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Alex Varia is a Recon Marine Scout and a recent defector of the United Earth Alliance...

While fleeing to the outer colonies in a stolen UEA ship, Varia runs into trouble when his forsaken military pursues him to a small, insignificant star system and disables his vessel, leaving the wayward marine without thrusters! Now, to repair the ship, Varia must descend to a barren planet to locate a trace signal of the rare mineral he needs, buried deep within an abandoned alien mining facility.

But when the planet's single life sign turns out to be a mysterious, creepy hermit who declares himself to be a shadowmancer—a dark sorcerer who worships a terrible, ancient god and controls the darkness of the ruined compound—will Varia be able to find what he needs and get out alive without succumbing to the strange man's evil plans?

Want a FREE BOOK related to my Apocalypse Gate series?

Join my Fiction Mailing List, and I’ll send you a FREE NOVELLA related to the Apocalypse Gate series—something not sold in bookstores and only available to my fans! As a member of my mailing list, you’ll receive occasional updates about upcoming books, and you’ll get more free goodies from time to time as well. I won’t spam you—I promise.

Click Here to Download “The Sniper and the World Eaters”
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“Closing on the vessel now, sir,” Warrant Officer Caldwell said, operating the helm of the UEA Recon ship, the RS Starhunter.

“Get me a visual,” the LT replied, taking a sip of water from the bladder affixed to his command chair. Lieutenant Webb shifted in the plush seat, which always seemed to feel a little too wide for his thin frame. He idly unbuckled his harness—there wasn’t any danger at the moment anyway...

“Aye, sir,” Private Kelley said.

After a moment, the large and curving screen at the front of the dark and cramped bridge changed from an array of navigational data that mostly confused the LT to a high-definition image of space. Stars glittered, and the shadowy form of a boring, distant planet showed a dull, red glow, reflecting the dim light of the binary red dwarf stars of the system.

In the middle of the screen, close enough that Lt. Webb could read the name “UEA LWS Interceptor” on its fins, was a lone ship, drifting dead and dark in the void...

“That is the ship,” Counselor Trak said from his shadowy seat in the back of the bridge, his cybernetic voice grinding against half-human vocal chords.

“I know that!” Lt. Webb replied with a quick and venomous glance back, then, he looked forward to Private Kelley at the comm. “And we’ve disabled it?”

“Yes sir,” the private replied. “Sensors show that our EMP made it through to the reaction control system. The thrusters and linkage to the ship’s Dim Drive have been disabled...”

“It’s a sitting duck,” Caldwell added.

“And—” Lt. Webb started, then stopped, casting an annoyed look at the helmsman for speaking up. Where was his sergeant? These soldiers shouldn’t be communicating willy-nilly in a situation like this without him asking for their opinions. Webb shook his head, and fidgeted against his harness. “And what’s aboard? Who’s supposed to be there?”

“To remind the Lieutenant,” Counselor Trak replied from the back, his voice low and grating, “The Interceptor was operated by two Recon marines that were sent to Earth Prime to investigate the lack of communication with the RS Javelin. There should be at least two Recon marines onboard—Lance Corporal Brann and Sergeant Valentine.”

“Only two marines?” Lt. Webb replied.

“It’s a small vessel, sir,” Warrant Officer Caldwell said.

“Then hail them again,” the LT said, grabbing at the arms of his seat.

“Yes sir,” Private Kelley replied, looking down to her terminal. “LWS Interceptor,” she said into her comm. “This is the United Earth Alliance RS Starhunter. Do you copy?” Kelley repeated the hail, then, glanced back over her shoulder. “I don’t think they’re getting us, sir...”

Counselor Trak spoke up again, sending a shiver up the Lieutenant’s spine. “Sir, if the two marines are still onboard, we should be able to read their Liberation Chips...”

“Sensors?” Lt. Webb asked Kelley.

The private’s hands ran over her terminal for a moment.

“We’re not picking up on any UEA signatures, sir—other than the ship’s computer, but it’s been talking to us this whole time...”

Sergeant Gordon’s deep voice suddenly called out from the back of the bridge. “Then that means that the marines aren’t on board,” he said. “It’s probably some sort of indigenous humanoids trying to fly the craft. They probably have no idea what’s going on right now...”

