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Prologue

	Precog Tower, Guild Enclave, Earth

	Ships burned in the deep. Martia drifted among them, watching dispassionately. She tried to catalogue every detail of the battle, ignoring the deadly beams passing through her incorporeal form. Confed warships battled with Grakon, while a third force sniped at both. Martia recognised a Chambeshi base ship jump into the system and try to intervene with its forces like an outraged referee. The huge ship should’ve been enough to intimidate all three combatants into standing down, but instead they joined forces and attacked. Martia watched in horror as a ship carrying hundreds of thousands of sentients died.

	The vision changed.

	Martia floated above a planet she didn’t recognise. It must be one of the colonies. There was a station. The moment she noticed, she appeared in station central, and panic lay thick over the station’s staff. One man seemed calmer than the others, and worked his controls. He ignored the crying and the shouts. Martia appeared behind him and watched over his shoulder as he finished what he was doing. Dozens of courier drones erupted into space, and diverged wildly to escape the incoming raiders. The slave ships fired at the station, and…

	The vision changed.

	Martia watched a girl running out of a building as if pursued by demons. The child was preteen and ran like the wind. Martia pursued her into the trees, and lost her there. The screams gave her a direction, and she arrived to find a man with his trousers around his ankles, dying. The girl lay on her back staring into the sky as if in a trance, her clothes ripped away, blood still drying on her bruised thighs. The girl didn’t notice when the man’s eyes exploded from his head.

	The vision changed.

	Martia’s thoughts reeled. The visions came faster and faster, overwhelming her ability to keep track. The girl again, running from the same building, this time with a backpack and a flute case in her hands. She ran into the trees. Martia pursued and followed the screams. Two men in armour with riffles writhed upon the ground, dying. The girl’s flute lay discarded nearby, but the girl had escaped. Martia watched as the men’s eyes exploded. She looked up, and found the girl hiding in a tree, her white knuckled fist clutching her pink backpack, her eyes vacant with shock.

	The vision changed.

	Wearily, Martia stood staring up at a tower. It was a precog tower, part of a Guild enclave. The clouds were pink, and the sun the wrong colour. It wasn’t Philadelphia’s enclave on Earth where she lived. As she watched, the top half exploded, the Guild logo spun away to crush nearby buildings. Debris rained down upon her. The tower rocked, and began a graceful fall. It toppled toward her. Martia cringed away and…

	The vision changed.

	The girl again. Older. Standing before a Grakon, taking a beating and lecture. She was terribly thin. Starved. One eye was swollen shut, and her cheek heavily bruised. A claw mark scarred one cheek, and festered. Martia tried to calm herself and learn what she was supposed to learn from this, but her thoughts were increasingly jumbled. The girl’s good eye peered feverishly at the Grakon from a dark pit. Old bruises marred her bare arms. The girl called him master, and tried to placate him. She was his slave. The Grakon was in a rage, and struck her too hard. Martia heard the girl’s neck break, and felt a terrible doom grow closer. The Grakon hissed and crouched sorrowfully beside the corpse. He roared, stretching his neck and head high. The keening was his people’s way of mourning a loved one.

	The vision changed.

	The girl again. Much older. She stormed along a ship’s corridors. She wore Guild regalia, her cloak billowed in her wake revealing her robes. Her Confed Marine bodyguards grinned at her back and tried to keep up. Ahead of her, a naval officer waited to greet her. They hugged, and the doom Martia feared lessened. The commodore led her into a room, and the girl jumped into the arms of a man a decade her senior. The medallion at his throat, and the space black uniform he wore, proclaimed him a Guild navigator.

	The vision changed.

	The girl, young again. Standing before a Grakon, taking a lecture. She was thin but not starved. One eye was swollen shut, and her cheek bruised. A claw mark scarred one cheek, but it hadn’t festered. The girl called him master, and tried to placate him. She spoke in his own language, and pretended to be a lesser male of his clan. She kept her eyes lowered, her arms back and wide from her sides like a Grakon’s vestigial wings. It was a display of submission. The Grakon hissed, his temper abruptly cooling as he noted her posture. He patted the girl’s bruised cheek tenderly. She grinned, and spat blood on the floor. 

	The vision changed and changed and changed, crushing Martia beneath horror after horror. Her thoughts spun and she reeled into oblivion.

	 

	Martia awoke from her latest episode with a splitting headache and foul taste in her mouth. She opened her eyes and groaned as the light stabbed her retinas with white hot agony; she closed them tight. Groaning again at this new abuse of her system, Martia rolled onto her front, and pushed onto hands and knees.

	Her body felt wrong. Too big. Her face hurt and her bones ached. Her muscles shook with weakness, and her belly cramped with remembered hunger. She was starving. Not real, none of it. Her mind knew the truth, but her body was slow in catching up. The episode had been severe, and she was still partly that abused little girl on an alien world. Not real, she lied to herself, trying to make her body remember who she really was. It would be real for someone, just not her.

