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Smuggler’s Valor
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Ariel 6 Colony
Monday, August 1
Earth Year 2140
A wise person warned me. “You keep trying to catch that tiger by the tail and you’re going to get bit.” I didn’t listen.
“Come on baby!” I pulled on my ship’s controls, desperate to level my descent. Every alarm on my console sounded, except the one I needed. The moon’s icy blue and gray horizon filled my view port, a rocky ridge in the distance. Uncertain of my altitude, I did a quick calculation in my head, counted to three and triggered the emergency landing thrusters.
Rapid deceleration propelled me into my harness, straps tightening in places I wish they hadn’t and drove breath from my lungs. My ship buckled with the strain, her nose drifting to port. Focusing through the discomfort, I adjusted the thruster controls.
A decompression alarm sounded. I froze, panic gripping my heart in a vise. In the orbital firefight, I didn’t have time to secure my environment suit’s helmet. I glanced at the console. Only the cargo bay flashed red, and I choked down some relief.
Heavy thumps rattled the bay. Pieces of secured cargo had broken free, tossed against the hull by escaping atmosphere. Each blow threatened to throw the ship further off-line. The nose returned to center as the ground met my ship’s underbelly. Crackling ice grated her hull. She rose in a deflection glide, her engines no longer providing thrust.
My easing panic escalated to terror in a microsecond, triggering my mind with a host of hideous death images. I had no breath to scream.
The horizon tilted and a flash of impact filled the cockpit. Arms quaking, my hands held the controls in a white knuckled grip, willing the ship not to tumble. Metal tore in the frightening skid as I prayed to whoever might listen for this ordeal to end.  I lost track of the seconds until she came to rest.
Sparks flittered in the cockpit. Smoke puffed, but no fire. “Yes!” I pumped my fists. “I knew you could do it, girl!”
Dangling in my harness, I wiped my stinging eyes and unbuckled my restraints, crashing to the cockpit’s floor. I struggled to hands and knees. “Any landing you can crawl away from,” I groaned. I found my helmet. It took a few tugs, but I freed it from its prison under the co-pilot seat. I stood and secured it to my environment suit.
Fingerling cracks in the view port drew my attention, but didn’t hold it; however, the mountainous ridge filled with long shards of ice and rock less than thirty meters away did. I shivered, “That was too close.”
A gentle vibration hummed in the floor, building slowly and expanding to the seats and console.
Not good!
I snatched an emergency supply pack and sidearm from the wall and knelt behind my seat. My precious cargo, a hardened metallic cylinder magnetically coupled to the floor, had survived the crash. I pressed a button to release the moorings, grabbed its tether and hustled to the airlock.
Above the airlock door, the stenciled words ‘Adventure and Glory’ stood bold—my grandfather’s stories raved about them.  “The sky’s the limit,” his favorite catch phrase fell from my lips as I triggered the inner door and stepped inside.
As a kid, I left his home knowing one day I could make the score of a lifetime, punch my last ticket at the dirty job’s office and all my cares in the world would fade away. Yeah, pretty sweet isn’t it. Damn right it is! Today was that day for me. Well, right until I tried to land on this godforsaken moon…then it all went to hell. The airlock cycled, the outer door opened to a field of ice, and I sprinted to the ridge like a madman.
The name’s Reese Daniels. I’ve held lots of titles over the years: smuggler, illicit man of acquisition, a handful of people might have called me a criminal, but that was a harsh label. I’m an entrepreneur—often many of my customers’ last resort, but every one of them knew I got the job done.
I scanned the base of the ridge, spotting a shallow cave. Angling toward my hopeful shelter, I watched the sky. Growing up around spaceports, I recognized the vibration pattern of a ship’s thrust envelope. I couldn’t see the ship, but it had to be large and probably tracked my descent.
Praying a steep drop off didn’t await me, I slipped into the cave. To my surprise, the small cavern consisted of a single room formed of stone and rough ice, its ceiling allowed me to stand. Despite my setbacks, surviving that crash reminded me a lot of smuggling, taking the good with the bad.
Like smuggling, humanity’s fast expansion into the solar system had its good and bad. Opportunity abounded. Huge domes and space stations spinning around distant worlds fulfilled the dreams of millions looking to expand their horizons.
Over time, the glitter lost its sparkle. Unable to walk outside, breathe fresh air, their freedom eroded. Trapped in cages of metal and glass, dreams tarnished. Melancholy replaced enthusiasm. They started longing for things—the amenities and reminders of a life back home that were too difficult or expensive to have shipped out through normal channels.
That’s where I came in. For a modest fee, I found those items people craved and delivered them—off the record of course. Nothing insanely illegal. A man had to have his standards, and besides, I didn’t do this for me. Well, sometimes, but the majority of my venture’s profits went home to my sister. I even named my ship after her, the Gracie Mae.
Gracie, too young to remember our parents when they died, was stuck in a tiny apartment with our aunt on Earth. Ever since that dark day, I had always looked out for her. The money I earned paid for everything.
Was burning through space and risking my neck to give them a better life worth it?
At the end of every run, I called. Her quirky smile and sparkling eyes confirmed my answer a million times over. She was my sister, my blood, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her. Our Gracie Mae was the toughest little ship in the solar system and brought me home every time—until now.
Shot down on Ariel, one of Uranus’s moons, at the twilight of my best business deal wasn’t one of my finer moments. Even Uranus’s blue aura before dawn struggled to brighten my sour mood. The closest colony was renowned for the best view of Uranus from the tidal locked moon, making travel each time to this frozen hellhole a little more bearable.
Inside the cave, I peered across the surface of ice and rock. My landing had left a half kilometer long scar on the landscape. Purple smoke billowed from Gracie Mae’s hull; a plasma fire raged inside her. The modified shuttle had been my home and silent companion for more runs than I could count. A brief jet of plasma burst from her engine. I closed my eyes and winced, mirroring her pain.
Unable to stomach anymore, I dropped inside the cave and took stock of what I salvaged from my ship. Other than my cargo and sidearm, my emergency bag contained two ammo packs, four fully charged power cells, and one compressed oxygen canister. It wasn’t much, but I had learned the hard way not to loiter around and expect the bad guys to give me a break while I hauled all my favorite things to safety.
The purple glow faded outside, and my heart soared. If the fire burned itself out, I could save her. I crawled to the exit. “Hold on baby, I’m coming!” I yelled.
Powdered ice and stone shifted all around me, tremors rising to a point that made it difficult to stand. Small rocks fell from the ceiling, rattling against my suit; ice on the cave mouth cracked. A shadow passed over the cave blotting out my hope.
Blue light lit up the sky like a flare. It streaked across the blackness; an energy arrow of death that plunged into the heart of my Gracie Mae. Her hull melted like butter, the particle energy enveloping her engine. Purple waves of plasma, mixed with the orange burn of oxygen, decorated the surface around her when the core detonated like a gruesome fireworks display—beautiful and terrible at the same time.