Lt. Webb turned to face the sergeant, and saw the man standing at the door to the bridge, wearing his Environsuit.

Okay, good, Webb thought. Gordon must have been preparing for docking already. He wished the sergeant had waited for an order to do so. And where was Private Ballard? Was he suiting up back there too?

“Mister Caldwell, prepare for docking,” the Lieutenant said. “Gordon, get ready to board with Ballard and ... Kelley.”

Warrant Officer Caldwell started working his controls to move the RS Starhunter closer, and Lt. Webb saw the image of space and the small ship on the screen start moving as their own vessel drifted to the side to attach their umbilical...

“Aye, sir,” Gordon replied, looking back through the doorway behind him. “Move it, Ballard!” He looked forward at the comm. “Kelley, suit up.”

“Yes sir,” she replied, stepping up from her seat and disconnecting her comm link. The gravity generator of their small vessel was weaker than the capital ships and stations back home, but it was enough to keep the private from drifting up into the low ceiling of the bridge.

“I don’t get it, sir,” Private Ballard said suddenly, looking out from the corridor leading to the armory. He was suited up, but his face shield was still open. “If we were sent to get into a firefight, why weren’t we given some heavy armor? These basic Environsuits won’t repel shit!”

“Stow it, Private!” Gordon snapped. “Get your rifle and prepare for boarding...”

Lieutenant Webb glared back at the two, and shifted in the straps of his mostly-undone harness. Holding himself in the command chair with white knuckles, the LT turned to look back at the ship’s counselor. Trak returned his gaze from the shadows, sitting comfortable and still, like a gargoyle, his cybernetic eye glowing red in the dim light...

Ballard’s steps faded away, back down toward the aft section of the ship.

The sudden explosion surprised them all...

As Sergeant Gordon stood in the doorway leading to the rest of the ship, waving at Ballard, who was presumably back in the corridor, and Private Kelley drifted past Lt. Webb in the command seat, and Warrant Officer Caldwell worked the helm to bring the RS Starhunter tight alongside the Interceptor for boarding, the entire front wall of the bridge—its glassteel panels set to opaque since they were in space, the view screen showing the steadily approaching dead vessel growing closer—shattered in a blast of shrapnel and electronics and shards of cockpit exterior!

The chaotic sound only lasted for a moment, blowing out the crew’s eardrums—except for Counselor Trak’s—then, all was utterly silent as the delicate atmosphere was sucked out into space...

Lieutenant Webb gasped for just an instant before his lungs collapsed, and the man was wrenched out of his half-undone harness, thrown out into the void...

Warrant Officer Caldwell lost control of the ship as soon as he lost his breath and was catapulted into unconsciousness. Before his surroundings were swallowed up by the plunge of numbness and his vision sank into darkness, the pilot stared in confusion at the gaping hole in the ship—at the twinkling carpet of space—and thought that he saw a shimmering form, blending into the walls of the bridge, drift into their midst...

Private Kelley, on her way to the back of the bridge, was roughly pulled out into the infinite vacuum outside the ship, breaking her leg on the way out when she crashed into one of the terminals past the glittering shrapnel that sliced at her skin and jumpsuit as she flew by...

Sergeant Gordon immediately reached for his PAPcon on the left forearm of his suit and closed his visor. After a brief moment of panic, feeling like he was punched in the stomach and lost his breath, the gunny pulled in a desperate breath, and found that he could breathe again. The LT and two privates were already dead—one of them killed by vacuum while still strapped in at the helm, but he was alive. Ballard would be behind him somewhere. And Gordon had to assume that Counselor Trak had also survived—those special units had some sort of cybernetic lung, didn’t they?

Something moved in the breach at the front of the bridge—some sort of shimmer; colors warbling around the wreckage ahead of him. The vague form of a man upset the shrapnel and chunks of glassteel and everything else being sucked out into space...

Gordon reached for his Vector rifle, then, remembered that his primary weapon was still back in the armory. His hand went down to the drop-holster on his right side, and the sergeant grabbed at his blaster, taking a quick glance over to Counselor Trak in the back corner of the bridge. The hulking counselor was standing, holding onto his seat with his powerful grey hands, clearly struggling to avoid being sucked out of the ship while still facing the threat.