	Martia was barely twenty-five earth standard, but she felt old this morning. On hands and knees with head hanging, the pain lessened. It was her personal recovery position. It always worked. She didn’t know why. The Guild’s medics didn’t either. The healer adepts swore there wasn’t a physiological reason for it, like blood pressure, or inner ear equilibrium, or other arcane verbiage that meant nothing to her. She didn’t care. It worked. That’s all she cared about. Other precogs found floating in a pool or zero gee better for managing their symptoms. She’d always preferred a comfy bed to zero gee, and she’d bloody drown in a pool. AI surveillance or no.

	“Lights,” she croaked. “Low.”

	“I’m sorry, please try again,” Samantha said, her beautiful voice surrounded Martia, like a bubble of calm.

	The tower’s AI always sounded soothing. She’d been designed that way to keep her prisoners happy, but it wasn’t working right now.

	“Lights fucking low, you misbegotten spawn of a traffic computer!”

	“There’s no need to shout, Adept Martia. The lights in your chambers have been set low for ten point six standard hours.”

	“Lights off then!”

	“Done. Anything else you can’t be bothered to do manually, your Adeptness?”

	“No need to get snippy,” Martia grumped.

	“Snippy? A moment ago, you slandered my parentage like a spoiled child. Should I have one of my minions wash and dress you like one? You’re a little old for it, but I could close my eyes if you like.”

	Martia snorted. “The only use I have for a minion is the appendage between its legs. It is morning?”

	“It is.”

	Her head finally cleared enough to remember duty. “Seal last night’s neural recording of my episode, and inform the Director I’m announcing an event. Time stamp the log of these requests, and ask for a meeting with him and his staff.”  

	Samantha’s delayed response could’ve been a natural pause for thought, but she was an AI. She didn’t need such moments to collect her thoughts. Adept Martia, Class One Precognitive, had just declared an event, and Samantha had protocols to follow. An event was to a normal precog vision, as a class five hurricane was to a tropical storm. The latter could be inconvenient, while the former a disaster of epic proportions.

	Martia opened her eyes carefully and found soothing darkness split only by a few dim status lights on the walls. The LEDs indicated the psi dampening field and the neural net’s recording systems were active. They always were. They’d done their work last night while she lay like a corpse. The neural lace caging her poor abused brain had whispered all her secrets to the archive through the tower’s network. The Guild left nothing to chance. Her rooms were a luxurious prison. Her so-called gifts ensured it.

	“About that minion,” Samantha enquired and coughed delicately. “Do you want big and brawny jock, or nerdy school boy this morning?”

	Martia grinned despite the headache. Samantha’s minions were life-like androids that came in all shapes and sizes. She’d sampled them all at one time or another. Her gift meant she couldn’t abide unshielded thoughts, and no one could perfectly shield themselves while intimate. Sex was about being out of control, or it should be. It lowered all barriers. Her solution wasn’t uncommon among precogs, though some did tough it out with other adepts. She envied them. She couldn’t imagine trusting someone enough to lower her shields. Surrendering her body was one thing, but her mind? No. Just no. 

	“I think I’ll pass. I need to clean up, and I could use some breakfast. We need to meet with the Director and review last night’s event.”

	“Do you want me to wash your back?” Samantha said as the news raced through channels. Wake up calls and other notifications were already being triggered throughout the Guild’s hierarchy.

	Martia reconsidered a brief tumble, but the event was important. She wasn’t completely irresponsible. Still, she could multi-task in the fresher and Samantha had offered. 

	“That would be lovely. Do you have time to do it yourself?”

	The question was rhetorical of course. Samantha was probably having sex, conversing, bathing, and debriefing all the precogs in the tower at the same time. On top of that was the tower’s actual maintenance and day to day administration, plus anything the enclave’s other AIs wanted to chat about.

	“I’ll see you there,” Samantha said.

	It took Martia a few minutes to recover enough to get out of bed and enter the bathroom. Samantha was already in the fresher, and lathering up. The sight took Martia’s breath away, and she stopped to watch. The AI knew exactly what turned her on.

	Samantha’s minions were autonomous androids, but they could be controlled directly. At those times, minions became more. Avatars of the AI herself. It was a subtle but detectable difference in expression and movement. Minions were amazing examples of biotech, but they weren’t self-aware. Samantha’s avatar wasn’t a soulless machine made of human meat. She was really in there. It was her.

	Martia watched the athletic woman in the fresher, and felt warmth pooling low in her belly. Tall and strong looking without being overly muscled, Samantha had wide shoulders and well-defined arms. A narrow waist and wide hips. Her flat belly had just a hint of abdominal muscle ridging her lovely skin. Her quads and butt flexed as her weight shifted, drawing attention. Martia stripped and approached shyly. Samantha turned to her with a welcoming smile. All that power held in check by a mind infinitely compassionate and knowing of Martia’s needs. It was a huge turn on.

	Their gazes met as Martia approached, but Samantha’s busy hands kept working soap over her breasts and between her legs. Martia offered her open palm and Samantha gave her the bulb of scented soap. The AI turned her back and raised her face into the spray. Martia soaped up, and then let her hands wander over Samantha’s back. Her skin was perfection, soft and warm and slick. Martia pressed her breasts against that warmth, and reached around Samantha to explore her belly and lower. Her hands wandered wherever whim took them.

