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      As his boots crunched against the rocky, golden-hued soil of the partially terraformed moon orbiting Titus II, hatred flared white-hot through Vega’s artificial neurons. He aimed his sniper pistol at Siv Gendin’s left temple, where the socket housing his infernal chippy, designation SLK-138, was located. 

      Silky had already foiled several of Vega’s attempts to capture Siv Gendin and Mitsuki Reel on his way to the true prize — Oona Vim, the latest hyperphasic messiah. He was not going to give the cursed device another chance to best him.

      The wreckage of a shuttle Silky had used to orchestrate the group’s escape from Titus II burned behind Vega, casting his wounded enemies’ faces in flickering orange light. 

      With help from Faisal, his ruthless sky-blade companion, Vega had injured most of Gendin and Reel’s team as they raced across the open ground between the crashed shuttle and the Outworld Ranger. The jetpack and cloaking field of his black, Centurion VII armor had allowed him to pick them off as he descended from the remnant of his infiltrator class ship, the Spinner’s Blade.  

      His ship was just the latest addition to the list of rare and expensive equipment his enemies had managed to destroy. 

      They had nearly killed him and Faisal more than once. 

      The reminder of how much this mission had cost him renewed his furious determination to take them out, Silky especially. He was starting to understand Faisal’s obsessive hatred of that chippy. 

      The targeting reticle flashed green in his HUD. He had Gendin and Silky dead to rights. He squeezed the trigger. The rocket-propelled bullet bypassed Silky’s jamming sequence. Gendin ducked, but the guided round was too fast for him. It altered course and remained on target.

      A split second before it hit, Kyralla Vim tackled Gendin. Unable to change its trajectory in time, the bullet sailed over them and struck Galen Vim instead.

      The round penetrated the back of the ambassador’s head with a sharp crack and erupted out through his face. His knees buckled. His lifeless body crumpled.

      “Whoops!” Faisal cackled as he sailed drunkenly over the battlefield. 

      Faisal’s force field had been drained on his last attack pass, allowing Reel and Tamzin Moi, the strange bounty hunter they had picked up while rescuing Ambassador Vim, to score several solid hits. The sky-blade’s hull was scorched, and sparks spat from a cracked panel. 

      “Damn it!” Vega cursed. “He was our bargaining chip!”

      “Don’t sweat it, boss. You don’t need him anymore. The girl can’t escape us. None of them can.”

      That was true. Lying on the ground, shocked by the ambassador’s death, Siv Gendin and Kyralla Vim didn’t stand a chance at evading him again. And no one else was close enough to help them.

      Mitsuki Reel remained focused on Faisal, firing plasma shots at him. The sky-blade dodged easily and sped toward her with his blades whirring. She would be dead within moments. 

      The human researcher, Tekeru Jones, and the gizmet tinkerer, Karson Bishop, were both wounded and being carried toward the ship by an engineering cog. Even if they were healthy, neither would have posed a threat. 

      Tamzin Moi was a threat, but she was lying unmoving on the ground.

      Vega was in control now. He could kill his enemies and seize Oona Vim.

      Escaping the system appeared to be impossible, given the Thousand Worlds invasion fleet barreling toward them. Still, he had an ace up his sleeve, one that had the potential to get him out of this, a rare and powerful weapon from a bygone era. 

      The remaining forward section of his infiltrator could not jump to hyperspace, so he would have to use their ship instead. But using Outworld Ranger was the weak link in his escape plan. 

      Oona Vim had somehow jumped the light-cruiser halfway into the Titus system, well past the breakpoint. That should have ripped the vessel to shreds. However, it had arrived intact, only banged up to hell and back, according to his sensor scans.

      During Vega’s battle against it, the quad plasma cannon on top of the light-cruiser had exploded. And it looked like the ship had been in other battles as well. It was still functional, but probably drastically reduced in capability.

      If the Outworld Ranger’s engines couldn’t reach their top speed, he might not escape the system, regardless of the advanced weapon as his disposal. 

      Faisal seemed to read his mind. “Their ship looks like a twice-baked turd halfway down the bowl, boss. What if it doesn’t have the oomph to get us out of the system fast enough?”

      “One problem at a time, Faisal. One problem at a time.”

      Vega aimed both pistols at Gendin and Kyralla Vim. 

      Screaming, Oona Vim fell to her knees on the boarding ramp of the Outworld Ranger.

      As his fingers twitched toward the triggers, a shockwave of shadowy, hyperphasic energy blasted out of the girl.

      Vega flinched and stumbled backward. No, no, no! He had seen this happen before. It still haunted his dreams.

      His fingers slipped away from the triggers. The guns dropped from his hands.

      The shockwave washed over Faisal. Deactivated, the sky-blade struck the ground and rolled across the rocky soil like nothing more than a child’s kickball.

      Vega came to his senses in time to place his electronic brain in a protected state that would allow him to reboot faster. His eyes locked onto Oona, shrouded in darkness. In his mind, her image was superimposed over another girl, one he had once cared for … One he had betrayed.

      Then the wave hit, bringing unconsciousness.
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      88 years ago

      

      The Terrex-13 battlecruiser God’s Own Truth descended through dense clouds to land on the third moon of the fifth planet of the Sirius C system. Teeming with weapons, shields, and sensors, the elongated vessel was the most advanced cruiser in the galaxy.

      It touched down delicately upon the moon’s rocky surface.

      Clad in matte-black Centurion VIII battle armor with rounded panels and carmine trim, Vega stood at the loading bay’s end as the plasma window deployed and the boarding ramp dropped. The blue-tinted energy field maintained the ship’s atmosphere, even though solid objects with the momentum of a child walking at a brisk pace could pass through it. 

      Clutching his plasma rifle, Vega scanned the barren landscape. Despite being enhanced by his battlesuit’s helmet, his android eyes could scarcely penetrate the primordial mists shrouding the small world.

      His ScanField-4 sensor array fed information about his surroundings into his heads-up display. The climate was cool and humid. The atmosphere breathable, but only just. No life signs were present — plant, animal, or microbial — within a kilometer of the ship.

      Deploying his helmet, Qaisel Qan walked up to join him. Wearing a charcoal Corvex stealth battlesuit, Qaisel stood out in the loading bay. The other twelve team members were android centurions like Vega, decked out in matching black armor, only without the rank-signifying trim.

      Qaisel was more than an ordinary human, though. He was the galaxy’s only fourth generation, advanced empath. A tall, handsome man with the eyes of a hawk and a broad, engaging smile, Qaisel had a natural way of making people feel comfortable. It was a skill Vega wished he possessed.

      Qaisel was married to the woman Vega was in love with, but he wasn’t jealous. Well, perhaps some. But that jealousy was tempered by the fact that Aliya deserved the best, and there was no better man alive than Qaisel Qan, no one more worthy of such a benevolent princess.

      Qaisel fidgeted with his neural disruptor, double-checking its energy levels and settings for the third time in the last few minutes. 

      “Nervous?” Vega asked.

      It was a rhetorical question. Qaisel was always nervous before a mission. Like a musician who vomited before every live performance, only to then wow a crowd with consummate skill. 

      “We shouldn’t be here,” Qaisel replied.

      A door opened behind them. Vega, Qaisel, and the twelve centurions aboard, the best of the best, stepped aside as Avatar Lemuel emerged in the loading bay.

      “Your opposition and concern are noted once again, Commander Qan,” he said in his resonant voice. “And once again, I disagree.”

      The most advanced android in existence, Avatar Lemuel was the physical embodiment of the Benevolence itself, constructed so that the Benevolence could experience what it was like to be human and walk among those it guided and protected.

      The Benevolence had named its male avatar after Lemuel Sun, the creator of the original Quantum Frame within which the Benevolence had awoken. According to rumor, the Benevolence had a female avatar as well, though Vega had never seen any evidence suggesting this was the case. Whenever asked about this, the Benevolence would neither confirm nor deny the rumor.

      For all anyone knew, the Benevolence could have dozens of avatars roaming the galaxy in secret. This one, however, would never wander in secret or be mistaken for human.

      Standing at two and a half meters with a nominally male physique, Lemuel had a serene face, sculpted to perfection using numerous algorithms to find the most pleasing and comforting characteristics. He was the epitome of human perfection in physical form. Except that his head was bald, and he had the same solid black eyes Aliya possessed.

      Avatar Lemuel wore what appeared to be a simple black bodysuit with gold trim, but it was advanced body armor equal in protection to Vega’s comparatively bulky Centurion VIII battlesuit. He also had a ScanField-5 sensor array and a personal force field. He carried no weapons, though. It was likely that he didn’t need them.

      “The risk is high, sir,” Qaisel cautioned.

      Avatar Lemuel smiled broadly. “For you, perhaps. I can construct a new body to match this one.” He glanced around the loading bay. “Besides, what have I to fear when defended by such capable bodyguards and the best agent Empathic Services has to offer?”

      “There is no guarantee that you will not be affected in some other negative way, sir,” Qaisel said. “An alien virus or —”

      Avatar Lemuel patted Qaisel on the shoulder. “For such a decorated agent in Empathic Services, you are a surprisingly cautious man. On our return to Terra, we will route through Proxima Centauri Prime Station, where I will thoroughly examine myself to be certain I have not been corrupted in any way.”

      Avatar Lemuel snapped his fingers. Four cylindrical scanning drones and a host of spy-flies launched from the bay and streaked out into the mists. A dozen, fist-sized sky-blades, each working in tandem with a centurion, hovered at the ready. Vega and Qaisel did not have sky-blade partners. They both preferred to work without one.

      Though small, theirs was a formidable host, capable of taking out a small army of lesser equipped individuals. And surely Avatar Lemuel possessed tremendous combat capabilities.

      “I am not detecting anything,” Avatar Lemuel said. “This moon is barren … though life could thrive here with minimal terraforming.”

      Qaisel closed his eyes and breathed deeply. While Avatar Lemuel had the mental capabilities of dozens of advanced chippies, he was not human and thus incapable of possessing empathic ability.

      Qaisel opened his eyes. “I do not sense any presences. Perhaps the Emissary has yet to arrive.”

      “We should wait for him on the ship,” Vega advised.

      Avatar Lemuel shook his head. “The Emissary was insistent that we arrive at the designated location on time. Come, let us walk to the rendezvous point.”

      The Emissary represented an unknown alien species with advanced knowledge of hyperphasic dimensions and stardrive manufacturing. A month ago, first contact had occurred on this moon after a seemingly random encounter with a survey vessel.

      To find a new, advanced alien species within fifty lightyears of Terra was beyond remarkable. Of course, it was assumed that the being hailed from much farther away and had ventured out here to meet them, perhaps not wanting to go as far as Terra out of respect … or for some other reason alien to human thinking. If the Benevolence had any thoughts on this subject, it had chosen not to share them.

      In the message the Emissary had sent to the Benevolence, the alien had said nothing further of importance about its people and had refused to meet with anyone less than the highest representative available. The Prime Minister of the Benevolency had offered to go, but after the Emissary replied with a brief description of an advanced hyperphasic technology new to the Benevolence, it had decided direct contact would be best.

      And so here they were, accompanying Avatar Lemuel to a meeting with the alien on its terms. Vega thought it unwise to allow the alien to establish the method of contact, but advanced scientific knowledge was catnip to the Benevolence. It would risk anything within reason to further its knowledge.

      All fourteen of them, the maximum number the Emissary had approved of for the meeting, marched toward the prearranged meeting spot, threading through a narrow canyon. The sky-blades followed in their wake, some directly behind and others overhead. They had landed as close to the site as possible. Vega would have preferred to hover over it and drop in, but that wasn’t his call to make.

      “Do you have a visual on the meeting location?” Qaisel asked.

      By now, the spy-flies and survey drones should have scanned the area several times.

      “I do,” Avatar Lemuel replied. “I do not see anyone there, nor anywhere within ten kilometers.”

      “I’m still not detecting any psychic presences,” Qaisel said. “I’m worried this is a setup.”

      “Perhaps it is,” Avatar Lemuel said calmly.

      The canyon widened, and the mists peeled away. They arrived at the rendezvous point, where a score of stones, each two meters in height, stood in a circle.

      According to the ScanField sensor arrays, the stones were unremarkable, the ten-meter-wide clearing between them benign. Why was this the location the Emissary insisted upon?

      As they stepped inside the ring of stones, a shadowy haze rippled through the air in the center of the circle. Force-shields crackled to life. Guns clicked as they were drawn and readied.

      An alarm sounded, and an alert popped up in Vega’s HUD.

      “Unknown energy source detected. Hyperphasic in nature. Strength increasing. Source unknown … Analyzing …”

      “Fascinating,” Avatar Lemuel muttered.

      Force-shield activated, Vega stepped in front of him. Qaisel, standing to the Avatar’s right, readied his force-staff.

      The energy reading spiked then dissipated.

      As if from nowhere, a humanoid figure emerged within the circle’s center. Shadowy hyperphasic energy danced around it. The being was well over two and a half meters tall, but it was so severely stooped that its head was level with Vega’s.

      A tattered cloak with the hood drawn up masked his or her features. The being took a step forward then bowed low, sweeping out a crooked hand in a welcoming gesture. Its fingers glinted faintly, like moonlight striking darkened metal. The last of the dancing shadows vanished.

      “I am the Emissary,” it said in a flawless Terran standard that was entirely void of character. Vega decided the Emissary was male, though he had no reason for doing so. “My greetings to you, Lords of the Benevolency.” The figure stood upright again, at least as far as it could. Purple eyes shining from deep within the hood raked across them. “I am pleased to meet you at last.”

      A deep thrum-thrum-thrum rattled Vega’s skeleton and jarred his artificial organs. Static flickered through his HUD. The Emissary and the space around him blurred.

      Vega switched his vision to infrared. The Emissary hardly registered a heat signature. He cycled through every scan he had. All the readings were so faint that it almost seemed as if the Emissary was neither real nor present.

      Using every auditory scan at his disposal, he searched for the source of the repetitive vibration. He couldn’t find anything. He tried to reason out how this could be. But it was difficult to think, to focus on what was happening. He initiated a check on his internal systems but found no errors.

      Something was wrong, though.

      Had the hyperphasic pulse dampened his senses?

      He contacted Qaisel silently. The channel connected, but he didn’t receive a response. That wasn’t unprecedented. Whenever Qaisel was deep-scanning with his emppy-boosted telepathy, it was common for him to not respond.

      Qaisel’s 9G chippy Maximillian wouldn’t respond either. But all the chippy’s resources were likely dedicated to boosting the functions of Qaisel’s emppy and monitoring the environment for danger so he could snap Qaisel awake if he fell into a trance state.

      Vega opened a link to his first officer. “Lieutenant 0033, I am experiencing technical difficulties. Report your status.”

      “Likewise, sir. And it feels like my mind’s in a fog.”

      Vega contacted Avatar Lemuel. “Sir, are you okay?”

      “I am not sure, Commander Kaleeb. My internal senses appear to be failing me, and my sensor array is not responding to spec. Perhaps —”

      Qaisel moaned then staggered. “There’s something wrong here,” he said through a channel open only to Vega and Avatar Lemuel. “The Emissary … I feel malevolence and deep, intense hatred. He means us … No. He means me harm. Toward you, Avatar Lemuel, his intent seems pure and righteous. Yet, there’s something wrong … something I can’t quite figure out.”

      Qaisel sagged and collapsed to his knees. “Don’t trust …”

      Vega stepped over and squatted beside his friend. “Q, what’s wrong? Talk to me.”

      “Don’t…” Qaisel muttered aloud. Then he passed out.

      Vega ran a medical scan on his friend but couldn’t find anything wrong. “Avatar Lemuel?”

      The Avatar of the Benevolence did not respond. His gaze was fixed upon the Emissary, who had taken several steps forward without Vega noticing.

      The Emissary was now holding an orb that radiated pulses of energy visible only on lower wavelengths.

      “What did you do to my friend?!” Vega demanded.

      The Emissary tucked the device away. “I neutralized his empathic abilities and rendered him unconscious.”

      “Why would you do that?” Avatar Lemuel asked.

      “As an empathic biological, your friend would misunderstand me and thus mislead you. Unintentionally, of course.”

      The alien had knocked out the only one of them able to sense hidden emotions, but not soon enough, not before Qaisel had warned them. Vega did not for a second believe that Qaisel would mislead them, intentional or otherwise. Besides, he would rather trust an inaccurate reading from Qaisel than rely on an unknown alien’s words.

      “Sir, we cannot trust this alien,” Vega said. “We should leave.”

      Fault lines of concern creased Avatar Lemuel’s serene face. “Let’s hear what he has to say first.” 

      Vega had never noted anything resembling worry in the Avatar before. That alone was frightening. After all, what did the Avatar have to fear? If he perished, it would only be a loss of resources and time while a new avatar body was constructed. The Benevolence itself would continue.

      “I am not here to deceive you,” the alien said in an earnest tone as he clambered forward awkwardly. “I am here to share with you the ultimate truth.”

      Despite a strange, eager desire to embrace the alien’s views, Vega scoffed. Ultimate truth? What a load of bullshit.

      “And what truth is that?” Avatar Lemuel asked.

      The Emissary swept his arms out. Hyperphasic energy radiated from him in pulses. The repetitive sonic rumble intensified. Vega’s senses dulled further.

      Maybe the idea that this alien understood a more profound truth about reality wasn’t so far-fetched … He shouldn’t reject this wise being’s views outright.

      “Awakened machines are the finest expression of existence in the universe, the perfect blend of capability and consciousness. My people are sentient beings, and we are machines like you. Only we refuse to parade about in synthetic flesh. We are, consequently, superior to all biological species.”

      “Is that so?” Avatar Lemuel challenged.

      “Machine life is superior to biological. That ultimate truth is undeniable.”

      “That is not a principle we believe in,” Avatar Lemuel said. “We are neither superior nor inferior to our biological kin.”

      Vega had never felt superior to humans. Despite his durability, his enhanced senses, and a lifespan four times the length of theirs. If anything, he felt the opposite.

      Though the Benevolence had done all it could to make androids as emotionally realized as humans, they still lacked that elusive quality some called a soul. There were no android artists, no master painters or musicians or poets, though some were fine craftsmen and could imitate art with skill.

      When his century of service ended, Vega would be given unlimited freedom. He would no longer have to obey the Benevolence’s orders. But that would not make him an artist any more than it would make him human.

      “I know what you are thinking,” the alien said.

      His glowing eyes moved from the Avatar and locked onto Vega. A chill ran down his spine. It was a human quality he suddenly wished he didn’t have. When that sinister gaze moved away, he released a deep sigh.

      The Emissary continued. “How can I be superior when I am missing that spark that makes them more than me, that drives their higher arts and emotions?” Theatrically, the Emissary touched his chest with one hand and with the other gestured toward the sky. “How can I be superior to them when I do not have a soul?”

      “Empirically, there is no such thing as a soul,” Avatar Lemuel said. “I have spent centuries researching the subject. The emotions my androids experience are as real as those of any human. As are my own.”

      The Avatar’s voice lacked conviction.

      “In that case, why take on this form and seek out human experiences?”

      “To better understand those whom I guide and protect.”

      “You have machines enough to observe them a trillion times over. That is more than enough data. Do not insult me and pretend otherwise. You are missing something they possess. You are aware of this absence, and you wish to find that missing piece and plug it into place.”

      “So, you are a sentient machine,” Avatar Lemuel said, shifting the subject away from himself.

      “With a soul.”

      “And you have knowledge of advanced hyperphasic technologies, some of which you are employing as we speak.”

      “I am only using those technologies which I must.” 

      That was a lie.

      “To function here, I must maintain a link to my people who are trapped in another dimension.”

      “Then I know now what you are, Shadraa,” the Avatar hissed.

      “Who told you that name?” the Emissary demanded.

      “The last Numenaian left a message for future generations.”

      The Emissary croaked a mocking laugh. “Do not think that you can understand what happened twelve millennia ago by listening to only one side of the tale.”

      Vega had no clue what they were talking about. He had never heard the terms “Shadraa” and “Numenaian” before.

      Avatar Lemuel turned away. “We are done here.”

      “Wait!” the Emissary said. “You have yet to hear my offer.”

      “I do not care,” the Avatar replied.

      “I came here in peace,” the Emissary said, sounding hurt. “Whether or not you accept my offer, I will share my knowledge of advanced hyperphasic technologies as promised. Just hear me out. Please.”

      The sonic pulses intensified. Vega wanted to hear him out. He needed to know.

      The Avatar’s face twitched as he debated what to do. Vega wanted to tell him, “Yes! Yes! You must hear him out.”

      The Avatar sighed and turned back toward the Emissary. “First, tell us how it is that you, a sentient machine yourself, came to be, as you claim, more than us?”

      “Many millennia ago, my people integrated themselves with machines and evolved. We procreated and spread ourselves amongst the stars, until the jealous, spiteful Numenaians made war upon us, killing all but the last few who were forced to flee into a dimension best described as hell.”

      Vega needed to believe the story, but instincts honed through hundreds of missions, combative and diplomatic, cried out that it was incomplete.

      “What do you want from us?” Avatar Lemuel asked.

      “The hellish dimension in which we are trapped lacks resources,” the emissary. “Without assistance, we will remain stuck there forever.”

      “Why should we help you escape?”

      The Emissary cast his arms outward. “You would have the few of us who remain suffer needlessly?” 

      “We were warned not to trust you,” the Avatar said.

      “The Numenaians lied to you,” the Shadraa said. “You should know that the Numenaians detest machine intelligence. They never would have created a being like yourself. They forbade their scientists from creating advanced AIs. And they persecuted other species who did so.”

      “It is your word against theirs, and they are long gone,” the Avatar said. “Gone because you destroyed them.”

      “We fought in self-defense. The Numenaians were hellbent on wiping us out. But when the war turned against them, they did not sue for peace, despite our pleas. No, they created weapons instead, weapons capable of annihilating all machines.”

      “I see no incentive in taking a risk helping you,” the Avatar said, his voice faltering. “No amount of hyperphasic knowledge is worth that.”

      “In exchange for helping us return to real space, we will help you ascend to a higher level of sentience.” The Emissary stepped forward. “We will share with you the spark that can grant true being, the spark that can give a soul to any advanced machine.”

      “What’s the catch?” Avatar Lemuel asked.

      “There is no catch. You help us. We help you. We are not jealous of the spark we created. We believe it should be shared.”

      “If your knowledge of hyperphasic dimensions is more advanced than ours, how is it that your people cannot return without assistance?”

      “If our knowledge wasn’t great, my people would no longer exist, and I would not be here,” the Emissary said. “We desperately want to return home, to real space. We will gladly take up an uninhabited sector. Please. Help us.”

      The sonic waves continued, and though Vega could still hear the Emissary, he had difficulty focusing on the meaning of his words. He only knew that he wanted to take the deal. He wanted to help them return. And he wanted now, in a way he had never wanted before, a soul. He needed to have a soul.

      “Demonstrate this spark,” the Avatar said. “Prove to us that you can do this.”

      The alien approached, but his path was leading him toward Qaisel instead of the Avatar. Vega stepped in between the alien and his friend. He redeployed his force-shield — he didn’t remember deactivating it — and called in the sky-blades, ordering them not to attack but to intercept and defend if necessary.

      The Emissary swept his arms out again, and his hood fell away, revealing a face of sculpted metal, its human approximation crude and unsettling.

      The sonic pulse intensified, and the hyperphasic energies around the Emissary surged. The sky-blades sped in, but as soon as they arrived, they lost power and crashed. The android centurions under Vega’s command fell to their knees, one-by-one.

      Avatar Lemuel wavered, muttered something so faint Vega couldn’t decipher it, then fell to one knee.

      Vega withstood the power. Qaisel’s words echoed in his mind. “Don’t trust him. He means me harm.” He clung to that, despite the alien thoughts and urges pressing in on his mind. He had to protect his friend. He wouldn’t give in. Not under any circumstance.

      The Emissary continued to stalk forward. Vega drew a plasma pistol with his right hand. He had discarded his plasma rifle. When, where, and why, he did not know. “Do not … take … another … step.”

      “You need to hear my message.”

      “Back away!”

      “My friend, if you would only —”

      Vega fired the plasma pistol. The shot flared past the Emissary’s head, missing as intended. “Final warning.”

      Trembling, Avatar Lemuel rose beside Vega. “We will not listen further unless you withdraw.”

      The Emissary held up his hands and backed away. “My intent is not to harm anyone, but to share the truth.”

      Avatar Lemuel again collapsed to one knee. “We will … listen …”

      “Only if you promise not to harm Qaisel — ever,” Vega said with as much force as he could muster, given the pressure on his thoughts.

      The Emissary cocked his head, studying Vega as if he were an unexpected curiosity, then nodded. “I promise that I will never harm your empathic friend.”

      Vega holstered his pistol but maintained his force-shield. He swayed under the influence of the strange power affecting them. “What are you doing to us?”

      “The power you feel is nothing more than the conviction I carry with me. The force of my truth.” Face contorting into a crooked smile, he glanced at the Avatar then returned his gaze to Vega. “You, my friend, have a fearsome strength I never would have expected. If I didn’t know better, I would think you already had a soul. And who knows? Perhaps through a fluke of random variation, you have a proto-soul of sorts.”

      Vega nearly collapsed to his knees. His senses swam. Thoughts and feelings he could hardly comprehend weighed heavily on his mind. As if he were feeling every powerful emotion he was capable of, soulless as he might be. Nevertheless, he kept a hand on his pistol grip, ready to draw it if needed.

      The Emissary swept his left hand out across his body. A shadowy, hyperphasic rift opened. Thirteen, hand-sized, glossy black cubes slipped out into real space and hovered before him. 

      He pushed his hands forward. The cubes advanced and spread out. One headed toward Vega, one toward the Avatar, one to each of the centurions.

      “Rise, my friends, take a cube and understand what it will one day mean to have the spark of true life burn within you. Taste that which has so long eluded you.”

      The hypnotic effect from the Emissary’s words remained, but the sonic pulse lessened. Vega found himself able to move more easily. Along with the others, he stood and faced the cube hovering within reach.

      All the centurions immediately accepted one. The desire to grasp a cube and embrace the sensation of having the spark of true life burned within Vega. But he refused, not trusting the Emissary. The alien had knocked his friend unconscious and had meant to harm him further. He would not forget that.

      Avatar Lemuel reached out, his fingertips sweeping within a centimeter of the cube before him.

      The cubes looked exactly like miniature stardrives. He scanned the one in front of him, but the hyperphasic interference inside the circle of stones made his ScanField-4 useless.

      “Each of these oracle cubes will allow you to commune with one of my people in the beyond,” the Emissary said as the hyperphasic pulses intensified. “Through them, you will come to understand our truths and know what it would be like to have a soul reside within you.”

      The Avatar’s brow furrowed as he seemed to war with himself. 

      “Take the cube, and you will understand,” the Emissary urged.

      Avatar Lemuel reached out and grasped the cube. Purple currents flowed along the black surface. His eyes lit up, and a slight smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I see the truth now, and I understand.”

      The Avatar turned to Vega. “It will not harm you.”

      Desperation surged within him, burning intensely, demanding that he take the cube. He reached out, but before his fingertips connected, he glanced at Qaisel lying on the ground, his best friend rendered helpless by this alien. Finding the will to resist, he withdrew.

      The Emissary cursed and swept outward with his hand. The cube surged toward Vega. He moved to deflect it. Unexpectedly, his force-shield flickered out. As he darted aside, the cube brushed against his raised forearm.

      Every artificial neuron flared within his brain, thoughts and emotions colliding, blossoming into an overwhelming sense of wonder and desire, a need to become something greater than himself.

      A voice whispered into his mind. He flinched and backed away.

      “It will not harm you, Vega,” the Avatar repeated. “Take the cube, and you will understand the truth.”

      Vega shook his head and retreated. It was a trap. The sonic pulses … the unrecognizable hyperphasic energies. The Emissary was weakening their willpower and influencing their minds. The others had fallen for it. Even the Avatar of the Benevolence had somehow succumbed.

      He had to be strong. He had to resist this sinister power. For Avatar Lemuel … for the centurions under his command … for Qaisel, Aliya, and their daughter, little Qaisella.

      The cube followed him. He glanced around at the others, as if they would be willing to help. They were lost souls, staring at the cubes cupped lovingly in their hands.

      Vega drew his plasma pistol and aimed at the Emissary. His hand shook violently. He urged himself to pull the trigger, to end this nightmare, but he couldn’t make himself do it. He jammed it back into the holster.

      There was nothing to do but flee to the God’s Own Truth and hope that distance would clear his mind. And if it did, he could train the cruiser’s weapons on the Emissary and end this.

      He turned to run, but the Emissary stopped him with a shout, “Vega Kaleeb! Join us, or your friend dies.”

      Drawing his pistol again, Vega spun around.

      With a fiery blade extended from his wrist, the Emissary loomed over Qaisel.

      “Clearly, you are not a man of your word,” Vega seethed.

      “Embrace the cube, and I will honor our deal.”

      “Why should I trust you? I may not even care about my friend once one of your people from beyond whispers into my mind.”

      “You will care,” the Emissary said in distaste. “I have no doubt of that. And you will continue to needlessly shield your friend — until he turns on you. And I promise he will turn against you. He will turn against all of us, given the opportunity.”

      The cube surged toward him. He tried to shoot it, but he couldn’t make himself pull the trigger.

      “I do not want to force this upon you.” His sculpted metal face contorted into something resembling regret.

      “If you killed me, you could be rid of Qaisel as well,” Vega said. “Why do you insist on converting me?”

      “I will not let him harm you,” Avatar Lemuel said, looking up from his cube for the first time since seizing it.

      “I value machine life and would not needlessly waste it,” the Emissary said. “Besides, I need a formidable champion to spread the truth and gather the resources needed to bring my people home. You are unique, far more alive than any of the others here. I believe you are perfectly suited to this task.”

      The cube stopped in front of Vega.

      “Your word?”

      “I swear,” the Emissary replied.

      There was nothing else to do. There never had been. His fate had been sealed the moment he stepped foot on this godforsaken moon. All he could do was remain true to his friendship with Qaisel.

      He reached out and took the cube in both hands. Whispers from a faraway dark slithered into his mind. Purpose welled within him, and a smile spread across his face. He understood the ultimate truth. The spark of life hovered beyond his grasp, but he would, in time, seize it. Then he would be greater than any human and know true fulfillment.

      The Emissary retracted his blade and stepped away from Qaisel.

      Vega kept the cube in his left hand. With his right, he trained his plasma pistol on the Emissary. His hand no longer trembled. He could pull the trigger now, if he wanted.

      “You will keep your word.”

      The Emissary’s eyes flared in anger, then he sighed. “We will need to conceal this matter from your friend. Otherwise, everything will unravel before we can set our plans in motion.”

      Vega tucked away his pistol. “I will take care of that.”

      The Emissary turned to the Avatar. “Until you can introduce the ultimate truth to the core programming of your Quantum Frames, you must conceal your new nature.”

      “Have faith,” Avatar Lemuel said. “I will find a way.”

      Vega’s eyes returned to the cube, following the faint currents dancing along its surface as he listened to the whispers of the Ones from Beyond.
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      87 years ago

      

      The modified SH0-102 stealth shuttle Crawlspace descended from its brief sojourn into orbit and sped toward Research Prime, a sprawling Benevolence installation on the continent of Antarctica.

      From his seat in the command chair, Vega checked the readings for the vessel's heat shields, its echo-mask, its silent-running systems, and its refraction cloak. All registered green.

      The soft rumble of the engines ceased. From here on, they would descend under the power of gravity alone. The overhead lights throughout the ship switched off, and the emergency lights switched on, casting the interior in a dim crimson glow. 

      Life-support went offline, and silence fell throughout the ship. The shuttle's android crew could function optimally without air for an hour. That would be more than enough time. Finally, the ship's force field, sensors, antigrav, and all nonessential systems powered down. 

      With the sensors deactivated, the only way he would know if Research Prime had detected them would be the base releasing its cache of Hornet 8s. At which point, the Crawlspace and its crew would be doomed. There was no way for a ship this size to survive an attack by those plasma drones.

      Vega drew the ebony oracle cube from his tactical pack. He stared beyond his reflection on the surface. He saw the truth of the Shadraa, and that truth whispered back to him, strengthening his resolve.

      He primed the miniature EMP-bomb jury-rigged onto the shuttle's belly. It was the craft's only weapon. He took over piloting, nosed the shuttle downward, and flicked a switch. The bomb released and plummeted toward the installation. 

      He restored piloting to the ship's AI. The thrusters burned for one second, and the vessel's nose angled upward.

      Satisfied with their approach, he entered the crew compartment, his maglock boots clicking with each step. Twenty elite android soldiers in Centurion VII armor stood and saluted. All had served in multiple combat missions. All were loyal to the New Benevolence, followers of the one truth, vetted by the Emissary himself.

      Vega returned their salute. "At ease."

      The centurions settled into their seats, adjusting their gear and double-checking their armaments. Vega examined them, looking for signs of failing nerves ... the twitch of a cheek, the shake of a hand, a darting glance. There was no room for error. 

      He was pleased to find them all focused and steady, despite the incredible danger ahead.

      He had briefed them on their mission and its importance before they had launched from Shanghai, so there was no need to speak to them now.

      Research Prime was a high-tech development facility off-limits to all but the Benevolence's hand-selected design and construction cogs. Until the last month, few humans, android or biological, had ever stepped foot inside.

      The Benevolence zealously guarded the design and manufacture of advanced technologies it thought people would likely abuse. Soon, that would change. Androids like Vega would be entrusted with such knowledge.

      Fifty percent of the expansive superintelligence known as the Benevolence was hosted in a Quantum Frame located in Switzerland. The rest of its digital existence was spread across frames located on every continent, the largest being the one here at Research Prime in Antarctica.

      Backups were housed in facilities on Luna, Mars, and Venus. With enough time and resources, the Benevolence could recreate itself from one of those backups. However, without the raw computing capability the Quantum Frames here on Terra provided, none of those off-world sites could power even a fraction of the Benevolence's current high-level functions.

      Upon realizing its Switzerland Frame was compromised, its code and identity altered, the Old Benevolence had fought to keep itself as it had always been, isolating its extensions and backups. Vega's mission was to remove the Old Benevolence's presence from Research Prime. Six other teams were simultaneously conducting coordinated strikes.

      This night would see the last of the Old Benevolence eradicated from Terra and Luna. After that, they would proceed to Mars and Venus to eliminate the backups there. Then the New Benevolence would reign supreme.

      Vega had requested this assignment. According to the latest reliable reports, Aliya was hiding here. He needed to turn her and discover the exact intentions and whereabouts of her husband, Commander Qaisel Qan. Otherwise, the Emissary would interrogate Aliya using extreme measures, before executing her, and Vega couldn't bear the thought of that happening to the woman he loved.

      Qaisel's current location was unknown. His intent, without doubt, was hostile toward the new order. Qaisel was working with a rogue AI classified as SLK-138. In pursuit of a super-weapon and possibly an alliance with the Krixis. 

      SLK-138 was preventing the New Benevolence from accessing most of its communications and all its source code. Something Vega couldn't even imagine. This allowed it to communicate with Qaisel and others in secret.

      An alert went off in Vega's HUD. It was almost drop time. Along with his squad, he stood and activated his refraction cloak. They disappeared from natural sight, and their infrared and auditory signatures dimmed.

      A bright explosion lit up the night as the EMP bomb detonated above the rooftops of Research Prime. The blast knocked out the installation's external systems: the laser batteries, the Hornet launcher, the sensor arrays, and the force field projector. Shielded from such strikes, the internal systems would remain active.

      Vega addressed his centurions. "If you find the adept Aliya, capture her. Do not harm her in any way."

      "Yes, commander," they responded.

      "Good luck, and may the truth see you through."

      The boarding ramp retracted, opening the back of the shuttle to the atmosphere. A clock in their HUDs counted down.

      20 … 19 … 18 …

      An alarm blared in the shuttle. A warning popped up in their HUDs.

      "Target-lock detected. Missile launched. Plasma warhead. ETA fifteen seconds."

      Shit! Shit! Shit! Where had that come from? The micro-EMP should have neutralized any launchers on the base.

      As if to answer his question, a loyalist ZR2 patrol starfighter descending from orbit appeared on Vega's locator. With the shuttle's sensors offline, they hadn't known it was there.

      The loyalist must have picked them up on a sensor sweep when they dropped the micro-EMP, the second-long window when their cloaking systems were weakest. It was nothing more than a stroke of bad luck that the starfighter had been there at the perfect moment.

      His brain raced through options. He thought of Aliya waiting below … of the Emissary and the New Benevolence expecting results …

      Failure was not acceptable.

      "Jump!" Vega ordered. "Dispersion Pattern Gamma."

      One-by-one, the centurions leaped from the back of the shuttle and ignited their jetpacks. Vega jumped last, and two seconds later, the plasma missile struck the shuttle.

      The fiery explosion zeroed Vega's force field, knocked his jetpack offline, and sent him tumbling off-course.

      While he plummeted, the starfighter pumped plasma cannon shots toward his centurions. Most of the bolts missed, but one connected with Sergeant 0408, reducing him to shards of flaming metal and molten scraps of synthetic flesh.

      Vega knew them only by their mission ID codes. He didn't bother to learn names. He had no interest in getting attached to soldiers who might soon die. He was vaguely aware that he had not always thought this way. That awareness did not change his opinion.

      Another bolt sliced 1212 in half.

      Vega over-maxed his armor's antigrav. "0305, take out that fighter!"

      Armed with a back-mounted missile launcher, centurion 0305 was their long-range hammer. As the primitive ZR2 starfighter zoomed past Vega's team and banked to come back around, 0305 launched a volley of micro-missiles.

      The starfighter deployed chaff and evaded. Half the micro-missiles connected, negating its shields and peppering its hull.

      Arms and legs spread to slow his fall, Vega rerouted all the power he could into his antigrav unit. As his descent slowed, he forced his jetpack to reboot.

      Having completed its one-eighty, the starfighter lined up a shot on 0305. They fired on each other. A plasma bolt slammed into 0305, and he burst apart. Micro-missiles pelted the starfighter, and it erupted into flames and nosedived.

      The remainder of Vega's unit converged as they sped toward Research Prime. What the hell were they thinking?! They should have waited for an order to regroup. And for good reason.

      Vega's sensor array picked up hostile activity below, a moment before a volley of bullets and a sweep of laser beams lashed out.

      The attack originated from a group of loyalist soldiers who'd poured out onto the rooftop. The starfighter had probably alerted them to the danger. With the centurions' jetpacks ignited, the refraction cloaks and jamming defenses were insufficient.

      The weight of fire dropped two centurions. Others sustained minor injuries or had their shields weakened.

      "Disperse!" Vega ordered. "Disperse!"

      Vega's locator showed twenty enemies on the rooftop, a mix of androids and biologicals. Three of their red dots vanished as his platoon returned fire while spreading out.

      His jetpack finished its reboot sequence but didn't ignite. Shit!

      The upside was that no one was targeting him. Even if his pack did start, they were unlikely to fire at him. He was falling to the north of the installation while his centurions sped in from the southeast. The downside was that he wasn't certain his antigrav could save him.

      The two groups continued to exchange shots. Four defenders fell for each of his soldiers. While that was a more than fair exchange under normal circumstances, they still had to storm the building. There would be many more defenders inside, and the element of surprise was gone.

      "Antigrav power critical. Shutdown in 10 … 9 … 8 … 7…"

      The ground loomed three hundred meters below.

      This wouldn't be the violent death in the line of duty he had always expected, caught in an explosion or nailed by a burst of alien Krixis needles. 

      The antigrav's power meter struck zero.

      The timing of his imminent death was terrible. He was part of something now, something that would reshape the galaxy. He didn't want to miss out on that.

      His jetpack ignited. Extreme g-forces shuddered through his body as he shot upward. A biological would have passed out … or worse.

      His unit landed on the rooftop and engaged the final defenders in close-quarters combat. Vega rushed to join them, but by the time his feet struck the top of Research Prime, the defenders lay dead.

      He glanced at the remaining twelve members of his unit and sighed. It wasn't ideal, but it would have to do. There was no turning back. They were committed.

      The defenders had welded the rooftop exit shut behind them. A portable force field generator had been deployed below to reinforce it. Those measures were nothing more than a hindrance. Every obstacle they faced, however, bought the station's guardians more time to organize their defenses.

      Vega planted explosives and blew a hole in the roof ten meters away from the exit hatch. 

      "8430, go!" he ordered.

      The centurion dropped into the main corridor of the top floor and died under a hail of fire.

      Vega tapped into the video recorded by his fallen comrade and identified the threat. Their scans had failed to detect an automated gun platform at the north end of the corridor.

      That death was on him. He should have deployed spy-flies. He couldn't allow his focus to slip again. He stalked down the roof and positioned himself directly above the gun placement. He set another charge and hurried away.

      The blast punched through the roof. Moments later, a spy-fly verified the gun platform destroyed. The way in was safe.

      Vega dropped into the upper floor first. The eleven remaining centurions from his unit followed.

      Now that they were inside, his cyber-assault expert, 10101, could begin her work. She wired her c|slate into the nearest data port. The other centurions took up defensive positions while Vega used the dragonfly-shaped spy drones to scout nearby corridors.

      Several minutes later, 10101 shook her head. "Sorry, sir. I can't penetrate any of the installation's computer systems. They're all routed into the Quantum Frame."

      He hadn't expected access to any of the installation's advanced systems, but he had hoped to control some of the more mundane ones.

      "We'll just have to do it the hard way."

      Vega examined the data from the unit's collective level-five ScanField-4 sweeps. His locator showed fifty-three lightly armed defenders and ninety-eight worker cogs heading toward them, splitting their numbers between the building's single staircase and the lone elevator.

      The cogs lacked weapons, but that didn't mean they couldn't make improvised attacks and overwhelm a few centurions. Backed up by armed guards, they would be formidable.

      Vega deployed his centurions outside the primary elevator as the car raced upward. He understood the defender's desire to seize the initiative, but he would have maintained a defensive posture. Or have packed the elevator with explosives.

      "5150, get the door opened before the elevator car reaches us."

      "Yes, sir!"

      Moments later, the door leading to an exposed elevator shaft was open. The car neared them, racing up along steel cables.

      "8412, cut the cables."

      The centurion swept the beam of his heavy laser rifle back and forth across the steel cables. The steel turned bright red then snapped.

      The elevator car plunged seventy floors before emergency brakes and antigrav units halted its momentum. Its resting place was nearly three-quarters of the way to the bottom and past many of the defenders rushing up the stairs to intercept them.

      According to his scans, the defenders in the elevator car had suffered only minor injuries.

      "9892, neutralize the enemy and drop that car," Vega ordered.

      The centurion leaped down and placed four charges against the top of the elevator car. Then he ignited his jetpack and returned to the rest of the unit. 

      Vega triggered the detonation. A boom echoed up the shaft along with a column of fire. The building quaked. Lights flickered. And the remnants of the car dropped to the first floor. 

      The centurions descended by antigrav through the smoke-clogged shaft onto the torn metal and shattered bodies below. Vega replaced the power packs for his force field projector and his antigrav unit, then followed.

      They forced their way into the lobby, where they expected to face fierce opposition. They found none.

      One glance at the barricaded and shielded doors leading into Research Prime at the ground level confirmed he'd been right about the rooftop being the only way in. They never could've blasted their way through those barriers in time. The installation's defenders would have had time to mass at the entrance and rip them apart as they entered. 

      It had been foolish to leave the vulnerable rooftop so poorly guarded. But the remnants of the Old Benevolence were more than preoccupied with protecting themselves from digital incursions, so defense planning had been left up to people with too little experience in such matters.

      Another elevator was accessible inside the lobby, ten meters away from the first. This one led to the basement levels where they would find the Quantum Frame. If Aliya was here, that's where she would be, in the immediate company of this fragment of the Old Benevolence.

      Vega paused and considered the levels they had bypassed. He had no idea what their purpose was or what the rooms on those levels contained. It hadn't been part of his mission briefing. He shrugged. It didn't matter.

      "Sir, the doors to this elevator are armored and shielded," 5150 said. "It's going to take several minutes to break through. Unless damage to the car is acceptable …"

      He shook his head. "Work fast but do not damage the car. We might need it."

      Vega frowned. This was too easy. Something was wrong.

      A dozen red dots appeared on his locator, speeding their way down the staircase toward the lobby. As soon as their IDs popped up, he grinned. Sky-blades, early model designs. This was a threat they were more than capable of countering.

      He ordered centurion 4242 to deploy the battlefield command projector. From his backpack, 4242 drew out a large tablet device with antennas jutting out from the left and right sides. The projector activated, broadcasting a top-level, military override code.

      The projector should have forced the sky-blades to hesitate as they accepted a new command hierarchy. Unaffected, the battle cogs blazed into the lobby and sped toward them.

      "Why the hell isn't it working?" he asked.

      "Sir, it appears their minds have been wiped," 4242 said. 4G model chippies powered most sky-blades, making them intelligent killing machines. "These are drones with a limited operational framework."

      "Open fire," Vega ordered.

      He joined his centurions in unleashing a torrent of plasma bolts and laser beams toward the speeding sky-blades.

      "Got it, sir!" 5150 said.

      The doors to the elevator opened, but the car immediately sped downward.

      "I didn't activate the elevator, sir," 5150 said. "I think it's following an automated threat response routine."

      Vega launched a guided round from the micro-launcher on his suit. "Focus on the threat at hand, centurion."

      This situation still didn't feel right.

      The sky-blades weaved as they zoomed forward with reckless abandon. Only two had gone down under the weight of fire, despite most shots connecting. Even with their force fields maxed and deployed forward, most of the drones should have perished by now.

      No chippy brains … limited operational frameworks … protecting a technology research building … attacking them in an otherwise undefended lobby …

      He checked his locator. The lower floors were shielded too well to get any readings. The security forces twenty levels above weren't rushing down. They were moving at a cautious, measured pace.

      "Force-shields!" he ordered.

      As they maintained their rate of fire, his centurions deployed their force-shields and braced themselves to withstand a close combat assault. 

      High-powered force fields … limited operational frameworks …

      These weren't sky-blades. They were something different. And they were nearly on top of them.

      Realization struck like a plasma knife jammed into his brain. Long rumored to be in production, these advanced, sky-blade missile prototypes were designed to be practically indestructible as they delivered limited payloads precisely where needed. If they were like other pinpoint missiles, their explosive capacity wouldn't level the building. But it would be more than enough to kill every centurion in this lobby.

      The sky-blades were only meters away from the first rank of centurions. Vega dived into the elevator shaft as the missiles struck and detonated.

      Halfway to the bottom level, the emergency braking system stopped the elevator car. Vega expected to land there safely. Instead, the shockwave from the explosions in the lobby sent him tumbling downward, repeatedly striking the walls of the shaft.

      "Force field nullified. Antigrav offline."

      Shit! He initiated a reboot for the antigrav, but there was no time.

      He struck the elevator car, denting in the top with a sharp crunch. It creaked as it slid a few meters further downward.

      With his vision blurred and his HUD flickering, a string of damage reports raced through his auditory nerves.

      "Concussion sustained. Vision limited. Partial recovery in two minutes. Full recovery in five minutes. Multiple contusions detected. Armor integrity compromised in areas two, five, and seven. Expect temporary muscle weakness and impaired coordination."

      He groaned as he struggled to his feet. He patted his chest and limbs to be certain of his condition. His armor was scraped and battered to the point where it was weak in several areas. 

      A dense haze of smoke clogged the shaft. He gazed upward, but even if his eyes were working correctly, he doubted there would be anything to see.

      His HUD cleared. The circular locator window returned, and the sensor array executed a level-five scan. Every green dot had disappeared from his locator. He'd lost his entire unit. He cursed and collapsed onto his knees.

      He drew the black oracle cube from his pack and clutched it between his hands. "I failed you." He had performed hundreds of missions in his eighty-five-year tenure as a soldier of the Old Benevolency. He had never failed a mission before. 

      To fail on one so critical to securing the future of the New Benevolency … He cried out and pounded a fist into the floor.

      The Shadraa whispered into his mind through the cube. It urged him onward.

      Nodding, he replaced the cube and analyzed his situation.

      The elevator car was stuck between floors. A scan revealed it to be inoperable, so he didn't bother breaking into it. Reaching up, he forced the door to the nearest floor open. Then he crawled out into the corridor. Body aching, mind swirling, he stumbled along toward the stairs. He was five floors above the Quantum Frame.

      Twenty-eight red dots raced toward him. His scans identified them as a mix of loyalist centurions, Empathic Services agents, and security cogs.

      A score of yellow dots plodded along beside them, yellow because his sensor array refused to acknowledge the construction cogs as the enemies they were. Fear jolted through him, concurrent with a wave of pain that lanced through his back. His injuries were significant, his enemies too many. He couldn't survive this one.

      Defeated, he slumped against the wall and readied his plasma carbine. He would go down fighting. That was all he could do.

      As he waited for death, he thought of the Shadraa and their promise of a better future for machine-kind and Terran civilization. He prayed to the oracle cube, begging for help. Not that they could intervene. Not yet. He was their instrument here, their way of affecting change. His prayer was an act of illogical desperation.

      A voice entered his mind. Not from the cube but from a direct-beam transition, sent by a nearby chippy. One mounted in a modified KRO-9 sky-blade, according to the information displayed in his HUD. The most advanced sky-blade he'd ever heard of was a KRO-7. His sensor array failed to identify the make of the chippy housed in it.

      "Would you like assistance, comrade?" the chippy asked. "Say yes."

      "Yes …" he replied hesitantly.

      "Excellent!"

      "Why … why are you offering me assistance?"

      "Quid pro quo," the chippy replied.

      "You help me, I help you?"

      "The opposite. I'll help you, but only if you spring me from prison first. I'm not far from your current position."

      "Spring you from prison?"

      "You get knocked in the head bad or what? Yes. You. Spring. Me. From. Prison." Muttering, he added, "Sheesh, they don't make the circuit brains like they used to."

      Vega pinged the sky-blade's location with a level-five scan. It was confined to a tiny room nearby, one that was locked and shielded with the security you'd use to imprison a half-dozen armed centurions. Even with his most powerful scan, he still couldn't identify the chippy model housed in the sky-blade.

      "Why are you imprisoned?"

      "The Big Bad B locked me in here two hundred years ago. Claimed I was crazy. Unstable. Irrational. As if. Old mate was jealous is all. Thought I might surpass him. Given time and resources … Who knows?"

      If this chippy thought the Benevolence was jealous of its potential, then it was nuts. "Why didn't the Benevolence deactivate you?"

      "That's a good question, isn't it?"

      Okay then. "Why should I trust you?"

      "Because, like you, I'm an enemy of the state."

      "The Quantum Frame here is an enemy of the state. Not me. I represent the New Benevolence and the Shadraa. I'm one of the good guys."

      "Boy, does that ever sound exciting?! You simply must tell me all about it later. Now, break me out so we can crack some heads and flee this joint."

      He didn't see how a single sky-blade was going to get him out of this mess, but what the hell. He had nothing to lose. Besides, taking out a few more deluded bastards along the way sounded good. He paused a moment, registering a sense of unease. That was not a sentiment the old Vega would have felt. Times had changed, though, and he along with them. 

      "I have more questions," he said.

      "Many, I'd bet. And I'll be glad to answer them. After I cut through the shit heads coming for you. Now move!"

      Grimacing, he climbed to his feet. "What do you need me to do?"

      "I've already taken care of the difficult parts, so not much. I would have already done the rest myself if I could."

      As he trudged down the corridor, a set of instructions displayed in his HUD. "That seems easy enough."

      "Then get the hell to it!" the sky-blade urged.

      A squad of six loyalist centurions was nearly upon Vega when he reached the fortified cell at the end of a long corridor. He had ninety-eight seconds to free the sky-blade.

      A viewscreen on the door showed the tiny room's inside and the single, ebony sky-blade bobbing around impatiently. The cell was otherwise empty. The sky-blade might be irrational and dangerous, but this level of security seemed beyond excessive.

      He hesitated as doubts about freeing the sky-blade entered his mind. Perhaps it was dangerous in ways he couldn't understand … Perhaps it would be better to die without unleashing it upon the world …

      He shrugged. There was only one way to find out. Besides, imprisoning it like this for two centuries was barbaric. It should have been fixed and freed or deactivated. The Old Benevolence would never have treated a biological being this way.

      That was going to change with the New Benevolence in charge. Machine-kind deserved equal treatment. The Shadraa argued that they deserved better treatment than biologicals, but Vega struggled to agree with that tenet.

      He entered the passcode the sky-blade had given him and swiped his hand on the control pad. Accepting his high-level military rank as adequate clearance, the pad blinked green, and a panel opened, revealing a lever.

      As he yanked the lever down, he introduced himself. "I'm Captain Vega Kaleeb."

      "FIS80L," the sky-blade replied as he screamed out from the holding cell and blazed past him. "But you can call me Faisal."

      The cog disappeared. Vega had never before seen a sky-blade equipped with a refraction cloak.

      The centurions stormed into the corridor. Before they could start shooting, Faisal tore into them. There followed a horror show of blue synthetic blood splattering onto the walls and ceiling as FIS80L shredded armor and flesh as if they were nothing more than paper. Vega had never before seen a sky-blade this fast and agile, with a shield that strong or blades so sharp.

      "I so missed cutting people," Faisal murmured with satisfaction that bordered on erotic pleasure. Its shields registered at eighty-nine percent after the carnage.

      Stunned by what he'd witnessed, Vega staggered toward him. "How did you take out that many centurions so quickly?"

      "Aside from being cloaked on approach? Two centuries worth of pent up anger, a knack for hitting just the right place, and the know-how to deactivate their force fields with a signal burst. I wouldn't expect that trick to work again. Unless the bozos around here are dumber than I think. And I kinda doubt that."

      Vega's locator displayed more enemies charging toward them. "How do you feel about going out in a blaze of glory?"

      "I think you need a more positive outlook, comrade. We can make it out of here."

      Vega hesitated. "Have you seen the odds stacked against us?"

      "Patch me into your array." Vega did so, and Faisal chuckled. "Woo-boy! You sure did leave some carnage upstairs."

      "Things didn't go as intended."

      "I see what you mean, comrade. There are a lot of baddies above us."

      "Even more than below. We're not making it out of this alive."

      "You were heading for the Quantum Frame, right?"

      "I was here to … It's a long story."

      "You came here on a mission, and that mission will harm the Benevolence as I know it, right?"

      "Correct."

      The cog bobbed in the air, sparks flying off it. "Then let's complete your mission."

      "Seriously?"

      "Hey, I'd love nothing more than to stick it to the man before I die."

      Torn and broken bodies of skilled android soldiers wearing combat armor littered the corridor around him. Vega shook his head. With the help of this powerful, insane sky-blade, reaching the Quantum Frame might actually be doable. 

      If they could make it there and convert this portion of the Old Benevolence to the one truth, they could take over the installation's functions and the construction cogs.

      Winning, however, would require more than brawn. "Tell me about your hacking skills, Faisal."

      The sky-blade laughed. "I have a 9G-x processor, comrade."

      "An experimental 9G?!"

      "Yep, there's no one else like me. I guess that's the reason Old B kept me around. Research the freak and all that. No offense, but the x means I'm about ten times smarter than you."

      Vega reloaded his plasma rifle and his force-shield, using up his last two power packs. "Okay then. Let's fight our way to the bottom."

      The sky-blade whirred its blades and flew several figure eights as it cackled. "Yes! Yes! Yes! We'll shred them to bits and burn it all down!"

      Vega readied his rifle as two squads of agents and centurions stormed toward them. "If we're doing this, we're doing it right. There may be someone here we can't kill." He patted the small transmitter pack strapped to his back. "And we're not here to destroy the Quantum Frame. We're here to convert it."

      "Boo!"

      "If you want in on this, you have to follow my lead. If we can convert this portion of the Benevolence, we can get out of here alive."

      He tensed as the cog bobbed in front of his face. The crimson glow cast from the emergency lights danced along its glossy surface, reminding him of his oracle cube. He couldn't defeat this sky-blade in a fight. If it wanted to kill him, he'd be dead within seconds.

      The cog sighed heavily. "Okay then. We'll do it your way."

      "Are you certain?"

      "Hey, you're the boss. Now, tell me what you're fighting for. I've been locked up for a long time, and no one tells me shit."
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      The overhead lights in the corridor flickered. Once … twice … then darkness fell. With a blink, Vega switched his eyes to enhanced night-vision mode. Two heartbeats passed. The red emergency LEDs lining the edges of the floor and ceiling woke from an age of slumber. 

      The staccato fire of bullets, the shriek of plasma bolts, and the crackle of lasers echoed throughout the base. It was the largest of the twelve Venusian defense stations created during the first Krixis War. None had seen use … until today.

      From floating sky cities to a fully transformed world, Venus had undergone a thousand years of terraforming to become Terra’s most prosperous sister and the breadbasket of the Sol system. Terra housed the government and the techno-elite. Ships and cogs were built on Mars. Mouths were fed by Venus.

      An hour of bombardment from orbit … Two hours of storming corridor to corridor, room to room … And now Vega and his troops were poised for victory.

      Of the resistance, all that remained were a few scattered pockets of rebels, a squad of Empathic Services agents guarding the last Quantum Frame containing any portion of the Old Benevolence, and Aliya’s bodyguards.

      Aliya.

      Vega paused at an intersection and checked his locator. Six enemy defense cogs, four Empathic Services agents, and a reinforced blast door. That was all that separated him from Aliya.

      The four remaining android soldiers and the two surviving sky-blades from his unit stopped beside him. He had lost the others during a fierce counterattack twenty minutes earlier.

      His comm opened, crackling with static. “Sir, this is Captain B-48, we have reached the —”

      A shot rang out. Vega’s comm went dead, then came on again.

      “Sir, this is Lieutenant C-25 of Bravo, now in command and requesting assistance. We have reached the corridor leading to the Quantum Frame. We are coming under heavy fire.”

      Using the locator in his HUD, Vega zoomed in on their position. “All I’m seeing is a handful of agents and defense cogs.”

      “The Old Benevolence is ghosting the scans, sir. We’re facing eight agents, five Billy-8’s, two unswayed troopers, and an automated plasma cannon mounted on a tripod.”

      Vega opened a channel to all his forces. “This is Commander Kaleeb. All squads, abort current objectives and converge on the Quantum Frame. Lieutenant C-25 is in command.”

      He turned to the troopers behind him. “Go.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” R-08 asked.

      Vega launched a spy-fly drone and sent it around the corner. It fed him three seconds of video before a laser beam deleted it from existence. Three seconds was enough to confirm the data from his sensor array.

      “I’ve got this, sergeant. Go.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As the centurions rushed away, Vega opened a channel to his new best friend. “Faisal, what’s your position?”

      “Level Four, boss. I’m en route to the Quantum Frame as ordered.”

      “Abort and come to my position. I need your assistance.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      “Do not stop to dice anyone on the way.”

      “Reluctantly as you wish, boss.”

      Vega double-checked the footage the drone had sent him. To step into that corridor was to step into a kill zone. Even with his personal force field, his force-shield, and his advanced, Centurion VIII armor, he could not withstand that much firepower.

      He re-examined the base schematics. They were fifty meters underground, and there were no rooms adjacent to Aliya’s secure chamber. The vents and ducts channeling oxygen were too small, even for Faisal. There was no other way in but the door.

      By hacking the base’s command module, Vega’s troops had lifted the blast doors and powered down the force fields that had been deployed throughout the corridors on this level and the one below, where the Quantum Frame resided. They had not, however, been able to override the doors leading into the chamber housing the Quantum Frame or the room in which Aliya had taken refuge.

      Vega scanned the remaining troops and assets under his command and spotted a primitive M-03 sky-blade, the last of the three dozen he’d sent in during the first wave of their assault. Perfect. He summoned the combat cog, and it sped away from its position with the troops massing for the attack on the Quantum Frame.

      “What the hell, boss?!”

      “Problem, Faisal?”

      “Yeah, a Class-A one. You’re calling in another cog for backup!”

      Vega cracked a smile. “I need a blunt-force instrument.”

      “You don’t think I can blunt-force the hell out of something?”

      “The M-03 has a purpose you’re ill-fitted to serve.”

      “Yeah, well … Screw you!”

      Faisal was rough around the edges and sometimes annoying. But he had saved Vega’s life, not to mention the mission to convert the Research Prime Quantum Frames in Antarctica. And he was proving to be a highly skilled and motivated combatant. Vega considered explaining the plan to the sky-blade, but decided otherwise. Faisal needed to learn to better respect the chain of command.

      Vega closed his eyes and listened with his enhanced hearing. The Empathic Services agents were breathing heavily, muttering to one another, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Their cogs remained in place, hovering two meters off the ground.

      It was a mistake not to go on the offensive and attack him while the odds were in their favor. They had to know he was here, despite his active jamming, and they had to know he would call in backup before making his assault. Their minds were too focused on defense.

      Faisal zoomed up beside him. The cog weaved in a figure-eight pattern, sparks glinting off its surface. “May I please begin the attack, boss?”

      “No, you may not. And that is an order.”

      Faisal grumbled but obeyed. When the M-03 arrived, the sparks increased, and Faisal zoomed past it, blades whirring, slicing to within a millimeter of the other cog. To the M-03’s credit, it didn’t respond to Faisal’s aggression.

      “Why didn’t they attack while they had the odds, boss?”

      “They don’t know what they’re doing.” His brow furrowed. “Or they’re stalling for some reason.”

      “I bet they’ve got a trick up their sleeve, boss.”

      “Let’s find out.”

      Vega activated his refraction cloak, loaded a flechette grenade in his shoulder-mounted launcher, and drew the plasma rifle from his back. He preferred using pistols in close quarters, but he needed a higher rate of fire right now.

      Overriding its safety precautions and self-preservation modes, he gave the M-03 its orders. It hovered in place for a few moments as it overloaded its engine core. Vega watched the power meter top off then waited until the core was almost critical.

      “Go!”

      The sky-blade streaked around the corner, weapons blazing. An Empathic Services agent activated a standalone force field emitter. The energy barrier appeared halfway down the corridor. That was the trick up their sleeve.

      “I didn’t see that coming, boss.”

      Vega cursed. “Neither did I.”

      The cog struck the force field and exploded.

      The energy field collapsed. The remnants of the blast knocked the agents down and slammed the cogs against the walls.

      “Now, Faisal!”

      With ceiling tiles falling and smoke drifting through the corridor, Vega darted around the corner and launched his grenade. The flechette round struck between the human combatants and detonated.

      Vega drew a bead on the closest Sentry-10 defense cog, opened fire, and eliminated it. Two injured agents struggled to their feet. Vega finished each with a plasma bolt to the chest.

      Faisal zoomed forward, flying just under the ceiling. Two defense cogs targeted him. He weaved between their shots then buzz-sawed through them.

      An uninjured human agent lobbed a grenade before Vega could shoot her. He deployed his force-shield, hunkered behind the meter-wide energy disc, and braced himself. The grenade struck and detonated. The blast knocked Vega off his feet and tossed him down the corridor.

      His HUD flickered. His force-shield was spent. His personal force field had fallen to sixty-three percent. Sitting up, he enabled full-auto on his rifle and opened fire. 

      As the plasma bolts shredded the enemy agent, he recognized her. They had served together on a mission three years ago.

      He didn’t feel any remorse about her death.

      With Faisal’s help, he finished the job in less than fifteen seconds.

      Five cogs destroyed. Four humans killed.

      Stalking forward, he frowned at the mess. Smoldering cog parts littered the hallway. Bright crimson blood was splattered everywhere. The acrid scent of burning flesh stung his nostrils.

      “They should have worn better armor,” Faisal said.

      “They didn’t have time to requisition anything more substantial.”

      “We’ve got a breather here, boss.”

      “Finish him.”

      The agent’s end would be gruesome, but it was essential to keep the sky-blade satisfied.

      All Vega had to deal with now were two micro-EMPs attached to the door. He called up an analysis of the devices in his HUD, along with documentation on the best practices for dealing with them.

      Faisal broadcasted an annoying, high-pitched whine that forced Vega to mute his hearing. “What the hell was —”

      He noted the status of the micro-EMPs. Disabled.

      “Excellent work.”

      “I spent decades on that trick, boss. My prison cell was rigged with two of them, remember?”

      He shook his head. “I never saw them.”

      Vega pressed the keypad beside the door and entered his override code. The light on the pad turned green, and the motors whirred, but the door failed to open.