I dropped to the floor of the cave to avoid any of the energy wash, curled into a ball, and prayed the nightmare would end. The light faded, the tremors ended, but I didn’t want to stand. I couldn’t face it.
Anger welled inside me. Slamming my hands against the ground, I rose and gazed upon what was left of my baby. Shards of hull littered the ground; no big sections of the ship, just small pieces, scarred black from burning plasma.
Silhouetted against the sky, her attacker circled and disappeared to the south.
I scrambled out of the cave, raising my fist over my head. “Come on you nasty bugs! Why her?” I shouted. It didn’t matter. They couldn’t hear me, and I doubted they cared.
What am I going to do now?
I slid into the cave and stomped around; my emotions boiling over. I slammed my forearm against the wall, once, twice, a third time, breaking off a few pieces of ice. Not smart. Pain pulsed in my wrist. I tried massaging it through my suit, but my efforts failed.
Perfect. Another gift to a swell day.
Stewing, I eased to the floor and reflected on why I was there.
About a week before, I accepted a contract from an Epherium Corporation exec to transport a piece of cargo to the sixth colony on the surface of Ariel. On a normal day, a simple in and out run, but there was a war raging. Thrusting into a war zone wasn’t the brightest idea, but no one gave the big payout for the milk runs; too much competition, especially with the crime syndicates. As my old pilot instructor often said, “Sometimes you’ve got to ride the blazing serpent through the moons of Jupiter until your eyes bleed.”
Fitting really, most of the other poor bastards who tried that run burned up or impacted on the surface of a moon. My glide path tilted on the edge of a death spiral, and I was desperate for a string of good luck to pull me out.
Gracie needed me and I couldn’t let her down. If by some miracle I made it back home, I was certain she would kill me.
96% flashed in green on my suit’s HUD, barely enough to get me to the colony two kilometers away. With a small amount of renewed resolve, I regained my feet, crept out of the cave, and made my way along the ridge. Jagged rocks and poor footing made for slow progress, but I wasn’t about to give up my only viable cover—not yet.
Lights glittered off the glass of the distant colony dome, acting like a beacon. I adjusted my suit’s optics, zooming in for a better look. No damage, no movement either; at least something was going right.
Holding out hope, I checked my comm band for active frequencies and locked onto the strongest signal.
“This is Major Avery, 6th Regiment 1st Battalion, calling for immediate air strike at coordinates two, niner, fiver, zero,” the labored Marine called.  “I repeat immediate air strike at coordinates two, niner, fiver, zero.”
A stern woman’s voice answered him. “Major, this is an unsecured channel. Reroute your request to secured theater communication.”
“Lady, I’d love to, but our comm center is gone. We need air support now! My authorization is zeta, five…” A crash and an agonizing groan ended the Major’s support request.
Another voice joined the channel, younger and fearful. “Major, get down! We have incoming!” Hundreds of pulses vibrated the ground near my feet, faint but distinctive. The channel cut off in static.
My vision followed the comm band direction locater. Red, orange, and bright blue flashes crisscrossed the northwest horizon. The battle for the surface of the moon raged on, too far to get a good glimpse, and after what I just heard, I wanted no part of it. I had to get off this rock; not die in a firefight. If the colony was still secure, then so was its docking bay. The last time I was there, the bay held four or five older shuttles and a few cargo transports. There was bound to be one of them left for me to fly out of there.
I hoped so.
The battle’s brilliance intensified. A shift in the western sky drew my attention. Not one, but two of those alien craft that had blasted my Gracie Mae cruised in from the south—cloaked in the night.
How the hell I am going to get off the ground with those things prowling around?
Praying the battle offered a lasting distraction; I secured my gear and broke cover. After a deep breath, oxygen filled my lungs, and I started my run. It was more a series of long-distance hops than an actual sprint. With each landing, my speed increased; the jumps propelled me faster and I covered more ground.
After a half kilometer, I checked my optics. The dome’s main airlock lay ahead. My ears thumped and chest shuddered as my heart pounded from the exertion.
It’s not much farther. You can make it.
On my next leap, I discovered my second wind, ignoring the pain in my labored lungs. Determination drove me on. Home was where I needed to go, back to Gracie. I jumped again, but on the landing my footing failed, and I slipped on a patch of ice.
Trepidation roused, but I refused it, my microgravity training kicking in. With a quick adjustment, I reoriented. My padded knees skipped on the ground, dug in on the second touch and I skidded to a stop. No decompression alarm sounded; my suit’s HUD displayed full integrity. I sighed, long and slow. Relief washed over me like a comforting wave. That’s when the colony’s airlock exploded.
Huge sections of concrete and metal vaulted from the domed structure and skipped along the moon’s landscape spraying clouds of ice particles along their path. Smaller pieces of debris from the colony’s buildings jettisoned with the escaping atmosphere, intermixed with hundreds of bodies—both human and alien.
My hopes dashed, I just sat and stared at the destruction. Dreary light mixed with a cloud of dust cast shadows over what was left of the colony, but the truth was I didn’t want to look. In fact, I couldn’t. My suit’s visor had clouded over. Space and ground swirled like a kaleidoscope and the resulting dizziness made me bend over to rest on my hands. Without realizing, I had started to hyperventilate, and my breathing had overcome the compensators in my suit.
Unconsciousness beckoned and I didn’t have the luxury of a pressurized mask from my ship to get my respiration under control. Out of pure desperation, I closed my eyes and tightened every muscle in my torso to restrict my breathing, concentrating on slow steady breaths. My lungs burned in protest; stars danced. I collapsed on my side from the strain and rolled onto my back. After a brief spell of forced agony, my breathing eased, and I relaxed. I lay like a limp noodle on the rough, rocky ground letting the condensation on my visor clear.
My stomach growled when I moved. I chuckled. It had been hours since I had eaten anything, and since I had arrived in orbit, I had been operating on pure adrenalin. I groaned and managed to sit up. “Pain. It’s what’s for breakfast,” I muttered along with a staunch reminder to never do that again. I twisted and my right hand brushed against the cylinder containing my cargo. I pulled it toward me and dared another glance at the colony. A giant hole replaced the airlock, and two more fractures ran from the surface to the dome’s apex.
I stood and picked up my pack. A yellowish green 76% flashed; my suit’s polite reminder that time ran down. Even with my reserve canister, I didn’t have enough to reach another colony. Only one choice remained. I had to keep going and hoped a ship or rover survived intact.
I managed two steps when dawn arrived. Unlike Earth, where the atmosphere harnesses the sun’s radiance and presents an orange glow to the new morning, on Ariel or many other low-to-no atmosphere moons, the morning light arrives almost instantly, like switching on a light. Bold illumination encompassed the Ariel 6 colony, as well as my position.
A darkened hue coated my helmet visor, adjusting for the sudden increase in light. An alien assault craft, ominous and foreboding, circled over the dome. The dark armored behemoth lowered a wing in a tight turn, heading straight for me; the same simple fool who was now exposed and helpless.
The nearest cover was over a hundred meters away. Running wasn’t an option either. Targeting sensors identified moving objects faster. But it didn’t matter, my legs refused to respond; terror had frozen them stiff. The monstrous ship approached, and I resigned my fate.
