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An effluvium of burnt copper and spoiled vegetation permeated the Matilda as the jump engine forced a hole through the skin of the universe.  The small freighter was dragged into the 'other space' that existed within the cracks and folds of regular space.  Enormous creatures that called this place home trumpeted their arrival as the rift closed behind the ship.

"By God's bones!  We're right in the middle of them!" Anton cried.

"Push the engines hard, Anton!" Ordered Captain Delahaye. 

Anton pushed the sublights to max, "Do they seem pissed to you?"

"More than normal?" quipped Derain, then shouting, "That one's coming after us!  Brace for impact!"

The Captain glanced at the cyborg holding herself up near the hatch, "We've got this, Lu.  Get back to the sickbay."

Luli wearily nodded and stepped off the bridge as a colossus brushed against the freighter.  The hull rang with the clangor of bells as the ship leaned to her starboard side.  

"It's only a short jump," she murmured as she stumbled into the lift.

Luli hastened to the sickbay as an angry squall reverberated through the cargo bay.  She looked in on Galena's sleeping form before heading to her med tube.  As the lid closed, she stretched out safe in the knowledge that the torture ship lay in fragments behind her.  Even as the freighter rolled hard, sleep enveloped her quickly.  She barely noticed the Matilda falling back into normal space.

Suddenly, a rumble vibrated through the hull and the Matilda lurched.  Emergency medical protocols kicked on, automatically injecting stimulants into the occupied med tubes.

"Huh... what?" Luli jerked awake and slammed upright into the lid of her med tube.  

Alarms blared as warning lights bathed the sickbay with a garnet glow.  The main overhead lighting fixtures hung precariously from the ceiling.  Her med tube leaned drunkenly in its cradle and Luli was pressed against the side of it.  

Woozily, she slapped at the med tube controls, "What in all of Tom is going on?"

She cursed in frustration as her fingers kept missing the controls.  Her arms felt heavier than usual and it took her a moment to figure out why.  The whine from the Matilda's stabilizers fought against the screams of the alarms as the gravity in the med lab swung from port to starboard and back. 

As the entire ship rocked from another impact, Luli's tube was thrown clear out of its cradle.  It came crashing down and cracked against the decking.

Sparks shot wildly from Doc's track assembly.  The automaton's bleats echoed crazily as it slid along the track and slammed into the plas-glass that covered one side of the med lab.  The panels shattered, sending shards flying in all directions.

Luli struggled to get out of the damaged med tube while it lay on its side.  A crack ran across the viewing window, but she wasn't able to break through.  Abruptly, the entire tube was dragged out of the debris, then righted.  The clips popped and the lid was pulled free of its hinges.  Luli looked up into the haggard face of Lieutenant Chadov.

"Luli!" Galena cried.  "Are you alright?"

"Yes.  Any idea what's going on?" Luli asked as she struggled to free herself.

Galena grabbed one of Luli's arms and helped pull her out of the broken container, "No idea.  Last I remember was blacking out on some old wreck out in the middle of nowhere."

The entire ship shuddered and one of the ceiling plates crashed against the operating table.  Doc screeched loudly as it slid along its track and smashed into the back wall.  Luli slipped and fell backward into the med tube.  Galena lost her footing and fell across the pilot.

The sirens stopped screaming and the emergency lights went dark.  Galena pushed herself off of Luli and rolled onto her side.  Only the lights from Doc's chassis illuminated the room.

"What just happened?" Galena sputtered out. 

"Shh!" Luli stared into the darkness, straining to listen for any sounds.  "Life support isn't running.  The engines are down too.  I... I think the Matilda is dead."

Doc chimed in, "Ee che dae le..." 

"Yes, well I am running, too," grumbled Luli.  "Do you have anything constructive to add?" 

"Li do tong sa," sang out the automaton before its guttural squeaks quieted.  "Te cho da..." 

Galena murmured, "He's not getting a response from the Matilda either."

***
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THE RIFT IN SPACE HAD barely begun to close before the Matilda suffered under the barrage of weapons fire.  The ship bucked like a bronco when the sublight engines were blasted to pieces.  The concussion sent the freighter into a slow spin that gradually picked up speed as smaller rockets hammered the hull of the old boat.

"Can you see what the hell is pounding the ever-living crap out of us?" shouted Captain Delahaye, as the Matilda rocked from another coil gun slug.

"Not a damn thing, Jacq," cursed Anton. "Whoever they are, they've taken out our sensors and comms."

"Matilda's weapons are down, too," added Derain.  "Coil guns aren't responding and the missile bays are flashing disabled."

Another volley rocked the ship and Luli's starman figurine slid off the dashboard.  The bridge lights sputtered out and all the electrical systems went dark.  

"Gods be damned!  Who the hell is out there?" cried Jacquie.

The statue slowly floated past Jacquie's head and bounced off the bulkhead behind her.  The Matilda continued spinning and the view out the bow port began changing.  Tiny pricks of light from the stars segued into a lazy spiral. There was nothing more to see until a long dark shape appeared in the bow port.

"Did you see that?" asked Anton. 

"Not enough to figure out who it is..." answered Derain. 

The crew held their breath and kept their eyes glued to the bow port as the Matilda continued its inexorable roll.  The enemy cruiser swung into view. The attitude jets on the big ship began to burn on the port side. 

