
  
  
      
        
          Star Core: Wild Space

          
		      
          M.S. Olney

        

        
          [image: ]

          Starforge Books

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2024 by Matthew Olney. All Right Reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of very brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.
*US readers please be aware this book was written by a British author in UK English






  
  Other Books By M.S.Olney




The Sundered Crown Saga-

Heir to theSundered Crown

War for theSundered Crown

Quest for theSundered Crown

Voyage for theSundered Crown

Heroes of theSundered Crown

The SunderedCrown Boxset 1-3 

SunderedCrown Tales - 

The Nightblade

The Crimson Blade

Danon

Tales of the Sundered Crown Boxset 

The Empowered Ones-

The First Fear

The Temple ofArrival

Empowered OnesBoxset 

UnconqueredSeries -

Unconquered:Blood of Kings 

Myths of Aldara –

The Awakening Light 

Star Core -

Wild Space








  
  

For my nieces Freya and Keren because you wanted to get a shout out. (Read it when you're a bit older!) 






  
  Dramatis Personae


Star Core
Admiral Preston Clarke (male from Ganymede) 
Captain Elena Valdez (female from Earth)
Commander Jae-Sung (male from Earth)
Lieutenant Carter Matthews (male from Ganymede)
Lieutenant Rafael "Rafe" Ortega (male from Callisto)
Flight officer Tom Carbin (male from Earth)
Pilot Officer Coel Hen (male from Luna)
Flight Officer Yumi Tanaka (female from Mars)
Warrant Officer Jabari Goode (female from Venus)
Sergeant Anya Verhov (female from Asteroid Belt Colonies)
Corporal Royth Rand (male from Titan)
Specialist Kaito Nakamura (Male, from Deimos)
Chief Leo "Rig" Riggs (Male from Earth)
ELON (support Ai and Mechanical) 
Marine Captain Horatio Marcell (male from Earth)
Doctor Anne Colter (female from Earth)


Red Brotherhood
General Westland Ajax (male from Mars)
Commander Yan Nua (female from Mars)
Rhys "Scythe" Zadar of the Red Brothers (male from Mars)






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        An Offer
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Riot
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Underfoot
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Infiltrators
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Nexus Prime
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        SS Camelot
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Simulation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Spectre
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Council
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Combat
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Boarding Party
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Debrief
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Interrogation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        For the Brotherhood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
         Escalation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Dr
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Into Wild Space
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        In the name of Ajax
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
         Asteroids
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Discovery
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Grim Stars
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Loss
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Ambush
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Boarded
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Aftermath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Awakening
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Recon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        A Plan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Piracy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Into the Breach
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Revelations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Game Over
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Escape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Pre-order Star Core 2: Void Hunt
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ONE LAST THING... 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Prologue


Wreckage littered the ground, and scores of small burning fires spewed noxious fumes into Io’s thin atmosphere. It had been a miracle the crazy son of a bitch hadn’t taken them both out with their desperate act. 
With a grunt, Carter Matthews staggered to his feet and stumbled out of what remained of his Talon star fighter's cockpit. He didn’t get far before he fell to his knees, his combat flight suit’s armour preventing serious injury. Matthews rolled onto his back and watched the carnage unfolding in space above: hundreds of flashes caused by detonating warheads and flickers of light from the lasers of a thousand fighter crafts. If it wasn’t so horrifying, he might have said it was beautiful. He raised a hand to his helmet and smacked it twice. Static burst into his ears as the inbuilt comm system kicked back to life.
“Six, watch out!” shouted a female voice, one of many competing to be heard in the confusion of battle.
“Oh God, there goes the Caesar!” cried a male voice.
Matthews narrowed his eyes, and his helmet’s built-in binocular vision kicked in. He focused on the patch of space where he’d last seen the fleet’s flagship. Explosion after explosion erupted from the warship’s flank, signalling its shields had failed and warheads were hitting it with abandon. He muttered a prayer as, in the next moment, the Caesar, the pride of the Ganymede fleet, was vaporised. A single bright flash and it was gone, along with potentially all six hundred crew aboard. That was that then. The war was over. No way would the leaders of the Ganymede Alliance have the stomach or strength to keep fighting after such a loss. Their rebellion would end, and Matthews would lose everything. 
Panicked shouts filled the comm; he deactivated it and silence returned. Wincing, he rolled over and gingerly got back to his feet. Broken ribs, most probably a few other contusions, and he’d be bruised for weeks, but he could still move his legs. His suit automatically pumped pain stimulants into his neck, and the agony immediately dimmed to a faint ache. Turning his attention away from the disaster unfolding above, he looked around at his surroundings. The surface of Io was a startling, vividly coloured landscape of erupting volcanic vents, pools, and solidified flows of lava, along with deposits of yellowish sulphur and sulphur compounds. Nearby, he spotted the rest of his fighter. The hull had been smashed beyond recognition; only the left-hand swept-back wing and miraculously the cockpit had survived relatively intact. From the looks of things, the enemy fighter he’d been dogfighting had sheared his own craft in two with their insane back-thrust manoeuvre. Whoever his foe had been, they’d certainly had talent on the stick. He eyed his helmet’s HUD and ran a suit diagnostic. As expected, it came back all in the orange. His O2 tanks and shield had taken damage; he only had an hour or two tops before he’d asphyxiate or succumb to Jupiter’s intense radiation.
“At least I’ll have a good view,” he muttered. Filling the distant horizon was Jupiter in all its glory. The space above Io was now lighting up as debris from destroyed ships burned up in its thin atmosphere. As he scanned the horizon, he frowned. About a mile away was the wreckage of the fighter craft that had brought him down.
“Son of a bitch,” he growled. The pilot was alive and inspecting their ship. He could just make out their blue and orange flight suit. Like his own, it was armoured, but unlike his, it was emblazoned with the emblem of the Earth Federation. Anger surged through him. He checked the inbuilt holster on his upper thigh and punched the panel until it slid open. He took out the particle pistol and set off toward his enemy.
*

