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        2177: Chester Doyle, the world’s richest man, dies in unexplained circumstances. His son, Damien Doyle, inherits his father’s business empire – the Consortium – becoming the youngest multi-trillionaire in history.

      

        

      
        2184: Damien Doyle launches the first private manned expedition to Mars. Consortium employee, Dr. Shelby Rand, becomes the youngest mission commander at age twenty.

      

        

      
        2184: A tragic accident on the return journey kills the entire crew. Only Dr. Shelby Rand survives.

      

        

      
        2186: Dr. Rand makes the breakthrough discovery of an exotic material, later named Randenite. A slew of rapid discoveries follows, advancing technology by a century in only a few years, all funded by Dr. Rand’s sponsor, the Consortium.

      

        

      
        2188: A ship equipped with a prototype Shelby Drive successfully engineers the first interstellar bridge, allowing travel to distant stars in a matter of hours. The Consortium owns exclusive rights to Shelby Drive technology and its fuel source, Randenite.

      

        

      
        2208: There are now twelve bridge worlds, all chosen for their Earth-like properties. Randenite depots are placed at every planet, all linked through an extensive network of interstellar bridges to the Centrum; the Consortium’s main Randenite refinery.

      

        

      
        2210: Dr. Rand goes missing during a highly-secretive expedition to a suspected thirteenth bridge world. A month later, Dr. Rand and her crew are declared dead.

      

        

      
        2211: Three months after Dr. Rand’s death, a massive, coordinated cyberattack wipes all Consortium databases of all information relating to Randenite and Shelby Drive technology. A virus renders all production plants and technology useless. Only the Centrum remains operational, but its encrypted archive cannot be mined for the secrets to Randenite.

      

        

      
        2212: Interplanetary trade is restricted to essentials as Randenite becomes scarce, plunging the co-dependent bridge worlds into chaos.

      

        

      
        2213: A group of radicals named the Darkspace Renegades are blamed for the cyberattack. These fanatics claim that expansion into the stars will lead to humanity’s end. Darkspace Renegades soon begin to target Randenite tankers, using Darkspace Interjectors to knock ships out of bridge space and into the interstellar void.

      

        

      
        2215: Bridge Runners - brave pilots willing to fly new armored tankers - run the bridges between the Centrum and the bridge worlds, under a constant threat of attack.

      

        

      
        2220: Bridge Runners, Hallam Knight, and Dakota Wulfrun embark on a standard tanker run from the planet Liber to the Centrum…
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      A nother dull thud reverberated through the deck of the armored tanker, forcing Hallam Knight to release his hold on the turret control system to steady himself.

      “That’s the third damn mine in as many minutes!” Hallam yelled over to his partner and pilot Dakota Wulfrun. “These renegades have really got the bit between their teeth today!”

      The exertion of maneuvering the cumbersome tanker had twisted Dakota’s face into a pained grimace, and it was several seconds before she had the breath to reply.

      “At least I’m managing to avoid them,” she eventually yelled back before a heavier thud pounded through the tanker's thick metal beams. Alarms sounded on her console and her face twisted into a grimace again, but this time, it was more out of awkwardness. “Apart from that one, sorry…” she added, more than a little sheepishly, before reaching across to one of her consoles to silence the squawk of the alarm.

      “Don’t worry, Dak, it will take more than that to punch through this beast’s thick skin,” replied Hallam, spinning the virtualized gun turret around and blasting a barrage of flak at one of the two attacking Darkspace Renegade fighters. Their duo of combat escorts from the Consortium Security Force (CSF) were doing their best to keep the renegades away from them, but the tanker had still taken a succession of direct hits. “Speaking of which, I’m getting an armor depletion warning for the port-side aft quarter, section four through seven. Keep our starboard side facing their next attacks, if you can.”

      Dakota nodded and cut power to the main engines before activating the thrusters to maneuver the less-damaged starboard side toward the direction of the renegades' next attack. “This tanker may be tough, but it’s about as maneuverable as an asteroid,” complained Dakota as the tanker slowly responded to her commands.

      Hallam smiled and released another burst of flak toward the closest renegade ship, scoring a hit. Fragments of the heavily-armored fighter broke off and disappeared into space. Within seconds, the debris had vanished out of sight, lost in the void between bridge worlds. This was the empty expanse of nothing that had become known as Darkspace. Hallam had always found the term amusing, since all space appeared just as dark to him, but the lack of any nearby stars or planets did make the emptiness seem more acute. He hated the Darkspace, but the frequent interjections from the renegade ships meant he ended up stranded in the literal middle of nowhere on a weekly basis.

      Hallam fired another burst, more to let the fighter know he was still watching than in a genuine effort to destroy it. He had no compunctions about taking down the renegades if necessary, but preferred to avoid a kill shot if he could. Hallam then watched as the smaller ship took another hit and quickly turned tail. A few moments later, the hypnotic crimson pulse of its Shelby Drive system throbbed into life, and the fighter vanished back into bridge space. The bright flare of blood-red light as the ship bridged imprinted the fighter onto Hallam’s retina, like the after-image of a camera flash that you accidentally looked directly at.

      “I tagged one of them and it’s turned tail,” said Hallam, keeping his partner informed. Dakota whooped with appreciation, then Hallam watched as she kissed the tips of her fingers and patted the head of a red woolen teddy bear mounted on her center console. It was a silly tradition and superstition that Hallam couldn’t help but find charming and endearing in equal measure.

      “Thanks, Bob!” Dakota called out, returning her hands to the controls.

      Hallam smiled. “You know, I’m pretty sure it's my gunnery skills, rather than Bob’s mystical power of fortune, that you need to be thanking…”

      “Go on, say it!” Dakota called back, grinning. “It’s bad luck if you don’t…”

      Hallam rolled his eyes and relented, “Fine… thanks, Bob!” he called out, aiming the commendation at the slightly ragged-looking red bear. Dakota then patted the toy again before making further adjustments with the thrusters to keep their less-damaged side facing the remaining renegade.

      A series of sharp metallic pings, like ball bearings being dropped on a steel plate, permeated the cockpit space, and Hallam saw the damage panel light up with a dozen spots of red. “That last renegade isn’t giving up easily,” said Hallam, noting that the damage was again contained by their thick armor. “It looks like it’s going for the main engines, though, so if you’re happy to coast for a while, I’d close them up.”

      “Roger that,” replied Dakota cheerfully. “Engaging ‘turtle mode’ now…”

      There was a powerful mechanical whirr as thick metal shielding wound out from the aft section of the ship before a hefty thump signified that their engines had been enclosed in heavy metal.

      “I wish you wouldn’t call it ‘turtle mode.’ It sounds somehow a little disgusting,” said Hallam, releasing another barrage of flak toward the renegade ship, which was now heading away.

