel smiled because they were infiltration specialists so Gabriel knew exactly why they wanted Empire forces to here come. He had no doubt the Raven Crow wanted to fake a battle, destroy a bunch of Empire forces in the process and then sneak onto the Empire warships when they came to save the shuttle.

It was so clever.

But so deadly.

Gabriel couldn’t believe exactly why the Raven Crow legion wanted to infiltrate an Empire battle fleet but that didn’t matter.

He had to find a way to warn them and stop the plan.

“I see you found my signal,” the superhuman said from outside.

Gabriel went over to the intercom and the red holographic form of the superhuman appeared again.

“What do you hope to achieve human? You have our frequency
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