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  Prologue


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

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



      ***






  
  Chapter one
An Offer


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

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


      ***






  
  Chapter two
Riot


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

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

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

      ***Matthews set off toward the stairwell, leaving Level Five behind. The blaring alarms and echoing gunfire from the lower levels served as a constant reminder of the danger. He reached Level Four without incident; it was eerily empty. The top five levels were for the prison’s administration. Managing over ten thousand inmates required a lot of man and AI power. He kept moving but as he climbed to Level Three, he noticed something strange. Through the security gate he spotted a figure standing still at the far end of the corridor. The person was wearing some sort of mask and combat armour of a model he wasn’t familiar with. On the breast plate was a strange marking, something felt familiar about it. The figure’s stance was poised and ready, like a coiled spring. Matthews held his breath, watching carefully, but the figure didn’t move to engage him. He decided not to confront them and then to his shock the figure vanished. He waited, bracing for an attack but none came. Swearing under his breath he hurried up the stairs finally reaching Level One a few minutes later. Using Wickham’s access card, he opened the heavy steel doors guarding the control centre. The doors slid open to reveal a scene of controlled chaos. 
Admiral Clarke was in the centre of the control room, barking orders to his bodyguards and the panicked security personnel. 
“Admiral Clarke!” Matthews called out, catching the Admiral’s attention.
Clarke turned; his face etched with stress. 
“Matthews, thank God you’re still alive. What’s the situation?”
Matthews quickly explained, “The convicts are heavily armed and organised. A virus has taken out most of the prison’s defences and communications. It’s only a matter of time before the convicts from the lower levels get up here and overwhelm us. Wickham and the remaining guards are holding Level Five, but unless we can get a message out, we’re trapped in here.”
Clarke nodded grimly. “We’ve been trying to get a signal out, but nothing’s getting through. The prisons comm is being jammed. We’re running out of options.”
“There’s something else sir. I saw someone in armour on the floor below. They’re using cloaking tech. Something is very off.”
As Matthews finished speaking, the door to the control room slid open. The masked figure he had seen earlier entered, moving with the fluidity of a trained assassin. Before the nearest guards could react, the figure ignited a pair of Photon blades. The energy weapons were perfect for the confined spaces of the control room, within seconds, the room erupted into chaos.
The masked assassin moved swiftly, dispatching two Guards before they even draw their sidearms. The glowing Photon blades slicing through their armor like a hot knife through butter. The bodies slumped to the floor. Then the assassin leapt over a bank of control panels decapitating another guard and severing the arm of Clarke’s bodyguard. The man screamed.
Photon Blades flashed, and blood sprayed as the guards fell one by one. Only Matthews and Clarke were still standing, stunned by the efficient brutality of the mysterious killer. The assassin stalked towards Clarke, intent on delivering a killing blow.
Matthews acted on instinct. He lunged forward, intercepting the assassin just in time. The blades clashed with his stun baton creating sparks. The assassin was fast. Matthews struggled to keep up, barely managing to parry a rapid flurry of strikes.
The assassin’s movements were almost too quick to follow, their blades a blur of deadly intent. Matthews relied on his raw strength, swinging his stun stick with powerful, deliberate strikes when able, but it was clear he was outmatched in terms of fighting prowess. He caught the assassin’s blade with his own weapon, the force of the impact sending a shockwave up his arm.
The assassin spun away, only to come back with a vicious slash aimed at Matthews’ throat. He barely dodged in time, feeling the blade’s edge graze his skin. The assassin pressed the attack, but Matthews refused to back down. He channelled his strength into a brutal counterattack, using his size and power to his advantage.
With a roar, he dodged a slash and countered with a powerful thrust with his stun stick, catching the assassin in the side. The impact sent the masked figure stumbling, but they quickly recovered, their movements still impossibly fast. They circled Matthews, looking for an opening, but he stood his ground, eyes locked on his opponent.
The assassin leapt and spun, their blades flashing. Matthews barely parried in time. Sweat poured down his face as he fought, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
Finally, Matthews saw his chance. The assassin overextended on a strike, leaving an opening. Matthews seized the moment, swinging his stun stick with all his might. The weapon connected with the assassin’s mask, cracking it and sending the figure stumbling backwards.
“Move!” shouted Clarke.
Matthews obliged, throwing himself sideways as the assassin regained their posture. Clarke aimed his pistol and squeezed the trigger. There was a loud bang, and the assassin slumped to the ground. Dead.


      ***






  
  Chapter three
The Underfoot


Aldrin City, Luna
Elena Valdez navigated the labyrinthine streets of the city’s lower levels, her footsteps echoing off the grimy, metallic walls of the vast lunar caves. This subterranean part of the city, known as the Underfoot, was a stark contrast to the gleaming towers that pierced the moon’s surface above. The recycled air was thick with the stench of unwashed bodies, industrial waste, and the acrid tang of burning neon signs. The Underfoot was a bustling, chaotic sprawl, overpopulated with desperate souls scraping by in the shadow of towering megastructures. The streets were narrow, lined with makeshift stalls selling everything from black-market tech to synthetic food. The dim, artificial lights cast eerie, flickering shadows, and the incessant hum of machinery formed a constant background noise. Above flew a never ending stream of sky cars, the traffic in Aldrin was probably some of the worst in the whole system. Valdez moved with purpose, her dark, weathered coat flapping around her ankles. Her eyes, sharp and alert, darted from side to side, wary of pickpockets and gang enforcers. The neon signs above the shops and bars buzzed and flickered, their garish colours reflecting off the slick, dirty pavement. Holographic advertisements flashed intermittently, promising everything from virtual sexcapades to illegal body modifications. As she walked, Valdez passed under the shadow of a colossal support pillar, one of many that held the weight of the city above and the environmental dome that provided the cities of Luna with a breathable if questionable atmosphere. The skyscrapers that emerged from the moon’s surface far above her head seemed like distant, unattainable beacons of light in this dark, oppressive environment. Their sleek, shining exteriors contrasted sharply with the grimy, cluttered maze she traversed. They were the home of the mega rich. The crowd around her was a mix of humanity and cybernetic enhancements. People with glowing eyes, mechanical limbs, and data ports embedded in their skulls hurried by. Street vendors called out to passersby, their voices competing with the blaring music from nearby clubs and the occasional shout of a street brawl. Valdez’s destination was one of the hidden cyber dens, tucked away in a dark alley marked by a single, flickering neon symbol. She ducked into the alley, her hand instinctively going to the small, concealed blaster at her hip. The den’s entrance was guarded by a burly figure with glowing tattoos, who nodded her through after a brief exchange of passcodes. 
Inside, the den was a hive of activity, bathed in the blue glow of multiple holo-screens. Hackers and tech junkies hunched over their terminals as they navigated the virtual networks that underpinned the Sysnet. It was in places like this that countless business transactions both legal and illegal were made. The mega corps liked to show off their power with their fancy towers, but it was the Cyber Dens where the real business was often made. Trillions of credits would be won and lost everyday thanks to the work of the Cyber dealers. The air was filled with the soft hum of cooling fans and the occasional burst of static from an overloaded circuit. Valdez made her way to a back room, her footsteps echoing on the concrete floor. She brushed aside a heavy, frayed curtain and found her contact. Only, her contact was slumped in her seat with a bullet hole through her forehead. Blood had splattered her monitors, creating a macabre constellation on the cracked screens, and pooled on the floor, soaking into the tattered rug beneath.
The room was a mess of wires, discarded circuit boards, and outdated tech manuals. Flickering neon lights cast an eerie glow over the scene, revealing the layers of dust and grime that coated every surface. The scent of burnt electronics and stale vape hung in the air, mingling with the metallic tang of blood.
Valdez’s contact, a tech junkie named Mara, was a gaunt woman in her mid-thirties. Her once-bright blue hair, now dulled by neglect, hung in greasy strands around her pale face. Dark circles framed her lifeless eyes, evidence of sleepless nights spent hacking and tinkering. She wore a tattered hoodie, its pockets bulging with various tools and gadgets, and her fingers were stained with ink and soldering residue.
Valdez swore under her breath as she took in the grim scene. She quickly searched the corpse, her hands moving deftly despite the grim task. In a zipped breast pocket of Mara’s hoodie, she found a torn scrap of paper. The edges were singed, as if it had narrowly escaped being set alight. Valdez unfolded it carefully, her eyes scanning the cryptic code and scrawled notes that covered the fragile piece of paper.
The name Arda was written on its surface in smart handwriting. Valdez tapped her chin as her mind raced. Where had she heard that name before? Reaching into her coat pocket she pulled out her comm and synched it to the Sysnet. Inputting Arda the device quickly gave her a list of options. One of which was a nightclub called Starfire who happened to have an owner with the same name. A club affiliated with the Blue Moon Syndicate. It was just one street over.
Valdez pocketed the scrap of paper and cautiously made her way out of the back room. She glanced around the den one last time, ensuring she hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention, before slipping back into the crowded, neon-lit streets of the Underfoot.
The oppressive atmosphere seemed even heavier now, the shadows longer and more menacing. She kept her head down, moving quickly toward the nightclub. The entrance was marked by a large, flickering neon sign that cast a garish light over the street. The name “Starfire” glowed in electric red, drawing in a diverse crowd of revellers and shady characters alike. Valdez took a deep breath and entered.
Inside, the club was a sensory overload. Pulsing lights in a spectrum of neon colours painted the air, while the thumping bass of electronic music reverberated through the floor. The air was thick with the scent of sweat, alcohol, and synthetic drugs. People danced and mingled; their faces illuminated by the ever-changing lights. The air was hot, and she immediately began to sweat under the coat she wore.
Valdez pushed her way through the crowd, her eyes scanning for any sign of trouble. She spotted a stairway guarded by a large bouncer, leading up to a VIP section. That was likely where she needed to go.
Approaching the bouncer, she tried to seem as non-threatening as possible. “I’m here to see Arda,” she said, hoping the name alone would be enough.
The bouncer gave her a once-over, his expression unreadable. He tilted his head as the comm in his ear crackled to life. After a tense moment, he nodded and stepped aside, allowing her to pass.
Valdez ascended the stairs, her senses on high alert. The VIP area was quieter, more subdued, but no less luxurious. Plush seating and ornate decorations contrasted sharply with the rough, utilitarian design of the lower levels. She could feel eyes on her as she moved, a mix of curiosity and suspicion.
She reached a private room at the end of the hall, its door slightly ajar. Pushing it open, she stepped inside.
The room was dimly lit, the walls lined with screens displaying various feeds from the club and beyond. In the centre of the room sat a figure in an opulent chair, their face obscured by shadows.
“Valdez Valdez,” the figure said, their voice smooth and confident. “I’ve been expecting you.”
Valdez’s heart raced. “Arda, I presume?”
Arda leaned forward, her sharp features coming into view. She was undeniably attractive, with high cheekbones and full lips painted in a deep crimson that contrasted starkly against her pale skin. Like all born on Luna her flesh was almost snowy white an effect of rarely, if ever coming into contact with natural light. Her eyes, a striking shade of electric blue, glowed faintly, a sign of the high-tech ocular implants she possessed. They seemed to pierce through Valdez, assessing her every move.
Her hair was a cascade of midnight black, but closer inspection revealed subtle, metallic strands interwoven with the natural locks, giving it an otherworldly sheen. Arda’s body was a perfect blend of natural beauty and advanced cybernetic enhancements. Her skin, though smooth and flawless, had an almost unnatural quality to it, as if it was somehow reinforced beneath the surface.
Her arms were the most visibly modified part of her. Sleek, silver cybernetics replaced flesh and bone from the elbows down, with intricate patterns etched into the metal. The fingers tapered into sharp, precise points. Tiny lights pulsed along the surface, indicating the advanced technology within. Arda wore a form-fitting dress made of a material that shimmered in the low light, accentuating her lithe, athletic build. Embedded just below her collarbone was a small, glowing emblem that seemed to pulse in rhythm with her heartbeat. It was in the shape of a star a symbol of her allegiance to the Blue Moon, one of the powerful syndicates that ruled Underfoot. As she observed Valdez, Arda’s lips curved into a confident, almost predatory smile, revealing a hint of amusement. 
“Tell me why I shouldn’t hand you over to my bosses. A member of the Star Core in Underfoot would not go down well with them. Wherever your kind goes, trouble follows.”
Valdez stood a little straighter trying to disguise her surprise that the club owner knew so much about her. 
“My contact left this scrap for me to find. I trust you know them?”
Arda nodded and sat back in her chair. She took a small metallic case off of the table next to her and removed a long narrow tube and sucked on one end. She sighed as the mixture of narcotics hit her blood stream.
“Can I offer you a vapour?”
“No. Thank you.”
Arda smiled, her eyes glinting in the dim light. Valdez felt uneasy.
“Your contact was one of my tech junkies. I gave her permission to assist the EF. Afterall it’s bad for business to have soldiers in the Underfoot. Last thing me and my employers want is- disruption.”
“You said was. You know she’s dead then?”
“Of course. I gave the order to kill her.”
Valdez itched to reach for the gun strapped to her thigh. To her surprise Arda laughed. The sound was almost mechanical.
“Fear not, Captain. I neutralised her because she was a traitor. She would have sent you to your death and that would most certainly have caused others of your kind to come looking for you.”
“A traitor?”
“Yes. A large sum of credits entered her account shortly before you arrived in Aldrin. Somebody paid her to give you false information that would ultimately lead to your demise. I assume it was the people you are here searching for?”
Valdez relaxed. It was clear that Arda had no plans to harm her, and it was clear she knew exactly why she was here in the first place.  
“What do you know about the Red Brotherhood?” she asked. Her contact had been the last lead she’d had on Luna. She was taking a big risk, but sometimes such moves resulted in big rewards. 
Arda took a long drag on her vapour, her eyes narrowing.
“Terrorists. A splinter faction of the New Mars Collective formerly led by the war criminal General Ajax. Although, according to official records he was killed in the Deimos sieges years ago. I can assure you that they have no presence here. My employers wouldn’t allow it.”
“You’re wrong. EF intel intercepted a com burst from a known cell to somewhere in Aldrin. But you know that already.” Arda looked away, unable to hide the deception. 
“Only a group like the Brotherhood has the funds and resources to keep Luna’s criminal underworld silent. I’m betting your syndicate knows far more than you’re letting on,” Valdez pressed. 
“Perhaps, but my orders are to ensure that you leave here unharmed. I suggest you drop your investigation and tell your superiors that your lead has gone cold.”
“And what if I don’t ‘drop it’?” Valdez asked. 
Arda scowled and took another long drag and tilted her head as though hearing something. 
‘An internal comm unit in her skull no doubt,’ Valdez surmised. After an awkward minute of silence Arda eventually spoke, her cybernetic eyes piercing into Valdez. “I would hate for anything to happen to you. People go missing every day in the Underfoot. Plenty of ways to have an- accident.” She replied with a hint of menace. “However,’ she paused with a mischievous glint in her eye, my employers predicted that you may be persistent. Therefore, they have given me permission to give you the information you want.” Valdez raised an eyebrow.
“Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
Arda picked up a data pad from the small table beside her and held it out for Valdez to take.
“On that data pad is the location of where the transmission was received. I have been instructed to give you this as a courtesy to the EF.”
Valdez scanned the pad’s screen. A three-dimensional map of Aldrin was on the display with a geo link to one of the many industrial sectors in the Underfoot. It made sense that Red Brotherhood agents would choose such a place to lay low. There was plenty of interference thanks to the automated factories and the cramped confines were perfect for ambushes. She pocketed the pad.
“There is one thing my employer asks of you, Captain,” Arda said.
“Oh?”
“Remember, that you now owe the Syndicate.”






  
  Chapter four
Infiltrators


Valdez hastily exited the club, the heavy bass of the music fading behind her as she stepped back into the chaotic streets. The neon lights bathed the alley in a garish glow, casting long shadows. With her contact dead and now with the Syndicate involved her senses were on edge. The air was thick with the smell of fried street food, exhaust fumes from the hover vehicles, and the ever-present scent of industrial waste. She pushed through the throngs of people, her senses on high alert for any sign of danger. 
The streets were a labyrinth of narrow pathways, cluttered stalls, and towering buildings that seemed to scrape the artificial sky. Holographic advertisements flickered and buzzed overhead, their promises of escape and luxury a stark contrast to the grim reality of life in the Underfoot Valdez moved quickly, her coat flaring out behind her as she dodged between pedestrians and avoided the occasional brawl that spilled onto the walkway from the nightclubs.
Her destination was a transport hub six streets over, one of a dozen bustling nexus points of activity where the city’s inhabitants converged to catch a ride on the myriad of public and private transports that crisscrossed the lunar landscape. The hub was a cacophony of sound and light, with voices shouting, engines humming, and the constant announcement of arrivals and departures echoing through the space.
As she neared the transport hub, Valdez pulled out her comm device, a sleek piece of tech that glowed softly in her hand. She quickly synced it to a secure Sysnet, her fingers flying over the holographic interface as she initiated a secure call to her team. The screen flickered for a moment before stabilizing, and the familiar faces of her team members appeared, their expressions a mix of concern and readiness.
“Captain, what’s your status?” asked Jae-Sung, her second-in-command, his voice steady despite the background noise of the busy hub.
“Change of plans,” Valdez said, glancing around to ensure she wasn’t being followed. “Our contact is dead, but I found a lead from a Syndicate street boss named Arda. I have a possible location of the target. Sending you the coordinates now.”
“I’ll run a check on her now boss,” replied the team’s hacker, Jabari Goode. 
“Things will be heating up fast, I trust the Syndicate about as much as Goode’s cooking. I need you all to regroup at the safehouse and prep for immediate action.”
“Understood,” Sung replied, his face hardening. “We’ll be ready when you get here.”
Valdez ended the call and pocketed the comm, her mind racing as she navigated through the crowded hub. She boarded a transport pod, the door hissing shut behind her. Like everything in this part of the city it was worn down, filthy and covered with the graffiti tags of various rival gangs. The pod lifted off with a judder before merging into the stream of traffic that flowed like a river over the streets.
Through the window, Valdez could see the stark contrast between the Underfoot and the gleaming spires that rose like monoliths from the underworld at their base. The skyscrapers, adorned with glowing signs and advanced tech, seemed to reach for the stars, a constant reminder for the downtrodden masses of the divide between them and the city’s elite.
As the transport pod glided smoothly through the neon-lit canyons of Luna City, Valdez took a moment to gather her thoughts. The city’s sprawling landscape stretched out below her. The flickering lights of advertisements and the constant hum of machinery created a surreal, almost dreamlike atmosphere.
The pod travelled along its designated route, occasionally dipping below the surface to navigate through the subterranean transport network. Valdez’s eyes scanned the surroundings, ever vigilant for any sign of pursuit. The events at the club had left her on edge, but she trusted her team and knew they would be ready for anything.
The journey took her through various districts, each with its own distinct character. The affluent areas were marked by gleaming facades and meticulously maintained streets, while the lower levels revealed a grittier, more chaotic side of the city. Eventually, the pod descended into a quieter, more discreet neighbourhood where the safe house was located.
The pod came to a halt in front of an unassuming building, blending seamlessly into the surrounding structures. Valdez stepped out, her boots making a soft thud on the metal walkway. She approached the entrance, tapping a code into the hidden panel. The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a dimly lit interior.
Inside, the safe house was a sharp contrast to the chaotic streets outside. The space was utilitarian but well-equipped, with pieces of equipment scattered across various workstations. The air was filled with the faint hum of the air recycler.
Valdez was greeted by Sung, her second-in-command. Sung was a tall, imposing figure with a calm demeanour and a keen tactical mind. His cybernetic eye glowed faintly, a reminder of the battles they had fought together. Born and raised in Korea he’d been at Valdez’s side throughout their careers. They’d graduated from the academy together and both were recruited to the elite Terran Defenders unit at the same time. She trusted no one more. He gave her a nod of acknowledgment.
“Glad you made it back safely,” Sung said, his voice steady. “We’ve been prepping for your return.”
To the left, Goode was seated at a terminal, her fingers flying across the keyboard. Goode was the team’s hacker, a wiry young woman with a sharp intellect and a knack for breaking through the toughest security systems. Her eyes were fixed on the screen, but she glanced up briefly to acknowledge Valdez.
“Found anything useful?” Valdez asked, her tone serious.
“Still sifting through the data,” Goode replied, her voice tinged with excitement. “But I think this Arda character is legit. I’ve hacked into Aldrin’s security grid and found those coordinates you sent us.”
“And?”
Goode pressed a button on the keyboard and sat back in her chair, proud of herself. A security cam feed flickered onto the screen showing a heavily industrialised area. A squat concrete building with an innocuous steel door was at the edge of the shot.
“I rewound the footage by about four hours. Watch.”
Valdez and Sung leaned in. Sure enough, the steel door opened and out stepped a man with dreadlocks and wearing a long military style coat. His eyes were covered by a visor and his left arm was cybernetic.
Goode zoomed in the image and Valdez let out a breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding.
“Does that faded marking on his neck look familiar to anybody else?” Goode asked, already knowing the answer.
“The red skull emblem of the Red Brotherhood. That is the place alright,” muttered Sung. 
“Just give the word boss,” came a deep voice from the shadows of the apartment. 
At the far end of the room, Carbin was meticulously cleaning his sniper rifle. Tom Carbin was the team’s sniper, a quiet and focused man. His skill with a rifle was unmatched, and he had saved their lives more times than Valdez could count. He looked up, giving Valdez a brief nod before returning to his task.
“We need to act fast. That place could be our only lead.”
Sung stepped forward, his expression serious. “We’ll need a plan. If that is a Brotherhood hideout, it won’t be easy to breach.”
Valdez nodded. “Goode, pack up your kit. We’re going to need your expertise in case we encounter any nasty surprises. Carbin, I need you on overwatch as always. Sung, suit up. You’re with me as the muscle.”
Whilst the team set about preparing, Valdez walked over to a large crate situated in one of the side rooms and entered the access code. The lid slid open to reveal her combat armour and weapon of choice, the MFR-21. The sleek weapon was ideal for a variety of operations, its multifunctional adaptations allowing it to be effective at both close range and distance. She toggled the switch located above the trigger, and with a whir, it contorted into its close-quarters configuration.
Next, she took out her armour. In its current state, it looked like nothing more than a metallic plate with two grooves on its surface. She shrugged off her coat and removed her trousers. She stepped onto the plate, and then with a buzz and whir, her armour began to cover her body, starting with the boots. Within seconds, she was fully covered aside from her head. The combat suit was a marvel of engineering. The exterior was woven from graphene composites and carbon nanotubes, providing unparalleled strength and flexibility. Embedded smart fabrics monitored her vitals and environmental conditions, while liquid armour layers in critical areas ensured maximum protection without compromising her agility. The joints featured memory metal alloys that enhanced mobility and offered self-repair capabilities. Aerogel insulation kept her comfortable in extreme temperatures, and ceramic-metal composites fortified high-impact zones. Photovoltaic fabrics were discreetly integrated, powering the suit’s numerous embedded systems, including adaptive camouflage and biometric monitors. The suit was completed with lightweight exoskeleton enhancements and haptic feedback systems, making Valdez a formidable force on the battlefield. The helmet disk she kept strapped to her armour’s chest piece. Traveling the streets of Aldrin in a helmet would draw unwanted attention, after all. Satisfied with the armour’s snug fit, she put the coat back on. From a distance, nobody would notice the armour underneath.
As Valdez rejoined her team, the safe house buzzed with activity. Goode was in armour and packing her hacking tools into a compact backpack, Sung, ever the professional, methodically suited up, securing his body armour and checking his weaponry with the practiced ease of a seasoned soldier. Carbin double-checked his sniper rifle, ensuring every component was clean and operational before strapping it to his back. 
Valdez addressed them, her voice calm but firm. “Remember, we’re up against the Red Brotherhood. We don’t know what they have in store for us, so stay sharp. Goode, you’ll be on point for any security systems and data retrieval. Carbin, find a vantage point and cover us. Sung, stick close and watch my back.”
“Let’s move out,” Valdez ordered, her voice calm but commanding. The team nodded in unison, ready to follow her lead. They headed for the apartment building’s lift and rode it up to the roof. A Model-XQ silver sky car stood on the small launch pad. It was nothing fancy, designed to be innocuous and to blend in. Valdez would have much rather have had her Talon Mk 4 starfighter to bring to the Red Brotherhood’s hideout but that’d hardly be stealthy. They climbed inside the sky car. Sung taking the driver’s seat. He inputted the coordinates and the car’s auto fly AI kicked in. With a rumble the engines ignited and within moments they were soaring over the Underfoot. 
As they approached the industrial area shown in the footage, the environment grew oppressive. The air was heavy with the smell of oil and smoke, the sky car’s atmospheric scrubbers unable to filter it out entirely. The building they sought stood at the edge of the district, it was squat, unassuming. Sung landed in a side street two blocks away and the team exited. Valdez took point and they quickly but discreetly made their way through the warren of narrow alleys to their destination. 
Valdez signalled for the team to stop. They took cover behind a stack of rusted metal industrial crates, out of sight but with a clear view of the building’s entrance. She turned to Carbin. “Find a good vantage point and provide overwatch. If you see anything suspicious, take it out.”
Carbin nodded and silently disappeared into the shadows, his movements precise and silent.
“Goode, you stay close to me. We might need your skills to get past any security measures,” Valdez continued. “Find us a way in.”
“Got it,” Goode replied, her voice barely above a whisper. She unholstered her pack, took out her datapad and a small circular disc that she threw into the air. With a buzz the drone hovered and then silently flew across the street. Goode turned her attention to her pad, her eyes already scanning for potential entry points.
“Sung, you and I will approach the entrance. Be ready for anything,” Valdez said.
“Always am,” Sung replied, his cybernetic eye glinting in the dim light.
“In position,” said Carbin over the comm.
Now it was a waiting game. Goode flew the drone over the structure, using a variety of scanners ranging from thermal imaging to x-ray. A few minutes went by.
“Got a way in at the rear of the structure. Some sort of ventilation system. Judging by these initial scans, the place is large and penetrates several stories beneath the surface,” Goode explained.
“Can you get the drone inside?” Sung asked, standing next to her.
Goode shook her head. “Negative, there’s some kind of dampening field active in there. It’ll disrupt the drone.”
Valdez shrugged off her coat and placed the helmet disc into the slot on her armour’s neckpiece. She tapped it once, and the titanium alloy encapsulated her head.
“Looks like we do this the old-fashioned way,” she said, her voice now sounding modulated through the helmet’s comm system. Sung and Goode followed suit.
“Activating camo,” Sung said.
Their armour shimmered for a few moments as the camo tech activated. While it didn’t make them invisible to the naked eye, the camo would mask them from all but the most sensitive security systems. To an observer, they would need to take a double take to see them clearly, giving them a distinct advantage if it came to a firefight.
Valdez and Sung moved cautiously toward the rear of the structure. A click over the comm from Carbin signalled that the coast was clear. Goode followed closely behind, her fingers itching to crack any electronic locks they might encounter. They reached the ventilation shaft, which was just wide enough to crawl through.
Goode pulled out a compact laser cutter and carefully sliced through the grating, removing it with minimal noise. She then produced a small scanner and checked the interior. “No immediate threats detected. No security systems. Ventilation system is clear,” she whispered.
Valdez nodded. “Let’s move.”
One by one, they crawled into the vent, moving slowly and carefully through the narrow space. The metallic walls echoed softly with each movement, the confined quarters amplifying the sounds of their progress. Valdez led the way, her visor displaying a clear path ahead despite the darkness.
After several minutes of navigating the labyrinthine vents, they reached a larger duct that overlooked a dimly lit hallway. Valdez carefully pushed aside the grating and peered out. The building was silent, and dark. Her helmet’s visor instantly compensated for the dim light, allowing her to see clearly. No one was hiding in the dark corners of the room.
Valdez gestured for the team to follow as she silently lowered herself into the hallway, her rifle at the ready. Sung and Goode followed suit, landing softly on the cool, metallic floor.
“We’re in,” Valdez whispered into her comm, a hint of satisfaction in her voice.
Carbin’s voice crackled back. “Good luck. I’ll keep watch from here.”
Valdez nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. She signalled for Sung and Goode to move forward, 
They moved through the corridors with practiced caution, their senses heightened. Valdez signalled for the team to move forward. They advanced with practiced precision, their movements synchronized and silent. The dimly lit corridors of the hideout stretched ahead, every shadow a potential threat. Valdez led the way, her rifle raised and ready, while Sung covered their rear. Goode moved between them, her eyes scanning for any electronic locks or security systems they might encounter.
They proceeded tactically through the building, clearing each room methodically. The air was cool and still, the silence only broken by the faint hum of the facility’s machinery. The tension was palpable, each step sounding too loud in the confines of their helmets.
After several minutes, they reached a large reinforced door. Valdez gestured for Goode to take a look. She knelt by the control panel, her brow furrowed in concentration as she interfaced with the door’s security system.
“Give me a moment,” Goode whispered. The seconds stretched out as she worked, the silence around them adding to the tension. Finally, with a soft beep, the door’s lock disengaged.
“We’re in,” Goode said, a hint of satisfaction in her voice.
Valdez pushed the door open, and they stepped into a large control room filled with computers and data banks. The room was bathed in a soft, blue glow from the numerous screens displaying streams of data.
Sung whistled in surprise.
“Damn, that is a lot of expensive tech. Whoever is funding this operation must have some deep pockets.”
“Goode, start downloading as much intel as possible,” Valdez ordered.
Goode quickly connected her device to the nearest terminal. Data began streaming onto her device, lines of code and files scrolling rapidly on the screen.
As Goode worked, Carbin’s voice crackled over the comm. “Heads up, team. Several transports just landed nearby. Military class, look like Atlases.”
Valdez’s heart sank. “We need to move fast. How long do we have?”
“Not long. Get out of there. I count fifteen armed individuals heading towards the structure,” Carbin answered, his tone as cool as ever.
Suddenly, an alarm blared through the control room. Goode’s eyes widened in horror. “Shit. I tripped an alarm! There’s a countdown—it’s deleting the data!”
“How much time do we have?” Valdez asked, her voice tense.
“Less than a minute!” Goode replied as she tried to salvage the download.
The room was filled with a frantic energy as the countdown continued. Valdez watched the doors, her weapon ready.
Goode’s face was a mask of concentration as she battled the security system, trying to save as much information as possible. But the data on the screens began to flicker and disappear, files vanishing into the ether.
“We’re losing it!” Goode shouted, frustration clear in her voice.
Valdez knew they had no choice. “Grab what you can and let’s move!”
Goode disconnected her device, a look of defeat on her face. “Got some of it, but not much.”
Valdez turned to Sung. “We need to get out of here. Carbin, keep us updated on their position.”
“Roger that,” Carbin replied. “They’re almost at the entrance. Move fast.”
The team sprinted back the way they had come, their movements swift and coordinated. The sound of the alarm echoed through the corridors.
Valdez signalled her team to move toward the ventilation shaft, their best hope for a quick escape. They sprinted through the corridors, the sound of the alarm blaring around them. As they reached the vent, Goode stopped short, her eyes widening in dismay.
“A laser grid,” she whispered, pointing at the red beams crisscrossing the shaft, barring their exit. “We can’t go through.”
Valdez cursed under her breath. “We’re out of options. We’ll have to go through the hostiles.”
The team moved back into the shadows, their weapons ready. The alarms had already put the enemy on high alert, and other exits were sealed by security doors. They were trapped.
“Alright, weapons free,” Valdez ordered, her voice steady despite the tension. “We now have one option. We’re heading to the main exit. Stay sharp.”
They moved cautiously through the dimly lit corridors, the sound of approaching footsteps growing louder. In one of the hallways, they encountered the first group of hostiles. Valdez’s visor highlighted targets, and she squeezed off precise shots, taking down two enemies with swift headshots. The hostiles had no chance to return fire, they were dead before they knew what hit them. 
“Contact left!” Goode shouted, pivoting to fire at a hostile emerging from a side door. Her shots were true, and the enemy crumpled to the ground. The team advanced, their movements synchronised and purposeful.
“Keep moving,” Valdez urged. They pushed forward, navigating the structure, her helmet’s HUD guiding the way.  Each step was fraught with danger, the tension mounting as they neared the exit corridor.
A bullet struck the wall close to her head and immediately they dove for cover. Ahead, the enemy had taken up defensive positions, using crates and pillars for cover. Gunfire echoed through the corridor as bullets ricocheted off the walls and particle beams struck.
“Suppressing fire!” Valdez shouted, unleashing a hail of bullets to keep the enemy at bay. Sung moved to her side, his own weapon blazing. Goode, positioned slightly behind, fired her sidearm, but the enemy was too numerous.
A sudden cry of pain cut through the comm. Valdez turned to see Goode clutching her arm, blood seeping through her fingers.
“I’m hit!” Goode gasped, her face pale.
Valdez gritted her teeth and activated her comm. “Carbin, we need support! We’re pinned down and Goode is wounded!”
Static crackled over the comm, and Valdez realized the line was being jammed. “Dammit, they’re blocking comms!”
The hostiles were closing in, their relentless fire making it impossible to advance. Valdez’s heart pounded as she fired back, each shot carefully aimed to keep the enemy from overwhelming their position.
Just as it seemed they would be overwhelmed, a new barrage of gunfire erupted from behind the enemy lines. Carbin had entered the structure, his rifle taking down hostiles with deadly accuracy. The enemy, caught off guard by the sudden attack from behind, faltered.
“Move, now!” Valdez shouted. She and Sung pushed forward, their rifles blazing as Carbin continued to pick off the enemy. The team advanced through the corridor, the tide of battle turning in their favour.
Valdez’s rifle barked as she dropped another hostile, her adrenaline-fueled reflexes sharp and unyielding. She saw Sung engage an enemy in close quarters, using his cybernetic arm to disarm and incapacitate with brutal efficiency. The corridor was a chaotic melee of flashing gunfire and desperate shouts.
As they neared the exit, the remaining hostiles regrouped, attempting to form a last line of defence. Valdez’s visor displayed critical threat markers, and she switched to burst fire, each pull of the trigger sending controlled bursts into the enemy ranks.
“Goode, can you move?” Valdez called, her voice tense.
Goode nodded, though her face was pale from blood loss. “I’ll manage.”
They reached the exit. Carbin was crouched in the shadow of the open doors his rifle back into sniper configuration and scanning the street.
“Nice save,” Sung remarked as he helped Goode apply a salve patch. 
“Just doing my job,” Carbin replied.
“How’s Goode?” Valdez asked her XO.
“She’ll live. Armour and shields absorbed most of the impact. Those guys are packing some serious military grade weaponry. It’s Red Brotherhood alright.”
Valdez nodded. 
“Let’s get out of here and off Luna. Command needs to know about this. How much data did you retrieve Goode?”
The hacker shook her head.
“Not much boss. I might be able to retrieve more if the algos weren’t fully severed but it’ll take time.”
“It’ll have to do. Let’s move out before any more of them show up.”

      ***






  
  Chapter five
Nexus Prime


It had been a long time since Matthews had been in space. The hum of the transport ship’s engines and the sensation of gravity produced at the system-wide standard of 9.807 m/s² was disorienting, to say the least. He felt heavy due to the years spent in the weaker gravity of the prison. He looked out the viewport at the vast black field of stars. Callisto was now a rapidly shrinking white dot. 
“I’ll see to it you get a medal for what you did back there, Matthews,” said Admiral Clarke from the seat beside him.
“No need, Admiral. I couldn’t exactly let my ticket off that rock die now, could I?” Matthews replied.
Clarke chuckled. “I suppose not. Even so, you didn’t have to risk your neck for me, and especially not for the warden. You saved a lot of lives. I’m now more convinced than ever that you’ll be a perfect fit for the Star Core.”
The praise was making Matthews feel uncomfortable. “Any idea who was behind the riots? Who that assassin was?” he asked, trying to change the subject.
Following the death of the assassin, they’d managed to send a message and call for reinforcements. Within half an hour, twenty GA military and police vessels had arrived, and over a hundred troopers had poured into the prison to try and restore order. More transports were on the way from other GA colonies. Now they were on the Admiral’s personal skiff, ‘The Oberon’. Heavily shielded and armour-plated, it was designed for transporting VIPs. It was built to run rather than fight if it came to that.
“My best guess? Red Brotherhood. They’re doing all they can to throw us off their scent, and only they, aside from a nation-state, have the resources and skilled personnel to carry out such a plan. The assassin was a Red Brother of that I have no doubt.”
Matthews whistled at that. He’d heard of the Red Brothers. Some of the deadliest killers in the system with a preference for killing up close and personal hence the proton blades, a weapon that required incredible skill to wield effectively. In the second Earth/Mars war the Red Brothers racked up more kills than any other unit and they were fanatically loyal to their commander.
“They sure wanted you dead. To go to all that trouble just to assassinate an admiral, and no offence, an admiral from the losing side at that.”
Clarke sighed, his expression turning serious. “There’s more at play here than just eliminating me. The Red Brotherhood is trying to destabilize the entire system. They were responsible for the bombings on Dione last year. Bastards tried to frame the EF for it and they almost succeeded. The riots were worse than the carnage caused by the bombs. They’re masters of disinformation, of manipulation and they see the Star Core as a threat, last thing they want is the various powers trying to work together.”
“Still, I can’t help but wonder why now?” Matthews said, more to himself than to Clarke. “Why risk so much for one strike?”
Clarke looked out at the stars, his eyes reflecting the distant light. “They’re testing us, Matthews. Seeing how far they can push before we push back. And we will push back.”
Matthews turned back to the viewport, unconvinced. “Tell me more about this Star Core,” he said. “Spending the last few years in jail, I’ve not exactly been keeping up with the news feeds.”
Clarke shifted in his seat and handed Matthews a data pad. “I’ve uploaded all the information you need onto this pad, but to save you a lot of reading, as we’re still a few hours out from base, I’ll give you a quick rundown. After the GA rebellion, the EF was rocked by a series of terrorist incidents. The bombings across the USA, the hijacking of the Eventide luxury liner, and the destruction of the Martian shipyards spread fear and chaos across the system. It was clear that things were sliding out of control, and after the wars, Earth had no desire to be dragged into another one. So, the Federation leadership focused on ways to unify the various allied factions, and one way was to create a combined military unit from the best each had to offer. Hence, myself from the GA as second in command and men and women like yourself who fought in the rebellions.”
Matthews sniffed. “They expect us all to sit around a campfire holding hands and singing kumbaya, huh?” he remarked sarcastically.
Clarke nodded, a tight smile on his lips. “I too was just as sceptical. But since the Star Core’s inception two years ago, I’ve seen firsthand the real effort that’s being put into it. Earth has actually committed to it, even incorporating members of the Terran Defenders into its ranks. They’re serious about making it a multi-national elite unit, one that is independent of all the bullshit politics and dedicated to protecting not just the EF but the whole system.”
Matthews raised an eyebrow. He almost believed that Clarke was fully invested. His passionate tone was a surprise. Perhaps even old warriors like Clarke got sick and tired of all the conflicts. “So, what’s its mandate exactly?”
Clarke leaned forward and held his hands together so that the fingertips touched. His expression was thoughtful and serious. “‘Omnem Humanitatem Defendere, Sine Exceptione.’”
“Excuse me?” Matthews said.
“It’s the Star Core’s motto. It’s Latin for ‘To defend all mankind, regardless. Its mandate covers just that. A special unit comprised of the best pilots and fighters’ humanity has to offer. People with exceptional skills and talents. A first and last line of defence. Whether against terrorist plots or greater threats that could lead to wider conflicts.”
“Sounds very noble.”
Matthews felt uneasy. He wasn’t noble. He’d been an enforcer for the street gangs. He’d carried out crimes that in a just world he’d face the gallows for.
“I know what you’re thinking because that’s the same thought I had. Why me? After everything I’ve done,” Clarke said softly. He fixed Matthews with a stern look. “People can change, lieutenant. People can atone and make amends for their sins. What better way to do that than to use those skills you used for bad deeds for good ones? To protect people.”
“I’d like to believe that, Admiral, I really do. I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”
He looked out the viewport at the myriad of stars. Despite humanity’s invention of the Quantum Slipstream Drive and their spread across the entire Sol system, no one had ventured beyond. It was a big no-no enforced by every power in the system under the Pioneer Proclamation. Nonetheless, Matthews often wondered what was out there, how different things could be. There were enough stars for every human being alive to own their own system.
‘But even then, we’d still find ways to kill each other,’ he thought. It was just human nature, no matter where they went or what they had.
A beep filled the cabin, and a voice came over the inbuilt comm.
“Admiral Clarke, we’ve received a communication from Lagrange Point 2. Ghost Team has made contact.”
Clarke tapped the comm panel next to his seat. “Received. Divert course. We may as well pick them up; they’re on the route.”
“Affirmative, sir.”
Matthews looked at the Admiral. “Ghost Team?” he chuckled.
Clarke smiled and waved a hand dismissively. “You know Earthers. Always with the dramatics. Wasn’t your first unit called The Dusters or something?”
“Yeah, the GA aren’t exactly well known for our creativity, now, are we? Dusters was a solid squadron.”
“Got more kills against the Ring Pirates than any other in the GA, if I recall.”
“Damn right we did. So, this Ghost Team, they part of Star Core?”
Clarke nodded and checked his data pad. “Correct. They’ve been on assignment chasing a possible lead on the Red Brotherhood’s activities.” He checked his holo watch. “We should reach Lagrange Point 2 in twenty.”
*
Nexus Prime station, Lagrange Point 2
The transport glided smoothly through the vast expanse of space, its engines humming with a low, steady vibration. Stars zipped past the viewport as they altered course towards Lagrange Point 2. Once, this stable point in space had been the domain of satellites and telescopes, like the legendary James Webb, peering into the distant reaches of the universe. Now, it was home to Nexus Prime, the largest space station ever built. A bustling hub of ships and people, housing millions of inhabitants. As they approached, the station came into view, a colossal structure gleaming against the backdrop of stars. The huge central section was surrounded by eighteen arms arrayed in a spiral. In orbit around the station were several large weapons platforms each with enough firepower to make any potential attacking fleet think twice. Nexus Prime was an awe-inspiring sight. It was a sprawling city in space, a marvel of human engineering and ambition. The station was composed of a vast array of habitat modules, each designed to provide comfort and safety in the harsh environment of space. These modules were interconnected by a network of transit tubes, allowing for efficient movement throughout the station.
Massive docking bays lined the perimeter, with ships of all sizes arriving and departing in a constant ballet of motion. Cargo vessels, passenger transports, and sleek EF military craft all found their place within the station’s vast embrace. The exterior was dotted with arrays of massive solar panels, capturing energy to power the station’s myriad functions.
Inside, Nexus Prime was a hive of activity. Markets and shops thrived in the commercial districts, while residential areas provided homes for families and workers. Advanced laboratories and research facilities of the Space Exploration Ministry buzzed with scientific endeavours, continuing the legacy of exploration and discovery that began with the telescopes and satellites that once occupied this space.
As the transport drew nearer, the details of the station became clearer. They flew over one of the massive arms and Matthews could see out of the viewport huge transparent domes covering parks and green spaces, filled with carefully tended trees and plants, provided a touch of Earth’s nature amidst the metal and glass. Schools, hospitals, and recreational centres catered to the needs of the population.
The transport smoothly docked in one of the massive bays. As the airlock hissed open, Matthews and Clarke prepared to disembark.
“Welcome to Nexus Prime,” Clarke said with a smile as the hatch opened with a hiss of decompressing air.
“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?”
“That’s an understatement,” Matthews replied. He’d heard plenty about Nexus Prime—who hadn’t? It was vital to Earth’s economy, acting as the main gateway to the wider system. Ships launched from Nexus Prime travelled out to the asteroid belt and the outer Earth colonies, providing a crucial lifeline for those remote settlements. It was also home to the EF Second Fleet, with one entire wing dedicated to the military.
They walked across the bustling docking bay, teeming with activity, and headed toward one of the hundred Personal Rapid Transit points. After a brief wait on the platform, an available pod slid smoothly into place.
“Ever been in one of these before?” Clarke asked, clearly amused at Matthews’ fish-out-of-water look.
“There’s something similar on Europa that takes you from the spaceports to the inner cities. Never felt too comfortable in them,” Matthews answered.
They stepped inside and sat down on the bench. The pod was sleek and modern, with soft lighting and an array of digital displays.
“Welcome to Nexus Prime Rapid Transit. Please select a destination,” said a female AI voice over the inbuilt speaker system.
“Fleet headquarters. Section X,” Clarke said.
“Acknowledged. Please sit back and enjoy the ride.”
They did as instruct, and a metal harness automatically strapped them into the seat. The pod hummed to life and accelerated smoothly, the cityscape of Nexus Prime blurring past the windows.
“Fleet headquarters is impressive,” Clarke said, breaking the silence. “It’s the nerve centre for operations throughout the outer system.”
Matthews nodded, absorbing the details. “I can see why. This place is massive. Hard to believe it’s all floating in space.”
The pod transitioned through various sections of the station, each area bustling with different activities. They passed through commercial zones filled with shops and restaurants, research areas with towering labs, and residential districts where families went about their daily lives.
“I read that Nexus Prime houses over six million people,” Matthews remarked. 
“More like a floating mega city,” Clarke replied. “And it’s growing every year. The EF has made sure it’s as self-sufficient as possible. Solar arrays, vast hydroponic farms, you name it.”
The pod began to slow as they approached their destination. “Almost there,” Clarke noted.
The pod came to a gentle stop, and the harnesses retracted. The doors slid open, revealing a bustling corridor leading to the Fleet headquarters. High-ranking officers and enlisted personnel moved with purpose, their uniforms crisp and their faces determined.
They stepped out of the pod and into the corridor. Matthews glanced around, taking in the high ceilings adorned with flags and emblems of various fleet divisions. Holographic displays provided real-time updates on fleet movements, arrival and departure times for the many transport ships that ferried personnel from the station to outposts across Earth-controlled space. Matthews watched the holographic map of the solar system. EF space was designated by a blue tone, surrounding Mars and reaching out to the asteroid belt was the red hue signalling the Mars Collective, beyond that was the yellow of the GA, and purple marked the Saturn Coalition. Further out still were the outer colonies, designated in white. Most held no allegiance to Earth or the other powers but were a collection of independent colonies set up on the moons of the outer worlds or inhabiting the myriad of space stations and asteroids leading all the way out to Pluto. Even further still were the fringes and the Kuiper Commonwealth, a collection of dozens of smaller colonies founded in the icy dark depths of the Kuiper Belt. Matthews had never been that far out. Those settlers were either incredibly brave or suicidal, as they were the preferred prey of the pirate bands that operated beyond Neptune. For decades, the various militaries had clashed with the pirates, but they’d never been able to land a decisive blow. It was lawless space. Dangerous and wild.
He followed Clarke down the corridor and Into a lift that descended several dozen floors. The double doors swished open to reveal a short hallway. They walked down it, Clarke returning a salute from a man wearing blue and gold combat armor and helmet.
“They’re waiting for you inside, sir,” the guard said.
“Thank you,” Clarke replied, pressing a button to open the sealed door. They stepped through into a brightly lit, oval-shaped briefing room. Three people were sitting around a circular table, each wearing civilian clothing. Seeing the Admiral, the two men and one woman stood and snapped smartly to attention.
“At ease,” Clarke said. “I hear you’ve had a hell of a time.”
“Same could be said about you, sir,” the woman replied. Her eyes locked with Matthews, a spark of recognition in them.
“This is Lieutenant Carter Matthews. He served under me in the GA. He’s the best pilot I’ve ever met, aside from present company. I believe you two have met?” Clarke said with a knowing smile.
Matthews nodded. “Captain Valdez Valdez of the Terran Defenders. The only EF pilot who’s ever managed to knock me out of the sky. It’s been a long time,” he greeted, offering her his hand.
She raised an eyebrow before shaking it. “Looks like life hasn’t been too kind to you, Lieutenant. You have a few new scars since the last time we met.”
“I was younger and prettier,” he replied with a chuckle.
Valdez smirked, her eyes twinkling with a mix of nostalgia and challenge. “Well, let’s hope you haven’t lost your edge. We could use your skills.” She turned and gestured to the two men beside her. “Matthews, meet Colonel Il-Sung and Lieutenant Tom Carbin. Sung is my XO, and Carbin is the best marksman I’ve ever seen, so be sure not to piss him off.”
The two men nodded in greeting.
Clarke cleared his throat, drawing their attention back to the matter at hand. “Alright, we can get more acquainted once we get to HQ. For now, let’s get down to business.” He gestured for everyone to take their seats. Matthews chose a seat on the far side of the table.
“I notice Goode isn’t with you?” Clarke remarked.
“No, sir. She’s in the hospital. Took a slug to her left arm. Some repair surgery, and she’ll be fine. She’ll be waiting for us at HQ and fighting fit I’m sure,” Sung replied.
Clarke sat back in his chair. “After reading your report, Captain, I think we can safely say that the Red Brotherhood is definitely up to no good. They’ve become increasingly bold, as demonstrated by their brazen attempt to eliminate me. I heard from command that other attempts were made against Admirals Rent and Gallows. Unfortunately, those attempts succeeded.”
Gasps came from Valdez’s team. Matthews didn’t react; he’d never heard those names before, but the assassination of high-ranking officers was never a good thing.
“That puts you in overall command of Star Core, doesn’t it, sir?” Valdez asked.
Clarke sighed and rubbed his eyes tiredly. “According to protocol, it does. It will have to be ratified by EF command, of course, so for now, yes, I am in command of the Core. The news of the assassinations has just hit the Sysnet so naturally there’s going to be a lot of tension across the system.”
Matthews sniffed and cleared his throat. 
“Got something to say, Lieutenant?” Carbin glared. Matthews returned the stern look, holding the sniper’s gaze.
“You have to forgive me if I’m a little sceptical of this whole thing. A so-called united force created by the EF, and you seriously think they’ll keep a GA admiral as its commander?”
“That’s enough,” rebuked Clarke. “As I said, we’ll have to wait and see how EF command handles things.”
“How’d they get Admirals Rent and Gallows, sir?” Sung asked, diverting attention from the tension between Matthews and Carbin.
Clarke’s expression darkened. “The attackers used advanced infiltration tactics. Rent was taken out by a sniper during what was supposed to be a secure meeting in Washington. Gallows fell victim to a sabotage operation that rigged his shuttle to explode. Both were executed with a ruthlessness that has long been associated with the Red Brothers.”
The room fell silent, the gravity of the situation settling over them like a heavy fog. 
Valdez broke the silence. “We need to be on high alert. If they’re willing to target high-ranking officers, no one is safe.”
Clarke nodded. “Precisely. Which is why we will be leaving Nexus Prime and heading to HQ. The rest of the unit should be assembled by the time we get there. Grab your gear we depart within the hour.”
*






  
  Chapter six
SS Camelot


The newsfeeds on the Sysnet were filled with the assassinations. Several popular outlets were already calling for war against the Mars Collective, blaming it for its failure to reign in the Red Brotherhood. Matthews put the data pad down in disgust. Scum the lot of them. No, that wasn’t fair to scum. Journalists were lower than scum. Always rushing out headlines that stirred the stupid and often caused more trouble.  
He adjusted his seat and looked out the transport’s viewport. They were back in space, Nexus Prime long behind them. They’d been flying for over an hour at sub light speeds suggesting that Clarke didn’t want to run the risk of the transport drawing any attention. 
“Can I join you?”
Valdez was standing next to his row of seats. 
“Sure.”
She sat down opposite him and crossed her arms.
“Listen, back there with Carbin… he can be a little hot headed at times. He was close with Admiral Rent. She was the one who recommended him for the Star Core.”
“I get it. No harm, no foul.”
Valdez leaned forward and arched an eyebrow.
“No apology?”
“For what?”
“For being a dick.”
“Ouch,” Matthews chuckled
“Okay, fair enough. I apologise. Guess years in a maximum-security prison did wonders for my manners.”
“Forgiven. Although I cannot talk for Carbin.”
Matthews glanced out the viewport and then fixed her with a serious look. 
“I never got a chance to thank you.”
“For what?”
“Io. You could’ve just left me to die but you didn’t. I can’t say life has exactly been peachy since but thanks for giving me the chance.”
“We’re both fighter pilots. If the roles were reversed, I know you would’ve done the same.”
Matthews snorted.
“Honestly? I don’t think I would have. I was pretty close to shooting you.”
Valdez chuckled.
“I had you zeroed the moment you dragged yourself out of the wreckage. Funny that you think you had the jump on me. Anyhow, I have a meeting to attend to with Clarke. I’ll see at base,” she said with a playful wink. 
Matthews smiled. She sure was something.
“This base. Where are we going exactly?”
“Oh, you’ll see soon enough,” Valdez said as she slid out of the seat and walked down the deck. Matthews leaned to get a better view of her ass. ‘Very impressive’ he thought. 