      “That’s just your warped mind, Hal,” replied Dakota. The augmented view panel at the front of the cockpit then suddenly lit up, bathing Hallam in an intense orange light as one of the fighter craft exploded into a blazing inferno. A second later, the hull of the armored tanker was peppered with the fast-moving remains of the stricken ship.

      “Who was that?” asked Dakota breathlessly. “Was that the other renegade or one of ours?”

      “It was one of ours,” answered Hallam darkly, spotting that the transponder ID of their second escort had vanished from his panel. Then he noticed that Dakota looked almost relieved at this news. “Are you happy about us losing an escort or something?” he added, wondering what had promoted her curious reaction.

      “Of course not,” she snapped, looking and sounding affronted. Then she paused to collect her thoughts before adding, “But don’t forget that these renegades are fanatics. I don’t want to be their target of choice for a revenge attack, is all.”

      Hallam turned back to his augmented target view, but the remaining renegade and Consortium escort were still locked in battle, beyond his range. He released his grip on the turret controls, allowing the blood to flow back into his milk-white knuckles. “I hadn’t really thought about it like that,” he admitted, letting the chair take the weight of his body. “But I guess you’re right. The Consortium are sure going to be pissed at losing one of their fighters, though.”

      Dakota huffed a derisory laugh. “They’re more likely to mourn the loss of a precious Shelby Drive,” she replied bitterly.

      “Don’t speak ill of your employer…” teased Hallam, though in truth, he agreed with Dakota’s sentiment completely. The Consortium was the epitome of capitalist greed, rising to power through ruthless single-mindedness and total market dominance in more sectors than Hallam could remember.

      Dakota shot Hallam a dirty look in response, but then the remaining renegade fighter broke off and accelerated back toward them. Hallam sat bolt upright, feeling his pulse race. “Damn it, this renegade just doesn’t know when to quit,” he said, turning the tanker’s flak turrets toward the approaching vessel. “I’ll create a perimeter; if this fanatic wants to fly through it and turn itself to confetti, then so be it,” he added, programming the weapon system for a wide burst, set to detonate after one hundred meters. He squeezed the trigger and the flak cannons fired, turning the serene darkness into a mosaic of flying metal fragments.

      “That certainly changed their mind,” commented Dakota brightly as the renegade ship spun on its axis and lit up its main engine, burning hard away from the barrage of flak. Hallam then saw the tell-tale pulse of crimson lights racing up and down the fighter’s wings before the ship disappeared in a flash of red light. With it, the Darkspace interjector signal vanished, and the tanker’s Shelby Drive began to spool back online.

      Dakota whooped again before flipping the bird at the augmented view screen. “Suck it, renegade!” she shouted with gusto.

      Hallam smiled, but then an alarm shrieked and his panel lit up with a red border. “Torpedo!” he shouted, grasping the turret controls and scanning the area around where the fighter entered into bridge space. “It must have launched it just before jumping back onto the bridge!”

      “I see it, bearing three-two-six mark zero-two-seven!” Dakota yelled. “Closing fast!”

      Hallam spun the turret to match the bearing Dakota had called out; he hadn’t spotted the incoming torpedo yet but trusted Dakota implicitly. They’d only flown together for a few months, but in that time, they’d developed a strong rapport and trust.

      “Firing!” shouted Hallam, unleashing the full force of the flak turrets toward where he hoped the torpedo was. The space ahead of them became clouded with fragments of metal, then Hallam saw it, arcing beneath the barrier. “Damn it, that fighter boomeranged us!” he shouted, turning the turret toward the torpedo and firing on gut instinct alone.

      The dull, repetitive whomp of the turrets firing filled the cockpit, then the torpedo detonated amidst the hazy cloud of metal and smoke. More alarms wailed as the armored tanker was peppered with jagged chunks of metal from the torpedo’s fragmentation warhead. Hallam recognized the sound of an explosive decompression somewhere inside the ship and frantically scrolled through the damage readout.

      “Hull breach, starboard fore-quarter,” Hallam called out before waiting with bated breath for the red indicator to turn green. Come on! he urged, willing the light to change color. At that moment, he would have kissed Bob the bear on the lips if it would have helped. Then the light suddenly blinked and turned green, and Hallam flung himself back, releasing the breath he realized he’d been holding for the last few seconds. “It’s okay, the safeties kicked in, breach sealed. We’re okay…”

      “The armor soaked up the rest,” Hallam heard Dakota call back as he rested his head against the padded seat with his eyes closed. “We’ll look a damn mess, but it’s all easily replaced. We might need a night stopover at the Centrum while they sort that hull breach, though.”

      Hallam sighed and opened his eyes again. “Great, a night cooped up on that fortress with the Consortium’s heavies breathing down our necks.”

      The Centrum was the largest space installation ever built by human hands, but eighty percent of it was off limits to the select few visitors that were allowed to board. Hallam couldn’t blame them for being careful; without the Centrum, there would be no Randenite, and all twelve bridge worlds would suddenly have to become entirely self-sufficient. Earth would suffer even more greatly, having grown reliant on the resources supplied by these other planets, through the network of bridges.

      “It could be worse,” replied Dakota, shrugging, “It does have probably the best bar, outside of Feronia.”

      Hallam made a noise that sounded like someone gagging on a piece of rotten fruit. “I can’t believe you like that awful leisure planet; I can barely take it for a couple of hours before I get a headache.”

      Dakota laughed before retracting the shields around their main engines and setting them back on course to align with the bridge. “Your headaches are just because I land so many punches to your baby-soft cheeks,” she said, winking at Hallam.

      Hallam snorted again. “You wish!” he replied, genuinely affronted. “But if you want to try, then the Centrum does have a pretty good gym, and it’s been a few days since I last beat your ass.”

      “You’re on,” replied Dakota before the radio light flashed on. “Looks like our combat escort is getting impatient,” she added before answering the hail.

      “Tanker Romeo Sierra One Three, this is escort Agile One. Are you able to continue to the Centrum?” came the no-nonsense voice of the anonymous Consortium combat escort pilot.

      “Roger that, Agile One. We’re just getting into position, then we’ll be underway,” Dakota answered with her usual jaunty tone. “Synchronize with our bridge countdown, over.”

      “Understood, Tanker One Three. Agile One over and out,” came the stiff reply before the radio clicked off.

      “Chatty bunch, aren’t they?” said Hallam with a wry smirk.

      Dakota aligned the huge armored tanker with the invisible bridge and set the countdown timer to three minutes. “I’m not complaining; most of them are just as dull in person,” she said, returning a wry smile of her own. “I can’t believe you signed up to be one of the Consortium’s crack escort pilots. You have at least some semblance of a personality…”

      “Nice…” replied Hallam, scowling at her. Dakota knew that Hallam’s dishonorable discharge from the CSF was a sore subject, but she frequently brought it up to irk him. This was mainly because Hallam had refused to tell her the story of how he had ended up being kicked out, three months after graduating as a pilot officer. “Just for that, I’m not going to pull my punches when we spar this time.”

