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FOREWORD

By Jason Schmetzer

 

In artillery, the term “fire for effect” is often used to call for the entire battery’s fire after the successful adjustment of fire through ranging rounds. Put another away, firing for effect is the ubiquitous “bringing the rain.” It’s a term of actuation. A term of established actions fulfilling a defined purpose.

The anthology you’re holding is called Fire for Effect, because in 2007 BattleCorps took the new talent grown in the preceding years and let it loose. After three years of steady publication and success, we knew BattleCorps was here to stay. It became time to let the writers free, to see what boundaries they could push or even surpass. It became a time, editorially, for us to try new ideas and new models. And it became time for BattleCorps, as a working part of the BattleTech universe, to fully embrace the new Jihad timeline, both in content and in style.

In 2007 BattleCorps was riding the resurgence of BattleTech. Having successfully begun and completed a number of large products in 2006, and being deeply involved with the newly begun Jihad storyline of the tabletop BattleTech game, BattleCorps had grand plans for 2007. Foremost among these was an anthology of stories called Case White.

In the BattleTech universe, Case White was the code name for ComStar’s massive attack on Terra, humanity’s birthworld, which the interstellar communications conglomerate had lost to its religious splinter group, the Word of Blake. The Word had recently launched its genocidal Jihad on the Inner Sphere, and ComStar hoped to cut off the Word’s head and end the conflict before it could begin. Unfortunately for them, the Word was ready for them. The ComStar task force was destroyed.

Case White was a monumental event for the BattleTech universe. It was one of a series of universe-altering actions that became emblematic for the Jihad timeline. It introduced early the Word of Blake’s lead in technology and intelligence, both gathering intelligence and controlling it. And, best of all for BattleCorps, it was as hell of a fight. We gathered a group of our most prolific, fan-favorite authors and told them to tell the story of Case White.

And they did. You’ll find all nine of those stories right in the front of this anthology.

There was more to a year of fiction, of course. Herbert Beas, the line developer of BattleTech himself, continued his “Forgotten Worlds” saga, introducing readers to some of the hidden, formative elements of the Jihad and the Word of Blake. Kevin Killiany brought readers his “Djinn of Despair” series, continuing the story of his protagonist Lex Atreus. Steven Mohan, Jr. took readers into the heart of Solaris VII gladiatorial ’Mech combat with his “Lion’s Roar” series. A number of writers, both familiar faces and up-and-comers, continued to write either continuing stories or standalone stories. Names like Mohan, Killiany, Schmetzer, Bick, Weldon, Swann and Hardy brought fresh, exciting and topical stories to subscribers.

Behind the scenes it was an interesting year, as well. We decided to push our writers to explore the Jihad storyline. It was a gamble: anyone who’s tried to share a project or had to create a report from different sources knows how hard it can be to keep facts straight. With the Jihad, we hadn’t even figured out all the facts yet. We knew, certainly, that character A would get from point B to point Y. But we didn’t know exactly how many points C, D, E and so on she would stop at. Those were the areas we pushed our storytellers to explore. 2006, you might say, was our ranging round.

In 2007, we fired for effect.

There are seventeen stories in this anthology, including an all-new Jihad tale of the final evacuation of the mercenary world Outreach after the Word of Blake conquered it. I’ll warn you now, the Jihad is the most violent, most in-your-face conflict BattleTech has ever portrayed directly. The game box may say “For Ages 12 and Up” but the fiction for this era is more adult in tone, content and language. Some of them are very emotional, very poignant stories. 

All of them are BattleTech stories.


 

 

 

 

CASE WHITE: ALPHA

By Phaedra M. Weldon

 

TerraSec Command and Control

Geneva, Terra

Word of Blake Protectorate

13 March 3068

 

“Precentor Alsace, we’re receiving an Omega-Prime Priority signal. Real-time HPG...” a comm tech said in a voice nearly downgraded to a whisper with shock. 

My head was one of many heads turning to look at the surprised tech. She focused wide eyes on me. Real-time HPGs are so rare—… I knitted my eyebrows together and gave her a single nod, meant to convey confidence. “Where is it originating from?”

The tech replied, “Transit Point. Looks like a relay through New Earth—Lyran space.” 

I heard the doors to the command and control room open; heard the echoing clack of her heels on the buffed, tiled floor. 

She was coming. 

A tall, looming figure in white robes stepped through the safety doors. 

In the years of my service I’d only heard rumors of the Manei Domini—the Hands of the Master. Manei Domini—a chosen few—handpicked to bear the marks of obedience and belief. A mixture of cybernetic enhancements and flesh, rumored to have been wedded to their very souls. Fear them, believe in them, follow them. 

And until the first blow was struck against the unbelievers, I thought such a sect a myth to frighten away doubt and insolence. 

Until I met Azrael.

I knew fear at that moment, though my deep-seated prejudices barely called Azrael a man. Precentor Azrael, the Master’s Hand on Terra. I feared them. I feared him—Azrael—most of all, feared his calm stare, tranquil voice, and quick temper. 

Until she took his place as Azrael’s presence in the control room. 

Demi-Precentor Lamashti. 

I watched the cloaked figure gracefully take her place on the dais above my own, her face deep within the hood. The Ghost Adepts were implanted with communication technology years in advance of anything I could understand. And hearing. A whisper across a room would could not escape her.

It was rumored Lamashti could hear one’s very thoughts. 

And maybe that was why she had taken over as the leader of Terra’s defense. She was watching me. Watching us all. And listening to see whose loyalty would break during the oncoming storm. 

I wasn’t dull—not in the least. I knew she’d been left here to watch me, to listen to me, to weigh my actions. All for Precentor ROM Alexander Kernoff, the man who could order my replacement. 

Permanently.

Lamashti glanced at me from her position upon the highest podium. The seat of the precentor. “Receive incoming HPG,” she said in her smooth, velvety voice. Every holovid within the control and command room went dark, if only for a few seconds, before being replaced with—

I tightened my jaw so that I wouldn’t react, wouldn’t make a sound. Several of my people weren’t as quick, and when I glanced at Lamashti to see how she reacted to their responses, her only acknowledgement was a blissful smile. 

The image on the holovid was grainy, but no amount of static could blur away the horror of the face before us. It was a man—or the facsimile of one. The entire right side was nothing more than a series of shiny, metal plates, myomer bundles, and a cybernetic eye. It glowed a soft, piercing green. 

The fleshy part of his head was clean shaven, so much like Lamashti’s, save for the dark eyebrow over his left eye, which appeared to be jet black. I narrowed my eyes at the image, my mind trying to pinpoint the heritage of the face—with the dark skin-tone and slight fold to his natural eye—perhaps Polynesian? 

His neck and torso were clothed in deep, blood red robes, leaving what lay beneath to the imagination. I did not want to know—I had only glimpsed an image of this man once before. 

I did not need an introduction. 

“Apollyon,” Lamashti said in her silky voice. She bowed her head and then collapsed her entire frame forward. I was sure if the control console had not been before her, she would have groveled on her knees. 

Taking our cue from the Ghost Adept we did as she did—each afraid to do anything else. 

