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Foxcloud Press

Woburn, MA

Cold blue light gleamed in the vastness, lighting the starry field for several astronomical units. It emanated from an unidentified nebulous mass and encompassed the Virtus Fides in bitter cerulean, as the space station turned slowly in geostationary orbit over the ringed planet of Arago. High lightning in the planet’s atmosphere limned the metal derelict with scattershot flashes that pulsed in time with the strange celestial effect like a throbbing heartbeat. 

Alarm klaxons echoed throughout the near-empty corridors of the station. Corpses littered every level of the massive steel structure while surviving crew rushed madly to man empty posts and determine damage. The station was dark, all power lost. 

An icy sheen shined through the viewports of the Virtus Fides, overpowering the feeble emergency lighting, casting a blue pallor over walls, equipment banks, and the bright-hued decorations festooned throughout the entire ship. Shadows darkened the horror-struck features of crewmembers—both alive and dead.

“What in the name of all the gods was that?” Tarquin shouted. 

No one answered. 

Tarquin clambered back into his navigational chair and looked about the bridge; confusion and fear wrestled with duty across his lined face.

Small fires burned throughout the round-tiered chamber and sparks jumped from computer terminals. The acrid stench of electricity scorched his nostrils. His fellow bridge crew lay still; some contorted and broken on the deck while others lay burnt and smoking at their stations. A charred husk slumped in the captain’s chair.

Tarquin’s stomach yawned wide, panic filling the pit inside of him. What now? Are we under attack? Who is in charge? He stared at the cracked screens and blackened terminal in front of him. They were relatively intact—some lights still blinked, and he could hear the hum of the processor. He jabbed the keypad, punching in codes, trying to access any data on what had just occurred—this strange blue event.

His mind raced as he attempted to coax the computer to functionality. Arago lay beyond the Imperium’s borders, but scouts reported the population primitive, barely achieving industrialization. The ringed planet was rich in natural resources and would make a fine strategic hold as the Imperium increased its reach. The Virtus Fides had been sent thirteen months ago to initiate colonization and make Arago a satrapy of the Imperium. 

A strident beep brought Tarquin back to the present. He could not glean any more information from the computer than current location and time. The Virtus Fides was operating on emergency power, and he was not certain how long even that would last.

As the shock of the sudden flash and subsequent station-wide shutdown began to fade, Tarquin’s training kicked in. He moved about the bridge, picking his way through the bodies, searching for signs of life while gathering weaponry from his crewmates; he checked defensive shields and weapons systems and gathered what intel he could on the navigation and engineering systems. 

“Communications are down, external and inter-ship. No way to send a hailing frequency. Can’t contact Engineering. Life support is at thirty-seven percent power.” Tarquin spoke aloud, checking off a list, and more truly, to maintain his composure. Nothing stirred on the bridge except curling wisps of smoke. 

The blue light illuminating the bridge pulsed. Tarquin glanced out a viewport only to see a throbbing dark blue light-form suspended between the station and Arago. “I don’t recall seeing that on any scopes before the...event. What is it?” 

He pressed his forehead against the tempered transparent plasti-glass to get a better view. It must be what attacked us. Is it some manner of cloaking device for a ship? The Aragoans don’t have that tech. Do they have allies?

Tarquin stepped back from the window. He retrieved a rifle blaster from the small cache of functional weapons he had assembled. I’d best reconnoiter the ship and see if we’ve been boarded. And if any of the crew is alive. With a grim set to his jaw, he picked his way through the smoldering debris toward the exit.

Before Tarquin could try the door, it hissed and whumped as it tried to open; the operating mechanism had obviously been damaged. Tarquin dropped to a knee, bracing the rifle butt against his shoulder. This is it. We’re being boarded.

Tarquin watched as someone—or something—on the other side attempted entry; his eyes narrowed, and he tried to control his breathing. A seam split the surface of the wall. Bloodied fingers clawed through the gap and clutched the edge of the door, forcing it back. Tarquin tightened his grip on the gun.

“Gods!”

Tarquin lowered his weapon. “Arrius?” He clasped his fellow’s forearm in greeting. “It is good to see you, brother!”

“And you, Tarquin!” Arrius exclaimed. The younger man surveyed the bridge, horror etched upon his face as he took in the smoldering carnage. His gaze settled on the command chair and the blue-black ruin there. “The captain...?”

“Aye.” Tarquin replied. “How is it on the rest of the ship?”

Arrius continued staring about the bridge as if he did not hear. Tarquin shook his shoulder. “Arrius!”

The young man’s eyes focused, and he came back to his current situation. “Most of the crew are dead from what I’ve seen. I came across a few survivors, though. I sent them to the engine room to assess damage while I made my way here.”

Tarquin nodded. “Good man. We’re going to need a status update and to rally what numbers we have. I think we were attacked.”

“What? Who? It’s Saturnalia!”

“The Mid-Winter Festival is not proof against attack,” Tarquin put his hand on Arrius’ shoulder. “The fact remains. The Virtus Fides is disabled, and we have many dead, including the captain.” His eyes skittered to the still-smoking figure. 

Arrius followed his gaze. “I just can’t believe this happened now.” The young soldier curled his fingers into a fist and struck the wall. “It’s the beginning of Saturnalia and our mission here is finally over. Maybe if there had been a full roster on the deck instead of a skeleton crew, we could have prevented this?” Dismay shadowed his features like clouds scudding across the face of a moon.

Tarquin shrugged. “It’s been a long year here and the crew needed some rest and relaxation. Mid-Winter celebrations were the perfect excuse to unwind.” He hoisted his gun. “All that matters now, is to be prepared as best we can in case that blue event occurs again.”

“You’re right.” Arrius agreed, rubbing his knuckles. “The Aragoans don’t have the capacity to launch an offensive like this. Who or what attacked us, by the gods?”

An ear-splitting crack heralded the appearance of a coruscating kaleidoscope of blue lights in the center of
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