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Chapter 1: Ambush in the Void
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The Starbreaker glided through the clouds of the Draxon Nebula, a swirling tapestry of dark blues and deep purples punctuated by flashes of dying stars and the remnants of ancient civilizations. Cosmic dust danced around the ship like fireflies in the night, illuminated by the faint glow of distant suns. Thin threads of pale lightning crawled across the ship’s exterior plating, snapping quietly as the ionized dust discharged against the metal.

The nebula's beauty was a cruel juxtaposition to the tension that filled the air within the ship. Captain Jarek Thorne stood at the helm, his eyes narrowed against the flickering light of the control panel. He could feel the weight of his crew’s apprehension pressing down on him like the void outside.

“Status report, Rina,” he commanded, his voice steady, though his heart raced with the knowledge of the regime’s patrols lurking just beyond the nebula’s shimmering veil.

First Mate Rina Nox, tall and muscular with short-cropped black hair, tapped rapidly at her console. Her dark skin glistened under the ship’s overhead lights, adorned with tattoos that told stories of battles fought and lost. “We’re still clear, Captain. But the patrols have been increasing. I don’t like this. It feels like they know we’re here.”

Jarek nodded, his brow furrowing deeper. “We’ve come too far to turn back now. Keep scanning for any signs. We need to slip past them before they tighten their grip.”

Around them, the crew busied themselves with mundane tasks, but the nervous whispers and furtive glances betrayed their unease. Dorian Kincaid, the ship’s lieutenant, leaned against a bulkhead, his sandy blonde hair catching the dim light as he exchanged worried looks with Rina. Dorian’s light brown eyes reflected a conflict that ran deeper than mere fear; he was haunted by the past he had tried to escape, the atrocities he had witnessed as an officer in the regime’s military.

“Let’s rally everyone,” Jarek said, his voice cutting through the murmur. “We need to remind them why we’re here.”

Rina exchanged a glance with Dorian, who pushed off the wall and moved toward the crew quarters. He returned moments later, with the rest of their small weary faced crew trailing behind him. As they gathered in the small command centre, Jarek felt the familiar surge of responsibility. The twelve crew were not just a group of refugees from various colonial worlds, they were a family bound by a shared purpose. All were disillusioned by the promises of the Regime – the Directorate of Unified Systems, and all shared the desire to remove the constricting yoke the frontier worlds suffered under.

“Listen up!” Jarek began, his voice rising to fill the cramped space. “We’re sailing through the Draxon Nebula, which in addition to having a depressing history, has enough wrecked ships to hide hyperspace routes from regime sensors. We’ve lost them for now. Clear the nebula, Verdant-7 is two jumps away. The regime wants to crush us, because we are not just surviving, we are holding onto our freedom and doing what they want to stop. I need you all to stay sharp. We have faced long odds before and come out on top. This is our moment to slip past the patrols.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crew, their resolve bolstered by Jarek’s words. Rina stood beside him, nodding in solidarity. “Remember, every second we spend in this nebula brings us closer to safety. The regime won’t find us if we keep our wits about us.”

As the crew dispersed, Dorian approached, his brow creased with concern. “You really think we can make it through? The patrols have been relentless. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

Jarek placed a hand on Dorian’s shoulder, a gesture of camaraderie. “Bad feelings have kept us alive and keep us alert. Trust your instincts, but don’t let fear cloud your judgment. We’ll navigate through this. We will get the data you have to the rebels. They will know what to do before the Regime tightens controls on the sector. We have the name of a contact on Verdant-7, plus supplies and communication equipment to give them. I want you on the sensor board for now. You know what to look for and how the Regime patrol formations work.”

Dorian moved to the co-pilots seat. He stared at the screen. The background grid seemed covered by a swirling semi-transparent haze. Thin lines of light swept through it, curving, sometimes intersecting. He noticed areas suddenly becoming brighter, denser, before fading again.  

“How can you tell anything from this?” he murmured. He was used to a screen that showed objects clearly, the regular wide sweeps and predictable sensor arcs.

Since being on Starbreaker, he had got used to the passive sensors that detected energy emissions, field disturbances and particle movement patterns. The active sensors were rarely used, and he understood why. They were usually moving stealthily. However, this was nothing like he had seen before. 

“We can’t see the ships directly,” Rina told him. “We see how their sensor sweeps interact with the nebula itself. Their active scans disturb the ionised dust and charged particles. Those are the ripples I can see.”

Dorian studied the screen with that fresh perspective, his mind automatically trying to correlate the ripples to the timing he knew.

Rina pointed to her screen. “There are five scanning sources, and the coverage overlaps, like this...” She indicated what she meant. Then her hand paused, and she began frowning at the screen. She lowered it, murmuring, “They shouldn’t be able to see us in here with all the ionised dust. We aren’t actively scanning. But, it is almost like they are keeping up with us.”

Dorian concentrated on the screen. “I don’t think they actually know we are here, or they would act. Or they do and they have upgraded their scanners.”