Derain groused, "Is that another one of those black-ops Consortium cruisers?  How many of those damn things are there?"

"And what do they want with us?" added Jacquie.

"Those marauders are trying to match our spin," cursed Anton.

***
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THE LATEST IMPACT TO the Matilda flung Barney against the jump engine's cradle.  He rebounded and caught himself against his workbench before the next strike sent him flying through the open hatch.  The electrical systems cut off as he floated down the main shaft.

"Really?  Now?" Barney grumbled as he tumbled down the main shaft.  The lights sparked and went dark as he bounced against the wall.  Barney tried his best to scrabble for a handhold but couldn't stop his uncontrolled way down the shaft.  "Bloody fine time to remember I didn't install those ruddy handrails." 

He reached into one of the pouches that hung from his belt and retrieved a small tube.  With the press of a button, a small grappling hook launched and latched onto the handle of the port container hatch.  The cable retracted until he was able to get a solid handhold.  Shock hit him as the Matilda shifted when another impact grazed the outer hull.  He listened intently as the sound of something scraping along the hull quickly came to an abrupt end.  Then a loud crash resonated through the ship.  He lined up his feet before he let go and his magnetic boots clicked on the deck of the main shaft. 

"Where in all the nine hells is my 'case of trouble' when I need it?" he growled as he proceeded to the engine room.

***
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CAPTAIN KAPLEAN WAITED until the spin between his vessel, the M33, and his prize, the Matilda, matched up.  He felt good.  They had led him on a grueling chase, but he finally had them at his mercy.  The navigation lights flickered along the hull of the trawler before the entire ship went dark.  

Scanner Technician Cordelan relayed, "Target has lost power.  I repeat, target has lost power." 

"Officer Shimada?" asked the Captain, "Any communications coming from her?" 

"No sir.  Her comm array was destroyed," she replied. 

"Alvarez, fire the boarding harpoons and drag that thing into tunnel range once the spins match up," ordered Captain Kaplean.

"On it, sir," replied the Gunnery.  "Harpoons away."  

The Captain looked on as four harpoons launched and punctured holes into the skin of the freighter.  He clicked on the comm, "Chief Bull?  There are two airlocks on the target.  Prepare boarding teams for both.  Oh, and expect trouble."

Chief Bull's voice came back, "Understood.  Authorization on lethal force?" 

Dr. Wyeth rubbed her hands together and shook her head in the negative, "I won't allow it.  I want my test subject unharmed, do you hear me?"

The Captain brooded for a moment before he answered, "Denied for now.  Capture them alive, but don't take any unnecessary risks."

"Understood, Captain."

***
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CHIEF BULL SHOUTED to his men, "You heard the Captain!  Prepare to board a hostile vessel.  Lethal force is not authorized.  Load the rubber rounds and stunners." 

"Stun shots?" moaned a couple of the marines.  "We might as well just throw rocks.  This'll be a right mess."  

"Stow it, Johnson," barked Chief Bull.  "We don't know how many will be on the other end of the tunnel.  Go in expecting the worst."

The clap of magazines into rifles echoed in the locker room.

"Higgins and Gavriel, get your squads on a lander," ordered Chief Bull.  "You'll be breaching the upper decks."  

"On it, Chief!"

Chief Bull grinned through the grumbles of his people as they loaded rubber crowd suppression rounds and stun cartridges into their weapons.  "Johnson, grab shock sticks for your team."

"Understood, Chief," replied Corporal Johnson.  "Any particular reason why?"

"Because I want you and your squad taking point, greenie.  You'll be leading this charge, Johnson." 

***
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"KEEP THE GUNS TRAINED on her," ordered the Captain.  "She might have a few surprises left."

"Understood, sir," replied Gunnery Alvarez.  "She's not getting away from me again."

Captain Kaplean leaned back in his command chair and studied Dr. Wyeth, who paced back and forth in front of the viewport, eyeing the dead freighter.

"So close and yet so far," she caviled.  "How long is this going to take?"

Lieutenant Hayley caught the almost imperceptible nod from the Captain.  She stepped away from her station and approached the woman, "Clearing a ship can take time, Dr. Wyeth."

"Time is the one commodity I don't have, Lieutenant.  Set up a tight beam to the Ankara jump gate immediately with the highest directive.  I'll take it in my cabin."  She turned on her heel and strutted off the bridge.  Over her shoulder, she called out, "I expect updates as they happen.  Do not disappoint me again, Captain."

***
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GALENA STUMBLED OUT into the cargo bay and stopped when the hull shook from a series of small impacts.  "Sounds like boarding harpoons." 

Luli asked, "Do we have anything down here to fight them off with?" 

Galena rested her hands on her hips and looked around, "We have a couple of pistols...  Wait!  That mark looks familiar.  Check that crate.  Mr. Leon must've left it here at some point." 

"I thought they were only chock full of mazuma."  Luli ran to the crate and kicked it over.  A handful of rifles fell out followed by a large ammo box. 

"Are those Hail-Storms?" Galena positively glowed as she strode toward them.

"Hail-Storms?"

A satisfied grin lit up the Lieutenant's face, "They sure are.  Inaccurate as all hell, but they'll throw up a wall of slugs fast and hard." 