The EF pilot was in a similar state as he was. They were just standing there, looking up at the carnage unfolding above. They seemed completely oblivious to his approach. Did they want to die? As he limped closer, he could make out that his foe was a female. Her smaller frame and the way she stood giving away her sex. 
“Not a step closer fly boy,” the woman’s voice crackled in his helmet’s comm. 
He slowed and noticed that she held a particle pistol of her own and had it casually trained on him. 
“I’m guessing you heard the news about the Caesar? You know the war will end now,” she continued nonchalantly. 
“Nothing has been made official,” he retorted. 
The woman chuckled and turned to face him; pistol aimed squarely at his torso. 
“The rebellion is over after today and I don’t want to kill another mooner if I don’t have to. Just walk away and wait for evac.”
Matthews frowned and then with a reluctant frustrated sigh lowered his pistol. 
“Jokes on you, you sheered my ship in half and destroyed the distress beacon.”
“Then I guess I’m your only chance of a ride off this rock. What’s your name pilot?”
“What, we friends now?”
“Don’t be an asshole, mooner.”
“Lieutenant Carter Matthews of the Ganymede 6th fighter wing,” he answered finally. 
“Well, Carter Matthews, I am Captain Elena Valdez of the Earth Federation. Terran Defender squadron.” 
Matthews' eyes widened at the name. 
“Wait, I took down the Valdez, the decorated war hero? The pilot that Earth claims is unkillable in a fighter, that captain Valdez?” 
To his surprise she laughed and gave a slight bow. 
“The very same. I have to hand it to you; I don’t think I’ve ever flown against anyone better than you before. That trick with the thrusters, you almost had me right there I’ll admit.” 
Matthews approached and sat heavily on one of the countless sulphur coated rocks of IO’s surface. 
“I would have had you if not for that back thrust move. Never seen anything as crazy as that.”
“I was only a metre off from coming out on top after that,” Valdez said wistfully.
A bright flash from above caused them both to look spaceward. Matthews shook his head in disbelief. What was left of the rebel Ganymede force had instead of retreating thrown itself at the enemy in a suicidal assault. The capital ships of the EF held their positions, obliterating the rebels in a devastating salvo of weapons fire. Within moments the battle was over and all that remained of the Ganymede Alliance forces was broken hulks of metal.
“Those fools,” he said softly in disgust as the screams of the dying filled his comm. 
“Desperate people do desperate things,” Valdez remarked with sadness in her voice. The comm channels to the Alliance fleet fell silent leaving Matthews with just the sound of his breathing inside his helmet. 
“If it means anything. I am sorry.”
He looked up at Valdez all anger leaving him. His side had been utterly defeated and now he was her prisoner. The comm squawked and from orbit approached a shuttle craft. 
“This is my ride mooner. Want a lift- or?”
She didn’t have to say the rest. Matthews looked down at the pistol in his hand and for a long moment he contemplated ending it all. 
“I’d rather you didn’t mooner. You’re too good a pilot to go to waste.”