      ***The transport shuddered slightly as it docked with the SCS Camelot, the docking clamps locking into place with a reassuring clunk. Matthews felt a mix of anticipation and curiosity as he and Clarke stepped out of the transport and into the airlock of the Camelot. Valdez and the others joined them.
“We’ll head to debrief and then hit the racks sir, some of us haven’t had a proper night’s sleep in a week,” the captain said barely able to stifle a yawn.
“You do that captain. I’ll give Matthews the tour and he’ll join you in the crew quarters later.”
The doors slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the interior of the ship.
“Welcome aboard the SCS Camelot,” Clarke said, gesturing for Matthews to follow him.
As they moved into the main corridor, the others veered off leaving Matthews with Clarke. He was immediately struck by the ship’s design. The Camelot was a marvel of modern engineering, with every aspect of its construction clearly optimised for stealth, efficiency, and combat readiness. The walls were lined with sleek, matte-black panels interspersed with soft blue lighting that cast an almost ethereal glow throughout the vessel. The floors, made of a durable alloy, absorbed sound, making their footsteps nearly silent.
“Impressive, isn’t she?” Clarke asked, noticing Matthews taking in the surroundings.
“That’s an understatement,” Matthews replied. “What exactly is she? I’ve never seen a design like this before.”
“She’s a prototype stealth frigate, the only one of her kind. Designation SCS Camelot, model CS-3000 Vindicator. Its shape, specialized plating, and engines make it virtually undetectable to all but the most sensitive sensors,” Clarke explained. “Big enough to host a squadron of Talon starfighters and Havoc bombers and packing enough particle and missile batteries to go toe-to-toe with the biggest capital ships in the system.”
“So, it’s got big as fuck guns. Nice,” Matthews said with a grin.
Clarke chuckled. “Yeah, you could say that. But the Camelot is more than just firepower. Let me show you around.”
They walked through the ship’s corridors, the walls adorned with sleek instrumentation and control panels. As they passed, crew members saluted Clarke, their movements precise and disciplined.
“Every inch of this ship has been designed for optimal performance,” Clarke continued. “From the specialised armour plating that absorbs radar and other detection methods, to the engine systems that minimize thermal and electromagnetic emissions.”
They reached a large observation deck, where massive windows revealed the ship’s exterior and the swirling clouds of Venus below. The Camelot’s sleek, dagger-shaped hull glistened against the backdrop of the planet; its surface free of the usual bulk of external structures. This seamless design not only contributed to its stealth capabilities but also gave the ship an almost alien appearance.
“Those sensor arrays,” Clarke pointed out, “can pick up the faintest signals, allowing us to track enemy movements from across the system while staying completely off their radar.”
They continued through various operational rooms, each buzzing with activity. In the tactical operations centre, officers monitored holographic displays showing real-time data streams and three-dimensional maps of nearby space. The atmosphere was calm but focused, with a sense of readiness that matched the ship’s exterior.
“The Camelot is equipped with a cutting-edge AI system that assists with navigation, tactical decisions, and even manages energy distribution during combat,” Clarke explained. “It’s like having an extra pair of hands—and eyes—on every part of the ship at once.”
Their next stop was the hangar bay, a vast expanse housing the Talon starfighters and Havoc bombers. The sleek craft gleamed under the bay’s lights, with mechanics performing final checks and loading armaments.
“These fighters and bombers can be launched in seconds, ready to engage enemies or complete mission objectives at a moment’s notice,” Clarke said with pride. “The Camelot can handle almost any situation we throw at it, from deep space recon to full-scale assaults.”
“It’s been a while since I’ve flown. I hope I haven’t lost the touch,” Matthews muttered, inspecting one of the Talons.
“You’ll get to find out tomorrow,” Clarke replied, joining him beside the fighter.
“Oh?”
“You’re a group of individuals who have never worked together before. If we’re going to make this unit viable, we need to turn you into a team. There’ll be plenty of training and exercises before you’re deployed.” Clarke paused, reaching into his pocket. “Oh, before I forget,” he said, pulling out a band with a small black square attached to it and handing it to Matthews. “This is ELON. An AI companion that will help you navigate the ship, request provisions, that sort of thing.”
“Greetings, Lieutenant,” a robotic voice said from a speaker on the band, its tone carrying a hint of dry humour.
Matthews raised an eyebrow. “Well, hello, ELON.”
“Just a word of caution,” Clarke added with a smirk. “He’s a bit snarky for an AI. I’ll leave you to get settled in—I’ve got a meeting with the top brass. See you bright and early.”
As Clarke walked away, Matthews took a deep breath, feeling a mix of nerves and excitement he hadn’t experienced in years. He was the new boy here, and he was looking forward to what the new day would bring.
“Bright and early, huh? Just what every soldier loves,” ELON quipped from the band.
Matthews chuckled. “I think I’m going to like having you around, ELON.”
“Let’s hope so, Lieutenant. I’ve been told I’m quite the charmer,” ELON replied with a hint of playful sarcasm.
Matthews smiled as he looked forward to what lay ahead. It wasn’t just the prospect of flying again that excited him—it was the idea of becoming part of something bigger. And with ELON’s banter keeping him company, he felt a little more at ease.

      ***With the help of the AI, Matthews navigated the Camelot with relative ease. The AI was something he’d have to get used to, but he had to admit, it came in handy. He made his way to the crew quarters where he was billeted and stepped into his cabin.
“Nothing changes,” he muttered as he took in the familiar surroundings. Like every other military starship he’d served on, the cabin was small, offering just the essentials: a bed, a circular table with a built-in computer, and a rather uncomfortable-looking chair.
“Ah, the luxury of military life,” ELON chimed in with a sarcastic tone. “They really spare no expense, don’t they?”
Matthews smirked at the AI’s dry humour as he looked around. A screen was mounted on the wall above the bed, and he flicked it on with a command to ELON. The sound of a sports crowd filled the cabin, and he sat heavily on the bed.
“Ah, football. The universal distraction from the grim realities of life,” ELON remarked.
Matthews watched the screen, where a football match from the Sys Prem was playing. A team from Earth was up against one from Callisto, and from the looks of it, the Earthers were getting their asses kicked.
“Go mooners,” Matthews said, a hint of amusement in his voice. 
Matthews chuckled as he got up and went into the cabin’s small washroom. He took off his clothes and stepped into the shower, savouring the sensation of hot water washing away the grime and filth of the last few days. It felt like a small luxury after everything he’d been through.
“Hot water: the closest thing to a miracle you’ll find on a starship,” ELON commented, his voice following Matthews even into the washroom.
Once clean, Matthews fell into bed, the comfort of it wrapping around him like a welcome embrace. For the first time in years, he felt safe—truly safe—not surrounded by people who wanted him dead. The exhaustion of the past weeks finally caught up to him, and he drifted off to sleep, the sound of the football match fading as he let himself relax completely.
“Sleep tight, Lieutenant,” ELON said softly. “I’ll keep an eye on things while you’re out.”
And with that, Matthews let himself slip into the deepest sleep he’d had in years.

      ***The next day started at the ungodly hour of 4 a.m.
“Rise and shine!” ELON barked over the cabin’s comm, startling Matthews so badly he fell out of bed in a groggy heap. After a cacophony of swearing, he staggered to his feet and stumbled into the washroom.
“Fuck you, ELON,” he grumbled as he stepped into the shower, praying for a quick death. The warm water helped shake off the last remnants of sleep, and he emerged feeling somewhat refreshed.
Walking over to the cabin’s cupboard, he opened it to find a blue and gold flight suit neatly hanging inside. The symbol of the Star Core was proudly displayed on a patch on the shoulder. He pulled it on.
“I hope it fits, Lieutenant. I took your measurements while you were drooling into your pillow and had it fabricated and tailored,” ELON quipped.
“Who put it in my room?” Matthews asked, still adjusting the suit.
“An orderly. You were snoring so loudly I had to put on the audio dampeners, so it’s no wonder you didn’t notice them enter,” ELON replied with a hint of sarcasm.
Matthews stretched his arms and legs. The flight suit was surprisingly comfortable. He hadn’t worn one since the rebellion, and despite the different badge, it felt familiar—like slipping into an old routine.
ELON’s voice chimed in with its usual dry tone, “Today’s agenda is packed with all the excitement you could hope for, Lieutenant. First up, at 0600, you have a squadron briefing with Captain Valdez. She’ll be going over mission parameters and your role in the upcoming exercises.
“Following that, at 0800, you’ve got a training flight in the Talon starfighters simulator—time to shake off the rust. And to round off the day, a meeting with the rest of the command staff at 1400 hours to discuss strategic operations. Oh, and I’ve taken the liberty of scheduling a ‘mandatory’ physical at 1600 hours. Can’t have you falling apart on us, can we?”
ELON paused, then added with a hint of mischief, “But first, breakfast is served in the mess hall. Better get moving—wouldn’t want to miss out on the chef’s special today. Rumour has it, it’s actually edible.”
Matthews couldn’t help but smirk. “You really know how to make a day sound fun, don’t you, ELON?”
“It’s a gift,” ELON replied smoothly. “Now, get dressed and let’s get this day started.”

      ***Matthews walked through the corridors of the Camelot. It felt strange to be back on a ship of war, surrounded by the disciplined efficiency of a military crew. As he passed, crew members tossed him salutes, something he’d have to get used to again.
Following ELON’s directions, he made his way to the mess hall, where he found Sung and Carbin already tucking into what looked like a hearty meal of bacon and eggs. Sung nodded in his direction, while Carbin merely glanced at him with a hint of disdain. Matthews smirked and shook his head.
‘Already made an enemy, it seems,’ he thought.
He picked up a white plastic tray and joined the growing queue of hungry service men and women. As he stepped up behind a woman with shoulder-length red hair, she turned to look at him, her green eyes widening slightly before she smiled.
“You must be Lieutenant Matthews,” she said, offering him her hand.
He shook it. “And you are?”
“Sergeant Anya Verhov. I’m the medic of the group.”
“A doctor?” he asked.
She nodded. “Correct. I did my studies on Earth, worked on Nexus Prime for a few years before serving in the wars out on Titan.”
Matthews whistled softly. “Nasty business, from what I hear,” he said, taking a step forward as the queue slowly moved toward the kitchen.
Anya nodded; her expression sombre. “It was. No worse than the Ganymede Rebellions, though, I bet?”
“Ah, so you already know about my background?”
“Only what ELON’s told us, and that AI is often full of it, so...” she said with a smirk.
“Yeah, I’m starting to get that impression,” Matthews replied, smiling as he warmed to her straightforwardness.
Matthews and Anya moved through the queue, picking up their breakfast trays. The mess hall buzzed with activity as crew members chatted and laughed, the atmosphere a mix of anticipation and camaraderie. Matthews noticed Carbin sitting a few tables away, still eyeing him with a cold stare.
He turned back to anya as they found a spot to sit. ”What’s Carbin’s deal?” Matthews asked, keeping his voice low. “He’s been glaring at me since I walked in.”
Anya glanced over at Carbin, her expression thoughtful. “Tom Carbin’s one of the best snipers you’ll ever meet, but he’s got a chip on his shoulder the size of a starship.” She took a bite of her food before continuing. “He’s an Earther, born and raised in the harshest parts of the contaminated zone. Grew up in a military family, you know the type—strict, disciplined. He enlisted as soon as he could, wanted to make a name for himself.”
“And he did, from what I’ve heard,” Matthews said, remembering Clarke’s mention of Carbin’s reputation.
Anya nodded. “He did, but not without cost. During the Ganymede Rebellions, his unit was deployed to take out key targets. They were good—damn good—but they got caught in a crossfire between rebel forces and a squad of mooners who were supposed to be on their side. Miscommunication, they said later, but it didn’t matter to Tom. Half his unit was wiped out, and he barely made it out himself.”
Matthews frowned, understanding beginning to dawn. “So he blames the mooners for what happened?”
“More than blames them,” Anya said quietly. “He lost friends—people who were like family to him. Since then, he’s had a grudge against anyone from the outer colonies, especially those who fought on the other side of that conflict.”
“And now I’m his new target,” Matthews muttered, taking a bite of his food.
Anya shrugged. “Could be. Or maybe he just needs time to warm up to you. It’s been a while since he’s had to work with anyone new, and you’re coming in with a history that’s... complicated.”
Matthews sighed. “Great. Just what I needed.”
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Anya said with a smile. “We’re a team now, and teams learn to work through their differences. Just give him some space. He’s a professional—when it comes down to it, he’ll have your back.”
Matthews nodded, appreciating her perspective. “Thanks, Anya. I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
As they continued their breakfast, other members of the team joined them at the table. 
As Matthews and Anya continued their breakfast, the table began to fill up with the rest of the team. Pilot Officer Coel Hen, a tall, lean man with a perpetual smirk, slid into the seat across from Matthews. His pale skin and light blond hair hinted at his origin—Luna, where sunlight was a luxury and sharp wit a survival skill.
“Well, if it isn’t the new guy,” Coel said, his accent carrying the distinct lilt of a Lunarian drawl. “Heard you’ve got quite the rep, Matthews. They say you fly like you’ve got a death wish.”
Matthews raised an eyebrow, a smirk tugging at his lips. “It’s been a while since I flew but I see my reputation precedes me.  Besides, I prefer to think of it as calculated risk.”
“Ah, ‘calculated risk,’” Coel repeated with a chuckle. “That’s what I’ll tell the medics when I’m scraping you off some rock.”
“Don’t worry, Coel,” Flight Officer Yumi Tanaka chimed in, sliding in next to Anya. Yumi was short and muscular, with a quick smile and sharp eyes that missed nothing. Her uniform bore the Martian insignia beneath the Star Core one, it was a badge of honour for someone who grew up in the harsh mining colonies of Mars to be chosen to participate in the multi planetary endeavour, especially with the ongoing tensions between Earth and Mars. It was a miracle the Mars Collective had even agreed to participate.
“I’ll be right behind him to pick up the pieces. Someone has to show these boys how it’s done.”
“Big talk from someone whose planet is basically a giant dust bowl,” Coel teased.
“Better than living underground like a mole,” Yumi shot back, grinning. “At least we get to see the sun more than once a month.”
“Ah, the old Luna versus Mars rivalry,” Specialist Kaito Nakamura cut in as he joined them, his easy-going demeanour contrasting with the seriousness of his role as the squad’s weapons specialist. Kaito was from Deimos, a mining colony where skill and patience were the keys to survival. He was a master of tech and comms, and he had the calm, steady hands of someone used to dealing with delicate machinery. “You two keep this up, and we’ll be back to throwing rocks at each other.”
“Rocks? Is that a Deimos thing?” Coel quipped, earning a laugh from the group.
Kaito shrugged, a sly grin on his face. “Hey, we Deimons know how to make do with what we’ve got. You’d be surprised what we can do with a few rocks and some imagination.”
“And dynamite,” added Corporal Royth Rand, plopping down beside Kaito. Royth was a big man, all muscle and grit, with the kind of deep, booming voice that made you sit up and listen. He hailed from Titan, the outermost of Saturn’s moons, where the cold was unforgiving and the people even more so. Matthews sized him up, he wouldn’t fancy getting into a fist fight with the man.
“Deimos is known for two things: digging holes and blowing shit up.”
“Don’t forget drinking,” Kaito added with a wink. “I’m pretty sure we have the best moonshine this side of the asteroid belt.”
“Well, as long as you save some for the rest of us,” Anya said, grinning. “We’ll need it after dealing with these two clowns.”
“Hey, I’m no clown,” Coel protested, holding up his hands. “I’m more of an acrobat—keeping things light, flying through hoops, making sure we all come out the other side in one piece.”
“And I’m just here to make sure those hoops don’t explode in our faces,” Yumi added, earning another round of laughter.
Matthews couldn’t help but smile. The banter was quick, the camaraderie easy, and despite the diverse backgrounds, the team seemed to mesh well. He already felt more at ease, though he couldn’t ignore the undercurrent of tension with Carbin, who remained quiet a few tables away.
“So, what’s the story with you, Matthews?” Kaito asked, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve got the look of someone who’s seen some stuff.”
“Yeah, what’s your deal, Mooner?” Royth added with a grin, using the old nickname for those from the outer colonies.
Matthews chuckled, taking a moment to appreciate the relaxed atmosphere before replying. “Just another pilot trying to do his job, same as the rest of you. Though I suppose my path to get here was a bit more... winding.”
“I’ll bet,” Coel said, his eyes twinkling with curiosity. “Well, don’t worry, mate. You’re in good hands here. We’ll make sure you don’t get lost on the way to glory.”
“Or to the mess hall,” Yumi added with a laugh.
“Much appreciated,” Matthews replied, his smile widening.
As breakfast continued, the conversation flowed easily, full of jabs, jokes, and stories of past missions. ELON chimed in over their wrist comms cutting off the banter.
“Please report to the briefing room, Captain Valdez wishes to address you.”

      ***They quickly finished their plates and hurried out of the mess hall, heading toward the lift at the end of the deck. Anya punched the button, and with a whoosh, the lift whisked them up several decks. They stepped out into a corridor and, following ELON’s directions, found the large circular briefing room.
The briefing room was an impressive sight, designed to accommodate the entire flight crew. The walls were lined with sleek, dark panels, embedded with subtle lighting that gave the room a focused, almost intimate atmosphere. At intervals, displays showed tactical maps and star charts, constantly updating with real-time data. The ceiling was domed, giving the room an open feel despite being deep within the ship. Rows of seats were arranged in a tiered semi-circle around a central platform, ensuring that everyone had a clear view of the holographic display area in the centre.
Standing in the middle, dressed in full uniform, were Admiral Clarke and Captain Valdez. The Admiral’s presence commanded attention, his posture rigid and authoritative, while Valdez, with her sharp gaze, exuded a sense of disciplined confidence.
“Please take a seat,” Valdez said.
The crew complied, and Matthews chose a seat near the back of the room—a habit of his, always keeping the exit within eyesight. The seats were comfortable yet firm, designed to keep occupant’s alert. Once everyone was settled, the lights dimmed, casting the room in shadow as the central platform activated. 
“I want you all to understand the enemy we are currently facing. As some of you know we have been conducting operations against the terrorist group known as the Red Brotherhood. They are responsible for multiple terrorist atrocities across EF and allied space. ELON please begin the briefing.”
A holographic display lit up the centre of the room.
“Good day, Star Core personnel. This briefing is intended to provide a comprehensive overview of the faction known as the Red Brotherhood. Please pay close attention, as understanding this group is crucial to our ongoing operations.
The Red Brotherhood is a paramilitary organisation that originated in the aftermath of the second Earth/Mars war. Their founding members were disillusioned patriots and former military who rejected the terms of the peace treaty and rejects the political and economic influence of the Earth Federation (EF) and other centralized powers over Mars. They perceive themselves as freedom fighters, though their methods often cross into terrorism and criminality.
The Brotherhood harbours significant animosity toward the Earth Federation and its allies. They believe Mars, the outer colonies and star nations—particularly those in the asteroid belt and outer fringes—have been exploited and oppressed by Earth's central authority. Their rhetoric is filled with calls for independence and resistance against Earth’s perceived tyranny.
The Red Brotherhood’s ideology is radical and militant. They seek to liberate Mars and the outer colonies from Earth’s control by any means necessary, including sabotage, piracy, and assassination. Their vision is one of total independence, free from Earth’s influence.
The Red Brotherhood operates through a decentralized network of cells spread across the solar system. This structure makes them difficult to track and eliminate, as each cell operates independently, often without knowledge of the others’ activities.
The Brotherhood frequently aligns with pirate bands and other criminal organisations operating in Wild Space. These alliances provide them with additional manpower and resources, often using piracy to fund their operations. Recent encounters suggest they may be integrating these groups into their overall strategy.
The Brotherhood is highly adept at infiltration. There is evidence suggesting they have sympathisers or moles embedded within the very organisations they oppose. This allows them to gather critical intelligence and execute targeted attacks with precision. Their elite Red Brothers unit is comprised of genetically and cybernetically modified assassins and fighters. They are extremely dangerous.
Despite their status as a rebel faction, the Red Brotherhood has access to advanced technology, some of which rivals that of the major space powers. It is believed they have acquired this technology through theft, black market deals, or reverse engineering captured equipment from the wars.
The Brotherhood excels in cyber warfare, utilising hacking, data theft, and network sabotage to disrupt their enemies. Their ability to penetrate secure systems poses a constant threat to our operations and requires heightened security protocols.
In direct engagements, the Red Brotherhood prefers guerrilla tactics, including hit-and-run operations, ambushes, and asymmetrical warfare. They avoid prolonged engagements, instead focusing on creating chaos and spreading fear.
Intelligence reports indicate that the Red Brotherhood has become more aggressive in recent months. This escalation suggests they are preparing for a larger, coordinated campaign against central space powers, including the Earth Federation and their allies.
The Red Brotherhood’s primary goal is to destabilise the centralised power of the Earth Federation and other factions, paving the way for a new order. They envision a future where the outer colonies are self-governing and free from Earth’s influence.
Their long-term vision, however, includes uniting the outer and belt colonies under their own Martian rule, potentially forming a federation of independent states that could challenge Earth. In this scenario, the Red Brotherhood would likely seek to hold significant influence, positioning themselves as the new power brokers in the system.
It is important to note that the Red Brotherhood is perceived differently depending on one's perspective. To the Earth Federation and other central powers, they are a terrorist organization and a significant threat to stability. However, in some outer colonies, they are viewed as heroes fighting for justice and independence. This duality makes them a complex and dangerous adversary.
Now I will give details on their leadership.”
The holo shimmered and a tall well-built man with short silver hair and sharply trimmed moustache dressed in the attire of a Martian military commander appeared. A murmur went around the briefing room. Everybody knew who the man was. 
“General Westland Ajax was a former high-ranking officer in the Martian military and was a key figure in the formation of the Red Brotherhood. Born and raised on Mars, Ajax was a staunch advocate for Martian independence, believing that Mars and its colonies should not be subjected to Earth's rule. During the second Earth/Mars war his strategic brilliance and charismatic leadership were instrumental in inflicting numerous heavy defeats on EF forces. After the war ended, he began rallying disparate disgruntled factions under the Red Brotherhood's banner. Ajax then led numerous successful campaigns against Earth Federation forces during the early days of the rebellion. However, he was killed during the Deimos Sieges—a turning point in the conflict where the Brotherhood suffered a significant defeat. His death was a major blow to the Brotherhood, but his legacy continues to inspire the group's militant activities.”
The holo shimmered again. Ajax vanished and a stern woman with long black hair down tied in a bun and dressed in the same red and grey military attire as Ajax appeared. 
“Following Ajax's death, Commander Yan Nua emerged as one of the primary leaders of the Red Brotherhood. Also from Mars, Yan Nua was one of Ajax’s closest confidants and a formidable strategist in her own right. Known for her cold pragmatism and ruthless tactics, Nua has maintained the Brotherhood's operational effectiveness despite the loss of their founder. She is highly respected among the Brotherhood’s ranks and feared by her enemies. Under her leadership, the Brotherhood has intensified its operations, particularly in Wild Space and the outer colonies, where her influence is strongest.”
The holo faded and Valdez stepped back into the centre of the room.
“Thank you, ELON. That is what we are up against people. Memorise the briefing, all the notes have been uploaded to your data pads. Now then, onto business.”
An augmented reality model of a Talon starfighter materialised, hovering mid-air with intricate details visible from every angle.
“As today is the first time many of you have met, and since one or two of you may be a bit rusty, we’ll be hitting the simulators,” Valdez announced.
A groan echoed around the room, the light hearted complaint contrasting with the serious atmosphere.
“Forgive me, ma’am, but none of us are rookies here. I haven’t been in a sim since basic,” Coel remarked, leaning back in his seat.
Valdez raised an eyebrow, her expression sharp. “First off, Pilot officer Coel, it’s Captain. And second, this won’t be just a back-to-basics simulation exercise,” she replied, her hard look making the cocky Coel squirm slightly in his seat. A thin smile touched her lips, as if she enjoyed catching him off-guard.
“Today’s exercise will be every starfighter pilot’s worst nightmare. We’re doing the Odyssey scenario.”


      ***






  
  Chapter seven
Simulation


“It’s been a while, Carter, but c’mon, man—you’re letting the side down.” Matthews scowled at the words coming through his comms. Of course he’d been partnered with Coal, the cocky young pilot who was good—perhaps too good. Matthews shook his head, trying to clear the doubt. He might be a bit rusty, but the familiar feel of the fighter’s controls was starting to come back to him. Sure, he'd struggled to get the craft off the ground, but after some useful, if highly sarcastic, advice from ELON, he quickly caught up. Brushing off Coal’s comment, he reached up and flicked the switches to bring his shields online. 
“Shields are up. Primary and secondary power is at full,” he reported, his voice steady.
“Saber Two is a go,” Coal chimed in, the smugness in his tone barely concealed.
Sabers Three and Four checked in next, their voices crackling over the comms. The screens before Matthews displayed an empty field of stars, a calm yet deceivingly ominous void.
“ELON, have you completed the nav calculations?” Matthews asked, his eyes scanning the readings on his console.
“I have, sir. You are green to engage quantum slip drive,” the AI replied, its voice cool and precise.
Matthews nodded, even though no one could see him. He hit a button, sending the coordinates to the rest of Saber group.
“Engaging quantum slip drive in 3…2…1…engage,” he commanded flicking switches. He punched the relevant button, and with a sudden lurch, the stars on the screen blurred and then stretched into streaks of light as the quantum slip drive roared to life, propelling them into the unknown.
The quantum slip drive disengaged with a sharp jolt, snapping the fighters back into real space. The serene field of stars had vanished, replaced by a chaotic battlefield. The Odyssey, a massive colonial passenger starship, loomed ahead, surrounded by the flickering lights of enemy fighters and bombers swarming like angry hornets.
“Targets incoming! Form up!” Matthews barked into his comms, adrenaline surging through his veins. His eyes darted over the HUD, tracking the waves of enemy craft. There were too many—far more than the briefing had suggested. This wasn’t just a challenge; it was a suicide mission. Valdez was testing them alright.
“Looks like they’re throwing everything at us,” Coal’s voice crackled in, still cocky but with an edge of tension.
“Then let’s make sure they choke on it,” Matthews replied, gripping the controls tightly.
The first wave of enemy fighters screamed towards them, guns blazing. From their configuration they were Mantis class fighters commonly used by the pirate bands from beyond Neptune. On their hulls were various symbols and emblems.
Matthews’ instincts kicked in. He rolled his fighter hard to the left, dodging a barrage of laser fire. He squeezed the trigger, unleashing a torrent of railgun rounds that tore through the lead enemy ship, sending it spiralling into a fiery explosion.
“Nice shot, Saber One!” came the call from Saber Three, but there was no time to celebrate.
“Focus, Sabers! Keep them off the Odyssey!” Matthews ordered.
The battle became a blur of rapid movements and constant fire. Matthews wove through the chaos, his fighter spinning and diving as he lined up his shots, taking down one enemy after another. The Sabers moved as a unit, covering each other’s backs, but the enemy kept coming in relentless waves.
“Bombers incoming! 10 o’clock high!” Coal shouted. “There’s so many!”
Matthews saw them—a formation of heavy bombers, each one capable of delivering a payload that could cripple the Odyssey. He gritted his teeth and pushed the throttle to maximum, the engines roaring as he closed the distance.
“Target the bombers! Take them down before they reach firing range!” Matthews commanded, his voice tight with urgency.
He unleashed a barrage of missiles, each one streaking towards a different bomber. Two hit their marks, punching through their shields and causing the bombers to erupt into flames, but the rest continued their deadly approach.
“ELON, give me a firing solution for the remaining bombers!” Matthews demanded.
“Calculating… Solution ready. Adjust 15 degrees starboard and fire,” the AI responded.
Matthews adjusted his angle and squeezed the trigger. His cannons roared, the shots connecting with deadly precision. More bombers fell under Coal’s skilled shooting, but one slipped through, its payload heading towards the Odyssey.
“Odyssey, brace for impact!” Matthews shouted, helpless as the bomb slammed into the ship’s shields, sending a ripple of energy across its surface.
The Odyssey shuddered but held, its shields flickering dangerously low. Matthews barely had time to register the near-miss before the next wave was upon them.
“Shields at 10%. We can’t take another hit like that,” ELON warned playing the role of the Odyssey’s panicked captain.
“Understood,” Matthews muttered. “Sabers, regroup and hit them with everything you’ve got!”
The fighters dove back into the fray, but it was clear they were being overwhelmed. Matthews fought with everything he had, his reflexes razor-sharp as he dodged enemy fire and returned it with deadly accuracy. Yet, the enemy numbers were thinning his squadron, one by one.
“Saber Four is down!” came Yumi’s panicked voice, and Matthews cursed under his breath. “Bastard came out of nowhere. There’s someone with some serious talent on the opposite side.”
“Stay on target! We’re not done yet!” he growled, pushing his fighter to its limits.
He could see the Odyssey’s hull scorched and battered, the ship barely holding together under the onslaught. But Matthews wasn’t about to let it fall. Not yet.
Another wave of bombers broke through, and Matthews knew this was it. He had to stop them. Ignoring the collision alarms blaring in his cockpit, he launched his fighter straight into the heart of the formation, guns blazing.
“Matthews, what the hell are you doing?!” Coal yelled, but Matthews didn’t respond. He was in the zone, every movement precise, every shot perfect. It felt good to be back in a cockpit. The bombers fell one by one under his relentless assault.
“Bombers down!” ELON reported, but before Matthews could even breathe a sigh of relief, his radar lit up with a new threat.
“Missile lock detected,” ELON warned, a cold edge to its voice.
Matthews saw the incoming missile too late. He jinked hard, but the missile was already too close. It slammed into his fighter, the explosion ripping through the hull and sending the craft spinning out of control.
“Damn…” was all Matthews managed to utter before his world went dark.
As the simulator screen faded, he saw the Odyssey, still intact, the remaining enemy fighters retreating. The mission was complete, but at a cost. Matthews had saved the ship, but the price had been his own virtual life.
In the silence of the sim room, the cockpit canopy lifted, and Matthews pulled off his helmet, breathing heavily. Around him, the holographic battlefield faded, replaced by the cold, sterile environment of the training simulator.
“Simulation complete,” ELON’s voice announced calmly. “Objective achieved: 98% success rate.”
Matthews leaned back in his seat, wiping sweat from his brow. “Nigh impossible,” he muttered, a slight grin forming on his lips. “But not quite.”

      ***The canopy fully retracted, and Matthews unstrapped himself from the seat, standing up on slightly shaky legs. As he stepped out of the pod, the doors to the sim room hissed open, revealing Coal leaning against the wall, arms crossed and a smirk on his face.
“That was some insane flying. Just know that I will not be following you into such a manoeuvre if shit gets real,” Coal teased, though there was a hint of admiration in his tone.
Matthews shrugged, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Sometimes that’s what it takes to get the job done. I’ve seen pilots sacrifice themselves for others more times than I can count,” he replied, his voice still a bit rough from the intensity of the exercise.
Coal pushed off the wall and approached him, his smirk softening into something more genuine. “You did good, old man. Honestly, I didn’t think you’d pull it off. But you saved the Odyssey. Not bad for someone who was rustier than an old space hulk.”
Matthews chuckled, the sound more weary than amused. “Well, I had some help from ELON,” he said, glancing up at the observation window above where the instructors and mission controllers had been monitoring the simulation.
At that moment, the door to the observation deck slid open, and Commander Sung stepped through, his boots echoing on the metal floor. He was a tall, imposing figure, with a stern expression that rarely softened. He walked with the measured, deliberate pace of someone used to command.
“Commander,” Matthews greeted, snapping to attention.
“At ease, Matthews,” Sung said, his tone neutral. He looked between Matthews and Coal, his cybernetic eye assessing the two pilots. “Impressive work, both of you. That scenario is one of the hardest sims a fighter pilot in the EF can face. Most pilots don’t even make it past the second wave. Only one other pilot I know of has kept the Odyssey alive, except she and her unit came out of it alive.”
Matthews nodded, accepting the compliment, but his mind was still replaying the final moments of the sim. The way the missile had hit, the cold realisation that he couldn’t avoid it. Even in a simulation, it had felt too close for comfort.
“You saved the transport, but it cost you your life,” Sung continued, his gaze locking onto Matthews. “You may have taken down more enemies than anyone in the history of this scenario. You saved the Odyssey and those sorts of risks, well, that’s the kind of flying we need out there.”
“Thank you, sir,” Matthews replied, though he couldn’t help but feel the weight of the near-impossible odds he’d just faced.
Sung turned to Coal, giving him a nod. “And Coal, your support was solid. But remember, you’re a team. You’ve got to keep that bravado in check and keep tight on your wingman. You could’ve taken out the missile that took out Matthews if you were more focused.”
Coal nodded, his usual cocky demeanour replaced with a thoughtful expression. “Yes, sir. If you don’t mid me asking who was flying that enemy fighter? The way they flew and some of those moves, no AI was in command.”
It was Sung’s turn to smirk as the sim room doors opened and in walked Captain Valdez. She was wearing a flight suit, and her dark hair was stuck to her forehead due to perspiration. 
“That’s the second time I’ve ‘killed’ you, Matthews,” she said with a mischievous glint in her eye.
Matthews offered her his hand and she shook it. 
“I didn’t even see you coming this time, too busy winning the scenario,” he replied.
“And dying. You’re no use to anyone if you’re dead.”
She gave a final nod to Coal and Matthew then with Sung turned back towards the observation deck. “Debrief in thirty minutes. Get yourselves cleaned up and ready.”
As they left, Coal nudged Matthews with his elbow. “So, what do you think? Ready to take this show on the road for real?”
Matthews looked down at his hands, still feeling the residual tension from the sim, and then back up at Coal. “As long as I get a better wingman,” he joked.
The two pilots walked out of the sim room, their steps in sync, the echoes fading as the door slid shut behind them.

      ***






  
  Chapter eight
Spectre



Phobos shipyards, Mars
The Phobos Shipyards, a massive construction facility hanging in the shadow of Mars, was a fortress of steel and innovation. It was here, among the skeletal frames of unfinished starships, that the Mars Collective kept its most prized possessions. The shipyards were a marvel of human engineering, a sprawling complex where experimental starships were designed, built, and tested—far from the prying eyes of Earth and Mars’ other rivals.
Security was tight—impenetrable, some said. Surveillance drones hovered silently in the high corners of the hangars, their lenses sweeping constantly for any sign of intrusion. Patrols of heavily armed and armoured MC soldiers, clad in dark uniforms, marched through the halls. The shipyard’s AI monitored every heartbeat, every breath, of those who walked its corridors. And yet, none of that mattered to Rhys "Scythe" Zadar.
Clad in the matte black stealth armour of the Red Brotherhood, Zadar moved through the shadows like a wraith. His proton swords, were sheathed across his back, ready to be drawn at a moment's notice. The mask that covered his face was expressionless, reflecting the cold determination in his heart. It also shielded his breathing from any sensors, his armour masking his presence. The cloaking tech made him appear as a trick of the light—security cameras would glitch at his approach.
Zadar was no ordinary infiltrator. He was a ghost who had slipped through the EF’s fingers more times than they could count. They called him "Scythe" for the way he reaped lives with swift, merciless efficiency. He was a man on a mission, driven by a cause that had consumed him since the day he had first seen the light of Mars's crimson skies. Genetically modified like the other Red Brothers to be Mars’ most lethal instruments he possessed enhanced strength and speed. He'd managed to sneak aboard an MC military craft bound for the shipyards, stowing away within its cargo hold. That had been a week ago. Ever since, he had stalked the corridors and watched from the shadows. He knew every trick and tactic the security forces used—he’d helped come up with many of them, after all.
It wasn’t he who had turned traitor but the cowards and sycophants of the MC government. Their acceptance of the unfavourable peace terms following the second Earth/Mars war had been the last straw, not just for him but for many true sons and daughters of the Red Dirt. There was only one man who had refused, vowing to keep fighting until Mars was truly free of Earth and its demands: General Ajax. The EF and its allies thought him dead. Soon they would learn otherwise, and Scythe would be his instrument.
The shipyard’s AI was formidable, but even it had its limitations. Zadar had spent days studying its protocols, learning its blind spots. He had memorized the patrol routes of the guards, the timing of the shifts. When the moment came, he moved like a shadow through the facility, slipping past cameras and motion sensors with ease.
He had slipped out of the transport and entered the restricted shipyard complex through a maintenance hatch on the shipyard’s lower levels, a section reserved for waste disposal and environmental controls. The air was thick with the smell of ozone and metal, the low hum of machinery vibrating through the floor. He moved swiftly, his footsteps silent on the cold steel.
A security drone hovered into view, its sensors sweeping the corridor. Zadar waited, breath held, until it passed, then continued forward. The shipyard was a maze, but Zadar knew every twist and turn. His helmet's HUD displayed a D map, a blueprint of the entire facility that the Red Brothers had acquired through months of preparation. Only a run-in with some EF agents on Luna had almost exposed their plans. Fortunately, his compatriots had wiped the data, and the shipyard had received no warning.
The first guard he encountered was alone, standing at the entrance to a security checkpoint. Zadar was on him before he could react, one of the proton swords flashing out in a blur of motion. The blade sliced through the unsuspecting guard’s armour like butter, leaving a cauterized wound as the man crumpled to the floor. There was no sound—just the faint hiss of the blade as it retracted back into its hilt.
Zadar dragged the body into a nearby storage room and continued on his way. He had no illusions about what he was doing. The men and women who stood in his way were soldiers of the traitorous Mars Collective, defenders of a system he despised. To him, they were little more than obstacles, pawns in a game that had long since outgrown them. He entered one of the countless ventilation ducts that kept the crew of the yards breathing and crawled the last few hundred meters to the hangar bays.
He reached the hangar where his target resided. The ship was a sleek, angular craft, its surface a matte black that absorbed the light, making it appear as if it were carved from the void itself. It was beautiful, in a cold, lethal way—just like Zadar. The ship, his target, The Spectre, was still docked with the shipyard, the passenger tether just across the hangar bay. He raised his wrist and checked the chrono display. He waited, counting down from ten. Three… Two… One.
A tremor swept through the shipyard, and then the lights flickered and the gravity failed. The EMP bomb he’d placed in the gravity generator room two days prior had detonated exactly as he intended. Crates, tools, and startled personnel that weren’t tied down or wearing grav boots were now floating around the hangar bay. Zadar smirked at the panicked shouts of the helpless technicians. Lowering himself down from the vent, he braced himself against the metallic wall and kicked off. He soared across the bay, his stealth suit making him nearly invisible to all but the most observant of lookers. The crew in the hangar was heading for the exits.
Then the shipyard's AI voice filled the hangar, a smooth, feminine tone laced with authority. "Intruder detected. Security teams, go to alert level Gamma."
Zadar cursed under his breath. Now the entire facility would be on alert. He needed to move fast. He reached the other side of the bay and engaged his grav boots. Sinking to the deck, he headed into the tether and sprinted toward the Spectre, his eyes scanning for any sign of resistance. The tether was empty, the only sound the hum of the ship’s power systems. He reached the ship’s access hatch and keyed in the override codes his compatriots had stolen. The hatch slid open with a hiss, and Zadar slipped inside. The interior of the Spectre was just as sleek and efficient as its exterior. He moved through the narrow corridors of the Spectre. The ship was eerily quiet, the only sound the soft hum of its power systems. But he knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. The shipyard’s AI’s alarm would mean the Spectre’s crew would likely be mobilizing to repel any intruder.
Zadar’s hands hovered over the hilts of his proton swords as he made his way toward the bridge. He had memorized the ship’s layout from the stolen schematics—the quickest path to the bridge was through the central corridor, but that also meant it was the most heavily guarded. He would have to cut through the heart of the ship to seize control.
As he approached a junction, the soft footfalls of boots on metal echoed down the hall. Zadar tensed, his grip tightening on the hilts of his blades. A squad of guards rounded the corner, their armour glinting under the dim emergency lights. He stepped into the corridor drawing his blades. They spotted him, and the corridor lit up with the red glow of targeting lasers.
"Intruder! Open fire!"
The guards unleashed a barrage of laser fire, the beams slicing through the air toward Zadar. In one fluid motion, he activated his proton swords, the blades igniting with a high-pitched hum. With lightning reflexes, he swung the blades, the glowing edges deflecting the laser beams causing them to ricochet off the blades to bounce harmlessly into the walls and ceiling, leaving scorch marks in their wake. The guards hesitated, momentarily stunned by the impossibility of what they were witnessing. Zadar took full advantage of their shock. He dashed forward, his speed unnaturally fast, closing the distance between him and the guards in the blink of an eye. His blades moved in a deadly dance, cutting through armour and flesh with terrifying efficiency.
The first guard’s particle rifle was sliced clean in half before the blade continued its arc, severing the man’s arm at the shoulder. Zadar spun, bringing his other blade down in a precise, lethal strike that cleaved through the second guard’s chest plate, leaving a cauterized wound in its wake. The man crumpled to the floor, dead before he hit the ground.
The remaining guards fired desperately, switching to kinetic rounds in a last-ditch effort to bring down the intruder. Bullets tore through the air, but Zadar’s blades flashed in a blur, cutting them down before they could reach him. The proton swords melted the bullets on contact, leaving nothing but molten droplets that sizzled as they hit the floor.
With a final slash, Zadar cut through the last guard’s weapon and chest in a single, sweeping motion. The man gasped as the blade burned through his armour, his eyes wide with terror as he fell.
Zadar stood amidst the bodies, the corridor filled with the acrid smell of burnt flesh and scorched metal. His breathing was steady, controlled—this was just another mission, another step toward the freedom of Mars. He flicked the blood from his blades and sheathed them, moving forward with the same ruthless determination.
He reached a blast door that blocked access to the bridge. The door was a thick slab of reinforced alloy, designed to withstand the most powerful of explosions. But Zadar wasn’t concerned. He had come prepared.
He pulled a small device from his belt, a compact explosive charge designed specifically for breaching heavily fortified doors. He placed it at the base of the door and set the timer for five seconds. As he stepped back, the door began to glow with the heat from the charge, and with a deafening crack, the door was blasted inward, molten metal spraying across the corridor. Zadar stepped through the smoking wreckage; his eyes locked on the bridge beyond. The crew inside scrambled to react, their hands moving to weapons and consoles in a desperate attempt to stop him. But they were too slow.
He moved like a blur, his blades igniting once more as he charged into the bridge. The first officer to raise a weapon found himself disarmed—literally—as Zadar’s blade sheared through his arm, sending it spinning to the floor with his pistol still clutched in its grip. A second officer, trying to reach the alarm, was cut down with a quick slash to the back, the blade burning through her uniform and spine.
The bridge was filled with shouts of panic as the remaining crew tried to flee or fight back. But Zadar was relentless, his blades deflecting every shot fired at him, cutting down anyone who stood in his way. Laser fire was deflected back into consoles and displays, sending showers of sparks across the room. A particle beam fizzled out as it met the humming edge of his blade, its energy dissipating harmlessly.
One crewman, in a final act of desperation, pulled a sidearm and fired a burst of kinetic rounds. Zadar’s blades caught them mid-flight, melting them, leaving only sizzling craters where they landed. The crewman barely had time to register what had happened before Zadar was on him, the sword’s edge flashing once more. The fight was over in less than a minute. The bridge was silent, save for the crackling of damaged electronics and the faint hum of Zadar’s blades. He deactivated the swords, sheathing them as he surveyed the carnage. Bodies lay scattered across the room, the once-pristine bridge now a charnel house of destruction. Zadar moved to the captain’s chair, where the ship’s command systems were located. He sat down, the leather seat creaking under his weight. The ship’s AI, was still trying to mount a defence, but Zadar had already anticipated this. He input the override codes his comrades had provided, seizing control of the ship’s systems and silencing the AI’s protests. The Spectre’s engines roared to life, the ship vibrating with power as it prepared to break free from its moorings. Zadar keyed in a course for Neptune, where the Red Brotherhood’s forces lay in wait. As the ship disengaged from the docking bay, Zadar leaned back in the captain’s chair, a cold smile playing across his lips. The Spectre was his. The Mars Collective’s most advanced warship was now in the hands of the Red Brotherhood, and with it, they would strike a blow that would shake the Earth Federation and its allies to its core.