Luli bent down and read the label on the top of one of the other boxes, "This one says it's full of grenades." 

"That's a good start," Galena pondered.  "I wonder if those refraction camo suits we got from the Cyclops are still in here?" 
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Gun Fever (Blam Blam Fever)
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Jacquie pressed herself against the bow port as two small landers flew past and disappeared around the port side of the ship.  Derain quietly pulled out his pistol and made sure it was loaded before he slid it back home in its holster. 

Jacquie pounded the plas-glass, "They've got a tunnel to the cargo bay.  Looks like they got a couple landers going for the upper airlock, too."

Anton slipped out from under the nav station and floated over to the bridge hatch, "Should we lock this?"

"Leave it for now," she answered.  "I don't want my boat more damaged than she already is."

"The Matilda's already a wreck," said Derain.  "Where's the good in saving a door?"

She spun on Derain and the strain on her face was clear to see, "You take that back!"

Derain threw up his hands in surrender.  The ship clanged as four more harpoons slammed into the hull.  With their conversation forgotten, the three of them glanced out the hatchway.

***
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CHIEF BULL AND HIS team stood in the access way while they waited for the tunnel to extend out to their target.  Unlike commercial vessels, the M33's tunnel had been designed for boarding actions.  Reinforced plasteel ran the length of the shaft to prevent high-end rifle rounds from punching holes through it into space.  It had shunts built along the sides in case of concussive blasts.  The tunnel was constructed for clawing its way to a foothold onto other ships and creating a safe haven for Consortium Marines to keep pushing forward.

The metal teeth bit firmly into the skin of the Matilda's hull.  Johnson's team launched themselves down the tunnel.  The pounding of their magnetic boots reverberated the entire length until they came to a stop at the hatch.

Corporal Johnson directed, "Eldin, cut this sucker open.  Let's get inside the damn tin can."

Eldin and his mate popped the sparker on the cutter and set the flame to the locking mechanism.  After a few minutes, the lock popped, flinging ribbons of hot metal against the outer layer of the airlock.  

The flame was minimized and the two-person team backed out of the way.  An incredibly large man moved up front and wedged a hydraulic bar into the seam.  His muscles bulged against the skin of his suit as he worked the end of the bar farther into the crack.  Once the tip of the bar cranked open a gap that was big enough, he jammed the bar halfway in and hit the switch.  The bar split open into a pressurized jack.  The hatch continued to open until three other people ran up and pushed it all the way into its housing.

"Eldin?  One more time, please." 

"Got it, Johnson," Eldin replied as he began cutting through the inner lock mechanism. 

When this one popped, the molten metal spilled onto the decking on the other side of the hatch.  Once again, the big man stepped up with the hydraulic wedge and set to work.  As soon as the gap in the hatch was wide enough for the other three to dive in, the big man stumbled back and dropped the wedge.  The sound of a gunshot rang down the tunnel.  Blood spattered down the arm of the big man's armored suit.  Two riflemen took up position within the open portion of the hatch. 

"You see where that came from, Ramirez?" asked Johnson as he waved the medic over to Private Singh. 

"Not a thing, man.  This hallway is as empty as your dating card," replied Ramirez.  "Oh, shi...!" 

The hallway rattled with gunfire, as slugs burst against the hatch, the decking, and the back wall of the airlock before exploding outward into tiny fragments.  The two marines fired back until the return fire petered out.  Two other soldiers pushed the hatch into its housing and a two-layer firing wall formed up just past the opening.  

"Keep an eye out, people," Johnson cautioned into the quiet.  "Ramirez, you first."

"On it, sir."

Ramirez slinked forward into the open.  The rest of the squad slowly spread out through the dark cargo bay on the Matilda.  After all the noise, everything was eerily quiet.  The marine's boots ground fragments of plas-glass into the decking.  It glinted in the light from their handheld flashes.  Johnson's beam hovered over a couple of smashed crates that lay in a pile.  Only the sound of gears whirring and pneumatic pumps popping drifted from the med lab that was highlighted by small pinpricks of colored lights.

"Malik and Roma?  Check that out," commanded Johnson.  "Ramirez and Eldin, lock down that lift." 

Johnson's team split off in twos.  One pair headed into the sickbay as another moved to the lift doors.  The bay remained quiet until their voices called out, "Clear." 

Johnson activated his comm, "Chief?"  Looks clear on this deck."

A flood of soldiers entered the cargo bay and took up positions along the airlock wall.  

"Did you check out the crawler?" asked Chief Bull.

The faint sharp tinks of thin metal pins proceeded a hail of grenades that clattered across the decking amongst the marines.  

"Incoming!" screamed Ramirez.

Smoke canisters burst overhead.  As some of the soldiers looked up, the grenades exploded and tore through their body armor.  Heavy suppression fire erupted from above the crawler and between the water and fuel tanks on the far wall.  The marines fired back.  Sparks popped from the armor plating on the crawler and shots ricocheted off the heavy liquid tanks. 

"Pull back!" shouted Chief Bull.  "God damn it, pull back!" 

Two more smoke canisters burst in the air of the cargo bay.  The heavy gunfire from the crawler dwindled down to nothing.  Then a taped bundle of grenades landed in the airlock.  Johnson threw himself on the bundle, but it wasn't enough.  Pieces of his body exploded throughout the airlock and down the M33's boarding tunnel.  Screams echoed down the shaft as soldiers dragged themselves away from the Matilda.  The unmistakable whirr of a Hail-Storm gun whined above the screaming soldiers. 