Rina shook her head slowly. “No...this isn’t better hardware.”

She reduced speed gradually, then zoomed the tactical projection out. The ripples representing the patrol scanning vectors formed a tightening web around their earlier projected position. 

“The tracking pattern is different,” Rina murmured. 

Dorian began to see what she meant. “How do you read it?” he asked Rina.

“It’s smarter. The pattern is adapting. That’s not hardware, it’s strategy.”

Rina continued to study the screen, as silence settled over the bridge. The console lights flickered briefly, and a faint harmonic tone vibrated through the deck plating, maybe from a power fluctuation. 

Rina turned and called quietly to Jarek. She explained what she had noticed and added, “Whoever is the tactical planner behind this, must know how rebels and smugglers think.”

Jarek studied the screen himself. “They aren’t seeing us, they are predicting us.” He decided after a moment. He glanced at the star field beyond the nebula clouds, already measuring distances in his mind. He saw the patrol vectors tightening...something about what he was seeing felt wrong. 

“How many ships?” he asked Rina.

“Five.”

“Patrol groups are six ships,” Dorian noted. 

Jarek nodded at him. 

“Now we have dropped back, look again at the vectors. They are leaving us a path, herding us. So...if that is where they want us to go ...Rina, take us out of this corridor.”

“Further into the interference? The debris field isn’t far away.”

“Exactly. They won’t want us to go in there.”

The nebula thickened around them, the display on the screen degrading to formless swirls. The effects from the patrol sensors no longer discernible. 

“Audio?” Jarek asked. On all the comm frequencies there was only static.

Jarek rested two fingers on the edge of the navigation console, where the metal was worn smooth from years of pilots bracing themselves for tight manoeuvres. Rina saw it, and straightened slightly in her seat. 

With the deepening cloud of cosmic dust, she watched for the effects of the dust moving about objects to warn her to avoid them. It was eerie with only the audio static and the hull whispering under the constant impacts of microscopic dust. 

Then the audio static ceased.

“They’ve gone silent,” Dorian said. No chat, no sensors.

Jarek didn’t relax. “That’s what worries me.” He put through a ship wide announcement. “Battle stations. Everyone to their station and stay alert for any sign we have company.”

Experience had taught him, when space looked quiet, it usually meant someone was waiting. 

To Rina, he directed, “Edge back towards our previous corridor, just enough to see if you pick up their sensors.” He watched their predicted course change. “That’s close enough. Zoom out the map.”

Dorian, who had raced out to go to the topside weapons station, frowned at the screen there. He saw the five ship signatures from before, just circles where heat from their engines disturbed the nebula gasses. There were three more drifting along outside the gas clouds. 

“They are sealing the escape routes,” he warned over the comm. 

Jarek saw the virtual net closing in front of him, like they knew where he was headed. The enticingly clear path he’d rejected. Hunters didn’t deploy nets, unless they expected someone to move into it. He considered, “Five plus three. Eight visible...which means the rest are holding position off scan.”

He moved to where he could touch the display and dragged two fingers across it, pulling their projected course a few degrees off. The ship responded. The display resisted slightly under his fingers, the haptic field pushing back as he altered the projection. New ghost-lines formed in response...subtle at first... then correcting. Always correcting. 

They were not from the positions of any of the five ships from before, or the three they had just noticed. 

Rina watched the adjustments. “They’re behind us, closing the gaps you create.”

Then the pattern collapsed. The ghost-lines scattered into noise, the display suddenly blind to anything that made sense. 

“They’ve switched modes,” Rina snapped. “They’re engaging.”

“They’ve committed.” Jarek called.

The bridge snapped into motion...no hesitation, no questions. Harness snapped into place across the bridge. The same occurred at all the emergency stations.

The hum of the engines deepened as power surged through the ship.

The first hard returns lit up the screen.

For half a heartbeat the main screen showed nothing at all.

“Contact!” Dorian shouted.

Jarek didn’t hesitate. “All stations, prepare for evasive manoeuvres.”

Moments later, Dorian added, “Multiple signature detected.” 

Jarek activated the emergency alarms, and red lights flashed bathing the bridge command centre in a crimson glow. 

Dorian shouted over the alarms, “Regime enforcer ships, closing in fast, beginning Gamma formation.”

On the bridge, Rina’s right hand was already dancing over the controls, her other hand on the helm ready for Jarek’s shouted orders. 

“Engineering, how long before full hyper drive charge?” Jarek said over the ships comm.

The reply, “A few minutes more, Captain. You need to buy some time.”

“Reinforce the aft shields.”

Lark answered, confirming the change and reporting the shield strength all around. 

Dorian reported, “Captain, I count at least four ships.” Then he could be heard directing the aft and lower gun stations, based on the data on his screen.  

Jarek’s mind raced. They were trapped in the nebula, the swirling mass of gas and cosmic debris offering cover, but also restricting their movements. “Rina, get us ready to jump! We need to make it to the edge of the nebula!”