	Samantha turned in the cage of Martia’s arms, and they kissed tenderly. They hadn’t been together like this in ages, and they took their time to become reacquainted. Samantha explored and tasted every curve and crevice of the fragile human in her charge, and Martia returned the favour. Gasps and moans became their only form of communication for the while. Steam filled the room, and pleasure filled Martia’s thoughts and body. Quiet moans and giggles occupied them, until Martia hung limp in Samantha’s strong arms, her body quaking from multiple orgasmic contractions.

	Unable to stand on legs gone shaky, Martia slumped under the pummelling jets and spray, spent but safe in Samantha’s powerful arms. She spasmed continuously. The aftershocks shaking her body to the core. Nothing else mattered. The event and her fears faded. All was well, as she floated in a warm ocean of bliss. She sank into it and drifted. Martia smiled up at her lover, and the AI smiled back, her eyes alive with knowing.

	Her friend. Her lover. The warden of her prison. Only Samantha’s ageless eyes mattered.

	Her eyes.

	Her eyes.

	Her eyes.

	Samantha’s vast intelligence was in them. Watching and waiting. And knowing. And giving. Forever ageless.

	 

	Samantha held Martia until she’d recovered, and then washed her like the child she’d earlier accused Martia of being. It made her laugh and threatened another round of play, but the event was intruding into her thoughts again. The Director would understand morning ablutions taking a little longer after an event, but he wouldn’t take kindly to Martia using her elevated status purely for pleasure. The event conferred notoriety and a fleeting form of status; it didn’t absolve her of the responsibilities integral to her position. 

	Samantha left, dry now but still naked, to store her avatar.

	Martia dressed in a white button-down shirt and black form fitting trousers. She didn’t bother with formal robes outside of special events. Most in the Guild wore a variation on the theme. Smart casual, or if in administrative positions, a light grey suit. Precogs weren’t a uniformed branch of the Guild like the Justiciars. The Guild medallion at her throat was her only concession to formality. It was mandatory for all branches. 

	Martia entered her dining room to find a minion waiting to serve breakfast. Samantha was only a word away from taking control of it, but butler droids were generally autonomous units. They all looked the same. Men in dark suits of indeterminate age and race. They were athletic without being bulky; the same model security services used. Give a butler a weapon, and no one would know he wasn’t a security droid until he tried to pull the trigger. At that point, it would probably be a good idea to duck. Security androids knew weapons; they had special protocols. Butlers knew how to serve good coffee.

	Martia ate her breakfast and finished up with juice. The butler cleared away the dishes and silently departed, leaving Martia to reluctantly contemplate the event. She wouldn’t be the only one. Elsewhere in the tower, analysts would be crunching data looking for points of congruence. She wondered if any of the other precogs had declared an event, and if they had, did it match hers? She couldn’t ask until after debriefing for fear of contaminating results. Precogs were sensitive to outside influences.

	The difference between a normal precog vision and an event was one of magnitude. Either could happen at any time, and was why precogs were housed within the tower where their life signs and neural nets could be monitored. Visions were usually of short duration, and might feature people in their daily lives. They could be debilitating, but symptoms usually faded quickly. Events were a different matter. They often involved more people. They were usually detailed and lasted longer. Disasters, natural or otherwise, would hit a precog’s awareness as an event. Wars, earthquakes, meteor strikes… anything causing big change or loss of life would be event worthy.

	Martia remembered the girl in the tree. She was the event, not the war surrounding her arrival.

	***

	 


 

	1 — Battle Stations

	Aboard CNS Vengeance on extended patrol

	All over the ship, the clanging alarm jolted the crew awake and sent them running for their stations. Marines sealed themselves inside weapon blisters and brought their targeting systems online. Elsewhere, damage control parties clambered into hard suits built to protect them while they worked in hazardous conditions.

	“How’s she armed, XO?” Captain Gifford asked.

	Commander Riggs, Gifford’s executive officer, worked her controls without looking up from scan. Her high cheekbones and sharply defined chin were thrown into shadow by the bridge’s dim lighting, and the glow of her displays almost turned her into a stranger. She frowned at what the sensors showed her, fingers flashing over the console as she refined the data. After a moment, she nodded and looked up, ready with her analysis.

	“Target designate Alpha One. She’s an old Nova-class cruiser, Skipper. Looks standard for her class. Torpedoes over missiles.”

	Gifford frowned. Nova-class cruisers were obsolete, but he could hardly expect a privateer to own a modern warship. It wasn’t the Nova itself that made him uneasy. It was her armament. Torpedoes had much higher yields than missiles, but they lacked the range, penetration aids, and manoeuvrability a modern missile carried as standard. Torpedoes were nearly useless nowadays. Even a half-decent merchantman’s point defence could nail one in flight, so their presence aboard that ship made him wonder what she was hiding. Surely she had more than her standard loadout of missiles and energy weapons to draw on, but if she did, Riggs hadn’t found them yet.