"Get down now!" shouted Chief Bull.

***
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THE REAR HATCH ON THE troop lander opened up and Higgins' team maneuvered out into open space.  The hatch on the other lander slid open and Gavriel's team floated free of their lander.  Higgins waved at them and then directed them to the Matilda's airlock.  Tiny attitude jets sparked out into the night sky.  Magnetic boots clamped to the hull of the freighter as soldiers scattered into position around the airlock.  Two of Gavriel's team hunkered forward and engaged their cutter on the locking mechanism. 

Hot metal fragments spit into space as the hatch was shoved hard back into its housing.  The two-man team floated forward and began cutting through the inner lock mechanism. 

Once the lock was sheared open, the cutter team moved out of the way.  The airlock was filled almost to capacity and the outer hatch was pulled closed.  A plasteel patch was thrown over the burnt lock, then the inner hatch was pushed open.  A small amount of atmosphere bled out into space before the patch expanded and held. 

Three teams broke into the main hall of the upper deck of the ship.  Defensive positions were set up quickly as the last team popped the doors on the inner airlock.  "Airlock is secured."

A pair of two-person teams pushed out into the hangar.  Aside from the two vessels anchored to the decking, nothing more was found.  One of the teams unlocked the hatch to the upper Engine room.

***
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BARNEY SLID BACK AS muffled explosions and gunfire sounded from the deck below.  With the ship's power cut, the comms were down as well as the anti-grav.  Strangely, the jump engine exuded its own gravitational force even with the power off. 

Wiping his brow, Barney hunkered down behind his long rifle.  He jammed his boots against the raised cradle for the engine that dominated the center of the main engine room. The long rifle was clamped to the decking and pointed down the main shaft of the ship. 

As the concussive reports petered out from the cargo bay, an alarm chirped on his wrist pad.  Muttering to himself, Barney pulled back his sleeve and silenced the alert. 

"Upper Engine room's been breached, eh?  I was hoping I'd never have to use these."  He grimaced while he swiped his finger against the screen, "Dismal end for whoever you are."

***
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A SONIC BURST FLUNG the invading marines out of the Upper Engine room.  One of them shot up toward the rafters while another smacked against the sides of the parked Waratah and Cyclops.  Their screams and pained moans filled the personal comm channels.  The other two found themselves scattered throughout the hangar.  Corporal Gavriel watched as one of his people crawled toward another.  The soldier barely moved forward, trailing a leg that was bent in the wrong direction. 

Gavriel snarled, "Who in the cursed heavens are these people?"

***
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JACQUIE GLANCED OVER at Derain, "You got this?"

Derain shrugged on his refraction coat and zipped it closed.  He withdrew both of his pistols and silently counted to three before he turned and threw her a slight nod, but she wasn't there to see it.  "Yes," he whispered.

As she ran for the hatch, Jacquie shouted, "Anton?  You're with me."  

Anton hovered next to the hatch on the bridge and kept an ear to the corridor.  He looked back and threw a quick grin to the hazy blur that was Derain, then he noiselessly followed after the Captain.

Derain looked down at his pistols a final time as he grimaced, "This plan isn't going to work."

***
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PRIVATE ZERE HAD SIGHTED down his rifle with the rest of his squadmates when he suddenly caught sight of a man and a woman making a break for it.  "Movement!" he shouted before his rifle bucked repeatedly into his shoulder.  A satisfied smile spread across his face as the man's leg buckled and he bounced off the decking.  Then the smile disappeared as his target continued to pull himself down the hall. 

"Damned lack of gravity!" he growled as he sighted down his rifle again and fired off another barrage of rubber rounds.  "Stupid, pointless safety ammo..." 

Higgins' voice bellowed through the comm, "Teams Two and Four!  Move up and seize those two!  Go, go, go!"

Two marines stepped out into the hallway in staggered positions, followed closely by their companions.  The first pair moved to the front of the open hatch of the bridge and scanned for signs of life.  They nodded to the next pair and moved off toward the lounge.

***
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DERAIN KEPT WATCH FROM the left panel while the next three marines moved on past the open hatch.  His eyes slit as he brought his pistols up and pulled the triggers.  The one closest to him went down before the next marine even had a chance to react.  She turned just in time to catch a shot through her faceplate. 

The one closest to the lounge backpedaled as he was riddled with slugs from Anton's and Jacquie's pistols.  His boots disconnected from the decking and he bounced against the wall.  Rubber rounds from the other end of the hall ricocheted off the walls near the lounge.  The back of Anton's hand was struck and his big pistol Henon slipped from his grasp.  Derain lost sight of Anton as he backpedaled into the lounge.

Derain shot the last of the forward team in the back as more soldiers from the airlock slipped forward and slid against the far wall.  Multiple rounds slapped into the frame of the hatch, so Derain stepped back into the confines of the bridge. 

***
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"HOLD YOUR FIRE!" SHOUTED Gavriel.

The only people left in the hallway were the two forward teams and they floated silently where they had died.

Gavriel's hands clenched into fists.  "Screw this.  I want stun grenades in every single room!"