Rina’s fingers flew over the console, her expression tense. “Calculating jump parameters.”

Jarek glanced from view screen to the tactical screens and silently counted seconds, mentally urging them to hurry.”

Then, a familiar voice crackled over the comms, dripping with disdain. “Thorne, how quaint. Hiding in the shadows like a rat. And so predictable. This nebula used to be good for hiding ships like yours. But the Regime has improved its methods.”

Jarek didn’t have to ask who the voice belonged to, even with the voice distortion and the lack of visuals. 

“You got lucky, Nerys,” he retorted, not giving recognition to her rank as Commander. 

“Lucky? No. We got smarter. I knew you wouldn’t take the corridor. You never choose the obvious path.”

Jarek’s grip on the console tightened. Not with anger. With understanding. 

Nerys Venn went on, “I accounted for you, Thorne.”

And that was the problem.

Jarek paused before answering, still buying time. He thought, You anticipated me, predicted me, well, you are not as far ahead as you think.

“Good. That makes this simpler,” he told her, voice calm.

“If you are sensible and surrender now, I might let your crew live.”

Jarek’s jaw clenched. The ‘might’ did not refer to him, and was likely only valid until she identified each of his crew as rebels. “Surrender to you? Never!” 

“No second chances, Thorne,” Nerys replied, her voice cold and calculating. “Open fire!”

He cut the channel.
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Chapter 2 – When the Net Closes
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The Starbreaker rocked as energy blasts erupted from the enforcers’ ships, lighting up the void like fireworks. Jarek fought to maintain control, directing Rina with sharp commands. “Evasive manoeuvres! Dorian, focus fire on their engines!”

That was the only way he could track their positions in the murk.  Yet they were close enough to target them, and to punch the ship to ship call through the murk. 

The ship swerved and dipped, dodging the incoming blasts, but Jarek could feel the strain on the hull, the metallic groans echoing through the command centre and the higher pitch of the engines. Dorian’s hands were steady as he retaliated, the ship’s cannons roaring to life. “Firing!” A flare of light told him, “Direct hit on lead ship starboard engine.” The ship reeled, as seen by the particle disturbance. 

Rina took advantage of a gap just opened up, aiming for space between two larger wrecks, hoping to put them between the Starbreaker and the Regime ships. 

A flicker of hope surged through Jarek, when a second regime ship lost weapons control, but it was quickly extinguished as another blast struck the ship. 

The deck kicked sideways under Jarek’s feet, hard enough to jar his teeth together. Somewhere below, metal groaned in protest. The steady engine hum faltered for half a beat...then forced itself back.

“Status report!” he shouted, trying to keep the panic at bay.

“Shields are down to sixty percent!” Colton yelled.

“Engineering. I need that hyper drive right now.”

“A few more seconds,” was the promise from Otto.

“Rina, keep us steady. Be ready to jump as soon as the drive is charged.”

She didn’t acknowledge, her focus unwavering as she manoeuvred the ship through the debris field and simultaneously predicted jump openings. 

A wreck exploded right in front of them. Debris struck the forward shields, something punched through a weak point. A heartbeat later, Jarek felt a sharp pain erupt in his side. 

Engineering reported, “Drive charged.”

Jarek pressed where the pain was. “Rina, how much longer?”

His eyes went to the direct view screen, something had shattered it, but the insta-force weld had activated. 

A trickle of something damp went down his right leg, within the enviro-suit. 

“Just a few seconds,” Rina told Jarek, without looking from her screen and controls, waiting for the instant of a clear way to jump. 

He had to wait. Around him the crew worked with a fierce determination, their lives hanging in the balance.

Another explosion rocked the ship. Jarek stumbled, falling against a console, trying to regain his footing. The world around him spun. The rhythm of the engines becoming unsteady. 

“Rina, as soon as you can. We can’t let them win!” he urged, pushing himself to straighten.

Jarek’s vision blurred as he fought to stay conscious, the sounds of battle fading into a dull roar. 

Just as Rina was hitting the switch to initiate the jump, a direct hit struck the hull.

The Starbreaker trembled violently. Jarek was thrown to the deck, pain shooting through him as he struggled to breathe. Around him, the crew shouted, their voices drowned in the cacophony of alarms and explosions.

“Captain!” Talin’s voice was frantic as he rushed to Jarek’s side. “Stay with us! We need you!”

Rina echoed it as she turned to report the damage to the drive activator and the helm. 

“I’m fine,” Jarek forced himself to say. 

Rina took in his suit damage. “Talin, his suit’s punctured. Grab the sealant.” 

Talin took the emergency sealant from Jarek’s suit and covered the rip. Jarek didn’t protest.

Dorian rushed in. “Captain, the –“ his report cut off as he took in the scene. 

“Get everyone to safety!”

“No! We can still fight!” Rina protested, her eyes wide with fear.

“No!” Jarek said, his voice barely a whisper. His vision darkened, but he forced himself to focus. 

“Get everyone out! That’s an order ... I’ll hold them off.”