	“Keep scanning, XO. They’re hiding something.”

	Riggs started to reply, then thought better of it. “Aye, aye, sir.”

	“All stations report manned and ready, Skipper,” Lieutenant Jacoby reported.

	Gifford noted the response time and nodded in satisfaction. “Very good. Any response to our hails?”

	Jacoby shook his head. “No, sir. Nothing.”

	“Are we sure they heard us?” Riggs asked. “It’s an old ship. They might not have our range.”

	“Good thought, XO.” Gifford raised an eyebrow at Jacoby. “John?”

	“She’s old, sir,” Jacoby said, “but not that old. If she still has her core tap.”

	“She does,” Riggs said.

	“Then she heard us, Skipper. She has more than enough power to receive comm traffic at twice our current range. She’s trans-light capable. I’d be willing to bet a month’s salary she has her own hypercom aboard.”

	Gifford nodded. Hypercom communications provided near-instantaneous message traffic in system and were the next best thing to dead weight anywhere else. Ships trying to communicate in hyperspace didn’t. That had always been the way of it.

	“That’s good enough for me. Hail them again and order them to heave to for inspection.”

	Jacoby’s fingers moved over his console. “Aye, sir. It’s on the chip.”

	“Send it.”

	“Aye, sir. Transmitting now.”

	Gifford watched as they closed on their silent target. If the Nova was what he thought she was, her captain would make his move any time now. He almost wished the man would open fire and give him an excuse to blow him away.

	“New contact!” Riggs sang out. “Multiple unpowered contacts separating from Alpha One. She’s jettisoning cargo, sir. She’s going to run for it.”

	Gifford tensed. “Weps, fire a warning shot across her bows. Standard nuke. Repeat our order to heave to.”

	“Aye, Skipper,” Lieutenant Ansel said from Tactical.

	“Transmitting now, sir,” Jacoby reported a moment later. “Still no response to our earlier hails.”

	Gifford hadn’t expected one, not now. Ansel fired a single missile, and it streaked away from Vengeance before detonating one hundred and fifty kilometres ahead of the fleeing target.

	“Good shot,” Gifford said in admiration. “Any closer and you’d have holed her.”

	“She’s going to evasive manoeuvres,” Riggs said, looking up from the data plotted on her displays. “I think she’s planning to duck behind the eighth planet and use the moons for cover. She’s close enough to try it. She might even pull it off, sir.”

	“Well now,” Gifford said, leaning back in his chair. “We can’t have that. Helm, take us to maximum military power.”

	A hiss of surprise moved through the bridge before the helmsman answered. “Aye, sir. Maximum plus ten percent. Plus twelve. Plus sixteen. Max plus twenty attained, Skipper.”

	Regulations were against his decision. Maximum military power was for situations where a ship needed to evade an attacker, not when pursuing a single smuggler, but Vengeance was in fine shape. She had only been released from her latest refit a couple of months before the current deployment, and she could maintain max plus twenty for hours if she had to.

	“Time to target?” Gifford asked.

	“Time to zero-zero intercept is one niner minutes, mark,” Ansel replied instantly.

	“Time to hyper limit?”

	Ansel calculated the answer on her console. “At their current accel, they’ll cross the hyper wall in three two minutes.”

	Gifford nodded. That was what they were going for. They had jettisoned some of their cargo in the vain hope of distracting him from the pursuit, but those tumbling pods were too few to be all the ship carried. They had sacrificed part of their illegal profit to save the greater share. Whatever else they were carrying, banned weapons probably, no one aboard that ship was going to profit from it.

	“Weps, I want them disabled before they can jump into hyper.”

	Ansel hesitated. “Aye, sir, but...”

	“What is it?” Gifford asked, turning his station to regard his tactical officer.

	“I can’t be a hundred percent certain of disabling them at long range without risking their destruction. May I have permission to close to energy range before engaging?”

	“Permission denied,” Gifford said. He hadn’t forgotten about the Nova’s torpedoes. “Do your best to minimise the risk, but if the price of our safety is the destruction of that ship, so be it.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	Gifford watched his target pile on the acceleration in a desperate attempt to lose him. Nova-class cruisers were antiquated and easily overmatched by newer Liberator-class ships like Vengeance. He had twice their firepower and perhaps a twenty percent advantage in range and speed. He would win this battle. He had no doubt of that, but the Nova might still hurt him before it ended. The thought troubled him, but his duty was clear. He watched the range to target cycle downward and gave the order.

	“Fire.”

	Ansel acknowledged the order, and Vengeance’s forward tubes erupted in fury. Six missiles, each with a two-megatonne nominal yield, streaked away and detonated in a preplanned pattern designed to bracket the aft quarter of the fleeing Nova. Vengeance couldn’t fire more than six missiles at once without resorting to her broadside armament, and that was out of the question during a pursuit.

	“Hostile launch detected,” Riggs announced. “Multiple hostile launches.”