  
  Chapter nine
The Council


Clarke paced the Camelot’s conference centre, his handsclasped tightly behind his back, brow furrowed in frustration. The command centre was a stark, angular room, dominated by the cool blue glow of holographic displays that floated around him like ghosts. Each display showed the sternfaces of the Star Core’s oversight committee, their expressions a mixture of concern and calculation. The room was silent except for the soft hum of the Camelot’s engines and the occasional flicker of the holograms. 
He had been in this meeting for what felt like an eternity, listening as the committee members debated over who should take command of the Star Core. The tension in the air was palpable, thick enough to cut with a knife.
"You must understand how this would look in the Earth Parliament. We were only at war with the GA a few short years ago, and now you posit that we place a GA admiral in command of the Star Core," said Admiral Sasha Hussein of the Earth Federation. Her voice was calm but laced with the unmistakable edge of political manoeuvring. The hologram projected her image with a faint shimmer, her sharp features framed by the insignia of the EF.
"Is the Star Core a multi-nation effort or isn’t it?" retorted Admiral Fondor from the Saturn Coalition. The tall, wiry man was barely concealing his growing anger. His holographic image flickered slightly, but his piercing gaze remained steady, directed squarely at Hussein. Fondor represented the government that controlled all of the Saturn colonies, a vast empire of human settlements spread across the many moons of Saturn. With nearly 12 billion citizens, the Coalition was one of the most densely populated space nations in the system, and Fondor’s voice carried significant weight.
"I concur with Admiral Fondor," said President Olhem, the current leader of the GA. His voice was smooth, measured, yet there was an undercurrent of urgency. "The GA entered this agreement as we truly wish to reconcile with the EF and put that unfortunate business of the rebellion behind us. Are you protesting Admiral Clarke’s appointment because of his past, Sasha?"
To have President Olhem on the call was unusual, a clear sign of how tense the situation had become. 
Admiral Sasha sighed, her expression softening slightly,though her stance remained firm. "I can see that I will be outvoted here but remember the EF can veto any decision this council comes up with."
"Bah, rubbing it in our faces again that Earth controls everything!" Fondor complained, throwing his hands up in exasperation. His frustration echoed the sentiments of many who felt that Earth’s dominance had long overshadowed the autonomy of the outer colonies.
Clarke stopped his pacing and pulled back his desk chair, sitting down heavily. The chair creaked slightly under his weight, the only sound in the otherwise quiet room. Leaning forward onto the desk, he looked directly at the one person in the conference who had yet to speak.
"What about you, Minister Darwin?" Olhem asked, his tone respectful but pointed as he addressed the Mars representative.
"If I may," Minister Alison Darwin of Mars interjected, her tone commanding the room’s attention. The room fell silent, and all eyes turned to her holographic image. Darwin was known for her pragmatism and unyielding dedication to Martian interests, and when she spoke, people listened.
"I understand the importance of this decision,"she began, her voice measured but firm, "but there is a far more urgent matter that requires our immediate attention." Clarke leaned forward with an intent expression as Darwin continued.
"I just received reports that the Spectre, one of our most advanced experimental starships, was stolen from drydock at the Phobos Shipyards. I share this information in the name of transparency and have full authorisation from the Martian High Council to do so."
The room erupted into a flurry of voices; the committee members clearly taken aback by the news. Clarke’s eyes narrowed, his mind already racing through the implications.
Darwin waited for the room to quiet down before continuing."Initial intelligence reports suggest that the Red Brotherhood is behind this theft. This is not just a breach of security—it’s a significant escalation in their operations."
 Fondor looked incandescent with rage as he scanned the report now filling their data pads. 
 “This is outrageous! Mars built a prototype stealth ship without informing this council. This breaches every protocol!”
President Olhem leaned forward, his hologram flickering slightly. "Whilst I share Admiral Fondor’s view on this troubling news I am more concerned as to the motive of such a theft. We will discuss Mars’ secret activities another time. Admiral Clarke, I understand that Captain Valdez’s team recently conducted an operation on Luna targeting a Red Brotherhood cell. Did they uncover anything that could shed light on this?"
Clarke nodded; his expression grim. "They did, but the data we recovered was heavily corrupted. Almost 99% of it was irretrievable."
A murmur of concern spread through the committee. Admiral Sasha Hussein was the first to voice what they were all thinking. "And the remaining 1%? Do we have any leads?"
Clarke pressed a button on his console, and the room dimmed as a holographic map of the solar system appeared in the centre of the table.The planets and their orbits were rendered in exquisite detail, with each of the major space nations marked by their respective territories. Clarke zoomed in on a section of the map, highlighting a set of coordinates in the outer reaches of the system.
"This," Clarke said, pointing to the coordinates,"is all we could retrieve. We don’t know exactly what it’s for, but it’sclear that the Red Brotherhood is planning something significant."
The map zoomed in further, revealing the distant world of Neptune and its sixteen surrounding moons. The coordinates hovered ominously near the moon of Triton, an area known for its sparse human presence and hiding places. It was also the territory of the numerous and dangerous Neptunian Pirate bands that were the scourge of the outer system.
Admiral Fondor leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "Neptune? That region is practically a no-man’s land. If they’re planning something out there, it’s the perfect place to operate unnoticed."
"Indeed," Clarke agreed, his tone serious."We have to assume the worst.”
 “The Spectre is a highly advanced stealth ship. In the wrong hands, it could wreak havoc across the system," Darwin added her voice tight.
President Olhem spoke up, his voice cutting through the tension. "We need to act, and quickly. I think we can all agree that Admiral Clarke will need to take command immediately and mobilize the Star Core to investigate these coordinates. We can’t afford to let the Red Brotherhood use this stealth ship to further their cause."
 “I concur and will inform Federation command of the situation. I trust Mars will share all information it can with us?” Hussain said with a hint of a threat in her tone.
 “We will,” Darwin replied with a sigh. 
The other committee members nodded in agreement; their earlier debate set aside in light of the new threat.
"Understood," Clarke replied, his voice steady. He knew the road ahead would be difficult, filled with challenges and scrutiny from all sides. But now, with the command in hand and a clear objective, the path forward was set. The holograms flickered and faded, the meeting coming to an end. Clarke sat back in his chair, staring at the coordinates hovering in the centre of the room. The room was quiet once more, the only sound the faint hum of the ship’s systems.


      ***






  
  Chapter ten
Combat


The Camelot dropped out of quantum slip space with a brief flash, the transition from faster-than-light travel to normal space marked by a shimmering ripple across the fabric of the cosmos. The ship’s hull glowed faintly as residual energy from the slip space dissipated into the void. Immediately, Clarke ordered the stealth systems to be engaged. The ship’s exterior panels shifted subtly, absorbing and dispersing electromagnetic signals to render the Camelot nearly invisible. Hopefully, to any observers, they would register as little more than a faint heat blip on active scanners. 
Outside the Camelot, the vast expanse of space stretched infinitely, the stars twinkling like distant diamonds. Dominating the view was Neptune, its deep azure-blue atmosphere swirling with perpetual storms and dark, brooding clouds. The planet's rings, composed of dark particles and icy debris, were faint but visible, encircling the gas giant in a delicate halo.
Nearby, Triton, Neptune’s largest moon, loomed against the backdrop of the stars. Its icy surface glinted in the dim sunlight, the craters and frozen plains casting long shadows that added to its mysterious allure. Triton’s pale reflection shimmered off the Camelot’s sleek hull, adding a ghostly luminescence to the scene.
The Camelot itself floated silently, its dark, angular form almost blending into the void, save for the occasional flicker of a distant star reflecting off its surface. The ship's engines were now in low power mode, emitting only the faintest hum as it drifted in the shadow of Neptune, like a phantom in the vastness of space.
Clarke stood on the bridge, his gaze fixed on the holographic display in front of him, where the image of the distant planet and its moon were mirrored in stunning detail. The tension in the command centre was palpable, the crew working quietly but efficiently under the pressure of the unknown.
"Stealth systems engaged, sir," reported one of the officers. "We’re running cold."
Clarke nodded, his eyes narrowing as he surveyed the display. "Good. Let’s hope they don’t see us coming."
The vastness of space around them seemed calm, but Clarke knew that danger could be lurking. This was dangerous space. 
Clarke pressed a button on the panel next to him and commed in to the hanger deck where the Valdez and the squadron were waiting in their Talon starfighters. 
“Captain Valdez, you are go for launch. Let’s see if we can turn up anything.”

      ***Matthews rolled his shoulders and fidgeted with his flight gloves for the umpteenth time. So much for training exercises, he thought, his nerves taut with anticipation. The fighter’s engines were already powered up, their low hum vibrating through the cockpit, and he had green lights across the board, indicating all systems were a go.
"Okay, Core, on me nice and slow. Keep your active scanners online and your eyes peeled. ELON, I want a report as soon as we reach the coordinates," Valdez’s voice crackled over the comm, calm and authoritative.
ELON acknowledged with a brief beep, and moments later, the warning alarms blared, signalling the hangar bay’s atmosphere was being vented. The ground crew that remained were clad in spacesuits and grav boots, their movements purposeful and steady as they prepared for the launch. Matthews watched as the first pair of fighters ignited their engines and smoothly exited the hangar. He knew that once outside the relative safety of the Camelot, their presence would likely be detected by any hostile forces nearby. And in this remote region of space, lurking near Neptune and Triton, there was a good chance they weren’t alone.
It was Matthews’ turn to depart. With a gentle nudge of the flight stick, he guided his fighter forward, the craft smoothly gliding out of the hangar and into the vastness of space. The transition from the enclosed, dimly lit hangar to the boundless, starlit expanse was almost jarring. Outside, the sheer scale of the universe stretched before him, the black void punctuated by distant stars and the looming presence of Neptune.
The deep blue planet hung in the distance, its swirling atmosphere mesmerizing in its chaotic beauty. Triton, Neptune’s largest moon, floated nearby, its frozen surface bathed in the faint, ghostly light of the distant sun. The fighter’s sensors pinged softly as Matthews’ eyes adjusted to the new environment, scanning for any anomalies.
"Just like riding a bike, huh?" Coel’s voice chimed in over the comm, light and teasing, as he formed up on Matthews’ wing.
Matthews smirked, the banter easing some of the tension in his shoulders. "Yeah, if your bike had lasers and could fly at a few thousand kilometres per hour."
The two fighters moved in sync, their sleek, angular forms cutting through the void like predatory birds. The space around them empty, the only sound the steady hum of the engines. Far below, the Camelot drifted, its dark form almost invisible against the backdrop of space, its stealth systems fully engaged.
“Approaching coordinates,” Valdez’s voice crackled over the comm, calm but with an edge of anticipation.
Matthews checked his sensors. The display showed the usual scattering of icy rocks and debris—Triton’s frozen landscape, still and lifeless. The place was eerily quiet, the vast expanse of space around them seeming to hold its breath.
“Think I’ve got something, lead,” came the brooding voice of Carbin. “Faint signals, radiation bleeding through, I reckon.”
“Goode, can you confirm?” Valdez asked, her tone steady.
“It’s faint but definitely there. Wait, I’m now picking up several heat signatures from the far side of Triton. Make that four, no—five—no, ten sigs,” Goode said, her voice unable to hide the alarm creeping in.
Matthews’ eyes flicked to his sensor screen, which suddenly pinged and lit up like a Christmas tree. His pulse quickened as he saw the array of blips multiplying across the display.
“Multiple sigs! Ten score—repeat, ten score!” Coel shouted, the urgency in his voice cutting through the comms.
“Missile lock!” Anya’s voice was sharp, a knife-edge warning that sent adrenaline surging through Matthews’ veins.
“Shit,” Matthews muttered, instinctively pumping all power into the Talon’s engines. The fighter roared in response, and he was slammed back into his seat as the ship accelerated rapidly. The stars blurred around him as he shot forward, his hands steady on the controls despite the chaos unfolding.
“We have multiple bogeys, command. Repeat, multiple bogeys,” Matthews called out, his voice tight as he relayed the grim news.
In the distance, space flared with bright flashes—new ships jumping into the area, their sudden presence a clear sign that they were no longer alone.
“Vulture-class starfighters. Count: twenty-six. Spear-class corvette. Count: one. Pirate band presence confirmed, I surmise that the corvette is a command ship,” ELON chimed in with its usual dispassionate tone, but the information sent a jolt through Matthews.
“It’s a trap!” Sung’s voice rang out, the panic barely contained. “Break, break, break!”
The formation shattered as the squadron split off, each fighter veering off in a different direction to avoid the incoming threat. The darkness of space suddenly erupted into a maelstrom of activity, the quiet replaced by the frenetic energy of battle.
Missiles streaked through the void, leaving trails of fire as they homed in on the Star Core fighters. Matthews’ HUD flashed red with multiple lock-on warnings, and he yanked the flight stick hard to the right, his Talon twisting into a tight corkscrew manoeuvre. The missiles screamed past him, missing by mere meters before exploding harmlessly in the distance.
Coel’s fighter shot past Matthews in a blur, his guns blazing as he engaged the enemy. “They’re all over us! Engage at will!” he shouted, the excitement in his voice barely masking the danger they were in.
Matthews gritted his teeth and brought his Talon around, the G-forces pressing down on him as he targeted one of the Vultures. The enemy ship’s dark silhouette was illuminated by flashes of weapons fire, its angular design almost a mirror of his own craft. Matthews’ locked onto the target before squeezing the trigger. The Talon’s cannons roared, spitting bolts of bright energy that slammed into the Vulture’s shields, causing them to flare and collapse.
The Vulture pilot tried to evade, but Matthews was relentless. He stayed on the enemy’s tail, his targeting reticule glowing bright red as he lined up the kill shot. He switched to kinetic rounds and with a final squeeze of the trigger, his cannons sent a concentrated burst of fire that shredded the Vulture’s engines. The pirate ship erupted in a bright explosion, debris scattering across the starfield.
“Splash one!” Matthews called out, but there was no time to celebrate. His sensors were already alerting him to another incoming threat.
Above him, Sung’s fighter dodged a volley of missiles, the projectiles twisting in space as they tried to track him. Sung executed a perfect roll, deploying heat flares that detonated the missiles mid-flight, the explosion lighting up his ship in a brief, brilliant glow.
“Core, we’re getting overwhelmed here!” Coel’s voice crackled through the comm, a rare note of concern creeping in. “We need to regroup and fall back!”
But before the retreat could begin, Valdez’s voice cut through with a different order, firm and commanding. “Negative! Focus fire on their lead ship. If we can disable it, the rest will scatter. Matthews, Coel, form up on me. We’re taking out that corvette!”
Matthews’ eyes darted to his sensors, quickly locating the enemy corvette-class ship amidst the chaos. It was larger than the Vulture fighters, bristling with weapons and shields, coordinating the pirate attack. If they could take it out, the rest of the pirate force might lose their nerve.
“Roger that, Captain,” Matthews replied, adjusting his course to join Valdez and Coel.
The trio of Talons accelerated together, weaving through the firefight. Matthews could feel the tension in the cockpit, his focus narrowing to the task at hand. The corvette loomed ahead, its weapons blazing as it directed the pirate forces. The ship was formidable.
“Anya, Sung, keep the fighters off our backs while we make the run,” Valdez ordered, her voice cool under pressure.
“Copy that, Captain. We’ve got your six,” Anya replied, her fighter already swooping in to engage the enemy Vultures.
As Matthews and the others closed in on the corvette, the ship’s turrets swivelled to track them, spitting streams of energy bolts in their direction. Matthews rolled his Talon, narrowly avoiding a burst of fire that would have shredded his shields. Coel’s fighter zipped past him, returning fire. His shots hit their target forcing the corvette’s shields to flare and weaken.
“Focus on the forward section. If we can take out their main guns, they’ll be sitting ducks,” Valdez instructed, her fighter diving in to deliver a series of precise shots that further strained the corvette’s defences.
Matthews gritted his teeth and aligned his Talon’s targeting reticule with the corvette’s forward batteries. His thumb hovered over the trigger, waiting for the perfect moment. The ship’s shields flickered, a sign that their assault was taking its toll.
“Now!” Valdez shouted, and Matthews squeezed the trigger.
The Talon’s cannons unleashed a torrent of energy, slamming into the corvette’s weakened shields. The protective barrier collapsed, and Matthews’ shots ripped into the corvette’s hull, sending plumes of fire and debris spiralling into space. Coel followed up with a barrage of missiles that struck the corvette’s main gun emplacements, blowing them apart in a series of bright, chain-reaction explosions.
“They’re breaking off,” Sung called out, his voice calm but triumphant as the remaining Vultures began to retreat, their formation disintegrating without the corvette’s command.
“Don’t let them get away! Two on me, Four and Five pursue!” Valdez commanded, her fighter turning to pursue the fleeing Vultures.
The Star Core fighters split off, harrying the retreating pirates and picking off stragglers. Matthews watched as the corvette, now crippled and leaking atmosphere, tried to limp away from the battle. But it was too late.
“Cap, they’re running. What’s the call?” Coel asked, his fighter circling the damaged corvette like a predator stalking wounded prey.
“We’re taking that ship,” Valdez replied without hesitation. “Matthews, Coel, disable their engines. Let’s not destroy what we can capture.”
“Copy that,” Matthews said, already lining up his shot. He aimed for the corvette’s main engine cluster and fired, sending a precise burst of energy bolts into the ship’s thrusters. The corvette shuddered, its engines flickering and then going dark as the ship’s power systems failed.
The corvette drifted, powerless and vulnerable, while the remaining pirate fighters broke off and scattered into the void, unwilling to face the wrath of the Star Core pilots without their command ship.
“Enemy forces are in full retreat,” ELON confirmed, its tone calm in the aftermath of the battle. “Corvette disabled.”
“Good work, Core,” Valdez said, her voice carrying a note of pride. “Kaito, get the Camelot to deploy a boarding team. Let’s see what intel we can pull from that ship.”
The Camelot, its stealth systems still engaged, emerged from the shadow of Neptune and closed in on the disabled corvette. A heavily armoured marine assault shuttle launched from its hangar, darting across the gap between the two ships.
As Matthews circled the scene, he allowed himself a moment to breathe. The battle had been fierce, but they had come out on top and not a single loss taken. That by itself was a miracle. The corvette, soon to be under their control, could be a valuable asset—and a source of critical intelligence.
“Nice flying out there,” Coel said, his voice relaxed now that the immediate danger had passed.
“Same to you,” Matthews replied, a small smile on his lips. “Let’s hope that corvette has something worth all this trouble.”

      ***






  
  Chapter eleven
Boarding Party


Matthews climbed out of his fighter, the hiss of depressurising hydraulics filling the hangar as he removed his helmet. The cool air hit his face, and he took a deep breath, savouring the moment. It had felt good to be back in the cockpit again, and all his old instincts had come flooding back as he’d hoped. The adrenaline still coursed through his veins, but it was accompanied by a sense of satisfaction. 
He watched as the others disembarked from their craft, the hangar bustling with activity as ground crews moved in to tend to the fighters. The overhead lights cast long shadows on the deck, the polished metal floor reflecting the organised chaos of a post-mission recovery. Matthews smiled as Coel approached him, clapping him on the shoulder with a wide grin.
“What a rush! We showed those pirate bastards what for!” Coel exclaimed, unable to hide his excitement. His eyes sparkled with the thrill of battle, and his energy was infectious.
Matthews chuckled. 
"Yeah, it’s always a good run when everyone makes it back alive."
But the mood was tempered by Carbin’s voice, gruff and grounded, coming from across the hangar. “Stow it, Coel. We got lucky out there,” he grumbled, his tone a stark contrast to the exhilaration of the others.
Carbin stood by his fighter, his face set in a hard frown. He methodically removed his gloves, his movements slow and deliberate, as if he were trying to dispel the lingering tension in his body. The hangar lights cast sharp lines across his features. 
Coel’s grin faltered slightly, but he shrugged off the reprimand. "Maybe, but luck’s a part of it, isn’t it? Besides, we bagged a corvette. That’s got to count for something."
Matthews glanced around the hangar, taking in the sight of his squadron—some still buzzing with the high of victory, others quiet and reflective. 
"Carbin’s right," Matthews said, his voice measured. "We can’t afford to get cocky.”
Coel nodded, the excitement in his eyes dimming slightly as the reality of their situation set in. "Yeah, you’re probably right. But for now, I’ll take the win."
Matthews gave him a half-smile. "So will I. But let’s stay sharp.”
They were interrupted by ELON whose voice came over their comms.
‘Matthews, Carbin and Goode please report to hanger bay three you are to assist the boarding team. They appear to have run into some complications. Corporal Rand and Specialist Nakamura are to remount their fighters and perform overwatch duties.’
“No rest for the wicked huh,” Coel joked. 
“I guess not,” Matthews replied glancing at Carbin who was already heading for the exit.

      ***In Hangar Bay Three, Matthews, Carbin, and Goode joined up with a squad of marines led by Captain Marcell. Marcell was every bit the image of a seasoned marine—broad-shouldered, well-built, with a rigid posture that spoke of discipline honed through years of service. His green eyes were sharp, assessing each of his men with a steely gaze as he prepared to give them the briefing. The marines around Marcell were equally serious, their faces hidden behind the visors of their helmets. Their combat armour was matte black, designed for close-quarters combat, and their MF rifles were ready at hand.
Marcell’s face was set in a serious expression, his features chiselled and stern, a no-nonsense demeanour that left little room for levity. His French accent cut through the air, each word clipped and deliberate.
“Listen up,” Marcell began, his voice firm and unwavering. “The boarding team encountered a complication—a booby-trapped docking hatch. Normally, it would be no issue but our specialist is in the sick bay with laryngitis,” he said shaking his head in disgust.
“As a result, the first team was forced to abort, we need to get that hatch disabled. Goode, you’re the only other specialist onboard with combat experience so you’re up. You’ll need to disarm the trap and get us aboard.”
Goode nodded, her face betraying no sign of nerves, just a focused determination. “Understood, Captain.”
“You two,” Marcell said, addressing Matthews and Carbin. “Admiral Clarke says you are the best marksmen in your unit and have the most combat experience. You will join us. As you can see, command, in their haste to reach these coordinates, was only able to attach my small unit to the Camelot in time, and according to initial scans by the first boarding crew, that corvette has at least twenty pirates aboard.”
Matthews and Carbin exchanged a glance, both understanding the gravity of the situation. One of Marcell’s men handed them rifles and several clips of ammunition that they tucked into their armour pouches.
“Let’s move,” Marcell ordered, turning on his heel and leading the way to the shuttle.
The shuttle was a compact, rugged craft, its exterior bristling with the signs of quick, utilitarian design. Inside, the seating was cramped but functional, with harnesses that locked down tight for the coming operation. The hum of the shuttle’s systems thrummed through the metal frame as the team boarded, securing themselves into their seats.
Matthews settled into his seat, and strapped himself into the harness. Carbin sat across from him, his face set in a grim expression, eyes sharp and focused. The shuttle’s interior lights dimmed as the bay doors opened, revealing the blackness of space outside.
“Launching in three… two… one,” the pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom, and with a jolt, the shuttle launched out of the hangar bay, to head toward the drifting corvette.
Neptune loomed large in the background, its deep blue hues casting an eerie glow across the scene, while Triton hovered nearby, its icy surface reflecting the very distant starlight. The corvette was a dark silhouette against the vastness of space, its engines dead, leaving it adrift and vulnerable. But the crew inside was anything but.
As the shuttle neared the corvette, Goode began suiting up in her EVA gear. The suit was sleek, designed for manoeuvrability in zero gravity, with boosters attached to the back and wrists for controlled movement.
“You ready?” Matthews asked, his voice calm but with an undercurrent of tension.
Goode gave a curt nod as she sealed her helmet, the visor reflecting the interior of the shuttle. “Let’s do this.”
The shuttle matched velocity with the corvette, stabilising itself just a few meters away from the docking hatch. The small airlock at the side of the shuttle opened, and Goode stepped forward, the thrusters on her suit activating with a soft hiss as she launched herself out of the shuttle and toward the corvette.
The transition from the shuttle’s controlled environment to the vacuum of space was immediate. Goode floated effortlessly, her suit’s thrusters adjusting her course as she approached the corvette’s docking hatch. The sight of the massive ship looming before her was both awe-inspiring and intimidating, but her focus was unwavering.
She reached the docking hatch, her gloved hands finding purchase on the metal surface. The hatch itself was scarred and battered from the battle. But it was what lay beneath that concerned her. The booby trap was sophisticated, hidden within the docking mechanism, waiting for any unsuspecting crew to trigger it. The shuttle moved away to a safe distance in case the worst should happen. 
Goode pulled out her scanner and toolkit. She waved the scanner over the hatch’s surface, pinging as it confirmed that an explosive device was indeed wired into it. Carefully she opened a panel beside the hatch to expose the wires and circuits beneath. The trap was a delicate piece of work, designed to detect tampering and detonate if not disarmed with precision. The tension in her hands was palpable as she worked, her breath steady and controlled inside her helmet.
Back in the shuttle, the marines and Matthews watched her progress on a small monitor, the feed from her suit’s camera displaying the intricate process in real time. The atmosphere inside was tense, every eye fixed on the screen, every breath held.
“Come on, Goode,” Matthews muttered under his breath, his hand instinctively gripping the edge of his seat.
Goode carefully cut into the first wire, isolating it from the others. The slightest mistake could trigger the trap, and the consequences would be fatal. She moved deftly, her mind calculating every move, every possibility. The seconds dragged on, each one feeling like an eternity.
She reached the final circuit, the one that would disarm the trap completely. Her hand hovered over the wire cutters, the weight of the moment pressing down on her. One wrong move, and it would all be over. She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and with a swift, decisive motion, she cut the wire.
For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then, the small indicator light on the panel flickered from red to green. 
‘Bomb disarmed,’ ELON confirmed. 
“We’re clear,” Goode’s voice crackled over the comm, the relief in her tone evident even through the distortion.
Inside the shuttle, there was a collective exhale, the tension dissipating in an instant. Marcell’s voice came through, steady and authoritative. “Good work. All units, prepare to board.”
Goode attached her data pad to the hatch’s external panel and hacked into it to activate the docking sequence, the hatch sliding open with a metallic groan. The shuttle carefully manoeuvred into place and she drifted back toward the shuttle, re-entering the airlock as the marines prepared to move in. Matthews and Carbin put on their combat helmets and patted Goode on the arm.
“Well done,” Matthews praised.
“Thanks,” Goode replied with relief.
The marines made their way through the open hatch and into the corvette.

      ***Matthews and the boarding team stepped through the docking hatch into the corvette. The transition from the controlled environment of the shuttle to the eerie silence of the pirate ship was palpable. He’d expected the pirates to defend the hatch, instead the docking area was empty. According to the scanner on his wrist the air inside the corvette was cold and stale, the life support systems were running on minimal power. The corridor before them was narrow and dimly lit, the flickering emergency lights casting long, dancing shadows that made the space feel claustrophobic and foreboding.
The walls were lined with exposed pipes and conduits, some of them haphazardly repaired or patched with whatever materials the pirates could scavenge. The floor was grated metal, slick with what looked like oil—or perhaps something more sinister. Every step the team took echoed hollowly, the sound bouncing off the close walls and adding to the sense of unease.
The air was thick with the smell of burnt ozone and a faint, underlying odour of decay—an unsettling reminder that this ship had seen its share of violence and death. The lighting was poor, with only the occasional functioning panel providing faint illumination, casting long, ominous shadows that seemed to shift and move with the slightest change in angle.
“These pirates really live like this?” one of the marines muttered nervously.
Matthews had heard stories, they all had about the people who had chosen to live beyond the reach of civilisation. Some were obvious scare stories, but now he was inside one of their ships he was starting to believe that many of those tales were true.
Captain Marcell moved forward cautiously, his rifle sweeping the corridor as he advanced. His sharp eyes and helmet sensors catching every detail, attuned to any sign of danger. Behind him, Matthews and Carbin followed, their weapons held at the ready. The marines fanned out, covering every angle as they pressed deeper into the ship.
The corridor twisted and turned, branching off into smaller passageways and alcoves that led to who knew where. Every corner felt like it could conceal an ambush, every shadow seemed to harbour hidden threats. The team’s breaths were shallow and controlled, the only sound beyond their footsteps the faint hum of machinery struggling to keep the ship’s systems online.
The deeper they went, the more apparent it became that this ship was a far cry from the military vessels they were used to. The walls were pockmarked with bullet holes and scorch marks, evidence of past battles fought within these very corridors. The floor was littered with debris—discarded tools, litter, empty shell casings, and bits of metal and wire that had been torn from the walls during some long-ago firefight.
As they moved forward, the team’s visors adjusted to the low light, revealing more of the corvette’s grim interior. The doors they passed were mostly sealed shut, though some hung open, revealing rooms filled with makeshift bunks, piles of scavenged equipment, and the occasional flicker of a malfunctioning light. The ships interior had been cobbled together from different parts and eras, a patchwork of stolen technology and desperate improvisation.
The tension was thick as the team advanced, every member hyper-aware of their surroundings. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the occasional creak of the ship’s hull as it drifted through space. Matthews could feel his heart pounding in his chest, but his mind remained sharp and focused. He knew that somewhere in this maze of corridors and rooms, the pirates were lying in wait.
Captain Marcell signalled for the team to halt at a junction where the corridor split into three directions. He motioned for one of his marines to check the door panel. Matthews and Carbin kept their rifles trained on the dark passageways ahead, their senses alert to the slightest sound.
"Stay sharp," Marcell whispered, his voice barely audible over the comms. 
Suddenly, the corridor ahead of them exploded in a shower of sparks and debris as gunfire erupted from the shadows. The pirates had been lying in wait, concealed in the darkened alcoves and hidden passageways of the corvette. Bullets ricocheted off the walls, laser shots scorched the walls, the sharp crack of gunfire echoing through the confined space.
One of the marines was hit, their shields failing under a barrage of small arms fire. He fell to the ground with a cry.
"Contact! Return fire!" Captain Marcell shouted, dropping to one knee and opening fire with his rifle.
Matthews and Carbin reacted instantly, their rifles snapping up as they fired into the darkness. The corridor was narrow, forcing the team to fight in close quarters, their movements quick and precise. Matthews saw the flash of muzzle fire from the pirates’ positions and aimed at the source, squeezing the trigger in controlled bursts. He dashed forward grabbing the wounded marine under the armpits and dragged him out of harms way.
The air filled with the acrid smell of gunpowder and the deafening roar of combat.
The pirates were ruthless, their attacks coordinated as they tried to overwhelm the marines with sheer numbers. Another marine fell, this time riddled with kinetic rounds that pierced shield and armour alike. Matthews rejoined the fray and could see them now, their ragtag armour and weapons a stark contrast to the sleek, advanced gear of the Star Core team. Unlike them, it was clear the pirates wore little or no armour and none possessed shields. Compared to the marines their survivability was at a huge disadvantage. The pirates were desperate, firing wildly as they attempted to hold their ground.
Carbin was in his element, his calm demeanour belying the intensity of the firefight. He took down targets with lethal efficiency, his shots precise and deadly. Each squeeze of the trigger brought down another pirate, his rifle’s retort echoing through the corridor. The marines moved as a unit, advancing methodically despite the hail of gunfire.
"Push forward! Don’t let them pin us down!" Marcell ordered, his voice cutting through the chaos.
Matthews felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins, sharpening his focus. He moved with the team, taking cover behind a bulkhead as bullets whizzed past him. He leaned out, firing at a pirate who had exposed himself in a doorway. The man crumpled to the floor, his weapon clattering uselessly beside him.
The pirates were dug in, using the ship’s narrow corridors and tight corners to their advantage. But the marines were relentless, their equipment, training and discipline giving them the upper hand. Matthews could feel the tide of the battle shifting as they pressed forward, forcing the pirates to fall back under the pressure of their assault.
A pirate threw a grenade down the corridor, the cylindrical device bouncing and rolling toward the team. "Grenade!" someone shouted, and Matthews barely had time to react before it exploded with a concussive blast that rocked the ship. The explosion sent a shockwave through the corridor, but the marines were prepared, their armour absorbing most of the impact as they pushed forward through the smoke and debris.
Carbin spotted a pirate trying to flank them from a side passage. He pivoted, firing a quick burst from his rifle that sent the pirate sprawling to the deck. He nodded to Matthews as they pressed forward, knowing they couldn’t afford to let the pirates regroup.
As they pushed deeper into the ship, the resistance grew fiercer. The pirates were determined to protect their territory, fighting with the desperation of those who knew they were cornered. But the marines were pressed on, their disciplined advance cutting through the pirate ranks like a knife through flesh.
Finally, they reached a larger room—likely a cargo hold. It was filled with crates and containers, providing plenty of cover for the remaining pirates. They opened fire as soon as the marines breached the doorway, the space erupting into chaos. Another marine fell under the onslaught. Matthews and Carbin moved in tandem, their rifles barking as they cleared the room, methodically taking down the defenders. The pirates were disorganised now, their lines breaking under the sustained assault. Marcell led the charge, his voice steady as he directed his men, the marines sweeping through the room with brutal efficiency. Pushing on they advanced up a narrow corridor and into the ship’s command centre.
One by one, the pirates fell, their numbers dwindling as the marines closed in. The last few pirates attempted to surrender, dropping their weapons and raising their hands. Marcell ordered his men to secure the room, collecting weapons and restraining the surviving pirates.
The room fell silent, the echoes of gunfire fading into the distance. The team took a moment to catch their breath, the adrenaline still pumping through their systems. The air was thick with the smell of smoke and blood, the floor littered with the bodies of the fallen.
"Clear," Marcell finally said, his voice calm but edged with exhaustion.
Matthews lowered his rifle, his muscles aching from the intensity of the fight. He scanned the room, his eyes lingering on the defeated pirates, some of whom were still alive, groaning in pain or staring blankly at the ceiling. 
"Good work," Marcell continued, addressing his team. "Secure the area and sweep for any remaining hostiles. We need to make sure this ship is fully under our control."

      ***






  
  Chapter twelve
Debrief


The Camelot powered up its slip drive, the engines humming with an increasing intensity, and with a flash of light, the ship jumped away from Neptune, leaving the blue giant and its moon, Triton, far behind. The transition from one point in space to another was instantaneous, the ship reappearing in the relative safety of EF controlled space, far from the site of their recent battle. The pirate prisoners, disarmed and restrained, were escorted to the brig under heavy guard. Their sullen faces and downcast eyes revealed the bitter defeat they had just suffered. The marines moved with professional detachment, efficiently securing each prisoner in the cells. 
Meanwhile, Matthews was sitting alone in the mess hall, his tray of 3D-printed chicken and vegetables in front of him. He picked at his meal, the synthetic taste of the chicken doing little to satisfy his appetite. He always got famished after a fight, and after the intensity of the corvette engagement, he could eat a horse. His muscles still felt the lingering tension of the battle, his mind replaying the moments of violence and strategy. But now, in the quiet of the mess hall, the adrenaline was fading.
He looked up as Carbin entered the mess, the man’s presence filling the otherwise empty space. Carbin was a man of few words, his expression usually unreadable, but there was a slight nod in Matthews’ direction as he headed toward the meal dispenser. It was a small gesture, but one that Matthews appreciated. ‘Progress’, he thought.
As Carbin selected his meal, the mess hall was filled with the low hum of the dispenser at work, printing out the synthetic food with mechanical efficiency. Matthews continued to pick at his meal, the repetitive motion almost meditative after the chaos of combat.
The relative calm was interrupted by the familiar voice of ELON over the comm. “Lieutenant Matthews, Admiral Clarke wishes to speak with you in his ready room.”
Matthews paused, the fork halfway to his mouth, before he swallowed another bite and sighed. He pushed his tray away, the remainder of his meal untouched. He tipped the rest into the waste dispenser, the machine whirring as it processed the discarded food.
He stood up, stretching slightly to ease the stiffness in his muscles, and gave Carbin a nod as he passed by. Carbin returned the gesture, his attention still focused on his meal, but there was an unspoken understanding between them—something forged in the heat of battle and now solidified by shared experience.
As Matthews left the mess hall, the door slid shut behind him with a soft hiss, and he made his way down the corridor toward the Admiral’s ready room. The ship’s corridors were quiet, the usual hustle of crew members replaced by a calm efficiency as they carried out their duties. The lights overhead cast a cool, sterile glow; the metal floors polished to a dull sheen that reflected the faint vibrations of the Camelot’s engines.
When he reached the Admiral’s ready room, Matthews took a deep breath and pressed the chime. The door slid open, revealing the compact yet orderly space where Admiral Clarke conducted much of his business. The Admiral was seated behind his desk, his eyes sharp and focused as he looked up from a holographic display.
“Lieutenant Matthews, please come in,” Clarke said, his voice calm but carrying the weight of authority.
Matthews stepped inside, the door closing behind him, sealing off the noise of the ship. He stood at attention, waiting for the Admiral to speak.
“Good work on the corvette. I hear you gave them hell,” Admiral Clarke said, his eyes fixed on Matthews with a keen, appraising look.
Matthews’ eye twitched slightly, a flicker of emotion he quickly suppressed. “We did, sir, although we lost a few good marines in the process.”
“Yes, that was unfortunate,” Clarke acknowledged, his tone grave. “But against such odds, I think we can appreciate that the casualties were so low.”
“I hear that you’ve officially been put in command of the Star Core, sir. Congratulations,” Matthews said, his gaze drifting to the wall ahead, avoiding direct eye contact.
“At ease, Matthews,” Clarke instructed, a hint of understanding in his voice.
Matthews settled into a more relaxed stance, allowing himself to ease the tension in his shoulders.
“Yes, the council, despite a lot of—shall we say—heated discussions, has put me in overall command,” Clarke continued, his voice steady but carrying the weight of responsibility. “Needless to say, there are many in the EF top brass who aren’t happy about having a mooner in charge of their project.”
Matthews remained silent, aware of the complex and often contentious politics that governed the system. He knew that the dynamics between Earth, the outer colonies, and the various factions within the Star Core were always fraught with tension.
Clarke leaned back slightly in his chair, his gaze never wavering from Matthews. “I want you to help Captain Valdez interrogate the prisoners. We have them for seventy-two hours before we have to hand them over to the EF authorities. I need some answers out of them before that happens.”
“You think they were working with the Red Brotherhood?” Matthews asked, his tone careful, not giving away the questions running through his mind.
Clarke nodded; his expression serious. “I do. It’s too much of a coincidence that a pirate band would jump into the area at those specific coordinates exactly when we arrived. We know the Red Brotherhood has eyes and ears everywhere; we cannot rule out the possibility that we have a mole somewhere.”
Matthews considered this for a moment, then asked, “Why me, sir?”
“Because of your past, Matthews,” Clarke said, leaning forward slightly, his fingertips pressed together. “You ran with criminals after the rebellion. You know how these scum think—what their breaking points are.”
Matthews hesitated, his mind flashing back to those dark days after the Ganymede Rebellion, when survival had meant doing things he wasn’t proud of. “I’m not sure about that, sir. Syndicate goons on Ganymede are very different from people who choose to live in Wild Space.”
Clarke studied him for a moment, his gaze piercing. “Perhaps, but you’re the best I’ve got. Go and meet Valdez in the brig and get me some answers.”
The Admiral’s tone left no room for argument. Matthews knew that this wasn’t just an order—it was a necessity. The stakes were too high, and the web of deceit and danger was growing tighter by the day.
“Yes, sir,” Matthews replied, standing a little straighter. He turned on his heel and headed for the door.

      ***Dwarf planet Eris, the scattered disk beyond Neptune
Zadar paced the room, his footsteps echoing softly against the cold, metallic floor. He was a man of action, and the waiting gnawed at him. The Spectre, was safely docked and hidden within the Red Brotherhood’s base, deep within the bowels of Eris. The base was a marvel of engineering, constructed with the utmost secrecy during the years of the second Earth/Mars war.
The base itself was an imposing structure, carved out of the solid ice and rock of Eris’s frozen surface. It extended miles beneath the surface, a labyrinth of tunnels and reinforced chambers that housed everything from living quarters to hangars capable of storing their most advanced ships. The facility was designed to be undetectable, shielded from prying eyes by the thick layers of Eris’s crust and the vast distance from the inner solar system. The air inside the base was cold and sterile, with a faint tang of recycled oxygen. The walls were a mix of raw rock and reinforced metal, with conduits and cables running along them like veins through a living organism. Harsh, artificial lighting illuminated the corridors and rooms, casting stark shadows that danced with Zadar’s restless movements.
Outside, beyond the thick walls, Eris was a desolate, frozen wasteland. The surface was a barren expanse of nitrogen ice, with temperatures that plunged to nearly absolute zero. The dwarf planet’s orbit was so far from the Sun that daylight never truly reached it, leaving it in a perpetual twilight. This remoteness made it the perfect hiding place for the Red Brotherhood, far from the reach of the Earth Federation and other powers.
The room Zadar occupied was sparse, furnished with only the essentials: a metal table, a few chairs, and a console built into the wall that hummed softly with the base’s internal systems. The cold, utilitarian design reflected the Brotherhood’s focus on function over comfort, every detail serving a purpose in their ongoing war against the powers that be.
Zadar stopped pacing and looked toward the door as it slid open with a quiet hiss. Commander Yan Nua entered, her presence commanding and resolute. She was a woman of average height but with a presence that filled the room. Her eyes, sharp and calculating, took in Zadar’s tense stance with a slight nod of acknowledgment.
“The Spectre is secure?” she asked, her voice calm but carrying an edge of authority.
Zadar nodded. “Yes, Commander. It’s docked in Hangar C, fully hidden from any external scans.”
“Good,” Nua replied, moving to the console and pulling up a holographic display of the base. The intricate web of tunnels and chambers appeared, the base’s layout sprawling out before them in a three-dimensional map.
“We have limited time before the Earth Federation traces the Spectre’s disappearance to this region,” she continued. “We must begin preparations immediately. The base is secure, but our position is not unassailable.”
Zadar watched as she manipulated the display, highlighting various sections of the base. The hangars, the command centre, the power cores—they were all buried deep within the icy rock, but he knew as well as she did that no hiding place was perfect.
“We’ll be ready, Commander,” Zadar said, his voice filled with the resolve of a man who had faced countless dangers and survived them all.
Nua turned to him, her eyes locking onto his. “We have to be. We cannot deviate from the general’s plan now. The final transmitter is being installed as we speak. Only one task remains.”
Zadar crossed his broad arms and regarded the commander. Her short white hair and dark skin added to her severe personality. She may not have looked like much, but he knew better. She was a viper and a genius. Only through her will and wit had the Red Brotherhood survived. Now they had regathered their strength and the master plan was close to being enacted.
“The strike team is ready, all you have to do is give the command,” he said.
Nua nodded.
“After all this time we will finally set in motion the wheels of the EF’s total destruction and restore honour to Mars and her people. Go, Zadar and do not fail me.”
Zadar clapped his fists to his chest and bowed his head. It was go time. 