      Dakota laughed and threw her head back, suddenly snapping it forward again and clicking her fingers excitedly. “Damn it, I’ve just figured out how that renegade managed to get a torpedo off without us noticing.”

      Hallam sat upright and shifted his body toward her. “How? Is it some kind of new weapon?”

      Dakota shook her head. “No, I forgot to kiss Bob after the second renegade bugged out. If I had, that torp would have flown well wide.”

      Hallam smiled and shook his head. “I honestly can’t tell if you’re joking or being serious,” he said truthfully.

      The pulse of the tanker’s Shelby Drive started to climb and Hallam saw the countdown reach sixty seconds.

      “We’re about to bridge after taking some pretty heavy damage,” Dakota went on, looking at Hallam with wide, playful eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to kiss Bob for good luck?”

      “No,” snorted Hallam, shooting her a disgusted look. “It’s just superstitious nonsense.” Then he realized that Dakota hadn’t done it either, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Aren’t you going to do it, though?”

      Dakota waved a hand at him dismissively. “Nah, you’re probably right,” she said breezily. “Superstitious nonsense…”

      Hallam glanced at the timer and saw it had reached thirty seconds, then glanced back at Dakota, who still hadn’t moved. He cursed under his breath and bolted out of his seat toward her console before hurriedly kissing his fingers and slapping them on top of Bob the bear’s woolen head.

      Dakota burst out laughing and clapped. “I knew it!” she said as Hallam skulked back to his seat.

      “Not a damn word!” he shot back, although he couldn’t help but allow a smile to curl his lips too.

      Then the pulse of the Shelby Drive reached its crescendo, and the blackness outside was replaced by the swirling red borders of bridge space.
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      Hallam ducked under another cross from Dakota and landed a quick rip to her body with his right hand, sending her staggering backwards. He smiled from behind his raised guard as Dakota pressed her glove to her side.

      “Are you okay?” Hallam asked impishly. “Because we can stop now, if you’d like?”

      Dakota smiled back and raised her guard. “I was just scratching an itch, that’s all,” she replied, playing along with Hallam. “It felt like someone just tickled me.”

      Dakota always gave as good as she got; it was one of the reasons Hallam loved sparring with her, both in the ring and in general. She indulged his competitive streak and was a tough opponent to boot.

      “Well, if you fancy a bit more tickling, step this way,” Hallam answered, beckoning Dakota on with his glove.

      Dakota danced around the ring, circling Hallam and inviting him to come after her. Hallam moved in, but then his head snapped back as Dakota landed a sharp jab. It hurt his pride more than his nose; Dakota had suckered him into clumsily tracking her around the ring many times before, and he was annoyed he still kept falling for it.

      “You okay?” asked Dakota, grinning.

      Hallam didn’t answer, and instead took advantage of her moment of gloating to step in and land a jab of his own. He then threw a couple more shots, but Dakota had already resumed her sprightly defense and the punches flew wide. He then tasted the sweat-coated, well-worn leather of Dakota’s left glove as it connected with his face, and felt the breath pressed from his lungs as another shot pummeled his gut. Blinking the sweat out of his eyes, Hallam closed up his guard and backpedaled before swinging out a wild right hook in an attempt to ward off any further advance from his opponent. He felt his hand connect and saw Dakota’s gum shield fly out of her mouth and land in a spittle-covered splat on the mat. Dakota dropped to one knee, and instinctively, Hallam rushed over to her.

      “Hey, I’m sorry, Dak, that was a wild one,” he said, dropping down beside her. She was flexing her jaw with one eye shut, but otherwise, Hallam was relieved to see she looked okay.

      “No kidding,” Dakota replied, using Hallam’s bent knee to push herself upright. Then she smiled again and tapped her glove into his chest. “But if it wasn’t for that lucky shot, I’d have had you on your ass.”

      Hallam half-shrugged, half-nodded. “Maybe, maybe not,” he replied. “We’ll never know.”

      “Are you bailing on me? We’ve only been at it for an hour,” said Dakota, looking disappointed.

      Hallam tapped his wrist where his watch would normally have been. “It must already be eight o’clock, and we haven’t even eaten yet. I’m starved.”

      “Okay, but I want a rematch in the morning before we head back out again,” said Dakota before tearing open the Velcro strap of her right glove with her teeth.

      “That does depend on how much you make me drink tonight,” replied Hallam as Dakota threw off her gloves and helped him with his.

      They both climbed out of the ring and headed into the locker room area. Hallam stashed his gloves and hand wraps into his holdall, grabbed his towel, and pulled off his shirt. Dakota had already gone around to the set of lockers on the opposite side of the room, but he still felt the need to warn her before slipping off his shorts.

      “I’m just going to grab a quick shower, so don’t come around here, unless you want a shock,” Hallam called over the top of the lockers before tip-toeing toward the shower block. The pale ceramic tiles were surprisingly cold, considering the room itself felt like a sauna.

      “Will the shock be how small it is?” he heard Dakota shout back. Hallam shook his head, smiling; even when they weren’t boxing, they were still sparring. He turned on the faucet and waited for the water to run hot, then stepped beneath the stream of steaming water. The sensation was blissful, as if he’d just been treated to a Shiatsu massage. Water was sometimes hard to come by on the Consortium stations in the more distant bridge worlds, which meant the showers were either nonexistent or strictly time-limited, and usually lukewarm. The Centrum, however, had been specifically positioned close to an abundant supply of water and other resources in a vast asteroid field. Combined with the near one-hundred-percent efficient water-recycling system, this meant that long, hot showers on-board the Centrum were a welcome perk.

      Suddenly, Hallam felt a stinging sensation on his left buttock, and he yelped, leaping out from under the stream of water. At first, he looked down at his cheek, which was red where the pain had occurred, and thought he’d been stung by a wasp. Then he felt stupid, realizing that there were no insects on the station, and looked up, trying to figure out another reason. It was then that he saw Dakota through the mist of steam, towel held taut between her hands, twisted into a whip. However, this wasn’t the most surprising part of her appearance; she was also completely naked.

      “Jeez, Dak, what the hell!” shouted Hallam, turning around to hide his modesty, or what little of it he was able to salvage. “The women’s showers are over on the other side.”

      “I know,” said Dakota, hanging up the towel and strolling up to the shower head next to Hallam’s, as if she were taking a casual walk in a park. She then turned on the water without any further explanation.

      Hallam rubbed his stinging cheek with a soapy hand and shook his head. “That really hurt, you know?” he added, stepping back under his own stream of water.

      “Just a little payback for that loose haymaker earlier on,” said Dakota, flashing her eyes at him before pushing her head under the water. Then she turned toward Hallam, covering her breasts with her hands. “Do you mind passing over the soap? I’ve got my hands full over here…”

      Hallam laughed and jutted his backside out of the stream. “Kiss my stinging red ass, Dak,” he replied before getting back under the water.