Higgins replied, "We're supposed to bring them in alive." 

"They aren't suffering under the same compunction.  If one of them dies, you can lay it on me."  Corporal Gavriel lifted a grenade off the man in front of him and affixed it to his rifle, "Fellas?  Make them regret breathing today."  

The hallway rang with the deep-throated thump of grenades launching off the ends of their rifles.  Shockwaves rolled down the hallway and blackened the bulkheads.  Once those grenades had detonated, Gavriel ran forward and lobbed a stun grenade into the bridge.  There was a loud bang followed by a scream.  A hand clutching a pistol fell through the hatchway, but the arm remained hidden. 

"The prigs have optical camo," Gavriel grunted into the comm.  "Be aware."  He flagged down a female marine, "Lloyd, help me truss this one up."

As she walked over, the clump of magnetic boots hitting the deck hard shot past her.  The heavy thump of grenades being fired at point-blank range into the lounge followed.  She bent down to the hand lying on the decking and ripped the pistol free.  The Corporal pulled at the edge of the refraction coat until he was able to peel it off of the tall man.  Private Lloyd spotted a gun in the other hand and wrestled it free.  She tied his wrists together while Gavriel tied his ankles together.  

The Corporal commanded, "Lloyd, drag this one over to the lift.  And keep him covered."  

"You think it's necessary?" 

"If it was up to me, I'd space the lot of 'em.  But it's not, so they get to keep taking in canned air.  We don't know what other tricks these civvies have up their sleeves and we've lost enough already."

***
[image: image]


ANTON STUMBLED INTO the lounge and fell to his knees while rounds pelted the wall near the hatch.  He grabbed at his right leg and rolled onto his back.  Jacquie grabbed his free arm and dragged him further into the lounge.

"You okay?" she asked.

"I'll live," he replied.  "I think we got them." 

The patter of bullets against the bulkhead trickled to a stop and silence reigned.  Jacquie ran to the long table and kicked it with enough force to snap it at the base.  The tabletop twisted to its side with a wobble and she tugged it into a position where it could be used as a shield.  

Anton watched in mild confusion before he understood, "Aah, good thinking." 

Suddenly, dull thumps echoed down the hallway and three stun grenades slammed into the ceiling of the lounge.  Jacquie dove for the protection of the table. 

"No way this ends well," Anton cursed.

The grenades detonated one after the other. Anton's boots disconnected and his body lifted off the decking.  He slammed with a sickening crunch against the ceiling.  Jacquie was thrown against the viewport when the tabletop bashed into her. It skittered into the galley and crashed amongst the pots and pans. Soldiers burst into the room while Anton's body spun lazily in the lack of gravity.  

"Get that man down," ordered Higgins.

One of the soldiers reached for Anton's leg, but it twisted unnaturally in her grip.  She pulled him down until his boots clumped back to the decking, then proceeded to tie his wrists and ankles together.  Two more soldiers ran over to Jacquie's unconscious form and tied her ankles and wrists.  They dragged her body next to Anton's and clicked her boots to the decking.

Higgins growled, "They have optical camo, folks.  Check every single nook and cranny and do not leave anything to chance.  Got it?" 

Gavriel entered the lounge and detailed two people to cart the two prisoners back with the other one.  The marines didn't find anyone else, so the team tromped back to the lift.  One soldier was left to guard the prisoners while two others pried open the lift doors.  The top was opened and a handheld winch was connected to the cabling of the lift. 

The last of the marines piled in.  The doors were left propped open and the winch slowly forced the lift down to the third deck.

Gavriel keyed the comm, "Chief?  Top deck is cleared, three prisoners are sequestered.  We're heading down now."

***
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LULI SLITHERED AWAY and took up position near the water tanks.  She caught the slight blur that was Galena shifting her way beneath the Rabbit's Folly.  Both of them were running on pure adrenaline and Luli knew they wouldn't be able to hold out much longer.

The last rush by the marines had been brutal, but they hadn't gained a foothold in the cargo bay.  She knew their luck couldn't last.  The pilot strained her ears and caught some shouting coming from the tunnel of the attacker's ship.  The voice was too muffled for her to make out exactly what was said.

***
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CHIEF BULL NODDED WHILE he listened intently to Corporal Higgins as he explained what they had found on the top deck.  They had suffered heavy casualties for the number of prisoners they had captured.  Thankfully, the next deck down had been completely empty.

"They have optical camo, eh?  I'll relay that, Higgins.  Chief out."  Chief Bull let his gaze rest on the men under his command as they awaited his orders, "Lock and load stun grenades.  I want pulped eardrums in there, you hear me?  I want every single one of them knocked out 'til next week."

"Got it, Chief," rang out and the click of rifle-loaded grenades clunked in the reinforced tunnel.  He let his hand drop and the first barrage of stun grenades was launched into the cargo bay of this bastard of a boat.  As soon as the last had detonated, he had them reload and launch a second barrage in there.  Gavriel was right, they had lost too many already.

***
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BARNEY FELT THE SHIP tremor from a series of explosions out in the cargo bay.  He shook his head slowly as he blew out a pent-up breath and placed his eye against the scope of his rifle.  He knew that they would have him eventually, but after everyone else had fought so hard to keep them out, there was no point in surrender.  He could already hear the tromping of boots in the wake of the detonations.

