
        
            
                
            
        


 
   
    EMPIRES AT WAR 

    STAR CRUSADES: MERCENARIES 

      

    By Michael G. Thomas 

      

      

     Part of the STAR CRUSADES series 

      

    First Edition 

    Copyright © 2017 Michael G. Thomas 

    Published by Swordworks Books 

      

     The official Star Crusades website: 

    www.starcrusader.com 

    The official Facebook Page: 

    https://www.facebook.com/starcrusader 

      

      

    





   





All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book. 

      

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners. 

      

    [image: ] 

    Click on the link and tell me where to send the book! 

   






 
    CONTENTS 

      

      

    CHAPTER ONE 

    CHAPTER TWO 

    CHAPTER THREE 

    CHAPTER FOUR 

    CHAPTER FIVE 

    CHAPTER SIX 

    CHAPTER SEVEN 

    CHAPTER EIGHT 

    CHAPTER NINE 

    CHAPTER TEN 

    CHAPTER ELEVEN 

    CHAPTER TWELVE 

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

    ABOUT THIS BOOK 

    GET YOUR FREE BOOK 

    

      

   





 CHAPTER ONE 

      

      

    Major Spartan will always be regarded as something of an enigma. It was his involvement in the unofficial war in the Tenth Quadrant that finally cemented his tarnished reputation. Gone was any doubt that he fought for the Alliance, and in tackling the violence of the Star Empire he became a true legend. Unbeknown to him and his colleagues, a cult of personality soon spread through the Alliance. By the time Spartan was embroiled in the bloody combat at Karnak, there were calls for him to be publicly rewarded for his achievements, and his many sacrifices. Few realised that his involvement in the Star Empire Conflict was about to reach its bloody conclusion. And as always, Spartan and his close retinue of warriors would be there, in the thick of the action. 

    A Brief History of the Alliance 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    January 17th, 2473 

    The metal girders and beams groaned above the group of warriors as they sat in silence. There were more than forty of them, scattered about and speaking in low, hushed tones. Most were men and women of the Interstellar Assault Brigade, but there were others mixed in. The larger shapes were experienced Jötnar encased inside their JAS armour, the smallest, the groups of Thegns. It was a motley group of individuals, but they all shared one thing in common. Everyone was a veteran of the bloody Karnak campaign and had seen more action in a matter of months than most would see in a career. There were no tougher warriors in the Alliance, and now they waited in the darkness, like shadows waiting to envelop their foes. 

    A pair of marines moved away from the single, distant light source, a pair of dark shapes that slowed and then melted away into the darkness. Spartan watched them go as he waited quietly in the same place he’d been for the last day. Water dripped from the ceiling and gathered in pools about his feet. The coolant shaft was one of many structures that ran throughout the vast station. There was little light in this part of the facility, made much worse by the fact he’d had his people damage or destroy most of the still functioning lights. It was a massive station, but even a few days could leave a place feeling neglected, and Kalar Anchorage had been abandoned early on in the fighting throughout the Empire. The Byotai had given it up, only for the Star Empire’s loyalists to reclaim it. And now the renegades of Katanga had taken control of the place, once more for them to leave it cold and lifeless. 

    “Why would anybody want to live here?” a marine asked. 

    Another shook his head and laughed. Spartan watched them for a moment, though in the darkness it was all but impossible to tell who was talking. He’d brought everybody here before the battle had even started, leaving combat drones and remote units to command the ship. Only Captain Delatorre and a picked crew remained behind. A sacrifice to make the plan all that more believable. 

    “It beats being stuck in a cramped ship for the rest of your life,” said another marine, but this time the voice was much louder, piquing Spartan’s interest. 

    Spartan called over to them, his voice quiet, yet firm. 

    “Keep it down. You’ll get your chance soon enough, I promise you.” 

    Khan shifted his weight and then cleared his throat. He was bored beyond reason, and even more miserable than normal while waiting for a fight. Khan was even less patient than Spartan. 

    “Yeah…and how much longer will that be?”  

    Spartan shrugged. He could see the outline of his friend, but in this light, he was little more than a dark shape. He’d chosen this particular location due to its proximity to the large repair bay. They’d timed it three times already, and he knew he could be there in a matter of six minutes after getting the all clear. Thinking that made him look to his helmet. He lifted the unit, pulled it onto his head, and waited for the systems to integrate. A moment later the dim lights flickered to life. 

    “Widows, any news?” 

    The reply was instant, and Spartan smiled as he heard a familiar voice. It was Syala, one of the twin sisters that ran the Black Widows. They’d become closer since the first time they’d worked together, and after all this time the Widows had become something of a permanent fixture of the IAB operations. Each unit in the IAB had a particular set of skills, but none more so than the Widows. They were all tough and experienced warriors, but they brought a degree of skill and subtlety often lacked in the Brigade. 

    “Still no sign of the crew of the flagship making landfall. Two of the small vessels have landed engineers and service personnel, though. It looks like they’re still having trouble getting the systems operational here.” 

    Spartan nodded as he listened. There’d been a lot of damage caused during the fight in the area over the week, and this extra work didn’t surprise him. The journey from Kalar to the next system was substantial, and could only be conducted by fully functional ships. At least that was what he hoped. 

    “External sensors confirm we were correct. The rest of the fleet remains in position within five kilometres of the docking arms. There are several dropships coming this way, but they don’t seem to be in a hurry. They might get here in two minutes or two days.” 

    “Understood.” 

    He checked his mapping data, exhaling with growing frustration. They’d been hidden inside the station for many days now, and with every hour he worried that the ships would leave, rendering his plan useless. He could only hope their short ship battle had caused sufficient damage to warrant the fleet docking at Kalar for repairs. His mind drifted to the ships, and for a second he almost forgot to end his conversation with Syala.  

    “The minute they land, you let me know.” 

    “Affirmative.” 

    Spartan pulled the helmet off and could see the vapour forming in front of Khan’s face. Being in the dark and cold took him back to their adventures in Earthsec, where they’d been held prisoner and tortured. That turned his mind to his extremely expensive, artificially manufactured lower arm. It still felt a little cold and numb compared to the other. He breathed long and slow before answering his friend’s question. 

    “I thought they’d have come here days ago. The plan wasn’t to rot on this station while the rest of the war plays out.” 

    Khan grunted. 

    “It was this, or get every one of us captured on Victorious. Patience is not one of your virtues, Spartan.” 

    Gun was busy listening and laughed at Khan’s observation. Spartan looked back to him and shook his head. 

    “You might think it’s funny, but this place is starting to drive me a little stir-crazy. But we’ll wait for as long as it takes, Khan. You know the plan, same as me.” 

    The Jötnar grunted in dissatisfaction. 

    “Spartan is right,” said Gun, though that appeared to have little effect on Khan, “If we’d stayed aboard, we’d have been surrounded and killed.” 

    Khan grunted again. 

    “Maybe, but it would beat waiting here and doing nothing.” 

    “Okay, enough, Khan.” Spartan had apparently reached his own threshold, even with Khan, “How could we know our battlegroup would end up surrounded here? We had to stay behind to let the fleet escape.” 

    Khan shrugged. 

    “And we succeeded, all apart from one little detail.” 

    Even Spartan had to laugh at that part. 

    “True. We must stay here. But still, even you have to admit that hiding our ground forces on the station was a stroke of genius?” 

    “That remains to be seen, Spartan. What if the Tribune leaves, along with his entourage?” 

    Spartan shrugged. 

    “Not likely. We holed his ship, and she is going to need some repair work. He can sit on his ship and gloat, or he can come to the station and get some real R&R.” 

    Now it was Khan’s turn to shrug. 

    “Except that it’s been days, and he’s still not here, is he? I hope the Grunts actually wake up this time.” 

    Footsteps approached. It was a small squad of five marines. They wore the advanced production armour, based on the customised M-3B Armour worn by Spartan. It looked black in this light, but was a stronger version of standard armour, and fitted with an outer skin developed from the genetics of the Thegns. Tougher than most metals, the Thegn skin could self-regulate heat, and more important, self-repair in a matter of hours. Even more impressive was the expensive chromatophore technology. It was a three-layer outer skin that could change colour to almost any hue in just over a minute. The designation continued to shift, but to most the colloquial PDS Shadow Armour had become popular, due to its ability to hide it its wearer from view as well as to shelter them from injury. 

    “Armstrong,” said Khan, “Nice of you to join us.” 

    There was no way to identify any of them in the dark, yet Khan could tell from the way the figures moved exactly who it was. Lieutenant Armstrong had the dubious honour of now commanding the most experienced platoon of 1st Company. 

    “Thanks, always a pleasure.” 

    Lieutenant Armstrong’s depleted 1st Platoon was known as the 1st of the 1st for a reason. They were always called on for the toughest assignments, and suffered disproportionate losses accordingly. The best and most experienced warriors served in the forty-five-man platoon, and usually accompanied Spartan and his cadre of closest fighters into battle. Unlike any other platoon in the IAB, they were often bolstered by mercenaries and Jötnar, swelling their numbers nearly a hundred individuals. Even more if robotic combat Grunts were being used. 

    “How’s the platoon?” Spartan asked. 

    Lieutenant Armstrong moved closer and rested his foot on one of the many low-lying pipes. 

    “They’re ready. We just…” 

    A light flashed inside Spartan’s helmet, and the same seemed to happen to Gun and the others. Spartan lifted a hand and then checked. 

    “Hold that thought.” 

    “Spartan.” 

    He smiled immediately as he listened to Syala’s voice. He could happily have done that all day long, but there were more pressing considerations than his feelings towards the twins. 

    “They’re coming to the Anchorage, and they’re coming in fast. You were right.” 

    Spartan shook his head repeatedly while looking across to Gun. The Jötnar was already getting his people together, and one by one they made final adjustments to their weapons, armour, and kit. 

    “Yeah, that’s great. Tell me something I don’t know.” 

    “Well…I bet you can’t guess what I’m wearing under my armour.” 

    Spartan swallowed uncomfortably, double-checking that the channel had reverted to private only. He almost gasped with relief at seeing Syala had already shifted it. 

    “Funny, very funny.” 

    “Well, you asked, Spartan. And now you’ll never know.” 

    Spartan chuckled. 

    “We’ll see about that. But for now, tell me about our friends.” 

    He might have laughed had their situation not been quite so perilous. 

    “They are coming for this station with a serious hunger. I can see ships, transports, and dropships all making their way to the lower landing platforms. More ships are connecting to the pylons and jetties. If you ask me, they’re getting ready for something big.” 

    She paused, and Spartan half expected her to come back with another alluring, though poorly timed distraction. 

    “You need to get ready.” 

    Spartan licked his lips with anticipation. 

    “How many can you see?” 

    “A lot. As in…all of them. We can’t tell the exact numbers yet. The dock is blocked by the ships.” 

    “What do you mean? Which ships?” 

    There was a short pause, and an image appeared inside Spartan’s display. It was so vast it took a moment for him to fully understand exactly what he was looking at. The large deck was one of dozens on the station, and led out to a pair of large docking jetty arms that reached out over a kilometre into space. A partially assembled starship was on the right-hand side, though most of it hidden beneath long back shadows. Out on the jetty arms, and attached to the massive magclamps were two large ships. In space they might look big, but at this range the pair looked truly gigantic. 

    “Are you seeing this?” Syala asked, “It looks like our friends are planning on staying a while.” 

    The first ship was Victorious. He could have worked it out by seeing the last ten metres of the ship. Alongside it was the enemy Grand Cruiser, the infamous Tabarzinn. It was the flagship of the Star Empire fleet in this sector, and the reason he was hiding in the blackness and waiting. 

    “The Tabarzinn. So, he really does have balls of solid rock, doesn’t he?” 

    Syala laughed. 

    “There’s more than that, Spartan. He is coming here.” 

    “Who?” 

    “Naciss.” 

    Spartan almost gasped. 

    “Military Tribune Naciss is coming to the station? How do you know?” 

    Syala chuckled to herself, but Arana took over the conversation. She might be the same age as her sister, but while Syala was the violent and unpredictable one, Arana could always be relied on to be calm and careful. Spartan had never found out why they were so different, other than to know it hadn’t always been this way. 

    “Spartan. That’s because his Ma'heen landed at the customs docking bay, along with ten others. You know the size of those things.” 

    Spartan moved his attention to Khan and Gun who were already powering up their systems. At the same time, scores of other warriors readied their equipment for the battle to come. 

    “Eighty to a hundred soldiers per Ma'heen. That means he could have brought nearly a thousand warriors with him. And there are many more on the other ships.” 

    Her tone appeared to change from excitement to something close to disappointment. 

    “I can’t attack those kinds of numbers.” 

    Spartan nodded to himself. 

    “Don’t worry, I would never expect you to. I’ve got another plan.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Syala looked out from her hiding place and to the vastness of the dock. She was high up, like a bird of prey looking down from her perch. They’d chosen this location specifically for its clear line of sight, and the time scouting the area was paying off. From the image enhancers built into her armour, she could make out every little detail, but only out to a hundred metres or so. After that, the passive technology began to lose resolution until everything became little more than dark, poorly lit shapes. Data along the side showed distance, temperature, and size of the various objects she could see. 

    It looked so cold and deserted, yet strangely peaceful. Months ago, there would have been cargo ships and transports lined up in the dock. Robotic loaders waited in long lines along an automated rack to the one side. Some ceiling lights were on, but due to the vastness of the structure there were entire areas completely shrouded in darkness. She moved slowly, her armour making no sound at all. Every piece was years old, carefully crafted, and adjusted to fit her athletic form. 

    “They’re coming in now.” 

    Other black shapes moved in the darkness, like a group of dark beetles shifting about in the shadows. Her twin sister appeared alongside her and looked out at the craft. 

    “That’s a lot of dropships, Syala. Are you sure about this plan of Spartan’s?” 

    “Yeah, the plan is fine. Those ships are not, though.” 

    Both looked on as they swept in. The spacecraft were elegant machines and well-handled as they circled to land. One by one they touched down in a long line. There they waited until the last of the formation moved into position. As the engines powered down, their doors opened, and long ramps lowered down. Syala tensed and moved her hands to her weapon. The last thing any of them wanted was a fight right now, but she had to be ready. 

    “Is this an attack?” 

    Arana sighed, her voice slightly distorted over the line of sight audio channel. 

    “Of course, it isn’t. Why would they attack when we’ve already left the system? As far as they’re concerned, they have our ship, and they control the entire system.” 

    Scores of ivory-coloured soldiers marched out, each attired from head to foot in their tough protective plates, and carrying modern weapons. For a second it looked as though the craft contained nothing but these advanced soldiers. The Star Empire may have come from nowhere, yet its strength and technology appeared at odds with its origins. Then another similarly dressed unit moved out behind them. They wore bronze, almost crimson-coloured armour. Mixed in the unit was a single commander, his rank evident by his flowing cloak and aura of self-importance. 

    “Yeah,” agreed Arana, “That’s him all right. And he’s brought an entire army with him.” 

    “And look…coming, out now.” 

    Four more crimson-coloured warriors stepped out and onto the deck, with a large Byotai between them. He moved slowly and with an obvious limp. 

    “Honorius,” Syala whispered, “We have to help him.” 

    She made to move, but Arana placed a hand on her shoulder and kept her there. 

    “No, not yet. We plan, and we strike when it suits us, not them.” 

    Syala hesitated, considered their position, and then sighed impatiently. 

    “Well. We can’t take long. What if they decide to take him away?” 

    “Irrelevant. He volunteered for this mission, along with Delatorre and the others. Look.” 

    As if on cue, the other members of ANS Victorious’ skeleton crew moved out onto the deck. They counted them off one by one until the doors shut. 

    Syala checked the figures twice before speaking to her sister. 

    “Where’s the Captain?” 

    “No idea. Maybe he’s still on the ship. They’ll need him to command the ship, won’t they?” 

    A loud whining sound marked something new coming through the shielded docking gates. Shapes split apart, and the two women pulled further back into the shadows. 

    “More are coming in behind. Look,” said Syala, “If you ask me, I reckon they plan on staying here for a while.” 

    A much larger craft followed the group of Ma'heens into the dock. It was three times longer and fitted with armoured containers along its underside. The metal armour plating marked it out as having been recently modified, and faded symbols running down its flanks betrayed its previous owners. 

    “What is that thing?” Arana asked. 

    Syala remained silent until the thing began to settle on its large articulated legs. The grinding sound of metal on metal provided the perfect cover for them to move, yet not one of the black-clad mercenaries moved. Three large angular doors slid to the side, and heavy ramps thumped down onto the deck. Dust and steam spread in a cloud around the access points, momentarily hiding most of the craft from view. As the cloud dissipated, both women gasped. 

    “That is not good.” 

    Syala looked to her sister and shook her head. 

    “You think?” 

    Dozens and dozens of warriors disembarked, but they were not the armoured soldiers marching in unison. These were a bizarre assortment of people, some armoured, and most with nothing more than their civilian clothing. A number were completely naked, with little more than painted markings on their flesh. One thing they all had in common; they were armed in some way. Armoured warriors barked orders at them, and they reluctantly formed up into units. Some carried tall poles with icons and pages of text hanging from them like some bizarre battle standards. 

    “Technos,” said the sisters in almost perfect synchronization. 

    They looked away from the vast numbers of soldiers and to each other. Their helmets covered their faces, helping to keep them hidden from view, as well as to mute the sounds of their voices. Arana activated her communications system. 

    “Spartan.” 

    “I’m here. We’re ready to move out.” 

    “Good. We’re sending you the tactical map for the dock and landing bays now. There’s a problem, though.” 

    “Go on.” 

    Arana looked to Syala who spoke without prompting. 

    “They’ve got Honorius and the rest of the crew. All except Captain Delatorre. They’re on the deck now and moving towards Sector Four. The old habitation level.” 

    Syala adjusted her position ever so slightly, only for a small section of metal gantry to break away. It dropped slowly at first, so much so that she might have been able to catch it. Her instinct was to reach out, but her training forced her to remain still. 

    “Let it go,” Arana whispered over the comms system. 

    The two froze as the metal section vanished from view and yet refused to make a single sound. After what seemed like an age, Syala exhaled and opened her mouth to speak. At that exact same moment, the metal section struck the ground and bounced about, creating even more noise. A handful of the Star Empire Legionaries moved away from the main formation and headed closer, while two more pointed powerful lamps up into the shadows. 

    “Nobody move a muscle,” said Arana. 

    The beams waved back and forth, digging into the shadows in the vain hope of identifying something. Syala could see them coming closer and was tempted to leap from her vantage point to drop down among them. She had the skills, timing, and weapons to cut them apart. They paused, and then some of them spoke in loud voices. Syala couldn’t hear them well enough to understand, and even if she could, they would undoubtedly be using a form of combat communication in their own tongue. Her hand moved to her blades, but Arana’s hand met hers and grasped it tightly. 

    “Look.” 

    They were already moving away, and right behind them came more of the spacecraft. So many swept in that the first batch of craft were forced to launch and move aside to make space. The landing areas were absolutely massive at the Anchorage, with easily enough space to land entire starships inside. Syala’s attention was focused on the nearest of the Ma'heens, as it rose from the ground with its engines burning hot. She’d seen more than enough of them during the fighting on Karnak. Their graceful lines were of endless fascination to her, and had been for some time. A complex and well-constructed spacecraft that appeared utterly at odds with the relatively primitive background of most of those in the Star Empire. 

    As she twisted her head to watch, another pair of similarly dressed warriors moved to the edge of the ledge. They waited, and then spoke quietly with Arana before moving back. Arana signalled to her sister and tapped her helmet. For some reason, she’d forgotten to reactivate the area channel in her haste to remain silent. As soon as she activated the toggle, the reassuring sound of Spartan returned to her ears. 

    “Spartan. Say again, my channel was off.” 

    The seasoned warrior cleared his throat before speaking. 

    “I need you to get aboard their flagship and cause havoc, can you do that?” 

    “You have to ask?” 

    She glanced across to Arana who was listening to the conversation. Though her face was hidden, Syala could see the concern merely from her body language. 

    “What about Victorious? Five-Seven and Delatorre are presumably still on board, and they will have a large prize crew with them.” 

    A chuckled rattled down the line to her. 

    “Don’t worry, we have one friend fast asleep and on board, all courtesy of Gun. The ship will be ours soon enough.” 

    Syala wasn’t entirely sure who he was referring to, but then the image of the vast machine popped into her mind. She shook her head, wondering why she hadn’t thought of it earlier. 

    “Fair enough. I agree, he should be more than capable. That leaves one more group.” 

    “Yes, the thousands of warriors on the deck and moving into the station. I have a plan for that, too. Are you ready?” 

    Syala beamed as she listened. The plan was vastly more complex than she’d expected, and with each layer of detail her eyes widened. Finally, he stopped, and she almost choked with excitement. 

    “Well?” Spartan asked. 

    Syala exhaled slowly. 

    “It will be glorious, no matter if it even works. We’re ready when you are.” 

    “Good. Your shots will be the signal for the fight to begin. Good luck, my friend.” 

    “You, too.” 

    She moved from her position and back into the shadows. Other figures shifted about like a family of glistening beetles in the inky blackness of the ship. Arana waited there at the front of the group. 

    “Is he insane?” 

    Syala nodded once. 

    “Perhaps, but then what would that make us?” 

    The two turned their attention to the other mercenaries. Arana spoke first before turning to her sister. 

    “Widows. Our mission is simple.” 

    Syala nodded along as she spoke. 

    “There are not many people on board the ships right now. We’re going to take the Tabarzinn from their hands and turn her guns against Military Tribune Naciss, and anybody else that wants trouble. By the time this fight is over, the ship and this station will be ours.” 

      

      

    





   



 CHAPTER TWO 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    January 17th 2473 

    Syala moved silently along the massive shaft that ran along the flank of the station. It was three times wider than it was tall, and long grooves in the floor marked the single rail for the maglev rail system. Jagged ribs extended out from the ground every ten metres, forcing them to clamber over them. 

    “This is getting boring, and fast,” said Arana. 

    Syala leapt over the next and then looked to her sister; her years of training, combat, and experience coming together to allow her to move like a phantom. 

    “You know who would be handy right now?” 

    Arana shrugged before hurled her body over the next barrier. Her black boots hit the ground with a light thud.  

    “Who?” 

    “Zhang.” 

    Arana hesitated, but only for a moment upon hearing the name. More of their unit joined them, moving with the speed and agility of gymnasts. Each was physically strong and fit, and though their armour hid their identities, their female form was far from hidden. Over the years the sisters had perfected their equipment so that it was ideally suited for combat operations, as well as aesthetically pleasing to both them and their clients. 

    “True. This is the kind of operation she’d love to get involved in. She’s not here though, is she?” 

    Syala snorted as she leapt the final rib and moved in close behind one of the extended bulkhead beams. 

    “Maybe it’s time we brought her back in?” 

    Arana shook her head. Zhang Wei was one of the original Black Widows, a headstrong young woman who’d formed the group when the Morgan sisters were still teenagers. She was the fastest and most deadly of the Widows, and Arana sounded genuinely saddened. 

    “That’s for Zhang, not us. She left, not the other way around if you remember.” 

    Syala wasn’t impressive. 

    “It’s not quite that simple, is it?” 

    Arana placed her submachine gun in its hardened plastic housing on her flank and checked ahead before answering. There was no sign of the enemy, but none of them wanted to take a chance. The Widows were a small unit, even smaller since the bloodbath on Karnak. With twenty-four of them still fit and ready for duty; they were a shadow of their former selves.  

    “It’s a hard thing to do, living with a death penalty over your head. You know she had to leave. It was part of the price we all paid.” 

    Syala snorted at that. 

    “Maybe. Only the two of us ever show our faces, though. We could bring her back.” 

    “And the others? We made a pact, and that’s kept all of us alive.” 

    Her tone altered, and from long experience Syala knew that signalled the end of the conversation. They might look and sound the same, but their characters had diverged long ago. Arana trusted nobody with her life, her possessions, and definitely not her heart. Syala was the opposite in many ways. A firebrand and a hothead, she had few real attachments, and even her relationship with Spartan was little more than a distraction during downtime. Albeit one she always looked forward to. 

    Ahead lay large quantities of abandoned loading equipment, cranes, and wheeled machinery, but none of this interested the sisters in the slightest. All they showed any interest in was the vertical shaft that rose up ahead. Syala looked up and then double-checked the mapping data they’d been given by Katanga, the most recent occupier of the facility. 

    “This is it, fourteen floors straight up and to the refuelling arm. We get to the top and then follow the arm across to the ship. That’s another four hundred metres out there.” 

    Another Widow approached and looked up before speaking. Her voice was soft, almost too soft for the grim-looking body armour she wore. Like most mercenaries, there were subtle modifications, as well as damage on the plates. Puncture marks showed where the superheated spikes from Byotai weapons had embedded deep in the armour, while thick burrs marked the location of glancing blows from heavier weaponry. Three more Widows were behind her, with two carrying heavy equipment packs on their backs. 

    “We’re going outside?” 

    The twins nodded in unison. 

    “It’s the only way, Max.” 

    Arana almost laughed, and then continued speaking while Syala re-checked the route ahead. Max was not her name, but a code like everybody else in the unit. Part of the deal for joining the Widows was to take on a new mercenary identity for the duration of their contract, much like the Foreign Legions of old; this was a new life for a time. The sisters would accept anybody with the skills and mindset needed by their group. 

    “We go under the connecting bridge and follow the pipes,” Arana explained, demonstrating with her hands, “They take us right to the loading platforms at the rear of the Grand Cruiser, right where we can board her.” 

    She crashed her hands together. 

    “Once we’re inside, we will make a glorious mess of things before activating her secondary weapon batteries.” 

    Max nodded, but seemed unexcited at the news. With her face hidden behind armoured plastic, it was even harder to gauge her thoughts. 

    “Very well. My squad is ready. It seems we’ll be needing my techs after all.” 

    “Indeed. I’m relying on your unit to breach their security locks.” 

    “No problem. Beta and Gamma can do that. They’ve been waiting for a chance like this.” 

    “Good.” Syala moved back to them, “They’ll get their chance today. Let’s go.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Victorious' 

    Captain Delatorre watched the three screens as computer-generated reports continued arriving from every level of the ship. They’d taken damage in the battle, but with a few minor exceptions, everything appeared to be working as expected. Even the primary power plants and the interstellar drive were functional. He adjusted the status screen to make sure the levels were hidden from the others. So far, they still believed his story about nacelle damage, but that couldn’t last forever. 

    All I need to do is set a course and activate the nacelles manually. In three minutes they’d be online, and we’d be gone. 

    He looked away from the computer screens and scanned the bridge. It was tempting to do that, but where could he go, and what about the rest of the crew? Most of his people were gone now, with him, Five-Seven, and two junior officers left. The rest were presumably aboard the vast station, perhaps worse. 

    No, not yet. I’ll play along, for now. 

    Accompanying him and Five-Seven was an entire six-man squad; each dressed head-to-toe in ivory armour and holding rifles across their chests. A seventh wore the crimson variant, but with no helmet. To his surprise, the figure was actually a Byotai, and probably one of the many traitors that had flocked to the fledgling cause. The warrior spoke, and a moment later, the speakers fitted to his armour crackled to life with the translated words. 

    “What are you looking at? Get back to work.” 

    Their eyes met, and the enemy officer snorted and then covered the ground quickly. Without hesitation, he swung his arm and struck Delatorre hard in the side of the face. The blow was heavier than expected, and for a moment he felt as though his jaw and cheek were shattered. His vision blurred, only to return to show the figure right in front of him and baring his teeth. 

    “Are you listening?” 

    This time Delatorre nodded subserviently. 

    “Yes, I hear you.” 

    The Byotai straightened up and nodded in the Human fashion. 

    “Good. Then get back to work. Remember your orders. Have the ship ready to leave by the end of today.” 

    His eyes darted across the room and towards Five-Seven. 

    “And keep your hands off the weapons. We have engineers all over this ship.” 

    He pointed towards Captain Delatorre’s chest. 

    “One wrong move and you’ll go out the airlock.” 

    The warrior moved across to his men, each waiting motionless, as though nothing more than robots. He spoke to them quietly, keeping one eye on the Alliance crew.  

    Delatorre looked to the second screen, and suddenly his eyebrows rose. He almost gasped upon spotting the column of what looked like ants moving their way out on the long refuelling arm. He counted more than twenty of them, and they were almost at the far end where the Grand Cruiser sat patiently. The massive red-coloured vessel shared design elements with the Burijas. Long angular slabs of armour protected the long hull, while the bulbous bow sections hid weapon systems, as well as the simple nacelles that allowed for pulsed interstellar warp engines. 

    The Widows? 

    Even from this far away, he knew who they were. No other group of people had the skills, equipment, or training to do anything like this. More important, only the Black Widows would have the audacity to try something quite as insane. Sensing trouble, he altered the display to focus attention on the bow of his own ship, as the Byotai commander moved to his shoulder. 

    “What’s going on?” 

    Captain Delatorre looked back at the armoured figure. 

    “Fluctuations in the forward nacelle controls. It’s not easy to juggle all systems with so few…” 

    “Enough. Just keep working.” 

    He started to move away, but hesitated and walked off to the right of the ship. At first Captain Delatorre thought he was moving to the screen, but he walked towards the large glass observation window fitted low in the corner. The small section looked a little like a spherical booth, but with thick armoured glass to allow an unobstructed view outside. Identical sections were on each forward corner of the bridge, the port side showing the station, and the starboard side the rest of the fleet. 

    What’s he up to? 

    The Byotai finally stopped moving and leant forward to look outside. Delatorre moved his eyes slowly to the right and spotted Five-Seven looking back at him. Neither said a word, but obviously something was about to happen. Then the strange alien creature mouthed a three-syllable word back to him. It took a second before he realized what he was saying. 

    Z’Kanthu. 

    Delatorre gulped as he watched his mouth. The words formed in his mind, yet it took many more seconds for him to understand quite what he meant with regards to their current predicament. Five-Seven nodded towards the status screen fitted alongside Delatorre’s captain’s seat. He looked at it, but the unit showed nothing out of the ordinary. Then to his astonishment, he spotted the power levels aboard the ship. As always, he had a real-time number that showed the current power consumption, as well as production from the power plants. 

    This can’t be possible. 

    The power levels from the onboard reactors were always high, a consequence of the over engineered hardware. The Confederate Class were experimental, and one thing that new equipment always needed was more power. Of more interest was the increasing load. 

    Something is drawing power, a lot of power. 

    He ran his hand over the screen and brought up a detailed schematic of the ship. It showed deck after deck, along with their current power draw, damage, and integrity status. At first he found nothing of interest until finally reaching the operations level. There, right in the middle of the storage section was a huge spike in power levels. Delatorre lifted his eyes and checked the Byotai was in the same place before bringing up a video feed of the deck. The place was pitch-black, but when the infrared activated, he almost choked. The Byotai looked around, and he quickly altered the view back to the power levels. 

    “What?” 

    Captain Delatorre tapped his throat and made a coughing sound. 

    “My throat. It’s dry. I need water.” 

    The alien laughed at his apparent lack of manliness. As he moved away, Delatorre caught Five-Seven’s eye. Without saying a word, the two shared the most basic information. Five-Seven checked his own screen, and then for the first time ever, it looked as though the alien was smiling at him through his terrifyingly sharp teeth. That was the moment a series of flashes erupted along the flank of the distant ship. The Byotai moved to the glass, while the other legionaries spread out through the bridge. When he turned back to Captain Delatorre, it was with a gun in his hand and pointing directly at his chest. 

    “Power up our systems, and activate the starboard guns.” 

    Captain Delatorre feigned surprise. 

    “The guns? What’s happening?” 

    The Byotai marched closer and pointed at the three main screens. He concentrated on the unit in the middle, grunting as more flashes erupted along the rear of the ship. Delatorre recognized breaching charges, even from this distance, but feigned ignorance. 

    “Yes? I don’t see the problem.” 

    The Byotai growled and struck the screen so hard he managed to place a crack along the glass. 

    “There are people fighting their way on board Tabarzinn. We have to stop them.” 

    He signalled to his men and began barking orders. Two moved to block the doors, while others spoke to themselves. The commander spoke to them, and either by accident or design, his translator continued to work. 

    “Watch them. If they try anything, kill them.” 

    Captain Delatorre was already on the problem, and unknown to them started close-range communications disruption. Almost immediately the Byotai knew something was up. His last action was to start the lockdown procedure. 

    “All of you, get away from the computers.” 

    The commander spoke to unseen warriors throughout the rest of the ship. This time he’d realized his translator was on and deactivated it with a grunt. Even so, it was obvious he was rallying his people. 

    Five-Seven threw him a glance, and as Delatorre followed his glance he noticed the security monitor. It showed more than twenty separate video feeds on the ship, many of Star Empire legionaries at their various posts. 

    They’ve got over a hundred troops on board, and they will kill without thought. 

    The soldiers levelled their weapons and aimed at the handful of Alliance personnel. One aimed at Captain Delatorre’s head and deactivated his helmet visor so they could see his face. Five-Seven gave a hand signal, one of many the Navy crews practiced for use on the ship during crisis. He looked about the bridge, double-checking on the position of their guards, the door, and the computer systems. Five-Seven gave him a nod, and at that very moment, the main door opened with a loud hiss. Their guards looked at the sounds, followed by a loud bang, and a burst of steam from the other side of the bridge. As their attention shifted, the lights cut, followed immediately by the artificial gravity. 

    “Now!” he yelled. 

    Captain Delatorre pushed away from the nearest console and towards what he hoped was the door. Everything turned calm and quiet, and then came the gunfire. At first just one gun, and then an entire fusillade of shots slammed into the walls and computers. The flashing lights briefly lit the space, but then he was through the gap and out into the main passage. He knew the ship like the back of his hand and moved on using his hands and feet to grab and push at the interior of the ship. Grab handles were placed at fixed intervals for such emergencies, though without light it proved more than a little difficult. 

    “Five-Seven, are you with me?” 

    There was no reply, and for a moment he wondered if the legionaries had stopped his trustworthy and reliable companion. He wanted to go back, but there was still a lot of noise and shouting coming from the bridge. He smiled, imagining them trying to use the now locked down systems. Only a senior officer of the Alliance Navy or IAB would be able to unlock it. 

    “I’m here. The others are dead.” 

    Delatorre’s elation quickly vanished. He’d expected, or at least hoped they’d make it out with no casualties. Two dead out of four was a very heavy toll. 

    “Keep moving. We need to get down to the operations level.” 

    “Yes.” 

    It was an odd sensation moving through the vastness of the ship. He was down a level and about to reach for the door when he felt the gravity system powering up. It was slow, yet more than enough to pull him to the ground. He felt heavier and heavier until the pull was close to normal Earth levels. The emergency lights flashed on, and it took his eyes a few seconds to adjust to the red glow. He pushed on again and passed into the secondary entrance to the deck. 

    No! 

    He expected to see the walls of the operations level, but instead found more than a dozen legionaries blocking the remainder of the operations level with their bodies. Their armour was dull ivory, and their weapons primed and pointing right at him and Five-Seven. 

    “Stop!” said one in a stern, electronic voice. 

    Delatorre reached to his side, half expecting to find his sidearm. Instead there was nothing. They had all been disarmed well before being allowed to remain on board. He moved his view from left to right, soaking in the details. The operations level ran the length of the ship and was the primary readiness area, equipment, and deployment level. Though compartmentalized, it was still possible to see from one end to the other. Some of the lights were functional, but something was not quite right about the place. 

    The Grunts, where are they? 

    Large magclamps hung in groups at fixed locations, each usually attached to an advanced CD3 Grunt Combat Drone. With their low sunken heads, broad shoulders, and single bulbous light sensor instead of eyes, they looked very much like mechanical versions of the Thegns used by the Biomechs. As his eyes scanned the deck more carefully, he noticed every one of them was missing. 

    Uh…okay, that’s weird. 

    The leader of the group spoke to his comrades in their peculiar battle language, and then stopped as an object pushed out of his chest. It looked like a metal point, and then grew larger, finally splitting apart directly in front of him. The legionary ripped open, spreading blood, flesh, and armour over his comrades. It was a terrible sight, and any other man would probably have dropped to his knees and vomited there and then. Delatorre had seen this kind of violence before, and though it left him weak at the knees, he was made of stronger stuff. 

    “Get down!” shouted a distant voice. It wasn’t Human, or if it was the sound was heavily modified through electronics. For a moment it sounded familiar, and then the tone shifted, making it next to impossible to identify. 

    “Now!” 

    Delatorre and Five-Seven needed no encouragement, throwing themselves to the ground as guns opened up. Five legionaries were dead in less than a second, and then robotic warriors were all over them. Delatorre looked up as they waded into their foes with no care for their own lives. One machine took hits from three legionaries but kept on going, even as flames licked through its body. More legionaries raced into the passage as they arrived directly into the battle. They were led by three of the crimson-armoured soldiers. A fusillade of fire tore through the ship as both sides poured fire into the other. 

    I have to help. 

    Delatorre made to move, but Five-Seven held him down. 

    “Do not move. Not yet.” 

    A robotic Grunt collapsed alongside him, and then tipped over while still firing. Even though the machine was a remote combat drone, he still felt a pang of sadness for the thing as it continued taking bullet hits from their enemies. When two struck its chest, it finally gave up, falling silent and still. 

    “Who the hell is controlling them?” 

    Five-Seven nodded off towards the operations level. 

    “You know who.” 

    A third wave of Grunts stepped over their fallen comrades and put a final volley into the enemy. The legionaries had put up a good fight, but with so many losses, they finally turned and fled. That was when the massacre started. The Grunts did not hold back but chased after them, their guns firing as they went. And then it was over as quickly as it had begun. Small numbers tried to fight back, but more of the mechanical warriors spread out through the ship, starting a terrible and bloody hunt. Not one paused to look at the two on the ground, though they were careful to step over them. More gunfire lashed back and forth, and some of the machines were knocked out. 

    “Captain. It is good to see you are alive.” 

    The voice was slow, almost dreamlike, and as Captain Delatorre rose from the ground, he found himself before the massive armoured body of Z’Kanthu. It looked black in the low light, but occasionally the gunfire lit up the bronzed plating. The machine was bigger than any military equipment in the Alliance arsenal, and looked both alien and familiar at the same time. Dozens more CD3 Combat Grunts surged past, their Human-like bodies moving quickly and quietly. They could quite easily have been marines, had it not been for their thin limbs and peculiar gait. Their heads twisted quickly as they ran, scanning for signs of the enemy. 

    “And you, my friend. Did you gain access before I locked out the systems?” 

    The machine hissed something close to a long sigh before answering. 

    “I am inside the ship, Captain. Its circuits are my circuits. Even now I am unlocking exterior seals and venting compartments. Stay close to me, and you will be safe.” 

    As if to emphasize the point, a trio of legionaries burst out from cover to the passage on the right. One opened fire, and the bullets glanced off the Biomech’s armour. The response from Z’Kanthu was slow, as though the great machine had only just registered the hits. He twisted at the hips and looked towards his assailant. Green energy pulsed along one of his arms and quickly increased in intensity. The colouring reminded Delatorre of the Alliance’s work on Khreenk and Byotai plasma weaponry. This was something else, far more violent and uncontrolled. The glow turned into something resembling a white-hot star and then transformed into a raging torrent. The entire passage filled with light as the surge of energy slammed into them, leaving nothing but the stumps of their boots. 

    “You’ve been upgraded,” said Five-Seven. 

    Z’Kanthu lifted one arm and examined it with mild interest. The green energy quickly dissipated, though the air crackled and hissed around the hotter elements of his body. A ripple of light ran along the arm, stabilizing into a gentle green pulse. The ancient machine looked back at the Captain, and then to Five-Seven. 

    “Yes, you are correct.” 

    The two shared a look for a moment before the metal machine spoke again. 

    “Five-Seven, you have risen above your peers. I always said the Thegns were much more than slaves.” 

    It sounded harsh, but Delatorre knew what he’d said was a great honour. The Thegns were warriors, built in factories far away in the distant past. Though superficially Human, they lacked any sense of sexuality and were utterly fixated on their role as soldiers for the Biomechs. Now they might have freewill, but while distrusted by most, they fulfilled a vital role in proving much needed manpower for the Alliance fleets. Five-Seven lowered his head subserviently, but this time out of mutual respect, and not the pre-programmed requirement to serve the ancient master.  

    “You honour me, Z’Kanthu.” 

    Both looked up to Z’Kanthu. Delatorre could see that the machine had changed, even from when he’d first sided with the Alliance against the tyranny of the dreaded Biomechs. His enhancements and new body parts made him look as though he’d just arrived fresh from the factory. He was not as big as he had been, but the limbs looked stronger and leaner, the armour angled to better deflect fire. 

    “Your weapons are…” 

    “Much improved,” said Z’Kanthu, “My specifications were correctly used for the fabrication.” 

    He then lowered his body almost half a metre. 

    “I have a few surprises hidden deep inside my body for our traitorous friends.” 

    The machine moved a hand along its body. 

    “Spartan and Gun made sure I had access to my own fabrication plants, and some of the new tech they are working on. It makes me feel…young.” 

    Captain Delatorre shook his head in amazement as the godlike entity moved away to join the other soldiers. His powerful limbs quickly propelled him forward. Five-Seven and Captain Delatorre followed closely behind. Out in front were the mechanical Grunts, and though some were cut down, they still made rapid progress through the ship. Behind him came two more Biomechs, each bearing heavily upgraded and enhanced bodies. Delatorre hesitated, waiting as the great machines passed him by. He looked to Five-Seven who seemed equally enthralled. The alien creature opened his mouth and spoke. 

    “It is true,” he said quietly in hushed, almost reverent tones, “The Biomechs have been reborn.” 

    Captain Delatorre’s eyes widened as he listened to Five-Seven speak. It was rare for a Thegn to say any more than was necessary. Yet before such greatness, he appeared little different to any other man. Two legionaries rose from their hiding places to attack the rear of the advancing column. One of the Biomechs spun around and cut them down with whirring blades. Their broken bodies scattered to the floor, and then the unit continued forwards. Another unit of eight Grunts brought up the rear and waited alongside Captain Delatorre. 

    “To the bridge,” said the nearest. 

    Captain Delatorre titled his head in surprise. 

    “Who is controlling you?” 

    “Controlling?” replied the Grunt, “It is me, Z’Kanthu.” 

    Delatorre shook his head, moving away, with Five-Seven at this flank. 

    “They destroy all, and now command our foot soldiers as though they were an extension of their own bodies. This could be a problem.” 

    Five -Seven seemed unconcerned. 

    “They fight with and for us. And today, they’re out for blood.” 

      

    





   



 CHAPTER THREE 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    Dry Dock - Level Four Primary Dry Dock 

    The gigantic dry dock looked impressive as the powerful floodlights filled the place with yellow light. It was one of the larger dock structures on the station and looked almost deserted, due to no completed capital ships being aboard. The last of the dropships waited in silence as crew unloaded equipment from deep inside their cargo holds. Military Tribune Naciss watched the largest as wheeled loaders removed great containers and took them away into the bowels of the station. Most of the smaller craft were in position at other points around the station, leaving space for the larger heavy transports to land. An officer wearing the Crimson of the Legionary Honour Guard approached. He was bareheaded, and his shoulders bore the markings of an Optio, a rank roughly the equivalent in the Human vernacular. 

    “Military Tribune. Kalar Anchorage is secure. Your command staff are reactivating security subroutines from the command centre, and I have Technophobe patrols clearing the decks and checking for signs of traps.” 

    Naciss seemed rather pleased with the news, nodding repeatedly as the Optio spoke. 

    “Good work, Optio. And the supply facilities, are they working yet?” 

    The junior officer swallowed before answering. Every one of them was all too aware of the vicious temper Naciss exhibited. Passing on bad news was a skill only some had managed to master around him. 

    “The docking arms are partially operational, and the refuelling lines are clear and unwinding.” 

    That must have done the trick because Naciss didn’t seem that interested in what he was saying, and that was perfect for the Optio. The station had been partially operational when they’d arrived, but he didn’t want to pass that on to the man, not yet. At least this way it sounded as if there had been progress, of sorts. Naciss nodded away as the Humans did as the Optio proceeded to describe the fuel and supply levels on each deck. He finally lifted a hand. 

    “Enough, Optio. I have all the information I need. We have patrols and engineers on the station, and every passing hour will strengthen our hold in this sector. Kalar will be the bastion against our enemies far away.” 

    Kalar is mine, a crucial milestone in our victory. 

    He stopped to admire the view. It wasn’t that long ago he had been little more than the commander of a single unit of militia. Back then they’d been little more than a mob, with a desire for change. Most were youngsters, bitter at the hierarchical system used in the Byotai Empire. Change came slowly, if at all, yet with the rise of the rebellion they had been given a chance. Instead of being the poor serfs toiling the land, they were now the military wing of the movement. Their enemies were many, but all shared one thing, the taint of the Biomechs. Any race, people, and Empire that had ties to the Biomechs were open game. He nodded as though needing to convince himself of exactly what he was thinking. 

    Yes, the war continues to roll on, but while the Princeps busies himself with his strategy, I will be there to clean up the mess. The taint of the Biomechs runs deep, and it must be cleansed. And there is nobody better at it than me. 

    Naciss moved across the long line of his soldiers, glancing at each unit in turn. The armoured warriors were a gift from the Princeps, as well as his flotilla of ships. They were only nominally under his command, but for now he felt like a prince. The inspection was not strictly necessary, but it did give him the chance to let them see him as their leader, and the victor of Kalar. He stopped and began one of his speeches that he was famous for. Some may have heard the words before, but not one uttered a single sound of doubt or confusion. Naciss was in command. 

    “My brothers and sisters. We have succeeded where others have failed. The traitor Katanga has been crushed and sent running, along with his mercenary friends. As with every system we have encountered, we will return sovereignty to the Princeps, and remove the taint of the synthetics.” 