      This hadn’t been the first time Dakota had pulled a stunt like this, and Hallam knew it was just her way of coping with the stresses of bridge running. The jokes and pranks were a welcome distraction from the distressing reality that renegades tried to blow them up on a weekly basis.

      “I’m done, so I’ll see you in the bar in ten?” said Hallam, turning off the faucet and strolling over to the towels, trying to match Dakota’s earlier swagger.

      “Give me an hour, will ya?” replied Dakota from inside the steaming flow of water. “I have a few things to wrap up first.”

      “An hour?” said Hallam, feeling his stomach gurgle from a lack of food as he rubbed himself dry. “If I have to wait another hour, I’ll probably eat this towel.”

      “I’ll most likely be sooner,” replied Dakota. “Wait for me in there, and I’ll be as quick as I can. Just admin stuff, you know?”

      “Fine, I’ll stuff myself with bar snacks while I’m waiting,” said Hallam, wrapping the towel around his waist. Then he spotted Dakota’s towel hanging on the rack, still twisted up into a whip-like sausage. He grinned and plucked it off the hook before hanging it over his neck. “I’ll catch you later, then?” he added, strolling out of the shower block.

      Dakota was another ten minutes in the shower before Hallam heard the water shut off, by which time he’d already hurriedly dressed himself. He waited, still grinning, for the inevitable cry, and it came, right on cue.

      “Hal, where’s my damn towel?”

      Hallam scurried over to the door, Dakota’s towel still draped over his neck, as his partner appeared at the far end of the locker room. Her right arm was pressed across her chest, while her left hand covered her other unmentionables.

      “What towel?” asked Hallam, snickering like a schoolboy.

      “Don’t you dare!” Dakota cried back. “Hal? Hal!” But Hallam had already pushed through the door and left.
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      Hallam was just exiting the restrooms by the door of the visitor’s bar, when he heard a commotion going on outside. Buoyed by a couple of beers and always eager to get the scoop on a bit of salacious gossip, he stepped through the door and into the wide hallway. It was then that he saw Dakota, jostling with two Consortium Enforcers, more commonly known as ‘heavies’, because they were heavy in stature as well as in name.

      At first, his mildly intoxicated state made this seem amusing – it was classic Dakota to find a way to wind up the CSF heavies. Despite being employed by the mega-corporation that had stakes in everything from toilet paper to space station construction, she hated the Consortium with a passion. He then saw one of the heavies reaching for his hip, and he quickly sobered up and stepped hastily toward the affray. The enforcer could have simply been reaching for a pepper spray or stun weapon, and on any other station, he wouldn’t have worried, but the Centrum was not any other station. As the most valuable piece of interstellar real estate in the galaxy, the Consortium didn’t play games when it came to protecting their unique and irreplaceable facility. At worst, Dakota would get herself killed, and at best, she’d get herself banned.

      “Back off, you fascist thug,” snarled Dakota, shoving one of the enforcers in the chest. Thanks to her regular training and five-foot-ten-inch frame, Dakota was no featherweight, but her push barely rocked the Consortium heavy.

      “There you are!” said Hallam, quickly inserting himself between Dakota and the enforcer. “I told you that you’d get lost without me,” he added, gently ushering her away.

      “We find you snooping around the restricted sections again, and we’ll put a block on your transit ID,” the enforcer growled back, jabbing a finger at Dakota. “Now get lost.”

      Dakota flipped the bird to the heavy as Hallam continued to gently guide her down the hall toward the bar.

      “What the hell, Dak?” said Hallam, not for the first time that night. “You could get us barred from the Centrum. What were you doing snooping around the restricted sections anyway?”

      Dakota swiveled on her heels, putting her back to the departing heavies, and brushed off Hallam’s gentle hold on her.

      “I wasn’t ‘snooping around’ as those walnut-brained morons put it,” said Dakota, still burning with rage from the confrontation. “I just took a wrong turn coming out of the comms room, that’s all.”

      “And what were you doing in the comms room?” asked Hallam, waiting for the door to the visitors’ bar to swoosh open and letting Dakota storm inside. “I thought you were doing admin.”

      Dakota stopped and spun on her heels again, scowling at Hallam. “You sound like one of those assholes,” she said, thrusting her arms out toward him, wrists pressed together. “Are you going to arrest me, Enforcer Knight?”

      Hallam brushed past Dakota and headed toward the nearest empty table. “No, but I am going to eat without you if you don’t sit down and stop causing trouble.”

      Hallam pulled up a seat and watched as Dakota lowered her arms and finally did the same, except that she spun her chair around and straddled it instead.

      “You know, you’re cranky when you’re hungry.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Hallam scrolled idly through the self-service menu panel built into the table. He ordered another beer, plus a double cheeseburger and fries, then extended an open hand toward Dakota’s panel, inviting her to make her choice.

      Dakota looked down at the menu panel and ordered a Hawaiian pizza. Hallam saw her choice flash up on his panel and smiled. This was another of Dakota’s games to wind him up, since she knew full well that Hudson found the idea of pineapple on pizza to be sacrilegious.

      “You know, the only good use for pineapple is to garnish a piña colada,” commented Hallam, playing along with Dakota’s game. “Before you then tip it down the drain, because piña coladas are disgusting, just like pineapple on pizza.”

      Dakota smiled back. “You do realize that the meat in that cheeseburger you just ordered isn’t really meat?” she hit back. “And the cheese isn’t really cheese either? It’s all grown in a lab somewhere on Tellus. Who knows what it’s made of?”

      Hallam took a swig of his beer as the automated robotic waiter delivered two more to the table. “I don’t care what it’s made of. It tastes good and that’s all that matters,” he said, refusing to be deterred. “And this place orders in the best quality stuff. It’s the closest to a real cheeseburger that I’ve had since you forced me into that casino on Feronia. At least that place had real meat burgers.”

      Dakota took a swig of her beer and raised an eyebrow, “It may have been real meat, but it sure as hell wasn’t beef. Have you seen the weird-ass animals that roam around that planet? You probably ate something that had three heads and two asses.”

      Hallam shrugged, then did a chef kiss sign, adding an elaborate kissing noise to boot. “And I’d do it all again. Delicious!”

      Dakota chuckled, but then they were both distracted by a commotion over at another table in the main bar area. A group of people were playing cards – some variation on poker that Hallam had never been able to get his head around. From the heated hand waving and raised voices, it looked like there was a disagreement over who had won the money.

      The table had three players. Two looked like regular joes; either other tanker pilots – though Hallam didn’t recognize them – or possibly off-duty enforcers. They certainly looked thuggish enough to qualify as Consortium heavies. The third player, however, stood out like a sore thumb. He was a rough-shaven man who looked to be in his mid-to-late thirties, with a buzz-cut hairstyle that smacked of a current or ex-military background. He wore it well, and from the quality of his clothing, which despite lacking any sort of camouflage pattern was clearly tactical in nature, he looked well-to-do.