“Brothers and Sisters of the Word,” the half-man on the screen intoned. His deep, strangely accented voice was filled with strength and authority. “You face a sacred challenge today. The heretics have declared a holy war upon Blessed Terra and all those who defend her. Know that the Master is with you, and that you shall not fail. No matter the means—no matter the cost—the traitors to humanity shall not stain Terra with their presence again.”

Lamashti gave a strong nod. 

I frowned at first, unsure of what the message could mean—until the first perimeter klaxon rang out. It was just after midnight. The ComStar fleet was no longer on approach. 

They were here. 

“All hands—we’re green,” came the voice of a male tech to my right. 

“Lamashti,” Apollyon’s image continued, snapping all eyes back to his, “know also that I shall soon be coming to humanity’s cradle personally. Should you seize any of these foolish infidels alive, present a list to me before my arrival. I will alert Azrael myself.”

The Ghost Adept bowed deeply again, and was rewarded by the same gesture from the man-machine on the viewscreen, right before his image—thankfully—dissolved. The screens returned to their wire-framed grid of the space surrounding Terra. 

I scanned the holovids as they popped up one by one, twenty-by-seventeen centimeter wireframe grid-patterned tacticals of the space surrounding Terra, giving me a three hundred and sixty degree image with me at the center. A feeder rested snuggly in my ear, attached to a fiber-optic mic centimeters from my lips. From here I would watch and give aid to the planet’s defense.

To Lamashti. 

I looked at each of my people, at the mixed expressions of fear and determination. Win we would—but at what costs? And how many lives? How many of us here had lost family and loved ones to this war already? Lost our humanity? 

I shook my head. Such thoughts! Heresy Lamashti would claim if she could truly hear them. 

My first feed of information disproved the previous intel of thirty Com Guard WarShips. 

There were only twenty. 

I suffered myself a slight smile. So some of the ROM reports were lacking. Azrael doesn’t know everything, does he? But it didn’t matter. Twenty, thirty, or even forty—they would all disappear soon enough. To die on a fool’s mission.

It was my turn to initiate the systematic silencing of HPG stations, closing of spaceports and severing of radio broadcasts. Lamashti gave the order to attack even as her own screens came into view and settled eye-level. 

Cheers rang out amid the faithful as the first of the Com Guard Warships, Avenging Sword, faded before winking out of existence. Their first victory—and most certainly not their last. 

I watched the maneuvering of the Com Guard as they regrouped, pursed my lips as hundreds of aerospace ships engaged, fired, and died. This isn’t going to last long. It’ll all be over with the blink of an eye. 

My com rang in my ear and I listened intently to the battle even though I had no direct control. I could observe, but not interfere. I heard Lamashti’s calm, soft orders to each ship, which I knew would be relayed by the command. And each order would be handled efficiently. 

“Hollings York has been destroyed,” Lamashti said. 

Another cheer went up within the room, this one louder than before. Whether it was a fully-felt emotion, or simply a show for the Manei Domini, I didn’t know. It seemed a secret fire now smoldered within the room—perhaps it was fed by Apollyon’s words. 

I switched the wireframe tactical to camera angles provided by thousands of satellites on orbit around the Clark Belt. Several more of the ComStar fleet were in trouble, glowing red from multiple hits of damage, the fires extinguishing just as quickly as the oxygen inside each of the ships burned. 

“Praise be to Blake, Alsace” Lamashti said as she turned her face to me. 

I looked up at her. It was her eyes that bothered me. 

She was beautiful—exquisite. She gently pulled her hood back, exposing her bare head. Porcelain skin glowed beneath the fluorescent lights. Even the curve of her skull was intoxicating. 

The absence of facial hair only enhanced the silver orbs that danced in her eyes where her pupils should be. I’d heard not all of the Ghost Adepts accept the optic enhanced lenses—some of them reportedly even went blind—and kept to the sonic cybernetics only. I wonder if she actually risked blindness for those silver disks just for effect, rather than for use. They gave her an unearthly opposing figure. 

I schooled my features into my old familiar mask of piety and nodded to her in agreement. So far her tactical command had proven correct. Not one of the WarShips would survive. 

“Precentor,” came a soft voice in my left ear where my receiver rested. “You have a private message.” 

Private message? 

I glanced around the control room. Which acolyte had risked their lives to feed in a personal call? 

“Thank you,” I said absently into the mic and moved my fingers deftly over the communication controls as I sat back in the chair. “Alsace,” I said. 

“David,” came a familiar voice. Beth, my wife of three years and best friend. “They’re here, aren’t they? We can see the battle in the sky.”

I took a deep breath. “Yes.” I inwardly cursed myself for making my wife my confidant—I should never have loosened my own belief in security. Yet since losing Katie, my first love, eighteen years ago… I had been a lonely man before finding Beth Harris, marrying her, and starting a family. In this crazy world gone mad, she was my port of sanity.

But it had been unfair to burden her with the same worries I shouldered day to day as the Precentor of Terran Security. Even if the job held little more than a title as long as creatures like the Manei Domini existed.

Aware Lamashti was close, I spoke in code to my wife. “The battle is going well—perhaps you could get a better view of it in Carentan.” My family had been vacationing in France with her family. I wanted her to stay there, and stay away from Geneva. 

“I want to be in Geneva with you.” She paused. “Whoa—the baby kicked. See? Even he’s unhappy unless he’s with his daddy.”

The thought of my son, still growing strong inside his mother’s womb, warmed me. I kept my voice low, still speaking in the secret code we had worked out years earlier. “Is the shuttle nearby?”

“She’s playing in the other room,” Beth said about their two year old. “She’s picking up French pretty good.”

“Alsace,” Lamamshti said. The smooth voice channeled directly into my personal com. “We have a battle to win, do we not?” I cringed at the petty insolence in Lamashti’s voice. I looked up at the holovids, switched from camera back to tactical. The remaining Com Guard ships were closing in on the Word’s line. An alarm rang out as smaller red triangles, dozens of them, appeared around the blinking and pulsing WarShips. 

DropShips.

“Precentor, I have to go—” I smiled to imply the caller at the other end did not wish to hang up. “The battle is escalating.” I kept my eyes on the vid in front of me. “Yes, yes—Carentan is the best place,” and I disconnected. 

I made a point of focusing on the fight as well, checking the position of the red icons representing the Com Guards and the position of our forces. 

So many DropShips. 

I understood their tactic. Desperation had prompted them to converge, to rush at the line. Throw a hundred darts at the target in hope that one will stick. I switched my view from grid to camera. 

I saw a potential problem and turned to look up at Lamashti. 

But she was already on her feet, her gaze narrowing as she watched the vids, the tacticals, listening to something. 

“We have confirmation,” one of the com techs said in a panicked voice. “DropShips have entered the atmosphere.” 

I turned back to my own vids. “They’re getting through!” someone yelled from the command floor.

“Impossible,” Lamashti said, her voice rising even as she rose from her chair. I did not like look of obvious disbelief on her face. And I knew—she’d never considered any contingencies.

Never allowed for failure. 

And here was my main complaint with the Manei Domini. So pious, so full of their own superiority—they never considered a mistake possible. She couldn’t believe a single DropShip could ram itself through.

Not possible. 

But it was possible, and it was happening. I couldn’t see it for myself, but I could imagine it from the ground. Innocent people looking up into the skies, and seeing through the clouds the massive, spherical DropShips of the enemy barreling down on them. 