      ***






  
  Chapter one
An Offer


5 years later – 
Callisto Maximum Security Prison- Saturn Coalition Space
“Knock, knock, mooner, ready for your beating?” 
Matthews looked up from his cot and ran a hand through his unkempt beard. Every day for the past six months, the thugs under Rasmus had delivered a beating to any mooner in the wing. The first time, he’d put four of Rasmus's goons into the medical bay. The second time, they’d been armed with metal pipes, no doubt provided to them by the bastard warden, Wickam. That time he’d been beaten so bloody that the guards thought he was dead. It had taken him three weeks to recover, and he still had scars all over his torso. The son of a bitch had it in for Matthews since day one, and Matthews couldn’t blame him. Wickam’s daughter had been killed in the Ganymede rebellion, a nasty affair. Naturally, the guy hated anyone who wasn’t pro Earth Federation, especially those who had served in the GA. Today, Rasmus had sent Tonta, a big bruiser of a man from the moon of Dione and he was as big as they came. He’d spent most of his life working the mines. He was a tough bastard.
Matthews glanced at the digital clock on the wall and shook his head.
“Not today, Tonta. I may have visitors, and I don’t want you to mess up my pretty face again,” he said sarcastically.
Tonta chuckled, placing his oversized fist into the palm of its equally huge counterpart. “Too bad, mooner. Rasmus wants you to get your daily dose.”
Matthews stood up slowly, his eyes never leaving Tonta’s. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked, his voice a low growl.
“You bet I do mooner scum.”
“You know you’re a mooner too, right?”
Tonta didn’t care. The big man lunged forward, swinging his massive fist towards Matthews. But Matthews was ready. He sidestepped, grabbing Tonta’s arm and using his momentum to slam him against the metal wall. The impact reverberated through the cell, but Tonta recovered quickly, throwing a powerful punch that grazed Matthews’ jaw.
The prison life had hardened Matthews. Five years of constant vigilance, daily brawls, and sheer will to survive had made him tougher than most. His muscles, honed by relentless workouts in the tiny cell, bulged as he squared off with Tonta. The violence of prison life had become second nature to him.
Tonta charged again, and Matthews met him head-on. They grappled, the sound of their grunts and the crunch of bone echoing in the small space. Matthews used his smaller size to his advantage, slipping under Tonta’s guard and delivering a series of rapid punches to his ribs. Tonta howled in pain, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
But he wasn’t down for the count yet. With a roar he grabbed Matthews by the throat, lifting him off the ground. Matthews felt the air leaving his lungs, black spots dancing in his vision. With a last surge of strength, he brought his knee up into Tonta’s groin. Tonta dropped him, staggering back with a pained roar.
Matthews didn’t give him a chance to recover. He tackled Tonta to the ground, the fight spilling outside of the cell and onto the metal walkway outside. He rained down punches until Tonta’s face was a bloody mess. Finally, Tonta lay still, unconscious.
Panting, Matthews stood up, wiping the blood from his knuckles. He looked down at Tonta and then at the end of the hallway where a couple of guards had gathered, watching the fight.
“You tell Rasmus,” Matthews said, his voice cold and hard, “if he wants to send another one, he better be ready to pick up the pieces.”