      The man was flanked by two women, both wearing a similar style of clothing. However, besides their apparel, they couldn’t have looked more different. The first was younger, perhaps in her mid-twenties, and clearly took care of her appearance. She was elegant almost to the point of being chic, despite the tactical nature of her clothing, and wore a distinctive, black raven-skull pendant around her neck. The eyes of the skull glistened under the bar’s lights, as if they were precious stones, which Hallam guessed they probably were.

      The second woman was older, perhaps closer to the man’s age, and also striking, if for very different reasons. She wasn’t unkempt but had a harder edge to her looks, which was exacerbated by the unique lightning-strike black eyeliner, which circled her eyes, before lashing out across her temples. She had the look of someone who was perpetually angry, and out of all the people in the bar, Hallam instinctively knew she was the most dangerous.

      Hallam and Dakota continued to watch as the two other men rose, pushing their chairs back with an uncomfortable screech. Dakota flashed her eyes at Hallam and shifted in her seat to get a better view; they both enjoyed watching a good bar fight, and she obviously sensed that one was brewing. However, then the rough-shaven man rose to his feet and said something that Hallam didn’t manage to overhear, and the two heavies suddenly stood down and backed away.

      “Aw, dammit, it looks like those two have chickened out,” said Dakota with the sort of whiny tone of a teenager who had just been grounded. “I was looking forward to seeing how those two brutes handled themselves against action man and his two dark disciples.”

      Hallam smiled, assuming that Dakota was referring to the rough-shaven man and his cohort. “It’s probably for the best; those three don’t look like they’re the sort to mess around.”

      Dakota frowned and peered back at Hallam as if he were a stranger who’d just sat down at her table. “You’re telling me you don’t know who they are?”

      Hallam shook his head. “Should I?”

      “That’s the Blackfire Squadron,” said Dakota enigmatically. “The guy is Cad Rikkard, only the most famous mercenary in all twelve systems, and Earth to boot,” she continued, maintaining her mysterious tone of voice.

      “Cad Rikkard?” replied Hallam, frowning. “Is that his real name or the name he uses on the ‘Flirty Mercenaries Hook-Up’ website?”

      “Is that a real thing?” asked Dakota.

      Hallam snorted. “How would I know?” Then he glanced back at the trio, who seemed to be collecting their belongings. “So who are the dynamic duo that are with him?”

      “The one with the funky eyeliner is Draga Vex…”

      Hallam snorted again. “Now I know you’re yanking my chain,” but Dakota shot him a dirty look and he shut up and let her continue.

      “She grew up on Vediovis, and has a real dark streak, just like her eyeliner,” Dakota went on.

      “Vediovis?” said Hallam, feeling a shiver rattle down his spine as he remembered his last trip there. “She must be made of titanium to have crawled her way off that rock and made something of herself.”

      Vediovis had once been the primary mineral and resource mining planet, right up until the discovery of Pomona, the tenth bridge world, Hallam remembered. Pomona was so resource-rich that all the major mining guilds quickly switched their operations, leaving the population of Vediovis high and dry, and jobless. Criminal gangs swooped in to offer an alternative source of work, which was primarily cultivating drugs. Those that didn’t work in the fields ended up in the underworld sex industry, which became the only reason for any off-worlders to dare to visit the planet. Even so, most sane people avoided Vediovis like the plague, and those that did visit typically left with a new disease or addiction of one sort or another.

      “And what about the catwalk model turned assassin?” Hallam went on, now casting his eyes over to the younger of the two women. “Let me guess, her name is ‘Ivana Spendalot’?”

      “Very droll,” said Dakota, rolling her eyes, “and, unsurprisingly, incorrect. That’s Alexis Black, although you’re on the money about her being rich and loving to flaunt it. She has a subtler way of going about her business, but together with Draga, they’re a pretty mean tag team, like sugar and spice.”

      “So these guys are hired guns?” asked Hallam, more intrigued than ever.

      Dakota nodded. “Rikkard was a US Space Force Marine, special ops, but rumor has it that he rubbed the chain of command up the wrong way, so he never advanced past captain. He left and started his own private army out on Pomona, just after it was founded, and made his money fighting off all the pirates and criminal gangs looking to steal the mountains of precious metals and minerals they were digging up out there.”

      Hallam nodded, beginning to get an understanding of why the two heavies quickly decided to back down and scarper.

      “You see that long belt-like thing hanging from Rikkard’s waist?” said Dakota, rousing Hallam from his daydream. Hallam looked over and spotted the object, but had no idea what it was. “That’s a scabbard…” Dakota continued, answering the question, before Hallam had time to ask it.

      Hallam snorted again. “Come on, you expect me to believe that guy wears a sword?”

      Dakota nodded and flashed her eyes. “Believe it… It’s an old medieval-style one. And get this; it’s called a Black Prince sword…”

      Hallam wafted a hand at Dakota dismissively. “This is too much, even for you,” he said, trying to convince himself that Dakota was just pulling another one of her tricks on him. Yet, over the last few months, he’d learned to read Dakota’s tells, and in his gut, he knew she was telling the truth.

      He turned away from the mercenary trio and looked back at Dakota, frowning again. “How come you know so much about these guys anyway?” he asked. “I doubt you came across many mercs ferrying scientists and other nerds around the peaceful and safe forests of Fortuna and Tellus.”

      “I take an interest in more than just what’s in front of my nose, unlike you,” Dakota hit back. “And I’d still be flying those ‘nerds’ on their scientific expeditions, if it weren’t for the Consortium buying up the company and shutting us down. Ignorant assholes…”

      Mention of the Consortium and how they ruined her previous career was one of the few triggers that managed to crack Dakota’s normally unbreakable aura of cheerfulness. Hallam hadn’t meant to reopen the old wound and regretted having brought it up, because he could see that Dakota’s mood had turned blacker than Draga Vex’s eyeliner.

      Hallam was then distracted by Cad Rikkard and his crew, who were now heading toward the door. Alexis had hung back with Cad and had her arm draped over his shoulder, while she gloated about their winnings. Draga Vex had moved out ahead and appeared annoyed by the others’ dallying. She turned around to hurry them on, walking backwards toward the door as she did so. Then there was a loud crash, as Draga backed straight into the robot waiter, sending it, and the plates it was carrying, crashing to the floor right next to Hallam’s table.

      Hallam looked down at the mess and saw that the food that had just been spread across the dimpled metal floor of the bar was theirs.

      “Oops…” said Draga, looking at the flailing robot and the mess she’d caused before turning back to her companions and adding, “I guess robo-waiter here should have been watching where it was going.”