    Naciss looked back at his entourage to check they were following, and then continued to walk along the front line of soldiers. He held his head high. His uniform was far more embellished than it had been, with extra detailing and a flowing cloak mimicking the styling used by the Princeps. At his side was a small squad of crimson-clad legionnaires of his honour guard, as well as his prized prisoner, the wizened old advisor to Prince Kratha, General Honorius. The aged Byotai commander walked with a pronounced limp that Naciss conveniently ignored. They stopped, and Naciss waved an arm towards the nearest warriors. 

    “General. What you see before you is the new Byotai Empire, what it should always have been…One of enlightenment, progress, and opportunity. Multiple races working for their common good.” 

    He placed his hands together and nodded once more. General Honorius looked at him as he spoke, but remained impassive and emotionless. 

    “Merit is now the only measure of advancement. And only the light of the Star Empire can clear the galaxy of the ancient Biomech taint. Be under no illusions, they remain and will not stop until every planet is under their yoke.” 

    He pointed to the General. 

    “Your own people fought against them, yet your victory was founded on lies. They defeated you by granting you victory, and now the Machines, and their synthetic slaves are your brothers?” 

    Naciss shook his head and sighed. 

    “No…you have made a grave mistake, and brought peril to a galaxy that should be at peace.” 

    He took in a breath and puffed out his chest. He was enjoying himself today. The fighting had been hard, and a great deal of his militias killed. Yet for all that look at where he was now. Not far from the border, and a key stronghold under his command. 

    “Your old world of…” 

    A loud thud shook the ground, and Naciss stumbled before righting himself. The Anchorage was a vast structure, and there were few circumstances where anything should be able to shake it. He looked around, hoping that it had been just him that had misstepped. Unfortunately, he noticed several legionaries stumbling, and a handful of the Technos were actually on the deck. 

    What’s happening? 

    He turned around, half expecting to see one of his officers pointing a gun at him. Instead there was nobody particularly close, though the smile on the General’s face irritated him. Another impact shook the ground, and some of the legionaries looked surprisingly nervous. The entire deck started to vibrate, and then the lights flickered. The sound soon faded, but then returned as more heavy thuds slammed throughout the structure of the station. 

    “Military Tribune!” yelled a Technophobe officer, “It’s coming from…” 

    “Silence!” barked one of the honour guard. The Technos broke ranks, only for more of the legionaries to surround them. Naciss ignored all of them and signalled towards his aides. Three officers raced to his side, but already he knew something was gravely wrong. 

    “Contact my ship,” he said optimistically. 

    The first, a former Byotai Naval officer shook his head and nodded towards the vast bulkhead doors sealing the main dock from the long arms that pushed out into space. 

    “We’ve lost contact with Tabarzinn, Senior…I mean Military Tribune.” 

    Each looked to where the ships should have been. In their place were the massive, triple-layered blast doors that had been lowered to secure the station. Naciss scowled while lifting a hand. 

    “Open the blast doors.” 

    The officer opened his mouth to speak some words of dissent, but at seeing the hard expression on Naciss’ face, he changed his mind. With a few words, he called over one of the more junior officers and passed on the order. Moments later a great howl filled the deck as the motors and pistons did their work. The station shuddered again, and Naciss snorted with irritation. 

    “What in the name of damnation is happening out there?” 

    The first of the dock doors was a third open when he received his answer. Out before him was the captured Alliance warship, as expected, but as he watched, it pulled away from the last set of massive clamps, sending yet another shudder through the station. 

    “What…is…happening?” 

    He turned his attention to the young officer, simultaneously lowering one hand to his flank where his sidearm sat, silent yet waiting for the opportunity to be used. Just a wrong word could send Naciss into a rage. The officer opened his mouth to cool himself, closed his eyes for a second, and then spoke his fateful words. 

    “Somebody has taken Victorious. It is…” 

    Naciss’ gun barked, and the young officer collapsed to the ground with two neat holes in his chest. He went down hard, as another great vibration seemed to shake through the station’s very core. 

    “You are incorrect,” said Naciss, “Nobody steals from me. That ship is mine. I took her through my own risky strategy.” 

    His face puffed with colour as his leathery skin changed. The Byotai retained many of their reptilian ancestry, one of which was the pigment in their skin that changed colour when provoked. Younger Byotai could see dark patterns form when aroused with anger or excitement. As they aged, the colouring faded, but not for Naciss. His colour was up, and his rage clear for all to see. He took three steps to the small cadre of officers, each of whom looked at him nervously. 

    “I want every fighter launched and moved into position. Call in the entire fleet, and bring it close to the station. Do not let Victorious leave her moorings. Not unless you actually want to keep your life.” 

    Without waiting for an answer, he signalled for the crimson-coloured honour guard soldiers. They moved to his side without question, and on the command of their captain, held their rifles out in front of their chests, ready for action. Of all the warriors on the deck, they were the ones that demonstrated the finest drill and discipline. Naciss was rightly proud that he had them to protect him, yet also acutely aware that they answered directly to the Princeps, and not him. All it would take was a single message, and they would turn on him as though he were little more than a traitor. It was unsettling at the best of times. 

    “You will come with me. I will take command from the station’s…” 

    “You fool, Naciss,” said a familiar voice. He stopped and scanned for the face, and found him soon enough. 

    “You’re the old fool,” he hissed back at the Byotai General. The man was everything he wasn’t. Calm, old, and measured in every way. Naciss had been born to low stock, but the General was from one of those ancient families where duty and service were expected from birth. He was exactly the kind of Byotai that had motivated Naciss to fight in the first place. 

    “Of course,” replied the General, “And you think it is a coincidence that Victorious is leaving?” 

    The General chuckled at Naciss’ frustration. 

    “We planned this all along. Spartan is aboard that ship, and now he’ll leave, just as we intended.” 

    Naciss walked up to the General and placed his sidearm against the old warrior’s temple. Spit dripped from the corner of his mouth as he struggled to control his rage. It was obvious he wanted to kill him, but something stopped him. That sent the General into a stream of forced laughter. It was out of character, yet he seemed to be enjoying himself far too much. 

    “As I suspected. You are the Princeps’ serf. Nothing has changed, has it, Naciss? Once an inferior, always an inferior.” 

    Naciss snapped, but even in his rage, he could do little more than strike the old Byotai with the butt of his pistol. He struck time and time again, quickly drawing blood. The General fell to the ground, but he still laughed and pointed out to the ship. 

    “Is it me, or is she opening her gun ports?” 

    Naciss sniggered and threw a quick glance to the half open blast doors, and there, to his utter astonishment, he saw the gun ports opening. As he looked back at General Honorius, the old warrior sighed with happiness. The handful of other crewmembers groaned and grunted as legionaries kicked their legs from under them. Each dropped to the ground and remained there as weapons pushed up to their heads. General Honorius continued laughing at his tormentor, much to Naciss’ frustration. 

    “Ah…there. That is what I wanted to see. Naciss, you are defeated before you can even draw a weapon. You are no warrior. You’re a leader of common rabble.” 

    Naciss’ eyes opened wide as the gun ports slid open, revealing the multiple batteries of secondary weapons. They were not the main weapon systems of the Alliance ship, but each was more than capable of turning the deck into molten slag, and of course, thereby killing him. 

    “I have soldiers on board, hundreds of soldiers. What is going on?” 

    He kept on turning back and forth, one moment looking at the ship, and then to his personal retinue. As his eyes shifted, he opened his mouth and screamed with rage. 

    “Stop that ship!”
  

    * * * 

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    Lower service shafts 

    A loud wind howled through the bowels of the disused facility. If this had been some strange, alien world, the sounds may have been expected. But deep inside the tunnels and shafts of the Anchorage it gave a surreal, almost spectral form to the darkness. Freezing water poured down from far up in the station, where broken and shattered piping spilt its contents ever lower into the station. By the time it reached the lower levels, the torrent had spread out into a fine mist that covered every square metre of the ground. It was impossible to find the exact source, and the cold fluid appeared to cover every surface. 

    The sound of dripping water, coupled with the fluid streaming down the walls, gave the place a creepy atmosphere. Worse, the excessive heating created high levels of humidity and oxidisation on all worn and exposed surfaces. 

    “Keep moving, not much further,” said Spartan. 

    His suit shifted in colour as he walked, the advanced coating attempting to merge into the dark shades of metal, rust, and water. His M-3B PDS armour was one of the few prototype suits still in service, and though the production versions had been improved in many ways, Spartan still liked his. The cruder shoulder joints and doubled-up chest plates made it look even bigger than normal, and Spartan sat firmly in the camp where bigger and meaner looking was always better. 

    “Watch the waters. Who knows what the Byotai might have left down here.” 

    Spartan shivered as his armour adjusted its internal temperature to match the cold waters. The suit was capable of keeping him snug and cosy, but he didn’t want to stand out on scanners as a massive heat bloom. He could manage the cold, as long as it didn’t interfere with his thinking or his physical movement. At this moment he was much more concerned with what else could be down here. Since the civil war in the Byotai Empire, both sides had attacked each other, and those leaving frequently left booby-traps and other malicious devices behind. There was also the chance that the Star Empire themselves had left surprises. It was enough to make a man’s head explode, but not Spartan’s. 

     He moved quickly ahead of the growing contingent of warriors through the gigantic structure that served as part of the long disused waste water system. Decades ago, perhaps even longer than that it would have carried water from the habitation sections as well as the repair levels higher up in the station. Water ran down the sides, and along rusted channels of metal, betraying the long-term problems so common throughout Kalar. The Anchorage might be a massive repair and resupply facility, but that didn’t mean every part of the station was well maintained. 

    “Could you have found us a better way to the dock?” Khan asked. 

    The massive warrior pushed on through the water, creating a wake that spread out to both sides. His JAS armour was almost as advanced as Spartan’s, though vastly bigger. It lacked the complex camouflage features or the ability to interface with larger tactical suits, such as the Maverick armour platform. None of this mattered, of course. Khan and his people needed no augmentation to work in the field. 

    Spartan laughed back at his friend while continuing to make his way forward. They were moving as quickly as they could, but the depth of the water, coupled with the many hidden obstructions, left the place in a rather precarious way. There were more than a hundred of them, with the Marines and Vanguards taking the lead. The water was so deep in places it reached up to the armpits of the shorter men and women. Only the Blood Pack, Gun and his kin, and the Vanguards escaped the deep waters. 

    “Sure, Khan. If you want to walk directly into our new friends.” 

    Khan muttered something unintelligible. Streams of white light leaked from a hundred different places. Cables and pipes hung down from the ceiling where parts of the shaft had collapsed over the years. Some were completely missing, and water flooded down to fill the place with a dark, murky pool of water. The shaft split where a large container had severed it, creating multiple sections heading off in different directions. Spartan paused and the marines of 1st Platoon fanned out in front of him. Their advanced armour pulsed and then faded as it continually tried to adapt to the darkness and waters of the service shafts. Gun and Khan were not far behind, and covering a lot of ground in a short amount of time. Spartan pointed to where they’d come from. 

    “Katanga’s mapping data shows this sewer system is quite the labyrinth. We keep moving forward, and into the next compartment before we join the main waste water pipes. They should be full and run down the entire side of the primary dock. We’ll be right next to the enemy.” 

    “Full of what, exactly? I didn’t come down here to play in sewage,” Khan grunted, “How much longer are we going to hang about in this filth?” 

    Gun moved closer and pointed out in front with his huge arms. The lamps on his armour flicked on and lit the way off into the waterlogged interior. 

    “Anything you don’t like you can wash off later. I’m sure you’ll fit through there, Khan. But will your ego?” 

    The two looked at each other, though with their faces covered, it was hard to tell if this was in jest or not. Spartan wasn’t worried. He knew the two well enough to know they were merely trying to lighten the mood. It was one of those odd peculiarities that though the Jötnar were a tough, brash, and violent race, they never turned on each other. No matter the hardship or danger, they always worked and fought together on the same side. Many in the Alliance assumed it was part of their programming, but Spartan had his own thoughts about that. He knew them better than anybody else. They’d been born as weapons and had turned away from that once freed. Every day was a struggle for the Jötnar, and in the end, the only people they could rely upon and trust was themselves. Spartan smiled as he listened to them argue when suddenly Khan stopped and twisted at the waist. That sent alarms off in Spartan’s mind. 

     “What’s that?” Khan asked. 

    Spartan instinctively lifted his carbine and flicked off the safety. Gun automatically lifted his arm to signal to the others that there was potential danger nearby. Without saying a word, the entire unit slowed to a halt. Some moved to the flanks, others dropped to their knees, scanning for danger. They were veterans, and not one of them was taking a chance with their lives, or their comrades. If anybody planned on ambushing them in the water, they would be in for a nasty surprise. 

    “I don’t see anything,” whispered Gun, “Are you sure it…” 

    He stopped as a vibration created large ripples in the water around his knees. They all looked about the vast waterlogged section of the place. Then the tactical network filled with unfamiliar sounds. 

    “Alliance warship Victorious is under my control.” 

    Spartan almost choked at hearing the dreamlike, melancholy words. It was both familiar and utterly alien at the same time. 

    “Surrender Anchorage Station immediately, or suffer annihilation.” 

    Khan thumped his fist down into the water. 

    “Z’Kanthu?” 

    Spartan nodded. 

    “Yeah, and he’s playing with them. Open channel so everybody can hear.” 

    The station shuddered again, and this time they all knew who was causing it. 

    “Surrender the station now, or I will continue to reduce the facility to molten slag.” 

    Now the patter of shells and bullets hit outside and spread through the nearby decks. They should be safe this far into the station, and Spartan could only hope the great machine retained control and didn’t end up killing them as well. He looked to his comrades. 

    “This is it, my friends. That’s the diversion.” 

    “Yeah,” agreed Gun, “And we’re late to the party.” 

    Spartan pointed ahead in the dark shaft. 

    “Follow me. Don’t stop until we’re in position.” 

    They moved further and further through the filthy waters until finally joining the main shaft. It descended several metres below ground level, and soon every one of them was moving through water. Each of them could traverse the vacuum of space or thick waters like this, apart from the Blood Pack. They were forced to advance through the muddy water while breathing through apparatus in their helmets.  

    On they went, pushing through mud or perhaps worse, only their lamps providing anything close to visibility. Thick ribs in the tunnel slowed them down, but Spartan, Khan, and Gun kept up the pace, forcing them all to move at something close to jogging speed. Spartan felt his muscles straining inside the armour, but knowing that Z’Kanthu had started the fight pushed him faster still. He had almost no idea what was happening, and so concentrated on the distance markings in his visor. 

    “Another thirty metres, keep moving.” 

    Those last few steps seemed to take a lifetime, and several stumbled as they tried to get closer. Then they were in position, and Spartan paused while panting inside his armour. Moving quickly through the thick mire put such a strain on his limbs he could feel his muscles aching and groaning. 

    “Everybody ready?” 

    He looked back but could see little more than bright circles of light from their lamps. The counter on his mapping overlay showed they were in position, but he had no extra information to verify that. 

    “Lieutenant Armstrong, it’s time!” 

    The squad of IAB Marines passed him and pushed up to the roof of the waterlogged shaft. They were almost impossible to see as they went about their work for almost twenty seconds. Finally, they dropped back down and moved away. 

    “It’s done.” 

    Spartan gave a hand signal, and then shook his head inside his armour. There was next to no chance any one of them would be able to see what he was doing in this grime. 

    “Move back and wait for the signal. When you get topside, it’s going to get crazy. You know what we have to do.” 

    One by one they moved away from Spartan and waited patiently. He then turned his attention back.  

    “Armstrong. Let’s do it.” 

    With no further words, a series of flashes filled the space, blowing open great holes in the piping. The ceiling collapsed in a dozen places, as well as large parts of the walls. Water surged all around them, pouring out through the breaches. Spartan grabbed at the jagged metalwork and hurled himself up onto the dry deck. 

    “Out, now!” 

    He looked back and helped pull out five more marines. For a second he thought they might be in the wrong place, but then he could see they’d come out fifty or so metres further along, and directly under a partially disabled frigate hull. He turned to his right and found the vastness of the dock, with a long line of dropships along the one side. Scores, perhaps hundreds of people were there, and they’d already seen him. A snarl formed across his face as he spotted them waving towards the ruptured pipes and frothing water now seeping out onto the deck. 

    “Technos!” 

    Four IAB Marines crashed down next to him and lifted their weapons to their shoulders. They hesitated as the nearby crowd of Technos broke ranks and surged towards them. There was a lot of shouting, but many of the Star Empire soldiers were heading in the opposite direction towards a small number of landed dropships. A powerful blast of gunfire ripped through the deck, cutting down dozens of them, as well as shattering several of the dropships. The charging Technos were scattered, many killed, and just as many thrown to the ground. Some lost their weapons, but a handful managed to stay upright and staggered ahead. 

    Victorious! 

    Spartan looked to the right and briefly glimpsed several ships directly outside the Anchorage. He could see the port side of the ship’s hull, but only for a second. Massive metal blast shutters slamming down from their heavy-duty mounts, sealing the deck from the rest of the dock soon obstructed his view. It happened quickly, but not before the legionnaires nearest to the doors were sucked out into the void. The venting of atmosphere sent a swirling howl of air through the deck, and before it could settle, it managed to pull vast amounts of water from the ruptured pipes. The filthy water sloshed around Spartan’s feet, yet nothing would distract him from the coming fight. At the same time, Khan appeared at his flank, water pouring down from his body. More joined them until their numbers had quadrupled. A pitiful volley of shots hit around them, and Spartan shook his head. 

    “Always late to a party, aren’t you?” 

    The last of the massive doors and blast barriers clunked into position, sending a series of loud thuds reverberating through the entire area. The surviving Technos were on their feet, now joined by multiple squads of legionaries fanning out to support them. He pointed ahead. 

    “This is it, my friends. Attack, and do not stop till they are off this station!” 

    The marines began to move but were almost smashed out of the way by five Blood Pack Jötnar. The great beasts charged forward howling with bestial rage. The Jötnar were never happier than when in battle, and the warriors of the Blood Pack took that love of violence to an entirely different level. They held up their Thumpers out in front of them and blasted away. The crude weapons were heavily modified, and highly simplified weapons once used by the Confederate Marine Corps. 

    Khan pushed Spartan with his left fist as a burst of rifle fire flashed past. The bullets splattered about among the torn pipes and growing flood of filthy water. Spartan almost fell back in, but Gun moved out from the grime, crashing into him, and throwing him forward. 

    “Watch your back, Spartan.” 

    They shared a brief glance, and Spartan gave the two of them a curt nod. 

    “We need to find Naciss. Do not let him leave.” 

    Khan and Gun howled with delight as they bounded away from the shattered pipes. Spartan ran with them and actually felt relieved to be back in the open, with light shining down to illuminate the gloom. He was moving quickly along the left side of the large open deck. Two burning Star Empire dropships provided the perfect cover to protect him from distant enemy soldiers. He slid to a stop at the side of the nearest wrecked craft and checked out in front of him. Hundreds of the enemy were out on the deck, but just as many rushing for the ramps, steps, and large compartment blast doors that would take them into the labyrinth of passages. It should have concerned him, but as his motley collection of shock troops advanced, he activated the wide area command channel. Nothing came back, but then he gasped as the IFF markers populated his overlay. 

    Excellent. 

    Spartan leant out from behind the burning craft. Three shots slammed into the metalwork. He returned fire at the origin and felt a note of satisfaction as the legionary stumbled backwards. 

    “This is Spartan. All units move into your attack positions and wait for my go.” 

      

      

    





   



 CHAPTER FOUR 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    Dry Dock - Level Four Primary Dry Dock 

    It was not easy to make out exactly what was happening on the deck. The single, large transport remained there, its massive ramps lowered and resting on the metal surface. Three Ma'heen heavily armoured Anicinàbe transport ships now burned as heavy shots slammed into their open doors and hatches. Fires and smoke spread in all directions, adding to the confusion. 

    Military Tribune Naciss moved backwards, away from the noise and confusion. The nearest centurion helped him while the deck shuddered violently. 

    “What are they doing here?” 

    He sounded more annoyed than shocked, and would have remained where he was, had it not been for the legionaries physically pulling him away from the battle. A scattered line of crimson-armoured soldiers spread out in front to form a skirmish line and started firing. Gunfire cut down five of the nearest Star Empire legionaries, while more fire hammered into the rest of the soldiers. General Honorius watched the event with a mixture of surprise and wry amusement. More of the enemy were cut down before their officers called out their orders. He didn’t wait for them to come for him, though. Instead, he picked up a carbine dropped by a legionary. Nobody noticed what he was doing until he had the weapon raised, primed, and pointing at his foe. 

    “Resist them!” he said in heavily accented English. 

    The four Alliance officers separated and grabbed whatever they could find. The three Thegns didn’t bother looking for weapons, and flew at those soldiers nearest them. They used their own strength and skill to smash them to the ground before moving to the next. Gunshots lashed back and forth, and in a matter of seconds, the Alliance crew were free and on the move. Honorius made for Naciss, but five Star Empire soldiers blocked his path, pointing their weapons at him and his crew. 

    “You!” Naciss hissed, “I should have killed you the minute I captured you.” 

    “Yes,” replied the old General, “You should have.” 

    Naciss pointed towards him, even while the battle continued to spread out on the main deck. Gunshots crashed into the bulkheads and the line of dropships waiting patiently to be refuelled. Naciss started to laugh. 

    “I always knew that…” 

    General Honorius fired without warning. His shot narrowly missed Naciss and smashed into the face of the nearest legionary officer. Another dropped down before the Alliance crew scattered for cover. Return fire cut down a young lieutenant as well as a Thegn, but then they were gone and working their way between the hundreds of massive metal container units. There was everything from engines and fuel units to plates of ship armour, and even weapons. Much of it was covered in plastic sheeting and lashed down with elasticated ropes. As they rushed to cover, an Alliance soldier opened fire against a fuel bowser. It burst into flames and scattered those nearby. 

    “Stop them!” Naciss screamed in his high-pitched alien tongue. 

    The Alliance crew were gone, and in the smoke, fires, and noise of the battle they vanished into cover. Naciss watched in horror as his great achievement turned to farce. Soldier after soldier was cut down until they finally organised themselves for battle. The Star Empire centurion pointed behind their current position to a partially built ship. He bore the insignia of his rank, as well as markings that showed he was from the elite Honour Guard unit. Large gantries, ramps, and scaffolds covered the ship, and due it its size acted as a massive barrier on the deck. 

    “Tribune. We need to get you to safety, follow me!” 

    Naciss looked to the offer and quickly recognised the unique marking on the armour. 

    “Centurion Kangee. We cannot lose control of this station. Do you understand?” 

    The officer responded quickly and calmly. 

    “Of course. But we must protect you also. As Military Tribune we cannot allow you to fall into the enemy’s hands.” 

    Another series of explosions ripped along the deck as heavy weaponry slammed into the Star Empire transport vessel. Blasts ripped along its hull, and the entire stern section tore off. Deck crew and engineers raced around it to put out the fire as more shots slammed around them. 

    “This way!” Centurion Kangee shouted. 

    They reached the first ramp, but as soon as they stepped on it, a shell slammed into the half-built ship, showering them with smashed metal. Two soldiers fell down and were quickly pulled up. The Centurion pointed up to the top of the ship. 

    “Keep moving! My men will escort you there. Stay out of the line of fire.” 

    He then turned away from Naciss, without bothering to check if the Tribune had even heard what he had to say. On they went, leaving a small unit to protect the ramp as it led up into a rabbit warren of platforms, steps, and further ramps. In a matter of seconds, Naciss vanished from view, leaving the running of the battle to his Star Empire officers. The Centurion stepped away from the ship and moved towards the battle. With each step, his entourage expanded until there were more than a dozen. 

    “Centurion Kangee. Establish a layered defence. I want heavy weaponry brought up to the derelict. All other units deploy into defensive positions.” 

    One of the Technophobe leaders moved alongside him. He wore similar armour and clothing to the legionaries, but with a ragged cloak hanging over his shoulders, and a highly modified helmet more like something to be worn in a temple. At his side was another similarly dressed individual, carrying a tall standard bearing the markings of the Star Empire. 

    “The synthetics have breached the sewer system. Let me deal with them.” 

    Centurion Kangee didn’t need to consider the request. Technos were expendable soldiers, and if nothing else, they would buy him the time needed to deploy his own more valuable forces for battle. 

    “Do it.” 

    The Technos raced away, and Centurion Kangee almost choked as he watched the Technophobe centurion rallying his warriors around him. A handful of the elite spear maidens joined him, Kangee watching them with interest. The spear maidens were something new, one of many new groups established by the growing Technophobe movement. Their hatred of the Biomechs had proven useful so far, but as a member of the regular military, Centurion Kangee had to wonder quite how far the movement would go. The female warriors were exotic in their attire, young and strangely attractive. He was curious to see how they performed in combat, and might have remained fixated, had another missile not screeched past his head, quickly snapping him out of obsession with the female warriors. 

    “Where are my heavy weapons?” 

    Above the smoke and flames was the upper level of the massive, unfinished starship. Naciss moved on up, level by level while shots slammed into its structure. By the time he reached the top, the battle was in full flow. He looked out to the massive docking blast doors, but they were all closed, making the place secure, as well as cutting him off from his ships. A burst of fire struck the railings, and he flinched, the long line of sparks marking the landing of yet more bullets. 

    “Tribune. There are more enemy troops than we anticipated. I…” 

    Naciss lifted a hand and silenced the soldiers. He watched from his position atop the largest of the raised gantries above the inner door of the dry dock. It was actually a short bridge from the upper repair level, and the access doors leading off into the shadows. He’d moved to the spot so that he could let all his people see him, but it served as a place of safety, as well as somewhere to watch the battle from. The Primary Dock was an impressive structure, with massive bays joined one onto the other, and running in a large crescent perhaps a kilometre in length. He’d seen images of the past where six transport ships had been inside and serviced by Imperial workers. 

    I will bring this place back to greatness. Kalar will be the chief frontier outpost for the Star Empire. Every ship heading to the worlds of the Humans will pass through here. 

    Thinking of its significance put a smile on his face, until a shell raced past and slammed into one of the bay walls. A bright explosion filled the area, and long metal barriers ripped from the ceiling, falling down among his soldiers. Several were hit, and others called for help. Small bursts of fire struck nearby, but he was well protected by the thick barriers that provided the backbone for this part of the station. He had the perfect view of the unfolding battle, as well as a way to escape inside the station if required. His trusted Optio stepped to his side, perhaps to protect his charge from the violence below. His voice became more desperate as he pleased with Naciss. 

    “Military Tribune. We have a secure route to the command centre. The Technophobes can keep the enemy busy and buy us time. The legionaries are moving back to defend the secondary landing bays and the dropships. I recommend we fall back and use…” 

    Naciss snorted. 

    “Nonsense. Look at them, sixty or more of this rabble. The station is mine, and I will not yield the dock without a fight. They cannot stop us, and I will not run from them.” 

    He pointed down to where the hundreds of Star Empire soldiers were using cover and digging in to fight. Every second he watched left him even angrier. Finally, he waved to those far below. 

    “What are my soldiers doing? Hiding will not win this battle. Drive forward and engage them at close range. I want prisoners.” 

    He then moved his gaze to the damaged and burning spacecraft. 

    “And send a unit to hunt that damned Honorius down. When they find him, kill him.” 

    The crimson-armoured warrior hesitated. He was a professional, and though not particular experienced, well equipped and well trained. The new military academies were production lines and factories designed for churning out carbon copy foot soldiers for the Empire. 

    “Optio. Pass on my orders. Do not test me. Is Kalar mine, or is it not?” 

    This time the warrior called out to those below. He was not technically in charge of the regular infantry, but an aide to the Military Tribune. As they looked down, the ivory-coloured warriors broke ranks and moved closer to the advancing enemy soldiers. Large maintenance pits broke up their formations as they worked around them to get clear lines of fire. There was plenty of cover for them in the battle against the new arrivals, though Naciss had a perfect view of the battle from his position. He pointed to the rails that protected him from falling down to the battle. 

    “And get some heavy weapons teams up here.” 

    He then pointed to another pair of the soldiers. 

    “Start shooting!” 

    The legionaries moved to the edge and placed their rifles back up on the railing. They took aim and started firing down onto the distant targets. It was almost impossible to see if they hit anything, but having the guns firing made Naciss feel a little happier. He made favourable noises as they fired long bursts into the monstrous armoured warriors. 

    “Better.” 

    A round glanced off the ceiling, forcing Naciss to flinch. The soldiers responded by putting down a withering hail of fire in the direction of the initial attack. He took a step back to make sure he was safely behind his personal retinue, and then reached for the communication panel fastened to his forearm. He tapped the unit, but there was still no contact with the rest of his fleet. 

    What’s happening out there? What about the command centre? 

    It took two presses to connect directly to the station’s command centre. Much like the CIC on a ship, it functioned as the central hub for the entire station. He’d been due to move there an hour earlier, but nothing would keep him from this skirmish. 

    “This is Naciss. Give me a full report.” 

    He could hear breathing on the other side, but there was no answer to his question.  

    “I said give me a full report.” 

    To his astonishment, the reply was in the Human tongue, and he had to wait for the translation. 

    “Hello, Naciss. I can report the station is under Alliance control. Have a great day.” 

    Without another word, the audio cut and was replaced by a stream of white noise. He tore the device from his arm and threw it to the ground in a violent rage. 

    “I am betrayed!” 

    Another missile hurtled past them, striking the barriers. Showers of metal and flame covered them, and two large pieces struck Naciss in the chest and shoulder. He would have been killed instantly, had it not been for his breastplate and shoulder armour. Even so, the impact was great enough to send him to the ground in an unceremonious heap. Two soldiers rushed to his aid while more shots filled the dock. 

    “Tribune, it is…” 

    Naciss was back on his feet and looked down at the black marks and dents in the armour. As his head lifted up, he shook it and then pointed off to the battle. It was almost impossible to see what was happening, though to his irritation the enemy was still there, and making headway against his larger number of soldiers. 

    “I want every one of them dead!” he screamed. 

    The battle for the inner dry dock was a massive affair, both sides fighting desperately for control. On one Spartan and his entourage, and though heavily armoured and equipped, his forces numbered no more than fifty. They’d broken free of the shattered pipes, and with water flowing around them had already secured the first two sections. Bodies littered the ground where the Technophobes had fallen, but now that Naciss had released all of his forces the fight had become much tougher. 

    “Good,” said Naciss, “Where is the reserve?” 

    Another officer, this one more senior than the others, stopped and delivered a rather limp salute to Naciss. He wore the crimson, as well as the markings of a centurion, the equivalent of a company commander or captain in most other military forces. 

    “Tribune. We’ve encountered opposition at the security centre, power couplings, and in the cooling chambers. It would be wise to escort you from the station.” 

    Naciss snarled in reply. 

    “No, we will not leave. Kalar’s future will be decided here.” 

    “But, Tribune. My agents report we’ve lost contact with several ships. I believe this is…” 

    He never had a chance to say another word as he staggered backwards, a gaping hole burning in the middle of his forehead. The soldier hit the railing and tipped over, vanishing in the flames and smoke of battle. Naciss moved closer to watch him fall, and then turned his attention once more to the battle. The enemy were spread out and firing from behind broken dropships, wheeled loaders, and the mass of gantries and bulkheads. There were multiple units of legionaries and their cohorts of Technophobes. They outnumbered the Alliance forces by a factor of at least ten, and with each passing second, their confidence grew. Soon the advancing marines and synthetic warriors were hunkering down behind any cover they could find. Gunfire blasted back and forth, but the streams of green energy unnerved him the most. Some of the synthetics used it to disintegrate his soldiers, and some were even running from the fight. 

    “Cowards!” 

    Naciss leant even further over the edge of the gantry and pointed down at the battle. Three marines were pinned down, and a squad of his legionaries raced ahead to block them off. As they rounded the barrier, they opened fire, cutting down one, and sending the remaining two fleeing back in panic. A Star Empire legionary called to his comrades and rallied them around the fallen soldiers. One dropped to his knee and began firing, while a second called to a hidden unit. Naciss spotted them advancing forward warily while under fire. 

    “Yes! Send everything forward! Attack!” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Spartan ran at a fast jog, keeping his carbine raised and ready. Three marines fanned out in a line to his left, and Khan thundered along to his right. They were out in the open and heading towards a long rail used to pull heavy ships along the deck. It was nearly a metre tall and provided a good place to hide for the enemy soldiers. 

    “Drive them back!” he grunted. 

    Each fired as they went, and the L52 Mark V Assault Carbines did their terrible work. The 6mm magnetised slugs fired at incredibly high velocities from the triple-barrelled coilguns, easily breaching armour plating, flesh, and bone. They fired in rapid mode, each barrel in sequence, increasing the rate of fire so that the guns made a buzzing sound. 

    “Incoming!” yelled a short marine as he dropped to one knee. A blast of super-heated bolts lashed past and embedded in the ground with a hiss. One legionary rose up from cover at the exact same moment Spartan was taking aim. He grinned as he depressed the trigger of the XC1 Carbine. 

    Big mistake. 

    The gun spat a burst of three shots, engulfing the soldier in white-hot energy. One arm blew off, while two rounds removed most of the legionary’s head. He dropped down to his knees, yet remained upright in a bizarre, grotesque fashion. It was his personal weapon, one of the first production versions of the plasma carbines. Many considered its use a war crime, but Spartan had insisted on its partial adoption by the IAB to deal with unusual threats. It was a smoothbore triple-barrelled coilgun, much like the L52 series, but combined with modified Khreenk plasma technology. It was short-range and less accurate than the L52 carbines. Each burst sent magnetically sealed shells of super-heated plasma that burst apart on impact. It could even cripple a spacecraft. 

    “Nice shooting,” said Khan, joining in with his own weaponry. He mainly used the guns built into the arms of his suit, but this time he activated the shoulder-mounted cannon. This weapon rose out of its hidden mount and traversed to the left. Gunfire cut back and forth, yet to all of their astonishment, a group of Technos jumped out into the open and charged right at them. There must have been at least fifteen, and they looked as ragged as ever. Some brandished firearms, but at least three carried long poles with explosive charges fitted to the tips. One even bore a pole upon which hung the two-headed reptilian creature that formed the insignia of the Star Empire. Spartan was instantly reminded of the Echidna cultists to whom they shared much in common. 

    “Suicide troops!” Spartan shouted, slamming in a new coolant pack to his empty carbine, “Bring them down!” 

    They moved fast, and even the concentrated fire from the marine only managed to bring down seven before they were at close-range. The Technos fired as they spread out, some of their rounds striking the marines. Two went down, and their attackers leapt after them, stabbing with blades and striking with clubs. Spartan extended his arms and pulled the trigger. Instead of a flash of green the weapon failed, simply releasing a puff of vapour. 

    “Spartan, watch out!” yelled a distant voice. 

    He ducked down as a Techno leapt overhead. An armoured fist extended out and slammed into the figure, breaking his neck instantly. Khan moved alongside Spartan and continued shooting with his arm-mounted Thumpers. The large calibre weapons tore off limbs, joints, and heads with little effort. 

    Spartan muttered obscenities and dropped the carbine down on its sling. Another Techno ran past, and he delivered a strong back fist to his face. The Techno stumbled, but before he could fall, a marine put a single round into his chest. Spartan reached down and withdrew his L52S Mark II Assault Pistol from its plastic holster mount. The gun was actually a slimmed down carbine to fit the rough formfactor of a large pistol. 

    “This is how it should be!” Khan howled as he continued blasting away at the relentless crowd of Technos. Unlike the legionaries, they lacked the armour and weapons to put up much of a fight. Now they struggled in hand-to-hand combat with the best of the Alliance’s troops. It was a mistake, and they were paying dearly for it. 

    “Hold the line!” Spartan said, his voice calm and coldly emotionless, “Do not let them through.” 

    The group split apart, and a single Byotai leapt out at Spartan. The Techno was covered in a long robe, filthy dirty and punctured with bullet holes. As her feet hit the ground, the warrior yanked off the cowl to reveal a young Byotai. The dark marks on her face marked her as being quite youthful, though the scars suggested somebody of greater years and experience. Her burnt face implied a violent past, and coupled with a badly faded Byotai Imperial Navy helmet confirmed her origin. She might have been a loyal member of a ship’s crew in the past, but now she was one of the many thousands indoctrinated into the disposable militias. 

    “Drop it,” said Spartan, though he expected little common sense among the Technophobes. He looked at the spear in her hands and spotted the coiled wiring and long explosive charge fitted along the spike. 

    “I won’t tell you again.” 

    The Byotai moved quickly towards him, expertly dodging bayonet thrusts from the marines that appeared right in front of him. He could see her eyes, and they were bright with rage. 

    “Enough, Major Spartan. I bring a message from the New Empire. Death to the traitors!” 

    Spartan’s face was still hidden inside his helmet, but even this Byotai could tell he was grinning to himself. He’d been called many things in his life, right back to his early days as a pit fighter. Both sides in the Uprising and the Biomech War had accused him of being a traitor, and it meant little to him anymore. 

    “And I bring one from mine,” he said with a snigger, “Drop that stick, or I’ll run you through with it.” 

    She thrust at Spartan with the explosive lance as she came running right at him. It was a primitive weapon, much like those used by the Helion militias in the Biomech War. Back then the civilians had been recruited in large numbers to take on the terrors of the Biomechs. Spartan stepped to the left, beating it aside with his arm. He then lifted his pistol up with his left hand and opened fire. The weapon shuddered violently as it sprayed rounds at the attacker. Incredibly, the Byotai managed to swerve past his shot and then stabbed again. 

    Impressive. 

    As Spartan looked at her, he wondered if she was motivated to fight for the exact same reasons as the Helion militias; she could quite possibly have been defending her own territory. And Spartan’s allies did look rather monstrous in both appearance and their actions. 

    Does she think we’re the same enemy? 

    He deflected the lance with his forearm and yanked the weapon towards him. She lost her footing and staggered forward. Spartan hesitated at seeing the surprise on her face, and in that instant, she drew a blade and thrust it low into his ribs. 

    What? 

    The blade hissed and buzzed as it penetrated the outer layers before embedding a centimetre inside. Spartan groaned in pain and struck out with his machine pistol. The weapon hit the Byotai in the side of the head, and she staggered back. At the same time, the blade ripped from his body in a spray of blood. The PDS armour quickly pumped in painkillers, coagulants, and sealant for both the wound and the armour. Spartan could tell there was something different about this Byotai as more of the crazed Technos surged around his people. Some screamed with rage, but as many screamed in terror. 

    It’s like they’ve been forced to fight. 

    Two more jumped in front of the female who threw off her cloak to reveal a strange assortment of clothing and armour. This was certainly not the usual garb of the Technophobe, but something much closer to military clothing. A bold crimson breastplate decorated with the insignia of the dreaded Interstellar Star Empire protected her chest. It was tight fitting, and more like a corset than anything else he’d seen them wearing. The curves and angles followed her shape as though each section was little more than a layer of skin. 

    What the hell? Are they using burlesque dancers as fighters now? 

    Spartan tensed for the fight, but another leapt past her and towards Khan. The great warrior smashed down with his fist to send them to the ground. Spartan fired again, but this fighter was more agile than any Byotai he’d seen before. She stabbed repeatedly at him while he sidestepped to avoid the thrusts. 

    “Who are you, Byotai?” 

    He grabbed the pole and yanked it from her hands, but unlike most that used similar weapons she released it. The weapon flew from her arms, and to Spartan’s astonishment she then drew a sidearm from her thigh. It was a conventional Byotai weapon, the Seax. She said nothing but opened fire while ducking past the others in the melee. 

    Spartan twisted to the right, avoiding all but one of the razor shaft bolts. It penetrated the right shoulder by a full four centimetres and remained embedded, hissing away. Spartan gritted his teeth and snarled with frustration. The pain was manageable, but the alerts marked major damage to several of his control systems. 

    “Stop sticking me with those damned spikes.” 

    He aimed again, and his pistol shuddered as he fired off half a clip. Two Technos ran into the line of fire, and only then did he realise they were doing this to protect the female.  

    “Out of my way!” 

    He fired again, and more charged in. Multiple shots thudded into Spartan’s armour, pushing him back and away from their advance. Another surge of Technos crashed into them, and their lances exploded, killing warriors on both sides while blasting Spartan onto his back. As he lay there, a pair of marines moved in to help him. 

    “Major. We…” 

    As one bent down, the Byotai warrior leapt out from behind them. With the razor sharp monofilament blade she cut the head from the first in a single clean action. The headless body dropped to its knees as she struck at the second. 

    “Get away from her!” Spartan yelled. 

    The marine scrambled back and lifted his carbine, but the Byotai was too quick. She kicked the weapon from his hands and stabbed at his face. The blade would have made contact had it not been for Spartan who was now on his feet. He opened fire and struck her three times in the left arm. She rolled past the marines and vanished from view. 

    “You okay, Marine?” 

    The female marine lifted herself up, shook the dust from her head, and picked up her carbine. 

    “I’m good to go, Major.” 

    Spartan felt a pang of pride as she moved back to the firing line and opened up with her weapon. She was a cool customer, firing in short burst as she’d been trained. Shapes shifted to the right as the final group of Technos hurled themselves at the marines. 

    “This is the last attack!” Khan said over the intercom, “Hold the line. They’re sending the last of their rabble against us. It’s nearly time.” 

    Small groups of marines fired in all directions as the mob surrounded them in their last frenzied strike. Nearly two dozen more staggered back into the fight, still bleeding from their injuries. The deadly female warrior ducked down and fired back at the marines. She leapt past one of the Blood Pack and landing alongside him. She struck at the armoured figure and then dropped down low to unleash another burst at Spartan. 

    “Hey, Spartan?” Khan shouted, “What’s this one got against you?” 

    More shots stuck near Spartan, and he ducked down into the improvised trench just as the spikes embedded in the floor. He jumped back up and returned fire. People crossed in front of the pair with bodies falling on both sides, yet neither seemed capable of striking the other down. She then lifted her weapon high and screamed in her own language!” 

    “Angreb!” 

    A group of no less than eight Technos followed her over the bodies and directly towards Spartan. The handful of marines nearby opened fire, but on they came, ignoring their wounds. 

    “No surprises for guessing what that means!” Spartan laughed. 

    Three fell from the overwhelming fire. Those left leapt through the air with guns, knives, and spears out in front of them. Spartan tensed his body and lifted his carbine as a massive armoured figure landed alongside him. 

    “Need a hand?” 

    Two Technos landed in front of Spartan, and he put eight rounds into them, cutting one down and injuring the second. A spear extended forward and struck Khan’s chest. A flash of flame marked the detonation of the spear point. As the smoke cleared, Khan swung the attacker aside and opened fire once more. The lance appeared to have done little to his armour. Spartan grimaced as more flooded in around them, only for the Jötnar to go to work. 

    We do have something in common, I guess. 

    He’d seen the Biomechs and their entourage of horrendous monsters in battle. They’d utilised powerful weapons, as well as the simpler tools such as teeth and nails. The Jötnar were one of their creations, and though they might wear Alliance or mercenary armour, they were still the same synthetic soldiers that fought the Confederacy so many decades ago. 

    “Watch this,” Khan howled. 

    The powerful Byotai female warrior must have sensed the impending danger. She performed an acrobatic leap away from the fight and vanished behind the line of Technos. At that moment, Khan’s gun muzzle pulsed bright green, unleashing a burst of matter in a shimmer magnetically sealed case off. The shell travelled quickly and hit the cover being used by the legionaries. It exploded on impact much like an incendiary warhead. Four soldiers vanished in the firestorm, and others broke ranks as their armour melted away. It was a frightening sight to behold, yet Khan and his kin howled in amusement as they watched their foes figuratively and literally melt before their eyes. 

    “Those Khreenk have a lot to answer for,” said Spartan, “These weapons are not going to win us many friends, are they?” 

    Khan twisted fractionally at the hip to look across to him. 

    “Maybe.” 

    He then fired again and quickly vaporised two more soldiers. The female warrior leapt over two fallen Byotai, and then vanished once more. 

    “But at least we’ve got decent firepower for a change.” 

    Khan pointed in the direction of the vanished Byotai. 

    “It looks like you scared off another woman, Spartan. It’s becoming a habit!” 

    “Nice,” Spartan said as he put another clip into the machine pistol. He slipped it back into its sheath and grabbed a carbine from one of his fallen marines. This was the standard issue L52 Mark V Assault Carbine. A quick glance confirmed the magazine was three-quarters full. 

    “Push them back. It’s time to secure this deck.” 

    One by one they leapt over the rail and landed among the bodies of the fallen soldiers. The Technos were gone, killed or too badly wounded to continue fighting. He spotted small groups of them heading to the fringes of the deck. 

    “The brave ones are dead. The rest we’ll deal with later.” 

    A shot pinged past his helmet. He looked forward and spotted what remained of the scattered groups of Star Empire soldiers. Unlike the Technos, they used cover and took aimed shots that proved deadly against his warriors. A handful used even heavier weapons to pick off Spartan’s best soldiers or to drive back the Blood Pack warriors. 

    Lieutenant Armstrong landed alongside Spartan and stumbled forward before hitting the rail. One of his men helped stand him up, and when he turned around, Spartan spotted two large burn marks on the flanks of his armour. 

    “Lieutenant, are you hurt?” 

    The officer shook his head. 

    “Nothing serious.” 

    A shot glanced off the metalwork. The young officer instantly responded as a handful of legionaries inched forward. 

    “Gunners, target their sharpshooters. Keep them back!” 

    Spartan joined in, firing his carbine while raking his fire along the line of enemies. He saw some go down, while others dragged their wounded back from the battle. He might have felt something for his enemies in the past, but not these. He’d been fighting them for months on Karnak, and he’d seen their best and their worst. The legionaries looked like normal soldiers, little different to his; yet there was something very sinister about them. Encased in ivory or crimson, they were well trained and equipped, and fought as the professional foot soldiers of the Star Empire. What they lacked in experience, they more than made up for with a fierce devotion to the cult of personality created around the Princeps.  