As the vessel bore down on my position, I turned my head to the right. I didn’t have the courage to witness the blast sure to come. Instead, my thoughts were of Gracie and my fears for her after I was gone. I wanted to cry out to her. I opened my mouth to voice goodbye, and in that moment, an object streaked out of the eastern darkness, low and close to the ground. A second rocket followed.
I swung back to the oncoming alien craft. The first speeding missile slammed into the assault ship’s rear left quarter. The weapon pierced the armor and detonated inside, tearing a jagged hole in one of the engine pods.
The impact forced the ship into a starboard roll, exposing its underbelly.  The second missile struck the port weapons pod, detonating the plasma array. Blue energy fanned the fuselage like a spider web, scorching and gouging everywhere it touched.
The ship veered to my left, losing altitude. Its port wing separated, and the two pieces crashed into the moon’s surface, the thunderous impact shaking the ground like an earthquake.
Dust and ice particles enveloped the crash site, obscuring the downed craft. I exhaled, long and slow, and my temporary paralysis faded. Not knowing what survived the crash, I backed away.
A visible blue glow intensified inside the cloud. My jaw went slack as my danger sense went into overdrive. Adrenaline took hold, fueling my survival instinct. I turned and broke into a sprint to the eastern ridge.
An ice pillar jutted from the ground ten meters short of the ridge. Desperate and out of breath, I hunkered down behind the jagged formation. A blaze of blue energy and hurtling shrapnel erupted from the alien craft when its engines detonated.
The powerful pulse from the explosion struck the pillar. Several centimeters of ice on its opposite side turned to gas in an instant. Pieces of the doomed ship whipped by on all sides, tearing deep furrows into the darkness shrouded ridge beyond. Three solid impacts hammered the pillar; I cried out louder with each one. Large cracks formed along my back. I glanced sideways; the tail of the energy wave washed past leaving the frozen surface around me smooth like mirrored glass.
I waited about thirty seconds, just enough time for my heart to leave my throat and peered around the edge of my protective cover. The obscuring cloud was gone. Most of the ship’s hull has been torn apart in the crash or consumed in the blast.
I slowly gained my feet and stepped closer to the ridge. When I crested the next large ice formation, three humanlike figures stood out, partially concealed underneath an outcropping where the sunlight ended. I immediately tapped my armband for the communication control and selected the frequency scan.
The figures moved closer, exiting the shadows offered by their cover. My comms system detected an active channel and locked on, a military band. Three men in armored environment suits spread out in front of me, their weapons pressed against their shoulders. Darkened helmets masked their faces.
“Stand fast and keep your hands where we can see ‘em!” a Scottish man’s voice boomed over the comm channel.
I froze; happiness and fear fighting for control. These men had saved my life, but they could end it just as fast.
No sudden moves stupid!
I nodded toward the men. “I’m not a threat,” my voice raspy from my recent ordeal. I swallowed my fear as I raised my arms, the cargo cylinder dangling on its strap.
Two of the flanking men walked forward to opposite sides of me, their weapons aimed at my head. The remaining soldier stepped toward me, his weapon still at the ready, “Identify yourself!”
“Reese Daniels,” I kept my tone even and non-confrontational. I found that helped when threatened with things like—death. I glanced left and right at the two men still holding their weapons on me. “I’m a transport pilot. Pilot registration Alpha-Victor-1-2-8-7”
The man in front of me motioned to the soldier to my left. “Garrett, check the wreckage. We don’t need any of those beasties bearing down on us.”
“On it, Arlen!” the soldier hustled toward the downed alien ship.
The soldier to my right crept closer, removed my sidearm and attached it to his magnetic belt.
Arlen lowered his weapon. “What ya doing out here, Mr. Daniels,” he questioned. The tension in his voice eased. “Don’t you know there’s a full-scale fight brewing here?” 
“Just on a run, sir.” I lowered my arms. “My, uh, ship was shot down in the scrum up there,” I motioned to my comm band. After a mutual nod in understanding, I used my comm band to transfer my flight plan to him.
In my line of work, I set up rules. They were more like guidelines, but it kept me from getting sloppy. Smuggling rule number one: cover stories are vital. “I left Jupiter station a few days ago.”
Truth.
“Cargo?” the soldier in charge asked, lowering his weapon. He gestured for the other soldier to do the same.
“Atmosphere condensers. Engineering services for the Ariel 6 colony hired me to bring out two new units. They’ve had a bear of a problem with humidity.”
Another truth, but not all of it.
My important cargo was in the cylinder, bought and paid for by an Epherium Corporation exec. I had intended to deliver it outside the dome, bypassing the customs process, and collect my fee.
“Uh-huh,” he muttered, reviewing my plan. “Any weapons?”
I shook my head. “Sorry, I’m not rated for weapons transport. I only carry my sidearm.”
Smuggling rule number two, keep all discussions with authorities simple and above all, stick to the plan.
The soldier grunted. “Damn, we could use more ordnance now.”
“That’s tricky stuff to transport. I’m not sure what it’s like coming into the military bases, but civilian traffic is brutal, too many hot shots zipping around. I’ve found the traffic bosses are appreciative when a pilot doesn’t burn in too fast and splatter his ship along the surface or bounce into the freighters coming into and out of the station.” I laughed. “Transporting weapons would end up blowing a dome sky high.”
The soldier stopped reading; his voice turned serious. “Do you think that’s funny, Mr. Daniels?”
You idiot!
My voice cracked. “No, absolutely not.”
He continued reading. He focused on my planned insertion into Ariel’s orbit.
My real approach to Ariel was from the dark side of the moon, lights out, including my IFF. All I had to do was meet my client, get paid, then resume my original flight plan. Easy peasy, except alien invasion wasn’t part of the plan.
“Alright, Mr. Daniels. Your flight plan looks legit, but I don’t have the time or resources to verify who you are.” He glanced toward the colony. “Your best bet is to make it to the dome and find transport.”
The soldier closest to the wreckage announced, “All clear!”
I turned to the ruined dome and frowned. “Where are you going?”
“That’s where we’re headed. You’re welcome to join us for as long as the bugs leave us be. If we encounter them in force, I doubt any of us make it home.”
The soldier returned from the wreck, slapped the leader on the shoulder. “We should go.”
“Who are you?” I asked.
The leader stiffened in a crisp military manner. His helmet tint turned translucent, a young man inside that suit, hair cut short with peaks of red and fierce eyes. “I’m Cadet First Class Arlen McGregor, EDF Marine Training Battalion, Charlie Company.”
The man to Arlen McGregor’s left stepped forward, revealing his face. The sun’s glare glistened on his pale skin and blonde hair. A scar graced his cheek under his left eye. “I’m Cadet Garrett Michaels.” His accent was like McGregor’s, though not as pronounced. He pointed to the third man whose helmet didn’t lighten. “That’s Shane Bellevue.”