“We have two confirmed DropShips on Terran soil,” came the panicked voice of an Adept. “Two DropShips in lower North America.” 

I felt my stomach twist. 

I looked to Lamashti as any good follower would. 

Her expression was blank, her silver eyes distant. Either she was in communication with her maker or she’d tuned out. She’d never calculated for a mistake. 

Luckily I had. 

I switched com channels and stood, moving down the stairs to be with the Acolytes and Adepts. “Willams—I want exact locations and times of every DropShip. I want to know where it lands and how close are the nearest troops. Badar—get me a communiqué on every available precentor not fighting on the line. Tell them to scramble all available ground forces—”

“We have more confirmations of DropShips,” came another voice from the command floor. 

And thus it went. I knew in reality it was only minutes but anxiety has a way of growing time—of pulling it like taffy until one’s nerves are made of the weakest points and snap. 

I grouped the intel gathered by my people and focused it on the largest screen in the center of the room. Red dots indicated confirmed reports of enemy DropShips. 

Ground troops. 

’Mechs. 

Lamashti had sat back down, her silver eyes wide, her face stone. 

“One more in North America. Two more in Europe—Germany.”

Germany. I put my hands to my chin. Oh God—oh please not France. Please—stay away from France. I keyed the information up as it was fed in. 

The enemy was in Germany. 

“Latvia! They’ve landed in Latvia!” I knew that voice—it belonged to the same acolyte that had piped in Beth’s message to me. 

Several more Com Guard icons vanished from the grids. 

But no one was paying attention to the battle in space. 

“There are a few more,” came the first voice. 

My chest tightened. Oh God…

“Confirmation from France. DropShips have landed in northern France.”

France. 

I gripped the console in front of me. 

Beth was in France. 

As well as my unborn son and daughter. 

Silence came slowly—if there were more reports of DropShip landings, I didn’t hear them. I called up the reports the acolytes were reading and searched through the cities of Northern France. 

So close….

I took in a deep breath and turned to Lamashti. “Demi-Precentor.” 

She blinked. Once. Looked down at me. 

“We must mobilize the ground forces. We only have—” I bit back cutting words. They burned my throat when I swallowed. “I have to get my units moving. Do you think you can handle things from here?” If she were paying attention to me—truly listening to the acid in my voice—she might have struck me down. Instead, she only nodded. 

I turned, mentally tallying the defenses on-world.

Enough?

We were alone. 

And with that I moved quickly out of the control and command room, my boots stomping on the polished tiled floor. 

ComStar was no longer on approach. 

They were here.


 

 

 

 

CASE WHITE: THE BREAKING OF CHEMICAL BONDS

By Steven Mohan, Jr.

 

Potemkin-class troop cruiser CSS Vision of Truth

En Route to Rendezvous Point

Terra

Word of Blake Protectorate

12 March 3068

 

The angry clanging of the General Quarters alarm filled the passageway, followed quickly by the pounding of boots against the white tile deck.

Adept Theta IX Johan Karlsson waited for the watchstander in the boots to make his appearance. Johan leaned against the bulkhead, bracing himself against the weight of his own muscular body. He pushed his bright red ballcap back, allowing the AC vent to cool a little more of his old, bald head.

That was the position he was in when the Engineering Roving Watch came around the corner. The kid—he couldn’t have been more than nineteen, twenty—stopped and his eyes grew round as he saw the transparent red Mylar stretched over the access to Number Two Engine Room.

Adept Cyndi Smith stepped forward. The gunner’s mate was dressed like Johan: steel-toed boots, dark blue coveralls, a red ballcap that said “Damage Control Training Team” in bright yellow letters. She pointed at the access set in the deck. The hatch was a round piece of steel painted haze gray and locked in an upright position. “Smoke is billowing through the p-way,” she shouted over the clang of the GQ alarm. “You hear a roar.”

The boy snatched a black sound-powered phone off the bulkhead. His hands were shaking, but he managed to turn the selector to DC Central. “DCC, Rover. Mainspace fire, Number Two ER.”

Then he made his mistake. Instead of waiting for the Primary Hose Team he ran forward to secure the hatch himself. Cyndi made a pistol out of her right hand and pointed it at him. “Bang. You’re dead.”

The rover took a deep, shuddery breath and sat on the deck. Johan frowned. The kid had only made the one mistake.

But a mainspace fire would only give you one.

Primary Hose arrived forty-seven seconds later. By then the bridge had gotten off their collective topside asses and cut the alarm.

The team wore fire gear: a black oxygen breathing apparatus strapped to each chest, twin rubber hoses snaking up to a clear plastic mask that kept the smoke out and the O2 in. They wore fire-resistant gloves that reached up to the elbows of their blue coveralls and matching cream-colored hoods with a cut-out for the mask. And of course they were dragging along a fire hose, even after a thousand years still the best way to put water where it needed to go.

They looked ready for anything. Well, thought Johan grimly, we’ll see.

“Smoke is billowing through the p-way,” Cyndi shouted again. “You hear a roar. The roving watch is dead.”

The hose team leader made the same mistake the rover had. She ran forward to secure the hatch. Halon couldn’t be activated until the hatch was secured. The engine room couldn’t be vented to space.

Cyndi shot her dead, too.

Which left Adept Theta IV Paul Ridge as the leader of Primary Hose.

Paul Ridge was a thin topsider who didn’t weigh half as much as Johan. He wore his brown hair neat and short, which was how Paul liked the world: orderly. The mask hid his face, but Johan could see the fear in his eyes.

The uncertainty.

Nothing orderly about a mainspace fire.

C’mon, Paul, Johan thought, you can do it. Think it through. 

In the event of a mainspace fire and an unsecured hatch the last thing you were supposed to do was secure it. The rubber gasket might melt right off, hell, the hatch itself might warp. Burn a mainspace long enough and there wouldn’t be any damn hatch left.

And while you’re fighting a hatch that’s never going to seal the fire below might just catch an oxygen tank or a store of lube oil and just like that the ChEng is writing a letter home to your folks telling them what a brave, stupid sailor you’d been.

No, the right answer was to secure ventilation, expeditiously clear all adjacent spaces, fall back to the nearest spacetight bulkhead, secure that hatch, and then blow the engine room to space.

Anyone who knew the business of a fire aboard ship should’ve known exactly what to do. And Paul knew as much about the subject as anyone. 

But instead of ordering his team back, Paul turned and grabbed a fire extinguisher off the starboard bulkhead. It was a ten-kilo CO2, great for putting out trash fires, worthless against a mainspace and Cyndi was just cocking her pistol for out number three when Paul stumbled.

Maybe it was that his hands were slick with sweat, or maybe it was the extra forty percent of weight from Vision’s combat burn, or maybe it was 

(his terror, my god he’s out of his mind with terror)

something else, but—

Paul dropped the extinguisher.

It hit the hatch coaming and the nozzle snapped off, turning the extinguisher into a missile. It shot down the passageway on a plume of frigid, white gas and suddenly Cyndi was shouting, shouting, calling an end to the drill, Paul just standing there pale with shock, everything happening at once, until the terrible crunch of a jet-propelled aluminum cylinder smashing into human ribs robbed everything else of its meaning.