      ***Blood flowed from his damaged knuckles into the small wash basin in the corner of his cell. Matthews looked at himself in the cracked mirror. How had it come to this? Before the rebellion, he’d been going somewhere. He’d been the best pilot in the fleet, on a fast track to command. Then the fools of the Ganymede Alliance parliament had declared independence from the Federation. Naturally, that hadn’t gone down well with Earth who was already at war with The New Mars Collective. For a while, the GA deluded itself into thinking the EF would let their violent uprising go, but as the might of Earth’s military forces crushed the NMC, they quickly turned their attention to Jupiter and its troublesome moons.
He’d participated in almost every engagement of the short but bloody war. He’d seen the colonies on Europa turned to glass, watched GA warships implode with all hands as they were pulled into Jupiter’s merciless gravity well. It had been horror. And yet somehow, by a miracle, he’d survived, spared by an EF pilot who’d taken him prisoner.
He splashed cold water on his face and wiped off some of Tonta’s blood that had splashed him. A commotion came from outside his cell. He straightened up to his full height, draped the towel over his shoulder, and crossed his large arms. In the entrance to his cell stood Warden Wickham. Two of his heavily armoured security guards at his side. From their grim expressions, Matthews deduced that he was about to face another attempted beating. He loosened his shoulders and clenched his hands into fists.
Wickham raised a greying eyebrow. The man was tall and wiry, much like many of those born and raised on Titan. In a fistfight, Matthews knew he’d easily kick the shit out of him, but Wickham was no fool. He was one of those nasty pieces of work who never got their own hands dirty. His two goons, on the other hand...
“As much as I’d love to beat you into a pulp, I’ve been given orders from on high. You have a visitor,” Wickham said in his gravelly voice.
Matthews blinked. A visitor? In all the years he’d been incarcerated in this hellhole, not one person had come to see him. His parents and sister had died years before in an FTL accident, and his wife had left him before the rebellion. ‘Too idealistic,’ she’d said. He wished he’d listened, but then he remembered that she was a controlling, abusive bitch anyway.
“Prisoner, you will come with us. Do not cause any issues, or else we will send you to the morgue ourselves. Do you understand, mooner trash?”
Matthews nodded and eased his stance. One of the guards stepped into the cell, walked behind him, and pushed him forward. Outside the cell, they followed the dimly lit hallway and out into the main congregation area. Several prisoners were idling on tables and chairs, some were shooting pool, or hitting the weights. Matthews caught the eye of Faustus, an older man with dark skin who’d also served in the GA. He’d been a grunt in the infantry and was the only ally Matthews had. Seeing the warden and the guards, Faustus stirred, but Matthews gestured for him to relax.
“You ok there, lieutenant?” Faustus asked in his thick accent.
“Just peachy,” Matthews replied.
The prisoners watched them cross the courtyard and step into one of the six lifts that lined the edges. There were sixty levels to the maximum-security prison. They were on level ten. The deeper you went, the nastier the inmates. Matthews couldn’t imagine what monsters must reside on level sixty. Wickham hit a button and with a gentle whirring of motors and gears, the lift ascended. Within seconds, it stopped, and the doors opened. Wickham stepped out first, followed by the lead guard, then Matthews, and finally the rear guard. Unlike his level, this one was brightly lit and even had some pleasant ambient music playing. It even had skylights which depicted an artificial sky complete with birds flocking. If he didn’t know he was inside a maximum-security prison located on a barren moon, he might have mistaken it for Earth. Not that he knew what Earth was actually like. He’d only visited it once as a kid. Every human in the system made a pilgrimage to the origin planet at least once in their lives. It was strange to him that humanity had once been confined to that one rock, albeit one teeming with life and the only naturally hospitable place in the system. His father had always droned on about how the Quantum Slipstream Drive had revolutionised the species into a true spacefaring one. Travelling faster than light had once been a pipe dream, but then the brilliant mind of one Doctor Alana Richards had conceived the QSD and after many years of testing and perfecting, mankind was capable of travelling to all corners of the system within a matter of hours. After that, humans had quickly spread, sometimes faster than colony tech could keep up. He was shaken out of his thoughts as the rear guard shoved him in the back with his stunner stick.
“Keep walking, mooner.”
They turned a corner and there, waiting for them in the hallway, was Rasmus and three of his goons.
“How the fuck did you get up here?” Wickham snarled.
Rasmus flashed the warden a wide smile, his gold and silver teeth glinting in the bright light. His long, well-muscled, and heavily tattooed arms were held out wide in greeting.
“Relax, mon. Yer boys on fourteen let us up. We have some unfinished business with Mister Carter here.”
The warden’s men bristled, but Wickham held them back with a stern look.
“We may have an agreement, Rasmus, but today is not your lucky day. Someone with far greater pull than me or you wants this mooner sack of shit. Get out of the way and return to your cells, and I’ll pretend this never happened.”
Rasmus’s smile faded, replaced by a scowl. He took a step closer, towering over Wickham. “You’re pushin’ it, Warden. But fine, for now. Just know we’ll be seein’ each other again, Carter.”