Shane flicked his hand off his helmet in a wave. “Nice to meet ya, Mr. Daniels.” His accent was different than the other men, possibly New Orleans, deep Louisiana definitely.
I surveyed each man, their armor unblemished, weapons pristine. “Where’s the rest of your company?”
McGregor gestured over the ridge. “They’ll be here in a spell.”
“Are you in charge?”
McGregor nodded. “We were on our way back to base when the attack came. Our company Sergeants bought it when the other two transports were hit. Ours managed a landing, but not everyone made it.”
A line of ten men in armored environment suits exited the shadows at the ridge’s peak. Several hefted rifles like McGregor’s, a few lugged large containers, and the last two carried a man on a makeshift stretcher.
“That’s our Lieutenant. He was in the pilot’s compartment when we crashed. Corpsman had to induce a coma in his suit.”
One of the men next to the stretcher waved McGregor over.
“I’ll be right back.” He turned to Shane. “Check the ridge; make sure we have a clear path.”
Shane nodded then scrambled up the ridge.
My HUD flashed a message, someone inviting me to a sub channel. I accepted.
“Don’t mind Arlen. He comes on a little strong sometimes, but today’s been rough,” Garrett said.
“Yeah. He’s a little intimidating.”
Garrett laughed. “I guess he is. Military life is in his blood. Over ten generations of his family have served in one way or another. They all grew up on the same farm in the Highlands, waiting for their chance to serve. He’s a tough Marine and he’s going to be good leader if we make it out of here.”
“What about you?”
He shrugged; his mouth curled in a grin. “Me? Nah, I’m just an Irishman with a pretty face. Who knows? I’d like to lead my own company one day, but I’d follow Arlen anywhere.”
I shook my head, pointing to the sky. “What the hell happened up there? I thought the Defense Forces had stalled the alien advance at Neptune Station, even taken back a few of the moons.”
“We all did then suddenly space was filled with the little buggers. The two Navy frigates in orbit over our base never stood a chance.”
“I still don’t understand why. What started all this?”
Garrett shook his head. “There are a lot of questions about that and not too many answers.”
“I don’t buy the whole failed first contact story at Pluto Station. Their ship batters a station and a couple of our own before we take it down, then they come back a year later in force. It sounds fishy to me.”
“I feel the same way.” His brow wrinkled with concern, and he glanced at McGregor. The other cadet was still speaking to the corpsman. “I probably shouldn’t be talking to you about this, but what the hell. EDF command hasn’t been able to figure out what the bugs want because we haven’t been able to communicate with them.”
“You’re kidding!” I shook my head in disbelief. “The EDF’s been fighting them for over six months, and you don’t even know their language or who they are?”
“Nope. Some salvage missions after battles have found bits and pieces of strange text, but nothing’s been deciphered, and their method of communication is weird. We’ve detected long range signals, but our best engineers haven’t picked up how they communicate between ships or troops on the ground. The big ships use lots of unmanned drones as fighters. The fleet has hit them with every type of jamming we know and nothing. The only new news we hear is they’re working on it,”
“Someone needs to tell them to work faster.”
Garret laughed. “Yeah, they do. About a month ago, a couple of real geniuses from the War College briefed the academy and Arlen prodded them for answers.”
“What did they say?”
“Not much, but the working theory is the bugs are after resources. The bugs have space fold drives like ours, but way more advanced. Pidium, neutronium and other key elements for the drives, armor, and ship components are scattered all over the moons out here and in the belt.”
“One of my pilot instructors told me the first pidium deposits were discovered on Pluto after the attack.”
“That tracks then. I think that ship attacked Pluto station looking for those materials and there’s a motherlode of pidium and neutronium on Mars.”
“Yeah, I’ve seen the mining operations. New ones sprout up every few weeks.”
“Resources like that could be a big motivator.”
“I imagine it would.”
“Thus far, the bugs have adopted a scorched earth policy. When we take back ground, there’s nothing left.”
I closed my eyes and pictured a different Earth. The sight of razed cities and decimated populations put a lead weight in my gut. In the rubble of my aunt’s apartment, I found her and Gracie’s burned corpses tucked under a bed, holding each other in their final moments. I shuddered.
Garrett shook me. “Are you alright?”
I opened my eyes and nodded. “Yeah,” I lied.
McGregor returned and Garret terminated the sub channel.
“How’s the LT?” Garrett asked.
“Stable for now. He won’t be if we don’t get off this rock and get him to a med facility.”
McGregor turned to the rest of the cadets. “Alright lads, form up. Let’s keep to the ridge and make our way to the dome.” He turned to Shane. “Take point.”
“On it,” he replied and hustled north.
I joined the Marines, staying close to Garrett. “Where did your ship crash?”
Garrett tapped his arm band, a small holo map of the surface appeared. “About twenty klicks east of here.”
I glanced at the map. “Why come this way? Ariel 4 is only a few clicks east of your landing.”
Garrett shook his head. “It was. The dome and our training base were wiped in the first assault wave. After we landed, our leadership was gone, and our company looked to Arlen and me.”
“That’s a heavy burden.”
Garrett nodded. “We train for it every day, but you never realize the impact until it’s needed. Our first thought was to link up with the 6th Marine Regiment on the other side of Ariel 6.” He pointed to the site on the map.
I frowned. The location he identified was the huge firefight I saw earlier.
“Comm traffic reported a large-scale engagement with major casualties. A full withdrawal had been ordered, so we headed here to find transport.”
I stared at the wrecked dome. “Do you have weapons to fight the aliens if we run into them?”
Garrett shrugged. “We have enough small arms ammo to give them a good scrap. Those missiles were the last of our heavy ranged ordnance.” He pointed to the containers the cadets carried. “All we have left are shape charges.”
“Why do you have those?”
“We’ve been testing breaching on some derelict hulls for the past two days.”
Shane raced back to the group. “Arlen, the rover park is a total mess. Explosion of the dome must have wrecked them. The colony’s docking bay doors appear intact, but I can’t be sure.”
The young Marine leader grunted. “Show me.” He gestured to Garrett and me. “Let’s go have a look.”
We eased to the top of the ridge, settling near an ice formation, and dropped prone.
Shane pointed to the east side of the dome. “There.”
I zoomed in with my helmet’s optics. Pieces of rovers littered the ground like the remnants of a tornado. An intact rover lay upside down fifty meters from the park, wedged into a rock formation.
McGregor studied the scene. “It’s a damn shame, but the docking bay doors are still intact. We should be close enough.” He turned to Garrett. “Tap into the docking network and send a signal. We’ll double time and find a ride home.”
Garrett tapped his wrist comm band, searching for the docking network.
I placed my hand over it. “I wouldn’t do that.”
“And why not, Mr. Daniels?” McGregor’s voice loaded with skepticism.
“If you manage to get a request into that docking bay, you’ll trigger the larger bay sequence. Alarms will sound on the interior pressurized areas nearest the bay—if there are any left—and the warning lights will flash inside and outside the bay like a damn Christmas tree. You’ll practically be sending up a glorified signal to those things saying here we are, come kill us.”