***
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THE CHIEF WAITED FOR the "All clear" calls before he made his way back into the death trap of a ship.  The place was crawling with his troops who were ransacking every corner of the open space.  Blackened soot covered the decking and the walls and the few crates that hadn't been ruptured in the blasts had been tossed willy-nilly.  Slivers of plas-glass intermixed with chunks of faux-wood and plastics littered the deck.  Rubber bullet rounds were everywhere. 

His eyes turned toward what he could only assume were the remains of a med lab.  The place was a disaster.  A med tube had been flung against the operating table that had skittered into the cabinetry on the far wall. 

Private Kovit's data pad was locked into the medical robot that hung precariously from its track.  Three other Marines were in the process of opening each med tube in the search for prisoners.  

"Sir!  I found one!" said a voice over the group comm. 

Surveying the room for the source of the voice, Chief Bull spotted a trooper with her arm up.  He strode toward her, making sure each of his boot steps made full contact with the decking.  From the corner of his eye, he saw the lift come down to the deck above with what was left of Higgins' and Gavriel's teams.  He acknowledged their arrival and waved them toward the open hatch just past the railing.

"What did you find, Banerjee?" the Chief asked as he hunkered down near the water tanks.

The trooper pulled on a heavily bandaged arm that lay within the space between the two tanks.  He bent down to give her a hand and, with the two of them working at it, they finally got the body to budge. 

"This one is pretty stiff, Chief," Banerjee muttered.  "Might not have made it." 

All of a sudden, the body shifted and shot out of the gap, throwing the Private on her backside.  The Chief was able to hold onto one arm while Banerjee righted herself.  The body collapsed to the decking and didn't move again.  Banerjee pulled at the face mask of the optical camo suit until she was able to make out what was behind it.  What she saw was the work of savagery.  Tattered skin hung loosely over the gleaming metal skull where thick stitches had been torn free.  Wisps of black hair floated out from the edges of the hood of the suit.  Something was familiar about her, though.

"Somebody did a number on her.  These bandages go up past the elbows and her whole head is a mess.  Whoever did this must've really hated cyborgs," Banerjee added offhandedly.

"I swear I've seen her before.  Wait... this is Luli Qing!" shouted the Chief in surprise.  "I saw her on stage on... where was it...  Right!  It was on Qunis 4.  What, by the ghost of Tom, is she doing on this boat?" 

Three loud bangs followed by a muffled scream broke over the comm before a call for retreat was shouted.  Everyone in the cargo bay looked up toward the second deck as the squads up there backpedaled out of the hatch.  Two troopers dropped to their knees and pressed against the door frame.  They fired into the room while two more stood behind them and fired over their shoulders. 

"Status report, Corporals?" Chief Bull grunted into the comm. 

Higgins replied, "Tuco and Layeni got hit by some large caliber round.  Damn things tore a hole in the armor and ripped their way through.  Baris got hit in the back.  I don't think he's going to make it." 

"How many down there, you think?"

"Small room at the back," answered Gavriel.  "Can't be more than one or two." 

"Grenades," interrupted the Chief.  "Leave nothing moving in there.  Got me, Corporals?" 

"Understood," replied Higgins.

***
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BARNEY SLID ANOTHER round into the breech of his rifle.  He had hit at least three of them before they had backed out into the gym.  They would be coming back and they would be coming for blood.  Barney rubbed his chin, evaluating the attack on the Matilda.  The ship was dead in the water.  Her engines were gone.  There was no power.  The heat was already dissipating.  The rest of the crew had either been captured or killed.  That left just him. 

He jumped when a canister smacked into the back of the room.  It was followed by another, then another.  He caught some movement toward the very edge of the main shaft and squeezed the trigger.  The rifle bucked in his hands as all hell broke loose. 

A blast shattered his work console before the pressure wave picked him up and slammed him into the bulkhead.  Another blast went off and his headphones were ripped free in the process.  The cradle that held the jump engine cracked and the sphere rolled loose.  A third and fourth blast threw him into the ceiling and wall before he blacked out.

***
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MINUTES LATER, THE decking rang with the clang of magnetic boots.  Two marines grabbed Barney's small frame and bound his wrists and ankles.  He looked so tiny next to the long rifle that lay nearby.

"Soften him up, folks," ordered Corporal Gavriel.  "For Tuco and Layeni."

Their fierce grins shined through their faceplates.  The squad formed a circle around Barney and kicked him with their armored boots.  Their laughter sounded ugly and grim in the private comm.

"That's enough.  Get his ass to the Chief."

Gavriel waited until his team carted the Titan out past the gym.  He gave the room a final once over before he switched the comm channel to wide, "Only one down here, Chief, and it was a Titan at that."  

The Chief's voice came back, "No genorgs then?" 

"Not a one." 

"Captain's not going to be happy to hear that," muttered Chief Bull.  "Not one bit."
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With a sudden gasp, Galena regained consciousness.  When she tried to sit up, her forehead slammed against a large slab of metal.  She slumped back to the floor and rubbed her head.  Her eyes opened slowly, "Where am I?  Last thing I remember is a bunch of flash-bangs."

She studied her surroundings and from what she could tell, she was trapped under the Rabbit's Folly.  The runner had snapped its tie-downs and now it was smacked up against the cargo bay doors. 

