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This was the hour I died.

You see when I was a child, maybe two or three years old, my mother and father sacrificed their lives to smuggle me from the dark tyranny of the Imperium to a place called the Enlightened Republic. I never knew my mother or father, not really anyway, I sometimes have weird images appear in my head of them smiling, kissing my head and the three of us just laughing together.

I knew they really, really loved me.

So as I stood in the brand-new clinically white spherical bridge of my white circular warship, The Hammer of Freedom, I was really hopeful they would be proud of me because I was helping to defend the place they died trying to get me to.

The bridge I had to admit was strange to be in after training for so long. I had always loved the smooth angelic designs of the bridge with its curved walls, bright white walls and flooring that helped to make the bridge feel like daytime even though we were in space and I did like the metal grey throne that I could sit on. 

I never did sit on it really. My command throne was just so icy cold and whenever I did sit on it, it just made the situation too real and it reminded me that too many lives depended on my actions.

If I ever failed in my duties to the Enlightened Republic then so many billions of lives were as good as dead. That was a hell of a burden to carry around.

Even the wonderful taste of creamy apple pie clinging to the air wasn’t enough to relax me because I knew an attack could happen at any moment. But that apple pie with hints of caramel, ice cream and sweet bitter apples was just sensational. 

There were twenty other men and women in the bridge with me and they were all as amazing as each other. I know the whole myth around captain-don’t-have-favourites but right now it truly isn’t a myth. I loved them all.

My first mate Piper was standing closest to me as she finished running a scan of the nearby area and she was analysing the results like they were the difference between life and death.

Maybe they were.

The entire crew was doing something and I admired that. I had served on warships before and I seriously hated how some crews were lazy when at any moment the Imperium could attack to enslave us.

I had lost way too many friends like that, but at least my crew weren’t like that. 

They were all so helpful, kind and supportive as they walked around the bridge in their clinically white uniform with a golden pin badge of an angel over their chest symbolising how the Republic was always about freedom, choice and justice.

Nothing like the evil Imperium was. That was all about control, death and murder. The Imperium and their cold leader the Rex were some of the most monstrous people I had ever met.

At least I was safe here away from the evil Imperium as the warship just floated peacefully in space waiting for danger to find us. There weren’t any planets nearby, the stars were cold and distant and I couldn’t help but wonder why this position needed to be defended.

But apparently according to Supreme General Abbie, this was one of the most important positions to defend in the entire Republic. And I always did what she told me.

“Enemy contacts incoming,” Piper said way too calmly for my liking. 

“Report,” I said, really wanting this to be a joke.

Piper tapped on the massive floor-to-ceiling windows that covered two sides of the bridge and it zoomed in on three incoming circular warships sending out Imperial signals.

“Prepare for battle but don’t fire until I give the command,” I said.

Everyone nodded and Piper relayed the orders to the rest of my fleet, another three warships, and my heart leapt to my chest.

The Imperial warships were shiny, brand-new and there wasn’t even a single dent in the cold black exterior of the incoming balls of death.

They probably had the best weapons and I knew if they got past us then they could easily jump into Ultraspace and attack the heart of the Republic.

As much as I hated the Ultraspace tunnel network at times because every so often you needed to enter three or four different tunnel networks to get to your destination. Sometimes the Ultraspace network was the only thing protecting the Republic.

Otherwise it would be way too easy for the Imperium to launch their battlefleet into the heart of the Republic and enslave millions.

“Captain, they’re haloing us,” Piper said.

I looked at her smooth beautiful face and nodded so she would put them through.

No visuals came up but all I was heard the damp heavy breathing of a man before he started talking.

“Captain Thomas Crane you are a good man and we need your help getting into the Republic. We are refugees seeking protection against the Imperium and you need to let us through,” the man said.

“Considering I can’t even see you that’s a firm no. I like to see who I’m talking to,” I said knowing this had to be a trap.

The man laughed and Piper took a step closer to me as did a tall man called Bob that I hadn’t had a chance to talk to too much.

A moment later a very overweight man appeared in holographic form on the window and I smiled at him knowing that my background was blurred. 

“I know you are not a refugee ship,” I said. “Your weapons are too new, your ships are too good and you are fools for thinking the Republic would allow such threats into their space,”

The man cocked his head. “I thought the Republic were welcoming,”

“We welcome everyone trying to escape the Imperium but I do not welcome brand-new warships with powerful weapons into our space,”

My bridge went silent and other crew members came closer to me as others stepped away to do their job.