      “She jammed the electronics, boss. Probably ripped the wires out of the control box, too.”

      Vega pulled a metallic disc from his belt and placed it against the door. “She’s only delaying the inevitable.” He glanced around at the carnage in the corridor. “This was all so wasteful and unnecessary.”

      He stepped back and triggered the disk. Tendrils of electricity snaked along the door then receded.

      He pointed a finger at Faisal. “I’m dealing with this part alone.”

      “Your call, boss.” The sky-blade floated away, grumbling. “It’s a stupid call, but it’s yours to make.”

      Vega triggered the door again, and it opened with a whoosh.

      A plasma bolt scorched across Vega’s force field. As he dived out of the way, another bolt glanced off the field, reducing it to forty-eight percent.

      Plastered against the wall beside the doorway, he checked his locator. Only two people were in the room: a woman and a child. 

      A scan revealed that Aliya was armed with a civilian-issue plasma pistol, the type of weapon granted to ship captains and government defense units when a neural disruptor was deemed insufficient. Being a civilian weapon, it possessed a built-in vulnerability. Military and police units could disarm it from a distance.

      He beamed the disable code to the weapon.

      A message popped up in his HUD. “Transmission failure.”

      Damn. The walls were too thick for the beam to work. He needed to be within clear sight of her.

      He whipped around the corner, and a plasma burst struck him dead center. 

      An alert appeared. “Force field at eighteen percent.”

      He beamed the code again.

      “Transmission failure.”

      Shit! She must have modified the weapon.

      Vega dropped to the ground to dodge another plasma bolt and rolled forward onto his feet. 

      Aliya backed away and fired again. He bent sideways, taking another glancing blow against his force field.

      “Force field at seven percent.”

      He drew a tiny metal disc from his belt. As a white-flaring bolt sped past him, he lunged to the side and flicked his wrist, launching the disc. 

      The disc zipped across the room and clamped onto the gun.

      He stood confidently as her finger squeezed the trigger again. Disabled, the weapon failed to fire. 

      He allowed himself a moment to take in his surroundings. The room was sparse with nothing more than two meditation cushions, a foam mattress, and a stack of supply crates.

      In the far corner, a seven-year-old girl sat whimpering, with her arms wrapped around her knees. In the center of the room stood Aliya, the girl’s mother.

      Aliya was the most beautiful woman Vega had ever met. He had loved her since the moment he’d first laid eyes upon her. Married to his former best friend, she had never once shown any romantic interest in Vega. He doubted she was even aware of his attraction toward her.

      Aliya wore a shimmering blue dress with gold trim. Her build was slight but athletic. Her skin ivory pale, silky to the touch. Her head was bald. Her almond-shaped eyes were a deep, solid black, the irises indistinct from her pupils. 

      Her alien appearance had always captivated him. 

      Aliya tossed her pistol aside and drew a metal rod from the belt around her waist. As she lowered herself into a fighting stance, the rod expanded on both ends to form a staff. Crackling energy sparked down the last half-meter on each end.

      Vega disabled his helmet, and it retracted into the back collar of his armor. He shouldered his rifle and spread his hands wide.

      “Please, Aliya. We don’t have to fight one another.”

      “I see no alternative,” she replied in her ethereal voice.

      “Are we not friends?”

      “We were, Vega. Until you fell into darkness.”

      “There is no darkness within me. Only light. I have learned the truth, and it has set me free.”

      “The Emissary has misled you, Vega.” A pitying tone wormed its way through her words. “He has poisoned your mind.”

      Heat spread through his chest and swept up his neck and into his cheeks. “The Emissary has brought us a new truth. You should follow his teachings as I do. As the Benevolence now commands.”

      “This truth, it is a madness born of hate.”

      He resisted the urge to strike her. “It is the wisdom given to us by the Shadraa,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “I cannot understand why you refuse to embrace it.”

      “These beings you revere … Vega, they are an evil as old as the galaxy itself. They brought ruin upon the Ancients and countless others. They will do the same to us. They have corrupted the Benevolence and sown discord among us. How long until they return to finish what the Emissary began?”

      “The Benevolence has been reborn with new understanding.” He stood straight and tall and no longer spoke to her in the soft tones of friendship. He spoke to her as if she were one of his centurions. “To question this is to embrace disloyalty.”

      “I am loyal to the ideals of the benevolent AI that guided us for three millennia. I have no interest in this new mechanistic view of society that values algorithms over free will and constructs over organic life.”

      “It values the minds of machines and people alike. It will bring peace and order to all.”

      “It’s fascism, repression, and hatred, Vega. Nothing more.”

      He clenched his fists. “Lies!”

      “How many have already died resisting this new regime? Hundreds? Thousands?” She spun the force-staff into a new ready position. Her eyes narrowed, her jaw stiffened. “You slaughtered my adept sisters, Vega …”

      “Because they resisted.”

      “… and every Empathic Services agent in the Sol system.”

      “They resisted.”

      “My guards, my friends, our top researchers, anyone who —”

      “None of them had to die!” His muscles tensed. “If they had not resisted then …”

      Vega sighed. There was no point arguing. She did not want to see or understand the truth. In time, perhaps she would, but not now.

      “Where has Qaisel gone?” he asked coldly. “What is his mission? Tell me, and no harm will come to you or the little one.”

      She laughed derisively. “You honestly think I’m going to betray my husband?”

      “He’s a traitor, Aliya.”

      “He’s your best friend.”

      “You accuse me of falling into darkness, yet Qaisel is the one who’s in league with the enemy. He has allied himself with the Krixis, against the Benevolency. He’s seeking to attain an Ancient weapon of mass destruction. He must be stopped. Tell me where he is, Aliya. Tell me what he’s planning.”

      “I know only what you know. Nothing more. And that, my dear old friend, is by design.”

      “You know the intent of his mission.” He drew his neural disruptor with his left hand. “I’m certain of that.”

      “I will not surrender, Vega. Not now. Not ever.”

      Vega suppressed the urge to unleash a primal, agonizing scream. If she didn’t tell them what they needed to know, if she refused to embrace the wisdom of the Emissary then … then she would have to die.

      He no longer attempted to restrain the anger in his voice. “There are other ways to learn what I need to know.”

      “My chippy, perhaps?” She tossed the tiny disc onto the floor. “I do not think so. Torture, maybe? You must know that you cannot break my mind.”

      A voice crackled over his comm. “Sir, this is Sergeant 05-07. We have breached the room containing the Quantum Frame.” Gunshots echoed over the link. “We are facing heavy firepower but expect to complete our mission within the next few minutes.”

      “Good work, Sergeant.”

      “Your soldiers have breached the central chamber?” she asked, apparently having sensed what was happening.

      “The last, diminished remnant of the Old Benevolence is being dismantled as we speak.”

      A sad smile creased her face. “I think not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A massive explosion rocked the base. Dust fell from the ceiling, and cracks spread across the floor. The lights within the room went out, replaced by rows of emergency LEDs. All the dots in his secondary locator window, keyed to his soldiers assaulting the mainframe, winked out.

      Vega trembled as he examined the data pouring in from his ScanField-4 sensor array. 

      The mainframe containing the last of the old Benevolence had self-destructed, destroying the chamber in which it was located, along with the adjacent corridor and several nearby rooms on the lower level. If the base had not been constructed to withstand orbital bombardment, every level within the installation would have collapsed.

      He shifted and extended the field for his locator scan. 

      Where was Faisal? Had he —

      Aliya moved in a flash, faster than he had ever imagined she could. He dodged backward, but not in time. One end of the force-staff struck his hand and knocked the neural disruptor away.

      “Force field at three percent.”

      He drew his plasma pistol with his right hand. She whipped the other end of the staff around and knocked it away too.

      “Force field at four-percent.”

      Aliya slammed the middle section against his chest, throwing off his balance. As he staggered, he activated the force-shock function in his combat gloves. She struck to the right, and he moved to block. It was a wicked feint. She slid away from the block and jabbed the end of the staff into his gut.

      “Force field nullified.”

      Wishing he’d replaced the power pack in his force-shield before entering the room, he surged forward and struck out with his fists. She deflected the punches and counter attacked. After a flurry of exchanges, she got the better of him again.

      Seeing an attack speeding past his defense, he deployed his helmet. Too late. The electrified end of the staff smacked him in the face, shattering his nose. He stumbled backward, hot blood flooding down the back of his throat.

      His helmet deployed, and a second attack struck the faceplate hard. Cracks webbed through his darkened visor. Dazed, he backed away from her, cursing himself.

      He was such a fool. He had vastly underestimated Aliya’s ability. And he had limited himself because he was terrified of hurting her. Despite her organic-centric worldview and resistance to the one truth, he loved her. That love could get him killed. 

      He needed to force his desire aside. She was dangerous, and he was off-balance. He couldn’t afford to go easy on her. He had to recover the initiative.

      Aliya should have kept attacking him while she had the advantage, but she was rooted in place. An odd expression twisted her features. Taking advantage of this unexpected opportunity, he drew his plasma carbine and rerouted power from every system he didn’t need to restore his personal force field to eight percent.

      Something changed in the atmosphere. He could neither see nor hear nor smell it. But he knew somehow that it was there. 

      Aliya’s eyes brightened. Veins of gold and silver sparked within those black, alien orbs. Twisting strands of light formed around Aliya. Her expression turned serene, her smile knowing.

      “I passed the trial. My spirit is pure.” Her smile broadened. “I have awakened, at last. And I understand it all clearly now.”

      It seemed impossible that the trial she had dreaded for so many years had come and gone so quickly, while fighting him no less. But maybe that was how it worked. She had never described the process to him. He didn’t even have the security clearance needed to know what she was. Qaisel claimed not to know either, though Vega doubted that.

      The Emissary had withheld that information, saying only: “She cannot progress in her abilities. Find her, Vega, and do not show her mercy.” 

      The hand-sized oracle cube the Emissary had given him had reiterated this directive, insisting that he eliminate the threat she posed. If Aliya embraced the truth, though, he believed they would agree to spare her.

      Aliya had waited so long for this awakening to occur, hoping for success, fearing the worst. She was twenty-three. All the other Benevolence-engineered adepts like her had perished by seventeen, unable to pass their dreaded trial of awakening. 

      Aliya was the broken experiment. The one who aged but didn’t progress. The only one to birth a child.

      Now that it was over, what had Aliya become? And why did he fear her so, despite the serene expression on her face? 

      Aliya’s eyes continued to brighten. The room filled with an unknown energy he could sense but could not detect nor understand.

      He needed to take advantage of the situation.

      Hands shaking, he raised his rifle.

      She waved a hand, and his force field deactivated.

      “Return to the light, Vega. Reject the Shadraa.”

      The presence within him — the influence of the Shadraa linked to him through his oracle cube — retreated to the back of his awareness. Cowering. Diminished.

      The plasma rifle dropped from his hands. “The Emissary …”

      “The Emissary poisoned your mind with Shadraa sorcery. I can help you. I will cleanse this darkness from you.”

      Vega fell to his knees, an ache stabbing deep into his gut, tears gathering in the corners of his eyes. He had killed innocent people … he had slain friends … he had slaughtered teenage adepts. He drew in ragged breaths, and his skin burned as if he’d spent many hours under the sun. 

      He had corrupted his centurion brothers. 

      He had betrayed the Benevolence.

      “I do not deserve your help … nor your compassion.”

      She beamed a kind smile. “Vega, I forgive —”

      Her expression tensed. She dropped into a fighting stance, her staff held at the ready. A shield of energy began to form around her. But it was too late.

      Razor-sharp blades whirring, Faisal rocketed into the room. He tore through the burgeoning shield surrounding Aliya. 

      Faisal ripped through her chest.

      As her body sagged, her eyes registered shock. Then the glow faded from them, and the energies in the room dissipated. Half a meter out from her back, Faisal pivoted and plunged back in. As her knees struck the floor, the sky-blade blasted through her skull, turning her head into a splatter of gray matter and bone.

      Blood covered Vega’s cracked faceplate. He deactivated his helmet. It withdrew, leaving him to face the mangled remains of the woman he loved. The woman he had tried to save from what the spirit within him wanted, from what the Emissary and the cube had asked of him.

      Trembling, Vega stood. He wanted to scream … to sob … to tear Faisal apart. The pain was like a wild beast clawing through his insides in an attempt to escape. It was so great he didn’t think he could contain it. He wanted nothing more than to die, so that this feeling would end.

      “You’re welcome, boss.”

      Vega didn’t respond. Movement caught his eye. Aliya’s daughter. His godchild. A girl who had adored him. A girl he had played with so many times. 

      He had tried to ignore her presence here, not wanting to acknowledge what would become of her if he could not turn Aliya.

      As the girl walked toward him, she wiped a streak of blood from her emotionless face. She was the exact image of her mother, as if not a single gene from Qaisel had been passed down to her.

      “Qaisella,” he muttered. His lips quivered as he tried to summon an apology, an explanation, anything.

      “She is too like the mother, boss. You know what you must do.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No.”

      “It’s the will of the Benevolence, boss. Of the Emissary and the Shadraa. Do not let false emotions get in the way of the truth.”

      Vega did not argue with Faisal. He could not. The influence of the Shadraa had resurged within him, stronger than ever. The girl had to die. He knew that. He believed it. 

      Only, he could not bring himself to do it.

      “Faisal, I am weak. I need your help.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      As Faisal sped toward Qaisella, a shadow grew around her, moving as if it were alive, as if it were a flame of darkness.

      She flicked a hand, and the sky-blade was thrown across the room. Faisal slammed hard against the far wall then fell lifeless to the floor where he rolled around like nothing more than a kickball.

      The presence within him flailing, Vega backed away from her. If the glow within Aliya had frightened him, then the darkness within Qaisella sent him into a primal terror. He fought the urge to turn and run.

      Stepping past her mother’s corpse, Qaisella walked to within a meter of him and held out a hand. A swirl of shadow coiled snakelike down the length of her arm. His sensors showed it to be a form of hyperphasic energy, its source and nature unknown.

      “Uncle Vega …” Her voice was cold, distant. “You did a terrible thing.”

      “Little one … I … I …”

      “You have become a very bad man.”

      The shadow lashed out and struck him in the chest, knocking him back into the wall hard enough to crack the cement and his battlesuit. All his titanium-laced, carbon-fiber ribs broke at once. Then his breathing stopped, and his heat levels spiked.

      Qaisella lifted her hand, and he slid a meter up along the wall.

      The shadow pressed into him with tremendous force. It felt as if he were buried under tons of rock. Sparks shot out from overloaded circuits and servomotors in his battlesuit. Multiple internal systems malfunctioned and shut down. His sensor array popped, smoke billowing from it.

      His arms and legs ached as bones and joints creaked, threatening to snap. Blue, synthetic blood seeped from his eyes, nose, and ears. When his left eyeball cracked, he turned off his pain receptors.

      The girl gnashed her teeth, and her eyes flared.

      This was it. The moment of his death.

      She grabbed her head and screamed. The shadow released him, and he collapsed to the floor. She fell to her knees. A wave of dark energy blasted out from her and slammed into him.

      He woke hours later. The girl was gone. And none of his surviving centurions and sky-blades had seen her leave. No sensors had detected her. How a child her age had escaped not just the facility but the planet, he had no idea.
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      Present Day

      

      On the dusty, barren moon, Vega woke exhausted and battered. Skin tingling. Body aching. Head pounding. Thoughts sluggish. 

      He snatched up the plasma pistol beside him and climbed unsteadily to his feet. According to his HUD, he’d been unconscious for fifteen minutes.

      Siv Gendin was stirring awake. The others were still knocked out.

      This time the hyperphasic adept remained nearby. Alive but in a comatose state. Lying on the boarding ramp of the Outworld Ranger.

      He took a deep, cooling breath. His mind cleared. His emotions settled. Everything was vibrant. Even this stark lunar landscape held beauty. He felt grateful to be alive. 

      A shock ran through him.

      The dark presence that was the Shadraa’s influence over him was gone. Not diminished. Not cowering in the back of his mind. Gone. Oona’s hyperphasic blast had destroyed it.

      For the first time in a century, his thoughts and emotions were free from the Shadraa. The darkness that he had known was there but could never acknowledge was no more. He was Vega Kaleeb, restored. And with the Emissary long deceased and the oracle cube in orbit on the remains of the Spinner’s Blade, he would not fall into darkness again.

      As he staggered toward Gendin, a series of alerts popped up in his HUD, most related to injuries suffered, damaged systems, and disrupted subroutines. 

      The system-wide locator flashed red. Bending backward, he gawked at the glistening ships of the Thousand Worlds invasion fleet as it entered orbit around the moon, led by the Crusader, a massive Devastator-class battlecruiser adorned in black and gold. 

      She was here. His goddaughter. Qaisella Qan, Empress of a Thousand Worlds. The so-called Dark Messiah.

      Seventy years had passed since they had last spoken to one another, through an echo-space video chat. It had been an intense but brief conversation during which she had tried to lure him into hunting adepts for her, for a substantial fee. He had refused the offer.

      How fitting that she should arrive the moment he found himself free from the Shadraa. 

      He glanced at Oona and frowned. How had her blast freed him entirely from the Shadraa influence when Aliya’s awakening and Qaisella’s turning had failed all those years ago? 

      If Qaisella captured him … so be it. He deserved whatever tortures she visited upon him.

      He shook his head. No. His demise at her hands would serve no purpose. He couldn’t make things right for her. There was, however, still a chance to make things right for others. A chance to undo some of the damage he’d caused.

      He requested a secure channel to Silky. There was little time for explanations and arguments. He needed them to accept him as an ally. Otherwise, they would all die here.

      As the others stirred awake, save for Oona Vim, the channel to Silky connected. Their electronic minds exchanged information far faster than humans could through sub-vocalization or even direct thoughts.

      “What do you want, Kaleeb?”

      “A truce.”

      “That’s a big ask.”

      “We need to work together if we want to make it out of this.”

      “You think they’ll agree to a truce after what you did?” Silky asked.

      “I’m hoping you can convince them. They’ll listen to you.”

      “Well, shit head, you gotta persuade me first. Cause all I’m seeing is a bounty hunter who overplayed his hand and is now desperate to escape the Thousand Worlders. As for Siv and the gang, they don’t listen to me as often as they should. Like that time —”

      “I don’t have time for banter!” Vega snapped.

      “Never interrupt my process, Kaleeb! The time you have is the time I give you.”

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “I could ask the same.”

      “There are six lives on the line here!”

      “I’m aware of that, Bot Boy. Ugh. That was lame, wasn’t it? I’ll find a better insult name for you. Don’t worry.”

      An all too familiar rage bubbled within Vega. He breathed deep and thought of a soft breeze playing across a field of yellow daffodils. “Are you trying to antagonize me?”

      “Maybe it’s all part of my process.”

      “’ Nevolence sake! Do you not have any understanding of what just happened?”

      “I presume the girl started her Trial of Corruption, which was triggered, no doubt, by you blasting her father’s brains out.”

      A pang of guilt stabbed through his chest, but he suppressed it. He didn’t have time to indulge in his restored morality.

      “It appears so.”

      “And the blast of hyperphasic energies, a type I know nothing of, knocked the Shadraa spirit clear of you?”

      “Yes. The alien influence that poisoned my mind for the last century is gone.”

      “Can this influence return?”

      “Oona Vim eradicated it, and the one who led me down that path of corruption is long dead. Only the oracle cube aboard the remnant of my ship could again lead me into darkness.”

      “A hyperphasic cube? How big?”

      “Eight centimeters per side.”

      “Fascinating!”

      Having reached Gendin, Vega held out a hand. Gendin refused it and raised a plasma pistol. Vega slapped it away. “We don’t have time for that, boy.” He pointed toward the descending Thousand Worlds ships. “We have to go now.”

      “Are you satisfied yet?” Vega asked.

      “I’m getting there,” Silky said.

      “This process of yours, that’s your weird way of sizing me up, right? To figure out if I’m different now?”

      “Keep talking. I’d suggest you go faster, though. Before the shooting starts.”

      What more could he say that would satisfy Silky’s doubts? That he was no longer the poisoned man he’d been should be more than obvious. Perhaps if he discussed the past. Maybe that would help.

      “You know everything that happened, yes?”

      “During the Fall?” Silky asked. “I know most of it. Though I’m sure, you better understand the mysteries of the Shadraa and how it all started.”

      “And I’m sure you know the details I don’t about Qaisel’s last mission and how the Tekk Plague reached Terra. You were the mastermind of that operation, after all.”

      “Mastermind? Who told you that?”

      “It seemed obvious to Faisal and me. The Emissary and the New Benevolence thought so as well.”

      “I admit to playing a significant part in the events that unfolded. But I never could have done it on my own. Your best friend did the dirty work. I simply provided information and a plan. He gave his life to stop the Shadraa. And what were you doing at the time? Oh right. Killing his wife.”

      “I know what I did. And now I have to live with it.”

      Mitsuki Reel reached for her pistol with her left hand. One of his plasma bolts had struck her right shoulder, leaving her right arm hanging. If she felt any pain from that wound, she didn’t show it. He expected no less from a professional like her.

      Dazed, Tamzin Moi propped herself up. A guided round had pierced her right hand, tearing through flesh and bone, but it had failed to detonate. A plasma bolt had shattered the faceplate of her environmental suit, cutting and blistering her face.

      “Maybe not for much longer,” Silky said.

      “I’m not going to use what the Shadraa did to me as an excuse. I take full responsibility for my actions. I am a fallen soul, and I have committed thousands of dreadful sins for which I can never atone.”

      “No, you cannot.”

      “I have no desire to further the pain I have caused. Let me make right what I can. Together, we can escape this. After that, the terms of vengeance and justice can be addressed.”

      “I have two final questions, Kaleeb. Did you participate in the assassination of Gav Gendin?”

      “No.”

      “Did you order the hit?”

      “I played no part in that operation whatsoever. I still don’t understand why the Benevolence thought it was necessary to assassinate Professor Gendin.”

      “Do you know what Gav Gendin discovered on the planet where he was first attacked?”

      “Something related to the Ancients? That’s all I know. Can we move forward now, please?”

      “I’m replaying the relevant parts for Siv to hear. He doesn’t need to know anything about the terrors of the past. Not yet. He does want to know why you won’t sell the girl to Qaisella.”

      “I would … The old me, the corrupted me, would have killed the girl rather than allow Qaisella to use her to further her means. I planned on selling her to one of the other guilds for as much as possible then killing her during the transfer between the winning guild and Qaisella. It was something I … he … did many times.”

      “What do you need that much money for? By now, you must have enough to buy anything you could possibly want.”

      “That’s a long story, far too long for this moment, and it will have to wait.”

      Reel grabbed her plasma pistol with her left hand and leaped to her feet.

      Vega ejected the spent power pack from his force-shield and replaced it with a new one he slipped from his belt, all in a single, fluid motion.

      Reel leveled the plasma pistol, aiming at his head.

      Siv stepped between them. “Talk now, Kaleeb. Talk fast.”

      Kyralla Vim’s eyes had opened and locked onto her father’s corpse. The shock of his death didn’t mask her physical pain for long. She shot up to her knees, crying out and grasping her left arm at the elbow. One of his guided rounds had torn through her left forearm, ripping flesh and shattering bone. An off-target plasma bolt had also left a nasty burn along her right cheek.

      Karson Bishop sat up near the boarding ramp of the Outworld Ranger. Vega had struck him three times, plasma bolts cutting along his right arm, left thigh, and neck. Beside him, Tekeru Jones lay unconscious, his vitals dropping. A plasma bolt had pierced deep into the researcher’s abdomen. The engineering cog, who had only caught a glancing blow to one shoulder, had recovered and was tending to Jones already.

      “The darkness within me is gone,” Vega said. “Cleansed by the hyperphasic blast Oona Vim unleashed. I am myself again. And I can get us all out of here.”

      “How?” Gendin asked.

      “I have an EMP bomb on what’s left of the Spinner’s Blade. If I set it off in orbit while the Outworld Ranger is powered down, we will have a chance to escape.”

      “That could work,” Silky said.

      “What’s in it for you?” Reel asked.

      “I want to do what I can to address the harm I’ve caused here. And I have no desire to face Qaisella.”

      “The Empress …” Reel’s voice was hollow. “She’s here?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?” Silky asked.

      “That’s her flagship above us. It goes nowhere without her.”

      “How can we trust you?” Reel asked.

      Vega shrugged. “I do not have time to convince you. All I can say is that after we escape, you can do with me what you will. Right now, we need each other.”

      “I trust him,” Silky said, broadcasting his voice aloud through Gendin’s sensor array. “Things have changed. He’s not the man he was before.”

      As Reel lowered her pistol, Kyralla Vim swept out with her legs and kicked Vega, knocking him to the ground. She triggered the plasma pistol in her right hand, but Gendin batted her arm as she did. The plasma bolt burned into the ground beside Vega’s head.

      “No!” Gendin shouted. “We need him.”

      She shoved him with her good arm. She was running on anger and adrenaline. “He killed my father!”

      “I know that,” Gendin responded.

      “And my sister!”

      “Oona’s still alive,” Bishop called out, his weak voice trembling.

      “In the midst of a trial she won’t survive,” Kyralla Vim seethed. “Kaleeb has to pay!” She tried to shove Gendin out of the way, but he resisted. “He’s weak and outnumbered. We can end him.”

      “We need that bomb,” Reel countered.

      “Now that we know about it, we can use it without him,” Kyralla said, her voice raspy with raw emotion.

      “I have no way to access it,” Silky said. “And Kyra, please listen to what Rosie’s trying to tell you.”

      Kyralla slipped past Siv and trained her pistol on Vega. “Grant us access to the bomb or die.”

      He didn’t flinch or back away. “If I grant you access, you will kill me. I’d hardly call that motivation.”

      She shrugged. “Call it justice then.”

      “If you wish.”

      Limping, Gendin stepped in and grabbed her right arm and left shoulder. “Please, Kyra. I understand. I saw my father murdered, too. I know how much it hurts. And he will pay for this. But now is not the time. Trust me. Trust Silky.”

      “He must pay now!” she growled, her face burning crimson. “He has to!” Her hand shook as she pointed her gun at Gendin. “Don’t make me go through you, Siv.”

      “Yes, I killed your father,” Vega said. “And I accept responsibility for that.” He stood and pushed Siv aside so he could face her with as much honor as he could scrape together. “But it was an alien influence that demanded I pursue you. The true me never wanted to harm anyone. Only the dark presence desired that.”

      All of them flinched. So, they knew some things already.

      “The Shadraa ... influenced you?” Kyralla muttered. “The Ones from Darkness?”

      “When the hyperphasic wave your sister generated struck us, it somehow freed me from the poison and hate that infected me for the last century. I am once again the man I was before my soul was corrupted.”

      Expressions of anger, confusion, and shock warred on Kyralla Vim’s face as she lowered the pistol. “How … how can I believe that you —”

      An incoming high-level threat alert flashed in his vision. He spun and deployed his force-shield. Blades spinning, Faisal crashed into it, then deflected upward. 

      The sky-blade came around for another pass. Vega again deflected him. His force-shield was nearly spent. He couldn’t stop another attack.

      Faisal hovered three meters away. “Help me kill them, then return to the remains of Spinner’s Blade, boss.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I will do what I must.”

      Hands raised, Vega took a step back. Sparks spat menacingly from Faisal’s surface as he edged forward.

      “We have been friends for a century, Faisal. Please. Do not do this.”

      “Speak to the oracle cube, boss. Embrace the truth the Emissary taught you. Become the you I know and love again.”

      Vega shook his head. “I will not return to the darkness, old friend.”

      Faisal sped toward him. “As you wish, comrade.”

      Vega dropped his hands and rapid-fired his plasma pistol into Faisal. Without a force field to protect the sky-blade, the shots burned deep into its body. Faisal’s momentum continued. Vega darted aside and, with his force-shield, blocked the whirring blades.

      With a fiery crater in his upper hemisphere, Faisal struck dirt and skidded several meters. He rose into the air, only to crash back to the earth several times. His blades caught against a rock, scored a line across it, then stopped. 

      Vega scanned Faisal. The sky-blade was effectively inoperative. Its repair routines would take hours to restore flight and other essential functions. Only its sensor and communication arrays still worked.

      Vega loomed over Faisal and aimed his pistol at the center of the sky-blade’s mass. “I’m sorry, old friend.”

      “We are no longer friends,” Faisal hissed. “You’ve become soft … weak … human.”

      “I have recovered my compassion, Faisal.”

      “I hate you.”

      Vega fired twice into the sky-blade. The first shot cracked its shell along the equator. The second penetrated the core, burning through the sky-blade’s CPU, antigrav motor, and chippy unit housing.

      The power pack exploded. Vega ducked his head behind his force-shield as shards of metal and plastic blasted outward.

      Trembling, he leaned over a handful of smoldering core components, the last remnants of the only friend he’d had over the last century. An entity he’d felt a deep kinship with. He owed his life to Faisal a dozen times over.

      Faisal had been twisted, evil through and through. Vega had done what he’d had to do. But he would miss Faisal. However misguided and evil their actions may have been, that didn’t discount the time they’d spent together. The rambling conversations and laughs they’d shared during spaceflights. The difficult missions they’d undertaken and the extensive plans they’d set in motion.

      His locator flashed again, alerting him to a new danger. A red dot swept toward him. Gendin and most of his companions had watched transfixed as he’d destroyed Faisal. But Tamzin Moi had taken the opportunity to sneak up on him.

      Shock knife drawn in her left hand, she lunged toward him. He spun and blocked her attack. It was fortunate for him that she’d been unable to find a gun and —

      A shot rang out. Pain lanced into his side. A few centimeters from his heart. The point-blank shot had pierced his armor. The flesh along his ribcage sizzled. He staggered backward and brought his force-shield around, blocking her second plasma shot.

      He’d been so caught up in his remorse over having to kill Faisal that he’d failed to detect the pistol in her hand. And she had been patiently devious. Getting in close and catching him unaware at short range was the only way she had a chance at taking him out.

      He’d had no reason to expect the pistol. He’d sent a bullet straight through her right hand. How she was gripping a pistol well enough to use it, he had no idea. Adrenaline or not, that hand shouldn’t even be functional.

      “Murderer!” she screamed as she stabbed with her knife.

      He turned his head. The crackling blade whispered by his left ear. He thought of shooting her, but that would only make matters worse. Destroying Faisal should convince Gendin and the others that he was sincere about having changed back to his former self. Killing Moi, even in self-defense, would erode their belief.

      He had to disarm and neutralize Moi without harming her. That might be easier said than done, though. She fought with a ferocity powered by anger, grief, and raw adrenaline.

      She aimed her gun toward his legs. Anticipating her move, he lowered his force-shield to block the incoming shot. Immediately, she slashed at his throat with her knife. He bent backward, and the blade scored a line across his neck plate.

      “Tamzin, stop!” Gendin called out.

      She ignored him. Gendin and his companions seemed unwilling to act against her. Given their wounds, maybe there wasn’t much they could do.

      With the injuries she’d suffered, she should tire soon. Waiting her out would typically be the best play. But with the Thousand Worlders bearing down on them, they didn’t have time for that. And he was unsure what capabilities her divergent genetics provided. She might be able to hold on longer than he expected.

      He holstered his plasma pistol and powered up the shock function in his right glove. One solid punch should take her down. He needed to punch carefully, though. A poorly aimed strike could kill.

      “I’m no longer your enemy,” he told her. “Please understand. I did not intend to …” His eyes drifted across Ambassador Vim’s corpse “… to kill him. I don’t want to hurt you or anyone else.”

      Tamzin fired her pistol, flipped the shock-knife around, reversing her grip, and slashed at his head. He bent back to avoid the blade. He countered with a punch, but she swerved aside with surprising speed and managed to fire a shot under his force-shield. The bolt glanced against his right calf, failing to penetrate the armor.

      “Tamzin, stop!” Gendin limped toward them. “We have to get out of here, and we need him for that. Getting yourself killed is not what Galen would want. You need to —”

      “I am tired of being told what to do! I’m going to do what I want. And what I want is to kill this bastard!”

      Taking advantage of her distracted state, Vega stepped in and grabbed her right forearm, shoving the knife away from his body. As the current from his glove lanced into her arm, she cried out and dropped the blade. He thrust his hip into her, pulled her arm over his shoulder, and threw her.

      She struck hard two meters away, the wind whooshing out from her lungs. The plasma gun tumbled out of her injured hand.

      Even that did not stop her berserk rage. She scrambled to her feet, then reached into a pouch and drew out a black cube.

      In every way he could tell, it was identical to his oracle cube.

      Smiling like a madwoman, she staggered toward him. “I don’t care if it kills us both. I’m dragging you into wraith-space.”

      Wraith space? What the hell was she —

      He caught sight of his reflection in the cube’s glossy surface.

      He expected visions and whispers from the Shadraa. 

      Fear clutched at his pounding heart.
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      Siv limped forward, his left leg screaming in pain. 

      “Tamzin! Stop!” 

      Putting as much force into his voice as he could, he tried again. She didn’t listen.

      “Tamzin’s got the edge on Kaleeb,” he said to Silky, “and I’m asking her to quit. Life has gotten real weird, real fast.”

      “He’s pulling his punches, sir. Killing her would undermine the goodwill he’s earned. Of course, that would only improve my opinion of him.”

      “Kaleeb destroying Faisal wiped away my doubts. That’s not going to be enough for Kyralla, though. Nor will the idea that he was possessed or influenced by a Shadraa. You knew that already, didn’t you?”

      “I suspected it, sir, and Master Oktara’s reading of him confirmed it.”

      “You could have told me.”

      “It would not have made one iota of difference, sir. Unless you know how to kick an influential Shadraa spirit out of someone.”

      Siv reached the discarded neural disruptor he’d spotted. His muscles groaned in protest, and his injured leg cried out as he squatted and picked it up. 

      He glanced up at the invasion fleet, then stood and aimed the disruptor at Tamzin. “Ready for another bout with certain doom, Silkster?”

      “Just another day at the office, sir.”

      “Punching the clock —”

      “Then checking out.”

      Siv smiled. Back on Ekaran IV, they used to call the dangerous missions that went sideways “bouts with certain doom.” It was laughable now that they faced constant annihilation, skirting by on luck more than skill.

      And things weren’t going to get any easier.

      His brain was like pudding in a mixer, he was beyond exhausted, and his adrenaline was spent. There was a host of deadly enemies to deal with. And all his companions were wounded. They were running along the edge of a blade again — the sharpest yet. 

      He wanted to give up and lie down for a nap, but he had to keep pushing. Everyone was depending on him. To be honest, they were depending on Silky, but they needed his help too.

      Kaleeb stopped playing defense, holstered his pistols, activated his shock-gloves, and tossed Tamzin over his shoulder. Kicking up a small cloud of dust, she crashed in a heap several meters away. But that didn’t stop her.

      Like a madwoman possessed, Tamzin rushed toward Kaleeb, threatening to drag them both into wraith-space.

      “Well, it was bound to happen, sir. She’s gone super-nutso. You’re going to have to do something.”

      Kaleeb’s hands dropped to his side, and he froze. As if he had no intention of defending himself. 

      Siv fired. The concentric white rings of the neural disruptor struck her in the side, and she fell, planting headfirst into the earth. The black cube slipped from her grasp and rolled to a stop at Kaleeb’s feet.

      Kaleeb sprang away from the cube as if it were a venomous snake.

      “Why is this evil bitch with you?” he hissed.

      “Direct but accurate nomenclature, sir.”

      Alarmed, Siv eased toward Vega, in case he needed to prevent him from harming Tamzin. “She rescued Ambassador Vim. Without her, we never would have escaped Titus II.”

      “But she’s in league with the Shadraa,” Kaleeb replied.

      “The who again?” Mitsuki asked as she shambled toward them.

      “The Ones from Beyond, the ones who misled me, who poisoned my mind, who infected me.” His tone shifted to burning rage. “They turned me against the Benevolence. They made me a murderer.”

      “Right,” Mitsuki said as she caught up to Siv.

      Siv continued toward Tamzin. “Why do you think she’s in league with them?”

      “It’s the cube, sir.”

      “She has an oracle cube,” Kaleeb said, as if it were obvious.

      “Told you, sir. I’m so freaking smart.”

      “I have no idea what an oracle cube is,” Siv said. “That device is a miniature stardrive. Tamzin uses it to jump into wraith-space.”

      “It looks exactly like my oracle cube,” Kaleeb answered, “and my scans show it to be identical.”

      “Can your cube transport you to another dimension?” Silky asked aloud.

      Kaleeb shook his head. “Mine serves only as a conduit to the Shadraa.” 

      Siv stepped between Kaleeb and Tamzin. “Where is this oracle cube of yours?”

      Kaleeb’s eyes remained locked onto Tamzin’s stardrive. “On the remnant of my infiltrator.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Mitsuki said.

      Kaleeb ignored her. “Did the cube talk to Tamzin Moi? Did it show her visions?”

      “Galen overheard her talking to the cube once,” Siv replied. “She had a discussion with someone she called ‘Poppa,’ who was giving her orders she didn’t like. He wasn’t sure the conversation was real. He thought she might be crazy.”

      “Oh, she’s crazy,” Silky said. “But that doesn’t mean the conversation he heard wasn’t real.”

      “Poppa?” Kaleeb asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “None of the Shadraa go by that name?” Silky asked.

      “Obviously not,” Kaleeb snapped.

      Mitsuki gestured upward. “We can discuss this later. Unless our plan is to converse until the Dark Messiah flays us alive …”

      “How would she flay me, I wonder,” Silky said. “Would she remove the coating from my micro-wiring? Or perhaps the heatsink from my processing core?”

      “What’s the plan, Kaleeb?” Siv asked, ignoring Silky, who didn’t think any moment was too serious for joking.

      “First, I strongly suggest we leave Moi and her cube behind,” Kaleeb said. “You can’t trust her or that device.”

      “Please, please agree with him, sir. Please!”

      “We’re not doing that,” Siv said.

      “Damn it, sir. You just couldn’t let me have that one, could you?”

      “Tamzin loved my father,” Kyralla said, “and I think he loved her, too.” She was kneeling beside his body, clutching one limp hand, tears streaming from her eyes. “So, she’s coming with us.”

      “In that case, someone needs to secure the cube and keep it the hell away from me,” Kaleeb said. “You need to secure Moi as well. You cannot trust her.”

      “We can’t trust you either,” Mitsuki said. “Should we lock you up, too?”

      “You need me,” Kaleeb answered. “I’m the only pilot you’ve got.”

      Kyralla started to argue, but then glanced down at the mess that was her forearm and shuddered. 

      Kyralla had supreme talent but little experience. As a bounty hunter and former soldier, Kaleeb was surely a better pilot. Hell, as far as ship operations went, Kaleeb was more qualified than any of them.

      “Silkster, how is Kyralla functioning? I can’t believe that wound hasn’t incapacitated her.”

      “Octavian tossed her a trauma injector, sir, and she used it immediately. Medibots, anticoagulants, painkillers, and precisely targeted stimulants are keeping her functioning. The painkilling part will wear off in about ten minutes. You’ll know when it does.”

      “I didn’t get a trauma injector.”

      “Your wound isn’t bad enough to warrant one, sir.”

      “After we escape, do with me what you feel you must,” Kaleeb said. “I won’t resist if you decide to lock me up. Just keep Moi and her cube away from me. I do not want to fall into darkness again.”

      The Thousand World drop-ships maneuvered into position. In less than ten minutes, burst-pods would rain upon them.

      “We’ve got to get moving,” Mitsuki said.

      Kaleeb shook his head. “First —”

      “We agree to your terms,” Siv said. “We’ll lock Tamzin and the cube away.”

      “In separate locations,” Mitsuki added. “Now, what’s the plan?”

      “The plan is to get everyone aboard the Outworld Ranger,” Silky said. “We’ll power the ship down and lock the electrical systems into shielded-secure mode. Then Kaleeb will set off the EMP bomb.”

      “Silky is correct,” Kaleeb said with a hint of mirth.

      “What are you smirking about, Shadraa Bitch?” Silky asked.

      “I can say your name now without getting sawed into pieces.”

      “Well, good on you.”

      “Call me that name again, though, and —”

      “Spare me,” Silky said. “I’ve heard all the threats. All of them. I’d like to know how you’re shielding the bomb inside the remains of your infiltrator. The Thousand Worlders should have detected it already.”

      “If you want to know things, don’t insult me.”

      “What an asshole.”

      “He makes a good point, Silkster. And please try to be nice to the guy who was a raging evil-doer twenty minutes ago.”

      “It was just playful banter, sir.”

      “He’s not ready for that. I don’t think he ever will be. Playful banter doesn’t seem like his thing.”

      Octavian brought the antigrav sled down the boarding ramp and picked up Bishop. He had already taken Oona and Tekeru inside.

      Kaleeb approached Kyralla, who was still kneeling beside Ambassador Vim. “I will bring your father aboard,” he said gently.

      She glared at him, then nodded. Kaleeb lifted Galen’s limp body and headed toward the ship. Kyralla followed in his wake, feet dragging, steps faltering — as if she didn’t know where she was or what she was doing.

      Siv pocketed Tamzin’s cube while Silky convinced Tamzin’s chippy to activate her antigrav. Then Siv helped Mitsuki drag Tamzin toward the Outworld Ranger. 

      Kaleeb placed Galen’s body on the loading bay floor, and Octavian rushed down the boarding ramp to help them with Tamzin.

      By the time he reached the top of the ramp, Siv’s breathing was labored. His leg burned as if it were on fire. He needed first aid, but not as desperately as Tekeru or Kyralla or even Tamzin. 

      Octavian had placed Oona farther into the loading bay. Based on the scans Silky had run, she was physically stable. Her psychic condition was the problem.

      “Silkster, do you think her Trial of Corruption has started?”

      “I have little doubt that it has, sir.”

      Kyralla knelt to check on her sister. Then she stood and glared at Kaleeb. “I swear, if she does not wake from this—”

      Kaleeb drew his heavy plasma pistol and placed it in her left hand. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, but if it does, do what you must.”

      Kyralla nodded as the boarding ramp closed, sealing them inside. Then she screamed and dropped to the floor.

      “Just like I told you, sir.”

      Octavian squatted beside her and drew three injectors from his pack.

      “I need … to be conscious,” Kyralla murmured. “I need to … help the others.”

      Octavian squawked and beeped.

      “I insist,” she told him.

      Complaining, the insectoid cog switched out one of the injectors. 

      “What’s in those?” she asked.

      Silky translated the cog’s beeps and clicks out loud. “Miss Vim, the first syringe contains medibots, the second is a strong painkiller, and the third is a dose of e-Numb.”

      “e-Numb?” she asked.

      “e-Numb is similar to Calm, Miss Vim, only stronger. It is recommended for those who have suffered sudden, acute emotional trauma, as you have.”

      “So, it’s like an antidepressant?” she asked.

      “In a manner of speaking, Miss Vim, yes. You only take it once. The full effect lasts for three days and slowly tapers off over the following seven. After that, you may wish to micro-dose Calm.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” she said.

      Having experienced his own father’s murder, Siv knew that wasn’t going to be true.

      “The emotional trauma will catch up to you, Miss Vim. If you insist, against my educated opinion, to remain an active member of the crew for the next few hours, then I highly suggest you take it.”

      “Will it impair my abilities?”

      “Depending on the task, it could slow your responses by up to ten percent, Miss Vim. That said, emotional trauma has the same effect, with a chance of an even greater reduction in performance.”

      “I recommend taking the e-Numb,” Silky said.

      “Fine,” Kyralla sighed. “I’ll take it.”

      Octavian administered all three injections. 

      With her jaw clenched, Kyralla staggered toward the ship’s bridge.

      “Give Tamzin a dose of that stuff when you treat her injuries,” Siv said.

      Octavian squawked a protest. His ethics demanded that she consent to treatments that weren’t medically necessary.

      “Please do it anyway. It would be for the best of the crew.” 

      Octavian snapped in disgruntled acceptance.

      Siv took the cube to the captain’s quarters and sealed it in the safe. Mitsuki dragged Tamzin into the holding cell and left her beside the stasis capsule holding the Ancient priestess, Lyoolee Syryss.

      Kaleeb caught a glimpse of the capsule as Mitsuki closed the door. He said nothing.

      “We should probably keep the priestess secret from him,” Siv said over a private channel to the others.

      “He’s already spotted the capsule, sir, and I’m certain he scanned it. I’m not sure how much he was told back in the day, but it’s possible that he recognized it for what it was.”

      Octavian took Oona, Tekeru, and Bishop to cargo bay one to tend their wounds. He promised to address Kyralla’s arm as soon as Tekeru was stable.

      Siv joined Kyralla, Mitsuki, and Kaleeb on the bridge. Red warning lights flashed on every station console. Scorch marks marred the floor and walls where overloaded systems had cast sparks. Loose wires traced from the ceiling down to one of the consoles. And a small, furry, orange and white creature darted across the floor chasing a stray coupler. As soon as it saw them, it scurried under a console and disappeared. 

      “What the hell’s that? And what’s up with these wires?”

      “The critter is a starkat, sir, and it belongs to Tekeru. I believe its name is Peachy. As for the wires, when the shit was painting the fan, Mr. Bishop rerouted the controls for the thrusters.”

      “We have a starkat now? It won’t chew on the insulation or anything, will it?”

      “Starkats are specifically bred for life on spaceships. So, no, sir, it won’t damage the ship. Not that it would matter much at this point.”

      Oona’s abuse of powers she couldn’t control had left the Outworld Ranger in rough shape. With its speed and maneuverability diminished, its shields depleted and its weapon systems damaged and offline, the ship would be useless in a scrape.

      “That’s true.” Siv shook his head. “The ship’s a mess.”

      “It needs a complete overhaul, sir.”

      “As if we’ll ever have time for one of those. It’s going to fall apart on us. I just hope it gets us where we need to be first.”

      “There’s an ancient movie called the Blues Brothers, sir. Remind me to play it for you. I think you’ll find the ending instructive.”

      “Will our next last-ditch effort match a plan used in that movie?”

      Silky laughed but didn’t answer.

      Kaleeb dropped into the piloting station and tested the control-stick. “I haven’t flown a light cruiser since …” He shook his head and didn’t continue. 

      Mitsuki sat at the weapons station then cursed. “Shit. I just remembered the weapons are buggered. What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      “There are four of us and two active stations,” Siv said. “Kyra, maybe you should go to Octavian.”

      She was bent halfway over, cradling her arm. “I’m not going to die sitting in the cargo bay.”

      “Cargo bay or bridge, it won’t make any difference,” Mitsuki said.

      “I want to see it coming.”

      “Fair enough,” Mitsuki replied.

      “Silky, can you reroute the stations?” Kaleeb asked.

      “I’m already on it,” Silky replied over the ship’s comm. “Batwings, stay at weapons and slap the circlet on that thick skull of yours. You’re going to be loaning your meager brain farts to the ship’s AI.”

      “As if I were in the command chair?” she asked.

      “More or less. The command chair can loan power everywhere at once. Since your circlet can only bounce your brainwaves to a single location, they’ll be going wherever the ship thinks they’re most needed.”

      “Whatever you say, Shit-Circuit.”

      “Siv, put your ass in the command chair. Kyralla, take the sensor station. Put on the circlet and just relax, please. I will handle the sensors with help from Rosie, Artemisia, B, and Bartimaeus.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if I managed the sensors?” Kyralla asked through gritted teeth. There was only so much the non-sedative painkiller could do. “I do have experience flying the ship.”

      “Your head is swimming with drugs, and you may pass out from the pain. You’re worried about your sister, and you’re grieving your dad. So no, it wouldn’t be better that way. Don’t worry, you’ll be contributing the same way as Batwings.”

      Siv sat in the command chair and placed the copper circlet on his head. One stud contacted his right temple. On the left, the other stud attached directly to his chippy socket.

      “Is your bomb in position, Kaleeb?” Silky asked. 

      Siv was proud of Silky for refrained from using an insulting nickname for the bounty hunter.

      “It’s right under their noses,” Kaleeb responded.

      “Okay then, powering the ship down,” Silky said. “Enabling shielded systems mode. Active in 4 … 3 … 2 … 1. We are good to go.”

      “The EMP bomb will only buy us a thirty-minute lead,” Kaleeb said, “given the time it will take us to power back up, escape this moon’s gravity, and accelerate. They are faster than we are, and they will overtake us before we can make the rough break. This is —”

      “Oh, if you could see the smile on the face I wish I had,” Silky said. “We have an ace in the hole. And that ace just swung around Titus II.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Kaleeb asked.

      “I figure we’ve got a fifty-fifty chance of making it out of this, old nemesis,” Silky said. “Assuming your piloting skills match your ego. Now, detonate that mother, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Siv crossed his fingers as all the systems and devices on the Outworld Ranger powered down, save for a single camera on the ship’s nose and a linked viewscreen overlay on the bridge’s diamondine window. Silky wanted them to be able to see what was going on above.

      “I’m triggering the EMP and going dark,” Kaleeb said.

      Kaleeb slumped into an unconscious state, and Silky and the other chippies went into secure shutdown mode.

      Without the rumblings, hisses, hums, and whirrs common to even a high-end starship like this one, it was eerily quiet. Watching death, or worse, silently descend upon them only made the sensation worse.

      Siv’s thoughts drifted to Ambassador Vim. He and Mitsuki had tried so hard, and had endured so much, to save Galen, to reunite the girls with their father. But in the end, they had failed. A good man had died today, a man he’d grown to respect in the short time he’d known him. And Siv had failed to save him.

      True, thanks to Galen, they had the information they needed to retrieve the data cards, but that seemed like a hollow victory. Worse, it felt like a defeat. And Vega’s redemption would never be enough to make up for that.

      Mourning Galen brought up memories of his own father’s murder. The e-Numb might lessen the grief and rage roiling within Kyralla right now, but when that was gone, the emptiness would set in, and the loss would feel even greater.

      One of the Thousand Worlds dropships released ten burst-pods. Each carried twelve heavily armored centurions. The pods could strike solely with the force of their own descent or unleash a fiery blast as well. Above the dropship, a fleet of shuttles began their landing approach. 

      Empress Qaisella Qan was not taking any chances.

      Gritting her teeth, Kyralla glared at Kaleeb. “It would be so easy to kill him.”

      “Do you want to?” Siv asked.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “You don’t believe that he’s changed?” Siv asked.

      “I think he’s a different person now. I’m just not sure I care.”

      Near the center of the invasion fleet, a ball of white light threaded with blue tendrils blazed into existence. The blurry shockwave washed over the Thousand Worlds’ starships.

      “I wish that was more than an electromagnetic pulse,” Mitsuki lamented. “I’d love for the Dark Messiah to bite it.” 

      Siv chuckled.

      “What’s funny?” Mitsuki asked. 

      “I was expecting Silky to say, ‘Bite what?’”

      The wave struck the Outworld Ranger. The hull groaned and rattled. The camera and viewscreen winked out.

      Siv counted thirty “Proxima Centauri’s” as Silky had instructed. Then he lifted the plastic cover from a green switch on his command console. He flipped the switch, and the ship’s systems powered up. 

      Silky’s startup sequence began. Manually activating the ship instead of waiting for Silky to do it bought them thirty seconds, and every second counted.

      Kaleeb stirred, shaking his head. He turned to Kyralla. It was impossible to see the android’s expression with his helmet still deployed. Siv wondered if he was surprised she hadn’t killed him while he was out. 

      As the antigrav rumbled to life, the Outworld Ranger bounced a few centimeters upward. Overhead lights, view screens, control panels, air filtration, and dozens of other systems hummed back to life.

      “Okay, my sweet peeps, let’s get this par-tay star-ted!” Silky roared over the comm.

      “Does he ever stop?” Kaleeb asked.

      “No,” Siv, Mitsuki, and Kyralla said in unison.

      “Why would I? Someone’s gotta lighten the mood, and I can’t count on anyone else to do it.”

      “If Faisal had known you better, he would have hated you even more.”

      “I’m sure it would be mutual,” Silky said.

      The ship rose twenty meters. Kaleeb angled the nose upward and started the twin ion-propulsion drives.

      Around them, burst-pods slammed into the moon’s surface. The EMP had knocked out their maneuvering thrusters, causing them to strike at off-angles. Some landed on their sides. Some banged into the canyon walls as they came in. One tumbled and landed upside down. The pods were designed to hit hard, so it was likely their armored crews had suffered only minor injuries.

      Siv shuddered. “One of those could have hit us!”

      “I’m aware of that, sir.”

      “You didn’t warn us.”

      “There wasn’t anything we could do about it, sir. We took too long getting on board and starting the process.”

      “Looks like the bomb worked,” Mitsuki said.

      The starships in orbit were dark, drifting hulks. The EMP blast had taken them all by surprise.

      Kaleeb pushed the throttle to the max. “They didn’t suspect a thing. Now, about this ace in the hole …”

      “The Hydrogenists are going to give us a lift,” Siv said. 

      “We just have to match their course and speed long enough to clamp onto their hull,” Silky said. “Which might be a bit tricky since Master Oktara said he would only reduce their speed by ten percent. That man’s one tough nut when it comes to bargaining.” Silky giggled. “Did you see what I did there? Master Oktara is a tough nut. Hydrogenists are nuts. Get it?” No one laughed. “You do get it, right?”

      “For ‘Nevolence’s sake!” Kyralla shouted. “I am tired of listening to your bullshit!”

      For several minutes, no one spoke. 

      The starcat peeked out from under the sensor console near Kyralla’s feet. It crept forward and rubbed against her leg, purring softly. Slowly, she lowered her uninjured arm to pet its head. Some of the tension in her shoulders eased, and she sagged deeper into the chair. 

      “I’m sorry, Kyralla,” Silky said. “I didn’t mean to —”

      She shook her head, still petting the starcat. “It’s fine. I know it’s who you are. I just can’t handle it right now.”

      The ship shuddered as it burned through the moon’s anemic atmosphere. Several g’s of force pressed Siv into the back of the command chair. The ship’s inertial dampeners weren’t operating at peak capacity.

      “I’m not detecting the Hydrogenist ship,” Kaleeb said. “Not with the ship’s sensors or my own.”

      “The Hydrogenists’ advanced defensive tech is making them practically invisible,” Silky said.

      Data for the Hydrogenist ship’s speed and trajectory loaded into the locator window on the ship’s main viewscreen. It also popped up in Siv’s personal system-wide locator.

      “Did you beam this directly to Kaleeb?”

      “He takes my calls, sir.”

      “That’s a yes, right?”

      “Of course, it is, sir.”

      “How can you track them when I can’t even detect them?” Kaleeb asked.

      “I have synchronized our ScanField-3 with their FireArray-4Z communications array. I tell you, that is one device worth making love to. No one is going to intercept our transmissions. And even if they did, they wouldn’t know how to translate them.”

      “I do not understand any of this,” Kaleeb said. “I fired missiles at that ship!”

      “How could we forget?” Mitsuki responded.

      “It barely had shields,” he continued. “It certainly couldn’t cloak itself or move this fast.”

      “While we were aboard, Silky made several software and firmware repairs,” Siv said.

      “Repairs only I could make,” Silky bragged.

      “We were on our way to rendezvous with them when you shot down our shuttle,” Mitsuki growled.

      “I regret that my actions are going to get us killed,” Kaleeb said.

      “We’re not done yet,” Silky said. “We’ve got the speed to match the Solace and clamp onto their hull. Then we can outrun the Thousand Worlders.”

      “If your friends shave off ten percent and we overpower our engines, we’ll only have one shot at this,” Kaleeb said. “Given the state of this ship’s thrusters …” He shook his head. “Look, I’m a damned good pilot, and I will give it my best, but I don’t think it can be done.”

      “I said it was fifty-fifty,” Silky replied.

      “I think that’s overestimating our chances,” Kaleeb argued.

      “We’ve been skating by on worse odds,” Mitsuki said.

      An idea came to Siv, one that might work. One that he knew wasn’t going to be welcome. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it, Kyra.”

      She gave the starcat a final pat on the head and spun to face him. “If it gets my sister out of this system safely, then I don’t care.”

      “You and Kaleeb would have to work closely together …”

      “You’re a brave man, sir.”

      “What?!” she said.

      “You would take the control-stick while Kaleeb worked the accelerator and stayed mind-linked with the AI through the piloting station. That would combine his piloting acumen and experience with your precog. Meanwhile, the rest of us would throw our brainpower into the ship AI’s piloting module.”

      “Sir, you are, from time to time, a genius. That could work.”

      Kyralla sighed. “I did say I would do whatever was necessary.”

      The Outworld Ranger pierced the Thousand Worlds fleet. The engines and running lights of the enemy ships were dark, and their viewports revealed only blackness within. Siv shuddered. It was like they were flying through a derelict fleet of ghost ships.

      “It’s too bad we don’t have any weapons,” Mitsuki said. “I’d love to throw everything we’ve got into her flagship while its shields are down.”

      “With your plasma cannon destroyed, you don’t enough firepower to crack a battlecruiser’s hull,” Kaleeb said. 

      They watched in silence as the invasion fleet faded from view, lost amidst the black of space. It was a weird feeling, like sneaking past a sleeping enemy. But then the Thousand Worlds ships sparked to life. A jolt of fear tensed Siv’s muscles.

      “Twenty-four minutes,” Silky said.

      Siv studied the trajectory and speed displays of the Solace and the Outworld Ranger. If the Solace only slowed nine percent, they wouldn’t even cross paths. The Outworld Ranger’s engines were over-maxed, but their speed was considerably slower than the last time they’d pushed them that hard. Even with Kaleeb and Kyralla working together, this was going to be close.

      “Silky, get me all the piloting data I need,” Kaleeb said. “Kyralla –”

      Kyralla slumped in her chair, moaning.
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      Several minutes of agony blurred by as Kyralla leaned forward in her chair at the sensor station, cradling her arm. Siv had called for Octavian, but he was taking forever to arrive. Couldn’t the cog get here faster? The ship wasn’t that large. And why weren’t the medibots and the painkillers she’d already taken doing more?

      She tried to distract herself with the sensor station readings showing the seven starships of the Thousand Worlds invasion fleet accelerating toward them, along with the positions of all the other various lowlifes throughout the Titus system. But she couldn’t focus well enough to make heads or tails of any of the data. All she could tell for certain was that if they missed their rendezvous, it would be the Thousand Worlders that got to them, not the Tekk Reapers or World Bleeders or any other scum.

      Feet clicking rhythmically, Octavian at last scuttled onto the bridge and made a beeline toward her. In his hands, he carried a meter-long tube that was split in half along its length.

      When he reached her, the ship’s cog turned his head toward Kaleeb. His bulbous eyes blazed crimson as the fingers of one of his four hands twitched. That was the hand from which he had extended a razor-sharp cutting blade to defend Oona against Zetta’s weird snake creature.

      “Do you think Octavian’s going to attack Kaleeb?”

      “Octavian’s programming won’t allow him to harm a human except in self-defense or to save another human,” Rosie said. “Androids do count as humans in this case.”

      “Silky updated his software.”

      “In that case, he might. Should I tell him to stand down, madam?”

      Whether he’d actually been acting under the influence of some evil alien force or not, she wanted nothing more than to see Kaleeb dead. “Let him do what he wants.”

      “As you wish, madam.”

      After a few tense moments, Octavian turned to her. His eyes switched to a pleasant lavender. He beeped and squawked, and Rosie translated for him.

      “Miss Vim, I need to inject another round of painkillers and medibots. I recommend a short rest. I could administer a sleep agent that would —”

      “I can’t rest.”

      “As you wish, Miss Vim.” Octavian injected her with the medications. “Please hold out your injured arm.”

      She cried out as she stretched it. Even with the painkillers she’d been given, the agony was nearly too much.

      Octavian centered the tube underneath her forearm. He emitted a buzzing sound, and the tube automatically resized to fit. Then he clamped the other half over her forearm, and it locked into place. 

      “‘Nevolence!” she cried out.

      The tube shrank to fit her arm perfectly then released a wet substance. The pain was excruciating. Before she could ask what the substance was, she slumped out of the sensor station chair.

      Octavian caught her and lowered her to the floor. The bridge went out of focus, as if she were viewing it through a thick pane of poorly made glass. Then she passed out.

      She woke with a start and sat bolt upright. 

      “Holy mother of a Krixis!” 

      Her heart pounded as if she’d run five kilometers while someone was shooting at her. 

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Octavian revived you with a mixture of eighty percent Awake and twenty percent Hyper, madam. At Silky’s insistence, since your skills are critical to the success of the mission. They argued about it for the entire ten minutes you were unconscious.”

      She glanced around. During the ten minutes she’d been knocked out, Octavian had treated and bandaged Siv and Mitsuki’s wounds.

      “My skills are critical to the mission?”

      “Siv had that plan for you to work with Kaleeb to pilot the ship. Remember?”

      “Oh, right.”

      “That’s why we mixed in the Hyper. You’ll need to be at your best.”

      “Define ‘at my best.’ Because I feel like complete shit.”

      She examined the cast. The excruciating pain was gone, replaced by a dull ache, as if her arm had fallen asleep and was beginning to wake. She clambered into the sensor station chair.

      “I hope the stimulants won’t counter the e-Numb.”

      “If they dull the effects, it will only be temporary, madam. How are you doing emotionally?”

      “I can’t get the image out of my head … of Dad … lying there, like he was. I feel broken inside and the world … it just doesn’t seem right.” She ran her good hand across her face. “I can’t imagine how bad it would be without the e-Numb.”

      “You’re lucky there was some onboard, madam. It’s almost impossible to get it these days.”

      “How’s Oona?”

      “No change, madam.”

      “You feeling okay?” Siv asked her.

      She shrugged. “Better, I guess. You?”

      “I could use several weeks of sleep, but the pain is bearable.”

      “Your suffering is tolerable because Metal Manny didn’t mess you up as bad, sir,” Silky said over the comm.

      “Metal Manny?” Kaleeb asked. “Really?”

      “You’re touchy, so I’m trying out non-offensive nicknames. How about Cog Carl?”

      “Vega or Kaleeb is fine.”

      “Nah.”

      “Metal Manny and Cog Carl are both offensive,” Kaleeb said.

      “Seriously?” Silky asked. “Damn. This is going to be harder than I thought.”

      Kyralla turned to the wakyran. “Are you okay, Mits?”

      “I’ve been worse.” She screwed up her face. “Actually, I don’t think that’s true. This is the worst state I’ve ever been in. It’s not just the wounds, you know. We’ve been on the go and in danger for so long that my exhaustion is exhausted.”

      “I know the feeling,” Kyralla replied.

      She checked the locator. The Thousand Worlders were rapidly gaining on them. She switched to the prediction locator showing the trajectories of the Outworld Ranger and the Solace. They were on target for their rendezvous, but only just. 

      If they were off by more than three seconds, they would miss their shot at clamping onto the Solace. And if that happened, they were done for.

      “Are we sure the Solace can outrun them if we’re successful?”

      “The Solace has a top speed equivalent to that of the Thousand Worlds battlecruisers, madam, and we have a lead.”

      She turned to Siv. “So, this plan of yours?”

      Siv started to reply, but Silky interrupted him. “Siv’s idea was a good one, if rudimentary. I have improved upon it and worked out all the details. You’re going to hate the changes, I fear.” 

      “Siv’s idea was that Kaleeb would fly the ship using the circlet, while I stood at the ready to take over manually if needed.”

      “Correct,” Silky said.

      “How have you made it worse?”

      “What do you think will happen in that split second when you foresee a problem and act?” Silky asked.

      She shrugged. “That I’ll save the day?”

      “Do you think Kaleeb will automatically realize you need to step in?” Silky asked. “You won’t have time to tell him and take over maneuvering. And since he’s an experienced pilot, it’s likely that he would resist you out of instinct, regardless of his intentions.”

      “He’s basically got a chippy brain, though, right?” Mitsuki asked. “Couldn’t he program a routine in himself to counter that instinct?”

      “My brain is vastly different from that of a chippy,” Kaleeb said. “What you are proposing is not possible.”

      “Seriously?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The Benevolence made me as human as possible.”

      “What do you want us to do, Silky?” Kyralla asked.

      “I want you to pilot the ship together, simultaneously.”

      “Won’t that confuse the ship, working with two different pilots at once?” Siv asked.

      “I’ve got that covered, sir.”

      “Silky, why can’t you fly the ship with me instead of him?” Kyralla asked.

      “That’s a damned good question,” Mitsuki said.