 

 

 

CSS Vision of Truth

En Route to Tukayyid from the Zenith Jump Point

Free Rasalhague Republic

19 April 3065

 

Paul Ridge’s heart rattled in his chest like a bird frantically throwing itself against the bars of its cage. Sweat burned his eyes and he dragged an arm across his forehead. Paul was a quartermaster, used to working in the relative comfort of the bridge. 

He hated the mainspaces.

He hated the smell of oil and steel that he could never seem to wash out of his hair or his coveralls, he hated the oppressive, pulsing heat, but most of all, he hated the clatter of the machines surrounding him, any of which seemed ready to explode at any moment.

But he had a duty to perform.

Number Two Engine Room was a cavernous space and at its aft end lived a monster. Paul’s eyes were drawn to the dull glint of naked steel. A squat dome six meters in diameter bulged out of the aft bulkhead. It loomed over him, immense, powerful.

Threatening.

The dome was a small section of the Number Two Reactor Compartment protruding through the engine room bulkhead so watchstanders could sample plasma and monitor one of the mighty engines that powered Vision of Truth. 

Inside the chamber was a mass of ionized hydrogen-1 smoothed into a sphere the size of a softball by a powerful magnetic field and ignited to a temperature high enough to sustain nuclear fusion by the strobe of a powerful laser. Paul felt the beat of the monster’s heart in his bones.

And all that separated the miniature sun from the engine room was a sliver of low carbon steel.

A man stood by the dome, studying a panel of gauges and readouts and making entries into a noteputer. He was short but powerfully-built, only one meter seventy-five but easily ninety kilos, every last bit of it muscle. His raven hair was cut marine-short. He looked up and speared Paul with eyes the color of a deep mountain lake.

“What’s the matter, topsider?” The man grinned. “Get lost on your way to your rack?”

“Just bringing down the daily maneuvering plan for the EOOW,” said Paul handing the man a page that described how the Officer of the Deck was planning to use the Chief Engineer’s main engines for the coming day.

The man frowned. (His namepatch said “Karlsson.”) “You’re not the usual messenger.”

“Yeah, well, I just love mainspaces,” said Paul dryly. “I’m thinking of giving up interstellar navigation to become a snipe.” 

Standing this close to the dome, he could feel the air itself vibrating. Paul wanted to scream.

Karlsson laughed and patted the dome’s steel surface. “Don’t worry about my baby here. We’re perfectly safe.”

Perfectly safe, Paul thought. Looks like it might explode. 

And then it did explode.

The sharp report knocked him off his feet and saved him from the worst of the shrapnel. He staggered to his feet just as a high keening filled the mainspace. Suddenly a violent wind was tearing at his clothes as air rushed into the vacuum that had filled the reactor compartment.

And then Paul saw the sun. It was a tiny ball of painfully bright light.

And then it came apart, too.

A streamer of liquid fire the color of spun gold shot through the jagged hole. The plasma hit the steel deck plating, instantly cooling it below the temperature required to sustain a nuclear reaction.

Unfortunately, it was still plenty hot enough to burn steel.

Suddenly Paul was standing in hell.

In seconds, acrid black smoke filled the engine room, cutting visibility to zero and poisoning the air. Paul fell to his knees. Couldn’t see, not even the unholy glow of inferno. Couldn’t breathe. Which way is… Which way is out?

Superheated air scalded his body, burned his lungs.

Then he felt the heavy hand of the snipe clamp down on his shoulder.

“Egress NOW,” Karlsson shouted above the rising voice of the fire. The snipe dragged him to the ladder. Somehow Paul found the strength to frantically climb.

He pushed his way through the circular hatch. 

Paul collapsed on the deck, sucking in the cold, clean air. The snipe slammed the hatch down and then staggered over to the nearest sound-powered phone. “Mainspace… fire in… Number… Two ER,” he gasped, “Halon… activated.”

The deep clang of the GQ alarm suddenly filled the p-way.

“Holy Blake,” Paul whispered.

“Don’t… worry,” Karlsson gasped. “We’re… perfectly safe.”

Neither man noticed that the fire’s fierce heat had locked up the hatch’s starboard hinge, preventing a perfect seal.

 

 

 

CSS Vision of Truth

Rendezvous Point

Terra

Word of Blake Protectorate

12 March 3068

 

What finally convinced Johan that Paul was cracking up was the tinkle of shattered glass.

It was a rare sound on a WarShip. Plastic was generally the material of choice on the mess decks: beige plastic mugs, beige plastic trays, beige plastic food. But tonight was special. 

Tonight was the night before.

That thought weighed heavily on Johan’s mind. Hell, it was on everyone’s mind.

Which was the reason for the special dinner. Somehow the SuppO had pulled a rabbit out of a hat. Tonight Vision’s crew was dining by candlelight on steak and lobster, eating off real china with actual silverware.

And drinking sparkling apple cider out of actual fluted wine glasses.

It was one of these that had been dropped.

Johan had looked up in time to see the whole thing. Paul had been standing in line waiting for his shot at the steak when a mess crank handed him one of the glasses. Paul didn’t get a good grip on the glass’s slick bowl and 1.4 gees of acceleration yanked it right out of his hand.

He pressed his lips firmly together and bowed his head. When the mess crank tried to give him another glass, he bit his head off.

Johan felt a sudden chill.

“What’s the matter, Johan?” asked Cyndi. “You look like you just saw a ghost.” Cyndi was a pretty good sort for someone who had opted for the soft life of topside duty.

“Sure. His own.” Roger Wekesa let out a harsh laugh. Roger was a comm tech and if he was being a little mean, Johan understood it was just a way to deal with his own fear.

“Did you see Paul drop the glass?” Johan licked his lips. “He’s losing it.”

Roger rolled his eyes. “Nah, he’s just tweaked about tomorrow, like everyone else.”

Cyndi nodded. “Sure. He’s just got a case of the whites.”

“Come on, Cyndi, you saw him during the drill. A man was hurt.” Johan shook his head. “We have to watch out for him. I don’t think he can hold it together.”

She shook her head. “He made a mistake, is all. Shit, ChEng had no business ordering a drill during a combat burn anyway.”

“You’re wrong,” Johan snapped.

“Take it easy, man,” said Roger.

“You don’t get to pick when you have a fire,” said Johan tightly.

“Is this about three years ago?” Roger asked. “Sure we weren’t there, but—”

“That’s right,” said Johan.

“Look,” said Cyndi crisply, “I’m on the DCTT. I know how to fight a fire.”

Johan scowled. “But you’ve never fought a mainspace.”

Cyndi’s lips pressed into a thin line

“Fire,” said Johan. “Such a simple thing. The breaking of chemical bonds. You can never understand the power. Not until you see it.”

“Look,” said Roger, “if you really think he’s dangerous go to the ChEng. Have him pulled from the DC watchbill.”

“I can’t do that,” said Johan tightly.

Cyndi shook her head.

“I saved his life,” he snapped. “I promised him he would be safe. Twice.”

“He was safe,” said Cyndi.

“You don’t understand.” Johan picked up his own wine glass, held it up to the flickering light. “Do you know how glass is tempered? It’s heated to just below its melting temperature, then rapidly cooled. Done right, it makes the glass stronger. But cool it too fast and the glass cracks.”

