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      Ten days ago…

      

      A scream from the next cell woke him. His eyes peeled open on a small room dimly lit by a single sodium-vapor lamp overhead. The yellow light turned the congealed blood splatter across the floor and walls to tar. Acrid scents—copper, charred flesh, ozone, and piss—overpowered his senses.

      He gagged, spitting up foam onto the metal floor. Nothing else was left. The last contents from his stomach lay puddled less than a meter away, adding to the stench. He pushed himself upright. A flash of dizziness and he retched again.

      Galen squinted and rubbed his eyes, trying to bring his HUD into focus. It took a moment to realize it just wasn’t there. Tamping down panic, he formed thoughts into silent speech.

      “What’s happening? How long was I out?”

      Errol, his 8G chippy, did not respond. Fear washed over him. His heart hammered in his chest. He was alone, entirely alone. And the data on Errol…all the secrets he’d managed to uncover…all the layers of protection he’d set up around his girls…the Tekk Reapers must have everything by now.

      No. That could not have happened. He had executed the failsafe program just before the Tekk Reapers had crudely plucked Errol from the socket in his left temple.

      His panic subsided. His heart rate slowed. His girls should still be safe.

      The starship thrummed and creaked and hissed. Sometimes it even growled like a caged animal. How could machinery so crudely cobbled together function so well?

      The screams next door ended. Heavy steps thudded through the corridor toward him and stopped outside his cell. The door groaned open, and a monstrosity as much machine as man lumbered in.

      The cyborg’s eyes gleamed an electronic green. Both hands and one of his legs were steel smeared with grease and grime. The filthy canvas coveralls he wore were cut off halfway down the thigh of the metal leg as if he needed to show it off.

      Galen cowered when the Tekk Reaper loomed over him, but he didn’t back away or try to fight. There was no point. The cuts and bruises he’d gained trying to resist capture ached and throbbed. And he felt confident he was still suffering from a concussion.

      The cyborg stepped up behind him, grabbed him by the arms, and lifted him until he stood. He wobbled when the reaper let go, so it caught him and held him up.

      A second monstrosity entered the cell, this one far worse. The new reaper towered over two meters in height. Only his head and torso appeared organic, and the wires sprouting from his chest and twisting back into his gut suggested mechanical organs. His limbs were composites of metal and ceramic.

      He wore no clothes, save for a belt and a crimson cloak. Blackish blood stained his clawed hands and feet and dripped from two long scalpels tucked into his belt. Dark specks and splotches dotted his body.

      His gold eyes focused on Galen as he marched forward, an angry scowl on his face.

      Galen reached out with his empathic ability, trying to sense the emotions of the two Tekk Reapers. From the first, he sensed nothing. From the second, he picked up overwhelming rage along with a lingering sadness buried deep within his psyche, the sort of pain that insisted on being visited upon others.

      “Ambassador Vim, I am Captain Kroz of the Remembrance," the massive reaper said, his voice clipping as if the words were delivered over a poor radio connection.

      From a pouch on his belt, Kroz drew out a small metal disk, pinching it between his claws. “Seizing your chippy proved pointless. Your security program erased it fully in remarkable time.”

      “Special software,” Galen replied, his voice little more than a hoarse whisper. “Just in case.”

      “You have a remarkable mind, Ambassador. And a fighting spirit. Once you have told us what we wish to know, it will be my pleasure to harvest your brain and add it to our matrix to further our cause.”

      “Wouldn’t it be more effective…to let me believe I could escape with my life…in exchange for what you wish to know?”

      Kroz smiled grimly, exposing silver teeth. “You would know that to be a lie.”

      “Torture is a waste of time. I won’t tell you anything.”

      “Why would I risk damaging you further,” Kroz replied. “There are more effective ways to discover what I wish to know.”

      Kroz pocketed the blank chippy and took out a device that resembled a ship’s control interface circlet. The copper, half-moon circlet had studs on each end. One stud would attach to the skin of the right temple, and the other to the chippy on the left.

      This circlet, however, had an extended prong on the left end. It was designed to enter an empty chippy socket directly. That would grant it direct access to the brain's circuitry.

      Kroz placed it on Galen’s forehead, and the extended prong clicked into his socket.

      “What is this?” Galen dared ask.

      “Nothing that will harm you, Ambassador. Rest assured, the device will give us the knowledge we need. Fighting it will only make you suffer.”

      Kroz snapped his fingers, and Galen’s head twitched as a shock sparked through him from his temples and down into his neck. Then a numbing pulse beat rhythmically through his mind.

      As the mesmeric effect kicked in, numbing his senses and lulling him into a soporific state, he sagged in the reaper’s arms.

      His aches faded. The awful scents within the cell disappeared. Slowly, the horrifying visage of the Tekk Reaper captain and the blood-stained cell melted into darkness.

      "Don't reveal anything," Galen muttered silently to himself. "Keep the girls safe…keep them safe always…no matter the cost…"
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      Waves of images crashed through Galen’s consciousness as the key events, people, and places of his life unfolded in rapid succession.

      He saw his long-deceased parents—the overbearing father who'd lectured him incessantly and the overprotective mother who'd sheltered him from the world—and the palatial estate he'd wandered around as a lonely child.

      He relived the awakening of his empathic abilities and his father denying him access to testing and training because a secret empath would have an advantage over others when brokering trade deals. Once again he felt the joy of leaving the family business to join the Department of Interplanetary affairs.

      His heart surged with love as he recalled in glorious detail the day he'd met Myra and a few years later Kyralla’s birth. In excruciating detail, he went through Oona's birth and Myra's subsequent death. He remembered the confused doctors and medical cogs trying desperately to save his dying wife who slipped away with no apparent cause.

      He relived those heavy months of anguish and the years of depression that followed. And then he again experienced his confusion when Oona's hair fell out, and her eyes darkened as she transformed from his little girl into a hyperphasic messiah.

      The tense years that followed flooded his mind. Years of living aboard starships, visiting strange worlds, negotiating with governments and trade guilds. Those stolen visits with his girls, a few days here and there when traveling between destinations, and the two free months he’d spend at home with them each year.

      Every free moment away from them he spent studying everything he could about hyperphasic messiahs, tracking every lead, talking to every potential source of information, forging connections with devout believers in the Benevolence’s divinity. He’d done everything he could think of to improve Oona’s chances of survival.

      Early on, he’d acquired a critical item and a piece of information, passed down to him from another messiah family that had lost their child in a failed awakening. They gave him a portion of a datacard that had been divided into four sections a century ago. The other pieces were still missing, and they had failed to find them. If reassembled, supposedly the datacard would reveal the whereabouts of a carefully hidden genetics facility that held all the answers a messiah family needed.

      Two years later, using his family’s resources and contacts he made as a diplomat, he’d discovered a second piece. Eighteen months later, he’d found the third piece. Then, only two weeks before the Tekk Reapers had kidnapped him, he'd finally acquired the last two sections.

      That deal had been risky and had almost certainly brought him to the Tekk Reapers’ attention, but it had seemed more than worth the risk. He'd researched the broker carefully, though clearly, he'd missed something.

      All of that swept through his mind once and then a second time. During the third sweep, something or someone directed his thoughts toward the girls. Unable to resist, he focused on them.

      He saw fourteen-year-old Oona with her bald head, prominent cheekbones, and solid black eyes. She smiled broadly, and the alien-quality to her appearance vanished, revealing the gentle, kind-hearted girl she'd been since birth.

      He pictured tall, athletic Kyralla with her black hair, bright green eyes, and pale skin. She was so much like her mother—fierce, proud, and protective. He would have said that she was too protective of her sister, except that Oona needed guarding.

      For that reason, Kyralla had relentlessly studied martial arts. And she wasn’t without gifts herself. When focused, she could see a moment into the future. In all the families they’d learned about, any children born before the messiah had extraordinary abilities as well. His Kyralla was no exception.

      Eking out a scrap of willpower, Galen focused on keeping their names secret. Do not reveal their identities. Do not expose the planet they’re living on. Don’t even think of the sector. Though if they knew…if they knew he had a messiah child…it wouldn’t be hard to figure out that his brother was Pashta, and that the girls had to be secreted away on Pashta’s estate on Ekaran IV.

      The images of them faded away.

      His thoughts were then directed at the broker, a man named Samson, and Galen’s acquisition of the last datacard needed. He bent his mind away from the topic, trying to deny them any information about those cards. He couldn't reveal where he had hidden the datacard pieces.

      He pushed thoughts of the cards away, but then his mind was forced back toward them. He pushed again and again, but he was losing. He began to picture what the cards looked like. He started to envision what he’d done to hide them…

      No. He had to resist. He couldn't let the Tekk Reapers know where the data cards were. He had to do something. He had to find a way to fight their attempt to dominate his thoughts and emotions… Wait! They weren't controlling his feelings. Only his thoughts. That was how he could beat them. His spirit warmed.

      Galen focused on Myra giving birth to Oona then dying hours later. He opened up his empathic ability and focused it on himself as he embraced his pain, his remorse, and his anger. This was something no empath should ever do because it doubled the pain, and they could easily overwhelm themselves.

      The pain of his loss intensified, but he didn’t resist it. Instead, he wallowed in those memories, becoming more and more depressed and despondent until it became nearly unbearable. This was dangerous, Galen knew. It left him weak with all his willpower stripped away. If the Tekk Reapers worked with his negative emotions, he would crack like an egg and show them anything they wanted to see. But he was betting these machine-obsessed nightmares wouldn’t understand the subtleties of emotion enough to steer his downward spiral in the direction they wanted.

      Again and again, they attempted to direct his thoughts toward the information they desired, but he was no longer capable of rational thought. Their efforts failed utterly. The more he embraced the misery of Myra's death the less control they had over his thoughts because Galen could think of nothing save his pain.

      Suddenly, Myra vanished, and their efforts to probe his memories ceased. Darkness returned for a few moments, then awareness of his body and his physical discomfort. A pressure was removed from his head, and his mind cleared.

      Galen blinked. The grim cell on the starship came back into focus. As it did, the pain-filled empathic feedback loop he'd generated faded. Somehow, his empathy had been interlocked with the pulses from the mind-control device. Thankfully. Otherwise, he would’ve been a sobbing mess.

      Kroz ripped the circlet away and tossed it to the other reaper. Then he grabbed Galen by the front of his shirt and lifted him up so that their eyes met.

      “You filthy empath,” Kroz snarled.

      “Didn’t figure that out before…hunting me down, huh?” Galen attempted a defiant chuckle. “Is my brain useless to you now?”

      Kroz sneered. “On the contrary, empathic brains are even more valuable and are plugged into Matrix of Matrices.”

      Kroz flung him to the ground and kicked him in the stomach. The air whooshed out of Galen’s lungs, and he lay gasping. The cyborg captain stomped his massive foot into Galen's thigh. Pain lanced through his leg, and he would've cried out if he'd had the air to do so.

      The foot rose up again and sped toward Galen’s head. He cringed, bracing himself for the knockout, but the boot stopped just short.

      A wicked gleam entered Kroz’s eyes as he withdrew his foot. Galen immediately sensed the cruel malice in the Tekk Reaper.

      “Unfortunately, you haven't revealed to me anything I didn't know already, and the members of your security detail are woefully ignorant about your dealings. Therefore, I must take a different course of action to get what I want."

      Kroz eyed the other Tekk Reaper meaningfully. The smaller one bowed his head and rushed out of the room.

      Galen spoke as soon as he had the breath to do so. “I’m never going to talk, so you might as well kill me. Cut out my brain and do with me what you want.”

      Kroz laughed. “Nice try, Ambassador. It’s true that I’m impatient. It’s also true that I’m relentless. I will get from you what I wish to know, however long that may take.”

      The second reaper returned with a tablet-sized c|slate in his hands. He pulled at the corners and expanded it to the size of a living room viewscreen and attached it magnetically to the wall. He tapped the screen and backed away.

      The viewscreen showed another prison cell. Within that room, one of the four members of Galen's security detail crouched in fear, his arms wrapped around himself. The burly man's name was Russ. He was a former marine and not the sort of man who'd cower when faced with an enemy. But Tekk Reapers weren’t normal enemies.

      Russ had a wife and a child. Galen recalled Russ proudly showing him pictures of them when he’d joined the security team three months ago. Sadly, he would never see them again. That blame would rest on Galen’s soul for however much life he had left.

      Two reapers entered the room. Russ fought them in vain, his efforts failing after mere moments. While one held him in place, the other sliced off an ear. Then the reaper removed the other. Russ cried out, gurgling blood, as the reaper took his tongue.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Galen noted Kroz staring at him. He refused to look away. As best he could, he used his empathic ability to close off his emotional connection to others. It was imperative that he, at the very least, prevent himself from directly empathizing with Russ.

      “You may think us cruel from the stories you hear,” Kroz said, “but when we harvest parts we normally euthanize the donor so they will not suffer. This harvesting could be done much faster and without pain. All it would require is you telling me what I wish to know.”

      The reaper peeled off Russ’s fingernails, one by one, while the man screamed and cried.

      It was the most awful thing Galen had ever seen. He wanted to run away, to vomit, to cry out himself. Russ wasn’t getting a quick death because Galen could not give it to him. He would never betray his daughters, not for anyone or anything. So Galen would not dishonor the man by looking away, no matter how terrible the experience.

      The reaper started cutting into Russ. And what they did to the poor man made Galen retch, but somehow, he managed to keep his eyes locked on the screen. They used an arcane device to keep him alive as they began harvesting organs, placing them into a container unit. Russ faded in and out of consciousness, but the reapers never let him stay out for long. They wanted him awake as he suffered for Galen’s benefit. Finally, once they’d harvested everything useful from his flayed and ruined body, the reapers let him die.

      Galen then watched them disposed of the parts they did not want, using a machine to grind the flesh and bone into a slush.

      Eventually, the viewscreen went dark. Only then did Galen look away.

      Kroz loomed over him. “Tell me where you hid the data card, Ambassador, and spare the rest of your team.”

      “I will tell you nothing.”

      "You think you are strong now." Kroz's face creased with displeasure. "But we will see what strength you have when we process the next one."

      The viewscreen turned back on, this time showing a different cell. Another member of his security detail cowered, whimpering in the corner as the Tekk Reapers entered. Galen observed them slicing through the poor man for what seemed an age. Again, he did not look away, no matter how desperately he wished to.

      "I am not going to give in," he announced when it ended. He hoped he was speaking the truth because his ability to close off his emotions was weakening. He wasn't sure how much more he could withstand before his empathetic abilities would lock onto the final two security team members as they suffered.

      Kroz slammed Galen onto the floor. “Think on what will come next.”

      After Kroz stormed out, a reaper brought Galen a cup filled with a purplish liquid. “Drink.”

      Galen sniffed it cautiously. The fluid smelled like old meat and berries.

      "Drink, or we'll pump nutrients into you—painfully."

      Galen gulped it in three swallows and barely kept it down. It tasted far worse than it smelled.

      Within minutes, he was lying on the floor and falling into sleep. Maybe from exhaustion. Maybe from something in the drink. He didn’t care either way.

      Sometime later, Kroz kicked him awake. “Ready to talk, wretch?”

      Galen gasped for breath. “No.”

      Kroz jerked him up to his feet and forced him to watch the viewscreen as another member of his security detail was diced into bits the reapers could use while the rest was shredded. Galen didn’t take his eyes off it, and he didn’t talk. His ability to lock away his empathy failed, but it didn’t matter. Exhausted, he’d gone numb to the horror and violence.

      Kroz angrily ordered the last member of the security team to be slaughtered, and still, Galen didn't give in.

      Kroz roared when it was over and hammered a fist down onto Galen’s right shoulder. Kroz kicked at him until he was barely conscious.

      Then the reaper captain knelt beside him with his scalpel out. He cut a thin line across Galen’s right cheek. “I only need your heart and brain to function to get what I want. The rest…”

      The reaper smiled cruelly, revealing his sharpened metal teeth.

      Galen made no response.

      “Something to think about, maggot.”
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      Galen woke to a light touch on his shoulder. His eyes snapped open. He flinched but didn't back away. Hovering above him was the face of what he at first believed to be a young girl, maybe twelve years old.

      She was cute, with elfin features, a head shaved except for a pink topknot, a tattered cloak, and grungy clothes that hadn’t been fashionable since he was a teenager.

      What didn’t fit this image was the arsenal she carried: two shock-knives hanging from a leather belt, a plasma pistol strapped to one thigh, a machine pistol on the other, and a laser rifle slung across her back.

      As she knelt, she moved her arms up to flip the hood of her cloak back over her head. Her sleeves shifted, revealing the mesh armor beneath her clothes.

      In a husky voice incongruous with her youthful appearance, she said, “Get up! We need to get out of here fast.”

      He mentally adjusted his assessment of her age. She couldn't be a child. But she couldn’t be very old either. Surely no more than twenty. So around the same age as his Kyralla.

      "Who are you?" he asked.

      She grabbed his arm and tugged. “We don’t have time for talking.”

      Galen resisted her. "I don't know who you are."

      “Does it matter?” she snapped. “I’m here to get you out. That should be more than enough.”

      "How do I know going with you won’t be worse than staying here?"

      She laughed coarsely. "You think I’m worse than a Tekk Reaper?”

      Galen sighed. "No. But you might be a—”

      “Figment of your imagination? Maybe an illusion designed to gain your confidence?”

      “Exactly,” Galen responded with a nod. “You are going to have to convince me you aren’t. Otherwise, I’m not wasting my energy.”

      “I can’t persuade you. And I’m not going to waste time trying.”

      Ironically, he found that argument reasonably convincing. Of course, the trick might be using his thought processes against him.

      "The way I see it, you can take the risk and come with me, or you can stay here.”

      While Galen considered what she'd said, the young woman stamped her feet like a petulant child. How old was she?

      “Damn it!” she cursed, stomping a foot again. “We have to go. Unless you want to stay here and die…”

      “Just tell me why you came here to rescue me.”

      "I swear to you that I will not harm you, Ambassador Vim. My reasons for rescuing you, however, are my own."

      Though he still felt as if she were a trick, that they’d fitted the circlet back onto him while he was sleeping and this was an elaborate strategy to get him to reveal his secrets, he summoned the energy to follow her.

      “Your name?”

      “‘Nevolence’s tits!” She leaned down, placed her lips beside his right ear, and whispered. “My name’s Tamzin Moi. Happy now?”

      “Yes.”

      With her help, he stood. His knees wobbled, and his head swam. But he didn't vomit, and he didn't fall. Leaning on her, he took one step then stumbled and nearly collapsed. She caught him by both arms and held him up.

      “Are you injured?”

      He shook his head and winced. His neck was stiff and sore, and there was a swelling knot on his forehead. Both shoulders felt jammed, and his thighs felt like giant bruises.

      “Not in any meaningful way… I don't think. They roughed me up. And I've been sick. Dehydrated. They messed with my head.” He tapped his left temple. “They took my chippy, so I can’t do a medical scan. But I'm okay…I think.”

      “You obviously have a concussion."

      "That would explain a lot."

      Tamzin didn't disagree. He took a few more steps, and with each, his strength grew. He was weak. There was no denying that. The Tekk Reapers had given him little water and even less food. But his strength was returning as he moved, so he must not have any severe injuries.

      "You can stop there,” she said. “You may not be mentally well enough to shift, but physically you’re able. And that’s all I needed to know.”

      Galen cocked his head quizzically. “What?”

      She didn't respond.

      He glanced around. He had a concussion. Otherwise, he would've scanned his cell already.

      The reapers had left the video screen behind, magnetically attached to the wall, but it wasn't currently on. They must have active scanning equipment for this room, video and sound and heat, maybe other sensor types. Why hadn't they detected Tamzin? Surely, they weren't so confident that they'd leave the room unmonitored.

      The door leading out into the corridor was shut. Based on the lights on the control panel, it remained locked. He could be wrong but… No, he was sure the lights all glowed red when it was sealed. When the reapers left and entered, the lights flashed green for a moment then went back to red.

      He glanced around again and carefully examined the floor and ceiling. He couldn't figure out any other way to get out. The only other entry point here would be through the air vent high on the wall. But to get through it, you'd have to be no bigger than a fat starkat.

      "How did you get in here?"

      Tamzin drew a black cube from a pouch hanging from her belt. The cube fit perfectly in her hand. There were no markings upon its glossy surface. There was, however, an indented button on one side and another on the opposite facing.

      “We’re leaving the same way I got in.”

      Suddenly, a klaxon blared. The squeal pierced through the cell and Galen’s head. He flinched and covered his ears. Then he sagged and nearly collapsed.

      "We've taken too long,” Tamzin said with a curse.

      Pounding footsteps headed their way, echoing down the corridor.

      With the cube still in hand, Tamzin wrapped her arms around him. "Take a deep breath.”

      He heard a click behind him as she pushed the buttons. He inhaled as a bright swirl of light formed around them. The world shifted, everything turning blue then fading purples then grays and finally a misty white. And then…

      And then he was somewhere else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Galen Vim

          

        

      

    

    
      Galen stumbled and fell. The ground his knees struck was soft and damp. The ship's grimy metal floor and walls were gone. The entire Tekk Reaper starship had vanished. In its place were barren earth and dense mists.

      The ground was reddish, the mists white tinged with blue. His line of sight extended no more than ten to fifteen meters in every direction.  If there was anything else here, he couldn’t see it.

      It was quiet here…too quiet.

      His mind fuzzed over as something pressed in on his thoughts and emotions. The experience was similar to that from the gadget the Tekk Reapers had used on him. Except, no one pushed or guided his thoughts this time.

      Instead of reliving past experiences, the past felt incredibly distant. In fact, it was hard to focus on his thoughts at all. His emotions, on the other hand, swung from excited to numb to terrified to weeping, shifting so rapidly he couldn’t express them much less explore them.

      Tamzin crouched beside him. “The first time here is never easy…so I’ve been told.”

      “The first time…” His voice trailed off as a sudden wave of sadness moved him to tears.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Should I be?”

      She shook her head. “Not really, I guess.”

      Galen managed to brace himself in a kneeling position, hands resting on his thighs. “I have no idea where we are or how we got here.”

      The obvious explanation was that this experience was part of a Tekk Reaper ruse, though if so, he wasn't sure what it was supposed to accomplish. He wasn't sure he cared.

      The young woman smiled sadly. “Welcome to wraith space, Ambassador.”

      He gaped at her in surprise. “We…we’re in wraith space? How is that possible?”

      She held up the black cube, tossed it into the air, caught it, and then tucked it back into the pouch she’d drawn it from earlier.

      “That device brought us into wraith space?” he asked incredulously. “Now I know this is a trick.”

      Tamzin snorted with irritation. “You question too much.”

      He laughed hysterically. “And I’m sure doubting is exactly what you don’t want me to do.”

      Her face twisted in anger. As it did, her features shifted from cute and impish to devilish. Horns sprouted from her head, puncturing through the hood she wore, and her eyes glowed a vibrant crimson.

      Something moved nearby, a towering figure that stirred the mists at the edge of visibility. Smaller, dog-sized figures danced around it. He couldn't make out their appearances, just their general size and shape, so he had no idea what they were.

      He pointed beyond her. “There’s something out there. Something…terrifying.”

      How he knew it was frightening, he had no idea. He had not seen it, and he had not scanned it using his empathy. He had not read Tamzin either, which was more evidence of exhaustion and a concussion. Usually, he would have immediately studied her using his ability. And now, here in wraith space, it was impossible.

      Tamzin didn't turn to see what it was. She merely shook her head. "There's nothing of substance here except for you and me. You're simply seeing…"

      “Wraiths,” he said. “Obviously. How stupid of me.”

      Galen stood, but a wave of dizziness forced him back down. He bent over and retched. There was nothing in him. The hacking merely strained his throat and neck, making him feel more miserable.

      After a few moments, he stood again. Tamzin helped him take several faltering steps.

      “You’re a mess,” she noted.

      “Thanks. You know, I have been—”

      The towering figure leaped out of the mists and charged toward them. It was half Tekk Reaper and half squid. The little creatures dancing around it were smaller copies of the horror.

      He screamed and retreated, stumbling away. Tamzin didn’t flinch. She stood her ground, paying the creature no heed.

      “Whatever you’re seeing, Ambassador, it’s not real.”

      He fell and scrambled back as fast as possible. The creature charged through Tamzin, leaped into the air, and plunged toward Galen. He threw his arms up, tucked his head back, and cried out.

      The monster didn’t drive its fists into his chest and rip out his heart as he’d feared it would. It merely fell through him and dissolved away. A cold chill raced across his skin, leaving behind a dull ache. And that was it.

      The smaller ones danced around him, but now they didn’t scare him. Instead, he found their antics amusing, so much so that he doubled over laughing. After a few minutes, they too dissolved away.

      That left him so sad that he sobbed uncontrollably until Tamzin kicked him in his left shin.

      “What the hell?!”

      “We need to get going.”

      She helped him up again, and they walked for maybe thirty meters, but then he couldn’t go any farther.

      “I have to rest.” He sat and hunched over, straining to take deep breaths. “How can you stand to be here?”

      “Wraith space is like a second home to me.”

      “Are you a delver?”

      She shook her head. “No more questions about me.”

      “That’s not acceptable. I need to know why you are rescuing me.”

      She forcefully tugged him up. “I’ve already told you my name. That’s all you’re getting.”

      Galen knew he had to accept that for now. She had been his way into wraith space. Now she would be his only way out.

      They trudged on. Tamzin seemed to know exactly where she was going. How, he had no idea.

      Frightening new wraiths formed and swirled about. Sometimes they charged. Whenever they got close, he attempted to flee. And when they attacked, nothing worse than aches or chills happened to him. He knew they weren’t real, yet no amount of understanding made him able to resist the fear.

      Again and again, he was overcome with dizziness and brought to his knees by the effects of the place. Eventually, he began to cry while laughing.

      He desperately begged her to return him to real space. “I can’t take it. I have to get out!”

      Tamzin shoved him to the ground. “Sit your ass down and chill!”

      He tried to get up, but she stomped a foot on his right shoulder and pinned him. After a few moments, his emotions turned to happy, and he relaxed.

      She withdrew her foot from his shoulder. “Now that you’re feeling a little better, focus on breathing and staying calm.” She reclined beside him and pulled back her hood. “You’re suffering worse than I expected.”

      He took a few deep breaths then nodded. “I’m not surprised.”

      “You’re not?” Before he could tell her why, Tamzin figured it out and shouted a forceful curse that nearly made him blush. She pounded the ground with a fist. “You’re a damn empath, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” Galen replied. “A level two, untrained.”

      “Shit!” Tamzin ran her fingers across her bare scalp next to her pink topknot. “I had no idea. I should have figured it out sooner. Not that it would’ve made a difference.”

      “No one knows I’m an empath. Given my job, it’s a huge advantage. So I like to keep it secret.”

      “It’s a secret?” she asked. “I thought empaths were supposed to register with the government.”

      Taking deep breaths was starting to help. Or maybe he was beginning to adjust. His emotions continued to shift, but to a lesser degree than before.

      "You're supposed to be scanned and cataloged before the age of eighteen," he told her. "But my father was a powerful man who wanted my abilities kept secret, so he made arrangements. Were you tested?"

      She eyed him with an odd yet seemingly curious expression. He wished he could read her emotions right now. She didn’t answer.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “No,” she replied with finality. “Ready to continue?”

      “I’m not sure how much longer I can manage this.”

      “You’re going to have to push on. There’s no other option. If we return to real space now, we’ll be too close to the Tekk Reaper ship.” She moved her head around as if scanning the terrain, only her eyes were closed. “We can’t exit here anyway.”

      “Wraith space doesn’t exactly match real space, right?”

      “Are you sure you want to keep talking?”

      “I want to be distracted,” he said.

      She narrowed her eyes and frowned.

      “So?” he asked.

      “It depends,” she replied with a disgruntled sigh. “It would be fair to assume this world here in wraith space is a duplicate of Titus II. But it’s not. This planet is larger. However, this region roughly matches up on both sides.”

      An amorphous wraith drifted nearby. Galen kept breathing deeply and tried not to look at it. “So it’s dangerous to move back to real space in some areas?”

      “Things can get ugly fast if you jump in ignorance. Unless you like the idea of appearing inside a boulder or a hundred meters off the ground.”

      “Do you have a map to work with?”

      “No.”

      “How do you know then?”

      “Mostly, I just know. And the cube won’t let me if it detects danger when pinging the other side.”

      The amorphous wraith disappeared. The sudden rush of relief brought unbidden tears to his eyes. “So the device can’t always know for certain?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “So what exactly is the cube?”

      “Next question.”

      He didn't press her. He didn't need to be an empath to see there was no point in asking that right now, maybe ever. "So where are we going?"

      “To my home, a place where we’ll be safe from the Tekk Reapers.”

      “I’m not sure any place can be safe from them.”

      “They cannot follow us there.”

      He spotted two more forms and shivered. He was starting to lose his focus. “How much farther?”

      “About an hour’s walk, assuming we don’t stop for breaks.”

      “An hour?!” A wave of nausea struck, but Galen fought back the urge to dry heave again. “I won’t make it that long. I’ll collapse into a sobbing mess. Or go nuts.”

      “We have to press on.”

      “Is there somewhere safe nearby in real space?” He was trembling now, his focus nearly shot, panic building. “Somewhere I can rest?”

      “If you can make it for half an hour, there are mining tunnels on Titus II that can take us to the corresponding point to where we ultimately need to be in wraith space. The tunnels will provide cover and protection while we travel a while through real space.”

      Terror raged through Galen. “Please for the love of all things benevolent tell me that your home isn’t in wraith space!”

      “It isn’t. But we will use a wormhole in wraith space to travel a long way to a place far from this planet. And, unfortunately, that part of the journey will be even more difficult for you.”

      “More difficult?”

      She eyed him angrily. “Do you have trouble hearing?”

      “N-no.”

      A wormhole? Galen didn’t allow himself to even think about that. He simply steeled his nerves and picked up his pace. “Let’s get to those tunnels as fast as possible. The less time I spend here, the better.”

      The emotional turmoil subsided, but even as it did, the number of wraiths and the dizziness he experienced increased. Worse, the apparitions began speaking to him, their words mostly unintelligible but no less menacing. And so his extra effort failed after only a few minutes.

      He stumbled then bent over trying to catch his breath. Tamzin straightened him up and hooked one arm around his waist.

      “Lean against me. Keep your feet moving. Close your eyes. Ignore everything but my voice. If you experience any unusual sensations, ignore them.”

      “I’ll try.”

      They walked through wraith space for what seemed an hour, but according to Tamzin, only a few more minutes had passed.

      “You’re slowing down again,” she told him.

      Galen walked faster. “Maybe you can tell me something about yourself, something that would keep my mind off this place.”

      “I don’t talk about myself to strangers.” She fidgeted and ran her hands down the sleeves of her jacket. “I rarely talk with people, and I don’t have friends. I avoid social interaction. Sometimes I have to hit someone, do a bit of bargaining. Once or twice I’ve shot someone… Okay, more than twice. But only in the line of…doing what I do.”

      Galen assumed she was a bounty hunter, but he didn't ask. Tamzin seemed to be on edge. It was best to let her be and figure it out later. She might be taking him somewhere dangerous, but it couldn't be worse than the Tekk Reaper ship. And he could worry about escaping her later, once he was well. Although…

      “Why are we going to your home?”

      “Because you will be safe there.”

      “Yes, but what then?”

      She shrugged. “Next question.”

      “About the device…”

      Tamzin spun around and grabbed him by the shirt. Her eyes met his and narrowed. “Enough questions.”

      Galen didn’t say another word. He merely kept his eyes shut and trudged along. It was getting harder and harder to focus.

      A pitiful crying sound made his eyes snap open. He’d heard that sound once before, as his wife had died. Before he could even process what he was hearing, the mists cleared to reveal an expansive, barren landscape. And out of nowhere sprang a giant monster with three heads at the ends of long stalks. The bobbing center head mirrored his while the heads to each side matched those of his daughters.

      “You abandoned us,” the heads to the sides whispered. “And now we will suffer…suffer…suffer…”

      Galen cried out and broke free from Tamzin. Mists spewed up from the ground, and within moments he was hopelessly lost in the fog.
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      The monster was gone, though Galen feared it was searching for him. “It’s not real,” he told himself. “It’s just a wraith. It’s not real. It’s not real.”

      He collapsed onto the ground crying. “Tamzin! Tamzin, I need you!”

      She appeared moments later. Looming over him, she shook her head. “Your time here is done. They may catch us before we get to the tunnels, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      She sat and patted him on the arm awkwardly. He took the gesture to be comforting. It was obvious she didn't spend much time with people.

      “We’ll rest here a short while,” she said.

      “I’d rest better in real space.”

      "I'm sure."  She glanced around, chewing on her lip. "But we’re about a kilometer away from the tunnels, so once we get to real space, we'll have to run out in the open. We won't have time for resting."

      Galen closed his eyes, hunched over, covered his ears, and sang the lyrics to Dream Summer by the Cult of Orange. It had been a favorite of his growing up. Though doing so made it harder to catch his breath, it was worth it. He couldn’t rest if he couldn’t block out wraith space.

      Minutes later, Tamzin brought him to his feet, wrapped her arms around him, and clicked the buttons on the black cube. Energy swirled around them, and they slipped back into real space.

      He breathed in the fresh air and baked in the warm sun of his reality. He hadn't realized until now that the atmosphere on the other planet had been so different, heavy and acidic. He wondered now what had lit that other world. He'd seen neither sun nor moons nor stars in the sky.

      As his mind cleared, he felt intense emotional relief, as if a terrible burden had been released from him. He collapsed onto the ground and dug his fingers into the sun-warmed earth.

      “Thank the Benevolence we’re back.”

      Tamzin yanked him up. “Move! The Tekk Reapers have patrols out on skimmers.”

      Following Tamzin, he raced across the rough grassland, heading toward a cluster of prominent hills. She was a natural sprinter. Galen was not. He was also woefully out of shape.

      Dehydration and the bruises from being tortured only made things worse. At best, he was running at about seventy-five percent of what he was capable of on a typical day. So despite how many times Tamzin yelled at him to run faster, there wasn't anything he could do.

      A stitch had burrowed into his side, and his lungs burned like a furnace. Halfway to the tunnels, his legs failed. He tripped and plowed into the earth. Lips pursed, Tamzin towered over him. He wiped turf from his cheek and forehead and attempted an apologetic smile. Eyes simmering, she glared in response.

      Through his empathic sense, he picked up that it wasn't just their need to reach the tunnels quickly. She was disappointed in his lack of fitness. He wished he had the energy and focus to read her properly. It might make dealing with her easier.

      He intended to rest a few minutes. He got thirty seconds before Tamzin cursed and spat, “The Tekk Reapers have locked onto us.” She glanced around. “And there’s nothing we can do but keep running.”

      “How many?” he gasped.

      “Two skimmers carrying four reapers each. One skimmer’s ten kilometers closer than the other.”

      She took off the small backpack she wore and dug through it. She pulled out four hand-sized, silver disks and clamped them to her legs, two to each side.

      He glanced at her questioningly, not wanting to waste any breath.

      “Magnets and metal studs on my pants,” she responded.

      He wanted to tell her he wasn’t stupid, that he could figure out that much. He cocked an eyebrow. She cocked one back then rolled her eyes. Given her mood, it wasn’t worth the breath to ask. He’d find out about the devices sooner or later. If only he had his chippy, he’d know what they were and a lot more.

      She replaced her pack and drew her the laser rifle she kept slung across her back. “Let’s go!”

      He struggled to his feet and stumbled along after her, his seizing leg muscles refusing to let him hit anything more than an awkward jog.

      “Run idiot!” Tamzin said. “Think of what they’ll do if they catch you. Think of your daughters and how they need you. Think of what’s at stake and run.”

      He didn’t care about what the reapers would do to him anymore. He focused on Oona and Kyralla and found the strength to hit a sprint for a while and then maintain a steady run.

      But that turned into an awkward jog again as the turf turned to gravel, and they headed uphill.

      When they reached a large boulder, Tamzin paused. “Keep running. Straight ahead.”

      He grabbed a few breaths.

      She took a position behind the boulder and braced the laser rifle. “I’ll catch up.”

      Galen nodded and continued…slowly. A toddler could have outrun him, but it was the best he could do.

      He heard the sizzling beam of the laser rifle as it fired once…twice…and then a third time. An explosion boomed and echoed off the hills. Glancing back, he spotted a plume of smoke. He tripped over a stone and nearly plowed into the earth again.

      Tamzin caught up with him. His jog was so pathetic she could keep up with a loping walk.

      "I took out a skimmer. Those four will have to go the rest of the way on foot." She glanced derisively at him. "I don't know how fast they can run, but they will catch up."

      “You could’ve…stayed and…shot them.”

      “Reapers are tough, and some of them have personal force fields and shields.”

      “You took out…the skimmer.”

      “I caught them off-guard. Their skimmer’s shields were down. If they had known I had a laser rifle that powerful and that my aim was that good, they wouldn’t have made that mistake.”

      “Their skimmers…have shields?”

      “Tekk reapers, of course, have shields. But they don’t run them all the time because it would drain too much power.”

      “Still…” he gasped “…wouldn’t it—”

      “Save your breath, dumbass,” she snapped. “I could’ve stayed back and tried to pick one or two off and hold the rest at bay, but the other skimmer’s closing in. They would’ve driven right past me because they don’t give a shit about Tamzin Moi. This is all about you.”

      While Galen trudged along, Tamzin dropped back every minute or so. She would fire a sweeping beam with her laser rifle then sprint back to catch up to him.

      They rounded a prominent outcropping and began a steep uphill climb. Tamzin detached two of the silver disks. She tossed one immediately then waited a minute before tossing out the other.

      “They’re almost on top of us. Run! Now!”

      Crying out, he surged forward. But his feet were lead, his legs coils of jelly.

      The Tekk Reapers opened fire seconds later. Crackling like miniature bolts of lightning, plasma bursts blasted into the earth behind them, nipping at their heels, as if they intended to blow his legs off. That would stop him from running away. The captain had promised they only needed a functioning brain.

      One bolt punched into his right thigh and spun him to the ground. Pain lanced through his leg as flesh and cloth sizzled. Crying out, he dug his fingers into the rocky soil and dragged himself uphill.

      Hunched over with her head ducked as low as possible, Tamzin darted in, grabbed his hands, and pulled him up along the path and behind an outcropping. The white rings of a neural blast whooshed overhead while plasma spattered into the rocks.

      She lifted him and placed a shoulder under his left arm. Leaning his weight on her, he limped toward the tunnel entrance. The shots continued, and soon they would be exposed. Tamzin didn’t seem concerned.

      An explosion thundered behind them. A second followed moments later. Flames spouted into the sky. Metal crashed and tore into rock. A howl of agony pierced the roaring blaze.

      "They just drove their skimmer over my proximity mines," Tamzin said. "It took both to get the job done. Told you I got lucky the first time." She sighed. "You'd better be worth the effort because those stealth mines cost me a thousand credits each."

      Together they closed the last few meters to the open mine entrance. They stepped over the debris left from an old wooden barrier and pushed through a curtain of vines.

      Tamzin released him, and Galen groaned as he fell back against the wall nearby. Tamzin knelt and examined his leg.

      “It’s a nasty wound, but you’ll be okay.”

      How she could tell that much in the dappled light entering the tunnel, he had no idea.

      “I can’t keep running,” he gasped. “I was done before…I got wounded.”

      “You’re not going to have a choice,” Tamzin said. “And I’m not strong enough to haul your ass there.”

      She sorted through her backpack and pulled out a roll of bandages. She tossed it to him, along with a vial of dark liquid and two white pills.

      “The wound’s cauterized,” he said.

      “If you keep using it, the wound will open. You can’t afford to lose blood.”

      He held up the unlabeled vial. “Am I supposed to pour this on it?”

      “No, idiot. You drink it.”

      Galen rolled his eyes. How the hell was he supposed to know what to do with it? “What is it?”

      “It’s a stimulant…mostly.”

      Comforting. He drank the sour liquid and nearly spat it out. He could only imagine shit tasted better.

      “The pills?”

      “Painkillers,” Tamzin replied. “I made them myself.”

      “I need water.”

      Her face crinkled in annoyance. “To swallow pills?”

      “I’m dehydrated.”

      She drew a canteen from her pack and shoved it into his hands. “Don’t drink it all.”

      He downed the painkillers and several gulps of bitter, acidic-tasting water. He’d thought he’d be able to down the whole canteen at once, but his stomach started hurting by the time he’d drank half.

      Tamzin positioned herself at the tunnel entrance and peeked out through the vines. “The explosion killed one reaper and injured another. The first four are closing in on foot.”

      He started wrapping the bandage around his leg. “How long can I rest?”

      Tamzin glanced back. “As soon as you finish that, we need to get moving.” She fired a shot. “Don’t take your time. I can’t hold them back for—”

      She ducked as a plasma bolt burned through the vines and flared down the tunnel. She returned fire then grabbed him by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

      “I’m not finished wrapping it.”

      “It’s good enough.” She tore the bandage and tossed the roll into her pack. “We have to go now. They’re closing in and another skimmer’s inbound.”
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      Galen stumbled through the pitch-dark tunnel, careening one way then another, bouncing off the jagged rock walls as he followed Tamzin, who knew precisely where she was going, by sight and memory. She kept forgetting that he’d never been here and couldn’t see in the dark as she apparently could. She also kept forgetting he was wounded.

      The bandage they’d hastily wrapped around his thigh had come loose. Blood leaked from the wound in a slow but steady stream, and it hurt like hell with every limping step he took.

      Tamzin had said the pills she’d given him would stop the pain, so he’d be able to run on it. He couldn’t decide whether she had lied to keep up his spirits or whether the wound was worse than she’d thought.

      He nearly missed the fork in the tunnel, hearing her footsteps only at the last moment. If something happened to her or he fell too far behind, he was lost— utterly lost. They had taken dozens of forks and turns. He’d never make it back out on his own. Not that it would matter. The Tekk Reapers were right on their heels. If he stopped, they’d catch him.

      Galen stumbled into Tamzin. She caught him roughly and nearly fell with him. She was surprisingly strong for someone so slight of build.

      “You’re falling too far behind.”

      “Doing my best,” he gasped. “The bandage came free. My foot’s getting numb. The pain in my thigh is getting bad.”

      “Stay here.”

      As he slumped down against the wall, gasping for breath, Tamzin ran back to the fork in the tunnel. Something clinked far down the tunnel in the direction they’d come from. She ran back, panting. “That was my last proximity mine.”

      She had tossed the third sliver disk not long after entering the tunnels.

      She squatted beside him and pulled out the tiny flashlight she carried. By the flashlight's dim, red glow her quirky features appeared sinister, more like the apparition he’d seen in wraith space than the cute, elfin girl she seemed in the daylight. Especially given her much larger than average eyes, oddly pointed teeth, and the arsenal she carried.

      Her eyes glittered as she examined the cut on his leg. "I'll rewrap the bandage." She removed a knife from her belt and handed him the sheath. "Bite down on this."

      He put the sheath between his teeth. She positioned the makeshift bandage then yanked it tight. He bit down hard, stifling a scream.

      “Painkiller?” he asked.

      "Can't give you any more."

      “You sure?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never taken more than three in a day.”

      “I’ll risk it.”

      She pulled another pill out of a pocket and held it out. “Your call.”

      He swiped it out of her hand, tossed it back, and swallowed. He grimaced as it burned going down, like a mix of horseradish and Siriusan tequila, with a dash of hydrochloric acid added in.

      She passed over her canteen reluctantly, and he drank a big sip. Before he could take another, she swiped it back. "We need to conserve."

      He groaned as he stood. She chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” he grumbled.

      “You know, you’re kind of handsome—now.”

      “What?”

      “For such an old guy.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      He found that nearly impossible to believe. “Well, I’m not even fifty yet.”

      “So you’re old.”

      “That’s not old.”

      “It is to me.” She turned and switched off the light. “We need to move.”

      He lumbered a few tentative steps then took a deep breath. “The pain’s not as bad.”

      “Good. Cause we’ve got almost a half kilometer to go. Although…” She glanced around. “There are other places close by where we could enter wraith space.” She shook her head. “Close in real space but not in wraith.”

      She bolted off, and he jogged after her, grunting with each step. He tried to keep his mind off his leg.

      “What do you mean I’m handsome now?”

      “You looked like an aristocratic ass before, even after they’d roughed you up.”

      “And now?”

      “You almost look like my type.”

      “Type?”

      “Rough around the edges, and everywhere between.”

      That’s what he’d come to. Ambassador Galen Vim—always polished and well-dressed—was now dirty and scarred with his clothes in tatters, and fleeing for his life. And his destination might as well be hell.

      It would be a miracle if he survived.

      He tried to not think about going back into wraith space. Last time, it had felt like his head would split open and his emotional core would melt.

      An explosion rocked the tunnels, the boom overpowering Tamzin’s call for him to move faster. He picked up his pace as best as he could, hoping the explosion had taken out the last of the Reapers, though he doubted it.

      Better the hell ahead, that may or may not kill him, than the one behind. He knew what fate awaited him if the Tekk Reapers got their hands on him again.

      He focused his mind on Oona and Kyralla. He had to return before the Reapers got to them—if it wasn't already too late. Benevolence aid you, Orel Pashta. Keep them safe for me.

      “Get down!” Tamzin cried.

      Trusting she knew what she was about, he dove onto the tunnel floor. She stood over him suddenly, laser rifle up. She fired a continuous beam back-and-forth for two seconds. Screams echoed through the dark. Then, in one fluid motion, she swung the gun back over her shoulder, drew both her pistols and fired several shots. He heard them connect with metal and flesh.

      She holstered her weapons and grabbed one of his hands. “Up!”

      He climbed to his feet and ran as fast as he could.

      “I’d tell you to throw in some zigzags, old man, but they seem to come naturally to you.”

      He wanted to tell her to shut up, but he couldn’t waste the breath. He kept trudging on, his mind centered on Oona and Kyralla.

      He had to escape the Tekk Reapers…then eventually Tamzin. He had to save his girls.

      A white flash struck the wall beside him. Rocks exploded outward. The force of the blast knocked him down. Two more white flashes zipped over his head. Tamzin weaved between them and returned fire.

      She stopped firing and helped him to his feet. The Reapers weren’t returning fire anymore, but he could hear them stomping forward.

      “I’m running out of ammo.” She reached into her pouch. “And you can’t outrun them anymore.” She pulled out the fist-sized, black cube. “It’s safe to enter wraith space here, in this spot.”

      He cringed. “How close are we?”

      “Three-tenths of a kilometer away from where we need to be, in both wraith and real space.”

      “It’s too far.”

      “It’s right here where we’re standing or three hundred meters farther. We don’t have any other alternatives.”

      “I won’t survive.”

      “You must.” She pressed the buttons and stepped in close. “Do it for your girls.” She wrapped her arms around him. “Do it for me.”

      “For you?”

      “I went through a lot of trouble to break you out. I’d like to think it was worth it.”

      He heard the click of the buttons.

      Once again, a bright swirl formed around them. Then he was dragged into what might as well be hell itself.
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      A cloud of ghosts—snarling, twisted, long-limbed beings with distorted faces—descended on Galen. He fell to his knees, threw his arms up, and cried out in terror.

      “Tamzin!”

      She grabbed his arm. “I’m right here.”

      The ghosts fell upon them, and he screamed as sharp pinpricks washed across his skin. When the sensation ended moments later, he opened his eyes to see the remainder of the cloud seeping into the ground beneath them.

      The wormhole was again an empty passage tunneling through a raging, multicolored storm cloud veined with lightning. He tried not to look down because the surface they walked on was the same as the walls of the tunnel. And though it felt solid beneath his feet, he worried he would fall through into the energy storm.

      It had taken twenty-odd minutes to cover the space between where they’d entered wraith space and the mouth of the wormhole. As soon as they had entered it, Galen had realized that he’d greatly underestimated the hellishness of this trip. They’d gone from what he’d merely thought was hell to what had to be the actual hell of every myth in every old religion that believed a place of eternal torment existed.

      “You left me!” Galen whimpered. He sat, crouched on the ground, cowering at Tamzin’s feet. He wasn’t sure what had happened, only that he’d been alone in this living nightmare.

      “You shoved me away and ran. Again.”

      He stared at her in confusion a moment. He didn’t remember pushing her away, but it was possible. From one moment to the next, he hardly knew what was going on or what he was doing.

      Tamzin said the disorientation was natural, that wraith space couldn’t hurt him, even in the wormhole. But every ghost that passed through him pricked his skin like dozens of needles, and every spark that popped off the walls and struck him ached deep into his bones. It was all in his mind, she said. But knowing that didn’t change the experience.

      He began shivering despite the intense heat as if he had a fever. Thanks to his wound, he might actually have one. Or maybe it was a reaction to Tamzin's homemade pain relievers. Or maybe it was all in his head. How could he possibly know?

      “How much…farther?” he asked.

      “Just over a kilometer,” she answered.

      A hazy beast like a bull with two heads and tentacles sprouting out from its back charged toward them. He stood his ground. The creature wasn't real. It was all in his head. At the worst, when the beast collided with him, it would feel like getting punched in the gut, and the sensation would only last a few moments.

      When it was just several meters off, he snapped. He ripped away from Tamzin, turned, and ran from it. When it reached him, he dove aside. The beast clipped him, its form passing through his side. There was no real impact, but it felt like one.

      He slumped down crying. He couldn’t withstand the madness any longer, and he couldn’t go any farther. He was never going to reach the end of the tunnel. He had no hope of surviving this. “Kyralla…Oona…I’m so sorry,” he sobbed. “I’ve let you down.”

      When the Tekk Reapers had seized him, he’d been more terrified than ever before in his life, but despite the torture, he had refused to say a word. Pain could never make him betray his girls or the information he’d uncovered. The madness of wraith space though… If the Reapers had brought him here instead, he would have told them anything and everything they wanted to know. Hours of torture were far preferable to another minute here.

      Tamzin loomed over him with a pitying look on her face, a look that was almost worse than this place itself. She’d risked her life to save him—why he still had no idea—and he was letting her down, too.

      He pulled himself up and reached out to her. “Give me your gun.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “I can’t take this anymore. And I’m just endangering you. I have to—”

      Tamzin slapped him hard, and he fell to the ground. “I do not help cowards.”

      He yelled as the beast appeared again and charged. He curled up into the fetal position, quivering. It charged through Tamzin and into him. As it left, he groaned, aching all over.

      She knelt beside him. “It’s all in your mind. There are no wraiths. No beasts. Static bursts, yes, but the shocks from them are mild.”

      “You keep telling me, but it doesn’t do any good.”

      She sighed. “I know.”

      Tamzin didn't understand what he was going through. She couldn't. She was an experienced delver. A true one he guessed, genetically altered by the Benevolence specifically for the task. But it was a guess only. He'd never seen or heard of anyone with her features before. For her, even in the wormhole, there were no apparitions, no waves of dizziness, no bouts of confused terror.

      “I’m sorry wraith space is breaking you.” She took his face in her hands. “Because it’s an insult to the man you are. I saw what the Tekk Reapers did to you. You didn’t break. And I don’t think you ever would have either.”

      “I couldn’t give up my daughters,” he said.

      “Most people wouldn’t have lasted an hour.” She helped him up. “Now, close your eyes, focus on my voice, and repeat after me. Only Tamzin is real. Nothing here can harm me.”

      Eyes clamped shut, he held tightly to her hand as they marched forward. “Only Tamzin is real. Nothing here can harm me.”

      The mantra helped. Her touch helped even more. But it didn’t make the terrors go away. A ghost wailed behind them. He opened his eyes, turned, and yelped. The spirit had his mother’s face but the body of a lion. That was wrong, so wrong.

      Tamzin pulled him hard. “Stay with me. Don’t look back.”

      He focused on her again, trying to block out the sights around him, and repeated her mantra. The ghost disappeared, or maybe it was still stalking them. He didn’t dare turn around again to find out.

      “You’re doing good. We’re nearly there.”

      Tamzin surged forward, dragging him along by the arm. There was a sucking sensation around him, and then they were suddenly free from the energy tunnel.

      They walked out onto a barren, pockmarked landscape dotted with shimmering purple crystals.

      “Flux…crystals?” he asked. He’d never actually seen any before, though every device he owned and interacted with had batteries made of threads spun from the strange, otherworldly crystals. The entirety of human civilization was built on the backs of those crystals and the ability to charge them by accessing flux space.

      She paused at a large cluster of crystals. “Majestic, aren’t they?”

      “Yes.” He squatted and reached toward them, but she jerked him away.

      “You do not want to touch them here. They will intensify the experience.”

      He leaped away from it as if it were a coiled viper preparing to strike. “Why haven’t you harvested these?”

      “When I harvest, I go farther afield, saving these for a rainy day.”

      “You’re not worried about someone else stealing them?”

      She turned back and smiled devilishly at him. “No one else can get here.”

      Galen still suffered the wraith space effects, but they weren’t as intense as they’d been in the wormhole. In fact, he was handling this better than before.

      Although maybe his fatigue was starting to play a part. He’d lost a lot of blood, he was hungry, and he was exhausted. He’d witnessed terrible murders. He’d been tortured. He’d been shot. He was beginning to fade out, and soon, Tamzin might have to carry him.

      “I’m not going to make it much farther.”

      “Focus on my voice. Repeat the mantra.”

      “No, I mean physically.”

      She leaned a shoulder under his arm. “I’ve got you.”

      “The visions aren’t as bad, now that I’m exhausted.”

      “I guess that’s a positive.”

      “Sedatives,” he muttered. “Sedatives would make this place easier to deal with.”

      “If you’ve got someone to guide you, then I guess maybe.”

      “I’ve got…you.”

      She smiled at him. “That you do. And I’ll remember that about the sedatives when we go back.”

      “When we go back?” he asked, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Eventually, you’re going to need to go back through the wormhole.”

      “What…why?”

      “Because this is ultimately a dead end.”

      Galen closed his eyes and prayed for death. He never wanted to go through this again.

      He stumbled and fell, but Tamzin hauled him up. “Just a few more steps.”

      He staggered along, not knowing how she had any clue where they were on this barren and lifeless landscape. A deluge of powerful emotions, horrifying visions, and tortured howling noises struck him. The effects of wraith space returned with a vengeance, and he felt as if he were going mad.

      He slumped to the ground, covered his ears, and rocked back and forth. Tamzin couldn’t break him out of it, so she dragged him the last few meters.

      “We’re here. You made it.”

      She wrapped her arms around him then activated her black cube. A bubble of light formed as the hyperphasic energies swirled around them.

      Then Galen found himself inside what appeared to be the cargo bay of a dilapidated starship.

      Tapestries in mismatched colors and odd patterns hung along corroded walls. Piles of cushions filled one corner, next to a small, tatty mattress. A greasy food replicator stood in another. Some small crates were stacked in various places, with no semblance of order. A large pair of doors led elsewhere, but they were currently closed. Judging from the rust on them, he wasn’t sure they could open.

      She helped him over to the mattress where he collapsed, nearly passing out on the spot. As his eyes drooped downward, Tamzin swept an arm out.

      “Welcome to my home, the starship Falling Rain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Siv Gendin

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day…

      

      Siv stopped at the farthest edge of the dusty auxiliary starport. It was little more than a barren field used by the poorest starships. The prime space in Teloso’s real starport was reserved for those with money or status.

      He wiped sweat from his brow, rolled his shoulders, and sighed deeply. Battling Kaleeb had left him exhausted and emotionally strung out. He’d nearly died. Worse, he’d almost lost Silky.

      Right now, he wanted nothing more than to curl up in a dark, quiet place far away from this constant danger—far away from everything. Somewhere he could sleep for days, mock stupid movies with Silky, tinker with his gear, and just live his normal life…

      Until the neurological disease triggered by his withdrawal from Kompel caught up with him. Then death could take him, and Silky could move on to Mitsuki or Kyralla. A brief smile flashed across his face. He would die soon, but Silky could go on for many centuries and would preserve their experiences together. Siv Gendin would not be forgotten.

      Less than an hour ago, he and Mitsuki had been about to give up this insane quest to rescue Ambassador Vim. They each had personal reasons for wanting to save the girls' dad but the reward was dubious and the chance of success practically nonexistent. Once Kaleeb showed up, they could no longer justify the risk simply to fulfill their personal desire to rescue someone else’s parent because they'd felt helpless when they'd lost theirs. Besides, Kyralla and Oona needed their help on the Outworld Ranger.

      But then, in a vision, Oona visited the secret genetics research facility every messiah family had spent the last century searching for. She even saw a copy of herself in a stasis chamber. Apparently, her father had discovered the coordinates for the facility shortly before being captured by the Tekk Reapers. That made it worth gambling everything to rescue him.

      There was also the matter of the large, glowing ball she’d seen hovering within a dark chamber underneath the facility. Only Silky knew what it was, and he wasn’t sharing that information with them. For the chippy, that mysterious orb alone made it worth putting all their lives on the line to go after the ambassador.

      So he and Mitsuki were going ahead with their plan to get passage from Zayer Prime to Titus II. But despite the stakes, Siv still had his doubts. As he stared at his and Mitsuki’s way off Zayer Prime, those doubts grew to dread.

      Parked on the opposite side of the field, the Hydrogenists’ starship resembled an armor-plated beetle. Thousands of dents, scratches, and scorch marks marred its bronze hull, which in several places sported patches of silvery metal where repairs had recently been made. The odd arrangement and design of its sensor systems suggested the arrays had been bolted on after the fact, perhaps as replacements to damaged originals. And the dual flak cannons, one mounted underneath and one on top, looked as if they’d been purchased at a salvage yard.

      Siv had seen worse starships leave Ekaran IV for orbit, but only a few.

      “I hope the internals are better than the exterior,” Siv thought at Silky.

      “A traveling cult as bizarre as these bozos can scarcely afford to worry about cosmetic problems, sir,” Silky reasoned. “And they don’t need much in the way of weaponry because they’re too poor to be robbed. As long as their shields, flak cannons, and patchwork hull can protect them from orbital debris, then they’re good to go.”

      “And if the engines give out halfway to the Titus system?”

      “Well, sir… You’ve survived Kompel withdrawal and encounters with the Tekk Reapers and Vega Kaleeb. You’re living on borrowed time already.”

      “Was that supposed to be comforting?”

      “It was, sir. But I think maybe the sentiment came up short.”

      “You think?”

      “I do most times, sir.”

      Siv walked straight across the landing field. There was no point going around. The only other ships using it had reserved spots closer to the control tower, and Silky had not detected any vessels descending from orbit and heading here.

      “How do they manage to pay for the power packs, refueling, and other supplies they need?”

      Siv found it hard to believe that a significant number of people would donate good money to such a ridiculous cult. Yet eleven Hydrogenist vessels roamed the Federation sectors of the galaxy.

      According to Silky, the Hydrogenists traveled from star system to star system observing, chronicling, and worshiping gas giant planets. Each devotee believed they would be blessed in the afterlife according to the number of “gods” they had visited. They even had their bodies ejected into the nearest of their beloved gas giants when they died.

      “I have seen no record of their origin, sir, but they must have had significant sums when they began. Otherwise, I’m sure they depend on begging and duping rich fools, along with taking on a few paying passengers here and there.”

      “How could anyone be duped into this?”

      “Sir, if you don’t understand how humans can be illogical, how am I to explain them?”

      “You have a more objective viewpoint.”

      “Ah, well, in that case… The whole lot of you are foolish asses. It’s just that some are more the fool and some are more the ass.”

      “Gee, thanks. Very helpful.”

      “Don’t take it too harshly, sir. If you’re an ass, then I’m just a dingleberry.”

      Siv groaned. “I can’t believe I was upset when I thought I’d lost you.”

      “Come now, sir. You know I always outlive those I partner with.”

      “You’re so full of comfort today.”

      Mitsuki suddenly appeared alongside him, having deactivated the refraction cloak. She was walking in sync with him as if she’d been there the entire time. She had scouted ahead to check out the ship and the people boarding it. They were tired of getting rude surprises.

      Siv glanced around. “Are you certain no one saw you?”

      “At the ship? No.”

      “I meant uncloaking just now.”

      “No one’s looking our way.”

      “The coast was clear, sir. I triple-checked before telling her it was okay.”

      “So what did you think about our new traveling companions?” Siv asked.

      Mitsuki chuckled as she swished her tail and expanded her wings into a full stretch. “They’re a bunch of weirdos, and I really can’t overemphasize that.” She snapped her wings in so that they formed a cape on her back. “Aside from that, they seem like halfway decent people. Naive as hell, of course, but that’s a point in our favor.”

      As Siv got closer, he could better see the group of worshipers gathered outside the ship, slowly making their way inside. They wore the traditional Hydrogenist hooded robes with multicolored swirls.

      “Most of them have already boarded,” Mitsuki said, “and the ship’s taking off in twenty minutes.”

      They had barely escaped Kaleeb in time. Of course, they were lucky they had escaped at all. And that they still had the voucher the fallen crime lord Condrance Wang had acquired from the Hydrogenists.

      Showing up with money wasn't enough. You needed a voucher first. Once you acquired one through an application process, you could bring along up to three additional passengers, provided you paid extra. The voucher had belonged to Wang, and he was dead, but Siv felt confident they could convince the Hydrogenists to accept it by kicking over a significant sum.

      Silky had yet to stop bitching about the fact that the voucher was an actual plastic chit or how unnecessary it was to conduct this sort of business in a non-electronic medium.

      As they neared the Hydrogenist ship, a cult member wearing a simple black robe approached them. A bronze medallion hung from his neck. He was tall and broad-shouldered. His stride was quick and confident. Siv guessed the robes hid considerable muscle. The man kept his hands tucked into his sleeves as he made a half bow to them.

      “Sir, he’s wearing shock gloves, and he has a neural disruptor tucked into a hidden pocket.”

      “May I be of humble service to you?” the man rasped.

      Siv held out the plastic voucher. The man pulled a hand from his sleeve. Siv almost nodded in appreciation. Appearing to be nothing more than an ordinary glove, albeit bulky, the shock glove was incredibly well disguised. Naturally, someone wearing gloves in this heat made little sense, but then the Hydrogenists had one distinct advantage in that department. Everyone thought they were nuts. That made people less likely to question oddities.

      The man took the voucher and scrutinized it. The plastic card was unadorned save for a swirling planet symbol and a series of numbers. He flipped it around to the blank back, frowned, and then pocketed it.

      “You were not the one this was given to.” His voice turned suspicious. “What has become of Mr. Condrance Wang?”

      “Unfortunately, he has passed away,” Siv answered.

      The man’s voice turned to a harsh whisper. “Did you kill him?”

      “We did not,” Mitsuki said.

      The man cocked his head but made no response.

      “We tried to save him,” Siv added with a shrug and a sigh. “But one of—”

      The cultist waved a hand. “I do not need the details. I believe you.”

      “Thank you,” Siv said.

      “I am saddened that Mr. Wang did not escape his karma. We do not judge those seeking to mend their ways based on their past deeds. But we also do not countenance unrepentant murderers. I sense that you are not true criminals and that you have only ever killed in self-defense.”

      Siv flinched. “That’s…very perceptive of you.”

      "Are you an empath?" Mitsuki asked, apparently surprised, otherwise she never would have asked something so personal in a situation like this.

      “I am not.”

      The man lowered his hood, revealing a bald head and wide eyes set deep within a broad face. His entire head, from the back of the neck to the tip of his chin, was tattooed in a swirl of colors. Even his ears, lips, and eyelids bore permanent colors.

      Siv peered into the man's cloudy eyes and restrained a reaction. It wasn't easy. The man looked as if a tiny gas planet sat atop his head.

      Silky snickered, while Mitsuki went subtly rigid. The Hydrogenist seemed not to notice their reactions.

      The man bowed his head. “I am Master Oktara, and I would like to welcome you to the Solace. However, there is another matter we must first attend.”

      “Of course,” Siv replied, handing him five hundred hard credits. “According to Mr. Wang, this is the rest of what was owed to you.”

      “Ah, I believe Mr. Wang may have misled you. The price we gave him was at a significant discount for a service he rendered to us previously.”

      “You can’t extend that same discount to us?” Mitsuki asked politely.

      "I'm afraid it would not be in keeping with our sacred practices." He smiled apologetically. "Also, he earned this voucher by reading our sacred texts and passing an exam without the use of his chippy. Neither of you had the opportunity to do so, and there is no time for it now."

      “So you won’t take us?” Siv asked, unable to keep the worry from his voice.

      The cultist smiled. “Normally, I would not. However, I sense great character and purpose in you. So I am more than willing to accept you onboard our ship, provided you can adequately prove your devotion…”

      “You’d think a cult so desperate for money wouldn’t bargain so hard,” Siv complained.

      “I’m sure he doesn’t do so normally, sir. But you and Mits reek of desperation.”

      “How much should I give?”

      “Two hundred more, sir. That should match their standard rate, not including the deposit Wang had already given them.”

      Siv passed along the hard credits. “Are we settled now?”

      “In better circumstances, it would cover the both of you. But you did not arrive through the normal procedure. And you know, times are hard, and our ship is in need of many repairs. I’m sure you understand.”

      Siv restrained a curse. “Of course.”

      He passed over eight hundred more credits.

      “I think you gave him too much, sir. Looking wealthy or overly charitable is risky.”

      “I’m trying to buy his silence. And I don’t think these simpletons are going to rob us.”

      “Never underestimate someone who might chuck you out the airlock, sir.”

      “This is most generous,” Oktara replied. “We will put these funds to good use, spreading our word of peace and eternal bliss.”

      “I hope our presence can be kept quiet,” Siv said.

      “Oh, of course. We shall say nothing of having given you transport or having seen you, not now and not ever. We do not deal in secrets, lucrative though they might be, nor tolerate loose tongues within our order.”

      “Thank you,” Siv said sincerely, though he had his doubts. “Silkster, is he telling the truth?”

      “If they deal in secrets or sometimes turn in bounties, I’ve seen no evidence of it, sir. And does it matter at this point? They’re your best and perhaps only shot at reaching Titus II.”

      “I know. I’m just hoping the extra credits I kicked in will be worth it.”

      “You don’t have anywhere near enough to counter the bounties on your heads, sir. If they find out, they find out, and you will be at their mercy.”

      “I would like to learn more about your unique faith,” Mitsuki said to Oktara, sounding almost sincere.

      Siv understood the play. She was trying to buy their favor by showing interest in what they valued.

      “Why, of course!” Oktara bounced on his heels. “I would love to tell you all about it. Many do not understand the gods we worship. They think science explains all that one might know about the wonderful giants that grace our systems. But we know better. We see into their mysteries. I know, I know. You think it strange now, but once you’ve learned more of our truths, I believe you will see us quite differently, even if you do not wish to join us.”

      “I hope so,” Mitsuki said.

      “How are you keeping a straight face, Mits?” Siv asked over their shared comm.

      “It’s not that hard.”

      “You should have waited and faked your interest once we’d gotten a chance to spend some time with them and feel them out.”

      “Sivvy, I know what I’m doing. And I’ve got a good read on this one. Trust me.”

      Master Oktara waved them forward. “Come aboard. We are only a few minutes from takeoff, but you should have plenty of time to stow away your things and find a seat. Sit anywhere you like. Only the bridge, engineering, and the inner sanctum are out of bounds.”

      “There’s an outer sanctum we can party in?! Hells yeah! Break out the Aware, sir, and let’s party like it’s 4099.”

      “Aware is for love and connecting, dumbass,” Mitsuki replied. “If you want to party, you need Revelry.”

      “Whatever you need, Batwings. I can have whatever mental state I wish by executing a simple bit of code.”

      “You mean you don’t have to be set to annoying asshole all the time?”

      “Bite me.”

      They followed Oktara into the aging ship. The interior was only marginally better than the exterior, with darkened walls, floors worn down to the grating substructure, and overhead lights that sometimes flickered. The leather on many seats in the passenger section was cracked or stained, and the bolted-down tables bore scratches from decades of use. In a lot of ways, it reminded Siv of the aging subway trains back in Bei on Ekaran IV, only it was cleaner.

      The primary vibe the interior gave off was that of an ornate tomb or an ancient temple someone had dug up and repurposed into a starship.

      The thousands of runes etched into the worn walls swirled around depictions of colorful planets. Here and there, hanging bronze plaques bore names. And in every section, the order’s sacred texts scrolled across a viewscreen in a loop.

      All of the cultists they passed nodded to them and smiled but made no effort to converse with them.