      Alexis laughed, and even the stoic-looking male mercenary appeared to smile, but before Hallam knew what was happening, Dakota had sprung to her feet and squared off against Draga.
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      Dakota’s hands were already balled into fists as she stepped up to confront the mercenary, Draga Vex. Hallam could see that Dakota was still fuming from being reminded how the Consortium shut down her business. Unfortunately, Draga Vex had inadvertently become the target for Dakota’s venting anger. She couldn’t have picked a worse target if she’d tried. Hallam knew that Dakota was more than capable of handling herself, but after what she’d just told him about the striking female hired gun, he hoped she hadn’t bitten off more than she could chew.

      “Oh, well done, Elvira, Mistress of the Dark… Why don’t you look where you’re going?” Dakota snarled.

      Draga Vex turned around slowly and scowled at Dakota. They were roughly the same height, but Draga had a good twenty pounds on Dakota, and none of it looked soft.

      “Why don’t you sit your ass down before I put you down?” replied Draga, jabbing a finger into Dakota’s sternum.

      It was like the mercenary had just flipped a pressure valve. Dakota surged forward and shoved Draga hard to the chest, sending her staggering back. She clearly hadn’t expected Dakota to attack her and was caught off-guard, tumbling over an adjacent table and scattering yet more plates and drinks to the floor.

      Alexis Black unwrapped her arm from around Cad Rikkard’s neck and surged toward Dakota, but the mercenary was immediately hit with a powerful right cross and sent down. Cad’s face, calm and impassive up to that point, now twisted with anger. Evidently, Dakota laying out Alexis had triggered something inside him that suggested their relationship was more than just professional. The mercenary grabbed a steak knife from the table behind him and stalked toward Dakota, whose guard was raised. Then Draga appeared at Dakota’s side and slammed a punch to her head before grasping Dakota’s arms and holding them back.

      Hallam sprang up, propelling his chair out behind him, and blocked Cad’s path, but then the blade swung and he felt a stinging sensation on his left shoulder. Blood wet his shirt, and he pressed a hand to the wound, more surprised by it than in pain.

      “Get out of the way, or the next cut will be to your throat!” growled Cad as Alexis Black climbed to her feet beside him, looking equally furious.

      “You’re not getting past, so just back the hell away!” said Hallam, raising open palms toward the mercenary. Blood dripped from his right hand and splattered on the floor, coloring his scattered golden yellow fries with a splash of red.

      Cad didn’t respond in words and just thrust the blade toward Hallam, but his own prior CSF training kicked in. He dodged the angry strike and stripped the weapon from Cad’s hand, then thrust a kick to the man’s gut. The mercenary staggered back a couple of paces but didn’t appear to be hurt.

      “Kill them!” yelled Alexis, suddenly looking wild-eyed and feral.

      The door to the bar then swished open and heavy boots thudded inside, shortly followed by forceful shouts of “Hands on your heads, now!”

      Hallam glanced behind to see three Consortium heavies, equipped with sidearms.

      “You, let her go and hands on your head. Do it now!” the lead heavy yelled, aiming the order at Draga Vex. The female mercenary reluctantly complied, shoving Dakota into Hallam’s back before stepping away and lightly touching her fingertips to her temples.

      Hallam and Dakota pressed their hands to their heads, and the red-faced Cad and Alexis followed suit, but with the same half-hearted disdain as Draga Vex.

      “It’s okay, we were just having a light disagreement with the gentleman and lady here,” said Cad, lowering his hands and turning toward the lead CSF heavy.

      “Keep your hands…” the heavy began, but then he seemed to recognize Cad and cut his sentence short. “Mr. Rikkard, I didn’t know it was you,” he continued, and Hallam realized their sudden reprieve may have been short-lived.

      “Not to worry,” said Cad smoothly. “Like I said, this was just a simple disagreement, nothing to concern yourself with.” Then Cad turned to Hallam and shot him a saccharin smile. “Isn’t that right, Mr.…?”

      “Knight, Hallam Knight,” answered Hallam, also lowering his hands. Then he turned to the security heavy. “And yes, it was just a misunderstanding. I’m sorry for the disruption.”

      All the others now lowered their hands, and the heavies also lowered their weapons. Hallam took a breath and glanced at Dakota, who still looked furious. She wasn’t one to back out of a fight, and in her book, Draga Vex had finished theirs with the upper hand.

      “I’ll pay for the damages and to replace the food that my associate accidentally knocked over,” Cad continued. “I assume that will be satisfactory?”

      The lead heavy holstered his weapon, prompting his companions to do the same.

      “Yes, that will be satisfactory, Mr. Rikkard, thank you,” replied the heavy, turning to Hallam. “If you’d like to take a seat at another table, we’ll see that a medic attends to your wound.”

      “Don’t we get a say in this?” snapped Dakota, throwing her hands out wide. “That asshole attacks someone with a knife, and you just let him off without even a slapped wrist!”

      The enforcer’s face hardened a touch. “Mr. Rikkard is a trusted partner of the Consortium, and I take him at his word,” he replied, pointing an accusatory finger at Dakota. “You, on the other hand, have already been warned once today. I strongly suggest you do as I say.”

      Dakota looked ready to argue back, but Hallam was quick to intervene, keen to prevent the situation from flaring back up.

      “That’s fine; we’ll just take a seat at the table back there and wait for our food,” said Hallam, ushering Dakota away. She still looked pumped up, and spoiling for a fight.

      Cad stepped deftly between the mess of food and crockery on the floor and stood at Draga’s side. Alexis Black circled around behind the group of enforcers, before joining her companions.

      “My apologies again, Mr. Knight,” said Cad with the same smooth but insincere politeness. “Until we meet again.”

      Then the three members of the Blackfire Squadron turned and headed toward the door. No one in the bar uttered another word until they had gone.

      “Why did you just roll over like that?” grumbled Dakota as they arrived at their new table and sat down. “He shouldn’t be allowed to get away with stabbing you, no matter how pally he is with the Consortium.”

      Hallam grabbed a napkin and pressed it to the wound on his shoulder. It stung, but thankfully, it wasn’t deep. He then took another napkin, poured water onto it from the carafe on the table, and wiped the blood from his hands.

      “I didn’t ‘roll over,’ Dak,” replied Hallam, annoyed that Dakota was now venting at him. “You had just spent the last few minutes telling me how much of a bunch of badasses those guys were. I figured stopping you from getting killed was better than letting that dark-haired mercenary pound you to dust.”

      “Knight by name, knight by nature, huh?” said Dakota, rocking back in her chair and folding her arms. “I could have taken her. She doesn’t scare me.”

      Hallam shook his head. “I don’t doubt that, but she should. She scares the hell out of me.” Then he grabbed a bread roll from the table and tore into it. “And I wasn’t acting as some sort of knight in shining armor,” Hallam continued, not wanting to stand for Dakota’s ‘white knight’ insinuation. “I was just having your back, like partners are supposed to.”

      Dakota planted all four legs of the chair back on the floor and leant forward, taking Hallam’s hand in hers. “I know, I’m just angry,” she said, with a touch more softness to her voice. “Sometimes it just comes out, you know?”