“Do you have any better ideas?”
“The only way you can open the doors without alerting those aliens is to hack into the exterior comm panel. It’s hardwired into the colony engineering system. Every colony has one as a redundancy in case the network goes offline.”
“Where is it?” Garrett asked and engaged his map.
I examined the holo and had him zoom in on a section south of the docking bay doors. “It’s here on the edge of the rover charging stations. I remembered it from a tour the colony engineer gave me.”
Actually, it was his mousy assistant and I paid him to give me colony particulars in case I needed them. Twin beams spanned four platforms and were supported by large pillars on both ends. The panel was part of an engineer station on one of the eastern pillars, set high to protect it from rover accidents and potential ground quakes.
“You just need your comms guy to jack into that panel and override the docking alarms. The doors will illuminate when activated, but that’s it.”
Garrett and McGregor stared at each other, said nothing.
“Where’s your communications specialist?”
Garrett shook his head.
“Great, that’s just great,” I scoffed. “Do you guys have any shinier good news to pass along? Because right now you’re pissing out rainbows.”
“He died when the transport was hit,” Garrett snapped. “We saved the backup gear. We’ve managed to get by on what our suits can pick up, but to get long range comms working or the type of special access you mentioned we need someone with real training.”
Smuggling rule number three. When faced with a dangerous situation, don’t play hero just survive.
I cycled that rule in my head a few times and sighed, certain I would regret my next words. “Give me the gear. I’ll hack into the panel and get it open.”
McGregor gave me a level look. “You can work that gear?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I spent six months in communications training before I changed my mind and became a transport pilot.”
“What changed your mind?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Most comm guys I knew sat at stations scattered around the solar system. I figured the real money was traveling to all those stations, delivering needed cargo. I didn’t think I could stand being cooped up that long.”
Garrett grinned. “Can’t argue with that.”
We retreated from the ridge and joined the remainder of the cadets. One of them handed me the communications package—a grey satchel containing a black case, cable, and a rolled filament antenna.
I checked the model on the edge of the case. It read MCM-1D. “State of the art. Long range antenna and crypto package.”
Garrett stared at me. “Can you use it?”
I nodded. “It’s got what we need. I can patch in at the panel and get the doors open.”
McGregor waved the group forward. “Let’s go. The bugs will send more of their attack craft.”
We followed the ridge to the point closest to the dome and McGregor called a halt. He pointed to the Marines carrying the crates. “Alright, break ‘em out!”
The Marines opened the crates and started passing out small metallic bricks.
McGregor handed one to me.
“What’s this?”
“Breaching charge. It’s the only heavy ordinance we have left.” He picked up another and traced his finger along the back edge. “It’s magnetic. We’ve been told it can stick to the bug’s armor, but I wouldn’t count on it.”
I studied the explosive. “How do I use it?”
He pointed to a latch and small plunger on the top. “Press the button under the latch to arm. Jam the ignitor and eight seconds later, Bob’s your uncle. It’s a shaped charge, but don’t doddle. Get clear before it goes.”
“Understood.”
“We’ll cover you the best we can from here, but we need to get close for our rifles to penetrate their armor. Work fast and stay out of sight. We’re counting on you, Mr. Daniels. Don’t screw this up or we’re all dead.”
I glowered. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“I’m a squad leader. My job is to motivate, not coddle. Adapt and overcome, that’s our motto.”
I grabbed the comm satchel, clipped the breaching charge to my belt and handed my cargo to Garrett. “Do not lose this.”
He glanced at the container then gave thumbs up. “It won’t leave my sight.”
I nodded, turned, and sprinted toward the dome.
“We’ll make a Marine out of you yet,” McGregor taunted.
I shook my head and kept moving. It took thirty seconds to cover the distance to the base of the pillar. I stopped, lungs heaving. Today’s maneuvers had been the most cardio I had done in a month.
I found the ladder to the engineer station and started my climb.
“You might need to pick it up,” worry filled Garrett’s voice. “I’ve got movement on the other side of the dome, heading your way.”
Shit!
I made it to the engineer station, my heart racing. I took a deep breath in a futile attempt to calm myself, set down the satchel, and searched for the panel. I found it, third from the left. I popped the panel door and reached for the satchel, my eyes wandering toward the west.
The dome towered over the station. Sunlight poured into the dome where the airlock used to be. Bodies and debris floated across my view. Dread threatened to consume me; their tomb could be my own.
Pushing my feelings aside, I opened the satchel, revealing the case. I plugged the cable into the panel’s access port. The case’s screen activated, displaying its boot sequence. My mind willed it to go faster. Everything looked normal and a new window on the screen appeared, welcoming me to the Ariel 6 communications relay. It prompted for a login.
I looked skyward, hoping the money I had paid that assistant for a backdoor login bore fruit and entered my credentials. The screen changed, offering me a list of current system status and commands for colony controls. I searched and found the right menu for the docking bay.
Before I could enter the menu, the station shuddered.
Garrett’s voice crackled over the comms. “Don’t move! One of the bugs jumped on the beams at the far end.”
Terror sprang into my heart like a fountain; I ducked, trying to hide. I was only a few feet from the top of the pillars for all the good it would do. My teeth chattered. “I’ve almost got the door.”
“We’re coming to you!” McGregor yelled.
“No,” I warned. “Stay there. If it sees you, it’ll alert its buddies and we’re all dead. Let me get the bay open.” My mouth went dry. “The lights will distract it and you can take it down when it goes to the bay.”
“I don’t like this, Mr. Daniels.”
“You think I do? I’m the one with my ass on the line for you guys, so let me get this door open and we can get out of here. Just get ready to move!”
Angry grunts from the two Marines filled the channel. I ignored them and returned to the task at hand. I accessed the docking bay controls, my fingers shaking with each key stroke. After flipping through a few commands, I disabled the door alarms and highlighted the docking bay door activation sequence.
Rapid vibration pulsed through the pillars and station.
“Daniels, you got to get out of there!” Garrett cried. “It’s almost on you.”
He barely finished the words before a shadow crept over me. I gazed upward at a nightmare. Clad in black armor trimmed in a pale yellow, the creature spanned the two beams. Two muscular forearms held a long lance across its body. Its triangular head swiveled from side to side looking past me, searching the distance.
Every instinct told me to run. Instead, I reached my hand to the keyboard and triggered the docking bay sequence.
My action must have been too fast. The alien snapped its head in my direction. Six red eyes, like sparkling rubies, glared at me. It whirled its lance, pointing it at my chest. Blue energy formed on its tip.
The lights on the docking bay doors sprang to life, the lower door retracted into the ground, while the upper one rotated outward.
No longer interested in me, the alien swung its gaze toward the docking bay.
Taking advantage of its distraction, I unhooked the breaching charge from my belt and pressed the button to arm it. Using the panels as leverage, I reached up and attached it to the pillar just below the beam. I slammed my fist on the ignitor then jumped to the ladder.
The alien switched its gaze back to me.
I didn’t dare look at it. I jerked up on the ladder with everything I had, sending me straight down.