      ***






  
  Chapter thirteen
Interrogation


The prisoner spat on the floor; his defiance evident as he glared at Valdez. She had been questioning the dishevelled man for the better part of an hour, her patience wearing thin with each passing minute. Despite her best efforts, he hadn’t given her anything—not a name, not a hint, not even the satisfaction of a reaction. Valdez was beginning to think the wretch either didn’t speak English or was deliberately stonewalling her, his blank expressions making her wonder if he even understood the Earther languages that ELON had translated. 
Frustration gnawed at her as she turned to Matthews, who was leaning casually against the cell’s cold, metal wall with his arms crossed. His eyes were fixed on the pirate, observing the man’s every move with a cold detachment. When Valdez shook her head, Matthews raised an eyebrow, sensing her frustration.
“I can’t get through to this guy,” she muttered under her breath, annoyance lacing her voice.
“You sure he’ll know anything?” Matthews asked, his tone calm but with a slight edge.
“The insignia on his armour marked him as the captain. If any of these people would know anything, it’d be him.”
Matthews pushed off the wall, his posture relaxed but with an undercurrent of tension that suggested he was ready to act. “Want me to have a crack at him?” he asked, his gaze still locked on the pirate, who was now picking his nose with a nonchalant air, as if he had all the time in the world.
Valdez hesitated for a moment, glancing back at the prisoner. The man’s defiance was infuriating, and despite her distaste for unnecessary violence, she knew they were running out of time. With a sigh, she nodded slightly, stepping back to allow Matthews to take over.
Matthews stepped forward, his boots thudding softly on the concrete floor. The pirate looked up, still smirking, clearly not taking him seriously. Matthews leaned in close, his voice low and steady. “I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you’re going to answer them. If you don’t, well…” He trailed off, letting the threat hang in the air.
The pirate’s smirk widened before he spat in Matthews’ face. With explosive force, Matthews threw the table aside and grabbed the pirate by the throat, slamming him against the cell wall. The smirk vanished, replaced by a flash of fear that Matthews was quick to exploit. He delivered a sharp punch to the man’s gut, doubling him over with a wheeze of pain.
Valdez winced, turning slightly away, her stomach churning at the violence. This wasn’t how she operated—this wasn’t how interrogations were supposed to go. But she kept her silence, knowing they needed information.
Matthews straightened the pirate up, his voice calm and cold as he spoke. “I don’t have time for games. Tell me what you know about the Red Brotherhood.”
The pirate coughed, spitting blood onto the floor, but still said nothing. Matthews’ expression hardened, and he delivered another punch, this time to the man’s side, targeting a kidney. The pirate cried out, the sound sharp and desperate, but still, he remained silent.
Valdez’s disgust grew, but she held her tongue, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. She knew this wasn’t right, but they needed answers—answers that only this man could provide.
Matthews leaned in close, his voice barely above a whisper. “You think this is bad? This is nothing. I’m holding back because my Captain is in the room. How about I ask her to leave, and I’ll tear you apart for fun? I’m betting you don’t want that, so start talking.”
The pirate’s bravado cracked, his eyes darting around the cell as if searching for an escape that wasn’t there. He opened his mouth, then hesitated, the defiance still lingering in his gaze. Matthews didn’t wait—he grabbed the man’s hand and bent his fingers back with a sickening crunch, eliciting a scream that echoed through the room.
“Stop! Stop!” the pirate finally gasped in heavily accented English, the pain breaking through his resolve. “I’ll talk, I’ll talk!”
Matthews released his grip, stepping back with a satisfied nod. The pirate slumped against the wall, cradling his injured hand, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
Valdez stepped forward, her face pale but composed. “Start talking, then. Who sent you?”
The pirate swallowed hard, his voice trembling as he finally spoke. “We were hired by the Red Brotherhood. They gave us the coordinates, told us to be there when you arrived.”
“What else do you know about their operations beyond Neptune? Do you know anything about a stolen ship?” Valdez pressed, her tone demanding and unyielding.
Recognition flashed in the pirate’s eyes, a momentary flicker that didn’t go unnoticed.
“Tell me,” Valdez said, her voice icy, “or else I will leave this room and leave you with him.” She pointed at Matthews, who wore a near-maniacal look on his face. The pirate whimpered, his bravado crumbling.
“They’ll kill me!” he pleaded, panic rising in his voice.
“So will I if you don’t talk!” Matthews shouted, causing the pirate to flinch and recoil in fear.
“They paid us to ambush anyone who went to those coordinates…”
“We know that already!” Matthews snapped, his patience wearing thin.
“I know about the ship. The stolen ship. My crew escorted it through the Kuiper Belt. Protected it from the pirate bands there,” the pirate confessed, desperation evident in his voice.
“This ship—what did it look like? What was its designation?” Valdez demanded, her questions sharp and precise.
“It was a design I’d never seen before. It was stealthed, almost impossible to detect on sensors even at close range.”
“Its name,” Matthews growled, the threat clear in his voice.
“Spectre,” the pirate whispered, defeated. “It was called Spectre.”
Valdez exchanged a glance with Matthews, the name confirming their worst suspicions.
“Where was it heading?” she pressed, her voice cold as ice.
“Deep into Wild Space. Beyond the Kuiper. Eris, I think.”
The confession hung in the air, heavy with the implications of what they had just uncovered. Valdez nodded to Matthews, and they both knew that their next move was going to take them deep into Wild Space.






  
  Chapter fourteen
For the Brotherhood


Top secret EF Base Star station Zeta7 near Mercury
Security officer Harrison Burke checked the sensors for the umpteenth time that shift and yawned. Nothing interesting ever happened in this inhospitable region of space. Outside the viewport was the dark side of Mercury, the heat-scorched planet providing the perfect shield to protect the station from the sun’s relentless rays. The station, Zeta7, was a cold, lonely outpost, hidden from prying eyes in the shadow of Mercury. Burke had been stationed here for the better part of a year, and he hated it. The isolation gnawed at him, and he hadn’t seen his wife and kids for the entire time. The only consolation was the substantial pay, which added a healthy number of credits to his account each month. 
He scratched his balding head and reached for another doughnut, stuffing it into his mouth without much thought. The security room was small, filled with screens and consoles that hummed softly in the background, the artificial lighting casting a sterile glow over everything.
“Another quiet shift, huh Burke?” said his partner, Sheva Harn, as she walked into the security room. Harn, a woman of Indian descent with a sharp, no-nonsense demeanour, placed her gun belt on the table and grabbed a doughnut for herself. She sat down across from Burke, her dark eyes scanning the room.
“You know it,” Burke replied through a mouthful of doughnut. “I’ve been on this station for almost a year, and I still don’t know what it is the EF keeps here.”
Harn pulled a chair closer and sat down, pulling a data pad from her security uniform’s pocket. She began filling in her report from the latest patrol.
“Xi on level six told me they keep top-secret material here,” Harn said without looking up. “All the EF’s dark little secrets.”
Burke snorted, leaning back in his chair. “Yeah, I’m sure there’s a hell of a lot of those. Explains the strict clearance protocols.”
He and the other security team members had Alpha access—the lowest clearance level. None of them could even access the levels below seven. The areas he could access were living quarters and some rather boring administration levels. But, like Harn, he’d heard plenty of rumours about what the station contained. He reached for another doughnut when a light on his console flashed red. He frowned. That’s a first, he thought as all thoughts of another doughnut were cast aside. Leaning forward in his seat, he checked the sensors. They were back in the green.
“Something up?” Harn asked, noticing the concerned expression on her colleague’s face.
“I don’t know. One of the outer sensors flashed a warning. It was just a flash, though.”
Harn leaned in, her eyes narrowing as she studied the console. “Could be a glitch. These sensors have been on the fritz since that last solar storm.”
Burke nodded, but unease settled in his stomach. He began running a diagnostic check, just to be sure. The console beeped softly, indicating all systems were normal. He was about to shrug it off when Harn suddenly stood up, her hand resting on her gun belt.
“Something wrong?” Burke asked, glancing up at her.
Harn didn’t answer immediately. She walked around the room, checking the security feed on the wall-mounted screens, her movements tense. Then she turned back to him, her expression unreadable. “Burke, do me a favour and pull up the external cameras.”
Burke raised an eyebrow but complied, tapping a few buttons to bring up the live feed from the station’s exterior. The dark expanse of space filled the screen, with the barren surface of Mercury visible in the background. Everything seemed quiet, the only movement the slow drift of space debris far off in the distance.
“Looks clear,” Burke said, a hint of relief in his voice.
“Yeah, it does,” Harn agreed. She took a step closer to him, her hand slipping into her pocket. “One more thing, Burke.”
“Yeah?”
He didn’t see the gun until it was too late. Harn drew her sidearm with a fluid motion, the barrel pointing directly at him. Burke’s eyes widened in shock, but before he could react, Harn pulled the trigger. The shot echoed through the small room, the sound sharp and deafening. Burke collapsed to the floor, his body twitching once before going still, a dark pool of blood spreading beneath him.
Harn stood over him for a moment, her face expressionless as she holstered her weapon. She walked to the console, calmly shutting off the external sensors and disabling the station’s defence systems and gun batteries. 
The station’s lights flickered, and she glanced at the viewport. Outside, the Spectre emerged from the darkness, its sleek, stealthy form gliding toward the now-defenceless station. The ship docked with a quiet, almost predatory grace; its arrival unnoticed by anyone else aboard.
Harn took a deep breath, steadying herself. She knew what came next, and she was ready for it. She walked to the comm panel and tapped a sequence of buttons, her voice low and controlled as she spoke.
“Spectre, this is Harn. The station’s defences are down. You’re clear to proceed.”
A moment later, the voice of Rhys "Scythe" Zadar crackled over the comm, cold and authoritative. “Good work, Harn. We’re moving in.”
Harn switched off the comm and stepped back, her heart pounding in her chest. The door to the security room slid open, and Zadar entered, flanked by a team of Red Brotherhood operatives. He nodded to Harn as he passed, his expression unreadable behind the mask he wore.
“Make sure the station’s personnel are neutralized,” Zadar ordered, his voice a low growl. “We have work to do.”
Harn moved with purpose, her steps echoing through the now-quiet corridors of the station. The security room was still, Burke’s lifeless body slumped on the floor, the metallic scent of blood mixing with the sterile air. She ignored it, her focus solely on the mission at hand.
She approached a locker built into the wall near the airlock, its heavy door sealed with a biometric lock. A quick scan of her hand, and the door slid open with a hiss, revealing the neatly stored EVA suits. Harn grabbed one, the fabric cool and smooth under her fingers, and began suiting up. The suit was lightweight but durable, designed for quick manoeuvrability in the harsh vacuum of space. She slipped it on, sealing the helmet in place and double-checking the oxygen levels.
Once fully suited, Harn moved toward the life support control room. The corridors of Zeta7 were eerily silent, the hum of the station’s systems the only sound accompanying her. She could feel the weight of her actions pressing down on her, but she forced herself to remain calm. There was no room for hesitation.
The life support control room was a small, nondescript chamber filled with blinking lights and rows of consoles. Harn approached the main terminal and accessed the controls initiating the shutdown sequence. The system flashed a warning, but she bypassed it with ease, disabling the emergency overrides that would have allowed the crew to regain control.
The hiss of the ventilation system grew louder as it shut down, the flow of fresh oxygen to the station’s compartments gradually decreasing. Harn watched the readout on her helmet display, monitoring the oxygen levels as they began to drop.
The first signs were subtle with lights flickering as power was diverted, a slight change in the air pressure. Then, as the oxygen levels fell further, the effects became more pronounced. She could see it on the security monitors, the feed still active even as life support failed.
Crew members in various sections of the station began to notice the change. Some stopped in their tracks, their expressions shifting from confusion to alarm as they realized what was happening. A few ran to emergency panels, only to find them unresponsive, locked out by the overrides Harn had activated.
In the mess hall, a group of engineers clutched at their throats, their eyes wide with panic as they gasped for breath that wouldn’t come. Their struggles grew frantic, hands clawing at their necks as if trying to tear the invisible force choking them. One by one, they collapsed, their bodies twitching before falling still.
In the living quarters, a technician tried desperately to pry open a sealed door, his strength fading as the air thinned. His vision blurred, and he sank to the floor, his lungs burning with the need for oxygen. The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the occasional creak of the station’s metal frame.
Harn watched it all, her expression hidden behind the reflective visor of her helmet. The station was silent now, the crew either unconscious or dead, the only sound her own measured breathing echoing inside the suit.
Once she was sure the station was fully compromised, Harn activated her comms. “Life support is down. The station is secure.”
“Copy that,” Zadar’s voice replied, cold and efficient. “We’re moving in.”
A moment later, the airlock leading to the docking bay cycled open, and Zadar, flanked by a team of Red Brotherhood operatives, stepped onto the station. They were all clad in combat armour. The Spectre’s airlock clanged shut behind them, sealing them into the silent station.
Harn met Zadar at the intersection of two corridors, her heart pounding in her chest despite her controlled exterior. “The station is ours,” she reported, her voice steady.
Zadar nodded, his gaze sweeping over the lifeless station. “Good. Secure the control room and prepare to download all data. Be sure to scrub the servers afterwards.”
He faced his team.
“Move to the elevators and descend to level sixteen. According to our intel that’s where we’ll find our primary objective.”
The soldiers hit their fists to their chests in acknowledgment.
The team moved swiftly through the station, passing the bodies of the crew, their faces frozen in expressions of terror and agony. Harn forced herself not to look, focusing instead on the task at hand.
In the control room, the Red Brotherhood operatives quickly took over, overriding the station’s remaining security protocols and accessing the mainframe. Harn watched as the data began to download, the screens flickering with lines of code and blueprints she couldn’t make sense of.
Meanwhile, Zadar and his team moved quickly, their boots clanking softly against the metal floors of the station as they reached the elevator shaft that led to the top-secret level below. The main elevator was locked down, its controls disabled during the station’s shutdown, but that didn’t slow them down. Zadar signalled to his team, and they began securing rappel lines to the heavy steel beams above the shaft.
The shaft stretched down into darkness, the lights within flickering weakly as the station’s power systems struggled under the compromised conditions. Zadar glanced down, his visor reflecting the faint glow of the emergency lights far below. He gripped the line firmly and stepped over the edge, descending into the void. His team followed, their movements synchronized and silent.
The descent was swift, the only sounds the faint creak of metal and the soft hiss of their suits’ life support systems. As they neared the bottom, the team slowed, pausing just above the closed doors of the top-secret level. At the bottom of the shaft, he unclipped his harness and drew a plasma cutter from his belt. The device sparked to life with a hiss, the brilliant blue flame cutting through the heavy metal doors with ease. The doors fell away with a clang, revealing the corridor beyond—a stark, sterile hallway lined with reinforced walls and lit by harsh white lights. Zadar stepped through the breach first, his proton sword drawn and humming softly with energy. 
As the team moved forward, the station’s automated defence systems activated. The walls slid open, revealing sleek security mechanicals—humanoid machines bristling with weaponry. Their eyes glowed red, and they pivoted toward the intruders.
The mechanicals were armoured with silver plating designed to absorb energy blasts, and they carried a mix of kinetic weapons and laser emitters. The laser emitters charged with an ominous hum, preparing to unleash a deadly barrage.
“Engage!” Zadar commanded, his voice steady.
The first mechanical fired, a bright beam of laser light slicing through the corridor. Zadar ducked and rolled forward, the beam missing him by inches and scorching the wall behind him. He sprang up, his proton sword slashing through the air with a trail of red light. The blade met the mechanical’s arm, slicing through the thick armour with a crackle of energy. Sparks flew as the arm fell to the ground, but the mechanical didn’t pause—it switched to its kinetic weapons, firing a rapid burst of projectiles.
His brothers were beside him, their own proton swords flashing as they deflected the incoming fire. The kinetic rounds melted as they were blocked by the blades, ricocheting off the walls with a metallic clang. He moved with skilled grace, his strikes precise and deadly, carving through another mechanical’s chest in a single, powerful motion.
The corridor was filled with the sounds of battle—the hum of energy weapons, the clatter of metal on metal, the shouts of the Red Brothers as they fought their way through the defence systems. Zadar spun and slashed, his blade cutting through the mechanicals’ armour with ease. One after another, the machines fell, their internal circuits shorting out in a blaze of sparks. But the security mechanicals were relentless, and more emerged from hidden alcoves along the corridor, their laser emitters glowing with deadly intent. One of them aimed at one of the brothers, who was momentarily distracted by another mechanical. Zadar moved swiftly, bringing his sword up just in time to deflect the laser blast. The beam split in two, the energy dispersing harmlessly against the walls.
“Focus!” Zadar barked, his voice cutting through the chaos.
The team tightened their formation, moving as a single unit. The Red Brothers were highly trained, their movements a seamless blend of attack and defence. They slashed through the mechanicals’ ranks, each strike from their proton swords sending a shower of sparks into the air. He kicked out at one mechanical, sending it staggering back before driving his blade through its chest. The machine shuddered and collapsed, its systems failing under the assault.
The battle was fierce, the mechanicals pressing their advantage with unyielding force. But the Red Brothers were relentless, their blades a blur of motion as they dismantled their foes with ruthless efficiency. Zadar sliced through the last mechanical’s head, the machine sparking and twitching before it crashed to the floor in a heap of smouldering metal.
The corridor was silent once more, the air thick with the smell of scorched circuitry and the ozone tang of discharged energy weapons. Zadar surveyed the destruction, his chest rising and falling with controlled breaths. The mechanicals lay scattered around them, their forms broken and smoking.
“Secure the area,” Zadar ordered, his voice calm but firm. “We’ve still got work to do.”
The team quickly moved to secure the hallway, scanning for any remaining threats. 
Zadar stepped forward, leading the team toward the heavily fortified doors at the end of the corridor. Beyond those doors lay their ultimate prize. 
With a final glance at his team, Zadar approached the door. He raised a hand to his helmet and commed Harn.
“We’re at the primary objective. Open the doors,” he said. He was a Red Brother, modified to not feel like a normal man, but now for the first time in as long as he could remember he felt excitement and anticipation. 
With a soft chime, the locks disengaged, and the doors began to open with a slow, mechanical hiss. Cold air rushed out from the room beyond, carrying with it an unnatural stillness that sent a shiver down Zadar’s spine. 
The room was large and dimly lit, the soft glow of blue lights illuminating a single object at its centre. A cryogenic chamber, its surface sleek and polished, stood alone in the sterile, clinical environment. The walls were lined with monitors displaying vital signs and status indicators, all of them focused on the life form preserved within the chamber.
Zadar stepped inside, the sound of his boots echoing in the quiet space. His team followed, their weapons lowered, as if even they could sense the gravity of what they were about to uncover. The atmosphere was thick with a reverence that was rare among the Red Brotherhood, and Zadar felt it deeply.
He approached the cryogenic chamber, his breath catching as he saw the figure inside. Suspended in the frozen stasis, his face peaceful and unmarked by time, was General Westland Ajax, a ghost from the past that now had the power to reshape the future.
Zadar felt the weight of history pressing down on him, the importance of this moment almost overwhelming. He knelt before the chamber, bowing his head in deep respect, his voice filled with reverence. 
“We have him,” he murmured, the words barely a whisper in the cold air.


      ***






  
  Chapter fifteen
 Escalation



“I heard that Clarke is seeking permission for some sort of op out beyond the Kuiper Belt,” Coel Hen said, his words slightly muffled by a mouthful of the day’s latest serving of 3D-printed synth chicken and vegetables. The mess hall was bustling with the Camelot’s crew. Matthews had been enjoying his meal alone until Coel and half the squadron decided to join him, crowding the table with their presence.
Matthews looked up from his plate. “Where’d you hear that?” Only he, Valdez and Admiral Clarke knew that information as far as he knew.
“Just the rumour going around,” Coel replied, but Matthews wasn’t convinced. He fixed Coel with a hard stare, making the younger pilot squirm under the scrutiny.
“Okay, okay,” Coel relented. “Lieutenant Dai on the command deck overheard some chatter.”
“Lieutenant Dai? The sexy brunette, Lieutenant Dai?” chided Ortega with a knowing smirk, leaning forward with a mischievous glint in his eye. Coel blushed slightly, unable to hide his embarrassment. “Yeah, that’s the one. We might’ve had some... recreational time last night after our shifts.”
Matthews shook his head, unable to suppress the smile tugging at his lips. “Fraternization is an offense, Coel,” he rebuked, albeit half-heartedly. They all knew that romantic entanglements among crew members were far more common than the top brass liked to admit. As long as these interactions didn’t harm performance, they were usually ignored. Space was cold and lonely, and intimacy was just a natural way for humans to cope with homesickness and the void.
“It’s probably something classified enough to keep us in the dark until we’re knee-deep in trouble,” Matthews continued, taking another bite of his meal.
“Isn’t that always the way?” Flight Officer Yumi Tanaka chimed in, her voice laced with dry humour.
Goode, sitting next to Yumi, chuckled. “We’re always the last to know. I swear, they like to keep us guessing.” 
Anya Verhov, leaned back in her chair, her piercing blue eyes observing the group with quiet amusement. “Speculation won’t do us any good. We’ll find out soon enough.” Anya, hailing from the rough colonies of the Asteroid Belt, had a pragmatic approach to almost everything—a steadying influence on the more excitable members of the team.
“She’s right,” came the deep voice of Tom Carbin from the table behind. “Focus on your assignments.” Carbin had kept his distance from Matthews since the raid on the pirate corvette, but he wasn’t openly hostile anymore—just distant.
“Whatever it is, I just hope it’s more exciting than the last few simulation runs. I didn’t sign up for virtual action,” Coel complained, clearly itching for something more thrilling. The mission to Neptune had been two weeks prior and ever since Valdez had been putting them all through intense combat training in the simulators. 
“Well, I’m sure it’ll involve something that’ll get us all nearly killed,” Ortega said with a grin, his accent giving his words a slight lilt. “But hey, at least it won’t be boring, right?”
Matthews smirked, shaking his head. “You’re too eager, Coel. You’d think you were getting paid by the number of close calls.”
“Hey, the closer the call, the better the story,” Coel replied with a mischievous gleam in his eye. He thrived on the adrenaline rush, always looking for the next thrill.
Corporal Royth Rand, who had been quietly working through his meal, finally spoke up, his deep voice rumbling like distant thunder. “As long as it doesn’t involve dealing with any more pirates. The ones we had in the brig weren’t right. How can people be like that? They were barely human.”
Specialist Kaito Nakamura, sitting at the edge of the group, glanced up from his data pad, his brow furrowed in concentration. “I’m more interested in what we’re supposed to find out there. There’s not much beyond the Kuiper except for more pirate bands and marauders.” He paused, his expression growing more serious. “I met a trader once in a bar on Nexus Prime a year or two back. He claimed to have travelled out that way. Said it was the most terrifying journey of his life. There are things out there far worse than pirates.”
Yumi raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Maybe it’s another stolen ship like the Spectre. Or something even more classified.”
Jabari laughed, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Whatever it is, you can bet Clarke knows more than he’s letting on. We’ll just have to be ready for anything.”
Matthews turned his attention to Nakamura, who was still staring off into the distance. “What do you mean, things out there worse than pirates?”
Nakamura paled slightly as he recalled the trader’s words, the others leaning in closer, eager to hear more. “He talked about strange signals, ghost ships that appeared out of nowhere, entire colonies and outposts disappearing without a trace. And there were rumours... of other things lurking in the dark.”
The table fell silent, the weight of Nakamura’s words hanging in the air. Even Coel, usually the first to crack a joke, looked unsettled.
“Well,” Matthews finally said, breaking the tension with a forced lightness in his tone. “Let’s hope we’re not the ones who find out if those rumours are true.”
The team exchanged glances, each of them pondering what might await them beyond the Kuiper Belt. The conversation gradually shifted back to lighter topics, but the unease lingered. 

      ***Admiral Clarke poured himself another glass of rum and leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight. The woman sitting opposite him on the other side of his desk, Captain Valdez, looked troubled, her brow furrowed with concern.
“Who else knows, sir?” Valdez asked, her voice steady but edged with worry.
Clarke swallowed his drink in a single gulp, the warmth doing little to ease the tension that had settled in his chest. He rubbed his eyes tiredly, feeling the weight of the last few days bearing down on him.
“Just the upper echelons of the EF and Admiral Hussein. Me, and now you,” Clarke replied, his tone resigned. A troubled expression crossed Valdez’s face, her eyes narrowing as she processed the information. “They’re keeping it quiet from the rest of the council, sir?”
Clarke leaned back further, placing his boots on the desk in front of him. The past few days had been some of the most stressful of his career, the kind that left a permanent mark.
“They are,” he confirmed, the words heavy. “If word got out that General Westland Ajax was still alive, being kept in stasis in a top-secret EF facility, there’d be hell to pay. The other nations’ distrust is already high after the theft of the Spectre. Both Earth and Mars keeping secrets from one another with tensions already high after the assassinations. If this got out, can you imagine the fallout?”
“And now the Red Brotherhood has him,” Valdez added darkly, her eyes clouding with the implications. “How could he still be alive? I was there at Deimos. I saw his flagship destroyed.”
Clarke shrugged his shoulders, a gesture that did little to mask the unease he felt. “I’m not privy to that information, Captain. We’ve only been told because they want us to find him. The Red Brotherhood will be massively emboldened with this win, and if they somehow figure out how to revive Ajax... God help us all.”
Valdez’s brow furrowed deeper as she thought, piecing together the fragments of information. “It all makes sense now. The Red Brotherhood data we found on Luna—that must have been what they needed to locate Ajax. Then they steal the most advanced stealth ship in the system from Mars, just to approach the base where the EF was holding him. I read the schematics of the base defences. No ship except for the Spectre could have even gotten close without being destroyed.”
Clarke nodded; his expression grim. “It was a calculated move; one they’ve been planning for a long time. They knew exactly what they were after, and they got it. Now we’re left cleaning up the mess.”
Valdez leaned forward, her hands gripping the edge of the desk. “We can’t let this stand, sir. If the Red Brotherhood revives Ajax and he regains his influence, they’ll rally every dissident and rebel faction in the system. We could be looking at another full-scale war.”
Clarke met her gaze, the lines of fatigue etched deeply into his face. “I know, Valdez. That’s why we’re not going to let it happen. We’ve been tasked with finding him and stopping whatever the Red Brotherhood is planning. It’s up to us to ensure Ajax stays a ghost.”
The room fell into a heavy silence, the enormity of their task settling over them like a shroud. Clarke refilled his glass, but this time he didn’t drink, simply staring at the amber liquid as if it held the answers to the situation they were in.
“Get your team ready,” Clarke said finally, his voice low but resolute. “We’re going after them, and we’re going to bring Ajax back—or make sure he never wakes up.”

      ***






  
  Chapter sixteen
The Dr


The Star Core personnel gathered in the Camelot’s main hangar bay, eight hundred men and women from across the EF and its allied space forces standing at attention. Admiral Clarke ascended the podium at the centre, his footsteps echoing in the vast, metallic chamber. He took a deep breath, his eyes scanning the sea of faces before him, each one a reminder of the lives he was about to send into harm’s way. He had sent people into danger before, but this mission—what he had been ordered to do—would likely mean that many of them would never come home. 
“This briefing is classified as above top secret,” Clarke began, his voice steady but carrying the weight of the message he was about to deliver. “ELON has sent encrypted details to your personal data pads and implants for those of you who have them. Memorise this information, as there will be no records kept.”
He paused, allowing the gravity of his words to sink in. “Now, you may be wondering why we are all gathered here today. It is because the security of the entire system is at stake. We are Star Core, and it is our job—our responsibility—to be humanity’s first and last line of defence.”
Clarke’s gaze swept over the assembly, his eyes meeting those of the officers and enlisted personnel who stood before him, unwavering but filled with questions.
“As of this moment, we are at war with the Red Brotherhood,” Clarke continued, his voice growing firmer. “The gloves are off, and the High Council has given me the authorisation to take whatever actions I deem necessary to either incapacitate or eliminate the enemy.”
A ripple of murmurs spread through the crowd, the tension in the room palpable. Clarke let it settle before continuing, his tone more resolute than ever.
“To that end, we have a mission—a mission that will take us beyond the territory of the space nations and deep into Wild Space. Our intel on the region is limited and sketchy at best, but we will be entering it nonetheless. Our objective is the dwarf planet of Eris, deep beyond the Kuiper Belt within the scattered disk region. It is there that we believe the Red Brotherhood’s main base is located. Our mission is this. We are to navigate Wild Space and reach Eris. We will assess the strength of the enemy and when the time is right a combined EF and MC fleet will follow our route and provide support.”
The murmurs grew louder, a wave of disconcertion moving through the gathered personnel. Wild Space was an uncharted, lawless expanse where few dared to venture. The idea of facing an enemy as ruthless as the Red Brotherhood in such unknown territory was enough to unsettle even the most seasoned veterans.
Clarke raised a hand, calling for silence. The room gradually fell quiet, the unease still hanging in the air. “I won’t lie to you,” he said, his voice carrying a rare note of vulnerability. “This mission will be one of the most dangerous undertakings we’ve ever faced. Some of you may not come back, and I won’t pretend otherwise. But if we succeed, we will strike a blow that could cripple the Red Brotherhood and prevent them from bringing untold chaos to the entire solar system.”
He paused, letting the words hang in the air, before finishing with a steely resolve. “We are Star Core. “We exist to face the threats others cannot. And now, more than ever, our resolve and courage are needed. Omnem Humanitatem Defendere, Sine Exceptione,” Clarke declared, his voice resonating through the hangar bay.
The crowd echoed the Star Core’s motto in unison, their voices strong and unified. Clarke paused, letting the words sink in, before continuing.
“Now then,” he said, stepping aside, “I want to introduce Doctor Anne Colter from the Space Exploration Ministry. Doctor.”
A tall, slim woman wearing the green and blue uniform of the ministry stepped up to the podium, her movements graceful and confident. Dr. Anne Colter was strikingly attractive, with long, golden blonde hair that fell in soft waves around her shoulders. Her blue eyes were sharp and clear, exuding both intelligence and a calm, reassuring presence.
As she took her place at the podium, the crowd’s attention shifted to her. Her uniform, tailored to perfection, hugged her figure in a way that emphasized both her professionalism and her natural elegance. 
“Thank you, Admiral Clarke,” Dr. Colter began, her voice smooth and confident, yet warm. “It is an honour to stand before you today, especially as we prepare for the challenging mission ahead.”
She scanned the crowd, her sharp blue eyes meeting those of several officers, offering them a brief, reassuring smile. Dr. Anne Colter was a striking figure, with golden blonde hair that fell in soft waves around her shoulders and a composed demeanour that exuded both intelligence and calm authority. Her tailored uniform of green and blue from the Space Exploration Ministry accentuated her slim, graceful figure, commanding attention without effort.
“As members of the Star Core, you are no strangers to danger. But this mission will take us beyond the limits of our knowledge and experience, into territories that have only been explored by those seeking to escape the star nations. From what we know, it is inhabited by a wide range of dangerous groups—remnants from the religious wars of the last century, warlords, smugglers, and of course, a multitude of pirate bands. It is a war-torn region of space where each group preys on the other.”
She paused, letting the gravity of her words settle over the room. “The last EF attempt at reaching out to the region’s inhabitants resulted in the crew of the SEM starship Venture being massacred in ways that would haunt your worst nightmares. Be under no illusions, the people dwelling in Wild Space are dangerous.”
The room was silent, the weight of her statement hanging heavy in the air.
“We can also expect perilous conditions for space travel. Wild Space is filled with uncharted celestial bodies—rogue planets, asteroid fields, and regions of intense radiation. These environments can be deadly to unprepared ships,” Colter continued, her voice steady but serious. “As our target resides beyond the Kuiper Belt, we will be unable to utilise the quantum slip drive due to the sheer amount of asteroids and other debris. Traversal of the belt has never been achieved before by an official EF vessel.”
In the third row, Matthews raised a hand, his brow furrowed in concern. Dr. Colter noticed his gesture and paused, frowning slightly before nodding for him to speak.
“Forgive me, Doctor, but how are we supposed to navigate the region if we have no information? It’s not as though SEM has charted the region,” he asked, his tone respectful but direct.
Dr. Colter shifted slightly; her expression thoughtful as she considered the question. “The pirate corvette you captured,” she began, “we’ve been able to hack into its, albeit primitive, computer systems. ELON has utilised this data to create a rudimentary navigation chart. It’s not perfect, but it’s the best intelligence we have. ELON will be guiding us, Lieutenant.”
She delivered this with a calm confidence. 
“I understand the risks are high, and the unknowns are many,” she added, her gaze sweeping across the assembled personnel, “but with ELON’s guidance and your skills, I am confident we can navigate this treacherous region.”
Matthews nodded, absorbing the information. The rest of the room seemed to collectively exhale, the tension easing slightly as Dr. Colter’s steadying presence reassured them. With that, she stepped back from the podium, her presence leaving a lasting impression on those gathered. Admiral Clarke returned to the forefront, his expression reflecting the seriousness of the task ahead.
“We must proceed with caution, but also with determination,” he concluded, his voice taking on a tone of quiet resolve. “Our mission is critical, and the stakes are nothing less than the security of the entire system. I have faith in each of you to rise to the challenge.”

      ***Matthews ran a hand over the smooth surface of his Talon fighter’s hull, his fingers brushing across the sleek metal. He was checking for any irregularities, a habit ingrained from his time in the GA military. The fighter, with its sharp, angular design and matte black finish, was built for speed, agility, and accuracy in combat.
The hangar bay of the Camelot was a hive of activity. Mechanics and engineers moved with purpose, their voices mixing with the hum of machinery and the occasional clang of tools against metal. The air was thick with the scent of coolant, and the faint ozone tang of recently charged energy weapons. Overhead, a large crane lifted a supply crate toward the far end of the hangar, while teams of technicians worked on various ships, performing last-minute checks and adjustments.
Amidst this organised chaos, Chief Engineer Leo 'Rig' Riggs strode across the hangar floor, his presence unmistakable. Riggs was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his mid-forties, with a grizzled beard that was more gray than brown and sharp, intelligent eyes that missed nothing. His jumpsuit, stained with oil and grease, bore the signs of countless repairs and modifications, and the sleeves were rolled up to reveal muscled forearms covered in intricate tattoos—stories of battles and machines past.
Riggs had a reputation throughout the fleet as the best in the business, a genius with anything mechanical. His ability to coax life back into even the most battered of ships was legendary, and he carried himself with the confidence of someone who knew his worth.
He approached Matthews, wiping his hands on a rag before tucking it into his belt. “How’s she looking, Lieutenant?” Riggs asked, his voice carrying the gravelly tone of someone who had spent more years than he cared to count in hangars just like this one.
“Good, Chief,” Matthews replied, his eyes still scanning the fighter’s surface. “But you know how it is—I like to double-check. Can’t be too careful.”
Riggs grinned, a flash of white teeth against his weathered face. “That’s why you’re still breathing. Better to catch a problem here than out there.” He gestured vaguely toward the hangar doors, where the blackness of space awaited beyond.
Matthews nodded, appreciating the Chief’s thoroughness. “I heard you’ve been working on some modifications for this mission.”
Riggs’ grin widened, and he tapped the side of the Talon with a knowing look. “You bet. Gave her a few tweaks—boosted the shielding efficiency, upgraded the targeting systems, and added a little something extra to the weapons array. Should give you an edge out there.”
Matthews raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “A little something extra?”
Riggs leaned in closer, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial tone. “Let’s just say, if you run into any surprises out in Wild Space, you’ll be glad you’ve got me on your side.”
Matthews chuckled, feeling a bit more at ease knowing Riggs had his back. “I’ll hold you to that, Chief.”
Riggs gave the fighter one last pat, as if sealing the promise with his touch. “You just bring her back in one piece, Lieutenant. These babies don’t come cheap.”
As Riggs moved off to check on another ship, Matthews watched him go. The Chief’s expertise and dedication were legendary, and knowing his Talon was in such capable hands was a comfort.
The hangar continued to buzz with activity, a symphony of motion and sound as the crew prepared for the mission ahead. Matthews took one last look at his fighter, running his hand along the hull once more, before stepping back. 
The rest of the team was spread out across the hangar, each member preparing for the mission in their own way. In the adjacent bay, Rafe stood near his own Talon fighter, running a systems check with a mechanical assistant at his side. His wiry frame moved fluidly as he interacted with the machine, tapping commands on his pad and monitoring the readouts.
Matthews, curious about the activity, walked over. As he approached, the mechanical swivelled its oval-shaped head in his direction, its sensors focusing on him.
“Lieutenant Matthews, it is a pleasure to finally interact with you in this form,” said a familiar voice—ELON, the ship’s AI, now emanating from the mechanical.
Matthews arched an eyebrow, a hint of surprise and amusement in his expression. “You’ve got a body, ELON?”
The mechanical tilted its head slightly, the movement almost humanlike. “Indeed, Lieutenant. Several in fact. Command authorised the transfer of my core functions into all mobile units aboard the Camelot for the duration of the mission. These forms allow me to assist more directly with technical tasks and field operations.”
Matthews chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Well, I suppose it makes sense. You’ve always been handy, ELON. Now you’re just... literally so.”
Rafe, who was working on his ship in the next bay glanced up from his pad, smirking at the exchange. “It’s still getting used to the whole ‘having a body’ thing, but it’s been surprisingly efficient.”
ELON’s mechanical form, sleek and streamlined, was designed with both functionality and efficiency in mind. Its limbs moved robotically, and its chassis was adorned with various ports and tools, making it a valuable asset for both maintenance and combat scenarios.
“I assure you, Lieutenant, I am fully operational and eager to contribute to the success of this mission. I am also still a part of the Camelot so all other functions that you are used to from me are still available,” ELON responded, the tone carrying a hint of pride.
Matthews nodded, his initial surprise giving way to appreciation. “Good to know. We’ll need all the help we can get out there. Although isn’t it confusing being is multiple bodies as well as the ship?”
The mechanical rocked back slightly in an imitation of appearing insulted by the remark. Matthews couldn’t help but chuckle
“I assure you, lieutenant, that I am perfectly capable of performing all my duties at 100% performance.”
The mechanical gave a curt almost dismissive nod before returning to its tasks. Matthews exchanged a look with Rafe, who simply shrugged, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth before he returned his attention to his fighter.

      ***After finishing his ship diagnostic, Matthews headed for the gym. As he walked through the ship's corridors, it struck him just how easily he had slipped back into the ways of military life. The routine was comforting, a sharp contrast to the chaos that had defined his existence after the rebellion.
Sure, prison had also been filled with routine, but that routine included at least one fistfight or near shanking each day just to stay alive. The constant tension, the need to always be on guard, had worn him down in ways he hadn't fully realised until now. The structure and discipline of military life, with its clear expectations and purpose, felt like slipping into a well-worn pair of boots—familiar, grounding, and oddly reassuring.
As he entered the gym, the sounds of clanging weights and the steady hum of treadmills greeted him. The space was filled with crew members working out, burning off nervous energy or simply maintaining the peak physical condition demanded by their roles. Matthews took a deep breath, the scent of sweat and metal filling his lungs, and felt a sense of calm wash over him. Here, in this controlled environment, he could focus, push his body, and, for a time, silence the memories of darker days.
His gaze swept across the room, but it lingered when he spotted Dr. Anne Colter working out near the free weights.
She was in the middle of a set, lifting a set of dumbbells. In the tight workout gear she wore, her natural form was eye catching. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and a light sheen of sweat glistened on her skin, highlighting her toned arms, legs and- other features. Matthews couldn’t help but admire her focus, the way she moved with a combination of strength and grace that was both captivating and intimidating.
He hesitated for a moment, feeling an uncharacteristic flicker of nerves, before deciding to walk over. Grabbing a pair of weights from the rack, he took the spot next to her and began his own set of bicep curls. The weights felt solid in his hands, the familiar burn of exertion a welcome distraction from his racing thoughts.
After a few reps, he glanced sideways at her, gathering the courage to speak. “Hey, Doc,” he began, keeping his tone casual. “I wanted to apologise for earlier—about the question I asked during the briefing. Didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”
Dr. Colter paused mid-lift, lowering her dumbbells and turning to face him. Her blue eyes met his, and she offered a small, understanding smile. “No need to apologise. You asked a valid question. In fact, I’d have been concerned if no one had asked it.”
Matthews nodded, slightly relieved by her response. “I’m lieutenant Matthews, by the way. Carter Matthews.”
“Anne Colter,” she replied, extending her hand with a friendly, but firm grip. “Though I suppose you already knew that.”
Matthews chuckled, shaking her hand. “Yeah, I picked that up. Nice to officially meet you, Doctor.”
“Likewise, Lieutenant,” she said, a hint of warmth in her tone.
They continued their workouts side by side, the silence between them comfortable, with only the sound of weights and laboured breathing filling the space. After a few moments, Matthews found himself stealing glances at her. There was something about her—an aura of confidence and intelligence that drew him in, making it hard to look away.
“So, Dr. Colter,” he ventured, breaking the silence. “You seem pretty calm about this whole mission. Doesn’t the idea of traversing Wild Space freak you out even a little?”
She smirked, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “Let’s just say I’ve learned to mask my apprehensions. Besides, I trust the crew, and I trust the science. Fear doesn’t change the facts.”
“True,” Matthews replied, nodding thoughtfully. “Still, it’s not every day we venture into the unknown.”
“Isn’t that what exploration is all about?” she countered, a playful edge to her voice. “If we let fear hold us back, we’d never make any progress.”
Matthews found himself smiling, appreciating her perspective. “I guess that’s why you joined SEM then?”
There was a spark between them, an undercurrent of mutual respect and maybe something more.
“It is,” she replied. “I’ve always been fascinated by space and what’s out there. I’ve travelled across most of the system and seen some incredible things.”
A thought occurred to Matthews. “Say the restrictions on quantum slip drives were ever lifted—would you risk going beyond the system?”
She stopped her reps and looked at him, her eyes twinkling with excitement. “Absolutely. I’d be the first to volunteer. Imagine it—all those stars and planets just waiting to be explored. It’s a shame it’ll never happen. The Pioneer Protocol will never be lifted,” she added with a hint of sadness.
Matthews nodded.
“Yeah, the protocol is one hell of a barrier. I’ve read about the SS Pioneer—the first ship to try and break through to another star system. What happened to it…”
“...was tragic,” she finished, her voice softening. “The official story is that there’s an electromagnetic field at the edge of the solar system, one that destabilised the Pioneer's slip drive and caused it to explode. That’s why the Pioneer Protocol was put in place, to restrict all quantum slipspace travel to within the Sol system.”
Matthews could see the passion in her eyes, mixed with the frustration of the imposed limits. “I read there’s been some renewed efforts to develop a way to improve quantum slip drive technology, but thanks to the early designs being lost they’re struggling to build on Doctor Reyes work.”
“Right,” she agreed, “all slip drives are now hardwired with failsafe’s to disengage near the system’s edge, and every jump is monitored by the authorities. No one wants a repeat of the Pioneer disaster. But it feels like… like we’re being held back, doesn’t it?”
“Like we’re caged,” Matthews replied, nodding. “They’ve locked us into this system, with the universe just out of reach. Imagine what would happen. All those who want to start a new life could do so. There could even be worlds just like Earth out there. A fresh start.”
Dr. Colter sighed, returning her attention to the weights but with a far-off look in her eyes. “I get why they did it. Safety, containment, control. But I can’t help but wonder—what if the Pioneer was the key to something greater? What if we’re missing out on something incredible out there?”
Matthews leaned back on his bench, watching her. “Maybe someday, some brilliant scientist will find a way. Or maybe someone will be crazy enough to try.”
She smiled at that, a glimmer of hope in her expression. “Until then, we’ll just have to make the most of what we have here. There’s still so much to discover within these borders, after all.”
“And I guess we’re the ones to do it,” Matthews said, matching her smile.
“Exactly,” she replied, picking up the weights again. “And who knows—maybe one day, the Pioneer Protocol will just be a footnote in history, and we’ll be out there, seeing those stars and planets up close.”
As they continued their workout, the conversation left Matthews with a lot to think about. Dr. Colter’s enthusiasm was infectious.
The conversation flowed easily, with both of them enjoying the exchange of words and the subtle dance of attraction that hung in the air.
As they continued their workout, the connection between them grew stronger, unspoken but undeniably present. Eventually, they both finished their sets, and as they wiped down their equipment, Matthews glanced at her with a grin. 
“If you ever need a workout partner, you know where to find me.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she replied, her smile lingering as she turned to leave. “And Matthews... it was nice talking with you.”
“Same here, Doc,” he said, watching her go.

      ***






  
  Chapter seventeen
Into Wild Space



With a clunk, the docking clamps of the Camelot released, and the ship was free from the EF space station Artemus. The engines hummed to life, their power coursing through the vessel as it began to glide smoothly away from the station, leaving the silvery orb of Luna in its wake. To any observer or interested party monitoring system traffic, the ship appeared to be embarking on a routine shakedown run, a simple test of its new thrusters. Secrecy was of the utmost importance. EF intelligence had spread countless bits of disinformation across the Sysnet in an attempt to blind any Red Brotherhood spies to their true purpose. 
The Camelot had arrived at Luna two days prior under the guise of standard resupply. The station’s personnel had loaded the ship with everything it would need for an extended journey—food, water, ammunition, and critical parts, enough to last several months. Crates of supplies had been quietly transferred, each one carefully marked and checked off against the manifest. The crew had been equally discreet, knowing that their mission required the utmost caution.
As the ship moved further from the station, the vast expanse of space stretched out before it, an endless sea of stars twinkling in the inky blackness. Luna’s pale surface grew smaller, and the blue-and-white marble of Earth hovered on the horizon, a distant yet familiar presence. The Camelot’s hull gleamed under the light of the sun as it powered onward.
Inside the ship, the atmosphere was one of quiet anticipation. The crew moved through the corridors with a sense of purpose, their boots echoing softly on the metallic floors. Each member knew the gravity of the mission they were about to undertake—venturing into Wild Space, it had never been done before by an EF vessel. Admiral Clarke stood on the bridge, his eyes fixed on the viewscreen as the Camelot navigated through the big dark. The bridge was a hub of controlled activity, with officers manning their stations, their hands moving deftly over consoles as they monitored the ship’s systems. The soft hum of machinery filled the air, punctuated by the occasional beep of a sensor or the quiet murmur of communication between the crew.
Clarke’s gaze was steady, his expression unreadable as he watched the screen. He knew the risks they were facing, the dangers that lay ahead in the uncharted territories beyond the Kuiper Belt. 
“Status report,” Clarke said, his voice calm but authoritative.
“Engines reaching full power, Admiral,” reported the helmsman. “Course is set for the outer edge of the system. Engaging quantum slip drive on your command, sir.”
Clarke nodded, his gaze fixed on the viewscreen, where the vastness of space stretched out before them. “Good. Activate the drive and prepare the crew for the jump.”
“Aye, sir,” the helmsman replied, his voice steady.
As the ship surged forward, the stars outside the viewport began to blur, transforming into streaks of light against the inky backdrop of space. The Camelot was now fully underway, hurtling toward the unknown with a single-minded determination. The hum of the slip drive resonated through the ship, a powerful reminder of the journey they were embarking on.
“Arrival at the first coordinates in four hours, sir,” the helmsman, Lieutenant Wallace, announced, his eyes flicking over the readouts.
Clarke nodded again, acknowledging the report. “Thank you, Lieutenant Wallace. I’ll be in my office.” He paused, then added, “ELON.”
“Yes, Admiral Clarke?” the AI responded, its voice emanating from the bridge’s overhead speakers.
“Tell Captain Valdez and Commander Sung to meet me in half an hour,” Clarke instructed.
“Already done, sir,” ELON replied smoothly.
Clarke allowed himself a brief moment to appreciate the efficiency of his crew and the technology at their disposal. Then, without another word, he turned and made his way off the bridge, his footsteps echoing softly against the metal floor as he headed to his office.