	Gifford hunkered down in his chair and watched the light codes flash across the display. Each red icon was a torpedo intent on destroying him and his ship. He turned to Ansel, reassured to see the tactical officer focused on her instruments. Her hands flashed over the controls, but there was no panic in her. He turned back just in time to see her answer the threat. Point-defence laser clusters came online and saturated the torpedoes’ approach vector with lethal beams. One after another, the torpedoes died.

	Ansel ordered her tubes to rapid fire and staggered each missile’s drive activation so the warheads would arrive on target within moments of each other. The first six missiles had detonated well clear of the ship. Two of the follow-up missiles detonated early when the Nova’s point defence caught them. The other four erupted in nuclear fire exactly as planned. Hard radiation hammered the Nova’s targeting sensors and scan. The following eighteen warheads arrived almost unopposed and detonated around her.

	The Nova disappeared in a flash as bright as a sun.

	Gifford stared at the main viewer, watching the fire Ansel had unleashed roll outward. The explosion stole words from him. The nuclear glare reached its limit and slowly swallowed itself, fading and fading until only the broken shape of the target remained.

	“Target disabled, Skip,” Ansel said in satisfaction.

	Gifford stared at her, hardly able to understand what she had said. “Disabled, you say?”

	“She’s right, Skipper,” Riggs said, looking up from scan. “Resolution is poor because my scan is badly degraded, but the target appears to be drifting. Her mains are definitely down. Possibly her weapons as well, though I recommend a cautious approach just in case.”

	Gifford nodded and pulled himself together. He had been certain, after the fury of Ansel’s attack, that the Nova had been utterly destroyed. She hadn’t been. According to tactical, she was still there, broken and bleeding atmosphere perhaps, but still there. He shook his head in disbelief, but relief came with it. He had won with no casualties on his side. He closed his eyes and let the tension drain out of him, then turned back to business.

	“I want the Marines in battle armour now. Tell Major Vitkor I want to see him in my quarters at his convenience.”

	“Aye, sir,” Jacoby said, turning back to his console.

	Gifford considered his exec. “XO?”

	“Sir?”

	“Once we’re certain the Nova is no threat to the ship, I want us close enough to send the Marines in to capture her.”

	Riggs nodded slowly. “And you’re telling me this because...?”

	“I’m going over with them,” Gifford said.

	“No, sir,” Riggs said, her voice flat. “You are not.”

	***


 

	2 — Going In

	Aboard Marine Assault Shuttle Alpha One

	Major Vitkor glanced again at the passenger and scowled. He had enough to do on this trip without adding babysitting to the list. Commander Riggs had been most insistent about that particular passenger. Valuable pieces of his anatomy were at risk should the man come to harm, and he had seen Riggs sparring. He knew she was perfectly capable of carrying out the threat.

	“You will stay with Ferguson and Jenkins,” Vitkor said. “At no time will you attempt to precede them. They’re veterans of boarding actions. You really don’t want to get between them and the enemy. Trust me on this.”

	Gifford probably would have nodded, but battle armour prevented such things. He raised his rifle and saluted with it. “I can follow orders, Major. This is your show.”

	Why didn’t he believe that? Vitkor scowled and turned his attention back to the cockpit viewscreen. The wreck of the Nova was close enough to see with the naked eye now. The aft third of the ship was badly mangled and still hot according to their sensors. It wouldn’t cause problems unless they overstayed. Radiation treatments weren’t fun, and he had no intention of dallying long enough in any hot areas to need them. As they closed on the wreck, he whistled silently. Everyone aboard Vengeance had been whispering about Lieutenant Ansel and how she had taken out the Nova, but seeing the result was different from hearing about it.

	“And she did that with a proximity kill?”

	“That’s what I heard, aye, sir,” the pilot said. “I overheard Lieutenant Jacoby talking about it. The Nova fired torpedoes from her aft launchers, but Ansel nailed them all and took her out. Apparently, she used a whole bunch of nukes slaved together and set them to detonate clear of the ship, like a really big warning shot. That’s what Jacoby said.”

	Vitkor grunted. “Some warning.”

	“The Nova was caught in the fringes. Jacoby says it wasn’t an accident either. The Skipper wanted her disabled.”

	“Well, he got what he wanted.”

	The aft third of the Nova was badly mauled. Her engineering spaces had taken the brunt of it, and it was no wonder she was drifting. The pilot sounded almost cheerful when he said, “Everyone’s real glad Ansel’s on our side, sir.”

	Vitkor snorted. “This is close enough.” Thrusters fired to slow them, and the shuttle came alongside the wreck. “Okay, hold here until you get the word.”

	Vitkor made his way into the troop hold, where his people were busily unclamping themselves from the shock braces arrayed along the hull. Captain Gifford was conspicuously sandwiched between Ferguson and Jenkins. With that particular problem temporarily solved, Vitkor stepped up to the cargo door controls and activated his comm.

	“Pilot, this is Vitkor. All set?”

	“All secure here, sir.”