Rasmus and his goons backed away; casting dark looks at Matthews as they retreated. Matthews maintained eye contact, his gaze unflinching. Wickham gestured for the guards to proceed, and they resumed their march down the corridor.
They soon arrived at a door marked “VISITATION.” Wickham swiped a keycard, and the door slid open. Inside was a sterile room with a single table and two chairs. A transparent partition separated the visitor’s side from the prisoner’s side. Matthews was shoved into his chair and shackled to the table. The guards stepped back but remained alert.
Wickham leaned in close to Matthews, his breath hot and sour. “You’ve got thirty minutes.”
Matthews glared at Wickham but said nothing. The warden smirked and left the room, the guards following him out. The door slid shut, leaving Matthews alone. He stared at the empty chair opposite him, curiosity mingling with a touch of anxiety. Who could possibly want to see him?
A few minutes later, the door on the visitor’s side opened, and a figure stepped in. Matthews’s eyes widened in surprise. It was Admiral Clarke, the man who had once been his commanding officer. The admiral looked older, his hair greyer, but his presence was as commanding as ever.
“Admiral?” Matthews managed to say, his voice rough with disbelief.
“Hello, Matthews,” Clarke said, sitting down. “It’s been a long time. You’re a hard man to find.”
“What are you doing here, sir?”
Clarke sighed, folding his hands on the table. “I’ve come with an offer, Matthews. One that could get you out of this hellhole.”
Matthews’s heart raced. “What kind of offer?”
“There’s a situation brewing on the frontier,” Clarke began. “As you know, after the rebellion the EF took control of all GA military assets, including those of us who survived the fighting. As an admiral I too found myself in a place like this, but after EF Intelligence got all they could out of me they let me go, on one condition.”
“Lemme guess,’ said Matthews sitting back in his chair. “You had to join them.”
“I know what you’re thinking Matthews. But I am no traitor to the peoples of the GA. We were led by overconfident corrupt fools who didn’t have our best interests at heart. You’ve seen where that got us. The new administration wants bygones be bygones and a new relationship with Earth. Which is why I have been assigned to the EF under a special liaison role. Listen, I know what landed you in this place. You did your time as a POW only to be tossed back into a colony that was on its knees and being fought over like siblings squabbling over who gets their favourite toy.”
Matthews sniffed and looked away.
“I did what I had to.”
“Being a hired thug for a mob boss was beneath you and I think you know it. Killing those men, the way you did, you’re lucky you weren’t executed.”
It was true. After the rebellion and all the shit that came from the defeat, he had served six months as a POW on Lunar before being returned to a Ganymede in chaos. All the moons that had made up the GA had fallen to anarchy as the government was toppled by various splinter groups. He’d returned without a credit to his name, nowhere to live thanks to some gang burning down his domicile and no job. The mega corps had little desire to hire ex-military, especially from the losing side. To survive he’d taken any job he could get. With violence being his main stock in trade he’d naturally fallen in with one of the gangs battling for control of the colony’s streets. Hence his bad blood with Rasmus and his thugs. He’d killed many of his men and even played a part in putting Rasmus behind bars.
“So why me? What’s caused the great admiral Clarke to come to this hole?” Matthews asked.
Clarke fixed him with a hard stare. Back in the day he’d been highly respected. After the rebellion, not so much. Like the other leaders of the defeated GA military many saw him as a traitor.
“A potential threat that the Federation needs to deal with. They need skilled pilots and fighters. Ones with experience and nothing to lose. You fit that description perfectly.”
Matthews frowned. “You want me to fight again? For the Federation?”
Clarke nodded. “Yes, but not just for the Federation.”
Matthews raised an eyebrow at that.
“The Federation knows it has weaknesses, which is why it has created a new combined multinational force called the Star Core. Designed to have only the best humanity has to offer, regardless of where they’re from. Think of it like the old French Foreign Legion. You’ll be given a full pardon, a clean slate. But you’ll be going into dangerous territory, facing an enemy we know little about. It could be a one-way mission, but it’s your only chance at freedom.”
Matthews leaned back, his mind racing. He thought about the years he’d spent in this prison, the daily beatings, the constant struggle to survive. Then he thought about the rebellion, the horrors he’d witnessed, the friends he’d lost. Could he really go back to that life? But then again, could he afford not to?
“Why me?” he asked finally. “Why now?”
Clarke’s expression softened. “Because you’re one of the best, Matthews. And because I owe you. I couldn’t save you back then, but I can give you this chance now.”
Matthews looked into Clarke’s eyes and saw the sincerity there. It was a risky proposition, but it was also a chance at redemption, at freedom. He took a deep breath.
“When do we leave?”
Clarke smiled, a rare sight. “As soon as you’re ready. I’ll make the arrangements. Just say the word.”
Matthews nodded slowly. “I’m in. But I have one condition.”
Clarke raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”
“I want a Corporal Faustus to be released. He’s a good man and was a damn fine soldier. If I’m doing this, I want to know he’s free.”
Clarke considered this for a moment before nodding. “Alright. I’ll see what I can do. But remember, Matthews, this mission we’ve been given is dangerous. There are no guarantees.”
Matthews smirked. “There never are, sir. But I’d rather die out there than rot in here.”
Clarke stood up and saluted. “Welcome back, Lieutenant.”