Blue energy surged from the creature’s lance, missing my head. It impacted on the deck of the station in a spray of sparks and shrapnel. Frantic screams mixed with comm static filled my helmet. It wasn’t until I reached the bottom did I realize they were my own.
My knees buckled when I hit the ground. I peered up, trying to find the alien.
It leaned over the edge of the beams, angry red eyes like lasers burning into my skull.
The breaching charge detonated. Its short, powerful blast forced the end of one of the beams upward like a catapult arm, launching the alien into Ariel’s sky. The top of the pillar wrenched forward into the rover charging station, bowing the lower half and the base surged outward.
My hands were still on the ladder when it slammed into my chest, sending me tumbling backwards. I don’t remember how long I lay there face down. Strong hands grabbed my suit and turned me over. When the haze in my vision cleared, over a dozen Marines stared down at me.
“Daniels!” McGregor yelled.
My head pounded like a base drum; my chest and ribs ached. “Owwww,” was all I could manage.
The Marine corpsman leaned over me, checking my limbs. “His suit isn’t compromised.” He picked up my arm, activated the suit’s health monitor and studied the readout. “There doesn’t appear to be any broken bones or internal injuries. He might have some bruised ribs.”
“Can he move?” McGregor asked.
The corpsman nodded. “His suit doesn’t have bio support. It’s going to be painful to run.”
“Give him something for the pain, but I need him lucid.”
“Roger that,” the corpsman answered and opened his pack.
“Alright lads, get him to his feet.”
Garrett and two other Marines picked me up.
“Stay with me Daniels,” Garrett ordered. “That bug’s buddies will be here soon and we gotta move.”
The corpsman slapped his hand against my shoulder. I felt a brief sting then warmth. The pain in my chest and ribs ebbed. He pulled away the injector and slapped a seal patch over the tiny hole.
“How do you feel?” Garrett asked, handing my cargo container back to me.
I took the container and attached the tether to my belt. “I’ll live.” I took a few more breaths to let the meds do their job. “Let’s go.”
We broke into a run for the docking bay. Each step felt like a boa constrictor used my chest for a squeeze toy. Halfway to the bay, I leaned on Garrett. Shane took my other shoulder and together they half carried me the rest of the way.
I rested next to the docking bay entrance and waited for the stars to stop dancing before my eyes.
Shane peered into the bay. “I got movement!” Several of the Marines flattened against the wall, readying their weapons.
“How many?” McGregor asked.
“Two, but I can’t tell if they’re bugs or humans.”
After forcing a long exhale, I joined Shane and McGregor at the entrance. Four ships sit scattered around the docking bay. The two farthest to the right were in maintenance harnesses, the one closest to us missing several pieces of its engine housing. The third ship, a small two-person trainer, was along the back wall near the maintenance hatch leading to the pressurized parts of the dome’s lower levels. I mean, I assume it was pressurized; the door was closed and the seal light shown green.
An amorphous figure moved in the shadows near the fourth ship, a Marquis class transport, nearly double the size of my Gracie Mae, complete with a separate pressurized cargo bay, small galley, and spacious pilot compartment. I had dreamed about owning one these ships; she was a thing of beauty.
The figure moved again, followed by a second. Too small to be one of the aliens, they picked up a large crate and carried it into the ship.
Shane trained his weapon on them, but McGregor put his hand on his shoulder. “Bah. Don’t fire, they’re human.” The lead cadet started into the bay.
“Wait!” I warned.
McGregor spun to face me. “What now? Those bugs will be comin’.”
“Just because they’re human doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous.” I pointed toward them. “This whole place is burning down and they’re loading crates into a transport? It doesn’t make sense.”
I tapped my suit’s armband and scanned for comm frequencies. It flagged a new one and I joined it.
“Do you think the bugs triggered the bay?” one of the men asked; his accented voice husky and thick.
“Uri,” the other man replied. His accent was different; I pegged him as German, Dutch maybe. “The bugs would have charged in here by now. Get your head out of your ass and help me get the last crate. This score will set us up good with the boss.”
“You’re right, Heinrich. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”
I froze, putting the names and voices of the two men to my memories of them. I dropped the channel and turned to McGregor. “This could be a problem.”
“What’s the matter?” He folded his arms. “It’s just two men. Do you know them?”
I nodded. “They are competitors…of a sort.”
“Of a sort?” McGregor stammered. “What ya mean?”
I sighed and spun some of my best work. “They work for a criminal cartel that operates in the Belt. I deal in legitimate cargo transport, while they are pirates, drug dealers, murderers and even slavers if the situation presents itself.”
The truth was I did a few jobs with Heinrich and Uri back in the day. They decided to upsell themselves to a larger organization; I stayed solo. Safer I assumed, below the radar. I knew their new group transported some shady stuff, but the rest I embellished.
McGregor stared at them. “We’ll need that ship. There’s no way we can fit in that trainer. Are they armed?”
“Probably and I doubt they’ll just give you that ship they just loaded with valuable salvage, even if you ask nicely.”
Garrett stepped next to us. “Arlen, we don’t have time for this.”
“If we fight them, we risk damaging the ships.” I turned to Garrett. “Let me talk to them. I’ll keep them distracted and let you get close.”
“If these guys are bad news, won’t they just shoot you?” Garrett asked.
I shook my head. “I know these two. They’ll want to talk first.” I passed Heinrich and Uri’s comm frequency to McGregor. “Keep out of sight.”
Garrett and McGregor nodded, and I stepped into the bay.
Shane and Garrett split up, moved along the outer walls, clinging to the shadows. I stayed in the center of the bay entrance. I made it to within ten meters before Uri saw me.
“What the hell!” he yelled and reached for his sidearm.
Panic leaped into my chest, but I squelched it. I had to play my part. I raised my hands, offered no threat and kept my voice even and under control. “Hello, Uri.”
Heinrich stepped out from the transport’s cargo bay. “Daniels? What the hell are you doing here?”
I snorted. “Probably the same reason as you two. I had a job, the invasion hit and I lost my ride. I need to find a new one to get out of here.”
Heinrich laughed. “Take the trainer. We’ve already loaded this ship and don’t need a third.”
“The trainer won’t do.” I wagged my finger at him. “My friends and I need your ship.”
Heinrich offered a wintry smile. “Friends? You don’t have friends, Daniels. You never did.” He and Uri reached for their pistols. “Why shouldn’t we just kill you and leave you here? No one would miss you.”
I shrugged. “My sister would.” I pointed behind them. “And they might care.”
Heinrich spun, coming face to face with the muzzle of Garrett’s rifle.
“Weapons on the ground,” Garrett ordered. “Slowly.” Shane prodded Uri with his weapon.
Heinrich growled. “Daniels, you son of a—”
“Ah, ah, ah,” I chided. “Sticks and stones, old friend. Just do what they say and we can all get out of here.”
Heinrich and Uri dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender.
Garrett directed them toward the wall, guarding them closely.
The rest of the Marine cadets rushed into the bay. McGregor gazed into the cargo bay of the transport; crates and boxes filling the ship. “What the hell is all that?”