“How?” Rina challenged.

Dorian and Rina exchanged desperate glances, torn between loyalty to their captain and the instinct to survive. But Jarek’s command was firm, the authority in his voice brooking no argument. 

“GO!” he roared, struggling to his feet, pain lancing through him like fire. The sound of blaster fire echoed around them, and he knew time was running out. Rina sent the abandon ship command.

As the crew began to evacuate, Jarek felt the weight of their fear pressing down on him. 

One by one, the crew filed past him, their faces etched with anguish as they obeyed. Rina hesitated for a moment, her eyes searching his. “We’ll come back for you!”

“I’ll find you,” Jarek promised, though doubt gnawed at him as he watched them disappear into the chaos of the ship. With a final breath, he turned back toward the control panel, his resolve hardening.

Jarek forced himself to crawl to the pilot’s seat and climb up into it. He tried to take a deep breath, but the pain made him dizzy. Another blast rocked the ship, then smaller tremors told him six escape pods had ejected, each carrying two crew, while the patrol ships gun recharged. He re-routed gunnery control to the helm. Two energy blasts fired, impacting the shields of two of the ships. 

“I’m not done yet,” he muttered, firing at the oncoming enforcers with a fierce determination. Each shot rang out like a heartbeat, and with every explosion, he felt the fire of defiance surge through his veins.

The top gun failed, then the aft gun, Jarek targeted Venn’s ship, and re-routed power to the lower guns hoping that was all he needed. 

Rina had challenged his promise to hold them off. He was running out of options. 

Only one more idea came to him. Something he’d never expected to need, hadn’t wanted to use. But now? He had no room left for scruples. And he might have left it too late – there might not be enough power...or too much damage to the ship for it to work. 

He hesitated.

Then he said, “Ghost protocol.”

His voice was barely a whisper, but it was enough. 

Instantly, the neural implant in his neck flared to life. A holographic figure, clad in the archaic uniform of the colonial space fleet, glowed into visibility. Simultaneously, a micro injection sent a small dose of adrenalin into his system. 

“Re-route all remaining power to the shields,” Jarek directed. He instantly heard the change in the ambient noises. 

“Deploy decoy drone from the aft of the ship.”

In his ear, he heard, “Deployed.”

“After the next energy bolt from those ships, it will take 15 seconds for them to recharge. Shut down all systems, and detonate the decoy drone.”

Jarek raised the headpiece of his suit, sealed it around his neck, and inflated it with air from the tanks built in. It would give him air until the CO2 scrubbers stopped working. 

“I’m not dead yet,” he thought to himself, as he fired again at Venn’s ship. That it hit the weapons array, didn’t cheer him. The ships were still coming closer, bracketing him even when they couldn’t fire on him. Every explosion increased his stubborn, burning resolve.  Then the residual power in the gunnery system died. Another hit, he felt and heard his ship beginning to break up. Then Ghost shut down all systems but shields. The alarms were abruptly silenced, the bridge went dark. All he could hear were the ominous creaking of the hull, which was somehow hanging together. 

The drone flared brighter than the dying ship...spiking every sensor return.

His ship reeled off at a tangent to the residual course. The remaining momentum took the ship closer to the stream of wreckage. He felt the hull bouncing off debris, but the weak shields held. 

Jarek held his breath, waiting for another volley of blasts from the patrol ships. A minute passed, he drew a shallow breath, another minute... he felt darkness creeping in at the edges of his vision. “Rina... Dorian... I hope you find a way,” he whispered. As darkness enveloped him, his final thought was of his crew...would they survive the void without him?

The holographic Ghost, no longer receiving input from Jarek, ran a full systems and hull integrity check. It caused all compromised sections to be sealed, to conserve the remaining air. Then it checked the Captain, analysed the medical signs, and tightened the pressure around the wound, slowing the bleeding

It awaited further orders, until the low power warning buzzed. Its final action was to contract the remaining shields close to the hull, to keep it from breaking apart, and balance the shields and life support. Then the hologram flicked off.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Drifting Silent
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The escape pod shuddered as it cleared the nebula, tumbling once before the stabilizers caught.

Inside, the only sound was the thin hiss of recycled air...and the absence of the Starbreaker’s steady hum. 

Rina stared out the dark viewport, and forced herself to focus, jaw set hard. There would be time to think about Jarek later. Now she had the other crew to consider.

“Status,” she said into the short range comm unit.

Her voice was level. 

None of the other pods answered immediately.

In another pod, Dorian kept his eyes on the console. He didn’t trust his voice if he looked up. He activated his radio.

“Six pods made it out,” he said. “No pursuit... yet.”

He wished otherwise, but then added, “No signal from the Starbreaker.”

No one dared ask the question on all their minds.

“We regroup,” Rina said after a moment.

She paused to let that settle. “Jarek will find us.”

She didn’t look at the viewport when she said it.

The six escape pods from the Starbreaker hovered together behind the hulk of a wrecked ore carrier.  