    The fusillade of shots hammered into the marines, forcing them to scatter once more. Khan blasted the entrenched legionaries, but these warriors were much better trained and equipped than the others. Their barely visible helmets sheltered behind their firearms, and they targeted and shot any Alliance warriors that dared show their faces. Spartan ducked down into a deep depression in the deck that conveniently functioned like a trench. It was one of the many depressed areas designed for working underneath small spacecraft, much like a pit in traditional auto repair and workshops. More marines dropped in alongside him, as well as Khan and two of the Blood Pack. The rest were almost impossible to see as the battle continued. 

    “Fight!” shouted a Jötnar, before two others dragged him back down into cover. The firearms used by the Star Empire were powerful and accurate, and the thick plates of the Jötnar were not completely impervious to an accurate shot from the sharpshooters. Another fusillade of fire ripped overhead. There were fires and burning spacecraft in almost every direction, with scores of bodies littering the deck. Spartan’s attack had stalled in less than a minute, as with every passing moment the place filled with more smoke and flames. 

    Five marines were there with him, leaning out from cover and firing at every opportunity. Lieutenant Armstrong grabbed Spartan’s armed and pointed off in the direction of their enemy. 

    “Major, we’re pinned down here! Recommend we fall back and regroup.” 

    Spartan pushed his arm away and blasted at shadows moving to the right, closer to the massive docking gates that blocked them off from the ships waiting outside. 

    “Just hold your ground, Lieutenant. Everybody hold your ground. This won’t be for much longer, I promise.” 

    Another long burst of gunfire raked along the top of the trench, and they all ducked down. Sparks and flashes marked the impacts before being replaced by two marines lifting an L56 gimbal-mounted machine gun. Incredibly, they were ignored long enough to start shooting back. 

    “Khan pointed his loaned Thumper ahead and pulled the trigger. The heavy weapon shuddered as it fired. Crimson and ivory shapes scattered as he emptied the two clips of ammunition before ducking back down. Shots ripped into the metal flooring causing him to start laughing. 

    “I think they’re getting irritated, Spartan. What’s the plan now?” 

    Another large group of Jötnar moved to the right and spread out into a firing line. Two in the middle of the heavily armoured JAS suits were able to deflect large amounts of fire. Flashes rippled around their torsos as round after round slammed into them. 

    “The plan, as always, is for us to play as the diversion. Now we’ll see the main show.” 

    Spartan checked the overlay on his helmet and took in a quick, deep breath. Friendly units were showing as all over the area, yet the new arrivals were still hidden from view and on the next level above the battleground. 

    “Attack!” 

    He spoke the words, but that wasn’t enough. He also sent the command to the five squads of Grunts. Without individual control, they would be much less capable than normal, but he hoped it would be enough. They’d have to rely upon their own logic controls and pre-programmed behaviours. 

    “Look!” Khan said. 

    All eyes followed his outstretched arm towards the distant ceiling far above the battle. Even Spartan rose up slightly from his hiding place and ignored the fire for a second. All he wanted to know was where his enemy was. 

    “What is that?” asked one of the marines. 

    Lieutenant Armstrong looked visibly happier as he sank back into the trench. 

    “That, my friend, is the future.” 

    Hatches opened, and panels fell from the ceiling as the new arrivals made their presence known. Spartan was already up and out of the trench, firing as he went. A round struck his leg and tore off a chunk of the plating. He groaned and dropped to one knee. Khan was right there and lifted him back up upright. 

    “Where is he?” 

    Spartan pointed to a raised position behind two large units of legionaries. Between them and their target was a deep alcove, partially shrouded in darkness, and housing a half stripped down tanker. Black robotic shapes began falling from the sky and among the enemy, causing great panic and confusion. Some hit the ground so hard parts of their legs and lower bodies ripped off, but most made it in one piece. Without pausing to check their condition, they moved into battle, firing short, accurate bursts. 

    “There.” 

    Khan grunted in acknowledgement. 

    “Good. Then let’s get him.” 

    The two raced away from cover, leaving the marines watching in stunned disbelief. Bullets struck around them, yet still they moved away. Lieutenant Armstrong hit the back of the head of the nearest man. 

    “What are you waiting for? Covering fire!” 

      

    





   



 CHAPTER FIVE 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    Dry Dock - Level Four Primary Dry Dock 

    Military Tribune Naciss moved along the gantry to the large open platform that stretched out over the top of a partially constructed vessel. It was almost impossible to identify due to the scaffolding and three large cranes blocking line of sight to most of the dock. He moved quickly, his small retinue following close behind. Naciss reached the far end and paused upon seeing the great spectacle below. The myriad of forces was engaged in a terrible and bloody battle. He raised his eyes to the vast doors that led out to space, wishing his ships were closer and able to assist. He realised quite how much danger he was in, trapped on the station, and the bulk of his combat assets now useless to him. 

    They think they’ve outsmarted me. The fools! 

    Several legionaries busied themselves with coordinating the battle from their high vantage point. At the same time, more of them moved to the edge with long-range rifles. 

    “Are we winning, Optio? Tell me!” 

    The officer finished speaking over the closed network and turned his attention to Naciss. Even before he spoke, it was obvious the soldier was worried, probably not due to his own predicament, but because of the possibility of defeat on the station. 

    “Our soldiers are holding their position, but we need reinforcements. Until we can land more troops, there is a small chance they could overrun us. Our numbers mean little against these savages. It is critical that…” 

    The officer stopped talking and activated his helmet armour. Plates dropped down in front of his eyes, almost completely covering his face. For a second Naciss suspected betrayal, but then a pair of black shapes dropped in behind him, and another three to the side. Naciss’ expression soured in an instant.  

    “Optio!” 

    He reached for his sidearm, but it was too late to stop them. The newly arrived robotic soldiers were quick and merciless. Without uttering a word, they gunned down his aide with ease. At this range, the guns struck his armour like hammers. Round after round shattered metal plate and bone. The young Optio hit the ground hard, leaving the robotic soldiers facing off against the rest of the group. 

    “Fight them!” Naciss screamed. 

    He lifted his pistol and opened fire at the targets. The pistol thudded away, ripping chunks of armour from the chest of the first Grunt. They were much like robotic skeletons, with exposed innards in places, and small armour plates covering important locations. Though frightening to look at, they were actually slightly smaller than him, and with far less developed limbs. For all that, they still moved like the living, and the first continued to aim its firearm even as the shots ripped into its body. Naciss walked towards it while still firing. 

    “Unclean beasts!” 

    A round entered Naciss’ leg, but he was so pumped full of rage and adrenalin his mind barely registered the impact. He took another step forward and pulled the trigger over and over. Incredibly, a lucky shot breached the armour of the closest robot. By accident, or design, it hit along the lower ribs of the body, sending flashes of blue energy crackling around the Grunt’s torso. 

    “This…is…my…station!” 

    Naciss did not stop and yanked the trigger with all his might, as though the extra force would cause even more damage. The gun shook violently in his hands, sending rounds off in wild directions. Another struck the damaged area of the machine, finally sending it crashing to the ground. It was a small victory, but enough to rally his personal guards. 

    “With us!” cried a young officer, “Protect the Tribune!” 

    Five were left, and they all pushed between Naciss and the machines. Without thought for themselves they placed their bodies before the dreaded machines and their leader. It was a brave, but futile gesture. Even as they moved ahead, yet more robots fell from the sky. All thoughts of the battle faded as Naciss and his tiny entourage struggled to escape. Four more machines landed near the hatch leading back into the station, but already his people were dragging him down the steep ramp to the level below. 

    “Naciss. We must get you to the command centre. The dock is too dangerous. There is a…” said one before taking two shots to the forehead. The soldier fell backwards and vanished from view. More panels ripped away from the ceiling, revealing more and more robotic soldiers. They dropped down, landing on the main deck and into the heart of the battle. Small units of legionaries panicked as they opened fire from within their own small squads. Some were even crushed by the weight of the things. 

    A Ma'heen swept in from the left, flanked by a pair of Byotai Empire Hawkmoth Fighters. In space the three would have been relatively uninspiring, but in the confines of the dock they seemed massive. The fighters opened up with their dual 12.7mm pulse cannons. These weapons were classed as light guns on most spacecraft, but against the men and women of the Alliance they proved deadly. Multiple marines were cut down, and at least one JAS suit tore apart under the withering fire. 

    “Excellent!” Naciss said, watching the carnage. His internal comms beeped, and to his surprise it was Centurion Kangee. 

    “Tribune. Our techs have made contact with two of our ships. The traitors have retaken their ship, and Tabarzinn is not answering our hails. We suspect sabotage.” 

    Naciss was speechless. The ships were his trump card and guaranteed his control of the sector. 

    “You have a suggestion?” 

    “Yes, Tribune. Four ships have broken through their attack. We can transfer you to one of the Leviathans, and from there you…” 

    “No. Once we give up the station, we lose our position in this sector. My fleet cannot leave until it is repaired and rebuilt. We stand and fight here, in the dock of the Anchorage.” 

    The Centurion said something, but Naciss couldn’t hear him over the din of battle. He smiled as the fighters shredded more of the enemy, even though the random fire hit just as many of his own people. 

    “Follow me!” he cried out. 

    The small group raced to the end of the gantry as more robots arrived. They barely made a few metres when a robot almost landed on top of Naciss. He stumbled away from the thing, firing from his hip. The impact was hard, and he tried to jump away, stumbling over the railing. To the astonishment of his aides, Tribune Naciss vanished from view as he crashed down through multiple levels of scaffolding. By the time he hit the ground, he was barely conscious. Bodies of legionaries and Technos littered the ground, with blood covering the floor. As his comrades lifted him up, he spotted the line of his warriors still holding against the newly arrived enemy. He opened his eyes and shook his head. He’d intended on arriving in the middle of the battle as some great warlord, a hero to the Empire. Instead, he’d fallen among them, and was now dazed and stunned. Alliance marines and their savages were locked in a furious firefight with his people, yet the tide seemed to have turned. Robots rose from the shadows, and many of his people fled the fight. 

    “Tribune!” 

    He turned back to look at the centurion. The soldier’s helmet was missing, and blood dripped from a wound to his face. He bore the features of one of the many wild clans of the Anicinàbe, and was both tall and lithe. 

    “My scouts report enemy mercenaries throughout Anchorage. We have to get you off this station. The ships are our only chance. The station is lost.” 

    Naciss rose to his feet, brushing the dust from his armour. 

    “Nonsense.” 

    As he turned around, a line of dust and blood-covered warriors moved out of the flames. Soldiers ran back and forth, but this particular group completely ignored the rest of the battle and came directly at him. Centurion Kangee stepped in front of Naciss and lifted his Byotai rifle to his shoulder. 

    “Protect the Tribune!” 

    He pointed off into the darkness of the station. 

    “Move back into Anchorage. All units fall back to secondary positions.”  

    Fifteen or so soldiers, including four of the Crimson Guard, rallied to his call and rushed out in front, the flanks in a rough crescent formation. Others spread out to hold back the robotic soldiers that continued landing throughout the deck, causing confusion and mayhem wherever they fought. A handful of Technos also ran past towards the advancing enemy. They opened fire in a wild volley of fire. Naciss closed to the rear of their ranks and took aim with his own pistol. The Ma'heen moved in from the left, its engines roaring with power and doors beginning to open. Naciss ignored it, but to his stunned surprise, a pair of Crimson-clad soldiers grabbed his arms. He looked about for help and found the bloodied Centurion Kangee staring right back at him. 

    “Either you escape this alive, Tribune. Or you die here. There are no other options.” 

    It was at that moment Naciss truly understood his value to the Empire, and it did not sit well with him. He was a loyal member of the Empire, and the supreme leader in this region. At least he thought he was. 

      

    * * * 

      

    Spartan slammed in another power and coolant clip and then gave a hand signal to the squad around him. They moved quickly, stepping past the bodies from both sides and firing short bursts of accurate fire. As they moved ahead, Spartan felt himself transported back to a hundred other battlefields. He was not an officer right now, and certainly not a Major. He was just a marine, like all the rest, and he loved it. Shots hit all around them, but they moved quickly, ducking behind cover, fallen bodies, and wreckage, inching closer and closer to Naciss and his personal guard. 

    “Watch out!” said a robotic voice.  

    Spartan ducked as a burst of razor sharp bolts slammed into the Grunt. The robotic warrior used its body to shield him from the fire before dropping to its knees. Even in its crippled state, it refused to give up, returning fire before a bolt slammed into its single eye. It tipped over face first, revealing two small quads of legionaries moving in a staggered formation and taking on Grunts one at a time. 

    Smart. They’re learning. 

    He gave them grudging respect for standing up to his machines, something rarely given by him to his foes. He remained behind the fallen machine and tagged the nearest groups of Grunts. Each operated under its basic behaviour locks, and fought according to a standard series of rules. They could identify enemy soldiers, engage them in battle, and move around with relative accuracy. They lacked tactical coordination, or the ability to plan or identify long-range threats. 

    “I need four…” 

    He stopped speaking as a Hawkmoth fighter screamed overhead. It looked like some massive avenging fury, spitting bullets out towards the few marines still pinned down near the shattered pipes and sewage system. Spartan trained his carbine on the fighter, only for it to be hit by gunfire from a JAS suit. The heavy weaponry shredded the thin armour of the craft, punching through the nose and into the cockpit. Round after round bit lumps of metal and plating from it until the fighter’s guns finally stopped firing. A blast of super-heated plasma struck underneath, breaking it up into three large sections. The remains of the fighter spun uncontrollably, hitting the ground in a bright fireball. The marines scattered and vanished from view as the flames and smoke shrouded them. 

    “Nice!” Wictred said, stepping up to Spartan’s flank, “Very nice.” 

    Spartan grinned at hearing Khan’s son. 

    So much alike. 

    The Jötnar had all the rage and anger of Khan, matched with the virility and excitement of somebody much younger. Wictred moved ahead one more metre and proceeded to lay down his own fire. The Blood Pack armour was a bizarre sight, fusing modern with medieval in a great hunk of heavy metal. Like Khan, he made use of the Thumper to lay down significant fire on the enemy. 

    “Yeah, have some more!” Wictred yelled. 

    Spartan refused to flinch as a burst of fire glanced off his shoulder. Visibility was down to less than twenty metres, and his people were spaced out and fully engaged in battle. He looked to the left and watched Lieutenant Armstrong lead two squads of marines along their flank to link up with the Grunts. Khan was ahead of him, hunkered down and firing almost nonstop. His Thumper chugged away as he blasted anything in sight. Gun, on the other hand, was far off to the right leading a squad of the Blood Pack against a throng of Star Empire soldiers. 

    “Khan!” 

    His old friend twisted back expecting trouble. 

    “Yeah?” 

    A Ma'heen moved ever closer before swinging around to begin its landing procedure. Motorised weapon mounts extended out and opened fire, but it was sporadic, and designed to try and scare away anybody moving too close. Spartan sidestepped a burst of fire and tagged the craft via his helmet’s targeting display.  

    “All units. Bring down the dropship.” 

    Small bursts of fire opened up on the craft, but as the larger calibre shells hit the spacecraft, it remained airborne. To make matters worse, its weapon mounts rotated and returned fire in the direction of those shooting at it. One burst came perilously close, and he was forced to duck down to avoid being hit. 

    “Bring it down!” 

    As the shots crashed around him, he did exactly what he didn’t want to do. A single command to the Grunts altered their combat priority, and every one of them stopped what they were doing and turned on the Ma'heen. Hundreds of rounds, perhaps even thousands smashed into the spacecraft, hitting its engines, hull, and nose. One engine pulsed bright yellow, and then a ripple of small flashes ran down its side. The nose dropped, and heavy shots from the JAS and Blood Pack tore the front of the craft apart. 

    “Take cover!” Gun called out. 

    Soldiers on both sides scattered as the large spacecraft came down, wreathed in flames and smoke. It came down so hard that Spartan actually left the deck for a second, before dropping back down. A layer of dust and smoke washed over him and the others. He waited for a moment before hitting the combat mode back on the Grunts. Now activated, he took aim at the Star Empire soldiers fanning out around the burning wreckage of the Ma'heen. There was plenty of cover for both sides strewn across the floor, deck, and construction levels positioned throughout the inner dock. 

    “Damn it,” he said under his breath.  

    “Problem?” Gun asked. 

    “Yeah, Grunts are down to sixty percent. They’re not quick enough under autonomous command. These legionaries are learning to work around them. And bringing down that bird cost us a lot of assets.” 

    “Well, at least Naciss isn’t getting out of here fast. It’s time to end this. Now!” 

    “Agreed,” Spartan said and activated the wide-area combat channel. 

    “All units converge on my mark. Naciss is the target. Bring him in, dead or alive.” 

    The surviving marines, Jötnar, mercenaries, Thegns, and Grunts rose up and moved in to smash through the final pockets of resistance. They surged ahead against the right flank of the legionaries’ positions. Spartan raced ahead, with Gun, Khan, and a dozen marines against the centre. The last few defenders broke ranks and ran at them. This time Spartan didn’t even consider looking for cover. 

    “Smash through them!” 

    All of them opened up, shredding the enemy with so much firepower little remained other than burnt stumps for legs and pieces of broken armour. Spartan clambered past the death and destruction, with Khan at his heels. 

    “Almost there!” growled his friend, instantly making Spartan laugh. 

    The final remaining Hawkmoth whistled past them, strafing its guns and cutting into the advancing troops, sending Jötnar and marines to cover.  

    “This way!” Wictred yelled, leading his own mixed contingent around the crashed dropship to encircle the remaining legionaries. They vanished from view as Spartan spotted Gun and a handful of Blood Pack mercenaries joining them. 

    Good. That’s one flank taken care of. 

    Although it was hard to see them through his visor, it was easy enough to identify each unit via the IFF overlay. He spotted at least seven distinct units converging on the enemy commander’s position. Two squads of Thegns, as well as a pair of JAS clad Jötnar moved into view. 

    “Go, go, go!” 

    The group covered a small amount of ground before being hit by heavy gunfire. Then from the smoke came a wild group of Technos who must have been hiding for just this occasion. They swirled about the formation, getting in between warriors and causing havoc. 

    “With me!” Spartan shouted. 

    He leapt past the last group of Technos who were desperately trying to hold back the Thegns. Two stepped in his way, and Spartan blasted them both, not checking if they were dead before jumping past them. More marines streamed in from behind, away from the safety and cover offered by the end section of the landing deck. All that lay ahead was open ground and the small open passage that led into a myriad of shafts in the station. That was where he spotted his foe with his own eyes. Naciss was behind the staggered line of soldiers, and there were a lot of them. He kept on running, but then the shooting started. He sidestepped to avoid the fire, but it was too heavy even for him. He skidded to a halt behind the last bulkhead and ducked back. Three marines arrived next to him, but a fourth was too slow and took at least a dozen hits to the head and torso before dropping down dead. 

    “Damn it!” Spartan snarled. He leaned out, and a flurry of shots hit around him, forcing him back. He was there long enough to see that the legionaries were finally falling back. Khan took his place and waited out in the open, using every weapon at his disposal. The Thumper was gone by now, and he used the suit’s integral guns and the shoulder-mounted HEC-1 cannon. Spartan activated the final command for the robotic Grunts. 

    Time to earn your pay, my friends. 

    Most were fighting individually, identifying targets before opening fire. In several locations on the battlefield, they’d moved closer together to create tight units of fighters. The remaining robots turned from whomever they were fighting and headed for the nearest blast doors and shaft entrances. There were a hundred different ways to move back into the structure of the station, and in seconds they were gone. Some were cut down as they turned, but Spartan made subtle adjustments to ensure they concentrated their numbers on the inner side of the dock so that they didn’t move too far into the station. It meant many vanished from view, but he knew they would return soon enough. 

    “Major, we’re stuck here.” 

    Lieutenant Armstrong slipped and crashed into the bulkhead before shaking his head. He’d run so quickly he’d been unable to slow himself. Khan pushed him further away and out of the line of fire, continuing with his one-man war against the legionaries. 

    Spartan shook his head. 

    “No, we’re not staying here. It’s time for the final push.” 

    More shots hammered into their position, each round tearing chunks of metal from the walls. The marines leaned out, fired short bursts, and ducked back. 

    “Whatever we’re gonna do, we need to do it now,” said Armstrong, “Once he’s gone, it will take weeks to find him. And the ships…he still…” 

    Spartan placed a hand on his shoulder. 

    “Lieutenant. Don’t worry about it. It’s covered.” 

    Spartan glanced at his overlay and sighed in relief at seeing his forces moving in on Naciss. It was a bloodier fight than he’d expected, but if this last part of the plan worked, it would be worth it. After all, they started the fight outnumbered a good ten to one, and Naciss had a hundred times that number still off the station and available. 

    “Gun, where the hell are you?” 

    As always, the mighty Jötnar roared back in response. 

    “Fighting, what do you think?” 

    “I said where are you. We’re all fighting, you fool.” 

    The crackle of heavy gunfire partially obliterated Gun’s voice, but it was just about clear enough for Spartan to understand. 

    “On the right with Wictred. We’re moving in on them. They’re trying to get to the shafts.” 

    Spartan nodded repeatedly as he listened. 

    “Don’t worry about that, Gun. I’ve got that covered.” 

    “You’d better. If Naciss escapes, then we’re screwed.” 

    An indicator flashed on Spartan’s overlay, confirming the first Grunts were in position and blocking entry into the station. 

    Yes! Now they’re mine. 

    He looked to Khan and shouted out to him. 

    “It’s time, my friend. One last push!” 

    Khan lifted both arms and waved his fists in the air. 

    “Finally!” 

    Spartan accessed the IAB tactical channel, instantly overriding any current audio communications. 

    “This is it. All units converge on my mark. Let’s end this, now!” 

    Spartan burst out from cover and jogged towards the enemy. Khan was there at his flank, and a dozen or more marines chased after them. The battle seemed to slow as they covered the ground, even while fire lashed at their bodies. Spartan took aim at the line of legionaries, and he could see dozens of them with rifles pointing right at him. Then the black robotic soldiers burst out from the left and overwhelmed their flank, causing massed confusion. 

    “Khan…Get in there!” 

    The Jötnar howled as he crashed into the forward line of legionaries. Spartan reached his flank and blasted the first soldier before opening up in a long burst. The enemy returned fire in three directions, but they were already being quickly overwhelmed. Three of the deadly female fighters appeared from nowhere, brandishing their explosive lances. Two leapt on top of a JAS armoured Jötnar and thrust their weapons into damaged sections of the armour. With a howl of frustration, the massive warrior collapsed with the two still on top of him. 

    “Get off!” Khan yelled, cutting them down his barrage of weaponry. 

    Just the one remained, and Spartan knew who she was. Her armour and cloak were marked from their previous engagement. Friendly soldiers now came in from all directions. Guns hit the enemy soldiers from both sides in a furious assault until a few squads of legionaries remained, each standing around the cowed figure of their leader. They looked like a Napoleonic square as they moved closer together into a small knot of soldiers. 

    “You ready for this, lady?” 

    The Star Empire warrior laughed as she raced in and struck at Spartan. Her blades slashed across his armour, but this time he was ready, and she never came close enough to penetrate the plates. As she moved away, he released the integral bayonet mount in his carbine and slashed at her flank. The blade cut deep. She twisted around and tore off her helmet. She hissed words at him in barely intelligible English and then leapt through the air at him. 

    “Spartan, you animal!” 

    This time she moved in with her arms held low, with a blade and pistol in each hand. She slashed at Spartan who refused to pull the trigger. Instead, he beat off the attacks and used the bayonet only. The stabs and slashes rained down, neither able to land more than a glancing blow on the other. 

    “Animal, that’s a little harsh, isn’t it?” 

    The sarcasm was the hallmark of Spartan and seemed to enrage her even further. She could have used her pistol, but like Spartan, this fight meant more to her than mere death. She wanted to kill him with her blades, and nothing would stop her. This time it came in low and under his arms, but Spartan had practised this technique so many times it was second nature. He brushed it aside with his knee, locked her arm, snapping it onto his shoulder. Any normal man or woman would have been pleading at this point, but she refused to stop. She jumped up and flicked over him, landing behind, and then kicked him in the middle of the back. 

    “Yes, animal,” she laughed. 

    They circled each other, both completely oblivious as to what was happening with the battle. Some of the soldiers on both sides stopped what they were doing and turned to watch, though others continued with the life and death struggle. 

    “Spartan?” 

    He turned his attention to the right and gasped as General Honorius appeared, along with his bloodied entourage. He’d hoped the old warrior was alive, but in the ensuing violence anything could have happened to him. Sensing an opportunity, the female warrior leapt away from Spartan, her blade out in front ready to strike the Byotai leader down where he stood. 

    Before she could land her blow Gun and his comrades burst in to finish the last few remaining soldiers. Gun himself stepped in front of the General, and the warrior smashed into his torso with a clatter of metal on metal.  

    “I don’t think so.” 

    She dropped down to her feet, slashing at his chest, and opening fire with her pistol. Bullets bit into the plating, but he ignored it and swung his left arm against her. She managed to sidestep the blow, but not his foot as he kicked her against the robes. She spun around and hit the ground hard. He then lifted one foot and brought it down to crush the life out of her. Spartan moved in close and lifted a hand to his old friend. 

    “No!” 

    Gun looked towards him and sighed. Using that brief window of opportunity, the fighter rose from the ground. Though shaken and stunned, she still managed to draw a firearm from her flank and aimed it at Spartan. Lieutenant Armstrong swung a carbine and struck her on the side of the head. It was a hefty blow, and she hit the ground, knocked out cold. 

    “Always yielding to the females,” he laughed, “It will be your undoing, Spartan.” 

    Marines spread out to disarm their foes, and Spartan moved in front of Naciss. He lifted a hand while lowering his carbine. 

    “Cease fire!” 

    Almost at once the marines lowered their muzzles. The Grunts stopped shooting, but kept their weapons raised, ready to fire when given another order. Spartan stepped out in front of his soldiers and deactivated his visor. It clunked and hissed, sliding sway to reveal his bearded face. 

    “Naciss. Nice to meet you.” 

    Naciss snarled as he looked up to the armoured figure. At his flanks were the dreaded synthetics, with their oversized bodies and thick armoured suits. 

    “Animals,” he hissed in his own tongue, “Servants of the unclean.” 

    Spartan moved closer, his eyes running over every detail of his adversary. The sound of battle had vanished, with just the moans of the wounded, and a few angry exchanges between those on both sides. The Grunts moved in, corralling those that might resist and quickly disarmed them, all without a single command from Spartan. Gun and Khan moved to his flanks, like a pair of three-metre-tall iron giants. Gun’s JAS armour hid his body from view, and he might as easily have been a Biomech encased in plate. 

    “You are the wanted war criminal, Military Tribune Naciss. Traitor to the Byotai cause, and murderer of thousands.” 

    He took a step closer, his great iron boots thudding on the ground. 

    “I am Colonel Gun, of the Interstellar Assault Brigade.” 

    Naciss lowered his head as though in resignation and then spat on the floor. 

    “Spawn of the Biomechs. I should…” 

    Gun swung his arm to strike the Tribune, but Spartan moved in between them. 

    “No, he comes back with us for trial. We’ll take him to Helios Prime.” 

    General Honorius and the remnants of his entourage moved closer. He limped towards Naciss, stopping to wipe the bleeding wound at the side of his mouth. Naciss raised his gaze to look upon his enemy. They both spoke in their own tongue, and Spartan was forced to listen to their strained language via his translator system. 

    “You can never win this war, General. You’ve already lost. The child, Kratha will live only to see the last of his lackeys burnt to ash in battle.” 

    General Honorius looked towards Spartan. 

    “His trial will serve my people well, Spartan. I would like…” 

    Spartan spotted movement among the other guards waiting alongside Naciss; the ivory-armoured warriors waited in silence, but the handful of crimson-coloured warriors seemed agitated. One in particular looked to him, and then to Naciss. He wore the same armour as the others, but the insignia on his chest and shoulder marked him out as a company commander. 

    A centurion. What is he up to? 

    Naciss started speaking, but Spartan’s attention was now locked firmly towards the one individual. He’d been in enough violent situations to know when something was awry. 

    “Gun,” he said quietly over the local channel, his mouth barely moving, “The centurion, he’s up to something.” 

    “Yeah, I’m on it.” 

    Then everything happened in the blink of an eye. First the last of the Crimson Guard split apart and moved forward. Most were already disarmed, yet still they came on towards him. Spartan ignored them and watched as the centurion reached for a concealed firearm. 

    “Stop him!” 

    Spartan raised his carbine, but two of the guards stepped out in his path. The centurion lifted his pistol and pulled the trigger. Spartan didn’t even move and opened fire at close range. The rounds slammed into the two nearest soldiers, but they took the hits to protect their officer for long enough to carry out his task. As they fell away, Spartan was stunned to see the centurion already dead, having been blasted apart by plasma weaponry. Two more of the guards fell down dead, while Khan held a third high up in the air, one hand wrapped around the soldier’s throat.  

    Spartan moved closer and bent down to examine what remained of the Tribune. He stayed there for a few seconds and turned back to his comrades. 

    “Well, that’s it then.” 

    Gun shrugged. 

    “Yeah. Kalar Anchorage is ours.” 

    “Maybe,” said Spartan, “What about our friends outside? We need to get the inner doors open so we can get to them.” 

    Lieutenant Armstrong deactivated his helmet and held up his secpad device. 

    “Major. Access to the ships is blocked. The command centre has put a lock on all external hatches, blast doors, and airlocks.” 

    Khan turned to move, but Spartan stepped in front to block him. 

    “No, you need to see to our people here. Get medical attention to the wounded.” 

    He turned to Gun. 

    “We can’t stay out here forever. Get them ready. We leave the second we’re ready.” 

    “Agreed, and you’re going where?” 

    Spartan snorted with frustration. 

    “I’m going to the command level, and I’m taking control of this station. Oh, and what about the Widows and the rest of the fleet out there?” 

    Gun laughed. 

    “Delatorre and Z’Kanthu are in command on Victorious, and the Widows have caused havoc aboard the enemy flagship.”  

    “Good. Get Delatorre to put a volley across their bow. It’s time for the space battle to end.” 

    Gun looked a little confused. 

    “End? Did you not see their last report?” 

    Spartan shook his head, and Gun roared with feigned surprise. 

    “Half the fleet is heading home. The damaged ships and those with their crews on the station have closed their gun ports and surrendered. Arana has taken over command of the Tabarzinn, and Syala is hunting down the last few crew on board.” 

    Spartan moved away, waving for Lieutenant Armstrong and his squad to join him. 

    “Gun, they took the damned ship on their own. Hell, even we couldn’t do that.” 

    “Hey!” Khan complained, throwing down a heavy metal crate onto the deck, “We’ve done that and more before.” 

    A burst of gunfire blasted down from an upper gantry, and then another as hidden soldiers opened fire. Khan grunted, looked up, and opened fire with his arsenal of weapons. A few more shots from a handful of others struck the deck. 

    “We’ll deal with this,” he said in barely intelligible English, “You take that command centre!” 

    





   



 CHAPTER SIX 

      

      

    Kalar Anchorage, 9th Quadrant 

    Command Level, Upper Quadrant 

    Spartan knocked on the door release. The blast door split apart, the two halves sliding into the walls. He was immediately greeted with a change of pressure that push him back a tiny fraction. His right hand lifted up automatically to warn each of them to stay where they were. Spartan scanned the area slowly, letting the onboard passive sensors check for signs of heat. 

    Looks clear. 

    When he was completely satisfied, he reactivated the lamps on his armour. They increased in brightness until flooding the compartment with warm light. A massive passageway was on the other side, with a ceiling three metres from the ground, yet wide enough for a dozen people to pass by each other. The lights were off, leaving visibility reduced to wherever their shoulder-mounted lamps lit up. 

    “Hold on!” 

    Spartan extended an arm out and pointed off into the blackness. Before any of them stepped out, a small, wheeled SAAR robot trundled out ahead of them. The machine looked almost cute, with its oversized wheels, and motorised payload platform at the centre. This particular machine lacked weapons, but that was not why it was here. 

    “Stay close behind. Scanners show units still out here. And some of them won’t surrender without a fight.” 

    He moved along the passageway with a full platoon of IAB Marines following right behind him. They quickly covered the last few hundred metres of the level towards the badly damaged command centre. As usual, Spartan led from the front, but he was taking no chances. Resting in his hands was a double-barrelled Thumper borrowed from Khan. The weapon looked ridiculously big compared to his body, yet he bore the weight with relative ease. 

    “Major, targets ahead,” Lieutenant Armstrong called out. 

    Spartan had seen them via the overlay on his visor. The thermal imagining showed them up even though they were well entrenched. It looked like fourteen legionaries, and they waited around the entrance, some standing, others kneeling, but all of them waiting behind cover. As his eyes moved along, the onboard computer tagged them and added them to the tactical overlay. The outline of each soldier pulsed white and blue, and remained lit, even as he moved his gaze. Every member of his squad received the same information. He licked his lips, anticipating the fight. The station was theirs; of that there was no argument. But these, or any other one of the suicidal units left behind, could kill any one of them. 

    “Spartan,” said a voice in his helmet. It was Gun, and he sounded serious, “We’re having problems accessing systems on the station. The techs say they are being locked out. Take that command centre, and fast!” 

    “Got it.” 

    He checked his squad was ready, and then lifted his Thumper into the ready position. The ammo boxes looked ridiculous, and even Lieutenant Armstrong seemed overly amused at what he was seeing. 

    “No time to wait. Send in the SAAR, everybody else with me. We smash them and get inside that command centre. Ready?” 

    The nearest signalled back in the affirmative, and Spartan moved his attention back to the target. 

    “Go!” 

    The robot trundled along, its oddly shaped wheels rattling away on the metallic floor. The legionaries were well disciplined and waited until the last moment before opening fire. Bolts slammed into its light armour, tearing off plates, rods, and cables with ease. 

    “Now!” 

    The operator activated the onboard systems, and a pair of smoke dischargers flashed, pumping the thick clouds into the air. In less than three seconds the entire compartment was a mess, and those not wearing sealed suits were soon gasping for air. Spartan waited until his sensors confirmed the area was blocked with smoke, but also the small magnetized pieces of filament dust. Each was designed to interrupt sensor technology for up to thirty seconds. 

    “Attack!” 

    Spartan jumped forward and ran towards the robot. The onboard computer marked the machine’s position, allowing him to run past although he could see absolutely nothing, even when using the image intensifier or thermal imaging. He moved onwards, with only the pre-recorded positions of the enemy still ahead. The pulsing outlines shifted to show they were not the actual position of the targets. A shot whisked by his head, and Spartan flinched as he instinctively avoided it. 

    They can’t see you, you fool, keep moving. 

    Metre by metre he closed the gap, and then several of the shapes pulsed back to life on his overlay. One waved a carbine and fired blinding into the passage. 

    “Big mistake.” 

    The Thumper shuddered, almost knocking him onto his back. The pair of modified L48 rifles released two 12.7mm low yield explosive rounds at his targets. One man exploded; a second ran and was hit in the middle of the back. Spartan kept firing, cutting down three more, and then he was through them. More marines piled in, firing as they went, and before they knew it they were in through the large doors and into the command centre. 

    “Holy crap,” said a marine, quickly stopping himself. 

    Others pushed through and kept firing. Even on the move the marines were accurate with their carbine fire. Long muzzle flashes marked their position before they moved deeper into the facility. Spartan’s eyes opened wide as he looked out at the hexagonal-shaped room, with rings of displays running along the outer wall. Two more rings rose up in the middle, the central one housing a large model of the station. It was not a projection, but a physical model constructed from a gleaming piece of metal. Hovering over the surface were projections of data, schematics, and further important information. 

    “Spread out. Nobody touch anything!” 

    The squad split apart by fireteams, each small unit scattering through the large complex. There was little smoke, and Spartan slowed down, scanning the area for signs of the enemy. Six or seven soldiers remained, and all returned fire against his marines. He ignored them; his people could easily take care of them. Then he spotted movement in the centre of the room. One marine raised his carbine, but Spartan placed a hand on top of the weapon. 

    “Don’t damage the tech.” 

    The shadow coalesced into a trio of legionaries, two were armed, and the third moved his hands around the sphere. Light flashed with every press. 

    I’ll deal with it. 

    He leapt over the railing as bullets flashed past him. His marines engaged the last soldiers in the open, while he landed several metres away from the centre of the room and on the raised ring-like structure. 

    “Get away from the computer.” 

    The two guards placed their weapons on their inner railing and blasted away. Shots hit all around Spartan, so he returned fire. The Thumper earned its name as it slammed heavy shots into both of them, killing them with ease. Now only the officer remained, but he continued pressing buttons. Spartan pulled himself over the next rail and onto the same raised platform as the officer. 

    “I said…” 

    The legionary didn’t flinch. He was moving a hand to press a glowing icon in the centre of the unit. 

    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

    Rather than risk the equipment, Spartan moved in close and slammed the Thumper hard into the officer’s body. To his surprise the soldier sidestepped, twisted around the weapon, and then moved back to the unit. Spartan lifted his Thumper, but the legionary flipped over backwards across the rail and hit the floor hard. Spartan looked to the left and found Lieutenant Armstrong there with his carbine raised and still smoking. The officer lowered his firearm and then deactivated his visor. 

    “Nice shooting, Lieutenant.” 

    Armstrong nodded politely and moved towards the central displays. At the same, time the marines worked their way through the bodies of the enemy. By now they were all trained and experienced enough to know that just because a soldier lies down, it doesn’t mean they’re no longer a threat. 

    “You’re welcome,” said Armstrong. 

    Spartan moved to the computer system and large model of the station. He stopped in front of it, running his gaze over the entire unit. Small panel displays extended out from the top, surrounding it like petals from a large flower. 

    “What is all of this?” Lieutenant Armstrong asked. 

    Spartan shrugged and then called out to his techs. 

    “Over here, now.” 

    Two marines moved forward and stopped around the computers. Both deactivated their helmets and detached interface pods from their armour. To the uninitiated, they looked like regular marines, but in reality were something vastly different. One big advantage the IAB had over other military units was its ability to recruit and attach units outside the normal chain of command. Colonel Black had come up with the idea for a tech squad for every Marine battalion, with their members farmed out as and when needed. 

    “Well?” 

    The first marine looked back to Spartan. 

    “Byotai systems are not too difficult to breach. Five to ten minutes should do it.” 

    “And what is this thing?” 

    Spartan moved a hand close to the model of the station. 

    “Status and local communications controller, I reckon,” said the tech. 

    Spartan raised an eyebrow at that. 

    “Really?” 

    The tech nodded. 

    “Sure, like this.” 

    The man moved a hand over the sphere and then up, but without making contact. The area lit up, though most remained red. 

    “It’s a status and communications, too, not very efficient, though. Definitely don’t touch that part.” 

    He pointed to the centre where the last of the Star Empire officers had been trying to reach. 

    “That’s the command override, and you can see it’s partially unlocked. Could be a data transmission, memory dump, system wipe, or even an auto-destruct for the facility.” 

    Spartan nearly coughed at hearing that part. 

    “Very well. I’ll leave the tech to you, Sergeant.” 

    “Good idea, Sir.” 

    The man moved into position, and Spartan stepped back to make room for them. Another three stepped in, and soon the place was awash with people and technology. Spartan was perfectly accustomed to working with tech, but he was no expert. Seconds turned to a minute, and soon he was pacing about the room, waiting for the IAB technicians to do their work. The area was large and must have been positioned this far back for security reasons. It had taken a good time to reach the place, but now he was there, he felt as though something was about to happen, but had no idea what that might be. 

    “Marines. Check for any active systems. They wanted to hold this command centre for a reason. And I need to know what that was.” 

    Spartan was about to thank him when he spotted one screen in particular. It showed a star system and lots of ships. Normally not that interesting to look at, but he recognised the system even from this far away. 

    “Wait. I know that place.” 

    Armstrong moved in and pulled the display closer. The long arm creaked as it extended out to meet him. Both could see the detail more clearly. 

    “Helios Prime. And those markers are what, ships?” 

    Spartan shook his head. 

    “No, each of those markers is a squadron.” 

    “Ours?” 

    Spartan moved the icons, but the system provided nothing extra to his eyes, just more formations of vessels. 

    “I can’t tell. There are a lot of them, and they’re arrayed in three main quadrants.” 

    “Major, I’d got something,” said the first tech. 

    “What is it?” 

    The marine held up a heavily modified secpad with two ribbon cables now connected to the Byotai system. He tapped the device multiple times, activating some sort of subroutine. As soon as he did it, more than a dozen large displays around the outer ring of computer systems switched on, immediately after the two largest displays fitted alongside the model of the station turned from black into an array of colours. 

    “There. We’ve got partial access to their communications system.” 

    “How does that help me?” 

    The man tapped the unit and up came a long list of codes. 

    “Because we’ve got their communications log.” 

    He leaned in and tapped on three towards the top. 

    “Emergency broadcasts to multiple shipyards.” 

    The man started talking to himself but stopped and looked back at Spartan. He tried to speak, but his throat felt as though it was closing up. Spartan raised his eyebrows, but even he knew he couldn’t rush the man. Finally, the tech Sergeant spoke. 

    “Sir. The data packets contain encoded video sequences of the fighting here. The enemy knows what has happened.” 

    Spartan didn’t seem particularly perturbed by this news. 

    “And?” 

    The tech Sergeant pointed to the next column where a much smaller number of messages sat waiting. All carried markers, apart from the one at the top. 

    “Video communications from their high command.” 

    “Show me,” said Spartan, a snarl now starting to form at his mouth. It didn’t take long for the tech to get the feed unscrambled, though it did take longer for the audio to completely clear and the translators to do their part. Lieutenant Armstrong pointed towards the figures in the middle of the imagery. 

    “That’s Princeps Tahkeome all right.” 

    “Yeah,” agreed Spartan, “And look at the place? Is that on a ship, or a palace, or what?” 

    Lieutenant Armstrong shrugged. 

    “Does it matter?” 

    Spartan grinned to himself. The Lieutenant was getting more confident day by day, and seemed little like the man he’d first met fresh from the Academy. He might have arrived as the stereotypical clean-shaven well-educated man, but there was much more to him, and he was starting to enjoy the company of the man. After so much action the man was now combat experienced, coupled with a degree of technical skill and education, he was quite the asset. 

    “Good point. Wait…here it is…” 

    The videostream moved back to the start of the main section, where a tactical overview of one particular Spacebridge filled most of the display. The Princeps looked smart as always, dressed in his finery and flanked by crimson-armoured soldiers. It began with dates and times, all in Byotai format. It took a moment for the translators to convert it all into something the two men would understand. 

    “…attack on Kalar has accelerated our timetable. Military Tribune, we cannot wait any longer. Every additional day will strengthen the Alliance’s resolve and give time for the rebels to prepare for battle.” 

    The alien grimaced, or perhaps it was even a smile, and it sent a shudder of irritation through Spartan’s body. The fact there was no mention of Kalar’s fall suggested Naciss had not relayed that back to base. 

    Typical arrogant fool, he kept it to himself, all in the vain hope he could reverse his fortunes. 

    “…will hold the enemy commanders at Kalar. They may prove useful bargaining tools in case of any military setbacks in the coming campaign.” 

    “Rebels?” Lieutenant Armstrong asked. 

    “Makos, and the Byotai.” 

    “That’s kind of rich, coming from the king of the damned rebels himself, isn’t it? It’s not like he’s fighting to maintain their elected government, is it? And this thing about enemy commanders, I assume this is referring to General Honorius? What about you and Gun?” 

    Spartan looked to him but said nothing. 

    “We have the enemy’s top commanders trapped, and the Byotai are unprotected at Karnak. The offensive is being moved ahead. Years, become months, and months become days.” 

    Spartan nodded, but kept his attention focused on the screen. Even as the Princeps spoke, additional pages of data flashed up, some even showing schematics of his own ships. 

    “So, it’s all about to go down.” 

    The imagery shifted to Karnak and the surrounded planets in the system. Spartan had left the place under the control of Makos and his entourage. Seeing the images again sent a chill down his spine. The fighting had been tough, some of the toughest in his life. He couldn’t stay there forever, though, at some point he had to return to the Alliance, and now it seemed all of his work might prove undone. 

    “The invasion of Helion space will begin shortly.” 

    Lieutenant Armstrong gasped as he listened. 

    “The combined might of the Star Empire will advance into Helion territory, smash the enemy fleets, and blockade the capital. The war will be decided in a single engagement.” 

    Spartan ground his hands together. 

    “The Byotai will be smashed in two days. Their fleets will be scattered, and from there all forces will converge.” 

    The imagery shifted to a heavily corrupted map that disguised the final paths and waypoints for multiple groups of ships. 

    “Can’t you decrypt this?” 

    The tech Sergeant shook his head at Spartan. 

    “The data is gone, and the data ribbon-stripped with randomized garbage. We’re lucky we got this part before they could destroy it.” 

    “Lucky is not quite the word I would use.” 

    The tech Sergeant didn’t seem particularly fazed by Spartan’s comments as he moved in closer to make a few tweaks. 

    “I can confirm the source encountered three transmission repeaters before reaching here. The location stamp is in the Tenth Quadrant.” 

    He stopped speaking as the audio returned. 

    “…eight days the fleet will arrive at the target. Three forces will envelope, and crush the enemy in a single…” 

    Spartan connected to Gun, who was presumably in the middle of organising men and materiel on the station. As he waited, he tapped the nearest screen with his right hand. 

    “Get me everything you can. There must be more to this. The more we know, the better chance we have of turning things around.” 