“It’s ours!” Uri cried.
McGregor shook his head and waived his hand toward the ship. “Let’s get to it lads. We have no time.” Several of the cadets stowed their weapons and started unloading the small ship, leaving the cargo in the middle of the bay.
“Daniels, that’s our ticket out,” Heinrich said a somber tone to his voice. “Our score to buy our freedom and retire.”
I rolled my eyes. “You really think I’d believe that?”
Heinrich raised his head. “It’s the truth. Now we’re going to die here.”
“Take the trainer. We just need the bigger ship. These Marines need to get out of here. There’s a war on, if you hadn’t guessed.”
“There are wars everywhere, Daniels,” Heinrich spat. “You just don’t see them.”
“Mr. Daniels!” McGregor called. “It’s time to go.”
I glanced toward the transport. The cargo lay scattered on the ground and the cadets boarded. I turned back to Heinrich.
“We’ll be seeing you,” he snarled, the anger in his eyes looking to burn a hole in my suit.
I didn’t respond, just backed toward the ship, Garrett by my side. I stepped onto the cargo bay ramp, but McGregor stopped me.
“You’re up front, Mr. Daniels,” he ordered.
“Okay. I can help. Who’s your pilot?”
McGregor grinned. “I’m looking at him.”
“Of course you are.” I rolled my eyes. “Buckle up. We’re off in two minutes.”
Garrett and I rounded the transport to the portside hatch, entered the ship and sealed the hatch. I climbed into the cockpit, strapping into the pilot’s chair. Garrett took the co-pilot seat. “No time for a pre-flight check.” I surveyed the ship’s console. Solid green status lights decorated the console below the viewport, all except the middle one, red and flashing. The last hatch status light turned green when the cargo bay closed.
I reached over my head and flipped two switches, priming the reactor. The pilot HUD activated, displaying the ship’s engine power level and windows for several exterior cameras. I triggered ignition and scanned the far wall through the cockpit glass. Heinrich and Uri were gone.
The ship rumbled, the reactor power level increasing. I gave a three count and engaged the vertical thrusters for liftoff. The transport rose from the ground, steady and stable. Cheers from the cadets filled the comms.
A brilliant flash to my right nearly blinded me. The door of the maintenance hatch tumbled over the cockpit, careened off the bay wall and soared out into space. A huge alien, bigger than the one I saw outside, filled the corridor. It leveled its lance at us, blue energy congealing.
“Move!” Garrett screamed.
I jerked the controls to port, swiveling the ship on its axis.
Blue plasma energy rocketed past the cockpit; warning klaxons sang.
I completed the one-hundred-eighty-degree spin and jammed the throttle forward.
The power of six g slammed me into my chair and the transport rocketed out of the bay. The rear HUD camera captured the larger alien storming into the bay joined by more of the fearsome creatures. Wild blue energy blasts followed our exit, impacting harmlessly on the moon’s surface.
I guided the ship upward into orbit. The ship’s sensors showed no pursuit. “We need to get to the gate,” I blurted out, my nerves shot to hell. I looked at Garrett, his face focused but relaxed. “Can you plot a course?”
He nodded and activated the navigation controls.
A high pitch beep filled the cockpit. The comms panel identified it as an emergency broadcast and I opened the channel.
“Attention, this is Captain James Hood of the EDF Orion to all civilian ships in the Uranus zone. Our forces are holding the Accelerator Gate, but we’ve been ordered to withdraw. All non-space-fold capable craft need to reach the gate in the next twenty minutes before the gate is destroyed. I repeat you have twenty minutes to reach the gate, or you will be left behind.”
“Can we make it?” Garrett asked.
I checked the updated course and the long-range sensors. Red and blue dots filled the display, fueling my overcharged anxiety. I pointed to the gate’s location. “Yeah, but there’s a crap load of bad guys between us and the gate.”
Garrett grinned. “That’s what the Navy’s for, right?”
I shook my head, trying to use his humor to calm my nerves, and accelerated into the combat zone. “Buckle up back there!” I yelled into the cadet’s comm channel. “It’s going to get rough.”
“Just keep us in one piece!” McGregor screamed back.
Fighter craft engaged one another, mixing blue energy and orange cannon fire flashes with the occasional fiery eruption of a ship’s atmosphere. The scene spread a fireworks display across the divide. Small ships died by the dozens, their red and blue dots disappearing from the sensors. A seam in the battle opened, leading close to the ring of six EDF cruisers guarding the gate.
My gloved fingers gripped the controls in a white knuckled clench as I changed course. “I’m going for it!”
The ship slipped into the seam, drawing closer to the gate and escape point with each precious second. The sensor display chirped an alarm. I glanced at the readout and my heart sank.
“What is it?” the uneasiness in Garrett’s voice mirrored my own.
“Five alien fighters are converging on us. They’ll get to us before we reach the gate.”
“What can we do?”
I pointed to a panel on his right. “Hit that button. It’s the ship’s transponder. Tell me what it says.”
He pushed the button. “It says Providence.”
“Fitting, I guess.” I keyed the comms to the channel from the earlier broadcast. “This is the Providence calling Captain Hood on the Orion. Do you copy?”
Static held the channel for a moment before a man answered. “This is Hood. What’s your status, Providence?”
“I’m approaching the gate with survivors of a Marine cadet battalion from Ariel, but we’ve picked up some undesirables and need to drive them off. Can you assist?”
“We’ve got you on our scopes, Providence. Standby.” More static. “Hang tight, Providence. I’m vectoring in support.”
Three blue dots broke formation around the cruisers, heading in our direction. The aliens closed in; a new warning klaxon blared.
“They’re firing!” Garrett warned. “Break right!”
Another round of high g pummeled me as I increased thrust and jerked the controls, putting the ship in a hard turn to starboard then down twenty degrees in an evasive maneuver. A series of blue energy streaks flew past.
Three waves of orange cannon fire flashed above the cockpit, followed by the fighters Hood had dispatched. Two of the red dots pursuing us vanished; the other three peeling off their vectors to evade.
My hands shook, sending a slight jostle throughout the ship. Garrett tapped my shoulder and relief settled in. I triggered the comms again. “We’re clear, Captain. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Providence. Get those cadets out of here. When you get to the gate, sync your autopilot to the gate’s controls. There’s a lot of fleeing ships and in-transit collisions will wreak havoc with the evacuation.”
“Roger that.”
“Good luck, Providence. Hood out.”
I piloted the ship through the cruisers’ perimeter, arcing toward the gate. “I’m engaging the autopilot.”
Garrett nodded. “We made it Marines!” he yelled into the comms.
More cheers trumpeted in the background, but McGregor’s voice was forefront. “Thank you, Mr. Daniels.”
I smiled and let the controls go. The ship adjusted course, heading to the event horizon of the enormous Accelerator Gate; a powerful engine designed to propel ships to incredible speeds. If used in series, it was theorized a ship could almost reach the speed of light, if it didn’t break apart first.