	Vitkor keyed in the unlock sequence, and the pumps began to evacuate the atmosphere in the hold. While he waited for the amber flashing light to turn red and indicate vacuum, his men assumed their positions before the cargo bay doors. With vacuum attained, the doors began to rumble open, the sound only a dimly felt vibration through the feet of his battle armour. With no air in the hold, all he heard was his own breathing. His comm was silent. No one spoke. No orders were given, and none were needed. His men were highly trained professionals. They had performed similar tasks many times before. Their mission was simple: secure the Nova and its illegal cargo.

	Without needing to think about it, Vitkor activated his thrusters and led his men out of the hold and into the blackness of space. With a quick two-second pulse, he spun head over heels to watch his men disperse. Dispersal was standard procedure on an approach like this. The target seemed dead, but appearances could be deceiving. If a crewman on the Nova still had access to an operational weapons station, dispersal would make the Marines harder to target. It would give everyone at least a chance of making it to the hull alive.

	Another couple of pulses from his thrusters brought him toward the Nova’s hull feet first. All around him, Marines were performing the tricky manoeuvre with economical precision. Gifford had done all right so far. Although it must have been years since he had used battle armour, he performed the manoeuvre well enough. He used more bursts than the procedure strictly called for, but he erred on the side of caution by using small incremental thrusts. Caution was always better in unfamiliar situations. Vitkor approved.

	Vitkor grunted and let his knees collapse when he made contact with the ship. His armour reacted to the impact by automatically activating the tractors in his boots, gripping the hull. The dampers in his armour’s legs recoiled a moment later and pushed him back upright. Vitkor checked that all his men had arrived safely and found them converging on his position next to the cargo lock. He did not expect it to be easy, but he still couldn’t resist trying the airlock controls. They were as dead as the rest of the ship appeared to be. Well, no matter. They could do it the hard way. Marines enjoyed doing it the hard way.

	Vitkor activated his comm. “Biggs, Russo, set your charges.”

	“Copy that,” a chorus of voices said, and two armoured figures moved forward.

	Vitkor watched as his men placed their demolition charges around the lock’s hatch. It took less than five minutes, but of course it felt much longer. Hurry up and wait was his least favourite part of being in the Corps. There was no avoiding it here, though. The job had to be done right, and that was why Biggs and Russo carried the demo gear. Both Marines had a positive flair for blowing stuff up.

	“Fire in the hole!” Biggs yelled in the age-old warning. He triggered the charges, and an intense flash followed.

	The airlock door shredded and blew outward under the force of atmosphere escaping from the lock. Vitkor watched and grunted in satisfaction when the gale subsided. The lock’s inner door had saved the ship from decompression. He activated his thrusters along with his men and entered the ship.

	Vitkor looked around briefly. “Williams, take Cole and Bristol and deploy the patch.”

	“Copy.”

	While Williams and his two helpers quickly resealed the blown outer hatch by deploying the portalock they had brought, Vitkor detailed his men to cover the inner hatch, ready to move into the ship. Each of his three ten-man squads had its objective. He had allocated a place in First Squad to Gifford because Vitkor was leading it personally to the bridge. If something bad happened, he wanted it to happen to him before the captain.

	Vitkor watched Williams working on the portalock. Once activated, the outer seals would expand until they reached a solid surface, usually a breached hatch. In this case, they would seal against the walls, deck, and overhead of the cargo lock itself. It was a little unusual deploying a portalock inside a ship rather than outside on the hull, but they were designed for all sorts of contingencies. They could even be used as makeshift lifepods in a pinch.

	“Good seal, sir,” Williams said, pronouncing himself satisfied.

	“Good job.” Vitkor selected platoon-wide on his comm. “Listen up, people. I don’t want any of you getting dead. We are Marines. Marines don’t die. Dying is what the enemy does when we find him. Get me?”

	“Sir, yessir!”

	“All right then. Barnes, open me this door and let’s get some!”

	“Copy.”

	Marines didn’t die? God, how he wished that were true. He prayed it would be true this time out.

	Barnes moved to the controls and did something. The vibration through Vitkor’s feet spoke of pumps activating. At least the ship had power. The thought pleased him. It would make their job easier if they had light on the other side of the hatch. Fighting a battle using sensors alone was not something he wanted to do. It could be done, and they were trained to do it well enough, but they had enough to think about in battle without having to interpret sensor data at the same time.

	The inner hatch slid aside, and all hell broke loose. Barnes went down cursing under a hail of pulser fire. The Nova’s crew had taken positions along the corridor leading to the cargo lock, and they were ready. Barnes kicked and rolled, trying to get back to his feet, but that could be hard while under attack. Vitkor laid down suppression fire with the others and yelled to be heard over the comm.

	“Barnes!” Vitkor roared.

	Barnes kicked and flapped his arms, muttering all the while. “Goddamned piece of... Sir?”

	“Shut the hell up and flip yourself over. Stop acting like a goddamned first-year recruit and do it! Do I have to come over there?”

	“Sorry, sir, my gyro is out of whack.”