    The tech Sergeant went back to work, and Spartan spoke to his old friend in a stern, frustrated tone. 

    “Gun!” 

    “Spartan, I’m busy clearing up this mess. Do you know how…” 

    “Listen. We’ve taken the command centre.” 

    “Yes, I know. You’ve already confirmed that. So what?” 

    Spartan sighed in frustration. Gun had always been a stubborn one, but his current position had done little to control his raging ego, as well as his utter lack of manners, especially in a combat environment. 

    “I’ve got mission critical intelligence. The crew on the station got word out to the Princeps as soon as this fight began. We started something out here.” 

    “Started? Spartan, we always start something.” 

    Spartan might normally have laughed, but the multiple schematics on the videostream chilled his blood. He could tell in seconds what was happening, and every piece of extra data seemed to make it worse. 

    “The information we’ve got is on the Princeps. The techs here tried to wipe all of the data, but the last few records are still here.” 

    “It could be false data. Wouldn’t be the first time.” 

    Spartan nodded feverishly. 

    “Trust me, Gun, I know that. This data includes information on our units in this area, Katanga, and the ships retreating back to Helios. I tell you right now, the Princeps is moving to attack Helios. I’ve got the data in front of me.” 

    Gun hesitated, perhaps imagining the multiple outcomes in his mind before he said more. 

    “We know that, Spartan. Has there ever been any doubt this would happen?” 

    “You’re not hearing me right, Gun. The date for their arrival is in front of me. They’re going to hit Makos in two days, and Helios in eight days. We have to warn them.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Victorious' 

    Eight hours later 

    Spartan waited in silence as the others looked at the data now displayed prominently aboard the main computer displays. General Honorius stepped closer and pointed at the central unit, and the groups of vessels apparently en route to Karnak. The great form of Z’Kanthu waited in silence, his new armour showing scars from the recent fighting; now awakened from his slumber, it seemed impossible to keep him away. 

    “This is a problem, a serious problem. This fleet is more than a match for Makos. If he loses, they will be able to strike our combined fleet waiting at Helios Prime from two different directions. 

    He looked back to the Alliance officers. 

    “Are you still unable to make contact?” 

    Spartan shook his head. 

    “No chance.” 

    He walked to the left-hand display with the regional map of the border systems of the Star Empire and Karnak seated in the Tenth Quadrant. Both led to a single point at the bottom of the display where a glowing orb showed the position of Helios Prime. 

    “The Spacebridges to Helios Prime and to the Tenth Quadrant are all under the control of the Princeps. If they were active, it would take hours to make contact. With them down, the time is measured not in hours, but years.” 

    The door to the bridge opened, and in walked the twin sisters of the Black Widows. One stopped near Khan, exchanging a rough-looking hug that bordered on wrestling. The other made directly for Spartan, stopping a few steps from him. Her helmet was off for a change, and her long red hair hung down over her shoulders. She smiled at him and handed him what looked like part of a door handle assembly. 

    “A gift from Tabarzinn.” 

    He took it with a smile. 

    “Good work, Syala, damn fine work. Your people kicked some serious ass over there. Losses?” 

    Syala looked across to her twin, and they seemed to communicate with little more than a shift of facial muscles. When Syala looked back, he noticed a change in her complexion. It wasn’t much, but she was hiding something. 

    “Light casualties, Spartan. There were less than forty on board, and half of them surrendered without a fight.” 

    “And the others?” 

    Arana now moved towards Spartan. 

    “They put up a struggle. The short version is Tabarzinn is ours, and remains that way. We managed to activate two weapon batteries and used that to force the rest of the fleet to leave, or surrender. A few weeks and they’ll be ready to turn against…” 

    She stopped at seeing Spartan shaking his head. 

    “What is it?” 

    Spartan nodded towards the screens. 

    “We’re been screwed with. The Princeps has already mobilised his best units. The reason we took Kalar is because ninety percent of his fleet is in transit.” 

    Gun grunted in agreement. 

    “While we’ve been fighting this war behind their lines, they’ve been massing everything for a single knockout blow.” 

    Both women ran their eyes over the screens. Neither were masters of mass strategy, but even they could see the obvious from the data before them. 

    “They’re not preparing for a war, are they?” Arana asked. 

    Her sister answered before Spartan or the others could respond. 

    “They mean to begin and end a war in a single engagement.” 

    “And that means their entire domain is ripe for the taking,” said General Honorius. 

    He walked to the map of the region and pointed towards the top, in the triangle of worlds known as The Trinity. 

    “We can abandon Kalar and head to Helios, maybe help in the battle. Assuming we’re not too late. Or we stay here, and dig in.” 

    He rubbed his forehead, leaving the translators on his armour struggling to hear the non-existent sounds. 

    “There is also a third choice, a bold, but risky choice. If we leave our brothers to make their sacrifice at Helios, we can strike here and cripple their capital, maybe even seize control.” 

    Spartan looked at him and then across to his comrades; there were the sisters, and Gun, Khan, and a handful of their kin. Then came the motley collection of Humans and Thegns. Of them all, it was Gun he looked to. 

    “Thoughts? You’re the senior IAB commander, but Honorius is still in command of the operation.” 

    Gun licked his lips and slowly exhaled. 

    “We can’t stay here. We’ve got one warship.” 

    Syala lifted up two fingers and smiled. 

    “Okay, two warships, and a handful of transports and escorts. We’re a rapid assault force, and we win by being where they don’t expect us to be.” 

    “I agree,” said Khan, “But what good is it to hit The Trinity, if we let Helios fall and our combined fleets smashed? Any victory for us will be temporary, just like here at Kalar.” 

    General Honorius looked saddened by his suggestions, but he did not argue. Eyes shifted around the group, and this time Captain Delatorre partially lifted his hand. 

    “May I?” 

    “Of course,” said Spartan, “Speak your mind.” 

    “We have two major warships, as well as the psychological image of one of their flagships. I say we get to Helios as fast as we can and unite with Anderson, Makos, and Prince Kratha for one decisive battle.” 

    Spartan found it hard to argue this point, but continued to play Devil’s advocate. 

    “And our opportunity for a victory out here? We might never have this chance again.” 

    Delatorre moved to the screen on the right and tapped the images of the ships waiting outside the station, in particular the enemy flagship. 

    “Without our fleets, these few ships cannot conquer an Empire. We must fight the battles we can win, and not sacrifice the little we have left.” 

    “I agree,” said a synthesized voice. 

    Each turned to face the image of Z’Kanthu reborn. He acted and sounded like the Biomech of old, yet his armour gave him a younger, more youthful look. 

    “The defence of the Nexus must come first. Then, and only then, can a great crusade against the Star Empire begin.” 

    The machine shifted and focused its attention on Gun and Spartan. 

    “I have calculated their trajectories based on the information captured from this station. I have also calculated our own travel time to reach Helios Prime in time to engage the enemy.” 

    Gun grunted, “And?” 

    The great machine spoke the words with sureness and clarity that could only come from an intelligence fused with advanced computing hardware. 

    “If we wait until the rest of the ships are repaired, crewed, and restored, we can make it in thirteen days.” 

    The bridge fell silent. Captain Delatorre then said what everyone was thinking. 

    “The message from the Princeps said the battle would be decided in eight. So we can do nothing?” 

    Z’Kanthu made a hissing sound before continuing. 

    “If we take only the operational ships with working interstellar drives and pulse drives, and increase their performance to one hundred and ten percent. We could be there in time for the fight.” 

    “How long have we got?” Spartan asked. 

    Z’Kanthu extended one of his long, sinewy arms to point at the ships on the right-hand screen. 

    “We must leave within six hours. A minute longer and it is over.” 

    Spartan shook his head in frustration, but the aged Byotai General said what they needed to hear. He spoke almost a word ahead of his translator, but it was already obvious what he was saying. 

    “Then it is decided. Prepare the ships and get ready for battle, because in eight days the battle for the entire sector will be decided. We leave for Helios Prime, today!”      

      

    





   



 CHAPTER SEVEN 

      

      

    The Burijas was a unique ship in every conceivable way, and the flagship of the fledgling Orion Interstellar Empire’s growing navy. Originally designed to be a huge armoured transport, her new roles radically transformed her design. A true leviathan, she was reclassified as a Super-Battleship and bigger than any ship in the Alliance fleet. Her hull was over two decades old with the final work carried out in secret in the heart of occupied Byotai space to turn her into something else, something unique. Burijas was a monstrous vessel, constructed through a combination of Anicinàbe and Byotai ingenuity, and fused with new technology gleaned from third parties. It was not just her length that set her apart, but also her mass. The great bulk of the Burijas was greater than the next five largest ships in existence. Though she had been encountered at least twice before, little was known of her configuration or capabilities until the final apocalyptic battle at Helios Prime. Only then would her stolen technology, and hybrid weaponry be unleashed, and with devastating effect to those that crossed her path. 

    Great Ships of the Line 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Victorious' 

    January 25th 2473, Eight days later 

    The clocked ticked down from sixty seconds, and Captain Delatorre could feel his chest pounding as he watched. The seconds started off moving incredibly slowly, but as they reached the final thirty, he was sure the pace increased. He tapped the old-fashioned intercom unit and spoke as calmly as he could to the men and women of the powerful warship. 

    “This is Captain Delatorre.” 

    His lips felt dry and uncomfortable, and he was forced to quickly lick them before continuing. It briefly threw him off, making him sound even more uneasy. He wasn’t inexperienced, or even particularly nervous, but he did understand the gravity of their situation more than most. This was not just another mission, or another battle. This would be one of those defining moments in history, where events could go one way, or in a completely different direction. 

    “We enter the Helios System in thirty seconds. Be ready to leave the ship on my command. We will have a very short period of time before we come under fire. Expect the worst.” 

    His eyes shifted back to the clock, and his chest lurched as the numbers reached fifteen seconds. Captain Delatorre watched the three screens as the alarms sounded through the ship. The officers on the bridge moved about calmly and confidently, but he knew deep down that the next few minutes would be the bloodiest any of them had ever experienced. A small display near Five-Seven showed the operations level hidden deep inside the bowels of ship. Hundreds of warriors were down there preparing for combat. There were marines, mercenaries, Jötnar, Vanguard armoured marines, and even the black-clad mercenaries of the Black Widows. Spartan, Gun, Khan, and the others were with them, and for a brief moment he wished he were with them. 

    “Captain, is everything okay?” Five-Seven asked. 

    He shifted his focus to the artificially created humanoid and nodded. The creature was roughly the same size and build as a regular Human, but with a hardened, iron colour skin alleviating the need for clothing. He and his comrades wore a basic Alliance Navy Auxiliary clothing that was little more than equipment webbing. 

    “I’m fine, Five-Seven. The ship? Tell me about her.” 

    Five-Seven pointed to the displays. 

    “We’re ready for battle, Captain. Gun ports are closed, but weapons are primed for combat. We will be ready to engage the enemy in seconds.” 

    “Good, very good. We are ready, that is all we can ask for.” 

    At that moment, the countdown reached ten seconds, and everything appeared to slow down on the bridge. The screens showed no other vessels in the area, with only the distant dot of the single orange star of Helios. It was tiny, and then enlarged massively. He moved his eyes back to the clock and watched it run down to three seconds. 

    This is it. 

    One moment there was little but the barely moving field of stars off in the distance, and then they were in the system. Ships and explosions appeared in all directions, each growing from a dot into something truly massive. Proximity, threat indicators, and weapon warnings all activated at once, quickly reminding them of the vastness of the battle. Before them was the mortally wounded hulk of ANS Victory, the vast Alliance battleship. Great chunks of the dual-hulled ship were missing, and fires wracked the ship from bow to stern.  

    “Captain, we’re in position,” said Five-Seven, “The centre of the enemy fleet is directly ahead, and Victory is a burning hulk. The computer shows an increasing numbers of vessels in our vicinity.” 

    Before any of them could even move, a volley of automatic cannons raked the hull of the ship. The heavy metal slugs punched tiny holes, managing to breach some of the inner compartments. A squadron of fighters pulled away rather than collide with the Alliance ship. All but one made it, leaving the craft to smash into the starboard hull and explode in a flash of flame and metal. Captain Delatorre threw a quick glance to his deck officers. 

    “Gun ports open, choose your targets wisely. Fire at will.” 

    Gentle shudders ran along the length of the ship as she unleashed her substantial arsenal against the nearest enemy ships and fighters. Captain Delatorre looked back to the three main screens while Five-Seven continued calling out orders to the other officers. The massive ship blasted in all directions as fighters and capital ships jostled for position. As his eyes ran across the screens, he could see the unfolding disaster. The entire left flank of the Alliance line was falling back, while the right flank was surrounded and pinned in position. 

    We’re too late. 

    “We do not have much time, Five-Seven. You know why we’re here. Where is it?” 

    As he gazed to the right, he spotted another massive ship alongside his own. They must have come out of interstellar travel less than a kilometre away from his ship. He nearly choked as seeing how close they’d ended up to it. This colossal warship was directly in front of the Alliance battleship and engaged in a continuous gunnery duel. 

    “The Burijas! We meet again!” 

    Every officer on the bridge heard him utter the name. They’d met before, and not one of them needed a reminder of the great vessel. The ship was regarded as something of an enigma following their recent combat. Fitted with Rift generating hardware, it could jump through space, as well as open up Rifts that could rupture and cripple ships as large as entire battleships. Five-Seven barked orders to the helm and tactical officer before looking back. 

    “It’s the ship killer, Captain. Sensors show it is powering up to fire another shot at Victory. Admiral Anderson’s ship.” 

    “I know. Bring us about and get our main guns in position. It’s time we introduced that vessel to something I like to call bombardment cannons.” 

    “Captain.” 

    The powerful manoeuvring engines thundered away as the ship began to turn slowly around. At this range the interstellar drive was next to useless, and continued to power down in the middle of the battle. As he waited, Captain Delatorre grabbed the intercom. 

    “Colonel. Are you ready for this?” 

    An image of Colonel Gun attired in his massive JAS combat armour looked right back at him. There were others alongside him, waiting inside their numerous Jackal dropships. It was an impressive force, every one of them a veteran of countless battles. Since their weeks of hit and run attacks on their way back from Karnak, they’d had more than enough time to experience every possible iteration of combat. And that didn’t include the months of hard slogging on Karnak itself. Just looking at them calmed Captain Delatorre more than an entire fleet of ships would do. 

    “We’re ready for the attack. We’ll need a few seconds to disembark. Give us what you can, Captain.” 

    “Understood, I will open fire at close range and create the distraction you need. Five-Seven has run the numbers. You’ll have twenty seconds to get off the ship. After that, it will be too late. So don’t hang around.” 

    “Of course, Captain. It has been a pleasure working with you. I hope we meet again.” 

    The image cut, and in its place, the entire left flank of the gigantic enemy warship. Small guns already returned fire, punching small holes into the Alliance ship. But her main battery continued to point towards the crippled Alliance battleship. It was a strange-looking ship, and one he had strong personal feeling towards. The front broke up into long tendrils that reached out towards its target, while the rear still bore the marks of the recent fighting. At the centre was a massive ring of armour, faced with newly fitted plates and a myriad of small turrets. Inside the ring was the dreaded glowing sphere of energy, like a whirlpool and a star combined, in a shielded firestorm at the heart of the ship. 

    “That’s new.” He nodded at the imagery. 

    Five-Seven grunted and then shifted two more images of the ship to the left-hand screen. One was an extreme close up, showing partially fitted panels and plate sections. The turrets looked exactly the same as those fitted on the Byotai warship. 

    “They’ve increased the protection around the power source.” 

    “Yes,” agreed Delatorre, “And those turrets and armour will make attacking the thing with fighters and corvettes a suicide attack. Can you…” 

    Before he finished speaking, the sphere pulsed brightly and started to shift in colour. Both knew what this meant, and it spurred them into action. 

    “Keep firing. Under no circumstances can that ship fire on Admiral Anderson’s flagship.” 

    The smaller turrets continued to rain down their fire on the ship, but they would do little more than create superficial scars along its superstructure. At the same time, the smaller turrets on the enemy ships returned fire against them, causing as much damage. ANS Victory shook violently as a long volley smashed along the flank of the ship, and then ran down to the engine nacelles. 

    “We’re in position, Captain,” said Five-Seven. 

    Delatorre breathed a sigh of relief at that news. 

    “Excellent. About time.” 

    He leant forward and pointed to the centre of the ship’s hull, in particular its massive weapon array and the glowing sphere of energy. The secondary weapons, hull, and engines were targets for another day. He knew the battle would be won or lost based on what happened to the Burijas. 

    “Focus all weapons here. Fire!” 

    The battery of four 255mm particle cannons fired first. They were the primary weapons of the ship, sending matter at the speed of light directly at the target. The immense streams of invisible energy hammered into the enemy ship and exploded against the hull. Shot after shot slammed into the ship, causing terrible damage in a matter of seconds. 

    “Bombardment cannons are primed and ready,” said Five-Seven, “Firing now.” 

    He was calm, and might as easily have been ordering a pizza as firing the main guns. The next batch of weapons were the more primitive guns on the ship, and yet at this range appeared to be even deadlier than the particle cannons. They were designed to hammer apart their targets, and they did their terrible work as they went to town on their target. Captain Delatorre smiled to himself as the huge projectiles ripped into the ship. He then grabbed the intercom to speak with the troops waiting on board. 

    “This is Delatorre. You have your window. Good hunting.” 

    He looked back at the main screens, his expression of joy instantly soured. The clouds of debris continued floating around the damaged enemy warship. Yet it was still functional, and now turning to match his vessel. 

    “What’s happening?” 

    Five-Seven shook his head in surprise. 

    “The ship is turning to bring its primary weapons inline. I believe they intend…” 

    “Enough! Power up our engines. We need to move, and fast.” 

    The synthetic creature continued to shake his head. 

    “Negative, Captain. The engines are unusable for several hours at least. The coil damage is quite…” 

    Delatorre waved him off. 

    “I see. In that case, I want all remaining weaponry directed to the enemy vessel. Hit her with everything we have. I want her burning from bow to stern. All remaining power to our standard engines. Keep us moving. It may be our only defence!” 

    “Understood, Captain.” 

    The massed guns of ANS Victory continued to do their terrible work, all while dozens of landing craft and drop ships burst out from her flank launching ports. 

    “Sir, the assault teams are clear and moving into position,” said Commander Higgins, the ship’s temporary CAG. The man was from the assault ship ANS Relentless, and had proven himself a capable commander of flight operation since being forced out of the cockpit. 

    “They’ll be in range in under a minute.”  

    Captain Delatorre breathed a sigh of relief as they moved off towards the flank of the ship and quickly vanished from view. His ship was a powerful weapon, but nothing in comparison to the experienced troops under the command of Colonel Gun. 

    “At least they are away. That’s our first job done.” 

    “Captain!” said Five-Seven, his voice unusually loud. 

    Their eyes met for an instant, and he knew they were in trouble. There was no time to speak, let alone respond as the Burijas powered up it dreaded main weapon battery. The sphere pulsed almost white, and the computer displays were forced to adjust for the intensity. Then the forward tendrils of the ship killer glistened with a kaleidoscope of colour. Delatorre had never been in quite this position before, his ship sitting squarely in the sights of the deadliest ship ever constructed. Then he felt the impact, a great wrenching thump that shook him to his very core. 

    It’s over. 

    





   



 CHAPTER EIGHT 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Victorious' 

    January 25th 2473, Last day of the war 

    Major Spartan watched in silence as he witnessed the devastation at Helios Prime. It was the first and last major battle of the war between the superpowers. Victory for either side would end the conflict before it could spread. Around him were the remaining senior officers of the Interstellar Assault Brigade, and each remained equally stunned at the imagery. 

    “I thought we’d caused enough damage to stop this already,” he said bitterly. 

    The video feed was high quality and comprised multiple streams from three different vessels. Occasionally, it cut and shifted focus to other ships’ cameras. Spartan began shaking his head as they watched two Liberty Class destroyers explode in nuclear fireballs that fully engulfed them. More torpedoes continued to slam into them, giving no respite to the few lifeboats that managed to break away in the violence. Flames ripped through their hulls and spread to every corner as they shook in their final death throes. 

    “We told them he was coming,” said Khan, “It’s not like we didn’t know. Hell, we all saw their shipyards, and Makos has been fighting them for months.” 

    The wizened warrior was Spartan’s right-hand man, and the two were rarely found apart. Spartan exhaled with obvious frustration as he listened to his friend, finally indicating towards the displays. More ships blasted away with every conceivable weapon. Automatic cannons, railguns, missiles, and even particle beams cut into their foes. Hundreds died every minute, and with little change in sight, Spartan looked away for a second, but a bitter fascination pulled him back as another broke apart. 

    “We’ve been hitting them behind their lines for weeks now. First, we hit their weapon complex and shipyards, and then we crippled their super weapon.” 

    “You might think that would be enough to hold them back. Instead they do this.” 

    Khan laughed bitterly. 

    “Yeah. Tahkeome is unpredictable.” 

    He then shrugged. 

    “But. If we hadn’t been so busy over the last few, this battle would already be over. We caused a lot of damage and stopped them rolling out some of their new ships.” 

    Spartan nodded but didn’t seem convinced. It was true, they’d been engaged in heavy fighting ever since leaving Karnak, and had achieved more than they’d ever expected. The enemy had been developing several terrible weapons, all of which could have ended the war in a matter of hours. Khan placed his great paw-like hand on Spartan’s shoulder. Khan was a big warrior, almost as large as the infamous Gun. The pair of Jötnar were giants compared to the regular Humans on the ship, but with their armour on looked more like metal gods. Even Spartan seemed relatively puny in comparison. 

    “That’s why they’ve attacked. We crippled their facilities, and if they wait any longer, we might be able to mobilise enough ships to hold them back, maybe even strike into their own territory.” 

    Another ship exploded, this time one bearing the two-headed reptilian motif that marked them out as part of the Star Empire. Spartan’s nostrils flared at seeing the imagery. The markings of the Echidna Union back when he’d first joined the Marine Corps had been remarkably similar. 

    “It’s a bold strategy,” agreed Gun, listening to them both, “They already control the combined territories of two empires. If they can win a victory at Helios Prime, they will control the entire sector.” 

    Spartan seemed less than impressed with his assessment. 

    “Perhaps. But if we can beat Princeps Tahkeome, it will shatter everything he has built. Entire cities, maybe even planets will desert him. He needs time to strengthen his position and to get started on these unusual ships of his. I’m still curious to know where some of the tech came from. Some is CTC, but the rest is something else.” 

    He nodded towards the images of the battle. 

    “I see this attack at Helios as a sign of his weakness. He has to attack now, it was probably not even a choice he needed to think about.” 

    The room fell quiet as they watched the next phase of the battle. The video report was already out of date, but that mattered little to them right now. The three large display screens showed the carnage of battle, the casualties rising with each passing second. A simple countdown to the right showed how many minutes it would take until they were in range to join in the fight. Spartan clenched his fists repeatedly as he looked on uselessly. 

    Lines of Alliance ships slugged it out with the never-ending number of Star Empire vessels and their legions of turncoat Byotai. Spartan had seen many battles like this one, but never had he felt so out of touch. He looked to his crew, and narrowly avoided witnessing the utter destruction of an Alliance Battlecruiser. The bridge crew visibly recoiled, as it broke apart and was struck by the combination of five different ships. The imagery crackled and then faded away. As it returned, the view shifted slightly to the right, where the column of enemy ships was interspersed with Alliance vessels. Scores of broken warships now littered the Helios System. Even Spartan was quiet as he looked at the scene of devastation. He rested his forehead in his right hand and closed his eyes, opening them as a rumble gently shook through the ship. 

    What’s that? 

    The Confederate Class warship was taking no chances, and travelled through the outer regions of Alliance space faster than any other vessel in Human history. She bore the marks of recent fighting, with deep scars cutting into the long rifle-shaped hull. Her circular engine nacelles pulsed with power as they maintained the distortion in space-time that made such speeds possible. She was both beautiful and ugly at the same time, a work of art designed for one thing only. War. At her flanks were the captured ships from Kalar. These were not the old and battered vessels commonly used by the Star Empire, but the latest red and golden-coloured designs known collectively as the Sekieki. The largest of these was the Tabarzinn, once the enemy flagship, and now part of Spartan’s new flotilla. It was an alien vessel in every sense of the word.  

    With each passing minute, they dropped further and further behind to leave the single Alliance vessel out in front. The ship vibrated again, and Spartan looked over his shoulder towards Captain Delatorre. 

    “What’s happening to my ship, Captain?” 

    The young Captain ran his eyes along the screens of data.  

    “It’s not serious…not yet anyway. Two coolant coils have failed. We have three more. We never expected to be using the engines so…frequently. If we slow down we…” 

    Spartan shook his head and turned his attention to the forward screen. 

    “It’s a consequence of being stuck behind enemy lines, hazards of the job. Keep the engines going. I don’t care if we arrive ahead of our little fleet. We need to get into action, and fast.” 

    A figure behind him grunted with amusement, and when he looked over his shoulder, the giant form of Gun was looking right back at him. 

    “What’s so funny?” 

    Gun shrugged and then began to chuckle. 

    “You act as though you didn’t want this. You’re like me, Spartan, and you know it.” 

    The old warrior raised a questioning eyebrow. 

    “Oh?” 

    Gun licked his lips and nodded to himself. 

    “Yeah. You like to fight, and you never feel better than when you’re surrounded.” 

    Spartan thought about that for a moment, and then looked back to the screens. 

    “Nobody likes a smartass, Gun.” 

    Try as he might, he simply couldn’t hide his grin from his friend. After all this time, it was almost impossible to hide his thoughts from Gun. They’d fought on planets, spaceships, and against every conceivable enemy. Little had changed, it would appear. 

    The massive warship powered on towards its target, and before long the nearby ships were little more than distant memories. The stars seemed to be unmoving, but every system on the bridge showed they were moving at impossibly fast speeds. They were making a journey in hours that would take conventional ships weeks. Spartan ran his hand through his short beard as he watched the clock ticking down. Twenty-three minutes to go; yet it seemed like hours. 

    “This is the last battle,” said Gun, with a hint of whimsy to his voice, “What happens today will determine our fates in the entire sector. While we’ve been fighting in Karnak, our enemy has been massing his forces for this one fight.” 

    Spartan looked to his old friend, now encased in armour from head to toe. The massive Jötnar towered over him, yet both could not have been more relaxed. He grinned with amusement. 

    “There you go, Gun, talking about fate again. How many times have I told you? We make our own fate every single day. This one is no different.” 

    Gun shrugged, nodding towards the middle of the three screens. 

    “Look at the battle. It’s the mother of all battles, and we’re going to miss it.” 

    Spartan snorted. 

    “Captain, transfer everything we have left to the engines. We have to get there before the battle is decided.” 

    Delatorre looked into his eyes, perhaps deciding whether to argue against such an action. He knew Spartan well enough by now to know he was wasting his time. 

    “Yes, Major. We’ll be there…and soon.” 

    Spartan stepped away from his position and towards the doors that led out into the main passageway. Khan was there, and Gun followed close behind. He paused and looked back to Captain Delatorre and the other officers. The ship required few crew, and most of the others were the highly competent Thegns. Five-Seven, the ship’s executive officer lifted a hand in salute, and Spartan quickly returned it. 

    “When we arrive, you will fight to the last drop of blood. Victorious is a warship, and she lives and dies in combat. Do you understand?” 

    The officers answered as one, and Spartan tried to hide a slowly forming smile. 

    “Good. Damn good. Now, take us into battle.” 

    He moved out of the door, and the two metal-clad giants followed right behind. 

    “What’s the plan, Spartan?” Khan asked. 

    Gun chuckled, much to Khan’s annoyance. When he looked to his superior, Gun feigned surprise. While Spartan had dabbled in private security over the years, Gun had remained in the military, and now their roles were completely reversed. 

    “What? You expect the plan will be any different to normal!” 

    Spartan laughed. 

    “He’s right, you know. We do what we do best. A surgical strike to their flagship, and take out their commander. We end this battle in one swift attack.” 

    “Good,” said Khan, “And we take the head back to Anderson as a gift.” 

    Spartan laughed at his two friends. 

    “Of course. What else would we do with the head?” 

    The expression on Khan and Gun’s faces was priceless. Spartan lifted his hand in mock horror. 

    “I don’t want to know!” 

      

    * * * 

    
Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Victorious' 

    January 25th 2473 

    The formation of Jackal dropships, Mauler landing craft, and their escorting fighter drones swept in fast below the enemy flagship. Point-defence turrets lashed out at them, but the debris and wreckage provided the perfect cover to get closer. Something struck the left armour and threw them about before the pilot could make final adjustments. Spartan grabbed onto his harness as the engines struggled to put them back on course. 

    “I thought this was going to be fun,” said Khan from inside the heavy assault armour. 

    Spartan would normally have chuckled at that, but his attention was elsewhere. He remained where he was, his massive Maverick armour locked safely in his harness. The great articulated bulk of the unit made him almost as big as Khan and Gun, something they both found highly amusing. Like them, his armour showed signs of battle, and though clean, not one of them ever removed these battle scars. Spartan brought up a small video window on his visor overlay. It showed an exterior view from the Jackal’s external camera units. 

    “Victorious is in trouble!” he said, “And I mean serious trouble.” 

    He moved his eyes to the command rotary dial and selected the ship’s direct channel. He wanted to speak with Captain Delatorre, but was greeted by multiple dead channels. 

    “Get me through to…” 

    It was too late. The energy pulse from the Burijas appeared in the last third of the ship, slicing off the stern while destroying the ring nacelle and dozens of decks and compartments all around it. Explosions wracked the ship as it broke apart. 

    “She’s gone,” he said grimly. 

    The energy blast from Burijas was unlike any weapon used by the Alliance. It didn’t move in a straight line, but opened up a tear in space-time at a precise location and for a brief moment. The resulting attack was cataclysmic, and no armour, shielding, or defensive weapon could protect against its horrendous power. 

    “It’s not over yet,” said Gun from further ahead in the cramped spacecraft, “Delatorre is still fighting.” 

    The flames and explosions continued to tear through the shattered rear section of the ship, yet for some inexplicable reason, ANS Victorious remained in the fight. She limped away, trailing sparks and debris, her secondary weapons hammering into the nearby Burijas. Spartan flared his nostrils as he selected the assault party’s communication channel. 

    “This is Spartan. We go in hard, and we don’t stop until the ship is ours. Expect heavy casualties on landing, and keep moving.” He hesitated before adding one last line, 

    “Revenge our dead.” 

    He then looked back to his small, but elite team of warriors. He’d have preferred to have the Widows with him as well, but they’d taken over a Mauler just for themselves. Khan spotted him and tapped on the top of the craft. 

    “We’re still going high, right?” 

    Spartan nodded. 

    “We hit the fighter bays along the upper flank. And then we cut the ship in two before we spread out.” 

    Khan clenched his fists, but it his son Wictred spoke first. He’d been quiet since they’d boarded the Jackal, and Spartan suspected his injuries from Karnak might be playing up once again. 

    “Good. I’m getting bored waiting for this to happen.” 

    Khan reached out and placed an armoured fist on his shoulder. Wictred moved slightly to look back at his father. The two were closely bonded, and even though Wictred eschewed the Alliance military, he’d created something as deadly in its own way. The Blood Pack. It was an elite unit of mercenaries that conducted operations for the military, and sometimes corporate clients. 

    “Tahkeome needs to pay for what he’s done.” 

    Khan seemed in agreement as he checked his shoulder-mounted weapons. 

    “We’ll do what we always do, Wictred.” 

    Spartan looked at them, and though they were all utterly different to him, he’d never felt more at home and among family. He’d known the Jötnar since first encountering Gun in the slave pens of Prometheus so many decades ago. They were a violent, artificial race, but equally reliable and honourable. 

    “Okay. Be ready. We land in a few more seconds. This is a decapitation strike. We cause maximum damage!” 

    Right on schedule, the Jackal lifted in a tight manoeuvre and boosted its engines. The crafted raced up along the side of the ship and rolled back to head for the fighter bays. It was a risky point to attack from, but by starting low, they avoided the most powerful guns, as well as the bulk of the gunfire moving back and forth between the ships. 

    “We get through the flank of the ship, and then we’re in. Are you all ready?” 

    The Jötnar howled in response. 

    “Excellent,” said Spartan, “It’s payback time.” 

    They waited in silence for the last few seconds. The Jackal was an agile craft, and by carefully using all four of its movable engines, it had the ability move around objects with incredible speed. In seconds, they were past the turrets and hurtling towards the long fighter bays. From there they had the perfect view of the long warship, with its tendril-like weapons arrays out to the front. It was a true monster and dwarfed even the Alliance battleship. 

    “Hold on!” Gun said. 

    They came in fast, hitting the landing deck, and skidding along the metalized plating. Three more came in at the same time, with more following right behind. A fourth took fire from two turrets and pulled up at the last moment to avoid being cut down. The craft circled away to make space for first two Mauler landing craft. 

    “Ready…” Spartan said, deactivating the magclamps on his armour. They disconnected with a satisfying clump. 

    “Out, now!” 

    The doors swung open, but instead of light or gunfire there was just a cloud of dust. A rookie unit might have hesitated, but not this one. Spartan was out first, hitting the deck with a thud. Khan followed, and in seconds the entire crafted emptied it contents of warriors. The deck was big and had much the look of the top of an old-fashioned aircraft hangar. Long, flat sections marked landing areas for fighters while elevator platforms waited to move personnel throughout the ship. 

    “Contact!” yelled one of the marines. 

    A flicker of light marked the arrival of dozens of enemy combatants. Spartan knew who they were before the advanced imaging presented him an enlarged and detailed image. 

    “Legionaries. Drive them back!” 

    Shots slammed around him, and one embedded a razor-sharp spike into his shoulder that continued to hiss. He ignored it and pointed at the enemy with his right arm. They were already deployed in a wide line, and many dropped to their knees before firing. Like his marines, they were well armoured and carried powerful Byotai-made weaponry. 

    “Follow me!”  

    He took his first step away from the Jackal, and at the same time the motorised hatch on his shoulder activated. The advanced HEC-1 cannon rose from its housing and lifted up to give it a clear view of the battlefield. The cannon scanned left and right as he looked for targets. The unit moved out, with the heavy thump of the mechanical beasts thudding on the ground. More shots hit around them, but were soon drowned out by the heavy fire from the advancing warriors. One dropped to the ground, and a pair of the Blood Pack lifted the wounded warrior back to his feet. The injured Jötnar growled and then took aim with his own weapons. The muzzle flashes drowned out his shape as he slaughtered those that moved into view. 

    Small arms fire saturated their targets, but the HEC-1 cannons did the real damage. These terrifying weapons were larger version of the XC1 plasma coilguns and spat magnetically cases shells of white-hot plasma. Based on advanced Khreenk technology, they burned like small stars, and could vaporise men and machinery with ease. 

    “We’re with you,” said a familiar voice. 

    Spartan turned to his right and looked down. There was no visible head in the Maverick armour. But it was obvious what he was doing. An entire platoon of heavily armoured IAB Marines were in position and ready for combat. Each wore the upgrade PDS armour used by all marines. In their hands, they carried their L52 Mark V assault carbines. 

    “Sergeant Tyler. Good, come with us.” 

    They moved away from the landed spacecraft and past the large racks used to house Star Empire fighters. Most were empty, with only those far off to the right still carrying any craft. One began to move, instantly drawing the attention of the boarding party. 

    “Nobody leaves!” Khan said. 

    Gunfire erupted as they showered the fragile craft with shells. In seconds the spacecraft was burning, and the crew running for their lives. They were now at the far side and facing off against three huge blast doors that led off into the rest of the ship. Spartan glanced at the rough schematics produced by his onboard computer. It was far from perfect, using data from their last encounter to create a map of likely locations within the known exterior of the vessel. The ship looked like a key from the top, with the bulbous central hull and long tendrils pushing out like knives where the bow would have been.  

    “Gun. The schematics show me nothing on the passage layout. We have to move fast.” 

    Gun lifted his arm and blasted a pair of distant soldiers before replying. 

    “Agreed, you take a unit through the right doors. I’ll take the middle. Whoever gets there first will deal with him.” 

    “Got it.” 

    Spartan increased speed as he moved closer to the sealed doors. Only the one far off to the left remained open, and at first, he considered ignoring it. 

    What if that’s the way? A smart ruse. 

    He pointed to the open blast door. 

    “Tyler, take your unit and clear that route.” 

    “Major.” 

    The Sergeant ran ahead, his platoon of marines running quickly behind him. Spartan watched him go and felt a pang of nostalgia for not being one of the regular marines anymore. He missed being part of a small squad, with a simple mission and bringing his weapons and skills to bear. As he looked back, he found himself just in front of the massive metal structure. Black marks showed where gunfire had smashed into the metal. 

    “Spartan…this is Delatorre!” 

    Hearing those words slowed him down. The odd mixture of JAS equipped Jötnar and marines fanned out in front of the gigantic doorway as though expecting a large beast to come for them, but Spartan’s thoughts were greater in significance to him than any enemy. 

    “Captain, I thought you…” 

    “We don’t have much time. The ship is crippled, but we’ve got some fight left in us.” 

    Spartan was stunned to hear the news. They had all been through so much now the thought of losing both the ship and the Captain seemed impossible. Delatorre had been just another assigned officer when they’d first met, a requirement for the predominantly Thegn crew. Now he was an integral part of whichever ship Spartan served aboard. Knowing he was alive gave him some degree of comfort, even in the middle of this bloodshed. 

    “It’s good to hear your voice, Captain.” 

    “Major, we’re still holding. The entire fleet is in disarray. General Makos is here, but Anderson is gone.” 

    Spartan gulped at hearing that. His history with Anderson went back a long time, and news of his death hit him hard. One by one the veterans of the Biomech War were fading away. 

    “You need to end…” 

    The transmission cut for several seconds, and when it returned, Spartan could hear fear in the Captain’s voice. 

    “Spartan,” he said, ignoring Spartan’s rank for possibly the first ever time, “Fires are spreading from the damaged stern. Computers estimate ten minutes before we lose…” 

    Again the video cut, but the audio struggled on. 

    “…abandoning ship.” 

    Spartan shook his head bitterly. 

    “Understood, Captain, you need…” 

    Spartan was immediately cut off by a series of loud growls across the intercom. When Delatorre’s voice returned, the man was panting. In the background were screams and shouting. Spartan listened, but it was obvious the Captain could no longer hear him, and was calling out to those still on board the ship. 

    “Get to the lifeboats. Make for the Burijas! Board her, and take the bastards down. We…” 

    The signal cut, and Spartan’s nostrils flared in frustration and anger. He turned and grabbed Gun’s oversized arm. 

    “We’re losing this fight. We take this ship, and we put Princeps Tahkeome down in the dirt. Got it?” 

    Gun grunted in reply. 

    “Good. Follow me!” 
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    January 25th 2473, Last Day of the War 

    Spartan stepped over three bodies and through the narrow passage inside the ship. He was at the front, using his bulk and heavy armour to shield those behind him. This section ran parallel with another five similar compartments, each heading towards the central transit passage that ran the length of the ship. He moved quickly, perhaps more quickly than he would have liked. The ship was a design utterly unfamiliar to him. But he was well aware that every second meant more Alliance and Byotai crew being killed. Time was not his ally, not this time. 

    “The central transit passage is ahead, somewhere,” he said under his breath, “According to our plans it joins directly onto the ship’s forward barracks.” 

    “Yeah,” agreed Khan from several metres further back, “Ahead could be anywhere on this damned ship. The computer has been wrong before, you know.” 

    “True.” 

    On they trudged, putting one foot in front of the other, while reports of combat and ambushes began filling the tactical network. After what seemed like an age, they moved closer to a sealed double door marked with red lights. Spartan didn’t hesitate, powered up his HEC-1 cannon, and blasted the metal barrier apart. Bright light flooded into the passage. It burnt brightly; filling the space with bright white that would have blinded him, had it not been for the filters on his suit.  

    “Fan out. We need to take control of this place.” 

    Spartan squeezed through the still burning doorway first, his armour scraping the broken metal. The passage on the other side was large and ran to the left and right, with doors and access points at irregular intervals. A slight curve led off to the right, but he could still see more than two hundred metres back through the ship. 

    “Yeah, this is the place. Schematics show the right leads somewhere near the fighter bays and assault shuttle hangars. We push past those and towards the forward power units and command deck. The Princeps is back there, I’m sure of it.” 

    “Why?” Khan asked. 

    Jötnar in JAS armour fanned out around him, as well as multiple marines encased inside their Maverick armour. Each an armour-clad giant, their weapons at the ready prepared for anything that could come at them. 

    “Because they’re digging in right there.” 

    He pointed past the known location of the fighter hangars to where blast doors were opening to reveal enemy warriors. 

    “Good point,” said Khan, “They’re trying to push us away.” 

    Spartan checked the ammunition feeds on both of his arms before taking another step forward. 

    “Yeah, good luck with that. We’re not leaving this place until the mission is done.” 

    A group of marines passed them, and each instinctively shifted to the sides of the passage. There was a lot of space now, but the cover was modest at best, with only a few bulkheads and open doors every ten to twenty metres. Long beams shaped like the rib bones of some ancient beast cut across the ceiling as though they were the only things keeping the entire place from collapsing. One marine glanced back to Spartan. 

    “Keep moving forward,” he said calmly, “Time is not our friend today.” 

    “Sir!” 

    They raced on ahead even as the first shots struck nearby. Khan advanced to his left, scanning the area for targets. Spartan checked the position of the other teams working through the ship. 

    “Units to the stern have run into trouble. Are you seeing the updates?” 

    Spartan nodded, without realizing his friend couldn’t see what he was doing inside the armoured confines of the heavy Maverick suit. 

    “Yeah, I see it.” 

    A shot glanced off a bulkhead beam three metres in front of him, showering his armour with a cloud of flashing lights and burning metal splinters. Spartan lifted his arms as he worked his way through the ship and opened fire. As his rounds joined the shots of his comrades, he felt nothing short of a god. Much had fallen apart in Spartan’s life in the last decade, but combat always felt the same to him. It was a release, and often the most comforting thing he could do. 

    A group of Crimson Guard soldiers fanned out at the far end of the passage and opened fire, sending bolts hammering into the marines. One spun around and hit the ground with three burning bolts in his helmet. Spartan passed the fallen warrior just as bolts slammed into the thigh armour of his Maverick suit. Warnings alerted him to the impact, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle. Ignoring them, he lifted his left arm and activated the attached guns. The pair of coilguns thundered away, filling the passageway with their hardened slugs. Sparks flashed along the metallic walls, and panels split away from the overwhelming firepower. 

    “Watch out!” Khan howled. 

    Spartan took aim and grinned as the HEC-1 cannon did its terrible work. A Blood Pack Jötnar advanced to his side, opened up with his Thumper, and soon the passage flashed with a bizarre assortment of colours. 

    “Spartan, are you seeing this?” 

    The image of Gun popped up on his visor. 

    “Seeing what?” 

    “Enemy soldiers are moving in from the stern. This ship is big, Spartan. I mean big. Scanners show thousands of soldiers, and they are coming for us.” 

    Spartan felt something drip into his eye, and he blinked twice to try and remove it before answering. 

    “Then that means we’re heading to the right place. If the design of this ship matches the external features, I’d expect the command deck to be another five levels up and further to the stern.” 

    Gun appeared far off behind them, and Spartan looked back to his old friend, and his close escort of elite warriors. Wictred was there, plus five or six of the Blood Pack. All of them showed signs of damage from the fighting already. 

    “You have to go on, Spartan. I will take three units and hit the barracks before they can get anywhere near you. You need to reach the deck and find the Princeps. Don’t let him escape, Spartan.” 

    Spartan hesitated, but only for a matter of seconds. There was no chance he would leave any of his old friends behind on this ship, but he also knew the mission came first. 

    “Don’t worry, old friend. I’ve got no intention of letting him get away. Not this time. You keep the rest of them busy, and Khan and me will end this…today.” 

    “Good. I’ll see you both over the body of that fool, the Princeps. Now get to work!” 

    Gun and the others turned away. Wictred even gave Khan an odd sort of salute before heading in the opposite direction. A few shots hit near them, and the response was typically devastating. Spartan laughed as he watched the firefight and Gun advancing directly into the enemy’s advance units. When he turned back around, Khan and Lieutenant Armstrong were right in front of him. 

    “The crazy fool. You’d think he could take this entire ship singlehanded.” 

    Khan shrugged. 

    “Give him enough time, maybe he could.” 

    Part of the bulkhead along the right of the passage ripped open, and Spartan automatically swivelled his weapons to bear down on them. To his astonishment, a trio of Thegns followed by a marine clambered through the breach. More of the wall ripped open, and then came the massive metallic body of Z’Kanthu, leader of The Twelve. He was bigger than them all, yet though alien, much about his external armour seemed familiar. With no fragile body to transport, the shape was more demonic than ever before. Even Spartan felt a shudder as he looked upon the machine. A single light glowed as it spoke, its voice slow and almost melancholic. 

    “Major Spartan. Where do you need us?” 

    “Us?” 

    The machine twisted to the right and lifted its right arm. Small hatches slid open, and weapon barrels extending out towards distant targets. Without warning, the ancient warrior activated the weapons. The muzzles glowed green, much like the plasma projectors used by the Khreenk. Two pulses of energy ripped down the passage to kill several enemy soldiers. The machine continued talking as through nothing had just happened. 

    “We have evacuated Victorious on Captain Delatorre’s orders. The ship is a derelict hulk, but she is now destroyed.” 

    Spartan shook his head as he listened, but then more reports came in from Gun. A cursory glance at his overlay showed more than a dozen large units converging on his friend’s position. His gut told him to help, but his mind told him to complete the mission. 

    “You wish to help Colonel Gun.” 

    Spartan twisted one way and then back. 

