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 8 am.
Franca looked outside the window of the ship. Sixteen thousand feet below surface level and her room was still as bright as the hours before they made the jump. Working on such a large vessel meant they were usually gone for weeks at least, sometimes up to half a year. Not that she gave it any thought, but there were times when she wondered if her luck would have been better staying with Ethan on the mother-ship. 
He had told his superiors about her expertise and they were unusually receptive of his proposal. Hiring an ex-convict serving a suspended sentence of thirteen cycles was not something you would expect the captains of the second largest fleet of the coalition to give their thoughts to. But, they did, and she had been given an invite. Three years ago.
Her mind came back to her present situation. As crew member of a fishing vessel she was expected to report for duty by first light. And that was in fifteen minutes. Making a wild dash to the cleaning area in her room, she took a warm bath, changed into her work clothes and headed outside.
#
8:15 am.
Ethan placed the last of the missiles on the carrier and waited for the intern to punch in the launch codes. Two weeks of being on the frontlines had conditioned him to be aggressively aware of his surrounding, and he had began noticing how the people in the support levels were looking at him when they thought he was not looking. 
There was fear on their faces. Something that he was used to seeing on the faces of his enemies, not on the faces of those he regarded as kin. Or was it because he was not completely organic as the rest of the ship? It was not his fault the coalition needed the best of the best, and he had readily volunteered. 
Regardless, he could not dwell too much on what they had to think. There was  war happening a few jumps from where they were. He was only back on the ship because of the injury he sustained to his legs. It rendered him a liability on the battle front, and with the stakes being as high as they were, he had to be sidelined. 
“Yo! 17!”
He turned to find one of his mates, Freddy, a long-range marks-man. Freddy had been on the other side of the war for a number of cycles, helping the Democracy take half of Blue Space – a military code for the aqua-rich part of deep space. He wasn’t known to be friendly, especially when you considered how he came to be on their payroll.
“Loaded?’ he asked.
“Yeah.” Ethan replied.
“Deploying in five minutes” the intern signaled to Ethan.
He nodded and walked to where Freddy was. The marks-man was chewing on a sugar pop. Extending his hand for a shake, he rested by the wall.
“How long till you’re out again?” Freddy asked.
“Handler told me it would take another week”, Ethan sighed, “Said I could not be rushed faster than I would have liked”
“Bummer. And here I was thinking we would move out tomorrow. There’s a sweet gig I’ve been contracted on. Probably three days max”
Ethan laughed. Freddy had never offered a joint movement, even when he was pinned on Centrel H-167, the home depot for the Thumerians. 
“That’s weird. Why would you get an outside contract when there’s war elsewhere?” He asked.
“Order from above. It’s supposed to be covert. I’m hitting a commercial ship. Apparently they found links to them and a back pass into the Vegen System.”
A back pass into Vegen? This was not a small matter. Vegen was what a newbie to space antics would call a nexus point. Most space charts were drawn around Vegen. If there was a way to move between points in space, it was there. The Vegen System was known as a bandit hotspot. Most of the formerly incarcerated holed up there, dealing shady business with whoever had the guts to cross them.
Fuck! Now he wished he could be there with Freddy. Not that he needed the money, j.ust the satisfaction of dishing out damage to whatever plans those scums had. Damn the coalition, if he could get his hands on those who supported the Democracy, he would have ended the entire fight in a week.
He must have been thinking for quite a while because when he looked at Freddy the sugar pop was gone and the intern was out of seat. 
“I’ll be leaving now. See you out there!” Freddy gave him a playful bump on the shoulder and walked off.
“Sure. Have fun” Ethan sulked.

#
8:30 am.
Captain Morgan was not the woman you would expect to meet under water. An fanatic for air missions and intra space travel, she carried around a portable reliever in which she would occasionally spit into when the sea sickness got to her. There were rumors she was banned from patrolling the air and her antics were just in defiance to her sentence.
Regardless of what anyone said, Franca knew getting called to her office was not going to end well. The captain knew about her past, and was always watching her closely whenever she was working up top. Today must have been quite special for her to get a private audience. 
She opened the door and walked in, throwing a quick salute before taking a seat.
“You called?”
“Yes. I have been briefed on an important matter, and I believe you are fit for it”, the captain said.
“What was the brief, Captain?”
“It concerns our payload. I have been alerted to the possibility of an attack. My sources say it will be from one of the Horsemen, the one they call 23T.”
Freddy? Franca almost made a face as the information hit her. 

#

3012.
Helian System. Planet Oroka.
Defense Stronghold. 
Freddy, Ethan, and Franca sat behind the class. After weeks of training with the lower class rejects, they were to be transferred further up the chain of command. The Void. Ethan said they would probably join as entry level recruits, and it would translate to a year outside the accredited ranks. 
Freddy did not mind. He had always been cool with having to work the extra hours in pursuit of a goal. He was not a teaching favorite, so it suited him. As for Franca, she also did not mind. It was not like she had people waiting for her somewhere. Just herself and these two unruly boys. The odds were stacked against them, and she had always liked that.

#

Six years later they graduated. Top of their individual classes and tied on points to be top of the class. Freddy vanished months after graduation, Ethan immediately joined the Coalition, while Franca found herself with valuable time on her hands. Time she used to hone her skills as one of the most dangerous killers of her generation. It was in this time that she had become a tool for hire, deviously taking down whoever it was she needed to take down, so long as it paid well. And there was seemingly no one she could not kill. 
A small time religious leader, a big time medical caregiver, a government official, the sixth in command to the ruling seat of a planet. She killed these and more, and would have escaped to do even worse had she not been apprehended by Coalition troops. Some of them had even been her juniors when they were in the academy.