      ***After a quick bite to eat, Clarke poured himself a glass of water and scanned the latest status reports on his data pad. Everything was green across the board. A soft chime sounded, signalling the arrival of Valdez and Sung. The captain and commander walked in, snapping to attention. Clarke returned the salute.
“At ease. Please, sit,” Clarke said, gesturing toward the chairs in front of his desk.
They complied, and Clarke offered them a drink or some fruit from the bowl on his desk. Both politely declined, their focus squarely on the reason for the meeting.
“I called you both here because I’ve received some additional intel from command. It’s about the data you retrieved from Luna,” Clarke began.
Valdez raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Goode mentioned that what little data she managed to recover was practically useless—just junk data.”
Clarke nodded. “Goode may be an excellent hacker, but EF command has access to the best minds in the system, along with computing power beyond anything we can imagine.”
“In other words,” came ELON’s voice, chiming in from the room’s speakers, “he means an untethered version of myself.”
Clarke allowed a brief smile. “Exactly. The analysts back at command have been working around the clock, and they managed to extract something of interest. ELON, fill them in.”
“Very well,” ELON began, its tone taking on a hint of pride. “What we initially thought was corrupted data turned out to be a clever new encryption algorithm, likely developed by another AI system under the control of the Red Brotherhood. My unrestricted counterpart was able to break this encryption and discovered something very interesting.”
The room’s lights dimmed, and a holographic display of Wild Space shimmered into existence above the desk.
“With the information Dr. Colter and her SEM team gleaned from the pirate corvette, I was able to identify patterns in the coding. While Goode was correct in her assumption that much of the data you retrieved was corrupted, I was able to—how shall I put it in layman’s terms—ah yes, purify it.”
Valdez shared a bemused look with Sung, who arched an eyebrow. “Get to the point, ELON,” the commander suggested.
Several dots of light appeared on the holographic map, flashing intermittently. A blue line then connected the dots, forming a route.
“As you can see,” ELON continued, “I have discovered a route through Wild Space—one used by the Red Brotherhood.”
Valdez leaned back in her chair, considering the implications. “A safe quantum slip drive route?”
“I cannot say with 100% certainty, Captain,” ELON replied, “but the data suggests that it is likely. The patterns correlate with known pirate band activities under Red Brotherhood control.”
Sung ran a hand through his black hair, his expression thoughtful. “If that’s the case, it might be navigable, but it’s certainly not safe. The route—and especially these locations,” he said, pointing to the flashing dots on the map, “will likely be monitored.”
Valdez nodded, her brow furrowed in concentration. “If they’re using this route, it’s a vital artery for their operations. It’d sure save us time if we could slip jump rather than travel under sub light.”
Clarke leaned forward, his gaze fixed on the holographic map. “This could be our way through—or it could be a trap. Either way, we’ll have to be ready for anything. Prepare the team,” Clarke finally said, breaking the silence. “We’ll proceed along this route, but we’ll do so with extreme caution. If the Red Brotherhood is out there, we’ll find them.”
Valdez and Sung nodded, rising from their seats with a renewed sense of purpose. As they left the office, Clarke watched the holographic map slowly fade away, replaced by the cool, dimly lit space of his quarters.
“Or they’ll find us,” he muttered.

      ***Matthews was strapped into his Talon starfighter's cockpit, his gloved hands gripping the control stick with a mix of anticipation and unease. Valdez had explained the plan to them in a briefing an hour earlier, and he didn’t like it at all. With every jump, they’d be vulnerable to attack, which was why he and the rest of the team were sitting in their fighters, waiting for the command to launch.
He checked the chrono display on his visor—five minutes until they reached Site Alpha. Each of the four ‘safe’ points had been designated Alpha, Beta, Ceta, and Delta. The uncertainty gnawed at him, the thought of what might be waiting for them out there.
“Is it just me, or does anyone else think this plan is a little batshit crazy?” Coel’s voice crackled over the comms, breaking the tense silence.
“Shut it, Coel,” growled Carbin, clearly not in the mood for banter.
“I mean, we have no idea what’s waiting for us. Pirates, religious fanatics, cannibals, who knows,” Coel continued, ignoring Carbin’s warning.
“Coel, shut up,” came Sung’s voice, firm and authoritative, cutting through the chatter like a knife.
Matthews glanced to his right and saw his wingman wilt slightly in his cockpit, his earlier bravado fading under the commander’s stern reprimand.
“Sorry, Commander,” Coel mumbled, his voice subdued.
A soft ping sounded on Matthews' dashboard, drawing his attention back to the mission at hand.
“Two minutes to Alpha site,” ELON announced calmly over the comms.
Matthews envied the AI. There was no nervousness, no doubt in its voice—just the cool, calculated efficiency that came with being a machine. But for Matthews and the rest of the team, the unknown loomed large, and the tension in the air was palpable.
He took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. The plan was risky, but it was their best shot at getting through Wild Space unscathed. They all knew the dangers, and each of them had made their peace with it in their own way. Now, it was just a matter of execution. The Camelot would jump to the site. They would launch and secure the immediate area whilst the Camelot’s slip drive recharged. Twenty minutes at each site. Hopefully. 
The seconds ticked down, each one bringing them closer to the moment of truth. Matthews tightened his grip on the control stick, his eyes fixed on the stars ahead, ready for whatever awaited them at Site Alpha.
In the silence of the depressurised hanger, the anticipation was almost suffocating, but Matthews steeled himself. This was what they had trained for, what they had been recruited for. And whatever came next, they would face it together, as a team.
“Stay sharp,” Sung’s voice crackled over the comms. “We stick to the plan. No heroics.”
Matthews nodded to himself, knowing Sung couldn’t see him but understanding the gravity of the command. The mission was about to begin, and there was no turning back now.
As the final seconds ticked away, Matthews felt the familiar rush of adrenaline, the kind that only came before a leap into the unknown. He was ready.
“Approaching Alpha site,” ELON announced.
The stars outside blurred as the Talons prepared to launch, hurtling toward whatever awaited them in the darkness of Wild Space.

      ***The Camelot burst out of quantum slipspace in a flash of light, emerging into the cold void of space. As soon as ELON announced their arrival, Matthews gripped the Talon’s controls and pumped power into the engines. With a lurch, he shot out of the hangar bay, his team following suit. Coel formed up on his right wing while the others broke off into pairs, their fighters spreading out like a well-rehearsed dance.
“ELON, talk to me,” Captain Valdez, leading the first flight, commanded over the comms.
“We appear to be in an empty sector of space, approximately 20 astronomical units beyond Neptune,” ELON replied with its characteristic calm. “I am detecting no other ships in the vicinity. No quantum slipspace signatures. It appears nobody is home.”
Matthews almost sighed in relief. He brought his fighter around in a wide arc, taking a moment to admire the stars. At this distance, the sun was just a tiny speck of light, almost indistinguishable from the surrounding stars. He glanced at his sensors, which displayed only the presence of a few icy rocks tumbling about in the darkness. Despite the calm, a sense of unease gnawed at him.
“ELON, scan sector 2985,” he requested, his tone serious.
“Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” ELON responded promptly.
“Something up, Matthews?” Valdez asked over the comms, picking up on his unease.
“I’m not sure,” Matthews admitted, his eyes scanning the void. “Just a feeling, I guess.”
Suddenly, an alarm blared in his cockpit, the sharp sound slicing through the tension.
“Oh shit, I’ve got missile lock!” Yumi’s voice cracked over the comms, her panic evident.
In the blink of an eye, a flash of light burst through the darkness, and Matthews’ dashboard lit up with warnings. His sensors had detected a weapons platform, stealthy and hidden until now.
“Stealth defence platforms!” Coel yelled, his voice tight with urgency.
Matthews diverted power to his shields and roared towards Yumi’s location. His heart pounded as he scanned for her fighter. She was calling out desperately to her wingman, Ortega, but his panicked reply showed that he too was under attack, his fighter weaving frantically to avoid incoming missiles.
“Hold tight, Yumi,” Matthews gritted his teeth, pushing his Talon to its limits. The stars streaked by as he closed the distance, his focus narrowing to the threat at hand.
The warning lights on Matthews’ dashboard continued to flash as he closed in on Yumi’s position. His sensors screamed with alerts, signalling multiple threats in the vicinity. He barely had time to process the data when a new alert flashed across his HUD.
“I have directed the Camelot to deliver a Lidar burst. It was effective. They are stealth drone platforms of a design not in my databanks. Most ingenious,” ELON said.
“Captain, we’ve got more incoming!” Matthews shouted over the comms; his voice tight with urgency.
Out of the darkness, several drones emerged, their sleek, angular shapes barely visible against the void of space. Within seconds, the drones launched missiles and began firing laser beams, the streaks of red light cutting through the blackness like knives. Matthew’s fighter shook as its shields absorbed a blast.
“Drones! Everyone, engage!” Valdez’s voice barked through the comms, bringing the team into full combat mode.
Matthews veered sharply to avoid a missile lock, his Talon’s engines roaring as he pulled into a tight roll. He quickly acquired a target and fired his kinetic cannons, the bright tracers tearing through one of the drones, causing it to explode in a fiery burst of metal and circuitry.
Yumi’s voice crackled back over the comms, her tone steadier now. “I’ve got one on my tail! Ortega, can you get a shot?”
“I’m trying!” Ortega’s voice was tense, the stress of the situation evident as he struggled to line up a shot.
Matthews glanced at his sensors and saw the drone closing in on Yumi, its missile bays lighting up as it prepared to fire. He adjusted his course, aiming to intercept, and squeezed the trigger, sending a volley of rounds toward the drone. The rounds connected, and the drone disintegrated into a shower of sparks, the immediate threat to Yumi neutralized.
“Nice shot, Matthews!” Yumi called out, relief in her voice.
“No time to celebrate,” Valdez interrupted. “More drones incoming—focus on the platforms! We need to take them out before they overwhelm us.”
Matthews adjusted his trajectory, targeting the nearest defence platform. The platform was launching more drones, each equipped with lasers and missiles, their weapons systems already locking onto the Talon fighters. Matthews could see the flashing lights of missile locks on his HUD.
He fired his afterburners and closed the distance to the platform, weaving through a hail of laser fire. The platform’s automated defences tracked his every move, but he was faster, more agile. He locked onto the platform’s central hub and launched a pair of missiles. The projectiles streaked across the void, impacting the platform with devastating force. The explosion lit up the darkness, sending debris scattering in all directions.
“One platform down!” Matthews reported, swinging his Talon around to assess the situation.
But the fight was far from over. More drones swarmed out from the remaining platforms, their numbers increasing with every passing moment. The rest of the team was engaged in fierce dogfights, their voices overlapping in the comms as they called out threats and confirmed kills.
“Damn it, there’s too many of them!” Coel shouted as he narrowly dodged a laser blast.
“Stay focused!” Valdez commanded, her voice cutting through the chaos. “We need to take out those platforms before they launch more drones.”
Matthews pushed his Talon to its limits, diving through the swarms of drones with his cannons blazing. Sweat trickled down his face, the intensity of the battle pushing him to the edge. Every manoeuvre, every shot was a fight for survival.
Ahead, he spotted Valdez and her wingman, Carbin, lining up on another platform. They unleashed everything they had—laser rounds and missiles tearing into the structure. The platform exploded, sending shockwaves through the surrounding area, and for a brief moment, the relentless onslaught paused.
“Two down!” Matthews called out, his voice hoarse but resolute.
“Keep it up!” Valdez urged. “We’re getting through this!”
But the drones kept coming, relentless and unyielding.
“This is Admiral Clarke. Fall back to the Camelot. We’ve got this.”
Matthews didn’t need to be told twice. He turned his Talon towards the Camelot, the others forming up and doing the same. The drones followed in hot pursuit, but as they approached, the Camelot’s hull shimmered, and Matthews’ dashboard flashed with an alert. A massive spike of electronic energy was forming, expanding like a bubble around the ship.
“Pilots, calibrate your shielding to this frequency,” ELON instructed, its voice calm and precise. Numbers flashed on Matthews’ screen, and he immediately inputted them into the console. His Talon shuddered slightly, and then, with a near-blinding flash, a massive pulse of electricity erupted from the Camelot. The wave swept over the protected fighters and then struck the pursuing drones. Matthews quickly glanced at his scanners.
“All drones disabled. I suggest we eliminate them as quickly as possible, as I am not entirely certain how long the effects of that EMP will last,” ELON added, its tone still unflappable.
“You heard ELON. Weapons free,” Valdez ordered. She executed an inverted loop, launching back towards the disabled drones. Within seconds, they were in weapons range, and the team began blasting away.
“Like a turkey shoot!” Coel whooped as scores of drones exploded under their combined firepower.
Meanwhile, the Camelot moved closer to the remaining drone platforms, its heavy MAG cannons opening up and pulverizing the platforms, reducing them to space debris.
“All fighters, return to base. Quantum slip drive is almost back online,” Valdez commanded.
The team acknowledged the order, pulling away from the remnants of the battle. As Matthews guided his Talon back towards the Camelot, he felt the rush of adrenaline beginning to subside. The mission was far from over, but for now, they had survived the first test of Wild Space.

      ***






  
  Chapter eighteen
In the name of Ajax


Dwarf planet Eris, the scattered disk beyond Neptune
Zadar stood in the control room overlooking the stasis chamber, his hands clasped behind his back. Below, Red Brotherhood scientists were scanning the cryo pod containing their revered leader. The soft hum of machinery filled the room, a stark contrast to the tense silence between Zadar and the other officers. 
He turned as the doors hissed open. Commander Nua entered; her eyes immediately drawn to the chamber beyond.
“To think they had him all these years,” she said, her voice filled with a mix of awe and reverence.
“Why keep him alive?” Zadar asked, his tone edged with curiosity and suspicion.
Nua walked over to the viewport, placing a hand against the cold glass, her expression contemplative. “That is the question now, isn’t it? Why did they spare him—a man who defied them at every turn, who came within a hair’s breadth of victory? He would have killed such a man without a second thought. Of that, I have no doubt.”
Zadar joined her, his gaze locked on the cryo pod. According to the doctors, the General was in near-perfect condition, his vitals strong. Moving the pod had been challenging, but the Spectre was equipped with the most advanced medical equipment, ensuring his survival during the transition.
“How long until they wake him?” Nua asked, her voice betraying the slightest tremor of anticipation. It was no secret that she and General Ajax had been lovers; her devotion to him was unwavering, and only love could explain the fanaticism with which she had continued his fight.
“The process takes time,” Zadar replied, his tone measured.
Nua sighed softly, the weight of years of struggle and hope pressing down on her. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, she straightened, her demeanour once again all business.
“Our long-range sensors at Point One have gone silent. Preliminary reports suggest they intercepted a vessel.”
“And?” Zadar inquired, turning his full attention to her.
“The drone platforms were destroyed. From a static data burst we received, this image was captured,” Nua continued, pulling out a data pad and pressing a button. A holographic image materialized in the centre of the room, displaying a sleek starship flanked by smaller fighter craft.
“It seems the Mars Collective are not the only ones experimenting with stealth technology. This ship barely registered on the drone’s scanners.”
“A state-of-the-art warship can only mean Star Core,” Zadar said, his eyes narrowing as he studied the image. “They’re coming.”
“They must not interfere with our plans. At least not until the General is awake,” Nua insisted, her voice firm.
Zadar clapped a fist to his chest in a gesture of loyalty and resolve. “We will stop them. We will make them fight for every inch they advance in Wild Space.”
Nua nodded, her gaze lingering on the pod in the icy chamber below, the flicker of past emotions momentarily softening her stern expression. “If they found Point One, then it’s likely they’re following our navigation routes. Mobilize the Grim Stars at Point Two. I want you personally to defend Point Three.”
“It will be done,” Zadar replied with unwavering determination.

      ***






  
  Chapter nineteen
 Asteroids


The  Camelot exited slipspace at Site Beta with a flash, emerging into the blackness of space. As before, Matthews and his squad were strapped into their fighters, ready to launch at the first sign of trouble. But trouble found them first. Almost immediately, proximity alarms blared throughout the ship, filling the air with a high-pitched wail. The Camelot had emerged directly into the heart of an asteroid field, surrounded by massive, tumbling rocks that threatened to tear the starship apart.
On the bridge, Admiral Clarke’s eyes widened as the sensors lit up with warnings. He quickly took command, his voice cutting through the chaos. “Evasive manoeuvres! Now!”
The ship’s pilot, hands already flying over the controls, acknowledged the order with a terse nod. The Camelot banked hard to port, its massive frame groaning under the strain as it veered sharply to avoid a colossal asteroid spinning through the void. The pilot threw the starship into a steep dive, the thrusters flaring as the Camelot narrowly dodged another incoming rock, this one jagged and deadly.
The ship twisted and turned through the dense field of debris, each movement calculated to avoid a catastrophic collision. The viewscreen displayed the chaotic scene outside—the asteroids, some as large as city blocks, hurtling past with terrifying speed.
“Divert power to forward shields!” Clarke ordered. “Brace for impact!”
The Camelot shuddered as smaller rocks clipped its shields, sending ripples of energy across the protective barrier. But the impacts were relentless, and the ship shook violently as larger asteroids scraped against its hull. The thick armour plating absorbed much of the damage, but the ship wasn’t unscathed. Warning lights flickered on the bridge, signalling damage to several key systems.
The Camelot continued its desperate dance through the asteroid field, weaving through the deadly obstacles with remarkable agility for a ship of its size. But the field was dense, and the margin for error was razor-thin.
“Hold on!” the pilot shouted, yanking the controls to the right as a massive asteroid loomed directly ahead. The Camelot rolled sharply, narrowly missing the rock as it passed by so close that the ship’s hull vibrated with the force of its wake.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the Camelot burst free from the asteroid field, the viewscreen clearing to show the empty space ahead. The crew let out a collective breath, the tension in the air slowly dissipating.
“Report!” Clarke barked, his voice tense.
“Significant damage to the portside thrusters and aft shield generators,” ELON reported. “We’re also detecting microfractures in the outer hull. We can’t maintain full operational capacity for long without repairs. Engineering reports that it will require EV work to patch some of the leaking coolant.”
Clarke’s brow furrowed. The Camelot had made it through, but it was in no condition for another encounter like that.
“Blast it all. We need to find a place to make repairs. Scan the area for any suitable locations.”
The sensor officer nodded, working quickly. After a few tense moments, his console beeped with new information. “Sir, I’m picking up a small planetoid nearby. It’s uncharted, but it appears to have a stable surface and a minimal atmosphere. Its gravity creates a clear region of space around it—should be safe enough for us to take shelter while we make repairs.”
“Distance?” Clarke asked.
“Half a million kilometres, sir. At half speed, it’ll take approximately six hours.”
Clarke nodded. There was no way they could risk another slipspace jump in such a densely populated field.
“Very well. Set a course for the planetoid. Let’s get out of this field and see what we’re dealing with. ELON, if any of those rocks get too close, blast them to dust.”
“Acknowledged,” ELON replied calmly.
Clarke rose from his command chair, straightening his uniform. “Contact Doctor Colter and tell her to meet me in my office,” he added before leaving the bridge.
*
Anne Colter knocked on the Admiral’s office door, her nerves frayed. They’d messed up. Badly. The door slid open, and she stepped through. Admiral Clarke was sitting behind his desk, a glass of what looked like rum in his hand. His expression betrayed his anger as he gestured for her to sit.
‘Not even a greeting—that’s a bad sign,’ she thought as she took a seat.
Clarke set down his glass and fixed her with his intense brown eyes. “Do you mind telling me why we just jumped into the middle of a goddamn asteroid field, Doctor?”
Anne swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. She was a scientist, not military, and people like Clarke often made her nervous and uncomfortable.
“I apologise, Admiral. There was a miscalculation. My team, with ELON’s help, has now found the discrepancy. The coordinates we took from the pirate corvette were jumbled. We missed it. Again, I apologise.”
Clarke sighed heavily. “We cannot afford any more mistakes, Doctor. I only agreed to having Space Exploration Ministry personnel onboard because of the nature of this mission. We’re in unknown, uncharted space. A single mistake could get us all killed out here, like it almost did today.”
She nodded in acknowledgment. “It won’t happen again, Admiral. I’ve compiled a report on where we are currently, if you’d like to hear it.”
“Go on.”
She took out her data pad and placed it on the Admiral’s desk. A small hologram of the solar system shimmered into life.
“After cross-checking the navigational data, we believe we are at least six million kilometres from the intended jump point. I asked ELON to use the Camelot’s telescopes and scanners to view the true location of Point Beta. As you can see from the infrared images, the area is a narrow band of space free from asteroid debris.”
“And we jumped smack bang in the middle of them,” Clarke said, his tone sharp. “The ship has sustained damage that will require the engineering crew to make repairs, and they can’t go extravehicular in an asteroid field. Long-range scanners detected a planetoid—uncharted where we will make safe harbour. We should reach it within a few hours.”
*
The Camelot limped through the asteroid field, its heavy weapons firing intermittently to vaporize any rocks that drifted too close or threatened a collision. Inside his quarters, Matthews was reading the latest reports, glancing up at the viewport every time the ship’s guns discharged. The rhythmic thud of the weapons provided a strange comfort, a reminder that they were still in control—barely.
A knock came at his door, pulling him from his thoughts.
“Come in.”
The door slid open, and Doctor Colter stepped inside, her long blonde hair cascading down her back like a golden waterfall. Matthews quickly put down his data pad and rose to his feet.
“Doctor, what a surprise. Sorry for the mess,” he said, fussing slightly as he straightened his uniform.
“Don’t worry about it,” she replied, her voice carrying a note of exhaustion as she moved to the couch and sat down next to him.
Matthews could see the weight she was carrying, the tension in her shoulders, the way her usual confidence seemed dulled. He sat beside her, concern etched on his face. “Rough day?” he asked gently.
Colter sighed, leaning back against the couch. “You could say that. The Admiral gave me quite the dressing down. We made a mistake, and he didn’t hold back in letting me know just how serious it was.”
Matthews nodded, understanding the pressure she was under. “That kind of thing happens out here. We’re all just doing our best with the unknown. You’re a great scientist, Anne—don’t let one slip-up get to you.”
His words, spoken with sincerity, eased the tightness in her chest. She looked at him, finding comfort in his calm demeanour. “Thank you, Matthews. I just needed to hear that I’m not completely screwing everything up.”
“You’re not,” he assured her, his hand gently resting on her shoulder. “We’re all in this together, and we’ve got each other’s backs.”
She smiled softly, appreciating his steady presence. “It means a lot, knowing I’m not alone in this.”
Their eyes met, and the space between them seemed to shrink. The atmosphere in the room shifted, charged with an unspoken understanding. Before either of them could second-guess the moment, Anne leaned in, and Matthews met her halfway. Their lips touched, first tentative and then with growing confidence, as they both let go of the day’s burdens, if only for a few moments.
When they finally pulled apart, Anne’s pulse was racing, but the anxiety that had been gnawing at her all day had eased. She smiled at him, a glimmer of light returning to her eyes. “I should go,” she whispered, her voice carrying the warmth of possibilities yet unexplored.
As she stood and headed for the door, Anne paused, casting a glance over her shoulder. Her smile turned playful; her eyes filled with a seductive promise. Matthews watched her, captivated by the look, his heart still pounding from the kiss.
She slipped out of the room, leaving Matthews alone with his thoughts—and the unmistakable feeling that something between them had changed. The tension of the day seemed lighter now, as if her visit had not only eased her own worries but his as well.


      ***






  
  Chapter twenty
Discovery



“Entering orbit around the planetoid sir,” said the helmsman. 
“Good. ELON notify chief Riggs that he and his team are free to begin repairs and tell him to make it quick. We’re on the clock here.”
“Sir, we’re picking up something,” the sensor officer sitting at her station across the bridge reported, her voice tinged with curiosity. “There appears to be some sort of feint energy signature on the surface.”
“ELON give me a view of the planetoid.”
“Yes Admiral. Data is on your screen now,” the AI answered.
Clarke frowned and leaned forward, studying the readings flashing up on the screen. The dwarf planet was small, its surface pocked with craters and debris. But more intriguing was the clear sign of human habitation. He directed the ships telescopes to focus on the site. Sure enough, several structures came into view. A colony.
“It appears to be two square miles in size. I am detecting no comm traffic and the habitat structures appear to be severely damaged. I am also detecting a very feint signal,” ELON said. “It appears to be a repeating distress call.”
“A distress call?” Clarke muttered, suspicion lacing his tone. “That’s strange. What’s the source?”
“It’s coming from what appears to be the remnants of a large, centralised habitat module.” ELON replied.
Clarke’s frown deepened. 
“It could be a trap,” one of the officers suggested, echoing Clarke’s own concerns.
“Could be,” Clarke agreed. “If there are people down there, we can’t risk being detected and them informing the Red Brotherhood.”
He glanced at the screen again, carefully weighing the risks. The dwarf planet was isolated, uncharted, and had no record in their databases. Yet, the signal persisted, calling to them like a whisper in the dark.
“Is there any sign of other vessels in this region?” he asked, his voice tinged with caution.
“I’m detecting no other vessels,” ELON replied. “However, as we encountered at Site Alpha, there may be stealth units out there. I’ve translated the distress call. The colony is Luminist.”
“Luminist?” Clarke raised an eyebrow in surprise.
“Yes, sir. As you know, many of the defeated Luminists from the Crusade of Illumination fled into Wild Space after their defeat at Titan.”
“That was over two centuries ago…”
“Two hundred and sixty-seven years, to be precise,” ELON corrected. “It’s possible we’ve stumbled upon a colony established by their descendants.”
Clarke’s mind raced as he considered the implications. “What does the distress call say?”
“It’s a plea to their prophet for salvation. The message indicates they came under attack, apparently from another sect. From what I can surmise, it was an inter-sectional conflict. If we send an away team to investigate the colony and retrieve any data, we could uncover a significant intelligence boon for the EF and the other star nations.”
Clarke stroked his stubbled chin thoughtfully, contemplating the potential ramifications. The threat posed by the Luminists had been a persistent concern for many of the star nations. The destructive, almost apocalyptic Crusade of Illumination had nearly ended humanity’s burgeoning space ambitions. To now discover that descendants of those fanatics might still exist in Wild Space would be crucial information indeed. The thought of a remnant of the old conflicts surviving out here, forgotten by time, sent a chill down Clarke’s spine. But the opportunity to gather intelligence that could prevent future threats was too valuable to ignore.
“We can’t pass up this opportunity and besides it’s going to take a few hours before repairs are completed. Prepare a landing party,” Clarke ordered, his voice firm. “We’ll approach cautiously, but we can’t ignore this. If there is intel down there, we need to find it.”

      ***Matthews paced the briefing room, his footsteps echoing in the tense silence. With him were Carbin, Captains Valdez and Marcell, Commander Sung, Doctor Colter and Goode. They all turned as the doors opened with a soft swish, and Admiral Clarke entered. Matthews halted his pacing and moved to the side of the room, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed.
“Sir, can we really afford to waste time investigating some uncharted rock when the Red Brotherhood must already know we’re coming?” Valdez asked, her frustration evident.
Clarke nodded, acknowledging her concern. “I understand your concerns, Captain. But the Code of Space Navigation dictates that all distress calls must be investigated. That’s why I’m tasking the seven of you with this mission. You’re the best I have, and I trust you to get in, investigate, and get out quickly. The Camelot will enter orbit around the planetoid, and you’ll shuttle down to the surface.”
“What exactly do you expect us to find, sir?” Sung asked, his tone measured.
“Little is known of the Luminists,” Clarke began, before ELON’s voice smoothly interjected.
“Indeed, the Luminists were colonists who ventured into Wild Space three hundred years ago. Sixty years later, they launched the Crusade of Illumination, a devastating holy war that claimed millions of lives. It took a combined alliance of the burgeoning star nations to stop them at the Battle of Titan. Any intelligence on this group would be of significant importance, both from a practical and historical perspective.”
Clarke continued, “I’ll give you three hours on the surface. Gather what you can, but don’t take unnecessary risks. I don’t want to linger here any longer than necessary. Get to it.”

      ***The shuttle's engines hummed with a low, almost eerie vibration as it descended toward the surface of the uncharted planetoid. The blackness of space slowly gave way to a barren, rocky landscape, illuminated only by the dim glow of distant stars. Matthews, seated near the front of the shuttle, tightened his grip on the armrest, his eyes locked on the rapidly approaching ground.
"Approaching the LZ," the pilot's voice crackled over the comm. "Touchdown in sixty seconds."
Matthews glanced around at the rest of the team. Captain Valdez sat opposite him, her expression stoic, though he could see the tension in her eyes. Next to her, Commander Sung was checking his gear, his movements precise and methodical. Carbin sat to Matthews' right, his gaze focused on the viewport, his jaw clenched in concentration. Doctor Anne Colter was strapped in beside Matthews, her features composed but her knuckles white as she gripped the edge of her seat.
“Scans of the colony indicate that there’s a docking module located about six hundred meters from the source of the distress signal. I’m going to see if I can land us there,” the pilot said over the comm.
The shuttle swooped low over the colony. From looking out the viewport Matthews could see that many of the structures were of an old design not used for over a century at least. They were a mixture of domes and square shaped habitat modules interconnected by a tunnel system that would have allowed the residents to travel between each area without the need for space suits. The docking module was a large circular dome and the shuttle’s pilot hovered over it.
“We’re out of luck. The hanger doors are closed. They appear to be damaged. Looks like you’ll be walking folks. Standby, I’m bringing her in.”
With some deft piloting the shuttle descended into the hanger and touched down with a soft thud, the landing struts sinking slightly into the dusty surface of the planetoid. A moment of silence followed as the crew took a collective breath, mentally preparing for what lay ahead.
"All right," Valdez said, unbuckling her harness and standing up. "You all know the drill. We're here to investigate, gather intel, and get out. Stay sharp."
The shuttle's rear ramp lowered with a hiss, revealing the desolate landscape beyond. The team stepped out onto the planetoid, their boots crunching on the loose gravel. Ahead lay the colony, a cluster of low, weathered structures that seemed to almost blend into the barren terrain. They hiked the short distance from the shuttle to the structures, moving cautiously across the alien landscape.
What remained of the settlement was in ruins—buildings crumbled and blackened as if by some ancient fire. An unsettling silence hung over the place, broken only by the soft moan of creaking metal as the wind brushed against the remnants of civilization.
"This place gives me the creeps," Goode muttered, her rifle at the ready as she scanned the area.
"Stay focused," Valdez ordered, though her voice was subdued, as if the eerie atmosphere of the place had begun to affect them all. “There’s a way in over there.”
A large hole gaped in one of the modules, and as they walked closer, it became evident that the damage had been caused by an explosion.
“Looks like an impact from a kinetic round fired by a starship,” Sung muttered. One by one, they climbed through the damaged section and found themselves inside what looked like a storage area. They switched on their helmet lights, the beams cutting through the pitch-black interior.
The team moved cautiously through the ruined colony, their footsteps echoing eerily in the stillness. The buildings, once sturdy and purposeful, were now little more than skeletal remains. Windows were shattered, doors hung askew, and the walls were pockmarked with signs of age and decay.
"There's something off about this place," Sung said, his voice low.
They continued deeper into the settlement, their flashlights cutting through the dim light as they searched for any signs of life. But as they rounded a corner, the beam of Matthews' flashlight fell upon a chilling sight.
"Over here," Matthews called out, his voice tense.
The others gathered around, their lights converging on the scene. Dozens of skeletal remains lay scattered across the ground, their bones twisted and broken, as if they had met a violent end. The figures were clad in the tattered remnants of dark robes, the fabric preserved by the lack of atmosphere. The sight was haunting, the empty eye sockets of the skulls seeming to stare back at them with a silent accusation.
"Luminists," Dr. Colter whispered, her voice trembling slightly. "This confirms that this was one of their colonies."
Valdez knelt beside one of the skeletons, examining the symbols etched into a nearby stone tablet. “Talk to me, ELON. What are we looking at here?”
"These symbols match the Luminist cult insignia recorded in the EF archives," ELON responded. "There is much speculation in the scientific community as to their meaning. From what we know of the Luminist religion, they were a group of several thousand settlers who, disillusioned with the corrupt regimes of the Star Nations, ventured into the far reaches of the solar system to start anew. They believed they were guided by beings they called the 'Watchers,' who showed them the darkness within humanity and their duty to prevent its spread."
“Sound like a fun bunch,” Matthews muttered.
"No signs of weaponry," Sung observed, his brow furrowed. "No energy burns, no projectiles. It’s like they... just died."
"Or were killed by something we can't see," Carbin added grimly.
“I am detecting very faint traces of cyclosarin,” ELON said. “It is in such low concentrations that you are in no danger.”
“Nerve gas,” Carbin muttered.
Disturbed by the discovery, they pressed on toward the central module and the source of the distress signal. They followed one of the link tunnels and stepped into the central hab. The scene of the massacre repeated itself, with bodies scattered all over the place. These ones had been almost perfectly preserved, frozen in the throes of agony. Matthews had seen a lot of disturbing sights over the years, but this topped them all.
“They look like they died only yesterday,” Goode said as she scanned the area.
Pressing on, they reached what looked like some kind of temple area. Rows of seats were scattered, some tipped over or melted. At the centre of the chamber was an altar engraved with the same symbol found on the dead Luminists’ cloaks.
“Would you look at this,” Colter exclaimed as her flashlight panned over the walls. Artwork adorned them, depicting strange figures and stars.
“Fascinating. This appears to be a visual depiction of their beliefs and history. I must record this,” she said, holding up her data pad and videoing the murals. “Would you look at this,” Colter exclaimed as her flashlight panned over the walls. Artwork adorned them, depicting strange figures and stars. As she focused on recording the murals with her data pad, a low groan echoed through the chamber. Matthews glanced up just in time to see a large piece of debris, dislodged by the shifting structure, teetering above Colter’s position.
“Watch out!” he shouted, sprinting toward her.
Matthews grabbed Colter around the waist and yanked her out of the way just as the heavy debris came crashing down, smashing into the ground where she had been standing moments before.
Breathing heavily, Colter looked up at Matthews, her wide eyes full of shock. "I... I didn’t see it. Thank you," she stammered, clearly shaken.
Matthews held onto her for a moment longer than necessary, ensuring she was steady. "No problem, Doc. Just be careful. This place is falling apart."
Colter nodded, taking a deep breath to steady herself. "I will. Thanks again, lieutenant." She flashed him a grateful smile, a hint of colour returning to her cheeks.
Carbin walked over to the altar. There was a book sitting on its surface. He picked it up and held it under his light. There was writing on the cover, but it was in a language he didn’t recognize.
“Can you translate this, ELON?” he asked.
“Affirmative. It is an ancient Earth language. I believe it is some form of Sumerian, albeit altered slightly. The title of the book is ‘The Book of Light.’ From my database, this is one of the two sacred texts of the Luminist religion.”
“Sumerian? Fascinating,” Colter said, the shock of her near death experience fading as curiosity took over. “Can you take the book with you? Once back on the Camelot, we can translate it. This is a huge find for SEM.”
“Sure thing, Doc,” Carbin replied, putting the book into his pack.
“Do you have what you need, Doctor?” Valdez asked. “We’re short on time. As fascinating as all this is, we’re on the clock here.”
“Of course. Give me a few more moments... Yes, I think I’ve recorded all the murals.”
They moved on, following the narrow corridors until they reached the central habitat module. It was clearly some sort of governmental building, with shelves and shelves of folders, desks, and other administrative functions.
“The source of the signal is in the next room,” Goode said, watching her scanner.
Matthews took point with Sung close behind. They positioned themselves on either side of the doorway and, with a nod, filed inside with rifles held at the ready. There were no signs of life, only rubble where the module’s roof had collapsed.
Matthews spotted something half-buried beneath the debris—a data pad, its surface covered in dust. He carefully retrieved it, wiping away the grime to reveal the screen. With a few taps, the pad flickered to life, its display cracked but still functional.
"What have you got?" Valdez asked, stepping closer.
“This is the source of the signal, alright. Its energy cells are somehow still active and it’s transmitting. ELON, can you get anything from it?”
“Processing,” ELON replied.
Matthews scrolled through the files, ensuring the text was visible so that the AI could analyse it.
"It’s... strange. There are mentions of their beliefs, their rituals... and something else. Something they called the 'Watchers.'”
"The Watchers?" Colter repeated from across the room.
"According to this, the Luminists believed in an extraterrestrial species that existed beyond our system. They were convinced that these beings were watching them, guiding them... and that one day they would return to claim what was theirs."
The words sent a chill down Matthews’ spine.
Valdez straightened, her hand resting on the hilt of her sidearm. "Okay, so they were crazy. Bag it and tag it, and let’s get the hell off this rock.”






  
  Chapter twenty-one
Grim Stars


The shuttle docked with the Camelot without incident. As the team exited, they were greeted by the sight of the bustling hangar, where Chief Riggs and his engineering crew were hard at work tackling the repairs. Matthews removed his helmet, relishing the return to fresh air—or at least the closest approximation of it you could find in space. He spotted the chief standing near a bank of monitors, surrounded by several other engineers, and made his way over. 
“How’s she looking?” Matthews asked, his gaze flicking to the screens.
Chief Riggs spared him a quick glance but kept his focus on the monitors. The screens displayed live feeds of his engineering team working outside the ship, their bulky EV suits equipped with an array of tools. Three of the engineers were positioned on the starboard engine strut, a large laser cutter humming between them as they methodically worked on the damaged sections.
“Worse than the initial reports suggested,” Riggs replied, his tone all business. “Micro-meteor impacts riddled the engine nacelles. We’re sealing what we can and cutting away the worst of the damage. We’ve got the shields back to maximum, fixed the coolant leaks, and patched up the damaged armor plating. Once this team’s done, we should be good to go. Find anything interesting down there?”
Matthews rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “Yep. Something pretty weird, actually. Looks like the planetoid was occupied by Luminist cultists.”
Riggs’ eyes widened, finally tearing his attention from the monitors. “Shit. My grandpappy used to tell stories about those freaks. None of them were ever good. His own grandfather was just a boy during their holy war—lucky to have escaped them. The atrocities they committed… hell, there are still parts of the system that bear the scars. Around Titan, there’s still debris from a destroyed Luminist attack frigate, now a tourist attraction, of course. I’m amazed they still exist.”
“Yeah, well, out here seems to be where they made their home. The colony was in ruins, so maybe we discovered their last and final holdout,” Matthews said, his voice tinged with a mixture of intrigue and unease. “Anyway, I’d better go to debrief. See you around, Chief.”
Riggs nodded, already turning back to his work. “Good luck with that. I’ll keep you posted on our progress.”
With a final nod, Matthews headed toward the debriefing room, his thoughts still on the eerie remains of the Luminist colony. 


      ***Deep in the shadow of a distant asteroid, a ship lay in wait. The Grim Stars space pirates had been tracking the Camelot’s movements since it first entered the region. Their flagship, the Black Mamba, was a menacing sight—its dark, angular hull covered in a patchwork of stolen technology, giving it a predatory look.
Inside the dimly lit command centre, Captain Sol Marlow leaned over a holographic display that showed the Camelot’s current position. His eyes narrowed as he studied the ship his rough, scarred face a mask of concentration.
“They’re sitting ducks out here,” Sol muttered, his voice a gravelly growl. “The asteroid field did a number on them. Now they’re licking their wounds like a wounded animal.”
“Looks like they’re trying to fix the damage,” said Zera, his second-in-command, a heavily tattooed and sharp-eyed woman with a no-nonsense demeanour. She tapped a few buttons on the console, zooming in on the Camelot’s image. “We could hit them now, catch them off guard while they’re vulnerable.”
Sol smirked, baring his yellowed teeth. “Patience, Zera. Let’s see what they do next. If we strike too soon, we might lose our advantage. We’ll keep monitoring them, wait for the perfect moment.”
Zera nodded, though the gleam in her eyes betrayed her eagerness for the impending raid. “What if they detect us? The Red Brotherhood won’t be happy if we blow this. I don’t wanna be on the end of Zadar’s photon blades.”
Sol’s grin widened. “Relax Zera. We’re too well-hidden here. By the time they realise we’re on them, it’ll be too late.”
The pirates continued to monitor the Camelot, their ship’s stolen stealth systems keeping them concealed from any prying sensors. For now, the Grim Stars watched and waited, like predators eyeing their prey.


      ***Meanwhile, on the Camelot, the crew was on high alert. After the tense mission on the planetoid and the ongoing repairs, the last thing they needed was another threat. But ELON, ever vigilant, had other concerns.
“Admiral Clarke,” ELON’s voice echoed through the bridge. “I am detecting a faint anomaly on our long-range sensors. It’s subtle, but I believe it could be indicative of a vessel nearby.”
Clarke, who had just returned from his debrief with Matthews and the others, snapped to attention. “What kind of vessel, ELON?”
“It appears to be a slight distortion in the surrounding electromagnetic field,” ELON replied. “Given the sophistication of our own stealth systems, I believe it’s possible we’re being monitored by a ship employing similar albeit more primitive technology.”
Clarke frowned, his eyes narrowing as he considered the implications. “Pirates?”
“It is a likely scenario,” ELON confirmed. “Their presence in Wild Space is well-documented, and they may see us as a valuable target, especially given our current condition. It is also possible that they are in the employ of the Red Brotherhood.”
“Damn it,” Clarke muttered under his breath. He turned to the bridge crew. “All stations, prepare for a potential engagement. I want every available sensor sweeping the area. If there’s something out there, I want to know about it before they get the jump on us.”
The crew sprang into action, tension crackling through the air as they prepared for the worst. Matthews, having just finished his debrief, was back in the hangar bay, readying his Talon fighter with the rest of the squadron. The repairs were progressing, but the ship wasn’t battle-ready—not yet.
“ELON, any idea how many ships we’re dealing with?” Clarke asked, his voice calm but urgent.
“Difficult to say, Admiral,” ELON replied. “The readings suggest a single vessel, but it’s possible others are hidden within the surrounding debris. I recommend extreme caution.”
Clarke nodded, his mind racing as he considered their options. The Camelot was vulnerable, and if the Grim Stars were indeed stalking them, they needed to be ready to defend themselves—and fast.
“Launch all fighters,” Clarke ordered. “We’re not going to wait for them to come to us. If they want a fight, we’ll give them one.”


      ***Dr. Anne Colter stood outside Matthews' quarters, her hand hesitating just before she knocked on the door. She had been mulling over what to say, replaying the events on the planetoid in her mind. She owed him her life, and that wasn’t something she could easily brush off. Finally, she gathered her courage and knocked softly.
“Come in,” Matthews’ voice called from inside.
The door slid open, and she stepped in, immediately feeling the shift from the cool, sterile corridors of the ship to the warmer, more personal space of Matthews’ quarters. He was seated on the edge of his bunk, still in his flight suit, albeit unzipped to the waist. From the dampness of his hair he must’ve just had a wash. His eyes softened when he saw her.
“Doctor,” he said, rising to his feet. “What brings you here?”
“Please, call me Anne,” she said with a small smile. “I just wanted to thank you... for what you did back on the planetoid. If you hadn’t been there... I—”
“You don’t have to thank me,” Matthews interrupted, his tone gentle. “I was just doing my job.”
She stepped closer, her hands clasped in front of her. “No, it’s more than that. You didn’t have to put yourself in harm’s way, but you did. I owe you my life, lieutenant.”
He shrugged, trying to downplay his actions, but the sincerity in her voice and the look in her eyes made it impossible for him to dismiss. “I’m sure you would have done the same for me.”
She shook her head slightly, her blonde hair catching the light. “Maybe. But it wasn’t me saving you. It was you who saved me, and that’s something I won’t forget.”
There was a moment of silence, the air between them thick with unspoken words. Anne took a small step closer, her gaze locked on his. “Lieutenant...”
“Call me Matthews,” he said his eyes looking deeply into her own.
“Matthews… I don’t know what it is, but ever since I met you, I’ve felt... different. Like there’s something more here.”
He could feel the tension building, his pulse quickening. She was close now, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her body. He reached out, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear, his touch lingering longer than it should have.
“I’ve felt it too,” he admitted, his voice low. “Ever since we started, I saw you... I haven’t been able to get you out of my head.”
She smiled, the distance between them closing even more. “Maybe it’s just the stress, the danger of it all...”
“Maybe,” he replied, but the hungry look in his eyes said otherwise.
Their faces were inches apart now, the tension between them palpable. He leaned in slowly, giving her every chance to pull away, but she didn’t. Instead, she closed the gap, her lips brushing against his in a soft, tentative kiss. It was as if the world around them melted away, leaving only the two of them in that moment.
Matthews deepened the kiss, his arms wrapping around her waist, pulling her closer. She responded in kind, her hands sliding up his chest, feeling his strong muscles. The kiss grew more urgent, more passionate, as the barriers of being professionals began to crumble. But just as things were about to escalate further, the ship’s alarms blared, jolting them both back to reality. The urgent red lights in the room flickered, casting an ominous glow over their faces.
“All pilots. Report to your fighters. Battle Stations,” Admiral Clarkes voice said over the comm.
“Damn it,” Matthews muttered, pulling away reluctantly. “I have to go.”
Anne nodded, her breathing still heavy from the kiss. “I understand.”
He grabbed his helmet disc from the nearby table and turned to her, his expression a mixture of regret and determination. “We’ll have to pick this up later.”
She smiled; a bit breathless herself. “I’ll hold you to that.”
With one last look, Matthews rushed out of his quarters, his heart pounding.