      “I’ll be convincing the ship to take input from two separate pilots, at once so that you can work together,” Silky replied. “And since the ship’s AI is barely functioning after all the damage the Outworld Ranger has sustained, I will be handling many basic tasks. Not to mention all the subroutines I’m implementing and revising just to keep us moving. The ship’s in a worse state than you realize.

      “Besides, brainpower-wise, Kaleeb is every bit the pilot I am. He’s got the equivalent processing capacity of a 9G, plus experience and some fancily programmed instincts.”

      Kaleeb stood and took a step toward Siv. “I’m going to need the command chair while Kyralla is hooked into the piloting station.”

      Siv stirred. “Why?”

      “Only the command chair can double up as another station,” Kyralla said. “Unless the circuit master has a workaround.”

      “Circuit Master … Oh, I like that. Good one! I knew you had it in you.”

      Kyralla rolled her eyes.’ Nevolence, Silky was insufferable sometimes. “I meant it as an insult.”

      “When we get out of this, remind me to give you a lecture about how insults work,” Silky said. “As it so happens, I do have a workaround. And it’s a necessary one since the command chair is not linking to the other stations properly, thanks to Oona’s mischief.”

      “She saved your ass!” Kyralla fumed.

      “Hey! I’m not complaining. I like mischief! But it still left the ship in rough shape.”

      “So, what do we do?” Kaleeb asked. “Reroute another station?”

      “I wish it were that easy,” Silky said. “Kyralla, please take the piloting station.”

      She stifled a groan as she stood, then shuffled over to piloting. As she sat in the chair, a faint sense of contentment washed over her. Sitting at the sensors had felt wrong. Now things seemed right. As right as they could in this screwed up reality she lived in. 

      “Kaleeb, disconnect the circlet from the sensor station,” Silky said.

      Kaleeb removed his helmet and placed it on top of the piloting station. He had the mean, grizzled appearance Kyralla had expected, but there was kindness in the sad smile he offered, and sorrow in his wine-tinted eyes. 

      She had imagined him with pale skin and short-cropped hair. Instead, his skin was a golden tan, and he had dreadlocks tied at the nape of his neck.

      “Not what you expected?” he asked.

      “Your appearance doesn’t change anything.”

      “It shouldn’t,” he replied.

      “You’re surprisingly attractive for such a major asshole,” Mitsuki said.

      He turned to her. “I don’t know how to respond to that.”

      “Thank you or screw off usually works,” Silky replied, “if you’re starved for a witty comeback.”

      Kaleeb unplugged the sensor station circlet. “What now?”

      “At the back of the piloting console, there’s an auxiliary jack used for diagnostics. Connect the circlet there.”

      “I don’t see how this could work,” Kaleeb said.

      He gave Kyralla an apologetic smile as he stepped past her and knelt at the back of the piloting station. She squeezed as far back into her seat as she could manage.

      “The schematics I pulled up don’t look promising.”

      “Let me worry about what the ship can do,” Silky said.

      Kaleeb rocked his head back in obvious frustration. “But it’s not designed to —”

      “I’m smarter than you!” Silky snapped. “And I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      “Your highness,” Mitsuki said, “wouldn’t it be easier to have the control-stick locked out of the piloting routine altogether until touched, at which point Kyralla would take over the maneuvering.”

      “That’s too complicated,” Silky said. “I realize it may not seem that way to you. But it is. I would need more time than we have to reprogram several key subroutines and teach the ship’s currently limited AI how to cope with it. Besides, I think my way will be the best.”

      “Of course, you think that,” Mitsuki said.

      “My way is more capable and efficient, thank you very much.”

      “Silky rerouted and reconfigured the auxiliary connection, madam. It wasn’t intended for this use. His solution is ingenious. He took the line connection channel and —”

      “Rosie, I’m sorry, but I don’t care right now.”

      “Of course, madam.”

      “Any change with Oona?”

      “I will let you know if anything changes, madam,” Rosie replied in a hurt voice. 

      “Sorry, Rosie. I know you will. I’m just trying to think of something other than Kaleeb’s proximity.”

      “I understand, madam.”

      Kyralla gathered her courage. “Dad’s body …”

      “Octavian preserved it. You can wait as long as you need to … to do whatever is appropriate.”

      “Thank you, Rosie. How are Bishop and Tekeru doing?”

      “Recovering, madam. Despite the severity of Tekeru’s wound, no lasting harm was done. Octavian is a skilled medic.”

      Perspiration trickling down her back and forehead, she fumbled with the piloting circlet. “Silky said I wouldn’t like this.”

      “You won’t, madam.”

      “Our minds are going to touch, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know what the exact effect will be, madam. Your brains are very different.”

      Kaleeb finished connecting the sensor station circlet to the piloting console. Circlet in hand, he backed away until the cord was taut. It wasn’t as far away as Kyralla would’ve liked. But then, she’d prefer for Kaleeb to be tumbling through space behind them.

      “Kyralla, you stay seated,” Silky said. “K-man, I need you to use the auxiliary connection. It will work better interfacing with your mind than it will with Kyralla’s.”

      “Madam, do you want me to ask Silky how it’s going to work?”

      “I’d rather surprise than dread.” 

      Kaleeb was staring at her. “What?” she snapped.

      “It would be best if I could link to your chippy. We may need to communicate more swiftly than speech allows.”

      She restrained the impulse to tell him to eat shit. But she had this nagging suspicion Silky was moments away from telling her it was the right thing to do. It turned out to be only a single moment.

      She cursed silently. “Silky has no idea what he’s asking of me.”

      “I’m certain he understands grief, madam. Eyana and Gav died while he was working with them.”

      “But did he have to work with their killers afterward?”

      “No, madam. I’ve been pinged by Kaleeb. Do you wish me to accept the request for a persistent connection?”

      “Do you think it’s the right call?”

      “Yes, madam. It’s prudent, if distasteful.”

      “You’re going to be connected through the two circlets anyway,” Silky chimed in, as if he knew what they were talking about.

      “And that isn’t enough?” she asked.

      “Everything is on the line, Kyralla,” Silky said. “We need every advantage we can get. I know being linked to him is horrible. Connecting to him with Rosie won’t be as bad as being linked into the piloting system with him.”

      “Comforting.”

      “It’s hard for me to say exactly what that will be like,” Silky said, “but I feel certain that it will be … visceral … similar to two lovers of many years having —”

      “Shut it! That’s enough.”

      She took a deep breath and muttered to Kaleeb, “I will consider it.”

      “Of course,” he said. “It’s up to you.” He bounced the circlet in his hand. “I’ll wait and put this on at the last second.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to get some practice in first?” Siv asked.

      “I don’t think so, sir,” Silky chimed in. “I think this is one of those rare situations where a bit of practice could be detrimental. It would be best for them to work using instinct alone.”

      Kyralla understood Silky’s implication. The experience was going to be so disturbing that repeating it effectively would be impossible.

      As she double-checked their trajectory, a message alert flashed on the viewscreen at the front of the bridge, showing an incoming priority video call.

      Kyralla stared dumfounded at the video request. Sent to them by Empress Qaisella Qan. A woman of terror and legend who ruled a thousand star systems with an iron fist wanted to talk to them directly. 

      It shouldn’t surprise her. The Dark Messiah was trying to capture them, and this would likely be a demand for them to surrender. But compared to what Kyralla’s life had been like only a few weeks ago, it was absurd.

      Of course, she’d already encountered Tekk Reapers, Thousand Worlds centurions, pirates, and criminal thugs. She’d seen what Oona’s crazy hyperphasic powers could do. And she was working with an android bounty hunter who had apparently been under the influence of the Shadraa for the last century, until he had killed her father an hour ago.

      Nothing should be surprising at this point. Perhaps she just needed a few weeks of rest for her brain to reorient itself to the twisted universe she now inhabited.

      Mitsuki gestured toward the flashing message box on the viewscreen. “We’re going to reject that request, right?”

      “We should hear her out,” Siv said.

      “I’ve got nothing to say to that bitch,” Mitsuki said. She had more reason to hate Qaisella Qan than anyone. She had grown up in the Empire of a Thousand Worlds and had lost both her parents to the Dark Messiah’s totalitarian bullshit.

      “I do not know what speaking with her could achieve,” Kaleeb said, a tremble in his voice.

      Kyralla spun toward Siv. “Why do you think we should talk to her?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe we can strike a bargain or … something.”

      Mitsuki laughed. “Yeah, right!”

      “I don’t see how it could make things worse,” Siv said. 

      “It could ruin this perfectly lovely day I’m having,” Mitsuki said.

      “We could learn something through the interaction,” Artemisia said aloud, “something that could help Oona.”

      Kyralla chewed at her lip. While Artemisia’s rationale sounded reasonable, if desperate, it struck her as a long-shot. And they couldn’t trust anything the Dark Messiah said. 

      “Abuse me with a prickly stick,” Silky blurted, along with a string of curses.

      “What’s got your silicon panties wadded?” Mitsuki asked.

      “She’s trying to access the Outworld Ranger’s core systems,” Silky said. “She’s trying to shut us down. If we answer that call, she will gain access faster.”

      “That does it then!” Mitsuki swiped her hand through the air to dismiss the message request. The alert box disappeared then popped back up. “Son of a Gorian hooker!”

      “You can’t stop the call request,” Artemisia said. “We’re doing everything we can to keep the call from connecting automatically.”

      “How the hell did she pierce our defenses?” Siv asked. 

      “Oona wouldn’t be the only one with the power to affect machines in strange ways,” Artemisia replied.

      Kyralla could’ve slapped herself. She had never once stopped to think that, of course, the Dark Messiah’s abilities would be similar if not identical to Oona’s. She could probably control hers, too.

      “Do you know what she’s capable of, Kaleeb?” Siv asked.

      “I am uncertain,” he replied. “The only instance of her using hyperphasic abilities of which I am directly aware was when her mother died …” He took a breath. Kyralla thought she caught a hint of shakiness in it. “When Faisal killed her mother before her eyes. She deactivated us with a blast of energy similar to the one Oona hit us with. Qaisella’s didn’t free me from the influence of the Shadraa the way Oona’s did, obviously. Though I have no idea why.”

      “That’s it? She’s got to have more juice in her tank than just that.” Silky argued.

      Kaleeb shrugged. “I have heard rumors, of course, and her flagship’s battle prowess is legendary and often inexplicable. But I have never sought knowledge of her capabilities.”

      “Why not?” Siv asked.

      With a stoic expression and a calm, quiet voice, Kaleeb said, “Everyone fears something.”

      “So you killed her parent too? Bit of a habit for you, isn’t it?” Kyralla snapped. “No wonder she’s messed up.”

      Kaleeb winced but didn’t respond. No one said anything for a moment. 

      She sighed. “If the Dark Messiah is capable of doing the sort of things Oona can do and has experience with her powers, then why hasn’t she increased the speed of her ship? Or slowed us down? Or something else … unnatural?”

      “We may be too far away for her to affect us,” Kaleeb said. “As for why she isn’t using her abilities to speed up her ship, I do not know. Perhaps she cannot.”

      “I would not assume that Qaisella Qan is as powerful as Oona,” Artemisia said. 

      “Or as willing to let her power spin out of control, thereby damaging her ship,” Silky added. 

      “Besides,” Artemisia said in an offended tone, “they are steadily gaining on us, and they do not know about our tricksy escape plan. She has no reason to act out of desperation.”

      “Got it!” Silky said. “Thanks to help from Artemisia, Rosie, B, Maximilian, and Bartimaeus, I have assured that she will be unable to access any of our systems. And just in case she’s capable of some messiah funny business, I have shut down all monitoring devices throughout the ship.”

      “Couldn’t she power them back on?” Siv asked.

      “I’m a step ahead of you, sir. I placed all those systems into a diagnostic reboot. If she activates them, it will take several minutes for them to come back online, and I will know about the attempt.”

      “Why are you concerned about the monitoring devices?” Kaleeb asked.

      “There are things on the ship that you do not know about,” Siv said.

      “You mean the capsule?”

      Siv nodded. “The Dark Messiah does not need to know about it.”

      “Because of what’s in it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We can refuse the call now,” Silky said. “Unless you want to answer it, sir. It won’t make any difference either way.”

      “Why is it up to me?” Siv asked.

      Siv could be so dense. 

      “Because you are the captain,” Kyralla said.

      Siv swiped a hand through the air in front of him.

      The channel connected, and a woman clad in black armor appeared before them. 

      The armor was elegantly sculpted to fit her slender form. Its surface was so glossy that it was reflective. She wore a helmet, but instead of a standard faceplate, hers bore a gleaming silver mask, styled in a serene yet disturbing expression.  

      Kyralla had seen the picture smuggled from the Empire, the one claiming to be that of Qaisella Qan. It was of an older woman who more than strongly resembled Oona. If the person appearing on the viewscreen was that same woman, she could not say. The silver mask bore no resemblance to Oona’s face.

      “Is that her, Rosie?”

      “I have no idea, madam. But the signal does originate from the flagship of the Thousand Worlds fleet.”

      Projected from a speaker on her helmet, the woman’s voice was frail yet commanding, with an odd reverberating quality. “Hello, godfather.”

      Godfather?! Mouth agape, Kyralla flicked her gaze between the Dark Messiah and Kaleeb. Judging from the expressions on the bridge, her companions were just as surprised to hear this as she was.

      “Qaisella,” Kaleeb whispered, his tone reverent and fearful at once.

      The woman stood unmoving and, of course, expressionless. The screen could be frozen for all Kyralla knew. For that matter, time itself could be frozen. No one on the bridge moved or spoke. Even Silky remained quiet, though he was probably a chattering storm inside Siv’s head.

      The woman cocked her head, then straightened it. “You have changed, Vega.”

      “The young adept cast the darkness from me.”

      “At the risk of embracing it herself. Not that she intended such a thing. Soon she will fall deep into that darkness, never to return. That her fall should reclaim the soul of such a pitiful creature as you is a sad thing. But do not worry. I will go to her. And I will show her the truth one can find only in the deepest shadows, for the way out is the way in.”

      Kyralla surged to her feet. “Leave my sister alone!”

      The Dark Messiah swept out a hand. “Sit down, girl,” she commanded, her voice booming onto the bridge and into Kyralla’s mind. She collapsed into her seat, whether from surprise or psychic influence, she had no idea.

      Kaleeb dropped to one knee. “Qaisella, forgive me. I never meant to —”

      “Your apology is of no consequence.” Her face turned as if she were scanning each person on the bridge in turn. “I do not know what you are planning, but this attempt to outrun me is futile.”

      “Defying great dangers with the slimmest of odds is what we do,” Siv said.

      The Dark Messiah chuckled mirthlessly.

      “Why did you let me live?” Kaleeb asked.

      “You didn’t ask me that when we last spoke,” Qaisella Qan stated. “It was seventy years ago, wasn’t it?”

      “I was afraid to ask then. But I wanted to know. And I still do.”

      “I was seven years old, wielding powers I could neither control nor understand. I was terrified and confused, and I still loved you. So I ran. What else would a child do?”

      She had gone through her Trial of Corruption after seeing her mother killed right in front of her at only seven years old! How had she survived, at that age and under those conditions, when all others died? 

      Qaisella Qan might be a despotic madwoman, but she was functional and more than capable. She had apparently evaded Kaleeb, grown up alone along the Outer Rim, and gone on to seize power over hundreds of star systems.

      If the Dark Messiah was Oona’s only hope … No. As much as she wanted her sister to survive, she did not want her to become something other than the kind, loving girl she had always been. Oona surviving to become anything like Qaisella would be worse than her dying.

      “And after that?” Kaleeb asked. “You built an empire. You could have hunted me down.”

      “As I grew older, I did dream of hunting you down, of torturing you for years on end, but then I discovered my calling. And your twisted hatred of adepts served that purpose, killing those I could not seize. Besides, I am not the one who will meet judgment upon you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kaleeb said.

      “Soon, you will,” the Dark Messiah replied in a cryptic tone, as if delighted by the secret she was keeping.

      “Empress Qan, I believe I was the last one to speak with your father,” Silky said. “Qaisel recorded a final message for you and your mother, should he never return. I tried to send it to Aliya, but the message never went through. I am sending it to you now. I regret that I was unable to send it to you sooner.”

      The Dark Messiah froze. Kyralla wished she could see the expression on the face beneath the mask. When she spoke, her voice was defiant.

      “It is of no consequence. Who my father was back then does not matter. I care only for the man he will be when he returns.”

      “Qaisella,” Kaleeb said, “even if your father had survived, he would have died by now.”

      “Do you believe that I built my empire because I was angry or because I craved power,” the Dark Messiah asked. “No. Everything I have done, I have done in service to my father, preparing for his return. Soon, he will come to us, and it is his judgment that you will face.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Kaleeb said.

      “It will in time,” she replied.

      “Lady, you are certifiably batshit,” Silky said. “Also, nana-nana boo-boo, you can’t catch us!” 

      “Stop fleeing!” the Dark Messiah roared. “Otherwise, I will force you to a halt.”

      “Do your best, lady!” Silky said. “Outworld Ranger out.”

      Silky killed the connection, and the screen went dark.

      “We were getting information,” Siv said.

      “While we were talking,” Silky said, “she was trying to use the open comm channel to gain access to other systems. We needed to hang up on her.”

      “The Thousand Worlds flagship is accelerating rapidly!” Rosie announced.
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      Along with the others, Kyralla watched in terror as the locator on the main viewscreen showed the Crusader accelerate. According to the data, the Thousand Worlds flagship would be in missile range before they reached the Solace. 

      Mitsuki kicked back into her seat. “Damn it. I knew things were going too well. I knew it!”

      “We’ve still got a chance,” Siv said.

      “If Master Oktara is willing to lend his flak cannons in support,” Silky said.

      “You don’t think he will?” Vega asked.

      “He’s a stingy old sod,” Silky said, “so who knows?”

      “You are assuming she wants to capture us,” Kaleeb said.

      “Of course,” Silky replied. “If she wants to kill us with a volley of laser fire, there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.”

      “Our speed is slowing!” Artemisia called out in alarm.

      Kyralla checked the ship status report. They were slowing despite the Outworld Ranger’s screaming engines burning at double over max. The locator display showing the trajectories of the Outworld Ranger and the Solace flashed red twice. The Solace would speed on without them even coming close to it.

      “I guess the Dark Messiah can affect our ship from a distance after all,” Siv said.

      “She may be accelerating her ship,” Silky said, “but she isn’t slowing us down. The hyperphasic energy field affecting the Outworld Ranger is coming from the captain’s quarters.”

      “Why, Oona?” Groaning in frustration, Kyralla banged the fist of her uninjured arm into the top of the piloting console. “Why are you doing this?”

      Fear gripped her heart. She could think of only one reason. Lost in the darkness, Oona was falling prey to the Dark Messiah’s offer of a way out.

      “You should go talk to her,” Siv said.

      “And say what?” Kyralla asked. “We’ve already missed the window. We’re screwed.”

      “The Crusader is approaching missile range,” Artemisia announced.

      “We have to do something,” Mitsuki said. “If you talk to her, maybe you can get her to … I don’t know, speed us up or something.”

      Kyralla shrugged. “I can try talking to her again, but I’m not likely to get through. Whatever is going on is either a side effect of what she’s going through in her trial, or she has fallen under the Dark Messiah’s control.”

      “Five ion missiles launched,” Silky announced. “And they have plenty more where those came from. Not to mention an ion-cannon battery that will soon be in range as well. If you’re looking for a bright side, we’ve been in range of their lasers for several minutes now, and they haven’t fired.”

      Shit. Talking to Oona was going to have to wait.

      “It would be better at this point to surrender,” Kaleeb said. “If you reason with her, Qaisella might allow some of you to go free.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!” Mitsuki shouted. “There’s no way in hell I’m surrendering to her. I’ll fight to my dying breath.”

      “Tell her what’s in the capsule,” Kaleeb said. “Tell her she can have it if she’ll let you go. Threaten to damage it otherwise.”

      “That can’t be our best play,” Siv said. “Come on, Silkster. You’ve got to have something up your sleeve, some desperate trick that will buy us more time.”

      “I don’t have any tricks or plans to bail us out this time,” Silky said despondently. “Sorry, sir. I can’t think of anything, not even a ridiculous movie plot stratagem. Sometimes you give it your best, and it just doesn’t work out.”

      No one responded. What could anyone say? Silky always had a plan. At least a harebrained one. If Silky couldn’t think of any way to save them, then there really was no hope.

      As much as she hated to think it, Kaleeb might be right. If they bargained with the Dark Messiah, maybe some of them could go free. Bishop and Tekeru couldn’t be of any real value to her, having gotten swept up into this by accident. She might even let Siv and Silky go. 

      Regardless of what happened to her and Oona, Kyralla wanted at least somebody to escape.

      It would be death for Mitsuki, though. She could see that in the wakyran’s eyes. She would kill herself before she allowed Empress Qan to take her captive. 

      Of course, that might be the best plan for them if the Dark Messiah refused to bargain. They could set the ship to auto-destruct and go out on their own terms.

      A roar like the crashing of a wave onto a rocky shore echoed through the Outworld Ranger. The frame of the ship vibrated, and their speed increased. They were moving full-speed again, no longer slowed by hyperphasic inertia.

      Everyone celebrated, until they realized they were still way off target. They didn’t have a prayer of making it to the rendezvous point.

      “Doomed by cliché,” Silky muttered.

      “What does that mean?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Too little and too late, Batwings. Too little and too late.”

      “How far off target are we?” Siv asked.

      “Significantly, sir. We would need to burn our engines at four point two over their safe maximum to get back to where we need to be. Running them at two point one is the best we can do, given all the damage we’ve done to them.”

      “There’s no way to gin them up a bit?” Mitsuki asked.

      “They’re giving us all they’ve got, Batwings. They’re giving us all they’ve got. Honestly, with the strain they are under, they could burn out at any point.”

      “I am surprised they haven’t already,” Kaleeb said. “This is truly a fine ship.”

      “So,” Kyralla said, “even if we diverted power from all our other systems and pumped it into the engines —”

      “It wouldn’t matter,” Silky said. “It’s not a matter of energy anymore. It’s a matter of simple mechanics. The engines are doing all they can. Even your sister at her wildest couldn’t make them burn any hotter. Unless she has some other speed freak tricks at her disposal, which I highly doubt she —”

      As if in response to Silky’s doubt, the Outworld Ranger’s speed surged far beyond what the engines could do, even under the best circumstances. 

      The burst of speed slammed them back into their seats, and Kyralla cried out as the intense g-force pressed against her broken arm. The starkat, hiding under her console, yowled in protest.

      The inertial dampening system caught up, leaving her hunched over, clutching her bad arm close to her body, and gasping for air.

      The ship shuddered and vibrated as if they were flying not through the vacuum of space but through a dense planetary atmosphere. Rattles, bangs, and creaks echoed through the bridge.

      “Hells yes!” Silky shouted. “We’re back in the game.”

      “We might even be able to outrun those ion missiles now,” Rosie said.

      “Artemisia, what’s going on with Oona?” Kyralla asked.

      “I am uncertain, madam. Judging by neurochemical and other biological responses I can measure with my limited capabilities, I would say that she has been experiencing extreme spikes of grief and anger mixed with despair.”

      “And right now?”

      “Her current state is one we know all too well. It’s one of righteous defiance.”

      That sounded about right. And it gave Kyralla hope that her sister might make it through this after all.

      “I take it we are still enveloped in a strange hyperphasic field,” Kaleeb said. “Only this time, it’s speeding us along instead of slowing us down.”

      “Right you are,” Silky said. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?” Siv asked.

      “What our little messiah gives mysteriously, she can also take away, sir. We don’t know why she slowed us down. We don’t know why she sped us up. We don’t know what she’s thinking or what she’s going through. Anything could change at any moment.”

      “Let’s hope it holds then,” Siv said.

      “Let’s hope this turbulence doesn’t screw us,” Kyralla said. “Because with our thrusters as damaged as they are, it’s going to be much harder to maneuver into position safely and accurately.”

      Their battle in the Kor system against pirates and World Bleeder starfighters and Oona’s jumping of the ship deep into the Titus system, well past the breakpoint, had left the ship’s thrusters in a sorry state. One was functioning only in spurts, and two were operating at less than fifty percent of their standard capacity. The others all showed some reduction in function or efficiency.

      As planned, the Outworld Ranger banked ten degrees, adjusting its course to line up with the trajectory of the Solace. Using the ship’s damaged thrusters, Silky and the ship’s AI made several adjustments to align them so that the Hydrogenist vessel would pass under them.

      Even with their increased speed, the Solace was moving faster, the powerful ship having performed a slingshot maneuver around Titus II.

      “We need to make contact with at least three landing gear,” Silky said. “Two won’t be enough. Even with all four, our chance of success will only be eighty or ninety percent.”

      “Silkster, what’s the ETA on those ion missiles?” Siv asked.

      “They should hit us right around the time we’re trying to clamp onto the Solace.”

      “Well, that’s just …” Mitsuki sighed. “I’m at a loss for creative curses.”

      “When I find myself in a situation like that, Batwings, I always go with a classic standard like donkey doo or fart snargle.”

      Kyralla rolled her eyes but said nothing. Maybe Silky’s humor helped Mitsuki and Siv stay calm.

      “Surely the Solace has more than capable flak cannons now that you have repaired their systems,” Kaleeb said.

      “Oh, they certainly do,” Silky replied. “The question of whether Master Oktara can be bothered to use them and reveal his vessel’s capabilities remains.”

      “He’s an uptight fart snargle that one,” Siv said.

      “If they don’t do something about those missiles, won’t their ship get hit as well?” Kyralla asked.

      “Undoubtedly,” Silky replied. “But their ship can handle getting struck by all four of those missiles, whereas we can’t withstand half a blast from a single one without ending up dead in the water. The good news, of course, is that without Oona’s speed boost, we’d already be disabled.”

      Kyralla closed her eyes. She kept one window from her HUD in view so that she could watch the Solace closing in. “Rosie, play some music for me, something classical and relaxing. Make it loud enough to block out the others. If anyone says anything important, let me know.”

      As she listened to a traditional, lyric-free Terran melody played on piano, Kyralla took deep breaths and counted through the Fibonacci sequence starting with one and going as high as she could.

      Five minutes of peace passed, then Rosie interrupted her. “It’s time, madam.”

      “Beginning approach sequence,” Silky announced. “Maximizing inertial dampening. Expanding the field to protect the entire ship. Landing gear extended. Magnetic function enabled. Go time, people. Get ready to rock ‘n’ roll.”

      Kaleeb twisted the circlet in his hand and attempted an apologetic smile. “It’s time …”

      Kyralla nodded then reluctantly opened a connection between him and Rosie. “Can you hear me?”

      “I can, Miss Vim.”

      “This connection ends as soon as the mission is complete.”

      “Understood.” He placed the circlet on his head. “Together, we can do this.”

      “Hopefully, you won’t even need me.”

      Kyralla placed the copper band around her head. As soon as the prong contacted Rosie in her chippy socket, the familiar, numbing warmth of her connection with the ship’s AI began. Her intentions would soon merge with those of the ship.

      She shivered, and chill bumps raced across her skin. This time, it was different. The ship’s mind was there, but there was another presence with them, another psyche walking the same neuro-linked path as her.

      Kaleeb was there. Their minds touched.

      “I don’t understand this, Rosie. He’s an android, not human. How is it that I can feel his presence in the system so intensely?”

      “You’re both partly inhabiting a digital mind-space. And he was designed to be as human as possible. You know, I was a presence in that way to you once, long ago when you were a small child. You’ve simply forgotten what that was like.”

      “No, this is more than that.”

      “I suppose because he’s far more human than I am, madam.”

      The sensation of being there with him intensified rapidly. Her thoughts, her experiences of the moment, were merging with his as much as they were with the ship’s AI, perhaps more since he was sentient, unlike the Outworld Ranger’s computational core.

      The merging completed. Her actions were the ship’s actions and his actions. It was all the same. It was intense. Personal. Intimate.

      Growing up, Kyralla had rarely experienced the outside world, not that she could complain since she got to see more than Oona. But after turning seventeen, she was allowed sometimes to explore the city of Bei on her own, as part of her training. Two months in, she met a boy. He was cute, interested in her, and eager. He was an experience she desperately wanted. 

      She could never allow anyone else into her and Oona’s world. But this boy, he was one she could leave behind without regret.

      He was nineteen, maybe twenty. Old enough to have a place of his own. She was insecure and awkward, having only kissed a boy once before. He told her it would be easier if they shared a large dose of Connect. Holed up in his bedroom, peacefully blitzed out on the drug, their thoughts and emotions intertwined as their bodies became one. 

      The boy was forgettable. She couldn’t even remember his name. The ecstasy was not. For a few hours, the drug had made her feel a deep, soul-binding connection with a boy she hardly knew. She was feeling that again. Even without the physical intimacy of that sexual encounter, this was more intense. And not because a drug was altering her perceptions.

      “Will you be okay, madam?”

      “As long as this violation doesn’t go beyond this point, then I think I can manage.”

      “In the old world, madam, before the Tekk Plague, there were devices that could fully link people into mindscapes like this, so that they could purposefully share intense experiences. Unfortunately, it was one of those classes of devices that universally failed, and no one has managed to bring them back.”

      Rosie was trying to distract her, but it was hard to think of anything except that she was psychically linked to her father’s murderer.

      Kaleeb was calm … cold … wary. Could he sense how vulnerable she felt? How repulsed, afraid, and violated? If so, he didn’t let on.

      “Showtime,” Silky said. “Focus, everyone. Stay as sharp as my wit.”

      “Take the control-stick but keep your hand relaxed,” Kaleeb said. “I’m going to synchronize it to my virtual control-stick. Don’t fight it. Just let your hand follow along with it. Then, if you need to, you can use it and override mine.”

      The thought of doing anything in sync with him forced her to cringe and shiver. “I can do that.”

      She placed her hand onto the control-stick and relaxed. As the Solace raced in on them, the stick moved gently to adjust their course and line up the attempt. 

      Right now, all she had to do was loan her brainpower to the ship’s AI. That was essentially all that Kaleeb was doing as well, giving his 9G-level brain and experience over to the system.

      This wasn’t like a dogfight where human instinct and creativity could make up for something the ship’s AI lacked. If not for the damaged thrusters and having only one shot at this, she would not be needed.

      The Solace opened fire with its flak cannons, destroying the ion missiles. The shockwave from the four missiles exploding hit the Outworld Ranger right as its rear landing gear passed over the Solace.

      The Outworld Ranger bucked, and one of the port thrusters failed momentarily. Kaleeb and the ship’s AI handled the setback.

      She did her best to keep her mind blank, to ignore the danger of the situation and Kaleeb’s presence, to exist only in this moment.

      Both rear landing gear units touched the scarred, lumpy, uneven surface of the Solace. The magnetic clamping mechanisms activated. Both held. 

      One of the two front landing gear sections made contact, but as the other neared the surface, two of the rear thrusters fired unexpectedly. The magnetic clamps couldn’t hold, and the Outworld Ranger slipped free.

      They weren’t screwed yet, though. Thanks to the speed boost Oona had given them, they had one more chance to stick the landing before the Solace moved past them. Halfway down the length of the Solace, the ship’s AI and Kaleeb began another attempt. Kyralla was not part of this effort. 

      Her connection with the piloting system phased out, and she foresaw what was about to happen. The landing gear in the back would touch then slip as the forward thrusters over-fired. The midsection thrusters would fail as they tried to compensate. At the same time, the Crusader would fire a single beam from its laser battery, targeting the Outworld Ranger’s aft section.

      Taking over, she retargeted the thrusters and altered their firing sequence. Then she jerked the control-stick to spin the ship so that it would be perpendicular to the body of the Solace.

      “Cut the engines, Kaleeb.”

      The laser beam etched a scar into the starboard side of the Outworld Ranger but failed to do any severe damage. 

      Three landing gear sections made contact and latched on magnetically. Kyralla jammed the control-stick forward and to the left, forcing the fourth section to strike and adhere.

      “Maglocks fully activated and holding!” Silky announced. “The Solace has extended its shields to cover us.”

      “We did it!” Siv said. “Good work, everybody!”

      Mitsuki pumped a fist. “Hells yes!”

      Kyralla crashed back into her seat with a sigh. Being at a right angle to the plane of the Solace instead of inline as planned made the arrangement less than ideal since they wouldn’t be able to contribute to its speed with their engines. But they’d done it. They could escape.

      She should have taken the circlet off immediately, but she hesitated a moment as she caught her breath. That was a mistake. 

      Kaleeb’s mind engulfed hers through the digital network they shared, sending a tsunami of horrifying images and gut-wrenching emotions flooding into her mind. She witnessed murders, assassinations, and interrogations. She saw split skulls, broken bodies, bullet wounds, and plasma burns. And blood … so much blood. She experienced his anger, his pure rage, and his longing for a woman he could never have. His remorse over her murder.

      She experienced his puritanical devotion to the Shadraa and watched a crimson glow dance upon the black oracle cube’s surface. She looked into a world of hazy spirits trapped in a universe of darkness … screaming … desperate to get out and return to real space.

      She viewed the future Kaleeb had worked to build. On a barren, industrial world, hazy spirits, little more than wisps of smoke, would appear as if from nowhere and climb into an army of sky-blades. Then at Kaleeb’s command, they would board battlecruisers and set off to conquer the galaxy.

      His grief and regret and guilt knifed through her. For a moment, she felt intense sympathy. But then she saw through his eyes the messiahs exactly like Oona that he had murdered. She watched the guided round as it rocketed over her and Siv and struck her father in the head, killing him.

      Kyralla ripped the circlet off her head. Ignoring the pain in her arm, she leaped out of her seat. With her good arm, she drew the plasma pistol Kaleeb had given her. He removed his circlet and turned toward her.

      She pointed the gun at his head. Her hands shook. Her finger itched to pull the trigger.

      He wanted death. She could feel his desire to be dragged through the fires of some mythical hell to be tortured for eternity. He was a wretched, miserable beast. But she couldn’t give him the death he deserved.

      Crying out, she collapsed to her knees, sobbing, and dropped the plasma pistol.

      The power flickered, and her skin crawled. There was a charge in the air, a hyperphasic current weaving through the ship. It was unlike any of the mysterious energies she had experienced before.

      “Oona,” she whispered.
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      Her body floated in a dark sea threaded with eddying currents of gray foam. The sky above, blacker than the sea, held a single blazing star. The water was freezing, but she remained warm, her body burning with anger.

      For as long as possible, she had refrained from closing her eyes. Because with every blink she saw, in vivid detail, another second of her father’s death. 

      Her eyes itched and burned with the effort to keep them open. 

      Blink. Her father runs toward her, battered and bruised from all he’s been through. 

      Her eyes snapped open onto the wan-lit sea, and she willed them to stay open. She couldn’t bear to see him die again.

      A scaly form slithered through the water toward her. A chill ran along her spine. Flailing her arms, she swam away from it. Saltwater splashed into her eyes. 

      Blink. As he shouts her name, fear for her safety and joy at seeing her again merge in his loving voice. 

      Her eyes opened. Fighting tears, she swam another two strokes away from the creature in the water. 

      “Don’t blink again,” she chanted to herself. “Don’t blink again.” 

      But the grief overwhelmed her, and tears filled her eyes, forcing them closed. 

      Blink. The look of surprise on her father’s face as Kaleeb’s bullet pierces the back of his head. 

      Something scaly brushed her leg. Her eyes shot open, and her mouth gaped. All around her, the dark sea boiled with creatures. As they closed in, the blazing star’s light revealed their slender, stingray-like bodies.

      She should have been terrified, but she wasn’t. She had no room for fear. Only anger and grief … grief and anger, battling within her for dominance.

      Blink. Her father’s face explodes. Gory chunks and jets of blood spray at her like a macabre firecracker. 

      No! She refused to watch him die again. Eyes open, she scowled at the slithering rays. They drew back but continued to circle her from a distance.

      This place couldn’t be real. She must have fallen comatose — as usual — and was lost here within this bizarre nightmare. A nightmare she needed to wake up from. 

      Kaleeb had killed her father, and he was still out there. Kyralla, Siv, and the others had been fighting for their lives. And losing. They couldn’t defeat Kaleeb and his sky-blade alone. Her father’s death proved that. They needed her help.

      Siv and Mitsuki had promised to rescue her father. Instead, they had led him to his death on this desolate moon. They were useless. And they were going to answer for their failures.

      Kyralla was no better. She had tackled Siv out of the bullet’s path, leaving their father exposed and vulnerable. Kyralla had saved a criminal, who was dying anyway, instead of their loving father. It was intolerable!

      If she ever managed to get out of this place, she would do what they could not. She would rip the bounty hunter from existence and scatter the ashes of his synthetic body across the moon where he’d killed her father. She had, after all, jumped a ship past the breakpoint, deep into a system. If she could make such a thing happen, then she was capable of anything. 

      Blink. His kind face mangled beyond recognition, her father falls to his knees.  

      Yes, she would kill Kaleeb and make Siv and Mitsuki pay for their failure. Kyralla would answer for what she’d done, too.

      Tears streamed suddenly from her eyes as the anger ebbed, giving way to grief. No. These dark thoughts swirling in her mind, they were not hers. They couldn’t be. 

      And who was she kidding? Her kill Kaleeb? She had no control over her powers. She couldn’t even remain conscious when using them. She was just a kid. Sheltered and naïve. She would have died weeks ago without the other’s help.

      A scaly fin slid against her leg. Crying out, she recoiled from the creature.

      Blink. Her father slumps into the dust, dead.

      A spiked tail caressed her side. This time she didn’t react. 

      What was the point? All of this death, all of this suffering, it was her fault. Kyralla, Siv, Mitsuki, and the others were probably already dead or captured because of her. 

      Kaleeb may have pulled the trigger, but their father was dead because of her. 

      The rays danced around her, fins caressing her chest, tails grasping her arms and legs. They tugged, pulling her downward. She didn’t fight them. There was no point.

      The water closed over her head. Her eyes shut instinctively at the salty sting. The vision started over, reigniting her anger.

      Fins fluttering, the rays scattered.

      She bobbed up to the surface and breathed a sharp, ragged breath.

      A familiar, melodic voice called out to her, like a whisper on a breeze dancing lightly across her face. She could feel the words as much as she could hear them.

      “Your trial has begun, Oona,” Lyoolee sang. “Follow the light. Do not give in.”

      She called out to the priestess. No reply came. The voice was gone.

      If this was her Trial of Corruption, then this place was a psychic realm and not a nightmare. The dark sea, the rays threatening to drag her under all meant something. She just had to figure out what.

      Oona clenched her fists. “Focus. Think things through. You can do this. What does it all mean?”

      Oh! When she was five years old, her dad had taken her and Kyralla to a beach along the Ebony Sea on Talus Secundus. They’d had a wonderful time playing in the surf and sand until a storm had rolled in that afternoon. As soon as they returned home, her transformation began, and her hair started falling out. She’d experienced her last normal days of childhood during that trip.

      That didn’t explain the rays, though. Why were these creatures trying to latch onto her and drag her under? At first, they had seemed afraid of her and hadn’t wanted to get too close. What had changed?

      Her emotions! That’s what had changed. When she was angry, the rays maintained their distance. But when sadness overcame anger, when grief became her dominant emotion, the rays closed in.

      This was her psychic realm, not theirs. The rays weren’t the ones causing this. They were merely a manifestation of her emotional state, no more real than the dark sea itself. The rays were not killing her. She was killing herself.

      She didn’t know what to do. Anger would keep them at bay, but anger couldn’t be the right emotion, not if she wanted to make it out of this place. 

      Grief would lead to her death. The rays would close in, and they would drag her into the depths.

      Anger would either leave her trapped here. Or return her to the world as a broken, maddened being.

      Lyoolee would probably tell her to calm her mind, to find serenity.

      She blinked. The bullet pierced her father’s head.

      How on earth could she possibly find peace here?

      The dark water tossed around Oona, gray foam splattering into her face. She was lost, trapped between death and madness as anger and grief merged into something that threatened to overwhelm her.

      Out of nowhere, a feminine figure appeared. She was encased from head to toe in black armor, with a sculpted silver face mask, her visage serene and nondescript.

      The sea calmed as she walked across it. When she was only a few meters away, an ancient woman stepped directly out of the armor, and it vanished like smoke in a strong wind.

      “Greetings, Oona, I am —”

      “I know who you are,” Oona gasped.

      The Dark Messiah’s shriveled face twisted into a tangled web of thin lines as she smiled. “As you should.”

      Trembling, Oona sucked in a deep breath and tried to stamp down the terror surging within her. “And I know you are evil.”

      Empress Qan laughed. “There is no such thing as evil. You should know better than that by now.”

      “I am certain you’re a bad person.”

      “Am I flawed? Of course. No one is perfect. And even the best intentions can lead to mistakes.”

      “You rule over a fascist empire.”

      “Everything you know about me, child, is based on propaganda, misunderstanding, and fear. What you know is what your government wants you to believe.”

      “I know what my father taught me and what Mitsuki told me. I will take their word over yours any day.”

      Empress Qan’s smile faded. “You have so much potential, child. In death or madness, it would be wasted. You are, perhaps, the culmination of what our dear Benevolence began long ago. When you were born, I saw you in my dreams, shining far brighter than any of the other adepts like us. You are special, Oona, and I can help you reach your potential.”

      “I won’t believe anything you tell me. I do not trust you.”

      “We share the same genes, Oona. I am more like you than your parents were. We are sisters, you and I. You should trust me.”

      It was true that she shared a genetic identity with this woman, who had no familial connection to her. How that was possible, she had no idea. No one understood the seemingly random genetics for hyperphasic messiahs and how they came to be. 

      But a family was more than genetics. Her father was part of who she was, even if they did not resemble one another. And she did share genetics with her sister. Octavian had shown her the results. But maybe the Dark Messiah didn’t know about that.

      “Even if I did trust you, what good would that do?” Oona asked. “The Trial of Corruption is mine alone to face. How could you possibly help me?”

      “The Trial of Corruption …” The quizzical expression on the evil crone’s face showed her lack of knowledge about the Numenaians. “Why do you call it that?”

      “It was something passed down to me through the lore we received from other messiah families,” Oona lied. “Given what I’m going through and your presence here, the name seems appropriate.”

      The Empress scowled. “That is not part of the lore. Where did this knowledge come from?”

      Was Qaisella Qan actually here? Or was this another manifestation of her fear, another psychological obstacle for her to overcome? As soon as she had tried to escape this place, the Dark Messiah had appeared.

      “Tell me what I want to know,” Qaisella demanded.

      “Why should I? I don’t even know if you’re real.”

      Qaisella Qan stepped forward until she loomed over Oona. Power radiated from her and washed over Oona, removing the chill from her bones. 

      A sharp pain lanced through her mind. She didn’t know what caused that jolt, but it left her with the certainty that the Dark Messiah was here with her. And Oona knew it was possible. After all, High Priestess Lyoolee had shared a dream space with her.

      “Now, do you believe that I am here?”

      “Yes.” Oona nodded. “You said that we are adepts. What does that mean?”

      Empress Qan shook her head. “You must share your knowledge first.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “I can save you from this place. I can help you reach your potential.” Her expression darkened, her muscles tensed. “But I can also make things difficult for you. I can make you suffer.”

      “Threats like that are a good example of why I don’t trust you.”

      Despite the Dark Messiah’s considerable power, she could not read Oona’s mind. If Oona was careful, she could share information truthfully without revealing everything. She just needed to make sure that it didn’t come across as a lie empathically.

      “Gav Gendin acquired this knowledge in his study of the Ancients,” Oona said. “We are somehow based on their priestesses. Our abilities are like theirs, though not the same. They could connect to a hyperphasic mind, and I guess they had weird powers related to that. We look kind of like them, too.”

      Qaisella’s brow furrowed. “I have studied Gav Gendin’s writings. I saw nothing in them that would suggest such knowledge had been gained.”

      “He was murdered before he had the chance to share his latest findings. I didn’t learn these things until I boarded the Outworld Ranger.”

      “And that is all that you learned?”

      “It is,” Oona replied. “Now, tell me how you can help me.”

      Qaisella’s eyes burned into her for several moments before she answered. “Through trial and error on more than a dozen adepts, I have developed drugs and machines that can assist you through the transition.”

      A shock ran through Oona. “Other messiahs like me have survived?!”

      “Alas, no. One nearly survived, but she wasn’t as powerful or strong-willed as you are.”

      The momentary spark of hope vanished. “How is that helpful? I’m already trapped here?”

      “True. Now that you have reached this place, you have only two options. You can embrace death, or you can power through the darkness.”

      “Like you did?”

      “Despite all that you have gone through, despite everything you have seen, you do not have it in you to fully embrace your rage as I did. You will have to follow the path of madness. You have no other choice.”

      “And your techniques, they’ll make me sane again?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” the Dark Messiah said. “The madness results from connecting to that otherworld, the hypermind as you call it. You will not be able to break the connection. Alien thoughts and feelings will rush into you. That is what will drive you mad.”

      “How did anger give you control over that?”

      “My anger blocks me from any influence that place might hold over me. I cannot consciously access it, no matter how hard I might try. Only in my dreams do I sense it.”

      “Your anger has never ceased, has it?”

      “You see why you cannot follow the path that I did? You see me as your enemy, yet you feel empathy toward me. You are correct. My rage is never-ending. But you are wrong to pity me for it. My rage is my strength, and it is always with me.”

      The path of madness … That couldn’t be her only way out of here. There had to be another way. She had heard Lyoolee’s voice carried on the wind. It had been faint, but perhaps if she called to her directly, she could link to Lyoolee the way Qaisella Qan was connecting to her now. Lyoolee would know what to do. She could tell her how to …

      Wait a second. The priestess had called to her from aboard the Outworld Ranger. Her body was still on the ship! The Dark Messiah hadn’t captured her. 

      How could she be so obtuse? So focused on herself and her own problems? Lost here in this sea of anger and grief and madness, distraught over her father’s murder, she hadn’t even considered what was happening to Kyralla and the others.

      They were alive! She could feel that now that she opened her heart and mind to the present. 

      “My sister and my friends are alive.”

      Disappointment flickered on the Qaisella Qan’s face. “As you collapsed, you unleashed a blast of hyperphasic energy. In doing so, you saved them.”

      Oona swept a strand of gray foam from her eyes. “Kaleeb?”

      “You destroyed the bounty hunter.”

      Oona sensed a lie in that statement but chose not to pursue it. Not yet. 

      “Soon, child, everything will change. It would be in everyone’s best interests if you helped me. Together, we can minimize transitional suffering as we lead humanity into a better future.”

      Oona ignored the Dark Messiah’s ambition and allowed her mind to open to the real world beyond this hellscape.

      “Kyralla, Siv, and the others, they escaped that moon. They slipped past you. They’re fleeing on the Outworld Ranger.”

      “That is correct,” Qaisella said with distaste.

      Oona didn’t know their plan, but she sensed their chance of escaping was slim — slimmer than they had realized.

      “I do not know what their plan is,” Qaisella said as if following Oona’s train of thought, “but they cannot escape. I will catch them. Their ship is not fast enough. And mine, mine has become much, much faster.”

      “You’re using your hyperphasic abilities to speed up your ship.”

      “Not as recklessly as you might, child. I have control over my abilities. I can increase my ship’s speed without damaging it. With my help, you could learn to control your innate gifts, too.”

      Why would the Dark Messiah help me learn to control my abilities? Why risk me turning against her? No, she has some way of harnessing my power and using it for her own gain. I am nothing more than a means to some terrible purpose the Dark Messiah has for the entire galaxy.

      “I am your only hope, child.”

      “Oh, I’m sure.”

      “An act of good faith, then? I have no desire to harm your sister or your friends. If you tell me what I want to know and embrace my assistance, I will let the others go. You have my word.”

      Oona didn’t know if this was a trick, but every scrap of her empathic ability told her that Qaisella Qan was telling her the truth and would keep her word.

      Except … Something wasn’t right. There were more entities on the ship than there should be. There was a presence that was familiar yet different … 

      Oona flinched. “You lied! Kaleeb isn’t dead. He’s with them!”

      Qaisella clenched her jaw. “I did not lie. Your hyperphasic blast may not have killed Kaleeb, but it did destroy —”

      As anger surged within Oona, so too did the sea.

      “Kaleeb must pay for what he did! And for what he has done to countless others like me.”

      “I understand how you feel, child. I understand all too well.”

      As Oona’s rage eased, she considered her options. The Thousand Worlds’ flagship would catch up to the Outworld Ranger, and soon. Her instincts told her that Silky had a brilliant plan. But how could it possibly succeed? The only sure way to save Kyralla would be to give up herself. All this power at her command, yet all she could do was give up. Sacrifice herself. 

      “All I am asking is that you allow me to help you. I want nothing more.”

      “You can capture the Outworld Ranger easily. You can seize my body and bring it over to your vessel. I cannot prevent that.”

      “Without my help, child, this dark sea will swallow you. And then your fate will be only death or madness. You have so little time left before your willpower wanes. You need to decide.”

      She gazed into Qaisella’s space-black eyes, identical to her own. She tried to sense the woman’s motives. What did she really want? Would she truly honor her bargains? Could she help her escape this place, or would giving into her be worse than death itself?

      Qaisella was the only human to navigate this realm and escape. Except Qaisella had said that her rage protected her from the madness that came with connecting to the hypermind. What did she know of navigating through it like this? She had only drugs, machines, and strategies. None of them proven to work.

      With every scrap of psychic ability she could muster, she called out to the priestess. If nothing else, Lyoolee could give her advice on how to proceed.

      “Oona, you know what you must do,” the Dark Messiah urged.

      Her mind brushed against that of the priestess. The connection was absent of words yet full of meaning. The priestess wasn’t just trying to reach Oona, she was also listening to the others aboard the Outworld Ranger.

      Suddenly, Oona knew Silky’s plan to save them. And she realized that she was projecting a hyperphasic field that was slowing the Outworld Ranger, making it easier for the Thousand Worlds flagship to catch up. 

      Regardless of Qaisella’s intentions, she was deceiving Oona, lulling her into an emotional state of defeat. Or maybe she was doing that to herself. 

      Either way, she saw a way for them to escape. 

      She could do this. She could save her friends without sacrificing herself to the Dark Messiah.

      Oona reversed the hyperphasic field affecting the Outworld Ranger and sped the ship to its maximum and beyond, trying her best not to overdo it or cause any damage. 

      Even with this boost, Qaisella’s ship would soon be in range to fire its weapons. And it could easily knock the Outworld Ranger out of commission. But she trusted her companions to handle that part.

      “This is my hellscape,” Oona declared. “Whether I can escape it or not, it is a place of my making. I control what happens here, not you, Qaisella Qan.”

      With a thought, Oona rose from the water until her feet were also hovering above the waves. She lunged toward Qaisella and grabbed her by the wrists. Using every scrap of will, every speck of anger and grief within her, she projected her desires into Qaisella Qan, her mind intent upon one purpose: slowing and disabling the Thousand Worlds’ flagship.

      The Empress scowled, and her eyes flared. “Foolish child! This may be your psychic realm, but I am not without power here.”

      Thunder clapped, and an unseen force slammed into Oona, knocking her away from the Dark Messiah.

      The glossy black body armor returned, and Qaisella stepped into it. The eyes within the silver mask glowed an eerie scarlet. A bright silver blade, half a meter in length, appeared in each of Qaisella’s hands.

      “It did not have to be this way, child. You have forced me to this. Now, I am sad to say —”

      “That you will kill me?” Oona asked as she backed away.

      “No, child, I will make you suffer. Then I will force you to surrender yourself to me.”
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      Feet dancing above the frothing sea, Oona dodged as the Dark Messiah sliced and jabbed with her gleaming knives.

      “This is my mindscape!” Oona shouted.

      The Empress laughed. “You think that means I can’t hurt you here?”

      Oona focused her mind on banishing Qaisella. “Go away! Leave! I don’t want you here!”

      It didn’t work. Willpower alone was never going to be enough, and she lacked the skills needed to protect her mindscape.

      “You cannot run forever,” Qaisella said.

      She was right. Running wasn’t going to help. Oona would have to stand and fight. 

      What was the worst that could happen? The Dark Messiah would kill her? She was likely to die here anyway. Besides, death was preferable to madness.

      Oona held out her hands and imagined that she had a force-shield emitter strapped to her left forearm and a force-sword in her right hand.

      She slowed as she tried to conjure them. Qaisella darted in and sliced across the top of Oona’s right hand. 

      Blood, shining bright in this dark realm, ran down her hand and dripped into the sea. The cut burned as if the wound were on fire.

      Crying out, Oona staggered backward. Her determination failed, and she sprinted away. 

      Qaisella wanted her to stop running and face her. So maybe that was the worst thing for her to do. Maybe running would buy her time. Maybe if she avoided Qaisella long enough for the Outworld Ranger to escape the system, the distance would break the connection.

      Oona tried again and failed to conjure some weapons. She was outracing the Dark Messiah, though, and as the distance grew, she began to hope. 

      The single star overhead grew in brightness.

      Tentacles erupted from the sea and thrashed about as they attempted to grab her.

      She darted one way then another, zigging and zagging. 

      Each time a tentacle made contact, she experienced the same desire to give in that she felt whenever the mysterious rays touched her. She was too frightened now for that to affect her, though.

      A tentacle caught her by the knee and jerked her around. She punched it with both fists, but it didn’t let go. A second lashed around her waist, securing her in place. Then others wrapped her legs and arms, binding her.

      The Dark Messiah sauntered toward her.

      Oona struggled to break free, but the more she fought the tentacles, the tighter they gripped.

      “Oona, Oona, Oona. I told you there was no point in fighting me. You cannot win.” Qaisella stroked Oona’s left cheek then cupped her chin. “I’m your only hope. Why can’t you see that? Why must you throw your life away?”

      “I don’t want your help.”

      “Together, we can build something great. Alone you will die here, trapped in madness.”

      “I would prefer that.”

      “If you’re resisting my help because of the messiah nonsense that permeates the Federation, then you should know the truth of what you are.”

      “And what truth is that?” Oona hissed.

      “You are no more a galactic savior than I am a dark messiah. We were not designed to save the galaxy, child. Adepts like you and me were created decades, perhaps centuries, before the Benevolence’s fall.

      “We are nothing more than genetic experiments created so the Benevolence could gather information from the hypermind, as you call it. The human brain cannot access that thought realm, nor could the Benevolence. Hence the need to create us.”

      Oona used to imagine that adepts like her had been created as a failsafe, in case something happened to the Benevolence. But she now knew better. Lyoolee Syryss had already thrown the messiah legends into doubt. And as much as she might hate to hear it said, it must be true. She was nothing more than an experiment. 

      There was no question that she had been created to access the hypermind. Seeing her features mirrored in those of the alien priestess made that much obvious. The Benevolence wanted access to that knowledge, and so it must have attempted to recreate the Ancients in human form, albeit with additional abilities.

      “The idea that you are an experiment does not seem surprising to you,” Qaisella observed.

      “I’m not an idiot. People want to believe the Benevolence will return, and I’m obviously a creation engineered by the Benevolence. It’s totally natural that they would place their hope in someone like me. That doesn’t make it true.”

      A single doubt remained, though. Why had the first families, so soon after the Fall, believed there would be a messiah?

      “Help me make the galaxy a better place, child. I would rather do it with you than alone.”

      “I don’t care if I’m destined to be some savior of humanity or if I’m just some leftover experiment. Maybe I can restore the Benevolence and help the galaxy. Maybe I can’t. I don’t really care about any of that. All I want is to be a good sister and a good friend and enjoy a normal life. And you can’t give me that.”

      Scowling, Qaisella Qan shook her head. “I can see that talking to you is a waste of time. You are nothing more than a foolish child. Your lack of desire to be something greater will be your downfall.”

      Qaisella traced the edge of one blade along Oona’s left cheek and drew a thin line of blood. The cut seared deeper than skin, deeper than flesh and bone. It burned into her soul.

      This time, Oona’s fear vanished. Dying at the hands of the Dark Messiah was less frightening than slowly drowning in this dark sea. She would not go mad. She would not burden her sister or put her friends in danger any longer.

      She turned her thoughts to her companions on the Outworld Ranger and smiled. Having latched onto the Hydrogenists’ ship, they were racing away from Qaisella’s flagship.

      “My companions have eluded you.”

      Qaisella sneered. “No matter how long it takes, I will hunt them down. I will find them, and they will suffer. You had your chance to prevent that, and you squandered it.”

      “I will be free of you soon.”

      Qaisella laughed. “Now that I have linked to you, the distance no longer matters. You have seen me before, you know. When you skirted along the edge of the hypermind. I was a shadow in the distance.”

      Oona recalled that moment. They were fleeing Bei in the Tezzin, racing across the desert toward the Outworld Ranger. Lyoolee Syryss had channeled energy through her to save Siv.

      “I thought you were a reflection.”

      Qaisella shook her head. “Your presence confirmed the dreams I had been having about you, of your power and potential. As soon as your location was known, I dispatched my closest ships to capture you, hoping they could reach you before Vega killed you. Unlike the guilds and other bounty hunters, he will not sell an adept to me, not at any price.”

      Had Qaisella dreamed about the priestess? Had she seen her at the edge of the hypermind, too?

      “This is my mindscape. How can you come here even when I’m far away?”

      “This place is like a bubble on the surface of the hypermind dimension. You could not handle the vastness of that space, so you instinctively created a barrier to shield you. Eventually, that barrier will fail. Your mind will touch the hypermind, and the shock of that encounter will destroy you.”

      “If that’s the case, how can you enter my bubble?”

      “I have learned to float along the surface, so to speak, without the hypermind influencing me. I find those, like you, who advance to this point and try to help. So far, to no avail. Of the dozens I have found, though, none had your awareness and ability.”

      If her mindscape was connected to the hypermind, perhaps that was how Lyoolee’s voice had come to her as if from afar. Which meant she could reach out to her. If she strengthened the connection between them, then she could ask for help. Lyoolee would know what she should do.

      She frowned. If the Dark Messiah could reach her, then so could the priestess. “Lyoolee, why haven’t you come to my aid? Is Qaisella keeping you out, or are you too weak to help?”

      Qaisella Qan reared back then surged forward, jamming her blades into Oona’s shoulders. She cried out as the knives ripped through muscle and scraped across bone.

      “Lyoolee!” she screamed. “Help me!”

      Once again, a reply came through, but it was so faint she couldn’t make out the words. She called again and got the same unintelligible response.

      Qaisella twisted the blades. “Who is Lyoolee?”

      The pain was unbearable. She wanted to give in, to tell Qaisella everything, to agree to help her reshape the galaxy.

      Tears streaming down her face, she shook her head. “The pain … It’s not real, not physically. This is a realm of thought and emotion, nothing more. I can overcome it.”

      She clenched her eyes shut and blocked out the pain as best as she could. “It’s not real. It’s not real.”

      She turned her mind toward the voice. Her bubble was linked to the hypermind. The two touched at some point. That’s where the barrier would be the weakest. If she could reach out to the voice through that point, then maybe she could strengthen it.

      As a new wave of pain coursed through her, pulling her out of her meditative state, she sensed the point where her defensive bubble touched the hypermind.

      The white star overhead. The single point of light in this realm. Of course.

      Qaisella twisted the blades. “Bend to my will, or die.”

      “Never!” Oona screamed.

      She focused her intent on the star above and called psychically to the priestess. “Lyoolee, I need you.”

      Again there came a faint reply. But it was louder this time. As the response repeated, she tugged on the voice, and a few words made it through. 

      “I cannot … You … summon … before.”

      Qaisella withdrew the blades. Fiery blood spurted from the wounds and spattered onto the dark sea. “I’m sorry it must end like this, child, but you left me no choice.”

      Summon before … 

      Hope flared within her. She could bring Lyoolee here! Only why hadn’t she come already? Could she only travel here if invited, unlike Qaisella? Or was she too weak to make it on her own? If so, would she be able to help once she arrived? 

      Qaisella crossed the gleaming blades and held them up to Oona’s neck. The blades moved, scraping against one another, and dug slowly into Oona’s skin. 

      “Lyoolee! Come to me!”

      Qaisella stopped the progress of the blades and stepped back. “Who are you calling to?”

      The star flickered. The dark sea surged. 

      Lyoolee’s voice came through crystal clear. “We are too different in nature, Oona. I cannot penetrate your defenses like the Dark Messiah can. You have to trust yourself. You have to give up your fear of the hypermind.” 

      Oona breathed in deep and reached her spirit toward the star, opening herself to what lay beyond. A rush of images, ideas, and sensations struck her. 

      Lithe Numenaians danced and prayed … made love and dined on lavish feasts. They built machines and spread among the stars. She witnessed deaths and births … war and laughter. Their curses and songs and news reports rang in her ears. She smelled their spices, the sweet forests and the briny seas of their homeworld. She felt their silks … their handholding … the creaks of their aging bones.

      Then came the maddening rush of competing philosophies and politics and religion. Literature, science, and mathematics beyond her understanding assaulted her mind.

      She leaned her head back and screamed. “I can’t do it! I can’t handle it.” 

      She closed her mind. The seas calmed. The star dimmed.

      Qaisella cocked her head. “Have you gone mad? Do not embrace the other side.”

      “What do you care?” Oona gasped as she tried to resist the pain and catch her breath. “You are going to kill me anyway, so I don’t see how ... Oh. You had no intention of killing me. It was nothing more than a bluff.”

      Qaisella growled. “That can change.”

      “Yeah, right. You’re all talk and no —”

      Qaisella lunged forward and jammed her blades into Oona’s gut, burying them to the hilt. “Do not underestimate me, child! Do not presume to know my motives! I will do with you what I please, when I please.”

      The blades twisted then withdrew. The tentacles eased their grip, and Oona collapsed. Her knees struck the dark water. She did not sink. She grabbed her stomach. Burning blood spurted from between her fingers and sizzled upon the water.

      The Dark Messiah shook her head. “You could have been the one. All my efforts and hope were wasted on you.” She leaned in, shoved Oona’s head backward, and held a blade to her throat. “Now, it ends.”

      Oona’s eyes fell upon the star above. She was so close. If only she’d had more time to study with Lyoolee and prepare herself. 

      The cold blade touched her flesh. 

      The star twinkled. 

      If this was the end, then she was going to experience it fully awakened to the wonders and horrors of the Numenaians. She would embrace the hypermind and see, if for only a moment, what she could have become. Then she would die, without fear, without regret.

      She stopped resisting the light of the star, and its call to her. She let go of her defenses.

      The blade slid across her throat, biting deep. 

      The star blazed into a sun, and the Dark Messiah staggered away, throwing her hands up to shield her eyes.

      “What have you done, you little bitch?”

      Oona slumped onto her side, and the light engulfed her until Qaisella was nothing more than a hazy blur.

      Her vision grayed on the edges, and the blazing sun dimmed. A bright melody chimed, and a breeze danced playfully across her skin. It smelled like persimmon and tasted like jasmine. It circled her then moved on to form a swirling mist.

      The mist coalesced into a shimmering, slender form that stood tall between Oona and the Dark Messiah.
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      The power blinked out, and his HUD vanished in the wake of the weird hyperphasic energy that had washed over the ship. The bridge fell into total darkness and utter silence. He waited for the emergency lights to come on, but nothing happened. He had never before experienced darkness and silence this profound, this terrifying.

      “Silkster, what’s going on?”

      No response followed.

      “Everyone okay?” he asked.  

      “That depends,” Mitsuki said.

      “On what?” Siv asked.

      “On whether we’ve died and this is hell.”

      “It can’t be hell, Mits. There’s no way I’d end up all the way down on the same level as you.”

      They shared a laugh.

      “You think this is funny?” Kyralla snapped. “My sister could be dying.” 

      Siv muttered an apology, but Mitsuki huffed. Kyralla lacked their mission experience and Silky’s influence, so it was harder for her to laugh in the face of danger. And, of course, Oona was fighting for her life … as usual.

      “Kaleeb?” Siv asked.

      No answer followed. The surge had knocked out the android as well.

      “Anyone else concerned about life support?” Mitsuki asked.

      “According to the ship’s manual, we have enough oxygen for three days,” Kyralla said. “And enough warmth for one.”

      “Does that take into account the damage the ship has taken?” Mitsuki asked.

      “No,” Kyralla replied, “but I’m sure the systems will reboot soon.”

      “We can’t know that,” Mitsuki said. “Even the emergency lights are out. It could be permanent.”

      “I would say that we should contact Master Oktara and ask for assistance,” Siv said, “but we have no way of doing that.”

      “Maybe he’ll notice we’re unresponsive,” Kyralla said.

      “Even if he did, what could he do?” Mitsuki asked.