#

“So, you see why you are the best fit?”the Captain asked.
“Yes”
“He is not someone to mess about with. You have twelve hour to intercept, and another six hours to take him out. Your pay will be an official pardon
Her eyes widened. An official pardon? That was not something common, even amongst the very well placed in society. This pardon would be given by the ruling class and whoever was on the receiving end, no matter the crime they had committed, was set free of all charges. And reinstated as active members of society.
It was not just a pardon, it was an entire new start, one where you received financial favors from anyone who came in contact with you. The gains from this would potentially grow to the point where her earnings as a hired tool would be eclipsed. This was insane!
“As proof, here is an official log from the Coalition. The ruling council deemed you worthy enough to receive it. Here”, Captain Morgan handed her a log.
Franca read through it as quickly as she could. The contents were not spectacular. There was the pardon, and the payments she would receive to re-integrate her into society, but there was a catch. To gain this pardon, she would need to provide evidence of Freddy’s decommission. A significant part of his biology was to be presented to a returning officer of her choosing.
She knew that officer would most likely be Captain Morgan. Further down the log were instructions on what and what she was expected to use in carrying out the mission. Coalition property was off. Anything that would give them away as being facilitators. Their reason for wanting Freddy taken out was also simple.
After his few years of disappearance when they graduated, he had joined a rival establishment during the run for who controlled space. It hurt the Coalition, yet there was nothing they could do. Freddy quickly made a name for himself as one of the Horseman. 23T, was his codename, and he was famed for his ranged abilities. The Democracy, direct rivals to the Coalition, utilized him as they cut a bloody path through space. They were not aware of his background, and it was not until the time he had a mission to eliminate a ranking officer of the Coalition, a man that – coincidentally, was his first instructor when he joined the academy.
Freddy turned down the job, stating that the target was insignificant. This did not go down well with his employers. They made an inquiry into his past, revealing secrets he would not be proud to tell anyone, and leaked them to the general public. A month after this, he was framed with conspiring against the Democracy, and it was here that the Coalition picked him up. A former student turned enemy, he received an official pardon, and joined up with the rest of the Coalition troops.
That was four years ago, and the year that followed saw her receive an invite herself. Apparently Ethan had known of her predicament and had tried to get her on board. Thankfully it did not work, if not she would not be here with the opportunity to clear her names without having to suck up to anyone.
“When am I leaving?” she asked.
“Immediately” the Captain said. “Your needs will be delivered to you at the jump station. The target should be entering the Noregian System soon. You should be able to intercept him there.”
Franca nodded and stood up. A quick salute and she was off, closing in on the jump station at heightened pace. When she arrived, there was a makeshift pod already waiting. Fuel had been updated, and the weapon system brought online. She received her targeting system, and had an external navigator integrated into the pod. Take off was in five minutes.

#
8:45 am
Ethan watched the missiles launch from the front ports. Their targets were a small planet few space miles from where they currently positioned themselves. Apparently they had been tipped off that it was a loading and docking site for covert pods of the Democracy. If not for his medical condition, Ethan would have preferred to be there, taking them out. It angered him, yet he kept his cool.  
His mind was now on another thing. Freddy. A three day mission to which he had been invited was not something Ethan had expected. After Freddy left him, he had gone to check the mission briefs on Coalition officers. Normally there would be high level clearance son the elite class, but he had the override code. 
Unfortunately when he tried to check he could not. The codes had been changed. Something was fishy. Elite class members could check updates of each other. It was how they always knew of side missions and how they knew if one of them would need backup. But here he was, trying to find out where his colleague, and friend, would be deployed to, and what exactly it was that he was after, and he was locked out. 
He sighed. Whatever happened, he knew Freddy would come back alive. It was how the guy was. Tough as nails. The number two marks-man on the Coalition, behind him. The only other person who could outmatch them when skills and experience were put into thought was Franca. But she was not a member of the Coalition. She was a criminal serving a suspended sentence on a distant planet, in a distant system. She was not worth the hassle. Or was she?

#

8:50 am
Take off!
The pod shifted slightly to the left as it escaped the crushing pressure of the sea. Franca adjusted herself, pulling the safety straps tighter around her. She checked her navigator again, making a mental remark on how funny it looked, like something from the year 2023. A moment of thought followed and her attention shifted to the space above her. 
They had been under water for a while, using the planet’s trajectory as a means to disguise their movement through the system. But, now that she had left that covert position, she had to move quickly. If she did not, the different bandits that lurked behind the asteroids and broken off ships would come after her.
She switched to manual and steered the pod behind one of the surrounding satellites, making a run to the asteroids that lay ahead of her. Her navigator showed that the secondary jump station was beyond the asteroids. She pressed forward. 

#

8:51 am
Freddy entered his pod and waited for the tech guys to remove the fasteners on the flaps. He held the mission log in one hand, looking through it for any bit of information he may have missed. When he was sure there was nothing of importance that had gone over his head he put it away. 
The mission was clear. A ship was moving material to aid the Democracy. It was his job to stop the ship, no matter who stood in his way. This was not going to be like the last mission he refused because of his personal convictions.
“Ready for take off, sir” an attendant informed him.
He nodded and the pod shot out into space. To the mission.

The End.