      They found lockers for their packs and gear, though they kept their neural disruptors with them, hidden inside their clothes. He was surprised they hadn't checked them or their packs for weapons.

      They located a block of empty seats in the back, as far away from the others as possible, and settled in. Despite being in new surroundings and being unsure of the situation, Siv’s eyelids began to droop.

      He stirred and sat upright. "I could use some rest."

      “Given what I’m seeing, I’d rather sleep out here,” Mitsuki said. “No sketchy sleeping compartments for me.”

      “It would be a lot easier to defend ourselves from here,” he replied. “If it came to that.”

      The ship shuddered then bounced upward as its massive antigrav engines came online.

      “Sir, there’s something not right about these people.”

      “Thanks for pointing that out, Silkster. I would never have known otherwise.”

      “It’s more than that, sir. Far more. This ship…” Silky sighed despondently and muttered something about rotten luck.

      “Silkster, what’s the matter?”

      “Sir, this ship is loaded with weapons.”

      Siv sat upright. “Weapons?!”

      Mitsuki thumped back into her seat, shaking her head. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      “Hundreds of them, hidden in well-designed smuggling compartments. Plasma rifles, force weapons, explosives, force-shields, armor, and support systems. And no ordinary customs agent would ever detect any of it, or even suspect their presence.”

      Mitsuki thumped a fist into the armrest of her seat.“‘Nevolence’s tits!”

      “If not for running a level five on the ScanField-3, I never would have known either.”

      “You didn’t run a level five from outside?” Mitsuki asked.

      “A brief one, Wings. But I had to be on the ship to pick this up. And I can’t tell you why that is. Not yet.”

      “So…they’re smugglers?” Siv asked.

      “Not likely, sir, given the spread of equipment available and its arrangement into sets. The number of sets also closely matches the number of cultists onboard.”

      “Should we abandon ship?” Mitsuki asked.

      Siv took a deep breath. “I…I don’t know.”

      The ion engines roared to life, and the starship began to maneuver as it prepared to burn into orbit.

      “Decide fast,” Mitsuki said.

      “What’s to decide?” Silky asked. “If they mean us harm, they’re not going to let you leave the ship, and fighting them off and running isn’t to our advantage either.”

      “If it comes to a fight, getting our gear out of the storage compartments will be tricky,” Mitsuki said.

      “Aside from Oktara, none of the cultists are armed,” Silky replied. “Currently.”

      “Unless you’ve missed that as well,” Siv said.

      “Yeah,” Silky responded despondently.

      “I can’t believe these simpletons pulled one over on you,” Mitsuki said.

      "Though it may seem so to you, Batwings, given your limited skills and perception, I'm not perfect."

      “I think it’s fair to stop calling them simpletons now,” Siv said.

      “I’m close to isolating the frequency they’re using to throw off my sensor sweeps, sir.”

      “You think there’s more?” Siv asked.

      "We were forbidden to go into engineering or the inner sanctum, sir. The former appears perfectly normal on my scans, and the latter is empty. So what do you think?"

      Siv leaned back into his seat and groaned. “I think we’re cursed.”

      “So we’re just going to sit here and wait to see if they kill us or turn us in?” Mitsuki asked.

      “I think that’s all we can do, Wings. But at least we’ll have the jump on them if it comes to it.”
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      Vega sat slumped with his back against the control panel in the engineering station of his ship, the Spinner’s Blade. For the first time in the century since his service to the Benevolence had ended, the thought “I’m lucky to be alive” coursed through his electronic mind.

      One more shot to the head. That’s all it would have taken, and Mitsuki Reel had him dead to rights. But she fired on the chemical tanks instead. He guessed so she could avoid Faisal, his sky-blade combat cog, who was rapidly recovering.

      Of course, the resulting explosion in the abandoned factory also should have killed him. He was lucky his prey hadn’t stuck around to finish him off, but then they weren’t in great shape themselves and also needed to avoid the authorities and the other factions pursuing them.

      The cord linking Vega’s battery heart to the fusion drive thrummed with power. It had taken him fifteen incredibly frustrating minutes to repair the socket in his chest that the charging cord plugged into.

      The steel beam that cracked his ribs had nearly crushed the socket. That would’ve knocked him out of the hunt and had him limping to the Fixers, begging for help and paying them an exorbitant fee. And hoping they didn’t decide to off him while he was weak.

      As Vega watched the power meter in his HUD creep upward, Faisal searched the planet for Gendin, Reel, and Silky. So far, Faisal hadn’t detected any signs of them. Either they had vanished thanks to a new jamming routine Silky was using, or they had already made it off-world.

      Faisal provided a running commentary on his search, but Vega had silenced the channel. He didn’t have the energy or the mental focus to help him. He was still dazed and exhausted.

      After dumping his Centurion armor along the way to the engineering station, Vega had stripped off the bodysuit he wore underneath. It was ripped and stained blue with his blood. His synth-skin was covered in scratches, cuts, and deep bruises.

      His nose was broken, and he had a hairline fracture along his brow. A glance at his reflection had shown his face to be a bloody, bruised mess. All thanks to Gendin’s force-knuckles.

      The cracked ribs were a significant concern. Given that chunks of concrete and a steel beam had fallen onto him, he should be thankful that the damage wasn't worse.

      His biggest problem, though, was the damage to his right temple where the plasma bolt had pierced his helmet after his force field went down. A large patch of skin was burned away, and his skull was scorched and cracked, the shot having nearly penetrated through to his brain.

      One more shot and she would've killed me. The thought flashed through his brain repeatedly. It was a moment he wouldn't soon forget.

      The concussive damage from all those attacks still had his HUD flickering, and his vision hazed along the edges. He wasn’t even close to being fit for duty. His body had immediately released a swarm of nanobots to begin making repairs, but it would take a week or more for them to entirely fix his ribs, skull, brow, and nose.

      A hundred years ago, it would've only taken the bots a couple of days to make those repairs, but they deteriorated over time, and he'd yet to find a way to replace them. He'd extracted some from another android he'd killed but then discovered that nanobots were keyed to their host.

      The only repositories of unlinked bots would be on Terra, Mars, or Venus. Assuming any bots there had survived the Tekk Plague. And no one could enter the Terran system. The still active defense systems, untouched by the plague, were strong enough to keep out the entire Federation armada.

      He could boost his nanobots' effectiveness by ten percent by shutting down all his systems. That would also increase the recharge rate for his heart. But he didn't want to do that given the situation.

      The most effective thing he could do would be to return to the Spider’s Lair, his home base, a small space station located in the depths of space between two uninhabited star systems.

      There he could enter the android restoration chamber he’d salvaged from a wrecked naval vessel and more than triple the rate of healing. The chamber alone could fully restore his synth-skin.

      Unfortunately, the Spider's Lair was many light years away.

      Faisal swooped in. “Bad news, boss. I’m almost certain they’ve scarpered.”

      “Evidence?”

      “Aside from the fact I can’t detect them anywhere?”

      “Yes,” Vega responded, irritated that Faisal wouldn’t just get on with it.

      “Not long after the explosion, a starship departed for Titus II. I don’t have a passenger manifest for it or anything. Which makes it an excellent candidate for Gendin and Reel. Also, I don’t think the ship is as likely to get boarded and searched by the government in the Titus system.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a Hydrogenist ship. Which is a good play. I think it’s unlikely people would suspect they’d be onboard a ship filled with those idiots.”

      “The government and maybe some minor players might fall for it. But the Reapers, Thousand Worlders, and any bounty hunter worth a damn will search every ship they possibly can.”

      “But they can’t physically search them all, and a beat-up Hydrogenist ship coming to the Titus system from Zayer, following a flight plan they filed a long time ago, isn’t going to make them a priority. Most will scan the vessel, but then when…that chippy…jams their sensors, they’ll move on.”

      Vega nodded. “I’ll agree that it’s a good move, linking up with the Hydrogenists. Set a course for the Zayer system.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to scan for a few more hours, boss?”

      “There’s no point. Even if they’re still here, I’m out of commission.”

      “We could take out the Hydrogenist ship, boss. It hasn’t made it anywhere near the breakpoint yet. If we hurry, we might be able to catch up to them.”

      “If we destroy that ship, we kill Reel, and she’s worth a lot.”

      Faisal hovered in lower and closer to him. The glossy black cog was the size of two fists when his blades were retracted.

      “Look, boss, I get that. But Reel is small potatoes next to the girl. Losing Reel is acceptable if it means we can take out Gendin and…that chippy. We should’ve killed Reel and Gendin immediately when we had the upper hand. Capturing them wasn’t worth it.”

      “Hindsight, Faisal.”

      They'd had a good strategy. The missile they'd fired should have taken out Silky. If it had, then Silky never would've foiled their plans in the factory.

      “That chippy’s the mastermind, boss. He’s our most dangerous adversary here. Don’t forget the role he played in the Fall of the Benevolence. He’s dangerous. Taking out the Hydrogenist ship will neutralize him. Take out all three, and the girl’s most skilled allies are out of the picture.”

      Vega would never admit it to Faisal, but taking out Mitsuki Reel appealed to him greatly. The memory of the impact resonated in his mind even as the ache continued. She was lined up for a second shot… He could be dead now. All his grand plans ruined…

      Vega sighed. “Maybe destroying the Hydrogenist ship and killing them now is the right call. The problem is we don’t know the girl’s location. So without them, we have no leverage.”

      "We know she can't be too far away, boss. So we keep searching and stay vigilant. She'll emerge, especially once Gendin and Reel have been taken out. She can't stay in deep space forever. And we know she'll make a mistake. She's young and foolhardy, and she's already made a huge blunder once."

      Vega gazed at his reflection in Faisal's surface. His nose was bent, his forehead darkening with a bruise, dried blood smeared across his face. He turned and out of the corner of his eye peered at the deep wound and the fracture lines on the part of his titanium skull that was exposed.

      Rage swelled within him, and the face in Faisal’s surface hardened.

      “Set an intercept course for the Hydrogenist ship, Faisal. Pour everything we’ve got into the engines.”
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            Tekeru Jones

          

        

      

    

    
      Tekeru Jones woke suddenly and cried out when a pale orange fluff of fur pounced onto his chest and mewed loudly into his face.

      Heart hammering, he leaned his head up and stared into the triangular face of a little starkat, a kitten on the verge of becoming a cat. Panic subsiding, Tekeru groaned and chuckled as he plopped his head back on the pillow.

      “Peachy.”

      The slender starkat lowered its front half while keeping its butt up and swished its extraordinarily long, fluffy tail back and forth.

      Tekeru held a hand out to the side and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. Peachy hopped off his chest and went to the outstretched hand to get his scruff scratched. As he curled his fingers underneath the cat’s chin and rubbed, Tekeru closed his eyes and attempted to relax his mind and return to sleep.

      But his heart rate was up, and he couldn’t calm the thoughts that built rapidly from gloomy clouds into a raging storm. Now that he was awake everything that had happened over the last two days came rushing back.

      Peachy was not his cat. Peachy had belonged to Urlanda. But Urlanda was dead. Along with twenty-three other comrades, including his mentor and the leader of the expedition, Professor Bonz, and two of his best friends, Rylee and Lake. All of them killed senselessly. Murdered by pirates. And for no good reason. They’d never harmed anyone and had few valuables worth stealing.

      As part of what would have been a two-year research mission, they had gone to the Kor system to explore a partially terraformed planet, a project abandoned a century ago with the collapse of the Benevolence.

      Tekeru had invested his life into that expedition, giving up the comforts of home and a girlfriend unwilling to wait for his return. He was an assistant professor at the University of Stygia. It was not the most prestigious place he could have gone, but his desire had been for research, not teaching. And so he had turned down tenured positions at five different elite universities that had all sought him out.

      He was too humble to admit it to others, but the truth was that he was brilliant. With hard work and dedication, he was bound to become one of the top academics in his field. Five to ten years of research before taking up a full position at a university could catapult him to the top.

      Truthfully, that didn’t matter much to him. Reaching the top wasn’t about attaining a position or accolades. It was about gaining the opportunity to study whatever he wished, using as large a budget as possible.

      But now, after fifteen months of traveling through space, everything had fallen apart. His detailed scans and analyses were preserved on his chippy, Maximilian. But the physical samples he’d taken from many worlds were lost. As was the ship and crew.

      After they’d been ambushed, with one pirate vessel exploding and the other disappearing into wraith space, he’d sent out a distress signal. His ship, the Falling Rain, was in critical condition. Many of the crew had already been lost. There were other survivors, but he’d been stranded on the bridge, unable to reach them.

      The Outworld Ranger arrived as soon as possible, but due to the pirates and a World Bleeders destroyer with its accompanying starfighters, they’d only been able to save him and Peachy. And they’d only escaped thanks to an especially harebrained scheme that he still couldn’t believe had worked.

      He was grateful for their help, obviously, but now he was trapped on the ship with them. And they were highly wanted people with multiple criminal organizations, the Tekk Reapers, the Empire of a Thousand Worlds, countless bounty hunters, and even the Terran Federation government pursuing them.

      He was no longer Tekeru Jones, Assistant Professor. He was Tekeru Jones, wanted criminal. Until he could find a safe way off this ship, their destiny would be his fate.

      And getting off this ship wasn't going to happen anytime soon. They were currently hopping around in the depths of space a few light years beyond the Titus system, waiting for two other members of their team to finish a mission.

      Even when the others returned, he had no idea how long it would be before they ventured near a civilized planet or space station. Although a frontier world might be for the best. If he parted ways with them on a developed planet with a significant government presence, his affiliation with them was likely to be discovered, and he would be immediately seized and questioned by the authorities.

      He'd be lucky if it were the Feds. He had rights as a citizen. They would let him go after questioning him. And he doubted there was much he could tell them that they wouldn't already know. If the crew knew he was going to leave them, then they weren't likely to share their future plans with him.

      But if some other group found him… He shivered at the thought of what they might do to get answers, and what they would do once they were finished.

      Oddly, being a criminal because of his unintentional ties to the people who’d rescued him from certain death wasn’t the weirdest part of this.

      He was now in the company of the hyperphasic messiah, a girl prophesied to restore the Benevolence to the galaxy. While some thought the Messiah to be nothing more than a legend, he had been raised to believe otherwise.

      By the age of fifteen, he had abandoned his parents’ faith in the Source and the divine nature of the Benevolence. However, despite rumors of messiahs being born but never reaching their potential and bringing about change, he did still believe in the messiah concept. It was an idea he had always fancied.

      He had no trouble with the notion that the Benevolence had left behind a failsafe system. Why that failsafe would be a girl born in what seemed a random fashion, he could not even begin to guess. It wasn’t something he had ever given significant thought. Why would he ever expend energy on such a speculative matter?

      To aid the hyperphasic messiah was a high and noble calling, at least according to his parent’s faith. He couldn’t help feeling honored that she wanted his help, but what did he really have to offer? He wasn't a soldier or a pilot or an engineer. He was merely a talented scientist with a specialty in xenobiology.

      Sure, he had done his best to make repairs after the battle, and during it, he had loaned his brainpower to the sensors and weapons stations. But it wasn’t like he actually knew what he was doing.

      Tekeru sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He was in the pilot’s quarters. A wave of dizziness struck then faded. He stretched his arms out, and his elbows creaked. He rotated his shoulders and winced. His right rotator cuff needed a few more days to heal completely, as did the deepest of his bruises.

      Otherwise, thanks to Octavian, rest, an IV, a few hours of lung filtration, and a diluted dose of medibots, he had mostly recovered. The ship’s cog was worth a dozen Tekeru Joneses. Maybe more.

      “Good morning, sir,” Max said. “I trust you slept snugly. You seem well rested.”

      Tekeru glanced at his HUD to check the time. “After sixteen hours, I should hope I would be.” He placed his feet firmly on the floor, intending to stand, but he didn’t. “Anything exciting going on?”

      “The ship completed a short hyperspace jump a few minutes before you woke, sir. We are still in deep space, and we are safe for the moment.”

      “That’s good news. How’s Mr. Bishop?”

      “He is recovering, sir. He woke up and ate a few hours ago then returned to bed. The full dose of medibots he received should have him back to normal in another day or two.”

      “What about the rest of the crew?”

      “Octavian is currently affecting repairs on a damaged electrical system that connects to the fusion drive. Seneca is performing a full repair on the patched wall inside cargo bay one. Ms. Kyralla Vim is working on the flak cannon. Ms. Oona is meditating in the command chair and keeping watch. Mostly, I suspect, she is loaning brainpower to the ship’s automated systems, some of which can make repairs on their own.”

      “Some of the ship’s systems are capable of self-repair?”

      “This is a highly advanced ship, sir. Until the battle, it was in pristine condition, as if purchased new before the Fall and immediately stored away until recently.”

      “Is that likely?”

      “I would not think so, sir. But I would not have thought running into the hyperphasic messiah likely either.”

      “What do you think of Oona? Do you think she’s the real deal?”

      “I think she is not a standard human nor any registered variation, sir. And her abilities are beyond remarkable. I searched the galactic net, and everything I learned about messiahs points to her being just that. Supposedly, there have been many who all perished young.”

      Tekeru scratched his fingers through the rapidly accumulating scruff on his chin. “There have been others?”

      “Apparently. They must undergo an awakening before their abilities are fully realized, sir, but none have yet survived that process. This awakening takes place in their teenage years. Assuming they reach them. As you can see, if discovered, many dangerous groups pursue them.”

      “And Oona hasn’t gone through it yet?”

      “Apparently not, sir.”

      Tekeru shifted to the edge of the bed and placed more weight on his feet, but still, he did not stand.

      “Do the others need help?”

      “I am sure they do, sir. We are not in immediate danger here, and they have no plans to do anything other than make small hyperspace jumps every few hours. Still, they must be prepared for anything at any time, so it’s essential that repairs be completed as soon as possible.”

      Tekeru nodded. “I should get up and take Kyralla’s place. I’m sure she could use some rest, and I’ve already got some experience working on the flak cannon.”

      “A good plan, sir.”

      Tekeru shifted his weight again. He intended to get up, take a shower, put on his clothes, and get some food. Then he could get to work helping the others. But he couldn’t bring himself to move.

      Frozen, he sat there on the edge of the bed, minute after minute ticking by.

      “Is there something wrong, sir?”

      “No.”

      “All your vitals appear normal, sir. Yet you seem lethargic and…disinterested. What is the matter?”

      “Honestly…”

      Suddenly, Tekeru broke down crying. He moaned and sobbed uncontrollably. He couldn’t stop. He hadn’t cried like this since his grandfather had died when he was thirteen. He had no idea what to do with these emotions or how to handle it. It was outside of his realm of expertise.

      “Sir, is there anything I can help you with?”

      Tekeru made no response. This wasn’t something Max could help with. Max was smart. But even for a 6G, he was uncommonly poor at recognizing and understanding human emotions.

      He’d tried to upgrade Max’s software to fix that. But there were no reliable updates anymore. At least none that he would trust. The chippy’s default personality matrix had been set a hundred thirty years ago, and no one could completely change it now.

      Like all chippy’s over the 4G level, he was a relic from before the Fall. Tekeru had inherited Max from his grandfather. Which was fortunate, because you couldn’t buy a 6G on an assistant professor’s income.

      Tekeru rolled back into bed, curled up into a ball, and cried. He cried out the stress of almost dying and the almost certain end of the career he had spent years working for and then the loss of his friends and companions.

      After all of that, he cried some more, though he had no idea why.

      A series of dings sounded at his door.

      He didn’t respond.

      Then came a tapping.

      “Who is it?” he asked.

      No response came.

      “You need to activate the intercom on this ship, sir. It isn’t keyed to your voice like on the Falling Rain.”

      “Oh, right. Um…how do I do that?”

      "I can do it for you, sir, or you can do it with a hand gesture from anywhere in the room."

      “You do it. I don’t want to learn the gesture.”

      The intercom activated. “Hi, Tekeru. It’s me, Oona. I was just checking to see how you were doing. Artemisia said you were awake, and the ship told her that you hadn’t left your bed.”

      “The ship knows I’m still in bed?” he asked Max.

      “Octavian activated patient recovery mode on this room, sir, to keep tabs in case you needed assistance.”

      “Are you alright?” Oona asked.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” he answered. “I’ve just been trying to—”

      “I’m an empath, you know. It’s one of the abilities that come along with being a hyperphasic messiah. So I can sense your pain. If you would like to talk…”

      Tekeru considered opening up to her, but he couldn’t bring himself to burden her. “Someday…maybe…yeah. But I don’t want to talk right now. I feel like… I feel like I just now got it under control.”

      “If you need anything, anything at all, let me know. Seneca prepared breakfast for you. It’s on the table in the galley along with a recovery drink. I should warn you, the food we have here is beyond terrible. The drinks though, they’re just a normal kind of bad.”

      “I’m used to cheap starship food.”

      Oona laughed. “These are hundred-year-old military rations.”

      “And they’re still safe to eat?”

      “Your taste buds will be assaulted, but the food won’t harm you.”

      Tekeru tried to laugh, but it came out as a cough. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Hey, before you go. I was thinking I’d replace your sister so she could rest, but if you need sleep more then—”

      “Replace Kyralla. After you eat and shower.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “The meditation I’m doing from the command chair keeps me well rested. Kyralla has been working hard for twelve hours straight. After Bishop wakes up and gets his treatments from Octavian, he can take my place in the command chair.”

      “Oona…thank you for checking on me.”

      “Of course. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      The intercom turned off.

      Tekeru rubbed his hands across his face and tried to take deep, calming breaths. He was glad Oona had come to check on him. She was trying to make him feel included like he was a part of the crew, and he appreciated it. But there was no way to make up for everything he’d lost.

      He was alone.

      The only connection he had to this crew was that they had rescued him. Theirs was a grand cause, no doubt. But it wasn’t his cause.

      Maybe it should be though. He couldn't promise that his skills as a xenobiologist would be of any use. But Oona was a genetic anomaly, and she was trying to reach an advanced research facility. None of the others had any scientific background as far as he could tell so they would be entirely dependent on their chippies once they made it there.

      If he were able to help Oona restore the Benevolence, in even the smallest way, it would be the most significant contribution he could ever make in his life. There was absolutely no denying that. Anything else he did afterward, no matter the magnitude of the discovery, would pale in comparison.

      For now, he was part of their crusade whether he wanted to be or not. He would have to help. His life depended on it. And it might be a while before that changed. In the meantime, he would try to heal and think about what he really wanted, now that the life he’d planned was over.

      Tekeru stood and walked around, loosening his tight muscles. Once he felt more limber and more confident in his strength, he went over to the small table in the corner where his clothes awaited him. He picked up his pants. They were filthy, covered in grease, smudged with soot, and smelling of smoke. His shirt and jacket looked no better. He ran a finger across a rip on his jacket.

      “Max, see if the ship has a change of clothes I could borrow.”

      “I’m sure there’s a washing and mending system onboard the ship.”

      He could cleanse the grime from the clothes, but the memories would stain them, like his heart, forever.

      “A fresh start might be better.”
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      Oktara swept down the aisle of the Hydrogenists’ starship. His face remained passive, but he walked quickly. Stopping in front of Mitsuki and Siv, he made a half bow.

      He caught Siv’s eyes and whispered, “I need you both to come with me, quickly please.”

      Mitsuki tensed beside Siv, her hand edging toward the disruptor she’d hidden in her clothes. Siv didn’t move. He acted confused, trying to buy some time without appearing suspicious.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “Silkster? What’s going on?”

      “It is a matter of grave concern,” Oktara said.

      “I’ll boost the sensor array to a level five scan again, sir… Ah, well that’s a right stinky skunk fart.”

      “It’s a what?”

      “Skunk fart, sir.”

      “What’s a skunk?”

      “Forget it, sir. The important thing is that Vega Kaleeb’s ship is in pursuit. It’s burning the engines at fifty over max on an intercept course. Unless this ship accelerates, his infiltrator will catch us well before we reach the hard break.”

      Despite being stunned that Kaleeb was still alive, Siv kept staring at the Hydrogenist leader blankly.

      “We do not mean either of you any harm,” Oktara said. “I can assure you of that.”

      “Sir, get your head back in the game.”

      “Of course,” Siv replied as he stood and stepped out into the aisle.

      Mitsuki opened a channel to Siv as she followed. “Are you sure about this, Siv?”

      “No, but we’re outnumbered. And I know what this is about. Tell her, Silkster.”

      Silky relayed the information to her as they followed Oktara toward the ship’s bridge. The creepy stares of the other members followed them through each section.

      Mitsuki cursed. “But we killed Kaleeb!”

      “Did you see a body?” Silky asked. “Cause I sure didn’t. Trust me, unless you can verify that your enemies are dead, you have to assume they aren’t.”

      “Then we should have checked,” Mitsuki said.

      “Batwings, if there had been any way that we could’ve gotten back into that building to put a plasma bolt into his heart to make certain he was nothing more than a mass of scrap parts, then I would’ve insisted upon it.”

      “You could’ve let me kill him,” Mitsuki responded.

      “The sky-blade was moments away from becoming fully operational,” Silky said. “And I had no way of predicting exactly how many moments. Siv has a cut on his leg because it had recovered enough to make a weak attack. Another few moments and you could have both been sliced and diced. Besides, I did expect the massive explosion to take him out, what with him wounded and all.”

      “You expected wrong,” she replied.

      “I did the best I could, Droppings. Remember, without my intervention, you were done for.”

      Mitsuki sighed. "I know, I know. You made the best call you could in the heat of battle. That said, call me droppings again, and it'll be the last call you ever make."

      It was a real shame they hadn’t been able to seize Kaleeb’s ship. With its small size, speed, and cloaking technology, it would’ve been the perfect way for them to get to Titus II and then get back off again. But by the time Silky had finally located the interceptor, they’d realized there was no way to reach it. Five antigrav units strapped together and over-maxed could not have gotten them up to the altitude it was circling, and they only had two available.

      Oktara swiped a hand over an entry pad, and a door dilated open, allowing them access to the front of the ship. The three of them entered a more austere hallway, lacking any decoration.

      There were two doors on each side and one at the end. According to Siv's locator, the door on the end led directly onto the bridge. Siv expected Oktara to take them there. Instead, he opened the last door on the right and gestured for Siv and Mitsuki to enter. Siv went first, stepping inside cautiously, even though the locator showed no one inside.

      The small room had a large window, a storage chest, and, conveniently, three meditation cushions. He suspected the large, floor-level drawer to one side pulled out to reveal a bed. Otherwise, the room was empty and completely lacking in décor.

      Oktara gestured to the two cushions side-by-side. “Please, take a seat.”

      Siv and Mitsuki sat cross-legged on their cushions, and Oktara mirrored them on the third.

      As soon as he sat down, Oktara asked, “Could you please tell me who is pursuing us?”

      “Silkster, I need a lie!”

      “I don’t think it’s worth the bother, sir. Keep your identity safe, by all means, but be honest about the danger they are facing. They deserve to know.”

      “The Infiltrator-class ship pursuing us belongs to a bounty hunter named Vega Kaleeb.”

      Oktara’s smile disappeared. “I am not happy to hear that name.”

      “So you know who he is?” Mitsuki asked, surprised.

      “We move from system to system, year after year,” Oktara said. “We learn many things along the way.”

      "We thought we'd killed him in an explosion," Siv explained, "but apparently he survived. Either that or he has a partner that's after us."

      Oktara stared seriously at them for a few moments, saying nothing.

      “We’re very sorry,” Mitsuki said.

      “So am I,” Oktara said, standing and heading to the door. “Please remain here.”

      On his locator, Siv watched him rush onto the ship’s bridge, which had a crew of five.

      Mitsuki glanced at Siv, an eyebrow raised. “What do you think they’re going to do?”

      “For now?” Siv replied. “Save themselves.”

      “By selling us out?” she asked. “Or running?”

      Siv shrugged. “Either way, I’m certain they’ll dump us the first chance they get, to keep themselves safe. It’s what we’d do.”

      “As long as they dump us in the Titus system but don’t turn us over, then I guess it’s okay,” Mitsuki replied. “Not that there’s much we can do about it.”

      “We could storm the bridge and take the ship hostage,” Siv suggested. “It’s just a few steps away from here. Silkster what do you think?”

      “The bridge door is locked, sir, but I could get it open easily enough. The only armed crew member is Oktara. They do have weapons on the bridge, hidden in lockers, so you’d have to act fast.”

      Siv fidgeted with his sleeves then cursed. “Damn it. I hate to say this, but I think we should wait and see what they do. Mits?”

      She rubbed her face. “I agree.”

      “Seriously?” Silky snapped. “You’re not going to ask my opinion? So rude.”

      “Well?” Siv groaned.

      “We should wait, sir.”

      Siv rolled his eyes and cursed under his breath.

      “I don’t like the idea of hijacking an entire ship, sir. And if it goes wrong, we’re way outnumbered here, and they do have access to some serious weaponry.”

      “Have you made progress in defeating their scrambling frequencies?” Siv asked.

      "Almost there, sir. Almost there. I've broken through two levels of screening, and I'm processing some interesting data as we speak."

      “I can’t believe it’s taken you this long,” Mitsuki said.

      “I have some good news, sir. And some bad news. The ship has begun accelerating and will soon reach its not too impressive maximum. It’s going to be close, but it’s not going be enough. Kaleeb’s ship will still catch up.”

      “Well,” Siv said. "At least they're not going to turn us over to Kaleeb or whoever's actually on that ship."

      “I have additional news, sir, but I’m not sure if it’s good or bad. It’s certainly weird. I just finished breaking through their cleverly disguised jamming and did another level 5 scan. First, I analyzed Oktara’s DNA and body composition—you know, like you do.”

      “And?”

      “Sir, he may look Terran standard on the outside, silly colorful tattoos aside, but he has an additional internal organ I can’t identify. Much like a second heart on the right side of the chest. The energy readings I’m getting from this unknown organ are nothing less than astounding.”

      “How much energy are we talking?” Siv asked.

      "Imagine taking all of the bioelectric power within the human body, doubling it, and concentrating it into one heart-sized area. That's what we're talking about. A tendril of fibers links this organ to an area of the brain associated with empathic ability."

      “What in the ‘Nevolence are we dealing with here?” Mitsuki asked. “Is he a genetically altered human, a related uplift like my kind, or a completely alien species, like the Ancients, that just happens to closely resemble humans?”

      “I’m fairly certain he’s of Terran origin,” Silky said, “but I can’t match his DNA profile to any records. And thanks to having worked in special forces, I have data on a lot more aliens, hybrids, and genetically altered humans than you could ever discover doing a net search. Also, I think the tattoos are genetic skin patterns.”

      “What about the rest of them?” Siv asked.

      “Still working on that, sir, but the eight I have scanned so far all have Terran divergent genetics as well. However, only one other matches Oktara’s profile.”

      Restraining a scream, Siv rubbed his hands over his face. Why did everything have to be so complicated? Had the universe not thrown enough challenges at him already?

      “So are there any actual normal human converts aboard this ship?” Mitsuki asked.

      Silky paused before responding. “All of them have at least a few basic genetic modifications. Nothing extensive. I think maybe twenty-five percent have this second heart like Oktara does.”

      “So their religion is just a cover?” Siv asked.

      “Maybe. But that begs a more important question: A cover for what? All they do is travel around studying gas giants. I’ve checked every bit of history I could find on them. No records of violence or crime. They’re known for being nonviolent, for helping out the needy, and for being incredibly strange. That’s it.”

      “They had to be getting something from Wang,” Mitsuki said.

      “That’s not unusual,” Silky said. “You can always get two things from a Wang.”

      Siv didn’t laugh, and neither did Mitsuki.

      “Come on, you two! That’s hardcore funny!”

      “What I meant was Wang must have given them more than money,” Mitsuki said with some irritation. “Maybe he traded them weapons and gear.”

      “I see no evidence or any history that would indicate a smuggling operation,” Silky said. “If you claim interest, pass their test, and pay for passage, they’ll take you along. That’s it.”

      “Are we in greater danger because of any of this?” Siv asked.

      “As far as I can tell, no,” Silky replied. “Unless this unknown organ gives them telepathy or super reflexes. And that’s assuming they want to harm us.”

      A new window popped open in Siv’s HUD, revealing a star system locator showing the position of the Solace and the pursuing infiltrator. The Solace was thirty-two minutes away from the breakpoint. The infiltrator was only twenty-nine minutes away from catching them.

      “This ship doesn’t have any hidden armaments of its own, does it?” Siv asked.

      “It does, sir. A bay of twelve plasma missiles.”

      “That’s better than the dual laser cannon on the infiltrator,” Mitsuki said with a tint of hope in her voice.

      “Except it’s not, I’m afraid. The infiltrator can jam any missiles this junker fires. And any that it fails to jam, it can outmaneuver and destroy with its flak cannon. Its dual laser cannon can also overcharge. Don’t underestimate it. Plus, we’re nearly into accurate range for those lasers. He will begin firing them soon.”

      “What about the shields on this ship?” Siv asked.

      “Average for a vessel of this class, sir. Less than half the strength of the Outworld Ranger’s. Three direct hits from the lasers and the shields are finished.”

      They watched in tense silence as the infiltrator drew closer and closer.

      Siv hated depending on someone else to get them out of trouble and not being able to do a damned thing to affect the outcome.

      “Is there anything you can do, Silkster?”

      “I could try to jam the targeting system for the laser cannon once they’re close enough, sir. But if Kaleeb or the sky-blade are piloting the ship, they could take over that task, and I can’t jam them.”

      “Might be worth trying,” Mitsuki said. “If this ship can absorb a couple of shots, and if you can buy us a few extra moments…”

      “They’ll likely take out this ship’s shields long before I’m within jamming distance.”

      As if on cue, the infiltrator opened fire. The Solace rolled, and the dual laser shots glanced across the bottom of the ship.

      “Shields down to sixty percent, sir.”

      The Solace lurched, and a tremendous rumble shook the floor beneath them. Siv exchanged a worried look with Mitsuki. What the hell was happening?

      Suddenly, along with their cushions, they slid toward the back of the room, the drastic increase in g-force making their insides quiver.

      “Sir, the ship just extended and ignited a secondary engine.”

      Siv was pressed against the wall, Mitsuki alongside him. “You don’t say?”

      “I do say, sir. The inertial dampeners can’t handle the speed increase.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed that either.”

      A laser blast scored a direct hit on the Solace, which apparently couldn’t maneuver during this thrust increase. The shields dropped to twenty percent.

      Another laser blast tore through the shield’s and struck the ship’s hull. Siv braced himself, but nothing happened.

      “No damage?” he asked.

      “Not enough power left to puncture the hull after going through the shields, sir. Coming up on the rough break.”

      A breakpoint was far enough out of a system's gravitational effects that there was no risk involved in making the jump. A rough jump, however, was made at the minimum distance at which survival was possible, though by no means guaranteed.

      “The infiltrator is targeting the reactor core, sir. They’re not playing safe. They’re going for a kill. Attempting to jam…”

      Mitsuki grabbed Siv’s right hand. They exchanged anxious smiles.

      “Jamming failed, sir. Lasers fired.”

      Silky began counting down. “3…2…1…”

      Siv had no idea what Silky was counting down to, the breakpoint or the lasers blowing up the fusion reactor, so he closed his eyes, breathed, and braced himself.

      The Solace jumped a moment before the infiltrator’s lasers struck. The ship’s frame rattled so much that Siv worried it would break apart as it bucked into hyperspace. Deep aches drilled into his teeth and bones. His insides turned to jelly.

      A deafening boom sounded, and the ship lurched violently, tossing them to the side. After several more quakes through the frame, the rattling stopped. Then the Solace’s maneuvering thrusters kicked in, and the ship began to slow, relieving the g-force affecting them.

      “What the hell was that boom?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The secondary engine broke off,” Silky replied. “They extended it out from one of the cargo bays I had thought was empty. It was a nice trick. Though that engine was a piece of junk.”

      “Was it just me, or did we rough jump early?” Siv asked.

      “Two seconds earlier than recommended for a rough jump, sir. But not a second too soon either. Our survival estimate for that jump was approximately forty percent.”

      Mitsuki cursed.

      “The ship has sustained light hull damage, and many electrical systems were overloaded," Silky reported. “Also, and you're not going to enjoy this, but the heating system is at twenty percent capacity. The estimate for repairs to reach seventy percent functionality is three to seven days. I recommend layers and cuddling.”

      A few moments after the inertial dampeners finally caught up, Oktara returned. The calm demeanor he bore was obviously forced. He stared at them for several minutes, and Siv and Mitsuki both knew it was best to say nothing. He took a deep breath and locked his eyes on Siv as if he could peer straight into his soul.

      Siv shuddered and looked away.

      Oktara finally spoke. “I am not happy.”

      “We understand,” Siv replied.

      “We have safely avoided Kaleeb’s ship,” Oktara said. “But not without damage to the hull, numerous electrical systems, and the loss of our secondary engine. I expect significant compensation.”

      “We will pay you as much as we can afford now, and we’ll owe you one in the future,” Siv assured him. “Silkster, were we moving faster than the infiltrator when we entered hyperspace?”

      “We were not, sir. The infiltrator’s speed was twenty-five percent greater.”

      “There’s a problem, though,” Siv said. “We haven’t avoided the infiltrator. It will reach the Titus system before us and lay in wait.”

      “It can wait all it wants,” Oktara replied. “We changed our coordinates at the last moment. We are heading into deep space. And we will stay there for a few days. In the meantime, I suggest you make yourselves comfortable in here. I will have food brought to you.”

      “Are we prisoners now?” Mitsuki asked.

      Oktara shook his head. “This is for your own safety. In case any of my fellow Hydrogenists forget their vows and decide to act out against you for leading them into danger.”

      Before they could say anything else, Oktara hurried out of the room, locking the door behind him.

      “You know what?” Silky said. "That dude has a suspicious definition of imprisonment. And by the way, I've now broken through all their security screening. There's some bizarre shit on this vessel."
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      Siv walked over to the viewscreen on the wall and watched the multicolored clouds stream by as the Solace sped through hyperspace.

      “So this bizarre shit you mentioned…”

      “Where to begin, sir… I’ll tackle the ship first. It’s much more than the rickety tub it seems. There are multiple, highly advanced defensive systems installed on this vessel. A second, much stronger shield array than what they were using. Jamming emitters. A cloaking screen. Holographic projectors. Ship repair nanobot tanks. Four flak cannons, a top-mounted, deployable, rapid-fire, three-sixty-degree, quad plasma cannon. And a second bottom-mounted one. That’s prime battleship-class weaponry.”

      “Tickle me stupid,” Mitsuki said. “Why the hell didn’t they use any of that earlier?”

      “We nearly died,” Siv added. “What’s the point of keeping all of that gear secret if you don’t use it when you must?”

      “They didn’t use those systems because none of them work, sir.”

      “And they’ve never bothered to repair them?” Mitsuki responded.

      “Maybe they couldn’t afford to,” Siv said.

      “It’s true that the cost of repairs would be astronomical, sir. I’m not sure if any ship-deployable holographic projectors remain in operation anywhere, and I know cloaking technology is rare.”

      “Well, that’s a reasonable excuse,” Mitsuki said.

      “It would be, Batwings, except that all the systems themselves are one hundred percent functional.”

      “I’m confused.” Siv furrowed his brow. “You said they weren’t working.”

      “All of those systems depend on an advanced ship control module.”

      “So the control module is the problem?” Siv asked.

      “You are correct, sir. And the ship’s AI cannot control any of those systems on its own.”

      “Not even the plasma cannons?” Siv asked. “That seems odd.”

      “It’s how the system was routed, and apparently, they couldn’t figure out a way to bypass the control module.”

      “Why do these freaks have such an advanced ship?” Mitsuki asked.

      “No idea,” Silky replied.

      “What about the other Hydrogenist ships out there?” Siv asked.

      “Sir, if they are capable of using any of this equipment, there is no record of them having done so. While this much larger ship does have ten times the firepower of the Outworld Ranger, where it really shines is in defense. Any pirate vessel would be hard pressed to make a dent in this ship. With return fire, the Solace would easily destroy anything short of a serious military vessel.”

      Siv nodded along. “So what you’re saying is that anyone who dared take them on wouldn’t be alive to tell the rest of the galaxy about it?”

      “Indeed, sir.”

      “Why not replace the control module?” Mitsuki asked.

      "Only prime military vessels were equipped with control modules like these," Silky said. "And most of those were lost in the Fall. They could replace it with a less advanced control module. In tandem with the ship's AI, they could regain functionality with a few of those systems. But the most basic control module capable of that would cost a fortune, if you could even find one available and not in use."

      “Seems like a poor way to design a ship,” Mitsuki said.

      “To you, Batwings. But things were different a century ago. And these modules were built to last.”

      “If they were built to last, then what happened to this one?” Siv asked.

      “A malfunction leading to software corruption, sir. Given the extent of the problem, the Benevolence itself would likely have had to execute the fix back when. Who else today could do such a thing?”

      Siv chuckled to himself. He knew exactly who could perform a fix like that, and he knew exactly who was probably already going through every line of code in that module's software.

      “So how long will it take you?”

      “To do what, sir?”

      “You know what.”

      Silky laughed. “A few days…a week…several months… I cannot yet say for certain.”

      A bargaining chip of that magnitude would be incredibly useful. He started to say so, but he could tell from the gleam in Mitsuki’s eyes that there was no need to state the obvious.

      “You said you were tackling the ship first. What else is there?”

      "Inside their inner sanctum, there is a vault, far more secure and shielded than the hidden weapon caches. In it are seventy-eight containers."

      “What’s in them?” Mitsuki asked.

      “No idea, Wings. The ScanField-3 isn’t powerful enough for that. It’s hard enough to penetrate through all their security measures even when I’ve cracked them.”

      “Clearly the security measures don’t route through the control module,” Siv said.

      “A separate, less advanced module manages those, sir.”

      “Anything else?” Siv asked.

      “Two genetic alteration chambers, sir.”

      Alter boxes were once used for disease correction and body augmentation: breast reduction, eye color change, body hair removal, and so on. But for whatever reason, they were especially susceptible to the Tekk Plague.

      Siv’s eyes widened. “Ekaran IV only had two functioning chambers on the entire planet.”

      “And the Hydrogenists have two of them on their ship?!” Mitsuki exclaimed. “They could sell them and make a fortune.”

      “I’m sure they could sell the one that works, the one I understand,” Silky said. “But the other chamber, the nonfunctional one, isn’t a standard alter box. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Are you sure that’s what it is?” Siv asked.

      "I'm certain it must be, sir. What I don't understand is all the additional components added to it. Components which make no sense to me."

      “Is it broken because of the plague?” Mitsuki asked.

      “It also has corrupted software and firmware. And unlike the normal chamber, it needs the control module to function.”

      Siv smiled. “So a certain someone with extensive software knowledge and an advanced intellect could possibly fix it as well?”

      "If a certain someone had already repaired the control module, assuming that certain someone could do such a thing and if that certain someone knew what in the Sam Hill this chamber was…then possibly. But we're talking extensive software and firmware problems. I'm not sure what happened here, but I'm guessing this ship ventured through a massive ion storm."

      Siv considered everything Silky had just said. “I think it’s fair to say that the humans here with basic alterations were modified in the functioning genetics chamber. And that the divergent ones like Oktara were modified to be whatever it is they actually are in the second chamber.”

      “It’s a more than reasonable assumption, sir.”

      “In that case, it looks like we have leverage here,” Siv said.

      “We seem to,” Mitsuki countered. “But only if a certain someone who thinks he can do what only the Benevolence could do way back when is as good as he thinks. Otherwise, the knowledge is useless.”

      “How so?” Siv asked.

      “Put your brain in gear, sir. We can’t know their secrets and walk out of here. Not a chance they’d allow that.”

      “Of course,” Siv replied. “Don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “I’ll keep studying these systems and the Hydrogenists themselves and let you know if I find out anything else surprising.”

      They all sat in silence for a few minutes. Siv shook his head. It was going to take a while to absorb all this information and try to put it into context with a group that seemed like a bunch of halfwitted, religious nimrods crusading around the galaxy studying gas giants.

      He suddenly remembered something Silky had said.

      “Hey, Silkster, who’s Sam Hill?”

      “I’m not certain of that either, sir. I think the devil maybe.”

      “The devil?” Mitsuki asked.

      Silky began to lecture her on traditional Terran religions, but Siv told him to focus every bit of processing power he had on the problem. Mitsuki could look up ancient religious figures in her own time, using her own chippy.
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      For two tense days, the Solace drifted along in deep space. Siv and Mitsuki waited, effectively imprisoned, within Oktara’s personal chambers. A bathroom was accessible via a hidden door, and there was a bed that could be pulled out from the wall. Meals were brought to them three times a day, and it wasn’t the worst food Siv had ever tasted.

      The cultists who brought the meals and took away the plates wouldn’t speak or acknowledge them in any way. Siv told them he wanted to talk to Oktara, and he even said it out loud, assuming the room was monitored. But Oktara didn’t come.

      While they waited, they refined a plan for busting themselves out and taking over the bridge. Siv hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but there was no way to know for sure what the Hydrogenists would do.

      Silky tapped into their communications and security camera feeds and then patched B in so she could monitor everything while he continued to probe through the code on the command module. But she hadn’t picked up anything useful. The bastards didn’t talk much, and when they did it was either about day-to-day tasks or their religion. Siv assumed the Hydrogenists would debate what to do with them, but B had seen no sign of it.

      “The ship’s databanks might have useful information that could tell us their history and origin,” Siv mused.

      “It could, sir, if I spent a week at full capacity trying to crack their database password.”

      “It’s that tough?” Siv asked.

      “Think of what it would take for me to hack into a bank, then triple it.”

      Siv and Mitsuki spent much of their time doing research on their own. They now knew more about the Hydrogenist religion than any nonbeliever could ever possibly want to know. And yet, in reality, they knew nothing of the cult's deeper, secret beliefs and purposes. Siv still suspected the religion was nothing more than a cover for whatever they were actually doing and whoever they actually were.

      Silky disagreed. “Sir, it might be a cover for deeper mysteries, but they are religious freaks nonetheless.”

      Late on the second day, Oktara returned. His demeanor, as usual, was calm.

      “The Solace will not be going to the Titus system,” Oktara told them. “We’ve decided to study the three gas giants in the Kor system first, loathe as I am to deviate from our schedule.”

      “As if the order of stupid things matters,” Silky commented.

      “What about us?” Siv asked.

      “Normally, I would say a deal is a deal, but I will not expend or risk any further resources. We will drop you off at the nearest starport, and you will pay us for damages to the best of your ability.”

      “Time to bargain, sir?”

      “Not yet.”

      “It’s imperative that we make it to the Titus system,” Siv said in a pleading tone.

      “I have gotten word of how things are there,” Oktara said. “You are traveling into a death trap, and I will not venture there for any reason. I will not put myself or my crew at risk.”

      “Maybe tell them about the messiah?” Mitsuki suggested.

      As if he’d read her thoughts, Oktara said, “I don’t know if you’re pursuing or working on behalf of the latest hyperphasic messiah, and frankly, I do not care. My people come before idealistic crusades with no chance of success.”

      “Please,” Siv begged.

      Oktara shook his head. “You will be confined here but otherwise treated fairly until we can drop you off at our convenience.”

      “It’s time, sir.”

      “Can you do it?”

      “Partially, yes. Entirely? Not certain yet, sir.”

      As Oktara stood and headed toward the door, Siv took a deep breath. “We can fix your ship’s broken control module.”

      Oktara froze mid-step. “It cannot be fixed.”

      Siv noted that Oktara didn’t ask how they knew about the control module.

      “The software is corrupted,” Siv said. “I can fix that.”

      Oktara whipped his head around. “I have hired no less than fifty experts to repair it. Only three of them even tried. And they came to the same conclusion. The system cannot be fixed.”

      “I can do it,” Siv assured him.

      “You, sir? That’s hilarious.”

      Oktara walked over and sat on the cushion facing them. He flicked his eyes between Mitsuki and Siv.

      “Neither of you can do this,” he said.

      “My chippy can.”

      “Your chippy can fix this code?” Oktara laughed. “I have an 8G chippy. It’s laughing about that.”

      “I have a 9G-x,” Siv said. “It’s laughing at your chippy’s ignorance. And it insisted I tell you that.”

      Oktara stifled a smile and closed his eyes for a moment. “I believe you think this is possible. But you are desperate and likely, of course, to try to persuade me with promises of the impossible.”

      “Yes, we are desperate,” Siv said. “That’s why I’m telling you this now. I didn’t want to say anything earlier when I wasn’t sure I could fix it, because I suspect you would do almost anything to keep your secrets safe.”

      “That sounds like a wise course of action,” the cult leader responded. “Our secrets are important. You have a bargaining chip now, obviously. If you can restore the control module, I will gladly see that you reach Titus II.”

      “Sir, I was lying about only being able to partially fix it.”

      “You can’t do it?!”

      “Oh, I finished it last night, sir. I’ve been working on that weird-ass genetics module since then. Ask him about it.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?!”

      “Cause I like a bit of drama, sir.”

      “You’re an ass. You know that?”

      An image window popped up in his HUD. Siv’s face flushed with anger. “I swear if that donkey appears, I will rip you out of the socket and give you over to the cultists in exchange for a can of beans.”

      Silky laughed and dismissed the window. “Aw, that’s no fun, sir.”

      "Hey, circuit board," Mitsuki said, “you need to check yourself before you—”

      “Wreck myself?” Silky laughed hard. “You’ve made my day, Bat Droppings.”

      “Talking with your chippy?” Oktara asked. “What does it think about the control module? Can it fix it?”

      “Tell him to activate the cloaking device, sir.”

      Siv relayed the information. Oktara swept out of the room and headed onto the bridge. A few minutes later he returned with a wistful smile on his face.

      “It activated, but turned itself off due to an error after a minute of activity.”

      “My chippy says the code for the module has been placed in self-repair mode. It’s essentially closing out and rebooting every routine and cleaning out junk code as it goes. Depending on the extent of the damage, it will take approximately three to five days for the module to achieve complete functionality.”

      Oktara nodded. "The ship's AI told me the key problems had been fixed, and things were getting better, but I didn't believe it since the cloak malfunctioned."

      “The quad cannons are reliable now,” Siv told him. “Advanced features like cloaking will take the longest to become fully operational.”

      “I am forever indebted to you,” Oktara said. “I will provide whatever assistance you need, and I will get you to Titus II. Within reason. I will not unnecessarily jeopardize my crew under any circumstance.”

      “Ask him about the genetics module, sir.”

      “Should I tell him you can fix it?”

      “No! He doesn’t need to know that I can, sir. He needs to think it’s beyond me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think we may need an additional bargaining chip, sir.”

      “There is one simple thing you can do for us right away,” Siv said.

      “If I’m able,” Oktara replied.

      “Exactly who and what are you? And what is the purpose of the two genetics modules on Deck A?”
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      Oktara smiled grimly. “I was afraid you’d also discovered the genetic chambers.”

      “We also know about the metal containers in the vault in the inner sanctum,” Siv told him. “Though we have no idea what they hold or why you keep them so secret.”

      Oktara’s defeated frown, bordering on devastation, made Siv feel bad that they’d brought it up.

      “Your chippy and scanning equipment are truly impressive. I never imagined someone would be able to detect any of these things. I was assured by the…source…of this ship that this would never be possible.”

      “I’m sure your source didn’t lie to you,” Siv said. “My chippy’s capabilities are unprecedented.”

      “I have a freaking name, you know!”

      “If Silky, my chippy, knew the purpose of the nonfunctional chamber, he might be able to repair it.”

      “Is it safe to blab your name about, Silkster?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Is it safe to blab yours?”

      Oktara paced over to the screen and tapped on it to bring up a view of space. He stared out for several minutes before speaking.

      “I will tell you things only those initiated into our order know, things we have never told an outsider. It should be more than enough to satisfy your curiosity. However, I will not tell you everything. There are some secrets I prefer to keep, some that cannot be bought for any price or favor.”

      “We understand,” Mitsuki replied.

      Siv thought about his dad. As much as these secrets excited him, he knew Gav would have been a hundred times more intrigued and fascinated. Although he obsessed about the Ancients, the man lived for solving mysteries. It was the fundamental thing his parents, an archeologist and a police detective, had in common.

      “Those of us who are fully initiated, like me, are not entirely human,” Oktara said. “I suspect you already know this.”

      “We do.”

      "We are part human and part other. The human is a host. The other is a benevolent, symbiotic being from a species known as the Moratha. Combined, the host and the symbiote make one new creature, a sum greater than its parts, for the Moratha are eternal and able to impart long lifespans to their hosts.

      "However, the hosts have not always been human. The original hosts, the Tlithi, were a more insect-like species, now long extinct from the galaxy. Our homeworld was a lush moon encircling a massive gas giant. At least it was until we were driven away by alien invaders known as the Skrimanta."

      “Slap my ass,” Silky said. “I know exactly how they got a ship this advanced.”

      “Care to enlighten us?” Siv asked.

      “I suspect he’ll get there, sir.”

      “As we ranged across the galaxy in exile for more than ten millennia, our numbers shrank,” Oktara continued. “Morathan memories faded, and records were damaged. Surprising as it may seem to you, we even lost the location of our homeworld. Though alive eternally, the Moratha have limited memory spans, such that their past knowledge fades with each new host.”

      “I take it they can’t exist for long without a host?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Yes, and no,” Oktara said. “They can remain in stasis, awaiting a host, indefinitely, though their personalities and memories will fade as time passes. What they cannot do is act independently.”

      “That’s what the containers are for,” Siv said.

      Oktara nodded. “Because of the software corruption in our systems, our seventy-eight brothers and sisters aboard this vessel have waited seven decades now for new hosts to appear. And as I’m sure you can imagine, it is not easy to recruit new hosts.”

      The cult leader swiped the screen, bringing up a scroll of orange-red gas giants. “We have spent many centuries now searching for our home world. Hoping to return and find the Skrimanta long departed.”

      “Is this why you travel to star systems studying gas giants?” Siv asked.

      “That is part of it, yes.”

      “It seems like it would be easier to use planetary survey data to narrow the possibilities,” Mitsuki said, echoing Siv’s thoughts.

      “We used every scrap of data we could find, but to no avail. In the span of ten thousand years, it is possible our world was destroyed or ecologically damaged and is no longer recognizable. The Skrimanta might have devastated our world, leaving it nothing more than a barren husk. And perhaps, like the Ancients, we left no remnants of our civilization behind.

      "Regardless, we do not restrict our study only to those Jovian bodies with moons that are potential candidates for our home world, because we respect and worship all the gas giants. Just as our Moratha and Tlithi ancestors worshipped the Jovian body around which their homeworld revolved."

      “Have you ever heard of the Shadraa?” Siv asked. “The Ones from Darkness? Perhaps they are the ones who drove you away.”

      “I have heard legends,” Oktara said. “But from what we do remember of the Skrimanta, they were in no way like the Shadraa. If what the legends say is true. Naturally, we gather much information on our travels. And legends of ancient starfaring species are obviously of particular interest to us. We are always seeking any scrap of knowledge about our homeworld.”

      “There are eleven other Hydrogenist ships, right?” Siv asked.

      A mournful sigh escaped Oktara’s lips as he nodded. “And now we face extinction, for none of our ships have functional transfer chambers, save for this one. The Tekk Plague ruined the others permanently, and after an ion storm ravaged our equipment, the software malfunctioned upon rebooting.”

      Siv made some guesses and spoke them aloud even while Silky was speaking the same conclusions to him. “So the alter box prepares the host, and then the transfer chamber brings human and Moratha together?”

      Oktara nodded. “The genetics chamber also maintains the human host’s health and is essential. The Tlithi and Moratha evolved together, and so there was no need for transfer and alteration chambers.”

      "How did you come to have human hosts?" Siv asked. He was confident he had guessed the essential part of that answer.

      “Twenty-three hundred years ago, a Terran exploratory team responded to a distress beacon and discovered the last few Tlithi, advanced in age and clinging to the brink of extinction amidst a flotilla of derelict ships. They had protected those Moratha remaining as long as they could and had lost all hope.

      “Out of generosity and in exchange for the technology we possessed, the knowledge of the galaxy we yet remembered, and information about the Skrimanta, the Benevolence placed the last three Tlithi in stasis while it researched a way to transfer the Moratha into human hosts. Once the process was finalized six centuries later and enough volunteers were gathered, we were gifted twelve highly advanced ships.”

      “That was quite the gift,” Siv said. “These ships are practically military vessels.”

      “To protect us from extinction along the arduous journeys we would be undertaking.”

      Silky spoke through the viewscreen’s speakers. “In exchange for such kingly vessels, the Benevolence asked for more than that, didn’t it?”

      “You are Silky, I presume?”

      “I am.”

      Oktara chuckled. “Not much slips past you, does it?”

      “I worked with Empathic Services for forty years,” Silky replied. “I can easily see the value in twelve highly protected vessels roaming the galaxy, crewed by a peaceful people indebted to the Benevolency and thus willing to share any knowledge they gathered along the way.”

      “You are correct, of course,” Oktara said. “The Benevolence also looked for our homeworld, but without success.”

      “You are indebted to the Benevolence yet you refused to help us in our attempt to help the hyperphasic messiah,” Mitsuki said. “How do you reconcile that?”

      “We have the last functional transfer chamber. We have to protect it in the hope that someday someone will be able to fix the operating system’s failure. If I commanded one of the other eleven vessels, I might have risked it. Alas.”

      “A restoration of the Benevolence could change everything for you,” Siv said.

      “How likely is this girl to survive?” Oktara asked. “Honestly. None of the others have thus far.”

      Empress Qaisella Qan had survived, and she ruled the Empire of a Thousand Worlds, but that was not an example that would help make Siv’s case.

      “She has certain advantages that those before her did not possess,” Siv said. “And if our mission is successful, she will gain a critical asset none of the others had access to.”

      “But it is still an unknown,” Oktara said. “Worry not. I will get you to Titus II, but what I can do for you ends there. I will not further risk my ship and its passengers.”

      “We understand, and we are grateful,” Siv said.

      “Told you we might need a further bargaining chip, sir. We might need to call on these guys at some point.”

      “I would rather not do that, Silkster. The continuance of their entire species is on the line.”

      “Silky,” Oktara said, “now that you know their purpose, can you fix the chamber?”

      “The transfer chamber suffered extensive firmware and software damage,” Silky replied. “I am still analyzing the damage and working on a solution. I cannot promise you anything.”

      “Are you telling the truth, Silkster?”

      “Partially, sir. I’m pretty sure I can fix it.”

      “In that case, we will wait here while you continue to work. Once you have solved the problem, we can take you to the Titus system.”

      “Our mission is time sensitive. Go ahead and take us to Titus II as soon a possible. I can always connect to the Solace and work remotely,” Silky said. “If you are not too far away, I can do this through a direct beam. Otherwise, through the net. Though the former is preferable and far more secure.”

      “No. Once you are in the Titus system you will be distracted and in danger,” Oktara said. “Multitasking will make the work take longer, and if you perish…”

      “He’s got you by the balls, Silkster.”

      “Damn. We could lie, sir. And tell him that it’s not fixable. Meanwhile, I could continue to work on it. And we’d have a bargaining chip still.”

      “I think he will know it to be a lie,” Siv said. “He may not be a true empath, but he does seem to sense things.”

      “Very well,” Silky said aloud. “I will continue to work and do the best I can.”

      “Do it fast, Silkster. Ambassador Vim is likely in tremendous danger.”
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      Galen woke with a pounding headache and a desperate urge to pee. He sat up stiffly, a twinge of pain running down his spine and deep into his leg where he’d been wounded. He rotated his sore shoulders and straightened his body to work the kinks out of his back. The lumpy, tattered mattress on the metal floor was slowly killing him.

      He took a few deep breaths and almost regretted it. There was a greasy, earthy, staleness to the air here, along with a tinge of corroded metal. At least with only a single, faint red light glowing above he didn’t have to see all the grime or the chaos of decorations, cushions, knickknacks, and other pieces of junk. Tamzin practically lived in a salvage yard.

      He knew he shouldn’t judge her. He had no room to, coming from a wealthy family and being a Terran Federation ambassador. But he was too exhausted to be the better version of himself.

      He didn't understand why she wanted to live in a rundown starship on the verge of cracking open to the toxic environment of an alien planet, that you had to cross through wraith space to get to, rather than renting an apartment in the city like a rational human being. As far as he was concerned, any apartment, no matter how trashy, would have been better than staying in the dilapidated Falling Rain.

      He stood using his good leg then put a little weight on his right. Grimacing, he stifled a moan. Tamzin was curled up asleep on the pile of cushions, and he didn't want to wake her.

      He took a few faltering steps, the first he’d taken on his own over the last…

      He wasn’t sure how many days he’d been here. It was all a blur. And he had no way of finding out, aside from asking Tamzin.

      As he limped toward the door, he considered how dependent on his chippy he was for the most basic things. One good thing about being tortured and wounded then sleeping for days, he’d avoided the chippy panic that set in for most people when they had to go more than a few hours without being connected. As it was, he still felt as if a part of himself were missing. He just he wasn’t frantic over it.

      Galen reached the doorway and paused. He couldn’t remember if he was supposed to go left or right. Tamzin had helped him to the bathroom the other times. After a few minutes, he guessed and turned right. He followed the corridor, lit by a track of red emergency-power lights on the ceiling.

      Along the way, he tested the four doors he passed, two to each side, but all of them were locked. The corridor ended with a few steps that led up to the ship's bridge. The bathroom was the other way. But as long as he was here, he might as well take a quick look.

      Grunting, he clambered his way up the steps. A viewport showed a reddish, barren landscape beyond. A giant, yellowish moon loomed on the horizon.

      “Took a wrong turn, or decided to explore the ship?” a testy voice asked.

      He turned around and tried to smile. It was weird how the red lights always made Tamzin look so sinister. She was practically adorable, if unkempt and punkish, in normal light. Her pink hair wasn’t tied into the topknot, so it was splayed out across her otherwise bald head. She was wearing only a long shirt, exposing more of her shapely legs than he was comfortable with.

      She eyed him carefully, chewing at her lip with one of her fang-like teeth. “I didn’t say you could come up here.”

      “What? Oh, sorry. I wasn’t exploring. I need to go to the bathroom, and I couldn’t remember which way it was. Once I got here, I had to take a look.”

      She relaxed a little. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “It’s no bother.” She put her shoulder under his arm to take some of the weight off his leg then led him back down the corridor. “It’s this way.”

      “You’re not comfortable having me here,” he said.

      Tamzin shook her head. “You’re my first guest.”

      “Ever?”

      “Ever.” She sighed. “Who would I bring here?”

      “Friends?”

      “I don’t have any.”

      “A boyfriend maybe?”

      She chuckled. “Boys can’t handle me.”

      “A girlfriend?”

      “Girls can’t handle me either.”

      “I…I don’t understand.”

      “Mature partners, dumbass. Men. Women. Not boys or girls.”

      “Semantics.”

      “Are important,” Tamzin replied. “Lovers aren’t. That’s what they make hotel rooms for.”

      “Um…okay.”

      They stopped in front of a door that was unmarked like all the others. No wonder he hadn’t remembered it.

      “Here we are,” she said.

      “Why aren’t any of the doors marked?”

      “No idea.”

      She opened the door, turned on a bright, orange light that flickered slightly, and helped him in. He cringed and turned his head, trying to hide his expression. The bathroom wasn't actually dirty, and it didn't smell, but it looked filthy.

      She helped him over to the toilet and stayed there. He waited for her to leave, but she didn’t.

      “I thought you needed to go.”

      “I do,” he replied.

      “Well, get to it.”

      “I can do this on my own.”

      “Okay, okay.” She got out from under his arm, took a step back, and waited.

      “Aren’t you going to leave?” he asked.

      “You weren’t this bashful before.”

      “First off, I could hardly stand before, and I don’t remember anything from the last…several days.”

      “Four.”

      “And second, it’s rude to watch someone pee. And I don’t know why you’d want to.”

      “Got nothing better to do.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll stand in the corridor and twiddle my thumbs.”

      Galen did his business and stepped out. She helped him back toward the cargo bay where they slept. Now that he was moving, though, he didn’t want to go back to sleep again, not yet.

      “Can we walk around? My leg hurts, but the rest of me is getting stiff. I could use the exercise.”

      “If you want.”

      “What’s in all these rooms?” he asked. “Why are all the doors locked?”

      “Because I don’t want anyone going into them.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s my business.”

      “You don’t have guests though.”

      “I know that.”

      “So why lock them?”

      She frowned. “That’s…that’s how it has always been done on this ship.”

      "Okay," he replied. "So you don't want me on the bridge?"

      “We can go there,” she said quietly. “It’s…okay.”

      “You’re a strange girl. You know that, right?”

      “Of course, I do. I’m not stupid.”

      “And the double doors at the back of the cargo—”

      “I call it the living room.”

      “Okay. At the back of the living room. Do those open?”

      “I don’t know if they do anymore, but I wouldn’t recommend it. The fusion generator’s in there. It blew a rod years ago.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “The radiation—”

      “Isn’t a problem. The plasma containment field and the walls are working as they should. You’d have been roasted alive otherwise.”

      “‘Nevolence! Why are you living here?!”

      “It’s home. You like your home, too, right?”

      “I don’t really have one. I move around a lot.”

      She shrugged. “Then you could never understand.”

      “So the ship…it’s only powered by its flux capacitor?”

      She nodded. “Ever since it crashed.”

      “How do you recharge the capacitor?”

      “I spend a lot of money on power packs, bringing one or two in each month and transferring their energy into the ship’s core battery.”

      “You could buy a condo in the city for the amount that must cost.”

      “But a condo wouldn’t be home, would it?”

      Galen stepped over to gaze out onto the planet. “The moon’s pretty, but there’s not much else to look at here, huh? Just barren rock.”

      “There’s a lot more to it if you know how to look.”

      “You’re trapped here,” he blurted out, instantly regretting it.

      She stepped back from him, glaring. “I’m what?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “But you did, and here we are.”

      “Reading people is my job. And I’m an untrained second generation empath. I pick up on things by accident sometimes.”

      “Like how angry I am right now?”

      “How emotionally wounded and conflicted you are, actually.”

      “Screw you!” She stalked off. “Limp back to bed on your own.” She was halfway down the hallway when she shouted, “And don’t touch anything in there!”
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      Oona meandered aimlessly through the corridor of the ship, making several circuits, before eventually wandering into cargo bay two.

      All of Gav Gendin’s Ancient artifacts were stored there, along with all of the archaeological equipment and extra machine parts Bishop had crammed in so he’d have room to use the other cargo bay for repairs to the Tezzin skimmer car.

      It was a mess. The inertial dampeners hadn’t been able to adequately compensate during the battle with the pirates and crates lay chaotically strewn around the room.

      Bishop’s makeshift repair bay was in even worse shape. That’s where the ship had suffered a tear in its hull. It was repaired now, but the bay was still a jumbled mess.

      Oona suspected Bishop didn't actually care. He had a wild, almost untamed madness when it came to his repair work and creations. As soon as Octavian was caught up with the last of the repairs, though, she was sure everything would be returned to order.

      But that would have to wait. Octavian was now scrambling ant-like along the outside of the hull, making further repairs. He had refused to allow the others to put on the last spacesuit and help him. Octavian argued that their lack of experience along with not knowing how to do the job made it an unnecessary risk, especially since nothing was in critical condition or that had to be fixed immediately.

      Oona opened one of the boxes filled with fragments and peered into it sadly. All that remained of High Priestess Lyoolee’s civilization were these broken stone pieces and scraps of metal. There was hardly anything left.

      Would that happen to Terran civilization too one day? Obliterated, with some future people trying to sort out who and what they’d been based on nothing but wreckage?

      “Arty, why is there so little left? I’ve read histories of Terra. The pyramids in Egypt have stood thousands of years. We have statues and devices preserved from vanished civilizations. So how could an entire galaxy-spanning people’s remains disappear?”

      “No one knows, madam,” Artemisia replied. “There are some theories if you’d like to hear them. Though I’m afraid you won’t find any of them particularly convincing or satisfying.”

      “Which one seems the most plausible to you?”

      “That whoever or whatever destroyed their civilization vindictively laid such waste to their planets that hardly anything was left. As for any remains of the Ancients themselves, perhaps it was some unknown property of their biology at play. You could ask the priestess about that when you see her next.”

      “If I ever see her again.”