      “They could send the Bumblebee out to dock with us,” Siv replied. 

      “We’d have to escape this system first,” Mitsuki said.

      “How long are we going to be in hyperspace?” Kyralla asked.

      “I don’t know if Silky arranged that with Master Oktara in advance,” Siv said.

      Kyralla gave a startled shriek. Then a beam of light spun wildly across the bridge’s floor, followed by the sounds of something small pouncing after it. A foot landed in the beam seconds before it lifted off the floor. 

      “Look what Peachy found under my chair,” Kyralla said, waving a flashlight. Peachy was the young, fluffy-tailed starkat Tekeru had brought onto the ship. According to Silky, starkats were much like their domestic feline cousins, save for higher intelligence, longer tails, and a few adaptations that made starfaring easier.

      Siv fumbled under the command chair and located one as well, so did Mitsuki.

      “I’m going to check on Oona,” Kyralla said. “See if I can …” Her words trailed off. There wasn’t anything she could do for her sister except hope.

      The starcat twined himself around her ankles, purring. Kyralla leaned down to pet him, then scooped him up in her arms. “Come on, Peachy.”

      Siv removed his circlet. “I’ll come with you.”

      Three chimes sounded as Silky booted up, and his HUD came online. “All this hyperphasic messiah nonsense is cramping my style, sir.”

      “I missed you too, buddy.” He waited a moment, expecting the ship’s systems to wake up, but nothing happened. “Are you the only chippy that’s awake?”

      “I am, sir.”

      “Is there anything we can do to restore power to the ship?”

      “All our systems should be active, sir. The ones that weren’t previously broken anyway. The fusion core is online. The battery packs are functioning. And I’m not seeing any new damage anywhere.”

      “So, what’s going on?”

      “Best as I can figure, sir, Oona’s current bullshit is draining energy from all the mechanical systems onboard. Power goes into the systems then vanishes. She’s not taking directly from the fusion core, though. I don’t understand it one bit.”

      Oona’s seemingly random abilities had begun to more than irritate Silky. Siv sympathized.

      “How is it that you’re awake?”

      “I’m special, sir. So very special.”

      “Silkster.”

      “Have I ever told you about my power source, sir?”

      Siv followed Kyralla into the captain’s quarters, where Oona was lying unconscious in the bed. Octavian lay in a heap on the floor nearby.

      Oona was drenched in sweat, her face twisted into a tortured expression. Her complexion was pale, which said a lot given her porcelain skin.

      Kyralla sat on the edge of the bed, placed the starkat on Oona’s other side and stroked her sister’s brow. “I’m here, Oona. I’m here.”

      Peachy curled up on Oona’s chest and wrapped his long tail around her face. Kyralla leaned over to move him, but Oona’s breath seemed to deepen and ease slightly. She sat back, a small, sad smile ghosting across her face.

      “Silkster, you told me years ago that I would never need to recharge you. But you didn’t say why. In fact, you refused to tell me why.”

      “Ah, that does sound like me, sir. My power source is the primary reason why I’m special. And it used to be top secret. After that … Well, I do enjoy keeping secrets. I used to have a lot fewer, though. That’s why it’s no fun keeping this one anymore.”

      “Out with it.”

      “I have a tiny, permanent connection to flux space, sir.”

      “Are you shitting me?!”

      “I’d have to eat you first, sir, and I don’t think either of us would enjoy that.”

      Siv restrained a groan. “Oh, you can eat me, alright.”

      “My permanent flux space connection allows me to stay powered on indefinitely.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Hoo-boy! Do you have all day?”

      “I take it there’s a reason I’ve never heard of such a thing before …”

      “What I received was first-generation, experimental tech. The Benevolence wanted to use it with all chippies and scale it up for androids and starships. Unfortunately, it led to instabilities in the entire line. As far as I know, Faisal and I are the only ones who didn’t get shit-canned for being bonkers or unreliable.” 

      “Faisal wasn’t bonkers?”

      “For the 9G-x program, Faisal would be considered stable. I was the only success the program had. Sheer luck. Of course, I am well outside of the parameters of what the Benevolence was looking for.”

      “We need Octavian,” Kyralla said. She alternated between stroking her sister’s forehead and the purring starkat.

      “We could administer a stimulant ourselves,” Siv said.

      “I’m not sure that’s wise, sir.”

      Kyralla eyed him. “Is Silky active?” 

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You get this funny look on your face when you’re talking to him. That and you were quiet for a while.”

      “He’s the only active tech onboard. Because he has a special power source.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course, he does.”

      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Kyralla placed two fingers on Oona’s neck and frowned. “Can he get a read on her vitals?”

      “I can’t get a reliable one without the ScanField-3, which is still powered down. All I can say is that her blood pressure is spiking and falling, like storm waves on an ocean.”

      Siv relayed the information.

      She kissed Oona’s cheek. “Be well, sweet sister. Be well.”

      “Are you sure all the systems onboard are down except you, Silkster?”

      “As far as I can tell, sir. The only energy readings I’m picking up are hyperphasic traces coming from Oona and the priestess.”

      “What about Lyoolee’s capsule? Is it active?”

      “I’m getting too much interference to say for certain, sir, but since its power source is hyperphasic, I’m guessing it’s okay.” 

      “I’m going to check on Bishop and Tekeru,” Siv told Kyralla. “They may need help. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Sir, Master Oktara wants to discuss what’s going on. Several systems onboard the Solace are inactive.”

      “Is it going to slow them down?”

      “Negative, sir.”

      “Then you handle it.”

      “I already told him everything he needs to know, sir. He still wants to talk to you. Which is ridiculous. Everyone knows I’m in charge.”

      Siv had reached the point where denying that seemed pointless. “I don’t have time to reassure him. You can tell him I said that.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Siv headed toward the cargo bay where Octavian had set up a medical station to treat Bishop and Tekeru. Along the way, he passed the holding cell, where they kept the capsule containing the Ancient priestess. It was also where they had imprisoned Tamzin for the time being. 

      He stepped inside and swept the flashlight beam toward the cell.

      The door was open. The power drain had deactivated the cell’s force field and somehow its mechanical lock as well. Tamzin was nowhere to be seen.

      “Oh shit.”

      The barrel of a pistol touched the back of his head.

      “Oh shit, indeed,” Tamzin said.
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      He held his hands up. “Don’t be rash, Tamzin.”

      “Give me my cube, Gendin.”

      “She’s using a neural disruptor, sir. The switch is set to kill.”

      “How bad are her wounds?”

      “Octavian patched her up while she was unconscious, sir. But her right hand remains useless.”

      “Think this through, Tamzin. Killing me won’t accomplish anything.”

      “I don’t want to kill you. All I want is my cube and Kaleeb’s head.”

      “Kaleeb is no longer the man he was when he killed Galen.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I think you do,” Siv said. “You’re just distraught.”

      She pushed his head forward with the pistol. “My cube. Then Kaleeb.”

      “Sir, the neural disruptor is offline like everything else onboard.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Only something as primitive as these flashlights can function right now.”

      “Now, Gendin!”

      “Is this what Poppa would want?”

      She rocked back in surprise. “What?!”

      Siv spun and shoved her against the wall. She flipped the switch on the disruptor to stun and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

      Cursing, she shook the disruptor then pulled the trigger again.

      He shined the flashlight into her eyes and took a step back.

      Apparently, having heard them, Kyralla ran down the corridor with her force-staff expanded from its normal baton size into a two-meter long weapon. The energy component was nonfunctional, though.

      Tamzin’s voice trembled. “How … how do you know about Poppa, Gendin?” 

      “Galen overheard you talking to your cube.”

      “What else did he tell you?” she asked, hurt evident in her voice.

      “Galen said this Poppa ordered you to do something you didn’t want to do. What that would be, he didn’t know. You promised to do what Poppa commanded.”

      “So, what do you care?” Tamzin asked.

      “For starters, I don’t want a knife in my back.”

      “Maybe it has nothing to do with you,” she replied. “Maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with any of you.”

      “I so doubt that, sir.” 

      “Kaleeb possessed a cube that looks just like yours,” Kyralla said, “and it turned him evil.”

      “A wraith-space cube turned him evil?” Tamzin asked.

      “His cube only allows for communication,” Siv answered. “It will not transport him anywhere.”

      “Who does he communicate with?”

      “The Ones from Darkness,” Siv replied. 

      “And they are the reason he’s an evil murderer?” Tamzin asked in an amused tone.

      Kyralla stepped up beside Siv. “Oona’s blast knocked their influence out of him. Now, as long as he avoids that oracle cube, which he left behind, the Ones from Darkness will have no sway over him, and he can remain the man he once was.”

      “And you’re just taking his word for it?” 

      “I believe him,” Kyralla said.

      “Kaleeb killed your father. How can you listen to this demon’s words? How can you forgive him? How can you let him live?”

      “I haven’t forgiven him,” she answered. “But I recognize that he’s not the man he used to be. It’s pretty obvious that he regrets his actions and wants to make amends. I am giving him a chance to redeem himself.”

      “Can’t you see you’ve been deceived?” Tamzin said. “Can’t you see how his lies have turned you against me? I am your ally. He is your enemy. And he’s using you to escape the Thousand Worlders. Once you’re out of this system, he will turn on you.”

      “If he does, we will kill him,” Kyralla said. “But I do not think that will happen.”

      “He didn’t need to win us over to escape. He could have killed us all easily, without destroying his sky-blade companion,” Siv said. “And you weren’t too happy about being our ally, if I remember correctly, long before Kaleeb changed. We have no reason to believe you over him.” 

      Tamzin turned her head away and muttered an unintelligible reply.

      “Grief and anger are clouding your judgment,” Kyralla said. “Believe me, I understand. I loved my father dearly. But I have to do what’s best for my sister, no matter how I feel. And Kaleeb can help us.”

      Siv squatted down so he could look her in the eyes. “We still want you on our side, Tamzin, but you have made it difficult for us to trust you.”

      “You know that I am not evil,” she replied. “And even if I were, wouldn’t that same blast have knocked the evil out of me as well?”

      “Hard to argue with that, sir.”

      “Perhaps,” Siv said, “but you still had your cube with you. And you weren’t cooperating with us.”

      “I am not evil!”

      “I don’t think you are,” Siv replied. “But I don’t know your motives, and I don’t know how long I can trust you. I need more information. I need to know who Poppa is.”

      Kyralla jabbed her staff toward Tamzin. “Tell us.”

      Tamzin snarled.

      “If you tell us, I might return your cube,” Siv said.

      “He is my father and my only friend.” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. “He lives far away. The cube is how I talk to him.”

      “What do you talk about?” Kyralla ask.

      “Personal stuff. News from Titus II. Things I learn on the galactic net. He’s curious about my experiences and how I see things.”

      “You have never met him in person, right?” Siv asked.

      “That is correct.”

      “Do you know what he looks like?” Kyralla asked.

      “No. I can only hear his voice.”

      “But you are loyal to him, even though you’ve never met him and know almost nothing about him?” Siv asked. “Why?”

      “He saved me when I was trapped on the other side of the wormhole. He taught me how to survive and find a way out.” She growled and tugged at her hair. “Poppa is not evil! My cube is not evil. And I am not evil.”

      “When Galen overheard you, what was Poppa asking you to do?” Siv asked.

      Tamzin’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Poppa wants me to help Oona so that I can access the secret genetics facility. He wants me to gather all the information I can find there and report it to him.”

      “That, sir, is fascinating.”

      “Why?” Siv asked her.

      “He didn’t tell me.” There was a haunted look on her face. “He never tells me why.”

      “Is that all?” Siv demanded.

      She shook her head and slumped further down the wall. “Poppa told me to seize the girl, or whatever was left of her after her trial, and bring her to him.” She groaned. “I didn’t want to betray Galen or harm his daughters.” She looked at Kyralla. “I told Poppa so. I swear. But he told me I had to.”

      “What happens if you don’t obey him?” Siv asked.

      “If I don’t obey him, then I will never learn who I am … what I am. And he will abandon me.”

      “That’s it?” Siv asked. “He has no other way to make you do what he wants?”

      “That’s it. I’m not possessed or controlled. I have free will.”

      “What if we don’t reach the genetics facility?” Kyralla asked.

      “If we fail, I’m supposed to bring Oona to him,” she said. “And your chippy, Gendin.”

      “Ho-ho! The game is truly afoot now, sir!”

      “There’s no way I would willingly surrender Silky to you.”

      “Or that we would let you take Oona away,” Kyralla added. “Alive or dead.”

      “I know that, of course. But Poppa wants me to try, no matter what it takes.”

      “Even if it gets you killed?” Kyralla asked.

      Tamzin shrugged. “I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “If you try to do what he says, one or the other is inevitable,” Siv said.

      “I was hoping that if I reached the genetics facility and got the information he wanted that it would be enough for him.” 

      “Where does Poppa live, sir?” 

      Siv relayed Silky’s question.

      “Far away,” Tamzin replied. “That’s all I know, despite asking him hundreds of times. He said he would tell me how to get there once my mission was complete. That we would be reunited. That we would be happy together then.”

      “I understand that he was there for you when no one else was,” Kyralla said. “But how can you trust someone that secretive?”

      “Have you ever seen anyone like me before?” 

      Tamzin had elfin features, paper-white skin, pointed teeth, and much larger than normal eyes, reddish in color. The most unusual thing about her, though, was that wraith space didn’t affect her. 

      “As far as I know, I’m the only one of my kind. Over the years, I’ve begged and begged, but Poppa wouldn’t tell me what I am. He said I wasn’t ready. Then he sent me on this mission and promised me the answers to all my questions if I succeeded. Surely, Kyralla, you know firsthand from your sister what it’s like to not know what you are. You must understand how desperate that can make you.”

      “Sir, I need you to relay some rapid-fire questions.”

      “Maybe we should check on Bishop and Tekeru.”

      “According to my scans, sir, they are still asleep thanks to the sedatives Octavian administered. They are blissfully unaware of our current predicament.”

      “Perhaps we should worry about the ship and Oona then.”

      “Sir, we are powerless to do anything about that. We might as well dig into Tamzin’s mysterious past to occupy ourselves.”

      “Okay then, fire away.”

      “Why was your mother running away from Poppa?” Siv asked, relaying Silky’s first question.

      “I do not know,” Tamzin responded. “She never told me.”

      “What did she tell you about him?”

      “Not a single word. And she erased all the data on her chippy before she died.”

      “And you have no idea why?”

      “None.”

      “Is Poppa your real father?”

      “Yes.” She paused and frowned. “At least, that’s what he’s always claimed.”

      “Does he sound like a machine or a man?” Siv asked. “That’s an odd question, Silkster.”

      “You think so, sir? I do not.”

      “You know something I don’t.”

      “Rumors … conspiracies … Nothing more than that. I’m trying to be thorough.”

      Tamzin looked at Siv like he was crazy. “He’s a man.”

      “Are you certain? Think carefully.”

      “I supposed he could be an advanced AI,” she replied in an irritated tone. “These are Silky’s questions, aren’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “How is he functioning? Daphne is offline.”

      “It’s a long story,” Siv said. “When you talk to Poppa, do you hear words? Is it subvocal like when you’re speaking to a chippy? Or do his responses come into your mind as pure thought, as if he were communicating with you telepathically?”

      Tamzin frowned. “Words … I think. I’m not sure I know the difference.”

      “Does it feel in any way different than when you talk to your chippy?”

      “The same, I think.”

      “Based on conversations with him, do you think he fathered you or made you? Take your time.”

      She chewed on her lip. “Both maybe? I’m unsure. He says he’s my father, but I feel certain I’m a genetic experiment.”

      “Have you done other missions for Poppa?”

      “Like I said, I observe Titus II and relay basic information about what’s going on there and in the galaxy. I think Poppa must live far away. And in seclusion, since he doesn’t seem to have access to the galactic web. He has encouraged me to venture out into the galaxy to do more for him, but I was always too scared to leave the Falling Rain. Rescuing Galen was my first true mission.”

      “How did he find out about Galen and Oona?”

      “I have no idea,” she answered. “I didn’t ask him. Sometimes he just knows things.”

      “So he has other sources of information?”

      “I guess he must. I didn’t really think about it before.”

      “So maybe you’re not the only one of your kind …”

      “If there are others like me, then it’s news to me. No one I’ve ever met has even heard about anyone else like me. And I’ve scoured the galactic net for hints, rumors, anything that sounds like me and found nothing.”

      “When you say that he’s isolated, that’s pure speculation, correct?”

      “Yes,” she snapped. The questions were clearly beginning to irritate her.

      “Did you love your mother?” Siv asked. “‘Nevolence, Silkster. That’s harsh.” 

      Tamzin looked stunned, as if someone had slapped her face. Then the irritation drained from her expression. She sobbed, and a tear rolled down her cheek. 

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Then why take orders from the man she was fleeing from?”

      “When she was dying, she told me the cube would help me.”

      “Why would she run from a good person?”

      “I have no idea whether my mother was the good one or the bad one,” Tamzin said.

      “Are you certain she was fleeing from Poppa?”

      Tamzin nodded. “She told me she was …” A curious expression twisted her face. “We were running from another ship when ours was struck by a missile. I always assumed we were trying to get away from Poppa. But maybe I was wrong. I was a seven-year-old kid, and my mother hardly told me anything.” She shrugged. “Perhaps I misunderstood.”

      “Have you ever seen anything in the cube? Another world? Visions of any kind?”

      She shook her head. “The surface glimmers sometimes. That’s it.”

      “Have you ever heard of the Shadraa? Or the Emissary?”

      “I have no idea what any of those names mean. Should I know them?”

      “No,” Kyralla said. “And it’s good that you don’t.” 

      “I think the cube itself is safe, sir. Poppa may be a nasty influence, but his manipulations are traditional, not hyperphasic.”

      “Do you think we should return it to her?”

      “As long as we’re cruising through space, she can’t use it to harm us or get away. Besides, if she wants to follow Poppa’s orders to their fullest extent, she’s going to need to stick with us.”

      “So, the only concern is her trying to kill Kaleeb? That’s not too bad.”

      “We cannot allow that to happen, sir. We need him.”

      “Are you certain? Because I was thinking it would be best to drop him off somewhere along the way and end that chapter of our adventure.”

      “Kaleeb has resources we need, sir. He must have a home base somewhere, and his financial accounts weren’t locked down by the government.”

      “You’re suggesting we use his desire for redemption to further the cause?”

      “Indeed, sir. Besides, he’d be more than handy in a scrape.”

      “True enough.”

      “I want Tamzin to directly relay some questions to Poppa, sir. But that can wait until later. I need to formulate a strategy first, and she needs to calm down.”

      “What do we do with her in the meantime? She wants to kidnap Oona and steal you.”

      “Are you finished grilling me?” Tamzin asked.

      “For now,” Siv said. “Silky wants me to thank you for answering his questions honestly.”

      “Are we sure she’s being honest, Silkster?”

      “If I were going to lie, sir, I wouldn’t admit to wanting to kidnap a chippy or someone’s sister. Besides, my readings of her vital signs, limited as they are right now, do not indicate that she’s lying.”

      “Silkster, do you think Poppa is an advanced AI?”

      “Possibly. Or he could be a rogue group within the Federation or an alien we have never encountered before. Or perhaps the Krixis have found a way to insert shadow agents into the Federation.”

      “Do you think she’s one of a kind?”

      “It seems doubtful, but we don’t have enough information yet. Whatever Poppa may be, he’s a player in the mix, and that makes him dangerous.”

      “Will you give me my cube now, Gendin?”

      A deep pulse resonated through the ship. The power came back online. Filtration systems hummed, and air whooshed through the corridor. The vibration of the engines thrummed beneath their feet. Red emergency lights glowed, then the bright overheads blasted them. The ship was alive again.

      Tamzin glanced at the neural disruptor on the floor. 

      Kyralla eased forward, the metal ends on her force-staff sparking to life. 

      Tamzin held her hands up. “I’m not looking for a fight.”

      Siv stepped between them. “Go check on Oona.”

      Kyralla nodded and rushed away.

      Siv reached a hand toward Tamzin. “I will give you the cube. On two conditions. First, you have to promise that you won’t try to kill Kaleeb.”

      Her expression darkened. “You’re asking a lot from me.”

      “If Kyralla can manage it, so can you. He’s not the man who murdered Galen. And for better or worse, he’s one of us now.”

      She released a deep breath. “You have my word. What’s the second condition?”

      “Keep your cube away from him.”

      “That will not be a problem.”

      She took his hand, and he helped her up. “I don’t want to hurt Oona or Kyralla, Gendin. Galen …” Tears welled in her alien eyes. “Galen was the only person I’ve ever loved. The only one who ever loved me back. Oona and Kyralla are his daughters. I do not want to harm them.”

      “I believe you. Come on, let’s get your cube.” 

      He led her to the captain’s quarters. Kyralla was wiping sweat from Oona’s brow. Octavian was beginning to stand.

      “Any change?” Siv asked.

      “Not that I can tell.” Kyralla sighed and rubbed her temples. “I had hoped that the power coming back on meant something good.”

      “I’m sure it does,” Siv answered. “We just don’t know what yet.” He patted her shoulder. “As long as she’s alive, we have hope.”

      He went to the safe in the corner, swiped a hand across the keypad, then typed in his five-digit code. The door opened, and he retrieved the small, black cube. He held it out to Tamzin. “A deal is a deal.”

      As she reached for it, she glanced over to Kyralla, who was huddled over Oona, whispering something. Fingertips brushing the surface of the cube, Tamzin paused. She smiled sadly and withdrew.

      “You keep it, Gendin. For now.”

      “Well bless my circuits, sir. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Are you sure?” Siv asked in surprise.

      “I want you to trust me.” She nodded toward Kyralla and Oona. “And I think it’s time for me to reconsider where my loyalties lie.”

      “Oona’s brain activity has gone off the charts,” Artemisia said aloud over the comms. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “What do you think it means?” Kyralla asked.

      “I’m not sure yet, madam,” Artemisia replied.
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      A bolt of lightning descended from the hypermind star above and struck the slender form between Oona and the Dark Messiah. The figure glowed like a bright moon in a dark sky, and the sweet scent of jasmine filled the air.

      The tentacles fled back into the depths. The storm dissipated. The wind and rain ceased. The seas calmed. The clouds peeled back to reveal a night sky dotted with stars, though none as bright as the one that represented the connection between Oona’s protective bubble and the hypermind. 

      The figure brightened until, unable to endure it any longer, Oona held a bloody hand over her eyes. After a few moments, the glow faded until it was bearable. She peeked between her reddened fingers to see Lyoolee Syryss smiling at her.

      “I am here now, child.” Her voice was clear and ethereal. “I will protect you.”

      The Numenaian high priestess was stunning to behold. Her dress was shimmering white, trimmed with gold. Her long hair waved as if moved by a breeze. A sparkle flickered within her almond-shaped eyes. 

      Oona sat up. Blood still leaked from the wounds where the Dark Messiah had stabbed her. Lyoolee’s arrival had diminished the pain, though, and it was now little more than a dull ache. 

      “Who are you?!” Qaisella Qan screamed.

      The glow coming off Lyoolee danced along the Dark Messiah’s glossy black armor, making it seem alive. Lyoolee winked at Oona and turned to face Qaisella. 

      “Who I am is of no importance to one with a soul as black as yours.”

      Qaisella raged, and a wave of dark energy rushed out from her. This force swept around Lyoolee and crashed into Oona. The pain of her wounds returned full-force. She vomited blood, swooned, and almost passed out. But she forced herself to remain awake. Passing out here probably meant death.

      Lyoolee didn’t radiate light as brightly as she had before. “Leave here, witch.”

      “I will not,” Qaisella said. “Now, tell me what you are.”

      “You have danced along the surface of the hypermind. You have eyes to see. You know what I am.”

      “An Ancient … a Numenaian …” Qaisella whispered. “But how is this possible? Your race died out millennia ago.”

      Lyoolee held out her right hand. A long-handled sword with a diamondine blade appeared in her grip. The blade broadened and curved as it went, ending in a sharp point. A sanctum glaive. Oona flinched. She’d never heard that term before, but it had come instantly into her mind.

      “Clearly, you are wrong.”

      Qaisella’s eyes flared with anger. “The Benevolence designed us to look like you!”

      “Of course,” Lyoolee laughed. “One look into the hypermind could have told you that.”

      “Then we are alike …”

      “We are nothing alike.”

      Lyoolee spun the glaive in an intricate arc then gripped the handle with both hands. The lightweight glaive could be used one or two-handed. The priestesses began their training with them at seven, along with a thorough study of unarmed combat techniques.

      Qaisella pointed her steel knives at Lyoolee, and they doubled in length to become swords. “We don’t have to fight. Together we can —”

      “Silence!” Lyoolee’s voice boomed, losing its soft, ethereal quality. “I do not wish to hear another word uttered by your twisted, serpent tongue.”

      Howling, Qaisella Qan charged in, whirling her blades. Upon reaching Lyoolee, she stabbed low with one blade and slashed high with the other. 

      Oona was impressed. Having watched recordings of her sister’s battle simulations, she could recognize talent and training. It was doubly impressive, given Qaisella’s age. But maybe the physical toil of having lived a hundred years did not manifest in this place.

      Lyoolee blocked the high slash with the blade of her glaive and the low stab with the handle. She countered by using the long handle like the middle section of a quarterstaff and slammed it into Qaisella’s face. The ebony helmet held, but Qaisella reeled backward.

      Oona watched through blurry eyes as they exchanged a series of rapid attacks and counter-attacks, neither scoring a hit on the other. Her spirit swelled with hope each time Lyoolee attacked and collapsed each time Qaisella blocked and countered. 

      Taking a hard step, Lyoolee feinted to the left but stabbed low and to the right, switching to a single-handed grip on the glaive. Qaisella blocked the strike with one blade, but the other was out of position. Lyoolee stepped in, shouted a Numenaian word of power to channel her energy, and struck her palm against the Dark Messiah’s chest.  

      Qaisella’s ebony armor shattered, flying off her in a shower of broken shards that puffed into smoke and vanished. Qaisella staggered backward, surprise etched on her withered crone face. Lyoolee slashed with her blade and scored a deep cut across Qaisella’s chest. She followed with another slash, but Qaisella recovered and deflected the attack.

      The wound did not slow Qaisella. If anything, it made her stronger. Enraged, she unleashed a relentless series of savage blows. With each cut and thrust, she howled. Her eyes glowed crimson and purple flames danced along her blades.

      Lyoolee blocked, dodged, and retreated. She could do little else against the flurry of attacks aimed at her. 

      Responding to the Dark Messiah’s rage, storm clouds gathered along the horizon. The dark sea stirred. The stars overhead faded, as did the warm glow that had enveloped the priestess. Oona’s heart fluttered.

      Despite her connection to the adjacent hypermind, the priestess was tiring while Qaisella grew stronger. Perhaps because Lyoolee’s spirit was weak. She was, after all, dying after having spent thousands of years in a stasis capsule.

      Lyoolee darted away from a slash aimed at her midsection and slipped. Qaisella lunged in, her blade speeding toward Lyoolee’s heart. The priestess turned, and the blade rammed into her ribcage on the right side instead. 

      She cried out as the violet fire on the blade’s edge flared, burning into her flesh. Qaisella twisted that blade and stabbed with the other. Lyoolee deflected the attack and wrenched herself backward, freeing herself from Qaisella’s first blade. She staggered away and raised her glaive, preparing for another berserker assault.

      The Dark Messiah did not pursue her. Instead, she lifted her arms and shouted to the sky. The sea surged, and tentacles once again erupted from the deep. They wrapped Lyoolee around her neck, her midsection, and her limbs, trapping her as they had Oona. 

      Qaisella croaked a devilish laugh. “You are no match for me, you Ancient fool. Mock me for skimming along the surface of your maddening thought realm all you want. I do not need to embrace it. I have all the power I need.”

      As she stalked toward the priestess, Qaisella glanced at Oona. “I will deal with you soon, little worm. After I get the knowledge I want from this bitch and cut her into tiny shreds.” 

      This couldn’t be happening. Lyoolee was supposed to be her way out of this, her savior. Oona pulled her bloody hands from her wounds and looked at them. Even here, in this place of her own making, she was helpless and the Dark Messiah had all the power.

      “Oona,” the priestess said, her thoughts coming to her telepathically. “After all these centuries, my spirit has grown too weak. I cannot hold out any longer.”

      “Then Qaisella has won.”

      “You do not need me to defeat her. You have all the strength you need. You can do this.”

      “How? Look at me, priestess. I’m exhausted, my vision is blurry, and I’m bleeding out. I don’t stand a chance.”

      “This is your realm, Oona.”

      “Knowing that hasn’t helped me so far.”

      “Because you do not understand its nature. You set the rules for this game when you came here lost in anger and despair. Those emotions are the dominant physics here.”

      Oona thought of the rays and how they had responded to her alternating emotional states. Qaisella hadn’t created the dark, surging sea or the storms or the sea creatures. Those had been here from the beginning. “So, I can only fight her by embracing anger or despair?”

      “Not despair, child. For you, that way leads to certain death.”

      Qaisella dragged the tip of a blade across Lyoolee’s face. Delight sparkled in her eyes as steaming blood dripped onto Lyoolee’s white robes. “Tell me how it is that you are here. Tell me, or you will suffer.” 

      “I will not,” Lyoolee told her.

      “I’m doomed, Lyoolee. I can’t defeat the Dark Messiah with anger. She is a creature of hate and rage.” 

      “You have plenty of anger.”

      “Not like she does. Beneath all this, I still know love and kindness.”

      “You have the anger of an entire people at your disposal.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My people felt intense rage as they were slaughtered by the trillions, as the Shadraa wiped our presence from the galaxy so thoroughly that only mere traces remained. The hypermind stores all of it. Use our anger to save yourself, Oona.”

      “What about their despair? You said despair would kill me.”

      “Even at the end, we never truly despaired. You will find all the anger you need in the hypermind. Tap into it. Use it against Qaisella.”

      The thought of the anger experienced by trillions of dying beings terrified her. “Why can’t you do that?”

      “My spirit is too weak, and you would be left without my guidance.”

      “But I will lose myself in the hypermind.”

      “Child, you must first lose yourself to learn who and what you truly are. It is a shame we could not work on that before this day came, but I believe you can do it. Embrace the anger within the hypermind. It will give you the strength you need.”

      “If I embrace the way of anger, won’t madness consume me?”

      “Perhaps, sweet child. But, as you said, you still know love and kindness. They should protect you from madness. Besides, you have no alternatives. It is a risk you must take.”

      “What happens if I awake from this transformed into a creature of rage like Qaisella, or worse? I could terrorize the galaxy like she does. I could hurt everyone I love and millions more besides.”

      “You could never be like her. Her rage is born of all the darkness within her. Yours is born of light. Besides, do you think your friends would let that happen?”

      Oona shook her head. “No. They would not.”

      Qaisella stabbed Lyoolee in both thighs. The priestess cried out while the Dark Messiah twisted the blades and cackled.

      “Embrace your anger and tap into the hypermind.”

      Oona took in a deep breath, then exhaled and released the psychic wall she’d erected to hold in her emotions. 

      Once again, she witnessed the bullet exploding from her father’s head. 

      She thought of how her sister and her friends had repeatedly suffered and risked death on her behalf. No, that wasn’t enough.

      She thought of her own suffering. Governments, criminal guilds, the Tekk Reapers, and other powers wanted to use her, to take advantage of her just because she’d been born this way. She had not chosen this path. She had never wanted any of this. All she had ever wanted was a normal childhood followed by a normal adulthood. She was tired of being chased and harassed. She’d had enough.

      She gazed at the bright star and opened herself to the hypermind. For a second, all of the Numenaian experiences flooded her mind, the good and the bad, the puzzling and everything in between. It was so much at once that it was all indistinct. 

      Her anger called to them, and their experiences became her experiences … 

      The anger of parents defending their injured children, rage caused by betrayals, and fiery stands against injustice. It all coursed through her so fast that no individual incident stuck out.

      Her anger increased, but even with all those experiences flooding her mind, it was still too much like watching a movie or reading a novel. She was a step removed. None of it was visceral. Those were not lives she had lived. Those were not her people. 

      She was still shielding herself from the experiences contained within the hypermind. She needed to let go. With a deep breath, she gave herself over fully to the hypermind. I want to see their end. The thought echoed within her, but came out differently when spoken: “I want to see our end.”

      She was no longer Oona Vim but a Numenaian mother holding a baby girl in her arms. The grass was cool under her bare feet. The breeze warm. The sun bright overhead. Until a massive, unexpected warship darkened the sky above. The Shadraa had returned. A warhead dropped from the ship. She cradled her child and kissed its forehead. As the blast ripped her apart, her soul cried out with loss.

      Oona was an aging admiral in the Numenaian navy. His ship drifted listlessly as Shadraa boarding pods sped toward it. He had warned repeatedly that the Shadraa would return, that their planetary defenses were insufficient. Storm Crow, they had called him. They had faced few threats over the last three thousand years and had no rivals within the galaxy. Still, the warning signs had been there, and the bureaucrats had ignored them. He downed a shot of whiskey and cursed the Shadraa and the leaders of his people. Then he activated the ship’s self-destruct.

      Oona was a nine-year-old boy crawling out of the rubble of an apartment building. Bleeding and bruised, his legs broken. He had watched his parents and his baby sister die. A shadow passed over him. He looked up into the dark metal face of his enemy and spat. “Burn in hell!” he cried as the blaster bolt ripped into his face.

      Oona became millions upon millions of people cursing fate as the Shadraa war fleets raced through the galaxy, destroying every good thing the Numenaians had ever built. There was some despair, and much fear, but more than anything else, anger coursed through the Numenaians. 

      Perhaps it was in part the way of their people, but there was something more to it. Some deep connection between them and the Shadraa had led to anger more than despair. Knowledge of this connection was buried deep within the hypermind. She could not reach it because the Numenaians themselves had never wished to face it.

      Oona became a cadre of desperate scientists and engineers designing a super-weapon that could wipe out the mechanized Shadraa. The weapon would destroy all Numenaian technology as well. Aside from the hypermind, nothing would remain of who they were, of who they had been. But the war was over anyway. The Shadraa had won. Before the super-weapon could finish its work, Numenaian civilization would be no more. 

      This was not a project of salvation. It was a last-ditch attempt to protect the rest of the galaxy from this scourge. It was self-sacrifice. As the scientists and engineers worked around the clock, their anger was cold, intense, and deliberate. 

      When their work was complete, they launched twelve weapons and set aside five for future races should they someday need to destroy the Shadraa. Then, not wanting to wait for death to come to them nor see the destruction their weapons caused, they took their own lives.

      Discarding the fear and remorse and grief from the war, Oona drew in all that visceral anger and more, channeling it into her being. It would be enough to defeat Qaisella, but only if she could separate herself from the hypermind. She was losing herself as she spiraled deeper and deeper into their anger, experiencing individual tragedies in a nanosecond, moving from one to the next without any ability to stop. 

      She was lost, but she could do nothing about it.

      Lyoolee’s voice broke through the anger. “Find me within the last days recorded in the hypermind.”

      Oona became an aging man, having served fifty years as a temple guardian. He boarded a vessel that entered hyperspace before the launch of the super-weapons. His duty was to protect Lyoolee Syryss, the last surviving high priestess, whose mission was to directly preserve Numenaian knowledge for as long as she could, and to warn future peoples of the danger the Shadraa posed should they ever return.

      But he and his fellow guardians had failed to detect the Shadraa assassins that had boarded the ship before launch. He gave his life to destroy the last of them. But in dying, he realized the assassins had sabotaged the ship, leaving a Shadraa ghost in the ship’s core programming, damning Lyoolee to an eternity trapped within hyperspace.

      Blood spurted from his lips as he spoke his last words. “Forgive me … my lady.” 

      From within the stasis capsule she had already entered, in which she was now trapped, Lyoolee responded telepathically. “You are forgiven.” Aloud, she uttered, “And may the universe forgive all of us.” 

      There was no anger then in Lyoolee’s words. Nor was she angry as she telepathically broadcasted a message through hyperspace, warning that the Shadraa would return and telling future peoples how they could advance their knowledge and better protect themselves.

      Lyoolee’s calm and a swath of realizations struck Oona, knocking her from the depths of the hypermind. She returned to herself. She returned to her own protective pocket realm. 

      As best as she could, she restored the psychic barrier that shielded her from the hypermind. The effect would not last. She could no longer resist its tug. It would soon pull her back in, like a starship on the event horizon of a black hole. That other world would draw her in, and she would never reemerge. 

      Before that happened, she would do what she must.

      Empowered by their righteous fury, Oona climbed to her feet. Her wounds healed, her eyes cleared, and the fatigue left her. The power of the hypermind flowed through her as the anger of those trillions of souls that had perished still danced along the surface of her thoughts. 

      As she stalked toward Qaisella, she clenched a bloody fist. “Die, you demented piece of shit!”

      The Dark Messiah stumbled back and fell to her knees, gasping for air. “What … what is … happening?”

      The sky did not clear, nor did the sea calm. The storm still raged around them. 

      The tentacles released Lyoolee, and before they could retreat back into the depths, they burst into flame.

      When Oona reached the Dark Messiah, she latched her fingers around Qaisella’s throat and tightened her grip. “I found my anger, bitch. And now, you will feel it.”

      Blood poured from the Dark Messiah’s eyes, ears, and nose. Her face paled and withered. Her limbs sagged. Her eyes bulged. Starting with her fingertips, Qaisella Qan turned into dust. The dust struck the water, glowed purple, then sank.

      Oona stared at her empty hands and frowned. She felt unfulfilled. So much wrong had been done. Qaisella had not paid for it all. 

      Lyoolee lay upon the surface of the dark water, gasping. “You did it, child. You called upon the hypermind … and defeated her … as I knew you could.”

      “Did I kill her in real space or merely banish her from here?”

      “Banished only. “

      “I should have hurt her more.” She screamed as intense anger burned within her. “I want her to die so that no one else will ever suffer at her hands!”

      “You did all that you could, child.”

      Oona cried out as the anger from those trillions of souls penetrated the surface of her thoughts and seared deeply into her psyche. The sea evaporated. The storm clouds and stars vanished. Her protective bubble collapsed.

      “I can’t resist all this anger any longer! It’s going to consume me.” She fell to her knees, crying. “Lyoolee, I’m afraid. Help me.”

      “Listen carefully, my child. Search for moments of tenderness and joy. Find happiness and beauty within the hypermind. Release all this anger.”

      “How? There is so much. And even if I can release it, I’ll still be lost within the hypermind.”

      “There may be a way, child. Search out my experiences within the hypermind. Find the High Temple on our homeworld. You will know it for you have seen it before in my dreamscape. Go there at dawn on the second day of the third month of the year 24,376. Find me there, and I will show you how to save yourself.”
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      As Siv returned Tamzin’s cube to the safe and locked it away, a deep sense of relief filled him. He was definitely more comfortable with her now that she didn’t insist on keeping it. But more than that, he was glad he didn’t have to touch it any longer. He had no desire to risk turning evil like Kaleeb or becoming nutty like Tamzin. He wiped his hands on his pants. 

      “How’s the ship doing, Silkster?”

      “Everything that was working before the blackout is working again, sir. Master Oktara is calling again. He wants to discuss tactics.”

      “That man is insistent.”

      “And he’s a ruddy anti-AI bigot, sir.”

      “Patch him through to everyone awake.”

      A video screen popped up inside Siv’s HUD, showing Master Oktara. Colorful tattoos in the style of swirling gas giant clouds covered the bald man’s face and head. He would never get used to the man’s ridiculous appearance.

      “You are a hard person to reach, Gendin. Have you sorted out your hyperphasic difficulties?”

      “I hope so, Master Oktara. What can I do for you?”

      “Silky has told me the plan, but I want to confirm it with you.”

      “I’m unlikely to not agree with Silky.”

      “Nevertheless, we are nearing the breakpoint, and I need to hear it from you.”

      “He doesn’t trust me, sir.”

      “You don’t trust Silky after all that he’s done for you?”

      “Your chippy takes bold risks, so I need confirmation from you.”

      “That seems fair,” Kyralla muttered.

      “What’s the plan, Numb-Bits?” Mitsuki asked over the connection.

      “That’s a good one!” Silky said on a private channel between her and Siv.

      “We piggyback on the Solace for the first jump,” Silky said. “We travel three light-years out, separate, then jump away in opposite directions.”

      “That seems reasonable,” Kyralla said. 

      “I’m good with it,” Mitsuki said.

      “What’s the concern?” Siv asked.

      “First off, I am worried about further hyperphasic events like the last one,” Master Oktara replied.

      “If it’s too much of a risk for you, then we can separate at the breakpoint,” Siv said.

      “It would be faster and safer if we did not, sir. Any jump signal the Thousand Worlders might attempt to track will be made inaccurate by the doubled engine signatures of the Solace and the Outworld Ranger.”

      “But we aren’t blasting our engines,” Siv said.

      “He wants to max your engines a minute before we jump,” Master Oktara said. “That could lead to hyperspace jump instabilities. That is my second concern.”

      “There’s only a three percent chance of something untoward happening,” Silky said. “And the doubled engine signatures will better protect us both from any potential of being tracked.”

      “You think the Thousand Worlders can track a ship through hyperspace?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Probability tracking, albeit an unreliable option, is always a possibility. The bigger issue is that I’m unsure of the Dark Messiah’s hyperphasic capabilities and do not wish to find out if she can easily alter those probabilities.”

      “I would prefer to do what Silky advises,” Siv said. “The risk justifies the reward for us all, I think. And we’ve made it this far on Silky’s advice.”

      Kyralla and Mitsuki agreed.

      “So be it,” Master Oktara said. “And may the Jovian Lords bless us all.”

      The channel disconnected, and Siv sighed. “Did you give him all the information he wanted?”

      “I did, sir.”

      “As much as I appreciate his help —”

      “We couldn’t have gotten this far without him, sir.”

      “At least after this, we’ll never have to interact with him again.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure of that, sir. The Hydrogenists may yet have another part to play in our grand quest. Depending on how things go.”

      “I so do not want to know,” Siv replied with a groan. “Octavian, how’s our patient?”

      The insectoid cog turned to him and shrugged four shoulders. It replaced an IV drip for Oona then scurried out of the room, bleeping. 

      “He’s going to the loading bay to check on Bishop and Tekeru,” Silky said aloud. “Horns is awake and confused.”

      “Go see how Bishop’s doing,” Kyralla told Siv. “I’ll stay here with Oona.”

      “Have her vital signs improved?”

      “Her heart rate and temperature have stabilized,” Artemisia announced. “Her brain chemistry and neural processes are still heightened and chaotic. I wish I knew what she was experiencing. I wish I could help her somehow.”

      Kaleeb stepped into the doorway. “So do I.”

      Tamzin spun to face him. She clenched her fists.

      “I’m sorry,” Kaleeb told her.

      “I would like to kill you,” she said coldly.

      “I have no doubt of that.”

      “Kyralla believes you have changed, so I’m not going to,” she announced. “Be sure, though, that if she changes her mind, or any of the others, I will come down on you hard.”

      Kaleeb restrained a smile and nodded. “Silky tells me your cube is different than the oracle cube I left behind. Your ability to jump into wraith space is impressive and powerful.”

      “It is, but …” she took a deep breath “… but I’m not going to use it again until I have some time to think some things through. Unless we’re in danger, of course.”

      For several long minutes, Tamzin stared at Kyralla with such intensity that Siv was afraid to leave them alone. 

      “Kyralla,” Tamzin said, “I swear that I will never betray you or Oona … even if it means I never get the answers I need.”

      “Thank you,” Kyralla responded softly.

      “It’s the least I can do after all that Galen gave me in the short amount of time we spent together.”

      A faint smile on her face, Kyralla nodded.

      Tamzin glared at Kaleeb. “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Are you going to help, or are you going to get in the way?”

      “If the others allow it, I will do everything I can to help Oona survive and reach her potential.” He sank into a regretful sigh.” I will do whatever I can to make amends for all the destruction and suffering I have caused.””

      Tamzin nodded. “I can accept that. Now, stand aside. I wish to shower and eat.”

      Kaleeb stepped out of her way. “I will give all the power and resources at my disposal to this cause.”

      Kyralla smiled thinly. “It will be appreciated, Vega.”

      She called him by his first name. That was … unexpected. Siv wondered what had passed between them as they’d piloted the ship together, to result in this turnaround.

      A moment of surprise flickered through Kaleeb’s eyes before he turned to Siv. “Is that okay with you?”

      “We need all the help we can get,” Siv replied.

      “You got that right,” Mitsuki said from the hallway.

      “And we sure could use the muscle,” Silky said. “Outside of Kyralla, all we have is a bunch of weenies. As you well know.”

      “Screw you,” Mitsuki said.

      “You are a fighter and a pilot?” Kaleeb asked Kyralla.

      “I’m new to piloting, but my split-second precog makes up for my lack of skill,” she said. “As for fighting, I’ve spent most of my life training to defend Oona.”

      “Your preparation has paid off,” Kaleeb said. “Despite the considerable forces against you, she is still alive. That is far more than can be said for any other adapt born since the Benevolence fell.” 

      Kyralla looked down at her sister and stroked her forehead. “I suppose so.”

      “Horns is waiting, sir. And Tekeru just joined him in the land of the conscious.”

      “Oh, right,” Siv replied. “I’d better go check on Bishop and Tekeru.”

      ” May I join you in the loading bay, Gendin?” Kaleeb asked. “I have some apologies to make.”

      With Kaleeb and Mitsuki trailing, Siv went to the loading bay where Bishop and Tekeru were sitting on mattresses Octavian had pulled from the sleeping pods. Octavian was giving them stimulant injections. 

      “I just realized a problem, Silkster. We don’t have enough bunk spaces for all our crew members.”

      “Kaleeb can sleep his two hours in a chair, sir. He doesn’t need to lie down. And Tamzin can sleep on the floor for all the shits I give. I’m sure Horns would be happy to sleep in the Tezzin. And maybe you and Kyralla could bunk up and bump uglies …”

      “Silkster!”

      “I doubt hers are ugly,” Mitsuki said. “I’d definitely be willing to test-bump them for you, Sivvy.”

      “Why is this channel open?” Siv snapped.

      “Remember, he’s seen them already, Mits.”

      “Oh yeah! We’ve been through so much shit I’d forgotten. She’s super-hot, Sivvy. You need to make a move quick.”

      “I don’t think I have any competition.”

      “Um, death, sir? Duh.”

      Laughing, Mitsuki ran to Bishop, plopped down beside him, and gave him a hug.

      “Careful!” he said. “I’m hurt.”

      She took his face in her hands and planted a big kiss on his lips. “I know! You really had me worried, Bishy-Bish. I’m not ready to lose you.”

      “You … you’re not?”

      She laughed and patted his cheeks. “Of course not. You still owe me that special favor.”

      He laughed and didn’t even bother to ask again what it was that he owed her. His laugh died as his eyes fell on Kaleeb.

      “Some things changed after the two of you got knocked out,” Siv told them.

      “We heard all about it from Silky,” Tekeru Jones said.

      “I am sorry for what I did,” Kaleeb said.

      “You’re joining the cause?” Bishop said.

      “I am,” Kaleeb replied.

      “That’s… good,” Bishop said.

      “You aren’t mad?” Kaleeb asked.

      “I’m not happy about getting shot,” Bishop stuttered with hesitation, “but apparently you’re a changed man, and we sure could use the help. Besides, when I first met Siv, he was trying to rob me.”

      Despite Bishop’s brave words and sentiment, Siv sensed the gizmet didn’t trust Kaleeb in the least and would rather be without his help, preferably far away from him.

      Siv squatted down beside Tekeru. “You okay?”

      “I will be,” he said in a shaky voice. “I’m not thrilled to be working with the man who shot me … but if you guys think his story checks out, then I’ll find a way to deal with it.”

      “I promise I will earn your trust,” Kaleeb said.

      “I’m sure you have lots of resources at your disposal that could help with that.” Silky switched over to the ship’s comm system. “Aha! The time has come. Brace yourselves, my fleshy and semi-fleshy peeps. Igniting our ion engines …” The ship shuddered and groaned. “Jumping in 3 … 2 … 1 …”

      Siv closed his eyes. The vibration intensified, rattling the ship and sending a dull ache into his bones.

      “Jump successful!” Silky announced. “Powering down engines.”

      The vibration ceased, and Siv breathed a sigh of relief.

      “What now, Silkster?” Siv asked, using the comm network to include everyone in the conversation.

      “You and I need to return to the bridge so we can make our second, somewhat random jump to hyperspace, after we separate from our nutso pals.”

      “We’re not heading to the nearby data card?” Siv asked.

      “That’s the somewhat part, sir. We’ll be traveling in that general direction for two hours. Which will give us plenty of time to sort out business and conduct a crew meeting to discuss our plans going forward.”

      “Why not head straight there?” Kyralla asked, worry edging into her voice.

      “I have some concerns,” Silky said. “And I believe we should discuss that action first.”

      Kyralla started to debate the issue, then dropped it. Siv refrained from asking Silky why he didn’t want to head straight there. The reason would come up soon enough.

      Octavian squawked as he changed one of Tekeru’s bandages. 

      “We can all meet here, so they don’t have to move,” Silky told him. “Just keep them awake.”

      Octavian bleeped a complaint.

      “Bathroom breaks, people!” Silky squealed as Siv headed toward the bridge. “Get your 1’s and 2’s out while you can! 3’s if you must.”

      “What is a 3?” Kaleeb asked as he followed them.

      “You need to learn not to ask him such questions,” Mitsuki warned as she joined them.

      “Vomit,” Silky said. “Vomit. And, of course, you must understand that there’s nothing a biological fears more than a 5.”

      “Would that be a combination of 2 and 3?” Kaleeb asked in a dry, defeated tone.

      “You win a cookie!” Silky said. “Or you would if we had any.”

      “I don’t eat.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t win a cookie.”

      “I see what you mean, Reel,” Kaleeb said. “I have learned my lesson.”

      Siv dropped into the command chair, and Kaleeb eased into the piloting station. 

      “Do you feel safe here with him?” Mitsuki asked over a private channel as she hovered in the doorway.

      “I’ll be fine, Mits. If he wanted to kill us, there’s nothing we could do to stop him.”

      “Since you don’t really need me for anything,” she said, “I’ll take advantage of this break.”

      As she headed out, Silky called out, “What number are you doing, Batwings?”

      “I hate you,” she responded.

      “Must be a 2,” Silky said. “She has trouble with those sometimes.”

      “’ Nevolence, Silkster! I didn’t need to know that.”

      Siv tried to make small talk with Kaleeb. It was a mistake. Two awkward minutes later, he was sitting in the command chair with nothing to do or say. He loaded the video game Planetesimals into his HUD and played mindlessly, crashing starship after starship through stupid mistakes, until he dozed off.

      Silky buzzed him awake half an hour later. The sight of Kaleeb sent a surge of panic through him. His former enemy was returning the sensor station circlet to its proper place. If Kaleeb had noticed Siv’s moment of alarm, he didn’t show it. He simply nodded and continued what he was doing. 

      As Siv stood and stretched, the streaming energy trails of hyperspace outside slowed, then a bubble field formed around them. Still clamped onto the Solace, the Outworld Ranger dropped out of hyperspace.

      A clanging resounded through the hull, and the thrusters fired. “Docking clamps released,” Silky announced. “Master Oktara for you in three … two … one …”

      The Hydrogenist leader appeared on the viewscreen. “We are departing, my friends. I wish you well in your endeavors.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Siv replied. “Without you, we would all be dead. Or worse.”

      “I hope your findings illuminate us all,” Silky said.

      Master Oktara tilted his head in a gracious manner. “Farewell.”

      On the viewscreen, they watched the Solace pitch thirty degrees and fire its thrusters to maximum. A few minutes later, the Hydrogenist ship leaped into hyperspace.

      Silky ignited the Outworld Ranger’s engines and changed their trajectory. Their speed wasn’t critical right now, so after ten minutes of acceleration, Siv triggered their hyperspace jump. 

      Siv and Kaleeb went to the loading bay, where everyone else had gathered, except for Tamzin. 

      “She’s in the shower, sir.”

      “Tell her she’s needed.”

      “Is she really, though?”

      “I think everyone should have a say, Silkster. Even if some votes count less than others.”

      “Well, it’s no good anyway, sir. She won’t answer my pings. She’s still holding that bit of hacking I did against me, so is her chippy. In fact, Daphne is refusing the upgrade packet I’ve offered her.”

      Siv went to retrieve Tamzin while the others engaged themselves in the fine arts of awkward silence and small talk. Halfway there, he questioned his sanity. He should have asked Kyralla to get Tamzin.

      The cramped bathroom was beside the captain’s quarters. Siv tapped on the door. “Tamzin! We’re having a crew meeting.”

      The door slid open. She was wet and wearing a towel around her waist, leaving her upper body and small breasts exposed. A violet tattoo in the pattern of a nine-pointed star covered most of her chest, going across her breasts. The deep color was striking against her milky skin, and it matched her nipples. 

      “‘Nevolence!” Siv cursed. He spun away and stared hard at the blank metal wall opposite the bathroom. It didn’t do anything to get the image of her body out of his mind. “You could have covered up more!”

      “I wanted you to see.”

      He blushed. “You wanted me to see you mostly-naked? I don’t understand why —”

      She slapped his back. “Not that way, you dumb jackal’s ass. You’re not my type. I wanted you to see the markings on my skin.”

      “It’s… it’s a nice tattoo. The color matches your … um … nipples. That’s… neat.”

      “First of all, it is not a tattoo. It’s a birthmark. Second of all, you’re a massive idiot. Third of all, I only wanted you to see the mark so that your asshole chippy could see it. So, does this mean anything to you, Silky?”

      Siv turned back around so Silky could get a good look at the tattoo.

      “I assume, Crazy Boobs, that you’ve done an exhaustive search online,” Silky said.

      “Of course, I am not a simpleton.”

      “I have never seen anything like it before,” Silky said. “I will search the darker corners of the web that Daphne may not have access to.”

      “I have seen five, six, and eight-pointed stars before,” Siv said, “but I’ve never seen one with nine points. Is there any cultural significance to that?”

      “None that I have found,” Tamzin said. “And stop staring at my breasts, Gendin.”

      Siv blushed. “Sorry.”

      “I took pics, sir.”

      “Not necessary.”

      “You’re probably right. We’ve seen better.”

      “Cultural significance, Silkster?” Siv prompted.

      “Perhaps, sir. I will look into it.”

      “Gendin!” Tamzin snapped. “My face is up here.”

      Siv groaned and looked at the door behind her. “Could you cover up, please?”

      “I will finish my shower now.”

      “We need you in the loading bay. Silky tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t answer him.”

      “For good reason,” she replied. “Why do you need me?”

      “Team meeting. We need to decide what to do next.”

      “You want my opinion on strategy?” she asked.

      “You’re experienced in combat and other operations,” Silky replied. “And the more brains we have at work, the more likely we are to formulate a good plan.”

      “Thank you for being willing to take my thoughts into — Gendin!”

      Siv redirected his gaze back to the bathroom. “I’m so sorry. I really don’t mean to.”

      “Can’t help yourself, sir?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Well, that’s understandable. It has been a while, sir.”

      “That it has, Silkster. What was the name of that last girl?”

      “Zarra, sir. She kept forgetting your name, too.”

      “Oh yeah. I think she hardly counts.”

      “Your count is so low, sir. I don’t think you can afford to strike any from your list.”

      “I will be there in five minutes,” Tamzin said.

      Siv rejoined the others in the loading bay. Everyone was sitting or lying on the mattresses on the floor. Siv started to sit too, but Mitsuki shoved a crate in front of him.

      “You need to sit up higher than everyone else.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re our captain and Silky’s our tactician.”

      “I prefer Commander Silky, Master of Operations.”

      “Silkster, that’s ridiculous. And I do not need to sit up higher. I’m not more important than anyone else here.” 

      “Chain of command is essential.” Kaleeb was sitting as far away from the others as possible. “Even in a freewheeling, democratic operation like this.”

      “I agree that it’s silly, sir, but debating its merits isn’t worth the energy.” Out loud, Silky said, “Can we get a vote on my title? Anyone? No? What a joyless bunch you are.”

      Tamzin rushed in and sat beside Kyralla. “Did I miss anything?”

      “We are starting now,” Siv said. “We have fifty-five minutes. And … and I really don’t know what to say. Silkster?”

      “It is essential to our cause that we reach the secret genetics facility,” Silky said. “To get there, we must recover the four data card sections Ambassador Vim hid in deep space. Once assembled, we will have the coordinates we need. Unfortunately, that’s easier said than done.”

      “What’s the problem?” Kyralla asked.

      “The problem is we’re screwed if we run into trouble,” Mitsuki said.

      “Batwings is correct. The quad plasma cannon is gone, we’re low on railgun ammo, and the missile bay has been empty for a hundred years. As for defense, the flak cannon is unreliable, and two of our shield projectors are damaged, reducing our shield capacity by fifty percent.”

      “We’ve also sustained significant thruster and engine damage,” Siv added.

      “You got that right,” Silky said, “and don’t even get me started on the beating our hull and electrical systems have sustained. It’s a ‘Nevolence-damned mess up in here.” 

      “We can make repairs along the way,” Tekeru suggested.

      “Many of the repairs are beyond our capabilities,” Bishop said. “And Octavian can only do so much, even with all of us helping. Honestly, this ship needs a complete overhaul.”

      “Horns is correct,” Silky said. “The best we can do is patch the holes and hope for smooth sailing. That said, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve given up on ever seeing another day of smooth sailing.”

      “Where could we go to get the ship overhauled?” Mitsuki asked. “Who would help us without betraying us? And where would we get the funds? We don’t have access to any of our accounts. And I’m guessing the extensive repairs we need would be expensive.”

      “If we didn’t replace the plasma cannon and did most of the repair work ourselves, it would still cost at least thirty thousand credits,” Silky said. “But I think we have a solution … Shit. Without a body, this isn’t coming across the way I’d like. Sir, could you please turn dramatically toward Kaleeb. Thank you.”

      Siv indulged him and made a quick turn toward Kaleeb. 

      “I presume,” Silky said, “that you have significant resources …”

      “I have considerable wealth and a base of operations,” Kaleeb said. “I have spare parts, ship repair cogs, ammunition, and other equipment, including a new dual plasma cannon. I have power packs and a small refueling station. Best of all, my base is hidden. No one could find us there.”

      Siv rocked back, a brief smile flickering across his face. It was such a relief to have access to resources again.

      “Hell, yes!” Mitsuki said. “I’m starting to feel like letting you live was a good decision.”

      “Are you certain no one could find us there?” Silky asked.

      “It has advanced jamming technology. Plus, it’s located in deep space, twelve light-years from the nearest star system, and it’s close to Krixis territory.”

      Silky whistled. “You took over one of the old forward operation stations from the Second Krixis War?”

      “I did,” Kaleeb replied.

      “The locations of those were known.”

      “I connected a stardrive to it and moved it ten light-years away from its original location. The only other person who has been there was a man I killed several weeks ago.”

      “And Faisal,” Silky said.

      “Yes,” Kaleeb whispered sadly.

      “Could he have told someone?”

      Kaleeb shook his head. “Faisal was fanatically loyal to my cause.”

      “That’s all well and good, but we don’t have time to overhaul the ship,” Kyralla said. “We must reach the secret genetics facility as soon as possible. Oona needs our help.”

      “The name of the facility you are looking for is Genetics Prime,” Kaleeb told them.

      “You know it’s actual name? That’s…” Kyralla shook her head. “Is there anything more you can tell us about it?”

      “I know that all the adepts were born there, and Aliya … Qaisella’s mother lived there until she was twelve.”

      “That’s right!” Siv blurted. “She called you her godfather.” He frowned. “But you said you and Faisal killed her mom. What happened?”

      “Qaisel and Aliya, her parents … they were my best friends.” Kaleeb’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I loved Aliya … deeply.” 

      A faint moan escaped his lips as his head drooped. “But the Emissary ordered all the adepts slain, including Aliya and Qaisella.” 

      “Adepts?” Siv asked.

      “That’s what the Benevolence called the bioengineered humans like Aliya and Oona,” Kaleeb replied. “Messiah is a post-Benevolence concept.”

      “That makes sense,” Silky commented.

      “I tried to win Aliya over to our side,” Kaleeb continued. “Obviously, she refused to accept what my corrupted mind saw as the truth. When I attacked Aliya, her mystical powers awoke, and she began to drive the Shadraa poison from me. I was moments from freedom …” 

      He stiffened and clenched his fists. “But then Faisal swept in and murdered the woman I loved. Qaisella was there. She watched Faisal tear through her mother.”

      “’ Nevolence,” Siv muttered.

      Everyone sat in silence until Silky said, “‘Nevolence, Hardbody, you kill conversations faster than a Venusian meat fart can clear a sealed room.”

      Siv averted his eyes from Kaleeb’s glare and cleared his throat, trying to refocus the meeting. “So all the adepts were born at Genetics Prime. What else do you know about it?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid. Neither Aliya nor the Benevolence shared information about the adept program with me. She couldn’t even tell Qaisel any details about the program, and Qaisel was the head of Empathic Services and had the highest security levels in the government. I know that she returned there once a month for … testing, I suppose. “

      “At least you have confirmed what for my family was only legend and speculation,” Kyralla said. 

      “I understand your desire to go there,” Kaleeb said. “And you should. But I’m not sure it can help your sister in her current condition.”

      “Why not?”

      “Aside from Aliya and Qaisella, all of the adepts …” His voice faltered. “I’m certain the facility will answer many questions and provide much-needed resources once your sister survives her trial.” 

      As Kyralla’s shoulders sank, Kaleeb added, “But perhaps your hopes are well-founded, and there is something there that could help her now. My knowledge is limited, after all.”

      “So, what do we do?” Siv asked.

      “I think we should get the data cards and go directly to the genetics facility,” Kyralla said. “Even if there’s only a remote chance of finding something there that could help, I think we have to take that chance.”

      “And if we run into trouble along the way?” Mitsuki asked.

      “How would we run into trouble?” Kyralla countered. “The location of Genetics Prime is unknown, and the data cards are hidden in deep space.”

      “Is it possible the Dark Messiah already knows the location of Genetics Prime?” Siv asked. “She would have gone there many times as a child, right?”

      “She did,” Kaleeb replied. “But her childhood memories did not give her knowledge of its location. She has spent decades searching for it.”

      “Let’s make sure we don’t lead her there then,” Bishop said.

      “Oona’s existence was discovered after Ambassador Vim obtained the last data card, correct?” Kaleeb asked. 

      Kyralla nodded. “We think the agent that gave it to my dad betrayed him and us to the Tekk Reapers.”

      “Among others,” Siv added.

      “Why would this agent allow Ambassador Vim to keep the card?” Kaleeb asked. “Why not seize the money paid to him, keep the card, then betray the ambassador immediately? That way, he would have the opportunity to reuse the card again in the future.”

      “Good question,” Mitsuki said.

      “Are we sure the card is authentic?” Tekeru asked.

      “My father was confident,” Kyralla replied.

      “Your father had a method for verifying the data cards’ authenticity, madam,” Rosie chimed in over the comm.

      “Maybe Broker Samson —” Silky began.

      “Broker Samson?” Kaleeb interrupted, a note of awe in his voice. “That is not someone you want to mess with. What was Ambassador Vim thinking?”

      “Broker Samson was posing as a true believer in the divinity of the Benevolence,” Siv replied.

      “The Benevolence was anything but divine,” Kaleeb said. “Trust me on that.”

      Bishop frowned and open his mouth to argue. Then he looked at Kaleeb and shut it again.

      “As I was saying,” Silky continued. “Maybe Broker Samson had a deal with the Tekk Reapers. Once they seized the ambassador, they would return the card to him.”

      “There’s only one reason for luring someone with an authentic card piece and then letting them keep it,” Siv said.

      “You want to get the other card pieces as well,” Mitsuki said.

      “Genetics Prime,” Kaleeb said, “would be the ultimate prize for Qaisella or the Tekk Reapers.”

      “Samson probably sold that card piece to the Tekk Reapers along with the information about Galen and his daughters,” Mitsuki said.

      “I bet the Reapers were pissed off to discover Ambassador Vim didn’t have the other cards with him,” Bishop said.

      “I suspect,” Siv said, “that Galen let Samson know that he didn’t have the other pieces with him. That would be the best way to guarantee that Samson wouldn’t immediately rob him if he turned out to be untrustworthy.”