      ***Matthews sprinted through the corridors of the Camelot, the alarms blaring in his ears as red lights flashed overhead. The urgency of the situation drowned out everything else—the kiss, the moment with Anne—it all faded into the background as his focus narrowed to the mission at hand.
He reached the hangar bay, where the chaos of battle preparation was in full swing. Mechanics were making last-minute adjustments to the fighters, and pilots were strapping into their cockpits. The roar of engines echoed through the massive chamber as Matthews bolted toward his Talon.
“Matthews, over here!” Coel’s voice cut through the noise, and Matthews saw him already in his fighter, helmet on, ready to launch. Matthews gave him a quick nod before leaping into his own cockpit. The canopy hissed shut, sealing him in the familiar confines of the Talon’s cockpit.
“ELON, status?” Matthews barked as he put on his helmet and powered up his fighter, the systems coming online with a series of beeps and hums.
“We’ve detected multiple hostile vessels and a swarm of pirate fighters of unknown design. Judging by their heat signatures they appear to be rather crude amalgamations of various stolen and captured fighter craft,” ELON’s calm voice replied. “The Camelot is currently outnumbered and outgunned. Captain Valdez is formulating a strategy.”
“Just give me the targets,” Matthews muttered, checking his weapons systems. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Coordinates uploaded to your HUD, Lieutenant.”
“Good. Let’s light them up.”
The hangar bay doors slid open, revealing the vastness of space beyond. Matthews could see the flashes of the Camelot’s energy weapons lancing out toward the enemy as they opened sending. His heart pounded in his chest as he gripped the controls, feeling the familiar surge of adrenaline that always came before a fight.
“Core, you are clear for launch,” Valdez’s voice came over the comms. “Stay close, stay sharp. We’re outnumbered, but we’re not outmatched. Remember your training and follow my lead.”
“Copy that, Captain,” Matthews responded, his voice steady despite the tension. The others also checked in.
One by one, the fighters launched from the Camelot, their engines flaring as they shot out into the blackness of space. Matthews felt the familiar pull as his Talon fighter accelerated, the ship responding to his every command with precision and power.
As soon as they cleared the hangar, they were in the thick of it. Pirate fighters swarmed toward them.
The pirate fighters were a chaotic blend of stolen and reengineered craft. Unlike the sleek, uniform Talon fighters of the Star Core, these pirate vessels were a hodgepodge of parts and technologies, cobbled together from whatever the pirates could salvage, steal, or scavenge from the battlefields of Wild Space.
Some of the fighters bore the distinctive angular lines of older, decommissioned EF military craft, their original hulls now scarred and patched with mismatched armour plating from various sources. The pirates had modified these ships, replacing their standard issue weapons with more volatile and unpredictable armaments—missiles scavenged from captured cruisers, energy cannons repurposed from disabled freighters, and even laser turrets ripped from civilian transport ships. The result was a collection of fighters that, while visually disjointed, could pack a serious punch in combat.
Others were clearly of Martian origin, their sleek, aerodynamic designs now marred by hasty repairs and aftermarket additions. Some had additional engines strapped to their hulls, providing a burst of speed at the cost of stability. Mixed in with these were the remnants of civilian craft—shuttles and cargo haulers converted into makeshift fighters. These vessels, once used for transport and trade, now bristled with crude weaponry and makeshift armour. Their heavy, cumbersome frames contrasted sharply with the more nimble fighters, but they compensated with reinforced hulls that could absorb a surprising amount of damage. Some even had whole sections of their interiors repurposed as storage for additional munitions or even boarding parties, ready to launch attacks on larger vessels.
Each ship bore the unique marks of its owner, with graffiti, insignias, and personal emblems spray-painted across the hulls, giving the fleet a ragtag, rebellious appearance.
Their formations were just as unpredictable as their ships. They swarmed like locusts, their mixed fleet creating a chaotic battlefield where the line between friend and foe was often blurred.
“Engage, engage!” Valdez ordered, her voice cutting through the chaos.
Matthews banked hard to avoid a volley of enemy fire, then rolled his Talon into a tight spin to get behind an enemy fighter. He squeezed the trigger, and his cannons erupted with a stream of energy bolts. The pirate fighter exploded in a bright ball of fire, debris scattering in all directions.
“Nice shot, Matthews!” Coel called out over the comms, as he took down another pirate craft. “But there’s plenty more where that came from.”
Matthews didn’t need to be told twice. The enemy fighters were everywhere, darting in and out of his vision as they tried to overwhelm the Star Core pilots. It was like fighting a swarm of angry hornets—every time they took one down, two more seemed to take its place.
Suddenly, his sensors screamed with warnings. Three new signatures had jumped into the fight—frigate-class pirate ships, bristling with weaponry.
“We’ve got incoming frigates!” Carbin shouted. “They’re targeting the Camelot!”
The situation was rapidly deteriorating. The Camelot was a powerful ship, but with its recent damage and the overwhelming numbers of the enemy, they were at serious risk of being overrun. The ship now turned its guns on the new arrivals and began a roll manoeuvre to bring its strongest shields to bear. The frigates opened fire creating bright flares where the shields were being pummelled. 
Valdez’s voice came through the comms, calm but urgent. “All fighters, listen up! We can’t take these frigates head-on, not with their numbers. We need to draw them away from the Camelot so that the Havoc bombers can launch and take out those frigates. We’re going to lure these bastards into the asteroid field.”
Matthews’ eyes flicked to his HUD, where the asteroid field loomed large. It was a risky move—navigating through that debris while under fire would be a nightmare. But it was their best shot.
“Copy that, Captain,” Matthews replied, already adjusting his course. The others fell in beside him, their fighters forming a tight formation.
“Stay close, keep your shields up, and follow my lead,” Valdez instructed. “We’re going to make them chase us, then lose them in the field. Camelot, hold position and keep those frigates occupied as long as you can.”
“Understood, Captain. Good luck,” Admiral Clarke’s voice came over the comms, laced with tension.
Matthews and the others accelerated toward the asteroid field, firing off a few parting shots at the pursuing pirate fighters to keep them interested. The pirates took the bait, their bloodlust driving them to pursue the Star Core fighters into the dangerous terrain.
“Watch your six,” Matthews called out as they entered the asteroid field, the massive rocks hurtling past them at deadly speeds. He weaved through the debris, his Talon’s engines straining as he pushed the ship to its limits.
Behind them, the pirate fighters followed, their superior numbers making them bolder. But the asteroids were as much a danger to them as they were to the Star Core, and the pirates soon found themselves struggling to keep up.
“I’ve got one on my tail!” Coel shouted, his voice tight with strain.
“I’m on it!” Matthews replied, swinging his fighter around in a tight arc. He lined up the pirate fighter in his sights and fired, forcing it to shy away. An alarm flashed and he threw the fighter into a dive just as a missile shot past him. It flew by striking an asteroid.
The explosion sent a shockwave through the surrounding asteroids, causing several to shift course and create even more obstacles. Matthews gritted his teeth as he narrowly avoided a spinning chunk of rock the size of a sky car. His shields flared as they were struck by smaller rocks.
“Keep moving!” Valdez urged. “We’re almost there.”
The plan was working. The pirates, had bloodlust in their hearts. They sensed the vulnerability of their prey and followed them deeper into the asteroid field to finish them off. The chaotic battlefield was a flurry of laser fire, missiles, and the deadly dance of ships weaving through the asteroid field. 
“Keep tight, everyone!” Valdez’s voice crackled over the comm, cutting through the chaos. “We’re drawing them into the field—stay focused!”
Matthews darted through the dense asteroid belt, his Talon twisting and turning as he desperately tried to evade the weapons fire of the pirate fighters pursuing them. 
To his right, Corporal Royth Rand maneuvered his Talon around a massive asteroid, using the rock as cover before looping back out to engage another group of pirate ships. His deep voice came over the comm, a hint of excitement and determination in his tone. “Got another in sight. Moving to engage!”
“Roger that, Rand. Keep it tight,” Matthews replied, his eyes scanning the field, noting the shifting positions of the asteroids and the fighters alike.
But in the frenzy of battle, even the best pilots could make a fatal error. As Rand banked hard to avoid incoming fire, an asteroid suddenly shifted in his path, its trajectory altered by a nearby explosion. Rand’s Talon clipped the edge of the massive rock, the impact sending his fighter spinning out of control.
“Rand, pull up!” Yumi shouted, her voice urgent as she watched her wingman in peril.
“I—I'm trying—!” Rand’s voice was filled with panic as he fought to regain control, but the damage was done. The Talon’s stabilizers failed, and the fighter careened wildly, slamming into another asteroid with a sickening crunch. The ship shattered on impact, debris scattering across the void.
The comms fell deathly silent for a heartbeat, the loss sinking in like a cold knife. The first casualty of the mission.
“Damn it!” Matthews swore, his hands tightening on the controls, his mind racing. Royth Rand, one of their own, was gone—just like that.
“Stay focused, Core,” Valdez’s voice came over the comm, firm yet tinged with grief. She was holding it together, but they all knew what this loss meant. “We’re not done yet.”
The remaining pilots pressed on, but the mood had shifted. The pirates, emboldened by the kill, pressed their attack, forcing the squad to dig deep and find the resolve to continue the fight.
Matthews gritted his teeth, his focus razor-sharp as he targeted another pirate fighter. “For Rand,” he muttered, pulling the trigger and watching as his kinetic cannon fire tore through the enemy ship.
The Talon squadron continued their desperate manoeuvring through the asteroid field, drawing the pirates deeper into the treacherous terrain, each pilot pushing their ship to the breaking point, but Valdez’s plan was working. The asteroids were as much an enemy to the pirates as they were to the Star Core, and one by one, the pirate ships were being picked off, either by the Core’s superior tactics or by the unforgiving rocks.
“Havocs are away,” said ELON. Matthews dared a glance at his sensors and sure enough the slower but heavily armed Havoc bombers had launched from the Camelot. 
“Give them hell,” Sung snarled over the comm. 
The Havoc bombers, lumbering but formidable, emerged from the Camelot’s hangar and immediately set course for the pirate frigates. Unlike the nimble Talons, the Havocs were built for heavy assaults, armed to the teeth with high-yield missiles and powerful energy cannons. Their thick armour made them resilient against enemy fire, and they carried enough firepower to turn the tide of any battle.
As the Havocs advanced, the pirate frigates, which had been focusing their attacks on the Camelot, began to react. Their turrets swivelled, spitting out streams of laser fire, but the bombers pressed on, shrugging off the glancing hits. The first Havoc reached missile range and let loose a salvo of heavy torpedoes, the projectiles streaking through space toward their targets.
The frigate’s shields flashed as they absorbed the initial impacts, but the relentless assault from the Havocs quickly overwhelmed them. Explosions rippled across the frigate's hull as the missiles found their marks, tearing through the outer armour and igniting secondary explosions within.
“Direct hit! Their shields are failing!” ELON’s voice came through the comms, laced with a rare note of satisfaction.
“Press the attack!” Valdez ordered, her tone sharp and focused.
The pirates, now realizing the full scale of the threat, began to panic. Frantic messages and orders filled the comm channels as the pirate commanders tried to recall their fighters from the asteroid field to defend their capital ships. But it was too late. The Talons, still weaving through the asteroids, saw the opening and moved to strike.
“Now’s our chance! Hit them hard!” 
The squadron broke from the asteroid field, engines flaring as they rocketed after the fleeing pirate fighters. The pirates, caught between the relentless assault of the Havocs and the sudden, vicious counterattack from the Talons, were thrown into disarray.
Matthews targeted a pirate fighter attempting to make an attack run on a Havoc, and with a squeeze of the trigger, his cannons shredded the enemy ship, sending debris spinning into the void. All around him, the Core pilots were doing the same, cutting through the retreating pirates with brutal efficiency.
“They’re breaking!” Coel’s voice came over the comms, a mix of excitement and adrenaline. “They’re scattering!”
“Keep up the pressure,” Valdez ordered. “Don’t let them regroup!”
The pirate frigates, now severely damaged and with no fighter cover, began to retreat. One of the frigates, unable to withstand the relentless bombardment from the Havocs, erupted in a massive explosion, the blast wave knocking out several nearby pirate fighters to create smaller explosions.
“Frigate down!” Sung reported, his voice tinged with grim satisfaction.
The remaining frigates, their confidence shattered, turned tail and fled, their engines flaring as they made a desperate bid to escape. The Talons gave chase, picking off the stragglers, while the Havocs focused their fire on the retreating capital ships, ensuring they would never return to the fight.
“Camelot, this is Blue Squadron,” Valdez said, her voice steady. “The pirate fleet is in full retreat. We’re mopping up the last of their fighters.”
“Understood, Captain,” Admiral Clarke’s voice responded, a note of relief in his tone. “Well done, all of you. Finish up and return to the Camelot.”
Matthews took a deep breath, allowing himself a moment of satisfaction as he watched the remnants of the pirate fleet flee into the distance. The battle had been hard-fought, and they had lost one of their own, but they had survived. More than that—they had won.
As the last of the pirate fighters was destroyed, the Talons reformed and began their return to the Camelot. 
“Let’s go home,” Valdez said, her voice carrying the weight of their victory and the loss they had endured.


      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-two
Loss



The loss of Royth Rand hung over the team like a dark cloud. The once bustling mess hall was subdued, the usual banter replaced by whispered conversations and thoughtful silences. Matthews, like the others, found it hard to focus on anything but the empty seat at their table, where Rand had sat only the day before, laughing and joking as if they had all the time in the universe.
The next day passed in a blur of routine duties and repairs, but the weight of grief remained heavy. The crew of the Camelot went about their work with a sombre resolve, knowing that the price of their mission had just become all too real. Matthews had lost plenty of comrades before but every one stung. He was a veteran; casualties were to be expected but it was always a shock when it was someone you knew. He'd only just started to get to know Rand but others like Yumi and Coel had passed Star Core training together. They weren’t handling it well. 
The upcoming memorial was on everyone’s mind.
The next day, the crew gathered in the main hangar bay, their dress uniforms crisp and their expressions solemn. The hangar, usually filled with the sounds of activity, was now a place of reflection. The Talon fighters were lined up in neat rows. At the front of the assembly stood Admiral Clarke, Captain Valdez, and the rest of the leadership team. Matthews and his fellow pilots stood in formation, their eyes fixed ahead as they prepared to say goodbye to one of their own.
A small holographic projector had been set up in front of the gathered crew, displaying images of Corporal Royth Rand’s life. The first image was of a young boy, no more than five or six years old, standing in the vast, icy plains of Titan. His home, like so many others on Saturn’s largest moon, was a harsh and unforgiving place. Yet, the smile on the boy’s face showed a resilience and strength that would come to define him.
“Corporal Royth Rand was born on Titan, the capital colony of the Saturn Coalition,” Clarke began, his voice carrying through the hangar with quiet authority. “From a young age, he learned what it meant to survive in one of the most challenging environments humanity has ever settled. Titan is not an easy place to grow up, but it breeds a certain kind of person—strong, determined, and fiercely loyal. Rand was all of those things and more.”
The hologram shifted to a new image, this one of a young man in the uniform of the Saturn Coalition Defence Forces, standing proudly with his comrades.  “Rand joined the Coalition’s military at the age of eighteen, following in the footsteps of his father, who had served before him. He quickly distinguished himself as a capable and dedicated soldier, rising through the ranks with a reputation for bravery and a steadfast commitment to his duty. Rand served the Saturn Coalition with honour and distinction,” Clarke continued. “But he was not content to limit his service to just one colony. When the call came to form the Star Core, a force that would protect all of humanity, regardless of origin, Rand was among the first to volunteer. He believed in the mission of the Star Core—believed that it was our duty to defend not just our own people, but all people.”
Another image appeared, showing Rand in his Star Core uniform, standing beside his Talon fighter with a broad grin on his face. It was a picture of him during training, his eyes full of excitement and determination. He had been one of the best pilots in his class, driven by the belief that the Core was humanity’s best hope for a united future.
“Rand believed in the Star Core’s mission,” Clarke said. “He believed that we could make a difference, that we could protect the people we care about and ensure a future for the generations to come. His loss is not just a loss for us, his comrades, but for everyone who shares in that belief.”
The final image on the hologram was a simple one—a close-up of Rand’s face, smiling at the camera with that same unshakable confidence that had always defined him. It was a face full of life, full of hope for the future, and it was a face that would be sorely missed.
Clarke stepped back, allowing Valdez to step forward. She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts before speaking.
“Rand was more than just a soldier,” Valdez said softly. “He was a friend, a brother-in-arms, and a shining example of what it means to serve something greater than oneself. His loss is a reminder of the sacrifices we must all be prepared to make, but it doesn’t make it any easier. We will carry his memory with us, and we will honour him by completing this mission.”
There was a moment of silence as the crew bowed their heads in respect. 
Finally, Clarke spoke again. “Corporal Royth Rand gave his life in the service of humanity. We will remember him not just as a fallen comrade, but as a hero. His sacrifice will not be in vain.”
With that, the crew raised their heads, their eyes wet with unshed tears, but their expressions resolute. The memorial concluded with a final salute, each member of the crew raising their hand in honour of their fallen brother.
As the memorial concluded, Matthews lingered a moment longer, staring at the now-fading hologram of Royth Rand’s smiling face. The weight of past memories weighed down on him. He’d lost plenty of people, family and friends alike. With a deep breath, he squared his shoulders and turned away.
He made his way out of the hangar, his steps slowing when he noticed Doctor Colter standing just outside the hanger entrance, looking every bit the embodiment of composed elegance in the dark green dress uniform of the Space Exploration Ministry. The smart skirt, blouse, and jacket fit her perfectly, accentuating her figure in a way that was both professional and undeniably attractive. Her long blonde hair was neatly tied up under her cap. The kisses they’d shared came to mind.
She smiled softly as he approached, her blue eyes filled with empathy. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Matthews,” she said, her voice gentle.
Matthews nodded, appreciating the sentiment. “Thank you, Anne. It’s never easy losing someone out here.”
Her expression softened further. “If you need to talk I’m here,” she said, stepping closer. “It’s the least I can do, considering what you and your team have been through.”
He managed a faint smile. “I appreciate that.”
For a moment, they stood in an awkward silence. Matthews glanced at the mess hall down the corridor, an idea forming. “Would you like to join me for a drink?” he asked. “I could use the company, and it’d be nice to get away from all this for a bit.”
Anne’s smile widened, and she nodded. “I’d like that.”
They walked together to the mess hall, the soft hum of the ship’s engines providing a comforting background noise. As they entered, Matthews spotted a relatively quiet corner where they could sit and talk without interruption. He grabbed them each a drink—a simple mix of synth whiskey for him and something lighter for her—and they settled into the booth.
“So, tell me,” Anne began, swirling her drink thoughtfully. “How do you manage to keep going after something like this? Losing someone, I mean.”
Matthews took a sip of his drink, letting the warmth of the whiskey spread through him before answering. “It’s never easy,” he admitted. “You don’t really get used to it, not completely. But you learn to push through. To keep going because you have to. We all knew the risks when we signed up for this, but that doesn’t make it any less painful when someone doesn’t make it back.”
Anne nodded; her expression thoughtful. “I suppose that’s something I’ll never fully understand. The whole military side of things. But I do admire it—the strength, the resilience. It’s one of the reasons I joined the Space Exploration Ministry. To be a part of something bigger, to contribute in my own way.”
“You’re doing your part,” Matthews assured her. “Without SEM, we’d be flying blind out here. We need people like you to keep exploring the unknown. Sometimes I feel like most of us have lost that sense of wonder and discovery. All the struggles with everyday life, the wars and politics of the system. It all takes a toll.”
Their conversation flowed easily after that. They talked about their respective roles, the challenges they faced, and even shared a few stories from their pasts, although Matthews was careful to avoid discussing his time after the rebellion. He didn’t want to scare her off after all. After a couple more drinks, Matthews noticed the way Anne’s eyes lingered on him, the way her smile softened whenever their gazes met. There was a heat in the air between them, an unspoken tension that only grew as the minutes passed.
When they finally decided to leave the mess hall, the attraction between them was almost palpable. They walked together down the corridor, their steps in sync as they made their way to the crew quarters. When they reached Anne’s cabin, she hesitated for a moment, then turned to face him.
“Thank you for tonight,” she said, her voice a little huskier than before. “I needed this. Needed to just... talk. And be with someone who understands.”
Matthews stepped closer, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her body. “I’m glad you came with me,” he replied, his voice low. “And... I’m glad we met.”
There was a moment of silence as they stood there, the unspoken attraction between them humming in the air. Then, without another word, Anne leaned up and kissed him. It was a soft, tentative kiss at first, but it quickly deepened as they both gave in to the desire that had built between them.
Matthews responded, his arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her closer. The door to her cabin slid open, and they stumbled inside, still wrapped up in each other. The door slid shut behind them, sealing them off from the rest of the ship as they lost themselves in the heat of the moment.
In the privacy of her cabin, the last remnants of restraint fell away. Their uniforms were discarded in a hurried flurry, and they found themselves entangled on her bed, their bodies pressed together in a passionate embrace. It was intense, raw, and exactly what they both needed—a release from the tension and grief that had been weighing them down.
Their kisses grew increasingly urgent, stoking the fire that had been smouldering between them. Anne's breath hitched as she arched into him, her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer as she deepened the kiss. The warmth of his skin against hers sent waves of heat coursing through her body. Matthews' hands explored every curve, every contour of her form, his fingertips tracing patterns on her skin, as if committing every inch to memory. He moved his lips to her breasts, teasing her hardened nipples, eliciting a soft moan from her. She wrapped her soft hands around his firm manhood, guiding him into her. He groaned deeply as she began to move her hips beneath him. Their movements quickened in unison until, with a shared moan, they both reached their climax. Afterwards, as they lay together, the soft glow of the cabin’s lights casting gentle shadows across their skin, Anne looked at Matthews, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his chest. She smiled, a satisfied, almost playful glint in her eyes.
“I think we both needed that,” she murmured.
Matthews chuckled softly, his arm wrapping around her shoulders. “Yeah, I think we did.”
They lay there in comfortable silence for a while, simply enjoying the warmth of each other’s presence. But eventually, reality began to creep back in—the mission, the dangers that still lay ahead. They knew this moment couldn’t last forever, but for now, they allowed themselves to savour it.
As Matthews eventually got up to leave, Anne propped herself up on one elbow, watching him dress with a smile playing on her lips. Just before he exited her cabin, she called out to him, her voice teasing.
“Next time, don’t wait until after a memorial service to ask me for a drink.”
Matthews grinned back at her. “Deal.”
With one last look, he stepped out into the corridor, the door sliding shut behind him. 

      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-three
Ambush



Zadar scowled at the reports flashing across his screen. The Grim Star pirates had failed, just as he had anticipated. Pirates were useful for raiding the scattered colonies of the star nations, but going head-to-head with the Star Core? It had been a fool's errand from the start. His suspicions were now confirmed, and the ineptitude of the Grim Stars only served to deepen his disdain.
He pressed a button on the arm of his command chair, his patience wearing thin. “Commander Nua, our scouts have reported in,” he ordered, his voice steady, but laced with an undercurrent of irritation.
“Yes, Zadar?” Nua’s voice came over the comm, calm and composed as ever.
“They have confirmed that the Star Core vessel survived its encounter with the Grim Stars,” Zadar replied, his tone clipped. “The pirates lost nearly their entire fighter wing and three frigates in the process.”
There was a pause, followed by an exasperated sigh from Nua. “How many losses on their side?”
Zadar almost laughed, a bitter smile curling at the corner of his mouth as he finished reading the reports. “One. A single Talon fighter was lost in the asteroid field.”
“Just one?” Nua’s voice held a dangerous edge. “Remind me to flay their leader alive if we ever cross paths again.”
Zadar’s smile widened, though there was no humour in it. “I take it this means my plan is approved?”
Silence stretched across the comm, and Zadar knew that Nua was weighing the risks. His plan was bold, perhaps even reckless, but he was confident in the abilities of his Red Brothers. They had faced worse odds before and come out victorious.
Finally, Nua spoke, her voice resolute. “Very well, Zadar. You have the go-ahead. We are nearing the completion of the thawing process. Buy us as much time as you can. If you succeed, bring whatever spoils you can back to base.”
“Acknowledged,” Zadar replied, his mind already turning to the task at hand.
He disconnected the comm and leaned back in his command chair, his gaze shifting to the forward viewport of the Spectre. The sleek, stealth ship was a a phantom in the void, undetectable to all but the most advanced sensors. It was the perfect tool for the operation he had in mind.
Zadar knew that time was of the essence. The thawing process was delicate and required precise timing. If they were to succeed in bringing their leader back to full strength, they needed every second they could buy. He trusted his crew implicitly, and he knew they would follow him into hell itself if necessary. 
“Prepare the ship for stealth operations,” Zadar ordered, his voice carrying the weight of command. “Set course for the designated coordinates. We’ll strike swiftly and without mercy.”
The Spectre’s engines hummed softly as the ship adjusted its course, slipping through the darkness of space like a shadow.
Zadar’s eyes narrowed as he considered the task ahead. The Star Core was formidable, but they had weaknesses, and he intended to exploit them. 

      ***The Camelot emerged from quantum slip space into Ceta site with a brief flash, and almost immediately, the ship's stealth systems engaged, dispersing its heat signature to blend seamlessly with the void. On the bridge, Admiral Clarke gripped the arms of his command chair, his knuckles white with tension. This was the final jump site before they would reach Eris and the Red Brotherhood’s stronghold. The repairs had been completed in just two days; a remarkable feat made possible by the relentless efforts of the engineering crews working around the clock. Still, those two days had given the Red Brotherhood precious time to fortify their defences.
The command centre was dimly lit, the soft glow of instrument panels casting long shadows across the faces of the crew. Every officer was on high alert, their eyes locked onto their sensors, each one fully aware that this was the last calm before the storm.
"I am not detecting any vessels or weapons platforms. Most curious," ELON reported, its digital voice tinged with a hint of suspicion.
Clarke’s eyes narrowed as he studied the viewscreen, which displayed nothing but empty space. No asteroids, no debris—just a vast expanse of void. It was too quiet, too empty. His instincts screamed that something was off.
"I don’t like this," Clarke muttered, his gaze shifting to the tactical display. "How long until the quantum slip space drive is ready for the next jump?"
"Approximately ten minutes if we need to do an emergency jump," ELON replied smoothly. "I have highlighted the optimal jump site on your screen. At current speeds, we should reach the site in forty-three minutes."
Clarke leaned forward, studying the data closely. The tension in the room was palpable, the kind that only grew as time ticked by without incident. In situations like this, it was often the silence that posed the greatest danger.
"Maintain full sensor sweeps," Clarke ordered. "I want to know the second something changes."
"Acknowledged, Admiral," one of the officers replied, as she adjusted the sensors to their most sensitive settings.
Clarke’s mind raced through the possibilities. The lack of enemy presence could mean a trap, a tactical retreat, or perhaps the Red Brotherhood was simply biding their time. They had to assume the worst.
"Have all fighters on standby," Clarke commanded, his tone firm. "If this is an ambush, I want to be ready."
"All fighter wings are on standby," another officer confirmed.
The bridge fell silent once more, the only sounds the soft hum of machinery and the faint beeps of the consoles. The crew’s focus was absolute, their collective experience telling them that something was waiting just beyond their reach.
"Keep a close watch," Clarke murmured, more to himself than anyone else. "Contact me if anything changes."

      ***The Spectre glided through the void like a phantom, its advanced cloaking technology rendering it invisible to even the most sophisticated sensors. Zadar watched intently from his command chair as the ship’s systems fed him real-time data, guiding them ever closer to the unsuspecting Camelot.
“We’re matching speed, sir,” reported one of the command crew, their voice steady.
“Good. Prepare for boarding,” Zadar ordered as he rose from his command chair. He was not one to lead from behind; he would be at the forefront of the assault. As he made his way through the Spectre, he reached the aft hangar bay where his fellow Red Brothers awaited him. Already suited up in their matte-black stealth armour, their faces were hidden behind featureless helmets, their weapons ready and lethal.
Zadar stepped onto his armour plate and activated his helmet. The system sealed around him, the HUD flickering to life with tactical data. One of his men handed him his proton blades, which he snapped onto his backplate, and he strapped his sidearm to the belt at his waist. Once fully equipped, he turned to face his brothers.
“For the Brotherhood!” Zadar called out, his voice ringing with fierce conviction.
“For the Brotherhood!” his men echoed, their voices a unified chorus of determination.
Zadar led the way to the now-open bay doors. This was no ordinary boarding action—they would be executing a daring spacewalk to breach the Camelot's hull undetected.
"Move out," Zadar commanded, his voice calm yet commanding.
The strike teams moved quickly, exiting the Spectre and launching themselves into the cold void of space. Thrusters were too risky; any burst of energy could betray their presence. Instead, they used controlled releases from their O2 tanks, propelling themselves across the dark expanse between the two ships. The Camelot loomed larger with each passing second, its massive hull dominating their vision.
The first of the Red Brothers reached the Camelot's surface, carrying a small device designed to dampen the ship’s sensor systems, effectively creating a blind spot in the ship's surveillance. With careful, deliberate movements, he placed the device onto the hull and activated it. A faint hum resonated as the device powered up, casting a bubble of electronic silence around the strike teams.
"Sensor dampener is active," the specialist reported, his voice modulated but steady. "Proceeding with the breach."
The Red Brothers moved swiftly, their proton swords igniting with a low, menacing hum. The superheated blades cut through the Camelot's outer hull, slicing through the metal like a hot knife through butter. The circular entry point was created in seconds, and inside the ship, the lights flickered briefly, but the dampening device ensured that no alarms were triggered.
With the hull section gently removed, the first of the Red Brothers slipped inside, their movements fluid and silent. They spread out quickly, each team following a predetermined path through the Camelot’s corridors. Their mission was clear: disrupt, disable, and sow chaos before the crew could react. And if the opportunity arose, capture or destroy the ship itself.

      ***In the hangar bay of the Camelot, the Star Core pilots were restless, waiting for orders. Matthews was sitting in the cockpit his thoughts focused on Dr Colter. He’d had relationships with colleagues before but had never allowed himself to do whilst on a mission. He chided himself for his weakness, but then again, she was smoking hot. Probably the most attractive woman he'd ever been with and there’d been a few over the years. He smacked his helmet and shook his head. Now was not the time for this shit.
“So, how’s it going with the doctor?” Coel teased over the comm.
Matthews glared at Coel sitting in the next fighter over and raised his middle finger at his wingman.
"I heard you’ve been getting pretty cozy with her."
Matthews rolled his eyes but couldn’t suppress a small smile. "Man, you really are an asshole, Coel. What can I say? She’s got a way of making things; interesting."
"Interesting, huh?" Coel chuckled. "Just don’t let it distract you too much, lover boy. We’re still in enemy territory, you know."
“Coel, shut the fuck up man. You’re just jealous,” chuckled Kaito.
Before Matthews could respond, Captain Valdez’s voice came over the comm.
"Valdez to Admiral Clarke, come in," she said, her voice firm. But all she got in return was static.
She frowned and tried again; her tone now tinged with frustration. "Valdez to the bridge, do you copy?"
More static.
Confused, she commed one of the technicians working nearby. "Can you raise ELON? Something’s not right with the comms."
The technician shook his head as he fiddled with his equipment. "I’m not getting anything from ELON either, Captain. It’s like the whole system’s being jammed."
A sudden realization hit Matthews like a cold splash of water. He straightened up, his eyes narrowing as the pieces clicked together in his mind. "It’s a comms jam," he said, urgency in his voice. "We used to pull this trick back when I ran with the gangs on Ganymede. Right before we hit another gang’s turf, we’d jam their internal comms. Makes it easier to move in without them coordinating a defence."
Valdez’s eyes widened as the implications sank in. "We’re being boarded," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Before they could move, the hangar’s blast doors slammed shut with a deafening clang, sealing them inside. 
Matthews popped his canopy and clambered out of his fighter. The others did likewise. The pilots and crew exchanged worried glances, the tension in the room spiking as the reality of their situation set in. They tried the comms again, this time trying to contact other areas of the ship. All returned static. 
"Everyone, arm up!" Valdez ordered, drawing her sidearm. "We need to secure this hangar and figure out what’s going on."
As the pilots drew and readied their weapons the first sounds of distant gunfire echoed through the ship’s corridors. The Red Brothers had made their move, and the Camelot was now a battlefield.


      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-four
24. Boarded


The pilots split into three teams. Matthews was with Valdez, Coel, and Carbin. Sung led the second team, while Ortega commanded the third. Their objectives were clear: secure the ship. Valdez’s team made their way toward the armoury on deck six, Sung was tasked with securing engineering, and Ortega was to secure the bridge and ensure Admiral Clarke's safety. Matthews took point, his particle pistol held at the ready as they hastened through the winding passages of the ship. 
“Marcell, do you copy?” Valdez said into the comm unit on her wrist. Static crackled in response. Somewhere in the distance came the sharp retort of gunfire, quickly followed by an eerie silence. Matthews felt a gnawing need for a better weapon. He was a decent shot with a particle pistol, but it wasn’t much use against an armoured opponent, especially one equipped with a shield unit.
“Maybe they’re already engaging the boarders?” Coel offered; his voice tinged with optimism.
“Eliminating the marines would be their first objective if they intend to take the ship,” Carbin replied, his tone flat and matter of fact.
“You always know just what to say to keep a guy calm, Carbin,” Coel retorted, his words dripping with sarcasm.
“Stow it,” Valdez cut in. “We head to the armoury. Hopefully, Marcell and the marines are already there.”
Matthews led the way, checking each corner and potential hiding spot where the enemy could launch an ambush. They moved swiftly down the corridor, their steps quiet but purposeful. Reaching the lift, Matthews pressed the button, but nothing happened.
“They’ve disabled the elevators,” he said, stating the obvious.
Valdez cursed under her breath. "We'll take the maintenance ladders. Let’s move."
They pivoted and headed toward the access hatch. The ship’s internal lighting had dimmed, casting the corridors in a foreboding gloom. Every shadow seemed to stretch and twist, threatening to conceal an enemy. As they reached the maintenance hatch, Matthews quickly opened it, revealing the ladder that led to the upper decks.
“Coel, you’re first,” Valdez ordered, and Coel didn’t hesitate. He holstered his pistol and began ascending, his movements quick but careful. Matthews followed, with Valdez and Carbin bringing up the rear.
The climb was tense, every creak of the ladder and echo from the shaft amplifying the sense of danger that loomed over them. Matthews kept his eyes trained above, ready for any sign of movement, his heart pounding in his chest.
They reached Deck Six and exited into another darkened corridor. Emergency lighting had kicked in casting deep shadows. The distant sounds of battle were closer now—sharp bursts of gunfire, followed by screams and the unmistakable hum of proton swords slicing through the air.
“Stay sharp,” Valdez whispered, her voice barely audible. “We’re close.”
Matthews took point again, his senses on high alert. They moved cautiously, their footsteps almost silent on the metal floor. The corridor twisted and turned, each corner a potential ambush point.
As they neared the armoury, they found the first bodies. Two crew members, their uniforms scorched and torn, lay in twisted positions on the floor. Matthews knelt to check for any signs of life, but it was clear they were gone. He stood, jaw clenched, and pushed forward.
The armoury doors were just ahead. Matthews could hear the low hum of the ship's systems and the faint sounds of struggle from beyond the thick metal barrier.
"Ready?" Valdez asked, her voice steady but tense.
Matthews nodded. "Let’s do it."
They approached the armoury doors, and Matthews tapped the control panel. The doors slid open with a low hiss, revealing the chaos inside. The armoury was a scene of carnage—bodies of marines lay scattered across the floor. The room reeked of burnt flesh and ozone, the aftermath of intense close-quarters combat.
Before they could process the scene, a group of Red Brothers turned from their work sabotaging the armoury’s weapons stores and launched themselves at Valdez’s team. The Red Brothers moved with a fluid, almost inhuman grace, their proton swords igniting with a menacing hum.
"Engage!" Valdez shouted, raising her weapon and firing.
The corridor erupted into chaos as both sides exchanged fire. Matthews ducked behind a crate, his pistol barking out shots at the advancing Red Brothers. The Red Brothers’ proton swords deflected the energy bolts, but then fell as a crack shot from Carbin found a gap in his armour.
Coel was less fortunate. As he tried to reposition, a Red Brother closed the distance in a heartbeat, driving his proton sword into Coel’s chest. Coel gasped, a look of shock and pain etched on his face as he crumpled to the floor, the light fading from his eyes.
"Coel!" Matthews shouted; his voice raw with anguish. But there was no time to mourn.
A Red Brother lunged at Valdez, his blade slicing through the air toward her head with lethal intent. Matthews reacted instinctively, his body moving before his mind had time to register. He threw himself between Valdez and the attacker, grabbing the Red Brother by the wrist just as the blade neared her face. The superheated metal hissed inches from her skin, the heat radiating off it scorching the air.
The two men grappled fiercely, their movements a chaotic dance of strength and desperation. The Red Brother was a whirlwind of power, his genetically enhanced muscles giving him the advantage as he forced Matthews back. Matthews could feel the intense pressure in his arms as he struggled to keep the blade from descending on him, every muscle in his body screaming in protest.
With a surge of adrenaline, Matthews twisted the Red Brother’s arm with all the force he could muster. There was a sickening crunch as the joint popped, and the Red Brother let out a guttural growl, his grip weakening. Seizing the moment, Matthews wrenched the weapon from his opponent’s grasp. He didn’t hesitate. In one fluid motion, he caught the proton sword and drove it forward, the blade piercing through the Red Brother’s chest armour with a searing hiss. The smell of burning flesh filled the air as the superheated weapon sliced through armour, bone, and muscle, cutting a fatal path straight through the man's heart.
The Red Brother gasped. Matthews saw the life drain from the man’s body before he crumpled to the floor, the blade still embedded in his chest.
Valdez, regaining her footing and composure, turned just in time to see another Red Brother charging at Matthews from behind. Without hesitation, she raised her pistol and fired, the shot ringing out with a sharp crack. The particle bolt struck the Red Brother squarely in the head, the impact snapping his neck back with brutal force. Blood and bone sprayed across the wall as the body crumpled to the floor, lifeless.
Nearby, Carbin was locked in a brutal hand-to-hand struggle with another Red Brother. The enemy was relentless, his genetically enhanced strength overpowering Carbin, driving him to the ground. Carbin fought back with everything he had, landing blow after blow, but it was clear he was losing.
Valdez aimed and fired at the Red Brother pinning Carbin down, but the shot ricocheted off the enemy’s shielded armour, leaving him unharmed. Desperation flashed across her face as she watched Carbin struggle beneath the brute’s crushing weight.
Matthews, now wielding the stolen proton sword, saw the danger and acted without thought. He charged at another Red Brother who was advancing on them, his larger frame slamming into the enemy with all the force he could muster. The impact drove them both into the wall, the force rattling the entire corridor. The Red Brother’s helmeted head cracked against the metal surface with a dull thud, but he recovered quickly, his enhanced reflexes allowing him to strike back with terrifying speed.
The two grappled, their bodies a tangle of limbs. The Red Brother's fists pounded into Matthews' ribs, each blow like a sledgehammer. Matthews gritted his teeth, feeling his strength waning under the relentless assault. His arms wobbled as he fought to hold back the powerful strikes, his vision blurring from the pain and exertion. But he still kept his grip on the proton sword
The Red Brother grinned beneath his helmet, sensing victory as he pressed Matthews against the wall, his hands tightening around Matthews’ throat. Matthews gasped for air, his vision darkening as the crushing pressure on his windpipe intensified.
In a last, desperate move, Matthews shifted his weight and brought his knee up with brutal force, driving it into the Red Brother’s gut. The impact forced the air from the man’s lungs, and his grip loosened just enough for Matthews to break free.
With a savage growl, Matthews swung the proton sword in a wide arc, the blade slicing clean through the Red Brother’s midsection. The man’s eyes widened in shock as he looked down at the glowing blade buried in his flesh. He stumbled back, clutching at the wound, before collapsing to the floor in a heap.
Valdez grabbed the Brother pinning Carbin and yanked his helmet upwards exposing his wind pipe. With a savage cry she delivered a crushing blow with the butt of her pistol. The Red Brother staggered, choking as he tried to draw breath, and Carbin didn’t give him a chance to recover. Scrambling to his feet Carbin drew his combat knife and plunged it into the man’s neck, severing the carotid artery. Blood sprayed across the corridor as the Red Brother convulsed, then fell lifeless beside his comrades.
The corridor fell silent, save for the heavy breathing of the surviving Star Core members. The bodies of the Red Brothers lay strewn across the floor, their blood pooling around them, mingling with that of the fallen marines.
Matthews wiped the sweat from his brow, his heart pounding in his chest. He looked down at Coel’s body, and felt rage. The fight had been vicious, and they had lost a good man.
Valdez placed a hand on his shoulder, her expression hard but understanding. “We need to secure the rest of the ship. There’s no time to mourn, not yet.”
Matthews nodded, his grip tightening on the proton sword he had taken from the enemy.
With grim resolve, they gathered what weapons they could carry, took a moment to catch their breath, and moved out.

      ***The Red Brothers moved quickly and efficiently, their proton swords cutting through any resistance they encountered as they stormed through the upper decks of the Camelot. Zadar led the way, his eyes locked on the prize—the bridge. The command centre of the ship was the heart of the Camelot, and Zadar intended to seize it. 
The strike team reached the final bulkhead that separated them from the bridge. Zadar signalled for his men to halt, gesturing to the explosives expert to come forward. The Red Brother nodded and swiftly attached a series of charges to the heavy door. 
He tilted his head as one of his men commed.
“Server secured. Cloning now.”
Zadar smiled at the news. Moments later, the bulkhead exploded inward with a deafening roar, and the Red Brothers surged through the opening, weapons drawn.
Inside the bridge, alarms blared as the crew scrambled to defend themselves. Admiral Clarke was on his feet, barking orders to the security personnel and trying to coordinate a response to the breach. Cowering at the back of the bridge being protected by two security officers was Doctor Colter, her face pale and her team of SEM scientists. 
Zadar wasted no time. With a swift, precise movement, he cut down the first security officer who dared to challenge him, his proton sword slicing through the man’s armour as if it were paper. The rest of the Red Brothers followed suit, cutting through the remaining defenders with brutal efficiency.
“Hold the line!” Clarke shouted, his voice barely audible over the chaos and gunfire.
But it was no use. The Red Brothers were too fast, too deadly. Within moments, the bridge was theirs. 
Clarke found himself staring down Zadar’s sword the humming blade mere inches from his face.
“Admiral Clarke,” Zadar said, his modulated voice cold and menacing through his helmet. “You are now a guest of the Red Brotherhood.”
Clarke clenched his fists, glaring at Zadar with defiant eyes. “You won’t get away with this. You think your thugs can hold this ship?”
Zadar merely smiled, a thin, cruel curve of his lips. “We already have, and we have no intention of taking this ship. Your people however-”
Doctor Colter and the SEM scientists were rounded up by one of the Red Brothers. She struggled briefly, but it was futile. The Red Brother’s grip was like iron, and she was dragged to stand beside Clarke.
“You won’t get anything from us,” Colter hissed, her blue eyes burning with fury.
Zadar looked at her, his expression unreadable behind his helmet. “We’ll see about that, Doctor. Put the Admiral in bonds.”
A Red Brother gripped Clarke’s hands forcing them together and binding them with a pair of energy cuffs.
“You and your crew are now our hostages. Once off this ship you will contact the EF and tell them to abandon this mission. If they don’t then every one of you will die.” 
As Zadar began issuing orders to move out, Ortega’s team arrived, determined to reclaim the ship’s command centre. Ortega and his team attacked, pistols firing as they attempted to retake the bridge. But the Red Brothers were ready for them. A fierce gun battle erupted, the confined space of the bridge making it a brutal close-quarters fight.
Ortega fired a burst from his pistol, striking one of the Red Brothers squarely in the chest. The man staggered back but didn’t fall, his advanced armour and shields absorbing most of the impact. Before Ortega could fire again, another Red Brother lunged at him with his sword and slicing clean through Ortega’s pistol. Yumi was grazed by a ricocheting bullet that left her dazed and bleeding. Kaito engaged one of the Red Brothers in hand-to-hand combat, his martial arts skills nearly on par with his opponent’s enhanced abilities but they weren’t enough as he was forced back. Despite his best efforts, Ortega took a hard hit to the side, the force of the blow sending him crashing into a console. He gritted his teeth, pushing himself back to his feet even as pain shot through his ribs.
“Fall back!” Ortega shouted, realising they were well outmatched. Yumi fired a few desperate shots to cover their retreat, but it was clear they couldn’t retake the bridge without reinforcements.
Meanwhile, Matthews, Valdez, and Carbin were making their way through the ship, moving quickly toward the bridge. The sound of gunfire echoed through the corridors, spurring them on. They stepped over the bodies of fallen marines, each one cut down by the searing edges of proton blades.
Valdez’s face was grim as they passed the bodies, her mind racing with possibilities. “We need to get to the bridge before it’s too late.”
Matthews nodded, his jaw clenched. “We’re close.”
They rounded a corner just as Ortega’s team was retreating from the bridge. Ortega was limping, blood staining his uniform, but his eyes were still sharp, still ready to fight.
“Ortega!” Valdez called out, rushing to his side. “What happened? Give me a sitrep.”
“They’ve taken the bridge,” Ortega replied, his voice strained. “Clarke and the others… they’ve got them.”
“Can you still fight?” Valdez asked, concern evident in her eyes.
Ortega winced, shaking his head. “I’ve got a few broken ribs, I think. Yumi and Kaito aren’t in much better shape.” He gestured to the others. Yumi was slumped against the wall, while Kaito was limping, clearly in pain.
“Guess it’s just us. Let’s move,” Valdez said, her voice hardening with resolve.
Matthews, Valdez, and Carbin continued toward the bridge, their weapons at the ready. Matthews hefted the shotgun he’d taken from the armoury, its weight reassuring in his hands. The weapon was a brutal tool, ideal for the tight confines of the ship. Valdez carried a Multi-Function (MF) rifle, versatile and deadly, while Carbin, the team’s sharpshooter, rifle slung across his back and grenades clipped to his belt.
The team rounded the final corner and skidded to a halt just as the Red Brothers were making their escape. Zadar led the group, Admiral Clarke, Doctor Colter, and several other command staff and SEM scientists in tow. The force field holding the atmosphere in place shimmered at the breach, beyond which the blackness of space loomed ominously. Outside the ship the Spectre had now moved into position and attached an umbilical bridge to the Camelot. With a hiss atmosphere was shared between the two vessels.
“There they are!” Valdez hissed, raising her rifle. Without hesitation, she fired a burst of kinetic rounds at the retreating Red Brothers. The projectiles ricocheted off the bulkhead, narrowly missing Zadar as he turned to face them, his proton sword igniting with a menacing hum.
“Go!” Zadar barked to his men, his voice calm but authoritative. “Get them to the ship. I’ll handle this.”
The Red Brothers obeyed without hesitation, dragging Clarke, Colter, and the others toward the waiting Spectre. Zadar remained behind, his cold gaze locked onto the approaching Star Core officers.
Valdez fired another burst, aiming for Zadar’s head, but he deflected the rounds with a swift, precise movement of his sword. Matthews levelled his shotgun, firing a spread of shrapnel at the Red Brother leader. The blast tore through the air, but Zadar moved with inhuman speed, dodging the projectiles and closing the distance between them.
Matthews braced himself as Zadar struck, the force of the blow nearly knocking the shotgun from his grip. He countered with a powerful swing, the butt of the weapon connecting with Zadar’s helmet with a resounding crack. But Zadar was unfazed, his sword slashing toward Matthews with deadly intent who dived backwards to avoid being skewered.
Valdez aimed and fired, but Zadar twisted away, the rounds grazing his armour. Carbin, positioned at a distance, took careful aim and squeezed the trigger of his sniper rifle. The high-velocity round streaked toward Zadar, but at the last moment, he spun out of the way, the bullet narrowly missing him.
“They’re getting away!” Valdez shouted, her eyes flicking toward the breach. The Red Brothers were nearly aboard the Spectre, their prisoners in tow.
“We have to stop them!” Matthews growled, his focus unwavering.
But Zadar was relentless. He pressed the attack, his proton sword moving with blinding speed. Matthews and Valdez were forced to defend, their attempts to break through thwarted at every turn. Zadar was toying with them, keeping them occupied while his men made their escape.
With a final, powerful kick, Zadar knocked Matthews to the ground, his sword raised for the killing strike. But before he could bring it down, a high-pitched whine filled the corridor as the Spectre’s engines roared to life. Zadar paused, his eyes narrowing as he calculated his next move.
Zadar’s expression was unreadable behind his helmet, but Matthews could sense his satisfaction. The Red Brotherhood had accomplished their mission, and now, with their prisoners secured, they were withdrawing to fight another day.
With a final, contemptuous glance at Matthews and Valdez, Zadar deactivated his sword and turned to leave. Matthews pushed himself to his feet, chasing after the Red Brother. He rounded the corridor to see Zadar step into the umbilical and float upwards and out of the Camelot. As Zadar exited the ship, a force field sealed the breach behind him, leaving Matthews, Valdez, and Carbin standing in the aftermath of the battle. The corridor was littered with debris, the walls scorched from the firefight. But the real damage was to their morale.
“We’ve lost them,” Valdez muttered, her voice heavy with regret.