The HUD flashed a countdown. Thirty seconds to event horizon.
“Strap in,” I spoke into the ship comms. “Even with the inertial dampener, we’re still going to feel some serious g.”
I tightened down my harness and gave Garrett thumbs up. He returned the same.
Twenty-five seconds. Red letters flashed below the countdown; the warning klaxon chimed again. Warning! Inertia dampener not engaged.
“Son of a bitch!” I screamed and scanned the console for the dampener controls. The switch was active, the status glowed red.
“Disengage the autopilot!”
I grabbed the controls and pressed the button to disengage the autopilot. Nothing happened. “It’s synced to the gate’s controls. I can’t release it.”
Garrett eyes met mine. “What happens if we entered gate without the dampener?”
I loosened my harness and released my restraints. “When we reach Jupiter station, they’ll be cleaning what’s left of us off the walls of the ship!”
Garrett released his harness. “Dammit!”
I swiveled and half floated around my chair to the cockpit’s engineering station. “It’s got to be here. It has to be.”
I ran my hand along the panels of circuit breakers and displays. Everything looked good. My boot bumped something metallic on the ground. A long metal box lay on the floor, pressed against a power conduit and a row of circuit breakers. I pointed to the box. “Help me move this.”
Garrett and I each grabbed an end. Even in the low gravity, the box’s mass was intense. We slid the box about a foot. I bent down and examined the conduit and breakers. The last three of the breakers had disengaged from the panel. I pulled them free of the panel then slammed each one into place.
Garrett glanced at console. “It’s up!”
We scrambled back to our seats. I lowered my harness into place. The HUD countdown reached three.
Garrett tightened his restraints. I finished mine when the counter left one. Streams of light whirled past the cockpit, the ship’s rapid acceleration pinning me to my seat. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe, my mouth didn’t work, not even my tongue.
************
Three days later, I rounded a set of metal tables on the promenade of Jupiter station. The Marine cadets sitting at the tables, free of their environment suits, looked exhausted. Hell, I probably looked worse, but I wore it well.
I sidled up to McGregor and Garrett. The pair offered welcoming grins. “How’s your Lieutenant?”
McGregor grinned. “The doctors say he’s going to make it. He may not gain full use of his legs, but they don’t know yet.”
“What’s up next for your company?”
Garrett chuckled. “Back to Mars, graduate and we get assigned to our battalions. We have a war to fight.”
“Aye,” McGregor added, “we do.” He glanced up at me. “What about you, Mr. Daniels? What will you do?”
I shook my head. “I’m not a fighter. I’ve got a new ship to transport cargo, make some money. Maybe help the war effort. For now, I need to head home, see my sister.”
McGregor extended his hand. “Good luck, Mr. Daniels.”
I took his hand in mine. His grip outside of the suit was powerful. He could have crushed my hand in an instant.
He released my hand with a laugh.
I shook Garrett’s hand then waved to Shane and the rest of the cadets; their weary smiles imprinting in my memory.
As I left the tables, the faint aroma of hot cooking oil filled the air. One of the food vendors was busy prepping his stand. I checked my arm band. The time was 5:30 AM.
I stepped closer and put my hands on the counter. The sign above it read Louis’s Cajun Bistro. “Good morning.”
The vendor spun half startled. “Good morning! Sorry, I didn’t notice ya before.” He was short and heavy set with dark hair touched with tinges of gray above his ears. His voice held a thick Louisiana drawl, like Shane’s. “What can I do ya for?”
“Breakfast, if you’re open.”
“I’ll be ready in a few minutes.” He pointed to a menu underneath his sign. “What can I get ya?”
“It’s not for me.” I turned and gazed at the cadets at the tables. “It’s for them.”
“Sure. I can feed a large group no problem.”
I set my cargo cylinder on the bar. The timer showed three hours remaining. No time to line up another buyer, certainly not for what the Epherium guy wanted to pay and stasis batteries were hard to come by.
With a resigned sigh, I disabled the stasis, unscrewed the protective cover, and popped the seal, releasing a gentle hiss. A small handle protruded from the cylinder’s interior. I grabbed it, easing the contents free.
The food vendor’s eyes went wide.
Twenty-four small eggs hung in a secure lattice; their pale blue color washed grey in the stations lighting. “Do you know what these are?”
He nodded. “I haven’t seen a quail’s egg since I was five years old.”
Several species of quail bordered on extinction. A few groups had created aviary farms to stem the tide but release back into the ecosystem was still years away. Quail eggs had become a delicacy of the rich and powerful back home. Out here, if they didn’t spoil, they were worth their weight in gold—a smuggler’s dream. They would have been my ticket to the easy life.
“Do you have a good recipe for these? Something not on your normal menu?”
He nodded again, gazing at the eggs. “My nana had a recipe. I keep it with me. I just opened a case of Andouille. It will go perfect with them.”
I scowled. “It’s not any of that faux meat the military shoves around here is it?”
The man recoiled like he’d been slapped. “I never touch that stuff. My family makes our own sausage. They send me shipments every few weeks.” He leaned closer. “I guarantee they will have never tasted better.”
“Good,” I nodded. “How much do I owe you?”
“Owe me?” He pointed to the eggs. “Sir, just getting the chance to cook with these is enough.”
I tapped my arm band, pulled up my wallet and transferred twenty credits to his stand. “I got the tip too.” Leaning back against the counter, I stared at the cadets. “Those boys have been through hell already. It won’t be long before they’ll have to go back into the grinder. I want them to have something memorable before it turns to shit.”
Garrett noticed me, stood, and walked over. “What’s going on?”
I pointed my thumb at the food vendor. “He’s going to take care of you guys. Get a good meal before you ship out.”
The vendor scooped up the lattice of eggs and headed to his grill.
“Thanks, Mr. Daniels.” Garrett smiled. “We all owe you a lot.”
I pat his shoulder. “We saved each other out there…and call me Reese.”
“Safe travels, Reese.”
We shared a laugh. “Same to you, Garrett.”
I waved a final goodbye to Garrett and the cadets before walking the deserted promenade toward the docking bays. I tapped my arm band and brought up a call list. I selected the first name.
A teenage girl, blonde hair braided in neat rows, appeared on my band’s screen, her eyes half open and groggy. “Hello?”
“Hey sis! Good morning.”
She groaned. “Reese, do you have any idea what time it is?”
“Early from the looks of it.”
She gave me a level look. “Yeah.”
“I just wanted to let you know that I’m on my way home.”
The grogginess cleared from her eyes. “Did you deliver? How much did we make?”
I cringed. “There were some complications.”
“Complications! Wait a minute. Why aren’t you calling me from my ship? What happened to it?”
“It’s our ship and it’s gone.”
She gasped.
“Relax. I got us a better one—a much better one.”
She folded her arms, her eyes narrowing to slits. “That tiger bit you, didn’t it.”
I nodded.
“I warned you.”
“Yes, you did,” I laughed. “I’ll be home soon, Gracie, and I’ll tell you all about it. Trust me. You won’t believe the last few days I’ve had.
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