The overweight man grinned at me. “I did tell the Rex this was a stupid idea so I will be frank. My ship is armed with nuclear warheads as are the two warships next to me that are filled with over ten million people wanting to get into the Republic,”

My stomach twisted. 

“We collected these people as they tried to flee so the deal is you let me and my forces into the Republic or we kill ten million people. Their blood will be on your hands. I’ll give you one minute to decide. If you don’t pick up they die,”

Before I could say anything the idiot hung up and I just looked at my crew as they frowned at me. Their eyes were wide and I was almost disappointed that they didn’t look like they had any ideas.

I shook my head at them. “It’s an impossible choice. If we don’t allow them into the Republic then the innocent people die. If you allow them into the Republic then they could kill tens upon tens of millions,”

“It should be a logical choice,” Piper said.

“Then why does it feel so hard?” I asked.

My entire crew looked at me and weakly smiled. “Because you’re a good man,”

I wasn’t so sure about that, I did some questionable things in the Republic Army a few years ago but I got the point.

“What do you need from us?” they asked.

And all I knew was that I absolutely had to try and save these ten million people that were perfectly innocent onboard those warships.

I had to protect the Republic, save the people and protect my crew at the same time. Surely it couldn’t be that hard.

“Those nukes onboard the warships, they would have to be detonated remotely right?” I asked.

A young man called Frank came up to the front of the crew and smiled at me. He was a great engineer from what the others had said, it was just a shame this was the first time we were talking.

“Correct sir. Imperial Protocol is to only allow the lead vessel access to the nukes,”

“He’s calling again,” Piper said.

I nodded and a moment later the fat overweight man reappeared. 

“I presume you won’t want to save these ten million people but when me and my father went out hunting for scummy poor people when I was a kid. I used to get great joy out of watching the poor scumbags trying to escape my traps. I’ll be watching and please, give me a good show before I kill you all,”

He cut the line and I did a quick scan to make sure he wasn’t watching us by hacking into our systems. He hadn’t thankfully.

“We need to call for reinforcements,” a woman said. 

I shook my head. “Negative, we need to find a solution. Carry on Frank,”

Frank nodded. “The nukes can only be controlled and deactivated from the lead vessel but everything operates on a very sophisticated signal,”

I pointed to the three Imperial warships. “Can you hack into that signal setup and deactivate the nukes from here?”

Frank came to stand next to me and folded his arms. “Negative. I know Republic tech is based on Imperial ones but we use completely different tech setups and I’m not skilled enough to work out the differences,”

I nodded. It was annoying but I understood. I just wanted to protect those innocent people. Then I realised there might have been another way.

I was about to ask about contacting Frank’s old boss to see if she could talk him through it but I hated what Piper said next.

“Enemy forces incoming,” Piper said.

I double-tapped the window and the ship’s computer systems zoomed in the Imperial vessels. They were heading full steam towards us within five minutes they would be within firing range.

We all had to come up with a solution right now.

“I need to do something,” I said trying to remember anything at all about my training or records or similar accounts that I’ve read over the decades.

Nothing. I didn’t have a clue.

Then I wondered what if I made an impossible bargain that would kill me but save everything I loved. 

I looked at Frank. “Could you give me a device that would scan a ship’s signals and hijack any nuke-relate ones?” 

Frank nodded. “I can do that. You would be closer to the source so it would be easier than doing it remotely. Why?”

I just looked at the incoming enemy warships and smiled. “Because I’m going on board that warship, I’m going to die and I’m going to save everyone,” 

My entire crew shook their heads and the deadly silence told me everything I needed to know.

We all knew it was the only way.
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[image: ]


I was somewhat surprised how easy it was to get the Imperial commander to allow me to go onto the bridge, they didn’t even search me because apparently the Republic was so pathetic it wasn’t a threat, but now my stomach was twisting into an agonising knot as I realised what was going to happen next.

I stood in the middle of a large boxroom of a bridge with awful cream-coloured walls, a horrible smell of bleach and the overweight male commander just stunk of tobacco.

Unlike before on the hologram I could now see the commander was ugly with blackened teeth, an immense beer gut that came from drinking too much instead of doing your duty
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