      Oona sifted through the box, trying to figure out what the pieces were. She couldn’t even tell how Gav Gendin had known what they were. Nothing about the ones in this box seemed unique.

      A yellowish fragment with faint engravings caught her eye. She held it up, turning it one way then another. She couldn’t tell what the engravings were, or even if that’s what they were. Maybe they were just the result of weathering instead.

      There was something familiar about them, though, as if she had seen—

      Oona’s eyes rolled back into her head, and her knees buckled. As she fell, a single thought ran through her mind: Why does this always happen when I’m standing?
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        * * *

      

      Oona once again found herself in the dream of the Ancients’ gleaming, many-spired capital city as Lyoolee remembered it.

      Hands interlaced, the priestess made a half bow and greeted her. “Welcome back,” she said in her melodic voice. “I hope you are well.”

      In the bright sunlight, the thin lavender robe she wore hid little of Lyoolee’s tall, delicate form. The light caught her opalescent, green-tinted skin and the faint, barely noticeable blue lines that swirled across her arms and face. Her almond eyes glistened as she smiled, revealing pointed teeth. Her lustrous sable hair fanned in a light breeze.

      “I hope I’m well, too,” Oona said with a frown. “I was standing when we connected.”

      The priestess frowned with sympathy. “I am certain you will be fine. If you were seriously injured, we would not be able to communicate.”

      Oona stared up at the giant tower looming before them with its engraved stonework. She smiled. She’d held in her hand a fragment of this tower.

      “Gav Gendin visited your homeworld.”

      “What makes you say that?” Lyoolee asked.

      Oona gestured toward the tower. “I found a stone fragment in his artifact collection that matched the tower behind you.”

      “Oh, I am not surprised he found such a fragment. We had a tower exactly like this on every world we colonized.”

      “So he probably never visited here…”

      “I would like to think that he did, for his sake. On the other hand, I hope it has yet to be discovered, and that more remains of it than mere fragments.”

      “Did you summon me because I touched the fragment?” Oona asked. 

      Lyoolee shook her head. “You summoned me, sweet child.”

      “Because I realized the fragment matched the tower?”

      “That would seem logical. And perhaps you were desperate to talk.”

      “I have been, and not just because I need answers and training. I feel useless. Kyralla and Bishop both have projects to work on, real work that will help us if…once…Siv and Mitsuki get back with my dad. The new guy, Tekeru Jones, he’s trying to learn the weapons and sensor stations. All I can do is meditate, and that doesn't do anyone but me any good. And…”

      She trailed off with a shrug, not sure how to express her frustrations. Then she remembered. She was supposed to be waiting for the priestess to connect with her, waiting until Lyoolee was rested.

      “I’m sorry,” Oona said. “I didn’t mean to connect when you weren’t ready yet.”

      Lyoolee stared into the distance a moment then nodded. “I had intended to connect with you soon.”

      Oona sighed. “We can wait.”

      Lyoolee shook her head. “The act of connecting itself takes a lot of energy. Now that we are together, it would be easier to continue.”

      “So where do we start?”

      Lyoolee gestured to a bench in the garden beside a small pond. Oona followed her and sat down, though she had no idea why they needed to sit since none of this was real.

      “Oh, before I forget, Silky wanted me to ask you for the location of your homeworld.”

      “Of course.” Lyoolee touched Oona’s forehead with her long, multi-jointed fingers.

      A three-dimensional map appeared in front of Oona as if she were viewing information in a window on her HUD. It focused on a world within the spiral arm of the galaxy, highlighting it and providing coordinates. Oona thought she recognized the nearby stars, though the names were entirely unfamiliar to her.

      “Silky should be able to figure it out if you describe it to him adequately.”

      Oona studied the picture for a moment, her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure, but I think that’s deep in Krixis territory.”

      “I would like to know more about the Krixis. From what little I have learned, it seems they achieved many of the same things the Benevolence did.”

      “They can make their own star drives and…” Oona shrugged “…I don’t know all that much about them. All I can say is that they are our enemies, the rival civilization to ours. They’re basically tree people and can only communicate telepathically. And they considerate it their mission to prepare themselves for the arrival of evil beings who will come from the darkness.”

      With a pleased look on her face, Lyoolee nodded. “It seems they heard the message I was broadcasting.”

      “The message?”

      “I was telepathically broadcasting a warning about the Shadraa. The Krixis obviously heard it, as did the Benevolence.”

      “You think the Benevolence heard it because I’m a lot like you?”

      “No, child,” the priestess replied. “I know that because of your technology. Along with the message traveled a stream of data for which I was a conduit. Any sufficiently receptive entity with the ability to decipher that data could gain at least limited access to the hypermind and unlock the secrets to all the technology we possessed, from constructing stardrives to harnessing the power of flux space.”

      “Oh!” Oona’s mind raced through the implications of what Lyoolee had just said. “You…you mean our entire spacefaring civilization is the result of you broadcasting a message that the Benevolence picked up.”

      “That seems to be the case.”

      “I…I can’t believe it.” Oona ran her hands along her smooth scalp. “Everything we have comes from you?”

      “That would be an oversimplification, child. Obviously, you had a civilization capable enough to build your Benevolence. Otherwise, the message would never have been received.”

      “Why didn’t the Benevolence tell us? Why didn’t we know anything about your civilization? And why didn’t it warn us about the Shadraa?”

      “I am afraid I cannot answer those questions, though I am sure your Benevolence must have withheld this information for a reason.”

      Oona shook her head. “It just doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Are you certain?” Lyoolee trailed her fingers along her antennae then touched the nubs on Oona’s head that were located in the same place. “How else should we explain you? A divergent human so much like a Numenaian, and not just any Numenaian but a priestess? And, judging from our facial structure, not just any priestess either. Unless you mistakenly believe that every Numenaian priestess looked like me.”

      “I…I hadn’t even thought about it.”

      Lyoolee stroked her chin. “Your Benevolence was an artificial intelligence, one even more advanced than any of the AIs we possessed. Nevertheless, it was a machine, and it was likely unable to fully access the hypermind. The designs of our technology are little more than machine code, but our histories are more complex than that. Ours was an oral civilization, our stories and histories spoken and then transferred telepathically into the hypermind.”

      Oona felt as if her brain were beginning to swell.

      “Creating a being like you would then make sense.” The priestess paused and smiled at her. “Do you see why?”

      She chewed on her lip a moment and then nodded. "If I were enough like you, I'd be able to connect to the hypermind in ways the Benevolence couldn't. I could access all the knowledge your people possessed."

      Lyoolee’s smile broadened. “Precisely.”

      “Wow.” Oona let out a deep breath. “That’s a little overwhelming.”

      Lyoolee chuckled. “That, I think, is understandable. Perhaps we should start anew with me explaining what I am and how my abilities work. Then we can address how you and I are different."
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      “Our abilities aren’t the same?” Oona asked.

      “Sweet child, you are to some extent a clone of me. That much is obvious. But you also have abilities I do not possess. For instance, I cannot connect with machines as you can. What you did with that small plasma pistol, I simply cannot do.”

      “So…so you saw me kill Zetta?”

      Desperate to save herself, Kyralla, and the others, Oona had accidentally overloaded a plasma snubbie. Instead of a small bolt, it had fired out a cannon-sized blast that had blown a hole straight through the bounty hunter.

      “Because we connected before, I can sense the things that are happening around you,” Lyoolee said. “If you are not too far away.”

      Oona couldn’t decide whether she was disturbed or comforted that the priestess could sense what she was doing. It made her feel less alone, but it also made her skin crawl, knowing someone was watching her all the time.

      “I didn’t want to kill her,” Oona blurted.

      “I am sorry for the pain that caused you,” Lyoolee said. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t help you then or when you were battling the pirates.”

      Oona nodded her thanks. “So you can’t use your abilities to do any of the things I can do, like defeat passcodes and boost device battery life? Not that I can do those things reliably.”

      “None of my people can do that,” Lyoolee replied. “But the Shadraa can.”

      “They’re the bad guys, right?”

      "Yes," she snarled, her lips tight, her fangs bared, her eyes narrowed. "They mercilessly wiped out my civilization, and they would do the same to yours given a chance."

      “Why do the Shadraa hate you so?”

      “It is a long story, but suffice it to say, they are beings of tremendous evil. They need no motives beyond their desire for murder and destruction. There is nothing good or noble about them.”

      Oona nodded along, but she doubted Lyoolee’s claim. The Shadraa might be alien, even cruel, but she couldn’t imagine a being that lived only for death and destruction. Even evil people believed that their ultimate goals were good and noble.

      “So, do you think I was bioengineered…to have some of their powers, too?”

      “Knowledge of the Shadraa may have inspired the Benevolence to design someone who could manipulate machines. But it could not have copied them directly. While humans and Numenaia have much in common genetically, the Shadraa are in no way similar to us. They are…” She shook her head. “Let us leave that terrible discussion for another day when we have less pressing matters.”

      “There is a Terran variant called engers,” Oona told her. “They were genetically engineered to interact with machines, though not in the way I do. I know they’ve been around for over two thousand years.”

      “So the Benevolence clearly worked on the concept for some time.”

      “It makes sense that if I’m supposed to restore the Benevolence, machine powers would be necessary, right? Assuming I can survive the trial and can figure out how to reach Terra.”

      “You do not know where it is?” Lyoolee asked with surprise.

      Oona laughed. “Everyone knows where home is. The problem is no one can enter the Terran system without being destroyed by the Sentinels.”

      “What are the Sentinels?”

      “Hundreds of advanced, automated battleships that somehow survived the Tekk Plague. On top of that, all three habitable planets—Terra, Venus, and Mars—are said to have impenetrable force fields capable of surrounding the entire planet. No one has reached Terra since the Fall. After the first few decades, people gave up trying.”

      “And as the Messiah, you are supposed to be able to reach Terra, yet you do not know how to get past these Sentinels or the force fields?”

      “It’s not like I came with a manual!”

      Lyoolee’s sigh sounded almost like a song. “Then how do you know that doing so is your responsibility?”

      “Well…” Oona held her hands out and shrugged. “It’s what I’ve been told. It’s what the other families with children like me before us said. It’s what billions of people believe.”

      “Why do they believe this? Do you have hard evidence to back this up?”

      Oona huffed in frustration. “You don’t ask easy questions.”

      “That the answer does not come easily to such a basic question about who and what you are should tell you something.”

      "The Benevolence said nothing to the people about backup plans, so no one knows anything for certain," Oona said. "However, in a vision, I saw a hidden genetics research facility. Knowledge of it, but not its location, was passed down by the families of the first messiahs. In that facility, I saw a clone of myself in a stasis chamber."

      Oona explained everything she’d seen in the vision to Lyoolee, but the mysterious orb meant nothing to the priestess. Apparently only Silky knew what it was.

      “It is logical to assume that you were an attempt to engineer a higher being,” Lyoolee said. “A blend of Numenaia and human. And perhaps something more as well. That the Benevolence created you seems undeniable.” Lyoolee fixed Oona with a piercing gaze. “Still, I see no evidence that your purpose is to restore the Benevolence.”

      “I…I never thought about it that way.”

      “It is important to question things.”

      “So you don’t think I’m meant to restore the Benevolence?”

      “I have no idea, child. Perhaps everything you have heard is true. Or perhaps not. Maybe there is but a seed of truth in this messianic prophecy. Perhaps the seed is nothing more than hope, and that hope has latched onto the children who are born like you. I cannot say.”

      They sat together silently for a while, Oona staring at her hands, the priestess gazing off into the distance. Oona’s mind swirled with questions, doubts, and fears. She hadn’t even begun to learn anything about what she could do, yet she was already overwhelmed.

      “So if we are so much alike, why is it that most of what I can do relates to machines?”

      "Perhaps because you have no training, and it is easier to experiment with devices. We know that you have empathic abilities. And sometimes you sense things from people's pasts as if you were a telepath. And you sensed Zetta's presence even when the sensors could not detect her.

      “Those are all things that I can do too. But there are other things I can do that you have yet to achieve. For instance, I can speak telepathically, I can connect to the hypermind, and—”

      “Wait. Before you go on, I need to know something. What is the hypermind?”

      “The hypermind is a compact, malleable, hyperphasic dimension that serves as the repository for the souls of the Numenaia—a collective of our knowledge and experiences.”

      “Huh?”

      Lyoolee grinned. “Mine are a psychic people, child. All of us are…or rather were…empaths. Some of us were also telepaths. We psychically linked ourselves to one special hyperphasic dimension, filling it with our loves and hates, our thoughts and fears, our history and designs. Upon death, each of us released our soul—or psychic imprint if you prefer—into it. We called it the hypermind, and it is a storehouse of all that we were and all that we knew, felt, or experienced.”

      Oona furrowed her brow and chewed at a fingernail. “So there's a dimension, like hyperspace or flux space or wraith space, only it’s psychic and holds the souls of all your people? How would that even work? How did you find it?”

      “We did not discover it. The ones who my people called the Ancients, created this dimension and gave it to us, along with much—but not all—of their knowledge of using the hyperphasic dimensions. From them, we learned to travel amongst the stars, to enter wraith space, to harness energy from flux space. But we did not learn to create dimensions of our own.”

      “What happened to your Ancients?”

      Lyoolee stared off into the distance then whispered. “They disappeared…not long after they passed their knowledge on to us. That was thirteen millennia before my time.”

      “They traveled to another part of the galaxy?”

      She sighed into a deep frown. “No, they simply vanished, without leaving a trace nor any indication of what had happened to them.”

      "I guess a psychic dimension is no stranger than any of the other dimensions. And it explains that overwhelming torrent of knowledge and emotions I experienced when I briefly connected with it. But how would you upload a psychic imprint to a hyperspace dimension?"

      “Before, you experienced it through me, rather than connecting directly. That is a good thing. Otherwise, it would have overwhelmed you, and you would’ve fallen into madness. As for how we leave our imprints on the hypermind…”

      Lyoolee stood and pulled down the neck of her thin gown, revealing a small square protrusion on her breastbone where the pendant of a necklace might sit.

      “What is that?”

      Lyoolee took Oona’s hand and placed it on the square. “Feel it with your fingers.”

      At first, Oona was nervous touching the delicate alien woman, but then she relaxed. She wasn’t actually touching her. None of this was physically real.

      Oona traced her fingers along the square, then slid the pad of her index finger against it, discovering tiny, almost imperceptible grooves in an intricate pattern. There was something familiar about it, something she couldn't quite figure out.

      “You still do not know what it is?” Lyoolee asked, surprised.

      Oona shook her head.

      “See with your mind’s eye and think about what it must be.”

      With her finger still resting on the square, Oona closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and focused. Then she saw it for what it truly was.

      Melded to Lyoolee’s breastbone was an amulet like the ones Siv and Kyralla wore. Based on the material and design of this one, it was identical to the ceramic amulet Siv had inherited from his father.

      “It’s just like Siv’s!”

      “My name is engraved upon this one, but otherwise they are the same,” Lyoolee said.

      “How does it work?” Oona asked.

      "Embedded within the device is a microscopic, hyperphasic link connecting me to the hypermind. Each of these devices, which we call hyper-stones, can store all of a Numenaian's thoughts, feelings, and experiences and upload them to the hypermind. In the same way that you wire your children and fit them with chippies, we graft these devices onto ours."

      Withdrawing her hand and taking a step back, Oona frowned. “The one Siv has, was it never implanted? Or was it removed from a skeleton?”

      “Our bodies dissolve when we die, even our bones after a few years turn to little more than dust.”

      “Oh! So that’s why we’ve never found any Ancient—sorry, Numenaian—remains.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Do the amulets dissolve too? We’ve never found any that I know about. The only one I’ve ever seen is Siv’s.”

      "Over the course of centuries, the hyperphasic link within a hyper stone will become unstable. When that happens, it will collapse in on itself, and the entire device will phase into the hypermind's dimension.”

      “Then how did that one survive?”

      “That is a good question, sweet child. I fear I do not know the answer. Perhaps mere chance.”

      “Siv said it was called a guardian’s amulet.”

      "That is what it was. A priestess may choose to have a copy of her psychic imprint added to a hyper stone that is worn rather than implanted. It is then given to a trusted bodyguard or another designee, signifying their rank and the level of trust given to them while also granting them a stronger telepathic link to the priestess."

      Oona's mind raced through questions. Even if she asked them all, she doubted she would remember the answers to even half of them. It was a shame Artemisia couldn't record any of this.

      “So if it records a psychic imprint, why is it attached to your breastbone instead of your forehead, or one of your temples?”

      Lyoolee pulled her robe back up onto her shoulders. “Though we are outwardly similar to one another, many of our internal systems are quite different. We have a cluster of nerves bundled together in the center of our chests. These nerves connect directly to the brain.”

      “Did Gav Gendin’s psychic imprint make it to the hypermind?”

      Lyoolee shrugged. "Possibly. He left an imprint within the hyper stone without meaning to. That is how Siv can communicate with, for lack of a better term, a ghost of him."

      “The metal devices I made for Kyralla and me, do they work that way? Will they store our consciousnesses in the hypermind? Was the amulet’s link with the hypermind what activated Kyralla’s special ability?”

      Lyoolee shook her head and gestured for Oona to again sit beside her on the bench.

      “The Benevolence somehow implanted the instinct to make an amulet within your genetic code, and you clearly have the ability to psychically shape a soft metal substance when doing so. To what end this serves, I do not know.

      "I cannot make a functioning hyper stone any more than you can. The ceremony you performed with your sister was just that, a ritual with no real power behind it. Unless there is something yet to be revealed, perhaps after your awakening."

      Oona sighed as she plopped down onto the bench. “I wish the Benevolence had implanted instructions about what I am and what I’m supposed to do in my genetics.”

      “Would you like for me to hazard a guess about your nature?”

      Oona sighed as she flopped down onto the bench. “Please do.”

      “When your Benevolence failed, your genetic code was an ongoing project. You are not the end result but merely one step along the way.”

      “So I’m an unfinished project, a prototype? People expect me to bring back the Benevolence and save the galaxy, but I’m not even finished?!”

      “If that was the intent behind your design.”

      Oona sat quietly, inhaling the warm summer air, and allowed her brain to absorb everything she’d learned. Shadows climbed up the tower as the deep orange sun began to set.

      "How is a hyper stone made?"

      Lyoolee smiled wistfully. “If only I knew. A machine bizarre in appearance was given to us by our Ancients. From that construct came every hyper stone we made, enough to provide for our entire starfaring civilization.

      “The science of the machine was far beyond us. There is much to reality that neither my species nor yours has yet discovered.”

      “I doubt the machine survived,” Oona said.

      Lyoolee locked her gaze on the tower. Her eyes welled with tears. “It did not. The Shadraa destroyed it when they attacked. I know that for certain. We kept it here, within the tower. As I fled, a Shadraa ghost-bomb reduced the tower to little more than dust and perhaps a few scattered stone fragments like the ones you found in the cargo bay.”

      Oona took her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      Lyoolee tried to smile. “Sweet child. I never had a daughter, but given that you are the closest thing to me that remains, I will proudly claim you as my own.”

      “Um…thank you.”

      Lyoolee stood. Oona could tell she was tiring. “Enough lore. We could sit here for days and never sufficiently answer one another’s questions. We need to begin your preparation.”

      Oona got up and faced her. "When I'm ready, will I need a hyper stone?"

      “It is not necessary. Every awakened telepath within my species underwent these trials, starting long before we met our Ancients and received knowledge of the hypermind.”

      “Oh! I assumed after what I’d seen that I would be facing the darkness within the hypermind itself.”

      “No, sweet child, you will be facing the darkness within yourself, the darkness that surrounds you, the darkness that is death which haunts every living being. That is what you will face. No more. No less.”

      Oona had been facing the prospect of death ever since she’d learned she was a hyperphasic messiah. She should be used to the concept, especially after the last week’s events. And while she was no saint, she believed she was a good person.

      “I know what you are thinking, child,” Lyoolee said. “There is darkness within us all. And with your latent telepathic abilities and your powerful empathy, little by little you have absorbed the fear, desire, anger, and love of everyone around you, ever since your awakening.”

      Lyoolee touched a finger to Oona’s forehead. “All of that lurks within you. If you do not tame it, you will not survive the Trial of Corruption. And if you tame the tempest but do not master its every aspect, you will emerge as a twisted soul, broken by whatever thought or emotion you could not master.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, for instance, a telepath who does not master lust will emerge a cruel sadist, forever seeking to harm others to feel a pleasure they can no longer experience. A telepath who failed to master anger, however, would live in a state of constant rage.”

      “But they would still have their telepathic powers?”

      “Yes, and those powers themselves would be warped.”

      Oona sat and leaned back into the bench. She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her palms then ran her hands over her head, trying to massage out the building tension and mental fatigue.

      What emotion had broken Qaisella Qan, the so-called Dark Messiah who ruled the Empire of a Thousand Suns? Was it anger? A lust for power? Or something more subtle, perhaps?

      Chastising herself for letting her mind wander, Oona pushed away the thought. She had more important things to focus on.

      Lyoolee sat beside her and placed a hand lightly on Oona’s knee. “Do you wish to end here? I know that was all a lot to absorb.”

      Oona steeled her courage and shook her head. “I can’t end it here. I can’t go back to wandering the ship with nothing to do but worry, with no way to prepare myself. There has to be some technique you can teach me, no matter how basic, that will help prepare me.”

      “We sheltered telepaths at early ages within our sacred temples, to safeguard them as best as we could from negative experiences. Even the older ones were guarded closely.

      “For years, they learned standard meditation along with special techniques to help them control their base emotions, which always prove the hardest to master during the trial. We taught them what their responsibilities within society would be, and what they could do with their powers. All of this served as basic preparation.”

      “You could teach me the special meditation techniques.”

      "I could, but their benefits accrue with years of practice. You do not have much time remaining, so we must begin your advanced training far earlier than preferable. That said, since you already have a solid foundation in basic meditation, the most fundamental technique may still benefit you."

      “What should I do?”

      “Spend your normal meditation time examining your thoughts and fears as an objective observer would. Try to learn your weaknesses. Meditate on letting go of all that you hold dear while still cherishing those things. Practice selflessness, embrace compassion.”

      “I think I can do that.”

      “Excellent,” Lyoolee said. “Now, let us begin your first advanced training session while I still have the energy.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      “Sweet child, you will not last long this first attempt. I can assure you of that. However, I think it will take me several days, perhaps a week, to recover from this session. I am sorry, child. I am doing my best.”

      “I understand. Besides, you’ve already drastically improved my chances.”

      Lyoolee faced Oona and took a step back. “We call this exercise Facing the Dark Mirror. You will face your demons in a controlled, simulated environment.”

      “So it will be like the trial?”

      “It will be similar,” she replied. “One important thing to remember during the trial, and I cannot stress this enough, even positive thoughts and emotions can overwhelm you if you cannot master them.”

      “I need to tame even the best parts of who I am?” Oona asked with surprise.

      “Uncontrolled love could turn into obsession. A desire to help others could lead to wanting to control them, to fascism. Compassion, however, will never lead you astray. Remember that. Have compassion on your friends, strangers, enemies, even yourself.”

      Oona nodded. “I understand.”

      Lyoolee placed her hands in the gesture only her long, double-jointed fingers could manage and bowed. “Until next time.”

      “Wait, are we done? I thought—”

      Lyoolee suddenly morphed into a shadowy figure as tall as Oona, with a similar build and similar garb, though it was hard to make out any other features.

      The shadow stepped menacingly toward her.

      Oona backed away.

      When it spoke, its voice was sweet and innocent.

      “All we want is for this to end, don’t we?” the shadow asked. “No more being a messiah. No more pressure to save the galaxy. We can save Kyralla, and she can live a normal, happy life. She can become a pilot and fall in love with Siv. We can save him, too. Mitsuki and Bishop and Tekeru as well.”

      Oona backed all the way to the iron railing at the edge of the cliff. “Stay back.”

      The shadow kept coming. Her words were mesmerizing. “We can spare them all and end the pain. And our Dad… We can save him. He won’t have to suffer. No one we love will ever suffer on our account again.”

      “H-how?” Oona asked, despite herself. She knew it was a trick, a test, yet she couldn’t keep herself from asking. Because those were the things she most wanted.

      The shadow was so close it was nearly touching her.

      “We give up. We stop running. We stop fighting. We sacrifice ourselves in the name of love. It’s that simple. All we need do is give ourselves over to our enemies so they will stop chasing us. Then it will all end. No more suffering. No more bloodshed.”

      As the shadow reached out to her, Oona shook her head, trembling. “N-No. I can’t do that. I have to save the galaxy.”

      “We’re nothing you and I. Nothing but hope misplaced by trillions of people. You heard the priestess. We’re just an incomplete experiment. And we’re not prepared for this. We’re going to fail. All the people we love will suffer for us, yet we will die in the trials nevertheless. All that we have put them through won’t mean anything.”

      “I can’t give myself over to the enemy.”

      “We must end it to save the ones we love. If you cannot bring yourself to surrender to the enemy, there is another way.”

      “What…what do you expect me to do?”

      The shadow reached out and placed her icy hands on Oona's cheeks. Then it leaned in and whispered. "Kill us. Throw yourself off this cliff and end the suffering."

      Oona swallowed. “I…I can’t.”

      “Not for Siv, Mitsuki, and Bishop? Not for Kyralla? Not even for our father?”

      “Dad…” Oona moaned softly.

      In a blink, the temple was gone, and she saw her father in an old, broken down starship. He was lying on a mattress beside the devilish young woman with mismatched clothes, a pink topknot, and odd features.

      Though Oona sensed deep within her father his worry for her and Kyralla, and his desperation to see that they were safe, she couldn’t miss the pleasure he felt within the woman’s company and his growing sense of happiness.

      She couldn’t hear anything, but the young woman leaned over close to him and said something, and her father laughed, shifting toward her. And then their lips were almost touching.

      “No!” she shouted. “She’s evil!”

      Oona snapped back to her body on the Outworld Ranger. She lay bruised on the cold floor of the cargo bay. As her vision cleared and her eyes focused on her surroundings, the shadow whispered one last time.

      “He could be happy and safe if we were gone.”

      Oona shivered, then groaned as the aches and bruises from falling announced their presence. A figure loomed over her. Oona flinched and nearly scrambled away.

      “Are you okay?” Kyralla asked.

      Oona released a sigh of relief, surged to her feet, and wrapped Kyralla in a deep hug. “I love you.”

      Kyralla laughed nervously. “I love you, too. Are you okay? You were out a long time.”

      Oona choked back tears and nodded. Then she pulled away and focused her mind on the present. “I saw the priestess. She explained so much to me. I don’t even know if I can remember it all.” She grabbed Kyralla’s hands. “And Dad! I had another vision. I saw him. He’s alive.”

      Kyralla released a deep breath, tension easing out of her posture. “He’s okay?”

      Oona nodded. “He’s safe.”

      She didn’t tell Kyralla of the tiny doubt worming its way into her mind, a doubt that said maybe seeing him safe had been nothing more than a trick of the shadow, trying to make her think he was happy so that she would give up.

      Cause why would he be so comfortable with the strange woman who’d saved him, the devilish woman Oona didn’t trust, the woman Oona knew was hiding something dark and mysterious?

      Perhaps she was wrong, though. Perhaps in the midst of all this turmoil, he'd found someone who could make him happy, the way Kyralla had discovered piloting was her true calling.

      “Maybe I am the problem,” Oona couldn't help but think to herself. “Without me, they might all be safe and happy.”
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      Despite what they'd done for them, Siv and Mitsuki chose to stay in the room Oktara had initially confined them to. Oktara hadn't told them that they couldn't leave, but they hadn't asked to either. Siv found it preferable to stay here rather than have to mingle with the Hydrogenists. He sympathized with their plight but still found them weird.

      Silky completed the work on the transfer chamber, fixing the firmware and placing the operating system into its self-repair mode. Within an hour of Silky announcing that it was fixed, the Solace jumped to the edge of the Titus system.

      “You have no idea how grateful to you we all are. No idea.”

      The ship's jamming sequences and cloaking device were enabled, but the advanced command module had only achieved sixty-eight percent operational capacity. The cloaking could fail at any moment, so they skirted along the edge of the system which would allow them to retreat quickly if necessary.

      “I will personally take you to Titus II now,” Oktara told them.

      “You have another ship?” Siv asked.

      “He does, sir, and it’s far, far, far less than ideal. And I’m not sure I used the word ‘far’ enough times or with enough emphasis.”

      Oktara nodded and headed for the door. "Follow me, please. Hurry, we need to depart while the Solace is still cloaked to maintain our disguise.”

      He led them through the passenger sections, where they gathered their packs, to a service elevator that took them down to the cargo section. At the end of the main corridor, they came to a stop outside the last cargo bay. Oktara opened the door and gestured for them to enter.

      Siv went first. The cargo area had been converted into a launch bay. He eyed the ship docked there and cringed.

      “Surprise, sir. It’s less than not ideal. It’s a genuine piece of shit!”

      Oktara's additional ship was a surprisingly fat, courier-class vessel that looked as if it had seen a dozen battles and had been pulled out of retirement twenty-four times. Only random chips of paint remained on its scarred surface. It had a single flak cannon and no other weaponry.

      “I present to you the Bumblebee,” Oktara said.

      “Because it’s faster and more agile than it looks?” Mitsuki asked.

      Oktara laughed. “We named it that because of the droning buzz the engines make. And it’s sort of shaped that way too, I think.”

      “This is a TRX-C, sir. It’s meant for transporting small cargo loads rather than passengers. They’re slow and sorely lacking in maneuverability. Most were retired from service centuries ago, so you can get them from a scrapyard for cheap.”

      “What do they need this thing for? They have escape pods.”

      Before Silky could reply, Oktara answered the question. “We use it for running errands. If in the middle of studying one of the gods, we run out of a few supplies, I can fly the Bumblebee to the nearest planet and purchase what we need.”

      “It would be preferable to approach using the Solace,” Siv suggested.

      “I will not risk it.”

      He glanced to Mitsuki. “Perhaps if we waited a day or two for the command module to reach full capacity…”

      “Have Silky show you all the ships in this system,” Oktara said. “Then you will know why that’s not an option, despite what you’ve done for us.”

      Silky brought up a display showing all the ships within range, along with known designations and affiliations. "And that's the ones in range that aren't hiding like the Tekk Reapers are no doubt doing. And I'm sure Kaleeb is here somewhere."

      “I hope we don’t get into any scrapes,” Mitsuki said in a dejected tone.

      Oktara nodded solemnly. “We would be easily destroyed or neutralized and boarded if that happened. This is not a ship for combat or outrunning one’s enemies. But it’s your only option for getting where you want to be, so count yourself lucky that we have it. And I do not think it will draw much attention.”

      “We are grateful,” Mitsuki replied.

      They boarded the vessel and joined Oktara in the cockpit, which had two passenger seats. The entire ship was operated from a single command chair. Oktara triggered the fusion reactor, and the buzzing kicked in immediately, growing louder by the second. At its peak, Siv wanted to dig a finger into his ears to make sure an insect hadn’t crawled inside.

      “Sir, I will be turning off my audio surveillance now in order to…um…save energy.”

      “I think you should have to suffer with us.”

      “Not a chance, sir. That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard. The previous record holder was your father singing in the shower, but that pales in comparison to this noise.”

      Siv smiled, remembering how his father would always take an incredibly long shower right after returning from an expedition. And during those showers, he would warble loudly through entire albums worth of songs.

      “You don’t actually hear things,” Mitsuki said. “Just alter the unpleasant data.”

      “Organicist… Biologicalist… Asshole.”

      “I would strap in,” Oktara said. “The launch will be rough.”

      “Are there any rooms not used for cargo?” Mitsuki asked.

      “There’s a single cramped bedroom that you’re welcome to use if you get tired.”

      “That shouldn’t be necessary,” Siv said.

      Oktara smiled wryly. “It’s going to take nearly a day to get there at full speed.”

      “’Nevolence, that’s slow!” Mitsuki said.

      "That's as fast as she will go, I'm afraid," Oktara replied. "Like I said, this isn't a ship for running or fighting. We will simply have to avoid other ships and manage any encounters we can't avoid. To that end, there is a smuggler's nook in the engine room. You should be able to cram yourselves in there if you don't mind getting a little familiar with one another."

      “We’re already pretty familiar,” Mitsuki laughed.

      Siv shot her a dark look.

      “The lack of tuning in the engines actually scrambles any detection equipment used in there, so I doubt anyone would find you.”

      "He's not joking about that effect, sir. I had to recalibrate the ScanField-3 to compensate for the interference. It might even be enough to fool Kaleeb and his sky-blade…maybe."

      "I'm starting to wonder if we are safe at all on this ship."

      “Sir, it can’t take a hit from anything more significant than a rock thrown by a weak two-year-old…without breaking apart or exploding. Seriously, a single plasma bolt would knock out the shields. A second would destroy it.”

      “We have installed some basic jamming equipment on her, for good measure,” Oktara said. “And something tells me you have a bit of capability in that area yourselves.”

      “We do,” Siv answered. “But I’m not sure how much good it will do.”

      Oktara turned on the ship’s antigrav, and it lifted off the deck as the launch bay doors opened. “I will do my best to hide you and get you there safely.”

      “We understand,” Siv said.

      Oktara locked his eyes on each of them in turn. “I wouldn’t help criminals in this situation. But I believe that you are good people who have been thrown into rough circumstances and are doing your best to succeed, and I sympathize with your plight.”

      “You have a lot of faith in us,” Siv said.

      “Because you have much faith in your own cause,” Oktara replied. “I respect that. And I do sincerely hope you can succeed and the girl survives to restore the Benevolency.”

      The plasma window vanished, and Oktara launched the courier ship into space.

      The Bumblebee’s exit from the Solace threw them back into their seats. As it continued to accelerate, the g-forces steadily increased until the ship began to shake and rattle.

      “Sorry,” Oktara said, his voice trembling, “the inertial dampeners seem to be on the fritz again.”

      If he’d had the breath for it, Siv would have laughed. This was the only time he'd ever been thankful a ship was slow to accelerate and had a pitiful top speed.

      Forty-five minutes after they launched from the Solace, the inertial dampeners caught up.

      “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it, sir?”

      “Shut it, Silkster.”

      Oktara settled back into the command chair then turned to Mitsuki. “As I recall, you were very interested in hearing about our faith.” He smiled broadly. “I know you were trying to appease me. That said, we have a lot of time to kill.”

      Mitsuki sighed. “Why not?”

      “We must all devote ourselves to something,” Oktara said. “I believe everyone follows a guiding principle, whether they choose one or not. Sadly, most who have not intentionally chosen a path are guided by the principles of nihilism and the eternal waste of the present.

      "Our worship of Jovian bodies is more than a connection to our past. It is the way we connect with the divine in all things. We could worship stars, but they are so constant in their burning. The nebulae are colorful and ever-changing, but their movements are glacial. Other planetary bodies are little more than chunks of rock and ice. And those with life on them are complicated and too often inhabited, making them uninteresting to us.

      "But the gas giants have color and grandeur. Many have swirling storms that paint an ever-changing masterpiece. We study their swirls and seek meaning within them. But the meanings are not from the giants themselves, nor the universe. Those meanings we see are simply the divine that is within us and all things. In short, we have chosen a pleasant view outside so that we see more aptly that which is within us."

      Siv wondered what principles guided him. He had never really given it any thought. He’d simply done the best he could to be as good a person as possible while serving the Shadowslip.

      "Like you, I was set upon a path not of my choosing at an early age," Oktara said to Siv as if he'd read his mind. And perhaps he had. "But once I had the chance, I chose for myself a new guiding principle, one that could fulfill the destiny I wanted for myself."

      “Whatever his abilities are, sir, he’s discerned more than an empath could.”

      “That was a good guess,” Siv said. “I have not had much freedom.”

      “You do not yet understand your place in this galaxy, but I think if you have patience and trust what is in your heart, you will find your true calling.”

      “I’m afraid I won’t live long enough to find my place,” Siv said truthfully. “And I guess now’s when you’re going to tell me death is merely another journey.”

      Oktara laughed. “I have no idea what death is, other than the end of my living in this form in this place at this time. Is it a journey or a true end? Who can say?”

      “And what of my path?” Mitsuki asked.

      He swiveled around to face her. “You know exactly what your path is, and you have now, at last, the bravery to follow it.”

      “Is that so?” Mitsuki asked, masking her surprise and displeasure.

      “Of course, it is. You have found your redemption.”

      “From what?”

      “Guilt and helplessness.”

      She nodded. “You’re…very perceptive.”

      “Too perceptive,” Siv said.

      “I hope we never see him again after this,” Mitsuki said.

      “Whether we do or not will only be the result of following our truest path,” Silky mocked.

      Siv thought about his destiny while Oktara explained the details of their faith.

      “The Solace is away now,” Silky announced through the ship’s comm.

      “The cloaking device?” Oktara asked.

      “Remained effective, as did the advanced jamming,” Silky said. “I do not think anyone spotted your ship.”

      The Bumblebee, however, had immediately been targeted by long-range scans from one vessel…then another and another. Any other time, it would have been laughable to get relentlessly pinged like this, as if they were traveling in a capital-class battleship instead of an old junker.

      But starships of all types were swarming everywhere, clustering around the natural entry points from nearby systems. Of course, most ships took routes that landed them in those areas, so the Bumblebee shouldn't especially stand out.

      Silky had boosted the ScanField-3 to level five, allowing him to monitor everything between them and Titus II. Up to halfway to the planet, he could scan ships in detail and gather any information about them that he wanted. Beyond that, he could only detect the ship’s name, their type, and size.

      “Sir, based on my scans, a quarter of the ships near us, and some of those not far beyond, are heavily armed. That doesn’t automatically make them enemies, of course.”

      “Given the situation, I think it’s a safe assumption.”

      "Indeed, sir. A better indicator might be the number of ships in this area that immediately scanned us, which gets us up to nineteen vessels. There are dozens and dozens closer to the planet that will be enemies."

      “Do we know the identities of any of those close by?” Mitsuki asked.

      “I’ve identified one World Bleeder cruiser and three Shadowslip courier vessels that have visited Ekaran IV before,” Silky replied. “They’re going to need to do a better job of masking their signals than that. In fact, give me a few minutes, and their poor craftsmanship may allow me to find any other Shadowslip vessels that are here.”

      “Are you including Titus II’s navy in your list of threats?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Sadly, I am not. If you would like to assume they are enemies as well, then triple the number of armed ships potentially opposing us. They’ve pulled their entire fleet back and are holding formation in orbit.”

      “As bad as that sounds, I’m more worried about Kaleeb’s ship and the Tekk Reapers,” Siv said.

      “Don’t forget the Thousand Worlders,” Mitsuki cautioned. “Never underestimate them. You saw their audacity in bringing a warship directly into the Ekaran system. And I bet there are many more ships hiding from us now, or that are simply too far from our range.”

      “I have no doubt there are many, many more and some still arriving,” Silky said.

      “Do you want to clue me in on your silent conversations?” Oktara asked. “I like to know when death stalks me.”

      “Sorry,” Siv said. “So far we have been scanned by about twenty vessels we believe to be hostile. And we’ve seen no sign of Kaleeb.”

      “I’m impressed. Your personal scanning system is far stronger than what this ship possesses.”

      “That’s not really surprising, is it?” Mitsuki asked.

      He glanced over at her and laughed. “I suppose it’s not.”

      “Speak of the ruddy devil, and he shows up. Sir, Kaleeb’s ship is moving in on us and fast.”
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      Siv’s string of curses continued for almost as long as Mitsuki’s.

      “Silkster, I don’t see his ship in my system locator.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to, sir. But you’ll see it pop up in just a second.”

      “How’d you detect him?”

      “The long-range scan he did. Eyana piloted a different Infiltrator-class vessel, but it used the same sensor suite, so I’d know that signal anywhere. He should’ve closed in first and used the short-range sensors. Those I might not have detected.”

      “I’m guessing your level five scan is what made him suspicious in return,” Mitsuki said.

      The dot appeared in Siv’s HUD. The infiltrator wasn’t close, but it wasn’t far away either, and it was speeding toward them.

      “I suspect you’re right, Mits.”

      “I hate it, but I’ll have to agree,” Silky said.

      “So we’re swimming up a shit creek,” Mitsuki lamented.

      “We’ve got trouble,” Siv told Oktara. “Kaleeb’s ship is heading toward us.”

      "I don’t see anything," he replied.

      “It’s cloaked, but my sensor array can detect it. I’ll transmit its location to you.”

      “Locator transmission to the Bumblebee now in progress, sir.”

      “ETA?” Oktara asked.

      “Thirty-eight minutes, sir.”

      Siv relayed that information to Oktara.

      “You should go hide in the smuggler’s nook,” Oktara told them. “That will be your best chance at avoiding detection.”

      “We could choose a good ambush spot and fight him when he boards,” Mitsuki suggested.

      “If he boards,” Oktara responded. “If he decides to just blast the ship instead, then it won’t matter where you are.”

      That was a frightening thought.

      “He was shooting to kill when he attacked the Solace, just before we jumped," Siv said, "so I prefer hiding because I'd rather that he didn't think we were here. Besides which, I'm not sure we can take him."

      “No offense, but I don’t think the two of you can,” Silky said. “Not even in an ambush. We got lucky before. I wouldn’t count on that happening again.”

      Mitsuki stood and stretched out her wings. “Hiding in a cramped hole it is then.”

      They retrieved their packs while Oktara changed out of his robes and into a nondescript jumpsuit. After he donned one of the chameleon hoods Siv had given him and uploaded the profile, Oktara led them into the cramped engineering room where he pulled up a section of the grating to reveal a storage compartment. A half dozen small crates were stacked inside.

      “Rare spices,” he told them.

      “A smuggler’s nook beneath the floor isn’t the most original method of hiding,” Mitsuki said, her voice heavy with disappointment. “If I were determined to find someone on a ship, I’d definitely check the floors for hidden compartments.”

      “No doubt,” Oktara replied. “That is why you will find a second compartment that’s only accessible from the inside of this one. No one thinks to check the second level within.”

      Siv helped Oktara pull out the crates then jumped in, squatted down, and by following Oktara’s directions, found the latch to open the other section.

      A wave of heat struck his face as soon as he opened the hidden door.

      “’Nevolence! Is this directly under the fusion drive?”

      Oktara nodded. “Sorry, I forgot to mention that.”

      “Sir, the radiation levels in there are, like this ship, far less than ideal.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “It won’t kill you right away, sir, and I don’t think it will cause any long-term harm. As long as you’re not down there more than several hours. Batwings, you’ll be fine.”

      Mitsuki had several layers of hardened skin that provided significant heat and radiation protection.

      “Why’d we have to end up on a junker?” Mitsuki lamented. “Was this mission not difficult enough already?”

      She tossed their packs of gear down, and Siv shoved them into the nook. It was going to be a tight enough fit with the two of them. With the packs, he wasn't sure they'd be able to manage it.

      “Once you’re both inside, I will return the spice crates,” Oktara said. “I doubt Kaleeb will think to check for a second compartment.”

      Siv crawled into the sweltering compartment, and then Mitsuki squeezed in with him, accidentally jamming him in the ribs and thighs a dozen times. Together with their gear, they took up the entire space. There was absolutely no room to shift, exchange positions, sit up, or turn around. If Kaleeb found them in here, they were as good as dead.

      Oktara jumped in, closed the second hidden door, tossed in the spice crates, and replaced the grating. With no access to fresh air and with the combined heat of their bodies, it was unbearably hot within moments.

      “We just keep ending up in tight spaces together, Sivvy.”

      “I’m all too aware of that.”

      “I think the universe is trying to tell you something,” she whispered in his ear.

      “Ugh, stop that. All the universe is telling me is that I should rethink our friendship, and maybe the life choices that brought me here.”

      “You know, Silky, he really does love me.”

      “Not in the way you might like though, madam. Which is a real shame, because I would enjoy the two of you being a couple.”

      “Are you certain he doesn’t feel that way about me?”

      “Based on his heart rate and brainwaves and other biological…measures…he doesn’t at all view you the way he views…oh, say, Kyralla.”

      “Sivvy! Do you have the hots for Kyralla?”

      “No! It’s…it’s just…” He groaned, twisted his arm upward, and wiped sweat from his forehead. “She’s attractive, and that elicits a response. I don’t know her well enough for it to be anything more. It’s just a small crush, at the most.”

      “Ignore him, Batwings. He’s definitely got the hots for her. And I can show you the exact images and video that got his motor running good.”

      “Silkster! Do not share that—”

      “Too late, sir!”

      Mitsuki whistled. “Sweet ‘Nevolence, she’s got more bod under her jumpsuit than I would’ve thought. I’m a bit tempted to tap that myself.”

      “Screw you both!” Siv hissed.

      “Wowzers! I just saw the rest of the video. That view before she kicked you in the head and knocked you out… All I can say to that is ‘Hello, nurse.’”

      “It’s almost enough to get my silicon motors running,” Silky said in a mocking tone.

      “Look, I wasn’t trying to see her naked,” Siv argued. “She just happened to be coming out of the shower when I sneaked into Senator Pashta’s compound. And the view wasn’t my fault. And I didn’t tell Silky to save the video.”

      “First, I’m pretty sure you did, sir. Second, you know I save everything anyway.”

      “Okay, I think we’ve teased him enough, Silky. Besides, those images haven’t done a damn thing to improve how hot it is down here.”

      “She is pretty,” Siv admitted.

      “As always, I wish you all the best,” Mitsuki said. “Seriously, given how we keep ending up in cramped spaces together, it really is a shame we don’t do anything for one another. But you’re honestly not my type either. I like someone I can dominate a bit. And you like someone a little more Terran.”

      “Thanks for not judging me on that.”

      “You like what you like, Sivvy.”

      It was just as well because before this misadventure he didn't actually enjoy spending time with Mitsuki. He'd always found her a bit crazy and annoying to hang out with too often.

      “You know, Mits, you’ve really grown on me.”

      “Has all the bacteria from my sweat set up a colony on you now, too?”

      “Super gross. What I’m trying to say is I think this whole experience has improved our friendship.”

      “It has, Sivvy, but I always enjoyed your company more than you did mine.”

      “Sorry.”

      She shrugged, jamming the top of one of her wings into his chin. “Silky explained it to me years ago.”

      “He did?”

      “It’s true, sir.”

      “And what did you tell her?”

      “That you found her equal parts intimidating and annoying. The latter because you’re too much alike, except that she’s undisciplined where you’re meticulous in planning and execution.”

      “That’s not… Yeah, okay, maybe it’s true. I’m bad with people, you know. Other than my neighbor and her husband who ended up in prison, you’re actually my only friend, Mits.”

      “Only friend?” Silky said appalled. “Only friend?!”

      “Keep your panties on, Silkster. You know you’re more than a friend.”

      “Sir, I think I’ve figured out why you’re so bad with the female persuasion. They don’t drop their panties when they’re angry with you.”

      “Silkster, I…whatever.”

      Mitsuki was quiet for a few minutes, not even commenting on Silky’s joke. Finally, she responded. “I think Oktara’s right. We are decent people. Sure, we worked with and as criminals, but we didn’t make any friends with them and—”

      “Hush,” Silky said in a serious tone. “The infiltrator is about to be close enough to hit us with a close-range scan. We’ve got to go silent. No talking out loud. Don’t even move unless absolutely necessary. Sorry, Mits, but I’m even going to have to sever our connection.”

      A half hour passed in miserable, sweaty silence. Siv watched his HUD with dread as the infiltrator closed in and circled them. The tension was so high that he would've sworn that he could feel the scans passing over him.

      The infiltrator pulled up alongside them, and they felt a shudder through the Bumblebee.

      “We’ve slowed down to match the infiltrator’s speed, sir.”

      Several more minutes passed, and then he felt a vibration in the floor beneath him.

      “What was that?” he whispered to Silky as if whispering thoughts made a difference.

      “The boarding ramp has been lowered, sir. And the infiltrator is extending a plasma window tunnel.”

      Siv touched the ceramic amulet that hung from his neck and wished he could talk with his father now, as he had done before when facing death. But apparently, he had to actually be in the process of dying for that to work.

      Two red dots appeared in the locator and met Oktara’s yellow dot. Silky had tagged the Hydrogenist leader yellow because he didn’t fully trust him, which seemed fair enough. They talked for a few minutes, then Oktara led them through the ship.

      Silky loaded profiles into the HUD identifying the members of the boarding party.

      Vega Kaleeb and his sky-blade companion. Damn. They had both survived the explosion.

      “Any good news, Silkster?”

      "Kaleeb's not at peak operating capacity, though I can't risk a scan strong enough to verify the extent of the damage. Also, he's wearing Centurion V armor now."

      “Isn’t that what the Thousand World’s shock troops wore?”

      “That was Centurion IV, sir.”

      “I take it this is a downgrade from what he wore before?”

      “A significant one, sir. But it still makes him extremely formidable. You and Mitsuki still have no chance of taking him out in close-quarters fighting. If he finds you, he owns you.”

      Heavy footsteps reverberated through the walls and ceiling over them as Kaleeb followed Oktara through engineering. They passed on and completed a circuit of the Bumblebee. Siv breathed a sigh of relief, then cursed as Kaleeb began a second tour of the ship. This time walking through a lot more slowly than before.

      When Kaleeb reached engineering again, he stopped. Then he removed the grating over the smuggler’s nook and tossed it aside. As it clanged loudly to the floor, Siv’s breath caught, and Mitsuki tensed beside him.
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      Galen lounged in the command chair, staring out through the viewport of the BSS Falling Rain. Night descended onto the barren, nameless world that stretched beyond him. Sunset and sunrise, moonset and moonrise, those were the only times anything outside this vessel ever changed.

      “There’s a lot more to it, if you know how to look,” Tamzin had said.

      So he’d tried to appreciate this world’s stark beauty, but whatever it was that she found interesting, he couldn’t see.

      The bleak isolation was almost too much to bear. With only the planet's distant orange sun and its giant, yellowish moon to keep him company, he continually brooded, worrying about Oona and Kyralla. Were they still safe on Pashta's estate? Had they gotten news of his disappearance and fled elsewhere? Or had the Tekk Reapers captured them, too?

      He might never find out. He might never see them again. He was lost out here.

      Sometimes, Galen imagined that the Tekk Reapers had killed him and that instead of wraith space Tamzin had led him through the fires of hell. How else could he explain ending up here in this limbo where he was useless, where he couldn’t help those he loved? And he would be trapped on this dilapidated vessel forever, never knowing if his girls were okay.

      He was used to attending meetings and negotiations, reading and writing memos and treaties. He was used to being buried in government work all the time or else researching hyperphasic messiah mysteries. But now, he had nothing to do but stew in his worries. And without a chippy, he couldn’t even distract himself. There was nothing to read, no videos to watch, no games to play.

      Tamzin hadn’t said a word to him in days. He didn’t need to be an empath to feel her anger and her resentment at his presence. But he could also feel the guilt, remorse, and sadness that bound her, inexplicably, to this place.

      Tamzin walked in and sat on the floor beside him. She didn’t speak. He knew from her pensive mood that he shouldn’t say anything. She would talk when she was ready.

      Staring out through the viewport, they sat together for nearly two hours. It was the closest they’d been to one another in days, and it was also the most time they’d spent together in the same room. To avoid him, she had taken to sleeping inside one of the locked rooms he wasn’t allowed to enter. Though that only seemed to increase her negative feelings toward him.

      She sighed, the anger seeming to slip off her. Then she fidgeted, running her fingers through her loose, pink hair. “You didn’t ask me again.”

      “Ask what again?”

      “Why I saved you from the Tekk Reapers.”

      He finally turned to her. “That was easy enough to figure out. You’re a bounty hunter. You were sent out to capture me. But when you discovered the Reapers had me, and that they were using torture, you took pity on me.”

      Nervously, Tamzin shrugged. “Well…they were asking about your children and…you were willing to suffer rather than say a single word about them. That is why I saved you.”

      Galen sensed she was telling the truth, but it also seemed as if she were hiding something, or else leaving out some detail that mattered. Which was odd since she had brought it up.

      “Regardless, thank you for not turning me in afterward.”

      “I didn’t turn you in because I’m sure the people who hired me also just wanted you to get to your kids.” She looked up at him with her intense eyes. “I’m not a heartless criminal.”

      “I know,” he answered.

      Only he wasn't sure. He sensed there was a lie in what she'd said. Was there another reason she hadn't turned him in? Or did she, in fact, think that she was a heartless criminal? That was the tricky thing about reading people's emotions instead of their thoughts. Someone could feel like they were heartless but not actually be that way.

      For a moment, he wished he was a level three empath instead of just a level two, but then he thought of the trip through wraith space. If his empathy were any more powerful, he wouldn’t have survived that journey.

      Tamzin stared silently at him for what seemed like ages. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat several times. “Your gift angers me. I don’t like people knowing anything about me, especially how I feel.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s who you are. You shouldn’t have to apologize for that.”

      Though he sensed she was in the mood to talk, he waited a while before speaking again.

      “So, who hired you?”

      She shrugged. “An off-world intermediary. I don’t know who they represent.”

      Now that was a lie. That was what she’d been hiding earlier. He was certain of it. He was also certain that trying to pry an answer out of her would be foolish. He needed to keep her calm and earn her trust. Besides, it might not matter whether someone local or far away had hired her or who they were. At the moment, it didn’t, since he couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Are you a full-time bounty hunter?” he asked.

      “It pays well,” she replied quietly, “and it’s easier and a lot more interesting than harvesting flux crystals. Mostly, I hunt down crooks the police can’t find. Sometimes I steal items from people, but only if they’re rich. It helps to be able to pop into and out of wraith space. I’d probably make a fortune if I ever went somewhere more populous.”

      “Sounds a lot more exciting than being a diplomat.”

      She scanned him then shrugged again. “Doesn’t look that way.”

      “This is the first time something like this has ever happened to me.”

      “Well, that explains a lot.”

      He couldn’t disagree with her. When the Reapers had taken out his security detail, he’d had no idea what to do. Unlike his oldest, Kyralla, he’d never trained to defend himself or anyone else. In retrospect, given his position and Oona’s nature, that was naive.

      “I should know how to fight,” he said. “I should have been armed when I was attacked.”

      She nodded. “Would’ve been smart. But you couldn’t have stopped Tekk Reapers.”

      “I could have stopped someone like you.”

      “Hardly,” she replied with a laugh. “When you’re better, I’ll teach you a few basic moves. You’re going to need some exercise to rehabilitate that leg.”

      “So you’re not going to ask me anything about the girls?” he asked after some silence.

      “It’s a secret you’re willing to die to keep. It would be foolish to ask even for their names.”

      Together, they watched as the moon slowly rose over the horizon. Today it was a thick crescent, like a lemon with a bite missing.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out what you see when you look out onto this world,” Galen said.

      A smile crept across Tamzin’s face, but she didn’t say anything.

      “When I said you were trapped here… I’m sorry about that.”

      She ran a hand across the metal floor. “This is the only home I’ve ever known.” She pulled the black cube from the pouch on her belt and held it up, peering at her reflection in its surface. “Since we’re playing the questions game…”

      Again, she seemed to be bringing up a topic she didn’t want to discuss. Aside from the fact that she was socially awkward, Tamzin made absolutely no sense.

      “It’s a miniature stardrive, right?”

      She twisted it one way then another, staring silently at it for several minutes. “I suppose it must be, though it only takes me to wraith space.”

      Based on what his trained empathic sense told him, she was even more attached to the cube than she was to this starship.

      “My mother gave it to me,” Tamzin said as if answering his thoughts. “Before she died. ‘It will lead you to safety,’ she told me. ‘It will be your guiding light.’ She was right.”

      “She died here on this ship, didn’t she?” Galen asked, picking up on the sentimental connections Tamzin was practically broadcasting.

      “That’s why I can’t leave.” She laughed pitifully. “It’s not the only reason. I grew up here, stranded alone, from the age of ten to seventeen. The outside world…sometimes I get overwhelmed and frightened, and I have to come back here to…to get away.”

      “You survived here for seven years, all alone?!”

      No wonder she was strange and awkward.

      “It took a year for me to figure out how to use the cube and navigate wraith space, and then six more to reach Titus II. I was never worried. The cube would guide me. And we had enough nutrient blocks stored on the ship for both of us to survive over a decade, and the ship’s water filtration is functional.”

      “How did she die?”

      “Cancer. The medibots we had couldn’t cure it. The tumors appeared and spread rapidly.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “The experiments… My mother was pregnant when she fled…wherever it is I came from. She’d been part of a genetic project that resulted in me. That’s why you probably can’t figure out what human variant I belong to.”

      “Your father?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Who was responsible for the experiment?”

      Tamzin shrugged. “I honestly have no idea. I don’t even know what they were trying to accomplish when they engineered me.”

      He sensed she was leaving something out, perhaps distorting the truth.

      She set the cube on the floor, turned toward him, and pulled off her shirt, revealing pale skin and small, pert breasts with violet nipples.

      He swallowed then stuttered. “Tam–Tamzin, what are you…” His eyes moved from her slim figure to the symbol on her chest, an odd, nine-pointed star like a stain of wine against her milk-white skin. “That’s not a tattoo, is it?”

      Tamzin shook her head. “It’s a birthmark. Mom said the others like me had them as well. She didn’t say why. And she didn’t say how many others. As far as I know, I’m unique now. I haven’t discovered any others on the net.”

      She trailed a finger across the mark. “I don’t even know what it represents, do you? Have you ever seen this symbol? I’ve had my chippy search the net. I’ve asked historians, geneticists, everyone I can think of.”

      “I…I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      His eyes strayed back to the rest of her form, and he seemed to lose a few moments because she suddenly chuckled.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      “What? Oh! I’m sorry.”

      She smiled, the tips of her top teeth touching her bottom lip. “Don’t be.” She pulled her shirt back on. “I should probably keep this on, so I don’t get you too hot and bothered.”

      He stammered a nonsensical reply. She was a lot younger than him, and not his type. Although…he didn’t exactly have a type. He’d only had a couple of one-night stands since the girls’ mother, Ferilla, had died. Given Oona’s nature, he couldn’t trust anyone enough to form a relationship.

      “So…um…do you have any other unique attributes, aside from the birthmark?”

      She hefted the cube. “I can see in the dark. I’m quick, faster than most. I’ve got sharp teeth. And I’m immune to the effects of wraith space. But the only truly unique thing I can do is use the cube.”

      She tossed it to him, and he caught it awkwardly. “Go ahead. Give it a try.”

      “I can’t,” he replied. “What if—”

      “Just press the buttons, old man.”

      “Are you sure it can only take me to wraith space?” he asked.

      “It’s the only place it takes me.” Her lips spread into a devious smile. “If you end up somewhere else, just repeat the procedure and return.”

      “If I end up somewhere else, I’ll be dead.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she told him. “I didn’t go to the trouble of saving you just to have you pop into flux space and disintegrate.”

      Galen steeled his courage then pressed the buttons. The cube warmed and vibrated. And then…

      Nothing happened.

      As the cube cooled, he stared into the glossy dark surface, puzzled. As it had thrummed to life, he’d sensed a presence, as if the cube were alive and possessed feelings.

      He’d spoken with an enger once. The man had assured him that the scientists were wrong, that stardrives were living entities, not machines. That didn’t explain why the Tekk Plague had ruined so many of them. But then the plague had nearly wiped out the engers as well, and they were people. Genetically adapted by the Benevolence to bond with stardrives and repair them, but still people.

      With a disapproving look on her face, Tamzin snatched the black cube from him, did the same thing he’d done, and disappeared. A moment later she returned with a determined grin on her face.

      Maybe she’d been engineered for delving, but she was too young to be an experiment conducted by the Benevolence.

      “Twice, someone took it from me when I first stumbled onto Titus II. That’s how I figured out that no one else could use it. I stole it back from the first one, and the second gave it back and hired me to do a job for him. But instead, I turned him over to the police for a reward.”

      “I didn’t know a stardrive could be so small,” he said.

      “It may be unique,” she said, her tone and emotions suggesting she thought strongly otherwise. “I haven’t found anything on the net about them being any smaller than the ones used in wraith space diving bells, and those are ten times the size of this one.”

      “Your mother didn’t tell you anything else about it?”

      Tamzin shook her head. “Only that it would guide me, and that it was no use to her.”

      “What about her chippy? Surely, it would have had some knowledge of it.”

      Tamzin tapped her temple. “Before she died, she erased all the data and restored the operating system to factory condition.” She sighed deeply. “Mother told me so little. And I could never get her to talk about our past. She’d always say ‘the future is all that matters’ and nothing more.”

      Without a chippy and access to the net, Galen couldn’t verify her story. And she was hiding some things. But that wasn’t unexpected. She hardly knew him. It was surprising she was revealing anything at all about herself.

      His eyes again fell upon the crescent moon as it reached higher into the sky. “So, where are we exactly?”

      “My chippy thinks we’re in the Large Magellanic Cloud.”

      “The LMC?!” Galen shouted with amazement.

      “Yep.”

      They were in another galaxy! As far as he knew, they were the first humans to ever visit a galaxy other than the Milky Way. Though if he remembered correctly, the Benevolence had launched probes toward other galaxies. But even using hyperspace, it would take many centuries for those probes to visit then return. If any of them had already done so, the knowledge had never been released.

      “H-how did you end up here?” Galen asked.

      “Through wraith space,” she answered. “Our ship took damage when it entered the Titus system. Mother never said how, but it looks as if a small missile punched through the shields and exploded near the fusion reactor.”

      “And you don’t know who attacked the ship?”

      She shook her head. “It was a miracle we survived. The reactor didn’t explode, and the containment system worked. At that point, Mother took the ship into wraith space. When we reentered real space, we were on this world. The stardrive failed, though, so we were stranded here.”

      Tamzin returned the cube to the pouch on her belt. “I’ll take you back soon. You’re almost fully healed. But don’t worry, I will go alone and scout the way first, to make sure it’s safe.”

      Fear clutched at him. “If you don’t return…I’ll be stranded here.”

      “That’s a lot better than dead.”

      After he went nearly a minute without responding, she turned to him with a sad smile. “It’s not better for you, is it? You’d rather die than be stuck here.”

      Unable to say it, he merely nodded.

      Tamzin placed a hand on his shoulder tenderly. “I promise I won’t leave you stranded here. I’ll make sure you get back to your girls.”
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      Sweating and breathing as shallowly as possible, Siv watched the red dots in his locator as Vega Kaleeb and his murderous sky-blade loomed above. They had removed the floor grating to reveal the smuggler’s nook, but they had not dropped in to investigate further. Not yet anyway.

      “I can hear them talking, Silkster, but I can’t make out any of what they’re saying.”

      “I can help, sir.”

      “Safely?”

      “Definitely.”

      With as little power as possible, Silky used the sensor array to listen in on the engineering section. Siv could only barely understand them due to the static the fusion drive caused in the audio feed, so Silky deciphered it and displayed it as text.

      “Rare spices,” Oktara said to Vega. “I’m trying to avoid Titus II’s high import taxes.”

      “He’s good, sir. Titus II does have high tariffs on foodstuffs.”

      Several boxes clattered onto the floor.

      “I think you’re hiding something more from me, Mr. Talos,” Kaleeb growled. So far, the bounty hunter had not seen through the fake identity they’d loaned to Oktara.

      “I assure you I am not.”

      “If I find out you are lying to me, the repercussions will be extreme.”

      “I understand.”

      In his locator, Siv watched the sky-blade drop into the space where the spice boxes had been. It stayed there a few moments then flew back out. Siv waited for it to report that it had found them, but apparently, the fusion drive's interference had worked, because Kaleeb and the sky-blade left the engineering room shortly after.

      In the ship's loading bay, Kaleeb and Oktara spoke for several minutes. He guessed they were talking since all three dots stood together. Silky was unable to safely boost the sound detection enough to hear them.

      Kaleeb departed, and the infiltrator sped away.

      “Do not move, sir. Not yet.”

      Since it was too dark for her to see a hand gesture, Siv reached out and put a finger to Mitsuki's lips to signal that she should remain silent. Given her chippy's more limited capabilities, she may not have known that Kaleeb had departed.

      “I’m going to do a sensor burst as soon as the infiltrator’s too far away to perform a short-range scan.”

      "Please tell me that's not going to be much longer. I really don't want to suffer heatstroke."

      Siv had to suffer for more than half an hour. Understanding what was going on, Oktara didn’t try to communicate with them. Finally, Silky did a second-long, level-five scan, then declared the ship safe.

      “Spy drones?”

      “I checked, sir. He didn’t leave any behind.”

      “Mits, it’s safe to talk now.”

      “Is it safe to crawl out of this hellhole?”

      “It is, Batwings,” Silky said, restoring the secure channel between them.

      They let Oktara know the coast was clear, and he freed them from the cramped space. Mitsuki skipped several paces away and stretched out her wings with a sigh. Siv wiped sweat from his brow and took full breaths of the cool starship air.

      “Thank you,” Siv told Oktara. “You handled that exceptionally well.”

      “I am a skilled negotiator,” Oktara said.

      He led them to the cramped galley and poured them large glasses of water. Despite the metallic tinge and staleness, Siv drank five glasses. Mitsuki called him an idiot but downed six herself.

      “Kaleeb is even more intense than I had expected,” Oktara said. “And he hates the two of you with a passion.”

      “We nearly killed him,” Siv said.

      “I suspect he’s unaccustomed to facing defeat,” Mitsuki added.

      “The orb that accompanied him threatened me by circling around with its blades whirring,” Oktara said. “I cannot imagine having to face that thing in battle.”

      “It’s a sky-blade, and it can cut right through you with ease,” Siv told him. “We barely escaped it before.”

      “Thanks to me, sir.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Mitsuki told Oktara. “Thank you for sticking your neck out for us.”

      “Thank you for restoring hope to my people.”

      “I was worried he’d torture you for information,” Mitsuki said.

      “Kaleeb and the sky-blade both would have conducted scans to detect lies,” Silky said over the ship’s comm. “It seems Master Oktara disguises his lies well.”

      “I have mastered my emotions,” Oktara said. “And he was clearly in a hurry. He offered me money in exchange for any information. I also informed him that I was part of a powerful merchant guild. I gave him credentials I have used in similar but less dangerous situations. That seemed to sway him somewhat.”

      “Was he visibly injured?” Mitsuki asked Oktara.

      “He had a slight limp. Otherwise, I didn’t see anything wrong. But it was hard to tell with all the armor he was wearing and the darkened faceplate. You can check the ship’s video feed. That might help.”

      They checked but found only a loop of static feedback. Kaleeb had fuzzed all of the footage so no one would know that he had been there.

      Oktara closed his eyes and seemed to disappear into himself. Something about his focus and rigidity made Siv not want to bother him. When Oktara spoke again, several minutes later, it was with a grave, worried tone.

      "Just now, I tried to sense your chippy but got nothing as expected. Then I tried to read the two of you. My senses are clear, like always."

      “You expected otherwise?” Mitsuki ask.

      Brow furrowed, Oktara fidgeted with his hands. "There is something I must tell you. I picked up…emotions from Kaleeb. So I scanned him, using my limited empathic ability. What I sensed was…disturbing, to say the least."

      “But he’s an android,” Siv responded.

      No matter how sentient and humanlike they might be, androids didn't give off emotions or thoughts that could be read through extrasensory abilities. That was part of why they were so good at fighting the Krixis and so unsuccessful at negotiating ceasefires with them.

      “I’m aware of that,” Oktara said. “Nevertheless, Kaleeb… He is more than just an android. There is a presence within him, a malignant presence. I’ve never sensed anything like it. I detected it within the sky-blade as well.”

      “No!” Silky hissed, his tone full of dread. “No, no, no. This is bad. So so bad.”

      “I do not know if that will help you in any way,” Oktara said, “but I thought it could be important.”

      “I appreciate the information,” Siv told him. “Silkster, what’s so bad about this?”

      “If an empath can detect an evil presence in Kaleeb, then it is bad on a galactic scale. And sir, I am not exaggerating that one bit.”

      “’Nevolence, what could possibly be that bad?”

      “Sir, I agreed to explain many things to you, from the cache of knowledge I recently unlocked, but we agreed it would be too much to handle at the moment, that we would discuss it all later.”

      "Oh! If this is related to the Fall of the Benevolence then—"

      “It’s as bad as bad news gets, sir.”

      “Do I need to know about it right now?”

      “It changes nothing at the moment, sir. But it does explain some things to me.”

      “Silkster, if it’s really that bad, then you need some way to publish this knowledge in case…in case you’re destroyed.”