    “Yeah, he’s gonna be overrun in the next few minutes.” 

    Short, mechanical hammer type fists pushed out from the arms, and then swivelled about and enlarged. A mixed unit of Thegns and marines moved about him. 

    “Deal with the Princeps, Spartan. I will assist Gun.” 

    Spartan hesitated, but the machine was already moving back through the passage to the left. Gunfire from the nearest marines snapped him back to the fight, and the long passage through the ship. One stepped out in front of him and opened fire with his carbine. The marine fired in long, but highly accurate bursts, scattering the distant enemy. The markings on the man’s armour confirmed he was from the security detail aboard ANS Victorious. He must have just arrived from the crippled vessel. 

    “Stay close, we’re going on a hunt.” 

    They moved further into the ship, advancing in standard cover formation, while covering a good deal of ground. The defenders remained dug in behind doors; bulkheads and twists in the passage to hold them back, but Spartan refused to use cover. He advanced forward with bullets and bolts hitting him like rain. Then a marine raced past, turning back to face him. 

    “Major! Run!” 

    Spartan hesitated and then looked to the left, as another marine ran past. A blast door remained open, and inside soldiers from both sides were engaged in a bloody hand-to-hand fight. He saw a marine fall and a legionary preparing to strike with a spiked rifle. 

    “Hell, no!” 

    Spartan blasted the soldier apart with gunfire from his left arm, but then more of his people ran past, urging him to do the same. 

    “Run!” yelled one of the marines from further back. This time Spartan twisted at the hips, scanning the area they’d already cleared. More of his people were running from the wide passage. Khan was there and moving in the same direction, and even he wasn’t firing. 

    “What’s happening?” 

    “Check your updates and run!” 

    Both increased speed, and the handful of enemy soldiers had vanished from view. Spartan ran as fast as he could manage without crashing into his own people. A sporadic burst of fire from far away slammed into his chest, but there was nowhere to go now. He lowered his eyes for a second and brought up the tactical net, and then gasped. 

    Usually, he would have concentrated his attention on what was happening aboard the ship, but warning indicators showed something was taking place nearby. A simple movement of his eye pulled back the mapping data. It showed almost a thousand metres around the Burijas where fighters were busily struggling to overcome their foes. As he watched, the bow of a massive ship strove into view at speed. 

    What? It can’t be! 

    The shape moved closer, but Spartan knew exactly what it was. 

    “Victory!” 

    He slowed a little, and Khan crashed into him, forcing him to keep going. Then came the gut-wrenching smash. Every one of them left the ground and flew a short distance before slamming back down to the floor. Spartan went down hard and would have cracked his face in the metal flooring, had it not been for the complex suspension system fitted inside the armour. A strong arm helped pull him up, but the lights were all off. 

    “Switch to external lights. Watch for hostiles.” 

    One by one the powerful beams flickered on, but Spartan was able to see what had happened. The tactical net showed the arrival of the Alliance flagship, and it was attached to the enemy warship. 

    “Anderson rammed us?” 

    Khan grabbed Spartan to check he was uninjured, and then released him roughly. 

    “Kids, from the fighter squadrons, they took control of the ship and rammed Burijas.” 

    Spartan grinned from deep inside his armour.” 

    “Rammed? There’s only one group of kids I know who would do that.” 

    “Ironclads?” 

    “Yeah. The crazy fools. They came in high, only a couple of decks below the command deck, and right into the barracks section. Scans show some of them are almost at the command centre already.” 

    Khan turned back into the passage. 

    “Crazy, yeah. But look at the place. There are troops streaming in, and the crash tore apart the enemy barracks. Gun says he’s redeploying to hit the legionaries in the flank. I think they may have bought us some time. Those crazy kids.” 

    Khan chuckled even as gunshots whizzed past his body.  

    “Then let’s not waste it,” said Spartan. He pointed back into the shaft while activating the local tactical channel. Before he could say a word, an entire section of the ceiling collapsed, narrowly missing him. Screams from trapped legionaries filled their speakers, but Spartan ignored them. 

    “They don’t interest me. Keep moving forward. We don’t stop until we’ve taken the ship. They’re going to need our help up there.” 

    They pushed on past the debris and into the darkness. Sections of the ceiling were gone in places, revealing the complex innards of the massive ship. For the next ten minutes the Alliance troops fought a bloody battle, soldiers on both sides falling to the incessant gunfire at close quarters. The main shaft was also connected to a number of much smaller secondary passages, but these were also well defended by legionaries and even some of the ship’s crew. Every metre of ground was hard fought for on both sides, with some sections remaining under Star Empire control. Small groups of marines breached others and turned back in an attempt to outflank the remaining holdouts. 

    The ship was gigantic, more like a space station, with passages, halls, compartments, and hangars filling the space. After what seemed like an age, they clambered over the broken sections of metal and up to the next level where ramps led onto the command deck. Spartan paused as he checked his tactical overlay. 

    Good, they’re moving in from three directions. 

    “Gun. What’s your status?” 

    “Spartan. They keep coming back for more. News from Admiral Churchill, he’s rallied what he can and is pushing back. This is our chance.” 

    “What about the lifeboats? The Princeps could make a break for it.” 

    “No chance, Spartan. Three squadrons are running CAP on this ship. If he tries to escape, they have orders to shoot to kill. Trust me. His future rests aboard this ship.” 

    “Good. Keep fighting, my friend.” 

    “I always do.” 

    Spartan grimaced as two marines tumbled down from the ramp and slid down alongside him. He lifted his arms, took aim, and moved ahead. 

    “Stay close. Advance!” 

    They pushed on up the ramp, to find the area partially blocked and dozens of soldiers firing down at him and his men. Shots slammed into the heavily armoured troops, with the marines ducking down to avoid the worst of it. 

    “Scatter!” Lieutenant Armstrong shouted. 

    Spartan remained where he was and took aim while the marines did as ordered. 

    “Stay back, Marines. We need support. Let me do this.” 

    He made it four metres before the overwhelming fire slammed into his armour. Khan was at his flank, blasting away as though this would be his last ever chance to use his guns. Khan pushed him back and took a volley of fire, finally giving ground. Others pushed on past them, and few returned from the blistering fire. Three times they tried to breach the defences, and each time more Star Empire soldiers arrived to halt their progress. Lieutenant Armstrong stumbled down the ramp, running directly into the front of Khan. He staggered before the great warrior held him still. Armstrong moved past him to try again, but Spartan grabbed his arm. 

    “No. Stay back I said. I’ll send in the machines. We have to get through. We have people pinned down around the command deck.” 

    “It’s not happening, Spartan,” the Lieutenant said, panting heavily, “Fourteen dead, and as many injured at least. The place is a slaughterhouse. They’re well defended.” 

    “Where are the damned SAARs?” Spartan asked. 

    Lieutenant Armstrong ducked back as a squad of legionaries rushed down the ramp, a crimson-clad officer leading them in a futile charge. Khan laughed as he singlehandedly cut them down with a blistering volley of fire. One managed to get close enough for him to strike the unfortunate soldier down with his left fist. 

    “They’re all in action on the port side passages,” said Armstrong, “We can divert two here, but I reckon it will take another five, maybe six minutes.” 

    A huge explosion rocked the ship, and more sections of the ceiling broke away and fell to the ground. Markers on the tactical overlay showed units now moving all over the ship, the majority in a wide crescent around the command deck, though many were being pushed back after meeting firm resistance.  

    “Every heavy we have left will have to storm the place. What have you got, Khan?” 

    He looked back into the passage and then to Spartan. 

    “Five JAS, and a couple of Blood Pack. The rest are with Gun in the other passages. The ramming attacks has messed this ship up…big time!” 

    “That will do it,” said Spartan, “We’ll go in first and take the heat. Armstrong, you’ll follow up with your marines. Ready?” 

    The officer signalled his men to move to the front. 

    “Ready.” 

    Spartan hissed through his teeth. 

    “Now!” 

    Spartan and Khan moved first, their powerful limbs pushing them up and into the line of fire. Spartan’s visor filled with gunfire as at least a dozen entrenched soldiers rained down fire upon his head. He winced as something slashed into his arm, and then pushed on. Flashes of light slammed into Khan, and a rocket or powerful shell exploded against his torso. More shots continued to hammer away, and Spartan began to shout. He pushed his arms out in front of his body and opened fire. The readings were scattered and broken, so he kept on shooting. Shadows and blurred shapes darted about, but at this point he had no idea what was happening. Something hit his knee, and then warning alarms sounded in each ear. 

    “Khan!” 

    Spartan lost his footing and began to fall back, but something pushed back against him. He straightened up, and to his astonishment, he was moving ahead once more. Hands and arms pushed, and a quick glance showed it was a whole squad of marines. Using Spartan and Khan as shields, they pushed them along and into the fire. Every metre damaged something on the Maverick suit, but incredibly he made it to the top before the inner plates started to break. 

    “Now!” Lieutenant Armstrong yelled. 

    Like a well-trained unit on parade, the marines broke ranks and swarmed out and past Spartan. Two were cut apart instantly, but the rest kept on going. Guns fired non-stop, and then as quickly as it had started, the enemy position collapsed. More swarmed past, and Spartan was sure he could see some of the mercenaries from the Helion-5 unit joining the fight. By the time they reached the final level below the command deck, Spartan was utterly exhausted. His Maverick armour was dented and cracked on almost every external plate. Khan paused alongside his friend as the marines streamed through the ship. 

    “You okay?” 

    Spartan gasped as something rubbed against his flank. 

    “I think so. The suit is screwed, though.” 

    Khan moved around him and leaned in close. With both hands, he grabbed something and tugged. A piece of hardened metal tore out from the armour and dropped to the ground. Spartan looked down to the hissing object and then laughed. 

    “What in the hell is that thing?” 

    Khan kicked it away. 

    “Some kind of thermal bolt. You’re lucky it didn’t hit you in the face.” 

    “Yeah, I feel it.” 

    Khan moved first, with dozens of the small bolts still embedded in his body. They hissed and fizzled like fat in a pan. As Spartan followed him, an entire section of the right shoulder armour broke off and hit the ground. The thinner plates behind it were cracked and breached at the shoulder, and deep lacerations and numerous bolts ran down the chest. He staggered off the top of the ramp and then sidestepped as squads of marines raced past his right flank. 

    “We’ve made it,” said Khan. 

    Three JAS warriors moved to their flanks and blasted the distant enemy with their guns. At the same time, more and more of the Blood Pack and marines surged into this part of the ship. 

    “There!” Khan pointed off into the distance. 

    It was hard to see due to the flames and smoke. But far off were the broken inner walls of the command centre, along with scores, perhaps hundreds of enemy soldiers hunkered down in cover. 

    “About time,” said Spartan. 

    He pointed to the centre. 

    “All forces advance on my position. It’s time to find this Princeps and put his head on a spike.” 

    More marines joined in, and for the first time since boarding the ship, the Alliance forces actually had sufficient numbers. They quickly clambered over the broken walls, pushing through jagged bulkheads that slowed their progress.  

    “Above us!” Spartan shouted. 

    Khan lifted his weapons and opened fire without even checking. More did the same as enemy soldiers dropped down from the ruptured ceiling sections. Some landed among the marines, and soon a vicious had-to-hand struggle erupted. The marines were much better in this fight, but the enemy seemed to have an unending number of warriors to throw into the battle. Black Widows rose from the ground, dropping down along the walls of the command centre. Spartan could feel victory moving closer and closer. Khan joined in the fight, blasting anything that moved. 

    “Heavy weapons!” shouted an unknown private. 

    Spartan scanned the low wall that marked the left side of the massive command centre and then spotted the weapon. There were six or seven soldiers clustered around a pair of tripod-mounted guns. 

    “I see them. Khan, I…” 

    It was too late. The guns opened up with a terrible roar, hitting him in the centre of his torso. The Maverick armour took the beating, but the rounds caused significant damage. Spartan was able to unleash a single shot from his shoulder-mounted cannon before a round knocked out his vision and control systems. 

    “Alert…Alert. Armour breached!” moaned the dying computer system. 

    Spartan didn’t waste any time and hit the eject button through the safety lock. The front plates burst off. He stumbled from the remnants of the armour and crashed to the ground. Incredibly, he was unhurt, and rose up on one knee with his sidearm already in his hands. As shots hammered around him, he took aim and fired. 

    “Take it!” said a marine as he dragged a wounded comrade from the fight. Spartan reached out and took the carbine from the man. It was nothing fancy, a standard issue coilgun, but a weapon he was all too familiar with. 

    “I’ve found him!” A young voice came over the tactical network. Spartan recognized him immediately. 

    “Lewis?” 

    “Yes, Sir. This is Nathaniel Lewis. We’ve spotted Princeps Tahkeome. I’ve…” 

    “What, where the hell is he?” 

    The voice cut off, and Spartan suspected the young man may have been killed or injured. Using hand signals, he sent three squads around to the left to secure the one side of the command centre. On the other, an entire unit of Mavericks spread out to protect the marines behind them. 

    “It’s him! The ceiling collapsed and blocked the door. There’s no way out for them.” 

    It was the same voice. Spartan tracked the location of the sound, and then of the young pilot and his friends. 

    “This can’t be right,” he said as the battle continued to rage, “This really can’t be right.” 

    Bullets struck all around them, but Spartan merely leant back to avoid them. 

    “What’s the problem?” Khan asked. 

    “The Princeps, he’s got a way out.” 

    “What?” 

    Spartan pointed to an area well away from the command centre. And at that moment the tactical network crackled to life. 

    “This is Admiral Churchill. General Honorius has just arrived aboard Tabarzinn, and he’s brought allies with him. All pilots, ship crews, and marines – redouble your efforts. We can end this right now.” 

    Spartan licked his lips with relish. 

    Yeah…we can end this all right. 

    “We’ve only got a few soldiers in that area. And he’s being held up by the kids from Ironclad Squadron.” 

    Khan grumbled at hearing that. 

    “They’re pilots, not soldiers. We need to get in there.” 

    Spartan was already moving. He slung his carbine behind him so that he could use both hands to pull himself over the broken walls and debris. 

    “Come with me.” 

    The two sidestepped the rest of the battle and circled around in the direction flagged by the pilots. Bodies dropped on both sides as the battle reached its final crescendo. The two sides were so close the firefight was little more than a massed brawl, with machines and warriors hacking and blasting away. As he leapt over the last wall, he found his prey directly ahead. There were bodies along the floor, including a young female pilot, plus several of the Crimson Guard. In the middle of the group was a tall warrior clad in armour, yet without a helmet. In his hands was a long, curved blade, and kneeling before him a young man, a teenager. 

    “Get him!” 

    Khan barged forward, and the enemy opened fire, slamming bullets and shells into his torso. Spartan moved in front of the kneeling teenager, while more enemy soldiers spread out to secure the area and protect their leader. Spartan and Khan were outnumbered and surrounded, but neither appeared concerned. 

    “We’ve got this.” 

    The enemy commander hissed with contempt as he swung his blade, but Spartan deflected the flat of the blade with his left arm. It was a powerful parry and sent the blade low. Khan moved in quickly and stamped down hard, snapping the weapon in half. Princeps Tahkeome lifted a concealed pistol and opened fire, sending bullets into Khan’s armoured torso. He barely grunted from the impact and slammed his fist into the Princeps’ chest. The enemy commander flew backwards, crashing into the ground. 

    “Spartan!” Khan called out. 

    Bullets hammered into them both as they tried to avoid the fire. Spartan sidestepped the worst of it and then pulled out his carbine. A single, long burst struck the nearest two soldiers. The remaining soldiers circled around their leader, but then a group of Jötnar charged in, smashing through the survivors with ease. Spartan moved closer to the fallen Princeps and bent down to pick up the shattered blade. The hilt was exquisite, but it interested him little. He lifted his foot to place it on the panting leader’s chest. 

    Tahkeome scowled, bracing himself for the pain, but Spartan pinned him there, his bloody splattered boot resting firmly on his chest. 

    “Chain him!” 

    Spartan moved back to make room for multiple marines. They spent little time in manacling him, with at least two getting in a quick blow while they could. As Spartan turned around, he noticed the battered-looking teenager lifting a carbine from the ground. He struggled forward and lifted the gun to point at the shackled leader. He was about to react when a young Byotai in equally bloodied armour moved to his side. Spartan lifted the barrel of his own weapon, but instead she knocked the gun from the pilot’s hands. 

    “Not today.” 

    Spartan shook his head and turned his attention back to Tahkeome. He still couldn’t believe they had him there, in chains and writhing before him. He activated the local network and disabled all security protocols. 

    Everybody needs to hear this. 

    “Admiral Churchill, this is Major Spartan of the Interstellar Assault Brigade. We’ve captured Princeps Tahkeome. This battle is over.” 

      

    





   



 CHAPTER TEN 

      

    Spartan Class Landing Ship Dock ‘ANA Agincourt’ 

    January 27th 2473 

    Spartan shielded his eyes from the bright lights aboard the ship. It might be two days since the end of fighting on the Helios System, but he’d found little time for rest in the intervening hours. He’d taken a beating, as all his people had. Months of combat on Karnak had introduced physical and mental conditions to his people, one that even time and rehabilitation might never be able to resolve. He was numbed to most of it, but no man, not even him was completely invulnerable to its effects. The klaxon sounded, and then the lights flickered three times. 

    “What’s happening?” asked a marine as he limped near Spartan. A medic spotted him and grabbed the wounded man before he could stumble. 

    “Nothing to worry about, just the power systems fluctuating again. The old lady took a lot of fire in the fighting. We got stuck between two cruisers. You should have seen it.” 

    “That wasn’t very clever, was it?” replied the marine, with a thinly veiled attempt at humour. The medic chuckled while signalling for help. At first glance, it looked like disorganized mess, but the reality was far from that. Spartan knew what real chaos looked like it, and it was nothing like this. The pair moved away, and Spartan watched them leave in silence. 

    “Medic!” yelled a woman far off into the distance. 

    Spartan held back as four medical orderlies ran past him. A Byotai officer went with them, carrying a heavy case on his back. Spartan winced as one brushed past him and bumped against the synthetic stitches and glue along his flank. The man looked to him and lowered his head. 

    “Sorry. Uh, I mean, Sir.” 

    Spartan waved him off with a grunt and waited for a few seconds in the long passage. The ship was supposed to lead the charge into battle, and now it was being used for something entirely different. He watched as the men and women went about their duties. The ship bore the same rough layout as the Confederate Class ships, though fitted with more medical bays and barracks due to the lack forward and rear particle and bombardment cannons. Designed as assault vessels to put troops and landing craft into battle, the ship now functioned as a floating hospital, sickbay, and holding area for the hundreds of wounded personnel. It was so busy few of the officers and crew even noticed the legendary major moving among them. 

    “Excuse me.” 

    A door opened, and two more crew appeared, along with a wheeled diagnostic system. Spartan had no idea what the thing did, but from the way they moved it the thing was either incredibly fragile, or very expensive. In his experience, it was probably both. 

    “Major,” said a man from a doorway. 

    Spartan strained to spot the man, but as two marines stepped aside, he spotted him. 

    “Over here, Sir.” 

    It was a Navy officer and clearly trying to find Spartan. He soon vanished from view as yet more people pushed past. Spartan made his way through the many people, narrowly avoiding stepping on a man lying on a stretcher. One of the supports had broken, and the exhausted medics were trying to reattach the split piece. 

    “Let me help you with that.” 

    Spartan was a strong man, and while they struggled, he managed to take the weight with relative ease. One of the men was able to slide a supporting bracket beneath the section. 

    “That’s it.” 

    Spartan released the beam slowly, in case the thing decided to split apart and bring the ceiling down upon them. The first medic moved away, but the second knew who he was, and wiped his face with a dirty hand before trying to salute. Spartan grabbed his hand and shook his head. 

    “It’s okay. Get back to your duties.” 

    It was only a short distance to reach the concerned-looking naval officer. It was in fact a stern woman, with close-cropped hair and a crisp uniform. Unlike the rest of the men and women on the ship, she looked as though she was fresh from the shower room. But then he spotted the telltale sealant lines of glue along her face and the well concealed bruising. 

    “Sergeant.” 

    She lifted her hand in a smart, crisp salute. 

    “Major. In here, please.” 

    He followed her inside the large barracks area. The door shut immediately behind them with a clunk. Normally, this would have been a little excessive, but he knew how those inside favoured their privacy. It would have been used for the transportation of marines to warzones. Now the place was empty of waiting individuals and filled with recovering warriors. The large room contained bunks for two-dozen marines, as well as storage space, personal computer units, and even an attached shower and washroom. 

    “Spartan.” 

    He looked past the nearest personnel where several individuals lay on their beds. As he stepped closer, he noticed every one of them was female. They were all different ages, some in their twenties, others up to their forties or fifties. They were all quite tall, and they all looked at him as he moved to the far side. A doctor walked between them, while a motorized trolley laden with diagnostic systems and drugs followed her. She looked at Spartan but said nothing to him other then ever so slightly lowering her head. Spartan gave her a cursory nod and continued forward. 

    A shape moved, and one of the women sat up on her bed. She was a beauty. That much he could not deny. She looked far younger than her years suggested, though he could see past her wide smile and to the discomfort she was clearly in. 

    “Syala.” 

    She was already up, and slid from the bed onto the cool floor. Her hair seemed even longer than usual and ran down her shoulders. He was surprised to see she’d either dyed it a much darker red, or something had happened during the fighting to change it. 

    “Spartan, about damned time you got here.” 

     The other members of the group rose up, with only three remaining in their beds. Syala remained still, and Spartan stopped a short distance from her. They looked into each other’s eyes, saying nothing until a noise at the door caught their attention. Both turned around and watched Syala’s identical twin sister enter the room. Her hair was almost white, and she looked even more serious than usual. 

    “Spartan. If you’re here to offer us another mission…I’m afraid we’ll need to decline. We’re kind of…” 

    Spartan slowly shook his head. 

    “No, not this time. I heard you took that ship with light casualties.” 

    Even as he said the words, he could see that was not true. There were more than enough wounded in this compartment. 

    “Clearly that was an exaggeration.” 

    Syala moved another step closer, so close he could feel her warm breath on his skin. Her hair barely moved as she stepped slowly and quietly. She stopped and raised her eyes to look at him more closely. 

    “Casualties were high, very high.” 

    “A quarter of my people are dead or having to be pensioned off,” said Arana. 

    Spartan appeared surprised to hear that. 

    “We have tech back at…” 

    Arana shook her head. 

    “No. My people sign a contract when they join up. Major injury or damage results in being pensioned off, along with funds to assist with their rehabilitation.” 

    “Yes…Syala has told me as much. You need time to regroup. I understand that. I’ve arranged an escort vessel to return you to base, if you so wish. You all deserve time back at Proxima Centauri for a little…” 

    “Wait,” said Arana, “Who said anything about returning to our facility at Alpha Three?” 

    They looked to each other for several seconds, with none speaking. Spartan examined Syala carefully, gazing into her glowing eyes for what seemed like an age. She seemed little different to the first time they’d met, and if he didn’t know better, he’d say she was in her late thirties at the most. 

    “You do have a mission in mind, don’t you?” 

    Spartan gave them both a mischievous smile that would have made anybody else blush. 

    “Maybe, if what I’ve heard down the grapevine is true. I’ll know soon enough in a few hours. My presence has been requested aboard…” 

    Syala placed an arm around his neck and pulled him closer. If anybody else had reacted in this way, it would have looked a little strange. But Syala was far from ordinary. She grasped and pulled him close to her. Arana approached him from behind and ran a hand along his shoulder and then down his back. 

    “Tell us, Spartan. What do you know?” 

    He laughed at their feigned attempt to lure him into speaking. They could never force the information out of him, no matter how alluring they could be. They weren’t really trying to, of course. They were playing with him, as they had done so many times before. As he waited there, knowing he’d talk to them about what he knew, that didn’t mean he couldn’t savour the moment. 

    “Let me think about that for a moment.” 

    Syala leant in and ran her tongue along his neck, leaning back to look into his eyes. 

    “Maybe there’s something we can do to help speed that up?” 

    One of the other women in the bunk laughed. Spartan twisted his head slightly to look at her. She was another Amazon, tall, strong and with a wicked smile on her darkly toned skin. 

    “Hey. It’s hardly my fault, is it?” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Battleship 'ANS Warlord' 

    January 28th 2473 – One day later 

    Spartan waited in silence, along with scores of marines along one of the many fighter decks aboard the massive ship. Thoughts of Syala and Arana continued to return to him, proving quite a distraction among the sombre pomp and circumstance aboard ANS Warlord. The pair was a breath of fresh air, and though they never stuck around for long, he always enjoyed every minute of his time with them. 

    The place smelt of fresh paint, and many compartments were still off-limits due to battle damage. Compared to many other vessels, Warlord seemed to have fared rather well. Spartan had been aboard enough vessels in the past to know that all was not as it seemed at first glance, though. The first fighter deck was blocked off both internally and externally, and he’d seen the damage to the lower hull during his transfer earlier in the day. 

    The fleet took a beating, for sure. 

    He’d been there for almost twenty minutes, and the speeches were beginning to tire him. He needed rest and a lot of it. 

    He wore his battle-damaged armour with pride, though like all of the others he was without a helmet. His face was freshly shaved, but he sported a neatly trimmed beard that hid several scars. At his flank were the men and women of the IAB, each wearing the mass-produced Shadow Armour they were becoming famous for. He moved his attention briefly to the left where he could see line upon line of Jötnar. Some had been wearing JAS armour in the battle. Others were members of the Blood Pack, but today they waited together. As his attention moved to the front, he found it hard not to smile. 

    That’s a turn up for the books. 

    Directly opposite him were rank upon rank of Naval officers and crew, but mixed in were as many Thegns. They wore their more simplified uniforms, yet waited silently, and to attention just like the rest. 

    “Now…we have one last piece of business to attend to,” said a voice off to his left. 

    Spartan shifted his eyes ever so slightly and looked at the tired-looking man. Admiral Churchill waited at the far end atop a motorised weapon-loading unit for the fighters. He was dressed in a smart Naval uniform, with the light glinting off his almost completely bald head. As commander of the Orion Battlegroup, he was the senior Alliance officer in the Orion Command now that Anderson was gone. 

    “It is with a heavy heart that I remind you of our losses in this engagement. The battles of this brief, but bloody war with the Technophobes and their masters are substantial. It was not just this battle at Helios, but the skirmishing and local actions over many months that brought us so far. Admiral Anderson paid with his life, as did so many of our brave men and women…” 

    Spartan’s brow tightened. The enemy had carved out an empire right in the heart of two old territories. Yet now the official line had changed to target their ideology rather than their chosen name. It was a subtle change, and one clearly designed to disenfranchise them. 

    “So many ships have been lost in this fighting, including many of our oldest of the line. It will take many years to replace our losses, but replace them we will.” 

    Spartan listened to the names of captains, heroic individuals, and of course the dozens of lost ships. The names ran on for an age until even he felt the mental drain too much. He’d seen their deaths first hand. He didn’t need to be reminded of it yet again. 

    “…demilitarised zone is being established along the border. Ships from every region will contribute towards maintaining the peace. And that is what we have achieved here, peace and stability in the entire sector.” 

    Spartan looked as bemused as many of the officers on the deck. The Star Empire still existed; at least he thought it did. 

    “The Alliance Council has revived contact from the Senate on Ctenosaura Primus. There has been a coup by Byotai loyalists, and a provisional government re-established. There has been some fighting, but it would appear that news of the fleet’s defeat, and the capture of their Princeps, proved a catalyst for change.” 

    The Admiral stepped down from the raised platform and walked along the open space before the lines of crew and warriors. 

    “I have asked you here, as members of the Interstellar Assault Brigade, for a reason.” 

    Here it comes. Let me guess, he wants us to join the ships patrolling along the DMZ. 

    “Victory here means victory for the Byotai. Prince Kratha is returning to his homeworld, with General Honorius at his side. The Byotai fleet will be present for the coronation of the new Imperator of the Byotai Empire in just over a month’s time. As the closest allies, and good friends of the Byotai, our presence has been requested for the ceremony.” 

    The Admiral paused for a few seconds, letting the drama build up slowly. 

    “We can send only a few ships, due to our losses, and also to maintain protocol. It would be unwise to send more ships than the new Imperator will have. I am therefore sending a small expeditionary force, and I would like the IAB to join them.” 

    Spartan breathed slowly, running the numbers in his head. This was all news to him. The Admiral moved directly in front of Spartan, and signalled for Khan and Gun to move out of formation. They did so and formed up in an odd-looking group in front of the Admiral. Spartan looked like a child next to the pair of synthetic warriors. 

    “I understand your losses have been grave, but can you muster sufficient forces to conduct this ceremonial duty?” 

    His eyes darted between all three of them. Their ranks were varied, but nobody made the mistake of thinking that meant much to them. Khan remained silent, while Gun looked to Spartan. They exchanged looks without having to speak. Gun nodded and then indicated to Spartan. 

    “Admiral. Maybe we should discuss this in private?” 

    Admiral Churchill smiled and then spoke in hushed tones. 

    “Friends. This has already been decided. I do this to help you. Let your people make the decision, instead of yourselves.” 

    Spartan’s brow tightened as he tried to understand what he meant. It took almost three full seconds before the enormity of it dawned on him. 

    He thinks if I give the order, it will backfire against me. He doesn’t know my people. 

    He looked across to Gun, and he could tell from the way his pupils moved he was thinking exactly the same. Spartan knew his own people could hear every word, so decided to play along, at least for now. 

    “The IAB is a mess, Admiral. We appreciate the offer, but we need some time off the line. A third of our ships are destroyed or crippled, and my people need some R&R. Karnak was a…” 

    The Admiral nodded away and then turned to look out at a group of marines. None of them were speaking, but there was clearly some agitation being shown by a few of them. As soon as they saw they were being looked at, they fell silent. Admiral Churchill nodded to himself and then excused himself from Spartan and the others. 

    “Go ahead, let me hear what you have to say.” 

    Again, there was silence, so he moved even closer. 

    “Don’t stay silent. Every member of the IAB has been selected for a reason. You’re the most independent unit in the Alliance, and we expect you to act and think in equal measure.” 

    One marine slowly raised an arm. 

    “Go on.” 

    Spartan watched carefully, recognising the young corporal. His name was Matias, and he’d been there on the ground at Karnak. He might not have been in the unit long, but he was a veteran for sure. 

    “Admiral. We’ve been in this fight for a long time now. We’ve fought in and around Karnak in fourteen separate engagements. I’ve seen their Technos up close, and I’ve fought their legionaries in battle. Hell, Sir, we’ve boarded their ships and taken their leaders captive.” 

    Churchill listened in silence, along with everybody else on the deck. The man paused, perhaps nervous that he may have gone too far. 

    “Continue, Corporal.” 

    “I want to see this through to the end, Admiral. The IAB was there at the start, and we should be there to see the coronation of our friend, Imperator Kratha. He should see us there, and know he has friends back in the Alliance. Friends that have been there for him from the start of this fight.” 

    The man then took a short step back into the line. Several marines near him placed hands on his shoulder, and then shuffled back into neat lines. 

    “I see,” said Admiral Churchill. 

    Spartan felt his nostrils flare. He didn’t like seeing these games being played, and especially not with his own men and women. Unlike any other unit he’d been a part of, this one he’d built from nothing. Khan, Gun, Olik, and the others had helped shape something unique, a self-contained unit, funded by every member of the Alliance, and filled with both Humans and aliens. Admiral Churchill licked his lips, nodded to himself, and then spoke. 

    “I understand. Your people have been in this fight longer than most. Before the Alliance would even commit to combat, you were there, along with General Rivers. But there are few we would value more than yourselves at the ceremony. Kratha has personally requested your presence.” 

    Spartan looked to Khan who remained impassive. Gun, however, was his usual undiplomatic self. 

    “Why us, Admiral? The Byotai don’t need us there. It’s their empire and their future.” 

    Admiral Churchill shook his head, taking a step back so that he could speak with everybody else assembled in the massive hangar structure. 

    “The battle for Helios, and for the Orion Sector was a victory. But even though we smashed the enemy’s fleet, a number managed to escape and are falling back to their capital. We have identified the Grand Cruiser Raiukat as one of the escapees, along with an escort of at least a dozen ships. I suspect that the Legate Catecahassa is in command. He has been ordered to surrender himself and his ship to the authorities back at the Byotai homeworld.” 

    Spartan turned to Gun and Khan, both looked unimpressed at this news. 

    “Catecahassa lives?” Khan asked. 

    Admiral Churchill worked his way back to where the three officers waited.               

    “It would appear so. And I have my doubts he will hand over himself and his ship without a fight.” 

    He then lowered his tone so only the three of them could hear him. 

    “Trouble with CTC is spreading, and the Navy is spread thin. This fight has left us vulnerable, and CTC are taking advantage. I need you to handle this for me. Can you do that?” 

    Spartan shook his head bitterly. 

    “We’re taking on too much, and too quickly. Our allies need to…” 

    Churchill silenced him with little more than a look. Spartan could see in his eyes that the man was worried. He’d read the reports of the latest problems back home, but it hadn’t occurred to him that the Navy was in such a predicament. Spartan understood the problem right away, and moved the conversation away from potential problems to solutions. He raised his voice to ensure every person there could hear exactly what he had to say. Gun gave him the nod, and Spartan responded with a smile. Gun might nominally outrank him, but Spartan was the legend, the best-known warrior in the Alliance, perhaps even the galaxy. 

    “We’ll answer the call to provide an escort for our friend, Kratha. We fought in the mud and blood on Karnak, and in the last few months we’ve engaged in countless battles with his allies. This victory is as much ours as it is his.” 

    That seemed to go down well. 

    “We’ll be there for the coronation, and if Catecahassa wants to try anything, he’ll have the IAB to deal with.” 

    Spartan turned his attention to his own people. Khan and Gun moved to his flanks, like a pair of massive bodyguards expecting trouble. 

    “Who will come with us?” 

    The answer was never in doubt, but the great roar of support from the battered and exhausted, yet jubilant men and women of the unit took even Khan aback. Spartan moved his focus to Admiral Churchill. 

    “Okay. You’ve got us. When do we leave?” 

    The old Admiral grinned. 

    “The coronation takes place on the 14th of March. Kratha is leaving here, along with every remaining Byotai ship by the end of the week.” 

    “That’s a long time to get back.” 

    Churchill shrugged. 

    “We don’t all have access to the same drive tech as the IAB. Can you be ready by then?” 

    Gun placed a hand on the Admiral’s shoulder. It was far from protocol, but Churchill ignored the action. He’d known Gun long enough to understand the fact he was even leading a military unit was quite a feat. It wasn’t that long ago he’d been considered a mindless, incomprehensible monster. 

    “Colonel Black has asked for my return. The IAB needs rebuilding ready for the next crisis you need us for.” 

    He then extended both arms and placed a hand on both Khan and Spartan. 

    “Spartan will be ready in five days, and with every ship and warrior we can spare. We will take volunteers from any that served in the conflict.” 

    Khan grunted. 

    “Yeah, we’ll be ready.” 

    “Good, very good. Just remember to watch your backs out there. If there’s trouble, you’re the fastest and most heavily equipped unit in the fleet. No matter what happens, Kratha has to be coronated.” 

    Admiral Churchill looked out to the assembled men and women one last time.  

    “You will have escorts for the duration of your operation. When you return, every one of you can expect a long period of R&R. That’s a promise from me….to all of you.” 

    And with that, the Admiral turned to walk away. He hesitated and moved his attention to Gun. 

    “See me in the CIC in an hour. We’ll go over your losses and damages. I suspect the IAB is going to need a major influx of resources. Anything I can do to help, I will do. The IAB needs to be at full strength, and fast.” 

    Gun nodded. 

    “Yes. I will be there.” 

    This time the man did leave, and as he reached the door, a number of senior naval officers peeled away to join him, as well as a handful of marines. Soon it was just the members of the IAB alone in the massive hangar. 

    Spartan shook his head as he looked to his friends. 

    “You’re not coming?” 

    Gun nodded. 

    “That’s right. This is a PR stunt. And if Catecahassa causes trouble, you can handle him. I need to get Z’Kanthu back to Taxxu, along with the rest. We’ve got nearly three hundred casualties that need help, and the fleet is wrecked. And don’t even talk to me about the damage at Taxxu, CTC caused significant…” 

    Spartan swallowed uncomfortably. He lifted a hand to stop Gun. 

    “Hey, I know what happened. It’s okay. You don’t need a justification.” 

    Gun placed a hand around Spartan, to his eternal embarrassment. 

    “I would always rather be here in the fight. You know that.” 

    As they separated, Spartan noticed Gun seemed more agitated than normal. Unlike him, Spartan had been away for a long time on Karnak. He’d missed the fighting back home, and from what he’d heard, he was probably the last person they needed back at Taxxu. Khan grunted while pointing to the walls of the hangar. 

    “We need ships for this gathering. What do you propose, Gun?” 

    Gun smiled, showing his teeth to both of them. 

    “Euryale has finished her decontamination. Victory is a wreck, and Titan is still in pieces on Karnak. That doesn’t leave us with much. The other three are in stages of readiness.” 

    Spartan’s eyebrows rose. 

    “Just as well he constructed six ships then, isn’t it?” 

    Gun considered the options for several seconds before replying. 

    “I can give you a single warship, one of the new third tranche vessels…” 

    Spartan’s eyes rose in mock horror, so Gun continued, as though in the middle of some great negotiation. 

    “and…a landing ship, one of our newly commissioned Spartan Class. Verdun, maybe?” 

    “Two ships?” Khan grumbled, “That’s hardly a fleet, is it?” 

    Gun looked at his friend with wide-open eyes. The retinas seemed to burn with incredible intensity. 

    “My friend. That leaves me with just three, to be ready for whatever else happens out here. And none are up to a fight, not yet. Like the Admiral said, you’ll have escorts. I’m sure he can find three of four ships to join you.” 

    Spartan rested his forehead in his hand for a moment. 

    “Which ship, and which captain? And if you’re giving me escort, I want at least two Crusaders. Anything less and you’re leaving me out here to burn.” 

    Gun beamed. 

    “Euryale is operational, and she’s completed her third refit already. There’s only one captain I’d offer you, and luckily he’s still here.” 

    “Good,” replied Spartan, “Let’s hope we don’t run right into the middle of a storm.” 

    Khan burst out laughing, much to the surprise of everybody still waiting quietly in the hangar. 

    “Like that will happen!” 

    





   



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 

      

      

    Following the Star Empire Crisis, the IAB was forced to adapt into something more akin to a separate military force. Originally intended as a high-tech solution to the region’s problems, the military unit quickly evolved into a substantial and powerful Special Forces command with alien and machine coming together to maintain peace. The more alien focus of the unit meant it was distrusted by many in the old Human colonies, and rarely granted access outside of the Helion Nexus. Its results in combat could not be denied, however.  

    Though small in number, the high-speed ships, heavy transports, and units of advanced warriors proved their worth time and time again. Through the leadership of Brigadier Arthur Black the IAB now included robotics Grunts, fighter drones, and cohorts of contracted mercenaries. There were even rumours of loyalist Biomechs and their Thegn serfs working as part of the elite unit. Who would take these forces into combat but none other than Colonel Gun, hero of the Confederacy. This veteran commander would make use of Major Spartan and Captain Khan to spearhead the elite first battalion into operations throughout the Alliance and beyond. 

    The Interstellar Assault Brigade 

      

      

    Alliance Mauler Landing Craft ‘Firebolt’ 

    January 30th 2473, Two days later 

    Captain Delatorre felt a pang of guilt as he travelled through space aboard the spacecraft. Never in his entire career had he spent so much time moving between ships. He’d read stories in the Academy of captains that spent years aboard a single ship, yet he seemed to flip between vessels more frequently than any other man. It was more than a little unsettling, and though he knew it should have been an honour, it still left him uneasy. ANS Victorious was his latest ship, and losing her so quickly in the battle still rankled with him. The losses in crew and marines were substantial, yet he’d escaped with his life, just as he’d done with Titan and Euryale before. 

    What are you complaining about? Would you rather have stayed on any of those ships and died? 

    He knew it was stupid, perhaps even frivolous to think of such things at a time like this. Yet like all naval officers, he’d been brought up in the tradition of heroic officers and ship’s captains. There were many images and great works of art back on Terra Nova that showed the deeds of famous war heroes. Admiral Jarvis and her actions in the Great Uprising were one of the most popular. As was Admiral Lewis and his last stand against the Biomechs. The image of the Admiral on the bridge, surrounded by his officers and with their firearms drawn kept coming back to him. There was no chance Lewis could have won; yet he and his crew fought that battle to the very last soul. 

    Delatorre himself had been in many suicidal actions, like Lewis and Jarvis, but he’d never needed to sacrifice himself. On each occasion he’d lost people, and it ate away at him like a cancerous wound. He kept telling himself the same thing over and over, but as he made his way towards his new posting, he began to wonder if this would be for a matter of months, perhaps even weeks before he lost yet another ship. The internal speakers activated as the pilot spoke back to him. 

    “Captain. I have a message from Euryale. She has just arrived at the rendezvous point. It’s her captain. She wants to speak with you.” 

    She? Can it be her? 

    “Very good. Put her on.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    There was no video, though in his current position strapped aboard the spacecraft, he was actually quite grateful. Instead, the sound reverberated through the hollow innards of the spacecraft. 

    “Captain Delatorre. Glad to speak with you again.” 

    At hearing the voice, his expression changed. 

    “Commander Ichika, is that you?” 

    “It is indeed. I’m here on the transfer run.” 

    “Well…I’m glad to hear that. I take it you’ve taken good care of my ship?” 

    “Your ship? She’s been mine since we started decontamination work on her. Perhaps next time you decide to visit an alien derelict, you’ll be a little more careful.” 

    Mentioning the vessel filled him with dread. He recalled the last images he had of the vast alien vessel, with its terrible intelligent machine hunting down marines. They’d escaped that horror, the cost irradiating both the alien ship and Euryale. Many assumed the ship would never be used again, but it had sat in orbit over Taxxu where it had been repaired, decontaminated, and upgraded. The mission had been a success, but it still served as a reminder of another ship he’d served on and lost. 

    “It will be good to see you again,” said Ichika, “I do not have to leave for another twenty-four hours. Watch yourself through the debris field. Looks like you all made quite the mess out there.” 

    There was a short pause before she finished. 

    “Ichika out.” 

    Delatorre’s mind drifted back to the last time the two had met. It had been during an inspection of the new engine units on ANS Titan. They’d been using a small utility shuttle to survey the new nacelles. Engine problems had left them stranded in the darkness, and with an ever-decreasing temperature, they’d been expected to use their PDS gear to either wait for help, or exit the vehicle and use the EVA gear to get back. Instead, they’d found the time to keep themselves warm in other ways until help arrived. Thinking back to that moment put a smile on his face, just as the Mauler boosted power to its two frontal engine mounts. 

    “Hold on, Sir,” said the pilot. 

    Captain Delatorre grunted as the engines activated in sequence. He grasped the harness on his seat and looked up to the internal screen. It showed the view ahead, and even he gasped at the scene before him. The debris was usually easy to see, but the smaller sections were much harder to keep an eye on. Pieces of metal flashed on by, and then entire fighter fuselages; clearly, a major fighter engagement had taken place there. By the time they were through, he’d spotted more than a dozen fighters, with at least half matching Alliance specification. He physically shuddered at realising that some of them might still contain the frozen remains of young pilots. 

    The Mauler rolled about along its axis, all four engines rotating as needed to move the ship safely through. With one final roll, the engines pulsed with power, and the spacecraft burst forward. Now they were through the first ring of debris, he could see many ships arrayed before him. Some of these vessels were freshly arrived to assist with the clearing up operation. Most were survivors of the brutal space battle, and bearing the marks of that battle. 

    “Impressive.” 

    There were so many ships it looked like a fleet review. Most were too small to see, but there were at least ten ships within thirty kilometres. There were Alliance, Star Empire, and even Byotai ships all lined up. 

    “Hold on, Captain, we’ve got to work our way through the debris field. The floating matter out here is a big problem. Looks like at least six-months’ work to completely clear the shipping lanes.” 

    “No problem. Play it safe. We don’t need any accidents out here. We’ve taken a big enough hit in this fight as it is.” 

    The engines swivelled about into the next position and thundered away, sending vibrations through the hull. 

    “Yes, Sir. We’ll get you to Euryale in one piece.” 

    The Mauler dipped beneath a massive section, and now Delatorre could see what it was. His eyes widened as he gazed upon the shattered sections of hull from ANS Warlord. He’d assumed the ship could be repaired, but from the reports he’d received, the ship was far from repairable. Now he could see the debris, it became that much more obvious. The battleship was actually a separate central superstructure connected to a pair of Vengeance Class hulls. The large piece drifting in front of him was almost as big as a Liberty Class destroyer, and that stunned him. 

    “Sir, you can see the hulk of Victory on the port side. Changing camera feed now.” 

    The screen pulsed white, and a new image screen appeared. It was backlit but the planet of Helios Prime. ANS Victory was there, though her ruined hulk was almost impossible to make out, embedded in the front of the massive Star Empire flagship. 

    “Wow,” he said quietly, “That looks a lot bigger from out here.” 

    Five-Seven, his trusted Thegn executive officer leant in and looked at the imagery. He had been silent for the entire duration of the flight, even when Ichika Yamato had been speaking with his captain. There were three other Thegns on board, as well as an escort of marines. In the past, this would have been highly unusual, but after the recent troubles, nobody was taking a chance. There were enemies all about, and not all of them were aliens. 

    “The ship killer sustained heavy damage. Do you think we will make use of the vessel?” 

    Captain Delatorre shrugged. 

    “The tech will be interesting, as will the amour and weapons on that thing. I suspect it will be taken back to Terra Nova for study.” 