	That explained why a veteran Marine was acting like a complete tyro, but it didn’t help the situation. Vitkor took a moment to reassure himself of Gifford’s location. The captain was on one knee, firing his weapon in controlled bursts. Ferguson and Jenkins stood to either side and slightly ahead of him. Good.

	“Okay, Barnes. Stay there while I sort this out.” Vitkor changed channels. “First Squad, continue suppression fire.”

	“Copy.”

	“Second Squad, fall back to each side of the hatch and drag Barnes out of the goddamned way. Move it!”

	“Copy that,” Sergeant Davis replied.

	Vitkor ignored Barnes’ squawk of protest. “Third Squad, bring up the rail guns and frag those fuckers!”

	“My pleasure,” someone said and laughed evilly.

	“Stow it, Marine,” Vitkor said harshly.

	Vitkor was very aware that the situation had turned into something far from the perfect mission he had envisioned. He didn’t look back again, but he could almost feel Gifford’s eyes on his back, and Vitkor’s face heated. It was anger at the enemy, he insisted silently, but he knew better. It was embarrassment.

	“Someone is going to pay for this,” Vitkor growled.

	“Sir, did you say something?” Sergeant Bastra of Third Squad asked.

	“I said make them pay! What are you waiting for, an invitation?”

	Sergeant Bastra let the heavy thudding of the rail guns that he and two of his men carried attached to their armour be his answer. Bastra and his men stepped into the centre of the hatch, ignoring the shots aimed their way. They walked their fire along the corridor and into the enemy. After the first few seconds, all three of them began marching forward, never ceasing the overwhelming barrage they played back and forth over the enemy.

	It was just like watching a training vid. Rail guns designed to take out armoured vehicles made short work of men and women wearing simple shipsuits. Blood and other nasty things exploded into the air and coated the walls. Blood rained from the overhead where severed arteries had sprayed it. Blood as green as grass, blood yellow as sunflowers, blood as red as that running through a Marine’s veins. It was all one. Alien or human, red or green blood, they were the enemy, and the Marines made that enemy dead.

	“Cease fire!” Vitkor roared. “Third Squad, take the left branch and proceed on mission as previously briefed. I want environmental in my hands within the hour. Go.”

	“Copy that, we’re moving.”

	“Second Squad,” Vitkor said without pause. “Take the right-hand branch and secure the armoury. From there, check out engineering and power generation. Keep a constant watch on your rad counters. If any of you get a heavy dose because you weren’t keeping alert, don’t come crying to me about two-headed babies. I won’t want to hear it. Go.”

	“Copy.”

	Vitkor ignored his men moving out and looked around for Gifford. He found him examining the enemy corpses with Ferguson and Jenkins hovering protectively nearby.

	“Grakon and human,” Gifford said, rising easily to his feet. “It’s unusual to find this many Grakon working so closely with us.”

	Vitkor frowned. “The Nova-class cruisers are Confed. Or they were. Human designed and built.”

	“True, but they’re obsolete and listed as decommissioned. They should have been sent to the breakers for recycling years ago. Obviously, this one wasn’t, and that means there might be others out here doing God knows what. Whether the crew of this one bought it or captured it from someone who did, someone supplied it and falsified records. I would really like to know who.”

	Vitkor could only agree with that sentiment. It was dangerous enough out here with alien races vying with each other for trade routes and God only knew what else, without human privateers armed with decommissioned warships getting in on the act. “Maybe on the bridge you’ll find some answers, sir. We’re on our way there now. I don’t have to remind you of your promise, do I?” Vitkor looked meaningfully at Ferguson and Jenkins.

	“I remember our deal, Major.”

	“Okay then.” Vitkor changed channels to squad-wide. “First Squad on me. We’re going for the bridge access lift. Jenkins, you keep your eyes glued to your motion tracker. Ferguson, you watch thermal imaging. The rest of you keep your sensors on passive until engaging, then do whatever you’re happiest with. Barnes... where the hell is Barnes?”

	“Here, sir!” Barnes said, stepping back around the corner and into sight.

	“What’s the word on your gyro?”

	“It seems fine now, sir.”

	Vitkor’s eyes narrowed at the possible doubt in Barnes’ voice. “Seems?”

	“Is. I meant it is fine now, sir.”

	“Don’t bullshit me, Barnes,” Vitkor grated. “Can you continue, or do I send you back to the shuttle?”

	“It was just a glitch, sir. Stuff like that happens sometimes.”

	Vitkor scowled. Stuff like that did happen sometimes, but there was a world of difference between it happening on Vengeance or during training and having it happen in the middle of a battle. He should send Barnes back. The chances were good that the glitch wouldn’t crop up again this mission, but if it did... he scowled again, thinking of Gifford and the value of another weapon in experienced hands.

	“Okay, Barnes, you stay. But the moment you have a problem, no matter how slight, you report it. Get me?”

	“Aye, sir. On the instant, sir.”

	Like he believed that? Vitkor pretended he did and checked his rifle. “Kennedy has point. Let’s get it done.”

	“Copy that,” Kennedy said, and led the way.