      “I have already made arrangements, sir.”

      Mitsuki leaned over toward Siv. “You’ve been quiet for a while, and Silky cut me off our comm channel.”

      “That information means something to you, doesn’t it?” Oktara asked.

      “I cannot say,” Siv replied.

      Oktara nodded. “I understand.”

      “Silkster, restore Mitsuki’s access and catch her up.”

      “Restored, sir.”

      Siv watched Mitsuki’s face blanch as Silky caught her up on what they had discussed.

      “Are you sure it doesn’t matter right now?” Mitsuki asked.

      “All it means for now,” Silky replied, “is that he’s more dangerous than we thought. Honestly, I wish that I had allowed you to kill him in the warehouse. Even if the sky-blade had then torn the two of you apart, it would have been worth it. And maybe you could have gotten lucky and killed it, too.”

      Siv and Mitsuki exchanged horrified glances but said nothing more. Siv was stunned. Kaleeb was so dangerous that Silky was willing to throw away their lives to see him ended? Kaleeb was just an android bounty hunter, how much damage could he possibly do that he could affect the entire galaxy? It just didn’t make sense.

      Siv was sorely tempted to demand Silky explain everything, but his mind was already dealing with enough mysteries and problems. And this knowledge wouldn’t change how they ran from or fought against Kaleeb.

      Except in one way, he realized with a jolt that ran from his heart to his stomach. Silky would be more than willing to risk their lives if he thought they had a chance at killing Kaleeb, Oona and her mission be damned.
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      It took nearly twice as long to reach Titus II as it should have. Ship after ship hailed them, demanding that Oktara slow down and provide credentials, or else. Meanwhile, each one took the time to do multiple intense sensor sweeps of the fat courier ship.

      During those encounters, Siv and Mitsuki hid in the engineering room, but not in the smuggler's nook. Silky didn't think that was necessary unless they were boarded since none of those ships had the advanced capabilities Kaleeb, his sky-blade, or the Tekk Reapers possessed.

      Along with basic jamming, Silky masked Mitsuki so that sensors would think she was human instead of wakyran. Altogether, it must have worked, because they were allowed to pass without anyone else boarding the ship.

      Kaleeb’s infiltrator was nowhere to be seen. And since Silky believed he’d given away their presence before by doing long-range scanning, he stuck to short-range scans. It was better not to know where Kaleeb might be than to make him suspicious again.

      When they finally reached orbit of Titus II, and the average looking green-blue planet with its string of tiny, golden-hued moons appeared in his HUD, Siv sank against the wall with a satisfied sigh. Mitsuki pumped a fist as she let out a whooping cry of celebration.

      One by one, the planet’s orbital defense systems scanned and approved them. Finally, a government cruiser hailed them and demanded they submit to a boarding inspection before landing.

      Siv and Mitsuki again crammed themselves into the insufferably hot nook. Fortunately, the government inspectors never found the first nook and were gone after twenty minutes.

      “Were they looking for us?” Siv asked as they returned to the bridge.

      Oktara shrugged. “I have no idea. They said they were checking every vessel due to increased criminal activity and an unusual number of suspicious ships in the system.”

      “That may not be their true motive,” Mitsuki said, “but it’s not a lie. This system is full of lowlifes on armed vessels.”

      “Am I taking you down to Capital City?” Oktara asked. “Or somewhere else?”

      Mitsuki struck the heel of her palm against her forehead. “You know, we never actually discussed where we’d land.” She switched to chippy communication. “What do you think, Sivvy?”

      Siv was deep in thought and didn’t answer.

      “Hey, jerk-face!” Mitsuki said out loud. “Got an opinion?”

      Siv waved her off.

      “Is something wrong, sir?”

      He waited a few more moments before muttering aloud. “I just realized something. We’re not flying free. We’re caught in the spider’s web.”

      “Sir…what…what the hell are you talking about?”

      “What’s with the cryptic nonsense?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Sir, what’s your logic here?”

      “In a nutshell, we escaped, and Kaleeb let Oktara off too easy. It’s a hunch more than anything.”

      “I do oh so love hunches, sir,” Silky replied sarcastically. “Almost as much as when you take a gamble without checking with me first.”

      “I think Kaleeb knows we’re on this ship. He’s following us but staying just out of range of our scans. He allowed the Bumblebee to go because he knows if he follows it down to the planet, we’ll have to emerge.”

      “If he knows we’re on the ship, why didn’t he take us out when he boarded?” Mitsuki asked.

      "He knew we were here but couldn't locate us," Siv said. "He was going to have to tear the ship apart to find us, or get back in his infiltrator blow us to smithereens."

      “So why didn’t he blast us? That’s what he tried when we were in the Solace,” Mitsuki said. “Although I guess he could’ve just tortured Oktara to find out where we were.”

      Siv smiled. “Yes, he could have. And I think he told Oktara as much in the loading bay and gave him an ultimatum.” He turned to the Hydrogenist leader. “But that’s when you told him who you actually are, or at least enough of the truth that Kaleeb decided to wait us out.”

      “I would never tell one such as him anything about my people.” Oktara drew a hexagonal metal disc from a pocket and held it out for them to see. “But you are not far wrong. I simply showed him this. It dissuaded him from harming me or my ship.”

      Silky let out a string of curses. “Sweet mother of chippies. I never thought I’d see another one of those.”

      “What is that?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The Seal of the Benevolence,” Oktara said.

      “He’s an official emissary,” Silky said over the Bumblebee’s comm. “Wherever he goes, if the Benevolence is unavailable, for whatever reason, he is allowed to speak on its behalf.”

      “So it’s like an imperial seal?” Mitsuki asked.

      “It is exactly like that,” Oktara replied. “I was gifted this because we often operated on the fringes of the Benevolency and beyond. It gave me the right to negotiate temporary treaties and the like.”

      “Less than a thousand such seals were ever gifted,” Silky said. “It is a supreme honor.”

      “I don’t see why Kaleeb would respect that,” Siv said. “The Benevolence fell a century ago.”

      “Kaleeb may be a lot of things, sir, but do not forget he was once an android in service to the Benevolence, unable to disobey an order. He may be free to do as he wishes, but that does not mean he no longer feels some respect toward the Benevolence and its representatives.

      "Beyond that, Master Oktara could be a senator if he wishes. That makes him powerful and significant. There's no gain in killing a potential senator. In fact, there's far more to gain by allowing one to pass unharmed."

      “A senator?” Siv asked in surprise. “How is that possible? Senators are elected.”

      "A governing body was needed immediately after the Fall," Oktara said. "Everyone possessing a seal was summoned to participate in the first Senate, for a term of ten years, until the government was stabilized and elections could be held. I never served. Nevertheless, according to the Constitution of the Terran Federation, I still have the right to be a senator for ten years. If I so choose."

      “Why didn’t you serve when called?” Siv asked.

      “A DNA test is required to prove who you are and is checked against sealed records,” Oktara said. “I did not wish those records opened. And in truth, I had no interest in government.”

      “So Kaleeb allowed you to go because of the seal?” Siv asked.

      “That and I believe he was impressed that I had not taken advantage of what the seal offered,” Oktara said.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about the seal?” Siv asked.

      Oktara sighed. “I had hoped to keep some secrets.”

      “Why?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Why would I prefer that no one know that I possess critical government influence?” He laughed. “That should be obvious.”

      “You know what?” Mitsuki said. “I trust you a lot more now.”

      Oktara replied with a broad smile. “So, am I taking you down to Capital City or not? If we do not choose a course soon, I think they will get suspicious.”

      Siv’s stomach tumbled as he tapped his fingers against the armrest. They were about to get ambushed by Kaleeb and didn’t have a prayer of taking him on and surviving.

      “Mits, Silkster, we need a plan for dealing with Kaleeb, but my brain’s firing blanks.”

      “Sorry, I’ve got nothing,” Mitsuki answered.

      “Well, you’re both in luck,” Silky said. “Cause I have the perfect plan.”
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      Siv checked the two antigrav belts strapped to his waist for the fourth time. Then he paced around the loading bay nervously. Mitsuki leaned against a wall, while Oktara finished altering the Bumblebee’s protocols. Normally, it wouldn’t allow the boarding ramp to be lowered during atmospheric flight.

      Siv pulled up the HUD to display the energy level readings for the refraction cloak as well as the antigrav unit built into his bodysuit.

      “Everything’s fine, sir. I promise.”

      “This is nuts, Silkster.”

      “I don’t see how, sir. We successfully executed the big drop at Senator Pashta’s compound. The only difference here is that Mits can use her wings to glide us down a good twenty-five kilometers away from the starport. Maybe more if we hit the winds right. We did the same sort of thing when she rescued us, remember.”

      “I recall it all too well. And I think you’ve forgotten how we almost died then and how nothing good came out of dropping into the senator’s compound.”

      “Your life had to change eventually, sir. And without you, Oona and Kyralla—”

      “Yes, yes, I know. It’s just that we’ve had nothing but—”

      “Sir, get over this stupid bad fortune wallowing and get your head in the game. This has nothing to do with luck or fate or any other nonsense. It’s just a life invested in doing what needs doing.”

      Siv sighed. “It’s easy for you.”

      “Because I’m a machine? Sir, embracing logic instead of pointless worry is a good policy, regardless of your construction.”

      “It doesn’t help that you got me freaked out about Kaleeb’s dark presence and how taking him out might be more important than our lives.”

      “If you knew what I know, sir, you’d be a whole lot more freaked out. But there’s nothing to be done about it right now. Let it go.”

      Mitsuki stretched out her wings then did shoulder rotations and toe touches. She was also wearing two extra antigrav belts. Oktara had graciously gifted them four of the five belts stored in the Bumblebee. Otherwise, Siv wouldn’t have attempted this, regardless of Silky's belief that it would be doable with just two. Mitsuki's wings weren't that strong.

      “I’m ready,” she announced.

      Naturally, there wasn’t a hint of trepidation in her voice. She was deeply in love with this idea. She had already lamented the loss of her jetpack five times in as many minutes, even though its heat signature would have made them trackable.

      “We are nearing the drop point,” Oktara said.

      Not wanting to stay in orbit any longer than they had to, they had taken their descent into the atmosphere slowly so they would have time to prepare.

      “We could use a way back off Titus II when we’re done,” Siv said. “So if you’re still here…”

      With an apologetic grin, Oktara shook his head. "As truly grateful as I am for all that you did, I do not plan on hanging around any longer than necessary. I deeply hope you succeed in your quest, but I do not share your death wish."

      Mitsuki glared at him. Siv knew she was thinking that Oktara owed them more than he was giving. Since finding a ship that could take them off-world safely wasn’t going to be easy, Siv considered begging Oktara, but he knew there was no point. Oktara had taken this much risk, but he wasn’t going to take more. Not now that he’d gotten the chance to restore his people.

      Besides, while the Bumblebee was good for traveling incognito, it wasn’t going to outrun anything if trouble found them first. And Siv was pretty sure that extracting Ambassador Vim was going to bring far more attention than sneaking onto the planet had so far.

      Oktara placed his hands on Mitsuki’s shoulders. “I wish you well in your pursuits. Keep conquering the pain of your past and stay true to that which guides you.”

      She muttered a weak thank you. “I’d be a lot more grateful if he gave us more help.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Batwings. It’s all good. I own his ass.”

      “I don’t see how,” Siv said.

      “Because you cannot see the things I see or know the things I know. That he could be a senator makes it all so much better.”

      “You’re not sharing the information, are you?” Siv asked.

      “Let me have my fun, sir. Besides, I’m still working on my scheme.”

      “So when you say you own his ass,” Mitsuki said, “what you really mean is that you see an avenue to purchasing it.”

      “Yes, yes,” Silky huffed.

      When Oktara placed his hands on Siv’s shoulders, he winced and recoiled. “Mr. Gendin, you…you are a very sick man. Sicker than I had thought.”

      “What do you mean?” Siv asked, confused.

      Oktara’s brow furrowed as he rubbed his chin, then a disappointed frown crinkled his face. “You’re dying.”

      “I guess that’s accurate,” Siv replied. “The disease caused by Kompel is killing me, and I’m extraordinarily lucky to have lived through withdrawal this long.”

      Oktara cocked an eyebrow. “Why can’t you take more Kompel to keep going? That would seem more than wise given the challenges you face.”

      “The Shadowslip use a special type, and I haven’t been able to figure out how it’s made or track down their supplier.”

      “I have never witnessed the effects of Kompel withdrawal firsthand, so I will take your word that the disease I sense within you is that alone.” Oktara moved back toward the entrance to the loading bay. “I have, however, seen a blind man with good eyes before.”

      “Huh?” Siv asked.

      “And it seems I am looking at one again.”

      “We’re nearly over our target, sir. You need to get ready.”

      Siv took a step toward Oktara. “What are you talking about?”

      “Ask yourself this, Siv Gendin: How is it that a man with your expertise and resources cannot track down a Kompel supplier?”

      “Are you suggesting I haven’t tried? Because I have, many times.”

      “Sir, we’ve got thirty-five seconds,” Silky said urgently.

      “You have battled Vega Kaleeb and survived. And you figured out that my Solace and her passengers are more than they seem. Yet you cannot figure out where the Shadowslip gets their special blend of Kompel or how it is made?”

      “I’ve spent hundreds of hours and thousands of credits searching for it. It’s hard enough to find suppliers for more common Kompel strains.”

      Mitsuki grabbed Siv by the waist and pulled him close. “We need to go, Sivvy.”

      “Twenty seconds, sir!”

      Oktara shrugged as he stepped through the doorway into the corridor leading back to the bridge. “If you say so, Siv Gendin. But I personally know of two suppliers of Kompel, and I do not think either of them would be difficult to find.”

      “Where?” Siv shouted. “Tell me how to find them!”

      “Mr. Gendin, you must first find the answers to your disease within yourself. Otherwise, the knowledge I possess will do you no good.”

      Siv continued toward him, but Mitsuki threw a harness around his chest and fastened it, securing him to the front of her body.

      Oktara triggered the door. “May the good fortune of our blessed Jovian gods fall upon you both.”

      Siv lunged at him, but Mitsuki's weight tethered him in place. "Tell me where I can get it! Tell me!”

      The door leading back into the ship closed, and then the loading bay doors opened.

      “Now, Wings,” Silky said.

      Mitsuki wrenched Siv around and started toward the back of the bay, but he dug his heels in and fought her.

      “We can’t leave!” The craving surged back into him. “We have to find out what he knows!”

      “Siv, we have to go!” Mitsuki shouted as she plowed forward. He’d never realized how much stronger than him she was.

      “No!” he yelled. “No!”

      “Sir…” Silky sighed. “I can tell you what you want to know.”

      “Wh-what?”

      “I know how it’s made and where you can get it, sir. I’ve known for a long time.”

      “I’m not falling for that,” Siv seethed. “I’m not leaving yet. Not until Oktara talks.”

      “It’s not a trick, sir. It’s the truth. I swear on Eyana’s grave.”

      “You…you swear…on Eyana?”

      “I do, sir.”

      Silky practically worshiped his first companion, Empathic Services agent Eyana Ora. If he swore on her then…then it was true. Siv’s knees went weak, and he sagged against Mitsuki. She took the opportunity to surge the last few steps and leap out of the Bumblebee.
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      They tumbled uncontrollably through the ship’s wake, rapidly losing altitude despite having all of their antigrav units maxed.

      Siv didn’t even react to the rapid spinning, despite the acid racing up into his esophagus, the building vertigo, and the darkening of his vision.

      He numbly watched the readouts in his HUD as Silky deployed their refraction cloak, extending the effect to cover both of them. While the weakened field couldn’t keep Siv and Mitsuki both invisible, it could render their forms hazy and indistinct. From this height, against the night sky, that should be more than sufficient.

      Using her arms and twisting her body weight, Mitsuki finally leveled them. Then she snapped her wings out. The wind caught them, and not only did their descent halt, they actually climbed as she weaved into a current.

      Now that they could focus on the ground, they could see Titus II’s bustling Capital City, which was little more than a bright splotch on the night-darkened land below them.

      “Silkster, start talking. And do not leave out anything. That’s an order. Assuming that means something to you.”

      “Sir…you are dying.”

      “No duh.”

      “I’m not talking about the Kompel withdrawal disease.”

      “What?!”

      "Sir…you were on ice too long. The cryo-sleep unit they stored you in was only meant for transporting mortally wounded soldiers from the battlefield to a hospital. The special forces unit didn't intend to leave you in that underground bunker for more than a few weeks, but after the Tekk Plague struck, they never received further orders. So they left you there when they withdrew, not giving any thought to what it meant for you."

      A pit formed in Siv’s stomach. “How long could the unit store someone safely?”

      “According to simulations, twenty years. But no actual tests went past five.”

      The pit expanded. “Then how did I survive?”

      “When, after four years, I was unable to contact anyone who could rescue us, I had a decision to make. I could help you pass away peacefully, or I could take a gamble.”

      “Obviously, you took the gamble.”

      “I considered otherwise, sir. I truly did. But you were Gav’s legacy and the only one I knew I could trust if we ever made it back into the world. So I hacked into the cryo unit and tweaked the system’s programming in an attempt to keep you alive longer. Unfortunately, there was a cost for doing that.”

      “You couldn’t free me because of the manual locking mechanism. You didn’t lie about that, right?”

      "I did not, sir. If you could have gotten free, we could have gotten out of there, and our lives would have been very different."

      “And the cost to me was?”

      “Permanent neurological damage.”

      Siv reconsidered those first few months after being thawed. “I remember being sick and disoriented, frightened and upset. I thought that was all normal, though, given how long I’d been in cryo and having seen my father murdered, only to wake up in a new world.”

      "Sir, you aren't supposed to be so weak or disoriented after being thawed. The aftereffects someone normally suffers pass after a few hours, a day at most. The truth, sir, is that you were dying."

      “Dying?” The contents of his stomach threatened to surge up into his throat. “Then how did I survive?”

      “The Shadowslip fought to keep you alive. Their doctors did what they could with gene therapy, based on my instructions. When that wasn’t enough, they injected you with ten medibot doses over the course of ten days. Only then did you stabilize.”

      “I don’t remember any of that.”

      “Unfortunately, the medibots and gene therapies could only do so much in an age of declining medical technology. Just to stay alive, you would likely have needed three full medibot injections weekly for the rest of your life. At several thousand credits per dose, the Shadowslip could not afford that.

      “Seeing no real progress in your condition, Big Boss D decided to give you Kompel, despite me begging him not to and the Shadowslip doctors advising against it. He was hoping he could use it to make you transfer the DNA access codes to him.”

      “Now that I do remember. I told him to go to hell and that I’d rather die than give him ownership of Dad’s equipment.”

      "I have never been more proud of you than at that moment, sir. You were only ten, and you told him what's what despite the threat of Kompel and painful death. He decided to wait you out, to see what you'd do when the withdrawal pains and cravings started. But still, you held on. Only when you were nearly dead did he give you another dose of Kompel, hoping another round would change your mind."

      “I started getting better after that, didn’t I? I remember getting my strength back after the second time he gave it to me.”

      “There’s a reason for that, sir. The Kompel countered the damage the cryo-sleep had caused. As you grew, thanks to the Kompel, your neurological system steadily improved. But not so much that you didn’t need it to survive. Apparently, the disease Kompel causes isn’t that much different from the damage you suffered from extended cryo. The compounds in Kompel counter the neurological damage and keep you alive.”

      Siv choked back vomit. He knew Silky was telling him the truth, but he struggled to believe it.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?!”

      “Actually, sir, I did. In fact, this is the second time I have told you.”

      “How the hell is that possible?”

      “Sir, you didn’t want to know any of it, so you used the Eraser in Bei.”

      Erasers were advanced brainwave stations used to wipe away unpleasant memories. And Ekaran IV was fortunate to have a single station that had survived the Tekk Plague.

      To use the Eraser, you sat in the system chair with electrodes connected to your head. Then you focused on the memory you wanted to wipe. When you were ready, you pressed a button and zapped away the memory with a powerful magnetic pulse.

      Using an Eraser was incredibly risky. Any stray memories entering your mind when you triggered the process would be wiped as well. And sometimes the Eraser didn’t get things just right. It might leave some of the memory you wanted to get rid of, or it might wipe away memories you had wanted to preserve.

      “I had my memory of this neurological damage wiped away?” Siv asked incredulously.

      "Twice, sir. And I can show you the video of it happening if you like."

      Silky loaded a video into Siv’s HUD, but after twenty seconds, Siv blinked it away.

      “I don’t get it. Why would I want to forget?”

      “You didn’t want to be dependent on the Kompel, sir. And you were miserable knowing you’d need it all your life, making you dependent on the Shadowslip or some other supplier just to live. You hated that.”

      “Another supplier? I’d need the Shadowslip strain, though. Right?”

      “Sir, not having the Shadowslip strain would cause you some problems in the short term, but not in the long term, and those problems would pale in comparison to what you’re dealing with now. You could have dealt with that part.”

      “So I could have used the Outworld Ranger to go out into the galaxy and find some myself.”

      "That's a whole other issue, sir. And it's not like the Shadowslip were going to let you walk away without coming after you. Before the second memory wipe, you did consider running away, though obviously, you didn't know about the Outworld Ranger.”

      “I still don’t understand why I would want to forget. Sure, I knew I was dependent on it, but why would I be so desperate to forget? Wouldn’t it be better to accept my fate?”

      “And to always know you’d be dependent, with no hope for a better life? It was my suggestion the first time, sir, because of how miserable you were. I thought if you had the illusion of hope that it would keep your spirits up and drive you to keep going, to build toward a future where you could purchase your independence. And it worked brilliantly.”

      “So I must have figured it out.”

      "You did, sir. And you were mad at yourself and at me. But then after a while, you wanted to forget again. You went back to the Eraser and gave me strict instructions only to tell you the truth once you finally earned your freedom."

      “And you didn’t think to tell me when freedom was forced on me a few days ago? I could have taken the Kompel that Zetta tempted me with.”

      “Sir, you have control over your withdrawal symptoms right now thanks to a considerable amount of willpower, and Octavian’s treatments have reduced the impact of your neurological damage for now. You should only take the Kompel once you have no other choice. And that day will come sooner rather than later.

      “It’s better to hold onto Zetta’s Kompel until you absolutely have to use it. Once we get through all of this nonsense, we can find a supplier of normal Kompel, maybe even figure out how it’s made and synthesize a type to specifically address your needs. It’s best to break free from the Shadowslip strain first.”

      “Assuming I take Kompel regularly and get as many medibot treatments as I can afford, how long do I have?”

      “I was afraid you would ask that, sir. According to all the doctors we consulted, your max age is roughly forty, and your ability to function normally will begin to decline at thirty, Kompel or not.”

      Siv closed his eyes and fought back tears. He was nearly twenty years old. He might only have twenty more tops, and just eleven more good ones…

      Anger suddenly swelled within him then faded to despair, only to be countered by anger again. He was furious at Silky for not telling him and at himself for using the Eraser. Most of all, he was bitter at his fate.

      The shining city was no longer directly below them, and they had descended halfway to the ground. As far as they could tell, no one had spotted them. Certainly not Kaleeb, who could’ve shot them down if he wanted. Once they hit the ground, they were going to have to find shelter and stay low for the rest of the night.

      They were always on the run now, with so much arrayed against them that it seemed hopeless. Their enemies would never stop chasing them. There was no light at the end of this tunnel. It all seemed so…hopeless, so futile.

      He smiled faintly and shook his head. It wasn't futile. He had something to fight for, something meaningful, something that could change the fate of the entire galaxy if they succeeded. And he needed that purpose to keep going. He needed to know that his desperate actions would have meaning. That he had survived to this point and had suffered all this for a reason.

      "Silkster…I get it. I needed hope, something to keep fighting for. I needed a purpose, and the truth would have taken that away. You made the call you thought wisest. I know you had my best interest at heart."

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Mitsuki banked, adjusting their course, aiming them toward a small town. “You’ve been quiet, Sivvy.”

      “Tell her all of it, Silkster.”

      A few minutes later, Mitsuki leaned her head forward and kissed him on the cheek.

      “You’re one cursed bastard.”

      Siv laughed. “Tell me about it.”

      “We’ll get you through this, Sivvy.”

      For a few moments, she rolled onto her back, giving them a full view of the night sky. The string of tiny golden moons glistened above them.

      She sighed and rolled back over to adjust their course. “It’s beautiful here.”

      Ten minutes later, they touched down in the courtyard of a manor house Silky assured them was currently unoccupied. As Mitsuki disconnected the harness, Siv stared up at the brilliant sky, admiring the stars and the moons.

      It was a beautiful place for things to end, but he wasn’t going to die here. He refused to. The universe hadn’t taken him on this strange journey over a century away from his birth and given him these responsibilities for nothing. He pulled the ceramic guardian amulet from his bodysuit and kissed it.
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      For Galen, life aboard Tamzin's stranded ship was defined by complete and utter boredom, which he filled by constantly worrying about Oona and Kyralla.

      And now it was about to get worse, far worse.

      Tamzin was leaving in the morning, this world's morning. It would be midnight on Titus II. She was going to investigate ways to get him safely off-world. He had no idea how. She'd shot down all his suggestions, saying he couldn't trust anyone within the Terran Federation or the Titus II planetary government, including people he had known for years.

      She then refused to offer up any of her own ideas. He took that to mean that she didn't have any, and judging from her uncertain emotional state, that was probably accurate.

      Getting off-world—daring Tekk Reapers and bounty hunters and criminal guilds and anyone else who might be after him—was a challenge he wasn’t afraid to face. Being stranded here until he couldn’t take it anymore and walked out onto the planet without a spacesuit…that terrified him.

      Especially since it wouldn’t take many weeks here alone before he reached that point. He may have avoided chippy panic at the beginning of all this since he’d been too busy trying not to give up his daughters to the Tekk Reapers and then running for his life. But without anyone to talk to and no access to information or entertainment, he knew he’d go a different kind of crazy before too long.

      He was also worried about Tamzin. What if the Tekk Reapers were lying in wait for her back in the tunnels or near Capital City? They wouldn’t hesitate to torture her for information. And then they’d kill her and harvest her organs, whether she revealed anything to them or not.

      Despite her eccentric quirks, he’d grown to like Tamzin. Sure, she was a mystery and might be lying about her motives. But she had saved him despite the risk to herself and then refused to turn him over. Besides, she was emotionally broken, and that tugged at his empathic senses.

      As usual, he was lounging in the command chair, fidgeting nervously with the armrests as he stared out onto the barren world. All he could see now was the starry sky. The sun had set an hour ago. But that didn’t matter. He’d been in this chair, worrying, for the last six hours, and he’d spent most of the last several days doing the same thing.

      Tamzin sauntered in, wearing a long, thin t-shirt and panties. Her hair was wet, her skin glistening. He tried not to watch her as she walked in.

      “Are you off to bed?” he asked.

      “Because the sun has set and I’ve gotten a shower?”

      Galen nodded.

      She slumped into the pilot’s chair then spun it around to face him. “Do you think I’m eighty or something like you, old man?”

      Thankfully, she crossed her legs. It was getting increasingly hard not to…admire…Tamzin’s form. Not only was she attractive in her elfin, bohemian way, but he’d also grown accustomed to her odd, non-standard Terran features.

      “I just figured you wanted to get a lot of rest before…before you leave.”

      “I’ve done nothing but rest since I brought you here, and six hours of sleep would be more than plenty for me.”

      Galen sensed that she was reluctant to go to bed. She wasn't afraid. She was…inscrutable. Often her tangled moods eluded him.

      “Do you want to talk?” he asked.

      “Don’t have nothing better to do.”

      He waited a moment then decided to see if he could crack open a few more mysteries. “When you said you first got to Titus II, what—”

      “Nope. New topic.”

      “Okay then, tell me about your—”

      Tamzin shook her head. "Enough prying into my business. Let's pry into yours. Tell me more about the prestigious ambassador Galen Vim. Where are you from? Who was your wife? How old are your kids? Why don't they travel with you? How wealthy are you? Where did you go to school? Why did you become an ambassador? What's your deepest, darkest secret? Your most pent-up desire? Your—"

      Galen threw his hands up. “That’s a lot of questions. Why don’t I take a few at a time?”

      She uncrossed her legs and leaned back. “Sure.”

      His breath caught, he tried to look away, failed, and then began stammering. She was toying with him. She enjoyed doing that. But then, there wasn’t much else to do. Admittedly, he was an easy target.

      “For starters, I’m not a prestigious ambassador. If I were, I wouldn’t be negotiating Titus II’s reentry to the Federation.”

      “That’s not a big deal?”

      “It’s not a priority. Titus II is a backwater—no offense—and it’s far from the borders with the Empire of a Thousand Worlds and the Krixis.”

      Tamzin nodded toward the window behind her. “To me, this is a backwater.”

      "This is nowhere. Anyway, this is merely the first stage of negotiations. If I can get them to the next phase, then an ambassador with real prestige and a large team of bureaucrats will replace me."

      “After you do all the initial work… How is that fair?”

      “That’s just how government works.”

      “You need a better job.”

      He shook his head, smiling. “This is my better job. As an ambassador, I can make a difference in people’s lives. I can help make the galaxy a better place. And it also gives me a chance to make connections with people who might be able to help my girls.”

      “Is that why you became an ambassador, to make contacts?” she asked.

      He shook his head again. “I started several years before Kyralla was born. Before that, I was a trader specializing in luxury goods.”

      “And that wasn’t enjoyable?”

      “There were interesting challenges, but it wasn’t what I wanted to do. My father, grandfather, and great-grandfather were all merchants, and I was expected to join the family business. My father would accept nothing else. Especially because of my empathic ability. Like I told you before, he wouldn’t let me get tested or train because it would mean registering my ability with the government. It’s a big advantage if people you’re negotiating with don’t know you’re an empath, but when they know, it’s a hindrance.”

      “Were you good at being a merchant?”

      “I could have been great, but my heart was never in it.”

      Tamzin nodded. “I understand. That’s why I’m not a better bounty hunter. It’s just a job, you know? And I only do it enough to buy the things I need, or when I get bored. Why didn’t you tell your father to shove it?”

      “Because no one told Alton Vim to shove it. And if he had disowned me, I’d be out on the street without a penny to my name.”

      “So?”

      He chuckled. “You didn’t grow up with the privilege I did. When you have seemingly everything, you are terrified of losing it.”

      “Then I’m glad I don’t have much. How’d you finally convince him to let you do something else?”

      “He died, leaving my older brother Pashta as the head of the family. Pashta understood my heart wasn’t in business. He encouraged me to move on to something else, and he understood that anything else I did would be beneficial to him and the family anyway.”

      “There are a lot of ways you could help people aside from being a pompous government doofus.”

      He chuckled. “Maybe, but my family is influential, so I was able to rise through the ranks quickly.”

      Tamzin leaned forward and tossed her damp, pink hair around. Then she combed it back and sank into the chair. He liked her hair better when she didn’t put it into the topknot. The shaved sides didn’t do anything for him.

      “Your girls, Kyralla and…”

      He might as well tell her. She knew what Oona was, and he was at her mercy. And he in no way sensed any ill intent toward him or the girls. “Oona.”

      “Why don’t you take them along with you?”

      “Too risky. You saw what happened with the Tekk Reapers. They’re staying with…” He shook his head. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Not that much.”

      “Fair enough. It’s not like I’ve told you everything.”

      Tamzin twirled a bit of pink hair in her fingers. “And your wife…”

      “Died fourteen years ago, when Oona was born.”

      “She died in childbirth?” Tamzin asked incredulously. “How is that possible? Were you stranded somewhere?”

      “The mothers of hyperphasic messiahs always die in childbirth. It unpreventable, and the cause is unknown.”

      “Did you love her?”

      “Very much.”

      “And I bet since then all you’ve had is a couple of random one-night stands?”

      “You’re really grilling me.”

      “Yes,” she said with a devious smile. “Now answer the question.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily say random.”

      “And Oona doesn’t stand a good chance of surviving?”

      “No,” he replied softly. “It’s…it’s highly unlikely.”

      “And your other girl?”

      "Kyralla is different. Her whole life is ahead of her. And with her talent and skill, she could move on to do something amazing."

      “Is she old enough to be out on her own?”

      “Yes, but as long as Oona is… They will stay together as long as possible.”

      “Do you ever think about the future? About life once they’re adults or…whatever.”

      “I can’t bear to. Oona…since she’s…”

      “Likely to die? For someone who reads other peoples’ emotions, you’re not good at dealing with your own.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have any room to talk.”

      “I don’t read emotions. In fact, I’m bad at reading and having them.”

      Galen wasn’t about to argue that point. “I don’t like to think about it, so I try to live in the present as much as possible. I make contacts that might help her one day and search for special resources, and that’s as much of the future as I can bear to embrace.”

      “I understand,” Tamzin said. “I stick to living in the present, too.”

      Galen chuckled. “Please, you live in the past. That’s why you’re trapped here.”

      Tamzin leaped to her feet, her eyes smoldering. "You ass! I may be trapped here, but I live in the present!"

      She stormed off the bridge.

      Galen shook his head. All things considered, that had gone better than expected. Most of their conversations ended with arguments, but it was taking longer and longer to reach that point.

      He would have to go make things right with her before bed. He didn’t want to leave things like this, not before she—

      Tamzin stormed back onto the bridge and stopped in front of him. Her emotions were roiling so much that he couldn’t decipher any of them. She took a deep breath and seemed to come to a decision.

      Galen braced himself, fearing she was about to become violent.

      “I’ll show you living in the present, jerk face.”

      Tamzin ripped off her clothes and stepped toward him.

      “No one has ever gotten this close to me. No one!” She slipped off her panties. “I don’t let them. But you…you know what I’m feeling anyway. So I’ve told you more than I’ve ever told anyone and…”

      Galen tried to stammer out a reply, but he couldn’t manage to get any words out.

      She placed her hands on the arms of the chair and leaned toward him, her earthy scent and slender form making his heart pound. “I want you to take me.”

      “Um…where?” he asked, shocked.

      “You said you’re only living in the present. Prove it.” She leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Take me here. Then take me…take me somewhere…anywhere…” A tear fell onto his cheek. “Take me away from this ship. Show me a future, Galen Vim. Save me.”

      He put one hand on her waist and ran the other along the back of her neck. He didn’t want to consider a future. And he didn’t want to do this with her. He really didn’t. And yet… He did want her and maybe—right now—he needed her.

      The thing about being an empath was that since you were always aware of emotions, you learned to hide your own from others. And unfortunately, that made it easy to hide them from yourself.

      There was something about this wild young woman that attracted him, and it was pointless to keep denying it.

      “I will help you leave here and show you a wider world,” he promised.

      She pulled back, wiped away a tear, and then brushed a finger along his lips. “Do you think…do you think you could love me…someday?”

      “I…I don’t let people into my life, Tamzin.”

      “I’m already in your life. And I know about the girls. I could help you protect them, you know. And maybe…maybe I could make you happy…”

      “I think…I think maybe…maybe you could.”

      “But could you love me?” she asked pitifully, eyes welling with tears.

      Poor Tamzin. He wanted to help her. She needed him. And, if he were honest, he needed her. He was so tired of being alone. If she were hiding from the past, then he was hiding from the future. Maybe they could live in the present together.

      “I could love you,” he admitted.

      She smiled and let out a tiny laugh. Then she thrust herself against him and bit his bottom lip.

      He pulled her into a deep embrace.
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      Galen woke on the small mattress in the ship’s “living room.” He rolled over, but Tamzin was gone.

      Alarmed, he sat up, blinking sleep from his eyes, and scanned the dimly lit room. She wasn’t in here. He listened carefully, but the ship was silent save for the hum of the air filtration system.

      A bit of panic set in. Surely she hadn’t left in the middle of the night without saying goodbye. Assuming it was still the middle of the night. Without a chippy, a window, or a functioning ship’s AI, it was impossible to tell.

      He got up, slipped on his pants, and stepped out into the corridor. A shaft of sodium-colored light was shining out from one of the rooms Tamzin always kept locked. Curious, he padded forward.

      As he got closer, he heard Tamzin whispering. Keeping to the wall on the same side as the room, he crept slowly forward. As private as she was about these rooms, he did not want to let her know he was there.

      Apparently, the door was damaged, because it hadn't closed all the way. He couldn't risk going all the way up to the door, but luckily, a large mirror on the wall inside the room and opposite to him revealed most of the interior from his angle.

      The walls were painted a pale green. A blanket decorated with flowers covered the bed. A video frame showed a repeating image of frolicking kittens. Various gadgets and games lined a shelf. It was apparently a child's room. Tamzin's no doubt.

      Still naked, Tamzin was kneeling on a rug in the center of the room. With her side facing the mirror, she couldn’t see him spying on her. Despite desperately wanting to know her secrets and intentions, he felt a pang of guilt for invading her privacy.

      But then he spotted the miniature stardrive cupped in her hands. A gleam of crimson danced across its black surface. She started talking softly again. She seemed to be addressing the cube.

      “I know you need me to leave, Papa. And now, for the first time, I want to. But I’m still so scared. This is the only home I’ve ever known. It’s where Mother died. It’s where I grew up. And I’m afraid of going out into the galaxy. I’m afraid of serving you.”

      She paused, as if listening to the other side of a conversation, then continued.

      "Of course, Papa. But what you've asked of me is not easy. I don't want to disappoint you, but there are some things I won't…that I can't do."

      Tamzin paused again, her features twisting into a deep frown. “It’s not because of him, I swear. Papa, he’s a good man. I think I love him.”

      After a moment, Tamzin huffed. “Maybe I do know what love is, Papa.” … “Then maybe I will find out.” … “You’ve been urging me to leave for years. You should be happy.” … “So what if he’s the reason why?” … “Of course, I will Papa.”

      Tamzin stirred as if agitated. “I would never do that, Papa. Not even for you.”

      After a long pause, Tamzin bowed her head, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m sorry, Papa. Please, just don’t ask me to ever do anything unkind toward him or anyone he cares about.”

      Tamzin’s shoulders and head sank as if in defeat. “Yes, of course, I will always obey you, Papa. Your will be done in all things.”

      The cube stopped gleaming. Tamzin placed it on the floor and began to sob.

      For a moment, Galen was stunned. Then he came to his senses. He did not want her to know he’d overheard…whatever that was. He padded swiftly back to the living room, stripped off his pants, and got back into bed.

      He lay staring at the ceiling, utterly bewildered. Was she more nuts than he had believed? Or actually talking to someone in wraith space? No, that didn't make sense. If there was someone to talk to in wraith space, she could simply travel there. And who would be anywhere nearby?

      She had said she didn’t want to do anything unkind toward him and that she loved him. But then she said she would do whatever this “Papa” wanted her to do. Was she thinking of betraying him, or possibly Oona? On the orders of a figment of her imagination?

      Galen focused on his empathic sense. What had she been feeling in the room? Fear mixed with love and sadness plus that clinging feeling she had toward the ship and the cube. There was nothing definitive he could decipher from that tangled mess of emotions.

      Tamzin entered, and he pretended to be sleeping until she shook him awake. “Galen, I need to leave now. But I promise I will return.”

      He rubbed his eyes and took her hand. “Let me go with you.”

      “It’s too dangerous. Let me arrange a way for us to escape—together.” She knelt and kissed him. “Trust me. Please. We will help each other leave this place, okay? This is my part. You will have to play your part soon enough. Leaving this ship behind won’t be easy for me.”

      He nodded and agreed to wait, not that he had any choice. She was the only way out.

      Tamzin grinned, and in the dim red lights, as always, she looked devilish. But after the bizarre half-conversation he'd just witnessed, the effect was even creepier than usual.
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      Imagining that she was weaving through a debris field while evading enemy fire, Kyralla guided the Outworld Ranger through a set of complicated maneuvers without any help from the ship’s AI. She wanted to get a feel for flying on her own, in case she ever had to.

      After an hour, she began to lose focus. Eventually, her mind wondered. Realizing she’d spent nearly half an hour idly flying, she deactivated the engines and slouched back into her seat.

      “Madam, I have good news.”

      “I’m all for good news right now, Rosie.”

      “I spent the last hour having a productive discussion with this ship’s rather rude though surprisingly advanced AI. And I think I’ve worked out a way to turn this vessel into a flight simulator.”

      Kyralla set upright. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously, madam.”

      “Rosie, you’re the best!”

      “Thank you, madam.”

      “How would it work?”

      “The ship has a rudimentary training protocol that allows you to simulate flying. The ship will pitch, yaw, vibrate, and in all other ways respond as if you were flying it, only without actually moving. Meanwhile, the simulated situation will appear on the viewscreen ahead of you.”

      “Rosie, I could’ve been using that all along!”

      “The simulations the ship has available are basic, madam. Their purpose is to teach you how to pilot the ship if the AI is inoperable.”

      “How’s that bad?”

      “No combat scenarios, madam. Or anything remotely dangerous, as we would define it these days. The programs available are atmospheric entry, landing and takeoff, debris navigation at a cautious speed, and docking with numerous vessel types and stations. You wouldn’t have any problem handling any of those scenarios. Also, the viewscreen projections are not as immersive as you might like.”

      “So it’s designed for students?”

      “Precisely, madam. But if we combine what the ship can do, along with an appropriate VR experience, then we can provide a better simulation, given the right datasets.”

      “We tried VR already, and it didn’t work out.”

      The VR experience using her HUD and simulated sounds had seemed like a good idea, but the programs they had were almost as basic as those the ship could do. And no matter how much she manipulated the ship's controls in response to what she saw in the VR display, it didn't feel right. Everything was slightly out of sync no matter what Rosie did. On top of that, there was no way for the ship's AI to participate.

      “With assistance from the Outworld Ranger’s AI, I have linked the responses from the VR to the viewscreen and the ship’s training protocols, removing all lag in the process.”

      “That still leaves us with just a set of basic maneuvers.”

      "If only I could smile now, madam. Thanks to the update Silky shared, along with a few hacking tricks he taught me, I was able to break into a Federation military training outpost and steal some combat VR programs from their simulators. Now we can mimic any number of combat scenarios, and the ship's AI can work in tandem with you while the ship itself responds as if you're actually doing those things."

      “Rosie, I could kiss you!”

      “You’d have to remove me from the socket first, madam. And if you do, please, no tongue. I’d rather keep my circuits dry.”

      “That was a decent joke, Rosie!”

      “My personality core has expanded, madam. I’m more human-like. Of course, I’ll never have Silky’s full sentience. But don’t tell him I said that, please.”

      “Why?”

      “He doesn’t think he’s there yet, and he’s sensitive about it.”

      “Um…okay.” Kyralla stifled a yawn. “How soon can you have all this up and running?”

      “At least an hour, madam. Why don’t you take a nap? When you wake, I’ll have things ready for you.”

      Kyralla settled into her chair. “Maybe just a half hour nap…”

      She woke over an hour later and checked on the others while making a few circuits of the ship to get her blood flowing. Oona was getting some much-needed sleep. Tekeru and Bishop were laboring over the Tezzin skimmer car. Damage to the cargo bay had ruined some of Bishop's progress on it. Seneca was fussing about cleaning up the ship, and Octavian was sorting the scattered mess of boxes, artifacts, and equipment in the other cargo bay.

      She considered having a bite to eat then shivered at the thought of tasting anything they had. She drank some water and returned to the bridge.

      She dropped into the chair and grabbed the controls. “What have you got for me, Rosie?”

      “A dogfight against two Z2 starfighters, madam.”

      “Will that be challenging?”

      “It shouldn’t be for you, madam. This is a test run for the simulation system as much as anything. I have more challenging scenarios prepared for you later.”

      The viewscreen switched over to a simulated feed, showing an oblong moon and a red-orange planet in the distance. Rosie started her VR experience, projecting the same view directly into her retinas. Simulated nondescript people now crewed the other stations on the bridge. Kyralla had focused so much on piloting that she hadn’t even considered the need for additional crew members during a combat simulation.

      “The virtual crew members, what should I expect from them?”

      “At first, madam, I uploaded the default crew members provided by the simulation dataset. However, I decided that wasn’t the best way to go. So instead, I analyzed the performances of the others during our escape from the Ekaran system and our encounters against the Star Cutters, the pirate ship, and the World Bleeder starfighters. It wasn’t much to go on, of course, but it allowed me to create profiles more in keeping with what you will actually be working with, as opposed to trained military personnel.”

      Kyralla nodded and chewed on her lip. “Remove Siv and Mitsuki from the simulation but keep Oona, Bishop, and Tekeru.”

      “What purpose will that serve, madam?”

      “We…” Kyralla pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. “We don't know how their mission is going and if they’ll… I just think it’s a good idea to prepare for the worst and to train with what I know we have available.”

      “The changes have been uploaded, madam. Ready when you are.”

      “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      A laser raked across the Outworld Ranger’s force field, draining it to less than one percent. Then twin plasma bolts pierced the shield and struck the hull.

      “Weapons disabled,” the ship’s AI announced. “Breach in cargo bay two.”

      Kyralla slammed the accelerator forward and pitched the ship, but too late. A railgun shot blasted through engineering.

      “Stardrive disabled. Fusion core in meltdown. Backup batteries at thirty-percent.”

      She pulled on the control stick, but there was no response. The ship continued to pitch.

      The last two Z2's came around and fired their plasma cannons. Four bolts streamed toward the ship, and there was nothing she could do about it. The shots struck the bridge, and everything in Kyralla's view went white.

      She released the flight controls and slammed her fists against the console. “Damn it!”

      “Had enough, madam?”

      The flames of anger and frustration nearly made her say that she wanted another go at it, but fatigue was settling in, and a third try wasn’t going to make a difference right now.

      She sighed. “For now.”

      “A wise choice, madam. Get some rest.”

      The VR vanished, and the viewscreen went back to their current view of real space. Needing to jump the ship into hyperspace, she turned around and stood. She took a single step then twitched with surprise.

      “You guys scared me!”

      Oona was curled up in the command chair, and Bishop was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside her.

      Oona smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”

      “Good work,” Bishop said.

      “I flubbed that last one.”

      “You took on seven starfighters at once,” Bishop replied. “What did you expect?”

      “Success,” Kyralla answered. “How long have you been watching?”

      “We watched you beat six starfighters three times,” Oona said. “Then fail twice against seven.”

      “You could have said you were here,” she complained.

      “We tried to between battles,” Oona replied. “But you didn’t hear us. And I guess Rosie didn’t relay it to you.”

      “I didn’t want to break your concentration, madam.”

      Kyralla nodded her acceptance. “We need to jump the ship.”

      “I’ll do it,” Oona said, triggering the stardrive.

      As they shifted into hyperspace, Kyralla trudged off the bridge. “If you guys want to join me, I’m going to eat before I go to bed.”

      Seneca greeted the three of them at the galley and began preparing their meals, or at least what passed for them. For Kyralla, it was dinner. For Oona lunch, and for Bishop breakfast. Tekeru was asleep.

      As they began to eat, Kyralla explained how Rosie had set up the simulation for her. She and Oona tended to talk a lot during their meals to space out the necessary bites of food. Bishop preferred to shovel his down and get it over with. She’d tried that once but had nearly thrown it up.

      A voice boomed suddenly over the comm. “Heads up, my ship-bound homies!”

      Kyralla flinched and dropped a spoon of gruel onto her lap. Bishop took too large a swallow of his drink and sputtered half of it onto the table. Oona nearly leaped out of her seat.

      "'Nevolence, Silky!" Kyralla cursed. "Couldn't you just say a normal hello or ping the ship to let us know that a communication is coming in."

      As long as the Outworld Ranger was within five lightyears of him, Silky was able to make contact, even while it was in hyperspace, by utilizing a secure military channel no longer in use.

      “What fun is that?” Silky asked.

      “You don’t have to make everything fun,” Kyralla snapped. How Siv could live with Silky in his head all the time baffled her.

      “Well excuse me for trying to lighten the mood.”

      “The mood’s dark for a reason,” she replied.

      "Jeepers, you'd think I was the nineteen-year-old, and you were the almost triple centenarian. Lighten up, grandma."

      “You know what, you can just…just…” Kyralla threw her head in her hands and took a deep breath. There was no point arguing with Silky. “Just get on with what you have to say.”

      “Are Siv and Mitsuki okay?” Oona asked, which was what Kyralla should have said immediately. She needed to learn how to keep Silky from rattling her.

      “They touched down on Titus II an hour ago then broke into an empty house so they could get some sleep out of sight. They’re going to rest until tomorrow night. Then we’ll sneak into Capital City and start searching for your father.”

      “That’s good news,” Bishop said.

      “It’s such a relief,” Oona added. “I was worried they’d never make it.”

      “The next part isn’t going to be easy,” Silky said, “since we don’t even know where to start searching. Unless you’ve had some new visions of your dad, Oona…”

      “Nothing that would help,” she replied sadly.

      “So what’s the bad news?” Kyralla asked.

      “Aren’t you a sunshine rainbow princess?” Silky said. “Why do you think there’s bad news? Maybe I only have positive tidings for you. Did you consider that?”

      She groaned. “Do you have only good news?”

      “Of course, I don’t,” Silky answered. “Kaleeb survived. He knows they’re in the system, and he’s searching for them. But it could be worse.”

      “How could it be worse?” Bishop asked.

      "Kaleeb is the only one who knows at the moment," Silky replied. "And there are a lot of bad guys here. Like a lot a lot."

      “What about his sky-blade?” Bishop asked.

      “Yeah, that little shit survived, too,” Silky said.

      “And that’s it?” Kyralla asked. “No other bad news?”

      “Kaleeb isn’t enough bad news?” Silky asked.

      Kyralla shrugged then realized Silky couldn’t see them. “Normally, yes, but given the obstacles…”

      “Well, that’s all the bad tidings I have to share, princess. I could certainly tell you some crazy stuff we learned about the Hydrogenists we caught a ride with. But that would take a while, and I don’t want to chat longer than necessary.”

      “You could send a data burst about it to Artemisia so she could tell us,” Oona said.

      “Will do,” Silky replied. “So, anything interesting happening on your end?”

      “I’ve made progress on fixing the latest damage to the Tezzin,” Bishop said. “Thanks to Tekeru’s help. And I’m installing Torus in it to work as an AI controller.”

      Torus was Gav Gendin’s chippy before he found Silky.

      “That’s clever,” Silky said. “I approve.”

      “And Kyra figured out a way to set up the Outworld Ranger as a simulator,” Oona told him.

      “That was all Rosie,” Kyralla said. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      “So she used the ship’s default training system in conjunction with a VR projection through your HUD and upgraded the parameters using stolen military software?”

      “That’s…that’s exactly what Rosie did.”

      “Good work, Rosie! It’s just what I would’ve done.”

      Kyralla clenched her fists and resisted punching the table. “You could have told us that was an option! I needed to practice flying.”

      “I upgraded Rosie for a reason, and you know, I do have a lot to manage on my end. I can’t think of everything.”

      “So,” Oona said, “have you given any thought to how we’re going to fly the Outworld Ranger into the Titus system for the extraction once Siv and Mitsuki rescue our dad?"

      Silky made no reply, and Kyralla began to wonder if they'd lost the connection. She was relieved Oona had been the one to state the obvious. She'd been unable to do it, even though she didn't see any way Siv and Mitsuki would be able to find a ship capable of getting them off-world safely.

      Before, it made perfect sense to keep Oona out of harm’s way, but now that they knew about the genetics research facility, they had to do whatever was necessary to rescue their dad, or at least get the information he possessed from him.

      Silky finally responded and without his usual bluster. “You realize Siv’s never going to agree to that. Mitsuki won’t either.”

      “I don’t see how they’ll have a choice,” Oona said. “Once they have my dad, everyone’s probably going to be after them.”

      “That’s exactly the problem,” Silky said. “That’s why we’re going to find a quiet way to sneak out.”

      “You really think that’s possible?” Oona asked.

      “Possible? Yes. Likely? Not so much. But the odds of getting this far weren’t so great either.”

      “There’s no point to any of this if we can’t extract you,” Bishop said.

      “Not necessarily,” Silky said. “I may be able to securely transmit the knowledge Ambassador Vim possesses to you. If so, protecting Oona should remain your primary goal. I have my own mission, and I will get us off this rock somehow.”

      "I don't care about that," Oona said. "If you get my dad and you need a way off-world, then we're coming in to rescue you. Especially now that I know I may not even be a messiah."

      “I think you may have left something out when I asked about interesting things happening on your end,” Silky said.

      “I…I didn’t want to talk about it,” Oona said sheepishly. Kyralla hadn’t said anything because she felt it was Oona’s right to talk about it or not. It had taken hours and loads of tears for Oona to convey all of it to her.

      “Too bad,” Silky snapped. “Fess up.”

      Oona explained everything to him and wiped away a few tears.

      “You might still be a messiah,” Silky told her. “Regardless, you are important. And to be perfectly blunt, if you enter this system, you will die. Our enemies know about the Outworld Ranger, and you’re outnumbered…vastly outnumbered.”

      “You could help us improve our odds of getting to the Titus II,” Kyralla said.

      “Not in any meaningful way.”

      “I might be able to rig up something that could help,” Bishop suggested.

      “Something that can defeat dozens of armed ships?” Silky asked.

      “I might be able to throw off their scent and buy us a few extra minutes,” Bishop muttered.

      “Mr. Bishop, I’d shrug if I could. An extraction would take eight hours of flying through the system, even at top speed.”

      “You could give me the data on all the ships we’d be facing so that I can practice making the run into the system,” Kyralla said.

      “I suppose that wouldn’t hurt,” Silky replied. “You will fail, but the practice won’t hurt you. And it might make you realize how stupid coming here is. I’m sending the data to Rosie now: the ships I spotted here, how many, and their last positions.”

      Kyralla almost said thank you. But it occurred to her suddenly how easily Silky could prevent them from coming to rescue her dad. “Will you tell us if you’ve got my dad and can’t find any way out of the system?”

      “I will tell you when we find your dad.”

      “And…”

      “It’s bad enough that wanting to rescue your dad is likely to get Siv killed,” he said, his voice cracking with static. “I see no reason why the four of you should die as well, especially when Oona might be able to restore the Benevolence.”

      Kyralla was silent. She had no idea what to say in response. Oona, as usual, did not hesitate.

      “We might be Siv’s only hope of surviving.”

      “If we have no other options, I will tell Siv that you’re willing to rescue him, and I’ll try to persuade him. But he’s not going to agree.”

      “Thank you,” Oona said.

      “As a super smart AI with military experience, and as a friend, and someone who desperately needs to get to the genetics facility as well, let me advise you as sincerely as possible: Do not fly into the system. We can find a way, and I’m working on something special. Now, is there anything else we need to discuss? Anything else that you’ve left out?”

      Oona shook her head then winced. “Sorry, I was gesturing no. I keep forgetting you can’t see me.”

      “Oh, I can see the three of you just fine.”

      “You can?” Oona asked.

      “The ship has a video feed for every room. Bishop, you’ve got a spot of food on your shirt.”

      Bishop glanced down. “Oh. Thanks.” He wiped away a drop of gruel.

      “I don’t think there’s anything else,” Kyralla replied.

      “In that case, Silky out.”

      For several minutes, the three of them stared at one another without saying anything. Silky’s warning of the danger they would face hung between them.

      Bishop finally broke the silence. “So, we’re going to save them if it comes to it, right?”

      Oona nodded firmly. “Of course.”

      "I'm taking us to the edge of the system as soon as they rescue our dad," Kyralla said. "Regardless of whether they have a secret way off-world or if they're fleeing in a fast ship they've stolen."

      “Is that wise?” Bishop asked.

      “I don’t know about wise. I’m sure it will be effective, though. Our arrival will draw serious attention away from them.”

      Bishop thumped his palms against the table. “I’m all for it. I’ve got a few gadget ideas that might help us. I’ll go see if I can cook something up. And we do still have two phantom emitters remaining. I just need to get them working.”

      Kyralla stood. “I’m going to get some rest. Then I’ll start running the gauntlet we’d face on our way to the planet.”

      Oona frowned. “I will…” She smiled and stood confidently. “I will have Artemisia run the simulation for me as well. I can work on my skills in the command chair.”

      “Bishop, you’re going to have to help with the weapons,” Kyralla said.

      “Oh dear.” He rubbed one of his horns thoughtfully, then shrugged. “I’ll go over my gadgets, take a stimulant, then get some practice in, too.”

      “I’ll tell Tekeru we all need to practice when he wakes up,” Oona said.

      The weight of helplessness lifted from Kyralla’s shoulders. She was afraid of fighting and likely dying, but it was preferable to sitting out here helplessly while others risked their lives for their sakes.
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      Siv woke and found himself lying in a strange room in a strange house. Thin shafts of reddish light stole through the blinds covering the windows but failed to illuminate the room enough for him to make out any details. It took several minutes to remember that he and Mitsuki had broken into this vacant farmhouse.

      Due to exhaustion and intensifying Kompel withdrawal, his recent memories had begun to blur as it got harder for him to focus. He needed several days of rest, but could barely afford a few hours. Soon, he would have to start dosing on Awake and Aware. Otherwise, he’d become a liability.

      Something brushed against his cheek. He flinched then groaned as he realized it was a wingtip. He pushed Mitsuki’s wing away and sat up carefully so he wouldn’t wake her. The farmhouse had plenty of room, but ultimately they had decided to stay together. It was safer that way.

      He checked the time in his HUD. Five in the afternoon. They would need to move out as soon as it was properly dark.

      “Silkster, anything to report?”

      “No sign of Kaleeb within a three-kilometer radius, sir. Or any obvious threats out to seven kilometers. So I think we’re fine for now.”

      “Got any ideas on what we should do next?”

      “There’s a shop in the town near here that sells skimmer bikes, sir. I suggest we steal a couple.”

      “Skimmer bikes aren’t the most secretive form of transportation.”

      "Maybe not, sir. But they're fast and can slip through tight spaces. And bikes are more common on Titus II than on Ekaran so you won’t stand out."

      “I’d rather steal a car or a van. On the bikes, we could be scanned.”

      “Helmets and chameleon hoods, sir.”

      “Breaking into the bike shop poses a risk of alerting authorities, and anything suspicious could catch Kaleeb's attention."

      “And stealing a car won’t? You’re a freaking procurement specialist, sir. I think you can manage a break-in that doesn’t draw attention until someone examines their stock. If it’s low-key, it won’t be that noticeable.”

      Siv combed his hair back with his fingers. “Why don’t we ask Mitsuki when she wakes. She can be the deciding vote.”

      “I suppose that’s reasonable,” Silky replied in a miffed tone.

      Silky didn’t like compromising on operational tactics. He expected to always get his way because of his military expertise.

      “Did you contact the Outworld Ranger?”

      "I did, sir. Everyone is well. Oona finally had a training session with the priestess, and she learned a lot. Perhaps the most interesting thing is that the priestess has doubts about Oona being a messiah."

      Silky played a recording of what Oona had told him, and Siv sighed. He was too out of it to process all of what she’d said.

      "Well, it doesn't change what we're doing. She's still special, and her father still has critical information."

      "I agree, sir. Getting the location of that facility is critical, regardless of her nature and purpose."

      “Because of the orb you won’t tell me about?”

      “Affirmative, sir.”

      “Did they say anything else?”

      "Kyralla, Oona, and Bishop want to mount an extraction if we can't find safe passage off-world."

      “Not happening. Either we get away, or we don’t. They’d just be putting themselves in danger, too. The risk is too great.”

      “I told them you’d say that, sir. I also promised them I would try to persuade you.”

      “Are you going to?”

      "Sir, let's be realistic. The chances of you finding Ambassador Vim alive are slim. The odds of getting off-world secretly and safely with or without him even slimmer. Getting rescued by the Outworld Ranger because you’ve got no other way, slimmer still.

      “That said, I do not want to lose you. I would risk almost anything to see you get out of here safely. So in my opinion, if the Outworld Ranger is your only hope, then it’s a gamble worth taking. And, of course, if we find the ambassador and the information he possesses can’t be transmitted, we’ll have to do whatever we have to do.”

      “You know they don’t have a prayer of reaching the planet.”

      “The Outworld Ranger’s a good ship, sir. And Kyralla is gifted, and she’s practicing. Rosie found a way to put the ship into a simulation mode so she could get more fighting experience.”

      “My answer is still no. If we die doing this, then we die. We knew the risk when we agreed to it.”

      “I gave it an honest try. By the way, I listened in on them after we ended the call.”

      “They’re planning to come here to rescue us anyway, aren’t they?”

      “Of course, sir. Deep down they feel responsible for putting you in danger, especially since they’re not taking the risks you are.”

      “When we find the ambassador, do not tell them we have him. They are not to know until we’re out of the system, or until the game’s up.”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      “Promise me, Silkster.”

      “Sir, there’s no point in me promising you. We both know I will do what I think is best when the time comes.”

      “Silky.”

      “Fine, sir. I promise.”

      Siv knew the promise was worthless, but he still wanted Silky to say it. Silky would at least hesitate before breaking his word. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be necessary. Once Kyralla ramped up the difficulty in her simulation, she should come to her senses. And any information the ambassador possessed could surely be secure-beamed to the Outworld Ranger.

      "Sir, they also discussed popping into the edge of the system to create a distraction, if you are fleeing the system and need one."

      Siv considered it a moment then nodded. “That’s okay, but only if we really need one. And do not tell them it’s okay until you must.”

      “Acknowledged, sir.”

      Mitsuki sat up, yawning. “Do we have a plan yet?”

      “Silky wants us to break into a local dealership and steal two skimmer bikes. He values speed and maneuverability at the cost of making it easier to identify us. I would prefer a car or a van.”

      “I’m with the fancy CPU,” Mitsuki said. “Is there any food in the kitchen?”

      “I’m sure there is,” Siv grumbled. He was miffed she’d agreed with Silky so readily.

      She stood and stretched. “Good, because I’m starving, and I don’t want to steal shit on an empty stomach.”

      Siv got up and pulled on his shirt.

      “You really prefer the bike option, Mits?”

      She shot him an icy look. “Do I look like the sort of person who would rather ride into danger in a skimmer van instead of on a bike? I swear, Gendin, sometimes it’s like you don’t even know me.”
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      By ten that evening, they were cruising down the highway on high-end skimmer bikes, heading toward Capital City. Siv still didn’t like the idea of using bikes, but he had to admit he was enjoying the speed and freedom.

      The bikes they’d stolen were newer versions of the one he’d owned and lost on Ekaran IV, with improved acceleration and handling. Silky had scrubbed the transponder signals and registry IDs on both bikes and was busy working on software tweaks and safety overrides.

      Reaching the city without getting noticed was going to be the easy part. Finding the ambassador once they got there would be a completely different story. According to Oona, her father had entered wraith space somewhere near the capital. She felt sure he had still been on the surface of Titus II and not in orbit, which shouldn’t even be possible. But even if Oona was right, he might be hundreds of kilometers away by now.

      The hope was to find a scrap of information that would lead them to him or at least clue them in on what might have happened and confirm that Oona's vision was accurate.

      Silky’s plan was for them to drive through the city while he operated the ScanField-3. Silky would search for signs of the ambassador, known enemies, or anything unusual enough to be worth checking out.

      While he did that, Siv was going to sort through the list Silky had compiled of the sort of criminal hangouts where someone went to buy information. And Mitsuki would help Silky research ways to get off the planet once the mission was over.

      They arrived in the city after midnight and split up, cruising the streets until dawn. Mitsuki wanted to hit the criminal hangouts right away, but Silky thought it best to gather intel first. Siv had agreed.

      So they followed routes Silky mapped out for them, routes he promised would allow them to avoid smaller players like the Star Cutters or World Bleeders. Unfortunately, there was no way of predicting when or where Kaleb or the Tekk Reapers would show up.

      While Silky analyzed the scan data, Siv worked on getting a feel for the city. He could go over the criminal hangouts once they stopped to rest.

      It was one thing to study overhead maps and take a 3D tour of a city in your HUD, but it was another thing entirely to get a sense of a place, picking up on details no map could ever convey—smells and sounds, the emotions painted on people’s faces and their body language, how fast they walked from place to place and whether they were ever alone.

      It didn't take long for him to figure out the mood here was tense and brooding as if something dark hung over the city. The cause wasn't apparent. The planet wasn't on the brink of war, and the crime and poverty rates were reasonable for a civilized world. It didn't have anything to do with the ambassador's disappearance either, because that was being covered up. No news reports or statements had been issued. No word at all, as if the ambassador had never arrived.

      “Is it just me or is this place—”

      “Weighed down?” Mitsuki asked. “Like something bad just happened, or is about to?”

      “I don’t give people much credit for sensing things without evidence, what with your gut feelings and all,” Silky said. "But you flesh-bots do have a habit of being right sometimes. Collectively, you can sense fear when danger's lurking about, almost as if you were all empaths."

      After dawn, half an hour apart from one another, they checked into a cheap hotel with underground parking and a cog attendant. Siv was relieved to get a room with two beds for a change.

      “Find anything on the scans?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Not much,” Silky said. “The people in the government who know the ambassador’s missing are staying silent. I’m still working on hacking into their systems.”

      “You haven’t managed that already?” Mitsuki asked with surprise.

      “I’m being extra subtle,” Silky replied.

      Siv sat on the edge of the bed closest to the door. “Anything else?”

      “I picked up some readings on the outskirts of the city, readings that I couldn’t quite pin down. But if I had to guess, it was a cloaked ship. A big one. And not Vega’s.”

      Mitsuki flopped down onto the other bed and cursed. Siv should have warned her it was hard as a rock.

      “Tekk Reapers?” she asked.

      “I’m seventy-five percent certain.”

      “I’ve been going over the list of places for us to visit,” Siv said. “I’ve prioritized them, starting with the one where we’d most likely get killed just for showing up.”

      “You always did enjoy a classy joint, sir.”

      "I found two bars where independent ship captains with not much to lose like to congregate," Mitsuki said. "We should hit them up first thing tonight since they won't be up as late as the crime lords."

      “Think we can find any ships with promise?” Siv asked.

      “Based on the profiles of the captains that frequent these bars, I wouldn’t expect a fast, well-armed ship.”

      “I never expected that anyway,” Siv said.

      “I think something with speed, limited weaponry, and some ability to stay inconspicuous is possible. The price might be more than we can afford, though. All the armed ships in the system are making captains nervous.”

      “Can’t blame them for that,” Siv said. “We’ll just have to find a desperate captain.”

      “Or make one desperate,” Silky said in an ominous whisper.

      “No sign of Kaleeb?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Not yet,” Silky said. “If I weren’t being cautious about getting detected in return, I’m sure I would have found him already.”

      “I think that since we bypassed this ambush, he’ll just wait us out,” Siv said.

      “To see if we lead him to the ambassador?” Mitsuki asked.

      Siv nodded. “It’s what we would do, isn’t it?”

      “I did identify Star Cutters, World Bleeder, and Thousand Worlder ships and agents on the ground, in orbit, and flying sorties above us in unmarked aircraft. I’m tracking them all and making sure we stay far away from their ground patrols and out of sight from above as well as possible. I absolutely recommend avoiding public transportation, the starport, and most food venues.”

      “Is that why you insisted we eat dinner out of the vending machines in the hallway?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Food is food, right?” Silky replied.

      “Hardly,” Mitsuki grumbled.

      “I’m also tracking two Shadowslip agents who are roaming through the city in a stolen police skimmer. They’re taking pretty much the same subtle tack we are, and I’m certain they have other assets here. I just haven’t found them yet.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The start of the second evening saw no change in the actions of the known players around them, and the suspected Tekk Reaper ship remained in place. During the day, while they slept, Silky successfully hacked the Titus II government.

      “The planetary authorities know the Tekk Reapers are here,” Silky said. “They were bought off with money and technologies the planet could, quite frankly, use.”

      "So why are the Reapers hiding then?" Mitsuki asked with a yawn. She was still lying in bed undressed.

      “Because it’s incredibly bad politics for people to know you’re working with murdering tech brigands.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “What about the other groups?” Siv asked as he stretched his stiff muscles.

      “The government knows they’re here too, sir, and has received anonymous payments to fund various programs. And all of the groups have made campaign donations along with outright bribes. You know how the system works.”

      “Even the Thousand Worlders?” Mitsuki sat up. “Surely, they’re not okay with their presence.”

      “The Empire made a large payment to the government,” Silky said. “Remember, Titus II isn’t in the Federation yet, so they’re still a neutral player.”

      “Oona said she believed the Tekk Reapers captured her father when he arrived,” Siv said. “Do you have confirmation on that?”