On a little used frequency, Rina spoke to the other pods. 

“Kill all active systems,” Rina ordered. “No heat, no emissions. We’re debris now. Keep your suits sealed, it will keep your core temperature stable.”

The crew were relieved to be still alive, worried about the fate of their Captain, and all too aware of their desperate situation. The continuing attack on their ship lit up the nebula dust clouds like planetary sheet lightning. 

Talin voiced what they all feared, “We’ll die here unless the patrol rescues us.”

A voice from another pod, older and gruffer, retorted, “We’ll die if they do rescue us!”

Rina knew such talk wouldn’t help. “We won’t be giving up. Other ships, besides the Regime patrols, travel through the Nebula.” She didn’t say that choosing a safe one to hail wouldn’t be easy. “I’m not ready to give up on the Captain.”

Talin was in the pod with her. He was still young, and had only been with the crew a few months. He still had nightmares about his narrow escape from a regime purge on his colony world. His whole family had died, and he felt guilty about that too. 

Rina took her comm off open transmit and told him, “You weren’t meant to die on Akkris, and we are not meant to die now.” She relaxed as Talin settled back into his pod seat to think his own thoughts. It meant she could concentrate on listening hard, hoping to pick up something over the comm other than the desultory comments from the other pods.

She doubted Jarek would be transmitting. If he had got away from the regime patrol ambush, transmitting was the fastest way for them to find him again. He had said all that was necessary to Nerys Venn already. 

A brilliant burst of light set the nebula veil shimmering and almost blinded her both through the direct view port and the sensor view. 

In another pod, Dorian heard his companion, Lark, saying, “I hope that was a patrol ship.”

Dorian knew it was unlikely. Patrol ships had strong shields, and if by fluke Jarek had hit something vital, the explosion would have been a thousand times worse.

“Might have been a stray shot hitting a wreck that used liquid fuel,” he countered, but he really feared it was the Starbreaker. Nerys Venn seemed to have a personal vendetta against Jarek Thorn and his crew of refugee rebels. It would be even worse if she knew he had joined Jarek’s crew. He wouldn’t say she hadn’t found out. 

While Lark continued to listen on the short range pod frequency, Dorian plugged his comm set into a different port, and played with the frequency selector. This close, he might pick up some patrol chat. 

“Huh! Same encryption band they used when I served,” he muttered, when he heard recognisable voices.

“...far enough. We’ll watch from here for three shift cycles. If we see nothing, we will return to our patrol schedule. If that space rat managed to escape, he will have to emerge to find the rest of his crew.”

Dorian recognised tones of Venn’s voice and suppressed a shudder. 

“...pods?”

“... waste of time trying to search for them in this. You can send in a scout if you want, but if they are alive – let the Nebula take care of them. They all chose to be where they are.”

“...Thorne? He won’t leave his ship, and we can check for debris on our next patrol.”

The transmission on that frequency turned to static. He moved the tuner again to try to find the patrol chat again. After having no more success, he re-connected to the pod frequency.

“Rina?”

“What?” was the reply. 

“Heard a bit of chat from the patrol ships.”

“Anything useful?”

“I think they have backed off, and waiting for the ‘breaker to re-emerge. Venn knows we are in the pods, and reckons the Captain wouldn’t leave his ship.”

“She knows too much,” Rina decided. “She’s right though. Do you think she will wait long?”

“I heard her say, three shift cycles.”

“It will take us longer than that to find the Starbreaker in this junk yard,” Rina stated the obvious. 

Some voice muttered, “If we find her.”

“Jarek will find us,” Rina answered that, assuming a confidence she didn’t feel. “Do you think the Captain would give Venn the satisfaction of dying?”

She heard a few quiet guffaws, probably from the longer serving crew. 

“They might send in a scout patrol,” Dorian warned.

Rina did laugh then. “Until all this ionised gas stops emitting, they will have to be right on the ship to see it. All their sensors would be useless. I doubt Venn would wait that long.”

“She’s got pull,” Dorian warned. “Otherwise, no. They will be in trouble if they deviate too much from the schedule. Besides, since they found us to begin with, they probably know which way we were headed. All they need to do is blockade the ways out.”

“They can’t block them all,” Rina told him. “Can you keep trying to hear their frequency? I want to be sure they have gone before we leave here.”

Rina adjusted the rudimentary sensors of the pod, to try and watch the near space around them. She was sure no patrol ship would come close. The section of the debris field where they were hiding had obstacles drifting too closely together. The explosions would have sent energy waves in all directions. A scout ship might try, but she decided they would stick to wider paths through the ship graveyard.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Talin. “How come all these ships are here?”

Rina decided to enlighten him. “Some are ancient. Others...”

A faint flash rippled through the wreckage as something distant exploded again.

“Some fleet experiment gone wrong. That’s all anyone really knows.”

“How many ships...” Talin dared to ask. 

“Depends who you ask,” Rina told him.