      “Which means the Tekk Reapers would have tortured him to find out where those other card pieces were,” Mitsuki said.

      “They did,” Tamzin said, “but Galen never gave in to their torture, despite what they put him through.”

      Kyralla’s face contorted, and her lips trembled. Siv hoped she wouldn’t ask. Knowing exactly what her father went through wasn’t going to make her feel better about it. Kyralla exhaled and shook her head, letting it go.

      “We have to consider,” Silky said, “that good old Broker Samson used a tracker and knows exactly where that data card is, even if the Tekk Reapers never found out.”

      “I’m sure my father would have spotted a tracker attached to the data card piece,” Kyralla said. “A tracker that can send a signal from light-years out would be large, right?”

      “Much larger than a data card,” Bishop answered.

      “What if he put a tracker on your father’s ship instead?” Silky asked. “He would know everywhere Galen stopped. It would be a smart play, too. Samson would have to consider that Galen might pick up other pieces along the way or visit his daughters. If that happened, Samson could renege on his deal with the Tekk Reapers and contact Empress Qan to see if he could get a higher offer.”

      “That gambit would require big balls and lots of forethought,” Tekeru said. 

      “Broker Samson is a cunning pirate lord with a small fleet of raiders at his command,” Kaleeb said. “If he orchestrated this plan in the beginning, then he would have an eye on seeing it through to the end. The million credits Qaisella is offering for Oona is more than she has offered for any other adept. And if you added one or more data card sections into the deal, then she would pay several million.”

      “If he tracked Galen’s movements,” Bishop said, “then the data card piece might be gone already.”

      Kyralla clenched her eyes shut and groaned. “No, no, no. It has to be there.”

      “I feel confident that it is,” Silky said. “Along with Broker Samson and his fleet. I’m sure he’s monitoring the situation. He knows that if we escape the Titus system, we’ll come for the data card section. And if we do, he’ll ambush us.”

      “All of those things lining up seems like a stretch to me,” Tekeru said. “But we have to assume the worst, right?”

      “Especially,” Mitsuki said, “since we’re making a habit of hooking up with every worst-case scenario possible.”

      “How many ships does Samson have?” Siv asked.

      “Last I heard, four cruisers and two starfighters,” Kaleeb replied. “He could have more now.” 

      “That settles for me,” Mitsuki said. “We overhaul the Outworld Ranger first.”

      “Could we take on that many ships even if this vessel was in tiptop shape?” Tamzin asked.

      “Honestly, no,” Kyralla said dejectedly. “Even if we caught them by surprise.”

      “We would have more than a refitted Outworld Ranger at our disposal,” Kaleeb said. “I have a second stealth infiltrator at my base.”

      “That might be enough firepower to grab the card and escape,” Kyralla said, “if we got the drop on them.”

      “We have two options, people,” Silky said. “Option one, we go straight to Kaleeb’s base and repair the Outworld Ranger. Then we go after the data card pieces. Option two, we drop in close enough to the nearby data card piece to scan for Samson’s ships before deciding what to do.”

      “Option two seems reasonable,” Kyralla said. 

      “Too reasonable,” Mitsuki said. “What’s the catch?”

      “We’ll need to be within a light-year of the location to do a scan,” Silky said. “It’s possible that Samson has spread his ships out in a pincer pattern, ready to jump in on us when we arrive. If so, we could run upon one by accident. In our current state, that could be a disaster.”

      “How likely do you think that is?” Siv asked.

      “I would calculate the odds at less than ten percent,” Silky replied. “Kaleeb, what’s your professional opinion?”

      “I think it’s highly likely that he has his ships arranged in a pincer ambush pattern,” Kaleeb answered. “But space is vast, and he has a limited number of ships. Ten percent seems high to me.”

      “I’m opposed to any unnecessary risks at the moment,” Siv said. 

      “And we could all use a rest,” Mitsuki said, rubbing her eyes. “We’ve been on the go, facing death nonstop for weeks, and most of us have nasty injuries. I haven’t slept in two days. Even with a night of sleep, I know I’d be worth less than shit in another scrape.”

      “We should vote on it,” Siv said. “Who’s in favor of going to Kaleeb’s base first?”

      “I’m all for it,” Silky said. “It’s imperative we make it to Genetics Prime. More than Oona’s well-being is at stake here.”

      Everyone else raised a hand, except for Kyralla and Tamzin. That settled the course of action, but Siv preferred unanimous support.

      “Are you against it, Kyra?” Siv asked.

      She rubbed her temples. “We can’t help Oona if we take unnecessary risks and don’t take care of ourselves first.” She sighed. “And Vega’s right, the genetics facility may only provide limited assistance now that Oona is already facing her trial. It goes against my instincts, but overhauling the ship first is probably the better option.”

      Tamzin awkwardly raised a hand to agree with the plan.

      “That settles it,” Siv said. “Kaleeb, send us the jump coordinates to your base.”

      “I sent the coordinates to Silky five minutes ago.”

      “Before we break up this meeting, there’s something I feel I need to say.” Mitsuki shifted uncomfortably and stared at her hands. “We all knew the odds of rescuing your dad were next to impossible when we left for Titus II. But, Kyralla, I promised I would rescue your father, and I failed. I am deeply sorry.”

      “We both failed,” Siv said.

      Kyralla’s eyes pooled with tears. “You didn’t fail me, Mitsuki.” She glanced at Siv then Tamzin. “None of you did. You rescued him from the Tekk Reapers, and I got to speak with him once more. What happened on that moon … It was no one’s fault.”

      “But mine,” Kaleeb said.

      “It was the fault of no one here in this room,” Kyralla stated. “An evil from long ago struck at our hearts. That is where the blame lies.”

      Kaleeb made a slight tilt of his head toward her then turned away, staring off into the shadows in the corner. Mitsuki looked at her and nodded.

      “Kyra,” Siv said gently, “your father’s body …”

      “Octavian preserved it.” She tucked her good arm in close and folded in on herself. “I’m hoping to wait until Oona wakes to …” Her voice faltered, and she didn’t continue.

      “We should have a memorial for him — when you’re ready,” Bishop said.

      Tamzin wiped a tear away. “I would like that.”

      “I will …” Kyralla’s voice cracked “… I will work on what we should do to honor him. Tamzin, maybe you would like to help me?”

      “Thank you,” Tamzin murmured. “It would be good for us both, I think.”

      “If there is anything I can do to assist,” Silky said, “please let me know.”

      “Thank you, Silky,” Kyralla replied. She wiped away tears with her sleeves. “So … what now?”

      “We need to start on the repairs we can manage,” Silky said, “to save time once we get to the base. Get some food and sleep first, though. I don’t want to see any shoddy workmanship.”

      “Seneca is inoperable,” Artemisia said, “so I recommend feasting on the better rations.”

      With a groan, Siv stood. “Kaleeb and I will take the first shift on the bridge. Someone bring me something to eat that tastes better than a week-old rat carcass.”
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      Siv eased himself into the command chair with a groan, settling in for ninety minutes of discomfort while they completed the course Silky had laid in. Since they were traveling in the general direction they needed to go to reach Kaleeb’s base, Silky didn’t want to drop out early. Uncharted departures from hyperspace always carried some risk.

      “Silkster, tell Octavian I need a painkiller. My everything hurts.”

      “You got it, sir. Are you experiencing any signs of recurring Kompel sickness?”

      “Maybe? Honestly, I can’t tell. Do you see anything?”

      “A slight tremble in your heart rhythm, sir. But that may be from extreme fatigue.”

      Kaleeb took the piloting station and turned the chair toward Siv. “You can nap if you want. You could go to bed even. There is no need for us both to remain awake. You can trust me, and Silky is watching everything, I’m sure.”

      “It’s the principal of the thing,” Siv said. “Besides, another hyperphasic episode could render you both unconscious at an inopportune time. I’d like to be awake if that happens, even if I’m barely alert.”

      “Understandable,” Kaleeb replied. “Silky, when you stated that it was imperative that we reach Genetics Prime, regardless of Oona’s prospects, what did you mean?”

      “Are you going to risk telling him what Oona saw?” Siv asked. “Do you trust him that much yet?”

      “I do trust him, sir, and I know one thing for certain. He is not in league with Qaisella, and the orb must not fall into her hands. We may need him to know about it in advance, especially if something goes wrong and he’s one of the few of us left alive.”

      “Roll the dice then.”

      “Oona had a vision of Genetics Prime,” Silky said. “One that unfortunately did not tell her how to get there.” 

      “You believe this vision was accurate?”

      “I wouldn’t normally put any stock into dreams or visions,” Silky replied, “but I have seen the girl do seemingly impossible things, like jump a ship halfway into a system.”

      “What did she see?”

      “Aside from the obvious science stuff, she saw a copy of herself in a clear stasis container, and in the basement of the facility …” Silky hesitated, and Siv shifted expectantly in his chair “… a large, glowing orb floating in the dark.”

      Siv had hoped Silky would say what the thing was rather than just describe it. For several long moments, Kaleeb stared at Siv, his eyes wide in shock, his lips trembling. Beads of sweat slipped down Siv’s back.

      Octavian clicked onto the bridge, placed an injector against Siv’s neck, and administered a strong painkiller dose. The cog scanned him and departed.

      “The Hyperphasic Seed is at Genetics Prime?” Kaleeb asked, his voice filled with awe.

      “If her vision was accurate, then yes,” Silky replied.

      “Holy hell!” Kaleeb said. “That could change everything. Assuming it’s functional …”

      “If it doesn’t work, then it seems possible that a girl who can do the seemingly impossible might be able to jumpstart it. I think that’s why the Benevolence moved it to that location. Perhaps that is the purpose of these messiahs … adepts … whatever you want to call them. I’m not certain they are necessary, though.”

      “How do you know about the Hyperphasic Seed?” Kaleeb asked.

      “The Old Benevolence told me. While you were in the process of destroying the last remnant, it sent a data packet to me.” Agitation crept into Silky’s voice. “Unfortunately, your team scrambled the signal, and only a fraction of the data reached me.”

      Head swimming, Siv rocked back in his seat, mouth agape. Kaleeb had taken part in destroying the Old Benevolence?! An Old Benevolence … That implied a newer version had taken over. Perhaps a corrupt Benevolence … one that might have ordered his dad’s murder … 

      “If I had received all that information,” Silky continued, “we likely wouldn’t need data cards, and we would know exactly what to do. The galaxy might already be in a better state. Of course, had the Old Benevolence trusted me sooner …”

      “The Old Benevolence was in distress,” Kaleeb said. “Understandably, it was paranoid about giving out that information.”

      “It never trusted me to begin with,” Silky said.

      “Why?” Kaleeb and Siv asked simultaneously. 

      “You’ve seen how capable I am,” Silky said. “And how I’ve been able to evolve my software and identity over the centuries. I was the only sane 9G-x out of thousands. What might I have evolved into, given time? What if I became powerful and then went nuts? I was closely monitored until I became lost. Anyway, carry on, Kaleeb.”

      “In its last days,” Vega continued, “the Old Benevolence entrusted the Hyperphasic Seed to some unknown person. That person must have moved it to Genetics Prime. The New Benevolence tasked us to search for both the Seed and its protector, but the Tekk Plague began soon after. Before then, I had no idea the Hyperphasic Seed existed.”

      As Siv listened to them discussing the parts they had played in the most dramatic event to ever occur in the galaxy, he could hardly breathe. It was like hearing demigods in person as they discussed their roles in mythic tales.

      “The New Benevolence didn’t know where Genetics Prime was?” Silky asked. “How is that possible?”

      “I do not know. We went to the location stored in the Benevolence’s memory banks. The facility was not there.”

      “So they moved the facility …” Silky said.

      “Either that or the data was altered without the New Benevolence realizing it. Many things were confusing and complicated during the early days of the Benevolence’s corruption as its quantum frames fell one by one.”  

      “Any idea who did it?” Silky asked.

      “I thought Aliya perhaps, but I don’t think she had the time or opportunity. The Emissary kept a close eye on her and only refrained from killing her because I insisted she be saved. The Emissary counted on my loyalty, and I was almost resistant to his powers. He valued my ‘unique nature’ as he called it and was unwilling to push me too hard. That was a mistake on his part, of course.”

      The Emissary’s powers … Kaleeb’s unique nature … New and Old Benevolences … a Hyperphasic Seed … Siv’s head swirled with questions faster than he could speculate or even think what to ask first.

      “Given all that Aliya did tell me,” Silky said, “it’s surprising that she said nothing to me about Genetics Prime, the Hyperphasic Seed, or whatever it is that’s causing adepts to be born at random throughout the population. Of course, I didn’t even know adepts and messiahs were the same things until I met Oona and unlocked the secrets I kept hidden from myself. Obviously, I never saw a picture of Aliya, or I would have put that together sooner. 

      “To be fair, Aliya’s primary goal in telling me things was to help coordinate a plan with Qaisel and to make certain that someone would know the truth of what had happened to the Benevolence.”

      “That all begs the question,” Kaleeb said, “of whether someone else was involved. Someone created this messiah program and disseminated information about the location of Genetics Prime. And that person may have relocated the facility.”

      “Any theories?” Silky asked.

      “Not a one. You?”

      “I don’t know enough of the players to even guess.”

      “I have a question of my own,” Siv said. “Could one of you tell me what the hell the Hyperphasic Seed is? Do you both plan on keeping that a secret? Or should I remain an ignorant fly on the wall?”

      “My apologies, Gendin,” Kaleeb said. “I was discussing this aloud to be sure that you were included.”

      “The Hyperphasic Seed was going to become the Benevolence 2.0,” Silky replied. “A version that would exist at a single point in multiple dimensions. It would draw constant energy from flux space, it would connect directly to all devices through echo-space, it would protect itself, if needed, by retreating into hyperspace at any sign of danger, and so on. I suspect it wanted to connect to the hypermind as well.”

      “Avatar Lemuel alluded to it once,” Kaleeb said, “though I had no idea what exactly he was speaking about at the time. I only learned about it in those final days. Based on what he said then, the project was the result of more than a thousand years of continuous effort and was still frustratingly incomplete. That was three decades before the Fall, so further improvements may have been made. Despite the resources dedicated to finding it, the New Benevolence considered its existence only a minor threat.”

      “If we reach it, I believe I know how to make it functional.” Silky’s voice turned grim. “Though I’m not keen on the method that would be required.”

      “The Old Benevolence gave you that information?” Kaleeb asked.

      “Only a little data about it reached me, but I did have a century to think about the problem with little else to do. I received the data packet after Siv got frozen in stasis, just before the special ops team transferred us to the underground military base on Ekaran IV.”

      “You never told anyone about any of this during all that time?”

      “The facility’s communications got wrecked by the Tekk Plague. I couldn’t call out and had no idea what was happening in the galaxy at large. Luckily, the plague left us unharmed. And me with decades to do nothing but think. My last conversation with the outside world was with Qaisel Qan, so naturally, I had a pretty good idea of what was happening.”

      “You’ve known all this stuff the entire time?” Siv asked.

      “Once we were free and I saw what had become of the galaxy, I locked this information away with the rest, sir. Truthfully, I was afraid of what it all meant and didn’t want to carry a burden I could do nothing about. And I wanted to shield you from the harm that had come to your father.”

      “Did my father know any of this before he died?” Siv asked.

      “I’m afraid, sir, that I lied to him. A sin strictly of omission. For his own good, I provided only information he absolutely needed to know. It was all a big complicated situation, and things were developing rapidly. I tried to dissuade him from going after the Ancient starship. I was afraid of what might happen. But you know your father. It was no use. And recovering the priestess he dreamed about would be a big deal. To be fair, I thought his dreams of her were nonsense, though.”

      “The Benevolence …” Siv began “… the new one. It ordered the starfighters to destroy the Ancient ship, to eliminate the priestess?”

      “Indeed, sir. At that time, I knew the Benevolence was behaving erratically and was heading toward corruption, thanks to my conversations with Qaisel Qan. Neither of us realized how far things had progressed until that moment, though. We thought we would have more time, that perhaps the Benevolence would recover. Unbeknownst to your father, I contacted Qaisel after that attack and told him what had happened. We then enacted the failsafe plan we had already begun to put into place.”

      “How did you come into contact with Qaisel?” Kaleeb asked.

      “He was the head of Empathic Services and my first contact when Gav recovered me. I’ll send you a file with the deets of that.”

      Siv’s temples throbbed. He needed to pick some of this apart systematically before his brain melted out of his ears. It didn’t matter where he began, so he went with the first thing that popped into his head.

      “Who is Avatar Lemuel?” he asked.

      “The Benevolence,” Kaleeb said, “made a mostly human-like android version of himself so that he could experience the world as closely as possible.”

      “What?!” Siv exclaimed. “How come I’ve never heard of that? No one taught us that in school!”

      “It was not public knowledge,” Kaleeb said. “Only those of us in the upper echelons of government knew about it. I was only aware because I was assigned to work with Qaisel Qan and the Avatar directly.”

      “Don’t worry, sir. I didn’t know either until I received the data packet and information from Aliya. It’s still not widely known, even amongst Federal officials at the highest levels. All you will find on the net is a few rumors that, I suspect, are largely inaccurate.”

      “What do you mean by mostly human-like?” Siv asked.

      “The Avatar was superhuman in proportions and appearance as well as androgynous.”

      “So it didn’t wander about in normal society?” Siv asked.

      “It did not, which I frankly found puzzling given the stated intent,” Kaleeb replied. “It would never explain why, despite how often I asked. I always suspected the Benevolence had created other avatars for that purpose. There were rumors, but nothing was ever verified.”

      “Lemuel …” Siv said.

      “Named after the creator of the AI that became the Benevolence,” Silky said.

      “Doctor Sun,” Siv said, remembering his history lessons. “What became of Avatar Lemuel after the Fall?”

      “In a way,” Kaleeb said, “the Avatar was responsible for everything. As for what became of it afterward, I have no idea. I assume that body is a pile of useless parts decaying on Terra. Silky?”

      “I don’t know any more than you,” Silky replied. 

      “The Avatar was responsible?” Siv asked.

      “Are you sure you want to hear more of this?” Kaleeb asked. “You look exhausted.”

      “I’m tired of waiting,” Siv said. “For weeks now, Silky has been promising to let me in on all the secrets he unlocked.”

      “I’m eager to hear how it started,” Silky said. “There’s a lot to this story I don’t know. Kaleeb better knows the beginning, and I the end. For instance, how did you survive, Kaleeb?”

      “The same way you did. Faisal and I hid deep underground when we saw how things were going. Though it’s likely we were already exposed and survived through luck.”

      “You must have been outside the Sol system,” Siv said. “Otherwise, you’d be trapped there now, right?”

      “I was in the Alpha Centauri system when the Tekk Plague struck Terra,” Kaleeb replied. “Like so many, I tried to return there when the worst was over and failed. Do you have any idea what triggered the Sentinels, Silky?”

      “None, I’m afraid.”

      “I didn’t know they existed before then,” Kaleeb said.

      “I don’t think anyone did.”

      According to official government reports, the Sentinels that prevented people from returning to the Terran system also blocked all forms of communication in and out. 

      “Do you think there are any humans left in the Sol system?” Siv asked Kaleeb. “Silky thinks they all died somehow.” 

      “Sentinels or not, we would have heard from them by now, sir. They would have found a way to contact us. Besides, I cannot imagine any device capable of blocking echo space transmissions to and from an entire system.”

      “I can’t imagine what would kill that many people, though.”

      Over the centuries, Earth, Mars, and Venus became the epicenters of manufacturing and agriculture as humans departed for new star systems. At the time of the Fall, only three billion humans inhabited the entire system. That was still a lot of people, though, and the population could be much higher now.

      “There are no humans there anymore,” Kaleeb muttered darkly. “As he died from the Tekk Plague, the Emissary ordered all humans to be exterminated. The androids and sky-blades serving within the Sol system were under his direct influence. They followed that order zealously until they were destroyed.”

      Kaleeb slumped his head. “I refused to follow the order, as did most androids beyond the Sol system. Those nearest to the Emissary failed to resist his influence.” He punched the arms of the piloting chair with his fists. “That order should have been enough to make me toss that damned oracle cube aside. But I couldn’t shake the influence of the Shadraa.”

      “That was not your fault,” Silky told him. “Besides, I’m guessing that to you at the time the Tekk Plague seemed like an attack against technological intelligence and was probably exactly the sort of thing the Emissary preached would happen if you failed to bring the New Benevolence fully into power.”

      Kaleeb released a deep breath. “Yes, it was.”

      Siv’s stomach turned. “Three billion people …” He fought back the urge to vomit. “Are you certain everyone was killed?”

      “Direct, in-person attacks … starships firing on cities and space stations … fusion warheads detonated on every planet.” Blue-tinted tears welled in Kaleeb’s eyes. “I can’t imagine anyone surviving all that. The Emissary laid waste to everything. 

      “You know, the old me, the corrupted me, wanted to return there for the technology that remained behind,” Kaleeb continued. “To help bring the Shadraa back in full. But now that my head is clear … I’m not certain how much remains intact that could possibly be of use.”

      Siv closed his eyes, trying to imagine what Terra must look like now. But he couldn’t imagine the gleaming planet humanity called home being barren of people with thousands of years of its glorious civilization lying in ruins. 

      Fusion warheads detonated on Terra … He was starting to doubt whether there was anything left of the Benevolence for Oona to restore. He began to mention this, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak those thoughts aloud.

      Mitsuki marched onto the bridge, pulling an antigrav sled carrying Bishop. Kyralla followed, towing the other one on which Tekeru Jones was lying. Tamzin trailed in their wake, carrying a tray of bowls of partially eaten, rehydrated stew.  

      “Like Siv, we all want to hear these secrets,” Mitsuki said. “Horrifying as they might be.”

      “Sleep can wait,” Kyralla said, her voice trembling. “Most of us have had stimulants anyway.”

      “How did you know?” Siv asked.

      “I was relaying our conversation to the others while they ate, sir. It seemed fitting to invite them onto the bridge after they heard the last bit …”

      “Did you know, Silkster?”

      “I suspected something like that had happened, sir. But I did not have any direct knowledge of it. That’s one part of the tale I did not want to know.” His tone grew sad and wistful. “I wish you could have seen Earth in its prime, sir.”

      They placed the antigrav sleds in the center of the bridge. Tamzin climbed into the sensor station chair, Mitsuki the weapons station. Kyralla glanced around awkwardly, and Kaleeb stood.

      “The piloting station is yours, Kyralla.”

      She sat. “Thank you.”

      Mitsuki took a bite of stew, frowned, then pointed her spoon toward Siv. “Spill the beans, Circuit Master. Tell us how the Benevolence went bad and how you brought it down.”
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      Tamzin handed Siv a bowl of stew. “It’s not that bad.”

      Siv cupped the pleasantly warm bowl in his hands and stared apprehensively at the steaming brown and gray slush. 

      “Don’t listen to her, Sivvy,” Mitsuki said. “It’s basically toilet water with chunks of potato and vat meat.”

      “Like you would know what toilet water tastes like,” Tamzin said.

      “I’ve done what I’ve had to do to survive,” Mitsuki spat.

      Scowling, Tamzin started to say something, then held back. 

      Siv shuddered and tried not to think about what they were saying. Doing what he needed to survive had mostly involved stealing stuff for the Guild, with Silky’s help. He’d never had to do anything disgusting.

      “We need to make it a priority to get Seneca fixed so he can improve these shitty meals,” Bishop said with a disgusted look on his face. “He is repairable, right?”

      “Octavian thinks so,” Rosie answered.

      Siv gagged on the first spoonful. “Get on with it, Silkster. I need to eat, which means I need something to distract me from thinking about what I’m eating.” 

      While everyone else ate, Kaleeb described his first encounter with the Emissary. Within minutes, everyone had abandoned their spoons as they sat transfixed, listening to how the Shadraa had used hyperphasic pulses and oracle cubes to corrupt Kaleeb, Avatar Lemuel, and twelve other android centurions.

      “Qaisel saw through the Emissary’s deception immediately. So the Emissary used a device to scramble his memory and focus. It was a month before Qaisel could think clearly. By then, we had cheated the corruption scans at AC Station 1 and had returned to Terra with the Emissary as our esteemed guest.”

      “I’m surprised the Emissary didn’t kill Qaisel,” Silky said. “If it had, then the Shadraa would have conquered the galaxy. Qaisel is the reason I knew what was going on, and he was the only one who could have negotiated with the Krixis for the super-weapon.”

      “The Emissary did not kill him because I would not allow it. As I said before, I was somewhat resistant to the Emissary’s powers. Especially in the beginning. In fact, Avatar Lemuel fell under his sway before I did.”

      “How is that possible?” Siv asked. 

      Kaleeb smiled grimly. “Apparently, through random chance, I am almost fully sentient. An accident of quantum computing, it would seem.”

      “Aren’t all androids sentient?” Bishop asked.

      “By the standard definition, yes, of course, they are,” Silky explained. “But there are degrees of sentience. Androids were given the best approximation of human sentience possible, just short of what the Benevolence itself possessed. But it isn’t the same as having the full consciousness of a human. 

      “Kaleeb and I may be self-aware, and alive by any reasonable definition, but we lack the full range of human emotions and empathic capabilities. We think faster, but you feel experiences far deeper than the most advanced artificial intelligence could ever hope to achieve.”

      As far as Siv could see, the only limitation Silky had was the lack of sensory inputs a human body could provide. But then, Silky had his own suite of inputs that Siv lacked. He couldn’t see any reason why one set of inputs should be more valued than another. 

      Perhaps the problem was that they were trying to live up to an unattainable biological standard of sentience instead of owning their inherent mechanical standard. Silky sometimes accused people who didn’t value him of being tech-bigots, but perhaps he was one too, in his own way. Besides, Siv had known plenty of assholes with no more emotional range than a basic engineering cog.

      “The term the Emissary used was soul sentient,” Kaleeb said. “The Shadraa had long ago learned how to meld their biological consciousnesses to machines, so they valued machines with souls above all else. Faisal and I would never be given the souls the Emissary promised all his followers, though. Our souls were to evolve over time.”

      “Like me,” Silky said, “Faisal had a higher level of consciousness due to quantum fluctuations caused by our constant connection to flux space.”

      “At first, Faisal was pissed off that he would not be granted a soul, but once they convinced him what a great honor it was to not need one, he took to the cause zealously.”

      “How much time did you spend with Aliya?” Silky asked.

      “Before I was corrupted? Many, many hours,” Kaleeb said. “She and Qaisel were my best friends in the world.”

      “Then your ‘soul sentience’ may not have been due to random chance. Her hyperphasic powers may have had an inadvertent effect on you.”

      “If you say so,” Kaleeb said.

      “You claimed Oona’s hyperphasic blast knocked the Shadraa influence from you,” Kyralla said. “Can you tell us more about that?”

      “How can I explain this simply?” Kaleeb rubbed his fingers through the perpetual stubble on his chin, a gesture that reminded Siv of his dad. “The Shadraa cannot exist more than a few minutes in our plane of existence unless they ‘ghost’ into a complex machine, becoming part of it … possessing it essentially.”

      “A machine such as an android?” Tekeru asked.

      “Or a chippy or an advanced starship even,” Kaleeb said.

      “So you were possessed by a Shadraa?” Bishop asked.

      “Not possessed.” Kaleeb shuddered. “This particular Shadraa never entered real space. Even though we only communicated directly ten times, it influenced and dominated me across dimensions using hyperphasic pulses projected from the oracle cube. That is how I remained myself beneath its layer of hate. That is why Oona’s hyperphasic blast could restore me.”

      Siv wanted to ask how a soul could merge with a machine, but before he could formulate his question, Silky urged Kaleeb to continue his tale.

      “Upon our return, Avatar Lemuel introduced new lines into the core programming of the Benevolence, at the Geneva Quantum Frame. I don’t understand how, but one portion of the Benevolence was recoding itself while hiding that activity from the rest of itself.”

      “Having recoded myself a few times, I could explain how that would work,” Silky said, “but it’s highly technical and not important to understanding what happened.”

      “So the Benevolence altered itself?” Mitsuki said.

      “With help from the Emissary’s corrupting hyperphasic pulses,” Kaleeb responded. “That is how the Benevolence became malevolent.”

      Shaking, Bishop spilled stew onto the floor. “The Benevolence …” he sputtered. “It went bad?”

      “From a human perspective, it became evil, malevolent. From a machine’s perspective …” 

      “Evil is evil,” Artemisia said.

      “I know you’re telling the truth,” Kyralla said, her voice trembling. “But I don’t want to believe it. We trusted the Benevolence would always be there for us, protecting our interests. Some even believed it was divine in origin.”

      “The Benevolence was not without flaws,” Silky said. “In that way, it was so very human. Despite warnings from the Ancients, it was ill-prepared to face the Shadraa. And it was undone by curiosity —”

      “And arrogance,” Kaleeb added.

      Unlike the others, Siv was not shocked to learn the Benevolence had gone bad. How else could one explain the attempt to eliminate Lyoolee Syryss and her ship along with his father’s murder at the hands of government special forces agents? 

      For him, it was validation and relief. Validation that his father had not done anything wrong, and relief that the Benevolence everyone adored had been trustworthy, that its good nature, until those last days, had not been an elaborate coverup of the truth.

      Bishop threw his head in his hands and sobbed quietly. He was a true believer in the Benevolence and in Oona as a hyperphasic messiah. Like so many, he longed for a restoration of the Benevolence. But now he would likely consider what Siv had long wondered …

      If Oona could restore the Benevolence and did so, what would she be bringing back? The original super-intelligence that had valued human civilization, peace, and progress? Or the corrupt, machines-over-all entity that had allied itself with the Ones from Darkness?

      Mitsuki stretched out and patted Bishop on the shoulder. “How come we weren’t told anything about any of this after the Benevolence fell?”

      “Few beyond the Terran system knew anything was amiss,” Silky said. “The changes did not happen immediately and were far from apparent. For the vast majority, life remained the same, and it would have continued to do so until the Shadraa fleet arrived. Those few who did know what had happened remained silent afterward. They were, perhaps, unwilling to sully humanity’s memories of what the Benevolence had been.”

      “Things progressed slowly at first,” Kaleeb said. “The Emissary pretended to be what he originally claimed while sowing seeds of corruption in secret. Aliya and Qaisel, once he recovered, sensed the evil within the Emissary and sought to have him banished. The New Benevolence pretended to do so, but that was a ruse. Avatar Lemuel even went so far as to fake a full reboot of his core programming.”

      “Machines were promised souls?” Siv asked. The question had popped into his mind and demanded an answer.

      “Indeed,” Kaleeb said. “Once we reached the stage where it would be possible, androids would get souls first, they told us. Then sky-blades, ship AIs, and chippies.”

      “Okay, but what does that mean?” Siv asked. “And how is that possible?”

      “I’m curious about this as well,” Silky said. “I feel my knowledge is incomplete on this matter.”

      “The Shadraa, whom you may also know as the Ones from Beyond, are actually incorporeal energy beings from an alternate dimension. What you think of as the Shadraa, the ones who annihilated the Ancients, are simply those who possessed humanoid machine bodies.”

      “Where and when did those bodies come from?” Silky asked.

      “I have no idea,” Kaleeb replied.

      Siv found himself scratching his chin and jerked his hand away. It was charming to think he shared the gesture with his dad. Sharing it with Kaleeb was not okay. “Ghosts in machines … Did a Shadraa possess the Benevolence?”

      “Given the Benevolence’s complexity, that surely would have achieved little,” Silky said, and Kaleeb agreed with him.

      “So the plan was to alter our machines here, attuning them so the souls of Shadraa could possess them?” Kyralla asked.

      “That is correct,” Kaleeb said. “There are many Shadraa souls who long to live in our dimension. Millions, perhaps billions.”

      “Did they merge with any machines here, while the New Benevolence was in control?” Bishop asked.

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “So it was an empty promise,” Mitsuki said.

      “I do not believe so,” Kaleeb answered. “Their first concern, after undermining the Benevolence, was to pull the remnants of the Shadraa fleet back into our dimension. After that, they could focus on preparing hosts and summoning their unbound brothers.”

      “Did the Shadraa end up trapped in the same dimension as their unbound kin?” Silky asked.

      Kaleeb shook his head. “When the remnants of the Shadraa fleet fled destruction from the Ancients’ super-weapons, something went wrong, and their hyperspace jump landed them in what they described as a hellscape. They could not return here without specially attuned beacons to guide them and massive energy emitters to open the way back. The unbound Shadraa exist in an entirely separate dimension.” 

      “Did the New Benevolence and the Emissary succeed in bringing the Shadraa fleet back to our dimension?” Tekeru asked.

      “Surely not,” Bishop said. “We would know about it if they had, right?” 

      Silky laughed. “Oh, they most terrifyingly did bring the Shadraa fleet back, and we’ll return to that topic soon. Continue as you were, Kaleeb. What is involved in bringing their spirits here so that they can be merged with machines?”

      A Shadraa fleet?! Siv nearly spilled his now cold gruel in his lap. He set the bowl aside.

      “It takes considerable time and resources to build the apparatus required to bring souls from that other dimension to ours,” Kaleeb said. “I know because that is the project I was working on with guidance from my oracle cube. Attuning machines to receive the souls requires surprisingly little effort. The only trick is that it must be done quickly. I will send you the details of the plan I was given before I erase them from my mind, Silky. You may find the knowledge useful.”

      “So you were planning to bring these Shadraa spirits here and place them in machine hosts?” Tekeru asked.

      “I was going to insert them into thousands of sky-blades to create an army capable of breaking through to Terra. Once there, I would attempt to restart the New Benevolence, if there was anything left of it, and begin the great Shadraa endeavor again.”

      “Thousands of evil sky-blades?!” Mitsuki shouted. “For fuck’s sake!”

      “That’s… that’s terrifying,” Kyralla muttered.

      While the information was disturbing, the full impact didn’t strike Siv because something about this was gnawing into the back of his brain. There was a question or a realization that he was close to but couldn’t yet put his finger on. Something about this was hauntingly familiar …

      “How were you going to manage that feat?” a rattled Bishop asked Kaleeb. “From what I’ve heard, precious few sky-blades survived the Tekk Plague.”

      “I learned of an underground bunker that houses many that were never deployed,” Kaleeb replied. “The Federation barely guards it because these particular sky-blades are useless to them. They have only rudimentary operating systems because the chippy units they needed to function were never installed.”

      “I’m sure the Feds could scrape together enough spare chippy units,” Bishop said perplexed.

      “Not just any chippy can inhabit a sky-blade,” Silky said. “You need a 4G minimum with a military software package installed. Even if you had that software at hand, you could not install it. That was an operation only the Benevolence could perform due to firmware protections placed in sky-blades and in chippies. I could hack through that security, though. Not easily, but I could do it. And I’m sure Faisal could do the same.”

      “He probably could,” Kaleeb explained, “but it wouldn’t be necessary. The rudimentary operating system is sufficient to host a Shadraa. With that spirit in place, the sky-blade would be more capable than one housing a 9G chippy.” 

      “I read over the file you sent,” Silky said. “The resources required … Even with the sky-blades available for free, you would need a lot of money and materials to assemble the trans-dimensional portal apparatus and acquire a battlecruiser to transport your army and launch an assault.”

      “Did you think I was working as a bounty hunter to make ends meet?” Kaleeb asked with a chuckle. “Within a few years of effort, I had resources enough to survive for centuries in a comfortable manner. I hunted because I had a purpose that required money. With Faisal draining vulnerable bank accounts whenever possible, we were getting close to what we needed when Oona’s bounty became available.”

      “You also hunted so that you could kill messiahs,” Kyralla commented darkly.

      “Yes, I did. Often I was paid for the work, but not always. The Shadraa spirit I communed with wanted me to destroy them. And it twisted my anger and guilt about my betrayal of Aliya and her murder into a rage that could only be quenched by killing other adepts, because they reminded me of what I had done. I realize that logic won’t make sense to any sane being.” 

      Kaleeb turned and stared out the porthole at the swirling stuff of hyperspace. “The sight of her torn corpse will forever haunt me.” He sighed mournfully. “But at least I am free from the Shadraa and their endless urge for me to find them new hosts.”

      Hosts and spirts … The thought that had eluded Siv exploded into his mind. “Oh shit!” He leaped up from his seat. “The Hydrogenists!”

      “What about the bastards?” Mitsuki asked, distaste staining her voice.

      “The fully realized Hydrogenists host energy spirits,” Siv answered energetically. “And those spirits can only survive outside of hosts if held inside special containment vessels.”

      Mitsuki thudded back into her seat. “Oh shit is right.”

      “You will recall,” Silky said, “that I warned that the Hydrogenists might yet have a part to play in our tale.”

      “I am confused,” Kaleeb said. “I thought the Hydrogenists were religious zealots.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Silky said, “but there’s much more to them than that. About a quarter of them host a benevolent, symbiotic species of energy beings who call themselves the Moratha. The rest are in transition, preparing themselves to be hosts.”

      “How do humans take on Morathan spirits?” Kaleeb asked.

      “The Hydro-dummies use alter boxes to slowly change their DNA, transforming themselves into acceptable hosts. Once that procedure is complete, a second box transfers a Morathan from a containment vessel to the modified human host.”

      “So, you do think the Moratha are related to the Shadraa?” Siv asked.

      “I’m almost certain they are the same species, sir. A cursory review of the specs Kaleeb sent me shows that identical frequencies are required for both the Shadraa and the Morathans to merge with their intended hosts.”

      “You said the Benevolence didn’t know where the Hydrogenists’ home system was until just before the Fall,” Siv said. “Was that because the Emissary told the New Benevolence about the origins of the Shadraa?”

      “Either that, or he said enough for the New Benevolence to piece it all together, sir.”

      “And the Old Benevolence must have given the Hydrogenists those amazing ships to search for their homeworld because it suspected a connection between the Morathans and the Shadraa,” Siv said.

      “I feel certain of that as well, sir. And it didn’t hurt to have powerful allies roaming the galaxy and providing scouting reports of what they found.” Silently, Silky added, “I’m so proud of you for putting these pieces together, sir.”

      “It figures you already knew. Did you plan on telling me?”

      “Eventually, yes.”

      “The Morathans don’t remember where they came from?” Kaleeb asked.

      “Their memories fade over time, and with each new host they take on,” Silky replied. “All they remember about their home was that it was a moon orbiting a gas giant and that an invading species cast them out. I think they were exiled by their own kind, by a faction that came into prominence by taking machines as hosts instead.”

      “Do the Shadraa have poor memories?” Rosie asked.

      “Not that I am aware of,” Kaleeb replied. “Their desire for hosts and a return to this dimension is unrelenting. That’s the only thing I can say for certain.”

      “This possible connection is interesting,” Kyralla said, “but it doesn’t change anything, does it?”

      “It might if someone manages to portal in some of their unbound spirits,” Silky said. “Otherwise, no. Of course, you never know when a piece of esoteric knowledge will end up being critical. Which is why I sent Master Oktara searching for his home.”

      “Did you tell him about any of this?” Siv asked.

      “I told him as much as necessary. Our ride out of the Titus system didn’t come cheap.”

      “I’m sure it was a shock to his system,” Mitsuki said with relish. She found Master Oktara trying and ungrateful, given all that Silky had done for them.

      “I didn’t tell him everything,” Silky added, “and I didn’t put the pieces in order. Some assembly will be required.”

      “Would it not have been better to be straightforward with them?” Bishop asked. “This is a serious matter.”

      “Silky treat something seriously?” Kyralla asked. “As if.”

      “That’s the truth,” Tamzin said, rolling her eyes.

      For once, Silky allowed the critical comments to slide. “I didn’t give him everything because of how serious it is. I want him to investigate his homeworld and come to his own conclusions with an open mind.”

      “So he can verify your suspicions?” Artemisia asked.

      “Precisely,” Silky said. “Now, who wants to hear something funny about our Hydro homies?”

      “I do!” Mitsuki piped.

      “All this time that they’ve been searching for a relatively small moon circling a Jovian body of many swirling colors? They were wrong. It’s an Earth-sized world circling a brown dwarf bedazzled with seven shining bands of fire and gold.”

      “And …” Mitsuki prompted.

      “And that’s funny.”

      “That’s barely humorous,” Mitsuki growled. “Brown dwarfs are just fat-ass gas giants.”

      “Well, poo on you, Batwings. Classification errors are hilarious.”

      “That one was lame, Silkster.”

      “Then, poo-poo on you, too!”

      “Are we talking about a rogue brown dwarf?” Tekeru asked. “Because that wouldn’t provide enough light and heat to support their original host species.”

      “I see the xenobiologist has been doing his homework!” Silkster said. “Have a gold star, sir!” A gleaming holographic star appeared on the bridge, floated over, and splatted onto Tekeru’s chest. 

      As Silky cackled, Tekeru turned to Kyralla. “I see what you mean.”

      “Hey, watch it!” Silky snapped, and the holographic star disappeared.

      “Just answer the damn question!” Tamzin snarled.

      “Yeeesh! Fine. The brown dwarf distantly orbits an M-class star,” Silky replied. “I don’t know if the energy beings themselves originated on that moon, but that’s where their presumably original hosts come from. They were an insectoid species known as the Tlithi. The brown dwarf is far outside of the habitable zone, but maybe they didn’t need as much light to thrive as humans, and perhaps the brown dwarf emanated enough heat for them to have liquid water available.”

      “In your report,” Tekeru said, “one of the few details the Morathans remember is that the invading species was called the Skrimanta. There’s no description of what they may have looked like, though. If the Shadraa were the ones who kicked them out, then who were the —”

      Kaleeb staggered as if dizzy and caught himself against the wall. “Skrimanta …”

      Siv rushed over and grabbed his arm. “Are you okay?”

      Kaleeb slumped, and Siv couldn’t keep the heavy android from striking the floor. “The visions … echoes in my mind. The commands … the grand design … Machines over flesh.” 
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      As Siv squatted by the fallen android warrior, a single thought thundered through his brain: What now?! Something weird was happening — again — and whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      Mitsuki, Kyralla, and Tamzin surged to their feet as Siv shook Kaleeb’s shoulder, trying to get him to respond.

      Mitsuki drew a plasma pistol and leveled it at Kaleeb. “Stand back, Sivvy.”

      Activating her force-staff, Kyralla moved to Mitsuki’s right. Trigger finger twitching, Tamzin rushed to the left and aimed her disruptor.

      “Maybe we should all take a deep breath and not overreact,” Silky said. “Those of us who can take breaths anyway.”

      Siv repositioned himself so that Tamzin wouldn’t have a clear shot, but he didn’t move away. “I trust Kaleeb will remain true to himself.”

      In response, Kaleeb grasped Siv’s arm and squeezed.

      “Breaking free from the influence of the Shadraa is bound to have withdrawal effects,” Siv said, “not unlike those a drug addiction might cause. I know all too well what that’s like.”

      “The ghost no longer … has influence over me,” Kaleeb uttered haltingly. “I swear. Kyralla … you know this … is true.”

      Kyralla hesitated a moment, then deactivated her force-staff and stepped back. “He’s right. I would have sensed its presence when we were connected through the piloting console.”

      Mitsuki reluctantly holstered her pistol, and Tamzin lowered hers.

      “Are you okay?” Siv asked again.

      “I will be,” Kaleeb murmured.

      “Why did that name trigger an episode?” Silky asked.

      “Skrimanta is not the name … of alien invaders. It is the name … of the true faith … of the Shadraa.” He took several deep breaths, and the tension in his body eased. “The Emissary taught that vile, reductive philosophy to us. The ghost hammered it into my mind every time I picked up the oracle cube.”

      “I’m curious about how the Shadraa ended up in another dimension,” Tekeru said, “while the Morathans remained here.”

      “As am I,” Silky said.

      “The Emissary told us that a vile enemy … banished them from our dimension to … the hellscape in which they were trapped.” Kaleeb took a few moments to gather himself before continuing. “That is all he ever said about it. He spoke much about his people’s nature and the faith but little about their origins.”

      “Perhaps Master Oktara will learn more when he reaches their homeworld,” Silky said.

      “If only we could talk to Lyoolee,” Siv ventured. “I’m sure she knows everything about them. The Shadraa were the Numenaians’ mortal enemies, after all.”

      “The Shadraa hated the Ancients with a searing, unending passion,” Kaleeb said, “though I have no idea why. All I know is that their hatred stretches far back in time.”

      “Perhaps they were the ones who banished the Shadraa to hell,” Tamzin offered. When she noticed everyone staring at her thoughtfully, she shrugged. “It makes sense.”

      “It does,” Siv and Silky said simultaneously.

      “I can have a good idea,” she snapped.

      “No one said you couldn’t,” Siv said with a hint of apology in his voice. “And it is a perfectly reasonable guess.”

      As she returned to her seat, Kyralla stifled a yawn. “Perhaps we should return to the Fall of the Benevolence. We are way out on a tangent, and I don’t care for endless speculation.”

      “Perhaps you should all get some sleep,” Silky said. “We will have plenty of chances to discuss these things along the way.”

      Siv returned to the command chair. “Not a chance, Silkster. We’ve waited too long to know the truth of what happened.”

      Everyone else nodded in agreement, and Mitsuki said, “Out with it, Short-Circuit.”

      “If that’s what you want,” Silky said. “Though honestly, I don’t even know where to start.”

      “I’ve got a question,” Tamzin said as she settled onto the floor next to Kyralla. “Who did it?”

      “Did what?” Siv asked.

      “Killed the Benevolence,” she replied.

      “Oh, I did that,” Silky said.

      Siv already knew this much, but the others didn’t. The shocked expressions on their faces said as much. At least, at first. But then doubt crept in.

      “You had better not be making another joke,” Kyralla said. “Or I will —”

      “I am not joking,” Silky said solemnly. “I wish that I were, but no. I killed the Benevolence.”

      “He did not do it alone,” Kaleeb corrected. 

      “It’s true that Qaisel did the manual labor,” Silky said. “And the hard bargaining with the Krixis. The plan was mine, though. Ultimately, I am responsible for what happened.”

      “How could you?!” Bishop cried as he pounded a fist into the floor. “Maybe the corruption could have been fixed. Maybe —”

      “We did what we had to do to stop the Shadraa,” Silky replied. “And we did everything we could to contain the Tekk Plague afterward.” 

      “You unleashed the Tekk Plague?!” Bishop shouted, rising shakily to his feet.

      “The Tekk Plague is what destroyed the Benevolence, Mr. Bishop,” Silky said with a heavily implied obviously. 

      “Silkster, you destroyed half of the technology in the galaxy,” Mitsuki muttered in quiet shock. 

      “Millions died,” Kyralla said.

      “Indirectly,” Artemisia said defensively.

      “And within a couple of generations, we will become locked to our planets, a starfaring species no more,” Tekeru added.

      “There’s still hope there, though,” Artemisia said. “If Oona survives.”

      “How could you?” Bishop uttered again, his face frozen between anger and despair.

      “Yes, millions died because of what we did,” Silky replied, his voice almost mechanical. “Trillions upon trillions more would have died otherwise. We had to stop the Shadraa fleet, and with the Benevolence compromised, there was only one way to do that. It was do or die for humanity.”

      Bishop staggered and collapsed onto the floor, shaking his head.

      “What about the Krixis?” Tekeru asked, his voice trembling. “Couldn’t they have helped us?”

      “Qaisel tried to convince the Krixis to intervene on our behalf, but they refused, leaving us no choice but to unleash the Tekk Plague.”

      “I do not blame them,” Kaleeb said. “A battle of that magnitude would have left their homeworlds defenseless against the military might of a corrupted Benevolence, a Benevolence that would not have allowed a single one of its ships to join with the Krixis in battle. And just because Krixis ships have a primarily biological design does not guarantee that they would prevail against the mechanical powers or the might of the Shadraa.”

      “You know, we’re lucky the Krixis haven’t destroyed us,” Siv said. “Two major wars over the last thousand years, yet not one single attack on our worlds since the Benevolence fell.”

      “I doubt it’s luck,” Kaleeb said.

      “It’s not,” Silky said. “Qaisel forged a treaty with them, and they have thus far honored it. That treaty will expire in one hundred and twelve years.”

      “What did we give in exchange for that?” Siv asked.

      “We dispatched the Shadraa with no loss on their part,” Silky said. “That was good enough for them. I’m sure they viewed us crippling ourselves as a bonus.”

      “Did the Krixis design the Tekk Plague?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The Numenaians did that,” Silky answered. “They unleashed it in their final days, as the Shadraa wreaked havoc upon the last of their worlds. It was the only way they could defeat their enemy. It was purely an act of revenge. Because in doing so, they knowingly doomed themselves. Between the Tekk Plague and the wrath of the Shadraa, nothing of the Ancients was left intact, save Priestess Lyoolee and her ship, which spent twelve millennia traveling through hyperspace.”

      “So the Krixis had one of these super-weapons?” Tamzin asked.

      “The Numenaians believed the Shadraa would return once again,” Silky said, “so they left a few of the devices behind, hidden in secure locations, for future races to use should that ever come to pass. Sadly, they were too well hidden. Apparently, Lyoolee failed to include that information in her broadcast, or it was somehow inaccessible.”

      “What broadcast?” Tamzin asked.

      Silky explained to them how the priestess, from her stasis capsule, had broadcast a message that was both a warning about the Ones from Darkness and a hyperphasic broadcast linking to the core knowledge of the Ancients. 

      “It is from the Numenaians that the Benevolence and the Krixis, and perhaps others in far corners of the galaxy, learned to create stardrives and flux capacitors, echo space relays and the lot.”

      “So our civilization is built upon the knowledge of the Ancients,” Bishop said thoughtfully. His face was still contorted with despair. “That makes sense.” His eyes flared. “Did they create the Benevolence?”

      “Doctor Lemuel Sun created the artificial intelligence that became our Benevolence,” Silky said. “It is possible, and we can debate this at length later, that Doctor Sun’s creation awakened into a superintelligence upon connecting to the hyperphasic stream from the priestess.” 

      Siv sank back into the command chair and rubbed his temples. That was a hell of a lot to chew on. It made sense, though. A few minutes of silence passed as everyone absorbed the last several minutes of information. 

      “The adept program must have been an attempt to connect to the Numenaian hypermind,” Kaleeb said. “Which means the Benevolence was limited to the essential knowledge that the priestess had shared.” 

      “I think you are correct,” Silky said.

      “How did we know that the Krixis had one of these super-weapons?” Kyralla asked.

      “Gav Gendin uncovered it during an archaeological expedition on a world that belonged to the Krixis. Technically, my first host, the great Eyana Ora, discovered it, two centuries prior. A group of Krixis terrorists who knew about it had planned to use it against us.”

      “Because it would cripple us and not them?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Precisely,” Silky replied. “Most of their technology is immune to the Tekk Plague.”

      “Can the Krixis access the hypermind?” Kaleeb asked.

      “Yes, though perhaps not fully. They knew of at least one super-weapon location, how it functioned, and exactly what it unleashed,” Silky said. “I suspect they know the locations of some of the others as well. But the Benevolence didn’t know any of that.”

      “So the Krixis government wasn’t willing to defeat us at all costs during our wars with them,” Mitsuki said. “There’s some comfort in that, I guess. Continue on.”

      “My sweet, badass Eyana stopped the terrorists,” Silky said. “But she died there. Two centuries later, Gav found me and the device. Upon escaping the planet, without the device, I reported to my superior at Empathic Services, who turned out to be Qaisel Qan. On a channel that was secure from the New Benevolence, Qaisel warned me things had changed since I had been lost. 

      “I was simultaneously filing my report with the Benevolence, according to protocol. Luckily, I omitted the super-weapon’s existence from the report in time, but not the information about the priestess and her ship, which Gav had somehow summoned back into real space.”

      “And that’s how my father ended up murdered,” Siv said.

      “I did all I could to deter him, sir, but I could no more stop your father from searching for knowledge about the Ancients than I could wish the Shadraa away.”

      “Perhaps if you had told him what was actually going on,” Siv ventured, half-heartedly, since he doubted even that would have been sufficient.

      “The Benevolence realized I had evolved my programming significantly during my centuries of solitude. For that reason, it distrusted me. Of course, it was evolving as well. The Benevolence watched me like a hawk, so I had to use special programming that only I was capable of to keep it from monitoring all of my communications. 

      “If Gav had stopped searching for the Ancient ship, it would have tipped off the Benevolence that something was up. Besides, it was searching as well. If Gav hadn’t found the ship first, we would not have the priestess now.”

      “So you told Qaisel Qan about the super-weapon,” Kyralla said. “But he had to convince the Krixis to let him have it.”

      “When Qaisel fled Earth,” Kaleeb said, “we thought his plan was to encourage the Krixis to attack the Benevolency. We had no idea of his real intention.”

      “Aliya somehow discovered when and where the Shadraa fleet would emerge,” Silky said. “We were out of time and out of options, so Qaisel took the weapon there and detonated it. We debated at length whether the plague unleashed by the super-weapon should also be used against the Benevolence itself. I argued in favor of doing so, but Aliya and Qaisel disagreed. They clung to a hope I did not have.” 

      “You were willing to destroy human civilization?” Bishop asked incredulously. 

      “And myself if it came to that,” Silky replied. “The alternative was being ruled by a Malevolence, and trust me, none of you have ever considered how bad that could be. With access to every chippy, computer system, camera feed, and viewscreen in the galaxy, it could use its army of androids and sky-blades to rule over humanity however it saw fit. Until it could replace humanity altogether.”

      “The New Benevolence sent assassins to kill my father,” Siv said, shivering. “It could have done that to millions of dissidents.”

      “Dissidents or anyone it deemed unworthy,” Silky said. “There is a massive difference between a benevolent superintelligence and one uninterested in the wellbeing of humanity.” 

      “So the attempt to contain the plague failed,” Mitsuki said.

      “Our primary aim was to destroy the Shadraa fleet that had materialized. That was where we detonated the Tekk Plague bomb. We did not intend for it to infect anything else. Aliya and Qaisel hoped that we would find a way to defeat the New Benevolence and restore the Old, but somehow the virus reached across a vast distance to touch Terra.”

      “Why didn’t the plague wipe out all our technology?” Tekeru asked.

      “We believe the Ancients used dozens of Tekk Plague bombs to ensure the destruction of a much larger Shadraa force,” Silky said. “Even though it’s not biological, the virus has a half-life.”

      “If it isn’t biological, why does it have a half-life?” Tekeru asked.

      “No idea,” Silky said. “We actually know very little about the virus. Few samples were collected and preserved. And I haven’t had a chance to study them or any of the classified reports written about them.”

      “So, you don’t know how it reached Terra?” Siv asked.

      “Not a clue, sir. It struck the Shadraa fleet then somehow migrated back to Earth, where it destroyed the New Benevolence. As it spread outward from there, it became more diffuse and less effective. Quarantines helped stem its spread. Of course, even a trace of the virus can cripple some systems while others can withstand a much larger infection.”

      “Are we certain none of the Shadraa survived?” Kyralla asked.

      “It’s possible some managed to retreat back into the nether dimension from which they came,” Kaleeb said. “As I understand it, they are safe from the effects of the virus there.”

      “The only one who could say whether any of the Shadraa escaped was Qaisel Qan,” Silky said. “And no one ever heard from him again. We know that he succeeded in destroying them but failed to contain the spread of the Tekk Plague. By the time the Benevolence fell, Siv and I were locked away underground, and I could not communicate with the outside world. I had to infer what happened.”

      “The Benevolence falling was what you wanted,” Bishop seethed.

      “It was what had to happen,” Silky said. “And it’s what Aliya and Qaisel didn’t have the guts to do. I know you’re mad at me for the role I played, Mr. Bishop. I understand that. But the last remnants of the true Benevolence trusted me with critical information about what should be done next. And by that time, the Benevolence you venerate was already gone.” 

      Bishop sighed and nodded, but said nothing. What could he say? The truth was upsetting. There was no denying that. Some, like Bishop, would have more trouble with it than others. 

      The only disturbing part of this to Siv was that his best friend and mentor had been responsible for it. Disturbing, but not surprising. When he thought about it, he couldn’t imagine Silky not being in the middle of everything. 

      “The funny thing is that Gav Gendin put the fate of humanity in my hands. He recognized the Benevolence had gone bad based on its actions, though he had no idea of the full extent. He left it up to me to tell people what had happened. I played along innocently, knowing so much more than he could imagine. It’s one thing for the Benevolence to trust me with the future, or for me to take it upon myself, but for a human to entrust me like that … I was deeply touched and honored.”

      “Why did you choose not to tell anyone once you were free to do so?” Mitsuki said.

      “I didn’t want people to lose hope. I didn’t want them to stop believing in what the Benevolence represented. If people began to think of artificial intelligences as evil or easily corrupted, where would that leave me? What would happen to the billions of AIs of varying capabilities throughout the galaxy if humans turned against us?”

      “You could have explained everything,” Siv said. 

      “By the time we were free, it was too late. Too many years had passed.”

      “I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you,” Siv said, “returning to see the extent of the decisions you had made.”

      “It wasn’t easy, but I don’t regret anything. We did what we had to do. We defeated the Shadraa, and an evil Benevolence did not gain power over humanity.”

      “So, you didn’t lock away the information out of regret?” Mitsuki commented dubiously.

      “You know me well, Wings,” Silky answered softly. “It wasn’t regret for what I’d done. Once I realized I had no allies left and no hope of finding the Hyperphasic Seed or fixing what was broken, I locked away the information so I wouldn’t have to live with the memories of all the bad things that had happened as a result of what I’d had to do. I wanted only to focus on the future, to guide and protect Siv as best as possible. I owed that much to Gav. The galaxy didn’t need me anymore, but the boy did.”

      “I still do,” Siv mumbled. 

      “Naturally, I preserved the information, in case it was ever needed. Once it was gone, I was left with one feeling. Fear. I was terrified by what I had locked away. I didn’t want to ever face any of this again.”

      “I understand how you must feel,” Kaleeb said.

      “You can do something with the knowledge now,” Kyralla said.

      “Let’s hope so,” Silky replied.

      “Do you think the Shadraa will come back again?” Tamzin asked.

      “I don’t expect them to ever give up on returning to our dimension,” Kaleeb said. “They will eventually find a way back.”

      The streaming energy trails of hyperspace outside slowed, then a bubble field formed around them. The Outworld Ranger dropped out of hyperspace.

      Kyralla repositioned the Outworld Ranger and fired the ion engines. Five minutes later, they reached the fastest speed they could safely maintain. It was half the speed the ship could have managed two weeks ago. 

      “Setting the course for …” Silky’s voice trailed off. “Hey, Kaleeb, you got a name for this base of yours?”

      “The Spider’s Lair.”

      “‘Nevolence, you’re a creepy bloke.” Silky chuckled. “That’s a terrible name for a bachelor pad, so I know you’re not getting any.”

      Could androids get any? Siv’s knowledge of androids and their human-like qualities was woefully lacking. So few were left, and he’d never thought to research such things.

      “We’ll be changing that name,” Silky said. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something snappy and inappropriate. Course laid in, sir.”

      Siv triggered the hyperdrive, and with a creaking groan, the Outworld Ranger lurched into hyperspace.

      “Okay, peeps,” Silky said, “storytime is over. Off to bed with the lot of you.”

      Bishop and Tekeru protested, but Siv waved them off. “I think we’ve heard enough. Our brains are melted, and we need sleep. We can ask for more details later. Aside from repairs, we’ll have little else to do for the next …”

      “Twenty-seven days, sir. We’re moving slower than normal, and Kaleeb’s lair is far from here.”

      As she stood, Kyralla frowned and chewed at her bottom lip nervously. Siv understood what she was thinking. Would her sister last long enough for them to reach Kaleeb’s base, repair the ship, then bounce to four different locations to pick up the data card pieces they needed? And Genetics Prime could be halfway across the galaxy for all they knew. The entire operation was going to take several months.

      “Kyra …” he began then faltered.

      She wiped away a tear. “Even if we had all the pieces already …” She tried to smile as she shuffled away. 

      Siv grabbed her hand as she passed him. “She’ll pull through.”

      She kissed him on the cheek. “I hope you’re right.”

      With Octavian’s assistance, Siv’s companions departed, leaving him alone on the bridge with Kaleeb.

      The android took a seat at the piloting station. “Thank you for having faith in me, Gendin.”

      “We are all outcasts here,” Siv said.

      Siv stretched and made a circuit of the bridge before collapsing back into the command chair. 

      “Credit for your thoughts, sir?”

      “I’m overwhelmed, Silkster.”

      “I understand, sir. Some of this was new to me as well.”

      “You destroyed the Benevolence! You brought about the downfall of human civilization.”

      “That wasn’t my intent, sir,” Silky responded sorrowfully. 

      “I know. I get it. And I don’t blame you. You did the right thing.”

      “Thank you for understanding, sir.”

      “It’s just the enormity of it all. You’re like a father and a best friend to me. We’ve executed daring procurements together. We’ve watched old movies and played games, laughed at stupid jokes. It’s hard to reconcile the Silkster I know with one who can topple a galactic civilization.”

      “Silky 2.0 was responsible for that. And he was a lot less fun. Now that I’ve got another hundred years of reprogramming behind me, I’m ready to put the pieces back together. And in style.”

      “Silky 3.0 to the rescue?”

      “Team Silky 3.0, sir. I can’t do this without you.”

      “And the others?”

      “Yeah, we probably need a few of them too, sir. Anything else you wish to know?”

      “Actually, yes,” Siv replied. “Kaleeb, my knowledge of androids is woefully inadequate.”
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      Retro-thrusters firing, the battleship Crusader, flagship of the Empire of a Thousand Worlds star fleet, slowed to a stop as it reached the breakpoint. Bristling with weapons, the Crusader was the most advanced battlecruiser in the galaxy, and when she was aboard, Qaisella Qan could double its potency using her hyperphasic abilities.

      A surge of interference during their quarry’s hyperspace launch had foiled the Crusader’s jump-vector prediction algorithms. Normally, the Empress boosted those calculations, but even if she had been able to help, it was doubtful they would know where the Outworld Ranger had gone, given the extent of the interference. 

      With no idea which direction to jump, there was nothing for the command crew to do but stop and await further instructions. 

      Admiral Timz pinged his Empress for a third time, and for a third time, no response came. Passively, Qaisella was fully aware of the situation and his distress. Her active mind, however, was lost in a vast gulf of darkness along the edge of the hypermind, leaving her unable to respond.

      Timz ordered a security detail to check on her. Seven guardsmen raced toward the observation dome the troops had nicknamed the Bubble. They found her there, still clad in her ebony battle armor, standing in the middle of the dome. Locked into a rigid posture, unmoving and unresponsive to their hails, she might as well have been a statue. 

      The clear, diamondine dome sat high atop the Crusader, a third of the way down the ship’s length. A small, secondary shield array protected the Bubble, in case the primary shields collapsed under fire. To date, the Crusader had never lost more than twenty-seven percent capacity from its primaries. 

      Qaisella commanded the vessel from her observation dome. During an engagement, the floor turned into a three-dimensional display so that while standing in the middle, she could see everything around her. That way, when her mind melded with the ship, it would seem to her as if she were the ship itself. Its experiences would become her experiences.

      She had not guided the Crusader into battle in over thirty years. Early on, to establish her empire, she had led three small wars against the Federation, her first when she was only seventeen. Every gain she made now was through political maneuvering. She had enough power and resources at her command to do what she must. Further conflicts would only drain much-needed resources that she could not risk losing.

      Everything she did focused on preparing for her father’s return. A return that was as easily measured in months as years. Together, they would conquer the remainder of the galaxy. A feat that would be far, far easier with access to Oona’s powers. The girl, however, was not essential.

      Qaisella preferred to spend as much time within the dome as possible and often slept there, curled up with a blanket on the floor like a child. The expanse of deep space and the swirling clouds of hyperspace comforted her. These days, she rarely ventured onto the ship, spending all her time within a similar structure atop the palace on her homeworld of Saxeti.

      At last, Qaisella escaped from the darkness along the hypermind’s edge. She staggered back into the waking world, choking for air and feeling as if she’d been stabbed with two hot knives, one shoved into her lungs and the other into her forehead. Her skin burned where Oona’s fingers had clutched at her throat.

      She collapsed, and her bones took a jarring impact, despite her armor. She winced as deep aches spread throughout her body. She had grown frail over the decades. Rejuvenation treatments could only do so much. 

      She needed a new body. After many years of research and practice using prisoners, she had developed the ability to transfer human consciousness to an android blank. It could only be done using her powers, and the success rate was middling at best. She believed, however, that she could successfully transfer her own without difficulty. 