      ***






  
  Chapter two
Riot


Warden Wickham and his guards unchained him from the table and led him out of the room. From the expression on the warden’s face, he’d been listening in on the conversation. He looked furious. Matthews couldn’t help but smirk. 
One of the guards jabbed their stun stick into Matthews side and leaned in close.
“You fuckin try anything and I will turn you into a dribbling wreck on this here floor you hear me?” 
Matthews nodded. With freedom within his reach, he didn’t want to provoke the ire of the warden and his men any more than he needed to.
“Don’t worry. I’ll behave. I’ll be out of here soon.”
“If you think you can just walk out of here you’ve got another thing coming mooner, I’ll fight this foreign admiral on this,” Wickham growled. With a shove they walked back to the lifts and descended back to level ten. The doors opened and waiting for them was Rasmus and six of his thugs. The gang boss was sitting on a table, his men standing menacingly around him. Matthews had tangled with all of them at one point or another. 
“I told you to back off,” Wickham snapped. 
Rasmus shook his head and wagged a finger.
“No, no, no warden. You fail to grasp who truly runs this place. Hand him over or else I will demonstrate just how much little control you have here.”
Wickham reached for the stun stick on his hip but to his surprise one of the prison guards stepped forward and whacked him around the back of the head with a baton. The warden fell forward and crumpled to the floor, blood oozing from the wound. Matthews acted quickly.
With Wickham down, Matthews knew he had only moments to act. He lunged at the guard who had struck the warden, grabbing the baton and delivering a left hook knocking the guards head back to strike the side of the lift and dropping him. Matthews disarmed the guard, swept backwards to strike the other across the face with the heavy baton. Blood and spittle flew from the guard’s lips, and he crumpled to the ground. With the guards out of action he now turned his attention to Rasmus and his thugs. One charged him, but he was ready and ducked his punch before countering with a savage strike with the baton to the man’s throat. He heard the sickening crack as the man’s windpipe shattered and he fell to the floor grasping his ruined airway. 
The other guards on twelve hesitated, caught between their loyalty to Wickham and the intimidating presence of Rasmus and his men.
Rasmus’s thugs closed in, and Matthews felt a rush of adrenaline. He swung the baton, connecting with one thug’s jaw, sending him sprawling. Another thug tried to grab him from behind, but Matthews drove his elbow into the thug’s ribs, following up with a swift kick that left the man gasping for air. With another punch the goon was sent sprawling over the table with a crash.
Rasmus himself approached, his eyes cold and calculating. “I’m gonna kill you, Matthews, you ain’t ever leavin this place.”
Matthews tightened his grip on the baton. “Maybe not, but neither will you. C’mon!”
Rasmus lunged, and Matthews met him. They grappled, with Rasmus gripping Matthew’s wrist and twisting it so that he was forced to drop the baton. Matthews broke the hold with a headbutt that sent Rasmus staggering backwards with blood pouring from his shattered nose. The look in the gangster’s eyes was one of murder and with a roar he charged sending both men to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Both men punched, clawed and kicked for any advantage. Matthews’s landed a solid punch to Rasmus’s gut, but the gang leader retaliated with a brutal uppercut that left Matthews seeing stars.
Before Rasmus could press his advantage, the sound of alarms blared through the prison level. 
The prison’s PA system crackled to life. “Attention all inmates, lockdown procedures are now in effect. Return to your cells immediately.”
Chaos erupted. Inmates took advantage of the confusion, and soon the corridors were filled with the sounds of fighting, shouting, and alarms. A full-scale riot had begun.
Rasmus, sensing an opportunity, charged at Matthews again. This time, the fight was even more brutal. Blood and sweat flew as they traded blows. Matthews managed to hold his own for a while, but Rasmus’s sheer size and strength began to overwhelm him.
“You’re done, Matthews!” Rasmus snarled, landing a vicious punch that sent Matthews sprawling to the ground.
Matthews struggled to get up, vision blurred, when a familiar voice shouted his name. Faustus, was barrelling through the chaos towards them. With a fierce battle cry, Faustus tackled Rasmus, giving Matthews a moment to catch his breath.
“Get out of here, Lieutenant!” Faustus yelled, blocking another of Rasmus’s punches with his forearm. “I’ll hold him off!”
“No, Faustus!” Matthews tried to get up, but his body wouldn’t respond.
Rasmus and Faustus grappled, and it was clear Faustus was outmatched. Rasmus landed a fatal blow, a knife pulled from nowhere plunging into Faustus’s side. Faustus’s eyes widened in shock and pain, but he still managed to deliver a blow that sent Rasmus to the ground before collapsing.
“No!” Matthews yelled, finally finding the strength to rise. He staggered to Faustus’s side, cradling his friend as the life faded from his eyes.
“Get… outta here,” Faustus whispered, blood trickling from his mouth.
With those final words, Faustus went still. Matthews felt a cold rage settle over him. He looked up to see Rasmus trying to rise, but Matthews was faster. He delivered a powerful kick to his skull, knocking Rasmus out cold.
Ignoring the chaos around him, he spotted Wickham stirring in the lift and staggered over to him. If the prisoners reached the warden they’d rip him to pieces. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the guards being brutalised by the blood thirsty inmates. He stood over Wickham who groaned as he slowly regained consciousness. Bangs emanated from somewhere deeper in the level suggesting that the guards had now resorted to using flashbangs and stun grenades to try and get the rioting inmates under control. With a grunt he dragged Wickham into one of the cells and shut the door. He then moved the cell’s bed and lodged it against the door to act as a barricade. His vision still swam and Wickham was in no condition to move. They’d have to bide their time and hope they weren’t discovered.