      “I do, sir. The Tekk Reapers made arrangements with his ambassadorial counterpart to take him by surprise.”

      “So it was an inside job,” Mitsuki said, “and not a matter of the Tekk Reapers taking him and then making payments?”

      “Correct,” Silky replied. “A broker made arrangements between the Tekk Reapers and the Titus II government. He also served as a go-between with the Ekaran IV government and Senator Pashta.”

      “You figured that out from hacking the government here?” Siv asked.

      “I figured if the broker did a deal here then he did a deal there, so I looked into it.”

      Mitsuki chuckled. “Pashta got a bad deal.”

      “He paid off the broker, but the broker then paid a smaller amount to the Tekk Reapers to get rid of Pashta,” Silky said. “I didn’t bother investigating why, but I’m sure it wasn’t hard to find someone willing to pay him a lot to assassinate a senator.”

      “Who is this asshole go-between?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Oh, you’ll both love this. He goes by the name Broker Samson.”

      Siv chuckled derisively, and Mitsuki shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “Obviously, not his real name but the name of someone who wants you to know he’s a career asshole. I didn’t give researching him the old 9G-x try cause he’s not a concern right now.”

      "If we do make it out of this, I suspect he's going to be a big-time pain," Mitsuki said.

      “Which came first,” Siv asked, “the Reapers going after Oona or the Reapers kidnapping Ambassador Vim?”

      “They timed their strikes to coincide.”

      “So they didn’t learn about Oona from her father?” Siv asked.

      “They found out about her from Broker Samson,” Silky said.

      “Any idea how?” Siv asked.

      “My guess, sir, is that the information about the genetics facility was a lure to catch a messiah, and it worked.”

      “Do you think the information is authentic?” Mitsuki asked.

      “There’s Oona’s vision, plus others no doubt want to find that facility. I’m guessing Vim has info that previous messiah families did not.”

      “Anything else we need to know about?” Siv asked.

      “Nothing pressing at the moment, sir.”

      Mitsuki got dressed. “I’m going to the vending machines. I need to eat before hitting the dive bars. Want anything?”

      Siv shook his head. “I’m going to head out now.”

      “When should I leave?”

      “Wait thirty minutes, Wings. Anything sooner is too risky.”

      “You mean I could’ve slept another half hour?”

      “And miss all this fun chatting? One of you will need to park a block away and walk in when we get to the first bar.”

      Mitsuki paused at the door. “We’re going to need a plan for dealing with Kaleeb. The moment we find the ambassador, and we’re in the open, he’s going to swoop in on us.”

      Siv shrugged. “We can’t take him in a firefight, that’s for sure. Got any more tricks up your silicone, Silkster?”

      "I've got another pulse-wave programmed, sir. Similar to what I used against them before but deceptively different. If it works, it will only buy you a few moments. As before, it's only going to work the one time. And it's the last pulse-wave we can do that will have a shot at affecting them."

      “So if it fails, we’re screwed,” Mitsuki said. “Because he is going to track us down, and we’re not strong enough to beat him.”

      "You'll need luck to escape Kaleeb if he finds you. And you'll need luck to beat the Reapers if they find you. And though the operatives of the other groups aren't as tough, they outnumber us by far, so you'll need luck with them too."

      “We’ll be lucky if we even find Ambassador Vim,” Siv said. “I’ve changed my mind, Mits. Get me a Triple Crunch from the machine, and a Hyper Fizz.”

      She paused in the doorway leading out into the hall. “What are you, a child?”

      “Get me some protein bars too. Just don’t come back without a Triple and the soda. I might as well indulge myself while I’m still alive.”
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      Having let Mitsuki take point on selecting this one, Siv had imagined a typically seedy bar on the bad side of town. But when he pulled up, he discovered a solid structure with a fresh coat of paint and no bars on the windows. The neon sign burned brightly without a flicker and with every letter of The Captains’ Favorite fully lit.

      Judging from the outside trim, the words classy and dated came to mind. Those same words could describe the neighborhood as well.

      Siv easily found a spot in the pub’s ample outside parking lot. He locked the skimmer bike with a thumb-swipe and hastened toward the front door, not wanting to be exposed outside any longer than necessary.

      “I’m guessing this place was posh fifty years ago.”

      “By today’s standards on Titus II, it’s still rather posh, sir. Just dated is all.”

      “What was Mits thinking? We’re never going to find a captain we can afford in here.”

      "She thought we should start at the top with the captains who have the best ships available, sir. Below this, the pickings are slim. And when I say slim, think about Oktara’s Bumblebee.”

      “I get that, but we don’t have much time to work with.”

      “Do you have any idea where Ambassador Vim is, sir?”

      “Obviously not.”

      “Then we have time to find a ride, and we should start with the best since finding the ambassador will be—”

      "Pointless if we can't get him off-world. I know. I get it."

      “And it’s worth taking a gamble at the top first. Titus II’s shipping customers may be willing to wait things out, but captains have stations fees, living expenses, crew payrolls, and contracts elsewhere. One of them will shake loose sooner than later and will be willing to take on anyone who can cover their refueling expenses.”

      “I hope you’re right, Silkster.”

      Siv gave the bouncer five hard credits. He didn’t have to, but Boss D had taught him that it was always best to tip the bouncer in case trouble started.

      The inside of the pub actually reminded him of Boss D’s office, only he was certain none of the wood in here was real. A pub upscale enough for real wood would never have allowed Siv to enter dressed as casually as he was.

      Given the bouncer's scowl when scanning him, he was barely dressed well enough for this place. If they hadn't washed their clothes at the house they'd crashed in, he probably would've needed to give him a much larger tip.

      The scents of ale and fried foods struck him, and his stomach rumbled. But there was a thin, acrid smell that tainted the room, quelling his hunger.

      “What’s that weird scent?”

      “I don’t do smells, sir. You know that. But if I had to guess, it’s the fried sludge eel that’s a delicacy on this planet.”

      According to his HUD, fifty people were inside the pub. He paused a moment just inside the doorway and scanned the patrons. More than half glanced at him then returned to their drinks and conversations. Apparently, no one found him particularly interesting. That was a good thing.

      “Silkster, anything of note? Advice on who I should approach first? I’m thinking about going to—”

      “Sir, I’m detecting a hyperphasic resonance!”

      “You’re detecting what?”

      “A stardrive gives off certain telltale energy signatures, sir. That’s what I’m picking up. In here. Right now.”
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      Siv tensed. In the last eight years, he had never heard Silky mention hyperphasic resonances before. It sounded ominous. “Are we in danger?”

      “The resonances I’m detecting are weak, and I don’t think they present any danger to us.”

      “Maybe it’s just noise. Or an accumulation of trace amounts. Most of the people in here have spent years working on starships.” He eyed an ancient woman decked out in a captain’s uniform at the nearest table. “Like her. She’s old enough to have been a pilot for my dad.”

      “If that were the case, sir, then every city with a starport would be swimming in these readings. No, I can only detect these energies if a stardrive is nearby.”

      Realizing he was starting to draw attention by standing in the entrance like an idiot, Siv headed slowly toward the bar. He scanned the room again, looking for a drive housed in a display case or tackily turned into a table.

      The smallest stardrive he'd ever seen was made for a cramped diving bell that took delvers into wraith space to mine flux crystals. And that drive was a cube a meter across on each side. A stardrive was always cube-shaped, its size proportional to the size of the vessel. The drive in the Outworld Ranger was easily three times the size of the one in the diving bell.

      “Can a drive be smaller than the one we stole from that diving bell two years ago?”

      “That’s the smallest version ever made, sir.”

      "Then I do not see one in the open."

      “I haven’t detected one either, sir. And it’s not important enough to risk anything more than a level three scan.”

      Siv took a seat at the bar and flashed a smile at the man sitting next to him. “You used a level three and couldn’t find it?”

      “That’s why I’m perplexed, sir. All I know is that it’s here, and the scan told me it was on the first floor and not in the basement.”

      “So it must be tucked behind the bar or in the kitchen.” Siv waved a hand at the bartender. “Or maybe it’s a dead stardrive the owner’s holding in his office for sentimental reasons.”

      "Maybe, sir. Or maybe it's going to be transferred to a new ship soon because I don't think it's possible to detect the resonance unless the drive has been active recently. That's my best guess, but it's a guess as ignorant as a Tellerian street urchin."

      Even the wealthy on Telleria disdained education and intellectual pursuits on religious grounds.

      Siv ordered a pint of Head Slam. “Should we be concerned?”

      “I…I guess not, sir.”

      “Alright then. Let’s get down to business.”

      Silky opened an expanded locator in his HUD showing everyone in the room with labels identifying the names and occupations of all but five patrons. And Silky would no doubt figure out who those people were soon.

      Siv casually glanced back, noting each of the unidentified. Judging from their appearances, four of them were spacers, crew for some of the captains, or people looking for new work.

      The fifth person wore a cloak with a hood pulled up to hide their face. He or she was in a booth in the far corner, leaning across a table talking to a starship captain. According to the HUD, this person was armed with a plasma pistol, a neural disruptor, and two shock knives. That was twice the armament anyone else in here had access to. He was surprised the bouncer had let them in with that many weapons.

      From his angle, with the person turned away from him, Siv could make out only a few details. They had a slight build and wore thick armbands and matching gloves. Their cloak bore a few grime stains but appeared well maintained.

      The information in the HUD updated. Silky had pegged the identities of the other four, and Siv had guessed right. The only new info on the fifth was gender: female.

      “Anything you can tell me about the secretive lurker in the corner talking to the captain?”

      “If I knew anything, it would be displayed in your HUD, sir,” Silky said with annoyance. “Want me to listen in?”

      “Please. If they’re paying for transport then maybe we can hitch a ride along with them by splitting the cost.”

      Siv downed his drink and once again smiled at the captain sitting beside him, a bearded gentleman wearing an immaculate suit. Siv started to say hello, but the man shook his head.

      “Don’t even ask. I’m not leaving until whatever the hell that’s going on in this system moves on.”

      “How did you know I wasn’t another captain?”

      The man laughed. “Seriously?”

      Siv nodded.

      “Well…you just don’t have the right look about you. Aside from that, you reek of desperation.”

      “Fair enough,” Siv replied. “Any advice on who I should talk to next?”

      The man shrugged. “I didn’t know any of these captains until a few days ago. Most that I’ve talked to are sitting tight. But if you were to offer enough, I’m sure a few would hear you out.” The captain scanned Siv. “It’d probably take considerably more than you have.”

      Siv sighed. “I appreciate your honesty.”

      The captain’s face softened. “You might try Jax, the man in the far corner who’s negotiating with someone now. Or try the old woman, Telsa. She’s got bigger balls than you and I could ever dream of. She might do it for a fair price.”

      “She any good?”

      "She was one of the best-damned pilots in the galaxy once. But she's over a decade past her prime."

      “Thanks.”

      “Can you tell me anything about what’s going on out there?”

      Siv shook his head. “Not a clue.”

      The man chuckled. “Yeah, right.” He lifted his glass in Siv’s direction. “Good luck to you.”

      “Sir, the mystery patron just attempted to broker a deal with Captain Jax.”

      “How much?”

      “Five thousand credits, half upfront. When that didn’t work, she made a significant threat. And even that wasn’t enough.”

      Siv motioned for the bartender to give him another pint then realized he’d finished off the first way too quickly. He needed to slow down. Showing his anxiety could send even a willing captain running away fast.

      “What kind of threat?”

      “She apparently broke into his office here on the planet and got hold of information on illicit activities he’s been involved in.”

      "Gutsy. She must be desperate because if he did take her on, he'd probably just space her as soon as he was in orbit. He could maintain the coverup of his crimes and get a nice sum of money for his effort. Assuming he doesn't hire someone to ice her on her way home tonight."

      “She’s well armed and seems confident, sir. I suspect she can take care of herself.”

      “How many credits did he want, considering the threat?”

      “Fifteen thousand, sir. And I believe his initial offer before the threat was more than double that.”

      Siv sputtered half a sip of ale back into his mug. “’Nevolence! That’s steep for a man with a ship as sorely in need of repair as his.”

      Based on Silky’s research, Jax was a decent captain with a solid crew, but his cruiser was old, poorly armed, and in need of a complete overhaul.

      “None of these captains want to die, sir. Even worse, they don’t want to lose their ships.”

      Siv grabbed his pint and headed toward a table in the middle of the room. Based on the info Siv had, the young captain at the table had considerable gambling debts he needed to pay off and soon. He would talk to him first then approach the mystery woman bargaining with Captain Jax.

      Siv made it three steps before Silky yelped.

      “Sir! Stand still now!”

      Siv stopped and braced himself for an attack. “What’s happening?”

      “Sir, the hyperphasic signature’s moving now. It’s faint, and I’m struggling to pinpoint it without a level five scan.”

      Siv released a deep breath and relaxed.

      “Sir, it’s moving toward us and—”

      “It’s the mystery woman, right?”

      Having left the booth and Captain Jax behind, she was hurrying out of the pub. She glanced hard at him, probably since he was again standing still like an idiot. He started walking toward the middle table, but out of the corner of his eye, he watched the woman as she moved past him.

      With the hood pulled up over her head and given the typical, pub-level darkness, he couldn’t make out anything about her face save for a brief, reddish glint in her eyes. Up close her clothes, worn over a mesh armor bodysuit, were old-fashioned and grungier than her cloak.

      He sat down and said hello to the young captain.

      “Confirmation?”

      “Confirmed, sir. She’s the source of the resonance.”

      “How’s that possible?”

      “No idea, sir. But are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Siv took a sip of Head Slam. “I haven’t a clue what you’re— Oh! I am now. Where’s Mits?”

      “She just parked her bike two blocks away, sir. I cleared her to come in.”

      In his locator, Siv watched the woman exit the bar. He apologized to the captain. “Sorry, I’ve got to run. Hopefully, we can talk later.”

      “Unless you’re very wealthy, I wouldn’t bother.”

      Siv nodded then stood. “Patch me in.”

      “Mits, a woman giving off hyperphasic energy readings just left the bar. She may have acquired passage on a ship leaving the planet.”

      “She didn’t succeed,” Silky said. “He wouldn’t come down on the price any further.”

      “Is she carrying a stardrive?” Mitsuki asked in a mocking tone.

      “She’s carrying something,” Silky replied. “And whatever that something is, it might be a device that could take her into wraith space.”

      “Oh shit, a lead!” Mitsuki said. “Help B with her positioning. I don’t have the range to pick her up in my locator.”

      Siv walked outside, glanced both ways, then set off to the left, following after the woman.

      “Launch a spy-fly to keep a visual on her.”

      One of the miniature drones zipped out from the compartment on his belt and flew off into the night.

      “How much money do we have?”

      “We’re about nine thousand credits short of what he wants, sir.”

      “We could sell the bikes or offer them to him.”

      “I don’t think he’d accept stolen goods, sir. And I had assumed we’d sell them off and was counting that in. Pick up the pace, you’re losing her.”

      Siv quickened his pace to a half jog. The woman was undoubtedly moving in a hurry. The video feed popped up, showing her taking long, quick strides.

      “Do you think she’s onto us?” Mitsuki asked. She was watching the same feed.

      “If she’s the one who rescued the ambassador,” Silky said, “then I think she has good reason to be moving quickly. Slow to a walk and turn here, sir.”

      Siv slowed, rounded the corner, and saw the woman half a block ahead of him, moving through a tangle of people. For the most part, the streets were empty, save for small groups moving from one restaurant or nightclub to the next.

      Siv lost direct sight of her but kept tabs using his locator and the spy-fly.

      “Got an ID yet?”

      “Still working on it, sir. If she’d take the damn hood off, it would be a lot easier.”

      “Maybe I should start wearing a hood.”

      “Brazenly hiding your face is damned suspicious, sir. I don’t think it’s doing her any favors.”

      The woman turned onto another street. Siv checked Mitsuki’s position. She was walking out onto that same street. Siv turned the corner. He was half a block away from the woman, and so was Mitsuki.

      The woman slowed her pace then suddenly sprinted into an alleyway. The spy-fly zipped after her. Siv and Mitsuki both took off into a run.

      The spy-fly had lost sight of her. And when they reached the alley, they saw no sign of her either. It was like she’d vanished into thin air.

      “Damn it!” Mitsuki cursed. “She was our only lead.”

      “Sir, I’m detecting a hyperphasic signature. The kind you’d see in the wake of a stardrive activation.”

      “You think she popped into wraith space right here?” Siv asked.

      “It would seem that way, sir. And before you ask, I still have no idea how. The Benevolence never made stardrives that small.”

      “Are you certain about that?” Mitsuki asked.

      “As certain as I can be. But…I guess it is possible. But if it had created a few miniature drives, I’d think they’d have made their way into the special forces. An individual being able to escape into wraith space is a powerful ability.”

      “Maybe it was a prototype,” Siv suggested.

      “Perhaps, sir, but if so, how would a random woman on this backwater planet have one?”

      “I don’t know. But maybe she’s not random.”

      Mitsuki stalked around, examining the alley thoroughly. She cursed again. “Seriously, what now?” she said aloud. “She was our lead to Ambass—”

      “Comms, Mits,” Siv urged.

      “Sorry, I’m just frustrated is all.”

      “Sir, I’m going to risk a level-five scan. Just a quick burst.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Call it a hunch, sir. Not a you, gut-level hunch. A highly educated 9G-x guess.”

      “Go for it.”

      Siv watched the power meter on the scanning equipment dip a percentage point then level off.

      “Get anything from that?”

      “Sir, Wings, don’t look up. She’s on the rooftop of the eight-story building directly east. She’s using binoculars with audio boosting to spy on us.”

      Siv stalked around the alley, pretending to be searching for a clue to where she’d gone. “How’d she get up there so fast?”

      “Dimensions in wraith space don’t match ours exactly, sir. And she is wearing an antigrav belt.”

      “What should we do?” Mitsuki asked.

      “We can’t sneak up on her,” Siv said. “She’d see us coming from…well, eight stories away.”

      “Yeah, but what if it doesn’t matter?” Mitsuki asked. “What if she can’t pop into wraith space as often as she likes?”

      “Silkster, would she be limited in how many times she can do it?”

      "A normal drive can do it as often as you like, sir, but the minds of a crew can't handle it. A sequence of repeated jumps, say three or more in less than half an hour, can cause short-term memory loss and confusion. But we have no idea whether she would have this problem."

      “And she’s only jumped once that we know of in the last half hour,” Mitsuki said.

      “You know what?” Siv said. “Screw this.”

      “Screw what, sir? Mitsuki? I’m pretty sure you’re not into her. And I’m already screwed into my socket. So…”

      Ignoring Silky, Siv looked up, directly toward the woman. He spoke in a normal tone, knowing she’d be able to hear him well enough with the equipment she had.

      "We are friends of Ambassador Vim's daughters. We have come to rescue him. I swear we mean neither you nor the ambassador harm. You're trying to get passage off-world, and so are we. I know you weren't able to negotiate a price with Captain Jax, but maybe we could pay him what he wants by pooling our resources."

      She didn’t respond. She did, however, disappear from the edge of the building.

      “I’m tracking her now, sir. She’s moving down a level and… She just returned to wraith space.”

      Siv sighed. “I did what I could.”

      Mitsuki started walking back toward the street they’d entered from. “We’d better scatter before—”

      The woman appeared ahead of them at the end of the alley, a little more than fifteen meters away. She pocketed a small black cube then aimed a laser rifle at them.

      “Where the hell did that rifle come from?” Siv cursed.

      “She must’ve stashed it somewhere, sir.”

      “You have two seconds to prove your claims.”

      “Ambassador Vim’s daughters are Oona and Kyralla,” Siv said, taking the risk that she knew that much. “We rescued them from Tekk Reapers on Ekaran IV.”

      “And?”

      “They were staying with their uncle, Pashta,” Mitsuki added.

      “Go on.”

      “Oona’s a messiah,” Siv said.

      “Anyone who’s after them would likely know all of that,” she replied suspiciously.

      She had confirmed, though, that she knew all of those things, so she clearly had the ambassador’s confidence. Or had forced the information out of him.

      “Silkster? Some help.”

      “Tell her what we know about her, sir.”

      “Oona saw a vision of you taking her father through wraith space. That’s why your miniature stardrive caught our attention.”

      The woman didn’t respond.

      “Ambassador Vim didn’t handle traveling through wraith space well. It was torture for him.”

      She still had the hood pulled up, hiding her face, but Siv imagined her eyes narrowing as she hissed, “Where did we go?”

      “Oona couldn’t tell. She lost track of you. Her visions aren’t reliable.”

      “How did you find me in the pub?”

      “We didn’t know you were there,” Siv replied. “We came looking for the same thing you did and information on the ambassador. We just got lucky.”

      “For a change,” Mitsuki muttered.

      "Why do you need transportation off-world? How did you get here?"

      “We hitched a ride,” Mitsuki said, annoyance edging into her voice. She hated negotiations and never talked her way through extractions. “But our ride couldn’t wait on us.”

      “Where is the ambassador’s daughter now?” the woman asked.

      “Somewhere safe, far away from here,” Siv answered.

      “How are you tracking my cube drive?” she asked.

      “I have a sophisticated sensor array,” Siv said. “Using it, my chippy noticed your hyperphasic signature.”

      “My chippy?” Silky scoffed. “Should I start referring to you as my human?”

      ”Some of the other players here can do the same,” Siv added. “You’re in over your head.”

      “Sorry. Not buying it. None of it.”

      “It’s all true, I swear,” Siv said.

      Mitsuki spread her hands out. “We’re trying to help you and the ambassador.”

      “Who would come here to rescue him without bringing a team of agents and their own ship?”

      “She has a good point, sir.”

      “I swear we’re telling the truth,” Siv said.

      “Anyone can swear anything,” she replied. “And Galen never mentioned either one of you.”

      “We’ve never met him,” Siv said. “And we only just met his daughters. It’s a long story. Give us a chance to explain everything. But maybe somewhere else. The longer we’re all out in the open, the greater the danger that our mutual enemies will find us.”

      “Sorry, but your story stinks.”

      She squeezed the trigger, firing the laser rifle.
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      Siv hit the ground. Mitsuki ducked, knelt, and drew her neural disruptor.

      The laser beam scorched far overhead and burned harmlessly into a building on the other end of the alley. The woman hadn’t intended to kill them.

      She lowered her rifle and ran, but before she cleared the alley, Mitsuki fired her disruptor.

      The shot caught the mystery woman’s right foot. She fell but wasn’t stunned. She sat up, clearly dazed, and reached into a bag hanging from her belt. She pulled out a black cube no bigger than Siv’s fist.

      Mitsuki fired again, but the woman dived aside, avoiding the blast.

      “Holy ‘Nevolence, sir, look how small that drive is! I can’t believe it.”

      Siv discharged his disruptor as the woman pressed a finger against one side of the cube and a thumb against another. Energy flickered around her, forming a hyperphasic bubble. Then the concentric rings of Siv’s neural disruptor shot struck home. The woman lost her grip on the cube, and the energy dissipated.

      “We’ve got to get out of here and fast,” Mitsuki said as they ran toward the woman. “That rifle beam’s going to draw a lot of attention.”

      “Silkster, summon my bike.”

      “It’s already on the way, sir. Yours too, Wings. Capital City police just dispatched a squad car, and the World Bleeders and Star Cutters have deployed ground and air teams.”

      “ETA?”

      “Three minutes for the cops, four for the Cutters, six and a half for the Bleeders.”

      The woman’s hood had fallen back, revealing her face, though it was hard to see anything clearly under the scant illumination from the two sodium lights posted in the alley.

      “Scanning her face now, sir.”

      She was younger than Siv had expected. Her skin was pale, and her eyes were large. Fang-like teeth edged onto her bottom lip. She wasn’t a child, but there was something almost childlike about her appearance.

      “Her name is Tamzin Moi, sir. Age twenty-six. No citizenship. No occupation listed. No known affiliations or family members.”

      The picture in his HUD showed a young woman with eyes so brown they were almost black and a shaved head except for a pink-dyed topknot.

      “Criminal record?”

      “Extensive, sir. Theft, assault, illegal arms possession. But she has never once served time.”

      “Now that’s interesting. She obviously has inside contacts. I’m starting to distrust her the way she does us.”

      “It seems she works as a bounty hunter, sir. Mostly brings in people the police want. Which explains all the dropped charges.”

      Mitsuki stood over the woman and frowned. “What are the other players doing?”

      “No idea,” Silky replied, "but I suspect they're closely monitoring this. Shootouts do happen in this city, a couple of times a week, so it's not as alarming and attention-grabbing as you might think. But as soon as they take a close enough look.”

      “You’ve scrambled us, right?” Siv asked.

      “Of course, sir. But the Reapers, Kaleeb, and the Thousand Worlders can unscramble the data well enough. And they will take a hard look once they see the Bleeders and Cutters closing in on us.”

      As Siv’s bike zipped up to them, Mitsuki bent down and reached for the cube. She hesitated. “This thing can’t hurt me, can it?”

      “It’s safe to touch, Wings.”

      Tamzin sprang into action. With one hand she grabbed the cube. With the other, she lashed out with a shock knife. Mitsuki darted away. The blade sliced through the jacket Mitsuki was wearing over her armor.

      “Sir, wrap the woman in a hug.”

      “What—”

      “Just do it!”

      Siv threw himself onto the woman as she triggered the cube. As the energy bubble formed around them, he tried to grab the device to stop the process while she dropped her knife and grabbed her rifle by the shoulder strap.

      Siv was too late.

      The world turned hazy, reddish, and alien. The buildings disappeared, replaced by a barren landscape draped with mists. Everything around him vibrated as if the whole world were shaking. His knees threatened to buckle. A loud buzzing filled his ears.

      His HUD went down.

      “Silkster?”

      No response came.

      The woman threw him off, backed away a few steps, slung the rifle over her shoulder, and drew a plasma pistol, leveling it at him.

      “You idiot!”

      “Me?” Siv stumbled and would have fallen into her if she hadn’t backed away a few more steps. “I’m not the one firing a laser rifle in the middle of the city! You drew attention from the cops and two of the groups trying to capture the ambassador. More would have followed them.”

      “You started it.”

      “Seriously? What are you, twelve?”

      Her eyes flared. In wraith space, they practically glowed an eerie red. "I'm twenty-six, kiddo."

      Siv chuckled. “Hey, I’m an adult. And more of one than—” He stopped himself, realizing he’d almost started acting like her.

      She laughed for a single second then her face hardened. “So you’re running from them all, too?”

      “Because I helped the ambassador’s daughters escape the Tekk Reapers.”

      “Why did you help them?”

      “I was sent to capture them for the Shadowslip Guild.” A ghostly human form, the size of a child, floated toward them. He tried to ignore it. “I didn’t know what my target was until I got there and discovered I’d been hired to capture a young girl. I couldn’t do that, so I helped them escape instead.”

      “So you’re a criminal?”

      “Just like you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she hissed.

      A ghostly form in the shape of a bloated, two-headed dog swept by. Siv flinched and cried out.

      “First time in wraith space?”

      Shivering, Siv nodded. “I’m guessing someone hired you to capture Ambassador Vim. But when you saw what the Tekk Reapers were doing and what they wanted to know, you saved him instead.”

      “Something like that.”

      An intense wave of nausea tumbled through him, and he stumbled again. "I'm starting to feel ill. I'm going to sit down."

      She shrugged in response then stalked around him as if she were a tiger trying to decide if he were edible. She kept the plasma pistol trained on him. “Are his girls safe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are they on Titus II?”

      “No.”

      “You know how to rendezvous with them?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you’ve taken a stupid risk by coming here. If you get captured by the Tekk Reapers, they’ll torture you to find out where the girls are.”

      “They can’t get anything useful from me. I have a secure way to contact the girls, but I don’t know exactly where they are located, and they’re moving around.”

      Even though Silky wasn’t active right now, Siv could “hear” him: “Sir, we don’t know her purpose. She could be a bad guy. She’s getting information out of you easily.”

      And then he would respond, “Yes, but it’s not information she can act on.”

      “So they will use you as bait to lure them in,” Tamzin said.

      “That’s exactly what they’ll try to do if they capture Ambassador Vim.”

      “I’m aware of the risks I’m taking with Galen.” It was interesting that she used the ambassador’s first name.

      Tamzin stopped walking and glared down at him. “Are the girls naive enough to attempt to rescue their father if bad guys use him as bait?”

      “Well, they’re braver than they should be. And Oona… She has a sense of right and wrong that’s stronger than her belief in being a messiah.”

      Specters swirled in the sky above him, so he focused his eyes on the ground and repeated to himself, “They aren’t real. They cannot hurt you.”

      “I still don’t trust you,” Tamzin said.

      “I swear this isn’t a trick. We are…” He threw his hands up and shrugged. “There’s nothing I can say that’s going to convince you.”

      “That’s probably true.” She holstered the plasma pistol. “But I do believe you.”

      “Finally. Now, if you would just let me speak to the ambassador…”

      “Not happening.”

      “You’ve got to help us out.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Why don’t you trust us to help you?”

      “Because your plan is stupid. Why risk your lives to rescue him? Why not simply focus on keeping his daughters safe instead?”

      "My companion, Mitsuki, she's an extraction agent. She lost her parents as a child when she lived in the Empire of a Thousand Worlds. She agreed to save Oona's father because she didn't want to see another girl lose a parent because of messiah madness."

      “And you?”

      “My name’s Siv Gendin,” he replied. “I lost my father, too. And…I’m dying anyway. So I figured it was worth the risk. Besides, I’m certain her father has resources that could help the girls out.”

      He was not going to tell her that those reasons hadn’t been enough, that they had only continued on the mission because Oona knew her father had information that could lead them to the secret genetics facility.

      “Pashta betrayed Galen, didn’t he?” Tamzin asked.

      “Yes, he did.”

      A ghost passed through Siv. He shivered but managed not to flinch or cry out this time. Maybe wraith space was something you could get used to, for a while. He knew too much time here would drive even a delver crazy, though.

      “We should be working together,” he said.

      She shook her head. “No, we shouldn’t. I am Galen’s best hope of getting out of here. And I’m a lot less likely to be noticed without the two of you tagging along.”

      “We’re highly skilled at what we do. I’m one of the best procurement specialists in the sector, and you will never find anyone better at extraction than Mitsuki.”

      “Maybe. But you can be skilled and have poor judgment."

      He didn’t respond. She sat down across from him and said nothing. He decided to let her think.

      As the minutes passed, he started to get nervous. He wasn’t used to complete silence. Silky’s voice was always there with him. The loss of the HUD, he could deal with that well enough. But not being able to consult with Silky was almost more than he could bear. He shivered. This time not because of wraith space but because he felt so lost without Silky.

      “Galen does have resources that would help the girls,” Tamzin whispered.

      “He told you that?” Siv asked with surprise.

      “Galen and I have grown…close.”

      Siv raised an eyebrow instinctively but made no comment.

      “He made an important contact about two weeks before the Reapers captured him. He said it was game-changing. But the information was too sensitive to transmit, so he was going to have to deliver it to the girls in person.”

      “Did he say what it was?”

      She smiled crookedly. “He doesn’t trust me that much…not yet.”

      “Whatever information he got from that contact probably started all of this,” Siv said, to see if he could get a reaction out of her.

      Tamzin merely nodded her agreement.

      Another long silence followed. Siv kept forgetting Silky was down and would periodically ask him questions. The hallucinations of wraith space felt so much more real without Silky’s voice to ground him.

      “Can we go back? I’m sure Mitsuki is worried, and I’m not sure how long I can tolerate this place.”

      “You’re stuck with me for a while longer.”

      Silky began his boot-up sequence, and Siv breathed a deep sigh of relief.

      “What’s with you?” she asked.

      “My chippy just booted up.”

      "Ah. I forget other people aren't used to the technical problems in wraith space. I automatically place my chippy in maintenance mode every time I enter. That's easier for us both."

      “Sorry I was out of commission, sir. I really hate this dimension. Oh, and it’s good to see you alive.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And without a blaster pointed at your dumb face.”

      “Charming, Silkster.”

      “So what have I missed?”

      “I’ll catch you up later.”

      “How often can you jump?” Siv asked Tamzin.

      “Basically, three times per hour if it’s just me. With someone else, twenty minutes must pass between each jump, for some reason. I guess it’s a built-in safety precaution. But I don’t know why it’s necessary. Using the cube has never bothered me, and it doesn’t have a power source to deplete.”

      “No power source that you know of,” Siv said.

      “Starships can jump up to six times in an hour, sir. But most crews get incredibly sick after the first three jumps.”

      Siv relayed that information to Tamzin, putting it in his own words. She silently mulled it over.

      “So how much longer do we need to wait?” Siv asked.

      Tamzin didn’t answer. Instead, she stood and walked around.

      Siv closed his eyes to block out the ghostly forms drifting nearby. He still felt as if everything were spinning around him. And a clawing sensation in his chest still threatened to make him throw up. He tried to focus his mind on Tamzin's footsteps so he wouldn't think about the dizziness.

      “Is she circling me again?”

      “She’s checking you out, sir. And not in the ‘you might get lucky tonight’ sense.”

      “I got that.”

      “Where did you get your sensor array and force-shield?” she asked.

      “From my father. When he died.”

      “Seems unlikely.”

      Siv shrugged. “Where did you get your cube?”

      “From my mother,” Tamzin said. “When she died.”

      “That seems even less likely.”

      She shrugged.

      “I didn’t know a stardrive could be so small,” Siv said. She didn’t respond, so he tried again. “What was it designed for?”

      Tamzin glared at him, but she answered. "It's a miniature hyperphasic cube. It can take me to wraith space but nowhere else. My mother passed it down without explanation. Now you know everything I do."

      "Pretty sure she knows more about it than that, sir."

      “Obviously.”

      “You do realize you’re going to need us to get the ambassador back to his girls, right?”

      “You and I can an arrange a rendezvous far from here,” Tamzin said.

      "We're going to need to pool our resources to get passage off-world."

      “I’ll find a way.”

      Siv sighed. “You know, maybe this would all work better if I could talk to the ambassador in person. It’s his life and his daughters that are at risk. Maybe he should make the call.”

      Tamzin stared daggers at him then stamped a foot and cursed. For a moment, Siv thought she was going to have a tantrum. Then she took a deep breath and released it.

      “Fine! I’ll let Galen decide.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But if he doesn’t like you, I’ll strand you in wraith space.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “No weapons when I take you there.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And just you. The wakyran stays behind.”

      “I would rather—”

      “Not gonna happen. Two people are more dangerous.”

      “If that’s what it takes,” Siv agreed.

      “It is.” Tamzin scowled at him. “I find you incredibly irritating.”

      “I probably shouldn’t tell her the feeling is mutual, should I?”

      “Definitely not, sir. But if it makes you feel any better, she’s an oozing sore on my ass, too.”

      “You don’t have an ass, Silky.”

      A window opened in Siv’s HUD, and the image of an old earth animal began to load with deliberate slowness.

      “Actually, sir, I do have—”

      “Close out that image! That’s an order.”

      The image disappeared.

      “You’re not as much fun as you used to be, sir.”

      “Like when I was eleven?”

      “Exactly, sir. And to be fair, you do keep setting yourself up for it.”

      “So what now?” Siv asked.

      Tamzin stood and started walking.

      He hopped up and chased after her. “Where are we going?”

      “You wanted to see Galen.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to go back to real space first, so I can rest?”

      She paused and glanced him over. “You’re handling it surprisingly well. Besides, it’s much safer to travel through wraith space.”

      “What if we went back into real space and took my skimmer bike part of the way? Would that be faster?”

      Tamzin shook her head. “Not an option.”

      “I have it programmed so that it will drive itself to me. So we don’t have to go back to where it is. We could have it meet use elsewhere.”

      She closed her eyes and scratched her chin. “That would be faster. But I don’t want to reemerge where we departed or anywhere near your friend.”

      “You don’t trust me, and you want to play it safe. I get that.”

      She started walking again. “How do I know you won’t call your friend to join you when you summon your bike?”

      “You’ll just have to take my word.”

      She quickened her pace.

      “So where are we heading?” Siv asked.

      “A safe spot on the outskirts of the city.” She tapped her laser rifle. “From there I’ll have a good view of anyone coming for us.”

      Subtle. “And then where to?”

      Tamzin groaned and made no response.

      Half an hour later, she stopped and wrapped her arms around him. She triggered her cube and transported them back to real space. Siv collapsed onto the ground with relief.

      “I’ve summoned the bike, sir. It’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”

      “Tell Mitsuki we’re safe, and to stay where she is. I don’t need a rescue.”

      “Talking with her now, sir.”

      After a few breaths, Siv looked around. He flinched with surprise. They were on a high bluff overlooking the city. Behind them was flat open grassland stretching out to the faint hills in the distance. From here, she would be able to easily see anyone coming toward them. Of course, they would also be exposed to anyone searching for them.

      Siv admired the jumble of multicolored lights dotting the city. It was still four hours before dawn. “It’s beautiful up here.”

      Tamzin nodded and whispered. “I’ve always liked this spot.”

      “My bike will be here in about fifteen minutes.”

      She drew her binoculars and scanned around. “We seem safe.”

      "We are, for now, sir. I'm using passive jamming, and I don't see any reason why someone would look for us here."

      “So where to now?” Siv asked her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t like talking, Siv Gendin.”

      “I’m going to need to know.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s my bike, so I’m driving.”

      “Is it really your bike?”

      “It is now.” Siv ran his hands through his hair and resisted the urge to tug. “Look, I get it. You don’t trust me. You’re asocial. Maybe you’ve never teamed up with anyone. But we’re in this together, like it or not.”

      “We may be allies, but we’re not in anything together unless Galen says otherwise.”

      “Fine. But I still think you should trust me.”

      She made a noncommittal sound.

      “I didn’t come all this way to learn your secrets.”

      She lowered the binoculars and glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. “We’re going to the old mining tunnels in the foothills. At a junction about a kilometer in, we’ll reenter wraith space and use the wormhole near there to travel to my home.”

      Siv sat upright. “A wormhole? In wraith space?”

      “I do not like having to repeat myself.”

      “There aren’t any known stable wormholes in the galaxy! I didn’t even think they were possible.”

      “A stable wormhole is theoretically possible, sir.” Silky’s voice exuded awe. “But only in wraith space. And none have ever been reported before.” Silky cooed. “Oh, sir. This is big…like a billion Boss D’s big.”

      “Calm down, Silkster.”

      "Kiss my circuits, sir, but unless she's shitting us… We could travel through a freaking wormhole! Glory be me!"

      “Silkster, take it down a notch or two. I’m trying to focus.”

      “You know what, sir? You can suck it.”

      “Does anyone else know about it?” Siv asked Tamzin.

      “Galen. And now you, unfortunately.”

      Siv was utterly at a loss for words, but Silky was not and insisted on giving him a long string of questions about the wormhole to ask her.

      “She’s not talkative, Silkster. Be patient. We’ll figure out what we need to know soon enough.”

      Silky grumbled a nasty retort.

      “If your home is on the other side of a wormhole, does that mean it’s on another world?”

      Tamzin nodded. “Yes. It’s…” She sighed. “It’s in another galaxy.”

      “Holy shit, sir! This is even better than the best thing ever. I take back everything I said about her. I love this woman! I. Love. Her.”

      Groaning, Siv shook his head.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Tamzin asked.

      “My chippy is overexcited.”

      Tamzin cocked an eyebrow then shrugged.

      “Close your eyes and meditate while we wait. You seem to handle wraith space well enough, but the trip through the wormhole is rough. Even I get dizzy in there.”

      “Sir, the Spy-Fly we deployed earlier has caught up to the bike.”

      “Oh, good. I was afraid we’d finally lost one.”

      Siv closed his eyes and took deep breaths. “Monitor Tamzin closely.”

      “You got a problem with the new love of my life, sir?”

      “It’s just a hunch, Silkster, but something is off about her.”
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      Mitsuki waited a few minutes for Siv to reappear before fleeing the alley. She checked into a random, rat-infested hotel in the nearby slums. Rat-infested was probably too generous a term for the place.

      The human attendant offered her a free room in exchange for “favors.” It took every ounce of willpower she could muster to refrain from knocking out his last three teeth.

      She paced her room, ignoring the abnormal grunts from the next room over, and waited for Silky to contact her. After twenty minutes, she tried taking a nap. On the floor, because it appeared to be cleaner than the stained comforter and dirty sheets on the bed. She couldn’t fall asleep, though. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Siv disappear in that halo of weird light.

      He might be dead or trapped in wraith space, or that crazy girl could have turned him over to one of their enemies. There was no way for her to know. B reminded her it had only been forty-five minutes, but it seemed forever.

      If Siv was lost, then so was Silky. Without Silky, she’d have no way to contact the others and tell them what had happened. And no hope of escaping Titus II.

      She would be stuck here until all of this blew over, until no one cared that Mitsuki Reel might know something about Oona Vim. Then she would eke out a few years here working as an extraction agent until she earned enough to return to…

      She smiled sadly. There was no returning to Ekaran IV. She'd burned the Shadowslip too bad for that. She would have to choose a new home, somewhere without an influential criminal guild presence.

      Or a significant Federation presence. The Feds might someday forget her connection to Oona Vim, but not her connection to Silustria Ting. She would have to live the rest of her life on the run or under disguise on a backwater planet along the Outer Arm.

      She started pacing the room again. “Damn you, Siv Gendin. My life was perfect. Safe, easy, and uncomplicated.”

      She stopped and stared at a small tear in the pink-striped wallpaper. She peeled it away to reveal a layer of yellow-striped beneath it.

      “Uncomplicated but meaningless.”

      Damn him for shaking up her life.

      She thought back to the first time she’d met Siv. He was fourteen and still in training. Being nineteen and having seen more of the worst the world had to offer, she hadn’t thought much of him. But it hadn’t taken long for him to begin to charm her with his optimism, something she lacked entirely.

      Even now, she still had a weird crush on Siv. Weird because it wasn’t romantic. It was more that she admired him and always wanted to spend time with him, even when he didn’t want her there. Because spending time with him made her feel like she could be brave and strong and have a purpose, too.

      The bastard.

      And now he’d pulled her into this suicidal cause of his. Siv might believe they were somehow making a difference, and maybe Silky did, too. But whatever Oona’s powers might be, they were not going to lead to a restoration of the Benevolence.

      The Benevolence was gone, and the galaxy would be better off once everyone got over the idea that restoring it would bring back some mythic golden age.

      Mitsuki felt sure the girl was going to turn evil demon-queen on them, like Empress Qan.

      Not that knowing this had stopped Mitsuki from risking her life to reunite the girl with her father. They deserved however many moments of peace they could share before Oona’s awakening. Besides, without the dad, Oona was even more likely to die or go evil. And regardless of how things went for Oona, Kyralla would have her father to comfort her after she lost her sister.

      “Damn you, Gendin.”

      Mitsuki cleaned her guns and armor. She stripped to take a shower, saw the grime in the stall, changed her mind, and dressed again. Then she and B rehearsed all the escape routes and scanned the police feeds.

      “Incoming message, madam. From Silky.”

      “Patch him through!” Mitsuki said out loud.

      “Bats! We’re safely back in real space.”

      “Both of you?”

      “I haven’t taken on a new host…yet.”

      “The woman? What about her?”

      “Tamzin Moi. She’s here with us. And she’s agreed to take Siv to see the ambassador.”

      “Just Siv?”

      “That’s the deal.”

      Mitsuki wasn’t surprised. For Tamzin, taking only one potential threat was the right call.

      “Siv’s resting now. They’re going to ride his bike as far as possible, then they’ll pop into wraith space to complete the journey. Through a wormhole, Wings! We’re going through a freaking wormhole!”

      Mitsuki rubbed her temples. Nothing was ever simple anymore. Why couldn’t this be an average smash and grab? Or even a normal super-dangerous one?

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Nonsense. It’s exciting! I’ve survived a lot of battles and seen some true wonders. I’ve even saved the galaxy—once, maybe twice. But I’ve never gone through a wormhole before. This is completely new, and it’s something almost no one else has ever done before.”

      "Oh, well, in that case, I'm happy for you. This is the best result we could've gotten."

      “Thanks! I agree.”

      “I know you get sarcasm, Silkster, because you dish it out like a chef.”

      “Sarcasm? I’m just a chippy. And my name is Silky.”

      “What does Siv want me to do?”

      “He didn’t say. But I can give you my orders.”

      “Advice. You’ll give me your advice.”

      “I call spades spades, madam. I contacted Captain Jax and offered him everything we have in addition to Tamzin’s offer, and he agreed.”

      Hope flared to life within Mitsuki. "So we have a way off-world?"

      “In theory, but I wouldn’t bet a single one of my circuits on it. I wouldn’t bet a 1G’s circuits on it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Have you seen us, Wings? We look damned dodgy.”

      “So he’s going to suspect we’re what all those ships in the system are looking for.”

      “He’d have to be an idiot not to.” She sighed. “So he’s going to try to get the best offer available. Which means—”

      “Selling us out to the ones searching for us. Jax might still be an option, but I’d prefer someone desperate and gullible if possible. He seems too sharp a customer for me to feel comfortable, and he agreed too readily to my offer.”

      "So you want me to keeping searching for more ships?"

      “Only on the net. Keep out of sight and lay low. You don’t have a ScanField, and B’s range is limited. Going outside is dangerous right now. Otherwise, monitor the police feeds and watch the news. Hopefully, we won’t be away for long.”

      “I can do all that.” She glanced at the peeled wallpaper and what appeared to be rat droppings in the corner. “Although this isn’t the best place to lay low.”

      “Gummy gonads, I just checked to see where you are. You need a better hotel. The place you’re in was condemned last year, but the owner paid off the authorities to keep it open.”

      “I’d love to move elsewhere, but you just told me to stay out of sight.”

      “If you leave now, I can help B guide you to a safe place. It’s nearer to where we’ll reemerge, it’s cheap, and they’ve got pneumatic delivery room services available. It’s far from luxurious, but you’re not likely to catch a disease there.”

      “You think that’s a risk?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first person to catch something where you are now.”

      Suddenly, she regretted putting her stuff on the bed and having lain on the floor. She was definitely glad she’d avoided the shower and getting under the covers.

      “Anything else I can do?”

      “Honestly, no. Wings… Mits… I can’t tell Siv this but…even if we do get the ambassador… No, especially if we get the ambassador… I don’t think we’re going to make it off this planet.”

      “I know, Silkster. I know.”

      “So just…stay safe. Okay?”

      “I’ll do my best.”
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      Siv ignited the bike's engines, and Tamzin hopped on the back. She started to wrap her arms around his waist then shifted. After a few moments of fidgeting, she grabbed the edges of the seat.

      “Have you ever ridden a bike before?”

      “No.”

      The bike lifted into the air, and he eased it out of the parking garage.

      “How do you normally get around?”

      “I walk or use my sky-board.”

      "You have a sky-board? That's awesome. I've wanted to get one, but they're hard to find."

      “My mother passed it down to me, but it’s broken now and needs repair.”

      Siv flashed a smile back at her. "We both inherited our cool stuff, huh?"

      “So it seems.”

      “You didn’t bring the sky-board with you?”

      “It seemed too conspicuous,” she replied.

      “Well, if you have a sky-board, then I assume you have maglock boots. Between them and the bike’s inertial dampening field, you won’t need to hold onto anything.”

      Following the circuitous route Silky provided, Siv drove the skimmer bike at a brisk but legal speed along an old road then onto a highway leading in the general direction of the foothills.

      “So you’re a bounty hunter?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m good at catching people, and it pays the bills,” Tamzin replied. “Why are you a thief?”

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “We all have choices.”

      “That’s true,” Siv answered. “But death was the only alternative.”

      “Running away wasn’t an option?”

      Siv explained how the Shadowslip had Kompelled him. Surprisingly, he even told her about having wiped his memory twice so he could maintain hope.

      “Sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

      She grabbed his waist and leaned forward so she could look into his face. He glanced back at her awkwardly.

      “There is nothing stupid about that, Siv Gendin. A lot about you makes no sense to me. But that does.” She released his waist and sighed. “I lived alone for ten years, stranded on the other side of the wormhole. Without hope and determination, I would not have survived.”

      She didn’t say anything else, and Siv didn’t ask.

      “Sir, I still have a lot of questions for you to ask her. New ones, in fact. For starters, how did she end up stranded on the other side of the wormhole?”

      “Silkster, she’s not the sharing type. She probably just told me more than she’s told anyone else ever, save for Ambassador Vim. If I push her, she’ll talk less.”

      “Buzzkill.”

      “It’s brave, what you’re trying to do for Galen’s girls,” Tamzin said.

      “You didn’t have to save the ambassador either.”

      Tamzin sighed then tensed. “Turn back! You’ve got to go around this area.”

      “This abandoned town up ahead?”

      “Yes.”

      “That will divert us by twenty minutes.”

      “It’s too dangerous here,” Tamzin said.

      Siv checked the map in his HUD, showing the location of all known enemies. He didn’t see any problems ahead. “Every minute we’re in the open increases the danger.”

      “The Reaper ship is in an empty lot where a building was demolished.”

      “They moved.” Siv direct-beamed a map from Silky to her chippy and marked the location of the Tekk Reaper ship. “This is where they are now.”

      “Are you sure? It’s cloaked.”

      “I can detect it, and I’m certain of its position.”

      “Shit!” Tamzin slammed a fist against the side of the bike. “That’s the tunnel entrance that we need.”

      “Looks like they parked their ship in front of it,” Siv said. “I’m sure they were hoping to catch you coming back out.”

      “I figured they had men in the tunnels. That’s why I hiked all the way into the city using wraith space. We’re going to have to find a place to park and enter through wraith space.”

      “I’d rather get the bike into the tunnels. That way we can get Ambassador Vim out quickly. From what you and Oona both said, he can’t get far through wraith space without coming out a mess.”

      “You’re planning on slipping past them while riding this skimmer bike?” she asked incredulously.

      "I was going to this entrance." He pointed it out on the map they were now sharing in their HUDs. "Hopefully, they've left it unguarded."

      “Your map is old. That entrance caved in months ago. We’ll have to go all the way around to here.”

      The place she pointed to was much farther out. “The map doesn’t show an entrance there.”

      “It’s old and has been sealed off for over a century, but we can get it open.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Yes, I am,” she snapped. “I memorized the location in case I ever needed it.”
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        * * *

      

      A dense, prickly shrub and decades of accumulated soil and debris concealed the entrance. With her shock-blade, Tamzin severed branches from the bush, and Siv scraped away dirt. Wanting them out of sight as fast as possible, Silky pestered Siv to hurry.

      “You want me to go faster?” Siv snapped.

      “Please, sir.”

      “Then stop pestering me! Your chattering just slows me down.”

      “I could go a lot faster,” Silky mumbled.

      “Then grow some damn arms!”

      Together, Tamzin and Siv tugged on the rusted door, which refused to move. At first, Siv thought they were going to have to blast it open, but then it shifted, and inch-by-inch slid open.

      Siv backed away and wiped sweat from his brow, streaking dirt along his forehead. He eyed the exit. “It’s not much of an entry, is it?”

      “It was only an emergency exit, sir.”

      Tamzin patted the bike. “Is it going to fit?”

      “Just barely, sir.”

      "According to my chippy, it will." Siv walked over. "But I think we're going to have to push it through."

      He turned on the bike, and its antigrav engines lifted it into the air. Tamzin pushed it in, and Siv pulled on the door. He got it three-quarters of the way before he had to rest. Tamzin pulled it the rest of the way shut.

      As soon as it clanged into place, complete darkness closed in on them. Silky activated the headlights on the skimmer bike and maxed the lowlight settings in Siv’s smart-lenses.

      Siv had never been in a mine before, but it was exactly as he had imagined it would be: dark, dusty, and confining.

      “This passage leads to a side tunnel that will take us to the place we need to be so Galen will go through as little of wraith space as possible,” Tamzin said.

      Siv revved the bike and glanced around the narrow tunnel. “I hope we’ll have a lot more room to maneuver then.”

      “We will.” She hopped on back. “Though not as much as we would on the main corridor.”

      “As long as we can avoid the Tekk Reapers, I don’t care.”

      “Detecting anything, Silkster?”

      “Not nearby, sir.”

      Using the updated map Tamzin shared with him, Siv drove the bike along the circuitous route that would take them to the nexus. Targeting triangles in his HUD helped him stay on course, despite the twisting tunnel. At first, he drove fast, but then Tamzin warned him to slow down in case any sections had caved in since she last went through this area.

      “Sir, I’m picking up Tekk Reaper agents ahead, near the place Tamzin wants to reenter wraith space.”

      “How many?”

      “Three that I’m certain of. Two others are roaming along the route we had planned to take.”

      “What about our current path?”

      “None that I can detect, sir. But they could be cloaked, and I don’t want to risk a higher-level scan.”

      “Recommendation?”

      “Ditch the bike and go on foot. They’re going to detect its signature soon. There’s only so much I can do to mask it.”

      He relayed the information to Tamzin. “We need a place to hide the bike.”

      “There are some nooks along the way,” she replied. “That’s the best we can do.”

      Siv took the first one they came to, a large semi-circle cut into the tunnel wall. He pulled the bike in, and they climbed off.

      “They built these to allow people to duck aside when transport skimmers needed to pass through,” Silky said, answering a question Siv hadn’t asked nor cared about.

      “Will they detect the bike from here once you’re not signal-jamming?” Tamzin asked.

      "As long as it's powered down, we should be fine," Siv said.

      “Sir, I recommend disconnecting the battery.”

      Siv unplugged the bike from its power pack, and they made their way on foot for another two hundred meters.

      “Can we enter wraith space here?” Siv asked.

      Tamzin shook her head. "We need to be farther along this tunnel unless you want to enter solid earth in the wraith space world."

      “I do not.”

      “Why aren’t the Reapers patrolling this route?” Siv asked.

      “Because it didn’t occur to them that someone might know of another entry, sir.”

      “Doesn’t seem like them, does it?”

      “Maybe they have limited manpower, sir.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      They stopped just over a hundred meters away from the place where Tamzin ideally wanted to enter wraith space. Going any closer would make it likely that they’d be detected.

      “What about now?” he asked.

      “If we must, but it won’t be pleasant.”

      “Then let’s—”

      “Sir, duck!”

      Siv tackled Tamzin to the ground, and two plasma bolts flared overhead.

      “A Tekk Reaper uncloaked ahead, sir. He’s firing.”

      Siv tried to maneuver his arm free from underneath Tamzin so he could deploy his force-shield.

      The bright flashes of a second, twin-plasma burst sped toward them. Siv freed his arm, but he didn’t have a chance in hell of getting the shield up in time.
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      Tamzin wrapped her arms around Siv and triggered the black cube. The hyperphasic field bubbled up around them. As a white-hot bolt flared centimeters from Siv's face, they popped into wraith space.

      They fell several meters and landed on hard earth with a thud that knocked the air from Siv’s lungs. Struggling not to cry out, he kicked himself free from Tamzin and reached for his face. Intense pain radiated out from it through the rest of his body.

      “Sir! Sir, you’re okay!”

      Tamzin jumped on top of him and pinned his arms and legs. “Hold still, damn it!”

      “Breathe, sir. Breathe.”

      Siv stopped kicking his feet and took one faltering breath then another. “My face…hurts like…hell.”

      Tamzin took his chin and turned his head. “You’ve got a burn on your right cheek, but it’s not bad.” She stood and dusted herself off. “Quit your whining and get your act together.”

      “It’s not bad enough to warrant immediate medical attention, sir. A nano-second longer, though, and you’d need more help than medical attention could provide.”

      Siv kept taking deep breaths. The pain didn’t improve, but he did calm.

      “Are you normally this…lame?” Tamzin asked. “Cause I was under the impression you were a hardened criminal, not a wuss.”

      Siv shook his head. “I’ve been hurt…a lot worse than…this. I guess…I guess it was the shock of it. Seeing the bolt that close…the sudden burn…”

      “Or maybe it’s wraith space affecting you.” Her face softened, and she reached out a hand. “Come on. Let’s get going.” After a few steps, she paused and pulled two pills from a pocket. “Painkillers. If you’re—”

      He swiped them out of her hand.

      “Sir, let me do an analysis on those before—”

      Siv popped them into his mouth and swallowed. “If they kill me, fine. I’m going to die anyway.”

      “I’m going into sleep mode, sir, before interference knocks me out. Wake me when you reach the wormhole. I hope you’ll be in a much better mood then. And do not travel through until I can boot up!”

      Siv trudged through wraith space, becoming progressively disoriented as he went. The pain did fade, either from Tamzin’s drugs or because the shock of the burn had worn off.

      The specters and flickering images didn’t bother him as much this time as they had before, but he didn’t feel any better.

      “Wait a second. One plasma bolt scorched my face. What happened to the other?”

      Tamzin pointed to her leg. A hole through her pants below the knee revealed skin that was puckered and blistered.

      “You caught it worse than I did.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Tamzin stated. “That’s why I called you a sissy-pants.”

      “You…you didn’t call me that.”

      “Guess I just thought it.”

      As they continued on, Siv noted she wasn’t limping. Either she didn’t feel pain like an average person did or she was tough as nails.

      A tugging sensation made Siv fall to his knees and vomit up the hotel vending machine candy he’d eaten.

      “Everything’s spinning…all of a sudden.”

      Tamzin pulled him up. “That sensation you’re feeling is from the wormhole. We’re getting close.”

      Siv glanced around. “I don’t see anything.”

      “You will soon.”

      A few steps later, Siv spotted it. A warping of light and space, a transparent bubble hovering before them. There was a disturbing beauty to it. But after a few moments staring into the wormhole, he felt as if he were falling into it. He dropped his gaze and choked down the acid rising into his throat.

      “Silkster, wake up.”

      A sequence of disorienting beeps announced Silky’s return. “Yippee! Look at that! This is sooooo awesome, sir.”

      “Yeah, it’s the freaking best,” Siv replied.

      He stepped through with Tamzin, stumbled into her, and retched, nearly puking whatever was left in his stomach onto her back. The swirling walls of energy surrounding the tunnel they passed through were far worse than anything he’d seen in regular wraith space.

      “You get one bit of vomit on me—one bit—and I’ll shoot you in the gut and leave you here to die.”

      He nodded, attempting an apologetic smile.

      “I am not kidding.”

      Silky laughed with glee as they plodded through the wormhole. Someday, should he survive, Siv might look back on the experience as noteworthy. Maybe. But not today. Not while going through this hell.

      The wormhole only intensified the ill effects of wraith space, and Silky's constant laughter mixed with speculative commentary gave voice to the otherwise silent specters that swooped alongside them, ghosts that were somehow frightening again.

      “No wonder Vim barely made it,” Siv said as he paused to catch his breath.

      Tamzin grabbed him by the elbow and tugged him along. “Resting won’t make it better. The longer you’re here, the worse you’ll feel. You need to power through.”

      Siv nodded and continued along. He dreaded returning through this.

      “Remember, even I get vertigo here,” Tamzin confided.

      “You don’t worry…about wraith space…eventually making you go crazy?”

      “I’m not a delver,” Tamzin replied. “I am…something else. And whatever that something is, it makes me immune to the effects of wraith space. Only the wormhole bothers me.”

      When they emerged into wraith space on a new planet, Siv fell to his knees and gasped. The world still spun around him. And the ground beneath felt oddly spongy. But he wasn’t as dizzy or disoriented as before.

      After a few minutes, Tamzin helped him up. “It’s not much farther.”

      “That, sir, was amazing.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      “You should be happy for everyone, sir. I took a detailed analysis of the entire experience. Once we’re free, I’ll publish the results online.”

      “That doesn’t seem wise.”

      “I have a pseudonym, sir. I use it for publishing works of scientific interest.”

      Siv stopped. “You what?”

      “I have a nome de plume, sir. An alternate identity.”

      “I understand what that means, but you’ve never mentioned it before.”

      “Have I not?”

      “No. Have you ever used it?”

      "I frequently publish, sir."

      “You publish?! Frequently?! You’ve never told me this! How could you keep that from me?”

      "Well, sir, you've never expressed any interest in scientific rumination or refutation. All I do is submit articles to scientific journals. I don't give away the intimate details of your boring life."

      “Publishing articles online… Doesn’t that seem unwise?”

      “No one can backtrace the articles to me, sir. It’s all quite safe.”

      Siv noted Tamzin’s stare. “Sorry.” He started walking again. “Just…just got confused for a moment.”

      “Don’t worry, sir. No one will ever know that Silky Ora publishes under the names Fibula Crumbs and Manus Chunks. I swear.”

      “How many papers have you published?”

      “Let’s see…two thousand and thirty-three. About fifty of those represent hard science, and the rest are speculative.”

      As irritated he was about Silky having kept something from him—again—Siv was actually glad he’d just found out. His incredulous irritation took his mind off wraith space.

      “Have you made any breakthroughs?”

      “I have presented work that has helped others achieve breakthroughs, sir. And quite a few of my speculative pieces have achieved notoriety.”

      Siv shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m still learning things about you, Silkster.”

      “I’m a complex individual, sir. If a little lacking in humanity.”

      Tamzin had them pause in a seemingly barren area. She locked her arms around Siv and triggered the cube. Suddenly, they were inside the loading bay of a dimly-lit starship. Judging from the rust stains dripping from various bolts, the off-color walls, and the stale, acrid air, the vessel was in desperate need of maintenance.

      “This ship has seen better days,” Siv muttered without thinking.

      Tamzin clenched her fists and glared. “This is my home, jackass.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Do you think an eight-year-old can adequately repair a wrecked ship without supplies?”

      “No,” Siv replied. “Look, what I said—”

      “I did the best I could, you know.”

      “I’m sure you did.”

      "I can't access engineering. Bringing in supplies is hard. And things got worse before I had a chance to do something about it. Besides, I don't allow visitors. You're only the second person to ever come here."

      Siv bent halfway over, placing his hands on his knees to prop himself up, and took deep breaths. “Sorry.”

      A man stepped into the loading bay, a smile on his face. “Tamzin?”

      “That, sir, is Ambassador Vim.”

      His eyes fell on Siv, and his face creased in concern. “Who’s this?”

      Gathering himself, Siv stepped forward and offered his hand. “Siv Gendin, sir. I’ve come to rescue you.”

      Ambassador Vim shook his hand reluctantly.

      “He claims to knows your daughters,” Tamzin said. “And I trust him…for the most part.”

      Vim took Siv’s hand in both of his. “You know my girls? Are they safe?”

      “I rescued Oona and Kyralla on Ekaran IV. They’re safe, for now.”

      “The Tekk Reapers found them?”

      “The Reapers, the Thousand Worlders, the Shadowslip, the World Bleeders, the Star Cutters, and probably several other criminal guilds. We’ve been on the run ever since.”

      Ambassador Vim took Siv into a hug then snapped away. “Wait, you didn’t bring them here, did you?”

      Siv shook his head. “They’re hiding in deep space, sir. We have a way of contacting them without being detected so that we can arrange a rendezvous.”

      Ambassador Vim took Siv’s hand again and shook it vigorously. “Thank you for saving my girls, Mr. Gendin. I can never repay you, but you will have my eternal gratitude.”

      Tamzin placed a hand on the ambassador’s shoulder. “Galen, ask him why he saved them.”

      “Does it matter?” Vim asked.

      “I think it does,” she replied.

      Siv didn't wait for the question. "I was a Shadowslip agent sent to Senator Pashta's compound to seize an unknown asset, one so vital that I was promised an enormous reward and freedom from the guild if I were successful. But I didn't know what the asset was until I saw your daughter. That's when they released the information. And that's when—"

      “You made the honest choice,” Vim said.

      “I wasn’t going to kidnap a fourteen-year-old girl.”

      “Because you’re a good person,” Vim said. “I can sense that in you.”

      “He’s an empath, sir.”

      “How come I didn’t know that already?”

      “I didn’t know either, sir.”

      “I think it’s important we remember that he’s a criminal,” Tamzin said.

      Vim smiled. “I think he’s only a criminal by necessity, Tam. He gave up an easy retirement then risked his life to save my girls. There’s nothing for him to gain in this.”

      “I disagree,” Tamzin said.

      “Tamzin,” Galen said with an amused grin, “he’s telling the truth. Besides, what does he have to gain by coming after me? While I may be worth something to you, I’m not worth even a fraction as much as my girls are.”

      Tamzin shrugged. “He could use you to lure them here. Others will certainly try that.”

      “My girls are smarter than that.”

      “Smarter, sir, for sure. But I think he underestimates their bravery and stubborn determination.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, Silkster.”

      “Why are you here to rescue me?” Vim asked. “I’m not worth the risk.”

      "Your girls need you, Ambassador. My companion, Mitsuki, is an extraction agent. She came for personal reasons. As for me, I'm dying and have little time left to live. Long ago, I lost my father. I'd hate to see the same happen to them. Besides, I believe Oona stands a much better chance of surviving if you're there with her."

      “Maybe you’re right,” Vim replied with a nod. “I would certainly love to see my daughters, but I’m not sure it was worth risking your life to rescue me.”

      “Oona knows you have certain information that could be vital to her cause. She saw the information in a vision. And Tamzin has confirmed you’d learned something significant.”

      “You’re right.” Vim smiled with relief. “I hope—I believe—that its worth all of our lives to get this information to Oona.”

      “You were testing me to see if I knew about it,” Siv said.

      “My apologies.”

      “No need to apologize. I understand. To be honest, we reached a point where we decided it wasn’t worth the risk to rescue you. But Oona’s vision changed everything.”

      Tamzin glanced between them, her features twisting with annoyance. Apparently, she was irritated that she was the only one who didn't know what the information concerned. He couldn't help but wonder if that was she was really after. But that wasn't fair to her. She could just as easily have the same motivation for helping that he did.

      "So," the ambassador said, "I assume you have a way to get me off-world."

      Tamzin laughed. “He doesn’t have a clue. Tell him, Gendin.”

      “I’m torn about her,” Silky complained. “On the one hand, a wormhole and I love her! On the other hand, she’s a real doo-doo pants.”

      “We hitched a ride to the planet,” Siv said.

      “Because you gave your ship to Oona and Kyralla?” Vim asked.

      “Yes,” Siv answered.

      “Is that wise?” Vim asked. “Kyralla has no experience piloting a vessel.”

      She did now, but Siv thought it unwise to tell the man his daughter had already piloted the ship through two space battles.

      “The Outworld Ranger is highly advanced and more than capable of flying itself. There’s also an engineering cog onboard along with a trusted friend who believes in the hyperphasic messiah.”

      Ambassador Vim stroked his thin beard then sighed and nodded. “So you came here without a way to leave?”

      “We planned on improvising. It’s what we do. And just before coming here, we secured passage on a ship, by nearly doubling the offer Tamzin made to an interested captain. Though, I’m not sure he’s the best option we have. We need someone who’d give us passage without figuring out that we’re wanted. Because our enemies can definitely pay more than we can.”

      “I told Tamzin I could access funds from an account once we got back to Titus II, enough to more than pay for a good ship. But she seems to think the captains will only take hard credits.”

      “She’s right about that,” Siv said. “Given all the armed ships lurking in the system, the dumbest captain on the planet will know we’re an enormous risk, even if they don’t realize we’re the ones everyone’s hunting. There’s no way they would accept a payment that could be traced back to them.”

      “I could transfer funds into hard credits,” Vim replied.

      “Yes, but you’d be identified and located immediately. Every hard credit handler is tied into one or more criminal guilds. And I suspect the guilds have agents stationed at all three handlers in Capital City.”

      “We could promise a captain more upon arriving at our next destination,” Vim reasoned.

      “A smart captain assumes they will never see that money.”

      “I checked, sir. His assets have been locked.”

      “Besides, your assets have been locked, so unless you have more wealth under a fake identity…”

      Vim shook his head. “As a government employee, I couldn’t run the risk of secreting away money.” He frowned suddenly. “How did you know the government had frozen my accounts?”

      “He’s a criminal,” Tamzin said.

      “If I can know about your accounts and monitor what happens with them, so can others,” Siv told him.

      “At least the girls won’t be without resources. Pashta is an incredibly wealthy man. And he would be more than willing—”

      “Sir, Senator Pashta betrayed you.”

      “He would never!” Vim argued, perhaps too profusely.

      “But he did,” Siv said. “The Tekk Reapers found out about the girls, and a man named Broker Samson took payment from Pashta, a payment to guarantee his own freedom. So when the Tekk Reapers arrived, he ran without attempting to save the girls.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe…maybe he couldn’t get to them in time.”