      “I know,” said Hallam. He did understand; his own experiences with the Consortium had hardly been favorable. He’d shied away from discussing his past with Dakota, for the same reasons she preferred not to be reminded of hers – because it hurt. However, he now realized that talking about his past might help Dakota to see that he truly did know what she was going through.

      “I got discharged from the Consortium Security Force for striking a superior officer,” said Hallam. The sudden shock announcement took Dakota completely by surprise. She released his hand but stayed quiet, watching him intently. “I joined up later than most after getting fed up of scraping together a living on Earth,” Hallam continued, staring off into space. “The bridge worlds were where the real opportunities were, and I’d always had a knack for flying, so I took a shot at the accelerated training program. Graduated top of my class.”

      “No need to brag about it…” said Dakota, smiling, but Hallam was still in his own little world.

      “I got moved to the advanced combat training center,” Hallam went on. “The guy in charge was this Deputy Chief named Dexter Stone. A real asshole. Couldn’t keep his hands to himself.”

      Dakota nodded. “I think I know where this is going…”

      This time, Hallam looked at her and smiled, nodding gently. “He’d been playing this wandering hand game with the female students for weeks, and we’d all talked and even joked about it, but no one wanted to call him out or report it. The chance at a shot to fly fighters for the Consortium out in the bridge worlds was worth too much, to all of us. It was our golden ticket to a better life.”

      “So, one day, he did it again and you snapped and popped the SOB in the mouth, right?” said Dakota, guessing the rest of the story. “You are a knight after all!”

      Hallam laughed and shrugged. “I got him real good too, right on the kisser. You would have been impressed.” Dakota laughed and nodded appreciatively. “I put that asshole flat on his back, out like a light. It was a sweet moment, until they kicked me out, anyway.”

      Dakota grabbed half of the bread roll that Hallam had torn open earlier and bit into it heartily. “So why work for the Consortium as a bridge runner?” she said through a mouthful of bread.

      Hallam toyed with the other half of the roll, ripping off small chunks and tossing them onto his side plate. “Same reason as you, I suppose,” he said, not having really thought about it for a while. “I had the skills – they couldn’t take that away from me – and bridge running earns decent money, thanks to the hazard pay. Plus, it got me off Earth.”

      Dakota swallowed the mouthful of bread and nibbled off another piece. “But if you are such a hot-shot pilot, how come you joined as a gunner and not a bus driver like me?”

      Hallam cocked an eyebrow at her, “No offense, but when you’re used to flying state-of-the-art space combat fighters, these hulking tankers don’t really cut it.”

      Dakota made a sort of harrumphing sound, then threw a chunk of bread at Hallam. It bounced off his forehead and landed in his water glass. “I see… tanker driving is beneath you, is it?”

      Hallam held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture, but Dakota just smiled again. Then the robotic waiter, who had obviously been righted again and cleaned up – though Hallam could still see some burger sauce on its chassis – arrived with their food. It set down two beers, followed by Hallam’s cheeseburger and finally Dakota’s Hawaiian pizza.

      Dakota grabbed a slice and attacked it enthusiastically. “Well, hopefully, we can get through tonight without any more unpleasant experiences,” she said, this time through a mouthful of food.

      Hallam’s face scrunched up as he watched Dakota massacre the pizza. “I don’t know. Even after everything that just happened, I think the most upsetting thing I’ve seen tonight is you eating that monstrosity of a pizza.”

      Hallam picked up his burger, but before he could bring it to his lips, he was hit in the face by something wet and slightly squishy. He looked down to see a chunk of cooked pineapple on his plate, nestled amongst his fries, before looking up to see Dakota flashing her eyes at him.
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      Draga Vex launched a thumping front kick at a stack of metal containers, sending them crashing down. The contents spilled out all over the deck of Cad Rikkard’s private hangar on the Centrum, but Draga was too furious to care. Alexis Black stormed in moments later with Cad Rikkard a second behind.

      “We should go back and gut them while we still have the chance,” Alexis snarled. “Take them out quick and clean, before they even know what hit them.”

      Cad looked at the scattered contents of the containers, a mix of food supplies and maintenance equipment, and sighed.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to pick all that crap up?” Cad asked, directing the question to Draga.

      The mercenary merely folded her arms and stared back at him, her fierce eyes framed by the jet-black eyeliner. “Alexis is right; we can’t let this stand,” she said, ignoring Cad’s flippant question. “That man – Hallam Knight – humbled us, publicly. You know better than anyone how quickly word can spread. Soon he won’t be the only one who thinks he can stand up to us.”

      Cad scowled and stepped across to the control panel beside the hangar door and pressed a button, causing the thick double doors to slide shut. He then punched in another sequence of commands, and a small army of maintenance bots scurried out of compartments in the wall. They began a ballet of interlinked maneuvers, with some collecting up the spilled supplies, and others re-stacking the containers once they were filled again.

      Suddenly, Draga launched a kick at one of the smaller robots, punting it toward the far side of the hangar. “Damn it, Cad, forget the supplies! I can’t believe you’re going to let this slide,” she snapped.

      “Of course I’m not going to let it slide,” Cad hit back, stepping between the two women. “But even I can’t just waltz into a Consortium bar and murder two bridge runners in full view of everyone.”

      “You were ready to fillet that guy with a steak knife earlier,” said Alexis, appearing calmer now that Cad had confirmed some form of retaliation was necessary. “What’s different now?”

      “The difference is now I’m thinking clearly,” replied Cad firmly. “You two need to clear your heads too. This isn’t Pales or Vediovis; we can’t just take someone out and bury them in the mountains. We need to be smart.”

      “You don’t pay me to be smart,” said Draga, still with her arms tightly folded.

      “No, I pay you to do what I tell you,” replied Cad, with his usual smooth confidence.

      “So what’s your plan?” Alexis cut in. “I assume you do have a plan?”

      The corners of Cad’s stubble-fringed mouth curled up into a self-assured smile. “I always have a plan. It’s why I asked the guy his name,” said Cad smugly. “Hallam Knight is a gunner on Consortium Armored Tanker RS-13. And Consortium Armored Tanker RS-13 just so happens to be docked in the adjacent hangar.”

      Now it was Alexis whose lips curled into a smile, though Draga remained stony; it took more than Cad’s smooth words to impress her. Alexis moved to the hangar’s computer terminal and accessed the station’s structural models. These were normally highly-classified files, but Cad had previously been granted access. This was so that his Blackfire Squadron could familiarize themselves with the subtle nooks and crannies of the station in the event that Darkspace Renegades managed to board, and he was tasked to hunt them down.

      “We can bypass the main door to the hangar if we move through these service crawlspaces,” said Alexis, highlighting the route with her finger. “I can intercept the security camera's data stream from this network and feed their system with a dummy image. Then we drop down in to the hangar and sabotage their ship.”