"What in the nine hells did they hit us with?" she muttered into the thin air.  "Lu?  Lu, you there?  Are you okay?"

She listened intently but there was no response.  "How am I going to get out from under this behemoth?"

Debris lay strewn about and her boots couldn't find purchase.  She got her hand inside one of the wheel housings and pulled herself free.  

Her body scraped against the decking which made her pause, "We got the gravity reinstated?"  

She came to her feet and rubbed her hands together to shake some of the dust off, "Well, hooray for progress." 

The Matilda took a sickening lean.  She tried to catch herself when she stumbled away from the crawler.  Her entire world came crashing down as the hull of the ship slammed hard against something.  She was thrown clear of her feet and crashed into the closest fuel tank.  Knocked unconscious again, she slid down and slumped into a pile of refuse.

***
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LIEUTENANT HAYLEY'S voice came through the comm, "... I'm sorry, Doctor.  We cannot re-angle the ship for your direct comm until the freighter Matilda has been secured."

"Delays!  So many delays!"  Dr. Wyeth slammed her fists against the built-in desk in her cabin.  She keyed the comm, "If you do not redirect this ship soon Lieutenant, I will get your commission pulled and leave you destitute on an airless rock.  Do you understand me?"

As she cut the comm feed, the Doctor drummed her fingers against the desktop, "I'll see this whole ship's crew spaced."  She glanced over her shoulder at the single mercenary guard she allowed in her cabin.

"Is your team ready, Zhao?"

The mercenary dropped into a quick bow, "We are at the beck and call of the House of Khanda.  What are your orders?"

A dark smile graced her lips, "Prep for Protocol 8472."

***
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CHIEF BULL ACTIVATED his comm, "Sir?  We have the Matilda secured in the hangar.  Any further orders?" 

"Get a team of engineers on board," Captain Kaplean ordered.  "Their priority is to figure out the freighter's jump capability."  

"Understood, sir." 

"Where is the crew right now?"

"The prisoners are en route to our sickbay," answered the Chief.  "Should I prep them for interrogation, instead?"  

"Let the medical team examine them first," replied Captain Kaplean.  "They won't do us much good if they die without telling us a damn thing."

Chief Bull grunted, "Should I inform Dr. Wyeth that her drone was not found on board?"

"For right now, let's just keep her out of the loop." 

"Keep the Doctor out of it.  Got it, sir.  Chief out."  He turned back to the hangar, "Anotol, get your team in there and figure out how this demon ship eluded us for so long.  Sinix, the Captain wants those prisoners prepped for interrogation as soon as possible." 

"I don't think they can handle it, yet," Dr. Sinix said as he looked over the preliminary scans.

"Doesn't matter, Captain's orders," replied the Chief.  "Have them checked out but get them prepped as soon as possible.  We need to know where they left the genorg butcher." 

"Understood, Chief.  Nurse Valdez, wake the woman and get her moved to sickbay, stat."

In a parting thought, Chief Bull added, "Oh, Sinix?  As a personal favor, can you take extra care with the cyborg?  Her hands are worth their weight in gold."

The Doctor looked down at the woman's hands and frowned, "I'll see what I can do."

***
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ONLY LONG-SERVING CREW members would even notice as the destroyer swung slowly to the port side.  The stars through the viewport barely moved before the ship settled.

"Lieutenant?  The M33 has been repositioned for tight beam communications per your instructions," stated the pilot.

"Thank you."  Lieutenant Hayley sighed as she keyed the comm to Dr. Wyeth's cabin, "Doctor?  Thank you for your patience.  The freighter has been secured in the hold and the ship re-angled for your comm request."

There was no reply as the comm cut off from the receiving end.  A large file was transferred to the laser comm.  Lieutenant Hayley delayed the message as she made a copy of it and shunted it over to her decryption software.  As soon as the copy transferred over, she had the tight beam laser comm complete the send.

She muttered under her breath, "Please crack it this time, damn it."

***
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THE SOUND OF BOOT STEPS clanging their way through the cargo bay brought Galena back.  She could make out two technicians and their levitating equipment box as they headed to the lift. 

Tech Anotol stepped gingerly over the shattered plas-glass, "The Chief sure did a number on this boat, didn't he?"

"Serves them right," replied Tech Danislav.  "Who do they think they are to take us on?  We're the Gods-be-damned Consortium." 

Anotol grinned wolfishly, "Yes, it does serve them right, doesn't it?" 

Once the two of them stepped into the lift, Anotol perused his data pad, "Let's see.  Gavriel said there was an Engine Room off the hangar bay..."

Danislav interrupted, "Higgins said there was one on the second deck, too."

"Second deck, then?" asked Private Anotol.

"Yeah," grunted Danislav.  "We'll make our way up.  Have to check out the bridge for controls, anyway." 

"Good point," replied Anotol as he slapped Danislav on the back.  "I knew we kept you around for some reason."

"Har-de-har..." Danislav grumbled as he hit the lift controls.

The lift doors closed and Galena watched them reopen on the second deck.  The two technicians stepped out dragging their equipment case behind them.  Once they disappeared into the gym, she took a peek at the airlock. 

"Looks like the Matilda has power again, but I've got so many more questions.  As Rabbit would say, The best place for answers is the source that is right in front of me.  Hope that's true."