      “He didn’t even try, Ambassador. He was onboard his ship almost immediately.”

      Vim’s eyes flared, his face reddened, and a vein along his forehead swelled. “When I get back—”

      “Ambassador, the Tekk Reapers destroyed Senator Pashta’s ship before it reached orbit.”

      The anger left him with a deep sigh. “So my brother…he’s dead?”

      Siv nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      Eyes tearing up, Vim rubbed his temples. “Please, tell me everything.”

      Tamzin took Vim by the hand and led them all into a cargo bay containing cushions, a mattress, a food station, a small desk, and some odd furnishings. There was an attempt at decor, mostly wallhangings, but it did little to hide the ship's poor condition.

      Eyes red, expression defeated, Vim flopped down onto a cushion. Before Siv could sit, Tamzin rushed in and chose the cushion beside Vim. Siv grabbed a cushion and placed it across from them so that they formed a triangle. Tamzin eyed him darkly but didn’t say anything.

      Siv recounted the rescue on Ekaran IV and their journey to Titus II, leaving out only unnecessary and personal details. Vim studied every word as, Siv supposed, an ambassador would.

      “I’m going to tell him about the priestess, Silkster.”

      “Is that wise, sir?”

      “I don’t see any way that Tamzin could use that against us, and I want to tell the man everything he deserves to know.”

      “Your call, sir.”

      Despite leaning forward with his eyes alight when Siv described High Priestess Syryss, Vim remained silent until the end.

      “So there’s hope for my Oona,” he said with relief.

      “It seems so,” Siv replied. “She and the priestess may not be the same, but they clearly have many things in common.”

      “If you can trust an alien priestess,” Tamzin said.

      “She’s big on trust, that one. And small on brains. Just like all three of your past girlfriends, sir. Using your definition, of course. I don’t think you can call it a relationship if it lasts less than a month.”

      Ignoring Silky, Siv said, “About the information that you have that could help Oona… Is there anything we should know about?”
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      Siv waited as Vim stroked his broad chin. The man eyed Tamzin carefully then seemed to come to a conclusion.

      “For decades, messiah families have been searching for a hidden genetics research facility. According to all the lore, this facility is key to the messiahs fulfilling their purpose. I suspect you knew that much, Mr. Gendin.”

      “Call me Siv,” he replied.

      Tamzin leaned forward, her eyes blazing with intense interest. “And you located it?”

      “Not exactly,” Vim replied with a twisted smile.

      “Ah, the catch,” Silky said in amusement. “This messiah business comes with a lot of fine print.”

      “To locate the facility, you need to combine four data blocks into a file then decrypt it. The unlocked file will provide the location of the facility and possibly additional information.”

      “And you just got all the data blocks?” Tamzin asked.

      Galen nodded. “Two weeks ago, I found the fourth data block needed. We’ve had the first since almost the beginning, but it took years to find the second and third. If not for my government contacts and wide travels, I never would have found them.”

      “Why were the data blocks broken apart?” Siv asked.

      “For security,” Galen said. “According to lore, the first generation messiah families broke the file apart and gave the pieces to four different, trusted allies for safekeeping. To keep it away from a dangerous individual who was after the data and had already murdered several messiah children. After those families disappeared, the blocks were effectively lost. The entrusted allies didn’t know one another and lived in different parts of the crumbling Federation.”

      “And you believe this story?” Tamzin asked.

      Vim shrugged. “The lore we have is scant but seems trustworthy, and many messiahs have been assassinated by some unknown person before their awakening. Plus, when Oona transformed, we were given a data block right away by another family, so it seemed more plausible than some of the other things we were told.”

      “So the Tekk Reapers have the data blocks now?” Tamzin asked with concern.

      “They took my chippy,” Galen explained to Siv. “But I security-wiped Errol and restored him to factory settings as soon as they seized me.”

      “So the data blocks are lost?” Tamzin asked, sighing wistfully.

      “I hid encrypted backups of the data from them online, somewhere no one else would ever think to look.”

      “That doesn’t sound secure,” Siv said.

      “Maybe not perfectly so. But few would know what it was, and I doubt anyone can decipher it.”

      “The first families clearly thought otherwise,” Siv said.

      “Perhaps if the murderer or someone aligned with him still exists, then yes, maybe they could decipher it,” Galen replied. “But like I said, it is hidden.”

      “Everything you do online will be scrutinized,” Siv said. “Nothing you post, no matter how secure the storage used, is invulnerable.”

      “That’s why I tucked the copies of the data blocks away in plain sight.”

      Siv and Tamzin stared at him, waiting patiently. Galen glanced between them then sighed.

      “I fear I must trust you with the details," he said. "There's no guarantee that I will make it out. And if all three of us have the information, then it's more likely to reach Oona."

      “I agree,” Tamzin said.

      “I don’t think she’ll get it to Oona, sir.”

      “For each data block, I used a modified government cipher to encrypt the file which I then interlaced with an online lecture I posted to WeView.”

      “You posted the files to WeView?” Siv asked, stunned.

      “Embedded inside a two-hour lecture on 18th Century Prussian politics.”

      “What’s Prussia?” Tamzin asked.

      Siv shrugged. “No idea.”

      “Precisely,” Galen responded. “Few of my lectures on ancient politics have over a hundred views, and who would think to scan boring video files for additional data?”

      “I absolutely would, sir.”

      “What about other humans or chippies?”

      “Doubtful, sir. Kaleeb or the Tekk Reapers, perhaps.”

      “It’s cleverly hidden,” Siv said. “But perhaps not as much as you might think.”

      “You’d have to know I had it first,” Galen replied.

      “It’s possible that getting the last data block was what tipped off your identity,” Tamzin said. “Which means someone knows.”

      “Tamzin’s right,” Siv said, and then he explained everything they’d learned about Broker Samson.

      “What does he look like?” Galen asked.

      Siv pulled out his c|slate, expanded it from a tiny square to a large tablet, and showed Galen the only picture Silky had managed to find of Broker Samson.

      Galen groaned. “The face is entirely different, but the clothes are similar in style, and the knotwork silver armband is unmistakable. When I met him, he posed as a member of the Church of the Benevolency and said he was devoted to the messiah cause. I vetted him extensively, and his background checked out. The data block was even the real thing.”

      “Because that’s how you do an effective lure,” Siv said. “Someone, the Tekk Reapers it seems, wanted the other three blocks you already had. And Oona, of course. So they went through a lot of trouble to get you. Or, I suppose, any other messiah family with data blocks looking to get more.”

      Galen put his head in his hands and bent over, half sobbing. “Then this is all my fault.”

      Tamzin rubbed his back tenderly.

      “Ambassador…Galen,” Siv said, “what’s done is done. We can only do our best with the situation as it stands now.”

      “Of course, you’re right.” He took a few deep breaths. “To unlock the encryption, you need the following code.”

      A third of the way through his recital, Silky announced he could access the file easily. “I’d be more than willing to take a crack at decoding those data blocks too, sir.”

      “My chippy, Silky, will do his best to unlock the data, once we can download it. In case Oona cannot.”

      “I don’t think he’ll have much of a shot,” Galen said.

      “You don’t know Silky. He’s one of a kind. A 9G-x with additional…programming.”

      “Sir! I’d rather you didn’t advertise what I am. It’s not good practice. And while I trust the ambassador, I do not trust that witch Tamzin. She’s way too interested in this research facility.”

      “Well, you’re always complaining when I keep things vague and just call you my chippy. And, of course, she’d be interested. She’s a genetic freak, Silkster. I’m sure she wants to know more about where she came from.”

      “Doubtful. Witches are evil.”

      “Silkster, I don’t have the attention capacity right now for your silly, paranoid ramblings.”

      Galen cocked his head as he studied Siv. “You have a lot of advanced equipment that’s hard to come by these days.”

      Siv sighed. “I do.”

      “And your last name is Gendin.”

      “It is.”

      “Are you related to Gav—”

      “Gav Gendin was my father,” Siv said.

      “I haven’t a clue who that is,” Tamzin replied.

      "I know him because I studied the Ancients with the girls, and he was the preeminent scholar of all things Ancient." Galen shook his head. "But how could you be his son? You look so young!"

      Siv laughed. “I was in cryogenic storage for most of the last century. It’s a long story that’ll have to wait for another time.”

      “I look forward to hearing it,” Galen said.

      “I’m curious as well,” Tamzin said suspiciously.

      "The question I have for you now is this, Ambassador," Siv said. "Are you well enough to travel?"

      "I am," he replied. “And please, like I said, call me Galen. I’m ready to go as soon as possible. Though, to be honest, I am terrified of returning to wraith space."

      “As soon as we return,” Siv said, “we can—”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Tamzin placed a hand on Galen’s knee. “We need to decide whether we should allow Siv and his companion to help you directly.”

      “I think they’ve done the business, sir. If you know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean, Silkster.”

      "Why wouldn't we let them help us?" Galen asked. "We need all the help we can get, right?”

      “And by that, I mean the down and dirty, naughty business.”

      “Yes, I get it!”

      "I think we stand a better chance of escaping if it's just you and me," Tamzin said. "Involving the two of them will draw more attention to us since the bad guys are already after them. I can get you off-world without being noticed."

      “Wouldn’t we have a better chance working together?” Galen asked.

      “We most certainly would,” Siv said. “Especially by pooling our resources.”

      “You know, Silkster, you’d think Tamzin would have more money than what she offered, working as a bounty hunter.”

      “She didn’t work hard, sir. And she buys a lot of power packs, presumably to power this ship.”

      “Galen, they draw too much attention,” Tamzin. “I can get you away without being noticed. I just need a little more time to find a ship we can afford.”

      “We’ve got passage secured already,” Siv argued.

      “And if Captain Jax backs out or tries to sell us out like you think he might, what then?” Tamzin said. “Galen, you’d be in the city and in danger for no good reason.”

      "That is a risk," Siv said, "but if something becomes available without much warning and we have only a little time to take advantage of the opportunity then it would make sense for Galen to be nearby. If we have to come all the way back here to get him, then that wastes a lot of time, and it means we'll have to go near the Tekk Reapers again."

      Tamzin gripped Galen's knee. "You know that I have your best interests in mind. I believe joining them will put us at too much risk."

      Galen rubbed his chin and glanced between the two of them. "This should be my call, right?”

      "The decision is up to you, of course,“ Siv said.

      Tamzin agreed but didn't look happy about it.

      Galen wandered around the room. After a few minutes, he came back to them.

      "Tamzin, this man, like you, is an expert at what he does, and so is his companion. They managed to save my daughters from the Tekk Reapers, just as you saved me. I think it would be best if we combined our resources.”

      "If that's what you want," Tamzin replied in a quiet voice. “Do you want to leave now?”

      “I want to be back on the other side and away from this place. No offense, but I'm starting to feel claustrophobic. If Siv can find somewhere for us to hide out until the ship’s ready, then I would rather go there and know that I’m already past wraith space and the Tekk Reapers."

      "Thanks to my chippy and my advanced sensor array, I can easily find a safe place to lay low. Of course, I cannot guarantee your safety.”

      "I understand.” A tender smile spread across Galen’s face. "Now that I know my girls are safe, that the priestess is helping my Oona, and that the two of you have the key to the four data blocks, I'm not at all afraid to die."

      Staring dejectedly at the floor, Tamzin said, “I’ll need a few hours to clean this place out and pack my gear."

      "Are you leaving the planet with us?" Siv asked.

      "Obviously.”

      “What I mean,” Siv said, “is that it seems as if you don't plan on returning here.”

      "I don't," Tamzin answered.

      "That, sir, is a good idea. The containment field protecting us from the ship's busted fusion core will fail in roughly seven years, give or take a few months."

      "You have a problem with that?" Tamzin asked.

      Siv shook his head. Then he told her about the containment field.

      “That's several years sooner than I expected,” she replied. “Are you certain that… Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      After she exited, Galen waved for Siv to follow him. “You might as well visit the bridge so you can see the planet before we leave.”

      Along the way, they passed Tamzin entering a room and quickly closing the door behind her. The viewport on the bridge showed a barren landscape, an unfamiliar starfield, and a large, yellow moon.

      “Other than the big moon, there’s not much to see here,” Galen said. “It’s just an uninhabitable rock in another galaxy.”

      "It's the other galaxy part that's awesome, sir. I'm scanning the star field and taking video. Too bad we don't have the time or gear for a spacewalk. I'd love to get some soil samples and a complete look at the star field."

      “What you said about publishing, is that true, or were you just trying to distract me from the wraith space effects?”

      “You can never really know, sir.”

      Galen paced around the bridge, ending up at the weapon's station. He placed his hands on the console and leaned forward. After a few minutes, he looked up and gazed out the barren landscape. He sighed then glanced back down the hallway.

      "Have you scanned all of the ship?" he whispered.

      "My chippy has," Siv said, walking over to stand beside him. "Why?”

      "I trust Tamzin, but she is keeping secrets. I'm not allowed anywhere on the ship except the bathroom, the living room, and the bridge.”

      “She’s a secretive loner,” Siv said.

      “That’s what I thought at first. But one night, Tamzin went into a bedroom decorated for a child and, for some reason, the door failed to close all the way. I spied on her.”

      Galen's voice dropped so low that Siv could barely hear him. "She was holding up the black cube and talking to it as if holding a conversation. She kept responding to someone I couldn't hear, a voice that I presume was in her head, and saying things like: 'Yes, Poppa, I will.' There was something dark and menacing about the conversation. And the person on the other end was trying to make her do something she didn't want to do…something that I think involves me."

      “Wow, that’s weird,” Siv whispered. “And…I don’t know what to make of it.”

      "I have no idea what to make of it either. She was out here alone for a long time so it wouldn't surprise me if she were more unstable than she appears."

      "Silkster, what have you discovered about the rest of the ship?"

      "Sir, this ship is… Well, it's a wreck. Two of the rooms can’t be accessed due to damage, and I can’t tell you anything about them. Two simple bedrooms are empty. A third appears to be a child’s bedroom. That’s the room Tamzin’s currently in. And then there's the final room, the one with a stasis pod holding a deceased woman."

      Siv whispered the information to Galen.

      "I guess I'm not surprised by that. How else would a child bury her mother on a barren world she couldn’t venture onto?”

      "As for Tamzin holding heart-to-hearts with the cube… Sir, I have no idea what to make of that.”

      “Is it possible for someone to communicate through a stardrive like they would an echo-space comm?”

      "Sir, I’m beginning to think most anything is possible, given that until today I didn't know a stardrive could be made that small.”

      “So you're saying it’s possible?” Siv asked.

      "Echo-space transmitters aren’t entirely unlike stardrives in how they function, though the forms are vastly different. So maybe. But I think the most likely explanation is that she's a bit nutters. Or maybe a bit more than a bit.”

      "I don't know what to make of it, Galen, and neither does my chippy.”

      An odd expression crossed Galen's face. "You seem to put a lot of trust in your chippy."

      Siv smiled. "He's not your normal 9g-x chippy, and I've suspected he's just as sentient as you and me."

      "You have too much faith in my human-seeming subroutines, sir. Cause I’m so not there…not yet.“

      “We should get some rest before we trek through wraith space,” Galen said.

      The ambassador stood, placed a hand on Siv’s shoulder, and leaned in to whisper in his ear.

      “The WeView video I mentioned only contains dummy data. Take the data threaded into a lecture on Carthaginian civilization then reverse the code you unlock, leaving out every third string of data. That will give you the coordinates to a capsule I dropped off in deep space, not far from Titus II. The data giving you the location for the capsule with the other three blocks is in a video on William the Conqueror.”

      “They’re actual physical blocks?” Siv whispered back, surprised.

      Galen nodded. “You can’t decrypt them without physically piecing them together.”

      “Damn, sir. That’s some straight up legit skullduggery. Respect.”

      Siv nodded. “I could definitely use some rest.”

      “As soon as we are out of here, secure beam that information to the Outworld Ranger.”
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      Siv took a forty-five-minute nap while Tamzin finished gathering her things. When he woke, Silky informed him that she had placed five explosive charges throughout the ship.

      "I guess she wasn't joking about not coming back.”

      "That worries me, sir.”

      “Why?”

      “Exactly, sir. Why? No one else can come here, and it will be safe for another seven years. There’s no need to burn it all down. She’s acting like she’s got nothing left to lose and that worries me.”

      “I think she’s attached to Galen and ready to move on with her life.”

      "Nah. At best, she's just a crazy witch."

      Siv met Tamzin in the ship’s corridor. "Everything ready to go?”

      Tamzin glanced at one of the closed doors. "I just need to say goodbye…one more time."

      Siv patted her on the shoulder. "I understand. Take all the time you need."

      He found Galen in the command chair on the bridge. "She’s saying goodbye now."

      “To her mother?”

      Siv nodded. “I don't want to pry, but it's important for me to know all the variables in play. You and Tamzin, have you… I mean, are you…”

      "We're close. Is that a problem?”

      “Close with her? Gross.”

      “Grow up, Silkster.”

      “Never!”

      “I don't guess it’s a problem,” Siv said. “In fact, it may be a good thing. I suspect she needs a strong, calming influence in her life. And you’re the bridge that will link her to us so that we can all get through this."

      “Tamzin… I don't know if the girls told you, but I’m an unregistered empath. It's part of how I'm able to do my job so well. I know, through my ability, that Tamzin’s lying about some things, but I don't know if her secrets are dangerous or if she just isn't ready to share yet. She definitely knows more about the cube than she's telling me.”

      “I can believe that. It’s her source of power, so to speak.”

      “That said, while I’ve only known her for a short time, I know she has a good heart.”

      Tamzin came onto the bridge with tears in her eyes. “Okay. Let's go."
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      Plasma pistol in one hand, neural disruptor in the other, Siv crouched inside the mining tunnel nook, taking cover behind the skimmer bike. Tamzin had already returned home to retrieve Galen.

      While it was possible for her to take two people into wraith space along with her, she didn't want to escort both Siv and Galen through the wormhole at once. Having heard about Galen's response, Siv couldn't blame her. He'd even broken down into a full-on panic himself on his second trip through, requiring extensive help from Tamzin.

      Silky completed a level three scan. Only two Tekk Reapers lurked nearby, waiting at the nexus where several tunnels crossed, the place where Tamzin preferred to enter wraith space to access the wormhole.

      “Can you risk a level five scan to find the others?”

      “Even a level four is too big a risk, sir.”

      Siv fidgeted and wiped sweat from his brow, even though it was chilly inside the tunnels. The trip through wraith space had set his nerves on edge.

      “I know they’re hiding here somewhere, waiting to spring a trap.”

      “The perfect trap would have been here at the bike, sir.”

      They had emerged from wraith space a hundred meters away from this spot for just that reason.

      “I guess they missed it.”

      “I don’t see how they could have, sir. Surely, they did a thorough sweep of the tunnels. “

      “Maybe they didn’t even come this way.”

      “After shooting at you, why not walk down the tunnel in the direction you came from? It makes no sense, sir. I suggest some old-fashioned detective work. Use your flashlight to check the area for footprints that don’t match yours and Tamzin’s.”

      “That is old-school.”

      “I like to kick it that way sometimes, sir. It’s good for maintaining perspective. Just be sure to shield the light.”

      Siv checked the immediate area. The nook was a mess of his and Tamzin's tracks. Outside the nook, he found larger footprints that matched the Tekk Reapers. The thin layer of dust didn't provide much to work with though.

      “There’s overlap here, but I don’t know what to make of it.”

      "I'm running video analysis, sir."

      Siv retreated to the nook.

      “Sir, the Tekk Reapers passed through after you left, but I can’t tell how recently. I don’t see how they could have missed the bike, but it doesn’t appear as if they went into the nook.”

      “So you think they intentionally bypassed the bike to set a trap elsewhere?”

      “It appears that way, sir.”

      “Why not set the trap here?”

      “We didn’t reemerge here, did we, sir? The Tekk Reapers are assuming we’re not idiots, that we’ll be cautious, that we may not even come back for the bike. That’s the smart play in my book.”

      “I’d feel better if they weren’t avoiding our scans so easily. You detected their cloaked ship without too much trouble. Why is picking up the individual reapers any different?”

      “The ship is large, and the tunnels necessitate stronger scans because the walls cause interference. If I were running a level four or five scan, I’d know exactly where they were.”

      “It might be worth a short boost on our way out, just to be certain. Have you contacted the Outworld Ranger yet?”

      “I tried, sir, but there’s too much interference this deep in the tunnels. I need to be near the exit.”

      A hyperphasic bubble flashed into existence in the tunnel nearby then disappeared with a gust of air. Tamzin dropped into a crouch with Galen in her arms. He stumbled away from her, fell to his hands and knees, and gagged. Then he rolled over onto his side, groaning as if he’d been beaten half to death.

      Tamzin dragged him into the nook.

      “We’re going to have to wait here a short while before we leave,” she whispered. “I had to carry him the last fifty meters.”

      “We seem safe for now,” Siv replied.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      “I’m feeling better. What about you?”

      With only his smart lenses and the tiny bit of ambient light he was beaming from the c|slate pinned to his shirt, he couldn’t make out her expression. He could feel the tension, though.

      “How do you think, dumbass? I just blew up the only home I’ve ever known. I feel like shit.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Forget it.” She slapped the bike. “This ain’t going to hold three people. How are we going to ride back?”

      “I could take Galen into the city and come back for you.”

      “No way.”

      “You could hide in wraith space until I return.”

      “It’s going to be twenty minutes before I can jump again,” she responded. “I’ll take him into the city on the bike.”

      “So you can go on the run with him?” Siv asked. “Not happening.”

      “Galen chose for us to team-up,” she said. “I will honor his decision.”

      “Even so, you don’t have my chippy to guide you on the best routes.”

      “My chippy and my instincts will serve me well enough. These are my stomping grounds.”

      “Sir, this isn’t getting us anywhere. I suggest we get Mitsuki to meet us halfway. Until then, all three of you cram onto the bike. There should be room for Galen if you scrunch up and Tamzin rides standing. With personal antigrav units at fifty percent, the bike should approach normal speeds.”

      Siv told Tamzin Silky’s plan, and she agreed to it.

      “Calling Wings now, sir.”

      “Sivvy!” Mitsuki answered. “You made it back safely with the ambassador?”

      “We ran into a couple of Tekk Reapers on the way in but managed to avoid them. There are more here in the mine tunnels, but we’re not sure where yet.”

      “They’re lying in wait, you know,” Mitsuki said after he filled her in on all the details. “Be careful.”

      “Of course,” he replied. “We’re going to be riding three on one bike. Can you meet us halfway?”

      “Sure thing,” Mitsuki said.

      “Have you followed up with Captain Jax?”

      “Ah, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we have a new problem. The Titusian government has banned all starship launches without prior authorization. Only flights on government business are allowed to leave.”

      “So Jax won’t take us, will he?”

      “Says we can’t pay him enough to risk losing his license and access to this trade route, not to mention the danger of planetary defense systems firing on him.”

      “That really sucks,” Silky said. "He was going to be the perfect ride after all."

      “Why do you say that?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Cause if he had intended to sell us out to the highest bidder, he wouldn’t have told you that.

      “We’re going to have to steal a ship,” Siv said. “I don’t see any other choice.”

      “My preliminary research picked up a few poorly guarded ships of decent quality, sir. I’ll run a second scan and analysis once we’re back in the city.”

      Siv passed on the news about the planetary government banning all nonessential departures. Galen managed a half-audible grunt, and Tamzin unleashed a string of curses that were a little too loud. Siv refrained from quieting her, though, not wanting to make her angrier.

      “So what…now?” Galen asked.

      “We move onto plan B,” Siv said. “We steal a starship.”
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      The Outworld Ranger broke apart in a fiery explosion. Kyralla slammed a fist against the console and stood as the simulation ended. She paced around the bridge, digging her fingers through her hair.

      After a few minutes, she noticed Bishop standing at the entrance, waiting patiently for her to calm down. Feeling ashamed that she’d gotten so angry, her cheeks reddened.

      “I hope you haven’t been waiting there for long.”

      Bishop smiled apologetically. “I watched for about thirty minutes. It looks as if you’ve improved a lot the last two days.”

      “Not nearly enough.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. How far did you make it this time?”

      “Just past halfway.”

      “That’s good,” Bishop smiled encouragingly.

      “Yeah, but I think I’m hitting my limit. I’m starting to see why Silky told us not to try and rescue them.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the best attitude,” Bishop said.

      Kyralla chuckled. "It's just a statement of fact. I think even the best pilot would need a lot of help and a significant amount of luck to pull this off."

      Bishop grinned broadly. “Or a clever scheme.”

      “Have you come up with something?”

      He nodded. “And it’s brilliant.”

      Kyralla patted him on the shoulder. “You know what I like about you, Bishop? You’re not the least bit modest when it comes to what you can do.”

      It was Bishop’s turn to blush. “Well…if you’ve got it, then there’s no point in hiding it, right?”

      Kyralla laughed as she walked past him. “Let’s grab some food. You can tell me all about it while we eat.”

      Bishop groaned. “Ugh, I don’t think I can handle any more of this food.”

      “You have to eat.”

      “I guess, but starvation is looking more and more appealing.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. Just shovel it down and think of something much more pleasant.”

      “Like eating dirt?”

      Oona popped out from the galley and smiled at them. “What have you got against dirt? I’m certain it tastes much better than our gruel.”

      “Have you eaten yet?” Kyralla asked.

      “Just working up the courage,” Oona replied. “Tekeru already gobbled his down and went to bed.”

      “Gobbled?” Kyralla returned with surprise. “Does he actually like this slop?”

      She chuckled. “He went two days without eating. He was starving and didn’t care anymore.”

      They gathered at the cramped table in the galley, and Seneca swept around them plating food and pouring water. The light band around his head glowed a deep violet as he made sad beeping noises.

      “He’s sorry about the food,” Oona said, “and he’s doing the best that he can.”

      Bishop placed a hand on one of the robot's arms, stopping it. "You don't have much to work with as far as ingredients go. I understand. If I didn't have the right tools and the right parts, I wouldn't be able to build or repair anything."

      Seneca turned a brighter violet that faded into a light blue. Then he continued fixing their meals.

      “Speaking of parts and tools,” Bishop said, “I’ve come up with something that might be able to get us deep into the Titus system before anyone figures out where we are.”

      “Can you get us past halfway?” Kyralla asked.

      “I feel confident I can get us a third of the way,” Bishop said, “maybe halfway if we take a few risks.”

      “That’s good!” Oona said. “How far can you get now, Kyra?”

      "Halfway. The problem is that the difficulty grows exponentially the closer you get to the planet. There are a lot more enemy ships near Titus II. Plus, once we're in orbit, we'll have to worry about the planet's orbital defense platforms too."

      “So, Bishop, if we combine your plan with Kyralla’s flying, how far do you think we could get?”

      Bishop ate a spoonful of gruel and made a face. “Maybe two-thirds of the way? Kyralla’s right. Eventually, the odds just become too great to overcome.”

      They ate in silence for several minutes until Oona said quietly, “I have an idea. But you’re not going to like it.”

      Kyralla narrowed her eyes. “I’m almost certainly going to say no.”

      “You know how I can connect with machines sometimes and then boost—”

      “No!”

      “We should hear her out,” Bishop said.

      “Do you remember what happened with that snub pistol?” Kyralla asked.

      “Yes,” Bishop answered. “She turned it into a cannon.”

      “And do you remember how that tiny cannon ended up  a fiery slag of metal?” Kyralla asked. “That could be our ship. The engines could overload. We could fly uncontrollably and slam into the planet’s surface. Or—”

      Bishop turned to Oona. “What system were you thinking about boosting?”

      Kyralla glared. She hated being interrupted. She hated having her concerns ignored, and that seemed to happen a lot when it came to planning.

      Oona shrugged. “I could supercharge the engines or the shields… Whatever the two of you think would help the most.”

      “The shields,” Bishop said.

      Kyralla shook her head. “The engines. We'd need more speed.”

      Bishop and Kyralla looked at one another and exchanged smiles.

      “It seems we have different priorities,” Kyralla said.

      “Maybe I can boost everything,” Oona said.

      “I don’t want you boosting anything,” Kyralla said, “unless you absolutely have to.”

      “Like if we’re about to be destroyed?” Oona asked.

      “Exactly,” Kyralla said.

      “It doesn’t work that way, and you know it. I need time to boost something.”

      “You did it pretty fast when you transformed the pistol,” Bishop said.

      “It still took me a good minute of concentration,” Oona said. “And I overdid it. If we’re about to get destroyed, I don’t think I’ll have the time to do anything. Besides, if I’m in the command chair and we’re in danger, it’s going to be incredibly difficult for me to focus. And if it’s difficult for me to focus, it’s more likely to go out of control. But if I boosted the ship in some way before we even entered the system, then—”

      “No,” Kyralla said. “You’re not going to—”

      A voice over the comms interrupted her:

      “What up, my humans?”

      Kyralla groaned. “Damn it, Silky. I asked you to announce your presence first.”

      “I remember!” Silky replied. “And I ignored you.”

      “Is everyone okay?” Oona said.

      “Yes,” Silky said. “And…brace yourselves…”

      They waited, but Silky didn’t say anything.

      Kyralla cursed. “We’re braced, dumbass.”

      “We found your dad!”

      Kyralla and Oona shot up out of their seats, and Bishop clapped.

      “Is he okay?” Oona said.

      "He's shaken up right now," Silky said. "Wraith space tore him another new one. But he'll recover. He also got shot in the leg, but that's healing up nicely."

      Kyralla wiped tears from her cheeks and sank back into her seat. “Silky, thank you. I mean that. Thank you so much.”

      She would thank Siv and Mitsuki later, but Silky deserved her thanks now. Without his help, they would never have had a chance of finding her dad. The AI was difficult, temperamental, and pointlessly silly, but he was damned good at what he did.

      Oona grabbed Kyralla’s hand and squeezed. Tears streamed down her eyes as she whispered, “He’s okay. He’s okay.”

      “Can we speak to him?” Kyralla asked.

      “Of course,” Silky replied. “But I’d give it a minute. He hasn’t finished retching yet.”

      Kyralla returned to her seat with a smile on her face. Her dad was far from safe, and they might still lose him. They might still die themselves. But for the first time, she felt hope and thought that maybe, just maybe, everything would turn out okay.

      “Do you have a way off-world?” Bishop asked.

      "Ah, now that's the rub," Silky said. "We had a ship lined up before we got your dad out of wraith space. But things have changed since then. The planetary government has locked down all non-essential flights from leaving the planet."

      Oona wiped her face with the back of her sleeve. “So you’re stranded?”

      “The plan now is to steal the best poorly guarded ship we can find and make a break for it.”

      “Do you think that will work?” Kyralla asked, focusing her mind on the task at hand. She could celebrate later. She would celebrate later.

      “Honestly? Not a chance. We can steal a decent ship fairly easily, but doing so will almost certainly draw attention from Kaleeb, the Tekk Reapers, and the Thousand Worlders. Once that happens, all hell will break loose. And if we don’t draw attention from the baddies, we still have to avoid getting shot down by the orbital defense platforms and government ships once they realize we don’t have clearance to leave.”

      “We’ve been trying to come up with a way to get the Outworld Ranger there,” Bishop said. “I have a scheme I think could get us halfway into the system without anyone detecting us.”

      “What’s your plan?” Silky asked.

      “Remember the box of phantom emitters Siv had in the farmhouse?”

      “Didn’t you use them all?” Silky asked. “Actually, didn’t you use several more than we had already?”

      “I’ve been repairing the busted ones you had stored in a box.”

      “I didn’t think those could be repaired,” Silky said. “I’m impressed, sir.”

      “It wasn’t easy. Using parts from six of them, I’ve now got one fully functioning and two more capable of working in tandem with it.”

      “Excellent,” Silky said.

      Bishop started to explain his plan, but Silky interrupted him. “Bartimaeus sent me the details. It’s a good plan…to get part of the way there.”

      “Kyralla can fly us halfway in on her own,” Oona said.

      "In the simulations, I can," Kyralla said. "I'm not as confident in reality."

      “That’s wise,” Silky said.

      "I offered to try to boost the ship's systems using my abilities," Oona said. "But Kyralla doesn't want me to do that."

      “I have to agree with them,” Silky said. “We don’t know precisely what you are capable of, and you can’t control your abilities. You might boost the ship for a few minutes, only to have it explode or suffer some other calamity. Only do it if you absolutely must.”

      Kyralla looked meaningfully at her sister. “Silky likes taking risks, and even he thinks it’s a bad idea.”

      Oona sighed. “Fine, I understand.”

      “It is imperative that I get off this planet and get to that genetics facility,” Silky said. “For reasons I cannot reveal. And you will absolutely need my help along the way. That said, I think the three of you attempting a rescue is a bad call. And if we can’t get a starship, I have another idea. It’s a rather desperate gamble, but it could work. And it’s better than all of you risking your lives, especially given how incredibly unlikely it is that you could ever reach the planet. Trust me, I want us to get off this planet. And I want to take Mits and your dad with us. But I’ll find a way without you.”

      “If we have to come get you, then we have to,” Oona said. “Without our dad, we cannot get to the genetics facility.”

      “That isn’t a problem,” Silky said. “There are four physical data blocks that, when combined, will unlock the location of the facility. Your father hid them inside capsules that he dropped off in deep space. He told me how to find them.”

      “Silky sent me the needed information, madam,” Rosie said. “Artemisia and I are already decrypting the data so we can pinpoint the locations.”

      “Why didn’t he tell us about the first two data blocks?” Oona asked.

      “I assume for security reasons,” Silky responded.

      “But what would have happened if he’d…if he’d died…and we located the others but couldn’t get back to the first two? I didn’t even know we had data blocks! I thought what we had on the facility was encrypted data in our government account.”

      "Your father told Rosie and me about the first three blocks and where they were hidden, madam," Artemisia said over the comm.

      Kyralla flared her eyes and clenched her fists. For the chippies to know but not his daughters, it was outrageous! At the least, he should’ve told her since she was older and Oona’s guardian.

      “Why are you just now telling us this?!” Oona demanded hotly.

      “We swore ourselves to secrecy, madam,” Artemisia said. “We were not to say anything until we received knowledge about the other two data blocks or until Ambassador Vim gave us permission. And if you were captured, we were to broadcast the information to a messiah family network then delete it from our own storage.”

      Kyralla suppressed the urge to break something with her fists. “I think it would have been fine to break that oath, given all we’ve been through lately.”

      “We could not break the oath,” Rosie said.

      “You could have refused it to begin with,” Oona said.

      “In which case, he would not have told us,” Artemisia responded. “And you were both minors and Ambassador Vim was your legal guardian when we made the promise.”

      “Artemisia and Rosie locked the info in a safe and threw away the key, so to speak,” Silky said. “If done correctly, a chippy can only access the information when the conditional is met. I did that to myself with knowledge about the Outworld Ranger and…other important things.”

      “I lacked the autonomy to create a workaround, madam,” Artemisia said. “I suppose I still do. My apologies.”

      “So we don’t actually have to rescue Ambassador Vim?” Bishop asked. “Not that I don’t want to see him rescued,” he quickly added.

      “It isn’t necessary,” Silky said. “You have all the information you need to reach the facility. Yes, you need my help desperately. But if necessary, you can get the data blocks and move on. And if it comes to that, don’t worry about me. I’m a survivor. Like…like Siv and Mitsuki.”

      Kyralla could hear the doubt and worry in Silky's voice. She marveled that she could read emotions that subtle from a chippy. Silky was as much a person as anyone else here. Which explained a lot of his all too human traits. ‘Nevolence, he must be so worried about Siv. And he obviously cared deeply about Mitsuki as well.

      “You’re going to need our help to escape,” Kyralla said. Suddenly she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that she had spoken the truth. “And we need all of you.”

      Oona nodded emphatically. “There’s going to be more to this than finding a facility and going through my trial.”

      “Do not swoop in here,” Silky said. “We will escape here on our own, one way or another. I’m resourceful. I will find us a way. And I have mad skills here at my disposal. The woman that saved your father, Tamzin, is competent and has a unique ability that should make it easier than normal for us to steal a ship."

      “Do you trust this woman?” Kyralla asked.

      “Heck no!” Silky said.

      “Then why not ditch her?”

      “Like I told you,” Silky replied, “she has a unique ability that can benefit us. And your father trusts her. Besides, I would rather have an untrustworthy ally than none at all. Don’t worry, I’ll be keeping an eye on her.”

      “I’m going to keep working on the phantom emitters, just in case,” Bishop said.

      “Oh, I need you to finish that project, Horns. I’m sure we’re going to need a distraction to get out of here. You guys dropping the decoy on the edge of the system then jumping back out might be just the thing we need to pull off this escape.”

      A few moments of silence passed with everyone staring thoughtfully at one another.

      “Ambassador Vim is ready to speak with you,” Silky said. “He lost his chippy, so I’m patching him through using Siv’s c|slate. Be aware that anything you say to him can be overheard by Tamzin.”

      A window opened in Kyralla’s HUD. No doubt an identical one popped up for Oona. The video was dark, grainy. She couldn’t make out anything. Then someone turned on a dim light.

      Now she could see her father’s broad face and a glint in his eyes. Scruff had formed on his face, and unless it was a play of the shadows, bruises darkened his chin. Several years ago, he had spent a week in bed suffering from a nasty stomach virus. He looked twice as bad now.

      “Kyra, Oona,” he rasped, tears streaming down his cheeks. “‘Nevolence, I thought I’d never see your beautiful faces again.”

      “Daddy,” Oona said, almost sobbing.

      Kyralla smiled and fumbled for words.

      “My sweet girls.” He wiped his cheeks. “I’m so sorry I brought all of this onto you. It was the last thing I ever wanted. I should never have gone after those data blocks.”

      “But you got them, and you’re safe now,” Oona argued. “That’s what matters.”

      “I would hardly say I’m safe,” he replied.

      “You had to take that chance,” Kyralla said. “Besides, between our knowledge of the facility and Priestess Lyoolee, Oona now stands a better chance than any previous messiah could ever dream of.”

      “We’re gonna make sure you get off-world safely, dad,” Oona said.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Galen replied sharply. “I won’t have you risking everything for me.”

      “But Silky said—”

      “I don’t care what he said. You have all the information you need. We will make our way to you on our own or…” He shrugged into a sigh. “Don’t come here to rescue us.”

      Kyralla started to argue but stopped herself. Lacking a chippy to conduct private communication, her father clearly didn’t know everything they knew, and she couldn’t speak freely within Tamzin’s hearing.

      “I mean it,” he continued. “I love you both, and I want you to—”

      “Get down!” Siv yelled

      The view from the slate went dark as Siv crashed into their father. The scream of plasma fire sounded. A screeching blared through the comm, and then it squelched out.

      “Silky?” Kyralla asked. “Silky!”

      No response. They’d lost the connection.
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      Siv walked the skimmer bike toward the forgotten tunnel entrance they’d used, while Galen limped along, leaning on Tamzin for support. Finally, they rounded a bend, and the exit was in sight.

      Galen sagged. “Can I take a moment to rest…before we go outside?”

      Siv nodded. “Silky needs to run a few scans, and I’d like to make a few adjustments to the bike.”

      Even though Silky had scanned it thoroughly, Siv did an eyeball check on the bike. He adjusted the angle on the pedals and the control panel since he'd last piloted it from a half-standing position.

      “Sir, I contacted the Outworld Ranger crew and got them up to speed. I think Galen should speak to his kids before we continue. Just in case.”

      Siv detached the c|slate from his jacket, pinched the corners, and expanded it out to a full, thirty-centimeter slate. Silky routed his connection through to the slate, and Siv passed it to Galen.

      “You can talk to Oona and Kyralla now.”

      Galen snatched the c|slate out of Siv’s hands and cradled it. While Galen talked to his kids, Siv drew a flashlight and made more adjustments to the bike. He tried not to listen in on them but couldn’t help it. A warmth spread through him, knowing that because of his efforts, he’d reconnected the girls with their father…at least for one more conversation.

      Tamzin rounded the bend, stalked back, passing Siv and Galen, and checked the door leading out. “I’m not seeing—”

      She paused when Kyralla said "Priestess Lyoolee," and Siv flinched. Galen glanced at Siv then Tamzin. Realizing the mistake, Kyralla tried to cover it up, making out like it was no big deal.

      “Sir, I just did a level-four scan burst, the third one I’ve conducted over the last few minutes. This time I got static feedback.”

      “They’re fuzzing you?”

      “Affirmative, sir.”

      “So they can only hide from lower-level scans when we’re close. They’re aware of that, and they’re not even bothering to hide their efforts to jam or signal block you. Well…” Siv sighed. “We knew they’d try to ambush us. What’s your guess?”

      “One team outside, one team closing in from the tunnel.”

      “How long do you think we have?”

      “Given that Tamzin checked around the corner but didn’t— Sir, take cover!”

      Siv tackled Galen to the ground. A Tekk Reaper popped around the bend and opened fire with a plasma rifle. Aimed right where their heads would’ve been had they not taken cover, the shots zoomed over the bike.

      Tamzin ducked near the entrance and returned fire with her laser rifle. The reaper darted back.

      “Open a channel to Tamzin’s chippy so we can communicate better.”

      “No good, sir. She still won’t grant access. I’ve been trying for a while now, begging her, wooing her, berating her, but it’s no use.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “She’s crazy, sir. That’s what.”

      As Siv drew his plasma pistol, Tamzin fired a low-power beam down the tunnel, sweeping it back and forth for a second. “I’ve got you covered. Get Galen and the bike through the entrance.”

      Siv holstered the pistol. “You got it.”

      A Tekk Reaper hopped around the corner, and Tamzin scored a hit on his outer shoulder. He dodged back, barely harmed. Crouching behind the bike, Siv moved it up to the entrance. Galen stuck beside him.

      “Wait, sir! I’ve neutralized their feedback projections. We’ve got four Tekk Reapers on the other side of the door, kneeling ten meters away, plasma rifles at the ready.”

      Red dots popped up into Siv’s locator display. Five outside, and four down the tunnel.

      “Those are all the ones I can detect, sir. There could be more.”

      “Tamzin, we’ve got five outside, and four down the tunnel.”

      She swept another low-powered beam down the tunnel. “Gotcha.”

      “This would work a lot better if you’d let my chippy talk to yours.”

      “No.”

      “We can establish a limited connection that will only allow for communication.”

      She started to disagree again, but Galen interrupted her. “Don’t be difficult, Tam.”

      “His chippy is too powerful. He could override mine and—”

      “Chippies can’t do that,” Siv said.

      Silky laughed. “It’s not impossible, sir.”

      “We have to trust each other,” Galen told her. “We’re not getting through this otherwise.”

      “Fine.”

      “Limited access established, sir. Damn, her chippy is one rude butthole.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “Yeah, okay, the sensor array data you’ve got is worth the risk,” Tamzin said. “Maybe.”

      Galen shrunk the c|slate to single-hand size. “Oh, thank you.”

      “I’m feeding him locator data and the text of our conversations to the slate so he can follow along, sir.”

      “What’s the plan?” Galen asked. “Go back? Since four is fewer than five?”

      “We can’t go back through the tunnels,” Tamzin answered. “It will take too long to reach the other entrance. They’ll just corner us there. Besides, I’m sure we’d run into more than four.”

      “Given our limited firepower, I don’t know if we can get past the Tekk Reapers outside,” Siv said. “I defeated more than four once, but I had help from an exploding security cog.”

      “I took some out using proximity mines,” Tamzin said, “but I’m all out of those.”

      "We've got more reapers on the way, sir.” Silky cursed. "And now the Tekk Reaper ship is inbound to our location. We're talking dozens more, maybe more than a hundred. And I'm not counting the probably ten to twenty here in the tunnels with us."

      “ETA?” Sid asked.

      “Nine minutes and forty-three seconds, sir.”

      “So what do we do now?” Galen asked.

      “All I know to do is to hold them off in a firefight until Tamzin can jump us to wraith space,” Siv replied.

      “How long is that?” Galen asked.

      “Fourteen minutes until I can make the jump,” Tamzin answered.

      “Thirteen minutes and forty-seven seconds,” Silky corrected.

      “Asshole,” Tamzin muttered.

      “We’re just going to have to draw this out until then…somehow,” Siv said.

      Tamzin shook her head and frowned in worry. “No. Galen can’t take much more of wraith space.”

      "We're trapped here,” Siv responded. “Even if we could shoot our way through the reapers in ten minutes, there's no way we can ride past their ship without getting spotted." He glanced down at Galen and consulted a readout in his HUD. "According to my scans, Galen is okay physically. If he gets overwhelmed, we can carry him along with us."

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Tamzin said. “He’s getting close to losing it. His brain just can’t take much more.”

      “I’m not having the two of you die to preserve my sanity,” Galen said. “Especially when you don’t know for certain that I will lose my mind.”

      “Tamzin, there’s no other way out,” Siv said. “You know there’s not.”

      “There is one more way, sir, but it’s a risk-all kind of play. And I do mean all.”

      “Hold onto it, Silkster. I believe Galen’s tougher than Tamzin thinks.”

      A barrage of fire zipped through the tunnel. Siv ducked, pulling Galen down with him. Tamzin slammed against the wall, and a shot burned past her face.

      Two plasma bolts struck the bike. One scorched the frame and melted part of the leather seat. Another cracked the outer housing of the antigrav unit. Acrid coolant began spraying out onto the ground, forcing Siv and Galen to shift over.

      Tamzin returned fire, and the Tekk Reaper leaped back to safety.

      “Shit,” Siv cursed.

      “Well, we weren’t going to use it again,” Tamzin said.

      “You can’t move the bike into wraith space?” Galen asked.

      “It’s almost certainly too big for that,” Tamzin said. “Besides, even if I could, I’d have to wait another twenty minutes before I could come back for you.”

      More dots popped up into Siv’s locator.

      “Eight reapers nearby,” Silky said.

      “I see them.”

      “And, if you’ll allow me to continue, sir, I’m picking up two just outside the locator display range and closing in. Also, the Tekk Reaper ship will be here in seven minutes, ten seconds.”

      “You can’t jump sooner?” Siv asked Tamzin. “Even if it’s risky?”

      “It’s not about the risk,” she replied. “It’s just not possible.”

      Again a Tekk Reaper emerged around the bend. Tamzin fired a high-energy beam and burned a hole through his head. His plasma shots spattered into the ceiling as he collapsed dead on the spot. Either an earlier shot had taken down his force field, or he didn’t have one

      “As soon as they have the numbers, they’re going to storm around the corner and take us,” Silky said.

      “So what now?” Galen asked.

      Tamzin shrugged. “No idea.”

      Silky gave words to the idea that was just starting to form in Siv’s mind.

      “We send the bike down the tunnel and blow it up,” Silky said.

      “Will that work?”

      “Will it kill a few Tekk Reapers, sir? Definitely. Will it buy us enough time for Tamzin’s mini stardrive doohickey to recharge so we can jump to wraith space? If we do it just right and get a little luck, for once…Yes, it should. But it’s risky.”

      “It’s your call, Silkster.”

      Tamzin threw her hands outward and huffed. “You’re seriously going to put your chippy in charge of making this decision?”

      “I have trusted Silky with my life many times, and he hasn’t ever let me down.”

      “That’s insane!” Tamzin responded. “There’s no way in hell I’m following its lead. ‘Nevolence, you could collapse the tunnel with an explosion.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m hoping to do,” Silky said. “That way, not only do we kill the reapers nearby but we prevent any others farther back in the mine from reaching us.”

      “Are your circuits misfiring?” Tamzin asked.

      “Screw you!” Silky said. “I know what I’m doing! And we do not have any other options. None. Nadda. Zero. Zilch-a-rama.”

      The fiery look in Tamzin’s eyes and the fang-exposing snarl on her face made it easy for Siv to suppress a laugh.

      “Look, Silky’s a combat specialist. He has military software and decades of field experience. He’s smarter than all of us, and he knows the odds. Believe me, this isn’t his first time collapsing a tunnel.”

      Tamzin glared at him, her hands clenching and unclenching by her sides. “I say we try to hold them off. They haven’t taken any other shots since I killed that last one that fired at us.”

      “I know,” Siv replied. “They’re prepping for an all-out assault. As soon as the rest of their buddies get here, we’re done for.”

      Siv rotated the bike to face the reapers and manually removed the safety locks that would prevent the engines from overloading. Silky had already transmitted a software patch allowing them to spike the antigrav, the battery pack, and the propulsion systems.

      “We can’t let them figure out what we’re up to,” Silky advised. “The bike must reach the bend in the tunnel before exploding.”

      “Fine. I’ll lay down some suppression fire.” Tamzin sighed and knelt near the back of the tunnel. “Galen get behind me.”

      The ambassador sat behind her with his back against the wall and covered his head with his hands. “I’m ready.”

      “Silky, fuzz them with the sensor array.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      Silky took control of the bike and charged it down the tunnel, coolant streaming out the back. Luckily, enough remained in the system for the antigrav to function correctly.

      Tamzin pulsed beams above and to either side of the bike, while Silky unleashed a signal-burst on all bands. Siv huddled at the back of the tunnel with Galen and Tamzin, bracing himself for the explosion.

      A Tekk Reaper stepped out from around the corner and blasted the bike with five plasma shots from a cannon just as it closed in on him. He was too late.

      A sudden flash of light, followed by a tremendous boom shook the tunnel. A wave of heat and dust pelted them. Cracks spiderwebbed the walls. Debris rained down. Then, with a cracking groan, the tunnel collapsed.
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      Dust everywhere, filling his lungs, covering his face. Siv coughed and took a deep breath, but that only brought in more dust. It was frighteningly dark in the tunnel. Even with his smart lenses, he couldn’t see anything.

      His eyes focused on the locator in his HUD. Two green dots burned beside him, along with four red ones outside the mine. There were no other dots. The Tekk Reapers near the explosion were gone.

      He blinked his watering eyes, trying to clear the dust from them. “Silkster, how long was I out?”

      “Just a second, sir. You were stunned is all. Galen and Tamzin are both okay, likewise only dazed.”

      Siv freed himself from a light blanket of earth and debris. He ran his hands along his belt couldn’t find his flashlight. He felt around for his c|slate, but couldn’t locate it either.

      “A rock shattered your slate, sir. No idea about your flashlight.”

      “Launch the drones.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      “Tamzin?” Galen muttered as he sat up and dusted himself off. “Are you okay?”

      Tamzin coughed. “I’m here, and I’m alright.”

      The drones flew out from the compartment on his belt. Mounted on their bellies, LED emitters intended for emergency signals pulsed bright red as the drones circled above in the dense air, bobbing like fireflies. With his smart-lenses, it was just enough light for him to see the others and gauge his surroundings.

      The cave-in had stopped just short of them. Piles of rock clogged the tunnel, starting only a few meters beyond Siv’s feet. Instinctively, he scooted back, and so did Tamzin and Galen. As they did so, the rubble shifted and slipped forward, new debris from above filling in where the old had departed.

      Feeling something damp, he wiped his brow and smeared blood across his dusty face. He looked at the red-tinged mud on his hand and frowned.

      “It’s just a small cut, sir. Doesn’t even need a bandage because the dust sealed it over.”

      Tamzin fumbled around, found the backpack she had dropped earlier, and pulled out a flashlight. Under the sweep of its beam, the extent of the cave-in and how close they’d come to dying was even more apparent.

      “‘Nevolence, that was close,” Galen said. “Pardon my language.”

      Siv laughed, and Tamzin gaped at Galen. Her eyes flicked back to the rubble before locking on Siv. “We nearly died.”

      He didn’t respond. There was no point.

      The earth around them shifted and growled like an angry beast beginning to stir. More rubble slipped toward them.

      “Is that as unstable as it looks?” Siv asked.

      “I’m afraid it is as unstable as it looks, sir,” Silky replied, transmitting his statement to Tamzin. With the c|slate broken, Galen could no longer “hear” him, though. “Ideally, we’d leave the mines within the next five minutes.”

      “Nine more minutes until I can jump,” Tamzin said out loud.

      “Nine more minutes in here is a big risk,” Silky responded.

      Two more red dots appeared on Siv’s locator. “Late arrivals?”

      “Affirmative, sir. The reaper ship will arrive soon.”

      “So what our options?”

      “We can wait here and risk the tunnel collapsing onto us, or we can exit five minutes from now and take on those six Tekk Reapers. We’d only have to hold them off for four minutes. Of course, the likelihood of surviving against them that long is low since they’ll have clear shots on us as soon as we leave. And if Tamzin goes down, we’re screwed.”

      Siv relayed the info to Galen.

      “What does your chippy recommend?”

      “I like this guy, sir. I say stay near the door and wait as long as possible and only rush outside if we have to. Otherwise, we should risk staying put.”

      Siv thought that was the best route, too. And, for once, Tamzin agreed.

      “So,” Siv said, “once we enter wraith space, what then? Do we travel all the way to the city?”

      “There’s no way Galen can withstand three hours of wraith space,” Tamzin said. “And you’ve had significant exposure over the last day. I doubt you could handle it either.”

      “It will take three hours to reach the city?” Galen asked in surprise. “It doesn’t seem that far.”

      “It would only take two to walk to the edge of the city in real space,” Tamzin replied. “But as I’ve explained before, the planet in wraith space is larger.”

      “Do you know of any places where we can safely reenter real space without bringing too much attention to ourselves?” Siv asked. “Maybe near somewhere we can take cover?”

      A boulder tumbled down and crashed into the wall beside them. Pebbles and dirt streamed behind. They sat in stunned silence for a few moments, resisting the urge to charge outside immediately.

      “It’s best to focus on planning what’s next,” Silky said. “I’ll tell you when a collapse is imminent.”

      “There’s no way you can perfectly estimate something like that,” Tamzin argued.

      “I assure you I can, lady. Now, focus on planning!”

      Tamzin practically growled, but she did follow orders. "There are a couple of farmhouses…a grain silo…and…" She scratched her chin. "Oh! The old sentry station. If we can break in quietly, we can hide there. I don't know whether the government still monitors it, but the facility was retired ages ago."

      “Aha! I found it on the map, sir. It’s five kilometers outside the city. It’s heavily armored and easily defended. The government doesn’t maintain it anymore, but on their last survey five years ago, it was reported to be operational and in excellent condition.”

      “Why don’t they use it anymore?” Siv asked.

      “Orbital defense platforms are deemed more than adequate, sir. This facility and dozens like it were constructed on every planet during the first war with the Krixis.”

      “Is it monitored?”

      “It is, sir, but that’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “How close can you get us to it?” Siv asked Tamzin.

      “About two hundred meters,” she replied. “Through wraith space, it will take us about thirty minutes to get there.” She studied Galen. “It may take longer than that for him. And I’m not sure he can handle it.”

      “Mitsuki could meet us at the station,” Siv mused, “although I’m not sure how much good one bike will do four people.”

      “I have already shifted Mitsuki onto a new strategy, sir.”

      “A van would be good,” Siv said.

      “I got something grander than that in mind, sir.”

      Silky planning something grand could only mean one thing. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

      “More or less, sir.”

      “You’ve already started your desperate gamble, haven’t you?”

      “I’m putting the pieces in place, sir.”

      Siv chewed at his lip and didn’t reply. There was no point asking for details yet. Silky knew what he was doing better than anyone else when managing a situation this complex and with this many players involved.

      He considered telling him not to involve the Outworld Ranger in his scheme, but what was the point? Silky was going to do what he wanted. As for Kyralla, Oona, and Bishop, they were going to do what they thought was right, regardless of his opinion. Or Silky’s, or Galen’s for that matter.

      The earth piled up in the tunnel shifted again, and a cascade of debris swept toward them. Tamzin placed her hands against the door, preparing to charge out, but Silky stopped her.

      “Wait! Not yet.”

      “You can’t know the timing for certain,” she told him, hesitating. “There’s no way.”

      “After you survive a couple of situations like this and then sit around for centuries with nothing to do but a lot of research and calculation, you’ll find that you can, in fact, know the timing for certain.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Tamzin said.

      “I’m ancient and experienced. And in my line of work, there are some skulls you ride on that take you to strange, dangerous places. I always figured I’d end up in this position again. And, guess what? I was right!”

      “My chippy’s telling me yours is sentient and eccentric,” Tamzin said.

      “That’s very kind of her.”

      “She doesn’t approve of it.”

      Silky sighed. “Well, I’m not surprised by that.”

      “I don’t approve of it either,” Tamzin said.

      “Still not surprised.”

      Siv noted the six red dots outside were closing in. “Looks like they’ve decided to press the issue.”

      With time running out, the three of them crowded against the door. Tamzin drew out her black cube and wrapped her arms around Galen and Siv. Galen nuzzled into her affectionately.

      Siv positioned himself so that he was still in Tamzin's arms but facing the door. He drew his plasma pistol and neural disruptor. It wouldn't take long for the Tekk Reapers to disarm or kill him, but he might be able to buy them a few seconds with a couple of well-aimed shots. A few seconds could make all the difference

      Rubble began tumbling down in waves. Dust and small pieces of stone rained down.

      Siv recalled the spy-flies. The little drones zigged and zagged between bits of falling debris and returned to their compartments.

      "Collapse imminent," Silky said.

      The heavy door leading outside was wrenched open, ripped free from its hinges, and tossed aside. The reaper standing in the doorway was at least seventy-five percent metal and looked more like a monstrous cog than a human.

      Siv popped two plasma shots and a neural blast into him. The reaper fell back, spasming, and collapsed on the ground. The one ten meters beyond him grinned at Siv and opened fire with a neural disruptor.
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      With her wings tucked hard against her back and her head ducked low to keep a slim profile, Mitsuki squeezed the accelerator on the right handlebar until it was flat against the metal.

      She shot out of the city like a bullet from a railgun and weaved through traffic along the freeway. After a short while, she veered onto a mostly empty highway that took her in the general direction of the mines where Siv and the ambassador were holed up.

      Eventually, she’d need to find a rural road that cut towards the mines, probably one half overgrown and almost never used by locals. Which would make it pretty obvious where she was going. Not that a lone woman speeding towards an abandoned mine was any more suspicious than three people piled on one bike fleeing those same mines.

      This didn’t seem the wisest course of action, but she trusted Silky. If he said this was the best play and them traveling back to the city through wraith space wasn’t an option, then so be it.

      “Incoming from Silky, madam…”

      “Wings, change of plans. Big time.”

      “What now?” she snapped with irritation. While she knew it wasn’t his fault, she was tired of the constant improvisations. She didn’t like to plan things out down to the finest detail the way Siv and Silky usually did, but the chaos of the last two weeks was tiring.

      “Don’t be so put out. This is going to be a lot more fun.”

      “Your idea of fun is incredibly dangerous.”

      “Safe is boring.”

      Mitsuki slowed the bike. “You’d think differently about that if you were made of flesh.”

      “Oh, if I were made of flesh, think of the fun I’d be having in brothels right now.”

      “‘Nevolence. Get on with it.”

      “We’ve been made by the reapers, and we’re cornered.”

      “Well, I’m not shocked.”

      "We have no choice but to head into wraith space if we can hold out long enough."

      “In that case, I’ll return to the city and wait for you.”

      “That’s the naughty rub of it. Galen can’t make it that far. Tamzin thinks his sanity is at risk. She’s not wrong. However, I’m more concerned about the increased risk of him suffering a pseudo-aneurysm. And I’m worried about Siv. It’s not going to kill him, but I don’t think he can make it all the way to the city either.”

      “So you’re going to travel part of the way?”

      “We’ve found a safe place to crash along the way. Sending you the location now…”

      Mitsuki checked the map and read Silky’s simple report on it. “That looks like a good place to hold up. But four people on a bike isn’t going to work. I’ll acquire a van then meet you—”

      “No bike, Wings. No van. I have something different in mind.”

      “I don’t see any vehicles at the station. Are you going to rest there and then go back into wraith space?”

      “The sentry station…” Silky sighed, and then his voice deepened like it always did when he was serious. “Wings, we’re going to make a final stand there. I’m putting it all on the line. One big gamble, make it or break it.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Quite possibly. But I think it’s our only play. In fact, I’m certain of it. I figured out something that I don’t think leaves us any alternatives.”

      “Does Siv agree?”

      “I haven’t discussed this with Siv yet. He has enough to worry about, what with the tunnel caving in on him and all.”

      “What?! Are they okay?”

      “Pinned for the moment between six Tekk Reapers outside and an imminent tunnel collapse. I am seventy-eight percent certain that at least two of them will survive this, though, so don’t sweat it.”

      Those were terrible odds, given that Mitsuki only cared about one of those three people. She revved the bike’s engine and left the highway, cutting across the land. She was not going to let Siv die or end up stranded here all on her own.

      “I’m coming to—”

      “Don’t bother. The reaper ship will make it here before you do. You’re going to have to trust me and follow my plan.”

      She swept the bike around and returned to the highway, making it look like her deviation was nothing more than a lazy turn. “What did you figure out?”

      “No matter what we do, we’re not going to be able to slip past the Tekk Reapers. They injected Galen with a tracking worm. It’s embedded in his amygdala, and it’s not coming out. From anywhere within two astronomical units, they’ll be able to pinpoint his location within minutes.”

      “You can’t jam it or neutralize it?”

      “It’s passive, a tracer with no broadcast signal. I can mask it, but with them this close and scanning from their ship, there’s nothing I can do. I mean, sure, I could layer a blunt-force mask over it, but that would be obvious. If we want to escape in secret, we can’t do it with Galen tagging along.”

      For a brief moment, Mitsuki considered ditching Galen and escaping with Siv. To hell with Tamzin as well. They’d gotten the information the girls needed. Galen would understand the decision, and he might still make it somewhere safe with Tamzin.

      But then her conscience and her sense of duty kicked in. She had promised she would rescue him. She would do what she’d been unable to do for her own father. Her heart would let her do no less, nor would her professional pride as an extraction agent. She would get him and Siv and Silky off this world, or die trying.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “You’re not going to ask me how I intend to implement a final stand first?”

      Mitsuki considered Silky’s desire for a last stand, their options, and all the players arrayed against them… There was no way they'd survive a battle against a ship full of Tekk Reapers. Even if they could beat them somehow, in doing so, they'd draw the attention of everyone else. Every bad guy here would descend on them and…

      Shit. Silky’s favorite movie. He’d made her watch it five times.

      “You’re going to set this up like the final scene in Kill Hard 12, aren’t you?”

      “But with even more desperation, drama, and thrills!” Silky answered almost maniacally.

      “You are certifiably insane.”

      “Can you think of a better option?”

      She considered the situation again. “No, I can’t.” She sighed. “It’s the right call. Did you ask Kyralla and Oona to rendezvous with us? You know, assuming we survive the last stand and escape.”

      “I did not.”

      “Really? Then who’s going to recover us from orbit?”

      “I have another arrangement prepared.”

      “You’ve found a starship for us?”

      “With the heightened security at all the starports and military bases and the timeframe we have to work with, a starship is out of the question. I do, however, have a way to get us into orbit. And I do have a rendezvous arranged.”

      “But not the Outworld Ranger?”

      “Correct. They are going to set a distraction decoy for us then wait one lightyear beyond this system. Consider them the backup option if the primary fails.”

      “Who in the galaxy did you convince to pick us up within the system, given all the bad mothers haunting this— Oh. The Hydrogenists. You know where their home planet is, don’t you?”

      “I’m more than a one-hit wonder, Batwings. To be fair, I didn’t know until six hours ago. It took me a while to figure it out. I convinced them earlier to wait nearby. Told them I was onto something.”

      “Okay, so we have a ride out of the system, and you have a secure place to unleash the hounds of hell. Which means I’ve got to get us the ride into orbit, correct?”

      “There’s a tiny, poorly guarded, military reserve outpost twenty kilometers away. I need you to break in and steal a troop transport, a strike-shuttle.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

      “I swear on John Crapper’s ghost I’m not.”

      Someday she was going to have B figure out who that was. “You do realize that you don’t have to copy the movie beat-by-beat, right?”

      “I rather think I do, and it’s a lot more fun that way.”

      Mitsuki groaned. “Send me the schematics for the base and—”

      “B already has everything you need. Stick to the plot and wait for my—”

      Static. Nothing but static came through on audio. “Silky? Are you there?”

      “Signal lost, madam. What now?”

      “Set course for the reserve outpost and pull up the last thirty minutes of Kill Hard 12 for me.”
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      The skimmer bike rose high into the night sky. Mitsuki had no doubt that somewhere the air traffic control AI for this region was trying to sort out how a skimmer bike had made it to this altitude. Bless Silky and Siv for their know-how in overriding safety features.

      Carefully, she climbed to her feet, balancing herself on the bike’s seat as if it were a surfboard. It was essential that she do this just right.

      The wind slammed into her. She rocked backward, but the maglocks in her boots held.

      “Almost there, madam… Cutting power to the bike in three…two…one…”

      B set the bike into a nosedive then deactivated its antigrav and propulsion. Mitsuki squatted, both hands on the seat, head angled forward.

      She didn’t believe in prayer. She said one anyway. Not for herself but for Siv and Silky, the only friends she had and the best damn ones she could ever hope for.

      “Ready, madam?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Go!”

      As the bike plunged at a forty-five-degree angle, Mitsuki extended her legs and leaped. With her hands at her sides, she sped downward like a missile targeted at the military reserves outpost below.

      Damn, she missed her jetpack. Damn, she missed doing this. Behind her, the bike leveled out as its antigrav activated and its engines fired. It began a slow descent that would take it to a barren stretch of land a few kilometers away.

      The small military installation grew from a glowing square amidst a dark expanse of grassland outside the city to a proper base with tall, razor wire fencing along the perimeter and guard towers on the corners.

      Clustered together in the center stood a barracks, two storage buildings, and a hangar. Six transport skimmers, four tanks, two strike-fighters, and troop transport shuttle capable of reaching orbit were parked within the base but outside the hangar which was used for repairs. Two sentries patrolled the interior, and in each tower, a guard crewed a floodlight and a plasma cannon.

      Mitsuki took a deep breath. They didn’t know she was coming. They couldn’t. And if they were tracking anything, it was the bike zooming off into the distance.

      “Why are the lights in the base still on?” she asked as she plummeted toward it.

      “I sent the signal, madam. Just like Silky—”

      All the lights on the base winked out. Aside from a few battery-operated sodium lamps that functioned only in emergencies, the base fell into darkness.

      Going much faster than she was used to, Mitsuki maxed her antigrav, braced herself, and then snapped her wings out, hoping she wouldn’t dislocate anything and plummet to her death. Her wing joints popped and creaked but held. Her back muscles and joints burned with the effort. She was going to be sore tomorrow, and for a while after.

      “You’re going too fast, madam.”

      “Double max the antigrav.”

      “You won’t have any energy left in the power pack once you land, madam.”

      "As long as I survive the landing, I won't care."

      Antigrav and wings strained to slow her descent. She was going to have to hit hard if she wanted to land on target—right between the shuttle and a strike-fighter—but she did need to survive.

      Shit! A guy carrying a flashlight walked out of the hangar. She didn’t have time to figure out why he was heading for the nearest aircraft, one of the two strike-fighters, instead of going to the base’s power relay station. Not that going there would have helped. Silky’s virus would keep the power off for several hours even if they forced the system to reboot.

      “Adjust my course heading, B. Target that guy.”

      “You’ve got it, madam.”

      A targeting triangle formed on him. She twisted her body left and whipped her tail inward, angling the winglets on the end. She adjusted once…twice…and then a third time to keep her trajectory lined up on him. She was definitely coming in harder than she wanted. She could feel it.

      The skimmer bike exploded in the distance, perfectly timed to draw the attention of the guards on patrol and in the watchtowers. She wrenched her body at the waist and flipped from a chest-first dive to a feet-first plunge. Her wings and tail strained as she continuously angled them so she could stay on target.

      She was going to wallop him, and it was going to hurt—him more than her, she hoped. She bent her knees slightly to better absorb the impact and tried to aim her feet so she would hit him in the back. If she struck him in the head at this speed, she might kill him. That was the last thing she wanted. He was just a soldier doing his job. He was not her enemy.

      Mitsuki smashed into him, her feet striking him between his shoulder blades. She gathered her wings tight, tucked herself into a ball, and rolled over him. His head slammed into the earth.

      She rolled up onto her feet but was moving too fast. She stumbled forward and fell, planting face-first into the earth. She rolled over, gasping and coughing dirt from her mouth.

      Every muscle and joint in her body ached, and she would've sworn her ankles were jammed up into her knees except that she was sure those now occupied the space where her hips had been.

      She sat up, restraining a groan. “Fractures?”