“You’re afraid if you pull him off the bill, it’ll break him,” said Cyndi.

“Can’t you just keep an eye on him?” said Johan.

Cyndi sighed, looked at Roger. “Sure,” they both said.

Across the mess decks, Paul knelt to pick up the jagged pieces of his glass and cut himself, staining his hand with blood that looked black in the dim light.
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A fit of coughing shook Paul as his body tried to expel the poison he’d swallowed, great racking coughs that left his head dizzy and his stomach sore. When he finally rolled over he saw a line of DC folks moving through the passageway, dragging a hose along.

The woman on the nozzle looked at him. “Fire is out,” she barked. The muffled words sounded alien and strange through her mask. He stared at her blankly. 

“Fire is out,” she barked again. This time she sounded impatient.

“Fire is out,” gasped Karlsson. “Set…reflash watch.”

Paul blinked. He hadn’t known the woman was asking him a question.

She pulled a handle back on the nozzle, coating the hatch with a fine mist of cool water, slowly drawing off the heat from the space below.

A medic knelt down to look at Karlsson.

“Hey,” someone said, “the hatch doesn’t look right.”

Someone stepped forward to dog it down. “Something’s wrong with the hinge,” he said, leaning over the mostly-closed hatch. “I can’t get it sealed.”

 

 

Halon was an inert gas that settled to the deck, robbing the fire of the oxygen it needed to breathe, smothering the monster in its crib. But there was no quick way to dissipate the tremendous heat that blanketed the engine room (not without opening the space to vacuum anyway). And so, the residue of inferno set up a natural circulation cell: pushing hot halon-rich air out of the engine room through the imperfect seal of the hatch and pulling cool oxygen-rich air back in.

Carrying oxygen back down to a steel deck that was still well above ignition temperature. 

 

 

The fire roared back to life with a massive explosion and just like that the hatch and the man standing over it were gone. The shock wave threw bodies against bulkheads, slammed them into the deck. Suddenly, Paul heard nothing but the roar of combustion, saw nothing but billowing black smoke, tasted nothing but the fine grit of soot.

Hell had followed Paul Ridge out of Number Two Engine Room.

Karlsson scrambled to his feet, grabbed one of the fallen hose team members under the arms, and dragged her across the tile deck. He threw a glance at Paul. “You. What’s your name?”

“Paul Ridge.”

“OK, Paul. I’m Johan Karlsson.

“I’m a quarter—”

“Don’t need your life story, Paul. Help me get these people clear.”

“But—”

“We’re all there is, Paul. Everyone standing was knocked flat. Now go.”

Paul pushed himself up Too quickly, as it turned out because for a second the world went gray, but somehow he kept his feet. He knelt and grabbed a young adept under the armpits, started dragging him across the deck.

The man was impossibly heavy and Paul could barely breathe, but somehow he kept at it, coughing and hacking the whole time.

Johan Karlsson ran by him to get the next person.

“How far,” Paul shouted.

“The nearest transverse bulkhead,” Johan shouted back.

He finally managed to make it to the open hatch. Johan had locked the big steel door open. Paul looked down at the steel coaming rising three centimeters from the deck’s surface. No way he’d be able to drag the lifeless adept over that.

Paul crouched down, slid his arms beneath the adept, and took a deep, shuddery breath. Then he jerked his body up, using his legs to lift the man up and over the combing. 

He dropped the man gently to the deck on the other side of the spacetight hatch. Paul went down on all fours, besides the prone adept, chest heaving, face sheened with sweat.

“Next time…rescue…smaller person,” he gasped.

Somehow Paul managed to push himself up. His mouth tasted like burnt charcoal, his muscles were weak, and his lungs were two balls of fire in his chest. 

Black smoke billowed out of the hatch, so thick that he couldn’t see Johan, though the man couldn’t be more than five or six meters away.

The fire was coming for him.

All he had to do was shut the hatch, dog it down, and it would be over. Paul had never wanted to do something so much in his whole life.

That man saved your life.

Instead, he stepped across the combing.

Paul didn’t understand why he was doing what he was doing, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself either.

He duck-walked through the smoky space, trying to keep low where he could still breathe. Still see. 

A few meters in he saw a body. It was a young woman with close-cropped blond hair, very pretty.

Except for the jagged piece of hatch that had cut right through her long, graceful neck. Her pale skin was stained red with blood.

Paul dropped to his knees, reached out with a trembling hand. Touched her neck.

Pulse. Somehow she was still alive. Maybe the shrapnel had stanched the bleeding.

Paul reached down and grabbed her under the arms.

And then he heard the cold voice of Johan Karlsson. “Leave her.”

Paul wheeled around and saw the engineer struggling to drag out another member of the hose team, a hulking man. 

“She’s still alive.”

Johan shook his head, a sad frown on his face. “You’ll never make it,” he shouted over the fire’s roar. “If you try to save her the smoke will take you both.”

Paul knew he was right. His throat was scratchy and raw. He was already weak from the lack of oxygen.

He looked down at the pretty young woman. “But—”

“Come help me with Adept Kim. He’s a big son of a bitch.”

But she’s still alive.

“When I go through that hatch I’m closing it behind me,” shouted Johan, “whether you’re out or not.

Paul closed his eyes.

And set the woman down on the deck. He turned toward Johan and together they carried the giant Adept Kim out.

True to his word, when they made it out, Johan slammed the hatch shut and dogged it down. 

Paul fell to his hands and knees choking down cool, clean air, trying to soothe the fire burning in his chest. And suddenly he was retching, pouring his insides out onto the deck.

And through it all he heard Johan making his report to DC Central. “Number Two ER Hatch failed. Reflash. Primary Hose Team down. We’ve fallen back to Bulkhead Zeta.” And then: “Recommend blowing engine room.”

And the DCA must’ve agreed because twenty seconds later, Paul heard the high-pitched screech of fleeing air, muffled by the gasketed steel hatch they’d just come through, but there nonetheless.

“We killed her,” Paul whispered.

“The fire killed her,” said Johan. “We saved these three.” He jerked his head toward the two men and one woman lying on the deck.

“I killed her,” said Paul.

Johan shook his head. “If you’d tried to drag her out, you’d be dead, too.”

Paul looked up and met Johan’s gaze. “And if you’d helped me?”

“Then we would’ve lost the ship,” said Johan coldly.

Paul said nothing.

Johan jabbed a finger back at the steel hatch. “That was a mainspace conflagration, my friend. Mainspaces kill ships. We did what we had to do to save Vision.” He paused and Paul heard the note of regret in his voice. “Sometimes fire forces you to make those kind of choices.”
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The Damage Control party waited in silence on the mess decks for the time they would be sent into a burning space to die. They knew nothing about the battle except what they could discern from the changing accelerations of the ship that bore them toward Terra. Space battles were silent affairs. The silent rattle of an enemy’s autocannons, the silent streak of a missile’s exhaust plume, the invisible path of a laser.

Until vacuum gave way to matter and the world exploded with light and sound.

That would be the time these people would be needed. 

They sprawled in the hard plastic swivel chairs bolted to the deck, already in fire dress, OBAs strapped to their chests. Different people handled the stress in different ways: there were the jokers, the preachers, the chatterboxes, even (and this seemed incredible to Roger Wekesa) those who’d made peace with whatever fate intended for them.