Sometime later, Dorian told Rina, “They reckon they saw the ‘breaker bouncing off chunks of debris. No life signs, all systems dead. Lots of damage, including two holes in the aft cargo bay.”

It didn’t sound good, but Rina said, “Well, now we know it didn’t blow up. If anything’s still running on that ship... it’ll be something we don’t know about. As for life signs, the small, central cargo hold is well shielded, even without power. Have they decided to leave?”

“I think so,” Dorian told her.

“Once they move, we go looking for him. Could you get a direction on their talk?”

“Roughly. The interference doesn’t help.” He gave his best estimate, not in standard galactic coordinates from his pod, but using their previous stop as the locus, and narrowing the direction using their course from there to Verdant-7. It was one of Jarek’s tricks to confuse any unknown listeners.

Rina did her own quick calculation. She knew where they had been just prior to the ambush, and estimated the Starbreaker’s location. Somewhere in that wreckage... Jarek was either dead...or waiting.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Not Dead Yet  
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The pods drifted in silence, their systems dimmed to near nothing, little more than cold metal shells hiding among the wreckage.

Dorian’s voice broke through first.

“Rina... I’ve got something.”

“Don’t spike emissions,” she warned immediately. “Passive only.”

“I am,” he replied. “This isn’t from us.”

He paused before going on. “A thermal fluctuation. Faint. Intermittent.”

Rina frowned, adjusting her own sensors. At first, there was nothing...just the slow, shifting noise of the nebula.

Then she saw it. A ghost of heat.

Not steady. Not drifting like debris. Correcting.

“Bearing?” she asked quietly.

Dorian transmitted the vector.

Rina overlaid it with her mental map...where they had been, where the ambush had closed.

Where Jarek would have tried to run.

Her breath caught. “...That’s too close,” she murmured.

One of the other crew cut in:

“Could be a reactor fragment.”

“No,” Dorian said immediately. “Too stable.” A moment later, he added, softer, “...too controlled.”

Rina pushed a little more sensitivity into the sensors...just enough to sharpen the signal without risking detection.

The shape resolved slowly.

Broken hull geometry.

Scattered mass.

Drifting debris...but all of it moving along a single vector.

Talin whispered, “That’s not debris.”

Rina didn’t answer immediately. She was staring at the pattern now.

Tiny course corrections. Almost invisible. But deliberate.

“Rina...” Dorian said.

“I see it.” Then, very quietly: “...that’s the Starbreaker.”

Silence flooded the comm channel.

Someone finally said it: “That’s impossible.”

Rina’s jaw tightened. “Not impossible,” she said. “Just... not dead yet.”

Dorian leaned closer to his display. “No power signatures. No active systems.”

No one spoke for a long moment.

Then a voice asked, “So what’s flying it?”

Rina didn’t answer. Because she didn’t know.

“Spread out and check the outside damage,” Rina said over the comm.

Each of the six pods moved to a different vector using micro thrusts, and the occupants reported what they saw. Rina tried pinging the Starbreaker’s comm system again. Still getting no response.

“Doesn’t look good,” Otto, the ship’s grizzled engineer remarked. “Though she is still hanging together.”

It was as well he didn’t voice his concern about the internal atmosphere. “We going back in?”

“The pod docks don’t look damaged,” Rina noted. “Dorian and I will dock...carefully, and go in at first.  The rest of you wait until we give the okay.”

The Starbreaker was now drifting matching the ambient drift speed. 

Rina and Dorian stepped from their respective pods after the pod airlock cycled, pumping air into the pod before opening the inner hatch to the ship and the small chamber there. 

“Odd, she is drifting, not tumbling,” Dorian murmured. “Something stabilised her.”

“And the air feels stable. It hasn’t all vented,” Rina noted.

Red lights still pulsed, but the light was very dim, but it was enough for them to travel familiar passages to the bridge. There, they saw the faint residual gleam from the view screens. 

Rina was reaching for a portable light source when a light flared, then snapped off. 

“I was coming to find you,” Jarek said from where he was braced against a console. “Had to get the power back up first.” He lowered the hand that had been pressing on his side.

Rina went to check the status screens.  Dorian went to grip arms with Jarek, so relieved he was alive.

“Will she even fly?” Rina asked, having taken in all the damage.

“If we take it easy,” Jarek suggested.

“It won’t go hyper speed.”

“No, not yet.”

“Seeing the outside, I am surprised you and the ‘Breaker aren’t in a million pieces,” Dorian said. “The hull plates look loose up top.”

“You contracted the shield right close to the hull,” Rina said, slowly.

Jarek hesitated, just a fraction too long. 

“Ah, yes. It’s holding the plates in place. We need to check the joins. Anywhere the hull was compromised, is sealed off.”

“That’s... a lot to do while half-dead,” Dorian said quietly. “What exploded then?” 

“A decoy drone,” Jarek told him.

“They thought that was you?”

“Must have...” Jarek said, he didn’t sound convincing. “They stopped shooting.” 