      ***Matthew stirred, his head feeling clearer now, and the stars no longer exploded in his vision. Gingerly, he got to his feet and helped Wickham sit up, slapping him awake. The warden’s eyes flew open, then refocused. Upon seeing Matthew, fear filled them.
“Don’t worry, Warden. I’m not planning to kill you—that might complicate my release.”
“What—what the hell is going on?” Wickham groaned, shaking off the remnants of dizziness.
“Lockdown,” Matthew replied. “I brought us here to hide and recover for a bit. I’d say an hour or two has passed since the alarms went off. Will the lifts still work?”
Wickham shook his head. “No. They’re locked down automatically to stop the riot from spreading, and I don’t have my master override key.”
Matthew cursed under his breath. 
“That leaves us with one option,' Wickham winced, 'we need to get to the emergency stairwell. But the security doors will be sealed. Fortunately, I’ve got the clearance card to open them.”
A series of loud bangs echoed nearby, followed by the unmistakable crack of gunfire. The riot was spiralling out of control, and the prisoners were on a rampage.
“Shooting prisoners huh? Can’t say I’m surprised a piece of shit like you would give shoot to kill orders,” Matthews remarked.
“You don’t understand. Shoot to kill orders are automatically authorised if the security checkpoints are overrun and access to the lower levels is compromised. Your little scrap with Rasmus didn’t start this, something else must have happened.”
“Are you telling me that every level below this one is now open?”
Wickham nodded. That meant the worst of the worst was now lose and likely heading upwards and seeking to escape.
Matthews helped the warden to his feet.
“This way to the stairwell. I’ll try and find out what’s going on,” Wickham said as he reached for the radio attached to his body armour. 
Matthews slid the bed away from the cell door and opened it cautiously. It was clear, aside from the aftermath of the earlier fight. He led the way stepping over Rasmus and his still unconscious goons. He took one of the unconscious guard’s stun batons out of the holster on their belt. Neither of the men were in possession of firearms.  Most of the other prisoners had joined the riot and were now deeper into the level, some, however, had chosen to stay in their cells and wait it out. He ignored them and together with Wickham they reached the end of the main communal area. The sounds of shouting and the smashing of glass came from down the now brightly lit corridor. The prison’s emergency lighting system had kicked in.
They followed the corridor until they reached a security gate barring their path. Matthews tried to open it with a grunt. It wouldn’t budge. Wickham stepped past him and tapped his security card against a panel hidden in the wall. 
“Got word over the radio that the whole prison is compromised,’ Wickham said as he shoved the gate open. 
“How is that possible? I thought this place was one of the highest security prisons in the system.”
“No fuckin clue mooner, probably a fucking inside job. You saw firsthand just how trustworthy some of my men are. There are riots breaking out all over. We need to hurry this up before the inmates in the lower levels make their way up here.”
“You don’t have much confidence in your men, do you?” 
Wickham scowled.
“Can you blame me? They’re corrupt, overworked and underpaid. Would you trust men like that to risk their necks against the systems worst? Nah, most will be running and trying to get to level five.”
“What’s on level five?”
“Guns. Lots of guns.”
Matthews didn’t need to say more. Level Five sounded like their destination. They hurried onward until they reached another security gate. Wickham swiped his keycard, granting them access to a long, oval-shaped tunnel. Blood covered the walls and floor, creating a gruesome scene. Six bodies, clad in the dark uniforms of guards, lay broken and shredded. Lying in front of the checkpoint were a dozen dead convicts. The stench of coppery blood and burnt gunpowder assaulted their senses as they stepped over the lifeless bodies. Rounding a corner, they came upon more signs of struggle. Bullet casings littered the floor, and scorch marks from energy weapons marred the walls. It was clear that the guards had put up a fierce fight. Papers and equipment were scattered everywhere, and the terminal screens flickered with static. Among the wreckage, more bodies of guards lay sprawled, their faces frozen in expressions of shock and pain.
Wickham knelt beside one of the guards and inspected his ID badge. “They didn’t stand a chance,” he muttered. 
Matthews nodded grimly, his resolve hardening. “We need to keep moving. If the convicts are armed we need to reach Level Five before they do more damage.”
Wickham stopped over one of the guards and took a stun baton from the dead man’s hand.
Dim, flickering lights cast eerie shadows on the walls, highlighting the chaos and destruction. The sound of their footsteps echoed ominously in the tunnel, accompanied by the distant hum of machinery.
The walls, once pristine and sterile, were now smeared with handprints and splatters.
“Up against guns I don’t think your little stick is going to be much help,” Matthews muttered as he surveyed the scene. 
Wickham held his weapon ready, his eyes darting around for any signs of movement. 
“Shut the fuck up and stay close,” Wickham retorted.
Beyond the massacre they reached a junction where the tunnel split into three different directions. A flickering sign overhead indicated that the stairs to Level Nine were straight ahead. Wickham nodded towards the sign, and they pressed on. The radio on Wickham’s collar crackled into life and they paused.
“ssshhh…curity… is down across the board. Some kind of… virus, infected the network-ssshhh“
Wickham tried to clear the interference to no avail.
“Can’t be a coincidence all this happening just as that Admiral Clarke pays us a visit,” the warden muttered.
Matthews nodded in agreement. Political tensions were high across the system and Clarke was an outspoken member of the GA who favoured cooperation with the EF. Earth had plenty of enemies but few who had the ability to pull off something like this. Mars perhaps? But to what end? His thoughts were interrupted by the distant thump of gunfire. 
“Let’s hurry,” he said.