***
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DR. SINIX EXAMINED the Titan on his table.  It was a rare chance to get to see one up close.  He found the diminutive man fascinating.

"I know I'm a beauty, but are you done with me yet?" grumbled Barney.  "Your yeoman wants your attention something fierce.  And I could use less of you ogling my crotch!"

"What?" exclaimed the Doctor accompanied by the laughter of his team.  "I was doing no such thing!"

Barney leered through his bruises at the poor man, "That's what they all say."

Dr. Sinix backed into the Yeoman breathing down his neck.  He glanced over his shoulder at the hulking man, "Yes, what can I do for you?"

"These prisoners pass muster, Doc?" asked Yeoman Fitzpatrick.  "The Captain wants them ready for a lengthy interrogation."

The Doctor sniffed contritely, "Besides some bumps and cuts, they're ready enough.  All except the cyborg."  He stared into Fitzpatrick's eyes, "Special orders, you know."

The Yeoman stepped back, "Special orders?  What about the genorg?  She in here somewhere?"

"I'm not aware of a drone," replied the Doctor.  "But why would anyone bother with one?  They're a dime a dozen."

"Right," agreed Fitzpatrick.  "I'll take this lot to the brig, then."

"They're just taking up space in my lab.  Have at it.  I just need to give the Titan some pain neutralizers."

"Titans can be feisty, Doctor," muttered Yeoman Fitzpatrick.  "Might want to add some sedatives to the mix."

"Uh, right you are.  Nurse Valdez, can you assist this fine young officer in his duties?"

"Of course, Doctor," she replied.  "If you'll follow me."

The nurse and Fitzpatrick quickly reattached the bindings to the captured crew of the Matilda. 

Dr. Sinix walked over to the table that the cyborg lay on.  He pursed his lips at the damage done to her skin.  Rot had started to set in at the seams.  He rifled through a drawer until he found the vial he needed.

"Miss Qing?" asked Dr. Sinix.  "I'm going to inject you with something that will stimulate your skin regrowth.  You may feel some irritation as it grows back."

She hesitated before she nodded in acceptance.

He chuckled good-naturedly, "I can understand your lack of trust, but my job is to save lives.  And that's what I do."

Yeoman Fitzpatrick barked a short laugh as he signed a release document.

Dr. Sinix stiffened for a moment, but relaxed once Fitzpatrick pushed the crew out into the passageway.

"That Yeoman is trouble, Miss Qing.  I would avoid him at all costs."

***
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"LOOKS LIKE YOU'RE NOT needed until the cyborg is released," muttered the Yeoman as he checked his data pad.  "Get a move on."

Jacquie and Derain stumbled forward.  Anton was shoved from behind when he went to help Barney.  It wasn't a long walk before they were unceremoniously thrown into the brig.

Fitzpatrick addressed the guard, "Captain wants them under wraps.  No visitors."  He turned to the bounty hunter as he stepped past the cell barrier, "You're a Tiwi, right?"

"Yeah, that's right." Derain cautiously replied.

Jacquie looked over her shoulder as Anton carried Barney into one cell.

"Sorry to hear about your family.  I heard they had a rough time of it recently."  Fitzpatrick laughed harshly as he slammed the cell door shut.  He quickly shoved Jacquie into the neighboring cell.

"What do you mean?" screamed Derain as he pounded at the window.  "What do you mean?"

The Yeoman's laughter rang out in response until the brig hatch swung shut with finality.

Jacquie found the retractable bed controls and waited for it to slide out of the wall.  She dropped onto the hard surface and rolled back onto her shoulders.  The visit to the sickbay had been good.  Her eardrums had taken a lot of damage from the stun grenades, but the ringing was down to a tolerable level.  Despite the aches and bruises from the fierce fight, it was nice to know that the crew was in better shape now than when they had arrived.

"Even if the interrogation leads to our execution, at least my people are alive to resist," she whispered into the empty cell.  "Only one thing left to do.  Find where they're holding the Lieutenant."

***
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LIEUTENANT HAYLEY LOOKED down as her decryption system chimed softly when it finally broke the Doctor's code.  She shunted the details over to her data pad.  As the message unfolded, she studied it,

'House of Khanda... Subject 4296-E-2631-H retrieved... Once in custody, will make haste to base of operations.  Potential system expansion through 'de trop aspect' can be achieved with subject.'

She read it through a third time. 'While the House of Khanda makes headway through the council, they rob the families of other worlds.  And it all has to do with the Doctor's genorg program.'

She tight beamed the full message to the jump gate with the highest directive for the Council Heads of the Amiran Dynasty.  "Now, it's in their hands."

"Is that a private comm, Lieutenant?" asked Captain Kaplean.

As she altered the message, she replied, "Yes, sir.  Same destination but the endpoint is still an unknown."

"Meet me in my ready room."

As Captain Kaplean left the bridge, Lieutenant Hayley sent the altered message by tight beam and removed all traces of her recent comm history.  She stood up and followed her Captain.  Her fingers slid away from the control pad as the door shut behind her.

"You asked for me, sir?"

"At ease, Lieutenant," responded Captain Kaplean.  "Is that the message we've been waiting for?"

She nodded in ascent, "We still don't know the final end."

"Send what you have to the Clan
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