“Well, they might have thought that at first, but they sent a scout in closer and they saw you bumping into debris,” Dorian warned him.

“Can we bring the rest in to help? How is the air mix?” Rina got right to business.

“Best to keep in suits for now,” Jarek told her. “Ah, that’s better. I can hear you properly now.” He had adjusted the power to allow for that. “Rina, can you restart the low speed engine? That shouldn’t attract much notice.”

Rina went to do that while Dorian reported the rest of what he’d heard.

“None of that surprises me,” Jarek told him. “Yes, bring the others back here. We need to check the damage up close and start repairs.”

“Where will we get the materials?” Dorian asked.

“We are in a massive scrap yard,” Jarek reminded him. “You’re not superstitious are you?”

“No.”

“Right then. Go get the others. We have some stuff we can use first.”

Rina waited for Dorian to leave before saying, “What happened to you? There is blood soaking around the seal on your suit and you don’t sound like your normal self.”

“I’m fine,” Jarek insisted, but Rina continued to stare at him.

Jarek realised she was concerned about him, like a family might be. 

“The metal shard that smashed the forward view port, kept coming. I was in the way. It jabbed me in the side, must have hit a rib. Once I came around, I pulled it out and put a pressure pad on it. Took a dose to stop it hurting.”

“Lucky you didn’t bleed to death.”

“I put the pressure in the suit up a bit.”

“I’ll check it.”

“Later. We need to get the ship space worthy. Venn might just decide to come back and check it in person.”

“I doubt it.”

“No, she’d send someone else to check. She’ll want to be sure one way or the other if I was dead.”

“She will assume you are still alive if the Starbreaker has moved from here.

Somewhere deep in the ship, something clicked...soft, precise... then went still.
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Chapter 5: Salvage or Die
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Once the engines were back on line, Rina directed power to the life support system, adjusting it to warm the interior from near freezing.

The system hesitated for a fraction of a second...then complied.

Rina frowned, but said nothing.

With the air ventilators back on, the air mix improved. The air pressure was lower than optimal, as was the oxygen level. The suits would keep them well for a time, but they would all need servicing soon if they were used while working hard. 

“What are our major needs?” Rina asked after reporting the new readings.

Jarek flicked screens. “I’m making a list. We have some spare metal sheets to start repairs on the hull breaches, but as you say, we need more oxygen tanks. That’s just for a start.”

The reduced living space was confirmed airtight, and the outer shields had slowly recharged to fifty percent. The ship held steady on its drift vector...more stable than it had any right to be, given the damage.

Getting busy, and still being alive, was keeping everyone from dwelling on their uncertain future. Having the Captain still alive was a relief too. But having to exist in a fraction of their usual space, caused new tension. 

Dorian, considering the current emotional atmosphere, decided things almost felt normal again.

Almost.

He had come to know, from both sides of the situation – Regime and rebel – that the life of those fighting the Regime was perilous indeed.

Right then, he was concentrating on the stasis preserved ration in his hand. While nowhere near as good as the ones he’d been used to, it tasted like ambrosia compared to the ones in the pods. He couldn’t guess how old those ones probably were. He was sure the rest of the crew probably agreed with him, but food was food.

“Dorian to the bridge!” Jarek summoned over the ship’s comm. 

He headed there right away. It had to be that they were about to start looking for the materials they needed. He had been told he would be looking for a suitable ship or wreckage to salvage. Well, there should be plenty to look at, as many were once Regime ships, as he would wager the Starbreaker had once been.

The bridge view screen showed a section of the nebula, but even that small area showed countless forgotten ships, drifting side by side with other debris. All looked suspended in darkness, appearing and disappearing between swirls of eerily glowing cosmic dust.

Jagged silhouettes of hulls and twisted metal, relicts of the Nebula disaster almost a decade ago. Amongst those, were ships from back when colonial expansion first reached the sector. Dorian recognised some of the classes of ships, but many were totally alien to his knowledge. Likely they were remnants of ancient battles, left to rot like the bones of legendary leviathans.

“Look for a human ship,” Jarek directed, shifting carefully and masking the pain as best he could. “If it looks mostly intact, all the better. It should have most of what we need, maybe even some supplies that were never used.”

“What if we find one that is in better shape that the Starbreaker? With less damage to fix?”

“I already told him it would be better to switch,” Rina announced, without taking her eyes of the debris field in front. They were moving just faster than the drifting objects. 

Jarek turned to gesture Dorian closer to the screen. He was glad the suit helmet hid his wince from the pain shooting from the injured rib. He moved to the navigator’s seat and sat to let the pain settle down again. He understood the logic of his senior crew’s suggestion, it would confuse Nerys Venn for a time for one. To them, a ship was a ship. If it flew and was structurally sound, got them from place to place, that was what mattered. But Starbreaker had been his since he’d appropriated it from the Regime when he decided to turn against it. It had the same instruments as most of the other Regime ships, which was an advantage for keeping ahead of the patrols. It had the ‘Ghost’, something he couldn’t remove from the ship. Something he still didn’t fully trust. And it had chosen to survive. Must have. He wasn’t sure he had made all of those choices himself.