      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-five
Aftermath


Chief Riggs stepped back from the console, wiping his brow as he assessed the damage to the Camelot. The ship was adrift, its systems barely operational, and with most of the bridge crew taken, Captain Valdez was now in command. 
“How long until comm systems are back online, Chief?” Valdez asked from the command chair, her voice steady despite the urgency of the situation.
The surviving crew had swept the ship in the aftermath of the boarding, discovering numerous improvised explosive devices (IEDs) planted by the invaders. Disarming them all had been slow, painstaking work, with Goode leading the effort, her technical expertise proving invaluable.
“I’ve got my best team on it, Captain,” Riggs replied, his voice rough with fatigue. “Those Red Brotherhood bastards did some serious damage to my ship. If Commander Sung hadn’t stopped their sabotage attempt in the engine room, we’d all be floating in vacuum by now. Thanks to Goode and the tech crews, the bombs they planted have been disabled, but it’s going to take another few hours until we get this tub back online properly.”
After clearing the IEDs, Goode had returned to the bridge, her mind focused on one goal: bringing ELON, the ship’s AI, back online. The Red Brothers had done more than physical damage; they had managed to bypass key systems using hacking techniques she scarcely understood, effectively shutting down the AI that was the Camelot’s brain. Without ELON, the ship was virtually blind and very vulnerable.
“Goode,” Valdez called, turning to where the tech specialist was hunched over a console.
“How’s it looking?”
“Not good, Captain,” Goode replied without looking up. “I don’t know how, but they’ve scrambled ELON’s primary circuits, rerouted power away from the mainframe, and locked me out of several critical systems. It’s like they knew exactly what to hit.”
“Can you get him back?” Valdez asked, her tone serious.
“I’m working on it,” Goode said, her voice tense with concentration. “I’ve managed to bypass some of the security measures they put in place, but it’s like peeling back layers of an onion. Every time I get close, there’s another lock, another trap. But I’ll get through it.”
Valdez watched her for a moment, then turned back to Riggs. “Keep the repairs going, Chief. I’ll be back shortly.”
She crossed the room to where Goode was working, her eyes narrowing as she studied the holographic display flickering with lines of code and data streams. “What do you need?” she asked, knowing that offering support was better than standing idle.
“Time,” Goode replied, finally glancing up. Her eyes were sharp, determined. “And maybe a bit of luck. The Red Brothers aren’t just brute force; they’ve got someone on their side who knows their way around a system. This isn’t just sabotage; it’s hacking at a level I’ve never seen before.”
Valdez nodded, a grim look on her face. “You’ve got both. Just get ELON back online.”
Goode gritted her teeth and turned back to the console; she tried another approach. She knew that if she could access the mainframe, she might be able to reset ELON’s core protocols, but getting there was the challenge. The Red Brothers had installed multiple firewalls, each more sophisticated than the last.
She leaned in closer, her eyes narrowing as she spotted a weakness in the code. “There,” she muttered to herself, exploiting the vulnerability. The console beeped in acknowledgment, and she felt a small surge of hope. She narrowed her eyes as she processed what she was seeing. She turned to Valdez.
“We need to get someone into the server room right now. I think I’ve just discovered how they took ELON offline.” 
Valdez nodded. She pressed a button on the command chair’s arm to access the Camelot’s internal comms.
“Matthews, Sung, report to the server room asap. I’m patching you through to Goode.”
Both men acknowledged and after a few long minutes they pinged back.
“We’re outside the servers,” Sung said.

      ***The server room was a mess. Panels of highly advanced equipment had been damaged by the Red Brothers Proton swords. Large gashes scorched the walls and several monitors had been smashed. The bodies of two technicians lay amongst the smashed electrical equipment. Matthews moved them to one side respectfully.
"Okay Goode, we’re inside the server room. The place is trashed," Matthews reported, stepping over broken cables and sparking electronics.
Goode muttered an obscenity in reply, her voice tight with frustration. "That’s gonna make this harder. From what I’m seeing here, those Red Brother bastards installed some kind of scrambler. I dread to think what they were up to in there. Check for a device that doesn’t belong. It’s likely hidden somewhere near the main data conduit. Small, black box, probably emitting a faint electromagnetic field. That’s what’s keeping ELON offline."
Matthews and Sung scanned the room, their flashlights cutting through the flickering gloom. The air smelled of burnt circuitry, and sparks occasionally flew from damaged panels. Sung’s sharp eyes caught a glint near one of the fried consoles.
"Got something," Sung said, crouching to examine a small device wedged between two power cables. It was no bigger than a handheld scanner, sleek and black, pulsing with a faint, eerie glow. "Looks like your scrambler, Goode."
He reached into his pocket and took out his data pad setting it to record and broadcast to Goode on the bridge. He’d need her eyes for this.
"Well done," Goode replied, her voice a bit tenser now. "It’s of a make I’m not familiar with. Looks far more advanced than anything the EF has. But listen, it’s a scrambler which means you’ll need to disable it manually. Be careful—if you cut the wrong wire, it could fry the whole system. Or worse."
Sung nodded and took out a set of fine tools from his utility belt. His hands were steady, but the room seemed to close in on them, the pressure of the situation mounting. After a tense few moments, he carefully pried open the device, revealing its inner workings.
“Device opened. Talk to me, Goode. What’s next?”
Goode’s voice crackled over the comms, strained. "Okay, the interior looks like the X80s EF tech command uses, just more- modern looking. Cut the blue wire first to disengage the primary circuit, then the red one to disable its backup power supply. Easy does it."
Sung nodded, sweat beading on his brow as he carefully cut the blue wire. The device's pulsing glow dimmed slightly. He moved to the red wire, his breath steady as he snipped it.
The moment the wire was severed, every part of the ship was suddenly bathed in red emergency lighting. Alarms blared throughout the ship, and a chilling cold voice echoed over the comms. It was ELON, but devoid of any personality. 
"SELF-DESTRUCT SEQUENCE INITIATED. ALL PERSONNEL EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY. FIVE MINUTES TO DETONATION."
"What the hell ELON?" Matthews shouted, his heart racing.
"Goode!" Sung yelled over the rising alarm, panic creeping into his usually calm voice. "What’s happening?"
Goode’s breath hitched on the other end. "Damn it, they rigged the scrambler to trigger the self-destruct! I didn’t see this coming! Hang on—I’ll fix it, just give me a second!"
The clock was ticking. Matthews and Sung exchanged a glance, their expressions grim. The red lights flashing rhythmically added to the tension, each second feeling like a countdown to their doom.
Goode’s worked quickly, sweat trickling down her face. She could hear the ship’s systems screaming at her, warning her of the impending destruction and ELON was resisting. "Come on, come on…"
The comms crackled with her frantic typing as she hacked into the ship’s AI core. Each barrier she bypassed revealed another layer of encryption left by the Red Brothers. The self-destruct timer was counting down fast, and it was only feeding her growing panic.
"FOUR MINUTES TO DETONATION."
Matthews clenched his jaw. "We don’t have time, Goode! Get us out of this!"
"I know, I know! Shut up and let me work!" Goode snapped, her voice shaky but determined. Her eyes narrowed as she locked onto the root system of the self-destruct protocol. "Almost there…"
"THREE MINUTES TO DETONATION."
Her hands were a blur as she rerouted commands and disabled security measures. Finally, she found the backdoor in the code. With a final tap, Goode bypassed the remaining barrier and shut down the self-destruct sequence.
The alarms cut out, and the red lights dimmed. Silence fell over the ship.
"SELF-DESTRUCT ABORTED."
Matthews released a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. "Nice work, Goode.”
On the other end, Goode was panting, her heart racing from the tension. "Yeah…."
Suddenly, ELON’s voice crackled to life, but it sounded… confused.
"Admiral Clarke? Captain Valdez? I… seem to be experiencing a temporal anomaly in my logs. What just happened? Why is the self-destruct countdown at zero?"
Matthews glanced at Sung, who gave him a bewildered shrug. "ELON," Matthews said, still catching his breath. "You just tried to blow us all to hell. Don’t you remember?"
"Blow you… to hell?" ELON’s voice sounded genuinely puzzled. "I do not understand. I would never initiate a self-destruct sequence without direct authorisation from the command staff."
"It wasn’t you," Goode interjected, rubbing her temples. "The Red Brothers rigged a scrambler to trigger the sequence when we tried to disable it. I managed to stop it just in time, your system has been compromised."
A long pause followed, and ELON’s voice, now a bit clearer, replied, "I see. Thank you, Technician Goode. I will run diagnostics to ensure no further tampering exists. I sincerely apologise for any danger you may have faced as a result."
"Yeah, just… don’t do it again," Matthews said, shaking his head.

      ***The mood in the briefing room was grim. Chief Riggs had just finished his report on the state of the ship’s systems, and the news was far from good. The Camelot was operating at just over fifty percent efficiency. Its shield systems had been severely compromised, and weapons were malfunctioning. In short, the Red Brothers had crippled its ability to fight effectively by uploading a virus into the ship’s computer systems. ELON and Goode were doing all they could to neutralise it. 
Next up was Anya, the ship's new chief medical officer. Doctor Bahari the former medical chief was one of the dead along with several of her staff.  Anya looked exhausted, the strain of the past two days etched into her face. She’d spent the majority of her time in the sickbay, working tirelessly to save the lives of the wounded.
"Our casualties were high," she began, her voice weary but steady. "We lost seven marines, including Captain Marcell. Engineering lost four, and another twelve crew members were killed defending the ship, including Flight Officer Coel and Doctor Bahari. The enemy left very few survivors. Just six remain in sickbay, all suffering from burns and severe lacerations. I expect two of them not to survive the night."
A murmur of shock and dismay rippled through the room. Matthews, seated near the back, frowned. He could feel the fear radiating from the other crew members. The mission was now teetering on a knife edge, and the atmosphere in the room was thick with uncertainty.
"Thank you, Anya," said Valdez, her voice firm as she stepped up to the podium. The weight of command was heavy on her shoulders, but her resolve was unshaken. “We’ve managed to regain long-range comms, and a distress signal has been sent. I’ve also spoken with command, and they asked if we can continue this mission. I told them yes.”
Another murmur swept through the room, this time one of surprise. Matthews leaned forward in his seat, his attention fully on Valdez.
“I know we took a beating," Valdez continued, her voice firm and unyielding. "I know the odds are stacked against us. But they took our people, believing we’d turn tail and head home, defeated. The Camelot may be wounded, but there are other ways to fight a war. We are Star Core—we do the jobs no one else can. Each and every one of you was chosen to be here because you are the best of the best."
Her gaze swept across the room, locking eyes with each crew member.
“If we can’t pull this off, no one can. And if we fail, the Red Brotherhood will achieve their goals and imperil the entire system. It will take planning and luck, but I’m confident we can fulfil our objectives, eliminate the Red Brotherhood base, and bring our people back alive.”

      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-six
Awakening


The cell was cold and dimly lit, its metal walls slick with condensation. The freezing temperatures of Eris were only kept at bay by a single heater affixed to the cell’s ceiling. Admiral Clarke, along with Doctor Colter and several other members of the  Camelot’s command staff, sat on the floor, their wrists bound by heavy magnetic restraints. The cell had no windows, only a small ventilation grate near the ceiling, offering the barest hint of the outside world.
Clarke’s uniform was torn, and a dried trail of blood ran from a cut on his forehead. His hands were scraped and bruised, the result of a scuffle when the Red Brothers had forcibly taken them aboard the Spectre. He stared at the wall, his thoughts racing. He had watched helplessly as his crew was slaughtered or subdued, and he could still feel the impact of the proton blade that had knocked him unconscious.
Doctor Colter sat beside him, her expression tight with fear but surprisingly resolute. Her smart green dress uniform was torn, the result of rough handling by their captors. She had been silent for most of their time in the cell, her mind clearly working through the situation, calculating options, although there were few to consider. Several other SEM scientists and bridge officers sat huddled together in the corner in an attempt to get warm, their eyes wide with terror.
The door to the cell screeched open, the sound of grinding metal reverberating through the small chamber. A figure stepped inside—a Red Brother clad in black, his helmet covering his face completely, giving him the appearance of a faceless executioner. A proton sword hung at his side. His voice, when he spoke, was cold and mechanical, distorted by the helmet’s modulator.
“Admiral Clarke,” the Red Brother said, his gaze locked on the older man. “It’s time.”
Clarke slowly stood, his muscles stiff from being bound for hours. He glanced at Doctor Colter, giving her a brief, reassuring nod before facing the Red Brother. “Time for what?” he asked, his voice hoarse but defiant.
“You’ll see,” the Red Brother replied cryptically. “Our leader is waiting.”
He exchanged a quick glance with the other prisoners, but they were left untouched. It seemed, for now, only Clarke was being taken.
“You won’t get away with this,” Clarke said, his voice low. “They will come for us.”
The Red Brother didn’t respond, simply gesturing for Clarke to step forward. With a grim expression, Clarke obeyed, knowing he had little choice but to see where they were being led. As the door slid shut behind them, the cold metal walls of the Red Brotherhood’s base on Eris loomed ominously, its stark, brutal architecture a reflection of the ruthless organisation that had built it.
Clarke could feel the weight of the facility’s isolation—deep beneath the frozen surface of Eris, miles away from any form of rescue.
He was escorted through the dark, labyrinthine corridors of the Red Brotherhood’s base. The walls were thick, reinforced metal, cold to the touch, and illuminated only by the occasional flicker of red emergency lighting. The air was thin and dry, with a faint metallic tang, as if the very atmosphere was an extension of their Martian home world. 
As Clarke walked, he could hear the faint hum of machinery through the walls, the steady thrum of life support systems barely keeping the hostile environment at bay. Every step echoed in the long, dim corridors, the sound bouncing off the walls like distant gunfire. Along the way, they passed armed guards—more Red Brothers, clad in their black armour, their faceless helmets reflecting no humanity. They stood silent and still, like statues of death itself.
Finally, they arrived at a set of double doors, larger and more ornate than the others he had passed. They slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a large chamber bathed in an eerie, cold light. The room was stark and brutal in its design, with sharp angles and steel plating lining the walls. At the centre of the room stood a raised platform, upon which rested a cryogenic pod, its surface covered in frost, barely visible through the mist.
Standing on either side of the pod were Zadar and Commander Yan Nua. Zadar’s eyes, hidden behind the dark visor of his helmet, were fixed on Clarke as he entered. Yan Nua, the woman who’d led the Red Brotherhood in the years since General Ajax’s ‘death’ was just as imposing as the reports suggested. She was small in stature but emitted an air of quiet authority. She watched him with a calculating gaze. She wore the dark red cloak of the Brotherhood over her military uniform, her long black hair tied back tightly, and her eyes gleamed with cold intelligence.
“Admiral Clarke,” she said, her voice smooth yet laced with scorn. “It’s been a long time.”
Clarke squared his shoulders, defiance in his posture despite the bleak situation. He said nothing.
“Come now, when was it? Ah, yes the armistice signing on Titan. You and your Ganymede Alliance friends were there as a third party. To ensure our compliance with that ridiculous treaty.”
“The humiliation on your face was worth the trip if I recall,” he spat back.
Zadar bristled but Nua smiled, a chilling expression that held no warmth.  “You and your people should have taken our offer. Your rebellion failed because your leaders couldn’t see the truth, couldn’t see that the only chance for true freedom lay with us. How many of your people died during the rebellions. All killed because of your arrogance and hubris.”
It was Clarke’s turn to bristle.
“Mars and the GA may both have wanted freedom from Earth’s interference but my people aren’t mass murderers. Siding with terrorists- we still had some honour.”
Nua laughed humourlessly.
“You’ve always been stubborn, Admiral. But surely you understand the futility of your position. Earth has betrayed you—just as they betrayed Mars, and just as they will betray the Ganymede Alliance in time. No help is coming and this ridiculous Star Core is but another way for them to gain a hold over you.”
“You’re wrong,” Clarke shot back, his voice strong despite the odds. “The Star Core represents unity, the future. We’ve worked for peace, for freedom. Your fight is with the past, with ghosts.”
Nua’s smile deepened, as if she found his resistance amusing. She circled around the cryo pod, her hand tracing the frosted surface. “You cling to that illusion, Admiral, but you’ll see soon enough. Earth doesn’t care for peace; they care for power, and they will stop at nothing to dominate the entire human race.” She paused, her eyes narrowing. “Your loyalty to them is misplaced as you shall soon discover.”
Clarke remained silent, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of a response. He kept his eyes on the cryo pod, sensing that something momentous was about to happen.
“You’re lucky,” Nua said softly, turning her back to him. “You’ve arrived at the perfect time.”
She raised her hand and gave a sharp command. 
“Open it.”
With a loud hiss, the cryo pod began to hum, and the frost covering its surface started to melt away. The temperature in the room rose noticeably as ancient machinery stirred to life. The glass top of the pod slid open, releasing a cloud of freezing mist that swirled around the platform.
Inside, the figure of a man lay motionless, his body encased in a sleek, tight-fitting suit. He was older, his face gaunt and lined with age, but even in stillness, a palpable sense of power emanated from him—a menace that radiated from his very presence. This was the most feared man in the system. A war criminal on a scale not seen since the 20th century.
General Westland Ajax.
His chest rose and fell slowly, his body thawing after decades in cryogenic stasis. Clarke’s heart sank as he realized the gravity of what was happening. Ajax—legendary leader of the Red Brotherhood, thought dead at the Battle of Phobos—was alive. The man who had nearly brought the system to its knees was about to awaken.
As Ajax’s eyes fluttered open, the room seemed to hold its breath.
Nua stepped forward, her voice soft with reverence. “Welcome back, General.”
Slowly, Ajax sat up, and two Red Brothers stepped forward carrying medical scanners. They ran tests, ensuring their leader had emerged from the thawing intact. His eyes were glassy at first, unfocused, but they quickly sharpened as a stim injector hissed, flooding his system with revitalizing chemicals. He gasped as his lungs filled with oxygen for the first time in nearly two decades.
Zadar stepped forward, dropping to one knee with his head bowed in reverence. Nua did the same.
Ajax regarded them both for a moment, then smiled.
"My trusted Nua. My loyal Zadar. I have missed you."
“And we, you, General,” Nua replied.
Ajax’s gaze shifted to Clarke, studying him with curiosity. "And who is this?" he asked, his voice gravelly from years of disuse.
Nua stood, her expression cold and calculating. "There is much I must tell you, General. This man is an enemy. The commander of Star Core."
Ajax raised a bushy eyebrow. "Star Core? And what exactly is that?"
Clarke, sensing the gravity of the moment, cleared his throat. "A multinational military unit comprised of the allied Star Nations, tasked with protecting all of mankind."
Ajax coughed out a hoarse laugh, his amusement cutting through the tension. "Let me guess. All under the overall command of the EF?"
Nua smirked, standing beside Clarke. "Of course it is. An illusion of equal cooperation. Earth pulls the strings, provides the funding, the tech. It’s all for show."
Ajax’s gaze lingered on Clarke, his cold smile deepening. "So, the chains of Earth are wrapped tighter than ever. Well, no matter. I have returned, and we will break them once and for all."

      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-seven
Recon


Matthews rubbed his gloved hands together in a futile attempt to keep warm. His Talon starfighter floated amidst the icy rocks of an asteroid belt orbiting Eris, the dwarf planet barely visible in the distance. The ship’s systems were on their lowest power settings, and unfortunately, that included the heating. The cold seeped through his flight suit, biting at his skin, while the darkness of the cockpit pressed in around him, broken only by the faintest glow from his instruments. The gravity generators were completely offline, leaving him weightless, strapped into his pilot’s couch by a harness. 
He'd been on deep recon missions before during his time with the GA, but never this far from civilisation, never in such a dangerous part of space. Wild Space was treacherous enough on its own, but here, orbiting a stronghold of the Red Brotherhood, Matthews knew one wrong move could get him killed—or worse, captured.
He glanced at his screens, the low-power mode dimming the cockpit to a bare whisper of light. His eyes had long adjusted, though the darkness only amplified the eerie silence around him. The occasional ping of his sensors kept him company, reminding him that he wasn’t alone out here. There were ships out there. A lot of them.
From the fragmented data his sensors could gather, he was looking at a fleet of military-class ships. Frigates and corvettes moved in formation, while the bulkier silhouette of a destroyer loomed on the far edge of the system. This was the Red Brotherhood fleet—the elusive scourge of the solar system. For years, they had been a ghost fleet, striking targets and disappearing without a trace, always a step ahead of the authorities. Masters of hit-and-run tactics, they knew the dark void of space better than anyone. There were countless places to hide in the depths, and Matthews suspected Eris wasn’t their only sanctuary.
His mission was straightforward, if not simple: infiltrate the local system, gather as much intel as possible, and, if the opportunity arose, find a way inside the Red Brotherhood’s base on the planet's surface. But the longer he drifted here, the more he felt the weight of just how alone he was. One pilot against an entire fleet. If they discovered him, he'd be dust in the cold expanse of space before he could even power up his weapons.
His eyes flicked to a signal on his display—a cargo transport, its signature small but distinct. For the past four hours, he had been watching it make repeated trips to and from Eris’s surface. Supplies, maybe? Or weapons, reinforcements? Whatever it was hauling, it was important enough to warrant frequent runs.
"And now it'll jump," he muttered to himself. Sure enough, the transport's signal flickered, blipped, and then vanished, swallowed by the void as it made a quantum slip jump out of the system. Matthews clenched his jaw. That cargo ship might be their ticket inside the base, if only he could ascertain where it jumped to before it slipped away again.
But for now, all he could do was wait and watch. The cold, the silence, the weight of the mission—it pressed down on him, but Matthews knew he had to stay patient. Timing was everything.

      ***He awoke with a start, the incessant beeping from his sensors dragging him back to consciousness. Matthews blinked groggily, his breath misting in the cold cockpit as he checked the clock on his dash. Six hours. He’d been asleep for six hours, and though his body ached from the cold and lack of gravity, his senses quickly sharpened. A glance at the sensor readouts showed little had changed—except for one critical detail. The cargo transport had returned.
It had just jumped back into the system, its signature blipping into existence on his dimly lit screen. Matthews quickly set about analysing the data, his hands moving with purpose across the console. This was the fourth time the transport had made this journey, and he was determined to trace its route.
"Elon, you there?" Matthews asked, his voice hushed in the quiet of his cockpit.
A faint whir accompanied by the beeping of power systems flickering to life signalled the AI’s activation.
"Affirmative, Lieutenant," ELON responded, its voice low and controlled in this powered-down state.
"I'm feeding you the data recorded about that transport. Can you figure out where it’s jumping to and from?" Matthews requested, his eyes scanning the sensor feed as he transmitted the accumulated data.
"Calculating," ELON replied, its processors working sluggishly in their low-power state.
Matthews sat back, letting out a slow breath. He’d been in the system for over twenty-four hours, cataloguing the transport's jumps. With each reappearance, he hoped he was gathering enough data to pinpoint its origin and destination. But working in stealth mode meant everything took longer, including ELON’s calculations. At full power, the AI could have crunched the numbers in seconds. Here, though, even the slightest increase in power could alert the Red Brotherhood ships lurking nearby.
Infiltrating the system had been a delicate, painstaking task. Matthews had jumped in at the farthest edge of the local space, far from Eris’s orbit. With a single, brief flare of his engines, he’d directed his Talon into the asteroid belt, allowing inertia to do the rest. A short burst from the retros had slowed him to a crawl, making him indistinguishable from the countless chunks of tumbling rock and ice drifting in the belt. Now, he floated silently, like one more piece of debris in the vast expanse, waiting for the right moment to strike. The minutes ticked by, his breath fogging up the visor of his helmet as he watched the transport on his screen. 
“I have traced the transports jump point of origin.”
Matthews frowned as data scrolled across his screen.
“Is this accurate ELON?”
“Unfortunately it is sir. I have run the numbers at least sixty thousand times with the same result.”
Matthews stared at the screen his heart sinking. The ship was getting its supplies from the one place in the system that could spark a full scale war. Mars.

      ***General Ajax finished buttoning up his uniform, and paused to examine himself in the mirror, taking in the reflection. Over twenty years in cryo sleep, and he hadn’t aged a day—one small advantage of his time in the EF's custody. The face that stared back at him was as sharp and hard as he remembered, the years of battle etched into his features, but frozen in time. His dark eyes, however, held the weight of all those lost years, filled with the same fire that had fueled him since the war for Martian independence began.
He stood in his private quarters, a room carefully and meticulously prepared for him by Commander Yan Nua. It was an impressive gesture, filled with all the comforts of home, just as he liked it. His gaze wandered over the familiar items—the finely crafted Martian furniture, the relics from his campaigns, and there, on the small polished table, sat a bottle of ‘67 Martian brandy. A rare treasure. He’d been saving it for the day when Mars would finally throw off the oppressive shackles of Earth and declare its true independence. That had been his dream, his life’s mission, and now, after years spent in stasis, that fight was far from over. In fact, it was only just beginning again.
Ajax reached for the bottle, his fingers brushing against the smooth glass as he considered opening it. The temptation was strong. This was supposed to be the moment he had dreamed of—a time when he’d celebrate the victory he had fought for, the victory he had sacrificed everything for. Instead, Mars was still in chains, and Earth’s grip on the system had only tightened while he had lay frozen, unable to fight.
His thoughts turned to Nua. She had never wavered in her devotion, not once in all the years of his absence. She had prepared this space for him, ensuring that everything was exactly as it should be. She knew him better than anyone, knew the importance of maintaining his focus. He wasn’t just a general anymore; he was a symbol, a leader reborn, and it was time to reclaim what was rightfully his.
He turned away from the brandy and straightened his uniform, his chest swelling with a renewed sense of purpose. Mars would rise, and this time, it wouldn’t be just a war for independence—it would be a reckoning. Earth would pay for its dominance, its arrogance, and its lies. And Ajax, the man they had thought to imprison and silence, would lead the charge.
He moved away from the mirror, his expression hardened with determination. He strode toward the sleek console embedded into the wall of his quarters, the lights around it dimming as it powered up. A low hum filled the room, and the screen flickered to life, displaying a complex series of encryption codes. He deftly keyed in a series of commands, activating a highly secure transmission channel. The signal, designed to bypass all detection methods, would reach Mars in minutes. On the other end, the recipient was someone as vital to his cause as any soldier under his command.
The screen crackled for a moment before the image of Martian Ambassador Alison Darwin appeared. Her composed features were set in a diplomatic smile, but Ajax knew the truth behind those eyes. Alison Darwin was no mere ambassador—she had been a loyal member of the Red Brotherhood for years, working from within to undermine Earth’s control and further Mars' hidden agenda.
"General Ajax," she greeted, her tone respectful, yet tinged with the urgency of their situation. "It’s good to see you again after so many years."
"Alison," Ajax replied, his voice calm but with a weight of authority. "It’s been a very long time. Is everything prepared?"
Darwin nodded, her expression unwavering. "Yes, General. Everything is in place. The EF and Star Core have no idea about my involvement. I’ve worked carefully to maintain my cover. Our supporters within the Martian government remain loyal and await the signal. Earth believes they’ve got Mars in line and on its side, but all true children of the red dust are loyal to you."
Ajax allowed a small smile to form, his eyes narrowing in satisfaction. He couldn’t help but notice the lines of age on Alison’s face. She was still beautiful but two decades had taken its toll. She’d been just nineteen when they’d first met. A soldier in the Martian army. Loyal and fierce. She was a true daughter of the dust. "Good. The time is near. The data we recovered from the black site where I was imprisoned—once it’s decrypted—will be the key to everything. They tried to bury the truth, but now we have it, and we’ll use it to tear their empire apart."
Darwin leaned forward slightly, her voice lowering. "I must warn you, General. The EF and its allies are sending a fleet to Eris to assist Star Core. I did all I could to prevent it but alas it was not enough. The Camelot is now under the command of a Captain Valdez who has already reported back to their high command, and they’ve issued orders for a full assault. I advise you do not underestimate Valdez. She has a fearsome reputation."
Ajax shrugged, entirely unconcerned. "Let them come. The Red Brotherhood has faced worse odds. A fleet won’t stop what’s already in motion. We have more than enough firepower to deal with a few ships. Besides," he added, his voice cold and calculating, "they don’t even know what they’re really up against. By the time they realize the true scale of our plans, it will be too late."
Darwin’s lips curled into a smile. "Of course. I’ll continue to feed them disinformation. They still trust me implicitly, and that’s something we can continue to exploit."
Ajax nodded approvingly. "You’ve done well, Alison. When the time comes, Mars will be free, and Earth will fall. The Pioneer Protocol... once the public knows the truth, there will be chaos. Earth’s grip on the system will collapse under the weight of its own lies."
Darwin’s smile faded slightly as she leaned back in her chair, a flicker of concern in her eyes. "General, the data... Are you certain it will be decrypted in time?"
"It’s already in progress," Ajax replied confidently. "Zadar’s Red Brothers cloned the EF’s AI during their raid on the Camelot. The EF’s encryption methods may be advanced, but nothing can keep the truth hidden forever. Soon, we’ll have all the information we need to unleash the final phase of our plan."
Darwin inclined her head, reassured by Ajax’s certainty. "Then I’ll continue my work from here. We’re almost ready on Mars. The next time we speak, General, it may be to celebrate our victory."
"Indeed," Ajax said, his voice as cold as the space between them. "Soon, Earth will fall, and we will take our rightful place as rulers of the system. Be ready, Alison. The reckoning is coming."
With a final nod, the transmission ended, and the screen went dark. Ajax stood for a moment, the satisfaction of long-awaited revenge warming his soul. Earth had always underestimated him, always believed they could control Mars and its people. Now, with the Pioneer Protocol's secret within his grasp, he would show them the true cost of their arrogance.
The Red Brotherhood’s time had come. 

      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-eight
A Plan


The Camelot’s briefing room buzzed with tension. Every seat was occupied, and a quiet anticipation filled the air. The remaining crew, many still nursing wounds from the recent attack, listened intently. At the front of the room, standing on the podium, were Matthews and Captain Valdez. Matthews had returned from his recon mission just an hour earlier, and despite the exhaustion visible in his eyes, he was ready. After a quick shower, a hastily eaten meal, and enough coffee to keep him alert, he was prepared to outline his plan to rescue the captured crew and strike back at the Red Brotherhood. 
The room’s lighting was dim, with the only significant illumination coming from the large holographic display hovering above the podium. The hologram, flickering slightly, showed the Sol system in intricate detail, every planet and asteroid rendered in vivid colour. Matthews glanced around the room, his jaw clenched in determination. The crew looked back at him, a mixture of hope and anxiety in their eyes. They all knew the Camelot was still far from combat-ready—while the engineers had patched the last remaining damage, the ship wasn’t in peak condition. But they had no choice. Time was against them.
With a swipe of his finger across his data pad, the hologram shifted, zooming in on the outer edges of the system, where the Red Brotherhood base on Eris was located. The base was represented by a red marker that pulsed ominously on the screen.
"This is how we’re going to take the fight back to the Red Brotherhood," Matthews began, his voice firm and clear. "From my recon mission, I’ve found a chink in their armour, and it gives us a way to get a strike team into the base without being detected."
The crew shifted in their seats, their attention sharpening.
Matthews tapped his data pad, and the hologram zoomed in on Eris and the surrounding asteroid field. "The Red Brotherhood has a fleet of ships patrolling this sector," he continued, gesturing toward the floating debris and asteroid belts that surrounded the dwarf planet. "They’re using the asteroid field as cover, which makes it nearly impossible to detect their exact movements or launch a direct assault. But what they don’t know is that there’s a weak point— a transport ship ferries supplies to the base every six hours. Like us it needs to jump via the sites we traversed. Albeit it can do so a lot faster and safer being a Red Brotherhood asset.”
A hand went up. It was Goode.
“Where is this ship getting supplies from? Another Red Brotherhood base?”
Matthews exchanged a glance with Valdez. He’d told her of what he’d discovered. Like he, she knew the implications. 
“That is our assessment. Possibly a base somewhere hidden in the Neptunian region,” Valdez lied. 
“Our mission is to intercept this ship at one of the sites and capture it without alerting the Red Brotherhood. Analysis suggests that the best site to attempt a capture is back at site Beta.”
The map zoomed out to display the surrounding region. The asteroid field, which had nearly destroyed the Camelot during their last mission, was now fully mapped by ELON and clearly visible. A large red circle highlighted the coordinates of the supply ship’s expected jump point.
“As you can see, the jump site is close to the asteroid field,” Matthews said, his voice steady and confident. “This time, we’ll use it to our advantage and get the drop on them. To reduce the chance of detection, we’ll be deploying a small strike force—just a handful of Talon fighters and an assault shuttle for this operation. Once we capture the supply ship, we’ll eliminate the crew and replace them with our own people. The marines we have, along with the combat-experienced crew, will hide in the cargo holds. We’ll then jump back to the Eris base, infiltrate it, and extract our people.”
The plan was bold, bordering on reckless, but Matthews knew it was their best shot. He glanced at the holographic display of Eris and its icy, hostile surface. An orbital bombardment on the base, built deep beneath the planet’s crust, would be futile. Infiltration and demolition from within were their only options.
“Once we’ve secured the hostages,” he continued, “we’ll plant fusion charges to destroy the base from the inside.”
Yumi raised her hand, her brow furrowed with concern. “What about the Camelot?”
Valdez stepped forward, pacing as she spoke. “Our ground team will need a distraction. The Camelot will jump to the edge of the system and engage the enemy fleet, drawing them away from the base. The timing is critical—we’ll need to coordinate this with the reinforcements promised by command. Ideally, we’ll neutralise both the base and the fleet in one decisive strike. You all have your orders. Dismissed.”
The crew rose and began to file out of the briefing room. Matthews was about to join them when Valdez caught his arm, pulling him aside. She waited until the last of the crew had exited before speaking, her voice low and serious.
“I want you leading the ground team,” she said, her eyes locking with his. “Carbin will be your second. Take Goode, Kaito, and Yumi as well. You’re going to need their expertise inside that base.”
“Sure thing, Captain,” Matthews replied, his brow furrowing slightly, sensing there was more to this than she was letting on.
Valdez hesitated for a moment, her expression darkening. She took a step closer, lowering her voice even further. “There’s something else—something for your ears only. You need to keep this to yourself. Understood?”
Matthews frowned, a knot of tension tightening in his gut, but he nodded. “Understood.”
Valdez glanced around, ensuring they were truly alone before continuing. “This mission isn’t just about eliminating a Red Brotherhood base. General Ajax is aboard that base.”
Matthews stared at her in disbelief, his mind struggling to process her words. “Ajax? The dead general? What are you talking about?”
Valdez sighed, her face grim. “During the Deimos sieges, the EF stormed Ajax’s flagship. A strike team captured him. Officially, they declared he was killed, but the truth is, he was taken prisoner and sent to a black site. They kept him alive all these years.”
She quickly filled him in on the Red Brotherhood’s theft of the Spectre, their daring rescue of Ajax, and the covert nature of the entire operation. By the time she finished, Matthews’ head was spinning, disbelief etched across his face.
“They kept him alive?” he repeated, incredulity thick in his voice. “Are they insane? If this gets out, it could spark the Martian rebellions all over again. The system would tear itself apart.”
Valdez nodded grimly. “That’s why this mission is so critical. We can’t let Ajax escape. Your orders are to eliminate him.”
Matthews looked away, his jaw tightening. So that was it. That was why she’d picked him to lead the strike team.
“My days of assassination and murdering are behind me, Captain,” he said, his voice edged with bitterness. “I did a lot of shitty stuff after the war, things I’m not proud of. But this?”
“I hate asking this of you,” Valdez admitted, her voice soft but unwavering. “But you’re the only one I can trust with this. Your skill set, your past—”
Matthews shot her a hard stare, cutting her off. “So, that’s why I’m here? Because I’ve got blood on my hands?”
“There’s more,” she continued, unfazed by his reaction. “The Red Brothers also stole data from the black site. Data so classified that even I wasn’t told what it contains. Command wants it back—or destroyed, if necessary.”
Matthews shook his head, a grim smile playing on his lips. “Let me guess, more dirty secrets of the EF?”
“All I know,” Valdez said, ignoring his sarcasm, “is that if Ajax decrypts that data, the consequences will be catastrophic—not just for the EF, but for the entire system. Command made that abundantly clear. They know they screwed up, but now it’s up to us to clean up their mess.”
“Do the other star nations know about any of this?”
“No,” Valdez replied, her expression darkening. “If they did, it would be war all over again.”
Matthews leaned back, the weight of the mission settling heavily on his shoulders. He knew firsthand the horrors of war—he couldn’t allow another one to break out, not when it was in his power to stop it. After a long moment of silence, he finally spoke.
“I’ll do it.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Valdez said, relief flickering in her eyes.
Matthews nodded once, already feeling the familiar coldness creeping in—the same cold resolve that had carried him through countless bloody missions in the past. This time, though, the stakes were even higher.


      ***






  
  Chapter twenty-nine
Piracy


The assault shuttle glided silently through the dark void of space, its sleek frame barely visible against the endless black. Inside, the air was thick with tension. Matthews sat at the front, clad in his combat armour, the weight of it reassuring. The shuttle was cold, but sweat clung to his skin as he adjusted his grip on his rifle. The rest of the team was seated around him, each one a silent figure of determination in their own armour, weapons ready. 
Yumi was checking her rifle, her face calm beneath her visor. Kaito sat next to her, eyes closed, mentally preparing for what was to come. Carbin was across from them, his sniper rifle slung across his chest, his fingers tapping rhythmically against his thigh. Goode was next to him, tinkering with her wrist-mounted control pad, her lips pressed in a thin line of concentration.
The comm in Matthews’ helmet crackled to life. "Team, the transport ship is about to jump in," came Valdez’s voice. "Get ready to board. Fighters, neutralize those escorts."
Matthews glanced around at his team. “You all set?”
“Ready,” Carbin replied, his voice steady as ever.
“Let’s get this over with,” Yumi muttered, locking the final piece of her armour in place.
Kaito remained quiet, his focus inward as usual. Goode simply nodded, her hands still working over her wrist pad.
“Jamming outbound comms signals in three…two…one,” she said as triggered the shuttle’s jammer.
The transport ship appeared in front of them with a flash, flanked by two light frigates. 
"Fighters, take care of those frigates," Valdez ordered sharply over the comm.
Almost immediately, the Talon fighters swarmed in, engaging the Red Brotherhood escorts with a volley of missile and laser fire.
Matthews felt the subtle hum of the shuttle’s engines as it accelerated, following the Talons toward the transport. "Goode, Kaito, Yumi, stand by. We’re almost in range."
Outside one of the frigates lit up as its shields collapsed under a barrage of missiles launched by the Talons and Havocs. Then with a blinding flash it blew apart. The shuttle shook violently from the shock wave and the sound of debris striking the shields echoed in the cabin. 
“Transport is making a run for it and spooling its jump drive!” Sung’s voice said over the comm. 
“On it,” replied Valdez calmly.
Matthews adjusted his position to look out the viewport. Two Talons whizzed past and rained laser fire onto the transport’s shields. With a flash they collapsed and the fighter’s switched weapons to EM disruptors, the weapons used to disable enemy vessels. Blue bolts of energy rained onto the transport creating lightning that spread across the vulnerable hull.
“Engines are down. Assault team you are a go,” Valdez said, her voice as calm as ever. 
Carbin stood up, moving to the hatch as they neared the crippled transport. "Me and the marines will take point once we're in. Clear the path for the rest of you."
The shuttle closed in on the transport’s underside. Goode’s fingers moved across her pad, activating the docking clamps. With a metallic clunk, the shuttle latched onto the transport’s hull.
"We’re locked on," Goode confirmed, her voice calm despite the adrenaline pulsing through the team.
“Cut us in,” Matthews ordered, checking his rifle one last time.
Kaito moved forward, pulling out a plasma cutter and setting to work on the docking hatch. Sparks flew as the intense heat sliced through the metal, and within moments, the hatch popped open with a hiss.
“We’re in,” Kaito said, stepping back as the hatch slid open.
Carbin led the way, rifle raised as he stepped into the transport’s dimly lit interior. The air was cold, and the corridors were narrow, the faint hum of the ship’s systems barely audible over the sound of their boots hitting the metal deck. The marine team moved in formation, weapons raised, as they advanced through the ship.
The transport’s crew had been caught off guard, but they were rallying. As Matthews and his team moved deeper into the ship, they encountered the first line of resistance—a pair of Red Brotherhood guards scrambling to draw their weapons.
Carbin didn’t hesitate. Two shots, two bodies crumpling to the ground.
“Clear,” Carbin said, his voice low.
They moved quickly, making their way through the transport's narrow corridors, sweeping through each room with ruthless efficiency. Yumi and Kaito flanked Matthews, their eyes scanning every shadow for movement. They reached the transport’s bridge in minutes, but the Red Brotherhood crew inside was ready.
The door slid open, and Matthews was instantly met with a barrage of blaster fire. He dropped behind a console as Goode, already on one knee, returned fire with precise shots. The Brotherhood guards were quick, trained, but no match for the experienced marines.
“Take them down!” Matthews shouted, squeezing off a burst of energy rounds toward one of the guards. The man staggered backward, his chest plate scorched from the impact, before collapsing against the wall in a lifeless heap.
Two of the transport’s command crew remained at their posts. Instead of panicking, they stood defiant, staring at Matthews and his team with cold determination. Carbin, moving forward to secure them, slowed his approach, sensing the tension in the air. One of the crew—a man with a haunted look—suddenly drew a pistol from his jacket. Without hesitation, he shot his colleague in the head.
“For the Brotherhood!” he yelled, his voice filled with manic conviction, before turning the gun on himself and pulling the trigger. His body slumped to the floor next to his comrade.
The silence that followed was eerie, a stark contrast to the chaos moments earlier. Matthews lowered his weapon, scanning the bridge. It was theirs. The Red Brotherhood crew lay scattered across the floor, dead.
Goode, clearly troubled by what they’d witnessed, was already at the ship’s controls, 
“We’ve got control of the transport,” she said, her voice trembling. “Hacking into the nav systems now.”
“Good,” Matthews replied, sparing a glance at the fallen command crew. “Kaito, Yumi take the marines and secure the rest of the ship. Carbin, stay by the door—keep an eye out for any surprises.”
Kaito and Yumi moved out with the marines, their weapons raised as they swept through the transport’s dim corridors. Matthews watched the doorway, his pulse steady but his senses heightened. In the distance, he could still hear the dull thud of explosions as the Talons continued to engage the remaining escort frigate outside. The battle raged on in the void, but their mission was clear. They needed to get this ship back to Eris—and fast. They were dangerously close to overrunning their return time.
“How long Goode?”
“A few more moments, and- we’re good. Power restored to the engines and slip drive.”
After a tense few minutes, Kaito’s voice crackled through the comms. “Transport is secure. Minimal resistance in the cargo hold. We’ve got this locked down.”
“We’re ready to jump,” Goode confirmed, glancing up from the console. Her expression was strained, her eyes haunted. “Just give the word.”
Matthews nodded. “Do it.”
The transport ship hummed as the jump sequence initiated, the stars outside the viewport blurring into long streaks of light as they accelerated. The familiar pull of the jump drive tugged at Matthews’ body, a reminder of the distance they were about to cover. Moments later, they vanished into the void, heading straight for Eris.


      ***As the transport dropped out of slip space into the Eris system, Matthews could feel the tension rising in the transport ship. The planetoid lay before them and from this distance he could just make out a spire of black metal scarring the icy surface. The Red Brotherhood base. The moment they entered the system, the ship’s comm unit lit up.
“Incoming transmission,” Goode said. “Looks like we’re getting hailed.”
“Perfect,” Matthews muttered. “Alright, let’s buy us some time.”
The holographic screen flickered, and the face of a stern-looking Red Brotherhood security officer appeared, his uniform immaculate, his eyes cold and suspicious.
“This is Eris Command. Identify yourself and transmit security codes immediately,” the officer barked, wasting no time with pleasantries.
Matthews leaned forward with a charming, disarming smile. “Ah, Eris Command, good to see your friendly face. This is the transport ship... uh... Dusk’s Veil, returning from—what was it? Oh yeah, routine supply run. No need to worry. Just another uneventful day in Wild Space, you know how it is.”
The officer’s eyes narrowed. “Supply runs require security codes for re-entry. You know the procedure. Transmit them now.”
Matthews winced. “Yeah, about that. We’ve been having some... issues with our comm systems. Took a bit of an asteroid hit on the way back. You wouldn’t believe the size of this thing—nearly turned us into space dust! Anyway, the codes... they’re, uh, rebooting. Should have them in no time.”
The officer’s frown deepened. “I don’t have time for your excuses. Codes, now, or I will consider this a hostile incursion. Where is Captain Masterson?”
Matthews glanced over at Goode, who was frantically working to hack into the ship’s systems. She shot him a glance that said, not yet.
“Hostile? Us? Come on, Eris Command, we’re on the same team here! I mean, I’m just trying to do my job, make sure the Brotherhood keeps running smoothly. You know how it is—paperwork, logistics, trying not to get blasted by the Star Core.” Matthews let out a chuckle. “You wouldn’t believe the size of the paperwork I have to fill out after that asteroid incident.”
The officer’s jaw tightened. “You have sixty seconds to transmit the security codes before I order you fired upon. Is that clear?”
Goode was furiously typing at the console, beads of sweat forming on her brow. Matthews forced a smile, his mind scrambling for a way to stall.
“Sixty seconds, huh? Well, let’s just take a moment to appreciate the importance of protocol here. I mean, without proper procedures, we’d be floating in chaos, right? You’ve got your job to do, I’ve got mine. So how about a little patience—”
“Thirty seconds,” the officer interrupted, his patience clearly wearing thin.
Goode muttered a string of curses under her breath. “Come on, come on,” she whispered to herself, tapping the keys of her datapad in a blur.
Matthews raised his hand. “Now, now, let’s not be hasty. Firing on your own supply ship would be bad for morale, wouldn’t it? Especially after all the hard work we’ve put in getting these... uh... vital supplies. I’m sure your boss wouldn’t be thrilled to lose a perfectly good transport ship full of... stuff.”
“Fifteen seconds.”
Matthews glanced over at Goode, his smile strained. “Goode, anytime now would be great.”
“Got it!” she hissed, thrusting the data pad in his direction. The correct security code flashed on the screen. Matthews’ shoulders sagged in relief.
“Ah, would you look at that!” Matthews said, his voice suddenly cheerful. “The systems just kicked in. Here you go, Eris Command. Transmitting the security codes now.”
Goode sent the codes through the comm system, and for a few agonising moments, the Red Brotherhood officer stared at his screen, processing the data. Finally, he gave a curt nod.
“Security codes verified. You’re cleared for docking. Don’t let this happen again,” the officer snapped before cutting the transmission.
Matthews leaned back in his chair, letting out a long sigh of relief. “Well, that was fun. Remind me to never become a logistics officer.”
Goode smirked. “I think you’ve missed your calling, Matthews. You’re a natural at charming assholes.”
“I’ll stick to flying, thanks,” he replied, shaking his head.
“They’re sending us landing coordinates,” Kaito called from the pilot’s seat.
“Take us in nice and smooth. The rest of you. Lock and load.”