    “Interesting,” said the creature. His voice crackled as though he were a man speaking through a mechanised translator. Every month the Thegns became more aware of their environment, as well as better speakers. Outsiders saw them as little more than mindless killing machines, but Delatorre had seen their change. They were at least as intelligent as Humans, and while lacking compassion and emotion, they more than made up for it in a rigorous logical intelligence. 

    “How so?” 

    The Thegn pointed to the ships. 

    “Taxxu is a better place for research. We have more experience in advanced tech.” 

    Delatorre wanted to say more, but telling Five-Seven that his people were far from trusted seemed unnecessary right now. Not that this would be news to the Thegn, after all, they’d been the enemy just a decade earlier. 

    “Five-Seven. Tell me something.” 

    “Yes.” 

    Delatorre smiled at the response. It would have been little different if he’d asked a computer the exact same question. 

    “You and your people. How are you finding your new life?” 

    Five-Seven hesitated before answering. 

    “I do not understand the question. We are treated well, and we have tasks to complete.” 

    “Yes. But you are free. Z’Kanthu and The Twelve granted you your freedom to pursue your own future. Does that change things for you?” 

    Again, Five-Seven paused before answering. 

    “We live and act in your world. We are content enough in this.” 

    “But do you want more? To live on other worlds, to learn new skills?” 

    This time Five-Seven answered instantly. 

    “We are bred and programmed for military operations.” 

    The Thegn lifted his hands. They were rougher than a Human’s, yet just as dexterous. The long blades were retracted, though visible as part of his limbs. 

    “We fight on land, or we fight in space. Both are acceptable to us. Now we choose who to fight for.” 

    The Thegn then turned away and looked back at the videostream, leaving Delatorre looking at the back of the alien. He’d fought alongside him so many times he often didn’t even see him as different. But then there were times like this, when he realised the Thegns had no racial, historical, or cultural ties to the Alliance or Humanity in general. All they offered was to protect the freedom of the Thegns, and to offer them a productive life if they so wanted it. 

    Could they be turned? 

    Even as he thought it, he discounted the idea. They were no less loyal than anybody else. And one thing he did not doubt was that many of the Thegns had formed unique bonds with those they worked with. 

    Hell, I’d take a Thegn as a friend over most Humans these days. 

    A smile formed on his face as they passed the flank of a large transport. Before them was the massive hull of the Confederate Class ship. At first glance he barely recognized her, with the major modification and alterations that had taken place. She was bigger, with an extended aft section, thicker nacelles, and massive forward gun systems. There were more recent modifications as well, changes that marked her out as different to all the other ships of her class. In particular, the rear nacelles were partially split, the rings no longer complete. From certain angles, it looked more like eight or so separate sections extended from the hull, energy filling the gaps to create the rings when needed. 

    “She was supposed to be an assault ship for marines. Now look at her.” 

    “Euryale is a powerful ship, Captain,” said Five-even. 

    “Indeed, she is. Like a Phoenix, Euryale rises from the radioactive fire to become something bigger and greater than before.” 

    Fire-Seven turned his head and considered his words before speaking. 

    “Captain, what is a…Phoenix?” 

    Delatorre smiled. 

    “Now that, my friend, is a very interesting story.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’ 

    12 hours later 

    The ship was a hive of activity as men and women arrived almost hourly. Captain Delatorre had been on board for little more than twelve hours, and by now it felt as though he’d been there for months. He’d relieved the temporary crew, keeping a couple of the officers to assist. Five-Seven was there, as well as several of the experienced Thegn crewmembers. Most of the other officers were fresh faces from Taxxu, and though he hadn’t served with them before, he’d met them on several previous occasions. These were not rookie officers, but the product of the strict selection process on Taxxu. The IAB creamed off the top of the Alliance naval pool. Captain Delatorre reached for the intercom and depressed the button. It was an old school system, but as always, it felt right on such a ship. 

    “Now hear this…now here this. This fleet will leave Helios Prime in ninety-six hours. I want every piece of equipment stowed, cabins crewed, and the ship ready for full-scale combat operations.” 

    A few of the bridge crew glanced towards him. The operation was supposed to be nothing more than a visit to a foreign world, but he spoke as though they were going into battle. Commander Ichika Yamato watched from her position near Five-Seven with a raised eye. He could see their confusion, but he’d seen enough combat to know that commanding a ship meant being ready. 

    “We travel deep into the old Byotai territory once more. The war is supposed to be over, but when has that ever kept us safe? We will arrive at our destination, equally prepared to stand on the parade ground as well as to form up in the line of battle. Euryale is a ship of war, and that hasn’t changed today.” 

    He placed the unit back in its cradle and then walked along the deck slowly, checking each computer display in turn. ANS Euryale was one of the first batches of ships built back at Taxxu, but she had little in common with her original design. After two short refits, the vessel was now fully up to spec as a third tranche Confederate Class ship. As with all IAB vessels, the crew was small, less than a doze, though not including the support crew for the embarked ground troops and fighter wings. Commander Yamato approached and walked with him as he checked the systems. 

    “The ship has seen major improvements following every major action of the IAB. There are multiple redundant systems, as well as protective measures for the nacelles. They can now function, even after partial structural loss.” 

    “Yes,” he answered politely, “She looks bigger, more potent than the last time we met.” 

    Ichika smiled coyly. 

    “Much changes in time, Captain.” 

    They shared a look, and for a second he felt a little uncomfortable. They’d intended on sharing a drink before she left, although since his arrival they’d found no spare time. 

    “Good…very good,” he said, perhaps a little firmer than intended. 

    Indicators moved back and forth on one screen, and he paused to look at the data. Like all naval officers, basic engineering was a required part of his Academy training. And the data he could see was very different to what he was expecting. 

    “What’s happening with the power units? I see fluctuations on the third nacelle ring.” 

    His new Khreenk engineer was a grim-looking individual called Cyli Nok, from the Nok Clan. Delatorre was still not entirely sure about the Khreenk and their clan structures, but their engineers were the best in the sector, and he knew he could do no better. Unlike the rest of the Alliance military, the IAB could accept members from the outside of the old Alliance including Helion, Khreenk, and even Thegns as crewmembers. The alien looked back and spoke in a mechanical voice via his speech synthesiser. 

    “All levels nominal, Captain. The ship is running as expected. Energy consumption is much lower than the original specification. We have a lot of surplus, so I’m moving a percentage to the weapon reserves.” 

    “I see, very good. No sense wasting all that surplus.” 

    He looked back to Commander Yamato who gave him a subtle nod. 

    “As you know. Euryale is one of the first of our Confederate Class ships. And that means she’s had the most improvements made. Since your last time aboard, she’s been rebuilt from bow to stern. You have a lot of catching up to do.” 

    Delatorre was certain he spotted something in her eyes as she spoke. She was an expert at hiding her emotions, and he suspected she was being more suggestive than the tone implied. He lowered his eyes and sighed. 

    “We never expected to see so much action in so little time in the IAB. Losses are high, and every serving ship has suffered terrible damage.” 

    He placed a hand on the back of his seat. 

    “Euryale was sacrificed against the derelict, and now she’s back and ready to serve once more. I hope this time will be different.” 

    The Khreenk officer uttered a noise and returned to his work. He looked little different to a Human, other than for the single replaced eye, and slight bump to the top of his head. Unlike the other races, the Khreenk took pride in augmenting their bodies with advanced components and electronics. The artificial eye was a common upgrade, and included improved optics, as well as augmented reality data overlaid directly to the brain. The bump contained a secondary AI co-processor, and it was something Cyli Nok loved to explain to newcomers. It seemed odd to Delatorre, but he couldn’t argue with the results. The Khreenk officer was effectively a walking, talking computer. 

    “Captain,” Five-Seven said from his seat, “We have guests.” 

    Captain Delatorre smiled as he listened to the guttural words from the alien foot soldier. The creature looked more like an anaemic Human, devoid of hair and covered in a thin layer of rubberised armour. The Alliance Navy auxiliary insignia was gone from the alien’s chest, replaced by the IAB markings. It was a subtle change, but significantly upgraded the status of the Thegns on the ship. The door slid open, and in walked three figures. At first none of the officers on deck moved until the armoured woman moved into the light. Behind her walked a pair of marines, each of whom moved away and to their stations outside the door. 

    “Arana,” said Captain Delatorre, “Welcome aboard ANS Euryale. Is your sister with you?” 

    The stunningly beautiful woman waltzed into the centre of the room and paused, almost as though she’d timed her entry to the exact second. Her pale hair was different to Syala’s red hues, yet in their own way they both made a bold statement that captivated all, including the Khreenk engineer. 

    “Thank you, Captain. I’ve been aboard her before. It’s nice to see you back in command of your old ship. Syala is assisting with the equipment transfer. It looks like you’re on the clock.” 

    Delatorre gave her a polite nod of acknowledgement. 

    “Euryale has proven herself time and again. She will do so this time as well. I’m glad to see you’ve joined us for this short operation.” 

    Arana flashed a disarming smile at him, and try as he might, Delatorre couldn’t help but smile back. Her gaze drifted towards Ichika, and she ran her eyes from head to foot, soaking in every detail. The Commander looked visibly surprised as Arana physically assessed her. 

    “And you must be…” 

    “My apologies,” Delatorre mumbled, “Let me introduce Commander Ichika Yamato. Temporary Captain of ANS Euryale.” 

    Arana’s eyes moved between the two of them, finally settling on the Commander. 

    “Wait a second. You’re Ichika, the Captain of the naval patrol frigate that was involved in the Paradiso Incident? The Black Orca?” 

    The officer’s expression turned in an instant at the name of the ship. Until then she’d remained impassive, but no longer. 

    “The what? How did you know about the Black Orca?” 

    Arana beamed with amusement. 

    “So…it was you.” 

    Delatorre cleared his throat to get their attention. 

    “What incident?” 

    Arana shook her head and laughed, though not too loudly. 

    “We were double booked on a mission to Paradiso. It’s not often that you get a contract to work in old Alpha Centauri. That was quite some time ago, wasn’t it?” 

    The two women looked to each other, but Ichika refused to volunteer any information. 

    “It was back in our early days, before the great expansion out into Helios and beyond. Two settlements were under attack by loyalist remnants of the Echidna Union and several units of Biomech ground troops.” 

    She looked to Delatorre. 

    “Read up on it, the notes are in the Alliance files. The punch line is that five merc units were involved in the fighting, including one of my squads. The place was about to be overrun, and most of the mercs had fled. My Widows remained in their positions, just as some hothead crashed a frigate into the forest. Alliance marines secured the site, but the ship was ruined.” 

    Her eyes drifted back to Ichika. 

    “Rumour has it, the wreck of the Black Orca is still down there.” 

    Ichika said nothing for a second, and then answered with a short nod. 

    “I was there. I can say no more.” 

    Arana sighed. 

    “Well, that’s a pity. I’m sure it would be a better topic than the two of you sleeping together.” 

    Captain Delatorre almost choked. 

    “Arana.” 

    The mercenary feigned upset and lifted both of her hands. 

    “Sorry, I didn’t realise the two of you were a secret.” 

    Delatorre’s nostrils flared as he did his best top change the subject. He also tried to move Arana from her current position on the deck, though she stubbornly refused to budge. 

    “I understood your unit was returning to Proxima.” 

    Arana’s expression changed, and it seemed she might have chosen to ignore the current topic of conversation. 

    “Yes. We’ve chartered transports to take those back if their contracts have expired, or if they were incapacitated. They leave shortly, and I will be joining them. Recruitment is never fun, but we need fresh recruits. It’s going to be an expensive year for us.” 

    She raised an eyebrow towards Ichika. 

    “We are always looking for new recruits. We offer quite a bounty to experienced military personnel. Trust me, we need lots of new blood.” 

    “Interesting, but for now I have other duties. First up, my transfer across to ANS Harbinger, Captain O’Hara has requested me as his first choice for XO.” 

    Arana looked confused. 

    “But you’re with the IAB now, aren’t you?” 

    Ichika smiled. 

    “Indeed. But Harbinger is going to be providing escort for Euryale and Verdun. So I’ll be around a little longer than expected.” 

    She flashed her eyes at Delatorre as she spoke, and his face appeared to redden. Arana almost laughed as he looked back to her. He did seem genuinely saddened to hear that Arana was leaving. Like all of those in the IAB who’d been fighting in the Tenth Quadrant, he’d formed quite a bond with the unusual unit of mercenaries. They were highly secretive, and he’d heard rumours they were a much bigger organisation than either of the sisters had ever let on. Few knew the full story of the unit’s creation, but there were records of the Widows having been around for more than three decades. More interesting to him was that Widows units seemed to pop up in multiple places at once, confirming that the organisation was vastly bigger than anybody suspected. 

    “I’m sorry to hear about your losses, Arana. How many did you keep on board this ship?”  

    Arana considered his question for a moment. 

    “Just one squad, and Syala will be staying behind to lead them. They’re all veterans of the campaign, and will be on hand should you require their rather unique sets of skills.” 

    “That is good to know. I will rest more easily knowing we have your people on board.” 

    Captain Delatorre pointed off to the spherical observation booth to the left of the bridge. There was one on both sides of the ship, and each provided a perfect and unrestricted view of the outside. 

    “Looks like we’re taking Relentless with us.” 

    The two stared at the nearest ships. They might be a few kilometres away, yet they looked little bigger than fighters. 

    “Relentless, huh? I thought she was on the list to head home.” 

    Delatorre shook his head. 

    “Not this time. The Admiral is leaving us with her and a couple of light escorts. Do you have anything we could use?” 

    The two shared a look that told Arana exactly what he was asking. 

    “Who told you?” 

    Delatorre grinned sheepishly. 

    “There are rumours. We heard you have your own squadron of ex-military corvettes back home. Some say more than five. Any comment?” 

    Arana flashed that smile once more, but this time he wasn’t buying it. 

    “Not telling me, huh?” 

    Arana shrugged. 

    “You know how it is. Mystery is part of our brand. People will pay good money to have the services of the Black Widows, and we never turn down a good contract. In the past we have come across the odd piece of ex-military hardware. Trust me, you never know when it could come in handy.” 

    The Captain’s eyes narrowed as he remembered something important. 

    “You said Syala was staying on board. Where is she?” 

    Arana rolled her eyes. 

    “Syala is checking on the new arrivals with Spartan. You know those two. I wanted to say goodbye before heading back down to the operations level. It could be some time before we meet again.” 

    She cast a look around the deck. 

    “Where is everybody else? Spartan told me he’d arrived here over a day ago. Are you not ready to leave yet? I understood your ship was crewed and ready for combat.” 

    Delatorre pointed towards the central screen ahead of his current position. It showed details of the nearby ships, as well as deck status for every part of the ship. 

    “I’ve got my crew, but I’m still waiting on a resupply run for the marines. We’re low on tech after the last fight…and if I’m not mistaken, that looks like the ship we’re waiting for.” 

    They both looked at the screen closely until finally Arana stepped back. 

    “I need to go, my friend. Look after them for me.” 

    “Them? Syala, Spartan, or your people?” 

    Arana almost bowed as she turned to leave. 

    “All of them, Captain.” 

    She then looked to Ichika. 

    “Don’t forget what I said. We always need good people. When you’re done with this man, let me know.” 

    She flashed a knowing smile at her. 

    “Once you’ve served with an all-female merc outfit, you’ll never go back.” 

    And with nothing further to say she departed, leaving silence on the bridge. Captain Delatorre took in a long, deep breath before looking back to his crew; Five-Seven stared right back, slightly unsettling him for a second. 

    “Transports are heading for the lower decks now.” 

    “Excellent. Notify Spartan of their arrival. I’m sure he’ll be relieved.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Spartan leant back again the wall as the third transport unloaded its cargo onto the deck. He waited there with Khan and Syala as they checked on the inventory and new arrivals. Unusually, Syala wore civilian clothing, or as close as she ever came to wearing them. Gone was her body armour, and in their place a loose-fitting pair of cargo-pants, and a shirt barely concealed by her battered old leather jacket. Spartan wore utility overalls from his work an hour earlier unloading supplies. He didn’t need to get involved in this party of the operation. But with hours becoming days, he was becoming more and more impatient. 

    “You know, you have enough people on this ship to do this. There are other things we could be doing.” 

    He looked to Syala and spotted Khan right next to her. 

    “She’s right. The new marines need testing. I don’t care what Gun had to say about them. I’ve never seen them in action before.” 

    “I don’t think that’s the kind of…” 

    Syala placed a finger on Spartan’s lips and laughed. 

    “Don’t worry. I need to speak with my sister before she leaves.” 

    She turned to leave, and Spartan grabbed her arm, locking her in place. 

    “Don’t go too far. I need you for the first drill with the recruits.” 

    Spartan released her arm, but she hesitated before moving away. 

    “Arana will want to speak with you, too. She’s finishing up with Delatorre. It’s a long time since we were all apart.” 

    Spartan nodded in agreement, and with that she left. He wasn’t much for small talk, and though he and the sisters were close, they were all still used to the fact that they had their own lives. Spartan avoided complications as much as possible, especially since suffering his own personal tragedies. A loud clunk turned his attention to the latest pile of equipment to be delivered. This time Spartan lifted a hand and walked up to the platform. He examined the markings and signalled for the deck supervisor to approach. 

    “This is no good to me. Send it back, and clear space for the next delivery.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    The man began shouting to the driver and crew, while Khan examined the inventory with growing irritation. 

    “Yeah,” he agreed, “What we don’t need is another five hundred carbines when our stocks are full. Who organises all of this?” 

    Spartan sighed. 

    “Computer management. It knows we lost a third of our Grunts in combat. So it assumes we need to replace them and their weapons.” 

    Khan snorted. 

    “And we recovered most of the weapons after the fighting.” 

    “Exactly.” 

    The two moved further along the deck where a military Mauler waited to be unloaded. The ramps hit the ground too quickly. Spartan stopped and watched a deck officer launch into a rant at the crew. He would have interceded, but the man had control over the situation. 

    “Less haste!” snapped the man, “You rush things, and you make mistakes. Do it right the first time.” 

    On the left side of the craft it was barely wide enough to take the wheeled robotic platforms, yet they fitted with incredible precision. One by one they moved from the craft and headed off into the bowels of the ship. 

    “Impressive,” said Khan, “Looks like a new delivery of SAARs. Thanks, Gun.” 

    A loud clunk drew the attention of half the people on the operations level as the first of the robots drove out from the transport Mauler. It was a big, wheeled machine, with its turret folded down inside its body. The wheels were open metal frame devices with rubber, non-pneumatic treads fitted around them. 

    “Nice. They earned their keep in the last fight, that’s for sure.” 

    The second machine began to drive out when a groan from under the Mauler caught Spartan’s attention. One man was there under the nose of the craft and attaching coolant lines to the spacecraft. Two deck crew raced towards the craft as one of its legs began to buckle, and then the Mauler sank down half a metre. Part of the fuselage struck the man and knocked him down. The undercarriage failed until just one of the engine cowlings crunched against a spare engine component. It held the weight of the craft, but only just. 

    “Khan!” 

    The two rushed to the craft as the heavy metal slowly crushed the spare engine mount. If he’d not been next to a fully laden rack, he would have been crushed to a pulp. Instead, the metalwork groaned and compressed, giving them time to reach him. Spartan dropped down low, while Khan slammed his arms into the side of the craft. Khan grunted, pushing his shoulder under the lower engine mount, and taking as much weight as he could. He might be the closest thing to an ogre, but even he could only take so much. 

    “Hurry!” he yelled. 

    Spartan was hidden from view as he helped drag the wounded crewman. A leg cracked under the pressure, and then two hydraulic pistons sheared off, one sending a disc of sharp metal against the nearest wall. Spartan grabbed the man’s legs and pulled him away from the craft. His overalls were filthy, and a large tear ran from his shoulder down to his side. The craft dropped another few centimetres, knocking Spartan down onto one knee. Khan tensed him muscles and called out to the crew on the deck. 

    “Get that engine cowling and jam it under…now!” 

    A third technician pulled on a mechanical pulley to relieve pressure on the one engine mount, but none of this was going to work for much longer. Four crew raced in from further away with a motorised lifting platform, but with every metre they travelled, the spacecraft dropped another few centimetres. Other crewmembers, as well as a pair of marines threw themselves against the craft. Spartan struggled to move the fallen man, but the slowly dropping engine unit began pressing the man’s leg to the deck. 

    “Khan, give me one last boost. Everything you have! Now!” 

    Everyone pushed with all their might, but it was the groan from Khan that filled the hull of Euryale. He howled like a bestial beast as he put every ounce of strength into holding back the collapsing craft. To the astonishment of those helping, the spacecraft actually rose almost three centimetres. Khan’s limbs trembled with the effort. 

    “Do it!” 

    Spartan yanked the fallen man away from the craft and to safety as Khan finally dropped to one knee. The other crew and marines scattered as it thudded down to the deck with a mighty groan. Khan roared as he flexed his shoulders, and then moved back to Spartan to check on the man. 

    “How…is he?” 

    Spartan flashed a quick look at his friend. 

    “He’s fine, just knocked out cold by the impact. You a little out of breath there, fella?” 

    The two leant back against the nearest bulkhead, waiting as medics and deck crew helped the fallen man. Others arrived with heavier equipment and began the process of clearing the deck. One moved to Spartan, a crestfallen look on his face. 

    “Sir. I should have checked her on arrival. We just…” 

    Spartan lifted a hand. 

    “Since when do we check the landing gear for damage on arrival?” 

    The man swallowed uncomfortably. 

    “Well…uh…” 

    “Exactly. It looks like the pivot joints on the leg were damaged, probably in the recent fighting. I’ve never come across a problem like this before.” 

    The man nodded. 

    “That is true, Sir. Still…” 

    He looked back to the craft, and its awkward position as it lay at an angle on the deck. In space the thing looked deadly, but now it looked as impotent as a bird of prey with a broken wing. 

    “I will ensure new procedures are introduced for deck handling, though. It’s happened once, and it could happen again. It will add no more than a few seconds to the landing inspection.” 

    Spartan knew the man was beating himself up far more than he should. There was no significant damage, and nobody had been hurt. 

    “It was rough out there, for sure. The entire fleet has taken a beating. How long until you can have her flying again? I’m going to need every asset for this operation.” 

    A look of relief spread across the man’s face. 

    “Three hours, tops. She’ll be repaired, new parts fitted, tested, and moved to storage.” 

    “Excellent. I’ll let you get back to work.” 

    The man left, and Spartan looked back to Khan. At the same time, another batch of transports moved into unloading positions. A wry smile formed across Khan’s lips as he nodded towards the closest of the spacecraft. The young Alliance officer was already there and calling on his people to inspect the underside. 

    “That didn’t take long.” 

    Spartan chuckled in agreement. 

    “Amazing, isn’t it?” 

    Seconds later, the doors were open. Multiple crewmembers moved into position and began unloading their supplies. Dozens of marines helped unload the equipment, while motorised loaders took the containers of Grunts to their predetermined locations. 

    “You think we’re going to need all of this?” 

    Spartan shrugged. 

    “Who knows? But in my experience, if anything can go wrong…” 

    “It usually does,” Khan finished. 

      

    





   



 CHAPTER TWELVE 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’ 

    February 4th 2473 

    Captain Delatorre held the intercom to his mouth and spoke to the men and women of the crew. Spartan and Khan watched him, while Syala waited near the port side observation sphere. Out in front of them was the vast world of Helios Prime, former capital of the Helion League, and now one of many worlds in the Alliance. Before Delatorre spoke, he looked to the others. 

    “One minute to departure. Any last words before we leave this place?” 

    They remained silent, but Spartan for some reason stepped closer to the middle of the three screens. It showed the myriad of different vessels, from the Alliance ships-of-the-line through to the Byotai warships and Helion cruisers. Largest on the screen was the Legion Class battleship, Furiosa, and her escort cruisers. 

    “A quick word with the crew?” 

    “Of course.” 

    Delatorre handed the device to Spartan. A clock at the top of the display continued to count down, even as each of the ships finished their rotations prior to activating their engines. 

    “We leave on a month long voyage to the heart of the Byotai Empire. This is the culmination of a long campaign, one that cost of thousands of lives and dozens of ships.” 

    The clock showed forty seconds remaining. 

    “We will see the new Imperator installed and a hard-won peace finally brought to this sector. Use the time well, my friends. One thing we should all know by now is that the unexpected can strike at any moment. Major Spartan, out.” 

    He handed the intercom back to Delatorre, who lowered it slowly into the cradle. There was under half a minute remaining now, and a gentle rumble spread throughout the ship. 

    “You think we could run into trouble again.” 

    Spartan beamed as he answered. 

    “It’s us, Captain. Trouble follows us wherever we go.” 

    The next few moments were silent as the ships of the fleet activated their engines and boosted away to the nearby Spacebridge. ANS Euryale could make the entire voyage in weeks by using her advanced engines, or days by doing the same via the Rift Network. Instead, they would travel at the speed of the slowest ship, as they travelled back to The Trinity and the Byotai homeworld. 

    “Five seconds,” Delatorre said under his breath. He turned to his helmsman and gave him a nod. 

    “Ready when you are.” 

    “Yes, Captain. Engines ready for sub-light transfer. Increasing power…now. The gravitomagnetic field is already compensating. Engines at fifteen percent and rising.” 

    Spartan, Khan, and Syala watched the view from the computer displays, as well as the observation sphere as the shapes of the many ships and spacecraft shrank in size. Only the planet appeared to be the same, and would do so for hours. Battleships shrunk down to the size of frigates and were soon little more than dots in the distance. 

    “Goodbye, Sister,” said Syala. 

    They watched for another minute or so until Spartan exhaled slowly. He moved towards Captain Delatorre and then ran his right hand down his faded beard. 

    “Do you have everything you need?” 

    Delatorre nodded. 

    “Yes, Sir. Everything.” 

    “Excellent. Then I will leave you in peace.” 

    He looked to the other two. 

    “Coming?” 

    Khan tuned to Syala before answering Spartan. 

    “Where?” 

    Spartan rubbed his hands together. 

    “To the training hall. Two thirds of our marines are rookies.” 

    “And you plan on starting their training today?” 

    Spartan shook his head. 

    “They’ve all completed their basic IAB training. No, today they start their training with us.” 

    With his left hand, he pointed to each of them. 

    “Khan and I will instruct them in advanced methods of combat. So far, they’ve had training in small arms, close combat, field skills, and the like. But they’ve not been taught specifics on fighting the Star Empire or the Byotai. Khan and I will introduce them to brute force training and tactics.” 

    Khan seemed to like that. 

    “Yeah…it’s what we do.” 

    “Syala, I need you to show them the rest over the next few weeks.” 

    “The rest? That’s quite a lot.” 

    Spartan’s expression remained the same. 

    “Then it’s just as well we have over a month to get them ready.” 

    His gaze shifted to Khan. 

    “Get one squad to the training hall for the top of the hour. We’ll get started then.” 

    Khan grunted and headed to the door. Syala watched him go. 

    “You need me?” 

    Spartan found it hard not to laugh. 

    “Of course, but maybe later. I need to whip this squad into shape. Best to start as I mean to go on.” 

    Syala put her hand on his forearm. 

    “My unit has their own training regime to sort out. I will go to them. This evening?” 

    Spartan nodded. 

    “Yeah. We’ll have our own time this evening.” 

    She gave him a wink, and without a sound, she drifted from the deck like some ethereal being. Spartan watched her go, finding himself mesmerized by the way she moved. 

    That is one hell of a woman. 

      

    * * * 

      

    One Hour Later 

    The training hall was one of many on the newly enlarged and improved warship. Combat experience had shown that the small single area on the original design was wholly inadequate. Luckily, further automation through the ship had opened up more space, thereby allowing several similar sections to be made available. The training halls backed onto each other deep inside the ship. When combined via an open plan system, they could create a large training environment second only to those on board dedicated assault ships of the past. 

    Spartan waited as the marines filed in. He wore his standard combat blouse, while his legs were encased in PDS armour. It was rare to find him these days without at least some protection. His arms were bare from the elbows, his forearms bulging out from the material. Both were covered in marks, some old, others much more recent. His faded beard was neatly trimmed, and marks on his cheeks and forehead served as a constant reminder that he was no desk-bound officer. One by one they came in, each looking at Spartan and doing their best not to be noticed. They all wore their PDS armour, the infamous Shadow Armour, something only a qualified IAB Marine could be issued and wear. The grey colouring was mottled and similar to the ship around them due to the special coating. With the new technology, the IAB was now the only Alliance combat unit with no specific colours for its units. The marines even wore their helmets; although the visors were up to fully expose their faces. All they lacked were the carbines they would carry into battle. 

    Impressive, very impressive! 

    They looked as good as any IAB unit before them, and moved with professionalism and confidence, as he’d expected. Their training at Taxxu would have been tough, especially when overseen by Gun. Spartan almost relished seeing what they could do when pushed. He’d done this so many times now it felt like second nature. Unit and individual training was of course no longer his purview, in fact it never really had been. He was the senior commander of the IAB for this operation, though, and he liked them to know he was there, one of them, and not afraid to get stuck in. He’d been a grunt once, a lowly private with attitude and no experience. These new marines were well trained, and had managed to pass the tough courses and selection back on Taxxu. Khan approached him and spoke quietly so none of the others could hear. 

    “We’re doing this again? This is my company, and they are good. I checked every single one of them. Taxxu has toughened them up.” 

    Spartan smiled. 

    “Of course. Individually they are elite soldiers, but they are not a unit, not yet.” 

    Khan sighed. “Not this again.” 

    “You know it’s true, Khan. Nothing creates a unit better than a shared experience.” 

    Khan struggled not to laugh. 

    “Shared experience, are you kidding me? Stuck in a trench and losing twenty percent of your unit is more than an experience. It changes them. We’ve both seen it.” 

    Spartan couldn’t argue with that. His own son had been badly shaken by the fighting in the Biomech War. The trauma stunned him, leaving him confused and volatile. From the combat reports he’d read, Jack had sought out combat as a way to null the horrors he’d already seen. Spartan hadn’t been there for him, a decision that haunted him every single day. Even Spartan had suffered in his decades of service, leaving him cold and often numbed to the violence. With his wife and son dead, he had no family left that he knew of; leaving just those he fought alongside. Spartan breathed in deeply and soaked in the details of the marines. 

    “You’re right, Khan. Every one of us changes in battle, you and me included.” 

    Khan grunted, and Spartan could tell he wasn’t impressed with being told that. Khan and his kin were the direct consequences of war, and he’d never backed down from a fight. More important, there were few signs of any major trauma to his psyche from continuous and relentless combat. In fact, like Gun, Olik, and the others, he seemed to quite enjoy it. 

    “They’re nearly all here. Are you ready?” 

    Khan grunted yet again and moved his attention to the new arrivals. He could see they were vastly different to the green marines he’d encountered back in his early years with the Confederate Marine Corps. Every one of them was fit, fully trained, and well motivated. In the past, they would have been candidates for various Special Forces, but now they were in something else. The IAB. It seemed to take an age, but finally they stopped and waited in a smart double line. A few glanced down at the two large plastic containers sitting in the middle of the hall. IAB stamps were present on all sides. They were shaped the same as the units used to house carbines. 

    They know they’re about to be tested. Good. 

    Spartan locked his attention on a tall, dark skinned marine. There were deep lacerations down his face, at odds with his status as a new recruit. He looked older than most of them, perhaps in his mid-thirties. His arms bulged with muscles, every part the strongman. Next along was a short woman, little over one and a half metres tall, Hispanic, and utterly still. They looked like so many he’d met before, all tough, disciplined, and ready. 

    “3rd Squad, 2nd Platoon. Correct?” 

    Their sergeant stepped forward and saluted smartly. 

    “Yes, Sir! 2nd Platoon present and accounted for.” 

    Spartan looked into the younger man’s eyes and was immediately taken back to a time decades before. He’d been a sergeant for some time, and leading small units into combat was something of a highlight of his career. He’d never wanted to lead an entire military unit, yet here was, a Major of all things.  

    “Excellent.” 

    He ran his eyes along the front rank, soaking in the details of their faces. He’d done this so any times before, and yet their faces always faded with time. He hoped he could keep every one of them alive, but he was in no doubt that he could not save them all. 

    “I’ve met some of you before, and some are complete strangers. By the time we reach our destination, we will be intimately familiar with each other. I know a percentage of you were caught up in the violent assault by CTC against our facilities at Taxxu.” 

    He began pacing in front of them. 

    “The IAB is more than just a military unit, it is a family. We include ship’s crew, marines, drone operators, and contracted mercenaries from a dozen different worlds. We use alien technology, deadly weapons, and Biomech tech whenever we think it suits our purposes.” 

    He paused and looked to them. Most were young men and women, all in their early twenties, but there was also at least one Helion, as well as a pair of Byotai soldiers. 

    “Many of the IAB fought with me at Karnak, but most of you here today are fresh from training. I do not doubt your resolve, or skills, but I do expect much more than you have learnt so far.” 

    One man, possibly the tallest in the group grinned as he listened. Khan spotted him and moved towards him. He stopped and looked down at the man. He looked tough, but still relatively slight compared to Spartan’s bulk. 

    “Something amuses you?” 

    The man’s expression instantly changed, but when he spoke, there was still some cockiness to his voice. He looked like a joker, and Spartan had expected to find one in the squad. It seemed every unit had one. 

    “No, Sir.” 

    “Explain yourself,” Spartan said from his position further away in the middle of the hall. The man hesitated, but he had little choice but to answer. It was one thing to do something wrong in the IAB, quite another to refuse a question from a superior officer. 

    “Sir. We’ve been through this already, back on Taxxu. The instructors broke us down and built us up. We know how to fight.” 

    Spartan’s lips moved into what might appear to be a smile, but Khan knew right away that it was something entirely different. 

    Oh, great. Here we go again, Khan thought. 

    “I have no doubt that you know how to fight. Colonel Gun would never have let you leave if you didn’t. The fact that you’ve passed all of the required courses and tests established by us shows you’re ready. I’m here for another reason.” 

    He waited as those words sunk in. 

    “The IAB must be ready to face the unexpected. We may deploy as a single platoon to engage a terrorist cell. Or we may fight alongside other units against unknown alien threats. That’s why we carry such a varied and powerful arsenal of weapons, equipment, armour, and machines.” 

    Spartan lifted a hand. The wall behind him appeared to lift up as a separating curtain moved from view. Behind him were eight Grunts, the technical robots used as virtual presence fighting machines. At first the marines didn’t look impressed or surprised to see them. But then one or two spotted the damage to them. 

    “These are the veterans of Karnak. Every one of them has taken a bullet, and many have taken a lot more. I know you saw some of them in action back at Taxxu, but trust me. These models have fought in trench warfare, ship boarding actions, and more. They’ve fought long and hard, and they keep coming back for more.” 

    His eyes narrowed as he ran his eyes along the machines. 

    “Usually they operate as virtual presence machines, just the way you’ve practiced. But on occasion they are slaved to Maverick suits for support roles, and sometimes given limited autonomous missions.” 

    A few of the marines looked surprised to hear that, and Spartan chuckled gently to himself. 

    “That’s right. In the IAB the rules are a little different. We obey the law, but we bend the rules to turn the fight to our advantage. If the Grunts need to be deployed at a command post for security, you can do it, and use their autonomous command mode.” 

    Not one of the marines spoke, but even more looked either confused or amazed at what they were hearing. 

    “I will take the heat for any of you if you twist or break the rules to the benefit of the IAB. You have my word that I will always have your back. So make sure that when you’re in the field, you have each other’s.” 

    Spartan pointed to the walls of the hall. 

    “Out there, in the cold of space we have many enemies. Some we know, and others we’ve never met. When the IAB is called on to fight we’re usually outnumbered, outgunned, and many parsecs from home.” 

    With one hand, Spartan pointed to the centre of their unit. 

    “That means it will come down to you, as individuals, and as a squad to do what is necessary. Improvisation and independence of thinking are keys to the IAB. That means sometimes breaking the rules. Actually, we almost always have to break them.” 

    He walked towards the machines, pointing at the damage. One even lacked a left arm, and in its place, was a fused metal housing to protect the joint. By the time he’d reached the last one, they were captivated by what they were seeing. The machines were faceless, or had been until now. 

    “Every one of these machines took a bullet, instead of one of my marines.” 

    He pointed to the marines. 

    “For the next month, you will learn to fight as part of a combined unit. Marines will provide the core, with robot Grunts leading the advance, and Maverick and JAS units providing the backup. Mercenaries will add their own skills, the Widows offering speed and ferocity, and the Khreenk their advanced military hardware.” 

    At that exact moment, the robots activated. Their single eyes glowed with purpose, and their arms moved out into a fighting posture. They began forming up into a wide line, with enough space between each other to swing their limbs. He gave a signal to Khan who pressed a button on the side of his arm. One by one the weapon cases sprung open to reveal multiple firearms inside. Spartan nodded to them. 

    “They are L52 Mark V Assault Carbines. Each equipped with a null barrel and simulated rounds.” 

    He looked back at the machines and smiled. 

    “These Grunts have been re-programmed to behave like different types of enemy soldiers. Right now, they are set to Biomech assault creatures from the Uprising.” 

    As soon as he said the words, the Grunts altered their postures. Due to their articulation, limb positions, and motor systems they could adapt to a low, wide stance, or something animalistic. Their heads pushed forwards in an aggressive posture, their limbs pushed and hanging down at the elbow joints. 

    “They are ready to hunt and kill marines. Are you ready for the test?” 

    The group remained silent and to attention. The Sergeant actually appeared a little surprised for a moment, but as his eyes met Spartan’s, and he gave a firm nod. 

    Khan crunched his fists together, beaming with pleasure at the thought of the coming fight. Spartan remained expressionless, moving away from the middle of the group. 

    “This is not a test of your resolve, marines. I know you will do what is required. I want to see you fight as a unit and against an unexpected enemy. You have no preparation, no special weapons, just what you brought with you and the contents of those boxes.”  

    He raised his eyebrows towards Khan who seemed increasingly amused by what was happening. 

    “Now…you have ten seconds before this starts.” 

    He nodded to Khan before continuing. 

    “Ready yourselves!” 

    Without wasting a single second, the Sergeant stepped forward to give orders. He turned his back on the potential enemy threat to concentrate on his people. 

    “You heard the man. Arm yourselves and get in a combat line. Move it!” 

    Some of the group looked stunned, but the dark-skinned marine instantly stepped from the line and towards the box. He reached inside, pulled out a carbine, and readied the weapon without even needing to look down at it. He formed up to the side of the Sergeant just as the others broke ranks. 

    “Five…four…” Khan said, his voice louder with each number. Half of the marines were armed, the others still around the boxes. The Sergeant gave an arm signal, and the armed marines spread out in a loose line ahead of the boxes, about thirty metres from the robotic Grunts. 

    “Three…” 

    The Sergeant aimed behind him and gave a single gesture. 

    “One fireteam to the rear, watch our backs.” 

    Spartan struggled to hide a look of satisfaction on his face. The marines had responded well, and in seconds were armed, formed up, and protecting their flanks and rear. Two were left-handed and had formed up on the right of the squad as they’d been trained. A blast of smoke filled the room, followed by most of the lights cutting. The effect was instantaneous and gave the impression of a night fight, with limited visibility. 

    “One!” Khan roared. 

    There was no warning from the Grunts, but the robotic creatures swarmed ahead in a rambling manner. They waved their arms in an odd, demented fashion, their voices screaming out in a monstrous rage. 

    “Fire!” shouted the Sergeant. 

    The guns blasted away, looking and sounding like the real thing. There was no sign of any bullets, but the simulated impacts on the Grunts perfect. Each round caused a shudder, with some stumbling or spinning about from the hits. They reacted as a beast would, and with each impact, the creatures became more and more enraged. Two were completely cut down, but a third moved close enough to swing its arms. The limbs crashed into a marine with a blow that could have shattered bone. The unfortunate individual staggered and fell to the ground, unable to move. Khan threw a glance in the direction of Spartan. He could just see the look on his face through the smoke and low light. Spartan pointed to the barriers placed around the entrance of the training hall. 

    “Suit medical overrides.” 

    Khan howled as he heard that. It was a safety protocol built into all the modern suits to protect the occupant from critical injury and damage. The primary joints of the armour could be locked, thereby acting as an effective splint if a limb was broken or shattered. While on the ship, Spartan has ensured that all suits used for simulated combat were automatically activated for remote access. 

    Another two Grunts fell to the ground, simulating hits to their heads and torsos. 

    They’re doing well, very well, actually. 

    The remaining Grunts moved in from three directions, hissing and howling, while the Marines poured in fire against them. Their formation was wider now, with gaps between the outer line, and a large gap in the middle around the Sergeant. Spartan had been waiting for this moment and didn’t hesitate. With a quick flick of his finger, he activated something far above them. The marines were so busy with the fight they didn’t even notice the shapes dropping down from the ceiling. There were only three, but each landed around the Sergeant, striking him down before he could call to them. 

    “Harsh,” Khan said over the roar of gunfire and shouts from the marines, “Very harsh.” 

    The gunfire dropped from a crescendo to a splutter, and then it was over. 

    “Enough,” Spartan called out, “Lights and extractor units.” 

    The main lights flashed on, their powerful rays burning through the haze with ease. Khan and Spartan could see the carnage the machines had wrought. Only three of the Grunts were upright. The floor was littered with their comrades and the entire IAB recruits. Spartan gave a nod, and the suit overrides deactivated. 

    “You can get up now.” 

    One by one the marines rose from the floor. Some groaned from their bruises, but most panted from the exertion. The unit’s Sergeant was already on his feet and formed them back up into a single line. 

    “Don’t feel bad. That was a hard test, perhaps a cruel test.” 

    He moved through the group, checking on each of them, doing his best to be both mentor, and also one of them. It was a fine line, but it was critical they considered each other equals in their own way. One Grunt tilted to the right, and then fell to the ground in a heap. Every one of them, Spartan and Khan included, looked to the fallen machine. 

    “Well, it looks like you got another one.” 

    Two marines sniggered at his comment, but when Spartan turned back around, they were upright and silent. 

    “Okay, then. Any questions?” 

    Not one of them spoke, but Spartan could see some hostility in their eyes. The tall dark-skinned marine in particular looked aggrieved at what had just happened. Spartan moved along the line and stopped in front of him. 

    “Name?” 

    “Corporal Benjamin Stone, Sir!” 

    Spartan inhaled slowly before asking his next question. The room was silent with all eyes on the two men. The Corporal might very well be a tough soldier, but he was still facing a superior officer, and a well decorated one at that. 

    “Very well, Corporal. What is your question?” 

    The marine looked to Spartan, perhaps now second-guessing as to whether he really should ask the question. Spartan could see the torment in his eyes. The man had something to say, but he didn’t want to say it. 

    “Out with it, man! If not now, then when?” 

    That seemed to work, and the Corporal flared his nostrils before speaking. 

    “Sir. This test is a harsh one for any combat unit. An unknown enemy attacking at close range, with an additional unit positioned directly above.” 

    “Yes, it is a harsh test, but it is one you or any other combat unit in the IAB could be forced to deal with. Our enemies unfortunately do not always allow us to fight them in the manner that we would prefer.” 

    The Corporal still looked uncomfortable, and Spartan knew what was coming next. 

    “Go on, son. I know there’s more.” 

    “With no disrespect, Sir. But have you had to take this test yourself?” 

    One of the marines gasped at hearing this. The question was a fair one, but also a direct challenge to Spartan, with his training methods, his right to command, and his combat record. Even Khan exhaled and uttered a grunt of surprise at the question. 

    “That’s done it,” he muttered under his breath. 

    Another man might have been angry, but Spartan actually looked more than happy. He nodded away before taking a step back and turning his attention to the entire group. 

    “Have I faced this test before?” 

    He nodded as he asked the question, repeating it as though it required even more thought and attention. 

    “The answer is simple. No, I have not.” 

    He paused to let that sink in. A couple of the marines looked back with cockiness clear on their faces. Spartan didn’t mind. He was far from finished. 

    “I joined the Confederate Marine Corps probably before most of you were even born. We’d explored Alpha Centauri, but our only enemies were ourselves. Criminals, traitors, rebels, and eventually the Zealots.” 

    Spartan lifted a hand and rubbed it along his face. He could feel the marks, the faded scars from a hundred battles now embedded in his body. 

    “My first battle was the Siege of Titan Naval Station. It was a bloodbath, and a lot of my friends died. I also met my wife in that fight.” 

    A smile formed on his face, a smile that Khan had not seen in a long time. He had fond memories of the woman, and her violent personality that perfectly meshed with Spartan’s. 

    “But back to your question. In that fight, I encountered a small spacecraft, and it was packed with Biomech creatures. They hit us hard, shredding limbs and tearing my friends to pieces before my eyes. They came from in front, behind, and above, and this was a zero-gravity fight.” 

    The marines listened intently, as though they were children sitting around a campfire, listening to an old yarn. Khan had still been in a cylinder, being created artificially while this was all taking place, but he’d never heard the story told before in such detail. It was a distant event for Spartan, yet for some reason he seemed to almost enjoy telling them all. 

    “That was the day I first met the foot soldiers of an artificially created race. They broke all the rules, and we had to do the same to stay alive.” 

    Corporal Stone lowered his head. 

    “My apologies, Sir. I should not have…” 

    “Nonsense. Why should you listen to an old marine unless he’s stepped on the ground and fought the same battles? I promise you, I have, and so has every one of my officers. The IAB is a family.” 

    Khan grunted in agreement at that. Spartan struck his hands back together. 

    “Now…we’ve got over a month before we arrive in the centre of the Byotai Empire. By the time we get there, I expect every one of you to be able to match and beat this scenario, and every other one I send your way. This squad, like every squad in the IAB will be the cutting edge of the Alliance, and wherever you travel you will leave a trail of defeated enemies. The IAB gets in first and ends fights before they can truly begin.” 