Dorian thought the search would be easy, but close up, the full damage to each option was apparent.  Even hulls that looked intact, had the outer metal surfaces pitted by particles driven into it by the random gravity storms. He wouldn’t trust the integrity of the metal. Jarek didn’t either. Each time, he said, “Keep looking.”

Dorian found himself glancing back at Jarek. He shouldn’t be standing. Let alone running the ship.

A faint click sounded somewhere behind the bulkhead...precise, mechanical...then silence.

Rina Nox, his first mate, kept her dark eyes scanning the debris field with a mixture of worry and determination.

“Captain, we need to find something...anything...before we run out of air,” Rina urged, her voice steady despite the tension that hung in the air. The crew was on edge, their faces pale and anxious as they navigated the wreckage, the silence only broken by the soft hum of the ship's engines.

“Agreed,” Jarek replied, forcing himself to sit up straighter. “Dorian, look for any ships that we can get inside. Internal bulkheads might give us metal panels to use. We might even find spare oxygen tanks.” He had no idea what they might be able to find to replace damaged sensors and the sliced off topside weapons array. Dorian had been lucky it wasn’t a direct hit. 

The sandy haired lieutenant adjusted the dials on the console, his brow furrowing in concentration. “Nothing but wreckage, Captain. But...” He paused, his eyes narrowing at the display. “I think I can see something larger up ahead...looks like another ship. We’ll need to get closer to see if it is intact.”

“Bring it up on the main screen,” Rina instructed, her voice sharper now, cutting through the haze of despair.

As the display flickered to life, Rina manoeuvred the ship to get a better view. The outline of a vessel emerged from the darkness. The name Vanguard could just be discerned. 

For a moment, the Starbreaker’s sensors flickered...as if something else had already marked it.

Jarek moved to adjust the sensors. “There is some corrosion on the hull, only a light layer. Seems sturdy enough. Does anyone recognise the class of ship?”

“No.” Dorian summarised the headshakes of the other crew on the bridge, and none of the crew elsewhere answered. “It must have been here a while. The scars on the hull aren’t recent and it looks like it came out best in a lot of skirmishes.”

A relic from a time when piracy was a choice rather than a necessity, Jarek thought as his heart quickened. Hope flickered in the cold void.

Dorian traced the outlines of the ship’s structure. “Should we try this one? Who knows what’s waiting for us inside.”

“Do a deep scan,” Jarek told him, letting the lieutenant back at the console. He waited long moments. “Well?”

“I am not detecting any active systems. Nor life signs. I’m not even getting a ping back from the registry responder.”

Jarek looked at the others. “Ideas?”

“The residual ionisation energies could be interfering, but this close...we should get something,” Dorian considered.

“I vote we take the risk,” Rina put in her thoughts. “It’s the best option we have found so far.”

“Right!” Jarek hesitated...just briefly...then nodded. “Risk is all we have left. Rina, gather the boarding crew. We’re going in. We don’t have a better option. Engineering, set a tether to near the Vanguard’s airlock.”

The atmosphere shifted as the boarding crew suited up in preparation for the boarding mission. Jarek felt the weight of their expectations on his shoulders. They needed him to lead them, to make the right choices. He glanced at Rina, who nodded in solidarity, her tattoo like markings on her suit, glistened under the dim lights in the Starbreaker’s airlock. 

“Stay sharp, everyone,” Rina spoke quietly through the suit comms. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us on the other side.”

Rina stepped out to go the short distance to the Vanguard’s airlock.  She activated the external lock and was relieved that it opened. The crew all had weapons ready as they went in.
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Chapter 6 - Uninvited.
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The airlock cycled and the inner door hissed open, revealing the darkened interior of the Vanguard. Shadows, caused by their headlamps, danced along the walls. Jarek led the way, his heart pounding in rhythm with the tension that thrummed through the crew behind him. His foot kicked something on the floor, causing a muffled metallic screech. Unexpectedly, lights flickered once... then steadied, as if the ship had noticed them. It was dim, but helped them see. The open area where they had arrived was littered with tools and remnants of machinery, a testament to the ship’s former life.

“Split up,” Jarek instructed quietly. 

The crew moved instantly. Rina drifted left to cover the corridor junction, weapon raised. One passage went towards the bridge, the other went aft. Dorian checked the side passage without being told. Two others swept the storage bay with practiced efficiency.

No one spoke though they kept the comms open. They had boarded enough dead ships to know the routine. To search for supplies and anything they could use.

As the crew fanned out, the dim lights revealed remnants of the ship’s past...a half-open hatch, a scattered toolbox, and the ominous silence that seemed to echo their movements. Jarek's instincts screamed at him to be cautious. 

He joined Rina and moved along the corridor leading forward.

It opened first into a small crew lounge. Jarek’s light swept across the room. Someone had been living here.

A narrow bunk had been cleared of debris
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