Wekesa saw that Paul Ridge was none of these. Paul sat by himself, head down, eyes screwed shut, his face drained of color, sweat glistening on his forehead. Wekesa knew terror when he saw it.

Despite his promise to Johan, the communications adept tried to think of an excuse to push Paul off the DC party. WarShips were manned with enough crew to staff four underway watches. Since not all those people were required to stand watch during GQ, the remainder were sent down to the mess decks to serve as a kind of ready reaction force, prepped to combat any casualty that might arise. Paul wasn’t the GQ quartermaster of the watch so he was down here with the DC party.

Whether or not he belonged.

But Wekesa didn’t see any way to get him off the team. The navigator wouldn’t move Paul topside just because he couldn’t take the pressure of the DC party, nor would the nav relieve Paul of duty altogether. In time of war, fear was not a disqualifier.

It was up to Wekesa to deal with the problem.

The comm tech sighed and walked over to Paul. The other man didn’t look up. After a second Wekesa sat down. “How’s it going?”

“Great,” said Paul dryly.

“Look,” said Wekesa, “I’m sure when the time comes you’ll do fine.”

“You’re lying,” said Paul without looking up.

“I’m not lying,” said Wekesa who wondered how Paul figured out he was lying. “I’ve read your service record. You were decorated for your actions during the ‘65 fire. You’re a hero.”

Paul shook his head. “I’m no hero. The hero was Johan Karlsson.”

“Johan reported that you went back into the space to rescue another sailor.”

Paul finally looked up at him. “You’re wrong, Roger. You weren’t there. You don’t understand.” 

The same thing Johan said. “OK, I wasn’t there. But Johan was. And he believes in you.”

Paul shook his head. “He doesn’t understand either.”

Wekesa raised his eyebrows. “You’re saying Johan Karlsson doesn’t understand about the fire. I find that damn hard to believe.”

Paul looked away. “I know,” he whispered so quietly Wekesa wasn’t really sure he’d heard him.

Wekesa sat like that for a moment, waiting for Paul to work through the chain of logic himself, but apparently the man didn’t have anything else to say. He clapped Paul on the back. “We need you, Paul. I need your best.”

“All right,” said Paul. “I will try my best.”

Wekesa let a papery-thin sigh slip out. He supposed that was the most he was going to get out of Paul Ridge. He squeezed Paul’s shoulder and stood up. Wekesa made a round of the mess decks talking to the DC crew, checking equipment, making sure all was ready. And when he looked back over at Paul Ridge he was startled to see the man was gone.

 

 

Johan finished tightening a valve with a meter-long spanner wrench and looked up. He was shocked to see Paul Ridge standing there. “Paul? What’s going on? We didn’t call for a DC team.”

“I know. But I have a duty to be here.”

Paul looked pale. Drawn. Not well at all. 

“Look,” said Johan, “I know you feel you left something unresolved during the fire.”

Paul nodded. “Yes.”

“But you can’t be here now. You need to go back to the mess decks. Paul, by being here, you’ve abandoned your post.”

“No.” Paul shook his head. 

“I know you’re afraid of fire,” said Johan gently.

“No,” said Paul. “Not in the way you think. I—” He stopped, bowed his head. His voice dropped. “I am afraid of not doing my duty.”

“Listen—” said Johan.

“No,” said Paul. “You listen. I want you to understand. Johan you are so brave. I—I’ve come to admire you, but I must do my duty. Like I failed to do three years ago.”

Johan scowled. “How many times do I have to tell you? She would’ve died anyway.”

“I’m not talking about leaving the girl,” Paul shouted. “I’m talking about leaving the engine room. Helping you. You saved my life and I, I got caught up in that.”

Johan slowly shook his head, unable to follow his friend’s argument.

“Don’t you see, Johan? Fire draws its power from the breaking of chemical bonds. Oxygen is torn asunder and melded into an entirely different molecule. That is what makes fire so useful…and so dangerous.”

Johan listened to the words, but he had no idea what Paul was saying. “Paul.” He pursed his lips. “I don’t think you’re well.” 

He turned and stepped toward a sound-powered phone on the bulkhead.

“What are you doing?” Paul asked.

“Something I should have done before. I’m going to get you some help.”

“I’m sorry,” said Paul. “You were a good man, Johan.”

What? Johan thought. He almost turned to ask Paul what he was talking about, but before he could complete that simple action there was a moment of incandescent pain followed by endless darkness.

 

 

Paul Ridge let the spanner drop from his hand and fall with a clang to the deck plating. A bright red smear of blood stained the spanner’s silver surface, matching the newly-minted crack in Johan’s skull.

“You once told me fire forces you to make hard choices,” he whispered. “And so it does, Johan. I respected you. Hell, I admired you. But ComStar broke its sacred bond and that action has a consequence. That action was inflammatory.” 

As he had done three years before Paul Ridge fingered a device in his left pocket, a device that would ignite a small explosive charge placed on the dome’s surface, a device that would disrupt the reactor’s magnetic bottle.

He’d spot welded the hinges on the engine room hatch and on the hatch beyond that. Any competent snipe could cut through his welds in minutes, but there wouldn’t be minutes. Flame and smoke would pour through the ship like wine from an upended bottle.

He looked at Johan’s prone body. This time there would be no heroes to save the day.

Paul Ridge sat on the deck and gently placed his hand on his friend’s back. “Blake’s will be done,” he whispered. 

Then he pressed the button.
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Night came very early to the southern tip of Tasmania, and by the time the last smudge of crimson bled away they’d already made love twice on blankets spread upon a deserted beach of snowy-white sand. Afterwards, they were too sated and too lulled by the ceaseless susurration of the Tasman Sea to bother with the tent, not right away. Still, a chill wind skimmed the water on its way inland, carrying a scent of steel and brine. So they wrapped up in three blankets, cocooning every square millimeter of their naked bodies, leaving only a small woolen oval to halo their faces so they could gaze at a sky milky with stars. 

Jack lay on his right side and Clara on her left, and every now and again, they would trade soft, gentle, lingering kisses somehow infinitely tender and so intimate that he was aroused all over again. Clara smelled warm and salty and sweet and a little wild. He luxuriated in the silken feel of her skin, the steady throb of her heart, and he pulled her closer. 

Suddenly, Clara gave a little gasp, not of passion but wonder. “Jack, look!” 

A thick seam of improbably pale green light stitched an arc across a background of glittery stars. The fireball was so close they could see its flesh boiling away in smoky pillows of gray and fluorescent green; the fireball hissed and sizzled, friction skinning it, flaying the meteor alive. Suddenly, it disintegrated, breaking apart with a whump, exploding into whitish-green streamers: not like fireworks, but like something alive reproducing by fission, a series of fiery beads on an ever-lengthening string. 

And then the glowing fragments were gone, so far away when they hit the sea that they made only the tiniest of splashes. 

“Well.” Jack wasn’t aware he’d held his breath until he let go of it in a rush. “I’ve never seen anything like that. Not exactly something you’d wish on, is it?”

“I don’t know about that,” Clara said. Her voice was thoughtful. 

“How do you mean?”

She took her time answering. “Well, you know the medicine men of some of the Aboriginal tribes believe that a child’s spirit rides down to Terra on a shooting star. That’s how the child finds its mother, and the streamer is like a dreaming track that marks the spirit’s way.”