If Gordon saw the thing—that shimmering form—he supposed that Trak must have seen it as well...

The lack of sound not synchronizing with what the sergeant saw—the chaos of the hull breach outside his helmet—made Gordon want to flee back to the armory, but whatever was happening needed to be handled now! All he could hear was his own raspy, panicked breathing in the small amount of air he had in his suit, and what he did hear seemed underwater. His ears were muted and pinched with pain—his eardrums were punctured by the blast.

When the sergeant saw another man-shaped shimmer of movement pass by Lt. Webb’s chair, he raised his blaster and fired. He knew that his PZ-80 Pulse blaster should have hissed when the fiery beam of light flashed across the ruined bridge, but he heard nothing. His shot splashed into the wall above Warrant Officer Caldwell’s corpse...

And a sudden silent bloom of fire from the darkness spelled his doom...

From somewhere, hidden by light-bending armor (Recon Scout armor, maybe?), someone fired a weapon at the sergeant, and an instant later, Gordon felt a wet slam of pain in his chest!

Slugs? he thought.

Sergeant Gordon’s unarmored Environsuit was shredded by whatever hit him, and the man’s breath was suddenly gone, sucked from his chest. Boiling and bubbling blood scattered out in front of him, and as dark numbness overtook Gordon, he saw his body fluids flashing into a pink fog, drifting lazily toward the hull breach; slowly now, since the ship’s atmosphere was almost completely gone....

Counselor Trak scanned the room, hoping that his cybernetic lung would let him stay conscious despite the amount of exertions his muscles required to keep him from being sucked out of the ship. His electronic eye showed him the traces of one man, no doubt obscured by a UEA Scout armor module. The attacker’s Environsuit hid his thermal signature, but Trak could still vaguely pick up the creature’s shape on his UV optics.

When the invader paused, braced against Lieutenant Webb’s chair, he fired some sort of slug weapon at Sergeant Gordon, killing the marine instantly with a violent blow to the chest.

Now that the air was mostly absent from the ship, Counselor Trak could feel the pull on his body dissipating, and he deployed his XM41 forearm rifle. The special weapon integrated into all counselors of the UEA clunked soundlessly into place, and the cyborg felt the power to his ammo belt go online. He would be able to fight off his hidden foe despite the zero G—

Counselor Trak suddenly saw a fiery blast from the concealed attacker, and his sensors and pain receptors told him that his right arm was gone. A quick glance confirmed that he had been struck in the bicep, and the heavily-muscled arm with the attached XM41 was silently bouncing away from him, along the wall of the bridge. Shards of the feed belt, rounds of ammo, and sundered linkage drifted through the weightless space...

There was very little time...

Whoever was attacking the RS Starhunter was using UEA technology, and had clearly stolen the Interceptor. Trak knew that he had to keep the thief from acquiring the assets of the Starhunter as well, and he didn’t have to communicate with HQ to know that he was making the correct decision according to regulations.

Judging by the time between the invader’s shots on Gordon and the cyborg’s own right arm, Counselor Trak knew that he had approximately two seconds to activate the self-destruct sequence before he was most-likely permanently disabled, himself. The counselor’s chances of repelling the attacker at this point were practically zero...

Trak’s left hand immediately flashed over the terminal at his seat, and his robotic fingers danced through the commands to cause the Dim Drive to detonate.

When the light of the terminal changed from blue to red, Trak knew that he was successful. In the corner of his eye, as he searched for the threat, the cyborg saw that Caldwell’s terminal was still active, and the main portion of the dead helmsman’s screen turned bright red as well, reading 5:00.

4:59...

The counselor stared at the camouflaged anomaly, watching the red haze of the screens play over the Scout armor’s light-bending effect. His foe had to be a defector. Whoever crouched there in Zero G, aiming a hidden slug gun at Trak, protected by a Scout armor module in his Environsuit, had to be a Recon marine that had somehow deserted his unit...

Counselor Trak’s sensors picked up and illuminated in his mind the small form of a plastic and brass shell casing zipping through the weightless room away from the concealed figure. He detected traces of burned propellant...

Is that what caused the disappearance of the marines assigned to the Interceptor?

Was it one of the crew of the
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