	They made their way deeper into the ship. There were skirmishes with random elements of the Nova’s crew, but Vitkor was forewarned each time by Jenkins and his motion tracker. He itched to use his own instruments and sensors. Moving like this was like walking blind through a minefield, which was not much fun, but if he wouldn’t follow his own orders, who would? Besides, if he allowed the whole squad to go active, they would broadcast their whereabouts to the enemy better than jumping up and down naked while shouting come and get me. They were actually safer moving blind. Intellectually, he knew that was true, but viscerally was another matter. He was tense, and so were his men.

	The attacks upon them were vicious but uncoordinated. It was as if groups of crewmen had banded together and set off to fight without orders. Some groups consisted of five or fewer individuals, others were a dozen strong, but at no time did another attack like the welcoming committee they had received at the lock manifest itself.

	Vitkor used his external speakers to demand the crew’s surrender in the opening moments of each confrontation, but not once did anyone take up the offer. Instead, they fired their weapons in a frenzy, almost forcing the Marines to kill them. The Marines were happy to oblige, but the enemy’s intransigence puzzled Vitkor. Battle armour was almost impervious to the weapons being used against them, and the Nova’s crew had to know that. It would require a very lucky hit indeed to nail an armoured Marine with a mere pulse rifle. It would take rail guns or similar weaponry to seriously endanger the armour’s integrity.

	“I have another concentration gathered at junction Gamma Four, sir,” Jenkins said.

	“Gamma Four?” Vitkor said, bringing up the location on his HUD.

	“Yes, sir. They’re just waiting there for us.”

	Gamma Four was where he needed to go. Vitkor frowned and called a halt while he thought over his options. The crew’s willingness to die for nothing really puzzled him. He would have liked a prisoner to talk to about that. That thought made him wonder if perhaps he already had one and didn’t know it.

	“Third Squad, report status,” he said.

	“We’ve reached the objective, sir,” Sergeant Bastra reported. “I estimate a dozen or so people barricaded inside environmental. I’ve tried talking them out, but no go, sir. I’m about to blow the hatch and take them by storm.”

	“Copy that. Casualties?”

	“None to speak of, sir. I do have a couple of unhappy Marines with breaches in their armour, but nothing the maintenance systems can’t handle.”

	Vitkor sighed in relief. “Prisoners?”

	“None yet, sir. They won’t give up. They’re more scared of us than of dying.”

	And wasn’t that the truth. He had the exact same problem. “Okay, don’t worry about prisoners. Take and hold your objective and await orders.”

	“Copy that.”

	What could make them fear capture so much that they preferred death? Vitkor didn’t know, but he didn’t like the smell of it. He considered telling Gifford, but then dismissed it. What could he tell the captain that he didn’t already know? Nothing.

	“Second Squad, report status,” Vitkor said.

	“Armoury and emergency generators secured, sir,” Sergeant Davis said. “I’m just finishing my sweep of engineering. What little I can access. It’s a real mess down here, a real mess. No one survived the nukes. We found a couple of crewmen dead in the lifepods. Radiation poisoning. It’s hot as hell down here. With your permission, I’m going to withdraw all my men from the engineering spaces back to the armoury.”

	“They’re all dead? You’re sure?”

	“Sure as I can be, sir. I read nothing alive on sensors, but I can’t access all areas of engineering. The damage is too severe. There is one thing I would like to check out, though.”

	“What’s that?”

	“On my way down here, I noticed the boat bay, or where a boat bay should be located on a ship this size. It’s full of what looks like cargo. Might be where they jettisoned those pods from, sir.”

	Interesting. Gifford would be very keen to know what was in there. “Okay. Withdraw your men to safer areas. You can check out the cargo as long as you’re certain you can hold the armoury and emergency generators. I don’t want us all fumbling around in the dark.”

	“No question of that, sir. Like I said, there’s nothing but us Marines still breathing down here.”

	“Okay, go ahead with your inspection.”

	“Copy.”

	Vitkor moved forward and took Kennedy’s place at point. He led his men carefully along the last corridor and ordered them to wait. He edged forward the last few metres and risked a look around the corner. He ducked back as the enemy opened fire.

	“I am Major Vitkor, Confed Marine Corps! Surrender your weapons, and I promise you a fair hearing!” he roared over the noise. “I repeat, surrender your weapons! This is your final warning!”

	The firing continued even without a target for them to aim at. He was really tired of them trying to melt his men’s armour. They would be surly and pissed at him for making them polish it. Pulser burns ruined the paint, and it took a lot of polishing to make good that sort of damage. Rather than order his men to rush them, he decided to finish this group himself without delay. He jacked a round into the grenade launcher attached to his rifle, pointed it around the corner without aiming, and fired. Pull back, pump the slide, point and fire. Pull back, pump the slide, point and fire. Pull back, pump the slide, point and fire.

	The sound of multiple grenades detonating hammered his senses.

	Vitkor waited a few seconds, then edged forward for a look. When no one tried to kill him, he stepped fully into the corridor. Again, no
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