    Spartan indicated towards the tech at the far end of the training hall. The remaining Grunts still functioning staggered back into a rough formation. 

    “Reset the drill, Khan.” 

    He then looked directly towards the squad’s Sergeant. 

    “We have two ships and two companies of fighting men and women. That’s more than two hundred and fifty hard asses. We’ve got just over a month to turn you from well-trained marines into two companies of battle-hardened fighters.” 

    Spartan licked his lips with anticipation. 

    “Get them ready, Sergeant. Your squad is up. Let’s do this again!” 

    





   



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’ 

    March 12th 2473, Approaching Rift Control Station Theta, Trinity Sector 

    Captain Delatorre leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. It was only for a moment, but the feeling of blackness and calm was exactly what he needed. The journey through the Arnos Cluster and beyond had been uneventful, made much worse by virtue of their slow pace. He was used to travelling faster than the speed of light, where journeys to each Spacebridge took place in a matter of days, sometimes even hours. Now it took months to move from one to the other. Unlike his ship, the motley collection of Byotai and Alliance vessels used conventional propulsion and travelling a slower route so that Prince Kratha’s flotilla could be seen by as many people as possible. This was not a course designed for speed or efficiency. It was more like a parade. 

    “Well, take a look at that.” 

    Engineer Cyli Nok moved his fingers across his screen, bringing up the schematic for the structure floating in space. There was nothing particularly unusual about the facility other than its size, and the fact that it was the only object they’d actually been close to in weeks. 

    “Rift Control Station Theta is a substantial control array,” he said in his stilted, mechanical voice, “There is sign of exterior scoring and damage. It would appear the fighting spread out here.” 

    Captain Delatorre nodded. 

    “Indeed, there was. Look.” 

    He pointed towards drifting sections of debris that circled a few thousand kilometres from the half-ring station around the swirling whirlpool, the Rift leading on to the Nozu-Kuba System. Delatorre has never been to this particular part of the old Empire, but he’d read the reports of the Byotai Civil War. More important, he’d also read the detailed log of the ship ANS Relentless, her incredible journey home, and then back deep into the Empire to rescue to the young Prince. 

    “This entire area was the focal point of a good deal of fighting. Nothing compared to what happened at our destination.” 

    “Nozu-Kuba?” asked the alien. 

    Captain Delatorre smiled. 

    “Exactly. Nozu-Kuba saw the last stand of Prince Kratha and his entourage. They were trapped there until our taskforce swept in to the rescue. It’s the main reason we’re all back here.” 

    Delatorre turned his attention to his helmsman, but Five-Seven was already there. 

    “Stay close to the rest of the fleet. Let Furiosa in first. We follow thirty seconds later.” 

    “Aye, Commander.” 

    The crew continued with their duties, while Captain Delatorre watched the swirling Rift with fascination. They were close now; easily close enough to be damaged by any fluctuations in the bizarre phenomenon. Three cruisers were already through, and each time one entered it looked as though it was entering a shimmering mirror. They would continue forwards, and then vanish from view, arriving in another place at the exact same time. 

    “Here she comes. Look at her.” 

    Furiosa was a joy to watch, with her long double bow sections, wide hull, and expansive solar wind arrays. She was a curious mix of ancient and modern, fused into a tough shell easily the equal of an Alliance heavy warship. The tendrils of energy reached out from the Rift. 

    “That’s rough, Captain. The Rift should be much more stable than that.” 

    Another arm of energy lashed the underside of the battleship and fizzled out in a shower of blue sparks. Captain Delatorre wasn’t too worried, and he did his best to remain calm and collected as additional tendrils struck out at the ship. 

    “She’s a tough old lady. Her ionised hull and magnetic shielding will divert most of that away from her armour.” 

    Furiosa moved closer and closer until finally the bow entered the Rift. Two flashes of light marked her entry, and then she was gone as though she’d never actually been there to begin with. 

    “Okay. It’s our time,” he said as much to himself as to the rest of the officers on the bridge, “Let’s get through in good order.” 

    Five-Seven tapped the nearest screen and issued a stream of commands to the bridge crew. Almost immediately the massive ship shuddered gently. Captain Delatorre’s brow tightened as he felt the vibrations through his feet. He could already tell the difference between weapon impacts, collisions, engines activations, and the use of the interstellar drive system.  

    “All systems are nominal, Captain,” said Engineer Cyli Nok, “Shielding is at fifty percent and holding.” 

    Five-Seven shook his head. 

    “No, boost the shielding. These Rifts can be unstable. We need full protection before we enter.” 

    Engineer Cyli Nok acknowledged and made the adjustments. The engineering screen showed a line of dots around the outline of the ship. Each showed a magnetised shield now surrounded the ship to protect it from the dangerous energy that swirled about in some Rifts. 

    “Course is steady. Engines at twenty percent.” 

    Delatorre tensed for a moment as the ship made subtle course adjustments. Any change in the power output of thrusters was a potential problem, but as they pushed on to forty percent, every status indicator remained in the green. 

    “Good, very good. Tactical, make sure all weapon systems are ready in case of trouble. I don’t want to be caught with our pants down.” 

    “Sir.” 

    He then leaned forward and tapped the buttons on the screen attached to his command chair. He’d promised to wake Spartan once they were through and into the Trinity System proper. He’d expected both he and Khan would have been present, but neither was particularly interested in seeing yet another Rift, and he had to admit, it was hardly the most thrilling event after the hundredth time. The computer announced their target distance in a calm voice that had the opposite effect on him. 

    “One thousand metres…eight hundred metres. Six hundred…” 

    When they were about to enter, he moved his hand to the command system to connect to Spartan, when something caught his eye. It was one of the secondary video feeds from outside the ship, and this one was on the starboard rear quarter. 

    “What the hell is that?” 

    He rose to his feet, and then he spotted it, a piece of unclassified matter drifting towards them.  

    “Looks like debris to me, Captain. Sensors calculate a mass of almost nine thousand tons.” 

    As it came closer, he immediately knew what it was. The lower section still carried markings and paintwork, but the pattern was definitely Byotai, old Byotai. 

    “That’s wreckage from a heavy cruiser. It must have been destroyed in the Rift. Can you get us away from it?” 

    A shake of the head from his helmsman was all he needed. 

    “No, Sir. No chance.” 

    Delatorre scowled as he checked the course trajectory of the wreckage. Space was vast, and finding drifting objects was a great rarity. Finding one in the entrance of a Rift was the worst possible place. He grabbed the intercom and slammed his hand down on the emergency alert button. 

    “This is the Captain. Brace for impact!” 

     

    * * * 

      

    Spartan woke from a deep sleep with a feeling of dread surging through his body. He was out of the bed and pulling on his fatigues as the alarms sounded. Even in his just woken state, he knew there were no scheduled drills. That could mean only one of two things, neither of them good. 

    “Spartan. What’s happening?” 

    To his right was the pale shape of Syala, completely naked and grabbing her own clothes. Like him, she bore the scars of combat, with lacerations from her shoulder blades down to her buttocks. Multiple white marks showed where scars had never completely healed. It took seconds for her to pull on her underwear, pants, and boots, while Spartan still struggled with his fatigues. 

    “I don’t know. Gravity is on, and so is the power.” 

    Syala walked to the side of the room and hit the wall-mounted computer. An image of Captain Delatorre appeared instantly, and he looked startled at seeing the half-naked woman before him. Her bra was only half on, and her long hair hanging down over her chest. 

    “Captain. What’s going on?” 

    “Syala. We…” 

    Spartan moved into shot as he pulled on his body armour. Even though he had no idea what was happening, he was already tooling up for a fight. 

    “Well? Is it the Star Empire?” 

    Captain Delatorre shook his head. For perhaps the first time he actually looked rather sheepish. 

    “Major. The nacelles have failed.” 

    Spartan’s brow tightened as he listened to the long technical description before finally raising a hand. 

    “Okay…okay. Give me the short version.” 

    Delatorre looked shattered as he spoke. Sweat dripped along his forehead, and his deck officers moved non-stop to fix whatever the problems were. Spartan might be the senior officer, but Delatorre was the ship’s captain. The buck always topped with him on the ship. 

    “We ran into some wreckage in the Rift. The debris tore through the first ring nacelle and caused significant damage; the second nacelle then overloaded and discharged energy back into the first, starting a chain reaction back to the power plants. It is almost impossible to recreate, but…” 

    “Just tell me the damage.” 

    “Major. All engines are offline. Interstellar drive, conventional engines, the lot. Right now we’re stuck on the Nozu-Kuba side, and we’re dead in space.” 

    Spartan was now on his feet, and Syala had the door open. Red light blasted in from the passage and deep into their quarters. 

    “Hurry up, Spartan.” 

    By the time he was out of the door, two fully armoured marines met them. It might seem excessive, but an emergency demanded such steps. They waited at a short distance away, both scanning for signs of trouble. These were no rookies, but personally selected men and women from 1st Platoon. 

    “Come with us,” Spartan said. 

    They moved through the ship’s spacious passages and towards the bridge. Though a big ship, the number of crew was almost non-existent. Spartan had impressed onto the designers years earlier that he wanted a new approach to shipbuilding. Everything that could be automated was. Gunnery control took place via computer, as did all engineering and navigation duties. The Confederate Class of ship was capable of fully unmanned operations. The consequence of this was that the ship seemed deserted as Spartan and Syala made their way to the bridge. It didn’t take long to get there, and as they entered the main doorway, they ran directly into Khan. 

    “Spartan, we’re in trouble again.” 

    “Turn off the damned red lights,” Spartan muttered, “We know there’s a problem, and I’ve got a company of marines on board wondering what the hell is going on.” 

    Five-Seven did as ordered, and the response was instantaneous. Gone was the red emergency pulsing, and in its place the conventional cool white and blue lighting. Captain Delatorre pointed out the problem areas on the three main screens. As he spoke, a flashing alert appeared on the central unit. 

    “Captain,” said Five-Seven, “It’s General Honorius, from Furiosa.” 

    Delatorre glanced over towards Spartan while indicating to Five-Seven. 

    “Put him on.” 

    The image of the old Byotai General appeared on the central screen. The camera was slightly zoomed in and distorted his upper body, making it look larger and more imposing than normal. 

    “Do you need assistance, Major?” 

    Spartan wiped his brow as he answered. He found it hard not to focus on the list of damaged compartments. 

    “I think we’re okay, General. Thank you for the offer.” 

    Honorius gave a sympathetic nod, and then looked off camera to somebody else. Soon enough the much younger figure of Prince Kratha moved into position. 

    “Spartan. I cannot delay this procession. We must leave within the hour if we’re to be in position for the surrender of the remainder of the Star Empire fleet. What can I do to help you?” 

    Spartan turned his attention to Delatorre. 

    “Captain. How long is this going to take?”  

    Five-Seven punched up extra data, but the Khreenk engineer arrived with the specific data he so desperately needed. 

    “Repair drones can have primary power and thrusters back within fifteen hours. The interstellar drive unit requires shell repair to the nacelles. That will take another ten hours…assuming we start now.” 

    Spartan gasped at the news. 

    “You’re kidding, right? We don’t have over a day to get all of this done.” 

    As he spoke, Five-Seven was busy issuing orders of his own. Even from this part of the ship they could manage dozens of maintenance drones, some of which were already powering up to leave the ship. Delatorre pointed to the left screen and the list of damaged areas. 

    “Five-Seven is correct in his assessment, as is Engineer Cyli Nok. We’re dead in space until our systems are restored.” 

    Spartan’s nostrils quivered, but Syala seemed less convinced. She walked along in front of the display and pointed to the damaged power plant. 

    “We can leave once the engines are online, correct?” 

    Delatorre shook his head, and Khan grunted with irritation. He was bored enough with the mission and the many weeks they’d spent travelling through space. The thought of being stuck here any longer was more than he could suffer. 

    “We’d better. I’m not staying back here for a day longer than we have to.” 

    “I’m not a miracle worker, Captain. The ship is damaged. Either we stay back and wait for repairs, or we send off part of the embarked unit to travel on with Verdun.” 

    Spartan let out a long sigh, and then spoke directly with General Honorius. 

    “I’m sorry, General, Euryale is stuck back here. We can leave soon enough, but with conventional engines we’ll never make it to the fleet surrender in time.” 

    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

    Prince Kratha lifted a hand to interrupt. 

    “I have to take some Alliance ships with me. This is as much my victory, as yours.” 

    He pointed to Khan. 

    “And my people are keen to see the giants that helped us with our grand victory. Admiral Churchill promised me a guard unit of Jötnar for my coronation.” 

    Spartan instantly spotted the look of bemused irritation on Khan’s face. He was about to speak, but Khan beat him to it. 

    “Promised you, huh?” 

    Spartan stepped in front to stop Khan saying anything problematic, and to end the conversation as quickly as possible. 

    “I’ll remain with the ship, Prince Kratha.” 

    The young Byotai looked stunned, but Spartan continued speaking. 

    “Euryale is heavily armed. If we need help, we’ll call for it. Khan will command the retinue until my arrival. He’s much prettier than I am.” 

    Khan started laughing, and in an instant any chance of trouble was gone. 

    “I will rejoin you the minute our engines are back online.” 

    “Very well, Major, please hurry. The surrender of the fleet and my coronation are not events of pure vanity. Both are required to bring peace and order to my Empire.” 

    “Of course.” 

    The video stream vanished to be replaced by an external view of the fleet. The imagery of the battleship Furiosa and her wing of escort cruisers entranced Spartan. Katanga was there as well, plus dozens more vessels. It was a fleet of war, and few would dare challenge its authority. The small contingent of Alliance vessels paled in comparison. Spartan then looked to Khan. 

    “Take as many warriors as you can to Verdun, and take the two Liberty escorts as well. You need to be there for the surrender, and we need a good showing. I will be there as soon as I can.” 

    Khan hesitated and then gave a curt nod. He grabbed Spartan’s arm and gave it a thorough squeeze, causing his to gasp. 

    “Hurry, my friend. Time is not on our side.” 

    Khan headed for the door, but halted and grabbed Syala. He said a few words and was gone, leaving the woman laughing in his wake. 

    “Care to share that?” Spartan asked. 

    Syala shook her head. 

    “Definitely not.” 

    Spartan rubbed his hands together and cleared his throat. 

    “Okay, then, what can I do?” 

    Delatorre conferred with his officers before answering Spartan. 

    “I need drone operators. I suggest we get any tech-qualified marines down to the Operations Level to help move the debris.” 

    “I can help with that,” said Syala, “I’ve got a little experience with loaders and tugs.” 

    Delatorre raised an eyebrow and Spartan nodded. 

    “It’s true. Syala’s got more experience with this kind of work than probably all of us put together.” 

    Captain Delatorre moved from his seat and joined them as they headed towards the door. 

    “Wait,” said Spartan, “Where are you going?” 

    “With you. There’s nothing else for me to do here. Five-Seven is more than capable.” 

    The Captain was first off the bridge, and as they made it to the first passageway, a great and powerful groan reverberated throughout the ship. It sounded like some ancient beast convulsing and giving its last few breaths. Not one of them stopped, though Syala did begin to complain. 

    “I thought you said this ship was tough.” 

    “It is,” Spartan said, his tone feigning insult. 

    “Then why is Euryale not moving?” 

    Syala pushed on ahead, leaving Spartan and Delatorre to exchange looks. Spartan shook his head, but Delatorre merely laughed. 

    “She’s not wrong, you know.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Mauler Landing Craft ‘Starstrike,’ Ctenosaura Primus 

    March 13th 2473, Twenty hours later 

    Khan watched in silence as his Mauler approached the vast bow of the Byotai Battleship. The view inside the landing craft was limited, but the videostream fed directly to his helmet confirmed that the momentous event was about to take place. They circled to the right, and for a brief moment he was granted a perfect view of his temporary home, the armoured military transport ship, ANA Verdun. 

    There she is. She’s not the worst looking ship. 

    Then he shook his head. Khan had little sense for aesthetics, and he’d heard most people describe the design as looking like a rifle with a disc stuck to the stern. He angled his head to get a better look.  

    I don’t see it. 

    If he closed his eyes, and if he didn’t think about it too hard, he could imagine he was on the bridge of Euryale. Both classes of ship were very similar, with Verdun lacking the heavy weaponry of her sister ships to allow for more space for the embarked ground units. Even though he’d been aboard for little less than a day, he already missed life aboard Euryale. Spartan and Syala were there, and so were the marines he’d been training with. 

    “Father. Look.” 

    Wictred, his son, spoke while pointing at the large viewscreen inside the passenger area of the landing craft. Khan had left the marines aboard Verdun, but he was taking a retinue of experienced Jötnar to the Byotai flagship. Numbers were limited, and if there were going to be trouble, he’d rather have a dozen tough Jötnar than even a company of marines. Not that he would tell the others in the IAB that. Even he understood the basics of protocol. Khan turned away from his external videostreams in his helmet and looked to the imagery. 

    “Yeah, I recognize those ships.” 

    Scores of vessels were high above the planet Ctenosaura Primus. It wasn’t enough to have the usual ships in orbit. This was the capital of the Star Empire, and former capital of the Byotai Empire. Because of that there were now ships from both regimes filling the shipping lanes. Wictred picked out a group moving in a wide line and far from the others. 

    “Those are the ships of the Sekieki Honour Guard, and that…that’s Legate Catecahassa’s ship.” 

    “The Raiukat,” said Tanis, Wictred’s right-hand man, and the effective leader of this platoon of the Blood Pack, “That ship appears and vanishes in every battle we seem to find it.” 

    A pair of JAS armoured Jötnar nodded repeatedly as they listened. Like all that Khan had chosen, every one was a veteran of Karnak. He had taken a small but elite force to meet with the Byotai contingent. First he’d selected a single platoon of marines from his company, along with a supporting squad of JAS equipped Jötnar. The two groups frequently worked together as part of his elite company. Both wore the best Alliance armour currently available, with the marines encased in the expensive Shadow armour. The Jötnar made use of similar technology and weaponry to that used by the Maverick armoured marines. They were effectively the elite of an already elite military unit. Their armour was immaculate, though baring the marks of combat. Cracks had been repaired, but the scars of battle were easy to find. 

    Next, he’d selected Wictred. Not because he was his son, but because he commanded the Blood Pack. This unit of Jötnar were some of the roughest and more violent Jötnar mercenaries available for hire. Wictred had taken a different route to Khan for his career, but the reality was they both loved to command warriors into combat. One commanded warriors of the IAB, the other a retinue of mercenaries. They were more alike than either truly realised. At Wictred’s side, as always, were two of his closest and most reliable Jötnar warriors, Tanis and Kornag. All were veterans of the bitter ground war on Karnak.  

    “Will she surrender, or will she stand and fight?” Tanis asked. 

    Khan grunted in agreement. 

    “Good question. Catecahassa is different to the others. He’s a full-blooded Byotai, and he fought for the losing side. He’s not like the usual officers in the Star Empire. He actually knows what he’s doing. He has respect from both sides.” 

    Wictred could see the begrudging respect Khan gave this alien, something that was rather unexpected. 

    “And now he surrenders himself and his ships to Kratha.” 

    “Yeah,” Khan agreed, “This could get very…interesting. Don’t forget who else is here. Makos.” 

    “We’re coming in to land now,” said the Alliance pilot. Khan nodded but kept his attention on the large screen. 

    “Bring us in nice and slow. I want to get a good look at her.” 

    “Yes, Captain.” 

    Tanis turned to Wictred and shook his head. 

    “Makos lost a lot of warriors in this fight. He will not look kindly towards a rebel and a traitor.” 

    Khan started to laugh, though it was strained and lacked any real joy. 

    “That, my friends, is another reason we’re here. Spartan and Gun were very clear. We’re out here to end the war…not to start another. Catecahassa and Makos both command major fleets. Either of them can choose to continue this fight, and if they do so, this war will start again.” 

    Tanis shrugged. 

    “Fighting here, or back home, any fight suits me just fine.” 

    Khan was surprised to hear that, and when he looked to Wictred he good see his son grinning from ear to ear. The young Jötnar whispered back so only he could hear what he had to say. 

    “Tanis doesn’t have many friends. He’s great in combat, but keep him out of politics. Unless you want to start a war.” 

    “Great. Just what I need…another hothead.” 

    “Landing approach begins now,” said the pilot, “Moving into the upper deck of Furiosa.” 

    “Good. About time.” 

    Khan looked to those waiting inside the craft. 

    “Nobody acts without orders from me. This is a delicate operation. Understood?” 

    One by one the marines and Jötnar agreed to Khan’s demands. By the time they were done, the spacecraft was past the long bow sections and moving to the upper deck. Gun turrets tracked them as they came in closer, and Khan felt a twinge in his stomach. At any moment they could open fire, and the Mauler would be little more than a molten wreck. The shielded doors slid apart to make way for their landing, and they passed through the field with a pulse of light. 

    “This is one pretty ship,” said Wictred. 

    “Yeah. And she’s no slouch in a fight either. Stay frosty. Last time Furiosa was here, she was involved in a massive battle that cost her over a thousand dead.” 

    Even Wictred gasped at the numbers. Khan rubbed his armoured hands together. 

    “Yes…this is going to be very interesting indeed. Now…where the hell is Spartan? If he’s much longer, he’s going to miss all of this!” 

      

      

    





   



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’ 

    March 13th 2473, Nozu-Kuba System, Trinity Sector 

    Spartan stepped carefully along the outer nacelle and reached out towards yet another piece of broken outer plating. His boots connected firmly to the surface of the ship, allowing him to put a good deal of force into pulling the piece away. As he tugged on the metal, he felt a twinge in his flank.  

    “Major, are you okay?” 

    A marine to his side open his armoured faceplate, revealing the transparent visor behind it. The young officer looked genuinely concerned. 

    “Yeah, just my wound playing up, it’s nothing serious.” 

    “Sir. We can do this. We have the people, and we have the drones. Damage control teams inside are…” 

    Spartan lifted a hand to silence him. 

    “Son, I know. There’s nothing else for me to do inside. So I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    The man went back to work, and Spartan used the moment to get his breath back. A cursory look to the damaged section showed relatively little damage. Luckily, the augmented reality view on his helmet highlighted the stress fractures and damage in perfect clarity. It was old tech, the kind used by engineers and surgeons throughout the Alliance. 

    Just one more piece. 

    Spartan grabbed the damaged piece and tugged it one last time. The piece pulled away, instantly freeing the movable panel on the large circular nacelles. Without having to touch a thing, a series of curved plates slid into position, and soon the entire section looked like new. 

    Not bad. 

    As he turned back to the damaged ship, he found his attention absorbed by the small group of drones. Individually they were relatively simple devices. Nothing more than a tool platform, with a modular array on each side that could carry cutting equipment, welding units, or gripper arms. What truly impressed him was the way they worked together. Several of the cutting drones went in first, while grabber units held the broken sections to stop them from drifting. Repair units then placed in new parts, followed by the welding drones. 

    “Incredible,” he said quietly. 

    “Sir?” 

    He turned back to find the marine, plus two of his comrades looking at him. 

    “Nothing, as you were.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    Spartan smiled to himself as they went back to work. He could see at least fifty of them out there, each guided by detailed schematics sent from the bridge. With his component repair completed, he could relax for a few moments. Most of the personnel were now working along the lower, inner parts of the nacelle ring. Many walked along the hull, while a smaller group drifted about in zero gravity. 

    “Spartan.” 

    A shape whooshed on by, and he had to pull aside as four black armoured shapes flew past with a piece of damaged nacelles held between them. They moved effortlessly, and seemed to almost fly through space, unlike the marines who sometimes struggled. 

    “Stop showing off.” 

    He could identify Syala from the components of her armour. Even easier was the way she moved. All of the Black Widows were skilled and confident, but Syala always managed to add a little flair that marked her out from the others. She split away, leaving them to take the massive chunk of ship to the nearest airlock, and headed towards Spartan. He waited patiently as she circled about him like a fish in a tank, before settling down just in front of him. Her face was covered, and she was barely visible until the external lamps caught her side, bathing her in hard, white light. The black shadows covered half of her body, giving the impression she’d been cut cleanly in half. 

    “That’s the last piece.” 

    Spartan was surprised. 

    “Last? You’re sure? I thought we had another hour to go on the inner ring.” 

    Syala shook her head. 

    “Your marines are better at this than expected. The ring assemblies are patched, and movable plates are in position. Fuel lines are clear, and the engines are ready to burn. I’d say another ten minutes to get everybody inside, and we should be ready for thrust tests. 

    “Impressive. We might make it to the surrender of the fleet if we’re quick.” 

    Syala remained still, her body almost merging with the hull. It took a few seconds before she answered him. 

    “We should be there, Spartan. We’ve lost so many people. We deserve to be there.” 

    “I agree.” 

    With a quick shift of his retina, he brought up the local network and connected to the bridge. 

    “Captain.” 

    “Spartan. Everything okay out there?” 

    “Nacelles are ready. It’s time to prepare for tests.” 

    There was a short pause. 

    “Our main thrusters are fully operational. I’ve already run low yield tests. But we don’t need these engines if we’re using the nacelles.” 

    Spartan could have kicked himself for making such an obvious suggestion. The main engines were actually rarely used on these ships, manoeuvring thrusters and the interstellar drive the only things needed for the majority of journeys. Only this particular expedition had required significant use of the old-fashioned engines. 

    “Very well. And the nacelles, how long will you need?” 

    “Diagnostics show their integrity is close to a hundred percent. The energy and management systems have been purged and tested three times already.” 

    “Okay…and that means what?” 

    Spartan was sure he could detect wry amusement, perhaps even laughter in the Captain’s voice. It was quite unlike the man, but there was little getting around the fact that Spartan was no genius when it came to tech. All he knew was what he wanted, and how to get it. The bit in the middle he left to scientists and engineers. 

    “It means there’s nothing left to test, other than the nacelles, and the only test we have for that is to use them.” 

    “I see. In that case we’ll be inside shortly. Make your preparations, Captain. We test the nacelles immediately, and if everything is functional, we’re out of here.” 

    “Yes, Major. We’re on it.” 

    With that decided, Spartan looked to the distant star of this system. He knew little of the place, other than its significance to Prince Kratha. He’d been otherwise engaged during the Alliance rescue effort, yet everything here seemed so peaceful. Then he spotted the swirling whirlpool and its command ring station far off to his right. It looked tiny, yet it was the most important location in this system. The Rift stations controlled access to the Spacebridges, and with them access to the rest of the galaxy. There was a reason every major space battle took place near them. 

    “Are you ready for this, Syala?” 

    Even with her helmet sealed off, he knew she was smiling at him. 

    “Always, Spartan. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 

    At that exact moment, the last team of marines stomped past them both. They looked strange, their bulky suits moving slowly as they engaged each foot to the hull of the ship before taking the next. It was a plodding pace, but not one of them wanted to make a mistake and find themselves drifting off into space. Thinking about that sent a shudder through Spartan. 

    “Okay, then.” 

    He activated his comms once more, but this time it was the command net for the embarked combat unit. One by one the local commanders popped up so that he could see their positions as well as their squads. All but one squad was currently involved in damage control duties, something marines would never have done in the past. 

    All hail modern technology. 

    He connected to the ship-wide channel. The small number of officers and crew all needed to hear what he had to say before he came back aboard. 

    “This is Spartan. All external repairs have been completed, and engineers on board have fixed the power issues. It would appear we are good to go, and not a moment too soon!” 

    Syala took a step away from him and pushed off from the starship. Spartan reached out to grab her, but to his surprise a small puff pushed out from her armour, and she floated away. 

    “Hurry up, Spartan. We don’t have time to wait for those outside.” 

    He looked back towards the nacelles before realising she meant him. 

    Cute. 

    He pointed to the nearest airlock, doing his best to sound as impressive as he could. He knew it was a momentous day for them, assuming the engines actually worked. 

    “Everybody inside, now. I want to see the end of an empire, and the return of an old one. It’s history in the making.” 

    Syala angled her head, and though he couldn’t see her face, he knew she was laughing at him. He usually avoided making any kind of grandiose speech due to it never really working. 

    “What? It’s true. Probably.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Byotai Battleship ‘Furiosa’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    March 14th 2473, Six hours later 

    The rapid march of feet drew the attention of Khan and the hundreds of warriors on the lower deck of Furiosa. On any other ship the place would have been plain and devoid of details, yet this area looked like a palace. There were two levels for spacecraft, the upper-deck for launch and recovery, the lower for storage, maintenance, and loading of fighters. This part of the ship was another level below that and looked like a classically designed royal antechamber. 

    “Here he comes,” whispered Wictred. 

    Khan could feel something close to excitement as the body of Byotai warriors entered the grandiose location. The noise of heavy boots increased until finally the first of the elite personal guard of the Prince entered. Khan ignored protocol and turned his head to the right to watch them approach. Some moved their eyes, but few others dared to do much more. 

    Impressive. 

    Khan’s eyebrows rose high as the heavily armoured Byotai strode into view. They were all large warriors, every one bigger and heavier than the average man. Their armour was made up of grey and tan colours, mixed with vast amounts of gold. At their shoulders were the tall rifles carried by all Byotai soldiers. One of the guards called out a single unintelligible word, and the entire deck filled with a chorus of “Kratha, Kratha, Kratha!” His name was shouted out three times, and with each call the crowd became more excited. 

    Dozens upon dozens marched on until Kratha and his entourage of officers entered the place. Kratha was not the tallest of those present, but he was certainly the most magnificent. Khan had never seen the clothing and armour of an Imperator, and the overall effect was something akin to that worn by a King or even a god. At his flanks was General Honorius, the aged yet ever reliable leader of the Prince’s armed forces. They continued until they reached the centre, and the impressive podium arrangement just behind Khan and the lines of soldiers. 

    Kratha and his senior officers took their position at the throne-like podium. The personal guards split apart into two wings on each side of the group. Kratha lowered himself down into his seat, and as one, the many soldiers lowered their weapons. 

    “Bring in the prisoner!” 

    Gone were the jovial sounds as another group came in from the left. The route was shorter and took them directly in front of Kratha and the vast array of assembled warriors. 

    “Makos!” yelled a number of the soldiers. One officer snapped back at them, but the mood was already shifting. General Makos moved into view, and he looked every part the conquering hero. He wore the finest armour, second only to Kratha and General Honorius. Next up was Katanga, the flamboyant warlord, and now hero of the Empire. He carried a captured blade at his side and walked with a very slight limp. He was an old Byotai, with little difference in age to Makos. Yet both now moved with confidence, and perhaps even a little of the old arrogance. Some in the crowd called out his name, but far fewer than those for Makos. He was less well known, especially as he was something of an outcast before the fighting had even begun. 

    Behind these two heroes came a small escort of soldiers, and between them a single individual stripped down to little more than his underwear. He shuffled but managed to remain upright as walked. His face was covered with a black hood that ran down to his chest. 

    “Prince Kratha.” 

    Makos bowed low before his leader. Then Katanga followed but unlike Makos, he didn’t bow quite as low. Khan grinned as he watched the rebellious leader. Katanga had been operating outside of Byotai control for some time, and his warriors showed devotion and loyalty to him, not to the Empire. Khan suspected this might cause friction in the future, but that was an issue for another day. Family and state squabbles were nothing compared to the genocidal war that had only just been averted. The two warriors looked to each other, and Makos gave him a nod. Katanga seemed to relish the very opportunity to speak before the gathered dignitaries. 

    “My Prince. Makos and myself have fought on different fronts in this war. Our losses are heavy, but we bring confirmation of victories at Kalar, Helios, and the Tenth Quadrant.” 

    He hesitated as though he had something else to say, but then said no more. Makos took his place and spoke with a slower voice, so much so that Khan’s translators could do their job in real-time. 

    “Katanga fought a successful guerrilla campaign long after loyal forces had surrendered.” 

    Again, Makos gave the warlord a nod of acknowledgement. 

    “Together, we have all brought about the utter defeat of the traitor Tahkeome’s forces. His newly built ships have been captured or destroyed, and traitor Byotai forces have fled or rejoined the Empire.” 

     He took in a deep breath and stepped closer to the prisoner. 

     “I present the war criminal that calls himself Princeps Tahkeome, the leader of the so-called Star Empire, and traitor to both our people, and the Anicinàbe. This individual played on division in our society, divisions that run deep. And brought about a great slaughter.” 

    A howl of anger rumbled through the mass of assembled warriors. The majority were Byotai regulars, many of whom had fought and suffered at the hands of the Princeps. With little more than a hand gesture from Kratha, the hood was yanked from Tahkeome’s head. Before Khan could even see his face, the entire space was awash with shouting and howls. With the greatest of self-control the baying mob remained in their positions. Kratha rose from his seat, and the noise instantly vanished. He moved closer and stopped a few metres from his enemy. Tahkeome appeared cowed, but the Prince was taking no chances. 

    “Thank you, my brothers.” 

    The young Prince moved between them and reached out to embrace the two of them. Though smaller, his arms still managed to reach around both at the same time. As he separated, he turned his attention on the prisoner. Though looking at him, he was more interested in the ranks of warriors, and soon turned away to look to them. 

    “The Empire failed all of us. For too long our society has favoured breeding and heritage over merit. My new regime will seek to rectify this. I will make the Empire a place for the many, not the few.” 

    Kratha’s words were unexpected and received a stunned silence. Even Makos looked somewhat taken aback. The Imperator was a figure of awe, tradition, and might. Suggesting any kind of failure was tantamount to political suicide. Makos remained silent, but Katanga opened his mouth, and sucked in a lungful of warm air before speaking. 

    “You are correct, my Prince. Tahkeome’s only saving grace is he showed us the weakness of our society. Never again. We will emerge from this as a stronger, more united people.” 

    His voice grew louder, and as he finished, a number of his own warriors cheered. Everybody else remained silent, perhaps waiting for the next bombshell to hit. Khan looked on at all of this with great interest. There were so many factions inside the Empire, and now he could see the tight line the Imperator would have to tread to avoid catastrophe. 

    Rather him than me. 

    Kratha lifted his hands up high. 

    “I intend on creating an open Empire, with strong links with our friends across the stars.” 

    His gaze drifted along the mass of warriors and stopped at Khan. He then gave a subtle gesture with his head, beckoning him to approach. Khan hesitated, a little unsure as to what was expected. 

    “Father, go on.” 

    Khan took a step forward. 

    “Meet Khan, Captain in the Alliance, and his fellow Jötnar warriors. Each of these great warriors has bled for us, and fought alongside such heroes as Makos and Katanga.” 

    Khan took another step and looked back to the other three. 

    “With me. If I’m doing this, then so are you.” 

    Wictred didn’t hesitate, and soon he, Tanis, and Kornag were there in front of the Prince. Kratha lowered his head and upper body towards them. 

    “I owe my life, and my Empire to you and your brothers-in-arms. There are no finer warriors in the galaxy than the mighty Jötnar.” 

    The other Jötnar in the line of soldiers stamped their feet with approval. 

    “You should be here to witness this,” Kratha said, turning back to his dreaded foe. 

    “But first we have another matter to take care of.” 

    On cue, a massive hatch in the ceiling opened up, and a great gout of air blasted out as the pressure normalised. The sudden arrival sent a shudder through Khan’s body, and he instinctively readied for a fight. It was a subtle gesture, but his entire entourage noticed it. They did the same before General Honorius spoke. 

    “This is as expected, my friends.” 

    An elevator unit lowered to the deck with a group of Star Empire legionaries in full combat armour. They carried their weapons at their sides, yet not one of them dared to lift one. The platform struck the ground, and they stepped off, spreading out to reveal the single individual perhaps hated more than any other in the Empire. 

    “Catecahassa!” Khan hissed. His voice was so loud that even Kratha turned to look at him. Khan knew the young leader well enough to see he was nervous. The most important people in the entire sector were now all here aboard a single vessel; the entire high command of the Byotai Empire, as well as the final two commanders of the infamous Star Empire. 

    Catecahassa looked out at the assembled warriors and then towards Prince Kratha. He remained upright, tall, proud, and erect as he walked in front of his guards. Some of the assembled Byotai fidgeted, and at least a handful shouted curses at him as he approached. He looked every part the military leader and refused to cow down as he moved to the Prince. Once there, he paused and reached for his sword. 

    “Weapons!” Khan said. 

    The four Jötnar raised their arms and pointed their weapons towards Catecahassa. A moment later, the Byotai guards did the same, training their guns on the torso of the great traitor. Kratha spoke first, perhaps eager to move things along before something terrible could happen. 

    “Catecahassa, as the last remaining Legate of the rebels, I offer you generous surrender terms.” 

    Just saying that word sent an obvious tremor through Catecahassa’s body. The two Byotai could not have been more different, one a youthful leader, born to power and luxury, the other a commoner who had risen through the ranks to his position of power. 

    “I am the commander of the last ship squadron. On behalf of the Orion Interstellar Empire I have brought the last of our ships to this place, and to ensure they can never be used in rebellion against the Empire again.” 

    General Honorius whispered to Kratha, and the two turned back to Catecahassa. 

    “Your rebellion against the Empire requires a trial. Do you submit yourself to the judgement of your peers?” 

    Catecahassa looked up and opened his mouth. He breathed in multiple times, and Khan watched him with interest. His hands were held down to his side, but Khan was still ready in case the traitor tried anything. 

    If he turns on Kratha and kills him, Spartan will never forgive me. 

    Khan chuckled to himself at the thought. He was more interested in what Spartan had to say than with the future of Kratha, or even of the newly reborn Byotai Empire. 

    “Traitor!” Tahkeome spat, “You will burn with the rest of them. In defeat, I will have my vengeance.” 

    And with that outburst he began to laugh, a long, loud cackle that drew nothing but ire from Khan. He made to move forward, but Katanga walked up to the Princeps, lifted up his arm, and struck Tahkeome hard across the face. It was a savage blow and sent the alien down to the ground. Katanga looked across towards Catecahassa, perhaps expecting a response. There was none, the treacherous officer watched in silence. As he turned back, Tahkeome was back on his feet, a trickle of blood running from his flared nose. 

    “You think that will help you. Your people are…” 

    Katanga struck much harder this time, and rather than use the back of his fist, he used it clenched. Many of the Byotai were capable of great violence, but Katanga struck the Princeps so hard it looked like he’d broken his neck. He lay on the ground, face first and unmoving. Katanga turned to his Prince and lowered his head. 

    “My Prince. Apologies…It is…” 

    “Enough. You have nothing to apologise for.” 

    He walked closer, and as he did so, so did his personal guard. General Honorius tried to keep him back, but Kratha was having none of it. 

    “What is Tahkeome up to?”




 

   





 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

      

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    The Confederate Class warship hurtled through space at impossible speeds. The view from the bridge was strange, as the ship travelled distances that would normally have taken days or weeks in a matter of hours. The crew waited patiently as they neared the homeworld of the ancient Byotai race. Captain Delatorre slumped back into his command chair and ran his eyes along the columns of data. Like all of them on the bridge, they were dressed in their smartest uniforms for the grand event. All of the marines, even Spartan, were attired in full combat armour and carrying their weapons at their sides. 

    “We’ll be there shortly. Have you seen the information from Khan?” 

    Spartan stepped nearer to get a closer look. His armour made no sound as he moved, though his feet made a dull thud with each step. His helmet covered his entire head, although his face was visible due to the raised visors. 

    “Last I saw was the list of our ships. Byotai, Alliance, and at least one Khreenk. It looks more like a fleet review to me.” 

    Syala pointed to the line of ships near the planet. Like Spartan, she was dressed in her Black Widows regalia. Every part of her body was now protected save for her face, yet unlike the Marine gear, hers emphasised her elegant figure. 

    “Those are not ours, are they?” 

    Spartan’s brow creased as he looked at them more carefully. The lens distortion, as well as the light reflected from the planet, made it difficult to see every little detail on the ships. At first, he thought it was another squadron of cruisers and escorts, but then as the light settled along the upper superstructure, he knew exactly what it was. 

    “Well, hello there,” he said grinning, “If it isn’t our old friend Raiukat.” 

    “Correct,” said Captain Delatorre, “She’s arrived in the last few hours, along with an entire escort of Sekieki Gladius advanced cruisers.” 

    Spartan looked confused as the Captain read off the list of vessels. Finally, he shook his head and looked away. 

    “Okay, I understand. They’ve brought a lot of their ships with them.” 

    Delatorre almost sighed, before seeing the look on Spartan’s face. 

    “No, these are not just Sekieki ships. They are the personal entourage of Legate Catecahassa. He’s brought all of his best ships here for the surrender.” 

    Spartan shrugged. 

    “Well, he’d better not play the smartass again. This time he’s outnumbered at least five to one. Isn’t he?” 

    “Yes. And these are no ordinary Byotai ships. Every one is a veteran of the fighting. Hellstorm, Furiosa…even Katanga’s ships are here.” 

    “Good, very good.” 

    A shape appeared in the centre on of the middle screen. The name Ctenosaura popped up, and as the shape grew in size, it split apart, the full name of the planet now increasing in size to the centre. The nearby star drifted off to the right and completely from view. Delatorre instinctively pulled on the intercom as he’d done for so many high-speed arrivals. 

    “This is the Captain. We arrive in the next few seconds. Be ready.” 

    Spartan clenched his fists as the distant sphere that was the Byotai capital grew from a dot to a large sphere. Spartan knew what the Byotai planet looked like, but he found himself drawn to the bright colours as it began to fill the screen. It had taken hours to get this far, but the last few seconds hurtled past at impossible speed. The planet grew larger and larger, and for a second he flinched. 

    “Easy there, Spartan,” said Syala, “Delatorre and Five-Seven know what they’re doing.” 

    He flashed a look at her, and she feigned distress. Then, as quickly as their journey had started they were there. The assembled ships were a few thousand kilometres away, drifting in very high orbit. 

    “Well look at that. We’ve arrived just in time for the surrender of the Star Empire.” 

    He glanced to Delatorre who actually looked rather pleased with himself. 

    “I told you we’d make it here, Major.” 

    “Yeah, all it took was a lot of hard work and no sleep for nearly a day.” 

    Once more he rubbed his hands together. 

    “Still, it will be great to see the look on Catecahassa’s face as he hands over his ship.” 

    “And what about Tahkeome?” Syala asked. 

    Spartan inhaled deeply before answering. 

    “As for him. I would be amazed if he lasts the day. There’s no individual here more dangerous to Kratha and his empire than the man who started this entire thing.” 

    “Captain. I’m detecting something strange,” said Engineer Cyli Nok, “A massive energy surge from the orbital platform. It is spreading between all of them around the planet in an array.” 

    Five-Seven walked across to the alien’s computer station, glanced at the data, and then turned to Delatorre. 

    “Engineer Nok is correct. The platforms are creating something at a point right there. I believe a celestial event is manifesting nearby.” 

    “What do you mean, an event?” 

    Spartan moved so close he was able to place a hand on the screens to get a better look. The shape grew larger and larger, followed by flashes of light. It looked much like an ordinary Rift in space; little different to those that had been created before. The major difference was that it was not stable. The thing shifted and crackled as though those using it were unable to lock it down. 

     “An unstable Rift, this close to the planet? Why?” 

    Engineer Nok adjusted his system and put a detailed model of the object on the left screen. Syala and Delatorre walked up to it and examined the thing carefully. It looked barely able to sustain itself. 

    “Looks like a Rift to me,” said Syala, “But it’s only half completed. Reminds me of the Rift created back home. You know, the first one built at Prometheus that brought us out here.” 

    Captain Delatorre frowned as a massive surge of energy exploded from the stations and into the whirlpool. The Rift then pulsed and changed shape completely into something massive and terrifying. 

    “The configuration is different. It’s vastly bigger and much less stable. Look!” 

    He pointed to the Rift as it doubled in size and then stabilised. Energy rippled around the outside, giving the effect of a circle of fire. 

     “It’s been stabilised by something on the other side. Whoever opened it this end knew there was somebody looking for it at the other.” 

    “Maybe,” said Delatorre, “That is definitely not a natural phenomenon.” 

    Syala shook her head as more flashes pushed the size of the object to at least five times bigger than any Rift she’d ever seen before. The centre changed colour and then transformed from a whirlpool to something more like a translucent panel. 

    “Wow. I’m going down to the Ops Level. I think we might be needed.” 

    Spartan reached out and grasped her arm. She held onto him like a pair of old Roman officers. 

    “Don’t take any chances. We’ve lost enough people already.” 

    Syala winked. 

    “Don’t worry. Armstrong will watch my back.” 

    She made for the door and was out before Spartan could look back to the screens. At the same time, Captain Delatorre moved back to his command chair, sat down, and hit the emergency alert warning. The loud noise spread through the ship, hitting every compartment simultaneously. A red glow filled the bridge once more, and Spartan let out a sigh that to some might even appear as satisfaction. He then pulled the intercom to his face. 

    “This is the Captain, to your stations. We have an unknown Rift opening near to the fleet. This is no coincidence, not this close to the fleet and to the Prince. Open all gun ports and man your stations. Prepare for battle.” 

    He shifted his gaze to Spartan, who merely nodded in return. 

    “You’re right, Captain. This looks like a problem. Something tells me this isn’t a few guests late for the coronation.” 

    Spartan activated his internal communications channel and connected to the command network of Furiosa. Few officers were granted such access, but he and Gun had been given clearance months earlier, clearance that bypassed the usual channels and went directly to the Captain. A Byotai officer appeared before him, but not the one he expected. They spoke quickly, and Spartan could tell they were worried. The translator kicked in quickly, but there was still an odd delay in the voice before he could understand the alien. 

    “Major Spartan. Your timing is perfect. The…” 

    “Enough. I don’t know who you’ve got on watch, but we’ve got a problem.” 

    The person at the other end vanished from the screen and was quickly replaced by a very familiar face. 

    “Captain Krammer. About damned time.” 