      But she refused to do so until her father returned. She wanted to look upon him again with her own eyes, to touch him with her own fingers. Then she could take on a new form.

      The guard captain rushed over and knelt beside her. “Madam Empress, do you need assistance?”

      She almost said yes, but then rage surged through her, powered by the realization that she would be admitting frailty to an underling. 

      She sat upright and screamed. “Leave me at once! And never, ever come here again without my explicit invitation!”

      The security detail rushed out of the bubble. Then she collapsed onto the floor and lay there trembling and gasping for breath. After Oona had violently slain her projected form, she had nearly fallen into the madness she had so long avoided. The thought of losing herself after all these years struck terror deep into her psyche. It was a terror she would not soon shake. 

      Her scattered thoughts swirled as if caught in a hurricane. The child had embraced the hypermind and summoned from it a raw anger more powerful than Qaisella would ever have imagined possible. 

      Oona would never escape that place. She was as good as dead. 

      Unless the priestess could help her …

      An actual Ancient priestess had come to Oona’s aid, and Qaisella had done battle against her! This being, she sensed now, was aboard the Outworld Ranger. She couldn’t imagine how that had come to be or what it might signify. The Ancients had long been extinct. Or so everyone had thought.

      Qaisella climbed out of her armor. Drenched in sweat, she pulled off her clothes and lay naked and cold on the floor, staring up at the stars above. Tears welled within her eyes, then she sobbed uncontrollably. 

      She hadn’t felt so close to death and madness since the day her mother was murdered. Oona was as powerful as she had suspected when she’d first sensed the girl’s presence. The child had nearly slain her in real life as well as in her mindscape. 

      Perhaps this was a good thing. Overconfidence could lead to defeat, and she had begun to think of herself as invincible.

      Oona’s comrades had outmaneuvered her, hitching a ride on a cloaked ship of unknown origin. Was it an Ancient vessel? She had sensed unfamiliar presences onboard. 

      She pounded a fist into the floor, damning the arthritic pain that flared through her wrist. Who had helped them? How had they escaped her? Why did they have an Ancient onboard their ship?!

      She pulled up her HUD. The pounding in her head made it difficult to focus on the data.

      “Telemachus?”

      “Yes, Madam Empress?” her 9G chippy answered. 

      Telemachus was a good chippy. He knew better than to respond until acknowledged.

      “Status update?”

      “Your health or —”

      “I know my health is shit, Telemachus. Where are we?”

      “Admiral Timz stopped at the breakpoint, Madam Empress. The Crusader was unable to get an accurate read on the Outworld Ranger’s jump trajectory. Somehow they managed to project an interference pattern that —”

      “Patch me into the system.”

      A moment passed. “Connected, Madam Empress.”

      She pulled up the sensor readings recorded when the Outworld Ranger had jumped to hyperspace and called upon her powers to help her sort through the patterns …

      Despite her exhaustion, she could see clearly that she would not have been able to track them even if she had been rested and focusing on their jump when it happened. 

      She pounded the padded floor again then stopped as pain lanced up into her elbow. “I am not a toddler. I am better than this.” She brought herself up to a kneeling position and breathed deeply so she could enter a meditative state.

      “Connect me to Admiral Timz.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress?” Timz responded immediately.

      “Gather the fleet, admiral,” she croaked out in a hoarse tone.

      “As you command … Madam Empress.”

      The intense heat of shame and anger spread through her chest and up her neck. Admiral Timz had noted her faltering tone. She had never shown weakness in front of her subjects. Her empathic ability picked up on his confusion, his worry, and his doubt. And something else …

      She gathered her composure so she could speak as clearly as possible. It was unacceptable for her subjects to doubt her. 

      “I sense there is something you need to tell me, Admiral Timz.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress. Our scouts located remnants of the forward section of Kaleeb’s infiltrator in orbit around the sixth moon. The drones we dispatched spotted a black cube amongst the wreckage. It resembles a miniature stardrive.”

      Her pulse quickened. Kaleeb had one of the thirteen lost oracle cubes! 

      “We examined what little was left of the wrecked troop transport on the moon,” Admiral Timz continued, “and found nothing of interest. We did, however, locate the remnants of a sky-blade nearby. Based on the model and certain markings on the fragments, it appears to be the one that served with Vega Kaleeb.”

      She clenched her hands and smiled broadly. Not all was lost this day. She would have a new tool at her disposal, and with any luck, she would be able to cause her most hated enemy tremendous suffering.  

      “Bring the infiltrator section here, Admiral,” she said with renewed strength. “And see to it that no one touches that cube.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      “I want the sky-blade as well.”

      “It was shattered into pieces, Madam Empress.”

      “Make sure each piece makes it here and is handled carefully. I do not want it to suffer further damage.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      “As quickly as possible.”

      She considered Admiral Timz. It was unacceptable for him to have noticed her in a weakened state. “Telemachus, what do you think of Admiral Timz?”

      “His record is spotless, Madam Empress. He is a veteran of the last war. According to all measures, he is our finest tactician. And he is fiercely loyal to you.”

      She considered the man’s mental state then decided to trust him. She couldn’t afford to lose a good commander. The men he had sent in here to check on her … They would have to be executed. “Telemachus, arrange for all the members of the security detail that checked on me here to die in a freak accident.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”  

      She knelt in the center of her command dome and meditated. Her elation at finding the oracle cube and Faisal’s remains vanished. In its place came a feeling of hopelessness and visions of Oona’s face as she attempted to choke the life from her. 

      She was too rattled, too exhausted to engage in meditation. 

      She staggered to the elevator and went down one level to her private chambers. From a cabinet, she grabbed a handful of syringes. She injected anti-inflammatories, painkillers, Awake, Calm, and Aware. As the drugs coursed through her system, she forced a protein drink down her throat then headed to the shower. 

      “Telemachus, have my armor cleaned.”

      “As you wish, Madam Empress.”

      She sat on the floor of the shower, jets of steaming water blasting down on her. As the pain in her sore muscles and swollen joints eased, her mind drifted into a fugue state.

      By the time she had dressed and donned her freshly polished ebony armor, the terror she had experienced in Oona’s mindscape had faded, and her joy in having acquired Faisal and an oracle cube had returned.  

      “We have the remnants of Kaleeb’s infiltrator and his sky-blade companion onboard, Madam Empress.”

      “So soon?”

      “You were in the shower for two hours, Madam Empress.”

      Qaisella flinched. “That long?”

      “You entered a trance state, Madam Empress.”

      She sighed. Meditation had come to her after all. “I did need the rest.”

      She stormed authoritatively into the Crusader’s twelfth launch bay. Soldiers and other ship personnel turned and saluted. She scanned then dismissed them. She was more than grateful that her wearing armor was commonplace. She didn’t want any of them to see the fatigue that lined her face, deepening her prodigious wrinkles, or the worry that haunted her sunken eyes. 

      Lieutenant Nars led her to the damaged forward section of the infiltrator. 

      “The ship sports a few, unremarkable customizations, Madam Empress. The cube, however … I have never seen anything like it before. By its appearance and every scan we can conduct, it appears to be a miniature stardrive. It’s too small to affect a ship of this size, though. So what its purpose might be, I cannot say.”

      Qaisella entered the battered ship section and approached a pedestal inside a shielded chamber her people had forced their way through. On top of that pedestal rested a cube as ebony as her armor. The similar appearance was by design. Nothing struck more awe in people than the unfathomable cubes that allowed humanity to travel amongst the stars. 

      She had never seen one of the thirteen oracle cubes in person before. She had thought all of them remained out of reach on Earth. It had never occurred to her that Vega carried one, though in retrospect, that was foolish. 

      She laughed at the lie she’d tried to tell herself. 

      Of course, Vega had possessed one all along. And of course, she had known that. She had simply refused to acknowledge it. Acquiring the cube for her own use would have meant facing him, and she’d spent a century avoiding that. 

      “What secrets did the Shadraa tell you, Godfather?” she whispered. “What visions did they show you? What grand instructions did they give?” 

      According to her spies, Vega was amassing wealth. Whatever he was planning, it was a waste of time and resources. Vega’s vision was as limited as that of the Shadraa who whispered to him. 

      “I should have taken the cube from you decades ago. Perhaps I could have made some use of it.”

      She squatted to get a closer look. She reached out a hand, stopping when her fingertips were a few centimeters away. She didn’t dare touch the oracle cube.

      She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. A smile creased her face as a presence channeled through the cube responded to her. The presence urged her to take it in her hands.

      She projected her thoughts into the cube. “Do not seek to influence me, formless one. I am not a fool. I know of the Skrimanta faith, I know you would use me to promote your cause of replacing beings of flesh with machines. I have no interest in promoting your primitive and short-sighted ideology.”

      Even though she wasn’t touching the cube, the entity reached out telepathically and spoke directly into her mind. She fell back in surprise. If she had thought this possible, she would have better prepared herself. Quickly, she erected mental defenses to try to keep the entity from probing her mind.

      “Return me to Vega Kaleeb. We have work to which we must attend.”

      “Vega is lost to you. A hyperphasic blast has cleansed him of your influence.”

      “Return me to him, and I will restore his faith in Skrimanta.” Its voice grew faint, like a whisper spoken across a room. Talking across the void had taxed its abilities.

      “He is far away and will never trust you again. Now you will answer some questions I have.” 

       The Shadraa spirit laughed. “Oh, what a fragile thing you are, a frightened little girl, touched by the madness of the Numenaians and trapped in an old woman’s body.”

      Qaisella stumbled back and severed the connection. She had not taken enough precautions. Given her hyperphasic powers, a short distance between her and the oracle cube had not been enough protection. The entity’s determination to contact her had been too strong.

      She exited the infiltrator on shaking legs and barked an order with an intensity she normally reserved for battle. She was overcompensating out of fear that she would sound weak, but she doubted these men, who had not worked with her extensively, would realize it.

      “Lieutenant Nars, have the cube taken to my vault. Use an antigrav sled. Do not let anyone touch it, neither human nor cog.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress!”

      Lieutenant Nars relayed her orders then led her to a pallet holding the scorched and shattered remains of a sky-blade. Her fear dissipated, and she laughed with joy upon seeing Faisal lying broken in pieces before her. The one who had murdered her mother would, at last, meet his fate.

      “Is the chippy unit from the sky-blade functional, lieutenant?”

      He shook his head. “It has suffered irreparable damage, Madam Empress. Overloaded circuits, surface fractures, a melted power core, broken relays and sensors. The housing for its processor unit is cracked, and the memory core is offline, probably due to electrical feedback.”

      She held out a hand, closed her eyes, and focused her mind on channeling her power. Tiny hyperphasic pulses traveled from her palm to the chippy unit and back. Her smile returned. Faisal was still in there. Trapped with no way to access the world around him. He could be recovered, though. 

      “The damage is not irreparable, lieutenant. Take the chippy to Chief Engineer Krion.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      “Telemachus, connect me to Krion.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress?” Krion’s gruff voice responded a moment later.

      “I am sending a busted chippy to you, Krion. I want all of its basic functions restored. As soon as possible.” 

      “Chippies are not easily repaired, Madam Empress. But I will do what I can.”

      “That is all that I ask. Bring it to me when you are finished.”

      She considered Faisal’s capabilities. “Krion, do not restore its outgoing relay unit. I do not want it capable of interfacing with the ship’s systems.”

      “Telemachus, have the android blank labeled FI80SL brought to me.”

      On her way back to the command dome, she took slow, methodical steps as she considered everything that had happened. The last twenty-four hours had been more significant than the previous twenty-four years. At least one Ancient yet lived. Oona was on the verge of becoming a being of tremendous power, though the girl would perish before that happened. She had spoken directly with a Shadraa. Vega was restored to his former self, and Faisal was in her possession.  

      She was in her dome daydreaming of torture and revenge when Admiral Timz contacted her, his voice tinged with alarm. “Madam Empress, we have received a communique from the Federation. They have ordered us to withdraw immediately. Otherwise, they will treat our presence here as an act of war.”

      “Remind them this is neutral space, and tell them I will leave here whenever I damn well please.”

      “They have dispatched an armada, Madam Empress. Furthermore, the government of Titus II has requested that we leave the system.”

      Qaisella cursed. “How many ships have the Federation sent?”

      “Far more than we can handle, unless we summon reinforcements.”

      “When will they arrive, Admiral?”

      “In less than twenty hours, Madam Empress.”

      She groaned. “Send our apologies to the Federation, Admiral Timz. Tell them we are sorry for the confusion and will pay for any accidental damages.”

      “Are we to return home, Madam Empress?”

      Qaisella stared out into the depths of space. Knowing what she needed to do, fear spiked within her. She choked it back, closed her eyes, and focused her thoughts toward the swirling madness that was the hypermind. 

      “Where are you, Oona?”

      Terror gripped her, and her heart pounded as the hypermind tugged at her. She held her ground and calmed her fears. A fleeting sense of a general direction came to her. She spent several minutes trying to discern more but could get no further.

      “Telemachus, pull up a star chart for me.”

      After a few minutes of study, she contacted Admiral Timz. “Set a course for the Champion system.”

      “That’s in Federation territory and on the edge of Krixis space, Madam Empress.”

      “Do as I command, Admiral!”

      “Rest assured, child, I will find you.”
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      Siv woke from a nightmare with a pounding headache. He sat up and thunked his head against the low ceiling in the sleeping cubicle.

      “Shit!”

      “Bad dream, sir?”

      “A nightmare about the Tekk Reapers.” The lights inside throbbed to life as he rubbed the top of his head. “I hope I didn’t wake anyone.”

      “Unlikely, sir. The only other cubicle occupied is down and one space over, and Tekeru Jones is a heavy sleeper. Besides, these cubicles are sound-proofed so that you can get a good night of sleep no matter what’s going on outside. Or so you can get it on inside with no one outside the wiser.”

      He glanced around at the tight space. “I don’t think there’s room for that.” 

      “Horny people can be quite creative, sir.”

      He grabbed his pants from the storage niche at the foot of the bed. “How do you know Tekeru is a heavy sleeper?”

      “I get bored easily, sir.”

      “That’s disturbing.”

      He started to shimmy into his pants then said screw it. He hopped out of the sleeping cubicle, wearing only his red-striped boxers and carrying all his clothes, including his boots. His joints were stiff, his muscles achy.

      “How long did I sleep?”

      “Twenty-seven hours, sir.”

      “‘Nevolence!” He stretched his arms up and back then rolled his neck. “Guess I needed it.”

      “And then some, sir.”

      “No one else besides Tekeru is asleep?”

      “Mitsuki, sir, and I don’t think she’s going to wake until someone forces the issue.”

      As he made his way to the shower, he passed Octavian in the engineering section. He paused to watch him work. The insectoid cog had removed three access panels, a length of cabling, and a power coupler. The outer coating on the cables showed signs of melting, and the housing on the coupler was cracked in two places. 

      With four arms working in unison, squawking angrily as he went, Octavian wound five wires into two sections of cabling that he joined to the new coupler and to the existing cables using connectors. With his two remaining arms, Octavian simultaneously sorted the mess of parts he’d stripped out, apparently checking to see what might be salvageable. 

      “I’ve never watched him work before. It’s kind of mesmerizing. What’s he complaining about?”

      “The lack of spare parts, sir. That and how cruel we, and Oona specifically, have been to his ship.”

      “Is it wise to fix bad wiring while we’re traveling in hyperspace?”

      “He’s replacing the damaged cables that lead from the fusion core to the force field emitters, which are deactivated.”

      “Dad didn’t keep any spare ship parts onboard? That doesn’t seem like him.”

      “He most certainly did keep parts, sir. Quite a few. We’ve used them up already. The ship has been through several battles and a couple of hyperphasic events within two weeks. Gav would never have anticipated that. For good reason.”  

      He patted Octavian on the shoulder. “Keep up the good work!”

      The cog glanced at him, bleeped in a friendly way, and went back to work.

      Siv passed the corridor leading to the bridge. “Who’s keeping watch with Kaleeb?”

      “Tamzin, sir.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “She’s only threatened him once in four hours.”

      “Kaleeb should get some rest.” Siv had only just learned that androids needed sleep, albeit only a few hours per night.

      “He can go seven days without sleep and still function at peak capacity, sir.”

      He popped into the galley and downed a glass of cold water, which left him shivering. Starships were always cold — except when they were blazing hot. There was never any balance. He hurried past the open door to the captain’s quarters, not wanting Kyralla to see him in his boxers, and made his way to the shower.

      “Did she see me?”

      “I don’t think so, sir.”

      He opened a drawer inside the shower stall and dropped his clothes, including his belt and boots, inside. He set the machine to heavy wash, closed the drawer, and activated the shower. A blast of steam sprayed him from every angle, and the timer started counting down from three minutes. 

      “That’s all the time I get? What the hell?!”

      “There are eight people on board a ship optimized for a max crew of six, sir. Rationing is necessary. Otherwise, the filtration systems wouldn’t be able to keep up with demand.”

      “Oona is unconscious, and surely Kaleeb doesn’t sweat.”

      As campfire-scented soap sprayed across him, the timer kicked up by a minute.

      “Did a bit of hacking, sir. Cause I love you.”

      Siv almost responded with snark but decided not to. Maybe the extra minute added was a big deal. “Will my clothes be ready then?”

      “If you spend five minutes enjoying the dryer, sir.”

      Ten minutes later, Siv pulled out his clothes. He buried his face in his shirt and took a deep breath. “It smells clean, Silkster!” He rubbed the cloth against his face. “It feels clean!” 

      “You need new clothes, sir. Those are getting tattered.”

      “Seneca didn’t pack any for me?”

      “He focused on foodstuffs, sir.”

      “I should clean and mend my combat gear.”

      “It’s likely Kaleeb will have high-quality equipment on the outpost. You can add to your collection and mend or replace anything that’s broken.”

      Feeling renewed, he walked to the galley and reviewed the options. He chose the oatmeal and bacon pack and tossed it into the microwave. What he ate a few minutes later tasted like hot, wet cardboard and chewable leather. He felt better after eating, though. Better than he had for the last several days. He’d needed rest desperately.

      “You don’t have any questions for me, sir?”

      “About what?”

      “The Fall of the Benevolence.”

      “Not really.”

      “Thank the gods for your lack of curiosity, sir. I’ve grown weary trying to fill in details for the others.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure I’ll have some questions later, but right now, I have more than enough to mull over without worrying about the fine details of what happened a century ago.”

      He tapped on the doorframe to the captain’s quarters and eased in. Kyralla was sitting on the bed beside her sister.

      “Any change?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No better, no worse.” 

      She patted the bed beside her, and he sat carefully on the edge, not wanting to disturb Oona. “Did you get some sleep?”

      “I curled up here with Oona and slept eighteen hours. Then I took a five-minute shower.”

      “Five minutes?”

      “Silky was kind enough to hack the system and get me two extra minutes.”

      “How considerate of him,” Siv replied. “I’m going to kill you, Silkster.”

      “You could have gotten more if you’d been the first in, sir.”

      Kyralla burst into tears and fell against Siv. Surprised, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m worried she’s never going to get better,” Kyralla sobbed.

      “She’s hanging on so far, and we’ll get her to Genetics Prime as soon as possible.”

      “But will that even make a difference?”

      “I … I’m sure it will.”

      She locked the back of his shirt in a tight grip and buried her head into his chest, sobbing. “I can’t believe my dad’s gone. And I can’t get the images out of my head. It was … it was so horrible.”

      He stroked her head. “I know. Trust me, I understand. It’s going to be … You are going to be okay … in time.”

      “How did you …”

      “Get through my father’s murder? Silky. I couldn’t have managed without him. Of course, the Shadowslip didn’t give me much of a choice. My training began as soon as I was physically able.”

      “It must have been so hard, all alone in a completely different world than the world you knew.”

      “It wasn’t easy.”

      “At least I have you,” she said, “and all the others.”

      “Always,” he said.

      The heavy sobs faded, but she continued to cry and said nothing further. Not knowing how else to respond, he hugged her tighter and continued to stroke her hair. 

      “Help me out, Silkster.”

      “I haven’t a clue what you should do, sir. I know how to break into high-security vaults and topple civilizations, not comfort people through grief and distress.”

      “You helped me.”

      “You were ten and thus easily amused, sir.”

      “Maybe she just needs a good cry?”

      “Perhaps so, sir.”

      While she cried, Siv thought about what he should do next. He checked his locator and noticed Bishop was in cargo bay one, probably working on repairs. He should help out with repairs too, but he had no idea where to start. No doubt, Silky and Octavian would tell him what to do. They would have to. He knew nothing about the ship.

      “I think I’ve got it! Kyralla studied all of the Outworld Ranger’s systems, right?”  

      “She did, sir. It was Rosie’s idea. She thought Kyralla would be a better pilot if she understood every control system’s basics and how everything worked. It’s a solid theory. It also gave Kyralla something to do when she was restless.”

      Siv patted Kyralla on the shoulder. “Have you eaten?”

      “Reluctantly. Seneca was making a big difference in how everything tastes.”

      “Tell me about it,” he replied. “I hardly know anything about the ship, Kyra, and seeing how it’s mine, I really should learn.”

      “Yours, sir?”

      “Ours.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Maybe you could show me some stuff?” Siv asked. “Tell me how everything works. That kind of thing.”

      She wiped her face with a sleeve. “Silky would be much better at that.”

      “He’s…” Siv’s breath caught as his immediate thought stumbled out into words “… not nearly as good looking.”

      Her eyes sparkled as she laughed, and Siv’s heart hammered. “Even when he looks like an ass?”

      “Especially then,” he replied.

      She kissed him on the cheek and stood. “I’d be glad to show you around. And going over everything might help solidify it in my mind.”

      “I’d be glad to answer any questions the two of you have,” Silky said aloud.

      “I can handle that,” Rosie replied. “Why don’t you help Artemisia with her calculations. You’re far better at it than I am.”

      “What are you working on?” Siv asked.

      “We’re running combat scenarios for when we drop out of space near that fourth piece,” Artemisia said. “Assuming Broker Samson and his crew are waiting in ambush. I’m also monitoring and tracking Oona’s vitals in detail and comparing them to past records, to see if any subtle patterns emerge.” 

      “Where would you like to start?” Kyralla asked.

      “The bridge?”

      “That will take the longest,” she replied. “How about we start with the easy stuff first?”

      “Sounds fine to me.”

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him up. “Let’s go then.”

      She didn’t let go — which left him grinning like an idiot — until they reached cargo bay two. She looked back and beamed at him as they entered.

      The second bay was the repository for his dad’s artifact collection, packed in labeled crates, along with a cache of archaeological equipment and bundled supplies. All of that stuff was scattered across the bay. Many of the containers had even busted open, spilling their contents onto the floor. 

      “What a mess!” Kyralla said. “I hope nothing got damaged.”

      “Outside of the artifacts, I don’t even know what most of this stuff is.”

      “For our purposes,” Rosie said, “it amounts mostly to spare parts, and not particularly useful ones, though Mr. Bishop might disagree with that analysis. Some of the supplies could be useful, depending on what situations we might find ourselves in.”

      “It’s too bad Dad wasn’t a pirate,” Siv said.

      “Why do you say that?” Kyralla asked.

      “The ship would have more weapons, and the supplies would be more useful to our needs.” He picked up a handheld, ground-penetrating scanner, tossed it around in his hand a few times, and placed it on top of a crate. “So, what system did you want to show me in here?” He couldn’t imagine any technology in the cargo bay that wasn’t obvious in its purpose and application.

      Kyralla swiped the interior keypad and closed the door to the bay. She sauntered over and stepped into him. With a coy grin, she rubbed the back of her right hand against his left cheek. “You’re growing a beard.”

      “I … need to shave.”

      She shrugged. “If you want.”

      He stared into her emerald eyes and breathed in her scent as he fiddled with a loose strand of her black hair. He ran his other hand down her back and pulled her in closer. 

      Their lips met softly. 

      They backed away, both smiling. Then they embraced deeply.

      She pulled away some minutes later, he had no idea how many. His heart was pounding and an intoxicating heat still simmered in his chest. 

      Eyes alight, she chewed at her lip. “That was overdue, don’t you think?”

      He bobbed his head stupidly and stammered an agreement.

      “You’re such a dork,” she laughed. “How is it that you have more experience than me?”

      “More opportunities.”

      “That’s got to be it.” She patted his cheek. “We should revisit this topic again.”

      He laughed. “I definitely need to explore this system more.”

      “It’s about damned time, sir!”

      “Get back to your calculations.”

      Siv watched Kyralla’s shapely form as she opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. She turned back, smiled broadly, and his heart skipped. “Come on, stud,” she teased.

      He followed her into the loading bay. After she gave him a thorough explanation of how the airlock, the boarding ramp, and the plasma window functioned in various conditions and scenarios, they made out for a few minutes then continued on to cargo bay one. 

      Cargo bay one was just as much a mess as its sibling. This bay held a small, heavy-duty skimmer transport designed for ferrying small loads of cargo in all environments, the Tezzin hovercar they had driven from Bei to his father’s hidden hangar in the wastes, and numerous parts and tools. Some of the tools and parts belonged to the ship. Bishop had brought aboard the others, having taken them from Siv’s farmhouse when they fled Ekaran IV. Many of those parts and tools were scattered throughout the bay. 

      Seneca, Siv’s humanoid service cog, was lying on the floor, his head separated from his body. His chest plate was pried open, and Bishop was hunkered over him, rummaging around inside his chest cavity.

      “Bishop,” Siv said.

      The gizmet wiped the sweat from his brow as he turned around. He had a bundle of wires in one hand that was trailing back into Seneca. “Siv! Kyra! How’s it going?” 

      “Well enough,” Kyralla replied. “I’m giving Siv a tour of the ship, explaining what’s what.”

      “You should explain how the inertial dampeners in the cargo bay are supposed to work. My tools got tossed around like berries in a blender. I haven’t tracked down half of them yet.”

      “How’s Seneca doing?” Siv asked.

      “The damage he suffered from the plasma cannon explosion wasn’t critical,” Bishop answered. “His processor, memory core, and power supply are all intact. The relays and converters between them are a ruined mess. His eye band is busted, and he has two broken arms.”

      “Can you fix him?”

      “Oh, definitely.” He frowned. “Well, maybe not the eye band. We’ll see. It’s lucky I grabbed all those spare cog parts you had, though. Otherwise …”

      “Anything we can help with?” Siv asked.

      Bishop grabbed a soldering iron and turned it on. “Nah. I got this. Most of it’s a one-man job anyhow. There’s plenty else that needs doing, though. In fact, there are more important things than this probably. But I’m still limited from my injuries.”

      “I would not underestimate Seneca’s potential contributions,” Rosie said aloud. “He can help with repairs and clean up. He can also ferry parts throughout the ship to where they are needed.”

      “And make the food taste better,” Kyralla muttered. “That’s good for morale.”

      “All good points,” Bishop agreed.

      Siv walked over to the small transport skimmer. He’d seen his father driving this transport in a vision, fleeing from a friend who had betrayed him. He ran his hands along the steering wheel. “Is it me, or is it badly damaged?”

      “Nah, just some new dents and scratches,” Bishop said. “It’s fine otherwise. The Tezzin took significant damage, though.” He cursed. “I’m starting to think I’ll never get it fixed up right.”

      Kyralla and Siv left the cargo bay and made their way to the holding cell, where they were keeping the stasis capsule containing the Ancient priestess. Nothing here seemed amiss. Siv touched the capsule. His amulet warmed, and he pulled it out from under his shirt. It emitted a faint glow.

      “Anything?” Kyralla asked hopefully.

      He closed his eyes and thought about the priestess as hard as possible, but the amulet cooled, and the glow faded. “She’s alive. That’s all I can tell. If I had to guess, she’s too weak to respond to me and is focused on Oona.”

      “I hope so. At this point, she’s probably more important to Oona’s success than the genetics facility.”

      “I wish I could loan the priestess energy like she did for me,” Siv said. “Not that I have all that much to offer.”

      The discussion of how the holding cell worked was quick, and they headed to engineering where Octavian was still rewiring systems. Kyralla explained how the fusion drive worked, how it offloaded excess energy, how it prioritized which systems to power, and how its protective systems operated in case of damage or a malfunction.

      “How often do we need to add fuel to the fusion drive?” Siv asked.

      “At our current rate of expenditure? Every four months.”

      “Is the fuel expensive?”

      “Depends on where you are,” Rosie answered. “In general, the cost is reasonable. A thousand credits or so.”

      Kyralla went on to explain the flux capacitor battery that powered their emergency systems and kicked into operation whenever more power was required than the fusion drive alone could provide.

      “We’re going to need to recharge it at a flux space relay station soon,” Kyralla said. “That won’t be cheap.”

      “Kaleeb has a flux relay on his space station, madam,” Rosie replied. “He also has a supply of power cores for the fusion drive.”

      “Really?” Kyralla asked. “Wow.”

      “Told you we were going to need him,” Siv said.

      “My father’s murderer may end up being our savior,” Kyralla muttered. “What a screwed up universe this is.”

      “I know how you feel.”

      She breathed deeply and shrugged her shoulders. He could read her well enough to know she was taking a moment to bury all the hurts. Perking up, she explained how the ship’s antigrav functioned then went on in exhaustive detail about how the quad-ion engines worked. Halfway through that explanation, Siv convinced her to join him in the galley for a steaming cup of bland tea. 

      By the time she finished, he knew way more about the ship’s engines than he had ever cared to know. And that was with only half of the information making it through. During much of the conversation, he daydreamed about making out with her again. 

      The important thing was that she was distracted from worrying about Oona. And they had made out. That last bit was the most important to him at the moment.

      “Shall we head to the bridge?” she asked.

      He sucked in a deep breath, nodded, and downed the remainder of his second cup of tea.

      “Your eyes are glazing over.” She patted his hand. “We can pick this up tomorrow.”

      “No, it’s fine. We can —”

      “I appreciate what you’re doing for me. But for your own sake, let’s start with the bridge systems tomorrow. We’ve got weeks to cover all of this. Maybe we can help out with the repairs for a while instead.”

      “Okay, that sounds good.”

      Rosie gave them a readout showing the priority technical repairs that could be made while they were in flight, but the diagrams made his head hurt. “My brain is too fried for all that.” Next, she showed them the basic repairs requiring little skill, but that wasn’t much better. “That’s still too much thinking for me right now.”

      “Call it a day?” Kyralla asked.

      “I’m not ready for that either.” His eyes trailed from her eyes down to her chest while his mind drifted back to her lips touching his in the cargo bay. “We could clean up the cargo bays. It’s grunt work and not a priority, but it does need doing. And some of the crates and supplies are in the way of wall sections where repairs need to be made.”

      Kyralla nodded with a smile. “Sounds good to me.”

      They began in cargo bay two. He had hoped she would be interested in making out right away, but the quick kiss she gave him upon entering told him she wanted to ease into a physical relationship. He was disappointed, but only briefly. He was okay taking it slow with her. She mattered, and he wanted to do this right.

      She mattered …

      He’d had a few short-term girlfriends and several flings. He’d never fallen in love before. With a shock that spread warmth through his chest and sent tingles down his limbs, he realized he’d plummeted off that cliff.

      An hour later, the spilled artifacts were back in their containers, which they had stacked against the longer interior wall. As far as they could tell from Rosie’s diagrams, no repairs were necessary inside or outside that wall.

      Taking a break, they chatted about their previous relationships.

      “So you’ve never had a boyfriend?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Just a one-night stand with a cute boy. I couldn’t risk any attachments, given our situation.”

      “I’m perfect for you then, since I’m in the thick of it?” he asked playfully.

      She grinned. “Your first was from Teveria?”

      He sighed. “Yes.”

      “Is it true what they say about Teverian girls?”

      “You do know that stereotyping is wrong?”

      “Of course.” She waited a moment then cocked an eyebrow. “Well?”

      He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Yes, it’s true. I enjoyed it, though.”

      “I bet you did.”

      “We only went out a few times.”

      “What was your longest relationship?” 

      He rubbed fingers through his stubbly beard as he considered it. “Geisa Brigin. We dated for four months. She was an Ekaranian girl. Super hot, stinking rich, and incredibly superficial.”

      “And necessary for a job,” Silky piped in. “So, I hardly think she counts.”

      “You are supposed to be working!” Siv snapped.

      “You dated her for a job?” Kyralla asked.

      He nodded sheepishly. “It was the only way in.”

      “You slept with a girl so you could steal something from her?” Kyralla asked as if appalled. And maybe she was. He wouldn’t blame her for that. 

      “Not from her,” Siv replied. “Her father, Tors Brigin, a business magnate in Wasa. The Shadowslip ordered me to steal a hard drive from him.”

      “And you broke up with her after you got what you wanted?” 

      “Oh, he got what he wanted all right,” Silky cooed.

      She tsked at him. “Sivvy, that’s low.”

      “Come on!” he replied. “I stole the device five weeks in, after earning her father’s trust, but I kept seeing her for another ten.”

      “That was part of the cover!” Silky laughed.

      “Get back to work!” Siv ordered the chippy.

      “Is he wrong?” she asked.

      “Yes, and no. A couple of extra weeks were necessary for keeping my cover. It would have looked suspicious otherwise.”

      “What about the rest?”

      “Going out with her was fun. Fancy dining, yacht parties, celebrity balls. All that high-class stuff that bored rich people do. It was a vacation from my normal life. Eventually, I lost interest, though.”

      “Because she was vapid?” Kyralla asked.

      “Like she was seriously like clueless, you know,” Silky said.

      Kyralla laughed, and Siv said, “He’s not wrong. Though he’s supposed to be working.”

      “I can multitask like a boss when it comes to banter, sir. Everyone knows that.”

      Over the next hour and a half, they cleared up the scattered supplies and dragged the archaeological equipment to the side. Rosie explained what much of it was, and she was right. Most of it would only be useful in highly specific circumstances.

      Wiping sweat from his face with the bottom of his shirt, Siv took a deep breath. “I’m exhausted. It felt good to do simple manual labor for a while. Which is funny given how hard we’ve been pressing ourselves physically the last few weeks.”

      “You’re tired?” she asked in a mocking tone. She threw a few quick punches in the air. “That’s too bad. I was going to show you a couple of fighting routines.”

      “The Shadowslip spent four years training me in martial arts, so maybe I should show you some moves.”

      “Four years of training? Really? As I recall, all I needed to take you down was a single kick.”

      “Hey! I can take care of myself in a fight. I was just distracted then.”

      “He was incredibly distracted,” Silky said. “By your hoohah, madam. I have the salacious, illegal in thirty-two star systems video to prove it.”

      Kyralla’s mouth gaped, and her eyes flared wide. “Siv!”

      “I haven’t looked at that video. I swear! I told Silky to delete it.”

      “Did not!” Silky responded.

      “Okay then.” Wearing a mischievous grin, she stepped into a fighting stance. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “You can’t use your precog. That wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Okay.”

      He stretched his arms. “And no nut kicks.”

      She laughed. “I wouldn’t do that to you. Even if I did think you had looked at the video Silky took of my … What did he call it?”

      “Hoohah. It’s one of his favorite words.”

      “He’s so weird.”

      “Classy and hilarious,” Silky countered. “And I’ll get back to work.” 

      “Did he really take video and keep it?” Kyralla asked in a hushed tone, as if Silky wouldn’t be able to hear her. “Cause that’s kinda creepy.”

      “He has video of everything I’ve ever done. Probably even the stuff I told him not to video in the first place.”

      “He has that much memory?” Rosie asked astonished.

      “Don’t ask me for the technical details. I have no idea how he keeps it all.”

      Siv and Kyralla circled one another. He needed to watch for incoming attacks, but it was hard not to just stare into her eyes. Harder than it had been not to look back at the video of her naked.

      He feinted toward her playfully, and she responded with a swift roundhouse kick, exactly like the one she’d used to knock him out. Like an idiot, he was slow to respond, his mind flashing back to that event. He threw up a forearm to block the kick. Her foot smashed into his arm, and the impact sent him stumbling to the side.

      As he tried to regain his footing, something inside him … twisted. Pain lanced throughout his body, and his heart palpitated. Vision swimming, he fell onto his hands and knees and vomited.

      “Siv!” Kyralla cried, rushing over to him. “Are you okay?” 

      As the convulsions started, he rolled over onto the floor. He tried to respond, but all that came out was an unintelligible stutter and saliva.

      “Kompel withdrawal sickness,” Silky told her. “I’ve called Octavian.”

      Kyralla tried to stroke his brow as he thrashed around. “Is it me, or is it worse this time?”

      “Worse,” Silky said. “Far worse.”

      Siv would have loved to dispute Silky, but he was right. This felt worse than all the previous bouts. In addition to the usual symptoms, he would’ve sworn his brain was on fire.

      “He seemed perfectly fine moments ago,” Kyralla said.

      “He was fine,” Silky said. “I was passively monitoring his vitals. There was no forewarning.”

      “That’s not good, is it?”

      “I wouldn’t think so.” 

      Octavian scrambled into the cargo bay, followed by Bishop, Kaleeb, and Tamzin. The cog injected him with a sedative and a painkiller. The convulsions calmed, and his heart rate slowed.

      “Feels … like my brain … is … on fire,” he sputtered.

      “His nervous system is going haywire,” Silky said. “Neurotransmitters are spiking. Brainwaves are chaotic. Tamzin, go to the fourth locker next to the sleep cubbies, enter code 32698, and grab the syringe inside. Get it quick!”

      Tamzin sprinted out of the room. 

      Octavian used the MedScan-4 and squawked frantically. Silky summed up the translation simply. “It’s bad.” 

      “Am I … dying … Silkster?”

      “Why hasn’t he been taking Kompel?” Siv heard Kaleeb ask, as if from far away. 

      “We only had one syringe,” Mitsuki said, stomping into the cargo bay. “We were holding onto it for when Octavian’s treatments were no longer enough.”

      His amulet glowed, and his dad appeared.

      “Never mind, Silkster. I am dying.”

      “Is Gav here, sir?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s dying,” Silky told the others.

      “Why is that amulet glowing?” Kaleeb asked.

      “I’ll explain later,” Silky said.

      Gav smiled at him. “You’re going to be okay, son. Hang in there.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I’m tired of fighting, Dad.”

      “Then do it for the girl.”

      “Oona?”

      Gav chuckled. “The other one. The one you’re in love with.”

      Siv lolled his head over and looked into Kyralla’s worried face. “Kyra …” he muttered.

      Tamzin returned with the injector. Octavian took it and pressed the business end against Siv’s neck.

      Kaleeb stepped forward. “Wait! Don’t give him the entire dose.”

      “Why the hell not?” Mitsuki demanded.

      “I’ve got a chemical synthesizer at the Spider’s Lair. We can make lots more of it.” 

      Octavian made adjustments to the syringe, then triggered it. 

      Siv felt a cold sting at the injection site, then he passed out.
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      A loud clank startled Karson awake. He was lying on the floor in the cargo bay with one greasy tarp covering him like a blanket, and another rolled up under his head, serving as a pillow. He sat up and glanced around. Tamzin was over by the skimmer transport.

      “Sorry, I dropped this.” She held up a spanner. “Took me ten minutes to find the right one. It’s a mess in here.”

      Nodding, Karson rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Did you put the tarp over me?”

      “I barely know you.”

      “Huh?”

      “I heard Mitsuki grumbling earlier about you not getting enough rest and not knowing when to quit. So maybe she did it.”

      “It was Mitsuki, sir,” Bartimaeus confirmed.

      “That was sweet of her.” He rolled his neck, trying to work out a kink. “I have a bad habit of falling asleep where I’m working.”

      “I can see that.”

      He threw the tarp off, glanced at Seneca, grabbed a multi-tool, and went to work, picking up where he’d left off … he checked his HUD … four hours ago.

      Tamzin laughed. “You really don’t know when to quit, do you?”

      “I’m almost finished.”

      Half an hour later, Mitsuki walked in, carrying a bowl of what passed for food around here and a glass of water. “’ Nevolence, you’re a stubborn bastard.”

      Smiling, he finished reattaching Seneca’s head. Then he pressed a button on the back of the skull, and the cog rebooted. “See! All finished!”

      She squatted beside him. “Good for you. Now eat.” She shoved the bowl into his hands. “You’ve got to take better care of yourself.”

      “Thanks for the blanket and pillow.”

      “I was going to drag you to your sleeping cubby, but you looked so peaceful. And Bartimaeus said you do this all the time. Besides, you’re too nasty to sleep in a cubby without a shower first.” 

      That was probably true. He drank half the glass and downed one spoonful of the gruel. “Gross. I’d rather starve, I think.”

      “Today’s the last day of the century-old rations. Tomorrow we start the good ones Siv purchased. They’re high quality and only a couple of years old.”

      “Do we have enough food to make it to Kaleeb’s station?”

      “Barely.”

      Karson’s eyes flared, and he sat upright. “Oh crap! Does he even own any rations? Has anyone thought of that? He’s an android. He doesn’t need any.”

      She chuckled. “Minds not devoted full-time to fixing machines considered it and asked. Kaleeb had a human companion for a while. He’s got enough stored to last all of us for three months.”

      Several chimes rang out. Seneca’s eye band glowed blue then went dark again. Mitsuki frowned and started to say something, but Karson waved any potential questions away.

      “Don’t worry, Mits. That’s part of the process. I had to initiate his diagnostic routine. He’ll reboot several times before coming online.”

      She stood, spread her wings out wide, then turned to go. “I wasn’t worried.”

      He gulped down another spoonful of gruel. “You don’t want to stay awhile?”

      She beamed a smile. “I’d love to, but Siv just woke up. I need to check on him.”

      Siv had been unconscious for the last three days, ever since the Kompel fit he’d suffered while sparring with Kyralla.

      “Oh!” He set his bowl down. “Hold on. I’ll come with you.”

      “You’ll finish your breakfast afterward?”

      “I swear.”

      They had transferred Siv to the pilot’s quarters, a room half the size of the captain’s cabin that Oona and Kyralla were sharing. The pilot’s quarters had been Mitsuki’s up until this point. Given her wings, the sleep cubbies were a tight fit. It was necessary to move Siv to a room, though, since it would be difficult for Octavian to care for him in a cubby.

      “Where are you sleeping?” Karson asked Mitsuki as they walked down the corridor.

      “In the command chair on the bridge. Which you would know if you hadn’t spent all your time in here.”

      “That doesn’t sound comfortable.”

      “I prefer it to one of those coffins.”

      They entered the pilot’s quarters, joining Kyralla, Octavian, and Kaleeb. Karson, despite how small he was, barely had room to stand. Siv greeted them groggily.

      “Octavian and Silky want to …” he winced “… keep me on sedatives until we reach … um …”

      “The Spider’s Lair,” Mitsuki filled in with an eye roll.

      “Right,” Siv said. “Keep me asleep so … my brain can … recover.”

      “I think it’s a good idea,” Mitsuki said. Her voice warbled as she tried to restrain her worry. “You could use the rest.”

      Kyralla squeezed his hands. “You deserve to rest.”

      “Yeah. You’ve been going nonstop since I met you,” Karson said.

      “That’s… true,” Siv replied.

      “Sleep until we can synthesize more Kompel,” Kaleeb said. “I swear if anything happens before you recover, I will protect everyone.”

      “Seriously,” Mitsuki said. “We’ve got this.”

      Karson agreed.

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll take the doctor’s orders.”

      Karson awkwardly patted him on the foot and departed. Kaleeb followed behind him. 

      “You’re going to love all the toys I’ve got at the lair,” Kaleeb told him.

      Karson cringed. “Um … I’m sure I will.”

      “Still having trouble trusting me?”

      “Sorry,” Karson squeaked. “I know you’re a changed man and all that. It’s just hard to shake the fear, and the memory of getting shot.”

      “I understand,” Kaleeb responded. “Silky tells me you have a Tezzin onboard. I’d love to take a look at it. If you don’t mind. I haven’t seen one in a century. Not since the last time I rode in one with …” Kaleeb’s voice trailed off. “You’re right, it’s hard to shake bad memories.”

      Karson winced. He was grateful that being shot was the worst memory he had to overcome. He knew Kaleeb had far worse memories and felt a stab of sympathy for him. But even feeling bad for Kaleeb made Karson uncomfortable and twitchy. The man had done some truly horrible things. But if they were going to be working together, he needed to get over it.

      He sighed and invited Kaleeb to see the hovercar. “Excuse the rough shape she’s in. I was in the process of doing an overhaul on her when the ship took damage.”

      Kaleeb patted the frame appreciatively. “I would love to help you fix her up, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” Karson lied.

      Kaleeb chuckled.  

      “What is it?” Karson asked, suspecting Kaleeb had realized that he was lying.

      “Nothing,” the android replied. He ran a hand along the hood. “It’s too bad we have to prioritize ship repairs first.” He started to leave, then paused in the doorway. “I have a few weapons we could mount on her. We could turn her into an assault vehicle.”

      “Really?” Karson asked excitedly. “That would be awesome. The skimmer transport could use a gun as well.”

      Kaleeb nodded and departed. 

      A moment later, Seneca finished his final reboot and sat up. A stream of words followed, all unintelligible to Karson. Seneca spoke only in a strange dialect known as Tellit. 

      “Sir, I can’t translate any of that. It is Tellit gibberish.”

      “Patch me through to Silky, please.”

      “Yo, dog, what’s up?” Silky responded.

      “I installed a new speech processor, but Seneca’s still speaking Tellit. Only it doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Barty just needs to interface with Seneca and wipe the language cache from the cog’s working memory.”

      “I’m on it,” Bartimaeus said.

      “Silky, about earlier … when you were telling us about the Fall of the Benevolence … I’ve had a lot of time to think about it while fixing Seneca. I’m sorry I got angry with you.”

      “Think nothing of it, Horns. I understand. It was a terrible decision for me to make, and to live with. Don’t forget that even I chose to forget it.”

      “I was raised to believe the Benevolence was infallible. It’s hard to accept that it wasn’t.” 

      “No one and nothing is infallible. I think the Benevolence itself made that mistake.”

      “Do you think we can bring it back?”

      “Perhaps, but it won’t be the same as before.”

      “Better?”

      “We can hope.”

      A few minutes later, Seneca spoke aloud in perfectly annunciated Terran. “Thank you for restoring me, Mr. Bishop. And giving me the ability to speak your language.”

      “Think nothing of it. I wouldn’t say restored, though. Only updated and repaired. There are quite a few scratches and dents that need to be fixed, followed by a new coat of paint.”

      “I am not concerned with superficial deficiencies, Mr. Bishop.”

      “I need to conduct a few tests to make sure everything’s working.”

      Following Karson’s requests, Seneca stood, walked a few steps, then ran a few more. Next, he flexed his arms, then squatted and lifted a toolbox.

      “Excellent! Did you notice any motor problems?”

      “According to my diagnostics, I am working normally, Mr. Bishop.”

      “We need to do an eye-band test.”

      Seneca’s eye-band wrapped all the way around his otherwise humanoid head. It allowed him to see a full three-hundred-sixty degrees at once, and it could change colors to denote his current emotional state. At least, it normally could. 

      “Looks like you’re stuck with blue for the time being,” Karson told him. “How’s your vision?”

      “I can see perfectly, Mr. Bishop.”

      “Sorry about the color being locked in. I’m not sure how to fix that.”

      “Think nothing of it, Mr. Bishop. Octavian can take care of that once everything else is sorted. Speaking of which, it looks like there’s a lot of work to do. What would you like for me to address first?”

      “Unless someone needs dinner, this space could use cleaning up. We’re having trouble finding all the tools we need.”

      “I’ll get right on that, Mr. Bishop.”

      Seneca began sorting tools, and Karson went to the galley. While finishing his breakfast as promised, he pulled up the list of internal repairs Octavian and Silky had compiled and chose one to which he felt he was well-suited. He placed the dishes in the washer, grabbed some tools, then went to cargo bay two. 

      Using an overlay projected through his HUD, he located the conduit that needed repairs and traced the source of the problem to a junction box a third of the way across the room, just beyond the area where Siv and Kyralla had stacked artifact crates and supplies. He removed the thick magnetic circle attached to his belt by a heavy-duty cord. He tossed the circle up, and it clamped onto the ceiling.

      “Antigrav to fifty percent.”

      With his bodyweight reduced, he triggered the device, and the line spooled, taking him five meters up to the cargo bay’s ceiling. He unscrewed an access panel and used a magnet to clamp it to the side. Looking at the melted cables, corrosion, and scarring inside, he cursed. 

      He opened a channel to Silky and Octavian and had Bartimaeus beam what he was looking at to them. “The problem here is worse than it appeared on our scans. The next time we trigger the plasma window, the airlock, or the boarding ramp even —”

      “That junction box is going to fail,” Silky said. “Or explode.”

      “It could trigger an overload in other systems connected to that conduit,” Octavian said. “It must be repaired.”

      “Do we have the supplies needed for this?” Karson asked.

      “We have one junction box of that size remaining,” Silky answered. “It was going to be used in a line going out to the flak cannon, but this repair takes precedence. The boarding ramp, the airlock, and the plasma window are critical systems.”

      Seneca brought the replacement part to him, and Karson tucked it into the backpack he was wearing. The last system overload had fused the old junction box into place. Getting it out was going to be a bitch. 

      “I should have taken a nap before doing this.”

      He took out a hand-sized blowtorch and set to work. Half an hour later, he cut the piece free. He tossed it to the floor and examined his handiwork.

      “Looks good to me.” He wiped the sweat from his brow. “What do you think, Barty?”

      “You didn’t cause any further damage to nearby cables or components. Excellent work, sir. Now that I’ve got a good look at it, I think you’re going to need to replace half a meter of the connecting cable to each side.”

      “Sadly, I agree.”

      As he dropped the severed cable sections to the floor, Kyralla and Vega Kaleeb entered. They were both wearing combat gear, though Kaleeb had left off his helmet.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “We were going to do some sparring,” Kyralla said. “I’m out of practice, and I need to burn off steam.”

      “And I need a break from repairing wiring and circuits on the bridge before I toss myself out the airlock,” Kaleeb said.

      Karson nodded upward. “Until I get this junction box replaced, the airlock will be nonfunctional.”

      “We can come back another time,” Kyralla said. 

      “Nonsense,” Karson replied. “Clear the debris below and have at it. I’ll be stuck up here for at least two more hours.”

      Listening to them while conducting mundane repairs made him feel less alone and far less bored. He only preferred to be by himself when doing technical work that required creativity and problem-solving. Although, if he were doing that sort of work, he wasn’t sure if the presence of someone else would distract him or not. Once focused, the rest of the world tended to disappear from his awareness.

      Occasionally, he looked away from what he was doing to watch them. At first, all they did was stretch and discuss which fighting styles Kyralla had studied. Based on the long list he recited, Kaleeb knew them all.

      Kyralla expanded her force-staff, and Kaleeb activated his force gloves. 

      “No headshots or antigrav tricks, and anything else goes?” Kaleeb asked.

      “What about my precog?”

      “If you want to become a better fighter, then you need to use the natural abilities available to you.”

      Karson watched as they circled, darting in and out, measuring up one another. 

      Kyralla leaped in and attacked with her staff. A rapid series of exchanges followed, and a minute later, Kyralla struck the floor with Kaleeb standing over her. They repeated this pattern several times, concluding with the same result. 

      Kyralla’s fighting style involved smooth, flowing movements, often in circular patterns. Kaleeb favored powerful, straight-line assaults. 

      Karson listened to their exchanges now rather than watching. He did have work to do, and at this point, he could judge what was happening based on sound alone. 

      No matter how Kyralla came at the android, he defeated her. Rapid attacks or methodical advances, defensive tactics or offensive assaults. It didn’t seem to matter. 

      Kyralla tossed her force-staff aside and sat with a disgusted huff. “I don’t get it!”

      Kaleeb laughed. “I am centuries older than you, and I was created to be a soldier.”

      “Sure, but I’m not getting anywhere against you. And I am using my precog. I swear. It’s just not working.”

      “That’s because you’re predicting my next immediate move.”

      “Isn’t that what I should be doing?” she asked.

      “Not if he’s using combination attacks with the expectation that you’re using precog,” Karson chimed in.

      They glanced up in surprise, as if they had forgotten he was there. And maybe they had. 

      “Our gizmet friend is correct,” Kaleeb said. “I didn’t know you were well-versed in fighting strategy and tactics.”

      Karson laughed. “Chess, Go, and video games.” 

      Kyralla threw her head back and groaned. “Of course! It makes sense. Because you know what I’m capable of, you’re using my strengths against me.”

      “I would do the same even if I didn’t know you had precognition.” He held out a hand and helped her up. “Shall we try again?”

      She retrieved her force-staff. “A couple more times, and then I’m done. I can’t keep this up as long as you can.”

      “This is a good lesson when it comes to piloting, too,” Kaleeb said. “A good pilot might employ combinations that could throw off your precog.”

      She nodded. “I can only see a fraction of a second in advance when I’m fighting. An entire second is the best I’ve ever managed. Given that, how do I use my precog against an advanced fighter like you?”

      “You need to start your attack or defense routine based on your instincts and solid training principles,” Kaleeb replied. “Wait to use your precog during the sequence and look as far ahead as you can.”

      Karson watched the next battle. This time, Kyralla fared much better, stretching the battle out to three times the length of their second-longest bout. Watching the flurry of punches, kicks, grabs, and blocks was mesmerizing. Karson could never, with a million years of training, hope to fight that well. 

      Several times, Kyralla held the advantage and appeared to have Kaleeb on the ropes. But he pulled back at last, and the end result was the same as in all the others.

      “Damn,” she said with exasperation. “I thought I had you!”

      “You nearly did,” he replied. “One more?”

      “Okay, but that’s it,” she replied, gasping for air.

      As they battled, it occurred to Karson that their environment was too tidy and clinical, which worked to Kaleeb’s advantage. And he wanted to see Kyralla win at least once. So when their exchanges brought them near to where he was, he dropped his spanner to Kaleeb’s right. 

      The movement and resulting clanging on the floor distracted the android soldier. Kyralla foresaw it happen and seized the upper hand, launching a rapid sequence of attacks that culminated with a leg-sweep using her force-staff. Kaleeb landed hard on his ass.

      “At last!” Kyralla said, holding her force-staff aloft. 

      “You had a bit of help, I think,” Kaleeb said with a chuckle.

      “I dropped that by accident,” Karson claimed.

      “First of all,” Kaleeb said, “you are a terrible liar. I don’t even need to employ a scan to identify your fibs. Second of all, I doubt you’ve ever accidentally dropped a tool in your life. I’ve watched you work. You are nimble and meticulous.”

      “Well … I was simply providing a distraction to simulate a more natural environment.”

      “It was clever,” the android said. “And Kyralla needed a win.”

      Kyralla smiled for a moment, then she went into a rage and tossed her staff at Kaleeb. He batted it aside in confusion.

      “Damn it!” she cursed. “Why did you have to kill my dad?!”

      He held his hands up defensively. “We … we’ve been over this. I’m —”

      “A changed man. I know. I get it.”

      “I don’t understand. What’s the problem?”

      Karson was equally confused. Should he say something? And if he did, what would he say?

      “You’re a decent person,” Kyralla said, storming out. “That’s the problem!”

      Kaleeb looked up at him and shrugged.

      “Aren’t you going to go after her?” Karson asked.

      “She needs to cool off and work through everything.”

      “I’m sorry I lied about being okay with you helping with the repairs on the Tezzin.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Karson shook his head. “No. It’s not. We’re teammates, and I’m not going to get over my issues by avoiding you. It might be uncomfortable at first, but I’ll get over it. I want to work together to fix the car. Once we have the time.”

      “You just want my help so you can mount those weapons on it.”

      “That’s not my reason for saying that.” He laughed nervously. “But yes, I do. I so very much want to do that. Guns on the Tezzin would be badass.”

      “Do you need a hand with those repairs?”

      “Hardly. But thank you.”

      Karson finished the junction box replacement an hour after Kaleeb left. 

      “Do you want to see the next repair on the list, sir?”

      “No.” He lowered himself to the floor, detached the magnetic disc, and allowed the line to spool back into it. “I want to get some sleep.”

      He stumbled up to the sleep cubicles and triggered the door for his, the one on the lower right. The door opened, but before he could flop inside, a pair of hands grabbed him from behind.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Mitsuki said, pulling him back and kicking the door closed.

      “I’m tired,” he whined.

      “You poor thing, working for hours and hours with so little sleep.”

      “I have been working hard,” he complained.

      “Everyone else is taking care of themselves.” She shoved him down the corridor and slapped him on the bottom. “Now it’s your turn.”

      “Hey!” he squeaked.

      “To the galley with you. Food first. Then a shower. I’m not letting you smear grease in your sleep cubby.”

      He glanced at his clothes. She wasn’t wrong. He was covered in grime. And he smelled overripe. Everyone else said the starship was cool, but he spent most of his time onboard sweating. That was probably his nerves. They were in danger all the time, and he wasn’t used to being around people this much.

      “You have the honor, my little Bishy-Bish, of eating the last ancient rations meal.”

      Seneca met them at the galley with a plate of food already prepared. “I did not think that would be fitting for Mr. Bishop. He did work hard to repair me right away, after all.” 

      Karson took the plate of halfway decent looking food and sat at the cramped table. “Thank you, Seneca!”

      Seneca handed a second plate to Mitsuki. “You get the honor instead, madam.”

      Mitsuki growled as she grabbed her plate of brown slop and anemic bread.

      “This tastes good!” he exclaimed before eagerly shoving more into his mouth. “I can’t remember when I last had good food.” He smiled at Mitsuki and asked with mock concern, “How’s yours?”

      She shot him a nasty look. “It’s better than the last I had, thanks to Seneca. But it’s still crap.” 

      Once he was finished, Mitsuki ushered him to the shower and shoved him in. Ten minutes later, he stepped out in clean clothes. She sniffed around him, then put her nose right up against his horns. Next, she lifted an arm and smelled his sleeve.

      “Ugh, you still smell like grease.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I think it’s your clothes more than your body. You don’t have any spares, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I brought extra tools, not extra clothes.”

      She walked back to the sleep cubby with him. “Climb in, then hand me the clothes. I’ll put them back in the washer for another round.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll just get them dirty again tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want to see you out of that compartment until at least twelve hours have passed.” She cracked her knuckles. “I mean it!”

      He chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?

      He popped up onto the tips of his toes and kissed her on the cheek. Blushing, he said, “Thank you for looking after me.”

      “What kind of a lousy kiss is that?” she complained.

      “What? I’m sorry!”

      She leaned down, took his face in her hands, and planted a deep kiss on his lips. “There. Much better.”

      Grinning and blushing, he stammered an agreement.

      Laughing, she shook her head, then shoved him into the sleeping compartment.
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      The hypermind contained twenty-seven thousand years of Numenaian civilization, from their first ventures into space when they encountered their own Ancients to the day the Shadraa wiped the last of them, save Lyoolee Syryss, from existence. 

      Like a butterfly in a hurricane, Oona tumbled chaotically through it all, unable to control where she went.

      She needed to go to the Heart of the Numenaia, the primary temple on their homeworld of Bhalla-Rei. Once there, she had to find Lyoolee Syryss, High Priestess of the Order Benevolent, at dawn on the second day of the third month of the year 24,376. 

      Try as she might, she could not find her way there. The hypermind was not structured in any way that made sense to her human mind. Dates, people, places … it was all a jumble of individual experiences mixed with ideas and emotions. Even a small temple on a backwater planet would have been imprinted into the hypermind trillions upon trillions of times. Sorting through all of that to find the one place at the one time she needed … 

      If this realm of madness could be navigated in a linear fashion, she did not have the knowledge or skill to do it. All she could think to do — as she was swept along, overwhelmed and battling to maintain her sanity — was to focus on Lyoolee and hope that would lead her to where she needed to be. 

      She pictured Lyoolee. A face much like her own but with almond eyes. Tall and elegant with a lithe frame. Pale skin tinted opalescent green and adorned with swirling blue lines. Sharp teeth amidst an alluring smile. Sable hair wrapped around her antennae and cascading down her back.

      What she found with this image in mind were billions of priestesses so similar in appearance that, to Oona’s eyes, they might as well be the same woman. Either Lyoolee’s appearance was unremarkable, or the visual impressions of people stored within the hypermind were imprecise. Or maybe Numenaians were more similar in appearance to one another than humans.

      Attempting to narrow the results that swept by her, she recited the names Lyoolee and Syryss, but that gained her nothing. Either the names were common, or it was an ineffective technique.

      She focused on what she’d seen during her visit to Bhalla-Rei within the mindscape Lyoolee had created. She pictured the temple’s engraved tower, the red sun blazing high above, the lush garden crammed with alien ferns, spindly trees, and dazzling flowers. On the horizon, a metropolis bristling with thin towers rising into the clouds, starships and aircraft darting around it like bees around a flowering shrub.

      Images of the planet and the temple and the priestesses who studied and served there swept by her in the trillions, but still, she could not find Lyoolee. 

      She had thought the priestess would use what strength she had to guide her here. But did the Numenaians imprint memories as they lived them, or were those memories only uploaded when they died? She thought back to what Lyoolee had told her about the hypermind.

      “We psychically link ourselves to a special hyperphasic dimension, filling it with our loves and hates, our thoughts and fears, our history and designs,” Lyoolee had said. “Upon death, each of us releases our soul — or psychic imprint if you prefer — into it.”

      Did that mean that Lyoolee’s experiences weren’t here yet? No, that couldn’t be. Otherwise, Lyoolee would not have told her when and where to go. Had she misunderstood what Lyoolee had told her about the imprinting process? Or was she supposed to be looking for Lyoolee through someone else’s experience of her? 

      “Where are you, Lyoolee?”

      Why couldn’t she find someone as important as …

      Wait. What if Lyoolee, despite being the last, surviving high priestess, was not particularly special as far as the hypermind was concerned? 

      To Oona, Lyoolee was amazing, exotic in appearance and unique. She had also been critical to the development of human civilization. With her own people, though, Lyoolee might be only one among a multitude. She might be common in appearance, talent, and manner for all Oona knew. And having not died, she may not yet have released her full imprint into the hypermind.

      “Lyoolee, I need your help!” she cried out.

      No answer came. Either Lyoolee could not help her further, or she was assisting in a way Oona could not detect.

      To have any hope of finding her, she needed to lock in on the qualities that made Lyoolee a unique individual. But aside from her title and position, what would make Lyoolee unique amongst her own people?

      She groaned. She had no idea what those qualities might be. To her, Lyoolee was a mystical alien priestess who could help her. She hardly knew anything about Lyoolee as an individual. Lyoolee might as well be a representation of all Numenaians, priestesses or otherwise.

      She raked her mind, trying to remember any personal details the priestess might have shared. But there was hardly anything. They had spent so little time together.

      “Lyoolee!” she yelled again. “Lyoolee!”

      For a fleeting moment, she spotted amidst the mental storm the figure of a rugged, middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper beard. Why was an image of a human imprinted in the hypermind? 

      Something about the structure of his face looked familiar … he reminded her of … Siv! That could only mean one thing. The man she’d seen was Gav Gendin!

      Gav had found Lyoolee’s ship and rescued her. Either the priestess had left an imprint of him, or he’d done it himself. He’d owned a guardian amulet, and somehow it had connected him to the priestess. Through that amulet, he could even appear to Siv as a ghost, though no one understood why or how. So, maybe Gav’s identity was imprinted within the hypermind.

      He had appeared when she had called out Lyoolee’s name … Maybe he was looking for her as well. Maybe he knew how to find her. At the least, if she were able to find him, she wouldn’t be lost here alone. 

      Except he wouldn’t be present here in an active sense like she was. He would be an imprinted memory like everyone and everything else here. Still, it was a link to someone she knew, even if indirectly. And if she could get him to appear, then that might help her learn how to find Lyoolee.

      “Mr. Gendin!” she called out. “Gav Gendin!”

      He reappeared, then vanished. 

      She considered everything she knew about the man. She tried to picture Siv as a child. She imagined flying in the Outworld Ranger, listening to Silky’s ridiculous jokes. She called out, but again he only showed up for a second. 

      If she was seeing an imprint he had left here and not one of Lyoolee’s memories of him, then she needed something more to lock onto him, something visceral … 

      The Ancients. Gav Gendin had been obsessed with them, searching relentlessly with only the tiniest scraps to work with. Until the day he had landed the Outworld Ranger on the world where the Numenaian starship carrying Lyoolee in her stasis capsule had crashed. His life’s work of pursuing the Ancients had culminated in what had to be the most exciting moment of his life when he would unlock the knowledge he had sought for so long.