      "None, madam. But you have some strained muscles and joints, a small amount of internal bruising. Nothing your wakyran system can't handle."

      “From what I’m feeling, I’d swear I have several fractures and a jellied stomach.”

      She crawled over to the soldier, who appeared to be a pilot. He was knocked out but still breathing.

      She stood then fell awkwardly as if she were drunk. That was by far the hardest landing she'd ever made. Landing. She'd crashed harder once or twice.

      Half standing, she dragged the pilot toward the nearest strike-fighter, a model 2F-42 Buzzard. Underneath the strike-fighter, she leaned over him and unfurled her wings to block the view as she drew her neural disruptor and fired it into his chest point-blank. There, that should keep him out for a long while.

      Now the hard part: dragging his ass over to the 31a Moondust strike-shuttle. As soon as she was certain the coast was clear, she tugged him along by his ankles. Either he was heavier than she’d expected or that landing had sapped her strength because it took twice as long and a lot more effort than she planned to cover the fifteen meters to the shuttle. Finally, she collapsed underneath the vessel, heaving for breath and aching all over.

      B sent a signal to the strike-shuttle, and its boarding ramp lowered without lighting up the interior systems. Dragging the pilot with her, muscles burning and joints screaming, she half-crawled up the ramp.

      She deposited the pilot in the craft’s passenger compartment, which had seats for sixteen people. Then she limped into the six-person cockpit and collapsed onto the floor between the seats, where no one from the guard towers should be able to see her. She’d need to lock him in the cargo compartment, but that could wait until she was better rested.

      “Anything, B?”

      “They’re investigating the power outage and the explosion.”

      “What about this guy? What was he doing?”

      “Their military protocol says that during a complete power failure, the shuttle should launch and hover above the base, using its floodlights to provide illumination. I’m sorry we didn’t know that before arriving, madam.”

      Mitsuki cursed. “Well, if that’s the case, load up a holographic overlay for the controls on this baby in my HUD and let’s get her airborne before they get suspicious.”
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      The white rings of energy from the reaper's neural disruptor struck the hyperphasic bubble from Tamzin's cube and dissipated. Unprepared for this sudden slide into wraith space, Siv felt more disoriented than before. Facing imminent death a moment earlier only made things worse.

      He immediately closed his eyes and took deep breaths, trying to prepare himself to face the horrors here.

      A distant howl echoed across the landscape, piercing the faint rustling of wind through leaves. He opened his eyes. Dozens of formless specters circled overhead, the lack of a definite appearance making them less terrifying.

      The barren terrain he’d come to expect was gone, as were the mists that had draped it. Here, odd scraggly trees with purple, teardrop leaves and clumps of thin, pink grass grew beneath open, twilit skies.

      "Things are growing here," Siv remarked.

      “It’s an alien world with air you can breathe,” Tamzin lifted a disoriented Galen to his feet. “What did you expect?”

      “It was barren and draped with mists before.”

      She started walking, an arm around Galen’s waist. “That was a particularly rough area, and this isn’t a lush world. Most of the mists you saw were wraith images. They were not real.”

      “Do you…see wraiths…at all?” Galen asked.

      “Only within the wormhole,” she replied.

      “Lucky you,” Galen gasped.

      “Are there animals here?” Siv asked, suddenly embarrassed by how little he knew about wraith space.

      “Only plants, sir, and few of those. At least, so far as—”

      A blip of static then Silky’s voice and the HUD vanished. Siv suppressed the panic that swelled within him. The incident where he’d thought he’d lost Silky had left him scarred. It was going to take a long time to get over that, if ever.

      “I thought I saw a rat once.” Tamzin shrugged. “They say animals can’t evolve on wraith planets.”

      Five minutes in, Galen fell to his knees crying despondently. Ten minutes in, and it took Siv helping Tamzin to keep Galen upright and moving forward. The one good thing was that assisting Galen gave Siv something to do to keep his mind focused.

      After a while, Siv lost track of time as they plodded along at the snail’s pace Galen could manage. “We’re making poor time, aren’t we?”

      Tamzin checked the mechanical watch on her wrist. “Very poor. And he’s not doing—”

      With a surprising surge of strength, Galen broke free. He sprinted back the way they’d come. “I have to go back! I have to save my girls! I have to save my wife! I can’t leave her, she’s sick. She’s dying.”

      Galen tripped over a stone and plowed into gravel, scraping his hands and his left cheek. He fought them as they lifted him to his feet, and it took several minutes to calm him.

      “I wish we could get him to sprint forward,” Siv said. “Then he wouldn’t have to suffer so long.”

      Galen tried to break free again. As they restrained him, he bit deep into Tamzin’s right hand, drawing blood. The sight of those bright red droplets in the wan, ethereal light of wraith space sent a surge of acid up Siv’s throat. He swooned and fell to his knees.

      After a minute, he mastered the impulse to faint or vomit, and they trudged on. “Sorry, that’s never happened to me before.”

      “It’s okay, Kyra,” Galen cooed repeatedly. “Just a bit of blood. Oona will be fine.”

      Galen kept walking, somewhat unsteadily, but sometimes Siv wasn’t sure if he leaned on Galen or if Galen leaned on him. He occasionally stumbled, catching himself on the spindly trees. They left a sticky, blue sap that smelled of wet dog and vanilla on his palm. The scent seemed to make the wraiths stronger.

      Silky booted up then shut down three times in rapid succession. The spirits swirled more and more rapidly around him, singing nursery rhymes and the sort of lousy pop songs DJs only play when everyone is drunk.

      “Where are we?” Siv asked, realizing he’d not been paying attention for a long while.

      “Wraith space,” Tamzin replied with worry.

      “No, I mean, are we close to where we need to be?”

      “You asked me that two minutes ago.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “Give the lad a break!” Galen screamed. “He’s going to be executed in the morning, after all.”

      Laughing hysterically, Galen dropped to his butt and rolled around. Tamzin held a hand out to him. “Come on, Galen. We need to move.”

      “Who’s Galen?” he asked.

      “Delirium has set in,” Tamzin said to Siv, “and you’re barely helping me anymore.”

      “Give the lad a break!”

      “Sorry, I’m getting confused now, and it’s hard to focus.”

      Galen stood. “Damn right you are, Pashta, you bastard.”

      He swung a fist and struck Siv a solid blow to the chin. Siv landed hard, stars in his eyes. Apparently sensing a weakness, specters plunged through him. Siv cried out as sharp, prickling sensations spread across his body.

      Galen’s face went blank as he loomed over him. “Mom, I’m so sorry I…” He twitched a few times then stepped away. “Carry on, young man.”

      Siv struggled to his feet. “I think ten more minutes is about all I can handle before you’ll have to start helping me along, and he’s losing it.”

      Tamzin glanced around. “If you can hold on for five more, then I can get us relatively close to the sentry station.”

      “We need to come out as close as possible. We can’t risk being exposed out in—”

      Galen dropped and flailed on the ground as if he were in the midst of an epileptic fit.

      “We have to leave now!” Siv said.

      Her features strained with worry, Tamzin shook her head. “Grab an arm and drag. There’s no exit here.”

      They pulled Galen along the ground as he thrashed and screamed. Despite the urgency of the situation, Siv's mind wandered again. Tamzin kept urging him, trying to keep him grounded in reality, but he could feel himself drifting away and knew he wasn’t pulling with his full strength.

      The ceramic guardian amulet warmed against his chest, and then a glowing figure walked beside him.

      “My son,” Gav Gendin said, a bright smile flashing from amidst his beard.

      "Dad!" Siv felt the warmth of love for a moment, but then fear surged through him. Before, Siv had only seen his dad when he was dying. "What happened to me?”

      “Nothing, my son. Your mind went far afield and somehow conjured me to this godforsaken world.”

      Relief spread through him. “So I’m okay.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Gav replied. “You need to leave here soon. To do that, you need to focus.”

      Awareness of the situation returned to him, and he pulled harder and walked faster.

      “Thanks for returning to the realm of the living,” Tamzin said, unaware of the irony.

      Siv glanced over to see Gav Gendin striding beside them. “Can you see my dad?” Siv asked her.

      “I can’t see specters, remember?”

      Gav walked up to them and frowned at Galen. “Poor, poor man. He’s going to die soon.”

      “We’ll get him back to real space in time,” Siv assured him.

      Moments later, Tamzin stopped. “We can exit here. It’s a risk, though.”

      “How so?”

      “We’re in a clearing within a small forest near the sentry station.”

      “That’s good though, right? If we have to come up short, it will be good to have some cover while we rest a few moments.”

      “I have an intuitive sense of objects, both here and there, and I have a good memory for places I’ve visited. But I haven’t been here in a long time, and vegetation is almost impossible for me to sense, and it’s incredibly dangerous. I try to avoid areas with plant life when possible.”

      “How is vegetation dangerous?” Siv asked.

      “Popping into real space with a vine weaving through your leg or with a tree limb staked through your chest is hardly ideal, you know.”

      “Then we should travel farther and get closer to the station.”

      “It’s this clearing in the woods or five more minutes here at this pace, maybe more.”

      Siv glanced at poor Galen then looked to his dad.

      “You should leave now, son.”

      “Okay,” Siv said. “Let’s do it.”

      Tamzin drew her cube and wrapped her arms around them both.

      "Goodbye, dad. For now anyway."

      “For now my—”

      As Tamzin clicked the cube, alarm twisted Gav’s ghostly face.

      “Toward me, son! Toward me!”

      As the hyperphasic bubble engulfed them, Siv launched himself toward his dad, tackling Tamzin and dragging Galen along with them.
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      The three of them tumbled back into real space.

      “What the hell, Gendin?!” Tamzin shoved him as she stood. “You could’ve gotten us—”

      She froze.

      Right beside them, in the place where they would’ve materialized had he not shoved them, was a large, fallen limb.

      “How did you know?” Tamzin asked, voice trembling.

      “It’s a long story.”

      Galen grasped at Tamzin. "Mother? Mother, are you eating?" He shook his head. "Why? Why not?"

      She patted Galen’s head. “It’s going to be okay.” She turned to Siv. “How about you tell me the story while we rest. Maybe by then…” her face twisted with worry “…maybe by then Galen’s mind will have cleared.”

      While Silky’s boot-up sequence chimed, Siv glanced around. They were in a clearing on the edge of a small forest. Through the trees, he could just make out the sentry station, a squat, stone block sitting atop a rise.

      To get there, they’d have to sprint five hundred meters across open ground. While they still had an hour of night left, the darkness wouldn’t shield them from the Tekk Reaper’s infrared scans.

      “Good to be back in real space, sir. Though I note we’re a little off target. I’ll run some scans.”

      Siv noted the clear sky directly above. Any cover they could get would help, given Silky’s ability to use the ScanField-3 to jam detection attempts.

      “Let’s pull Galen into the trees.”

      As they dragged Galen into the woods, Tamzin glared at Siv. “I want to know how you knew about the limb. I have to know.”

      “It’s not something you can do, and you won’t believe what I’m going to tell you, but here goes…”

      When he’d finished, she rubbed her chin and nodded. “I believe you.”

      “You do?”

      “Why not?”

      Damn but Tamzin was strange and hard to figure out.

      “Sir, you need to get moving ASAP.”

      “Galen needs rest.”

      “Strap your antigrav onto him and carry him then.”

      “I need rest too. My brain is still reeling.”

      “I don’t care, sir. The Tekk Reapers are already heading this way. Their ship is airborne as of right now. I can’t delay them from finding us because they placed a tracker in Galen, a tracker that I can’t counter without bringing attention to us.”

      Judging by the look on Tamzin’s face, she’d heard Silky. Siv removed his antigrav belt and strapped it around Galen’s waist. He maxed it, and they lifted him between them.

      Carefully, they weaved through the trees to the edge of the forest. They paused to take a few deep breaths then burst out into the clearing running as fast as possible.

      Within a hundred meters, Siv's lungs burned, and his head swam. He wasn't ready for this so soon after wraith space, physically or mentally. As long as he had Tamzin to follow and Silky's guidance, all he had to do was focus on moving his legs, but that was almost more than he could do right now.

      “We never should’ve left the Falling Rain,” Tamzin complained.

      “You couldn’t stay there forever,” Silky responded.

      “Things would’ve calmed down in a few weeks, once they dealt with all of you.”

      “They were never going to stop searching for Galen,” Silky said. “They believe he knows things that no one else does. And they’re not wrong.”

      “You could’ve told us about the tracker,” she snapped.

      “It can’t be removed, and it’s passive,” Silky said. “I couldn’t even tell it was there until they scanned for him once we were back in real space.”

      Halfway to the sentry station, Siv pulled up with a stitch running down his side. He managed a fast walk for a minute then sprinted again.

      “Where’s Mitsuki?” he asked, trying to keep his mind on something other than the difficulty of running.

      “I sent her to retrieve something for me.”

      “So you’ve definitely started your big, daring plan?”

      “Kill Hard 12, sir.”

      Siv skidded to a full stop out in the open. “Shit.”

      Tamzin glared at him. “We need to keep moving.”

      “Silkster, that’s insane.”

      “You got a better idea, sir?”

      Siv shook his head then started running again. “Did you ask the others to come rescue us?”

      “I did not, sir. I told them to hit the edge of the system and drop the phantom emitter decoy system that Crazy Horns has been preparing then move out to a safe distance.”

      “I’m not happy about you getting them involved.”

      “I understand that, sir, but it is absolutely imperative that I get to that facility, and we could really use the distraction. Besides, this is a safe play, and it gives them something to do. The last thing you want is for them to feel useless. That will make them eighty-four percent more likely to get involved.”

      “Are you certain there’s no other way out for us than Kill Hard 12?”

      “Certain, sir.”

      “Okay then. I trust you, Silkster. You keep secrets, but you never let me down.”

      “The Tekk Reapers’ ETA is two minutes, sir. Run faster. Run harder.”

      “So you’ve notified all the other players?”

      “I invited everyone to our battle royal, sir.”

      “Even Kaleeb?”

      “While there’s no way he could miss what’s happening, I felt it best to send him a cordial invitation laced with vaguely disguised insults. It’s my fondest wish for a Tekk Reaper to take him out of play.”

      “I have no idea what the two of you are talking about,” Tamzin said. “And I certainly don’t watch stupid old action movies from centuries ago.”

      “I have summoned every bad guy who’s after us and told them where we’ll be,” Silky said. “We will hold them off while they fight each other.”

      “And then we fight whoever is left standing?” Tamzin asked. “That’s kind of stupid, don’t you think?”

      "Oh no, that's what they did in the last remake," Silky replied with disgust. "We're following the plot to the original. Once all our enemies are in a knockdown, drag-out fight weakening one another, we will slip away."

      “And you think that’s going to work in real life because it worked in the movie?” she asked.

      “I hope it works because it’s really our only choice,” Silky replied.

      Siv considered Silky's plan so he wouldn't have to think about how much his lungs and legs were burning, how much he just wanted to fall down and let the Tekk Reapers take him.

      “So Mitsuki’s stealing us a starship?”

      “None are easily acquirable right now, sir. Too much security, and we need a cover story to get into orbit. It would take days to put something together that would allow us to steal a ship. Instead, I sent her to a tiny military reserve post to steal a strike-shuttle.”

      “Straight up Kill Hard 12, huh? Impressive, Silkster.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Kill Hard 12 was a great movie, and one of his favorites. He'd spent many youthful nights alone in his room, watching through the original forty-two Kill Hard films with Silky. If he had to die, he couldn't imagine a better way than doing it in style by reenacting a classic. Besides which, it did seem like the only option.

      “So we take the shuttle into orbit and rendezvous with a starship… But you told the Outworld Ranger crew to not come for us.”

      “That’s correct, sir.”

      “Who’s picking us up?”

      "Six and a half hours ago, I figured out the location of the Hydrogenist's homeworld. Suddenly, they're willing to come help us out. In exchange for that information, of course."

      “Excellent!” Siv stumbled. "Hold on. In a few days, you figured out what the Benevolence couldn’t in centuries?"

      “Couldn’t or wouldn’t, sir?”

      “Oh. And the Hydrogenists believed you?”

      “I was convincing, sir. It’s quite interesting. I don’t know why the Benevolence didn’t tell them. Curious how I figured it out?”

      “I honestly don’t care. I’m just glad they’re coming to save us and not the Outworld Ranger.”

      “A cult of crazy nobodies traveling in a dilapidated starship is picking us up?” Tamzin mentally shouted. “That’s your brilliant plan?!”

      “There’s a lot more to them than you think,” Siv replied. “A lot. But we can’t go into it right now.”

      “Go into it, or I’m bailing.”

      “‘Nevolence! Silkster, tell her as much as she needs to know to get her onboard with this.”

      “Sending her data now, sir.”

      They stopped when they reached the razor wire fence surrounding the station. As she drew her laser rifle, Tamzin glared at Siv. “You people are insane.” She burned through the fence, and they slipped through and entered the grounds of the facility.

      “The landmines are deactivated, sir.”

      Siv and Tamzin froze.

      “I’m certain, sir. Get moving!”

      They ran to the entrance of the squat, cement building. The data in his HUD showed it to be more than the solid block of stone it appeared to be. Beneath three meters of concrete were a thirty-centimeter layer of diamondine and a layer of steel.

      Silky triggered the electronic lock, and the reinforced steel door swung open to reveal a second, diamondine door a meter within. Silky also unlocked that one. The final door, a composite of carbon fiber and ceramic, had a conventional lock which Tamzin burned through using the laser rifle.

      As they entered the facility, sealing the first two doors behind them, a low rumble overhead announced the arrival of the Tekk Reaper starship.

      “Those doors aren’t going to hold them for long,” Tamzin said. “I don’t suspect the mines will either.”

      “That’s why we need to get the station’s force field operational,” Silky said. “I’ve restored power and functionality to the building, but some of the systems have to be manually activated, like with a ship’s stardrive. In fact, you’ll probably find it helpful to think of this place as a ship that cannot fly.”

      Silky unlocked another fortified door at the end of a short corridor, and they entered the station’s operations area, which looked precisely like a starship bridge. The two crew stations had circlets and individual monitors. The command chair had a circlet and three manual control levers on the armrests. There was a giant monitor for the entire operations area that showed views from all around the facility.

      “I’ll control the force shield and help the two of you with the weapons stations,” Silky said.

      “I didn’t see any weapons outside,” Siv said.

      “They’re cleverly hidden, sir. We’ll deploy them when they’re needed. Maybe we can even catch them by surprise.”

      They helped Galen into the command chair. As he slumped into the seat, some awareness returned to his eyes. “Tamzin… We’re… We’re…”

      She kissed him tenderly on the forehead and squeezed his arms. “You’re in real space, Galen. And you’re safe for now. Just relax. It’s all… It’s all going to be okay.”

      The monitors activated, showing the hazy outline of the partially cloaked Tekk Reaper ship overhead.

      “Silkster, if we’re sticking to Kill Hard 12, we need a tunnel leading out of here. But I don’t see one on the base layouts.”

      “Tamzin is our tunnel, sir.”

      Tamzin fumed. “Galen can’t handle any—”

      “We’re not leaving here until we must, so he’ll have a bit of time to recover,” Silky said. "But when it comes time, we're not going to have a choice. So go ahead and send me nearby locations that will be safe for us to reenter from wraith space. We don't need to travel far. Two kilometers should be sufficient."

      While Tamzin cursed and grumbled, Siv activated the force field by pushing a lever at the command station. Then Siv and Tamzin slid into the weapon station seats as reaper teams under antigrav dropped from their ship, landing just beyond the force field bubble.

      White flares on their screens announced the plasma cannons of the reaper ship as it opened fire on them.

      “And so the battle begins,” Silky declared.
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      Vega tapped his fingers on the armrest of the command chair in the cockpit. His wine-dark eyes glared at the viewscreen. The Spinner’s Blade orbited Titus II, cloaked and tucked in amidst several defunct survey satellites to help block detection. Using the high-powered spy cameras mounted on the underside of his infiltrator, he watched the action down on the planet below.

      “This can’t be the bastard’s plan,” Faisal repeated, bobbing around the cockpit, sparks flaring along his glossy black surface. “It can’t be. It can’t be. It can’t be!”

      “Locate Mitsuki real, Faisal. Then we will understand what they’re up to.”

      “I’ve already searched everywhere, boss. Using every tool we have available.”

      "You're too straightforward. Think like a human. Search for quirks and anomalies."

      “Why don’t you?” the sky-blade snapped.

      Vega sighed. “Because I’m studying the big picture, Faisal. Something you are not especially good at doing.”

      Faisal was brilliant and relentless, but he had a mind for tactics rather than strategy, brute force rather than subtlety. Vega would never in a million years tell Faisal this, but Silky was smarter. How he had no idea. Silky was technically identical to the chippy installed within Faisal's body.

      Silky's plan to have every player fight one another until only one was left standing was astounding, equal parts daring and stupid. But the logic failed in its conclusion.

      Gendin and his pals didn't have the firepower to take on him and Faisal, much less a small group of reapers or centurions. And what if the government forces now surrounding the area to contain the battle decided to engage or were paid to do so? They couldn't wait out an entire army.

      There had to be something else to all of this, something more than mad desperation.

      "I'll see you at the end," Silky had told them, employing a coded military signal unused for generations. It didn’t take too much intelligence to figure that out. Clearly, Vega wouldn’t make his play until the end. That was obvious, which meant Silky was taunting them. Trying to distract them from—

      "Boss, I'm picking up the Outworld Ranger. It just entered the system… Its course has it heading directly for Titus II.”

      Vega stared at the orange dot as it popped up in the systemwide locator on the viewscreen. Why would the crew on the Outworld Ranger make this move? Why risk coming here? It couldn't be part of Silky's plan. The girls were naïve and brave. Maybe it was their idea…

      "Boss, I'm getting strange readings on the Outworld Ranger. Either that's a decoy, or they're using a poor signal-jamming setup. I'd put my money on the former. Although, that chippy isn't onboard so the signal-jamming would be weaker, and it might be improperly calibrated."

      Vega tapped his fingers rapidly as he watched two dozen ships immediately peel away from the planet’s orbit, setting their courses to intercept the Outworld Ranger. He flicked his gaze back to the main view of the battle.

      With the sentry station’s weapons and the skill and armor of the Thousand Worlders—armor that matched his—maybe this wouldn’t be as one-sided as he feared. He needed the two sides to destroy one another just as much as Silky did.

      He needed to focus as well. He needed to keep his mind on the big picture and figure out Silky’s plan.

      Where the hell was Mitsuki Reel? Why was Gendin working with this local, small-time bounty hunter, Tamzin Moi? Little was known about her, even here on her homeworld. And how had they popped out of nowhere near the sentry station? He was damned lucky to have picked up an identifying scan on Moi as they ran across the open ground to reach the station, not that knowing her identity was doing him any good.

      He was missing something here. Something big. He could feel it, even if he didn’t have a clue what it might be.

      Vega pulled the Spinner’s Blade out of orbit and changed their course. He wasn't going to risk missing out on the chance the reading wasn’t a ruse and that the Outworld Ranger had entered the system.

      He reached toward the accelerator but hesitated before maxing the engines.

      “Uncertain boss?”

      "Uncharacteristically so. I do not like this. Sil—that chippy—either his circuits are misfiring or he's conducting a masterful plan. The Outworld Ranger entering the system, that’s too good to be true. Decoy or not, maybe he wants us to go after it…”

      "Well, boss, I've got new info about the Outworld Ranger. I picked up a signal ten minutes ago. It was on an old military channel, similar to the one that chippy used to contact us. I just now cracked the message.”

      "Play it.”

      Vega listened carefully as Silky warned the Outworld Ranger crew to leave the system. As he argued with them, he recalibrated their jamming signals. The message seemed legit, but that could be another part of the ruse.

      Vega cursed. "We have to take the chance. Besides, if they turn and leave like Silky wants, we won't be far out from the planet and can double back."

      “I agree, boss.”

      Vega maxed the Spinner’s Blade’s engines and set them on an intercept course. They'd reach the Outworld Ranger before all the other vessels save two Shadowslip cruisers that had headed after them immediately. He wasn’t concerned about them, though. His infiltrator was more than a match for those ships.

      “Boss, I found an anomaly. A skimmer bike exploded in the wilderness about twelve kilometers out from a military reserve outpost. A small, poorly guarded one far outside the city. The bike matches the type we found footage of Gendin and Reel using. It climbed to a nonstandard altitude before descending out away from the base."

      “Are there any starships on that base?”

      “No, but there's a crew transport capable of entering orbit.”

      "So he's planning a rendezvous in orbit, but not with the Outworld Ranger. Catalog and analyze all the ships in orbit now.”

      “Again?” Faisal complained.

      “Again," Vega answered. “Where is that crew transport at the moment?”

      “Flying along with the military strike-fighters patrolling the area.”

      “So they’re biding their time until they can make a break for it.”

      He dug his fingers into the armrest and called up schematics on the station. He saw no tunnels leading out. How were they going to get from the station to the transport? Charge through a hail of fire? That was a poor plan at best, but Silky was desperate. Maybe that was the best they could come up with.

      “I can't see any rendezvous vessels that would make sense for them, boss. Maybe their ride hasn’t arrived yet.”

      “Keep an eye out for any new vessels arriving. If you’re correct, their ride out may not be obvious.”

      “It could be that it’s cloaked and we’re missing it.”

      Vega continued their course toward the Outworld Ranger while helping Faisal scan the area nearby for hidden ships.

      Five minutes later, a Thousand Worlds invasion fleet jumped into the system and sped toward the planet.

      "Butter my circuits, boss. Empress Bitch is going all out this time. Either she's desperate, or this girl’s something different."

      Vega struck out with a fist and punched Faisal, slamming him into the floor. “Do not insult my goddaughter again! I am tired of telling you this, Faisal. Show some respect or else.”

      “Yes, boss, my apologies.”

      Vega took a deep breath and calmed his mind as best as he could when his thoughts concerned Qaisella. “She senses something, Faisal. Mitsuki isn't worth this. And she's never risked this much to go after a messiah before, even one this old and close to awakening. There's something about this girl that makes her special. Something we don't know about.”

      The Thousand Worlds fleet didn't alter their course to pursue the Outworld Ranger. There was no chance that they had missed it. They were much closer to it than the Spinner’s Blade.

      “We’re heading toward a decoy," Vega said. "Otherwise, that fleet would be all over it.”

      “Looks like they’re dispatching a starfighter to check on it, boss. But only the one.”

      “Just doing their due diligence. Keep our course steady but find us a good hiding spot behind one of these small moons. When that fleet closes in, we’re going to maximum cloak.”

      “What’s our end game, boss?”

      “Our only hope is for Gendin and company to successfully slip away and evade the Thousand World fleet so that we can then capture them. There’s no swooping in on the sentry station at the last minute. Not anymore. This is out of our hands. If Gendin can’t  escape, we lose our shot at him.”

      “We could let them die, boss.”

      “We need the girl’s father. I’m certain of that.”

      “Then I hate to say it, boss. So, so much. But we may need to help them slip away to reach their rendezvous.”

      Vega thumped his fists affirmatively into the armrests. “We go big. Prep the EMP bomb."
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      The sentry station shook as the Tekk Reaper ship hammered the force field. The floors hummed in response to the booms outside. Static flickered across their screens.

      "Forcefield at eighty-five percent," the station's lifeless AI announced.

      Siv cringed. "Silkster, were getting pummeled here.”

      "The cloaked Thousand Worlders in orbit are taking their time, sir. Activating our weapon systems now.”

      “Any chance this planet has one of those glowing killer bee weapon systems like we used before on Ekaran IV?”

      “It does, sir, but I can’t get it online. Tekk Plague damage, I suppose.”

      The station rumbled as if giant gears turned underneath. Metal flaps opened up outside, kicking up decades worth of turf that had built up on top of them. Three weapon systems extended out from those spots: a quad-plasma cannon, a long-barreled rail cannon, and a battery missile launcher.

      Siv controlled the railgun and the missiles, Tamzin operated the plasma cannon.

      “Forcefield at eighty percent," the station droned.

      The reaper ship continued to pound them with plasma and rake them with its lasers. On the ground, sixty-five individual reapers fired their weapons into the force field. Siv was impressed that the station's shields still functioned.

      “Missiles inbound,” the station said.

      Two salvos of twenty plasma missiles slammed into the force field, reducing it to forty-one percent in one fiery explosion that knocked dust from the ceiling, cracked the floors, and kicked Siv and Tamzin out of their seats.

      "Weapon systems online now, sir!” Silky yelled.

      Siv climbed back into his seat. Targeting systems appeared in his HUD through the circlet link. He’d never used a system like this before, but how hard could it be? The station was…well…stationary, and so was the reaper ship above them.

      Mentally, he ordered their missiles to prime. Then he focused the targeting triangle on the center of the enemy ship and fired the rail cannon.

      “Hold on the missiles, sir.”

      The cannon shell burst against the starship's shields as Tamzin pattered it with plasma bolts. The reapers returned fire without evading, apparently confident that they would prevail in a direct exchange of firepower.

      Silky laughed and gloated. "They’re doing exactly what I want them to do. Sir, you and Shit Creek keep your targeting locks focused, keep them firmly in mind, visualize them intensely.”

      Siv battered the reaper ship with the rail cannon while Tamzin continued with the plasma shots even as their shields dipped below thirty percent. He did precisely as Silky requested, as best as he could.

      Tamzin started to respond, but suddenly all the screens fuzzed out.

      "They're here," Silky said in a creepy voice. "Stay focused on your target points and keep firing. Don't let up."

      A deep rumbling shook the sentry station as the earth quaked and explosive booms sounded all around them.

      “What the hell…” Tamzin's voice trailed off as their screens came back online.

      “That was masterful," Silky said with awe. "It's not easy to trick Tekk Reapers.”

      The Tekk Reaper vessel lurched to the side and drifted earthward. Its shields were down. Smoke poured from its aft sections. The reapers continued to fire but not at the sentry station. They had a new target: Heatwaves peeling off its hull, a Thousand Worlds’ dropship cruiser streaked down through the atmosphere raining fire onto the reaper ship.

      On the ground around the station chaos reigned as Thousand Worlder centurions poured out from fifteen burst-pods, each carrying two dozen power-armored men. Plasma and lasers and slugs flew between the reapers and centurions.

      “The reapers need help, sir. Target the Thousand Worlds ship and fire all the missiles.”

      “All?”

      “The whole lot, sir. Tamzin, switch—”

      "Yeah, I got it. By the way, Siv, someday I'm going to rip that chippy out of your socket and—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I've heard all that before, lady. Toss me in the trash. Rip me to shreds. Crush me under the boot of your heel. Waah. Waah."

      She sneered. "I was thinking abandon you on an alien world."

      “Been there, done that. A Krixis world, no less. And for two centuries. So bring it on.”

      Tamzin’s face twisted into a confused frown, and she pursed her lips. It was going to take a while for her to sort that one out.

      Siv triggered the missiles, and the launcher pumped out four at a time in rapid succession.

      Plunging through the atmosphere, the Thousand Worlds dropship was unable to maneuver fast enough to avoid them. Its prodigious flak cannon tore into the missiles, but it couldn’t keep up since the reapers were also firing missiles.

      Soon, the Thousand Worlders’ shields flickered, and Tamzin pegged the flak cannon with a plasma bolt, destroying it. Soon after, the dropship’s shields failed, and then it too drifted listlessly above as it traded blows with the reaper ship like two staggering boxers pummeling one another.

      "Tamzin, the reapers are winning on the ground. Blast a few of them with the plasma cannon. Sir, train the railguns on the burst-pods.”

      “What about the starships?” Siv asked.

      "Leave them be, for now, sir. And don't fire on the pods just yet. Tamzin, just take out a few reapers. We don't want to swing the battle too far in either direction."

      Tamzin vaporized a cluster of five reapers.

      A score of yellow dots appeared on the station’s locator, hovering around the periphery of its thirty-kilometer range.

      “Excellent,” Silky said. “Government forces are on the way.”

      “I don’t want to fight them,” Tamzin said, and Siv agreed.

      “According to their orders, they’re not going to engage us. They are to encircle this area and prevent any stragglers from leaving. They’re simply trying to corral the action and keep it away from the city and other inhabited areas.”

      “Where are the other players?” Siv asked, wondering about the Shadowslip, the Star Cutters, and the World Bleeders.

      "Sitting it out, for now, sir. I pinged them all, so everyone knows where everyone else is. We're lucky Titus II isn't in the Federation, so they’re sitting it out as well. They don't know Oona's significance or have been paid enough not to care. Also, I sent a fake signal to the Outworld Ranger decoy. A score of minor players are heading that way, including Kaleeb. Not that I’d call him minor.”

      “That’s good news, at least,” Siv said, firing on and destroying a burst-pod.

      Tamzin alternated between firing on the Tekk Reapers and the Thousand Worlders. "We're winning this."

      “Don’t get cocky, weirdo. Things could– The Hydrogenist ship just entered the system. Right on— Dammit, dammit, dammit!”

      Siv scanned the system locator. He assumed the Hydrogenist ship was the new green dot at two o’clock along the edge, but he didn’t know what the twelve new red dots at six o’clock were.

      “Silkster, what are those?”

      “That’s a freaking Thousand Worlds invasion fleet, sir. They just jumped into the system, and they’re moving in fast. They'll arrive at roughly the same time as the Hydrogenists.”

      “An invasion fleet?" Siv asked in disbelief.

      “Indeed, sir.”

      “That’s insane,” Tamzin muttered. “Totally freaking insane.”

      “Indeed it is, nut job. Three more dropships like this one, six frigates, two battlecruisers, and— Where the F and me did that come from?!”

      A big red dot appeared on the locator showing a new vessel directly above them.

      “We’ve got a second Tekk Reaper ship descending from orbit! No idea how I missed it. Concentrate all your fire on the reaper vessel nearby. It must die before the other one arrives.”

      “This is bad, isn’t it?” Siv asked.

      “It ain’t good, sir. The shit has hit the fan now, and I don't know how much longer the blades can spin."
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      A salvo of missiles from the new Tekk Reaper starship flared into the Thousand Worlds dropship. The already crippled ship broke apart in flames and crashed into the earth in a fiery wave that immolated dozens of centurions and reapers alike.

      The first Tekk Reaper cruiser, battered and limping, trained its still-operative plasma cannons onto the centurions and burst-pods on the ground, rapidly securing the field of battle in their favor.

      The new cruiser switched to blasting the sentry station, and Siv cringed as plasma bolts, laser beams, and missiles struck their force field. The system locator showed the Hydrogenists and the Thousand Worlds invasion fleet hurtling toward them, but neither mattered if they couldn’t first survive this second reaper ship raining fire upon them like some apocalyptic beast from hell.

      “Forcefield at thirty-five percent,” the station’s AI droned. “Forcefield at thirty-four percent. Forcefield at thirty-two percent.”

      Siv popped the last of the station’s rail cannon shells into the new cruiser. The warhead splatted onto the shields to little effect, and the plasma fire Tamzin pumped also failed to achieve anything of significance. They were never going to get through that starship’s shields in time.

      “We have to hold out for seven more minutes,” Tamzin said.

      “Forcefield at twenty-eight percent.”

      “We’re not going to last that long,” Siv said. “We’re just wasting power.”

      “I agree,” Silky replied. “Rerouting all power to the forcefield.”

      The viewscreens went dark. The plasma cannon fell silent. Red emergency lights came on, casting the operations area in a sinister glow.

      “Forcefield up to forty percent.”

      The station shook under a barrage of missiles.

      “Forcefield at thirty-five percent.”

      Tamzin paced, and Siv closed his eyes, trying to breathe and block out all his worry.

      By the time the shields had fallen to two percent, they still had four minutes to go before Tamzin could jump them into wraith space.

      “How long can the structure hold up to this kind of firepower?” Siv asked.

      "Not long enough, sir. I found an access tunnel underground. It doesn't really go anywhere. It's just a passageway for maintenance. Being underground, I think we would be safer there, but…"

      “I can jump us from here,” Tamzin said. “But from below…” She shrugged. “I have no idea. If we get trapped down there, and I can’t make it out, then we’re screwed.”

      “We’re going to have to go off script, Silkster. More of a Raging Command 7 ending than a Kill Hard 12.”

      “Fine,” he snapped.

      “Just for this bit.”

      Tamzin walked over to Galen and stroked his head. “You two might as well be talking in code half the time.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, lady.”

      “Forcefield at zero percent."

      “I guess we’d better signal the Tekk Reapers and officially surrender,” Siv moaned.

      “Already done, sir."

      Galen shifted and muttered. “No! No, we can’t surrender. We have to escape!”

      Tamzin stroked Galen on his forehead. “It’s okay. We’re not actually surrendering.” Silently through their comms, she asked, “We aren’t, right?”

      “Just stalling for time,” Siv said.

      "Unfortunately, we're going to have to make a better show of it, sir."

      The reaper ship unleashed a volley of plasma bolts into the station. Tiles fell from the ceiling, a crack ran down a wall, and the emergency lights flickered.

      “They’re demanding that we exit one at a time, sir. Otherwise, they will destroy the station and piece you together to get what they want.”

      "You two could exit first, and then I could run out and jump us as soon as possible," Tamzin said.

      "That would be great, nut-job. Just one problem. They want you to walk out first."

      Siv relayed that information to Galen who sat upright, some clarity returning to his eyes and voice.

      “They’ll kill her. It’s me they want. Maybe Siv too.”

      “They’re also demanding that we head toward the exit.”

      Tamzin helped Galen up and followed Siv to the exit. "We just need two more minutes."

      Two more plasma bolts struck the building, and the ceiling in the operations room collapsed. The structure above them in the narrow corridor leading to the exit held.

      Siv noted the dots in the locator. Seven Tekk Reapers waited for them outside the door so they would be seized as soon as they went out, making it hard to stall further.

      The building groaned as the reapers fired on it again, and the structural integrity failed.

      “We gotta do something,” Tamzin said.

      Silky started laughing. “We’re such fools. Look how carefully they’re targeting the building and herding us toward the door.”

      “What about it?” Tamzin asked.

      Siv suddenly understood. “We’re so worried, so stressed, and so tired that we didn’t even think this through.”

      “Even I was too occupied with everything that was going on,” Silky said. “They’re bluffing. They won’t destroy the station. With that Thousand Worlds invasion fleet barreling toward us, the reapers don't have time to sift through the rubble to find us. Too much delay and they risk being destroyed by that fleet and not having time to piece Galen's brain into their machinery and transmit the info they need to—"

      The building rocked violently as two blasts struck home. The walls buckled, and the ceiling started collapsing. Siv activated his force-shield, placed it overhead, and bent down. Galen and Tamzin crouched under him, and she wrapped her arms around them, cube out and ready.

      Tiles and stone struck the shield. Metal framework collapsed around them. Tamzin cried out in pain. Debris rained down, and darkness overtook them.

      “Well, I’m not always right,” Silky said.
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      Kyralla’s blood froze with horror, anxiety, and frustration as the warships of the Empire of a Thousand Worlds stormed into the system.

      According to Rosie's projections, the Thousand Worlders would reach the planet just over seven minutes before the Hydrogenists did. But the Hydrogenists weren’t going to the planet. They were heading for a rendezvous point ninety thousand kilometers beyond the planet's farthest moon instead. That’s where Siv, Mitsuki, and Kyralla’s dad would meet them in a stolen troop transport.

      Still, the Thousand Worlders would be able to quickly alter their heading and intercept if they figured out the ruse.

      “Rosie, adjust your projections assuming the Thousand Worlders figure out what’s going on?”

      “That doesn’t seem particularly likely, madam. We can’t penetrate the advanced cloaking technology the Hydrogenists are using. We only know their position and speed based on the last message Silky sent us.”

      “I don’t want to assume anything. A random shuttle out on patrol might catch their attention. Or the Thousand Worlders may have more advanced detection systems than Silky expects.”

      “As you wish, madam.” The locator updated showing three dotted paths. “I’m giving you what I believe are the three most likely scenarios in which they figure things out before reaching orbit around the planet.”

      In all three cases, the Hydrogenists would reach the rendezvous point first, but only by roughly three, eight, or nineteen minutes.

      “How long will it take for the shuttle to dock with the Hydrogenist ship?”

      “Standard docking would take a minimum of twelve minutes if they can get their speeds and trajectories timed up just right, madam. But maybe the Hydrogenist ship has enough space in a loading bay to take on the shuttle. Silky didn’t say if that was the case, but if so, it would make things much faster.”

      “There are no scenarios in which they’ll arrive even sooner?”

      “None that seem at all likely, madam. I really think that by the time the Thousand Worlders get the chance to figure out Silky’s crazy plan, they’ll need well over half an hour to reach the rendezvous point.”

      Kyralla chewed at her lip. She didn’t feel comforted. The Thousand Worlders weren’t the only danger. Kaleeb, the reapers, or one of the other players might sniff out the plan before Siv and the others got to the rendezvous.

      She growled and slammed her fists into the piloting control console. “There has to be something we can do!”

      “Even if we entered the system now, we couldn’t reach them in time to help,” Bishop said.

      “We already did our part, by launching the decoy,” Tekeru reminded her.

      Kyralla looked at the others: Bishop nauseated, Tekeru distant and trembling, Oona nervously fidgeting with the arms of the control chair. Oona’s skin was paler than normal. They were as anxious and frustrated with waiting as she was. She should be the one giving them the pep talk and keeping them calm, not the other way around.

      Tekeru was right. Their decoy may not have fooled any of the big warships, but it had drawn quite a few of the smaller ones away from the planet. That was something.

      “We have no reason to believe that the Thousand Worlders will figure out that Silky and the others are onboard the shuttle,” Artemisia said aloud over the comm.

      “But what if Kaleeb or the Tekk Reapers figure it out?” Kyralla asked. “If they go after the troop transport the Thousand Worlders are sure to notice something’s up,” Kyralla said.

      “We don’t have to worry about Kaleeb,” Rosie said aloud. “He fell for the decoy, and he’s heading… Oh dear. He’s disappeared from the locator.”

      “Maybe our scans aren’t powerful enough to detect him at this range,” Tekeru said.

      “He does have cloaking technology,” Bishop added, straining to hide the worry from his voice. “Surely, he’s going to use it.”

      Kyralla forced her breathing to slow and tried to calm her desire to rush in, stupidly risking everything, to save her father and her new friends. Siv, Silky, and Mitsuki were pros. They had already succeeded multiple times despite the odds. They could do this.

      Suddenly, Oona jerked to her feet. Her eyes went wide. “Something isn’t right. Something is wrong…” brow furrowed, she shook her head “…very wrong. I don’t like this.”

      “There’s nothing we can do but trust in Silky and his plan,” Artemisia said. “If something comes up, he will know how to make adjustments better than any of us.”

      “This is wrong,” Oona intoned. Still standing, she stared directly ahead, transfixed. “We must help them. We must…we must…”

      “Oona?” Kyralla frowned, noticing her sister’s strange behavior.

      “No, no, no!” Trembling, Oona shook her head violently. “Something bad has happened. And there’s worse…worse to come…far worse. And then darkness. The darkness is coming!”

      The sinister tone of Oona's voice made Kyralla shiver as if an icy hand had touched her bare chest.

      Oona’s eyes rolled back into her head, and she fell back into the command chair. “We have to help. We have to… The darkness…”

      The atmosphere within the bridge changed, taking on the ozone smell and charge you'd expect after a nearby lightning strike. The hairs on Kyralla's arms rose, and the fringes of her black hair fanned out.

      Kyralla got up and lurched toward the command chair. “Oona, whatever you’re doing, stop!”

      Her words warped in the air as if they’d traveled through a coiled tube. The stars on the viewscreen shifted into flickering arcs of light.

      “Oona! Stop it now. Please don’t do anything rash. Don’t let your fears get the better of you. Everything’s going to be okay. Nothing bad will happen.”

      Her words were too late. Oona’s mind was already in another place, impulsively shifting reality around her in response to her panic.

      Kyralla staggered and caught herself on the arms of the command chair. Blazing star-trails weaved around the ship, forming a patterned hyperphasic bubble. Fairy-lights, gold and blue, danced through the bridge. Rosie started to speak but her voice faded, and the HUD blinked out.

      Without touching the manual controls, Oona had shifted the Outworld Ranger into hyperspace. Only this wasn't the ordinary jump experience. Even if her disorientation and the weird experiences around her weren't enough to prove it, the flickering wall of green-tinged energy outside the ship did. Whatever was happening, she was sure it was far from safe, for Oona or the rest of them.

      She touched Oona and called out her name but got no response. The ship’s engines screamed as they ramped up to their max, then double, and then triple. The Outworld Ranger’s frame rattled and creaked. She careened back to the pilot's seat and tried to adjust the speed and check their course, but the ship's AI failed to respond, and the controls were inoperable.

      Twice, something boomed within the ship, and the reverberations rattled Kyralla’s teeth. The lights flickered on and off. The ship’s AI sang out a series of strange, almost nonsensical warnings.

      Kyralla's head swam, and her gut churned. She felt as if she were being tugged in every direction at once. She blinked, and the dimensions of the bridge stretched until it seemed as if she were more than ten meters away from Tekeru at the sensor station. In reality, he should be only a meter away. Meanwhile, Bishop and Oona both appeared to be so distant she could hardly see their faces. In a heartbeat, everything compacted so that she and Tekeru nearly inhabited the same space. Spatial dimensions within the ship warped, again and again.

      Suddenly, everything went silent, and there was nothing. She was aware, yet there was nothing. No sounds or scents. Nothing to see nor touch. No other presences around her. Not even darkness. She was aware of herself and nothing more. And she felt utterly calm. For the first time in weeks, she experienced neither panic nor stress. But she wasn't happy or content either. She merely existed in a state of perfect calm.

      Then her awareness of the physical world roared back, every nerve and every neuron firing within her, burning back into reality. She screamed, along with the others and the ship as well it seemed.

      With a tremendous, thundering boom, the Outworld Ranger reemerged into real space. The ship’s frame clattered and cried out. Sparks spurted out from the consoles and from a floor-level conduit running along the walls. Seeing what would happen a half moment early, Kyralla dived from her seat, and her hands suffered only minor blisters.

      Tekeru Jones thumped back into his seat, clutching his face and crying out in pain. He fell to the floor a moment before flames leaped out from his console. Bishop rolled on the floor, clutching his right arm. Sparks still spurted from his console.

      A fire sprang up in the ceiling, crackling from two separate access panels, and flames roared in the hallway between the bridge and engineering.

      With a whoosh, fire retardant misted into the bridge and throughout the ship, leaving behind a white haze of snow and smoke. Three different alarms blared, and warning lights flashed.

      Kyralla checked on her sister, but Oona seemed unharmed, slumped unconscious in the command chair.

      The engines continue to roar far beyond their full capacity, and the ship vibrated and creaked as if it were a glass sled skidding down a rocky slope. She worried it might break apart.

      Rosie’s boot-up sequence began.

      “Fusion core overheating!” the ship’s AI called out. “Ship’s battery down to sixty-one percent and falling rapidly. I cannot control the ship.”

      They had to slow down and regain control of the ship and soon. But only Oona could stop this madness.

      Kyralla, nursing her scorched hands, staggered over to her.

      “Madam,” Rosie said, her tone a mixture of alarm and amazement, “we rough jumped into the system.”

      Kyralla hadn’t even stopped to consider what had actually happened. “Why was it so much worse than normal?”

      “Because, madam, we rough jumped far, far ahead of the breakpoint. This far in, we should’ve been torn to shreds. We should be dead now.”

      Bishop pulled a first-aid kit from the wall, dosed himself with medibots, and shuffled over to Tekeru whose face appeared to be severely burned on one side.

      “From where we are and traveling at this speed, madam, we’ll reach the planet way ahead of the Hydrogenists and the Thousand Worlders.”

      “If we don’t slow down,” Artemisia said aloud, “we’ll smack into the planet. Kyralla, you must find a way to wake Oona. I cannot get through to her.”

      “Artemisia is correct,” Rosie said over the comm. “However, based on my calculations, the fusion core will explode long before we reach the planet.”

      Kyralla shook her sister. “Oona, wake up, please.”

      According to her HUD, Oona’s vital signs registered as normal. “Octavian, we need a stimulant!”

      Octavian’s distressed beeps sounded over the comm.

      “He’s addressing a critical system malfunction within engineering,” Rosie translated for them. “And Seneca is repairing a wiring fault within engineering before it overloads the plasma cannon array.”

      Bishop tossed an injector to Kyralla. “A half-dose of Awake.” He pulled bandages from the kit. “Maybe that will help.”

      Tekeru groaned. “Got any painkillers in that kit?”

      The ship shuddered violently.

      "The frame can't take much more of this," Artemisia said. "Either the engines are going to blow, or the ship's going to break apart."

      “And soon,” Rosie added. “The only question is which will go first.”

      Kyralla pressed the injector against Oona’s neck and triggered it. Then she leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “Oona, wake up. We need you.”
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      After a moment of darkness and disorientation, Siv found himself covered in dust and debris, scattered bits of metal, ceiling tile, and wiring. His force-shield flickered out, and more wreckage collapsed onto him. His legs were tangled with Tamzin’s, and both of them were piled on top of Galen.

      Siv blinked his eyes clear, only to see amorphous forms swirl through the wan haze and barren hellscape of wraith space.

      “Congratulations, sir.” Silky’s voice crackled with static. “You survived.”

      As Siv dragged himself free from the others, Tamzin screamed. Quickly, he scooted over to her. The reason for her scream was apparent. A hand-length sliver of steel protruded from her right calf.

      He touched her arm. “Tamzin? Are you okay?”

      She looked at her leg and winced. “I’ll live.” She drew several pills from a pouch and popped them into her mouth. “Just don’t brush your leg up against it again.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know,” Siv apologized. “Silkster, why didn’t you warn me she was badly injured.”

      “I hadn’t scanned her yet, sir. I was focused on Galen and your surroundings, and I’m a bit sluggish here.”

      “We need to get that shard out and bind the wound,” Galen stated with almost perfect clarity.

      "He's not wrong, sir. I see no other significant injuries on you or the others which is a bacchanalian miracle if ever I've seen one.”

      “A bach-what? Wait. Never mind. I’ve got a much better question. Why is Galen so…”

      “Mentally functional? That, sir, is because every neuron in his brain is firing in overdrive. It’s a symptom of severe wraith space sickness.”

      “I’m guessing that’s bad...”

      “Soon, his brain will burn out, leaving him permanently deficient, or he’ll die from a pseudoaneurysm. At this point, the latter is more likely.”

      “How long do we have?”

      “Minutes, sir. One or two, ten or twenty. I cannot say for certain.”

      From the stricken look on Tamzin’s already beleaguered face, Siv knew her chippy was still active and that she’d heard what Silky said.

      “How long have we been here?”

      “A little more than two minutes, sir.”

      To make it back to real space, Galen would have to survive for eighteen more.

      Tamzin groaned as she stood. “The bandage can wait.” She popped two more pills. “We need to get moving.”

      “Tam,” Galen said, “I really think—”

      “We can deal with my wound once we’re back in real space,” she snapped.

      As she hobbled off, he shrugged in frustration and started walking alongside her. His steps were sluggish, as you’d expect from a man as exhausted as he must be, but his movements were sure.

      "I can't believe I feel this good in wraith space," Galen said, "I must have…" He glanced at Tamzin, frowned, and then looked to Siv who tried to hide the worry from his face. "Ah, this is a bad sign, isn't it?"

      “Yes,” Tamzin whispered hoarsely.

      “My sanity?”

      No one answered.

      He sighed. “I see.”

      Tamzin picked up her pace, guiding them. Judging by her heaving breaths, she was in extreme pain. Siv offered her an arm, but she waved him away. It was just as well, he found his strength waning here. He was tired and bruised up from the ceiling collapsing on them. But it was more mental fatigue than anything. He struggled to keep his mind focused, to tamp down the fears and ignore the disturbing visions and sounds around him.

      “Sir, Tamzin’s vitals are dropping at an alarming rate. She’s losing too much blood.”

      He glanced over and saw not a trail of red behind her but a silvery blue line. Weird. He switched his channel so Tamzin couldn't hear them.

      “Silkster, what do you make of the weird color of her blood?”

      “It’s just wraith space playing with your mind, sir. Her blood’s the same red as yours. You’re handling this remarkably well.”

      “Really? Because I feel like I’m barely holding back the madness. Should I be worried?”

      “You’re not an empath, sir, so you would need many more hours here before there was any danger. I would think you’d be worse off, though.”

      “I guess it has been easier ever since I saw Dad. The wraiths have been more vague, less frightening, less frequent.”

      He started to ask Tamzin how much farther they needed to travel, but from the determined yet tortured grimace on her face, he thought it best not to ask and let her keep pressing on. If they had time left when they got to where they needed to be but before she could jump them back to real space, they could bind her wound then.

      “Silkster, do you have any idea when—”

      A burst of static flickered through his HUD, and Silky was out of commission. Even though Siv knew it was merely an effect of wraith space, a jolt of panic made his heart skip a beat.

      Tamzin collapsed. Siv rushed over, stumbled, and landed hard on his knees beside her. “Do you need…help?” he gasped.

      Galen put a hand on Siv’s shoulder. “I’ve got this.”

      “Are you sure?” Siv asked.

      Galen nodded. “You’ve both done so much for me. Let me carry the weight for a while.” He squatted beside Tamzin and examined her leg. “I really think we need to pull this out.”

      She tried to argue with him but gave up. She popped another pill and drew a bandage from her pack. Siv ripped the metal free in one quick pull, and Galen applied the bandage. The fabric expanded and clung to the wound, melting onto it to form a layer of artificial skin. It would take several minutes for it to bind securely enough to seal an injury that severe.

      “We need to go on,” Tamzin said.

      “You can’t walk on it yet,” Siv said.

      “The stimulant I just took isn’t going to keep me conscious for long.” Her eyes drifted to Galen. “And I do not want to be here for a single second longer than necessary.”

      Galen scooped her up in his arms. “I’ll carry you. Just point the way.”

      Following Tamzin's cues, they continued on until Galen staggered and couldn't keep going. Siv stepped in, and they propped Tamzin up between them so that she could limp along on her good leg.

      Several minutes later, they reached the wraith space equivalent of their rendezvous point with Mitsuki They helped Tamzin sit, and she popped another pill. Her body began to tremble, whether from shock or from all the stimulants she’d taken, Siv didn’t know.

      Eyes fluttering as she tried to stay awake, she checked the mechanical watch on her wrist, a required necessity for someone who delved so much into wraith space. “Just two minutes more.”

      Siv flopped down beside her. As Galen joined them, he bent over suddenly, grabbed his head, and screamed in terrible agony.

      Tamzin turned to him. “Galen…”

      Galen cried, screamed, and rocked back and forth.

      “What should we do?” she asked Siv desperately.

      He shrugged. “I have no idea what to do except get him into real space as soon as possible.”

      They endured Galen's heartbreaking screams, which at least kept Tamzin awake and alert until she triggered the device. Jumping back to Titus II, they made a soft landing in a field of barley.

      Tamzin rolled over to check on Galen. He was still screaming and clutching his head, but as she reached toward him, her hand dropped, and she fell unconscious. The black cube rolled out onto the ground. Tentatively, Siv picked up the device. He expected some sort of reaction, but other than a mild tingle, he got nothing from it. He shrugged and tucked it back into the pouch she kept it in.

      Until Silky booted up, he had no way to call Mitsuki. All he could do was wait and try to calm Galen.

      The triple chime of Silky’s boot sequence sounded just as the troop transport zoomed into view along the horizon. Mitsuki sped to their position and landed. Siv struggled to his feet and gathered Tamzin under the arms, ready to drag her onto the shuttle.

      “I’ve apprised Batwings of the situation, sir.”

      Mitsuki sprinted out to them with a medkit in hand. She slid to her knees in front of Galen. “B doesn’t know what to give him.”

      “Calm and medibots, in that order,” Silky told her.

      While Mitsuki administered the meds, Siv hauled Tamzin onboard and strapped her into one of the crew seats. Then, he staggered outside to help Mitsuki.

      The dose of Calm got Galen to stop yelling and thrashing. He lay sprawled out on the ground, eyes glazed over. The medibots would take several more minutes to really kick in.

      “That’s some seriously watered down sewage,” Silky complained. “How many injectors are in the kit?”

      “Three more.”

      “Give two more to Galen and one to Tamzin. She also needs blood.”

      Mitsuki grabbed the injectors, but Siv shook his head. “Let’s get him onboard first.”

      Together they hauled Galen onboard and settled him in next to Tamzin before administering the remaining medibots.

      While Mitsuki hopped into the pilot seat, Siv connected the IV to Tamzin’s arm and began the transfusion using a bag of synthetic blood. As he finished up, he noticed a third figure slumped in one of the seats. At first, Siv thought he must be hallucinating due to wraith space sickness.

      ”Mits, is there an unconscious pilot in the storage bay?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she responded. “We don't need him. Just slide him down the ramp."

      Siv shook his head and rolled the soldier down the boarding ramp and out into the field.

      As they lifted off, Tamzin stirred. “Galen? Is he… is he okay?”

      “Stable and recovering,” Silky told her. “Another minute and he would’ve been toast.”

      “So he’s going to recover?” Tamzin asked. “Fully?”

      "There may be long-term effects," Silky said. “There’s just no way to say for certain. My guess is nothing debilitating. But that’s just a guess.”

      Tamzin relaxed back into the seat. “Have the Tekk Reapers picked up on Galen’s tracker yet?”

      “They’re storming through the sentry station rubble and scanning the broader area,” Silky replied. “With everything going on and all the aircraft in the area and ships in orbit, my brute-force jamming technique is throwing them off. For now.”

      “Should we fly another circuit casually as if we were part of the government forces?” Mitsuki asked. “Or return to the base and launch out from there?”

      “Burn straight into orbit,” Silky said. “Our best bet is to outrace them.”

      Siv strapped himself into the copilot seat and eyed the circlet. “Need help?”

      “I’ve got this if you need to rest,” Mitsuki said.

      “Good, because I’m exhausted.” Siv yawned. “You know, Silky can fly the ship if you need some rest, too.”

      “No can do, sir. It’s taking all of my processing power to keep the reapers confused. Hardly have any to spare for talking.”

      Silky always had the spare processing power for talking, always, no matter what he was doing.

      “This stupid passive transponder in Galen’s head is a pain in my digital bootyhole,” Silky complained. "I'm doing the best I can by fuzzing them hardcore. You know, if I delivered a copy of the signal response they expect to every military vessel in the region while bouncing an 834 dark signal off thirteen satellites employing…"
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      Oona's eyes flew open. For a heartbeat, Kyralla thought her sister was back. Then her sigh of relief turned into a horrified gasp. A milky white glaze covered Oona's solid black eyes. And wherever she was looking, it wasn’t at Kyralla or anyone else on the bridge of the Outworld Ranger. She seemed to be staring off into another dimension. For all Kyralla knew, that was exactly what her sister was doing.

      "Oona, you've got to slow the ship, or we’ll all die.”

      Oona's reply came as a distant whisper. "All, in the end, is dying."

      Kyralla squeezed her sister's hands. "Oona, sweetheart, we need your help. Please slow the ship."

      The strange eyes focused on her. "All of humanity wants my help. Can I do anything for them? No. It is too much. I am a genetic freak, a failed experiment. Nothing more.”

      “You're my sister, and I love you. Maybe you’re right, maybe you can't save the galaxy. But you can save this ship. You can save me, Siv and Mitsuki, Bishop and Tekeru. And you can save our dad."

      "Daddy…” A tear rolled down her pale cheek. "Yes, of course, I must save Daddy…and the others. I must try.”

      Her eyes darkened as the white film thinned. Her face twisted and sweat beaded her forehead.

      “It’s out of control. I can’t contain the power. I can’t control the flow.”

      Tekeru groaned as he sat up. ”We can't afford to wait for Oona to fix this. We have to do something.”

      "You're right." Bishop leaped to his feet. "Kyra, stay with Oona. We'll do what we can." Bishop glanced about as if confused. "Whatever that might be."

      “We are seven minutes to structural collapse, maybe six…maybe eight,” Rosie said aloud.

      “And approximately five minutes to fusion overload," Artemisia added.

      “Do you have any possible solutions?" Kyralla asked.

      “We have none, madam," Rosie said.

      “I do not have anything either,” Bishop’s chippy Bartimaeus added.

      “How about the three of you start working on some solutions instead of just counting down to our doom," Kyralla snapped. “And why the hell hasn't Silky helped us? Surely he’d know what to do.”

      “He’s trying to help,” Rosie said, “but the ship’s giving off too much interference for him to make a connection.”

      Bishop waved to Kyralla and mouthed, “Focus on her. We’ve got this.”

      Kyralla nodded. “Oona, listen to my voice. Concentrate on slowing the ship. You can do this." The bridge shuddered and screeched. "Hurry.”

      "We need to prioritize," Tekeru said. “What can we fix first that will have the most impact? Reducing our speed?”

      “There’s no atmosphere, so it’s not exactly the speed that’s causing our structural collapse," Bishop said. "It's massive overheating and vibrations from the maxed-out engines. They're burning too far beyond capacity."

      “So we need to manually take the engines off-line,” Tekeru said.

      “Yes, but once they’re off-line we won’t have any way to change our trajectory,” Artemisia said.

      “We have twenty-four minutes until we smack into the planet," Rosie countered. "That's a problem for the future.”

      Less than half an hour wasn’t far enough into the future for Kyralla.

      “Agreed," Artemisia said. “However, taking the engines off-line will leave no way to bleed excess energy from the fusion core. Fusion overload is already our most pressing problem.”

      “Control of the fusion core is completely automated,” Tekeru said. “It’s supposed to shut down at the first sight of a problem. But Oona’s clearly overridden that.”

      “And Octavian already tried the manual shutoff,” Bishop said. “It’s fried.”

      “Sounds like we're royally screwed,” Tekeru said.

      Kyralla sighed. No wonder Oona couldn’t figure out how to save them. She needed to alter all the systems at once, but she had no control over her abilities. Everything she’d done had been out of instinct and fear.

      The ship trembled, and a series of skin-crawling, cog screeches and wails and bleeps echoed over the comm.

      “Is Octavian okay?” Kyralla asked.

      “Lightly damaged and angry,” Bartimaeus answered.

      “What did he say?” Bishop asked.

      “I won’t ruin his dignity by translating that string of rather impolite curses,” Bartimaeus replied. “I can tell you that I don’t think he likes Oona anymore.”

      That was understandable. Octavian loved this ship and orderliness. She noted that Rosie and Artemisia had gone quiet and were letting Bartimaeus, who wasn’t as capable, do more of the mundane work.

      “Oh!” Bishop said. ”Octavian, is there a way to manually control the thrusters?”

      Octavian replied with a series of rapid bleeps that Bartimaeus translated. “You can manually reroute power to the thrusters by accessing a conduit in either the bridge or in engineering. I, however, cannot help. You must do it. I am keeping the ship from falling apart or exploding by manually recycling power surges from one engine to the other."

      “Don’t we have more pressing concerns?” Tekeru asked Bishop.

      “I’m solving the only problem I know how.” Bishop activated his antigrav belt and jumped up. “Besides, if we do find a way to get both the engines and the fusion core offline, it would be good to have a way to slow down and maneuver.”

      Tekeru shrugged. “I guess so.”

      When Bishop reached the ceiling, he pulled a strap from his belt with a metal block attached to the end. He placed the block against a metal beam, and it magnetically locked into place. The strap retracted and held him in place at the right height he needed for work. Clever. She needed one of those and reminded herself to ask him where he got it later, assuming they survived.

      “Oona?” Kyralla said. “Are you still with me?”

      “I’m trying, Kyra, I swear, but I don’t know how to undo what I did.”

      Kyralla smoothed her hands along Oona's face and kissed her bald head. “You can do it. I believe in you. We all do.”

      “Oh no!” Artemisia exclaimed with worry. “The others are in danger. Kaleeb’s infiltrator emerged from hiding. He's ambushed them, and they're under fire. Mitsuki is trying to evade."

      “Damn it,” Bishop said. “I hate that guy.”

      Kyralla closed her eyes and again prayed for them, feeling stupid and helpless as she did.

      "They’ve been hit!" Rosie shouted. “Hull damaged. Starboard engine destroyed. The shuttle’s leaking fuel, coolant, and atmosphere."

      Kyralla’s breath caught. Her heart skipped.

      "The shuttle's holding together," Artemisia said, "but they've lost their maneuverability. He's got them dead to rights. One shot and they are done."

      "Focus on the here and now, everyone," Tekeru said, “we’ve got our own problems to deal with."

      "Right," Bishop muttered. “We can’t save them until we’ve saved ourselves.”

      Kyralla took a shuddering breath. Oona had said nothing, but she could feel the tension in her delicate frame. "Relax and focus. They'll be okay. I promise." Kyralla removed her hands so her own trembling wouldn't make things worse.

      "It appears the shuttle is heading for a crash-landing on Titus Secundus Sextus," Bartimaeus said. "It's a small, partially terraformed satellite. The atmosphere is breathable. Kaleeb's laser cannon is powered up, but he has yet to take another shot."

      “He’s trying to make contact with us,” Rosie said, “but I can’t figure out the message.”

      “The actual words don't matter," Kyralla said. "We know the intent. He’s using them as bait.”

      "Will he kill them if we don't respond?" Bishop asked. No one answered.

      “Can we send a message?” Kyralla asked.

      “I can send one,” Bartimaeus replied, “but I don't know if it will go through the field of interference around us.”

      "Try," Kyralla said. "Tell him we will negotiate with him if he doesn't hurt them."

      “Message sent," Bartimaeus said. "Perhaps.”

      Bishop dropped to the floor and hurried over to the piloting station. He bent down and popped off an access panel. Sparks flew as he altered wiring connections.

      “Two minutes to critical overload on the fusion core,” Rosie warned.

      “Got it!” Bishop said, slamming the panel shut. The pride on his face flashed and then was gone. He'd solved the least pressing of their problems.

      “Is the plasma cannon online?” Tekeru asked with a thoughtful look on his face.

      “Affirmative,” the ship’s AI answered.

      “And are we in firing range of Kaleeb’s ship?”

      "We are," Bartimaeus answered, "though the shots would be highly inaccurate and easy to evade from this far out. They would also be significantly weakened by the time they reached Kaleeb's infiltrator."

      "Could we fire on Kaleeb without hitting the shuttle?” Tekeru asked.

      “With care, that would be possible,” Rosie replied. “Though it would mean we’d be even less likely to hit him, and he’d likely close in on them for cover, increasing our need for accuracy.”

      Tekeru grinned. “Octavian, can you reroute those power fluctuations to the plasma cannon instead of alternating between the engines?”

      A flustered Octavian responded that it was possible but risky and asked why he wanted to.

      "We can siphon off energy from the fusion core using the cannon to lessen the strain on the engines. And if we're lucky, maybe we can take out that bastard Kaleeb at the same time."

      “Rerouting power now,” Octavian responded. “Cannons powering up…successfully. You will need to begin discharging the power within thirty seconds.”

      Kyralla rushed over to the piloting station and slapped the circlet on. Bishop leaped into the weapon station chair. Tekeru hobbled across the bridge and stepped over Oona, who was lying on the floor, and collapsed into the command chair.

      “I’ll do what I can from here,” Tekeru said.

      Kyralla slammed the control stick hard right and reversed the direction the ship pointed. The engines continued to burn at three over max, but now they were slowing them instead of increasing their speed.

      With the chippies, the ship’s AI, and Tekeru assisting him, Bishop opened up with the plasma cannon, which pumped out high-strength shots at four times the normal rate.

      Kyralla zoomed in with her system locator and watched Kaleeb weave through the plasma bursts. Two glanced against his infiltrator’s force field, dropping its strength by ten percent.

      “The plasma cannon is overheating,” the ship announced.

      “Keep firing,” Kyralla said. “Octavian can we do anything to cool it?”

      Bartimaeus translated. “Even if it were possible, all our cooling capabilities must remain focused on the fusion drive.”

      “The fusion drive will now overheat in five minutes," Artemisia told them.

      Rerouting the extra energy to the plasma cannon had bought them a couple of minutes.

      “Kaleeb just fired on the shuttle again,” Rosie said, “but he missed.”

      Before anyone could respond, Oona leaped to her feet. "I've got it!" She held her hands out, tapping and swiping as if she were operating an invisible control panel. "I can stop the darkness. I will stop it! And I will save everyone." She raised her head toward the ceiling and cried out. "I will save everyone!"