    The Byotai officer remained expressionless as he glared back at him. The officer was one of those individuals among the Byotai who appeared to lack the characteristic features of either the male or female of their species. Spartan had heard Alliance officers speaking of the Captain in masculine and feminine tones, causing much confusion. Spartan couldn’t really care one way or the other. The sex of the Captain was his or her own business, same as anybody else in the Alliance or beyond. Most Byotai seemed to use the female form, so he’d stick with that until asked otherwise. 

    “I have seen the problem. I’m having problems with my systems. Something is jamming our communications and interfering with my command and control.” 

    The image stream cut and then retuned but in a bizarre shade of red and blue stripes. The audio crackled, forcing Spartan to use the computer-generated subtitles to have any idea what was happening. 

    “Look!” Five-Seven said. 

    Spartan raised his view to the centre screen just as four shapes blasted out of the Rift. They moved quickly and then changed formation faster than any craft he’d ever seen before. There were no puffs of energy from engines, yet they could alter their heading and velocity with minimal effort. All four looked the same, with a short wedge-shaped hull, and four long sections extending out from the bow. Ribbed sections along these four extensions pulsed white in a slow pattern that quickly increased speed. It was hard to tell quite how big they were until they raced past a civilian heavy hauler. Captain Delatorre put the imagery onto one of his personal screens and then ran internal comparisons before shaking his head. 

    “Strange. They’re only two hundred metres long, but the power levels are massive. Uh…I don’t like the look of that. They’re not broadcasting on any known frequencies, and there are no markings on their hulls.” 

    The spacecraft increased their speed as they moved towards the Byotai. 

    “Our sensors are picking up nothing from those vessels, just power blooms. They may be about to fire,” said Five-Seven, “I cannot give you any specific data on the ships.” 

    “You don’t have to,” Spartan said, “I’m telling you now, that is an attack vector, and they’re making for the Byotai line. If they make it through, they will hit the Prince.” 

    “Impossible, Kratha has dozens of ships, and his escort cruisers are already deploying to meet them. Their orders are specific. They must provide a defensive curtain around the Prince. They will fire on anything that breaches the perimeter.” 

    “Perhaps, Captain, but it doesn’t look like they’re turning back. If you ask me, I would…” 

    Every ship in the Byotai fleet opened fire with the anti-fighter ordnance. Light guns, medium guns, and interceptors did their terrible work. After a few seconds, a massive flak corridor completely covered the approaches to the fleet. 

    “See, Major, nothing gets through.” 

    Hundreds of small flashes covered the newcomers, and they briefly vanished from view. Spartan nearly relaxed, but then he saw them spin away from the fire, using their engines to move at impossibly speeds as though leaping from place to place. Then to his horror, the four new arrivals opened fire. This was not the weaponry he’d seen before from his or the other ships in the sector.  

    “Wow! That is impressive.” 

    Little bigger than a destroyer, the new ships seemed to release greater firepower than he’d seen from even the largest cruisers. The new arrivals fired bursts of white light that exploded on impact. Two Byotai cruisers disappeared behind multiple blasts before others altered their course, trying to avoid fire. Two bearing the markings of Katanga’s retinue returned fire, each hitting the nearest enemy spacecraft with a full volley. The forward guns of the Cohort Class attack cruisers were powerful weapons, but as the pulse cannon shells struck their target, they exploded around a pale sphere that then vanished from view. 

    “Shielding? Are you kidding me?” Spartan said. 

    They all looked at the imagery of the unknown ships as they continued to tear into the Byotai escorts. 

    “Sir,” said Lieutenant Lawrence, the ship’s tactical officer, “The power and speed of the weapons suggests a new form of direct-energy. I do not believe any of our ships can sustain many shots.” 

    Spartan sighed with frustration. 

    “Then who the hell are these people? They open up a Rift right under our very noses and then hit us hard, and I mean hard. Star Empire loyalists with secret tech?” 

    Captain Delatorre didn’t seem to think so as he concentrated on the images. 

    “They don’t look so unfamiliar to me. Look at the engines and the design of the forward sections. There’s a lot that’s very similar to the Burijas, and the computer is picking up components from the Sekieki ships. They aren’t the same, but there are components that have surprisingly strong similarities.” 

    Spartan’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the ships. He could see the similarities Delatorre had pointed out, but that didn’t appear to be of much use to him. He needed to know who they were and how to stop them. 

    “If they are Star Empire ships, then why not use them at Helios? They could have won the fight for them.” 

    He rubbed his chin, giving it some more thought. 

    “Look, they don’t match any of the ships at Karnak, so they’re definitely new players. Now…bring us around, Captain, and fast.” 

    “Already on it. We’ll be in position in a few more seconds.” 

    The manoeuvring thrusters did their work as the gigantic, four hundred metre-long ship turned about on its axis to confront the enemy. 

    “We need to join in this damned fight before it’s over, Captain. Drive them back before it’s too late.” 

    Within a matter of seconds, the vast bulk of ANS Euryale was far enough around that they could see the enemy craft. More shots from the Byotai ships clattered away against the lead target vessel, but it seemed to bounce the shots as though little more than drops of rain or ice. 

    “Can we contact Verdun? She has guns we could sure use right now?” 

    Delatorre shook his head for what must have been the fifth time. 

    “We’ve switched to direct laser communications. But she’s best kept out of this fight. If the Byotai can’t handle this, then she certainly won’t be able to.” 

    “Captain,” said Five-Seven, “We’re in position.” 

    Delatorre almost gasped with exasperation. 

    “Then fire! Open up with everything we have!” 

    Lieutenant Lawrence had joined Euryale as she’d departed the heavily damaged port at Taxxu. Like every IAB officer, he was among the best of the best, but even he baulked at the speed and ferocity of the new arrivals. He did his best to tag the enemy ships. 

    “Captain. The enemy ships have some kind of distortion system. I’m having trouble locking on. Their temperate and emissions numbers are all over the place.” 

    Spartan stepped closer and pointed at the hazy image on the centre screen. 

    “Then aim by eye, Lieutenant. Open fire!” 

    “Sir.” 

    Lieutenant Lawrence aimed ahead of the advancing craft and then activated the forward batteries. The warship gently vibrated as the bombardment cannons opened up on the target ships. The 255mm shells burst out from the quadruple barrels and raced towards the targets. Each of them missed, some only by a few metres. 

    “Keep firing!” said Spartan, “We have to stop them.” 

    It took three more volleys until finally one shell managed to strike the bow of one of the ships. It breached the spherical shield in a pulse of energy. Round after round from the Byotai defensive fire hammered away at the vulnerable vessel, some of the shells actually blasting away sections of ship. 

    “Yes!” Captain Delatorre said triumphantly, “Shields be damned.” 

    The damaged enemy vessel turned to move away, but as it turned even more projectiles hammered into its damaged hulls. Flashes rippled along her heavy armour, followed by triple explosions along her lower hull. 

    “Come on…die already!” Spartan said through clenched teeth. 

    He watched intently, waiting for the thing to finally rip apart, but he watched in astonishment as it vanished in a pulse of light. He looked to Delatorre who looked equally stunned. 

    “What just happened?” Captain Delatorre demanded. 

    Before he could say more, Lieutenant Lawrence pointed at the centre screen. 

    “Captain. We have new contacts at the Rift.” 

    Spartan and Delatorre both looked on with irritation as the new shapes burst out of the celestial phenomena. 

    “The damaged ship is back at the Rift and falling back. I have two more ships entering this system, same configuration as the others. They’re powering up their weapons.” 

    “This is going to be a massacre,” said Spartan, “Who are they, and what the hell are they doing here?” 

    Captain Krammer’s face appeared once more, and her words were bitter. 

    “The fleet is redeploying. I’m falling back with the Prince and our escort. All other vessels, including IAB assets must secure the Rift. Hold them back…no matter the cost.” 

    Spartan snorted. 

    “There’s always a cost, Krammer, and there is a limit to what we can do. We will do what we can with what we have.” 

    “Understood, Major. I’m switching everything to manual and launching fighters. They will assist you.” 

    Spartan checked his own screens before Captain Delatorre spoke. 

    “Major, they must have detailed information on the Byotai hardware. They know exactly where to hit their vessels.” 

    Spartan didn’t seem placated by that news. Krammer muttered something in her own language, something so unusual that the translators ignored it. 

    “Spartan. I have cruisers changing formation to intercept, but with most of their systems offline, they will be at a major disadvantage. You’re the closest at the moment. My engineers say this Rift is unlike any we’ve seen before. It is being held open by incredible energies, and is inherently unstable. Find a way to close it before it’s too late!” 

    Spartan looked back to the screen and the mirrored disc in the centre of the Rift. Multiple shapes emerged from the centre. 

    “Are you seeing this, Captain?” 

    Krammer exhaled in frustration. 

    “I see it. Scanners show five or six more vessels coming through. They do not match any known configuration on our databases.” 

    Spartan ran his fingers through his beard. 

    “That’s because they’re something new, Captain Krammer. Get the Prince out of danger. I will take command of this fight. Let Kratha know this is a trap.” 

    The Byotai hesitated. 

    “Spartan. We cannot lose the Prince, not now. Do what must be done. Drive them away. Ram them if needed. If you…” 

    The image cut, and then the light on the bridge flickered. Engineer Cyli Nok moved his hands rapidly over the computer controls while calling out. 

    “Something is trying to breach our systems. Locking networking systems. I’ve never seen such a breach.” 

    Even Five-Seven seemed stunned by what he was looking at. Captain Delatorre gasped at the intrusion attempts and ran his hand along the list of problems. 

    “They’re hitting us with hundreds of simultaneous digital attacks. Firewalls are failing, and they have blocked our communications. The Byotai fleet is breaking formation. Some of their ships are losing control of their systems.” 

    “We need drones in the air before it’s too late,” said Spartan. 

    Five-Seven shook his head. 

    “Impossible. The drones will be unable to communicate with us.” 

    “Then activate autonomous tracking, and send them directly at that Rift. And do it quickly! We need to get closer and find a way to bring it down. I suspect it is about to get a lot worse in this sector.” 

    “Major, more ships, these are different.” 

    All eyes shifted to the screen as a pair of cruiser-sized ships entered. They were much bulkier, covered in antenna and round emitters all down the sides of their hulls. 

    “Uh…what are those things?” 

    Engineer Nok rose from his seat. 

    “Major, those ships are activating dozens of small Spacebridges, all short-range. They are either carrying a lot of weapons…or they’re carrying troops.” 

    Spartan nearly laughed at the explanation. 

    “Wait…What?” 

    Captain Delatorre remained fixated on the screen. 

    “Furiosa. They’re going for Kratha.” 

    





   



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

      

      

    Byotai Battleship ‘Furiosa’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    March 14th 2473 

    Prince Kratha looked out at the assembled warriors and officials with a grim look to his face. He even moved his head a little to stare upon Tahkeome who now lay prone on the floor. He received little to no sympathy from him, or the others on the ship, though there were moments when he half expected the guards of Catecahassa to intervene. They were all supposed to be part of this one great Empire. Yet now, when it came to the end there was no support for the fallen Tahkeome. 

    “So…this is how it ends,” said Prince Kratha, “Beaten like the traitor you are. Pathetic.” 

    Then the unthinkable happened. Tahkeome rose from ground, shook his head, and smiled. Blood dripped from his nose and mouth, and still he refused to yield. 

    “You fool,” said Prince Kratha, “I have not even asked you for anything, and you defy me and my people. Your actions against all of our people are reprehensible.” 

    Tahkeome shook his head and laughed even louder. With nothing more than the raising of one hand, Kratha unleashed his guards on the most feared enemy of the Empire. Six of them swept in and grabbed the still laughing figure. Wictred made to move, but Khan pushed out his arm to block him. 

    “Not yet…Son. Hold on.” 

    His eyes shifted to the comms system in his helmet, but for some reason the link back to Euryale was gone. He tried to reconnect, but it showed nothing but noise. 

    Strange. 

    Kratha clicked his fingers, and his entourage dragged the Princeps closer to Kratha. There they waited, yet with a firm grip in case he tried to attack in some way. A senior Byotai officer grabbed the Princeps by the head and pulled him upright. 

    “Speak!” 

     Tahkeome spat on the floor and then flexed his shoulder muscles. 

    “For millennia, you have treated half-breeds and the commoners of the Byotai and the Anicinàbe with nothing but contempt. I alone uncovered the secrets of the lost Empire. I took their ancient secrets and used them to forge a new, better world. I risked my life and my clans for the greater good.” 

    His face contorted with anger. 

    “I would have brought our people together for something incredible. A new future for all.” 

    The guard lifted a hand to strike back, but Kratha shook his head. 

    “Let him speak. I will hear the last words of the Princeps.” 

    He took a step closer to his enemy. 

    “Princeps Tahkeome. You come from the Tenth Quadrant, the offspring of half-breeds. And for your real, and imagined slights, you bring war to my worlds.” 

    Tahkeome laughed even louder. 

    “I stole secrets and made promises with people you have never met, promises that in defeat I can now never keep. If I cannot lead this revolution, then I will unleash a thousand years of agony against your people and mine.” 

    One of the senior Byotai commanders spun around and called out, ruining the mood in an instant. 

    “They are unable to travel this far, not unless we show them the way to Ctenosaura Primus. My parting gift to you all.” 

    The Byotai commander moved towards Kratha while the prisoner ranted incoherently. One guard struck him again, but this time Tahkeome refused to back down. There was an audible gasp from the assembled warriors as the Byotai spoke, but it took a second for the translators in Khan’s armour to do their work. 

    “…massive Rift has opened up in high-orbit. Unknown alien vessels are coming through! Captain Krammer says it’s a trap.” 

    Kratha turned his gaze from the Byotai to his prisoner. 

    “What have you done?” Kratha said through clenched teeth, “Who are these people? What did you offer them?” 

    Khan and his kin advanced from their position further back. They barely made it two metres when a series of bright flashes filled the open space.  

    “Weapons hot!” Khan snarled. 

    The unit of Jötnar pointed their weapons at the shapes materializing in front of them. They were large, each the size of a man. Then one by one they vanished, to be replaced by large, heavily armoured warriors; each around two metres tall and protected by jagged plates completely obscuring their figures. There was little colour to them, just the faded metal and polymers that encased them. They were bipedal, the same as everybody else there, and two glowing yellow eyes glinted in the centre of their armoured heads. They carried no weapons, but extended their arms into fists towards those before them. Khan fired first before the newcomers had any chance to react. His arm-mounted guns hammered away, but each hit was met by the flashing of an energy field. 

    “Kratha!” called out one of the enemy soldiers. But then to Khan’s surprise, he saw a group split off and head directly for Princeps Tahkeome. For a second he thought they were there to protect him, but instead one struck the Princeps hard across the face. 

    “What the hell?” 

    More stepped out of the bizarre portal-like Rifts and opened fire into the mass of people. Dozens of Byotai crewmen, soldiers, and marines were injured or killed, yet most continued to fight back with whatever they had to hand. 

    “Protect the Prince!” General Honorius shouted. 

    Five of the Byotai personal guard were instantly cut apart. Khan moved to Kratha’s right flank, while the other Jötnar spread out in a scattered line. They were ready for a fight, holding their guns out in front, and taking aim at the ever-growing number of soldiers. 

    “Kill them all! No mercy!” 

    The Thumpers of the Blood Pack slammed into the enemy with such ferocity that at least two were knocked to the ground by the weight of fire. Return fire hammered into those rushing to protect Kratha while Tahkeome howled with laughter. In a matter of seconds, the entire place was in uproar as dozens more of the heavily armoured and equipped enemy soldiers materialised from their space-distortions. Some of the Byotai ran from the fight, but most hurled themselves into battle, with many killed in a matter of seconds. 

    “Rally to me!” Prince Kratha called out. 

    Khan grinned to himself as dozens of his loyal followers moved in close around the throne and into a staggered line. Some dropped to their knees to make space for those behind. Others scattered behind overturned seats and the many pieces of art and decorations inside the great halls. More again ducked behind bulkheads and the door arches to find whatever cover they could. 

    Spartan said we were looking for trouble out here. Is the man ever wrong? 

    A burst of energy narrowly missed his head and struck a Byotai officer, instantly turning his upper body into molten slag. 

    “Impressive.” Khan turned back to his foes. 

    “My turn.” 

    Khan emptied his Thumper into the enemy, howling as the rounds slammed into the targets. He didn’t kill a single one of them, but it kept them busy as his shoulder-mounted L56 Mark III heavy tracked for targets. The large five-barrelled weapon was an upscaled L52 carbine, with longer barrels, two separate ammunition feeds, and the ability to fire in streams or in blasts like a giant shotgun. 

    “Hey, you!” 

    Khan pointed his Thumper at an enemy soldier. The thing lifted a hand to point at Khan, but it was too late. 

    “Have some of this!” 

    The L56 shuddered as it hurled burst after burst of shots at the target. All five barrels fired at once, giving the impression he was releasing a single large calibre shell. It took four volleys before the shield vanished in a puff of light. 

    “Yeah. Now you’re mine, bitch!” 

    Khan flicked the firing mode to continuous and unleashed such a hail of fire it utterly obliterated his foe. His mouth opened wide with satisfaction as pieces of armour tore off. 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    Three enemy ships raced past Euryale, but a fourth moved into view at the worst possible moment. Every forward gun opened fire, including the particle and bombardment cannons. The combined fire tore through the shield-less vessel before it vanished, just like the other damaged ship. Another unit of spacecraft moved in from behind, pulses of light dancing about their forward guns. Captain Delatorre grabbed the harness on his command chair, but Spartan remained upright, holding onto the bar next to the forward displays. 

    “Incoming fire. Brace for…” 

    Sparks tore across the panels along the upper front part of the bridge as shots slammed into the port side hull of Euryale. One hit so hard that all power on the ship cut for a split second. Spartan felt his body rise a few centimetres before the lights came back on. He dropped down with a thud. 

    “Two ships off the port bow,” said Lieutenant Lawrence, “Targeting the area nine hundred metres ahead. Firing…now!” 

    Spartan’s eyes opened wide as he watched the stream of bombardment shells sail in front of the enemy ship. Some missed, but at least one complete volley ruptured the shielding, shattering the bow of one vessel. 

    “Good work, Lieutenant. Keep at them.” 

    One ship spun about along its main axis, fired four shots at Euryale, and accelerated away. All four struck the heavily armoured upper hull, triggering yet more fires through the ship. 

    “Captain,” said Engineer Nok, “Breaches on the upper levels. We have sustained substantial…” 

    “Enough!” Spartan snapped back at him, “Breaches do not concern me. There isn’t time for damage reports, only winning this fight.” 

    Another volley from a circling ship hit Euryale hard, severing part of the bow weapon mountings. There was so much debris in front of them it looked like they were travelling through a sea of metal. Spartan looked over to Captain Delatorre who was muttering as a medic applied a sealed gel bandage to his face. Spartan pointed at the centre of the screen and the growing number of ships. 

    “We’ll lead the way. What ships do we have available?” 

    Delatorre didn’t like the way Spartan was taking control, but he had faith that the military war hero knew what he was doing. He was a ground war leader, not a space captain. Technically, it was Delatorre’s ship, but Spartan controlled the Alliance taskforce. 

    “Verdun has sustained heavy damage. She’s falling back to provide fighter defence around Furiosa. They’re launching Jackals to assist in the fighting aboard Furiosa. Broken messages show troops have boarded her.” 

    Spartan licked his lower lip as he listened carefully. 

    “Khan can handle this. By the time we’d get there, the fight will be over, one way or another.” 

    He pointed at the central display. 

    “And the rest?” 

    “Dauntless is too far away, but Harbinger under Captain Yamato and her two escorts, Blackfish and Starfish are with us.” 

    “Hmm, a single Crusader and two Dragoon frigates. It will have to do. Since when has Yamato been in command?” 

    Captain Delatorre winced as he asked the question. 

    “Harbinger took fire in the fight. She’s lost twelve percent of her crew, Captain O’Hara included.” 

    Spartan didn’t like the sound of that, not one bit. 

    “How many drones do we have left on board?” 

    Lieutenant Lawrence checked the on board hangars and launch bays. It only took a second to get the status of all of them, as well as the birds still sealed inside the ship. 

    “We’ve got eight more X1s prepped ready for launch, the rest are attached to the Jackals.” 

    “Good. Use direct laser command and control, and get them through that Rift.” 

    “What?” 

    “You heard me. I want all eight of them through that Rift.” 

    Captain Delatorre seemed confused at what was going on. 

    “Major. We need those drones to help in this fight.” 

    “No,” Spartan replied in no uncertain tone, pointing directly at the tear in space-time, “I need to see what’s going on behind that Rift, and fast.” 

    A bright flash marked a flurry of impacts as yet another Byotai ship tore apart. The gunfire from the small capital ships was astounding, and a less professional crew might have frozen in stunned horror. But these were no inexperienced officers, and they continued to target the nearest ships and fired almost continually. 

    “Captain,” said Lieutenant Lawrence, “The enemy ships have swept through the broken outer line and are heading towards the last ships circling around Furiosa. The heavy transports are holding near the Rift.” 

    Spartan looked at the footage of the formation of alien vessels. They were fast and capable of sustaining incredible levels of damage. He snarled as they bombarded another cruiser, but he knew he had a different task in this battle. 

    “Put me on to our ships.” 

    Delatorre nodded and reached for the intercom. 

    “Laser communications are active. You’re live.” 

    Spartan didn’t even wait to think before speaking. 

    “This is Major Spartan. All Alliance ships follow us in. We’re heading for the Rift. Stay close, and shoot at anything that comes near us.” 

    The engines roared with power as ANS Euryale twisted about one last time and then accelerated towards the Rift in space. ANS Harbinger, one of the oldest Crusaders in the fleet was right there beside them, her guns firing on overtime. The two much smaller escorts stayed back and added their fire to the inferno. 

    “Drones will be at the Rift in sixty seconds, Major,” said Delatorre. 

    “Good. Let’s hope they can tell us something useful. Now, while we wait, what can we do about the signal jamming?” 

    Nok lifted his arm to catch Spartan’s attention. 

    “Sir. Half of the ships in the fleet are already bypassing the jamming using line of sight laser communications, just like the drones. Looks like those drills with the Byotai actually paid off.” 

    “What about Khan and Furiosa?” 

    The alien swallowed nervously. 

    “No word from them. Captain Krammer is not on the bridge, and there are mixed reports of fighting around the Prince.” 

    Spartan’s nostrils twitched. 

    “They want to take him with them, or kill him.” 

    He pointed to the Rift. 

    “We’re closing that Rift, and we’re closing it soon. Let them try and escape then. Without the Rift, they’ll be easy to take apart.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Byotai Battleship ‘Furiosa’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    The lights inside the vast hall cut off, but there was no relief from the battle. Constant gunfire provided a strobe-like lighting effect that made the bloodthirsty battle even more horrifying. Three of the soldiers rushed for Kratha, who lay on the ground with a wounded leg. One made it to within five metres when Khan arrived. He shoulder-barged one out of the way, and then opened fire with all of his weaponry at the others. 

    Further back Princeps Tahkeome struggled as two of the alien warriors shackled his arms and dragged him away from the fighting. A portal of light opened up at the end of the hall, and dozens more soldiers poured through to overwhelm the Byotai. Even as Tahkeome was dragged away, he howled with laughter. 

    “Somebody needs to shut him up!” Khan said as he held up one of the heavily armoured alien warriors. He grunted loudly as he hurled him across the deck. The flailing figure crashed into the two dragging Tahkeome away, scattering the trio like bowling pins. More arrived from the small Rifts opening up throughout the ship. The aliens spread out, firing as they moved. 

    “Kratha!” General Honorius shouted. 

    The aged General bent away from two shots, opening fire with his handgun as five assailants rushed towards Kratha. Shots thudded into the first alien, glancing off their personal shielding. Closer and closer they came, with Kratha, Honorius, and Katanga all firing their weapons.  

    Wictred charged into the fray, his two Blood Pack comrades with him. Wictred swung his Thumper like a club, and as it hit the shielding, a great pulse of light knocked him and the alien to the ground. Kornag opened fire at just a metre away, and his heavy calibre weapon knocked another alien onto its back. Then one of them blasted him in the chest, its advanced weaponry making a mockery of Kornag’s body armour. A hole the size of a man’s head appeared in his chest, and he dropped to the ground face first. 

    Dozens of Byotai guards and marines raced around their Prince, while others tried to desperately drag him away from the fighting. One by one they were cut down until finally the Prince was alone, with more than thirty of his comrades dead around his feet. In his right hand he held a smoking pistol, now empty and spent. In his left, the old blade carried by his father, the late Imperator. 

    “And now, I have my final revenge,” said Tahkeome. 

    The soldiers crowded around the sole Byotai member of the nobility, and Prince of the Empire. He didn’t turn to run, or cow down to them, but lifted his blade up high and ready to strike. 

    “Kratha!” 

    Katanga rushed to his side, dragging a fallen alien soldier with him. Wictred was next, shielding Kratha as he aimed his Thumper. Katanga pointed the dead creature’s arm at the enemy and fired. A pulse of white light struck them, and two were torn apart as their shielding exploded. Khan and three more Jötnar moved into the fray. Instead of firing, they swung their weapons like deranged trolls. To Khan’s satisfaction he’d finally found out the enemy’s weakness, and the Jötnar ruthlessly exploited it. 

    “Father!” Wictred yelled. 

    The battle-hardened Jötnar spun around to see three more of the tiny portals open right behind them. Six soldiers stepped out with their weapons pointing at Kratha. One fired just as Wictred leapt at them. Three shots slammed into his body, with two striking his torso, and a third tearing off his left arm below the elbow. He staggered towards them and dropped to his knees, great burning holes in his body. Khan swung his Thumper at his nearest foe and leapt past the fallen soldiers to his son’s side. 

    “Wictred!” 

    The holes were deep, but when he deactivated Wictred’s helmet visor, he could see it was over. His son was gone, and nothing remained but his broken body encased in his battle-damaged armour. As he bent down, the blast doors off to the far right burst open, and in streamed scores of heavily armoured assault soldiers. They were the unit equipped for breaching enemy ships, and bore the thickest and heaviest armour available to the Byotai. They fired on the move, hitting the enemy soldiers with salvo after salvo. 

    Khan rose from the ground just as Byotai soldiers swamped Kratha and pulled him back to safety. The battle seemed to have reached an impasse, but instead of the enemy pushing towards Kratha, they seemed much more interested in dragging Princeps Tahkeome back with them. Others were stepping back into their portals to escape the battle, some taking prisoners with them. Khan spotted the Princeps pick up a fallen pistol and raise it to his head, presumably to kill himself rather than be taken alive. 

    “No!” 

      

    





   



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

      

      

    Catecahassa moved from his position at the side of the battle, along with what remained of his entourage. Khan almost opened fire on him before he vanished behind a wall of soldiers. Khan rose from the ground and charged towards the enemy soldiers as they surrounded the Princeps. Shots slammed into Khan’s armour, but he kept on running. He could feel the impacts but ignored them, even those that breached the plating. His eyes burned with rage, and even his fellow warriors blocking his path were thrown or smashed away. Khan’s attention focussed on just one individual, Princeps Tahkeome. 

    “He’s mine!” 

    Some of the soldiers spotted the rampaging monster, but before they could fire, he was amongst them. The Thumper served as a wicked club, and soon he was swinging it left and right, knocking down the soldiers with relative ease. Some fought back, but many scattered under the ferocity of the metal giant. As the line of soldiers broke, some activated their small portals and stepped away from the battle. Two dragged the screaming Princeps with them. 

    “Hell, no!” Khan shouted. 

    Katanga appeared alongside him, carrying a heavy Byotai cannon under his arm. He blasted one soldier so many times the unfortunate soul staggered and collapsed. Before he could rise again, a swarm of Byotai soldiers leapt upon him. Shots from the enemies’ powerful weapons raked into those in the hall, one hitting so close to Kratha his guard threw him down to avoid the fire. 

    “I’m with you!” Katanga yelled. 

    With a final swing, Khan struck the last soldier standing between him and Princeps Tahkeome. It was a heavy blow to the head with the Thumper that either knocked the soldier out or killed him. Without hesitating, Khan leapt after Princeps Tahkeome, with Katanga right at his side. They passed into the miniature Rift to grab him, and then as soon it had arrived, the portal snapped shut. 

    More Byotai soldiers spread out to drag the wounded away, while many others engaged the enemy soldiers still fighting on the deck. Prince Kratha lifted himself up and looked out at the bodies all around him. General Honorius lay slain, along with Wictred, Kornag, and scores of others. There were a handful of the enemy nearby, but the majority were gone, or stepping back through the Rifts. 

    “Prince Kratha!” a Byotai marine shouted. Others flocked to their leader, moving close to protect him, “My Lord. More of their soldiers are heading this way. They’re trying to capture the ship.” 

    Kratha remained transfixed by a single enemy soldier lying alongside him. The warrior’s armour was shattered, and pieces of it lay scattered on the ground. But what he found truly fascinating was the face, as though he was looking at a piece of artwork from the distant past. 

    “The stories we were told.” 

    He looked up at his comrades, even while the gunfire continued. 

    “All of them…lies.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Alliance Assault Carrier 'ANS Euryale’, Ctenosaura Primus 

    Captain Delatorre watched the forward screen as though he expected it to blast apart at any moment. There were ships heading in all directions as they tried to outmanoeuvre their opponents. Most of the Byotai ships were formed up in a layered defence around Furiosa and surrounded the area with gunfire. Spartan extended one hand to the centre display. 

    “Captain, what is the…” 

    “There!” Captain Delatorre cried, “One has made it back. Transmissions are coming in now.” 

    A second later the single drone exploded as two more alien ships crossed the Rift and entered the system. Gunfire from the Alliance ships slammed into the nearest of them, the majority of the shots glancing off the shields. 

    “Show me the footage.” 

    A few presses were all it took to put up the videostream from the other side. All of them watched in stunned amazement at the bizarre vessel directly positioned against the Rift. It looked much like the rear sections of Euryale, with huge discs of energy and forks of lightning hitting the outer parts of the Rift. It was big, and immediately reminded Spartan of the dreaded Rift Engines used by the Biomechs in the War. Much of the ship shared the same hull configuration as the smaller vessels, though vastly bigger in size. 

    “That looks strangely familiar. And a lot like a warship to me.” 

    There were at least another ten of the powerful ships nearby, and all of them seemed to be heading towards the Rift, presumably to join in with the battle. 

    “That’s the target. And there’s enough of those ships to end Kratha’s fleet once and for all.” 

    “What do they want with us?” 

    Spartan shrugged. 

    “Who cares right now, Captain?” 

    Spartan grabbed the intercom. 

    “This is Spartan. The enemy Rift control station is on the other side. All functioning ships follow me in. We do not stop until we’ve shut that thing down.” 

    “Are you insane? They are sending ship after ship through the Rift. If any more of those transports come in, they could overrun this system. We have to stay back and help hold the line.” He lifted his hands up in resignation, “Entering the Rift is nothing but suicide. We’ll lose every ship we put near that place.” 

    Spartan moved to the Captain, his eyes narrow and almost glowing with passion. 

    “That isn’t a request, Captain. We will risk and sacrifice whatever is required for this mission. This peace that we’ve fought for…this is the price to keep it.” 

    Delatorre looked to the small number of officers on the bridge, and then spotted explosions all along the upper levels of an escorting ship. Armour plates and weapon turrets tore off under the savage attack. 

    “We can’t….it will be the end of….” 

    He was unable to say anymore as Spartan reached out and placed his hand around the man’s throat. He gripped tightly to hold the Captain in his place, enough to ensure he couldn’t slip away. 

    “The ship and our crew will do what I tell them. Now…take us through the damned Rift!” 

    The rest of the crew watched the altercation with horror. Spartan was in charge; of that none would argue. But Captain Delatorre commanded the ship, and they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. Spartan scanned across the bridge till he spotted the helmsman. 

    “Full power. Get us inside that thing!” 

    Even now, after what he’d seen, the helmsman still looked to the stunned Delatorre. Now barely able to breathe, he merely nodded in agreement. 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    The engines rumbled as the ship accelerated faster and faster. Spartan wiped the sweat from his brow as they moved to within a kilometre of the massive Rift in space. The size was one thing, but the shimmering mirror-like surface was something else and something new. 

    “We’ll be through in eighteen seconds,” said Captain Delatorre. 

    The two men shared a link, and Spartan knew right away that he’d just made another enemy. He sighed to himself. 

    This is something I appear to be an expert at, and after all these years, I frankly don’t care. 

    “Contact from Furiosa,” the communications officer reported, “Captain Krammer says they’ve retaken parts of the ship. They’ve sustained heavy casualties, but the enemy ships are redeploying for another attack.” 

    Captain Delatorre nodded. 

    “The Prince?” 

    “He lives, Captain. But there are many dead. Wictred, son of Khan is among the dead.” 

    “What about Khan?” Spartan asked. 

    The young officer shook her head. 

    “Unknown. The fighting is a mess. Khan was seen in the middle of the enemy vanguard, along with Katanga and many of the remaining Blood Pack. 

    “Major,” said Delatorre, “We’re heading through now.” 

    Spartan wanted to ask more, but they were already at the Spacebridge, the celestial event that would take them to the unknown and away from the fighting. He knew he had time to send just a few words before all contact was lost. 

    “Tell them to keep on fighting. We’ll close this Rift, whatever the cost.” 

    Five seconds later they were through. Gone was the Byotai homeworld and the legions of ships engaged in battle. In its place was something completely new to him. The colours around the ship were unlike anything he’d ever seen, and he could see a planet or star nearby. 

    “Report!” 

    Delatorre was already up from his seat and checking the displays. 

    “Unknown location. This place matches no known star systems.” 

    “Location doesn’t interest me, Captain. The Rift control station, where is it?” 

    The view on the displays shifted, and briefly the single Crusader Class ship, plus several other vessels swept in through the Rift. Spartan was surprised to see at least two Byotai cruisers come through, and all were unloading small numbers of fighters. 

    “There!” Captain Delatorre said. 

    The forward view shifted as the enemy command vessel moved into view. Spartan looked at it intently, soaking in every detail. The thing was truly gigantic, and as the smaller vessels moved closer towards it, the thing seemed even bigger. 

    “It’s incredible,” said Delatorre, “Nearly eighteen hundred metres in length. The design looks like a scaled-up Burijas, but with the Rift generating hardware all around the thing.” 

    “Captain. My sensors show the ship has no shielding active. It would appear the Rift generation negates shield functions.” 

    “Excellent,” Spartan rubbed his hands together, “This is the end game.” 

    The Captain nodded towards the intercom, and Spartan lifted it to his lips and took in a deep breath. 

    “Wait, what are those?” 

    The camera shifted to focus on another even larger group of ships moving in formation. They were exactly the same as the two ships that had already caused so much calamity in the Byotai Star System. They all looked at them carefully before Engineer Nok spoke. 

    “Scans show upwards of five thousand individuals on board each ship. And there are fifteen of them.  

    “Hold on,” Spartan lifted his hand, “That makes seventy-five thousand possible warriors.” 

    Engineer Nok looked unsurprised at the number. 

    “Yes. Wait…they’ve activated shielding. I cannot see through the field.” 

    Spartan clenched his fists several times. 

    “Troop ships, I reckon. This little operation wasn’t a quick hit. They’re here on a raid, maybe even a localised invasion, and right at the heart of the Byotai Empire. They could cause a major shift in the balance of power. This is an army, and that bastard Tahkeome brought them right to us. I don’t know if that was his plan all along, or if this is just plain revenge.” 

    He rubbed his chin and then nodded back at the largest enemy vessel. 

    “All ships. Engage and destroy the enemy flagship. Do not stop until the Rift is closed. We cannot let them get through. Good luck.” 

    He handed the device to Delatorre. 

    “She’s your ship, Captain. Destroy that thing, and do it fast.” 

    They shared a look, but both knew something had changed. Delatorre was not as casual in his approach to combat, and Spartan remained as grim and serious as ever.               

    “Major.” 

    Spartan paced about the deck as Euryale lined up against the flank of the massive ship. The Rift flickered gently to their side, and from his position it could easily have been a few hundred metres away. ANS Harbinger was right alongside them, plus the escorts and a motley collection of ships that had followed them through. 

    “Here goes nothing.” Delatorre moved the intercom to his mouth. Before he could speak, the first volleys of fire lashed out at the attacking vessels. The gunfire increased as turrets on the flagship joined in, and soon Euryale began shaking from the impacts. Delatorre remained locked onto the forward view. 

    “All ships, open fire on the generators and aft nacelles of the target ship.” 

    Harbinger started firing first, using her massed banks of railguns. She was one of the few Crusaders left in the fleet to be upgraded to particle weapons, yet her success record was second to none. Euryale was next, followed by every other ship. Spartan stopped and gazed at the screen. Streams of energy, projectiles, and spheres of plasma hammered into the vessel from long-range. 

    “Impressive, Captain. Very impressive.” 

    Delatorre glanced back. 

    “Not quite. Look.” 

    Spartan looked to the ten enemy ships that were coming right back at them, each firing their forward guns. 

    “And?” 

    “No, not them. The Rift.” 

    Spartan turned his attention the second display, and the pulsing light as more of the enemy ships returned from Ctenosaura Primus. Three opened fire immediately, the burst of fire cutting through the flank of the nearest Byotai cruiser. 

    “That’s a problem.” 

    Spartan seemed unfazed by what was happening. 

    “Too little, too late,” he said, smiling, “Increase forward speed to ramming speed. Let’s put some fear in their hearts.” 

    Captain Delatorre gulped. 

    “You want me to ram that ship?” 

    Before Spartan could answer, a great burst of energy from another two ships tore into ANS Harbinger. Any other ships would have been destroyed, but instead the gunfire tore three holes on her flank. 

    “We need to slow those ships down.” 

    “We will, Captain, but only when that ship is destroyed.” 

    The formation made it another four kilometres, but now the number of enemy ships outnumbered them two to one. Pulses of energy tore into the ships, leaving none unscathed. Even Euryale, with her reinforced armour and layered plating, was unable to avoid major damage. One volley hit the ship so hard the vessel twisted off course. 

    “Major!” Captain Delatorre shouted, “We’ve lost secondary thrusters. Another hit like that and we’ll be unable to move.” 

    Spartan’s eyes shifted to Cyli Nok, but even he had no good news. 

    “Fourteen enemy heavy frigates, and they’ve moving between us and their flagship. Their shielding is too much.” 

    As he said the words, an Alliance frigate exploded in a cataclysmic blast. Every one of them knew the blast meant the deaths of hundreds of experienced men and women. It was a devastating blow, made worse by the fact that ANS Starfish was a survivor of the recent battle at Helios. 

    “We’ve sacrificed so much, we cannot stop now,” said Spartan, “Use everything we have left, and send it up against that ship.” 

    A shape appeared on the deck, and to Spartan’s surprise a soldier emerged from the pulsing sphere of energy. The figure was tall, heavily armoured, and looked about as though searching for a particular individual. Spartan didn’t hesitate and lifted his carbine from his flank. The advanced weapon flashed three times, and each time an energy field pulsed around the soldier. 

    “I don’t think so, pal!” 

    He moved in close and swung his carbine hard at the soldier, sending him right back into the tiny floating circle. It vanished as quickly as it had arrived, but then distress calls started to come in throughout the ship. 

    “Major! We’re being boarded. Multiple intruders on seven decks.” 

    Spartan nodded to the Captain and activated his comms. 

    “Syala.” 

    “I’m here. What’s going on? Wait, we’ve…” 

    Spartan listened helplessly as a torrent of fire filled his ears. Then to his relief she appeared back on the screen. 

    “Okay. I see them. We can handle this, Spartan. My units are holding key areas on the ship. We’ll keep them off your back.” 

    Before she could say more, she was forced to turn away to engage yet another attacker. Spartan wanted to go to the lower decks to help, but he knew the marines and Black Widows were more than capable. 

    “New contacts!” Lieutenant Chris Lawrence said, “Six ships coming from the Rift and towards the flagship.” 

    Spartan’s breathing slowed as he watched the blurred shapes. 

    “Wait…it can’t be.” 

    All of them watched in stunned amazement. 

    “It’s the Grand Cruiser Raiukat,” said Delatorre, “And she’s accelerating towards the ship.” 

    Spartan watched the powerful vessel and her escort of five ships heading for the Rift generating warship. Gunfire from the enemy escorts turned on them, the last ship to enter bearing the brunt of the damage. 

    “Contact from Raiukat, her captain wants…” 

    “On screen!” Captain Delatorre cut in. 

    The view of the battle vanished, to be replaced by the Byotai traitor. 

    “Major. I cannot let these people annihilate my own kin. They state their objective is to annihilate all tainted by Tahkeome the Betrayer. Their words, not mine. And they’re bringing thousands of warriors to this fight. Whatever their objective, it will be devastating.” 

    Spartan looked at Delatorre who shook his head in surprise. 

    “Very well.” 

    Legate Catecahassa bowed slightly. 

    “Keep them off my back. I’ll take care of the ship personally.” 

    Spartan snarled as he watched the formation of fresh ships sweep on by. 

    “We will. But this isn’t over, Legate. You will answer for your crimes.” 

    Legate Catecahassa feigned a polite nod and then cut the feed. 

    Spartan shook his head while walking to Captain Delatorre. 

    “Do what you can. We need to give them a fighting chance.” 

    “I’m on it, Spartan.” 

    It was the first time Delatorre had used his first name in quite some time. It was hardly out of the manual, but it was a pleasant change from the coldness between the two on the bridge. The ship twisted away from the capital ship, veering from the Rift and towards the ships trying to cut off Catecahassa. Euryale and the others blasted repeatedly at their targets, but even their fire wasn’t enough to stop two of Catecahassa’s ships being blasted apart.  

    “I have them in sight. Firing now,” said the gunnery officer. 

    Shots caught the aft section of the nearest enemy ship, and a cheer rang out as it spun out of control. 

    “Yes,” said Delatorre, “Keep hitting it.” 

    The crew was so excited that most didn’t even see the first of Catecahassa’s ships run into the side of the flagship. 

    “Whoa!” Spartan said, “Nobody said anything about Catecahassa ramming all of his ships at that vessel.” 

    The Legate’s ships opened fire on the enemy flagship, and for a moment the Rift shuddered. 

    “Did you see that?” 

    The Captain didn’t wait for an answer but walked towards Engineer Nok’s station. The alien looked up to him. 

    “The Rift is massively unstable. Look.” 

    A glance back at the mainscreen showed long tendrils of light reaching out and slamming into the nearest ships to the Rift. 

    “That’s not good,” said Spartan. 

    “Sir. We need to move away from the Rift,” said Five-Seven, “My readings show the Rift could collapse at any moment.” 

    Spartan didn’t want to turn from a fight. But he reluctantly gave the order to do so, even as Catecahassa and his last few ships raced towards their targets, with gunfire lashing back and forth. Euryale’s engines burned white-hot as they accelerated away, the few surviving ships at their flank. 

    “Catecahassa might be many things, but the fool is no coward.” 

    They all watched as the massive Grand Cruiser struck the stern of the ship, followed by a cataclysmic blast that filled every single screen. 

    “Hold on!” Captain Delatorre shouted. 

      

    * * * 

      

    Spartan was out cold, along with almost everybody else on the bridge. When Syala first entered, she thought they were all dead. Without checking for signs of the enemy, she raced in and dropped down alongside him. 

    “Spartan! Spartan! Wake up!” 

    With a flick of the controls, she deactivated his visor and gasped as his eyes opened. 

    “Syala?” 

    She helped him up as more Widows and marines moved onto the bridge. Captain Delatorre was up and nursing his wounded head. Five-Seven, however, was down at the far left observation sphere. Spartan pulled Syala close, kissing her for what seemed like an age, and then holding her close. 

    “I thought we’d lost that one.” 

    Five-Seven turned back towards them. 

    “I believe you should see this, Major.” 

    What is it?” 

    Five-Seven merely pointed, and one by one they walked closer, stopping at the transparent sphere. It provided the perfect view out into space. Syala stayed close to Spartan as they all looked out at the vastness of space before them. The Rift was gone, and all that remained of the enemy ships were shattered wrecks torn apart by the devastation wrought by the Rift itself. Some of the ships that had followed were still there, albeit badly damaged. Directly before them was a glowing sphere of a planet, massive in size and circled by a colossal ring of coloured dust. The cold void shimmered with colour unlike any place any of them had seen before. An enemy heavy transport drifted lifelessly in space, blue energy crackling about its hull. 

    “What is this place?” Syala asked. 

    Spartan had no idea what to say as he looked out at the alien world, out deep in uncharted space. Captain Delatorre said exactly what they were all thinking. 

    “We’re not in Kansas anymore.” 

    “Major,” said Five-Seven, “Contact from the other ships. Their captains want to know what to do.” 

    Spartan looked to the others and smiled. 

    “Tell them to look to their ships. We’ll sort out a plan soon enough.” 

    “We find a way home?” Delatorre asked. 

    “Or we find these animals and make them pay,” suggested Syala. 

    Spartan turned back and looked at the crippled ship floating in high orbit over the planet. 

    “I’m sure we can find something somewhere in the middle.” 

      

      

    THE END
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    Thank you for taking the time to read the latest book in my Mercenaries series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did writing it. It has been a year since War Zone, but do not fear. There will be two or three Mercenaries releases each year from now on. Spartan will be back for further thrilling adventures, and more about the struggles with the Star Empire can be found in the cross-over young-adult series, Star Crusader. If you’d like to read more about the massive space battle at Helios Prime, then make sure you read Star Crusader: Legends of Orion. 
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    There are many more books set in the Star Crusades universe that cover some of the most momentous events such as the Great Uprising that resulted in the establishment of the Alliance as well as the Biomech War. There are multiple series including 'Uprising', 'Nexus', 'Mercenaries' and beyond. Please visit Swordworks Books to learn more, examine the historical timelines and to see maps of the territories described in the books. 
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