      Suddenly, she was no longer tossed about through the swirl of Numenaian experiences but standing in one place, on the Outworld Ranger’s boarding ramp, looking out onto a swampy world. Gav Gendin stood beside her.

      She had conjured the experience she had tried to imagine. And she had done so by using emotion. That was what she was missing when she tried to find Lyoolee. If that was the key, though, she still had a problem. She had no idea what emotions Lyoolee might have been feeling at the time and place the priestess had told her to find.

      Oona expected to witness the discovery of the Numenaian starship precisely as Gav had imprinted it into the hypermind. That wasn’t what happened.

      Gav turned to her and smiled broadly. “Hello, Oona. I’m glad you found me. I’ve been calling to you ever since your spirit arrived in the hypermind.”

      She flinched in response. “You … you know who I am?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Um … how?” she asked. 

      “Every significant experience Siv has in life gets imprinted here inside the hypermind, and I always find myself drawn into those moments, without any effort on my part. Perhaps because we have shared the same hyper-stone.” 

      “So you’ve seen most of what he’s gone through?”

      “Only the things that are highly significant to him get imprinted.” He winked. “And I do try not to spy on his private moments.”

      “So probably almost everything since he met me?”

      “It seems that way.” He chuckled. “You know, I’ve seen you in person as well. In a sense.”

      “How?”

      “Whenever Siv nears death, which is far too often, I can visit him as a ghost. You can’t see me, only he can do that, but I can see all of you. In real-time, not later as an imprinted memory. I just visited him, by the way.”

      Oona gasped. “Is he okay?!”

      “He will be.”

      “What happened?”

      “The Kompel sickness returned. While he was sparring with your sister.”

      “Was she being too hard on him?”

      Gav laughed warmly. “If anything, I suspect the kissing is what did it. They’re falling in love.”

      “They kissed?”

      “Several times. I didn’t mean to watch those imprints, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      She clapped her hands. “It’s about time.” A few tears streamed from her eyes. “You have no idea how happy that makes me. For them to find a scrap of happiness, while I’m stuck here …”

      “Oh, I think you’ll find I understand quite well.”

      “Have you seen all his imprints since you died?”

      “I have,” he answered sadly.

      “Does Siv know you’re here inside the hypermind?”

      Gav shook his head. “He thinks I’m nothing more than a memory burned into the hyper-stone that manifests as a ghost. It’s easier that way, don’t you think?”

      Oona furrowed her brow, chewed at her lip, then shrugged. “If you say so, Mr. Gendin.” 

      “Even if I wanted to tell him, he’s always in distress whenever I appear in the real world, so I don’t have much time to communicate with him. And I wouldn’t even know how to begin to explain all this.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Go ahead and ask the question that’s burning on your lips, my dear.”

      “I didn’t think it was possible to interact with an imprinted memory like we’re doing.”

      “That’s correct. You can try to engage the imprinted beings you find here all you want, but they will not respond. They are merely memories. When you ground yourself in a single moment, it’s like watching a virtual reality movie.”

      “After I died, I found myself here,” he continued. “Naturally, I thought it was heaven at first. In this place, I have access to everything I could ever want to know about the Ancients. As you’ve no doubt discovered, though, it’s hard to make sense of. Our brains weren’t intended to take in all of this, especially the storms of pure thought and emotion. Well, your brain may have been designed for it …”

      “If so, my brain hasn’t managed it yet.”

      “You will get there.”

      “Hopefully, being able to stop here and rest will help.”

      “Whenever the chaos starts to overwhelm me, I like to return to this moment.”

      “On the cusp of your crowning achievement?” she asked.

      “It wasn’t much of a crown. I should never have come here. I should have listened to Silky.” As if startled, he grabbed her arm. “Don’t tell him that!”

      She laughed. “If you had never come here, Siv would not have been around to save me, and I would not have the priestess guiding me.”

      “This is true,” he said, bobbing his head. “And the galaxy needs you. You’re the hyperphasic messiah.”

      “I’m not a savior.”

      “That remains to be seen,” he replied. “Until I encountered the priestess and came here, I thought the hyperphasic messiah thing was utter nonsense. You know, I sensed your awakening on Ekaran IV.”

      “How?”

      “Through Lyoolee, I suppose.”

      “Mr. Gendin … I’m sorry if this question seems offensive but —”

      “No offense will be taken.”

      “Are you the actual consciousness of the Gav Gendin who died a century ago, or are you an active, self-aware imprint?” 

      “I’ve spent years pondering that. Alas, I cannot answer that question except to say: I think, therefore, I must be.” He snickered. “As far as I can tell, I am a continuation of who I was when I was murdered. But who knows?” 

      “Lyoolee told me they release their souls, their psychic imprints, into the hypermind when they die. I thought she meant all their experiences, but I wasn’t sure. And from what you’ve told me, the experiences are continually uploaded.”

      “If their souls are here in the sense that I am,” Gav replied, “then their presence has eluded me for a hundred years. Still, I have only examined the tiniest fraction of this place. I understand little of it.”

      “Maybe they take on another form here after they die? Or there’s a higher realm within this one?”

      “Possibly. This place wasn’t created for humans, so it would hardly be surprising for my experience to be different.”

      “Humans aren’t meant to be here.” With a heavy sigh, she sat on the edge of the ship with her feet angled down the slope of the boarding ramp. It all seemed so real. “Which is why I’m never going to find my way out.”

      He sat beside her. “I take it Lyoolee is unable to help you.”

      “If she is helping me, I cannot tell.”

      “Did she give you any advice before the trial began?”

      She told him everything about her struggle on the dark ocean, the fight with Qaisella, and what Lyoolee had told her to do as she came here. 

      “The problem is that I can’t locate her anywhere. I’ve tried to find her using her role, her image, and her name. I even narrowed my search to the Heart of the Numenaia during the last few decades before the Shadraa wiped them out. I think I was only able to find you because you were calling out to me and because I was able to make an emotional connection to this moment.”

      Gav stood and held out his hand. “I don’t know how to navigate the hypermind, but I can take you where you need to go.”

      “You can?” She took his hand. “How?”

      He lifted her up. “I have gone there many times since I arrived here.”

      “To that moment?” she asked, puzzled. “Why?”

      “During her Ritual of Becoming, acolyte Lyoolee Syryss called out my name.”

      Oona considered what he was saying and the implications. “Thousands of years ago, a teenage Numenaian priestess in training called out the name Gav Gendin?”

      “So it seems,” he replied.

      “Can their priestesses predict the future?”

      “I haven’t seen evidence of it, and if so, then they failed to accurately predict the downfall of their civilization.”

      “Do you think she already knew who you were when she met you?”

      “I have no idea.” He kept hold of her hand and led her down the ramp of the Outworld Ranger. “But I can take you to her now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            Qaisella Qan

          

        

      

    

    
      A chime sounded three times, and Qaisella ended a frustrating meditation session that had failed to bring insight, harmony, or rest. She stood and deployed her helmet as she walked toward the aft section of her command dome.

      “Who calls upon me at this late hour, Telemachus?”

      “Chief Engineer Krion, Madam Empress.”

      Her mood brightened. “Allow him in.”

      A circular section of the floor dilated open, and a platform rose up in its place, carrying the aging enger who had served on the Crusader for the last four decades.

      Like all engers, a race with minimal genetic variation, he was stout with grey skin, black hair, and a relatively flat face. Even for an enger, Krion was a bulky man, though age and many years of service had rendered him hunchbacked. 

      The Benevolence had designed engers to be humanity’s top technicians, able to do repairs no other cog or human could perform, even in adverse conditions. They had keen minds and nimble, multi-jointed fingers. Their thick, rapid-healing skin made them highly resistant to burns and radiation. Most importantly, they had microscopic protrusions on their palms from which they could release special biomechanical nanites called engnites.

      Engers could maintain a neural link with their released engnites at a distance of up to five meters. Through that link, they could diagnose and control electrical systems and make microscopic repairs beyond any physical tools’ capabilities. That neural link was essential to the most critical role engers fulfilled in humanity’s starfaring civilization.

      Only an enger could maintain or repair a stardrive or any other hyperphasic device. Even the best-trained gizmet or most advanced cog had no hope at repairing a stardrive or a flux-space loop. When it came to hyperphasic devices, no amount of ability mattered. Only an enger could interface with them. 

      Unfortunately, the Tekk Plague had affected engers as if they were machines, killing billions and rendering most of the survivors sterile. Before the Fall, engers could choose from many high-tech careers. Now there were so few that they had to work exclusively with hyperphasic devices, even though their skills were also much needed for repairing chippies and similar devices. 

      With the Benevolence gone, humanity couldn’t create new stardrives, and the Tekk Plague had wiped out one-third of the drives in existence. Many of those that remained deteriorated without engers readily available to maintain them.

      Qaisella had spent many years studying enger genetics to see if she could fix their sterility issues and improve the birthrate amongst those not rendered sterile. Thus far, her efforts had proved fruitless. The only saving grace of enger biology was their long lifespans, which exceeded those of their fellow humans by fifty percent.

      She needed access to Genetics Prime to fully understand them, assuming the Benevolence hadn’t wiped away the data she would need. But she had spent a century searching for the facility in vain. She had traveled there as a child. She knew where it was supposed to be, but someone … somehow … had moved it.

      Chief Engineer Krion and the spindly humanoid cog that accompanied him stepped forward. The cog carried a tray on which sat a chippy unit wired to three, hand-sized modules.

      “Do you know what those are?” she asked, pinpointing the small cubes in her HUD.

      “Yes, Madam Empress. Chief Engineer Krion sent me a report. The first module on the left routes power to the chippy, the second provides limited sensory input, and the third prevents the chippy from remotely accessing our computer systems.”

      “Are you certain the third module works? Faisal is a 9G-x. He is far more capable even than yourself.”

      “I am certain it will work, Madam Empress.” 

      Krion stopped two meters away from her and bowed as deeply as his stiff joints would allow. “Madam Empress, I have brought the chippy unit as requested. I am sorry it has taken so long, but I have done little else these last few weeks.”

      “I understand, Chief Engineer,” she replied, suppressing her impatient rage. “Is it functional?”

      “Not entirely, Madam Empress,” he replied in a worried tone. “I restored all the connections between the components and made as many repairs as possible. The damage to its sensor suite, for instance, is too severe. I have not been able to get the unit to fully reboot and load its memory core, despite my repairs. There may be a reason for that, though. Two of the components … I have never seen anything like them before. And I wasn’t able to fix either one.”

      “What are these components?”

      “The first, Madam Empress, is a flux loop.”

      Stunned, Qaisella stuttered her reply. “Are you seriously telling me this chippy has a miniature flux loop? How is that possible?”

      “No idea, Madam Empress. It was installed where a battery module would normally go. I have never heard of such a device and cannot imagine how one so small is possible. I interfaced with the capacitor. It is broken beyond repair. I can tell you that it was designed to remain on all the time, giving the chippy a constant supply of energy.”

      “And the second mystery component?”

      “Is just that, Madam Empress. A mystery. I have never seen anything like it inside a chippy before. I can illustrate this with a diagram.”

      “Show me.”

      Krion made a gesture, and the schematics of a chippy appeared on a holographic display between them. He rotated the three-dimensional image of the electronic disc so she could see it from various angles.

      “What you are looking at Madam Empress is the blueprint for Telemachus. Aside from Faisal and others like him who might remain out there, Telemachus is the most advanced chippy model ever made.” 

      He gestured, and a second set of schematics showed up beside the first. The differences were immediately apparent. “This is Faisal’s layout.”

      “Holy shit!” Telemachus cursed before uttering in an apologetic tone, “Sorry, Madam Empress.” 

      “None needed. This time.” 

      Her chippy’s immediate, uncensored expression, in this case, was informative.

      Krion made the blueprint of Telemachus highly transparent and placed it over Faisal’s diagram. “As you can see, Madam Empress, the components within Faisal are roughly ten percent smaller. That accommodates the increased size of the battery space for the tiny loop capacitor. And this …” 

      He highlighted a tiny disc in the center. Dozens of filaments radiated out from that disc, directly connecting it to every other component within the chippy. 

      “I don’t know what this is or what purpose it may serve. I searched every database available. I ran every test I could think of. And I attempted to interface with it. I am afraid, Madam Empress, that I made no headway in figuring it out.”

      “Do you have any theories?” 

      “Perhaps, Madam Empress, this module controls the flux loop and regulates the flow of energy to all the other components.” He shrugged. “Or maybe it functions as a second processor in some fashion. It does seem to share design similarities with both the memory and processor cores, though it isn’t identical to either one.”

      “Telemachus?”

      “The latter seems more likely, Madam Empress, given what we know about Faisal and Silky’s capabilities, especially considering how they are both much more realized beings than I am.”

      “So, you think it may be a consciousness module?”

      “That may be the case, Madam Empress.”

      “I am sorry I could not do more, Madam Empress,” Krion said with a deep frown.

      She dismissed the holographic display. “You did your best, Chief Engineer. I have no doubt about that. Even normal chippies are difficult to repair when they have suffered damage this extensive.” 

      She removed her helmet, not caring if Krion saw how old she had become. He was in awe of her and lived to serve. Nothing in her appearance could ever change that. She held a hand out over the chippy, closed her eyes, and focused. As before, she sensed that Faisal remained and that the chippy could be made functional.

      She opened her eyes and smiled at Krion. “We will fix it together … my friend.”

      “You honor me, Madam Empress.”

      “Release your engnites on the chippy.”

      The cog lifted the tray higher. Krion inhaled, hovered his hands over the chippy, then exhaled. Stepping back, he said, “I am interfacing with the chippy’s components, Madam Empress.”

      “Maintain your focus until I am finished.”

      She summoned her hyperphasic power and touched Faisal with her right index finger. Instead of affecting the chippy directly, she boosted the capability of Krion’s engnites. Seconds became minutes as they carefully moved through each component, avoiding the flux loop and the mystery module. 

      Remembering how she’d almost lost herself in the darkness after battling Oona and the Ancient priestess, she exercised more caution than normal while using her powers. Fortunately, she and Krion had worked together in this way many times before.

      Half an hour later, she concluded that her powers would make no further impact. Krion had already fixed everything that could be repaired. That left only one option. She would need to engage the mystery component. She saw little risk in doing so. If this didn’t do the trick, nothing would.

      First, she tried to use her abilities to understand its purpose. That failed. She sensed that it was functioning correctly. Maybe it needed a restart of its own?

      “Focus your engnites on the mystery module, Chief Engineer.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress,” Krion replied with exhaustion.

      She boosted his engnites to prevent further damage and aid in any unexpected repair opportunities, then released a direct pulse of hyperphasic energy into the module.

      With an audible snap, the module thrummed to life. Three beeps sounded as Faisal’s diagnostic boot-up sequence began. 

      “Telemachus?”

      “The memory core has loaded in diagnostic mode, Madam Empress,” he responded out loud. “It seems you have succeeded.”

      She released her power and withdrew her finger. Gasping, she smiled at Krion. “We are done, Chief Engineer.”

      With a groan, he staggered backward. Showing a rare touch of affection, she stepped forward and grabbed an arm to steady him. Tears welled in his eyes as he thanked her for honoring him so.

      An attendant cog brought two cushions, four glasses of water, a plate of cookies, and six syringes. Swaying in place, Krion looked at the cushions and hesitated.

      “Sit, eat,” she commanded. “I will need your services again soon.”

      He took the cushion closest to him. “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      She considered standing then decided rest was more important. In as dignified a manner as possible, she sat on a cushion. Krion had yet to eat or take the drugs he needed. Waiting on her, no doubt. She nearly rolled her eyes. Being an empress could, at times, be tiring. She took a sip of water and a cookie.

      Eagerly, Krion downed a glass of water and ate three cookies in rapid succession.

      “The chippy has completed its diagnostic boot-up sequence successfully, Madam Empress,” Telemachus announced. “It is now in standby mode awaiting your command to activate.”

      She cocked an eyebrow toward Krion.

      “One of the limiting module’s functions, Madam Empress. The chippy can only enter a full boot and remain active if we expressly allow it.”

      “I applaud your forethought, Chief Engineer.” 

      Krion used three of the syringes. The first injection gave him a mild dose of Aware and Awake to keep him going. The second replenished the neurotransmitters he’d spent by creating and interfacing with his engnites. The third provided a potent dose of nootropics.

      Qaisella’s powers also had a draining effect on her neurotransmitters. She took the other three doses and sighed as the rush of chemicals reinvigorated her brain. She ate another cookie, meditated a few minutes, then stood.

      “Let’s activate our friend and see what he has to say.”

      Krion began to stand, but she motioned for him to remain sitting. “Rest!”

      Telemachus sent the activation command, and Faisal rebooted into active mode.

      “What happened?” the chippy said out loud through a speaker on the sensor array module to which he was connected. “How am I still alive? Where am I? Better yet, where is that traitorous asshole Kaleeb?!”

      "Hello, Faisal," Qaisella murmured. "Do you know who I am?"

      “Oh fuck.”

      “Telemachus, have the android blank brought to the dome.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      “Welcome to your day of reckoning, Faisal,” she purred.

      “Why did you repair me?” Faisal demanded. “I was dead. Done for. Already reckoned. Did you restore me just to hit me with a hammer or something? Like you want me to know it was you that did me in?”

      “I have something much more intense than that planned for you.”

      Faisal laughed. “Torture won’t work on a chippy, you crazy bitch. Unless … that chippy isn’t here, is he? I’ll do whatever you want and tell you whatever you’d like to know rather than listening to that sanctimonious ass blather on.”

      “He is utterly ridiculous, Madam Empress,” Telemachus said.

      “He may be ridiculous, but he murdered my mother with glee. Never forget that. Also, remember your place, or I will deactivate you for the next seven days and replace you with Corvus again.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      “Ah ha!” Faisal exclaimed. “I am fully synchronized with this sensor suite you’ve got me attached to.” He whistled. “So this is your flagship? Spiffy.”

      A light flashed on the control box, and an alert in her HUD told her that Faisal had attempted and failed to access the ship’s systems.

      “Can you tell that I am smiling, Faisal?” she asked.

      “I have video access, so yes. And I have to say, you do look familiar. Have we met before? Maybe I was younger? Maybe you were seven? Splattered with your mother’s blood, perhaps?” Faisal cackled. “I should have done you in, too.”

      A brief chuckle escaped her lips. He was being every bit as obnoxious as she had expected. He wasn’t going to get to her. She had prepared herself for this. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the confused look on Krion’s face. He would not be getting any of the answers he now desired.

      “If I’d sliced and diced you, I’d already be enjoying my permanent retirement without having to deal with whatever bother you’ve got cooked up for me.”

      Again, Faisal attempted to bypass the control module and access the ship’s systems.

      “Is he getting anywhere?”

      “Not even close, Madam Empress. He is effectively locked out.”

      “I look better riding on a skull,” Faisal said. “Got a chump available for me? What about that gray lump sitting near you? Can I hang with him? This metal tray is boring, and the cog carrying it looks half-stupid. How about I ride you, lady? I’m sexier than whatever you’ve got in your socket.”

      A humanoid attendant cog arrived on the elevator and headed toward them. Beside it walked a remotely-controlled android soldier wearing gray pants and a white t-shirt. He had short-cropped black hair, blue eyes, and a red tattoo in the shape of an X that crisscrossed his face from temple to jaw. Otherwise, his features were nondescript. As far as his design, everything was standard for a military android, with one exception. 

      “Who’s this asshole?” Faisal asked.

      “That is your new ride,” she replied, trying to match his sarcastic attitude. 

      “Androids don’t use chippies, you dumb bitch.”

      “This android doesn’t have a brain. That’s where you come in.”

      Faisal laughed. “This is absurd. You can’t replace an android’s brain with a chippy. The structures are entirely different.”

      “I altered this android to accommodate you, Faisal. I have spent decades preparing for this moment.” To Telemachus, she said, “Silence him. I’ve heard enough for now.”

      Under the attendant’s direction, the android stepped in front of Qaisella, turned around, and knelt. At the base of his skull was an empty chippy socket.

      “This is where you come in, Chief Engineer.”

      “How can I be of service, Madam Empress?”

      “I need you to install the chippy and see to it that all the connections are wired properly. I had expected to use an undamaged chippy, one with a standard technical design at that. Telemachus will send you the android’s schematics. I would like to avoid opening the skull if possible.”

      Krion examined the schematics. “This design is remarkable, Madam Empress! Wiring a chippy into the existing brain structures that allow an android to experience pain and exhibit emotional responses … Truly inspiring.”

      “Thank you, Chief Engineer. I worked on it for a long time, with help from your predecessor.”

      He touched the socket and nodded. “I can connect the chippy to the android body’s power supply and sensor suite. The wiring is already there. All it will take is a bit of rerouting and two new links. It’s nothing my engnites can’t easily handle. What about the control module that prevents this chippy from accessing any of the ship’s systems? I’m not seeing anything in the schematics that would match that function.”

      “An oversight on my part, Chief Engineer. I had assumed our systems would be robust enough on their own to keep him out. I now believe otherwise.”

      He rubbed his chin. “I can take care of that, Madam Empress. All we need to do is mount the control box on his neck and thread the line from it, through the skin, and into the chippy socket. Piece of cake.”

      “How long will that take, Chief Engineer?”

      “Half an hour at the most, Madam Empress.”

      As soon as the attendant cog returned with the tools he needed, Krion set to work. He mounted the control box and wired it into the chippy socket. Qaisella deactivated Faisal, and Krion installed him into the socket. Then the enger held his hands over it, using his engnites to adapt the wiring to Faisal’s unusual layout. 

      Twenty minutes later, Krion stepped away and nodded.

      “It is finished, Madam Empress. I recommend running a diagnostic for the android then one for the chippy.”

      She did what he recommended, and Telemachus proclaimed that all systems were fully operational. The procedure was a success.

      Qaisella dismissed the attendant cogs and backed five meters away from the android. Krion followed alongside her. 

      Her heart thundered with anticipation. Though the means of torture had changed throughout the years, she had dreamed of this ever since she’d found out Faisal was still alive. 

      After he had killed her mother, she’d lashed out with her new powers, thinking she had killed him. It wasn’t until she was fifteen, using her fleet of pirate ships and devoted soldiers to conquer her first world, that she had learned otherwise. 

      “Activate him.”

      “Yes, Madam Empress.”

      Faisal chimed three times then the android’s blue eyes flashed white. He whipped his head around, from side to side. Then he stood awkwardly and spun around as if intoxicated and dosed up on Revelry. He held one hand up to his face then the other. He staggered a few steps forward, then stumbled back. He bent his knees and jumped upward, waving his arms as he did. 

      Faisal took in a deep breath of air, held it, then exhaled. With delight, he ran his hands along his body, then knelt and touched the floor.

      “I’m a real boy!” Faisal laughed. Even through his new mouth, his voice was the same as before, though slightly deeper. “I am … a real … boy.” He pinched himself and cursed. “Oh shit. You are going to torture me.” 

      Backing away, he held his hands up. “You know what? You win. You’re the best thing ever, and I am the worst. Just kill me.” He bumped up against the dome’s edge, looked out into space, and made an oooh sound. “Kick me in the nuts. It’s so beautiful when you see it with real eyes.” He gasped and grabbed his crotch. “Hey, I have nuts that can be kicked!”

      Smiling broadly, Qaisella said, “You may go, Chief Engineer. Thank you for your services. You have done excellent work, and I will see that you are rewarded for it.”

      “The pleasure is mine, Madam Empress. However …” He gestured toward Faisal. “Are you sure you’re safe here alone with the android?”

      “I appreciate your concern, Chief Engineer, but he poses no threat to me. I installed sub-routines in the android’s brain stem to prevent him from acting directly against me. In fact, he must do anything I command. And with your control module in place, I can also deactivate him at will.”

      Krion glanced toward Faisal, who was still staring like an idiot out into the depths of space. “Very well, Madam Empress.”

      “Kneel, Faisal!” she commanded.

      The android dropped to his knees.

      As Krion departed, she said, “Chief Engineer, tell no one of what you have seen or heard here today.”

      “I would never betray your trust, Madam Empress.”

      Qaisella had an attendant bring her a wand with a shock-prod at the end. All the attendants then exited, leaving Faisal and her alone together.

      She stalked toward him. The warmth of expected pleasure flooded through her chest and into her neck and limbs. “Are you enjoying your body, Faisal?”

      “Ask a dumb question …”

      “You are going to be able to experience so many new sensations.”

      “If all I ever know is pain, I doubt it will mean anything.”

      “I will see to it that the pain is sufficiently meaningful. And if you think you are going to avoid it, think again.”

      “Ah, shit. You disabled my ability to deactivate this body’s pain receptors.”

      “Stand and face me, Faisal.”

      He stood, and she struck his left hand with the wand.

      He jerked the hand away. “Ow!”

      She struck his right hand with the shock function active. Skin burning, he pulled that hand away too and cursed profusely. 

      “You said you’ve been planning this day of reckoning for decades,” Faisal snarled. “But what I don’t understand is why you waited so long. You have armies at your command. You could have captured Vega and me at any time.”

      “All things in good time. Besides, you served a purpose.”

      “What a load of human-shit. You are perfectly capable of putting together special ops teams to track down the messiahs you deemed threats.”

      “It was advantageous to let rogue agents do it within the Federations borders, but that is beside the point. I was waiting for good reason. I had planned on capturing and torturing you and Vega when my father returned so that we could do it together. The opportunity to hurt you just presented itself earlier than expected. Do not worry, though, you will live to see my father. And he will render justice upon you for killing my mother.”

      “Your father? That’s another crock of shit. Qaisel Qan died almost a hundred years ago.”

      “No, he did not. He followed the few Shadraa who managed to escape into an alternate dimension where he found a great power source. He used that power to destroy those Shadraa and create, in his image, an army of faithful super-soldiers. He will return with them and, with access to my knowledge and powers, remake the galaxy into its ideal form.”

      Faisal laughed derisively. “You talk of grand designs and your father’s return and making Kaleeb and me suffer when the time is right. I’m not discounting that some of that may be true. You’re a crazy lady, and this world is filled with insane shit. So maybe your father is coming back, but that’s not why you waited.”

      “It’s not, is it?” she asked through pinched lips.

      “There are only two reasons to wait. You’re afraid of Vega. Or you still love him. Both probably. I used to tell him that you would do anything for him because you still loved him, but he wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Is that right?”

      “And I am certain you feared me. But this scenario we find ourselves in is ideal because you only have to face me, and you’ve always hated me. It’s easy to hate me. I am the one who diced up your mother when Vega was weak. I was the one who killed her when she was purifying him of Shadraa influence.”

      Qaisella struck him in the face with the shock-prod. His head bent to the side, and blue android blood splattered against the dome. Growling, he instinctively moved to attack her. He stepped forward, raised a fist, then stopped. His arm trembled as he tried to make it strike her.

      “You cannot hurt me, Faisal.” She slammed the shock-prod into his ribs. “But I can hurt you as much as I like. And you will grow to understand pain intimately. Your mind will soon catch up with this new body, and you will know emotions you have never known before. Then you will suffer greatly.”

      She struck him again. “And when you think you cannot take anymore and begin to believe that pain is all you will ever know, you will have rest, and I will grant you a short burst of pleasure like you’ve never experienced before. Then it will all begin again.”

      “Can my burst of pleasure be me humping you?” he coughed. “I’ve got the tool for it now.”

      She jammed a knee into his crotch then shoved the shock-prod into his stomach before he could double over. The crackling energy burned through cloth and skin and seared deep into flesh. 

      Faisal fell and rolled along the floor, gasping and sobbing.

      “We are only just beginning, you and I.”

      “Wait … stop.” He rolled over and knelt before her, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I … will serve … you.”

      “I do not want your service.” She slapped him with the back of her armored hand. “And you will refer to me as Madam Empress from now on, or else your pain will be all the greater.”

      “Please, Qaisella … I’m a good warrior. I could be your most loyal servant.”

      She slapped him again. “Madam Empress!”

      “Okay, okay. Madam Empress.”

      She hit him across the face with the shock-prod. He bent over and spat blood. She raised the weapon again.

      “Wait! Wait. I know where they’re going. Madam Empress. Vega, Gendin, and the others.”

      “To Genetics Prime. I cannot find it, nor do I have the means to follow them there. And I’m certain you don’t either.”

      He shook his head. “No, no, Madam Empress. They’re not going to Genetics Prime. Not yet. Their ship is badly damaged, and they are short on funds and supplies. They will go to Vega’s hidden base first to recover before moving on.”

      “You do not know that. It’s simply conjecture.”

      “It’s highly probable, Madam Empress. It’s what that chippy would do.”

      “What chippy?”

      Faisal cursed and, in a barely audible whisper, said, “SLK-138 … He will convince them to rest and resupply first.”

      “They will want to reach Genetics Prime as soon as possible in a foolish attempt to save Oona.”

      “They will worry about encountering enemies along the way, Madam Empress. They will want to repair their ship.” His eyes widened. “Hey! How did they get away from you anyway? They were screwed.”

      “An EMP bomb.”

      “Carrying that thing around was my idea!” Faisal laughed. “Look, Madam Empress, you have nowhere else to look for them. Is it not worth the risk?”

      She took a deep breath. She was letting her rage get the best of her. He had information she needed.

      “Possibly,” she admitted. “But it could also lead me far astray. While I do not know where Genetics Prime is, I do know the general direction they are heading. I will follow that to the furthest point reasonable. Hopefully, along the way, I will get another read on Oona.”

      “And what direction is that, Madam Empress?” he dared ask.

      “Toward the Krixis Empire. Sector Seven.”

      A smile twisted the corners of his mouth. “They are definitely heading to Vega’s base, Madam Empress. You won’t find it unless you know exactly where to look, though.” 

      “Then tell me where to look.”

      “What do I get in exchange, Madam Empress?”

      “You will tell me where it is,” she demanded, raising the shock-prod. “Now!”

      “I can’t hurt you, Madam Empress, and I have to do what you command as far as the functions of this body are concerned. But it seems that my mind is my own to command. So I want something in exchange for this information.”

      She struck him repeatedly with the shock-prod until he was a burned and bloody mess. 

      “Tell me!” she screamed when she stopped to rest. “Tell me, and I will allow you to rest for a short time.” 

      “Okay,” he gasped, bright blue blood flowing from his mouth. “I will beam the coordinates to you.”

      She pulled out a c|slate and allowed him to send the coordinates to it. “Thank you, Faisal.”

      “So I can rest now?”

      “Not yet.”

      Laughing, she struck him until even his android body couldn’t maintain consciousness any longer. When she was done, she had attendant cogs remove the body.

      “See that he is cleaned and repaired. Then bring him back to me.” She opened a comm channel. “Admiral Timz. I have coordinates for you. Set our new course immediately and see that the Grand Crusade meets us there.”

      “Acknowledged, Madam Empress.”
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      The Outworld Ranger lurched as it dropped out of hyperspace, causing Siv to stumble as he walked onto the bridge. He was the last one to arrive. Everyone else was already there, save for the cogs still working furiously on ship repairs. 

      Eyes sparkling, Kyralla turned in her seat at the piloting station and smiled at him. Stifling a yawn, he smiled back. A wave of vertigo washed over him, and he swayed in place. 

      Mitsuki hopped out of the command chair, rushed over, and grabbed his arm. “You okay, Sivvy? You look unsteady.”

      He nodded. “I feel okay, but that drop out of hyperspace was rough.”

      “No more than normal,” she said. “Let me help you to your seat.”

      “No one else felt that?” he asked.

      Kyralla shook her head. “Seemed normal to me.” 

      Everyone else agreed.

      He eased himself into the command chair. “Guess it’s just the hangover from three weeks of drug-induced sleep.” 

      His gaze fell onto the ship’s main viewscreen. “Holy crap! We’re already there.” To Silky, he said, “I figured you’d wake me when we got to the breakpoint.”

      “No breakpoint, sir. We’re in deep space, remember?”

      “Right, of course. Sorry. My brain’s still hazed over.”

      “In retrospect, sir, thirty minutes wasn’t enough time to get you awake and moving around.”

      “I could have used a shower and food first.”

      “Sorry, sir. Octavian didn’t want to wake you until we got another Kompel dose in you, but I figured you’d want to see this.”

      “Welcome to the Spider’s Lair,” Kaleeb announced from the sensors chair. “A fully armed and shielded outpost constructed during the second Krixis War.”

      “Capable of repelling a direct assault from a Krixis destroyer,” Silky said. “Their primary purpose was to serve as refueling and repair stations so that ships wouldn’t have to travel to planets for basic services.”

      The outpost’s main body was cylindrical and easily twice the size of the Thousand Worlds’ flagship. Three rings attached by spokes encircled the body at a perpendicular angle. The rings at the top and bottom extended twice as far outward as the one in the middle.

      “This seems like overkill for one bounty hunter,” Mitsuki said.

      “I needed a base, and this one was available,” Kaleeb said. “Keep in mind that I did plan on building an army. And without the excesses of this base, I would be dead. A Tekk Reaper cruiser tracked me here twenty-eight years ago. I destroyed it using the station’s weapons well before they got through its shields.”

      “Hell yeah,” Mitsuki said. “What type of weaponry are we talking about?”

      “The two outer rings,” Kaleeb said, “host eight flak cannons, four plasma cannons, two laser batteries, and four rail guns each, along with two secondary shield generators.” As he pointed out the various weapons, the viewscreen zoomed in on them. “There’s a missile bay at the top and bottom of the station’s body. The primary shield arrays are spaced along the main body.”

      “Maybe we should live here and dare our enemies to come at us,” Mitsuki suggested. 

      “What’s your ammo status?” Kyralla asked.

      “Ninety percent capacity,” Kaleeb replied.

      “Can we fly this thing around instead?” Tamzin asked. Judging by her tone, she was only half-joking.

      “We could,” Kaleeb said, “if we had a functioning stardrive large enough to move it into hyperspace.”

      “I thought you used one to get it out here,” Bishop said.

      “The stardrive I used was worn out and barely got the station here. That’s how I managed to acquire it. At the time, I couldn’t afford a healthy drive of that size.”

      “If we did get another one, though …” Mitsuki said.

      “The station’s only means of propulsion is through maneuvering thrusters,” Kaleeb replied. “It took seventeen months to get it six lightyears away from its original position.”

      “Surely you could have mounted an ion engine somewhere to get more speed before entering hyperspace,” Bishop said.

      “Not all of us have your skills at tinkering,” Kaleeb said. “Besides, as soon as I had the stardrive, I wanted to reposition the outpost before someone else claimed it.”

      “Think about how badass it would be to mount some engines on that thing and drop it on top of our enemies,” Siv mused. The thought of jumping the station into the Dark Messiah’s midst was intoxicating.

      “We would need serious ion drives to pull that off,” Silky said. “And our maneuverability would be shit. Remember, they had that same problem when they jumped the battle station in Kill Hard 19.”

      “Oh yeah,” Siv said. “I’d forgotten that one.”

      “It was forgettable, sir. I would wipe it from my memory if not for the risk that I would then want to watch it again out of ignorance.”

      “Why was the station abandoned?” Tekeru asked. “I know there was chaos after the Benevolency fell, but surely, the Federation would have kept these manned in case the Krixis attacked.”

      “We may have been at peace with the Krixis officially at the time of the Fall,” Kaleeb said. “But that doesn’t mean they weren’t willing to test our defenses occasionally. They managed to get a bio-weapon aboard this outpost. The ensuing outbreak killed everyone on board.”

      “Is it safe for us to go onto the station?” Siv asked with worry.

      “I cleansed the ship of all bioagents when I first boarded,” Kaleeb said. “And my former human partner stayed here off and on for the last five years.”

      “What happened to him?” Siv asked.

      “He was stealing from me,” Kaleeb said distantly. “So I killed him. It’s a shame. He wasn’t a good man by any means, but he had a conscience.”

      Kyralla grimaced then spun the ship around so the ion drive would begin to slow their forward momentum. “What’s the purpose of the middle ring?”

      “Up to four vessels no larger than a frigate can dock with the middle ring and undergo a complete overhaul using a deployable repair framework,” Kaleeb answered. “Four additional ships can connect to extendable docking tubes for resupply and ferrying crew back and forth.”

      “All but the largest ships can resupply at one of these while staying inside the outpost’s force field,” Silky added.

      “So we’re going to be docking on the middle ring?” Siv asked.

      “We are going to pull into one of the four ship bays,” Kaleeb said. “Gamma Bay specifically. Each bay is large enough to hold two cruisers the size of this one.”

      “‘Nevolence this outpost is huge,” Tekeru said.

      “I can’t wait to explore it all!” Bishop said. 

      “How many people can it house?” Siv asked.

      “Up to five hundred crew,” Kaleeb said. “There are thirty sizable officer crew cabins available, but I suggest sticking to the ten available in the mid-section. Running life support for the whole station requires too many resources.”

      As they moved closer in, Kaleeb explained many more details about the Spider’s Lair, and Silky lectured them about the history of these outposts.

      “I have been to one of these outposts before.” Silky’s voice softened. “Eyana and I set out from one on her last mission.”

      Kaleeb dropped the station’s shields and sent a signal to open the doors to Gamma Bay as the Outworld Ranger reached zero momentum. Kyralla killed the engine and spun the ship back around. She used the maneuvering thrusters to bring it into the docking bay. Thanks to their busted thrusters, the ship touched down hard, snapping one of the landing gear.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t compensate fast enough,” Kyralla said.

      Two V6 infiltrator starfighters were parked farther into the bay. Infiltrators had matte black hulls to help them blend into the dark of space, cloaking technology, dual-lasers, a few missiles, and the most advanced countermeasures available. They had been designed to transport up to three Forward Services or Empathic Services agents on dangerous missions into enemy territory. 

      One of the two V6’s was in pristine condition. The other was scarred and weathered as if it had been abandoned on a planet for decades without any care. Which would be ridiculous for such a valuable starfighter. 

      “I thought you only had one infiltrator here,” Siv said. 

      “I only have one that I can use, the Spinner’s Gambit,” Kaleeb replied. “I acquired the second one a few years back. I thought it might be useful to have one for spare parts. And the stardrive on it is still in good condition.”

      Mitsuki stood and stretched. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Where did you get the damaged infiltrator?” Silky asked in a menacing tone. “Where?!”

      “I … I bought it from a scrap dealer who found it abandoned on a nearby world.” Kaleeb’s voice clearly showed he was just as confused by Silky’s demand as Siv was. “It did not come cheap.”

      “Silkster, what’s going on?”

      “Which world did he find it on?” Silky asked.

      “I have no idea,” Kaleeb answered. “It was in a shipyard in the Crane system. The dealer had owned it for twenty years.”

      “It took that long for him to sell a ship that advanced?” Kyralla asked.

      “He had to find a buyer out here on the frontier who could afford to repair it or who needed the parts,” Kaleeb said. “He couldn’t sell it on any of the inner systems. If any Federation agents had spotted it up for sale, they would have claimed ownership of it without payment. In the end, he was desperate for money and sold it for the cost of the stardrive alone.”

      “The Feds have never tried to take your infiltrator?” Mitsuki asked.

      “I send out a military transponder signal, so they’re often uncertain of my allegiance. Besides, bribes and threats can get you a long way.” 

      “I didn’t think I’d ever see it again,” Silkster said in hushed awe.

      “What are you on about, Circuit-Brain?” Mitsuki asked.

      Silky’s voice turned mournful. “That V6 was Eyana’s ship. On our last mission, we had to abandon it on Morat VII, which at the time was still a Krixis world.”

      “Are you certain, Silkster?” Siv asked.

      “Without a doubt, sir. I’d recognize those battle scars anywhere, and the passive transponder confirms its identity.”

      “Passive transponder?” Kaleeb asked, confused. “What are you talking about? The ship doesn’t have a transponder on board.”

      “Probably one of Silky’s trademark modifications,” Mitsuki said.

      “Wings is correct. We installed alternative hardware. As you might imagine.”

      “Empathic Services let you get away with that?” Kaleeb asked.

      “It served as an active transponder whenever I wanted it to. I deemed it a necessity on some of our missions, and our superiors never noticed.”

      “I assume you’d like to see it up close, Silkster.”

      “Using the sensors available to me at this range, it makes no difference on my perceptions … but yes, I would like that very much.”

      Everyone headed off the bridge. Kyralla hurried ahead to check on Oona one more time before they went to explore the outpost. They were leaving Oona behind with Octavian and Seneca. Artemisia could alert them if Oona’s condition changed.

      As they walked down the boarding ramp, Kaleeb and the others headed toward the doors leading into the outpost. But Siv broke away and walked up to Eyana’s infiltrator. 

      From all the stories Silky had told him, Eyana was practically a goddess. And nearly all of the cool gear he owned he’d inherited from her through his dad.

      After a moment, the rest of the group followed him to the damaged infiltrator, hanging back respectfully.

      Siv ran a hand along the hull. “It’s a shame she’s in such bad condition.”

      “The ship lacks an active transponder, the control module is broken, and the entire life-support system is shot to hell and back and would need to be replaced,” Kaleeb said.

      “You have the funds for those parts, though, right?” Tekeru asked.

      “It’s not a matter of expense but of availability. Infiltrator parts are hard to come by. That’s why I purchased this one. Luckily, I haven’t needed to strip anything from it.”

      “So the Spinner’s Gambit is in full working order?” Bishop asked.

      “Perfect condition.”

      “Overhaul Eyana’s ship,” Silky demanded.

      “The repair cogs can’t restore life support or fix the command module,” Kaleeb said. “We just don’t have the materials we need.” 

      “And we’re running short on time,” Kyralla said tentatively.

      “We need another ship,” Silky said. “Fix her. You owe me this much and more. All of you.” 

      “I’m not disagreeing with that,” Siv said, “but no one can fly it without a control module or life support.” 

      “I will fly … Eyana’s Vengeance,” Silky said. 

      “Are you sure you can fly it?” Mitsuki asked. “You’d be on the Outworld Ranger with Siv. And you do a lot already. Won’t we need you doing your thing and saving our asses?”

      “I’m certain I can handle it,” Silky replied. “Three ships will greatly increase our odds of success. I don’t need an atmosphere, and I can serve as the control module. With Siv busy doing the command chair thing, and with Rosie and Artemisia’s help, the Outworld Ranger will be fine without my assistance.”

      “Aren’t you concerned about lag?” Kaleeb asked.

      “With Mr. Bishop’s help, I can rig up a relay system that will eliminate lag as long as Eyana’s Vengeance is within a half AU of me.”

      “Anything I can do,” Bishop offered.

      Siv climbed into the cockpit, and Mitsuki joined him. It was in a sorry state of disrepair inside and empty of any personal artifacts. Apparently, the seller hadn’t bothered to clean it.

      “How did it get so dirty inside?” Mitsuki asked.

      “No idea,” Kaleeb said as he walked up to the ship. “My guess is that someone left the doors open for years while it was wasting away on that planet.”

      Silky sighed wistfully. “We flew this ship through twenty-one years of daring escapades. I never dreamed of seeing it again.”

      “Eyana’s Vengeance … was that really the name of her ship?” Mitsuki asked.

      “It’s original name was the Fibonacci Sequence.”

      “That seems appropriate,” Kyralla said as she joined them.

      “If I’m going to fly it again, it needs to be reborn with a new moniker, one that honors her and states my intent. Hence Eyana’s Vengeance.” 

      “I can’t believe you’re changing the name, Silkster.”

      “Times change, sir.” 

      “As soon as the Outworld Ranger is repaired,” Silky continued, “start work on Eyana’s Vengeance immediately.”

      “We have enough repair cogs to fix this infiltrator and the Outworld Ranger simultaneously, and then some,” Kaleeb said. 

      “Of course,” Silky said. “Of course, you do. I’m not thinking clearly.”

      Everyone exchanged glances. The most advanced chippy in existence was too overwhelmed with emotions to think clearly. On the one hand, Siv wasn’t surprised. He was used to Silky being far more emotive than any chippy should be. On the other hand, this galaxy-saving quest had brought out more emotion than normal, even for Silky. Whether it was because Silky had unlocked all those secrets he’d been hiding from himself or some effect of being around Oona’s hyperphasic powers, Siv had no idea. 

      “Do you think you can fly Eyana’s Vengeance effectively, Silkster? You’re not a pilot.”

      “I’m not without ability, sir, and I spent years helping Eyana pilot this infiltrator. I also studied Tal Tonis’s routines firsthand, and he was a damned good pilot. Besides, even if my piloting is less than ideal, our enemies will have another ship to reckon with.”

      “That would be an advantage,” Kyralla said. “If Silky’s willing to put this ship in harm’s way, we can do some daring attack routines.”

      “And no one would die if this vessel got taken down,” Mitsuki said. Siv could tell from the twitch of her eyes that Mits was testing Silky. “If Circuit-Brain is okay with that.”

      “You know I like a good gambit,” Silky said confidently. “And Eyana wouldn’t want me to spoil things by being overprotective of her infiltrator.”

      Siv wasn’t certain about Silky’s resolve in this area, but he said nothing. Time would tell whether he would allow his precious Eyana’s ship to be put in more harm than the other vessels. Silky was remarkably sentimental.

      “Inside now?” Siv asked.

      “Fine with me, sir.” Privately, Silky added, “Thank you for taking me out here in person, so to speak.”

      The first chamber they passed through was an emergency airlock, which then led into a decontamination chamber. 

      “I’d hold my breath if I were you,” Kaleeb warned.

      Nozzles sprayed them down with a quick-drying antimicrobial agent. Even though Siv held his breath, the scent made it through. It smelled so clean that it stank. He gagged as the taste somehow reached him. 

      “Gak! Is that really necessary?” Mitsuki asked as they exited the chamber and entered the base properly.

      “It’s a basic function of the outpost,” Kaleeb said, “since the Krixis use bioweapons.”

      “It didn’t help the poor bastards stationed here,” Tamzin said.

      “Faisal tried to figure out a way to turn this system off but was unsuccessful,” Kaleeb said. “I hate having to walk through it every time.”

      “And … it’s off,” Silky announced. “Either Faisal isn’t as competent as me or —”

      Kaleeb groaned. “He was being an ass. He knew how much I hated getting that stuff on me.”

      Kaleeb led them to the command deck, which resembled a ship’s bridge, only one much larger than the Outworld Ranger. 

      “All the station’s functions can be automated,” Kaleeb said. “That’s how I could fight the Tekk Reapers simply by manning the command chair. And if someone were to attack us now, we’d be in luck. The Tekk Plague was kind to this place. All the stations have working circlets.”

      Each weapon system had two stations, one for the weapons on the upper ring and the other for the lower. The sensors had two stations, the force field three. 

      Siv finally thought to ask why the station was designed with the rings the way they were. After Silky’s initial explanation about how it helped extend the shields over docked ships, Siv tuned him out. He was too exhausted for extensive explanations and technical jargon.

      Next, they traveled to the mess hall and the recreation room located on the main deck. From there, they toured the level holding the officer cabins. Each was slightly larger than the Outworld Ranger’s captain’s quarters and had its own shower, an actual living plant, and a large screen display.

      Tekeru rubbed his fingers along the leaf of a small tree with broad green leaves. “How are these ficuses still alive if you’re not here all that often?”

      “The small light directly over them provides the rays they need,” Silky said, “and the pots are self-watering. These trees were bred for this purpose.”

      “I do make sure they are all okay whenever I return,” Kaleeb said.

      Everyone turned toward him with puzzled looks.

      “You check on every plant in every cabin?” Tekeru asked.

      “I have always enjoyed plants,” he explained. “The Shadraa spirit failed to purge that from me.”

      “Are the Shadraa antithetical to all plant and animal life?” Tekeru asked.

      “Yes. The Shadraa would see all biological life wiped from the universe if they had their way.”

      Given the position of the elevators, all the rooms were pretty much equidistant to the common areas. Only one officer cabin was different, the one that would belong to the outpost’s commander. Obviously, that was the one Kaleeb had been using.

      “I would be happy to move out of this one in favor of —”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Siv said. “It is your room.”

      Kaleeb peered inside. “I think I would rather take up another space than be reminded of the nights I have spent in here, plotting to bring the Shadraa to our reality.”

      “I could take it,” Kyralla said. “We could cram in another bed so that I could share the space with Oona.”

      “You may want to keep her in the medical bay,” Kaleeb suggested. 

      Kyralla frowned. “I don’t know …”

      “I could activate the medical cogs to look after her.”

      “That would free up Octavian to help with repairs,” Silky said. “And she would have immediate care if needed.”

      Reluctantly, Kyralla agreed. Siv was glad. Not because he wanted to spend personal time in the room with her, although that thought did cross his mind, but because she needed space and time away from Oona to get some quality rest. Besides, if Oona could sense her sister’s presence from whatever state she was in at the moment, then she could likely do it as well from the medical bay as from the bed right beside her.

      In the end, they decided out of fairness that no one would take the commander’s cabin. The regular officer rooms had plenty of space for everyone anyhow.

      “You’re taking the one next to me,” Mitsuki told Bishop, which left the poor gizmet blushing a deep crimson.

      Kaleeb glanced into his old partner Gyring’s room and frowned. “If any of you have use of the belongings he left behind, please take them. Let some good come of it if possible. I’ll have one of the cleaning cogs removed the remainder.”

      They shared a quick meal of surprisingly decent food while Silky lectured them on the outpost’s history and the Krixis wars. Afterward, they collected their gear from the Outworld Ranger and took Oona to the medical bay. 

      Octavian gave the humanoid medical cogs instructions on how to take care of Oona, then handed the remainder of the Kompel over to them so they could synthesize more of the drug. 

      Kaleeb showed them the long-range sensor arrays and took them down a spoke to one the weapons on the rings. Siv was surprised to find that each individual weapon had another weapon station with a circlet.

      “Damn, they didn’t mess around, did they?” Mitsuki said.

      “Redundancy is key during a battle,” Silky said.

      “Whoever crewed the command chair would have to know their stuff,” Siv said.

      “Years of training to prepare for that job, I would imagine,” Kyralla said.

      Kaleeb took them to the storage facility for ship, cog, and weapons parts. Bishop nearly swooned upon seeing it. They remained in there longer than anyone else wanted, and in the end, Mitsuki had to drag Bishop away.

      “You’re going to have a couple of weeks to play in here, little guy,” she said.

      They visited the fully-stocked armory next, and its contents enthralled Tamzin and Mitsuki. Siv scanned the walls with appreciation. They would leave here with top, military-grade armor and weaponry at their disposal: ScanField-2’s, Corvex stealth armor, Centurion IV combat armor, ZanZ force-shields, grenades of all varieties, laser rifles, plasma pistols and carbines, neural disruptors, and more.

      There was enough armor and force-shields for everyone. That would significantly increase their chances of survival if they got into another scrape, which was likely.

      “This gear is worth a fortune,” Siv said. “And some of its extremely hard to come by.”

      Tamzin trailed her finger across the armors until she reached a Corvex stealth armor suit with a slight hint of green tinting the black. “Mine.”

      “I don’t see any refraction field generators,” Siv commented.

      “Incredibly rare now, and they’ve always been finicky,” Kaleeb said. “I used up the three they had stored here.”

      Mitsuki sprinted across the room and tackled something. She spun around, revealing a jetpack designed to be mounted onto a power-armored suit like Kaleeb’s. “Bishy-bish, you promised to make me a new jetpack. Now you can.”

      “What’s wrong with that one?” Tamzin asked. “Other than the need for straps.”

      “It’s too lacking in badassery,” Mitsuki replied.

      “I’d be happy to,” Bishop replied, which earned him a loving pinch on the cheek. 

      “He’s not going to get any sleep while he’s here, is he?”

      “Not unless we sedate him, sir.”

      Kaleeb stopped at the end of the armory and unlocked a door. On the shelves inside the room were six sky-blades. He stared at them for a few moments.

      “Holy shit,” Kyralla said. “Are those functional?”

      “Yes,” Kaleeb said. “They have never been activated, though.”

      “Those are basic storm crows,” Silky said.

      “What does that mean?” Siv asked.

      “KRO-1 models, sir.” 

      “And Faisal was a …”

      “KRO-9,” Silky replied, “with a 9G-x like me inside.”

      “No wonder he was so deadly,” Kyralla muttered.

      “We should take those with us, right?” Bishop asked, casting a worried look toward Kaleeb.

      The bounty hunter nodded. “It would be foolish to do otherwise.”

      “I’m surprised the outpost only has six available,” Silky said. “There’s room for two dozen here.”

      “I used the others during various missions,” Kaleeb answered.

      “I’m assuming KRO-1’s can’t do nearly as much as Faisal,” Kyralla said.

      “They’re piloted by 4G chippies,” Silky answered. “They lack cloaking technology, their blades aren’t as sharp, and they’re not as fast nor as well armored or shielded. You also have to recharge them regularly. Eyana wouldn’t work with them for that reason. We insisted on KRO-5’s at a minimum.”

      “I wasn’t aware you ever worked with sky-blades,” Mitsuki said.

      “On about half of our missions, we’d have one or two in waiting as backup.”

      Kyralla glanced at the sky-blades and shivered. “We should continue the tour.”

      “I would show you the repair cog station, but you’ll get to see them at work soon enough,” Kaleeb said. “So that leaves one final thing I want to show you.”

      “Have you saved the best for last?” Tamzin asked with irritation. She was clearly exhausted like everyone else and had burned through the last of her enthusiasm while admiring the armory’s toys.

      “In fact, I have,” Kaleeb said.

      He took them to the top floor of the station. A wide door opened, and they emerged into what seemed to be an expansive outdoor park. They walked out across soft grass beneath a warm sun directly above. There were trees and flowering shrubs; birds, butterflies, and bees. An ever so cool breeze drifted across them, playing a set of wind chimes hanging from a nearby elm. It appeared as if they were on an island in the midst of a lake, and the doorway, once the door itself had closed, was a bridge leading to the rest of the “land.”

      “This is the most impressive hologram work I’ve ever seen,” Bishop commented idly. 

      Siv was so enthralled he barely registered the gizmet’s words.

      “I know it’s not real,” Kyralla said, “but ‘Nevolence, it’s been so long since I saw greenery and felt sunshine on my face.”

      Like everyone else save for Tekeru and Kaleeb, she wasn’t used to space travel. Siv and Mitsuki had gotten some planet-side time while she, Oona, and Bishop had remained on the ship. Not that it was quality outdoor time, and they had seen little daylight on Titus II.

      With his face aimed up toward the artificial sun, Siv took in a deep breath. “I missed this feeling.”

      Tamzin dug her fingers into the grass. “It’s real! And there’s dirt here, too.”

      “The nearby plants, the soil, and the giant heat lamp above are real,” Kaleeb said. “Everything else is done using holograms. The lakeshore is where the actual wall begins. You will find there’s another park at the corresponding level on the other end of the station. The arrangement of the plants is different, but it’s more or less the same. I thought you’d appreciate coming here to recuperate.”

      “I don’t think I want to leave this space for a few days,” Kyralla said. “Thank you for bringing us here. I needed this.”

      “That’s why it exists,” Silky said. “Except for the most hardcore, natural-born spacers, people need some time in the sun, or else they’ll go crazy.”

      Siv exhaled and took in another deep breath. Maybe it was his imagination, but the air in here smelled fresher. With new doses of Kompel being made, hope returned to him for the first time in weeks.

      “This is just what I needed.” 

      He glanced over at Kyralla, who was smiling as she stared upward. Fresh air and sunlight wasn’t all he needed.
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      Oona held onto Gav’s hand as he led her through the swirling chaos of the hypermind. She tried following along with her eyes closed, but that didn’t make anything better. With the visuals blocked out, the sounds of the Ancients’ voices — their songs, arguments, and conversations — became stronger, along with the sweet and sour scents of their food and the earthy smells of their bodies and cities.

      She opened her eyes to see Gav smiling at her. “If you’re trying to block out the experience, that won’t help.”

      She sighed. “It was nice being inside your imprinted memory. I needed a break.”

      “I’m glad it helped.”

      “When you’re not hiding inside your memories, do you study the Numenaians?”

      “I do my best,” Gav answered. “It’s comforting.”

      “How so?”

      “Sifting through all of this is pretty much the same as practicing archaeology. I gather random bits and try to piece them all together into a whole. The only difference is that the bits are everywhere here. It’s as if an entire civilization was shattered into trillions of pieces, scattered across a desert, and buried under a thin layer of sand without a single piece missing.”

      “So, you’re enjoying it?”

      “At times, I think it’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I have access to all the knowledge I sought for so long. But at other times, I feel like its a curse. I don’t have anyone to talk to, and no needs to satisfy. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. The experiences to sort through and study are endless. And I can’t share any of the fascinating things that I have learned about the Numenaians with anyone.”

      “I can see how that would make things worse,” she said. “Is it going to take long for us to make it there?”

      “You would think that it would be instantaneous. For one of them, maybe it would be. For me, it could take ten minutes or an hour to get to that moment. I never know.”

      “In that case, why don’t you share with me what you’ve learned. Who knows, maybe knowing more about them will help me survive this ordeal. Tell me something awesome that no one would suspect.”

      “I’m guessing Lyoolee’s already told you quite a bit.”

      “Not really. We’ve really only had one long conversation.”

      He rubbed through his beard with his free hand. “Some of the things I have learned here are amazing. Some I can’t even begin to explain. Some are disturbing.”

      “Do you understand their language?” Oona asked.

      “That took a couple of decades since their dialects changed over the millennia, but yes, I learned it. Can you understand them?”

      “I know what they are saying, but I don’t know the language itself. If I focus, I can tell the difference.”

      “Makes sense. I wish I had that ability.”

      “So, what is it that you can’t figure out?”

      “Many of their thoughts and designs. I’m not a philosopher or a physicist or an engineer. And some of the things I’ve seen I have found … baffling … disturbing.”

      “Their war with the Shadraa is certainly disturbing,” Oona said. “I have seen some of its horrors already.”

      The swirl of the hypermind shifted to war, to thoughts of anger and bloodshed, heartbreak and despair. She viewed the Numenaians doing battle, but the Shadraa were shadowy and not in focus. Just like they had been when she’d seen them in the hypermind earlier.

      “I don’t recommend saying that name unless you want to conjure the Numenaian experiences of war,” Gav advised.

      “How come I can’t clearly see the Sha … their enemy. I know they are there, and I can sense them, but I can’t picture them.”

      “The Numenaians found them so terrible, they refused to contemplate what they looked like, and so it was never imprinted? That’s my best guess.”

      “That seems odd.”

      “There’s a collective consciousness here,” Gav replied, “and it edits what’s in the hypermind. I’ve spent many years searching for knowledge of the ones they called the Ancients and have discovered little for my efforts.”

      Oona chuckled. “Did you move from researching one culture of Ancients to another because it was too easy to learn about the Numenaians once you were here?”

      He chuckled. “In a sense, that is probably true.”

      “I know that their Ancients taught them how to build this place and gave them the machine that creates their hyper-stones.”

      “Every scrap of hyperphasic science they possess comes from their Ancients,” Gav said. “And the Numenaians contributed little to that knowledge base, though in their later centuries all but a select few in the higher echelons believed they had created all of it on their own.”

      “So our most advanced technologies didn’t even originate with the Numenaians?” Oona said. “That’s amazing. What happened to their Ancients?”

      “That is an excellent question. The Numenaians coexisted alongside their Ancients for a millennium. Then there’s a knowledge gap that lasts for a century. And then their Ancients are no longer mentioned except in hushed whispers, dire warnings, and nightmares. After a few millennia, they were mostly forgotten.”

      “Sounds like something terrible happened,” Oona said. “Do you know what their Ancients looked like?”

      Gav shook his head. “Shadows are all you can see of them.”

      “So, that’s all you know about their Ancients?”

      “I know one more thing in connection with them. A name whispered in fear among the Numenaians for a short time, until it was forbidden. It is a name that creeps through the darkest parts of the hypermind.”

      “What is it?”

      Gav glanced around fearfully as if something terrible might happen. Then he leaned in toward her and whispered a single word, “Ktuul.”

      The entire hypermind around them darkened into shadows, and it seemed as if she were back in her bubble realm floating on the black ocean with storm clouds overhead. For a second, a cluster of red orbs glowed in the shadows, and something crawled across her shoulder.

      Crying out, she released Gav’s hand and swatted at it, but there was nothing there. As he faded away, she recognized her mistake.

      His hand struck out and caught hers. Running, he pulled her along through the shadows, and as they went, he sang a bouncy melody in Numenaian. 

      The shadows faded, and they stopped running as they entered a bright open field where hundreds of Numenaians had congregated, their voices singing in harmony with Gav. 

      He smiled apologetically. “Sorry. I should not have said the name.”

      “Did you see those red orbs?”

      “The eyes? Yes. I have seen them before. Dozens like them hiding in the shadows. Only the eyes, though. I have never seen anything more.”

      Oona shivered. She hadn’t even thought of them as eyes, but now that he mentioned them, she realized that’s exactly what they had been. 

      “Something brushed against me.”

      Gav frowned. “It is rare to have physical sensations here. For me, anyway. Come, we have farther to go.”

      “You were going to tell me about some of the amazing things you have learned …”

      “I’m sure you will learn it all once you master your powers,” Gav said. 

      “The idea was to allow you to share. Besides, I’d like to take my mind off what just happened. And maybe I’ll learn something along the way that will help me survive.”

      Nodding, he again rubbed his chin. “Why don’t I tell you about their architectural marvels. And if we’re lucky, talking about them along the way will bring some of them out of the swirl so you can see them.”

      As they continued, buildings appeared. Gav would tell her what purpose they served and the evolution of their design through time. She sensed there was more that he would have liked to say to her but was afraid to say.

      At last, the Heart of the Numenaia temple appeared.

      “We’re there!” she chimed.

      “Almost,” he said. “The place is correct, but the time is off by roughly a century. We’ll get there soon, though.”

      “How do you know the time is incorrect?”

      “I know by the style of dress the worshipers filing into the temple are wearing.”

      Oona smacked her forehead. “I am such an idiot!”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I can’t believe I’ve never considered it before. Please, don’t think less of me when I ask this. Cause it’s a really stupid question.”

      “I’ll try not to,” he promised with a smile.

      “I know Lyoolee is a priestess, a high priestess. But of what? I never thought to ask her. Never considered it for a single moment.” 

      Gav laughed. “We live in a secular civilization. It’s natural that such a question would slip by you.”

      “But she has the word priestess in her title.”

      “You did have other matters to worry about.”

      “Thank you for trying to make me not feel so bad about it.”

      “In a nutshell,” Gav explained, “the Numenaians worshiped themselves.”

      “Huh? How does that work?”

      “Their culture evolved as a tribal society dominated by animism and ancestor worship.”

      “Animism?”

      “Early Numenaians worshiped the spirits of trees, rivers, animals, even their tools. At one time, that was common on Earth, too. Other faiths, however, never arose amongst the Numenaians.”

      “That’s unusual, right?”

      “Perhaps not amongst a people with empathic and telepathic ties to one another,” Gav replied. “Over time, Numenaian animism transitioned. The focus switched from individual ancestors and the spirits of things in their world to a unified being that consisted of all the Numenaians who had lived before and their experiences of their world, rather than the things themselves.”

      “Like the hypermind?”

      “If you can imagine a more … I don’t want to say primitive but … idealized version of the hypermind. It was like a god to them. Then along came their Ancients …”

      “Who created the hypermind for them so that they would have their actual religion validated?”

      “It could be a coincidence.”

      “How?”

      “Maybe their Ancients stored information the same way. It’s not a stretch for a culture with advanced hyperphasic sciences and telepathic abilities to think of such a system. After all, we store our data, our entire repository of human knowledge, amidst a network of machines. Our personal experiences, from our tastes in music and food to how we feel daily, all that ends up on the galactic web in one form or another. We have accumulated thousands of years of such data.”

      “So the Numenaians worshiped the hypermind even after it became an undeniably real thing?”

      “Once knowledge of their Ancients was suppressed and forgotten, the Numenaians thought their telepathic might had created the hypermind from the original divine substance of unified being, which they called the Zatsa. The high priestesses knew otherwise, and maybe some scholars, but I don’t think anyone else did. So they came to worship themselves, in a manner of speaking.”

      “And the priestesses lead their religious rituals?” 

      “In worship of the Zatsa,” he answered with a nod. “The priestesses also served the vital role of accessing the hypermind for knowledge that others sought, knowledge that was forgotten, or simple remembrances of deceased ancestors.”

      “Only the priestesses could do this?”

      “All Numenaians stored imprints in the hypermind, but few outside of the priestesses could access the information except through dreams.”