“Really.” He took a few moments to digest this. Was she saying ...? 

“Do you think that’s what’s happened?” he said, and was surprised when his throat clogged with emotion. He swallowed and aimed for something light and funny, but his voice was still hoarse. “Because I’m telling ya, with a fireball like that, he’ll be a bruiser.” 

She laughed, and when he held her face in his hands, her cheeks were wet. “Or maybe she’ll be a handful,” she said.

“Well,” he said, gathering her in his arms, only carefully as if she might break, “just in case the kid’s gotten lost along the way … let’s make some fireworks of our own.” 

Pulling back, she studied his face. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.” And then he silenced her, kissing her thoroughly and deeply, telling her how he felt with his body, and they didn’t talk again for a long time. 

But later, as she slept, Jack stared at the crystal-bright stars and thought: Then. It happened right then.

As it turned out, he was right. 

 

 

The feeling returned six years later, as he and Clara made desperate love on the sands fringing the Altjira Sea on New Earth. In that instance, however, he was going back to Terra and he couldn’t change her mind about remaining on New Earth for another month. An old physician-mentor, Dr. Claude Gaynes, had invited Clara for a visit, and as he’d been her commanding officer back in the day before she went on inactive reserve—as well as a dear friend—she told Jack she couldn’t refuse. 

“It’s a month,” she said. “What can happen?”

Plenty. That’s what he wanted to say, but even though he had a very bad feeling about it, he let her go. Really, he couldn’t stop her, never could. But they made love and while there was no shooting star to fire the sky, the feeling he got was exactly the same: It happened right then.

But he didn’t know for sure, and now he couldn’t ask her because that was five months ago: the very last time he saw her before the Word of Blake buttoned up Terra and everything went to hell.
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…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk… 

…what …

…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk… 

…big…bang…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk…explosion, there was an explosion and then…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk…head…I hurt ... 

…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk…something screaming in an atonal bleat loud enough to hurt…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk…and now there was a queer smell… her senses swam…scorched metal and the stink of something swampy…breahnk, breahnk, breahnk…

Groaning, Clara tried opening her eyes, but her lids were so heavy breahnk, breahnk, breahnk and the noise was too loud, spiking her ears breahnk, breahnk, breahnk… 

She came to, slowly, her eyelids lifting by degrees, and that hurt because her head was sodden and ached. She didn’t even know how long she’d been unconscious. An hour, a few hours, half a day…? 

But now something must be terribly wrong because she was floating; she shouldn’t be floating but there was that … that bang and then the ship rocked with explosions and then she was flying across the room and she remembered the collision of her body with an unyielding titanium bulkhead … 

Must’ve hit my head pretty hard to pass out. 

Her thoughts churned like gooey taffy, breahnk, breahnk, breahnk but she recognized the smell now, something metallic, rusty, wet …

Blood, it’s blood…  

No. Her awareness slammed back in a rush, sensation suddenly blasting along her nerves, gusting as from a fiery hot wind. Even in the dim, ruddy glow of emergency lights—even as the breahnk, breahnk, breahnk of alarms bit at her brain—she saw that sickbay was awash in blood. Blood filmed her face, stinking of wet copper, and because gravity had failed, more cohered in oily globules undulating like something alive. Her hair was matted with gore and dragged in thick, sticky tendrils across her nose and mouth. A sour ball of panic pushed into the back of her throat, and she gagged at the taste in her mouth. The blood was thick, salty and cloying. 

The blood tasted like death. 

Was she bleeding? What about…had it…? “Please, please…” She pawed at her uniform, twisting, straining to see if maybe there was an open wound or worse… Calm down, can’t do anyone any good if you can’t calm down…

Her gray Com Guard uniform was spattered with blood, but other than her head she wasn’t in pain and she didn’t think she was bleeding. Shaking, she managed the buttons of her smock and anxiously scanned her belly. Her abdomen was smooth and at first glance, she didn’t see anything. No gashes, though there might be bruises; the light was so bad, she couldn’t really tell. 

Still, something might have happened. The damage might be internal. She willed herself completely still and directed her focus inward, imagined all her senses coalescing to a single bright laser point and held her breath, waiting, hoping…

“Butterfly kiss,” and then she nestles her cheek against Amy’s. Her daughter’s skin smells sweet and warm like honey, and as she blinks, her eyelashes skim Amy’s cheek, and Amy giggles…  

Come on. Her lungs were burning, her heart thudding in her temples, and she was forced to take a shallow sip of air. Come on… 

There: a slight flutter, and then another… 

“Oh, thank Blake,” she said out loud, though she wasn’t particularly religious. For a moment and despite everything, she basked in a wave of relief. Where there was life, there was hope. She still had that, at least.

First things first: She had to get out of here, figure out what happened, get another message to Jack. He’ll have gotten the first one and he’ll be there, waiting…

Another wavering globule of blood broke against her face, shattering into a million tiny droplets. Still repulsed but no longer panicked, she considered this. Irrespective of volume and despite weightlessness, once blood was removed from a vein or artery, it clotted, without fail, after about five minutes. 

But this… She skimmed a few of the errant globules into the palm of her left hand the way she gathered foam in the bath for Amy and blew clouds of bubbles or gave her giggling daughter a soapy beard. 

Hunh. Much of this blood was clotted and still more was tacky, just beginning to clot. And some was fresh, and she knew it wasn’t hers, so it had to be… 

 “Dr. Gaynes?” Her voice was small, barely audible even to her, and no match for the alarms. Gaynes had been right there; they’d been trying to figure out a way to smuggle her onboard one of the DropShips, or maybe have her take Gaynes’ place as combat surgeon and get down that way before taking off… 

Can’t think about that now; one disaster at a time, the alarms are still going and we’re not under thrust because the gravity’s gone, and that means there might not be anyone left on the bridge to…

“Gaynes?” she called again, louder this time, straining to be heard over the alarms that were still ringing breahnk-breahnk-breahnk. She was aware of an icy blackness blooming in her chest, a premonition as cold as empty space and utterly dead: Almost five hundred crewmen, I can’t be the only left, I can’t… I’ve got to get off the ship, I’ve got to… 

Sickbay was in the Vision of Truth’s very core, well-protected by armor and astern of the bridge but aft of the twenty-five DropShip bays that gave the Potemkin-class its distinctive look of a denuded corn cob. She had no way of knowing what was going on outside the ship; she had no access to a viewscreen, and other than hailing the bridge, she wasn’t expert enough to tap into a command channel. And if she hailed the bridge, what would she say? Hey, there, I’m alive, can I get off now?  

Probably not.

On the other hand, she might be able to make her way to a DropShip or lifeboat, maybe get off another message to Jack—but she wasn’t going anywhere until she found Gaynes. 

Unlike the bridge, the ship’s sickbay had a clear ceiling and floor as well as transparent forward and back compartments because, for some reason no one really understood, patients recuperated more quickly under those circumstances. A circle of workstations stood in the precise center; routine examinations were performed forward in a partitioned bay to her left while four trauma bays lined the wall to her right. These gave way to a deep alcove to the rear where surgeries were performed and the sickest patients held and monitored.