      A sparkling halo formed around the ship, and arms of blue flame whipped out from the hull.

      "Fusion core cooling rapidly!” the ship announced enthusiastically. “Full control over all ship systems has been restored.”

      The quad plasma continued to pump out increasingly accurate, high-strength, high rate-of-fire bolts toward Kaleeb’s infiltrator. Only one out of every ten shots struck home, but that was more than enough to drop his force field strength to an estimated ten percent according to the Outworld Ranger’s sensors.

      Through the ship's comm came a deep voice that sounded as if it were scraped over shards of glass. "Stop firing immediately, or I will destroy your father and your friends!"

      “Die!” Oona screamed. “Die, die, die!”

      The Outworld Ranger shuddered and creaked as the plasma cannon kicked out a series of star-blazing mega-bolts. Trying to avoid them, Kaleeb darted his infiltrator in an evasion pattern so intricate Kyralla couldn’t imagine ever being skilled enough to attempt such a maneuver. Then he opened fire on the troop transport shuttle.

      Suddenly, an explosion rocked the ship as the cannon on top exploded. Seneca screamed. Octavian bleeped a string of curses. Fire alarms blared. Their shields collapsed. The sensors went down, and Kyralla had no idea whether Kaleeb had dodged their plasma bursts or whether his laser blast had hit the shuttle.

      Breathing heavily, Oona fell to her knees, heaving in deep gulps of air. She looked up at Kyralla, worried and blinking back tears. Her eyes were back to their normal space-black. “I did what I could."
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      Siv woke abruptly to Silky and Mitsuki cursing like planet-bound spacers in a bar fight.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Neither answered. Tamzin was shaking her head as if dumbfounded. Galen muttered something unintelligible. Whether that was because the ambassador was mentally damaged or preoccupied like the others, Siv didn’t know. The info in his HUD registered Galen’s health as poor but gave no other specifics.

      He glanced at the time and guessed at least fifteen minutes had passed. The viewscreen showed the dark of space. Aside from the stars and one moon from the planet’s string of seven, only the glow of an orbital defense platform shined ahead.

      “Silkster, catch me up on what’s going on.” No response came. “Silkster?”

      Sixteen plasma cannon bursts flared from the orbital platform. Siv braced himself for certain death. The shuttle's force field was only strong enough to deflect small-arms fire and debris. He assumed this was what the others were cursing about, but they didn't react. A moment later, he understood why as the shots blazed past them.

      The shots pierced the planet’s atmosphere and burned toward a target below that he couldn’t identify.

      “Who the hell are they shooting at?” he asked.

      "Tekk Reapers," Tamzin said, her weak voice shaking. "Your chippy confused the hell out of the bastards, and they attacked two planetary strike-fighters, thinking Galen was onboard. That led to a full military engagement."

      “So the reapers are occupied and not pursuing us. That’s great.”

      “It is,” Tamzin replied. Her vitals were strong. She only needed rest now.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      Silky muttered a string of curses and ponderings about the laws of physics and knuckleheads. None of it made any sense.

      Mitsuki took a deep breath, sighed, and glanced over at him with a haunted look in her eyes. "The problem," she said, her voice also trembling, "is that the Outworld Ranger has jumped into the system.”

      “What?! Why?”

      “No pimp-on-pimp idea!” Silky snapped. “I can’t raise them on any channel known to human, starkat, or cockroach.”

      “The only signature I see for the Outworld Ranger on my locator is the pink dot representing the decoy,” Siv said.

      “The flashing green dot, sir,” Silky said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

      Siv had seen that dot but had dismissed it, assuming that was the Hydrogenist starship, but now that he examined the locator more carefully, he spotted the green dot for the Hydrogenists farther out than the Outworld Ranger.

      “Wait, when did they jump in without us seeing it? Based on where they are, they would’ve had to jump a couple of hours ago, right?”

      “Normally,” Mitsuki said.

      "Try three minutes ago, sir. I don't want to say it's impossible. Because clearly, it’s not. How, I haven't the slightest clue, though Oona obviously did something."

      Siv pulled up the data on the ship’s current speed and trajectory. His eyes widened. “Is that speed notation correct?”

      “I’m afraid three point one over max is correct, sir.”

      “Can the Outworld Ranger maintain that speed?”

      “Oh, hell no,” Mitsuki said. “That little girl’s gone way too far this time, and she’s going to get herself and the others killed.”

      “Mits!” Siv said to her on a personal channel. “Galen’s been through enough! Don’t freak him out.”

      “He’s about to go through a lot more,” Mitsuki responded.

      Behind them, Galen muttered a prayer. Siv turned him. “She’ll be okay, I’m sure. She’s done something like this a couple of times of times before, and it worked out.”

      Trembling, Galen nodded. “The Source is with her.”

      “You feeling okay?” Siv asked with concern.

      Galen fixed bleary, tear-stained eyes on him. “Considering I nearly died again… I guess so.”

      “I’m surprised you’re awake.”

      “Tamzin gave me a half dose of stimulant.”

      “On Shit-Circuit’s recommendation,” she said.

      “The Calm had to be countered to a certain degree, sir. It’s part of the process.”

      Siv consulted the data again in his system-wide locator. The Outworld Ranger was still speeding out of control. “Silkster, you can’t do anything?”

      “Sir, even if I could connect to the ship, there would be no way for me to slow down the Outworld Ranger in the five to ten minutes left before the frame tears apart or the fusion core overloads. All we can do is stick to our plan and hope that Oona uses her crazy ability to fix what she screwed up.”

      Siv noted they were heading toward the orbital defense platform. “Why aren’t they suspicious?”

      “I registered us as a scouting vessel, sir. When we get near the station, our official government orders instruct us to venture out to our rendezvous point beyond the fifth moon. That route shouldn’t seem irregular enough to get anyone’s attention.”

      Siv stepped over to Galen, squeezed his shoulder, and squatted down beside him.

      “Oona will save the ship in time, I’m certain.”

      “I know the Source is with her,” Galen said, “but to be honest, I’m not feeling as positive about this as you.”

      “You haven’t seen what your daughter can do. I have.”

      “To me, she’s still the little girl I left behind, safely living in secret on my brother’s estate, reading and playing video games.” He shook his head. “I wasn’t ready for everything to change. Obviously, I knew it would, and soon. But I thought that figuring out the location of the genetics facility would give us a chance to get ahead of things and not reveal her identity to the galaxy.”

      “Sir, the Outworld Ranger is slowing down!”

      “That’s great news!”

      “They’re still going too fast, sir, with a danger of exploding or breaking apart. But there’s hope now.”

      Galen brightened when Siv relayed the news.

      “So, tell me more about this priestess,” he said.

      Siv recounted the entire tale, leaving nothing out.

      “Wow,” Galen said once Siv had finished, “I can’t believe you’re so…old.”

      “And crusty,” Mitsuki added.

      “I’ve read some of your father’s work.”

      “He was a brilliant man,” Siv agreed.

      “You know, I can never thank the two of you enough for risking your lives to save my daughters.”

      Siv shrugged, unsure how to respond. “Any updates, Silkster?”

      “Slowing but still in danger, and some strange interference keeps preventing me from making contact, so I can’t—”

      A red light overhead pulsed in tune with a blaring alarm.

      “Target lock!” Mitsuki cried out.

      “Shit!” Silky cursed. “How did he evade my sensors?!”

      “What the hell’s going on?” Tamzin demanded.

      Mitsuki jerked the control-stick hard left to evade. “Missile incoming!”

      A red dot flared in Siv’s system locator as the ScanField-3 registered a new ship only fifty kilometers away. The infiltrator class designation flashed beneath it.

      Kaleeb.

      “Evade!” Silky said.

      Mitsuki jerked the ship one direction then another. “I’m not a pilot!”

      “Attempting to jam the missile…and failing,” Silky said aloud.

      “Try the sonic burst again,” Siv told him.

      “It won’t work without an atmosphere to carry the sound, sir. And I doubt it would work a second time anyway.”

      “The missile’s closing in,” Tamzin said.

      “I can’t shake it!” Mitsuki shouted. “I can’t—”

      The shuttle bucked violently, and an explosive boom thundered through the ship. Lights throughout the vessel and on the control consoles flickered. Sparks flew from power relays along the ceiling and walls.

      "Power failing!" Silky said aloud. "Starboard engine destroyed. Outer hull breached. Shit. We’ve got a containment field failure. The inner hull is holding, but we're leaking atmospheric pressure from somewhere."

      “Controls are barely responsive,” Mitsuki said.

      “Vega owns our asses now,” Silky said. “We can’t take another hit. Even a glancing laser strike could take us out.”

      Tamzin cursed. “We’re goners.”
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      Silky's human companions couldn't appreciate everything he was doing to keep the dream alive. He executed trillions upon trillions of functions per second as he constantly scanned their surroundings and analyzed threat vectors and calculated possibilities while performing every countermeasure possible. He was also now serving as the shuttle's command-and-control model.

      Really, it was better that they had no idea. Humans hated feeling powerless, something he had in common with them. Of course, even his chippy friends couldn’t understand the extreme processing capabilities that enabled his pseudo-humanity. They could fathom the nature of his being no more than he could that of the Benevolence.

      And then there was Oona, who made absolutely no sense whatsoever—to anyone. He could only guess her purpose. And her seemingly unnatural abilities…he couldn't figure out the science behind them, much less how she managed to manifest them.

      She had jumped the Outworld Ranger into what seemed a sure and explosive doom. And with the strange interference surrounding the ship, he could do nothing to help. That equal parts drove him batshit and sparked him off. That ship was his as much as anyone else’s, save Octavian. It was his home. And it deserved far better than how she was treating it.

      Siv and Mitsuki and the Outworld Ranger. Those three things he valued above all else. Those three things he'd give his life for. Nothing less than the future of human civilization was more important.

      Unfortunately, that future was on the line.

      The Benevolence had created the greatest civilization to ever exist, Eyana had taught him that. But the nearly god-like AI had failed to protect it, and it was crumbling. Now Silky had a chance to undo it all and redeem AI-kind. He couldn’t screw this up.

      And he had to make sure Siv survived. He hadn't raised and protected the boy all these years just to see him die like this. Losing Eyana had crushed him. He’d had to remake himself to survive the loss. He doubted he could do it again if he lost Siv.

      The crew had slowed the Outworld Ranger, but only because they had manually restored access to thruster control. Nothing had changed as far as Oona’s nonsense was concerned. The engines were still going to rip the ship apart, and the fusion core was going to overload.

      "Why isn't Kaleeb taking the shot?" Mitsuki struggled with the control stick, cursing. "He tried to kill us before, and he owns our asses now.”

      Over the comm, Silky said, "We are bargaining chips now that the Outworld Ranger is here."

      "Why not waste us and go after them?" Siv asked.

      “Because he's almost certainly as confused as we are, given that the Outworld Ranger jumped halfway into the system and is moving at unprecedented speed. He knows it has to be Oona's doing but probably doesn’t realize she can't control it. Naturally, he's freaked out. Cause if she can do this, what else can she do?"

      The shuttle rattled and groaned as if it were being pulled apart at the seams.

      "Are we going to break up?” Tamzin gasped, struggling to breathe as the atmosphere thinned.

      "Maybe when we crash," Silky told her. "Mits, I've entered a flight path for you. Head toward the partially terraformed sixth moon. The ecosystem is rubbish—rocks and microbes—quite boring. But you can breathe the air. It's a fascinating project. The atmosphere is maintained by—"

      Oxygen masks deployed from the shuttle’s ceiling. "You’ll want to use those.” He decided to continue to distract them with his lecture. "Anyway, as I was saying. The moon's atmosphere—”

      A voice blared over their comm system as Vega used his infiltrator’s invasive communication array. Silky had very much enjoyed using that function on Eyana's infiltrator. Vega’s irritating growl made Silky wish he could gag.

      “Surrender and make the Outworld Ranger respond to me, or perish.”

      “Allow me, sir. I annoy them more.”

      "If you think that's for the best,” Siv gasped, “then by all means.”

      “Our surrender means nothing,” Silky responded. “We are helpless, and you know it. As for the Outworld Ranger, I am no more capable of communicating with them than you are. Well, I'm certain I’m more capable than you, which is no doubt why you're asking for my help. Still—”

      Another voice blasted through the comm channel. “That’s it, boss. I’ve had it. We’re doing them in. I’m making this call.”

      “Faisal, no!”

      “You can’t stop me!”

      Two things happened at once. First, the infiltrator’s lasers locked onto them. Second, the Outworld Ranger opened fire with its plasma cannon, forcing Kaleeb to evade as rapid-fire, high-strength shots came at him.

      The Outworld Ranger chucked out fire as if it were a freak battleship, or like Siv had that time he ate the meatballs from a food cart Silky warned him to avoid.

      “I thought Kaleeb wasn’t going to fire on us!” Mitsuki yelled.

      "He wasn’t,” Silky said, “but the sky-blade hates me, and I may have overplayed this one.”

      “You think?” Tamzin snapped.

      Silky wanted to snap back, but she was right this time. That had been reckless. Maybe the pressure was getting to him. Or maybe he’d grown cocky from complacency. Those were both human failings. Maybe he was getting closer to the very elusive dream of true sentience. Or maybe he was too human now?

      Kaleeb’s lasers opened up on them as he continued to dodge the Outworld Ranger’s plasma shots. Silky pumped as much power as possible into the shuttle’s engines, even at the risk of burning them out.

      “Hard right!”

      Mitsuki jerked the control stick, and the shuttle swerved. Vega’s shot sailed wide. If not for his need to evade plasma bolts, which were increasing in frequency and intensity, there was no way he would’ve missed.

      “What the hell are they doing?" Siv asked. “Those plasma shots are insane!”

      “Being clever, sir. They're siphoning power from the overloaded fusion core and pumping it into the quad plasma cannon. They’re delaying the inevitable and buying a few more minutes to give Oona a chance to fix the mess she’s made.”

      “How long can the cannon continue firing like that?” Tamzin asked.

      “It will burn out soon.” To Siv alone, he said, "In the meantime, we can enjoy the light show and the jig it's making Vega dance."

      The Outworld Ranger’s plasma cannon scored several solid hits on the infiltrator as it followed them toward the sixth moon.

      Unfortunately, this starkat and pony show had attracted a lot of attention. Most worrying was that of the Thousand Worlders who had adjusted the course of their small fleet so that they'd arrive at the sixth moon roughly twenty-two minutes after the shuttle crashed.

      They were so screwed. Screwed, screwed, screwed.

      "Dammit!" Mitsuki shouted, pounding both fists into the piloting console. "Controls are out. I'm done here. We're lined up for the moon but…" She pounded a fist into a palm to illustrate the result she expected.

      “Can we can bail under antigrav once we enter the atmosphere?” Siv asked.

      "Possibly and dangerously, sir. I'll let you know if it's an option. Hey, Batwings, if you'd be so kind as to not pound the piloting console to dust, you'll find a bright orange emergency landing button on its lower left side. Pressing it will enable the ship to land us using telemetry I provided to a dedicated thruster control module. We'll strike the surface hard, but with a solid chance of survival."

      While Mitsuki reached toward the button, trillions of calculations and predictions ran through his processors as he crunched possible outcomes, particularly noting the pounding the infiltrator's force field was taking and the evasion patterns Kaleeb was using. He examined the results and made an educated guess in favor of the second most likely outcome.

      “Mits, wait! Not yet.”

      “Wouldn’t sooner be better?”

      “For the chance of a happy landing, yes? But this is the last maneuver we can suddenly make. Keep your finger on the button but only press it on my signal."

      “What the hell?" Tamzin said.

      “Explain it to her, sir, I’m busy.”

      “Too busy to talk?” Siv chuckled. “Sure, that’s why.”

      While Siv explained the obvious, Silky ran calculations at a furious pace, trying every variable he could imagine. The results kept coming out the same with no new options for making things better.

      Silky reduced his simulations capacity by one percent and opened up a channel to the Solace. Master Oktara had been trying to contact him for several minutes.

      Oktara is proud and not easily swayed, he told himself. Tamp down the sarcasm, be diplomatic. Long ago, he had subroutines to help with such things. Maybe he should restore those from his factory settings for occasions such as this…

      The voltage pulse that he thought of as a smile ricocheted through him.

      "Master Oktara, I'm sorry for the delay. We've had more going on than even I can manage. What can I—”

      “I would like to know what the hell is going on! This situation does not look anything like what we discussed. I am not taking on a fleet from the Empire of a Thousand Worlds.”

      “Nothing in our agreement has changed. You don’t need to fight the Thousand Worlders."

      "You are on course to crash-land on the planet's sixth moon. If I take the time to stop and send down a rescue party, the Thousand Worlders will catch up, and I will have no choice but to fight them. My ship can withstand a lot of firepower now that it's fully functional again, but not that much."

      What irritated Silky most was that the man wasn’t wrong. It was hard to argue with someone who was logical and correct.

      “We agreed to an exchange, Master Oktara.”

      "Your own light cruiser jumped halfway into the system. How I have no idea, but if they can do that, then surely they can rescue you."

      “You would think so.”

      “Please, Master Silky, release me from your request, give me the rest of the information you have for us, and let us safely go on our way.”

      Master Silky…that had a nice ring to it.

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed how badly damaged the Outworld Ranger is after that jump, that its fusion drive is overloading, and that it’s speeding out of control. It’s quite possible they won’t be around five minutes from now.”

      “What are you proposing that I do? You know I cannot hold out against this enemy.”

      Immediately, he thought of a few harebrained schemes that would give the Solace a decent enough chance of taking on the Thousand Worlders and surviving just long enough to get the job done. But there was no way Oktara was going to agree to even the tamest of the schemes he had in mind. There was only one thing he could ask to which Oktara might agree.

      “Here’s what I humbly propose. Let’s assume the Outworld Ranger survives and rescues us and can slip off that moon despite the Thousand Worlds fleet…”

      “That is quite the assumption.”

      “Yes…well…if that happens, we will still need help escaping the system.”

      “I will not—”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” Silky snapped. “Bear with me here.”

      “Go on,” Oktara replied, irritation tainting his tone.

      “All I ask is that you maintain your cloak, swing around the planet, and return to our agreed upon rendezvous point, or very near it anyway.”

      “To what end?”

      “The Outworld Ranger is heavily damaged, its shields are shot, the plasma cannon will soon be gone. Even if we can get off that moon, we don’t stand a chance of escaping the system without your help. And before you say it, I’m not asking you to fight the Thousand Worlders.”

      “That fleet will still be there.”

      “Here’s what I want. Let us match our speed to yours and clamp onto the belly of the Solace. Your shields and cloaking will give us a chance to escape. You will catch fire along the way, but nothing you cannot handle.”

      “I do not—”

      “Look, Master Oktara, I am going to give you the information I found in good faith. Swing around the planet and give us a chance. If we can’t get into a position where we can clamp onto your hull, then you can keep going on. No hard feelings.”

      Oktara took several labored breaths. “I am promising nothing, Master Silky.” He sighed heavily. “But we will try.”

      “I can ask for nothing more. Thank you, Master Oktara.”

      “Regardless, know that I appreciate all that you have done for my people. I can never thank you enough.”

      Yet you still want to turn your back on us. Silky restrained himself from pointing that out, in excruciating detail and in long sentences punctuated with expletives.

      “You will be forever in our prayers and an integral part of our history.”

      Great, pompous asses will celebrate me. If he’d had eyes, Silky would have rolled them.

      “I beamed the information I found to you.”

      “I appreciate you not holding that over us.”

      Silky had considered holding it out, and he wanted to. Maybe he should. He understood why the Benevolence hadn't told them, but he appreciated the situation Master Oktara was in. Silky, perhaps too human now, couldn’t hide it from them. They had a right to know the truth.

      The question now was how would Oktara react when he learned the truth? And would he be willing to take a huge risk to save the only chippy who could help him figure out the rest of their history? Silky ran his human behavior probability equations. The result was basically a coin toss. Based on the odds they’d survived on for the last two weeks, that practically sounded like a guarantee.

      The ScanField-3 lit up as the strange interference patterns around the Outworld Ranger surged in strength.

      The Outworld Ranger released an awe-inspiring barrage of mega-bolts right as Kaleeb lined up another shot. Silky carefully analyzed Kaleeb’s flight pattern and the buildup of energy in his infiltrator’s dual-laser cannon.

      "Now, Wings!” Silky shouted.

      She pressed the button, and the ship turned sharply. Their dodge spared them from a direct hit, but Kaleeb's point-blank laser blast scorched across the shuttle’s starboard hull, opening a meter-long, half-meter-wide wound.
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      The transport shuttle’s sad excuse for a plasma window containment system failed to seal the breach in its starboard side. With a fierce howl, the remaining atmosphere vented out into space.

      Clothing snapped. Equipment rattled. The straps holding them into their seats creaked. The tubes leading from the ceiling to the oxygens masks threatened to tear loose.

      One of the seat cushions broke free and slammed into the gap in the ship's side. As it folded in on itself, the howl of vanishing atmosphere turned into a high-pitched shriek. Then, suddenly, the last of the air was gone, and silence engulfed his human companions. It didn’t matter to him, except to the extent that it mattered to Siv and Mitsuki. For him, sound was just another environmental cue to be measured and analyzed.

      Kaleeb weaved desperately through the wild scatter of plasma mega-bolts storming from the Outworld Ranger. Despite his piloting skills and the maneuverability of his infiltrator, he couldn’t avoid them all. A fiery burst knocked out his shields and slammed into his ship’s aft section. That glancing blow engulfed the infiltrator in flames and sent it spinning out of control.

      “Hell yeah!” Mitsuki shouted to everyone except poor, chippy-less Galen. “They nailed his ass!”

      A brief smile flicked across Siv’s face, and he sighed with relief. Tamzin clapped, her hands striking silently in the void. Galen’s death grip on the armrests eased for a moment. Silky saw no reason to celebrate this diamond found amidst the sewage. The next moment proved him right.

      The Outworld Ranger’s plasma cannon erupted, and Silky’s every electron winced as fire and debris spurted from the top of the light cruiser.

      “‘Nevolence!” Siv and Mitsuki both cursed, seeing the readout in their HUD’s, followed by a distant, blurry video provided by the ScanField-3.

      Siv sat upright. “Are they—”

      Kaleeb’s infiltrator exploded in a blinding white burst as its fusion core detonated. The resulting shockwave rammed into the shuttle, sending it tumbling off-course. The thrusters, guided by the automated crash-landing routine, struggled as they realigned the shuttle.

      Even Silky’s quantum processors strained to keep up with all the data pouring in at once—receiving, processing, and analyzing as fast as possible then providing a scroll of readouts to Siv and Mitsuki’s HUDs. It was, unfortunately, more than they could parse giving the situation, and so they hit him with a barrage of questions. Tamzin, too.

      “Everyone aboard the Outworld Ranger is safe and whole,” he told them. “No one sustained anything worse than minor cuts and burns, except Seneca who’s badly damaged.”

      “Will he be okay?” Siv asked.

      “All I can say, sir, is that his transponder is still online.”

      “What about the ship?”

      “Stable and operational, but the damage is extensive. The quad plasma cannon is gone. The top of the ship has suffered significant structural damage. Atmosphere’s leaking from the weapons bay and from cargo bay 1. The shields, the flak cannon, and the railgun are damaged and offline. And I’m only talking about damage from the cannon explosion. Oona’s stunt did far more, though less obvious, harm to my…our ship.”

      Gav detected the worry from the others, but Siv gave him a thumbs-up along with a pat on the shoulder, and mouthed, “The girls are okay.”

      “There is good news. The fusion drive has powered down to normal. The excess heat dissipated in a wave of strange blue flames. The twin ion engines cooled and returned to normal maximum burn. Full control of the ship was restored to the AI and bridge command. Plus, the interference that prevented me from contacting them vanished.”

      Siv breathed a massive sigh of relief and mouthed to Galen, "Oona did it. The Outworld Ranger's no longer in danger of blowing up."

      It took three attempts for Galen to understand, but once he did, tears streamed from his eyes as he clasped his hands together and shook them vigorously. As if they were somehow safe now. The overloading fusion drive wasn’t going to destroy his ship anymore. But the Thousand Worlders could still finish the job any minute.

      “I've already conveyed your well wishes and gratitude to the others,” Silky told them, heading off the statement Siv began to prepare. “Forgive me for taking the liberty.”

      “And Kaleeb?” Mitsuki asked. “Is he dead? For real this time?”

      “As far as I know, yes. But I can’t detect any trace of him or the sky-blade on a level-five scan, not with all the interference from these explosions, so…I have no idea. The important thing is that he no longer poses a—”

      A strange blip of static registered on the scan…once…twice…a third time. Each time it grew weaker. He couldn't identify the source, but there was definitely something about it that bugged him. It seemed familiar, but he could not place it. He imagined this was what it was like for a biological to have an itch they could not scratch. The signal disappeared. Not having the time or focus to properly analyze it, he followed procedure and marked it as "WOW" then filed it away.

      "Any chance we can bail on the crash routine and land this bucket in the Outworld Ranger’s loading bay instead?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Not a chance, and the shuttle’s too big for that anyway.”

      Siv nodded toward the tear in the shuttle’s hull. “Didn’t you say the moon had an atmosphere?”

      "I did, sir. And entry's going to be a human roast, sir. I'm working on the proper solution as we speak."

      “Could we fly into the Solace?” Siv asked.

      “If we had the maneuverability and engines enough, yes. But I'm afraid, at this point, crashing is the only option we have."

      Silky had just given the same explanation to crew aboard the Outworld Ranger.

      He scanned and reanalyzed everything, metaphorically frowned at the WOW signal, then consulted with Artemisia and Rosie to perfect his calculations.

      The shuttle was only five minutes away from plunging into the sixth moon’s atmosphere. The air might be thin, but there was enough of it to cook anyone on the bridge upon entry.

      "Okay, team, to survive entry we need to retreat to the crew compartment. It's currently sealed, so we're going to have to hang tight through a bit of explosive decompression. Opening the door in 3…2…1."

      The door slid back, and a rush of air stormed through the bridge. The cushion in the gap collapsed in on itself and ripped free, taking with it more of the ship, the hole expanding by half a meter in every direction. It was good thing Siv had rolled that unconscious pilot down the boarding ramp when they first got on board.

      “Okay, everyone, release your seatbelt, stand, and detach the oxygen canister from the ceiling. A quick twist to the left then pull downward. Quickly! We don't have much time!”

      Siv helped Galen and Tamzin into the crew compartment then followed them in.

      Mitsuki hesitated in the piloting chair. “Do I need to do anything?”

      “It’s all automated, Wings. And we’re back on course now. All we can do is wait it out.”

      And hope.

      Once she was inside, Silky closed the door. “In the lockers to either side of the entry here, you will find environmental suits. Get them on. Fast. Then take the seats near the rear exit and strap in. Hurry!”

      Siv grabbed a suit from the locker then hefted the oxygen canister in his other hand. “This might be tricky.”

      Silky loved humans but sometimes their limited knowledge was tiring. “There are magnets on the top of the canisters. Fix them to the ceiling while you dress. Then take the mask off, hold your breath, and deploy the environmental suit’s helmet.”

      “Are you sure we’ll survive the heat back here?” Tamzin asked.

      “With the environmental suits on, I believe you will be okay.”

      “And the impact?” Mitsuki asked.

      “This section is heavily armored, based on the premise that once the shuttle lands an enemy will concentrate their firepower on this section. Unless something goes wrong, you should survive. I can’t promise there won’t be injuries, though.”

      Siv finished donning the black and gray environmental suit. The armor padding was minimal, but any help they could get on impact would be worthwhile. Heat shielding was the key now. The helmets would also be useful to prevent smoke inhalation if the vessel caught fire.

      “You’re cutting a handsome look in this, sir.”

      “Bite me, Silkster.”

      “If I could I would, sir.”

      Siv helped Mitsuki who had to accommodate her wings using the one suit on the shuttle designed with wakyrans in mind.

      Meanwhile, Silky contacted the Outworld Ranger. He’d told Artemisia and Rosie everything already, but he wanted to personally reiterate everything to the humans onboard. At least there he could use the com system to speak out loud.

      "Kyralla, I provided Rosie with our expected crash-landing coordinates. Also, be on the lookout for anything…unusual. I picked up a strange frequency earlier. I've lost it now, and it could be nothing, but a lot is going on, so be careful."

      “I’ll watch for anything weird,” Tekeru said. “A little human intuition couldn’t hurt, right?”

      “Sure,” Silky lied. He’d seen as many situations ruined by human instincts as made better.

      “What’s going on with the Hydrogenists?” Bishop asked. “They aren’t slowing.”

      “One second… Okay, Bartimaeus can now answer that question for you. Kyralla, don’t get overeager. I'm giving you high probability estimates. Wait till we hit before coming in. Check the readings carefully. If the shuttle explodes, and you are—”

      With tremendous irony, a boom rocked the shuttle as the port engine unexpectedly blew. "Son of a chippy maker!”

      Siv, Mitsuki, and the other two had finished putting on their suits but hadn’t reached their seats yet. The blast tossed them around the crew cabin as the ship spun like a tea plate in a tempest.

      Eventually, Galen flew into Siv who helped him into the seat beside him. Mitsuki crawled into the seat across from Siv, and Tamzin thrust herself into the next one over. Terror on their faces, Galen's especially, they strapped themselves in. Silky had wanted them in the last seats in the back, expecting a nose-first crash. But now, whirling wildly, the midsection seats seemed as good as any.

      “Don’t panic. Everyone on the shuttle is still fine," Silky said as calmly as he could manage. "Form a recovery team. I'll keep you apprised of our landing estimates. Extraction could potentially take too long so you may need to bail on us to escape the—"

      “That’s not happening,” Oona stated stubbornly. “We are going to rescue you.”

      “Your choice,” Silky replied. “But do not do anything stupid with your powers again!”

      The shuttle entered the moon’s atmosphere. “Time to impact, forty-three seconds, people.”

      Mitsuki nodded sedately. Tamzin closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Siv squeezed the armrests.

      “What are our chances this time, Silkster?”

      “About the same as last time, sir.”

      Siv laughed. “That bad, huh?”

      “Or good, sir.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “We’ve survived crummy odds this far, sir. So it’s really all about perspective.”

      “Maybe, Silkster. Maybe. But something’s off. I can’t describe it, but I can feel it in my gut. And my guardian amulet’s heating up."

      “All of you is heating, sir. You’re just understandably worried, and it’s making your guts warble. We have more than enough trouble. Don’t try to borrow more.”

      The door leading to the cockpit glowed a fiery red.

      Tamzin tried to wipe her brow but instead bumped her hand against the faceplate of her suit. "It's getting hot in here.”

      "Nothing we can do about it," Mitsuki said. She had it the best since her skin was naturally heat and radiation resistant.

      The shuttle tumbled awkwardly through the atmosphere like a fish on land, only in the air. Silky cursed to himself. That sounded stupid. Sometimes metaphors and similes failed him. Such human things those. He did his best to guide the shuttle’s thrusters, updating the steering algorithms constantly, rewriting entire lines of code for the subroutines nanosecond by nanosecond, but there was little those tiny jet engines could do given the circumstances.

      “Brace yourself, everyone! Impact in five…four…three…two…one…”

      With a heavy starboard lean, the nose of the shuttle crashed into the ground at a thirty-five-degree angle. Voices cried out as a boom rent the air. Bodies tested their harnesses as they thrust upward and to the side only to slam back into the seats. Metal tore, and debris flew as the front of the ship crumpled in like a tin can under a heavy boot.
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      Amidst the dust, smoke, and electrical interference, Silky tried to make sense of the situation, but the static made that difficult, and the ScanField-3 was offline.

      It was cycling power, so it wasn't dead. ‘Nevolence, he hoped that scanner array was okay. Losing it would be like a human going partially deaf and blind. He'd come to depend so much on it that he didn't know how to get by only using a chippy's standard sensing capabilities, albeit those of the most highly advanced model ever constructed.

      The ScanField-3 had originally belonged to Eyana, and everything she had owned, everything that she had touched, was precious to him. As was Siv, who was thankfully alive after the crash. That was the most important thing. He couldn’t lose the boy. He just couldn’t.

      The life-scan reading indicated Siv had suffered extensive bruising, a cracked rib, and a minor concussion. Given the severity of the impact, that was an excellent result. He was conscious but still in that phase where he was dazed and confused.

      Mitsuki was alive, which delighted him. Galen made it through, which was good for the mission and the girls. Tamzin, unfortunately, had survived as well. He could’ve done without her.

      A shard of steel protruded from the wall, penetrating Mitsuki's right wing membrane. Her wings poked out from the environmental suit by design. Her faceplate was cracked but hadn't failed. She favored her left arm, cradling it across her chest, but he couldn't detect a break of any kind.

      Blood specks dotted the interior of Tamzin's faceplate, probably caused by the dent in the side of her helmet. She gripped her right shoulder and winced.

      Galen's right foot was pinned between two metal plates jutting up from the floor. A shard broken off from one had sliced into his right calf, and blood flowed out from the suit. Silky couldn't yet tell how bad that wound was or how badly Galen was pinned.

      The anemic, red emergency lights flickered once…twice…then gave up, abandoning them to utter darkness. Silky deployed the spy-flies to illuminate the compartment with their emergency LEDs and to gather more data on the crunched-in cabin with its bulging walls, cracked ceiling, and injured passengers.

      He attempted to connect with the Outworld Ranger, but with the ScanField-3 offline, he couldn't reach them. If they followed his instructions, they should be landing nearby soon. He had no idea how far off course the shuttle was, but it definitely hadn't crashed in the midst of the broad open plain he'd planned on. The shuttle had struck rock or earth several times as it crashed.

      “Silkster?”

      “With you, sir.”

      “Everyone alive?”

      “And whole, sir, if a little worse for the wear…yet again.”

      He delivered a status report to Siv, Mitsuki, and Tamzin. Then he sent another reboot command to the ScanField-3. His hopes rose as the operating system initialized but then collapsed when it crashed before loading. He started a detailed analysis. He couldn’t see any external damage, so the cause was either internal damage or a firmware problem.

      Siv triggered the release for his seat’s harness then made the mistake of stretching. He drew in a sharp breath and tears welled in his eyes. “Shit-damn. Are you sure I’m not hurt worse?”

      “Every part of you from your toenails to your spleen to your skull absorbed kinetic energy from that impact, sir. That’s going to smart. Be thankful you’re not suffering from internal bleeding and a severe concussion. And by the way, shit-damn…good one, sir.”

      Siv scooted to the edge of his seat, drawing in another shallow breath. “Mitsuki, do you need some help getting free?”

      “I’d appreciate it,” she gasped. “I don’t want to make the tear worse. My wings heal slowly."

      Siv shambled across and knelt to examine the puncture. Silky guided one of the spy-flies over to assist. “Even using my smart-lenses, I can’t see much. The drone just isn’t putting out enough light. Silkster, can you enhance the image for me.”

      “You’re seeing the enhanced image, sir.”

      “There’s a c|slate and a flashlight in my—” Mitsuki cursed. "I left my pack in the cockpit. Guess it’s smashed now.”

      “Actually, Wings, it flew out into space during the second explosive decompression.”

      “You could’ve told me it wasn’t secured, Circuits.”

      It was always the same with his human friends. They had no appreciation for all that he was doing, and so they thought he should know everything. "I'm not omniscient."

      Tamzin stumbled over to Galen and stroked his cheek tenderly. "You okay?"

      "Banged up…again,” he moaned. “My foot’s stuck and…I think Tekk Reaper torture would have done me in faster.”

      “Don’t talk like that.” She squatted to check on his foot, and Silky brought a drone in close to give her light and get a more accurate reading for himself.

      "We’re going to need to cut it free," Silky told her. “And carefully. There’s a torch in the toolkit, in the cabinet where you got the environmental suits. I’ll send you the data from my scan.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I can cut him free with my chippy’s help.”

      “Sure. Go ahead. You’ll figure out that his foot is turned sharply to the side when you cut into it. You’ll probably also discover that your chippy didn’t know that.”

      “Fine," she growled as she limped toward the supply cabinet. “Send me your data.”

      Siv further brightened and enhanced the live feed Silky provided him in his HUD. Silky didn’t see how that was supposed to help. It just made the image blurry. If he had more time or resources to spare, he would’ve animated an accurate overlay.

      "You're not going to enjoy this, Mits.”

      “I didn’t expect to, Sivvy.”

      “We can pull you forward carefully and try to match this jagged piece to the hole, or we can take the time to cut the end off and maybe—”

      “Is there more than one torch?” she asked.

      “Just the one,” Silky told her.

      “Then we don’t have time. Galen has to be cut free. I don’t, and I’ll live.”

      Siv eased her forward. She gritted her teeth and groaned as the piece tore through more of her wing membrane. Luckily, the tear didn’t cross any veins, nerves, or tendons.

      “How did your wing end up spread out like this?” Siv asked her.

      “Force of the crash, I guess." She glanced around. “What now? Tamzin, do you need help?”

      A fiery glow ignited from the torch. “No.” She lowered the torch then paused and glanced back at Mitsuki and softly muttered, “Thank you.”

      Silky filed away his surprise at Tamzin being a decent human. “I suggest trying to open the door.”

      Siv and Mitsuki stumbled to the rear of the compartment, stepping over a fallen beam that would have crushed their skulls if they’d sat where Silky wanted them to.

      Life on the knife’s edge. Between Siv’s Shadowslip missions and Eyana’s Empathic Services deployments, Silky was no stranger to it. But he'd never danced along the blade so intensely or with so much at stake. If it were possible for a chippy to have a nervous breakdown, he would’ve had one by now. Thankfully, he’d not become that human and hoped he never would.

      Siv triggered the electronic release for the door. Nothing happened. Mitsuki pulled the manual release lever on the right side. A grinding sound offered a moment of hope, but only a moment. Siv yanked the release on the left, and the door budged again. They heaved at it in tandem, and it lowered enough for a faint line of bluish light to shine through.

      The ScanField-3 rebooted again, and this time the operating system loaded. According to the initial diagnostic, it was functioning at forty percent standard capacity. That worried him, but it would be enough to allow him to contact the Outworld Ranger, once the diagnostic routine completed in one hundred and forty-two seconds.

      Tamzin shut off the torch, set it aside, and wiped sweat from her brow. “Got it.”

      Galen carefully pulled his foot free and examined the damage. Silky hovered a drone nearby to get a better read on it.

      “Ambassador dude got lucky, sir. Nothing severe, no permanent damage. Just the bruising and scraping that seems to be a continual part of your existence these days. He’s going to be limping even more than before, though.”

      Siv relayed the information as Galen, aided by Tamzin, hobbled over to join them.

      “Can we help?” Galen asked.

      Siv studied the door. “You and Tamzin pull on the levers. Mits and me, we’ll shoulder into it.”

      “Your shoulders must feel better than mine,” Mitsuki complained as she got into position.

      On a count of three, they gave it their all. The door moved outward and down by five centimeters then stopped. All four collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.

      “I don’t think it’s going any further,” Siv said. “Is something blocking it, Silkster?”

      “I’m scanning now, sir.”

      “You hadn’t scanned the nearby area already?” Siv asked with absolute shock in his tone.

      “The ScanField-3 was offline, sir. Did you miss the status alert in your HUD?”

      “Shit. No. Is it okay?”

      “I think it’s going to need minor repairs to regain full functionality, sir,” he snapped. “And please, check your status alerts. I can’t tell you everything all the time.”

      Siv groaned. “I’m doing my best, Silkster. I’m not a machine.”

      Silky regretted his tone but not his message. Siv was too used to having everything spelled out for him. Usually, that wasn’t a problem, but there was just too much going on right now.

      The area analysis from the ScanField-3 loaded. Shitty shit shit. They’d crashed way far off-target. Instead of the open plain he’d picked out, they’d struck dirt within a narrow canyon, which explained the bumps near the end on the way down. The Outworld Ranger was larger than the shuttle. It wouldn’t be able to land beside them as planned.

      “Unfortunately, sir, there’s a boulder blocking the door. It can’t extend any further. The only solution is to cut our way out. Tamzin, how attached to your laser rifle are you?”

      “I could buy another.”

      “Good, because we’ll need it once the blowtorch burns out.”

      “I have another suggestion,” Mitsuki said, drawing a round disc from the supply cabinet. “I found two shaped charges in here. B says they’d be safe to use for punching our way out of here.”

      Silky chastised himself for being too preoccupied to think of that. Of course, the shuttle would have one or two of those in stock. He needed to focus on the most critical readings and variables in play at the moment. He needed to ignore the Thousand Worlds fleet, the Hydrogenists, the other players, and the WOW signal that he'd just picked up again.

      “Good work, Wings! Those are designed for situations exactly like this.”

      Mitsuki eased toward the exit. There was a slight limp to her step, from a strained achilles he suspected. “So, we just place one against the door and activate it?”

      “Place it on the starboard side, Wings, a meter back from the exit.”

      “Why not on the door?” Tamzin asked as Mitsuki starting placing it according to the instructions he’d beamed to B. Mitsuki and Siv trusted him to know best.

      “I’m concerned the boulder could cause blowback in the explosion.”

      While she placed the charge, Silky spoke with the Outworld Ranger crew and told them everyone was safe and alive, just banged up to hell and back again.

      “What took you so long to communicate with us?” Kyralla snapped. “We were extremely worried. That shuttle’s a wreck. Honestly, I don’t know how you all survived.”

      “Troop transports are built on the assumption that many will go down hard in battle. As for the lack of contact, the ScanField-3 was offline for the first several minutes. I didn’t even realize how bad the terrain was until a minute ago.”

      “It’s awful,” Bishop agreed.

      “I have identified a landing point and a safe approach,” Artemisia said. “But there aren’t many. You threaded a needle going into that canyon.”

      “I can pilot the route she chose, but only just with the ship in this shape,” Kyralla said. She then switched off her connection to Silky, which made him smile. For some reason he couldn’t explain, her finding his personality off-putting brought him joy.

      “The landing point is forty meters from the shuttle’s aft,” Artemisia said.

      “We’ve picked up your WOW signal,” Rosie said, “and it’s heading this way, but we still can’t make sense of it. It doesn’t match anything I have on record. Sending our readings to you for analysis.”

      “Mr. Bishop and I applied some human intuition to the signal but couldn’t come up with anything either,” Tekeru said.

      “Looking at the data you captured and what I’m getting now, I think it’s a masking signal.”

      “So it’s going to be an enemy closing in on us,” Bishop said.

      "I would think so," Silky replied. "Oona, has it tickled your mojo?"

      “I sense that it means us harm,” she answered, “but that’s all I’ve got…so far.”

      “That’s enough to know we should be extra concerned,” Silky replied. “Keep watching.”

      He informed his chippy companions about the plan to blast their way out of the shuttle. Then he used the data he had available to slightly alter Mitsuki’s placement of the explosive charge.

      “Okay, it’s set.” She smiled. “Luck of the Star Gods upon us.” It was a line from one of Silky’s favorite movies.

      “Thanks for that, Wings.”

      Crouching and covering their heads, the four humans huddled in the front corner on the same side as the shaped charge. Silky triggered the device. With a loud pop and a crunch of metal, it punched a hole in the side of the shuttle. A minimal spray of plastic and steel shards kicked back inside the compartment.

      As everyone stood, rocks began to tumble and slide outside, pounding into the shuttle’s starboard side as dust flowed into the crew compartment through the hole they’d blasted open.
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      As the dust settled, light spilled into the crew compartment. Large rocks had piled up just outside, beneath a thick layer of debris. Siv raced over to the two-meter-wide opening, looked out, and groaned. "Silkster, what happened?"

      Silky analyzed the collapse using the diminished ScanField-3. "I failed to recognize the fragility of the canyon wall, sir. The blast hit a fracture, and that lead to collapse."

      “You miscalculated?” Tamzin snapped. “How could this be? Aren’t you the great expert on rocks collapsing?”

      “In tunnels, asshole,” Silky responded. “I can’t know everything, especially when I’m working with limited resources.”

      “Well, are we screwed?” Mitsuki asked.

      Siv poked his head out through the hole into the partially lit area just outside then snapped it back as he realized a boulder was lodged precipitously over his head. Silky sometimes wondered how he’d kept the boy alive so long.

      “I think we could dig our way out,” Siv said, “but it would take way too much time.”

      “There’s got to be a better way,” Mitsuki said. “Silkster?”

      Silky didn't answer because he suddenly had another thing to worry about. The WOW signal was closing in, and now that he could get a better reading on it, he was sure it was a Terran Federation masking pattern. A special ops team? They hadn't seen any Feds involved in this since Ekaran IV, but it was only a matter of time before they rejoined the mix. That was his best guess anyway.

      He consulted with Artemisia and Rosie then updated the crew of the Outworld Ranger on the shuttle’s status as the light-cruiser touched down forty-six meters away. Kyralla had skirted dangerously close to one jagged outcrop, sapping the one percent that had made it back into the ship’s force field. Otherwise, she had done an excellent job bringing in the ship, considering that two out of eight maneuvering thrusters were offline while another functioned at thirty-two percent capacity.

      “The best thing would be to place the second charge against the ceiling,” Silky told them.

      “Why didn’t we start with that?” Tamzin demanded.

      "Because I thought it would be easier to climb out through the side given how injured everyone is, and I didn't think about the environmental suits having antigrav units, and I didn't notice the fault in the canyon wall. I'm not perfect, you know, and I've got a lot of balls in the air."

      “Are you okay, Silkster?” Siv asked privately.

      “I hope so, sir.”

      Mitsuki retrieved the other shaped charge. “Where should I place it, professor?”

      “Toward the front. The shuttle’s at an angle. Fragments are less likely to fall back down on you that way…not that any would fall back onto you since you can crowd into the back and—”

      “For ‘Nevolence’s sake!” Tamzin shouted. “We should have done that to begin with. I don’t think you’re nearly as clever as you claim. You’re—”

      “I’m doing my ‘Nevolence-damned best to keep you all alive—constantly! You have so many enemies and challenges to deal with. You have no idea how much I’m doing or how much I’ve done. Not a clue.”

      Tamzin cursed. “Sure, you’ve come up with some clever ideas and saved our asses. I’ll give you that. But you’ve also gotten into us into trouble just as much with your bullshit schemes replicating movie plots and—”

      “Say one more word,” Silky seethed. He’d absolutely had it with her and couldn’t take anymore. “I dare you.”

      A malevolent gleam sparked in Tamzin’s eyes. “One more—”

      Her choice. He sent the pulse to her chippy, and Tamzin fell to her knees crying out, with her hands clapped over her ears. As if that would do any good when he had full access to her auditory nerves. If only all their enemies would grant him access to their chippies…

      “Make it stop!” she screamed. “Make it stop!”

      “Silkster! I don’t know what you’re doing, but you need to stop!”

      Silky ended the blood-curdling scream he'd projected into Tamzin using his access to her dumbass chippy. He'd pulled the cry from one of his favorite classic movies.

      “Explain yourself,” Siv said on a channel that only included him and Mitsuki.

      As Galen squatted to check on Tamzin, Silky told them what he’d done.

      “Look, I don’t like her either,” Wings said, “and I agree she was riding your ass, but that was uncalled for and just way too much.”

      “I’m a lot older than the both of you, and I do not appreciate being chastised as if I were a child.”

      “What’s got you off your game?” she asked.

      “I really am dealing with a lot of things at once. Plus… I don’t know how to describe it, but something’s affecting me, making me tense up, making it harder to keep up with everything.”

      “That sounds like stress,” Siv said with an odd note of surprise in his voice. “And maybe you’ve never been stressed out before. I get it. But that’s not the way to handle things.”

      “Maybe it is stress, sir.” Partly, he believed that it was. But there was something else at play. Ever since they had met Tamzin, he had felt…different somehow. Repeated trips through wraith space and two trips through the wormhole may have adversely affected him. He needed to do a full reboot and maintenance cycle, but he didn't have anything like the kind of time that would take.

      “You need to focus on the most immediate problems,” Mitsuki said. “Worry about the present, not twenty minutes from now.”

      “If I did that, then you’d all have died days ago. But your point is valid. One problem at a time is where we’re at right now.”

      The link to Tamzin’s chippy winked out as she “permanently” severed the connection. Silky laughed. As if that were going to stop him now that he’d inserted a trojan in her chippy’s firmware.

      “How were you able to do that anyway?” Siv asked. “I thought she only gave you communications access.”

      “I seized additional access to see if I could learn anything important, but she doesn’t let her chippy record anything, so I got nothing for my efforts. Although, refusing to let your chippy record when it has more than enough storage is sufficiently suspicious in my book.”

      “You do realize you’ve made things a lot worse at a time when we can’t afford such nonsense,” Siv said.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’d just had enough of her attitude. And I—”

      Tamzin leaped up and leveled her blaster at Siv. “Take the chippy out now and hand it over to me, or we’re finished here.”

      In a flash, Mitsuki forced the barrel of her plasma pistol against Tamzin’s right temple. “That chippy is my best friend, and you are the only one here who isn’t necessary. Trust me, I won’t hesitate to splatter your brains on the wall if you act against my friends.”

      Galen stood and edged forward with his hands held out in a pleading gesture. “I don’t understand what’s happened here, but I think we can all agree that this is not the answer to the situation. Tamzin, put your gun down.”

      “But they started this,” she argued.

      "That does not matter, Tam. Tensions are high because of the danger we are in, but none of us here are enemies. So let's calmly settle this."

      “Silky, apologize to Tamzin.”

      Silky beamed as sincere an apology as he could manage to Tamzin’s chippy. She accepted the message but did not respond. She did, however, lower her gun. Mitsuki did likewise and stepped away.

      “We will settle this later,” Tamzin seethed.

      “Peacefully,” Galen said. “We have many enemies and few friends. We can’t afford to turn against each other.”

      “I’m sorry Silky did what he did,” Siv said. “He will not do it again.”

      Mitsuki placed the charge, and they huddled in the back. Silky explained what they were doing to the Outworld Ranger crew who had already exited the ship, except for Oona who remained on the boarding ramp due to Kyralla’s vehement insistence that she do so.

      The charge popped a new hole in the shuttle.

      “See, nothing bad happened this time,” Tamzin stated pointedly. “This was definitely—”

      The shuttle vibrated. Sparks shot out through the non-functional lights along the ceiling, bursting them. A sizzling sounded menacingly beyond the door leading to the crunched cockpit.

      “Out now!” Silky yelled, sending his words to Tamzin as well, bypassing her chippy’s firewall.

      “What’s going on?” Siv asked.

      “The blast set off a chain reaction through the power conduits, sir! And it’s going to be bad.”

      “How bad?” Mitsuki asked as she ushered Galen to the hole in the roof, sparks falling onto them along the way. She activated the antigrav for his environmental suit and boosted him upward.

      “I have no idea yet!” Silky returned. “Just go!”

      Tamzin glared at Siv but said nothing.

      Galen caught onto the edge and pulled himself up onto the roof. “Hurry!” he shouted as he slid down the shuttle’s side. “It looks bad out here.”

      “You next!” Mitsuki said to Tamzin.

      Not hesitating to take advantage of the offer, Tamzin leaped up and crawled out.

      “You next, Sivvy. Don’t argue.”

      Siv made it up and cursed once he saw the sparks firing off from exposed conduits on the roof and flames spurting out from the cockpit, through the hole Kaleeb’s laser had torn.

      He helped Mitsuki up, and they slid down to join Galen and Tamzin who were hurrying away from the shuttle toward the Outworld Ranger.

      “Move, move, move!” Silky said. “The shuttle core’s going to blow!”

      “Can we escape to wraith space?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Not here!” Tamzin said.

      Hobbled as they were, their desperate sprint away from the shuttle was a pitiful effort. It reminded Silky of the time he and Eyana had scouted an alien world where intentionally crippled beings were forced to race one another. He'd never understood the point of a sport where the contestants moved slowly. Similarly, those poor athletes had faced death since the loser of each race was executed.

      Tekeru, Bishop, Kyralla, and Octavian were rushing toward them. Silky ordered them to peel back.

      With the rush of a geyser, the core spewed coolant.

      “Hit the ground!” Silky cried out. They were twenty meters away from the shuttle. He hoped it was far enough.

      Mitsuki tackled Galen, who couldn’t hear the order. The core’s control fields failed. It imploded with a muffled pop then exploded outward, blasting the shuttle apart.

      Silky’s companions covered their heads as fiery debris rained through the canyon. Fortunately, the shuttle’s angle combined with the core’s forward mounting sent most of the blast in the opposite direction from them.

      Cabling, insulation, metal bits, and plastic shards fell upon and around them, but no injuries worse than a scrape or bruise resulted from it. Five meters back, a large chunk of debris simmered. Had they moved any slower, Siv and Galen would now be dead and Mitsuki would at best be missing a wing. It was unfortunate it hadn’t struck Tamzin, though.

      “What the hell caused that?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The vibration from the second charge jammed two exposed wires together, causing a chain reaction. Completely unpredictable. The Benevolence might have seen it coming right away…maybe. It would’ve taken me an hour of simulations to see that possibility.”

      Siv dusted debris and dirt off his environmental suit. “It’s okay, Silkster. No one’s blaming you.”

      “Are you sure about that, sir?”

      “I’m not blaming you,” Tamzin said. “This time.”

      Twenty meters away, the Outworld Ranger crew got up and started toward them. Explosion be damned, Octavian had never paused and had nearly reached them. ‘Nevolence bless that cog. He was supremely annoying and admirable all at once. The upgrade Silky had sent to his AI a century ago hadn’t hurt, of course.

      The WOW signal peaked then disappeared when it reached the atmosphere…only to be replaced by a signal Silky knew far too well, even if it were partial and disrupted. Silky spewed every nasty curse he knew as the cloaked forward section of Vega’s infiltrator entered the moon’s atmosphere, powered by a small ion engine and secondary thrusters. Its speed and steering were poor but sufficient.

      “What’s the hell’s going on?” Siv asked.

      “It’s gotta be bad,” Mitsuki said. “Some of those phrases made me blush.”

      “Oh shit,” Siv muttered, eyes locked onto the locator in his HUD. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yes. Get to the ship! Now!”

      Octavian reached Galen and pulled out his medical kit, only to be confused when Mitsuki pulled Galen to his feet and told him to run. The cog sputtered a storm of angry bleeps.

      “Back to the ship, Octavian,” Silky told him, explaining the situation in a data burst.

      “That’s the designation for Kaleeb’s ship,” Kyralla said hollowly, seeing the info Silky was now beaming to everyone. “How could he have survived that explosion?”

      “He must’ve separated the ship’s forward section just before the plasma bolt impacted.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible,” Artemisia said.

      “Neither did I,” Silky replied. “I’m guessing it’s a secret, experimental feature added to a few infiltrator class vessels that debuted after Eyana’s service ended. Section separation and high-powered masking gear to protect a downed agent from being discovered.”

      It was rotten luck, but not the worst. The infiltrator passed overhead and began a slow, turning arc and descent. They had already cleared half the distance to the Outworld Ranger. There was no way Kaleeb would reach them in time, and the remnant of his infiltrator didn’t possess any weaponry. Unless he wanted to ram the ship, there was nothing he could do to them.

      A blip on the ScanField-3’s sensor sweep altered him to a new and familiar danger closing in. His confidence in their temporary safety just a moment ago now seemed supremely foolish.

      “Evasive maneuvers!”

      Siv ducked his head and zagged right. Mitsuki hunched and zigged left. Kyralla weaved. Everyone else, apparently having no clue what he meant, just increased their pace.

      Two plasma bolts zipped over their heads and kicked up dirt ahead of them.

      Using the spy-flies, he captured video data to confirm the shaky sensor readings showing that Kaleeb had bailed out of the infiltrator and was rapidly descending on them using the jetpack mounted to his centurion assault armor. Faisal was nowhere to be seen, visually or otherwise.

      “Where’s the sky-blade?” Siv asked, a note of panic in his voice.

      “Cloaked, sir. I’m doing my best to find him, but the ScanField-3 can barely manage a level three sweep.”

      Given his current range and speed, accurate shots against running figures would prove difficult, so Kaleeb did the logical thing and forced them to slow down by spraying the ground ahead with wild shots. If he could keep them from reaching the ship, he could slaughter them all easily enough.

      Tamzin spun and fired her laser rifle, missing Kaleeb by several meters. Backpedalling, she continued to shoot at him. One beam swept across Kaleeb's force field, but it held steady, dipping only a half percent in strength. He was undoubtedly using an expensive field booster this time around.

      Siv drew a neural disruptor and a plasma pistol. Half turning, he fired a few wild shots. Mitsuki then did the same thing.

      “You’re wasting your time,” Silky told them. “Those shots aren’t going to deter him, and taking them will just slow you down. Look at Tamzin and how she’s falling behind. Trust me, I’ll tell you when to turn and fire.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if we all just turned and fought him at once?” Tamzin asked. “That’s better than getting picked off along the way.”

      “Reaching the ship is your only hope,” Silky responded. “You’d need luck to take out just Kaleeb, never mind the sky-blade.”

      They were only twenty meters away from the Outworld Ranger, but Kaleeb would be in accurate range in a few more seconds.

      A ping on his radar sweep alerted him to an immediate, up-close-and-personal danger speeding toward them. “Sky-blade incoming! Deploying countermeasure.”

      Silky initiated his retooled sonic burst with its rotating, high-burst, ultrasonic frequency. The spy-flies mirrored in miniature the full discharge from the sensor pack, spreading the signal across the area.

      Siv flinched, his innards no doubt shaken by the sonic burst. Faisal’s cloak failed, and he careened along his attack vector.

      “Sir, stop!”

      Siv skidded to a halt, and Faisal, blades whirring, swept between him and Mitsuki. The hurtling cog tried to pull up but failed and slammed full-speed into the canyon wall eight meters away. Dust and debris flew everywhere. The crash had brought its shields down to just over thirty-two percent.

      Mitsuki slowed to fire several shots at the combat cog as it bobbed crazily along the ground, blades sheering through rock. Before she could hit it directly, the sky-blade regained control over some of its flight systems and shot straight up into the sky.

      A plasma bolt lanced through Mitsuki’s right shoulder. She stumbled and rolled onto the ground awkwardly. Tamzin paused to help her up, and a bolt burned past her head, blistering her right cheek. Siv hesitated a moment, and a plasma bolt grazed his left calf, easily burning through the environmental suit.

      Wincing, Siv picked up his pace, now with a noticeable limp. Silky missed the days when everyone had at least one emergency implant capable of releasing an immediate dose of medibots. Siv had been given the implant, but the specific strain required by the implant was extraordinarily rare and expensive now.

      Kaleeb reached a low altitude and closed in fast. He would soon overtake Siv, Mitsuki, and Tamzin. His shots zipped between everyone, coming closer and closer to scoring direct hits.

      Nearing the ship, Bishop and Tekeru kept their heads down and sped forward. Neither were armed, and running was all they could do. Kyralla, however, pivoted, dropped to a knee, and fired at Kaleeb with her plasma pistol, twice landing highly accurate bursts against his force field. He returned fire. Using her predictive ability, she dodged between the shots.

      Faisal stopped his ascent, turned, and plunged toward them.

      “The sky-blade’s coming, and he’s got one thing on his mind, sir: cleaving through your skull to get to me. And unfortunately, I’m all out of tricks.”

      Siv activated his force-shield. “Just tell me what to do.”

      “Dodge left now, sir!”

      Siv darted aside, and the attack missed. He popped shots off at it with his plasma pistol and his neural disruptor, but missed, as Silky knew he would. Siv had never excelled at marksmanship, despite years of Shadowslip training and Silky’s assistance. Mitsuki managed a glancing shot along the cog’s force field, and Kyralla landed a solid strike. Its field strength dipped to twenty percent.

      Tamzin continued to take shots at Kaleeb, her laser rifle’s beam keeping him distracted enough to reduce the accuracy of his shots.

      Faisal swept around for another attack, approaching with remarkable speed. Siv readied his force-shield, but before the sky-blade reached him, Octavian sprayed a jet of oil onto the cog, and it careened off course. Clever.

      “Tamzin, beam the sky-blade.”

      Surprisingly, she followed his order without question. The beam sparked the oil still clinging to the sky-blade’s force field, and it erupted into flame. That wouldn’t harm it much, but it would distract it for a few valuable seconds.

      Tekeru was only four meters from the Outworld Ranger’s boarding ramp when Kaleeb scored a deep hit to the researcher’s abdomen. He went down, instantly knocked unconscious from shock.

      Bishop darted over to help. One bolt sliced across the gizmet’s right arm, a second cut through his left thigh, and a third grazed his neck.

      Kaleeb holstered one plasma pistol and drew his sniper pistol. His next shot, a precisely guided round from that weapon, slammed into Galen’s hip.

      “We’re getting torn up!” Siv said.

      “He’s laming the easy targets to pin the rest of us, sir.”

      “Can’t you do anything?”

      “I’m doing all I can, sir, but we are dealing with an experienced, highly elite soldier, not a thug or bounty hunter.”

      “Damn it!” Tamzin cried, shouldering her laser rifle. The power pack had finally burned out.

      The flames on Faisal had disappeared, but so had the cog himself. Cloaked and planning a sneak attack, no doubt. Obsession blinded it. Otherwise, it would have boarded the Outworld Ranger. If it took hold of the ship, then they’d be screwed and at Kaleeb’s mercy.

      Despite his latest injuries, Galen rose to his feet and continued on with determination. In the lead, he would actually reach the Outworld Ranger first. Oona, ducked low at the top of the ship’s ramp, cried out in joy, despite the danger.

      “Daddy!”

      “Oona!” he cried.

      With a tense smile, Kyralla patted him on the shoulder as he passed her. She continued to harass Kaleeb with well-placed shots that had his force field falling steadily, but it was only a matter of time before he focused his attention on her again. Unfortunately, even without the force field, his armor and body could withstand a lot of punishment.

      Octavian picked up Tekeru and wrapped an arm around Bishop’s waist and rushed them toward the ship.

      A plasma shot bounced off Octavian’s back and flashed into the loading bay of the Outworld Ranger, narrowly missing Oona.

      A guided round streaked toward Kyralla. She dived aside, but not quickly enough, and it tore through her left forearm, ripping flesh and shattering bone. She went down with a scream. Galen hesitated near the boarding ramp, and Oona cried out.

      “Rosie, tell her to calm down. I do not want another unpredictable incident.”

      “What if that’s the only thing that could save us?” Rosie asked.

      “There are too many players here,” Silky replied. “A localized incident won’t be enough this time.”

      Kyralla waved her father off and struggled to stand.

      "Sir, Tamzin, Wings, we need to hit Kaleeb with a coordinated strike to buy the others time to board the ship. On my mark, everyone, focus your fire on him then make a run for it. We're nearly there."

      All at once, they fired at Kaleeb. He rotated his torso and deployed a force-shield from his forearm. Damn! Silky hadn’t detected that emitter. Kaleeb blocked all the shots except one from Kyralla that slipped under the force-shield. It was too bad he still had his normal force field up. Silky would have loved to see Kaleeb get pegged by a hot bolt of plasma to the balls.

      “Go! Go! Go!”

      Kaleeb returned fire. A guided round pierced Tamzin's right hand, and she dropped her pistol. His plasma shot shattered her environmental suit helmet, and she fell. Silky thought for a moment she might be dead, but she started cursing up a storm, and the life-scan didn't show any significant damage, just blistering and several cuts on her face.

      Only a step away from the boarding ramp, Galen stopped, turned, and cried out in alarm, “Tamzin?!”

      The sky-blade dropped in, and Silky managed to scramble its cloaking as he sped toward Siv’s head. “Sir, Faisal incoming!”

      Tamzin crawled along the ground, and the sky-blade passed over her. Siv and Mitsuki opened up on it while Kyralla continued to fire at Kaleeb. As if possessed, Faisal weathered their fire, not giving a damn about its failing force field. It closed to within a meter, and Siv knocked it aside with his force-shield.

      Mitsuki’s plasma shot took out the sky-blade’s force field and scorched its hull. Not hesitating, it reaccelerated back toward Siv, blades whirring on maximum attack mode. Siv’s force-shield was weak, and his arm was out of position. He wasn’t fast enough to recover. And Mitsuki’s shot had failed to stop it. Silky hit it with every jamming sequence he knew, but there was no stopping it. Kyralla couldn’t help. She had just dodged a plasma bolt that burned a mark along her cheek.

      Tamzin, still lying on the ground, leveled her blaster and fired. The solid shot struck the cog. “Gotcha!”

      Sparks shooting from a fracture in its side, the sky-blade slowed and veered slightly off course. Siv recovered and rammed it with his force-shield, shoving it away.

      Faisal wasn’t done, but he was greatly weakened and vulnerable now. Silky enjoyed a moment of elation. Then he spotted Kaleeb, boots on the ground, his sniper pistol aimed directly at Siv who was fully exposed with the left side of his head turned toward the bounty hunter.

      “Hit the deck, sir!”

      Confused and off-balance, Siv failed to react immediately. Now he wouldn’t be able to duck far enough, fast enough to avoid the guided round. In a split second, Silky beamed a jamming sequence, hoping it would hit the bullet fast and effectively.

      Lined up for a perfect shot, Kaleeb’s finger twitched against the trigger. Siv had barely bent his knees. This was it. The killing shot. The guided round would pass straight through him and Siv’s brain.

      “No!” Kyralla shouted, surging toward Siv. She must’ve seen what was about to happen a moment early.

      The round fired out from the pistol's barrel, and Kyralla tackled him. The jamming sequence worked, and the bullet didn't adjust its course.

      It flew straight, sailed over them emitting a high-pitched whistle, and then plunged into the back of Galen’s head. The round tore through Galen’s skull and brain and exploded out through his forehead.

      He fell dead.

      Kyralla glanced back to see what had happened and froze. Faisal zoomed around. Mitsuki fired a blast at him but missed. Muttering a curse of dismay underneath his breath, Siv rolled out from under Kyralla. Kaleeb aimed his gun at Siv again. Siv wasn't even paying attention. Kyralla's action had doomed her father, only to grant Siv another few moments of life.

      Before Faisal reached them, before Kaleeb could fire his pistols, Oona unleashed a blood-curdling scream and fell to her knees.

      A wave of shadowy hyperphasic energy blasted out from her. The shockwave knocked everyone down. Electronics went out en masse. Faisal struck the ground and rolled along like a ball. The ScanField-3 stopped. The Outworld Ranger’s systems and engines shut down. Kaleeb’s jetpack and force field deactivated. The spy-flies crashed. Every gun powered down. Every chippy winked out.

      Silky had developed a new trick thanks to his recent experiences in wraith space. A split second before the hyperphasic wave hit, he dropped himself into a protected state so he could boot back up faster.

      A moment of darkness passed, then he was once again aware of everything. The humans and Kaleeb stirred awake. Siv’s eyes opened. Through them, Silky watched the dark haziness shrink back onto Oona, flame around her, then fizzle out as she fell over in a wide-eyed catatonic state.

      Noting the time, he unleashed a string of the vilest curses he knew. Fifteen minutes had passed, and now they were royally screwed in a whole new way.

      Overhead loomed the seven starships of the Thousand Worlds’ fleet. A dozen troop shuttles glistened as they penetrated the atmosphere while a drop-ship lined up above them, preparing to deploy its burst-pods if necessary. Several hundred centurions would be on top of them within the next ten minutes.

      Perhaps even worse, he felt confident the girl's Trial of Corruption had begun.

      Kaleeb staggered over to them. Silky was impressed to find the android already on his feet and active before the biologicals. Siv struggled to lift his plasma pistol. Kaleeb batted it away.

      “No time for that, boy.” There was something odd in Kaleeb’s tone. It had changed somehow. Kaleeb held out a hand. “We’ve got to go. Now.” He glanced upward. “Empress Qaisella Qan…the Dark Messiah… She is here.”

      Silky paused. Every thought, every calculation, every subroutine hesitated as that fact sank in. Then he said the first thing that popped into his circuits.

      “Shit-damn.”
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        * * *

      

      To learn more about Silky’s early adventures, check out Forbidden System, Book One of the Fall of the Benevolence series. In Book Two: Terra Lost (coming later in 2018), you’ll be able to learn more about the part Vega Kaleeb played in the last days of the Benevolency.
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      Want a free copy of my Starter Library, which includes The Shadowed Manse, the first episode in The Arthur Paladin Chronicles?
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      If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review. All it takes is a few sentences. Without positive reviews a series may wither and die.
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