      Draga finally unfurled her arms from around her chest and stepped beside Alexis, peering down at the schematics with narrowed eyes. “That’s all well and good, but how will anyone know it was us?” she asked, turning to Cad. “We need to send a message.”

      Cad shook his head. “Not this time, Draga. We can’t be associated with the destruction of a Consortium Tanker; it could cost me my contract.”

      Draga grunted, but then Alexis chimed back in. “I wouldn’t worry about people not taking the hint,” she said, wiping her activity history before shutting down the computer terminal. “A couple of tanker drivers get into a fight with us on the Centrum, then a day later, their atoms are scattered across a hundred light years of space as a result of a freak bridging accident.” She flashed her eyes, “Everyone will assume we did it, but there’ll be no way to pin it on us, so our contract will be safe. If anything, it will only enhance our reputation.”

      Draga grunted again. “Fine, but I still prefer my plan to just snap their necks and be done with it.”

      “Objection noted,” said Cad smoothly. “Now grab the gear you need and let’s get this done. We’re due on Carmentis in a couple of days to facilitate a quick end to a dumb turf war.”

      “Facilitate how?” asked Draga, appearing more interested in their next job than their current task.

      “Let’s just say it’s the sort of job that suits your less-than-subtle approach to dispute resolution…” replied Cad as he walked toward the open cargo bay of his fighter craft.

      “Good, then let’s get this done so we can move on,” said Draga.

      “Are you going to grab one of your many weapons?” asked Alexis, returning from the cargo hold of her fighter, which was emblazoned with a raven skull emblem, similar to the pendant she wore around her neck.

      “If we meet any resistance, I’ll deal with them with my fists,” Draga replied coldly.

      Cad then returned from his hangar with a sidearm clipped into his holster and the ornate black and gold hilt of a sword protruding from his scabbard.

      “Not stabbed enough people today?” teased Alexis, pulling on a close-fitting backpack and slotting a palm computer into a holster on her hip.

      “There’s a good chance we might run into a dock worker or maintenance crew,” replied Cad. “So it’s best to be prepared.”

      Alexis led them away toward the crawlspace entrance and began using a combat multi-tool to remove the bolts securing it in place.

      “I hope we do run into someone,” said Draga, still seeming to be in a stormy mood. “First those idiot card players backed out of a fight, then you stopped me from pulverizing Knight and his cocky little friend. Someone needs to bleed tonight, and I don’t care who it is.”

      Alexis removed the final bolt, then lifted the access panel to the crawlspace off the wall.

      “I’ll go ahead and make a start on bypassing the security feed,” said Alexis, ducking into the crawlspace.

      Draga motioned to enter the crawlspace next, but Cad grabbed her arm and held her back. “Bleed someone if you need to,” he said, fixing Draga’s penetrating, black-framed eyes with his own unblinking stare, “but I don’t want any bodies, is that clear?” His tone was intentionally harsh, to make sure Draga got the message. She may have been more than just a member of his team – she was also his friend – but there was a time and a place for letting off steam, and this was not it.

      The stark change in Cad’s demeanor cleared the storm clouds circling above Draga, as if they were suddenly standing in the eye of a tornado.

      “I understand,” said Draga, calmly and without any resentment. “No one will die, at least not today.”

      Cad released his hold and smiled, allowing some of his usual character to bleed through his rocky expression. “Now let’s rig this tanker to blow, so we can put your talents to good use again.”
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      By the time Cad Rikkard had hauled his way through the crawlspace to the hangar where Hallam Knight’s tanker was docked, Alexis Black had already rigged the security bypass. Security systems and computers in general were Alexis’ specialty – or the “tech stuff,” as Cad liked to call it. Cad employed this phrase often, much to the annoyance of Alexis, who didn’t take kindly to her talents being described in such mediocre terms.

      The three members of Blackfire Squadron all had their unique abilities, which complemented each other like a blade and scabbard. Draga Vex’s talent was far easier for Cad to understand and describe, but she was far from a blunt instrument – though she could be used as such when required. More broadly, Draga’s specialty was pain, and inflicting it in such a way that Cad got the outcome he desired. Whether it was extracting information with excruciating efficiency or simply storming a camp or stronghold with brutal ruthlessness, Draga had the requisite tools in her arsenal. So long as Cad fed her hunger, Draga was happy.

      As for himself, Cad was the businessman. Though he wasn’t known for his modesty, he didn’t describe himself as the brains of the operation, as this was too simplistic. Each of them was as sharp as their respective blades, and everyone contributed ideas and strategies, but it was Cad who called the shots. He picked the jobs, he negotiated the pay, and he collected when the job was done. And if the job allowed him to indulge his own personal hobby – namely swords, and their employment in dealing death – then so much the better. However, what Cad Rikkard cared about above all else was his reputation. Like the blade of his sword, his name had been forged in the heat and fire of battle. He was the best and would do anything to protect this status and reinforce his superiority. This was why Hallam Knight had to die. He’d made him look weak, and to Cad, that was more agonizing than any form of torture.

      “What took you so long? I thought we’d have to do this without you,” said Alexis as Cad dragged himself inside the crawlspace junction.

      “Yes, well this is a lot easier when you’re only a hundred and thirty pounds,” said Cad, trying to shuffle his frame into a more comfortable position. He was solidly built, but at five feet ten, he was hardly a man mountain. “How the hell do they expect anyone to work in here?”

      “Maintenance is mostly done by bots these days,” replied Alexis, packing her compact palm computer back into its pouch. “We’re probably the first people to come in here since the Centrum was built.”

      “This is fascinating, but are we ready to get on with this or not?” complained Draga, who looked as uncomfortable as Cad felt.

      “We’re done; the security feed will just show an empty hangar. I’ve set it up to loop the recording from the last hour, with some on-the-fly digital modifications so that the security system’s AI doesn’t flag it as a duplicated feed.”

      “Smart…” said Cad, genuinely impressed.

      “That’s my job,” replied Alexis. “Now we just need to take that crawlspace directly to our right and drop down at the next junction.”

      They continued on through the narrow tunnels with Alexis again out front, until they reached another access panel. Alexis removed the bolts and gently slid the panel across. Draga moved up to the opening and peeked outside before quickly ducking back into the crawlspace.

      “There’s one CSF Enforcer inside; looks like he’s catching up on some sleep, useless asshole,” said Draga.

      “Take him out, nice and clean,” said Cad, aiming a finger at Draga. “But remember what I said. And don’t let him see your face. You’re quite memorable.”

      “The only thing he’ll be seeing is stars,” said Draga, stepping out of the opening with a nimbleness that was unexpected for someone with her powerful physique and unyielding posture. A few seconds later, there were several dull thuds and muffled grunts. Cad then moved out of the crawlspace to see the enforcer draped over Draga’s shoulder like some animal she’d killed on a hunt. Blood was dripping from his lip and nose.

      “Don’t worry, he isn’t dead,” said Draga, anticipating Cad’s next question. “What do we do with him, though
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