She’d drifted close to a chair that was bolted to the deck, and now she grabbed for it, anchoring herself in midair as she turned a slow pirouette. Inky pools of shadow stained the walls and floor, and she had trouble seeing much of anything. A glance at the dark workstations confirmed that she could forget hailing the bridge. No power there, either.

Then, for the first time, she noticed that the ever-present background hum of machinery and circuits was absent. 

No power means no life support. Cold twists of fear knitted her gut. If we were close to Terra, it’s only a matter of time before we get pulled in, burn up… I’ve got to get off the ship, I’ve got to get off…

“Gaynes?” She was shaking now, and her voice was ragged, barely a strained whisper. Then she saw something man-shaped in a thick finger of shadow spilling along the deck, but… She frowned. She could’ve sworn that was an access corridor to points rear of sickbay toward the cargo bays, DropShips and engine rooms. But if that was Gaynes… 

“Gaynes, are you all right?” She pushed off from the chair, drifting closer. She made out two arms and a chest, a head and a swirling curl of… hair? That was wrong. Gaynes’ hair wasn’t that long, and he was lying down, and that didn’t make sense either, not without gravity, unless maybe he was pinned by a chair or something. She swam toward the shape, squinting to make out details in the gloom. “Gaynes, are you—?” 

At that exact instant the alarms abruptly cut out, leaving in their wake a ringing silence. Her heart thumped in mingled relief and renewed hope. Has to be someone else alive, or else the alarms wouldn’t have cut out. There was no tug of gravity’s return, but maybe the engineers were making repairs and they could get underway, get down to Terra or, at worst, take the lifeboats and escape pods. But things were going to be all right, they had to be all right. 

Then a bank of paneled ceiling lights popped on one by one, emitting a thin electric hum. Weak yellowish-white lights washed across the bloody gloom—and then she finally understood what that furl of impossibly long hair was.

And then there was nothing at all in the way of her scream. 
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Fuck, but somebody shoulda known you don’t launch an assault on Friday the 13th.  

Still, near as Mackie could tell, things had gone okay, the whole fleet jumping in at a pirate point behind the moon, heading for Terra full burn, ready to kick some Word of Blake ass. A cakewalk, right? 

Only the next thing he knew, the Vision maybe took a hit or, equally bad, something exploded somewhere because one of the engines, the number two he thought, either crapped out or was blown completely to smithereens.

And then the Justice—one of their ships! Leastways that was the chatter coming over his bud right before the comm went down—Justice let them have it: opened up wide with autocannon and lasers. Hit them broadside. Fuck knows how many decks got trashed, vaporized, all the air and anything not nailed down sucked right out in the explosive decompression. 

And the kicker? Mackie shoulda been dead. Thing was he’d been making time scuttling down from the bridge to bay seven because one of the DropShip’s comm systems was hiccupping and he was a communications tech (glorified term for scut puppy). Only he’d taken a little side trip, jogging to crews’ quarters because he’d been tanking on coffee half the damned day and most of the night before and so he had to…wait for it…yes, take a leak so bad his eyeballs were floating.

That whiz saved his goddamned life. How screwed up was that?

When things starting going boom, he’d just finished, savoring that wonderful moment of relief at the very end of a good piss. Not as good as sex, but hey… He tapped, had hold of the zipper and was pulling if you can believe it, and then next thing he knew …blam! 

The first explosion sent him crashing face-first into the wall just above the head, like he’d gotten booted in the ass. Damn lucky he didn’t zipper off his dick.

Instead, he did one hell of a face-plant. Whap! There was a crackly, crunchy sound like someone’d stomped on a buncha eggshells, then his face went nova with pain like to melt his skull. Blood gushed down his throat and spurted over his chin, dripped onto his uniform, and he was choking, spluttering blood spray. His vision blurred with tears and then he was staggering like a drunk, every movement delivering a bone-rattling quiver of pain that hurt right down to his fillings. 

The alarms shrieked as emergency lights flushed an angry crimson, and there were more bangs after that, more explosions, and they were much worse because he was weightless by then, gravity totally kaput, so every shock wave sent him careening against the walls like a pinball, rattling around like a pea in an empty, well, can before everything just…stopped. 

Near as he could figure it, Vision now was dead in the water, alarms drilling holes in his brain and nobody home on the bridge. He knew because that’s the first thing he tried, hacking into a command channel to figure out what the fuck went down. Got squat. Hell, he figured half the crew was either splattered or doing a little unscheduled EVA without suits.

There was one only thing about which he was one hundred percent certain. His nose was busted. From going to the goddamned can. 

How unreal was that?

 

 

Right about then, Mackie noticed something else: no vibrations. Oh boy. He pressed himself against a bulkhead and held himself very still, breathing in shallowly through his mouth. 

Nothing. 

Mackie exhaled his held breath through parted lips very, very slowly and he felt as if something more essential were escaping than just carbon dioxide and water vapor and whatever else came out when he emptied his lungs. It was like he was letting go of hope because he knew exactly where the ship had been when it was hit and where they’d been going.

Astrophysics 101: Orbital velocity depended on balancing Terra’s gravitational pull against the ship’s inertia. The speed a ship needed to maintain orbit depended on altitude. Now, considering that the ship had zip in the way of engines but was pretty close to Terra; had really, not to put too fine a point on it, been screaming in at full burn…well. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to get that one. Game over, man.

Although from the ground, the results might be kind of beautiful—and how sick was that.

 

 

So, okay: For the time being, he needed to make his way forward because he sure as shit wasn’t going back where he knew there was enough radiation to flash-fry his nuts. Yeah, sickbay was a good start: shielded, access from all points, and only five decks between it and the bridge. Hell, at the very least, he could maybe scare up a doc to fix his nose.

Which was why he was headed that way when the alarms cut out and a second later, he heard the woman scream.

 

 

Horror blasted through Clara, searing her brain—and she couldn’t stop screaming, screaming, screaming. 

Gaynes was cut in two. Everything below his legs was on the other side of the emergency door that had slammed down with the ruthless efficiency and force of a guillotine. Pressure in Gaynes’s abdominal cavity had forced bowel through his diaphragm and then out his mouth. What Clara had mistaken for shanks of hair were instead blood-soaked ropes of extruded small intestine that billowed under weightlessness like bloated worms. 

The image burned itself onto her retinas. She wanted to tear out her eyes. She reeled back, spinning away, clamping down on her screams, trying desperately not to vomit—

And that’s when she saw the crewman barreling into the blood mist that still drenched sickbay. As he hit the blood, he let out a yell: “What the hell is all this shit, are you all right, what the fu…” His voice died as he got a good look at Gaynes. The crewman’s face was bloody, but she glimpsed enough skin to see the color dribble away, and his eyes go buggy with shock. 

“Aww, fuck me.” He scuttled back with little crablike motions, scrambling for some sort of handhold. “Shit, shit…”

He was just a kid, maybe twenty, tops, scared to death and his nose was smashed and off-kilter to the left. There was blood smeared over his face and on his neck, and clots the consistency of grape jelly speckled the neck of his uniform. But he was the first living person she’d seen and that, combined with some of the ship’s power coming back, somehow made her better able to control herself. 

More importantly: He might know how to get them both of out of here. He’d made it to her, right?

“Hey, hey.” She moved until
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