      ***Matthews and Wickham hurried towards the stairs, their footsteps echoing in the tunnel. They ascended quickly, passing through Level Eight and then Seven, each showing signs of struggle and chaos, until they reached Level Six. As they neared the security checkpoint, the sound of gunfire grew louder.
Several convicts were attacking the checkpoint, bullets flying in all directions. The guards behind the barricades were pinned down, struggling to return fire. Matthews and Wickham crept closer, using the chaos to their advantage.
“We’re going to have to go through them,” Matthews muttered. “Ready?” he said, gripping his stun stick tightly.
Wickham nodded; eyes focused. “Let’s do this.”
With a shared nod, they charged forward, catching the convicts off guard. Matthews struck first, his stun stick crackling with electricity as it connected with the back of a convict’s neck. The man convulsed violently before crumpling to the ground, his pistol spilling from his hand. Wickham followed suit, his stun stick delivering a brutal blow to another convict’s spine.
One convict swung around, aiming his gun at Wickham. Matthews lunged, tackling the convict to the ground and smashing his head against the floor. Wickham swung his stun stick, knocking another attacker’s weapon away before driving the stick into his chest, sending a jolt through his body and dropping him to the floor in a drooling, twitching heap.
The guards at the checkpoint took advantage of the distraction, opening fire on the remaining convicts and dropping them. Matthews and Wickham continued their assault, their movements swift and ruthless. Blood and sparks flew as they struck down their enemies.
Just as the last convict fell, Wickham staggered, clutching his side. A bullet had grazed him, leaving a deep, bleeding wound. Matthews rushed to his side, pulling him behind cover.
“Wickham! Hold on,” Matthews said urgently, tearing a strip of cloth from his prison uniform to staunch the bleeding.
Wickham grimaced in pain but managed a weak smile. “We got them, didn’t we?”
“Yeah, we did,” Matthews replied, tying the makeshift bandage tightly around Wickham’s wound. “But we need to keep moving. Can you stand?”
Wickham nodded, wincing as he pushed himself up. “I didn’t know you cared,” he said sarcastically.
Matthews rolled his eyes. “I don’t, but I need you alive if I’m to get out of here.”
Supporting Wickham, Matthews glanced around. “You three, help me.”
The guards looked at each other. “We don’t take orders from a prisoner.”
“Bradley, shut the fuck up and do as the mooner says. You do take orders from me,” Wickham snapped.
The guards snapped to attention as they recognised him. “Sorry, Warden.”
“Matthews here is with us. He saved my life back there, so you treat him like one of us for now.”
“Let’s go,” Matthews said, determination in his voice. Together, they pressed on. The surviving guards joined them, their faces grim but resolute. The group hurried through the prison. The sound of alarms blaring was almost deafening, and then the prison tannoy system crackled to life.
“Attention all personnel, inmates from the lower levels have breached the lower security outpost—” The announcement was cut off by a scream, followed by static.
“We need to move faster,” Matthews urged, his grip on Wickham tightening as they ascended the stairs.
They encountered more convicts on their way up, but most surrendered or fled at seeing the guards armed with rifles. The few that did try to impede them were stopped by bullets and stun blasts.
As they reached another landing, a bullet whizzed out of the dark, striking one of the guards in the chest. He collapsed, his lifeless body tumbling down the stairs. The other guards returned fire, but more shots rang out, forcing them to run.
“Keep going!” Matthews shouted over the chaos, pushing Wickham and the remaining guards forward.
Finally, they reached Level Five. The scene before them was chaotic. Dozens of guards were gathered, hastily arming themselves with whatever weapons they could find. Rifles, pistols, and stun batons were being distributed.
Matthews guided Wickham to a makeshift medical station where a tall, metallic, bipedal medical mechanical quickly tended to his wound. He then turned to the nearest guard, a lieutenant barking orders amidst the chaos.
“What’s the situation here?” Matthews demanded.
The lieutenant looked up, scowling. “You are a convict; you shouldn’t even be here.”
Matthews walked over to the man, getting in his face. The other guards bristled at his approach. “Listen here, asshole, I just saved your boss. I didn’t have to. I probably should’ve left him at the mercy of Rasmus and his thugs. Instead, I brought him here. Now tell me the fucking situation.”
The guard paled and swallowed hard before finally answering. “We’ve managed to hold this level, but it’s only a matter of time before the convicts reach us. The cyber virus has knocked out the sentry guns, force fields, and cameras. Not to mention opening every weapons vault on the lower levels. The prisoners are now armed and dangerous.”
“What about the floors above us?”
The guard shook his head. “The virus has impacted the docking and comm systems. The hangar bays have been sealed shut. No ships or communications are getting in or out.”
Matthews swore. “Do you know if Admiral Clarke is still in the facility?”
The guard tapped his data pad and nodded. “He is. Last report said he and his security detail are on Level One.”
“How long before someone on the outside notices something is wrong and sends help?”
Matthews glanced at Wickham, who was now bandaged and standing with grim determination. “An hour if the OK system goes dark.”
“OK system?” Matthews asked.
“It sends a transmission to the Callisto garrison every ten minutes. If it fails to send, then the troops there will send a rapid response force to check in on us. However, due to our remote location, it still takes an hour for a flight to prep and for them to reach us.”
The guard checked his data pad and paled. "The virus has disabled the OK system, sir.”
Now it was Wickham’s turn to swear. “Whoever deployed that virus certainly knew what they were doing.”
He wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve and then faced his men. Most were either too young or old veterans from the wars.
“Alright lads, no help is coming from the outside. We need to secure this level and fortify our positions. Use whatever you can find to reinforce the barricades and conserve your ammunition. Parkin, see if you can get the sentry mechanicals online” he said addressing his men. He faced Matthews and held out his ID card.
“Take this and get to the upper floors. Find Admiral Clarke and a way out of here. The command centre should still be operational. Get out and get us some god damn reinforcements.”
Matthews took the keycard and regarded the warden with respect. 
“I guess you’re not as big a piece of shit I thought you were Wickham.”
The warden snorted.
“Get the fuck out of here.”
Matthews didn’t argue and set off toward the stairwell as the remaining guards prepared their position. 

      ***Matthews set off toward the stairwell, leaving Level Five behind. The blaring alarms and echoing gunfire from the lower levels served as a constant reminder of the danger. He reached Level Four without incident; it was eerily empty. The top five levels were for the prison

      ***
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