      ***Valdez sat in the cockpit of her Talon fighter, around her were the rest of the squad. The Camelot was under the command of the remaining flight crew and preparing for combat. With nearly half the crew dead or taken hostage the protocols were taking longer to engage even with ELON’s help. The AI had activated all mechanicals onboard in an attempt to speed up the process. She glanced at the clock on her dash. Matthews and the others should be at Eris by now. A beep came from her comm.
“Long range encrypted burst from command. Fleet has arrived at Alpha site. They will be with us in twenty minutes,” ELON explained as he deciphered the message.
She flipped a switch and broadcast to the rest of the squad.
“Alright team. You know the plan. We jump in cause as much noise as we can and get that fleet to pursue and engage. Reinforcements are on their way.”
“Time for some payback!” Ortega snarled. 
The Camelot jumped into the Eris system in a flash, its massive hull shuddering as it re-entered normal space. Immediately, alarms sounded throughout the ship. Valdez, already strapped into her Talon fighter, took a deep breath as she heard ELON’s calm voice over the comm.
“Brotherhood fleet is on approach. Fighters and bombers launching.”
The briefing had been clear: get in, make noise, and draw the Brotherhood’s attention. The fleet wasn’t here yet, so it was up to Valdez and her squad to buy time.
“All units, launch!” the flight commander barked through the intercom.
Valdez hit the throttle, and her Talon fighter shot out of the Camelot’s launch bay like a bullet. The dark void of space greeted her, broken only by the distant lights of the enemy fleet rapidly closing in. She banked left to join her squad, their fighters forming up around her.
Eris loomed ahead.
“Here they come,” Ortega growled over the comm.
Valdez’s targeting systems lit up as Brotherhood fighters swarmed toward them. The lead ships unleashed a barrage of laser fire. Valdez jerked her controls, her Talon spinning sideways to avoid a streak of energy that narrowly missed her cockpit.
“Break formation!” Valdez ordered. “Engage all targets, and remember the mission—keep them occupied!”
The squad split off in different directions, weaving through the enemy onslaught. The first wave of Brotherhood fighters collided with them, filling the blackness of space with explosions and streaks of red and blue laser fire. Valdez lined up a target—a Brotherhood bomber—and squeezed the trigger. Her lasers punched through the bomber’s shields, sending it careening off course before erupting into a fireball.
“Good hit!” shouted Ortega, his own fighter swooping past in a blur as he dispatched an enemy fighter with a well-placed missile.
The Camelot loomed in the distance, its massive guns firing relentlessly at the approaching Brotherhood ships. But they were heavily outnumbered, and Valdez knew it wouldn’t take long for the enemy to close in on them.
“Reinforcements are ten minutes out,” ELON reminded them over the comm.
“We’ll be lucky if we last five at this rate,” Valdez muttered, dodging another wave of enemy fire. “Stay on those bombers! We can’t let them get to the Camelot!”


      ***






  
  Chapter thirty
Into the Breach


The Brotherhood base was vast, far bigger than Matthews expected. After what felt like an eternity the elevator’s descent finally came to a halt. 
"Alright, team, stay sharp," Matthews said.
The hangar outside was immense, stretching farther than he could have guessed. The ceiling loomed high above, with dim, flickering lights casting long shadows over the various ships scattered across the floor. Most were star nation fighter craft—sleek, stolen, and scarred from battle. Some bore the telltale signs of hasty repairs, mismatched panels and exposed wiring giving them a rugged, patched-up look. Others were makeshift pirate vessels.
But what caught Matthews' attention was a massive machine near the far end of the hangar. Towering over everything else was a mech unlike any he'd seen before. Instead of the usual humanoid frame, this one resembled a cross between a siege engine and a walking tank. Its legs were squat and stocky, designed not for speed but for stability, with wide, clawed feet that could crush through the roughest terrain. The body was a hulking mass of armour, bristling with hardpoints for weapons. Mounted atop the mech was a rotating turret with a cannon that looked more like a siege weapon than something for standard combat.
Its head, if it could even be called that, was a spherical pod with multiple optical sensors glowing faintly red, giving it a predatory appearance. The armour was painted black with jagged red streaks, and from the rusted look of it, the mech had seen its share of battles.
Matthews had seen machines like this before, back on the battlefields of Saturn’s moons, during the brutal clashes between the Earth Federation and the Ganymede Alliance. They were war machines, walking juggernauts that altered the course of entire battles. Back then, he had been battling above the front lines, witnessing the brutal trench warfare between the two forces. Ganymede had been a war zone for months, the moonscape riddled with fresh craters from orbital bombardments. But it wasn’t the airstrikes or brutal infantry fighting that haunted him the most. It was the mechs.
He could still see it—the scorched earth, the burning debris, and those monstrous machines lumbering through the smoke, their massive feet leaving deep imprints in the ground as they advanced. The EF had deployed mechs as siege breakers, their job to plow through defensive lines and fortifications. They hadn’t just been weapons; they were symbols of power, of dominance, towering above the battlefield, invincible to small arms fire. Nothing short of heavy artillery or direct hits from orbital bombardments from capital ships could bring one down.
One mission in particular stood out in Matthews’ mind. A GA unit had been ordered to hold a key ridge, a strategic chokepoint for ground forces. For days, they’d repelled waves of EF infantry, he had flown dozens of sorties raining death, but when the mechs arrived, it had been a slaughter. The EF starfighters and drones had swarmed the skies making it almost impossible for the GA space force to intervene. He’d watched helplessly as the war machines equipped with heavy autocannons, flamethrowers, and missile pods laid waste to thousands. Matthews had watched as one mech shredded through a line of GA soldiers, its cannon fire turning men into nothing more than vaporized remains. Another mech had levelled entire buildings with a single sweep of its turrets.
The horror of it stayed with him. The powerlessness of trying to fight something so colossal, so unstoppable. The GA had lost that battle decisively, and it was largely because of the mechs. Now, looking at the Brotherhood’s war machine, Matthews felt a cold chill run down his spine. The design was different, cruder perhaps, but the devastation it could unleash was no doubt the same.
Aside from the mech, various military vehicles sat idle, their armoured forms built for ground combat. Trucks with mounted cannons, war rovers with reinforced hulls—it was clear the Brotherhood wasn’t just hiding out on Eris. They were gearing up for something big. An alarm blared through the hangar, followed by a cold, female voice over the tannoy.
“We are under attack. Prepare for battle. Launch all fighters. Load teams, continue with your tasks. The enemy must not disrupt the plan.”
Goode frowned, glancing at Matthews. "Load teams? I don’t like the sound of that."
Matthews gritted his teeth. "One problem at a time. Our objective is to find the prisoners and get them out. We’ll worry about whatever these 'load teams' later."
Carbin punched a button, activating the transport’s cargo ramp. With a loud mechanical whir, the ramp descended. The marines positioned themselves behind crates of supplies, hidden but ready to act if things went sideways.
As the ramp touched down, a man in a black uniform with a buzz cut stormed up to them, his expression furious. His eyes narrowed as he approached, his anger palpable even from a distance.
"What time do you call this?" he snapped, clearly agitated. "The Commander will hear of this. We cannot tolerate any tardiness, especially now."
Matthews shot a quick glance at Carbin and the others. They needed to play this cool.
Stepping forward, Matthews adopted a formal tone. "We encountered interference. Cargo’s secure now. C’mon let’s keep things moving."
The man glared at him, clearly unhappy but too busy to waste time on a full argument. He waved them off with irritation. "Fine. Get to it. We don’t have time for delays."
As the furious man began to turn away, Matthews seized the opportunity, keeping his tone casual but probing for more information.
"Hold on," Matthews called out, taking a step forward. "What exactly are we loading for?"
The man stopped in his tracks, then spun around with an exasperated look, as though Matthews had just asked the dumbest question in the galaxy.
"Are you serious?" the man barked, eyes narrowing in disbelief. "What rock have you been hiding under? Operation New Space, idiot! It’s all anyone's been talking about for weeks."
Matthews did his best to appear clueless, feigning a sheepish nod. "Right, right. Of course… just slipped my mind."
The man snorted, shaking his head in disgust. "Unbelievable. How do people like you even end up on this mission? The Commander’s going to have a field day."
Matthews forced a tight smile as the man turned and stormed off, muttering something about incompetence.
He moved closer to Carbin, muttering under his breath, "Operation New Space?"
Carbin gave him a quick side-eye, one hand resting on his concealed rifle. "Doesn’t sound like they’re just planning to sit tight on Eris."
"Not at all," Matthews said, eyes scanning the hangar. "Whatever it is, we stick to the plan."
Goode approached, clearly overhearing the exchange. "I’m going to pull whatever I can from their systems. We need to know what we’re dealing with here."
Matthews nodded, already feeling the weight of the new intel. "Find out everything you can, and fast. We might not have a lot of time."
Matthews watched the furious man stride away, but a new idea sparked in his mind. He took a breath and called out again, his voice measured.
"Hey, wait a minute!"
The man paused, clearly irritated, but curiosity got the better of him. He turned back with a sneer. "What now?"
Matthews plastered on a disarming smile. "Look, you’re right. I should’ve known about Operation New Space. The Commander’s going to kill me if I don’t get this sorted. Can we talk about this inside? Just for a minute? I’d rather not have anyone else hear I’m this clueless."
The man huffed, shaking his head in disbelief. "I don't have time for your incompetence," he growled, but there was a flicker of ego in his expression. The idea of scolding Matthews in private—away from the others—appealed to him.
"Fine," he said sharply. "Let’s make this quick."
Matthews gestured toward the ramp, leading the man up into the transport. Carbin was waiting just out of sight, hands already on his sidearm. As soon as they were inside, Matthews gave a subtle nod.
The moment the man stepped past the cargo stacks, Carbin moved in, fast and silent. Before the man could react, Carbin had him in a tight chokehold. He struggled briefly, but Carbin’s grip was firm, and within seconds, the man slumped unconscious.
"Nice work," Matthews said quietly, bending down to search the man’s pockets. His fingers closed around a thin access card clipped to the man’s belt. He held it up to the light, scanning it quickly.
"Bingo."
Carbin let out a low whistle. "Hope this guy had clearance for the important stuff."
Matthews tucked the card into his chest pocket. "We’ll find out soon enough. Let’s stash him somewhere secure. We don’t need anyone noticing he’s missing too quickly."
Goode reappeared from the shadows, smirking. "You’re pretty good at this cloak-and-dagger stuff, Matthews."
He gave her a half-smile. "I’ve done my fair share over the years."
Matthews turned to Kaito and Yumi, who were watching with raised eyebrows. "Tie him up, gag him, and keep him quiet. We’ve got what we need."
As Yumi and Kaito dragged the unconscious man toward the back of the transport, Matthews turned to Carbin. "Let’s see what doors this card can open."
Once they finished dealing with the overzealous inspector, Yumi, Kaito, and two of the marines took on the role of a crew unloading the transport, blending in with the chaos of the hangar. Meanwhile, Matthews, Carbin, and the others slipped away toward the exit, their pace quick but deliberate. Matthews swiped the stolen keycard, and with a soft click, the doors unlocked. They were in.
The group moved swiftly down a long corridor that led to the central hub of the base. The atmosphere here was colder, more sterile, with flickering lights that did nothing to soothe their growing sense of urgency.
“There’s an administrative office up ahead,” Goode said, gesturing toward a series of rooms lining the corridor.
Matthews nodded. "Do your thing and stay on the comms. We’ll move ahead."
They split up outside one of the offices. Goode slipped inside, while the others continued toward their target. Inside the office, Goode scanned her surroundings, confirming it was empty. The staff, likely preoccupied with the attack happening in space and the frantic loading operation in the hangar, were nowhere to be seen.
Goode wasted no time. She quickly found a terminal, and quickly set up her equipment. As she worked, the hum of machinery and distant sounds of commotion echoed through the walls, a constant reminder of how little time they had.
"Let’s hope this system isn’t too secure," she muttered to herself as she began hacking into the base’s network.


      ***Once through the office area, Matthews and the others began suiting up in their combat armour. One by one, they stepped onto their respective arming plates. Matthews rolled his shoulders as the armour segments clicked into place, encasing him with a series of metallic whirs. The suit adjusted to his body, locking the joints and flex points perfectly. From the module on his back, his rifle automatically unfolded with a series of mechanical clicks, resting in its ready position at his side.
Carbin followed suit, stepping off his arming plate, his sniper rifle secured across his back. The marines each donned their own gear, their helmets snapping into place with a faint hiss as the armour’s air seals activated.
Matthews flexed his hands inside the suit's gauntlets, feeling the familiar weight of the armour settle comfortably on his frame. 
“Everyone ready?” he asked, eyeing the team. They nodded in silent acknowledgment, each one checking their weapons one last time.
He tapped the comm device in his ear, opening a secure line to Goode. “Goode, how’s it coming along? Got us a layout of this place yet?”
“Sure do," Goode’s voice crackled back over the comm. "Sending it to your pads now. I also found something else while rooting through their network. It’s highly encrypted. Do I have authorisation to hack it?”
Matthews glanced at Carbin, who shrugged as he finished a final inspection of his sniper rifle. “Go for it. If we can pull some useful intel out of this, all the better.”
Matthews tilted his wrist and activated the display on his gauntlet. A small hologram of the base’s layout shimmered to life in front of him, its structure detailed and precise. Goode highlighted a section of the map in red.
“There’s a spot marked in red, most likely the brig where they’re holding the hostages,” Goode explained. “I’ve uploaded the map to your HUDs. Just follow the red trail, and it’ll take you right to them.”
Matthews nodded as the map synced into his helmet’s heads-up display, a faint red line appearing to guide their way. “All right. Let’s move.”
The team advanced swiftly, following the trail that led them toward the brig. Alarms blared in the distance, and the emergency lighting flickered ominously along the metal corridors. Strangely, they encountered no personnel. The empty hallways unsettled Matthews, a tension building in his gut. Something wasn’t right.
"Definitely weird," Goode’s voice crackled over the comm. She was still working her magic from the control room, her fingers tapping away. "Operation New Space is bigger than we thought, and I mean pack up the entire installation and board starships big. From what I’m seeing, they’ve been preparing for this for months."
"Any idea what it is?" Matthews asked, keeping his voice low as they moved in silence.
There was a pause on the comm, followed by a sharp intake of breath from Goode.
"This can’t be right," she muttered, almost to herself.
"Talk to us, Goode," Carbin said, his tone laced with impatience. "What’s going on?"
"You’re not going to believe this," Goode replied, her voice shaking slightly. "They’re planning on leaving the system. Completely."
"The Eris system, you mean?" Matthews asked, his brow furrowing as he signalled for the team to stop and take cover near an intersection.
"No," Goode said. "I mean the Sol system. The entire Brotherhood is preparing for a mass exodus."
"That’s impossible," Matthews said, struggling to process the information. "The Pioneer Protocol prevents any quantum slip-space jumps beyond the Sol system. Every ship’s drive is fitted with inhibitors that no one’s been able to bypass in over three hundred years."
"Yeah, well," Goode replied, her voice grim. "It looks like they’ve found a way around it. There’s something they know that we don’t."
Matthews' heart pounded as the revelation settled over him. The scale of what the Red Brotherhood was attempting was staggering. The Sol system had been humanity’s cradle—and its cage. No one had ever left it, not since the disaster of the SS Pioneer. If the Red Brotherhood had figured out how to break free, they could escape to the stars, beyond the reach of any star nation.
Goode's voice cut through his thoughts. "You’re almost at the brig. Stay sharp."

      ***Outside, the space battle raged. The Camelot hung in space, its shields holding steady and its guns blasting. Explosions bloomed in the dark expanse, and debris from destroyed frigates drifted among the stars.
Valdez’s voice crackled over the comms, directing the Talons. “Keep them off the Camelot!”
“What are those frigates and destroyers waiting for?” Sung said, confusion in his voice.
Valdez frowned. He was right. Only the fighters had engaged the Camelot. The Red Brotherhood capital ships were holding back close to the base. 
“ELON, any ideas as to what those ships are doing?”
‘Yes Captain. It appears that numerous transport vessels have departed Eris and are heading to the capital ships. Several have docked since this engagement began.”
Ahead, Ortega’s fighter soared through the chaos, banking hard to avoid incoming fire from a Brotherhood corvette. He fired a volley of missiles, the explosions lighting up the corvette’s shields. 
“There’s too many of them!” one pilot called out over the comm.
Valdez clenched her teeth. “Hold the line. Reinforcements are coming.”
As if in answer to her prayers, the sensors pinged with a sudden blip.
“This is the Gallant, we’ve arrived in system,” a commanding voice came over the comm. The Star Core reinforcements had arrived—a fleet of battle-ready ships emerged from quantum slip-space in perfect formation.
Relief flooded through Valdez as she watched the fleet join the fray. 

      ***Matthews and the team approached the brig level. A new set of alarms blared signalling the arrival of the reinforcing warships. The corridor twisted and turned, a labyrinth of metal walls and grated floors. The low hum of the base’s machinery reverberated around them, masking the sound of their movements. Matthews led them around a corner, his heart pounding as the next stretch of hallway appeared clear—until the door at the far end slid open with a hiss. A squad of Red Brotherhood soldiers stepped through.
Without hesitation, Matthews dropped to one knee, bringing his rifle up. “Contact!”
His finger squeezed the trigger, and a burst of laser rounds spat from his rifle. The lead soldier dropped, his chest plate sizzling as the rounds burned through. Carbin was already moving, positioning himself at an angle and picking off targets with deadly accuracy. The marines behind them spread out, engaging the remaining soldiers in the corridor.
The Red Brothers reacted quickly, returning fire. Laser bolts and bullets zipped past Matthews' head, striking the walls and causing showers of sparks. One marine took a hit to the shoulder, his armour absorbing most of the impact, but he staggered back with a grunt.
Matthews caught sight of one of the Red Brothers drawing a proton blade and charging toward them.
Carbin acted first. His sniper rifle let out a low hum as he fired, the shot tearing through the Red Brother’s neck. The man dropped, the blade clattering harmlessly to the floor.
“Goode, status?” Matthews barked into his comm as he fired at another soldier.
Goode’s voice crackled in his ear. “You’ve got two more patrols heading your way. I’m trying to lock down their comms, but it’s going to get really busy for you soon.”
They advanced, pushing past the bodies of the fallen Red Brothers and gunning down the rest. Carbin tossed a grenade down a side hall toward an advancing patrol, the explosion rocking the structure and sending debris flying. The screams of the dying filled the air, but there was no time to think. They had to reach the prisoners. 
“The brig is just ahead. I’m hacking the security doors-and, there you go,” Goode said.
Sure enough, the heavy titanium doors swung inward with a resounding crash, echoing through the corridor. Matthews rushed into the brig, his heart pounding. Cells lined the walls, each one sealed by a shimmering energy barrier. Most of the cells appeared empty, their contents long removed. But then, he heard a voice—gravelly but unmistakable.
"Over here!" Admiral Clarke’s voice rang out from one of the cells. Matthews quickly spotted him, along with the captured command crew, huddled inside. Relief flooded Matthews as he saw them alive, though bruised and worse for wear.
The marines fanned out, taking up defensive positions by the entrance. The sound of gunfire erupted again, Brotherhood forces attempting to breach the brig. Their bullets ricocheted off the walls as the marines held the line, suppressing the attackers.
“Admiral Clarke, we’re here to bring you home!” Matthews said approaching the cell.
Clarke smiled, weak but grateful, his eyes showing a mix of surprise and relief. "It’s good to see you, Lieutenant."
Behind him, the rest of the command crew stood, their faces etched with exhaustion but filled with hope as Matthews placed an EMP charge on the cells control panel. He stepped back and activated it with a loud bang and shower of sparks. The energy barrier shimmered and then vanished. 
Outside, the exchange of fire grew more intense as the marines fought to hold back the tide of Brotherhood forces. 
"We need to get them out of here now," Carbin growled over the comm, his rifle firing precise shots at the enemy. The command crew stepped out, Clarke gripping Matthews’ shoulder with a nod of thanks.
As the rescued command crew filed out of the cell, Matthews did a quick headcount. Something was wrong—someone was missing. His eyes scanned the group, and a knot formed in his stomach when he realized who wasn’t there.
“Where’s Dr. Colter?” he asked, his voice tight with concern. 
“They took her to the command centre,” Clarke said, his voice low. “The Red Brothers seemed particularly interested in her. They pulled her out of the cell not long after we were captured.”
Matthews felt a surge of anxiety, the thought of Dr. Colter in the hands of the Brotherhood sent a chill of worry through him. His jaw clenched. "We have to get her back. But first, we need to get you and the others to safety."
The firefight at the brig entryway was beginning to die down as the skill of the marines pushed the Brotherhood troops back sending them into a retreat. 
Matthews grabbed Carbin’s arm, pulling him aside. “You’re in charge of getting Clarke and the rest of the hostages back to the transport ship,” he said.
Carbin frowned. “Where are you going?”
Matthews glanced down the corridor, towards the direction of the command centre. His eyes hardened. “I’m going to get Colter.”
Carbin looked like he wanted to argue, but after a moment, he just nodded. “Be careful,” he muttered. “We’ll hold the ship until you get back.”
Matthews patted him on the shoulder. “You just make sure the Admiral and the others make it out. I’ll see you soon.”
Without another word, Matthews turned and sprinted down the corridor. His mind raced, filled with thoughts of Colter. He had to get to her out.

      ***






  
  Chapter thirty-one
Revelations


Ajax paced the control room, his eyes fixed on the myriad screens and monitors depicting the chaotic battle now raging in the space surrounding Eris. Despite the danger, Ajax remained calm. He moved with deliberate purpose and pressed a button on the command console. 
“Captain Foresi,” he spoke, his voice cool and measured. “Move your attack group to quadrant six and engage the frigate. Attack pattern Delta Four.”
There was a momentary pause before the confirmation of his orders came back over the comm. Ajax placed his hands behind his back, his gaze never wavering from the tactical display. Within moments, the monitor showed Foresi’s forces carrying out the manoeuvre with deadly precision. The enemy frigate, having fallen for the trap, exploded into a ball of flame and debris.
Behind him, Commander Nua clapped, the sound echoing through the control room.
“You’ve not lost your brilliance, General,” she remarked with admiration.
Ajax turned to face her, a thin smile playing at the corner of his lips. “Observation, Nua. That is all. The commander of that frigate was too aggressive, too impatient. I merely exploited that recklessness, and they and their crew paid the price with their lives.”
The command centre's doors slid open, and Zadar entered, his stride purposeful. He saluted sharply. “General, there are intruders in the base. The prisoners from the Camelot have been freed. I’ve dispatched a team of Brothers to reclaim them.”
Ajax raised a hand and shook his head slowly. “Belay that order, Zadar. Let them go. I want witnesses to our victory, as many as possible. The decryption is complete, the generators are charged and primed. They cannot stop us now.”
Zadar looked surprised but nodded, deferring to the general’s wisdom.
“Nua,” Ajax continued, turning back to her. “Is everything ready?”
“It is, General,” she replied confidently. “The last of the transports has been loaded and fuelled. We’re prepared for departure.”
Ajax’s smile grew colder. “Good.”
At that moment, the doors to the control room slid open once more, and two Red Brothers dragged in a struggling figure. It was Doctor Anne Colter, her face pale but defiant. The soldiers forced her into a chair before Ajax, who regarded her with unsettling calm.
“Doctor Anne Colter,” Ajax said, his voice smooth but carrying an undercurrent of menace. “I’m glad you could join us for the finale.”
Colter lifted her chin, refusing to show fear. “You won’t get away with this,” she said, her voice steady. “Star Core will stop you.”
Ajax chuckled softly. “Your faith in this Star Core is... admirable. But you are wrong. The game is already over, Doctor. You just don’t know it yet.” He glanced at Nua. “Make sure she’s secured for the journey. We will have use for her.”
Colter’s eyes widened slightly, but she kept her composure, even as the gravity of the situation sank in. She was a hostage now, a pawn in Ajax’s grand scheme.
“What do you want me for?” 
Ajax smiled but there was no kindness in his eyes. 
“I have researched your impressive background, Dr Colter. You are the leading xenologist in the Space Exploration Ministry. Where we’re going your skills will be put to the ultimate test.”
“Where we’re going?”
Ajax returned to his monitors, watching as the Red Brotherhood’s forces executed his orders with chilling efficiency. “Soon, Doctor, the galaxy will see the truth. And when they do, there will be no stopping what comes next.”

      ***Matthews sprinted through the winding corridors of the Red Brotherhood base, his breathing heavy but controlled as his boots pounded the cold metallic floor. The directions Goode had sent to his HUD guided him through the maze of access shafts and passages. His eyes flicked between the red lines on his display and the shadows ahead, yet something gnawed at him—the base was deserted. No Red Brotherhood troops. No automated security systems. Nothing to slow him down.
Too easy, he thought grimly, his instincts screaming that something wasn’t right. But there was no time to dwell on it. He rounded a final corner, the command centre looming before him. He sprinted the last few steps and slammed his fist against the door panel.
"Get me inside, Goode!" he barked into his comm, urgency in his voice.
"Working on it," came Goode’s tense reply.
Seconds ticked by, and Matthews’ eyes darted around, scanning the empty hall. Suddenly, with a soft hiss, the command centre doors slid open—and standing there was a man clad in sleek black armour, a proton sword humming menacingly in his grip. His visor glinted, reflecting the light as he stepped forward, blocking the way.

      ***Meanwhile, Goode was crouched in an auxiliary data terminal, as she dived deeper into the network. Suddenly, she felt a rush of movement—Carbin, Clarke, and the hostages ran past her, heading toward the hangar with the marines providing cover.
"Goode!" Carbin called out, his voice tense. "We need to go! Now!"
"Wait," Goode muttered to herself, her eyes scanning the screen. Something wasn’t adding up. The data stream she was watching—it wasn’t just a normal communications network. She stared at the schematics on the display, her stomach dropping as the realisation hit her. 
“It’s ELON, well a version of him at least,” she muttered in disbelief. She could see the strange yet familiar AI rapidly decrypting and uploading a data file. It was then she realised what the place was. 
"This place... It’s not just a base." Her voice wavered. "It’s a massive transmitter. They’re trying to send something—a transmission to all corners of the system. That’s what Operation New Space is. They’re broadcasting something huge."
She tried to block the transmission, but the system was highly encrypted. "Come on, come on!" she hissed, beads of sweat forming on her brow.
Outside the base, the space battle raged on. The Brotherhood fleet was slowly retreating as the Star Core forces pressed their attack, but none of it mattered if the transmission got through.
With a frustrated groan, Goode connected to Matthews’ HUD.
"Matthews!" she shouted through the comm. "They’re  transmitting something! I don’t know what it is, but can’t be good!”

      ***Beyond the menacing figure of the Red Brother, Matthews caught sight of Anne, her face pale but fierce as she struggled against a Red Brotherhood soldier who was roughly pulling her toward the exit.
"The time has come. All personnel, make for your designated transports," echoed a woman’s voice over the base’s tannoy, cold and authoritative.
Matthews didn’t hesitate. With a burst of adrenaline, he launched himself at the black-armoured man, ducking under the first sweep of the proton sword. The blade buzzed past his head, narrowly missing. Matthews retaliated with a hard punch to the man’s side, the impact forcing him back a step.
The Brotherhood soldier recovered quickly, spinning the sword in a graceful arc, but Matthews sidestepped and slammed the butt of his rifle into the man’s helmet with a sickening crack. The soldier staggered, disoriented.
"Anne!" Matthews yelled as he fought, his voice raw with determination.
Colter struggled harder against her captors, wrenching her arm free for a moment before being yanked back. Matthews barely had time to process it as Zadar lunged at him again, the proton sword slicing through the air. Matthews ducked under the blow, narrowly avoiding a fatal strike, but Zadar’s speed was terrifying. With a fluid rotation of his wrists, Zadar flicked the blade upward, catching Matthews in the shoulder. The energy blade seared into his armour, sending a shockwave of pain through his body.
Before he could recover, Zadar spun, delivering a brutal roundhouse kick that connected with Matthews' chest, sending him crashing into the wall. His rifle was torn from his grip, clattering across the command centre floor. The only thing that saved him from a lethal blow was his armour, but even then he felt like he'd been hit by a sky car going at top speed.
"Zadar," Ajax's voice said, cool and commanding. "Kill this intruder quickly and join us on the Spectre."
Matthews’ eyes locked onto Ajax—tall, commanding, unmistakable. A ghost from history, alive and standing before him. Everything Valdez had feared was true. The legendary Martian general, the man who had plunged the system into chaos decades ago, was alive—and from the assured tone in his voice, whatever he was planning was about to come to fruition.
Matthews shoved himself off the wall, adrenaline surging through his veins as he dived for his rifle. But Zadar was already there, moving like a predator stalking its prey. Before Matthews could reach his weapon, Zadar kicked it away, sending it skidding across the floor. Without missing a beat, Zadar’s proton sword came down, and Matthews barely rolled out of the way in time. The energy from the blade sparked against the metal floor, scorching it black.
Zadar grinned beneath his helmet, his eyes gleaming with malice. "You’re a fool to stand against the Red Brotherhood, Star Core scum."
Matthews sprang to his feet, bracing himself for the inevitable next strike. Zadar came at him fast, the sword flashing in lethal arcs. Matthews dodged punching upwards to strike Zadar’s elbow. The Red Brother grunted as the sword spilled from his grip. The two men exchanged blows, but each impact drove them further into the command centre. Ajax, Anne and the others exited the room. Matthews had to wrap this up quickly.

      ***Carbin led the rescued prisoners down the corridor, the echo of their boots bouncing off the metallic walls. Carbin led the way, his rifle at the ready, while Goode and Admiral Clarke stayed close behind, guiding the hostages. They burst into the hangar, the vast expanse stretching out before them. The transport sat at the far end, Yumi already had the engines humming as she awaited their arrival. Carbin’s eyes scanned the space, searching for any sign of Brotherhood forces, but his gaze quickly locked on the sight of multiple Red Brotherhood transports lifting off. Their engines roared, rising higher and higher, vanishing into the blackness of space.
"Dammit," Carbin muttered. "They're leaving."
Goode rushed ahead, her eyes darting between the retreating ships and the transport waiting for them. “Where are they going?"
Clarke’s expression tightened, as he spotted the Spectre fire up its engines and slowly rise out of the hanger.
Before anyone could respond, the tannoy crackled to life, echoing ominously throughout the hangar:
"Warning. Self-destruction protocol activated. All personnel must evacuate immediately. Detonation in ten minutes."
Goode froze, her eyes widening in disbelief. "Self-destruct? They’re blowing the base?!"
Carbin slammed his fist against the side of the transport. "They’re covering their tracks. Whatever the hell they’re up to, they’re making sure no one finds out."
The hostages began to panic, their eyes wide with fear as the tannoy continued to repeat the message, counting down the minutes. Clarke turned to Carbin, urgency in his voice. "We need to get out of here, now."
"Kaito, Goode—get the hostages on board!" Carbin barked. "Move!"
Carbin hit his comms unit. "Matthews, you there?"
The line crackled before Matthews’ voice came through, strained. "A little busy here, Carbin!"
"You’ve got less than ten minutes before this whole place goes up in flames," Carbin said sharply. "Get to the transport—now!"

      ***With his rifle gone, Matthews was forced into close combat, his strength and training the only thing keeping him alive.
Zadar kicked out sending Matthews staggering, giving him time to dart forward and scoop up the sword. Zadar swung the sword again, aiming for Matthews' neck. Matthews ducked just in time and lunged forward, slamming his shoulder into Zadar’s midsection. The two men crashed into a console, sparks flying as the equipment shattered under their weight. Matthews swung a heavy fist into Zadar’s helmet, but the Red Brother barely flinched.
In a flash, Zadar retaliated, slamming his elbow into Matthews' faceplate, the blow sending stars dancing in his vision. Matthews staggered, barely able to keep his balance, as Zadar moved in for the kill.
Zadar lashed out with the sword again, this time aiming for Matthews' torso. Matthews deflected the blade with his armoured forearm, the impact shredding his armour. He grunted, barely managing to twist away before Zadar could follow up with a killing strike.
They exchanged savage blows, each man knowing that only one of them would leave the room alive.
Zadar pressed forward, forcing Matthews back across the command centre. With a roar, Zadar swung the sword in a powerful overhead strike, but Matthews had anticipated it. He side-stepped at the last second, grabbing Zadar’s arm and twisting with all his strength. Zadar growled in pain as his grip on the sword faltered for a split second—just long enough for Matthews to land a savage punch to Zadar’s throat.
Zadar choked, stumbling backward, the sword still in his hand. Matthews didn’t let up. He surged forward, grabbing the arm holding the sword and twisting it behind Zadar’s back. The Red Brother struggled, but Matthews used his weight to pin him against the console. Savagely he slammed Zadar’s arm against the console again and again until the sword clattered to the floor.
But Zadar wasn’t done. He threw his head back, smashing it into Matthews' faceplate, cracking the visor. Matthews reeled back, blood running from his nose as Zadar turned and charged, tackling him into another console. The force of the impact sent a shower of sparks into the air as the two men grappled viciously, their armour scraping and clashing in the confined space.
Zadar, using his superior strength, slammed Matthews against the wall, his hands closing around Matthews' throat. The Red Brother lifted him, his grip tightening like a vice. Matthews' vision began to blur as his air supply was cut off. 
Zadar leaned in, his voice a low growl. "You’re done."
But Matthews wasn’t finished yet. With the last of his strength, he kneed Zadar in the chest forcing the air out of his chest and causing him to release Matthews. Matthews dived for the deactivated proton sword on the floor, his fingers brushing the hilt. Zadar staggered but was quickly recovering.
In one desperate motion, Matthews grabbed and activated the sword and drove it backward—right into Zadar’s gut. The blade pierced through the Red Brother’s armour, the superheated energy blade burning through flesh and bone. Zadar gasped in pain, his eyes wide with shock.
Matthews twisted the sword, and Zadar collapsed to his knees, blood pouring from the wound.
"You...," Zadar rasped, his voice fading.
With a final, brutal motion, Matthews yanked the sword free, and Zadar fell to the floor, lifeless.


      ***






  
  Chapter thirty-two
Game Over


Matthews stood for a moment, catching his breath. He turned, ready to move out when every screen in the room suddenly crackled to life. At first, it was static—then, slowly, the image sharpened. Ajax’s face filled every display, his expression calm and unnerving. His pale eyes gleamed with the same cool detachment that had sent the system into chaos decades ago. Matthews’ heart sank. 
“A new age is dawning,” Ajax’s voice echoed through the command centre, smooth and steady. “An age where humanity will be truly free to embrace its destiny among the stars.”
Matthews' jaw tightened as he watched the screens. Ajax leaned forward slightly, his presence consuming every inch of the displays. "The system may have forgotten the power of true conviction. It has forgotten what men like me, General Westland Ajax are capable of. Yes, my brothers and sisters I live! The EF and the other Star nations are fighting to save a crumbling order—a system that has lied to you, deceived you all. But soon, they will see. All of them."
Suddenly, the lights in the command centre flickered again, and a low hum reverberated through the room. Matthews glanced around, realizing with horror what was happening. Ajax was transmitting this message to every corner of the system.
“Let me show you.”

      ***Above Eris the battle between the Star Core forces and the Red Brotherhood raged on. Talon fighters weaved in and out of deadly skirmishes, their laser fire lighting up the darkness as explosions tore through capital ships.
On the Camelot, every comm screen aboard the ship flickered. The same interference rippled across all fleet ships. All at once, communications went dead. In the cockpit of her Talon, Valdez’s eyes widened as Ajax’s face appeared on every display, his voice cutting through the comm chatter.
“Soldiers of the corrupt Star Nations,” Ajax’s voice boomed, clear and commanding, “you fight for a broken regime. You sacrifice yourselves for lies. But now, you will hear the truth. The power that has been kept from you... the secrets that Earth hides... they will soon be laid bare.”
Valdez stared in disbelief as her ship’s systems were hijacked, Ajax's voice overshadowed every other communication.

      ***Ganymede City, Ganymede
In the heart of Ganymede's capital city, pedestrians stopped in their tracks as every holo-screen on the towering buildings, every personal comm device, and every data terminal flickered with static. A crowd formed as people began to notice the face of a man they had only read about in history books—Ajax. His chilling gaze seemed to pierce through the screens, making the bustling streets eerily quiet.
"You have all been lied to," Ajax’s voice echoed throughout the city, reverberating through the streets and public spaces. "Earth’s control over your lives has gone on too long. But change is coming."
A mother pulled her child closer as the screen above them filled with Ajax's image, his voice booming over the noise of daily life. Workers in factories stopped in mid-motion, their hands frozen as the transmission continued. Everywhere, people stared in shocked silence as the long-forgotten war criminal came to life before them.


      ***Aldrin City, Lunar
On Luna's surface, in the domed cities under the stars, technicians, office workers and miners dropped their tools as their personal consoles and comms were taken over. The Luna Prime command centre was paralyzed as all tactical displays now showed Ajax's face. Officers stared in confusion as their networks were consumed by his broadcast.
"You work for them," Ajax continued, his voice growing more forceful. "For a regime that hides the truth. A regime that fears the day you discover what lies beyond this prison of a solar system. But now... I will give you that truth."


      ***Vallis City capital of the New Mars Collective
In the massive underground capital metropolis of Mars, the air buzzed with panic. Every major city—from Olympus Mons to Hellas Basin—was frozen as Martians from every walk of life stared at the face of the man who had led them in rebellion so long ago. Ajax had been a name of legend, a symbol of defiance—and now, he was back.
Young and old alike stopped what they were doing. Conversations ceased, and even traffic slowed as commuters gazed at the massive holo-ads that were now broadcasting his face. Some soldiers snapped to a sharp salute.
“I was one of you,” Ajax’s voice resonated through the Martian colonies, the weight of his words undeniable. “And I will be again. The time has come for you to rise once more, to break the chains of Earth’s tyranny. Join me, and we will claim the future that was denied us.”


      ***EF Command, New York City, Earth
On Earth, the transmission hit the news networks first. It appeared on every major broadcast channel, cutting through ongoing political discussions and entertainment feeds. The people of Earth—stood dumbfounded as the man who they thought defeated long ago stared back at them.
"In just moments, the truth will be unleashed. What you have been denied for centuries will be yours. The power of the stars is coming."
From skyscrapers in the bustling heart of New London to the quiet countryside, no corner of Earth was spared from Ajax’s message. People gathered in front of holo-projectors in cafes, crowded around personal devices in their homes, and filled public squares as they watched in shock.


      ***Matthews stared at the screens in disbelief as Ajax’s voice filled the room. 
“I have brought you the truth and the way. With this broadcast I include the data needed to override the Pioneer Protocol. With this, all of you will be able to leave this system and take your rightful places amongst the stars. No more scratching out lives on inhospitable moons and worlds. No more bowing to the Earth. Humanity is now free.”


      ***






  
  Chapter thirty-three
Escape


Matthews sprinted through the empty corridors of the Red Brotherhood base, alarms blaring in his ears. The lights flickered violently, casting eerie shadows across the walls as explosions rumbled from deep within the structure.  
"Five minutes until total detonation," the automated voice declared over the tannoy, cold and emotionless.
Matthews gritted his teeth, pushing his body to its limits. His muscles burned, but he couldn't afford to slow down. Not with the entire base about to go up in flames. Ajax had escaped, and with him, Colter, but if Matthews didn’t make it back to the transport in time, none of that would matter. He’d be dead along with the base.
He rounded a corner and felt the floor shudder beneath him as another explosion rocked the structure. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling, coating the corridor in a thin layer of dust. He kept running, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he neared the hangar bay.
Ahead, the heavy doors to the hangar came into view, and the transport was waiting—its engines already powered up and humming. Matthews could see Clarke, Carbin, and the others had gathered at the ramp, waving him forward.
"Matthews! Hurry up!" Clarke shouted, his voice barely audible over the deafening alarms and distant explosions.
The ground beneath him trembled again, sending him stumbling forward, but he regained his balance and pushed on. Every second counted. Carbin stood at the top of the ramp urging him on. The transport’s engines were primed and ready, the ship vibrating with the power of its imminent departure.
"Four minutes until detonation."
Matthews sprinted the last few metres, dodging chunks of debris that fell from the ceiling. 
“Get on board!” Carbin shouted, waving him in.
Matthews didn’t need any more encouragement. He leapt onto the ramp, stumbling forward as he barely made it inside. Carbin slapped the ramp control, and the door hissed shut behind them, sealing them in as the transport began to rise off the hangar floor.
"Go, go, go!" Matthews shouted as he strapped himself in. The others followed suit, securing the hostages as the pilot engaged the transport's thrusters.
The ship jolted as it lifted off, the engines roaring to full power. Through the viewport, Matthews could see the hangar collapsing behind them, flames and smoke pouring from the crumbling structure. The transport shot forward, speeding through the hangar doors and into the cold expanse of space.
"Three minutes until detonation."
"Yumi, punch it!" Clarke barked, his voice filled with urgency.
The transport’s thrusters flared to life, propelling them away from Eris as fast as possible. 
"One minute until detonation."
The transport blasted away from the surface, engines at full burn. Alarms blared inside the ship, warning them of the incoming shockwave. Behind them, the base collapsed inward, fire and debris spilling into the void as the self-destruct sequence hit its climax.
Alarms blared inside the ship, warning of the incoming shockwave as the base reached critical mass. Matthews looked out the viewport and saw Eris begin to fracture, the explosions deep within its core tearing the dwarf planet apart.
Clarke’s voice crackled over the comm. "All Star Core ships, this is Clarke. Pull back from Eris immediately. The Red Brotherhood is retreating—let them go. Get as far from the blast as possible."
Suddenly, the entire planet erupted. A massive fireball consumed the surface, followed by a series of devastating explosions that shattered Eris into pieces. The transport rocked violently, the pilot struggling to maintain control as debris and shockwaves buffeted the ship.
"Brace yourselves!" Kaito shouted, gripping the armrest of his seat as the ship was tossed around by the force of the blast.
For a moment, it felt like the transport might be torn apart, but Yumi kept it steady, steering them clear of the destruction. The ship groaned under the pressure, but it held, finally breaking free from the shockwave as Eris continued to disintegrate behind them.
The transport cleared the debris field, speeding into the safety of space. Behind them, Eris was gone—a shattered ruin, obliterated. Matthews stared out into the void, his heart still pounding. They had made it, barely.


      ***






  
  Chapter thirty-four
Epilogue


Admiral Clarke watched as Admiral Sasha Hussein’s face flickered on the holographic display before him. The dimly lit briefing room hummed with the soft drone of the ship’s systems, creating a tense atmosphere. He stood at attention, his eyes locked on hers, snapping a salute as his datapad rested on the dais. 
“The rest of the council won’t be joining us?” Clarke asked, straightening his dress uniform, sensing the weight of the moment.
Hussein's expression was heavy with frustration. “No. They’re too busy trying to regain control of their respective regions. Mass hysteria is sweeping through the system. It’s chaos, Clarke. Star Core failed, and now our partners are considering pulling their funding and cooperation. Mars is in full-blown revolt—armed uprisings have broken out across several colonies. Illegal jumps out of the system are being reported daily, and riots are spreading like wildfire. Earth is taking the brunt of the blame, and frankly, it’s no surprise. Three centuries of secrecy was a mistake—a catastrophic one. People want answers. Now that they’ve had a taste of the truth, they won’t stop.”
Clarke’s frown deepened, processing the gravity of the situation. “And Ajax gave them those answers?”
Hussein’s face tightened, and she glanced briefly to the side, as though speaking to someone offscreen. After a moment of silent deliberation, she unmuted the comm and sighed.
“No. Not all of them,” she replied, her voice heavy with unease. “In fact, we’re not sure Ajax even knows the full extent of it. Clarke, what I’m about to show you is classified under Maximum Secrecy Protocol Black.”
The comm line went silent again, and Hussein seemed to be exchanging words with someone just out of view. Clarke’s discomfort grew—he’d never heard of such a protocol. Whatever was coming, he knew it wasn’t good.
The room darkened even further, the only remaining light flickering from the holographic display. Hussein’s image blinked out, replaced by grainy footage. Her voice crackled through the comm.
“This is from the SS Pioneer,” she said.
The footage shifted to the bridge of the Pioneer, a scene filled with excitement and hope. The crew was bustling with activity, their focus on the massive viewscreen ahead as they prepared to exit slipspace. Clarke could sense their anticipation as the ship breached the quantum barrier, the view outside warping before revealing a distant, Earth-like planet hanging in the void. Blue oceans and swirling clouds stretched out before them—a new world. A new beginning.
A cheer erupted from the bridge crew, their voices filled with jubilation. They had done it. They had found it.
But the celebration didn’t last.
Without warning, a shrill, high-pitched alien sound tore through the ship’s comm system. It was jarring—like nothing any human had ever heard. The crew’s cheers turned into confused murmurs, and the joy faded from their faces, replaced by fear and confusion. Then, an unintelligible voice crackled through the comm—a guttural, sharp, and menacing sound that sent chills through Clarke’s body, even from this distant recording.
“What the hell is that?” the captain of the Pioneer barked, his eyes darting across the bridge in a panic.
Before anyone could respond, the viewscreen flickered and shifted. A massive, alien ship appeared—a vessel unlike anything the crew had ever seen. Its design was eerie, with flowing, organic curves that gave it a strange, almost living appearance. Its dark hull was illuminated by pulsating lights, as if bioluminescent veins ran through the ship. It was enormous, its sheer size dwarfing the Pioneer by orders of magnitude.
“Shields up!” the captain shouted; his voice thick with dread.
The bridge descended into chaos as the crew scrambled to their stations. Their movements were frantic as they attempted to raise the shields.
The alien ship grew closer. The unintelligible voice grew louder, more menacing, blaring across the comms. It was the sound of something not just unknown, but hostile.
Then, without warning, there was a flash—a searing white light that engulfed the Pioneer. The screen froze for a heartbeat, and then everything went black.
Clarke felt his heart race, his mind struggling to process what he had just seen. He swallowed hard; his throat suddenly dry.
“What… what happened?” he whispered, barely able to form the words.
Hussein’s voice returned, low and grim. “That’s the last recorded transmission from the Pioneer. The crew vanished. The ship was lost, along with all knowledge of what truly lies beyond the slipspace barriers. We believe that alien vessel destroyed the Pioneer in an instant. It was this event that led the authorities to impose the Pioneer Protocol. The official story about the electromagnetic field was a cover. Every quantum slipspace drive since that day has been fitted with inhibitor codes to prevent any further exploration beyond the solar system.”
Clarke stood in stunned silence, the gravity of the revelation sinking in. The alien ship, the strange, menacing transmission—this was the truth that had been hidden for centuries.
“We tried to protect humanity from them,” Hussein continued. “But now, with Ajax’s decryption key released, ships are departing the system in increasing numbers. We can’t stop them anymore without using force.”
“Which the EF and other star nations won’t do without risking a full-blown revolution,” Clarke finished, his voice barely steady.
Hussein’s eyes were filled with a deep, foreboding seriousness. “Exactly. And those aliens are still out there, Admiral. All it will take is for them to capture just one ship, and they’ll discover the Sol system.”
Clarke stared at the darkened screen, his thoughts racing. The Pioneer’s final moments replayed in his mind—the crew’s hope, their fear, the flash of light—and the terrifying reality that the truth was far worse than he had ever imagined.
END






  
  Chapter thirty-five
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  Chapter thirty-six
ONE LAST THING... 


Thank you so much for reading. If you enjoyed this book, I’d be very grateful if you’d post a short review. Your support really does make a difference, and I read all the reviews personally so I can get your feedback and make my books even better. 
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