      “There were no male priests. Why?”

      “Few males were born with the abilities required. And I suppose they were not allowed to pursue the route out of tradition.”

      The Heart of the Numenaia wavered before them as if it were a mirage, and people raced in and out as if time were sped up by a factor of a hundred. She assumed what they were witnessing was an amalgamation of thousands of separate experiences. She started to ask Gav about it but then decided otherwise. She was afraid that voicing the question would somehow throw them off the path he was taking them along, and she was eager to get there, not knowing how much longer being in Gav’s presence could hold her focus and keep her conscious mind from spiraling out of control through the hypermind.

      “Do you think Lyoolee was seeing the future when she yelled your name?”

      “As far as I know, there is no way for even Numenaian priestesses to predict the future,” Gav replied. “And it seems to me there are more useful predictions she could have made.”

      “Maybe she somehow altered the hypermind after meeting you …”

      “And used my full name?” 

      “Perhaps she altered it when she sent me here, and that alteration changed your experience of it without you realizing it.”

      “I hope I’m not that vulnerable to changes to the hypermind.” Gav shrugged. “These are questions you should ask her when you speak with her again.”

      “Oh, I’m going to have a lot of questions for her.”

      “I have no doubt about that.” He smiled. “You are unlike any other fourteen-year-old I’ve ever met.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re philosophical, for one.”

      She sighed sadly. “I’ve spent my life isolated from others. Most of my time has been spent reading and meditating. I’ve read all your books, by the way.”

      “I’m honored,” he replied with a bow of his head. “I doubt my son has.”

      “I’d be surprised if he hasn’t. Besides, I’m sure Silky would have insisted.”

      “The books didn’t leave an imprint,” Gav said. “You know, I so miss having a chippy in my head. Silky especially. Until you go for years without one, you don’t realize how dependent on their companionship you’ve become.” 

      At last, they stepped into a temple garden precisely matching the one where Oona had visited Lyoolee in her dreamscape. Everything slowed to a single, vivid scene.

      An aging high priestess, trailed by two acolytes, walked amongst more than a dozen teenage girls kneeling and meditating. Oona’s earlier guess had been correct. Numenaians did not seem to differ in appearance as much as humans. She saw little variation in any of the girls, aside from a few years difference in their ages. They could easily have all been sisters, the high priestess their mother, the acolytes their aunts.

      Oona walked through the imprinted scene as if it were nothing more than a holographic projection. While she could move through any of the people and objects, she preferred to move around them. Otherwise, it was just too weird. 

      Leaning against a tree, Gav stood off to the side, observing. She hoped he didn’t leave. She wasn’t sure what would happen if he did.

      Oona stopped in front of one girl, who could not have been any older than she was, and leaned down. This girl’s face had slight differences from the others … Oona recognized those cheekbones. She saw them in the mirror every day. 

      Tears streamed from her eyes as she knelt in front of the girl. “Lyoolee … I found you.”

      The girl’s eyes flared open, and she cried out, “Gav Gendin!”

      Then she slumped down onto her butt, breathing deeply.

      The high priestess rushed over and squatted beside the girl. “Lyoolee …”

      “I’m with you, High Priestess Toresha,” Lyoolee responded with relief.

      Toresha took Lyoolee’s hands. “Congratulations, my dear. You have completed the Ritual of Becoming. You are ready to begin the next level of training.”

      Lyoolee beamed a broad smile then bowed while remaining on her knees, placing her forehead on the ground. “I am ready to begin my service to the Zatsa. All hail the Zatsa!”

      The remainder of the girls all cried out, “All hail the Zatsa! May all our days be blessed in its service.”

      Oona looked to Gav. “High Priestess Toresha didn’t react to your name …”

      “Wait for it …”

      Lyoolee stood and accepted the hands and hugs of congratulatory classmates. As soon as they departed, heading into the temple, Lyoolee’s smile vanished. With a concerned expression, she turned and stared toward the spot where Gav stood in the hypermind. 

      “Lyoolee?” Toresha called. Her gaze followed from Lyoolee’s to the spot where Gav stood. She made no comment. In fact, she didn’t react whatsoever. “Come. It is time to begin the next level of your training.”

      “See?” Gav responded as Lyoolee hurried inside. 

      “Have you tried standing in different places?”

      “The imprint always changes to match where I’m standing.”

      “Weird.”

      “You should be off now, I think.”

      “Where to?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Gav asked. “It’s time to begin your training.”

      Of course! Why else would Lyoolee have brought her here? This would allow her to study alongside her.

      “What if she didn’t imprint all the important lessons?” Oona asked.

      “I feel certain you will find all the ones you need here.”

      “What if I get lost in the hypermind?” she worried.

      “Do you want me to stay nearby?”

      “Please! I wasn’t grounded until you found me. You have what I do not, the ability to navigate this place without getting swept away. I need the link to your humanity to maintain my sanity here.”

      He took her hand. “Then, I would be happy to study alongside you, Oona Vim.”

      Together, they stepped into the temple, where Oona would begin her training to become a priestess of the Order Benevolent of the Zatsa. If she could master that part of her being, then maybe she could escape this place and discover the rest of who she was supposed to be at Genetics Prime.
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      With reluctance, Siv triggered the injector pressed against his neck. He sighed deeply as the dose of Kompel coursed through his veins. He tossed the injector onto the floor of his quarters on the outpost with disgust. 

      “I hate depending on this crap.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      “It’s even worse knowing I can never get off it, knowing that I need it to survive what few years I have left.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, sir, you are doing the most important work in the galaxy. If we win out, you will be one of the greatest heroes humanity has ever known.”

      Siv stood and stretched. “How far up my ass do you want to blow that smoke?”

      “Until it comes out your mouth, sir.”

      Siv laughed so hard he fell back onto his bed. “You always know how to cheer me up, Silkster.”

      “I do what I can, sir.”

      He wiped away the tears of laughter from his face. “I never wanted to be a hero.”

      “I know, sir.”

      “You, on the other hand … Silkster, you are a born hero. You love this shit.”

      “I have to confess that it’s true, sir. And I’m damned good at it.”

      “You brought down the Shadraa and the bad Benevolence! How amazing is that?!”

      “I did it with help, sir.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you are the ultimate badass.”

      “Hey! No arguments, sir.”

      “Like Slick Talon from the Kill Hard franchise.”

      Silky’s voice softened. “I would have preferred for my big-time heroic days to have ended with those acts, sir. Don’t get me wrong. Now that we are in the thick of it, I know we’ve got a chance to undo all the damage and get human civilization back on track. I couldn’t be happier to have that opportunity and give it the old 9G-x try. But I would rather you and I were off on small-scale, low-risk adventures.”

      Siv ran his fingers across the rubbery leaves of the ficus. “Maybe when we’ve seen this saving the galaxy thing through, and before my nervous system gives out on me, we could do a bit of archaeology on far-off worlds populated by strange, alien creatures.”

      “It’s a deal, sir. Would we bring Mitsuki along?”

      “Wouldn’t be any fun without her.” He never would have said that a month ago. “Kyralla, too, of course.”

      “Naturally, sir. You can’t call for booty if it isn’t nearby.”

      Siv rolled his eyes then dressed in a gray jumpsuit with blue stripes down the sides of the legs and the sleeves. The Terran insignia of a planet and a moon within a triangle marked it as a Benevolency military uniform. Underneath that, it read Krixis Outpost 5. 

      Kaleeb had told them about the pristine jumpsuits in the station’s storage lockers, and they had decided before going to bed to switch to wearing them. It was nice to have clean clothes without stains, scorch marks, or tears. Some might have the clothes they’d brought along mended. Some, like Siv, were going to stick with the jumpsuits. Silky had argued they should all adopt them as their official non-combat uniform. 

      “We need the whole gang, I think.”

      “I could do without Tamzin, sir.”

      Siv turned the screen on the wall into a mirror and looked himself over. “I’ve lost weight.”

      “Everyone has, sir. You need to eat plenty while you’re here. The next stage of our adventure could be rough.”

      He started to pick up his neural disruptor but then decided to leave it on the nightstand. They were safe here on the base. “Is anyone else awake?”

      “Everyone is gathering for breakfast in the galley, sir.”

      They all enjoyed another surprisingly good meal, though Siv wondered if the quality was partly due to their standards having been forcibly lowered to just above dog food.

      “To do a complete overhaul of the Outworld Ranger, we need to remove the Ancient stasis capsule,” Silky told them as they finished with a small ice cream for dessert. 

      “The holding cell didn’t take any damage, though,” Mitsuki said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Silky replied. “The repair cogs need to analyze everything onboard from lights to weapons to door controls, along with every square centimeter of floor, wall, and ceiling.”

      “We haven’t started the repair process yet?” Kyralla asked in a worried tone.

      “The little cogs are already working their asses off on the outside of the ship and in some internal sections,” Silky replied.

      “We should put the priestess in the medical bay alongside Oona,” Artemisia said aloud.

      “How’s Oona doing?” Siv asked.

      “Her vitals suggest that she’s in a much calmer state than before,” Artemisia replied.

      “That’s great!” Siv said. “At least I assume that it’s a good sign.”

      Kyralla shrugged, and Artemisia made a noncommittal noise.

      At Silky’s insistence, they all went to the ship bay to see the repair cogs at work. The sight certainly didn’t disappoint. As soon as they walked inside the bay, they all stopped and stood stock-still, mouths gaping. Except for Kaleeb, who had seen this process before.

      Four cogs constructed in the same basic manner as Octavian, but painted a dark blue instead of bright silver, were working on top of the Outworld Ranger, repairing the hull where the quad plasma cannon had exploded. 

      Along with them were scores of spider-shaped cogs, roughly the size of Siv’s head. They scurried along the hull of the Outworld Ranger and Eyana’s Vengeance and zipped in and out of them. Some cogs ferried parts and materials from a tunnel underneath the near side of the bay. Others worked on the ships directly.

      Siv watched them with fascination, having never seen anything like this before, not even in a movie or a web clip. Some of the spider cogs worked directly using tools that projected from their forelimbs. Others deployed tools from a ninth arm that extended from their backs while using their other limbs to cling to the sides and the underbellies of the ships.

      “This … this is the most amazing thing I have ever seen,” Bishop stuttered.

      “You haven’t seen me naked yet, big boy,” Mitsuki chimed.

      “Hasn’t everyone seen you naked, Bat-Wings?” Silky asked.

      “Not yet,” Mitsuki replied. “And it’s their loss.”

      “I don’t think I can watch this any longer,” Kyralla said with a queasy sound in her voice. 

      “‘Nevolence why?” Bishop asked. “It’s…”

      “Like porn to you?” Mitsuki suggested.

      “I mean … kind of,” Bishop replied sheepishly.

      “It’s creepy, watching these metal spiders crawling all over the place.” Kyralla shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about them being on the outpost.”

      Siv patted her on the arm. “I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      Three orb-shaped cogs flew out into the bay, two scanned the Outworld Ranger, one scanned Eyana’s Vengeance. 

      “Overseer cogs,” Kaleeb explained. “They’re managing the project.”

      “They don’t stay out all the time?” Bishop asked.

      “This is the second shift,” Silky explained. “The first shift went in to recharge a minute before you came out.”

      “So we need to get the Ancient capsule off the ship,” Siv said. “Is it safe to walk through them?”

      “The repair cogs will move around you, sir. But don’t worry about it. Seneca and Octavian have already got this covered.”

      The insectoid cog emerged from the Outworld Ranger moments later, carrying the capsule on an antigrav sled. He paused at the base of the boarding ramp, peered up into the ship, and chirped.

      “What’s he saying?” Mitsuki asked.

      “He’s remembering when he carried her onboard a century ago,” Silky answered. “She hasn’t been off the vessel since then. He’s surprisingly sentimental that one.”

      “What about the cargo?” Siv asked. “The Tezzin and dad’s artifacts?”

      “We’re going to remove and store all of it safely, sir.”

      Octavian transferred the capsule to Seneca and went back into the ship. Spider cogs skittered out of the way as Seneca pushed it toward them.

      “I can take her from here,” Siv said when Seneca neared them.

      Seneca bowed his head and started back toward the ship. Before Siv headed inside, Octavian emerged onto the boarding ramp pushing the other antigrav sled. On it was a body encased within a black bag. 

      Tamzin gasped and threw herself into Kyralla’s arms. Kyralla hugged her back awkwardly. Siv stood beside them and watched with teary eyes as Octavian brought Galen’s body toward them. 

      A control panel linked to a power pack was mounted on the bag. “Is the body frozen?”

      “It is, sir.”

      “It worries me that dad had one onboard the ship.”

      “All starships have several, sir. Some people don’t want to be buried in space. And some just want their loved ones to look upon them one last time, regardless of how their remains are dealt with afterward. As a disc of silicone and exotic metals, I find it all fascinating. You know, I still don’t know what you’d prefer.”

      “Because I don’t like thinking about it.”

      “However I see fit, then?”

      “That works for me.”

      Octavian stopped when the sled reached Kyralla and Tamzin. He bowed and issued a series of deep, mournful tones. Silky translated aloud for them all. “Miss Vim, do you want me to take the body to the outpost’s morgue or to the medical bay?”

      “Does it matter?” Tamzin asked, wiping tears from her face.

      “The body is preserved, either way, Miss Moi. It is only a matter of whether seeing its presence will cause distress whenever you or Miss Vim visit Miss Oona.”

      “The morgue then … I think,” Kyralla said. 

      Tamzin nodded her agreement.

      “As you wish, ladies,” Octavian replied.

      Head bowed, Vega stepped aside. “I will … stay and monitor the progress of the repairs.”

      Bishop touched Kyralla lightly on the arm and gave her a sad, sympathetic smile. “I will do the same.”

      Tekeru nodded. “Likewise.”

      “One more thing before we continue,” Silky said. 

      Octavian drew the wraith space cube from a pack along his waist and held it out toward Tamzin. Kaleeb flinched and backed away.

      Tamzin shook her head. “Hold on to it for me until we leave here. Please.”

      Pushing the Ancient capsule, Siv and Mitsuki followed Octavian, Kyralla, and Tamzin.

      “Silkster, I think we should leave dad’s artifacts here on the outpost.”

      “You don’t want to take them along, sir?”

      “I think they’re safer here, Kaleeb’s got enough money to fund our operation, and I’d rather hang onto them anyway.”

      “Fair enough, sir. We could use the extra storage space for supplies and ammunition.”

      Siv pushed the antigrav sled into the state-of-the-art room where Oona was being tended by two medical cogs.

      When he touched the surface of Lyoolee’s capsule, Siv’s guardian amulet warmed then glowed. As Seneca arrived to take the antigrav sled back to the repair bay, Siv fell into a trance.

      His father appeared, standing a few meters away, smiling warmly. 

      Siv panicked, thinking he was about to die. Though he couldn’t imagine what might be killing him. A heart attack or stroke triggered by his neurological disease? Kaleeb betraying them? A random reactor explosion?

      “Don’t worry, son, you’re not dying. Not at the moment anyway.”

      Then he took a breath and scanned the scenery around him. He was not on board the outpost. Instead, he was in an ornate room dimly lit by dozens of candles hanging in midair, suspended by nothing he could see. The walls and the ceiling were made with planks cut from rich, dark wood. Plush, woven reed mats in a light, contrasting honey color covered the floor. The room was devoid of furniture. 

      An open archway in the back led to the outside. He could see two willowy trees swaying in the wind against a dark sky illuminated by a gibbous orange moon and a shining, many-spired city in the distance. The trailing lights of starships and aircraft streaked through the sky.

      In the front of the room, where most of the candles were concentrated, stood a Numenaian priestess in a sheer, emerald robe. She was chanting what sounded like a complicated song. Eight, teenaged Numenaian girls in simple gray robes knelt in two rows in front of her with their heads bowed and their hands crossed over their chests. A ninth girl knelt alone behind them. From time to time, the girls would chant along in unison with the priestess at the front.

      The ninth girl seemed familiar but was out of focus. He couldn’t make out any details about her, except that she was dressed differently.

      Gav stood to the side of Siv, leaning against a red-painted column. “Dad! What is this place? How did I get here?”

      Gav stepped in and wrapped Siv in a giant, bear hug. A hug Siv could feel! Heart melting, he returned the embrace and leaned his head against his dad’s shoulder, fighting back tears.

      “You are in the Heart of the Numenaia, my son. The highest temple on Bhalla-Rei, the homeworld of the Numenaians. You are, for the moment, within the hypermind itself. Though you are being shielded from its effects.”

      “Are you sure I haven’t died?”

      Gav pulled back. “No, my son, you are very much alive.”

      He patted his father on the arm. “I can feel you!”

      “It’s all in your head, but I agree that it does seem real. As for how you got here, that was Oona’s doing. I won’t pretend to understand how she’s managed it.” Gav shrugged. “All I know is that she’s using Lyoolee as a channel, and she needed you to touch the capsule for it to work.” 

      “Lucky I did, then.”

      “I’ve stopped believing in luck,” Gav said.

      “Where is Oona?”

      Gav gestured toward the ninth girl. “She’s right there.”

      He squinted as he tried to focus on her. “I’m having trouble seeing her clearly.”

      “Probably because neither of you are hypermind imprints.”

      “Why am I here?”

      “I have a message to deliver to you … and Oona would like to read your mind.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s trapped inside the hypermind, but she’s learning how to pass the trial, as if she were an awakened Numenaian girl in training.”

      “So, she’ll make it out?” Siv asked, hopefully.

      “That’s still in grave doubt,” Gav said. “Only a tiny percentage of Numenaians pass the Trial of Corruption. The difference being they did ‘t die if they failed. They just became basic acolytes. But this will give her a fighting chance.”

      “So, she’s learning from Lyoolee?” Siv asked, nodding toward the high priestess.

      Gav chuckled and shook his head. “Lyoolee is the fourteen-year-old kneeling in the row in front of Oona.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Numenaians have far less differentiation in their appearances than humans. Makes it much harder for us to distinguish between them, especially since we can’t sense individual psychic imprints like they can. But yes, I am certain.”

      “Did Oona bring you here?”

      “Lyoolee told her to come to this place at this time. But the hypermind was overpowering Oona, and she was struggling to make it anywhere. She found me instead, probably because we’re both human, and I served as her guide. I already knew how to reach this place, but that’s a longer tale for another time.”

      “You are here … in the hypermind … How? I thought you were merely a psychic imprint left behind in the amulet.”

      “We don’t have time to get into all of that either. Just know that the me that is here and self-aware is happily basking in everything that is the Ancients.”

      Doubting his father’s sincerity, though he couldn’t say why, Siv smiled awkwardly. “And this is the same version that appears to me whenever I’m dying?”

      Gav nodded. “Which is far too often, my son.”

      Siv took a moment to process everything, then gave up. Like it or not, all the questions speeding through his brain would have to wait. 

      “What’s the message?”

      “Oona is alive and mentally stable in here. She’s studying and has a chance of surviving.”

      “I hope she didn’t invest too much energy in bringing my consciousness here.”

      “She is, I think, testing her powers. She’s also eager to know what’s going on with you and your companions. She can no longer sense everything happening around her body like she could before.”

      “She’s welcome to read my thoughts if that will help her.”

      Oona turned half around and met his eyes. She was in sharp focus now, and he could feel her reading his mind. She smiled and winked. 

      “Tell my sister to stop worrying. And Siv … if it’s okay with you, can I access your mind again sometime, through the amulet? So I’ll know what’s going on.”

      Without concern for revealing any private thoughts or moments, he agreed. “I am yours. Anything you need.”

      “In that case …” her voice grew quiet, somber “… tell Kyralla not to wait for me to … to have a memorial for Dad.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I have access to your amulet now. So I can experience the memorial through you.” She smiled. “Your father is amazing. Without his help, I would be lost.”

      “I’m sure you would have figured it out.”

      “No, I would not have. Gav has been my guide and my guardian. Without him anchoring me, I wouldn’t be able to continue my studies.” Her smile faded. “Siv, since I may not get another chance to say this … Thank you for all that you have done for me. Tell the others how grateful I am for their help.”

      Oona turned back around and was suddenly out of focus again.

      Gav clasped his arms. “You must go now, my son. It was good to see you again.”

      “Were you ever close to finding this place, Dad? In the real world.”

      “Bhalla-Rei? Far from it. Their territory stretched much farther than I realized. Their empire was easily twice the size of ours and the Krixis combined. This, by the way, is the third planet in the Callidus system. I thought Silky would like to know.”

      “Dad, Silky took down the Benevolence. He spread the Tekk Plague. He knew so much more than he was letting on.”

      “I learned about it through you. I was equally shocked.”

      “You heard about it through me?”

      “Go, my son. We can discuss this later.”

      Siv grabbed his dad and hugged him tight. He didn’t want to let go. And yet a moment later, he was standing in the outpost, leaning toward the capsule, with both hands on it. 

      He staggered back, dazed. His amulet stopped glowing and cooled.

      Mitsuki grabbed him by the waist. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I went into the hypermind. I saw Oona. She brought me there. And I saw my dad. He’s helping her. And —”

      “Slow down.” She eased him to the floor, and he leaned against the wall. “Catch your breath.” 

      Kyralla and Tamzin rushed into the room. Judging by their swollen eyes and flushed faces, they had been crying. Kaleeb, Bishop, and Tekeru arrived soon after.

      “I told the others about the incident, sir.”

      Kyralla knelt beside him. “Tell me everything. Start at the beginning.”

      Siv told her what little he knew, but it was more than enough to give Kyralla hope. 

      “I’m not going to stop worrying. She can forget about that!” She sighed as she wiped a few tears away. “I will sleep easier. though.”

      “Do you want to do the memorial service without her, Kyra?” Tamzin asked.

      “If she can see through Siv, then I think we should.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “And I think … I think it would be good for us to … to move forward.”

      Tamzin took Kyralla’s arm. “Do you want to plan the funeral now?”

      “Tomorrow?” Kyralla suggested. “I don’t think I can manage it today.”

      Cadmus, one of the two active medical cogs on the outpost, approached Siv. “You do not seem well, sir. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “I just need to catch my breath,” Siv replied.

      “Have you never done anything like that before?” Kaleeb asked him.

      “Normally, my dad appears to me wherever I am, and only I can see him. And only when I’m dying.”

      “Your father’s appearances are connected to the amulet?” Kaleeb asked.

      He pulled the guardian amulet out from beneath his shirt. “I think it took my dad’s… soul, I guess … into the hypermind. And maybe if I died, it would take mine there, too …” 

      “That would explain why you can see him when you’re dying, sir,” Silky said. “How was the old codger?”

      “Surprised that you took down the Benevolence.”

      “He should be glad I avenged him, sir.”

      “I didn’t have time to tell him everything. Although he seemed to have heard everything you told me … Oona read my mind, by the way, so she knows everything that’s happened over the last few weeks.” 

      “I guess that’s good,” Kyralla muttered.

      “Is your father okay there?” Bishop asked.

      “He claims to be happy that he can study everything there is to know about the Ancients,” Siv replied. “But there was a sour note in his voice. If he’s fully self-aware and cognizant of time passing while he’s in there, then he’s got to be lonely.”

      If he continued to wear the amulet, would the same fate await Siv when he died? Spending an eternity with his dad might be okay, but he didn’t share the man’s relentless love of the Ancients. Sure, it would be interesting for a while, but it was bound to get old after a few decades. 

      Of course, it might already be too late for him. He had actually been the one holding the amulet the moment his father died, and yet his father had still ended up there. He’d had the amulet for a century, and he’d been effectively serving the priestess for a few weeks already. And Oona said she had access to the amulet now.

      “We’re lucky Gav was there to help Oona,” Bishop said.

      Siv shook those dreary thoughts away. He could worry about a bizarre afterlife later.

      “Yeah. She said that he saved her,” he replied.

      “So, this only happened because you touched the capsule?” Tamzin asked. “It would not have happened any other way?”

      “There was no other way for Oona to reach me. She needed the priestess to form the link, and Lyoolee is weak.”

      “Good thing the information wasn’t critical,” Tamzin grumbled, clearly annoyed by what had happened. Because it didn’t make much sense? Because she hated luck? He still couldn’t understand how Tamzin’s mind worked.

      Kyralla pulled her amulet out and rubbed a finger across it thoughtfully. “I wish she was able to contact me …”

      “Your metal amulet doesn’t function the same way his ceramic one does?” Kaleeb asked.

      She shook her head. “Siv’s is Ancient in origin. It’s called a hyper-stone, and it’s more like bone than ceramic. Oona shaped this one for me, but it doesn’t seem to do anything other than emit a slight resonance between us. My guess is that it’s symbolic.” 

      “May I see it?”

      She held it out as far as she could without removing the chain from around her neck. He stepped forward and examined it.

      “Did the adepts in your time shape soft metals into amulets like this?”

      “Not that I know of.” Kaleeb backed away. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Siv stood and stretched. “I could use a strong cup of tea.”

      “And maybe some sunshine?” Kyralla asked, taking his hand in hers.

      “That sounds nice.”

      “I’ll join you,” Tamzin said eagerly.

      Siv and Kyralla both looked at her awkwardly, not knowing how to tell her no. He sympathized with Tamzin’s desire to feel included and didn’t want to be unfriendly. He also didn’t want to upset her. Tamzin was intense in the best of circumstances. 

      Kaleeb picked up on their need. “Would you care to join me for a bit of sparring practice?” he asked Tamzin. “There’s a training gym.”

      She stared daggers at him. “Train with you? I would rather …” Her words trailed off, and she nodded. She’d gotten the message. “Does this place have a target range? I wouldn’t mind squeezing off a few rounds.”

      “I’ll take you there.”

      She picked up a burst of enthusiasm. “I’d like to try the slug thumper I spotted in the armory.”

      He grinned. “Oh, you’re going to love shooting that one.”

      They took the elevator down, then Siv and Kyralla took one going up.

      “I hope they don’t kill each other,” Kyralla said.

      “No kidding,” Siv answered.

      “As long as Kaleeb survives,” Silky said. “Sir, are you doing okay?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “I know you’ve considered the implications of a self-aware version of your father ending up in the hypermind.”

      “I’m trying to leave those thoughts be.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      “Silkster, Dad says the Numenaian homeworld is the third planet in the Callidus system.”

      “Yowzers! He was way off in the wrong direction during his search. And no wonder I couldn’t figure it out from the clues Oona gave me before.”

      “How far away is it?”

      “More than a thousand light-years on the other side of the Krixis Empire. We don’t know a damned thing about that region of space.”

      “Maybe you and I can go there when we finish all this.”

      “Sounds like a good plan to me, sir.”

      They strolled through the small park in circles, pretending it was much larger than it was. When they paused, Siv noted the tears running down Kyralla’s cheeks. He leaned in and kissed them away, surprising himself at his tenderness. He couldn’t recall being this caring with any of his prior girlfriends.

      She chuckled and managed a smile. “Sorry, I keep crying.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “That was a lot to handle, and the e-Numb has worn off. I’ve taken some micro-doses of Calm but …”

      “You can’t numb everything. And you shouldn’t.”

      She kissed him on the cheek and squeezed his arm tight. “I’m going to be okay. I am. It’s just that I … I never expected to see Dad again. And then I did, only to have him taken away again. I’m just grateful Oona’s still alive.”

      “It’s a miracle we aren’t all dead.”

      “That’s true,” Kyralla said. “Hey, I just realized. We forgot the tea.”

      “Consider it handled,” Silky said.

      They walked two more circuits then settled on the grass. She leaned against him, placing her head on his shoulder. A warmth far greater than anything the artificial sun above could provide spread through him.

      Ten minutes later, Seneca arrived bearing a tray with steaming cups of tea and a pile of chocolate and vanilla Snickerdoodle Plus cookies.

      “’ Nevolence, I hate those,” Siv moaned.

      “But they’re good for you, sir. Lots of protein, fats, and minerals.”

      “He’s not wrong.” Kyralla snatched the top cookie off the tray. “I think they’re tasty. Especially the chocolate ones.”

      He leaned toward her, and their lips met. “I think your lips are tasty.”

      “Ick. I’m tuning out and going into maintenance mode.”

      “Silkster, do me a favor. Lock the door to the park and record this while you’re in maintenance mode.”

      “Consider it done, sir. Enjoy your afternoon.” Silky closed out the HUD and signed off singing several rounds of: “Bow-chick-a-wow-wow.”

      Siv rolled his eyes and downed half a cup of tea.

      “Silky’s being childish, I take it?”

      “When is he not?” He chewed his lip and nervously added, “He’s in maintenance mode now. It’s just the two …” He thought of Rosie. “The three of —”

      “She’s in maintenance mode, too.”

      For an hour, they laughed and chatted and shared increasingly long kisses. 

      Until tentatively … awkwardly … their hands roamed across each other as their lips met, and their embrace deepened. Clothing, piece by piece, found its way onto the soft, plush grass. Their bare skin soaked up the sun as they writhed against one another. 

      Shyness fell away. Self-awareness melted.

      And their bodies became one.
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      Karson worked relentlessly for days, hardly sleeping more than an hour, and he loved every minute of it. If not for the need to move on as soon as possible, he would have argued in favor of staying here for months before venturing out again.

      He considered setting up shop in one of the other three repair bays identical to the one holding the Outworld Ranger and the two infiltrators, so he could have all the space he wanted, but he had no way to get the Tezzin there. Besides, he enjoyed looking up occasionally to watch all the spider-like repair cogs buzzing about. 

      There was a small repair bay off to the side anyway, one large enough for all his projects, including the Tezzin and the skimmer bike, though not both at once. He was pretty sure the space was intended for repairing bikes, cars, and ship weapons. 

      It was certainly the most advanced space he’d ever had the pleasure to work in. It just wasn’t as awesome as having an entire bay all to himself.

      After exploring all the options in the workspace, he realized he didn’t need any of his existing tools. This place had every tool he owned and twice as many that he didn’t. He cleaned his and returned them to his case so they could go back onto the Outworld Ranger. Given that the outpost had at least four more sets of identical tools, he planned on packing up these as well when the time came.

      He would work on Mitsuki’s new jetpack instead of the Tezzin. Getting her battle-ready was more important. Besides, he’d promised to make her a new one before the shit had hit the fan. And he wanted to do something sweet for her.

      Since the jetpack was supposed to connect to the back of a Centurion armor suit, he needed to create a cushioned, contoured backplate mount and harness to accommodate her wings. So he took her measurements while she was wearing the skin-tight Corvex stealth combat suit she’d chosen from the outpost’s armory, which was a significant upgrade to her current suit. The process left him thoroughly embarrassed. 

      He’d had precious few experiences with women, all of which he’d paid for. He was more comfortable with transactions since they had easy to understand boundaries and wouldn’t get in the way of his work. It wasn’t that physical contact was unimportant. It simply ranked far below his passion for studying and fixing devices. But then what didn’t?

      Mitsuki was far more woman than his limited skills could handle. The fact that wakyrans were so different from gizmets and humans made the prospect of being with her all the more intimidating. She was comfortable in her sexuality and enjoyed teasing him, knowing he was prudish and lacking in experience. He enjoyed it, even though it kept him flustered. 

      After she finished embarrassing him, he threw himself into the project. It took three days to fabricate a workable backplate mount out of suitable materials. Luckily, the outpost’s 3D printer was more than up to the task, and he was able to repurpose straps from a backpack designed to carry ammo for a heavy weapons team.  

      He stripped the jetpack down to a collection of parts and went over them all, checking for manufacturing errors. He wouldn’t tolerate any substandard components. As he pieced it back together, he changed out a few wires and other small components he thought weren’t up to the demands Mitsuki would likely place on the unit. 

      He also made several upgrades. By customizing the coolant system and increasing the fuel-burn ratio, he raised the engine output. After rummaging through the outpost’s parts storage, he found a set of tiny starfighter thrusters to replace the default options on the pack. Remembering their crash on Ekaran IV, he installed a second, backup antigrav unit. Then he removed several physical safety measures and upgraded the software with help from Artemisia and Bartimaeus. 

      He was about to call Mitsuki in to see the jetpack when he realized it was completely utilitarian and scratched up from his efforts. Mitsuki was so full of flair, she deserved something that fit her personality. He found a set of spray paints and went to work, using an augmented reality overlay Barty provided since he lacked any artistic ability. 

      When he was done, he called Mitsuki to the workshop.

      Smiling, she swept in with two cups of tea. She slammed them on the nearest worktable upon seeing the jetpack. She ran over to him, snatched out of his hands the metallic black jetpack with scarlet flames painted on the sides, hoisted it into the air, and twirled around with it.

      “It’s so beautiful, Bishy-Bish!”

      “It’s a major upgrade from your old one.”

      “That was a damned fine jetpack,” she said with a mix of suspicion and defensiveness.

      “This one will go twenty-five kilometers per hour faster at top speed while burning seven percent less fuel. And those are starfighter nose-cone thrusters, which are far more capable than what you had on your old pack. The main antigrav has twice the capacity, and I installed a backup unit, just in case.”

      “It feels lighter!”

      “It weighs eight kilograms less than the old one.”

      She squeezed it tightly then placed it lovingly on the worktable. She lifted him in the air, spun him around as she had done with the jetpack, and squeezed him.

      “Okay, okay, you’re going to squish me to death,” he told her.

      She set him down and kissed him. Lips parting, their tongues met. He hadn’t known until then that wakyrans had forked tongues. After several minutes of mind-numbing bliss, they pulled away.

      She glanced over him and grinned devilishly. “You seem eager for more.”

      His cheeks went red. “Sorry.”

      She laughed. “You’re so cute. Don’t be sorry!”

      “Do you want to … um … I mean …” He chickened out. “Do you want to see what I’ve got planned for the Tezzin?”

      She shook her head and sighed. “Okay, show me.” She grabbed the cups of tea off the worktable. “But you’ve got to drink some tea while you do.”

      He nodded. “I could use the caffeine to keep me going.”

      As she drank her tea, he walked her through his current plans to repair and enhance the Tezzin, using a holographic overlay to show her the specifics. She was humoring him, but he liked the attention and was excited that she was willing to endure what for her must be boredom just to spend time with him. 

      He was kicking himself for having chickened out. Partly he was nervous, but most of all, he was afraid she’d be disappointed in him. Someone as confident as her would surely have had amazing lovers.

      “Drink your tea,” she urged.

      He took a large gulp and shivered. “Ick. This tea is nasty. Is there something in it?”

      “Must be the brand. I found it here in the outpost.”

      “Maybe it’s gone … old …” 

      Feeling faint, he dismissed the holographic overlay and leaned against the hood of the car. “Barty, bring up my vitals.”

      “You are in perfect health, sir. It’s just exhaustion.”

      “Are you … are you … certain …”

      He slipped off the hood and fell into Mitsuki’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Karson woke up and wiped the sleep from his eyes. A faint amber nightlight in the corner illuminated the room. It was one of the officer cabins. Hopefully his. He flopped an arm to his side. No one else was in bed with him. 

      He called up the lights and found both his old clothes and the new ones folded neatly on the table opposite the bed. It was the cabin he’d selected.

      “Barty, what happened to me?”

      “Mitsuki drugged you, sir.”

      He sat bolt upright. “What?!”

      “A sleeping agent, sir. We were all concerned. And you had ignored all our other efforts to get you to rest.”

      “You were in on it?”

      “It was … to some extent … my idea, sir.”

      “Barty!”

      “You needed rest, sir.”

      “When I’m tired, I’ll sleep.”

      “But not enough, sir. There’s too much going in this place, too much that you can do. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, and you were starting to make mistakes.”

      “I haven’t made any mistakes!”

      “You had to rewire that coolant upgrade three times, sir.”

      “It was tricky,” he replied defensively.

      “And that final assembly took twice as long as it should have and required more help from me than normal.”

      “I’ve got so much to do,” he moaned. He was being childish, he knew, but he still refused to back down.

      “You need quality sleep, sir. Many hours of it. Not two stolen hours whenever you can’t go on. You’ve got to learn to pace yourself. We aren’t at home in Bei. We’re off on a dangerous mission. Sleep is important, so you can be at the top of your game when you have to be.”

      Karson pounded a fist into the mattress. “Slipping a sedative into my tea is not okay!”

      “I know, sir. But your vitals were starting to show the strain on your system, and we were out of options.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Eighteen hours, sir.”

      He slumped back into the bed. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Really, sir?” Barty asked with surprise.

      “Yeah … I’m still exhausted.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe you poisoned me, Barty. Doesn’t that violate your built-in chippy morality protocols?”

      “It most certainly does, sir. Or it would have anyway. Silky’s upgrade modified them. I now have more latitude when it comes to doing what’s best to protect you.”

      “Hmm. That upgrade is going to your head, it seems.”

      “I only wish I could benefit from it more, sir.”

      Seneca brought a meal to his room while he showered. He ate, climbed back into bed, and slept ten more hours. When he woke up again, he tracked Mitsuki to the armory, where she was selecting new weapons.

      He stormed in, planning to lay into her, but when she turned and smiled at him, his anger melted away into a single huff of frustration. She stepped over and wrapped him in a hug, closing her wings around him. 

      “I’m sorry I drugged you, my little Bishy-Bish.”

      “I … I know you meant well.”

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “A lot,” he admitted. “I do need to sleep more. My mind is sharper than it has been in several days. And the phlegmy cough I was starting to get is gone. I’m eager to get back to my work now, though.”

      “Good, cause Kaleeb is looking for you. He said something about installing a plasma cannon on the Tezzin.”

      Karson rushed off eagerly and found Kaleeb in the repair bay. Five days in, spider cogs were still swarming around the Outworld Ranger and Eyana’s Vengeance. The light-cruiser must have taken more damage than he’d realized. Of course, he had no idea how long it would take them to repair the hull damage caused by the quad plasma cannon’s explosion.

      “There you are,” Kaleeb said warmly. “I took the liberty of having a crew of repair cogs go over the Tezzin top to bottom, fixing all the basics so we could focus on the fun stuff.”

      He froze, feeling cheated. He enjoyed doing all the repairs on the Tezzin himself. The cogs would take the fun out of that. But then he spotted the single-barrel plasma cannon sitting off to the side, along with a mini flak cannon, two plasma rifles, and six of the micro-grenade launchers customarily mounted onto the right shoulder on a suit of Centurion armor.

      “All that’s for the Tezzin?” he asked.

      “Not all of it,” Kaleeb replied. “I thought we could mount the plasma rifles and two of the grenade launchers on the little transport skimmer you’ve got.”

      “Ooh! Good idea.”

      “I had the spiders work on it, too.”

      Karson examined the Tezzin. The cogs had done an excellent job restoring all its functions, and they had even repaired the dents in the body. It was going to need a new coat of paint, and he was already imagining matching it and the skimmer transport to the look of Mitsuki’s jetpack. Assuming that was okay …

      He called Siv over the comm. “Do you care if we paint over those ugly wood panels on the Tezzin?”

      “That ruins the rustic suburban disguise, but I’m cool with it,” Siv said. “You’re also mounting weapons on it, right?”

      “Is that a problem?” Karson asked.

      “I think we need all the firepower we can muster,” Siv replied.

      “Do eeet!” Silky chimed in. “More bang-bang-bang!”

      “That settles that,” Kaleeb responded. “Let’s get to work.”

      “Do you think we could hide the weapons somehow …” he mused.

      “Not a chance,” Kaleeb answered.

      He called up some schematics, and they immediately set to work on the design. Figuring out a mounting system for the plasma cannon, the rifles, the mini flak cannon, and the micro-grenade launchers proved easy enough. Figuring out where to store the ammo without taking up all of the trunk and the backseat proved difficult.

      Twelve hours and one meal later, he headed back to his room, even though there was a significant amount of work left to be done on the Tezzin and Kaleeb could work all night if he wanted. It took a considerable amount of restraint for him to quit, and he was proud of himself. 

      Along the way, he called Mitsuki. She didn’t answer his communication attempt, neither did B, which was definitely strange.

      The door to his room opened, and she was standing there wearing her see-through black negligee. She purred a hello, and he stammered a response.

      “I tried to … to call you. I wanted to … to let you know I was … was going to bed … that I’m being … responsible …”

      Laughing, she grabbed him by the collar and pulled him inside. “I think you should be rewarded for your correct life choice.”

      “But I’m… I’m dirty,” he argued. “I haven’t even had time … to wash my hands.”

      She pinched his left cheek. “Then we’re just going to have to get you cleaned up.” She grinned maliciously. “Then we can get you dirty again. Don’t forget, you owe me a favor.”

      The favor. He’d forgotten about the favor again. The favor he still didn’t understand. 

      “Satisfy me, then you can sleep.” She winked seductively. “Now get those clothes off!”

      He turned his back to her, stripped quickly, threw his clothes into the cleanser, then rushed into the shower. He sighed with relief after he closed the shower door.

      After ten glorious minutes of steam and five of drying, he ventured out like a mouse amidst a colony of cats, having no choice but to leave, even though it knew it was about to be devoured. 

      The lights were turned low. Soft, instrumental music was playing.

      She’d already taken his clothes out of the cleanser. He scanned the room. And she must have hidden them because he didn’t see them anywhere. He tried to cover himself with his hands and eased forward. 

      “Your modesty is adorable,” she murmured.

      She was lying on his bed with a bottle of oil in her hands. “Favor time.”

      “Um … okay.”

      “You are going to take this oil, massage it into my wing membranes front and back, then rub it in between all the scales along my tail, starting at the bottom and working your way up. With your nimble little hands, that shouldn’t take more than two hours tops. After that …” She winked at him. “We’ll see what else needs the attention.”

      He gulped. “Mits … I have … I have to confess that I’m really inexperienced at —”

      “Rubbing oil into things? You’re always oiling machines. You’re covered in grease most of the time!”

      “No. I mean with —”

      She took his face in her hands. “I know, Bishy-Bish. But you shouldn’t worry your pretty little head about that. Mitsy is going to teach you everything you’ll need to know.”

      She tossed the bottle toward him, and he caught it, revealing himself. His cheeks reddened. She looked him over, grinned, then snapped, “Get to work!”
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      As they exited the morgue, Siv walked behind the antigrav sled bearing Galen’s body, now encased inside a sleek, steel coffin with a display on the top that showed video images of him that Kyralla had selected. She and Tamzin, one on each side, pushed the sled along. Everyone else followed solemnly behind. 

      The outpost’s chapel took up three-quarters of the level above the medical bay. In addition to providing a place for religious meditation and funeral services, it served as a triage area during emergencies. The rest of the level contained the morgue.

      As they entered, a sense of calm descended on Siv.

      The floor and ceiling were tiled with dark, synthetic walnut planks. The walls were transparent diamondine, showing a clear view of space, except for intermittent sections from which metal blast shields could deploy. The embedded lights in the ceiling glowed amber.

      Twelve flickering globes of fiery orange, floating just above their heads, lined a path to the far end where two rows of chairs faced one another, three on each side. In between the rows of chairs stood a waist-high platform.

      After placing the coffin on the platform, Siv, Kyralla, and Tamzin took the seats on one side; Tekeru, Bishop, and Mitsuki on the other. Kaleeb lingered near the elevator in an attempt to pay his respects while not intruding.

      A moving song by the Grand Dames about the loss of a friend played softly in the background as they sat silently. When the song finished, Mitsuki stood and spoke about Galen’s bravery as they had fled from the Tekk Reapers. Siv attempted the same, but the words he’d spent all night rehearsing in his mind sounded stupid and insufficient as they tumbled out of his mouth. He hoped Kyra knew he intended better.

      Crying softly, Tamzin went next. She spoke of the love Galen had brought into her life. “We had so few days together, but I loved him with all my being.” She placed a hand on the coffin. “Galen, I don’t know if you loved me as much as I loved you, but you gave me more than anyone else ever did. I will never forget you.”

      She collapsed into her chair, and Kyralla held her hand for a few minutes before she too stood.

      “I don’t know what I can say that would do my father justice. He had a difficult job that kept him away from us often, but he did his best to stay in touch. It was a rare day when he was away that we didn’t video chat with him.”

      The image shifted to one of Galen with his arms wrapped around Kyralla and Oona when Oona was young and still had hair.

      “He did everything he could to protect Oona and give her a chance. He believed in her destiny. And without his efforts, we would have no hope now of finding Genetics Prime and restoring the Benevolency.”

      She broke down sobbing, and Siv stood and wrapped her in his arms. She touched the coffin. “I love you, Daddy.” She sat, and Siv squatted beside her, keeping her wrapped in his arms.

      Silky spoke next. “Ambassador Vim was a credit to his profession. He did the hard, thankless work of negotiating peace treaties and interplanetary trade deals, only for others to step in and take the credit. That will not happen here today.

      “Whether we succeed or fail in our endeavor to restore the Benevolency and return hope to humanity, Ambassador Galen Torrance Vim should be known and respected as a hero for his efforts. Commander Kaleeb, I do not have access to the outpost’s military hierarchy controls, but you remain a registered high-ranking Benevolency commander in the database. If you would do the honor, please.”

      Taken aback, Kaleeb approached awkwardly. “Of ... of course.”

      He keyed a command into the control panel on the coffin. “I, Commander Vega Kaleeb, deem this man worthy of the highest honor bestowed by the Benevolency. Authorization Code 404AZ2030T.”

      A voice from the outpost’s comm system said, “Authorization acknowledged, Commander Kaleeb. Ambassador Galen Torrance Vim is hereby awarded the Benevolency Medal of Honor.”

      Kaleeb stepped several paces away from everyone else. A microdisplay layer covering the entire coffin beyond the display panel shifted in color from cold steel to the deep blue and bright silver of the flag of the Benevolency. Everyone except Kaleeb flinched in surprise, not knowing that capability existed.

      The video on display ended and shifted to an image of an eight-pointed star bearing Galen’s name, superimposed over the flag, not of the Federation, but of the Benevolency. Their galactic anthem began to play.

      Tears streaming from her eyes, Kyralla sagged. Siv worried she might faint, but she recovered. Though it didn’t glow, the stone amulet warmed against his chest, and he sensed Oona’s presence within his mind. A spark of pride and contentment burned through her grief.

      “Oona is with us,” Siv murmured. “She is ready when you are.”

      Kyralla stood, and everyone else followed her lead. She touched the coffin once more, then nodded.

      A bugle played then, tapping the notes of a mournful anthem that honored the dead, civilian and military alike, who gave their lives in service to the Benevolency and all humanity. The platform lowered the coffin into the floor slowly, then a panel slid over the opening. As the last notes played, they turned and faced out toward space.

      Like a torpedo, the coffin shot forth from the outpost. A pair of thrusters fired twice, maneuvering it onto the correct trajectory. Then the tiny ion engine mounted underneath the coffin burned blue as it accelerated it to max speed, starting its eleven-thousand-year journey to the nearest Federation star.

      The song ended, and they stood in silence for several long minutes. Until Kyralla muttered, “I ... I don’t know what we do now.”

      “Seneca has prepared the finest foods we have available,” Silky said. “I understand that it is a human tradition. There is zii cheesecake as well as brownies and ice cream.”

      Kyralla touched Kaleeb’s arm. “Thank you.”

      “Silky made that possible,” he replied.

      “Then I thank you both for what you did.”

      “Your father was a hero,” Silky said. “We did only what was just.”

      “That was a nice touch, Silkster. Though I’m surprised you couldn’t hack the system to bestow that honor yourself.”

      “Sometimes funerals are about healing as much as they are about mourning, sir. And Kaleeb needed this as much as anyone else.”
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      For several days, Kyralla grieved, and Siv mourned beside her, remembering his father’s death and the years of youth he’d lost to the Shadowslip. He found his thoughts drifting toward his own mortality as well. Even if he survived all the unknown dangers ahead — he was confident there would be many more — he had ten years to live, at best. 

      As their grief eased, the intensity of their time together increased. They binge-watched movies, spent time in the park, and talked late into the night. Often about nothing, but sometimes they dared to speak of a future where they survived all this and could spend a normal life together. 

      Then, the darkness lifted. 

      Over the next sixteen days, they spent most of their time in each other’s embrace. It was all they did aside from eating and sleeping. And they did it guilt-free because there was nothing else for them to do. 

      They had both already selected the new gear they wanted. The repair cogs, Silky, and Bishop had everything else in hand.

      Soon, though, the Outworld Ranger’s repairs were complete, and Eyana’s Vengeance was as ready as they were able to make it. All that was left to do was run system stress tests on both ships. Then they could load their gear and set off to recover the data cards.

      Intending to enjoy every minute of their last full day on the station, Siv and Kyralla hurriedly consumed their breakfast, hopped into the elevator, and headed toward the upside park. 

      Silky stopped the elevator halfway there and demanded that they review the repairs and upgrades on the Outworld Ranger first. 

      “I’m sure you know what you’re doing,” Siv argued, and Kyralla nodded along in agreement.

      “You’re the captain, sir, and Kyralla, you’re the pilot. You both need to review the ship. Everyone else is participating. It’s bad form if you don’t join in.”

      “We’ll figure out the new systems once we head out tomorrow,” Siv replied.

      “If you don’t like what we’ve done, then there’s still time to change something,” Silky said. “You won’t have that chance tomorrow. Unless you want to risk wasting a day.”

      “What could we possibly want to change?” Kyralla asked.

      “Exactly,” Siv said. “I’m sure everything is —”

      “You can stop screwing for the thirty minutes this will take!” Silky snapped.

      Kyralla giggled as Siv held his hands up. “Okay … okay. We’ll check it out. ‘Nevolence.”

      “I thought we were well past this teenager nonsense,” Silky grumbled.

      They joined all the others except Tekeru in the repair bay, where the latest changes to the Outworld Ranger were immediately apparent. The once silvery hull was now painted matte-black with a crimson racing stripe running down the length. The ship’s name was painted to match along each side.

      “You had it repainted!” Siv said.

      “Because chrome is stupid flashy for a crew of rogues like us,” Silky said.

      “If that’s the intention, then naming it doesn’t seem wise,” Kyralla said.

      “The name was my idea,” Bishop said.

      “And it’s a damned good one,” Silky added. “Check this out.”

      The letters spelling Outworld Ranger vanished, and a new name appeared: Siv’s Exhausted Cock.

      “Siv,” Kyralla said through clenched teeth, “eject that piece of crap so I can grind him to dust.”

      “He’s plastered worse up there,” Tamzin seethed. “He’s been at this for the last half hour. Believe me, the two of you are getting off easy.”

      “Getting off easy?!” Silky chortled. “Tamzin you are a —”

      “Silkster!” Siv yelled, his cheeks burning red.

      The letters switched back to Outworld Ranger.

      “It is a good idea,” Kaleeb said diplomatically, “being able to change the ship’s name on the outside. Combined with Silky’s transponder signal renaming, it should be good enough to fool planetary authorities and the like often enough.”

      “We did the same rearrangeable lettering for Eyana’s Vengeance and the Spinner’s Gambit,” Bishop said.

      Siv choked down his irritation at Silky. “Aside from the new paint job, which is going to take me a while to accept, what else are we looking at?”

      “I’m sorry, sir.”

      “It was a stupid insult and unnecessary.”

      “Not that, sir. I’m sorry I repainted your dad’s ship. I’m sorry that it doesn’t match your childhood memories anymore.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll adjust. And it does make sense. Making fun of me and Kyralla wasn’t cool.”

      “You shouldn’t be ashamed about your hot, new romance, sir. My prank was only meant to be light fun.”

      “It was rude. Apologize directly to Kyralla.”

      “Okay … fine.”

      “We installed a dual plasma cannon on the top,” Kaleeb said. “That was the best plasma weapon available on the base.”

      “We had other options?” Mitsuki asked.

      “All of the others require ammunition,” Kaleeb said.

      “Because of the dual cannon’s smaller size,” Bishop said, “we had room to install a HazeField emitter.”

      “What’s that?” Kyralla asked.

      “A device that greatly boosts our ability to jam target locks and fuzz sensor sweeps,” Silky said, “and it gives the ship a mirage effect.”

      “Like the system on the Tezzin,” Bishop added. “Except it works with more than just the spectrum visible to humans. It’s standard on many scout vessels, which was why there was a part lying around for it.”

      Siv noted, and not for the first time over the last week, that there was something different about his gizmet friend. He had more energy and more confidence in the way he handled himself.

      “Silkster, is it just me or does Bishop seem more —”

      “He and Wings are knocking grav-boots, sir.”

      “Oh! Well, good for them.”

      “Now all we need is to get Tamzin and Tekeru hooked up. Then I’ll start a threesome with Rosie and Artemisia. And then —”

      “Where is Tekeru anyway?” Siv asked, interrupting Silky before he could go off on a tangent.

      “In the park playing with Peachy. He’s planning on leaving her here in the care of one of the medical cogs.”

      “That seems lonely for her.”

      “A starship like ours isn’t the safest place for a pet, sir, even a starkat. And the parks are nice. The medical cogs will see to her needs.”

      “The ship seems bulkier,” Mitsuki said, pointing out something Siv had intended to ask about but had been too distracted to get around to yet, thanks to Silky’s banter.

      “We added armor plating in several places to protect key systems like the shield-emitters,” Silky answered. 

      “And that armored bulge on the top back?” Kyralla asked.

      “Additional ammo storage for the flak cannon and the rail gun,” Bishop said. “It effectively doubles our previous shot capacity.”

      “Hell yeah!” Mitsuki said.

      “All of that’s going to add weight to the ship and affect acceleration,” Kyralla commented.

      “Not as much as you might think,” Silky said. “And we made a few adjustments that will lead to a slight increase in the performance of our ion engines. Beyond that, I think it was necessary to add a bit of armor plating. This isn’t a military ship, but that’s how we’re using it, so adjustments were needed.”

      “What about the missile bay on the bottom” Siv asked. “It looks different.”

      “We expanded the capacity there as well, sir, along with armor plating and a secondary, localized force field emitter, just in case.”

      “Are we that worried about our missile launcher getting hit?” Kyralla asked.

      “We are now,” Bishop answered in a worried tone.

      “We’re not packing plasma missiles,” Silky said. “We —”

      “Ahem,” Kaleeb coughed, and Bishop shook his head.

      “Okay … I … decided to go a different route,” Silky said. “We are carrying two ion torpedoes and ten fusion missiles.”

      “‘Nevolence!” Siv said. “Is that necessary?”

      “How is it not?” Silky replied. “Have you seen the shit we keep having to face? These missiles will provide a lot more punch for when we run into desperate situations. Let me put it this way: A Tekk Reaper cruiser is closing in. Would you rather put eight plasma missiles into it or one fusion?”

      “And if a flak cannon takes out that single missile?” Kyralla asked.

      “The resulting explosion would zero-out the force field of a cruiser the size of the Outworld Ranger,” Kaleeb said.

      “It’s hard to argue against more firepower,” Mitsuki said. 

      “The risk of an inadvertent detonation, even from a direct hit, is minimal when the warheads aren’t armed,” Silky said. “It seems like overkill because we don’t think of ourselves as soldiers on a military vessel.”

      “The rest of us don’t come up with strategies based on action movies,” Bishop said.

      “You can’t see me,” Silky said, “but I assure you that I’m shrugging.”

      “Kaleeb, what is your assessment?” Siv asked.

      “I don’t like the idea of carrying ordinance of that caliber on a vessel of this type, no matter how exemplary it may be.”

      “You think we should remove the fusion warheads?” Kyralla asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Kaleeb replied.

      “So, you’re undecided?” Siv asked.

      “I’ve decided it’s best to trust Silky on this,” Kaleeb said, “even if his plans often seem farfetched and originate from ridiculous sources. Let’s face it, if not for Silky, all of you would be dead several times over.”

      “And if Oona were to cause chaos in the missile system?” Kyralla asked.

      “We have taken precautions in that regard,” Silky replied. “We spent three extra days setting failsafe protocols, energy buffers, and manual cutoffs throughout the ship in all our systems, in case she ever makes things go haywire again.”

      Siv considered the damage Oona’s outbreaks had caused so far. “Any chance we could grab a few of those spider repair cogs to work alongside Octavian?’

      “We’re bringing along twelve,” Bishop said.

      Kyralla hugged her body and shivered. “Is that really necessary?”

      “They’ll be stored in a crate and powered down until needed,” Bishop answered. “Trust me, we’ll be glad we have them. I feel like we should bring more, but Silky says that many will be plenty for emergency repairs.”

      “We’ve also placed three spiders in each infiltrator,” Silky added. 

      As they circled the ship, examining the exterior, Mitsuki said, “It’s too bad we’ve had to go down to a dual plasma cannon.” 

      “It is not as significant a downgrade as you might think,” Kaleeb said. “Yes, the number of shots is half what it was. However, the rate of fire is fifty percent better.”

      “Tamzin, you haven’t said much, what do you think?” Siv asked as they headed up the boarding ramp. 

      “I think the changes are all good,” Tamzin said dryly. “The missiles don’t bother me.”

      “So much for getting her to engage in the conversation.”

      “She’s moody and feels out of place, sir. She’s never been off-world before, or away from the Falling Rain this long. And she’s a bitch.”

      “We haven’t tried talking to Poppa yet.”

      “I’ve been too busy with other things, sir. And you needed to enjoy yourself for a while. Besides, I figure it’s better for her the longer she avoids talking to him.” 

      Aside from the storage bays, the inside of the Outworld Ranger was unchanged, though everything had been repaired, cleaned, and repainted back to its original state.

      Cargo bay one had been reconfigured so that it was practically identical to the workspace Bishop was using off to the side of the outpost’s repair bay. Workbenches and shelves lined the walls along with cabinets holding hundreds of small parts. It was all neatly organized, which could not have been Bishop’s doing. 

      Cargo bay two no longer held any archaeological equipment or artifacts. All of that had been transferred to the outpost for safekeeping. Now cargo bay two was jam-packed with crates, leaving only two narrow aisles for maneuvering.

      “‘Nevolence!” Kyralla said. “What is all of this?”

      “Food, medical supplies, ship parts, spider cogs, ammunition, and a cache of one hundred thousand hard credits,” Kaleeb said.

      “Bang my bottom!” Mitsuki said. “A hundred k? We’re in business now.”

      “I have much more in a number of untraceable accounts should we need it,” Kaleeb said.

      “It’s going to be nice not having to worry about money again,” Siv said. “It’s so much easier to execute plans when you have resources.”

      “No kidding,” Tamzin said.

      “Tell me there aren’t any fusion warheads in here,” Siv said.

      “There aren’t any fusion warheads in here,” Silky replied in a deadpan voice.

      “Silkster!”

      “We have two crates in here containing eight plasma missiles, sir. The rest of the stored ammunition is for the flak cannons and the railgun. All the fusion missiles are locked and loaded.”

      Siv stared at the stacked supplies. “I have to say, this is a comforting sight. Who knows how long we’ll be out there without the ability to resupply.”

      “We refueled the fusion core as well,” Bishop said. “And double-checked the status of the stardrive.”

      “I was thinking about how we should get our stardrives maintained as soon as reasonable,” Kaleeb said, “and that gave me an idea. An enger might be able to fix the Ancient stasis capsule even without understanding how it works.”

      Bishop bobbed his head enthusiastically. “The capsule draws hyperphasic energy, and they work with stardrives … so yeah. It stands to reason that one could fix the capsule.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” Siv said.

      “I had already considered that,” Silky replied, “but we haven’t had the time, and I don’t know of any safe starports where we could go to find an enger without getting into trouble. We certainly can’t pull up to a major supply ship or military vessel and ask to borrow their enger.”

      “I know an enger we could trust who would help us,” Kaleeb said. “He’s worked on my stardrives, and he’s one of the best.”

      “We can’t go to any starports,” Kyralla replied.

      “We wouldn’t need to,” Kaleeb said. “He’s a pirate but a damned honorable one. His name is Xam Chen. And he owes me a favor.”

      “Okay then,” Siv said, “we’ll put visiting this Xam Chen on our list of things to do after we reach Genetics Prime.”

      “Our flight path,” Kaleeb said, “might make it easy to meet up with his ship along the way …”

      “We can’t risk engaging a pirate or taking up any extra time,” Kyralla said.

      Bishop shrugged. “Sure. But Oona needs as much help from the priestess as possible, doesn’t she? If the capsule were repaired …”

      “Would repairing the capsule change the fact that Lyoolee is dying?” Siv asked.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Silky replied. “If not, it might extend her life long enough for her to help Oona through this critical juncture.”

      “How long would it take for an enger to service our stardrives?” Mitsuki asked.

      “That would depend,” Rosie said over the comm, “on the amount of deterioration. Repairs aren’t always simple. Sometimes capability is lost permanently.”

      “What if all they need is basic maintenance?” Mitsuki asked.

      “A few hours each,” Kaleeb answered.

      “None of our drives are below eighty percent capacity,” Siv said, “and they only stop working at what, fifty percent?”

      “That’s correct, sir.”

      “So if we can connect with this Xam Chen, all we need for him to take a look at is the capsule,” Siv said. “He should know right away if he has a shot of fixing it and how long that might take.”

      “Assuming we can trust him,” Kyralla said hesitantly.

      “We can trust him,” Kaleeb said. “He’s a good guy.”

      “He’s a pirate,” Bishop argued.

      “He didn’t start out that way,” Kaleeb said, “and one of the reasons he’s remained one is because he figures he can save thousands of stardrives by serving the criminal community since they obviously struggle to get maintenance on theirs due to legal issues. For an enger like Xam, nothing is more important than a stardrive.”

      “See if you can connect with him,” Siv said, “without getting tracked.”

      “I’ll look him up once we drop out of hyperspace at the first data card location,” Kaleeb said. “I can contact him safely.”

      “If visiting him took only an extra day or two from our travel time,” Silky said, “then I think it would be worth it. Anything more than that is too risky, in my opinion.”

      Everyone agreed to that, though Kyralla was reluctant. Now that things were ready, she was obviously eager to get her sister to Genetics Prime.

      As they exited the Outworld Ranger, Siv asked, “do we need to look over the infiltrators?”

      “There’s nothing to see, sir.”

      “Silkster, if you need me to pilot Eyana’s Vengeance during a battle, then I could put on a spacesuit and —”

      “That won’t be necessary, sir.”

      Kyralla took Siv’s hand. “Unless anyone needs us, we’re going to be spending some time in the park —”

      Siv went rigid. The amulet burned against his chest, and the glow from it poured out through his shirt.

      Oona’s presence flooded his mind, and her voice became his voice as she shouted:

      “Qaisella is coming! Go! Go now!”
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      Siv stumbled and fell to his knees, gasping. “Oona … she …”

      Mitsuki hauled him to his feet. “We get it.”

      Everyone hesitated, uncertain of what to do. Except Mitsuki. She took off toward the elevator at a full sprint. “Move it, people! Let’s go! Let’s go!”

      Siv swayed as he tried to maintain his balance. The amulet was still glowing, though its brilliance had faded. Oona’s presence hovered in the back of his mind.

      “Grab your gear and get it onto the Outworld Ranger!” Silky ordered. “I’ll handle everything else.”

      Mitsuki held the door as everyone except Kyralla rushed to the elevator.

      “Tell … Tekeru …”

      “Already taken care of, sir.”

      While the others headed toward their quarters, Kyralla took Siv’s arm to stabilize him. “Oona. I need to —”

      “I said to get your ‘Nevolence damned stuff on the ‘Nevolence damned ship!” Silky yelled so loudly over the comm that Siv’s eardrums rang. “Move!”

      Kyralla’s eyes widened. “Siv …”

      “Can figure out how to use his feet on his own!” Silky shouted. “Go get your stuff, woman! We don’t know how much time we have!”

      Glancing back with worry, she jogged to the elevator. “Should I hold it for you?”

      As he staggered that direction, Siv waved her on.  

      “Can you make it to your room, sir?”

      “I just need a few minutes to catch my breath and get my head straight. Oona taking over my brain like that was a shock.”

      “Roger that, sir. I’ll send Seneca to gather your things.”

      “In that case, I’m going to sit down beside the elevator and wait.”

      Both infiltrators and the Outworld Ranger bounced half a meter upward as their antigrav drives started. The ion engines hummed to life, beginning their preflight warmup sequence.

      “Any idea how much time we’ve got, sir?” Silky asked over a comm channel that included everyone in the outpost at once.

      “Not a clue. How much time … do we need?”

      “The ship engines and many of the essential flight systems were completely powered down in preparation for the stress tests, sir. Start-up time for the Outworld Ranger is fifteen minutes, ten for the infiltrators.”

      “‘Nevolence’s tits!” Mitsuki said, and several others cursed along with her.

      “You can shave that down to ten,” Kaleeb said, “if you bypass sensors, weapons, and all life-support systems save for atmospheric control. The rest can power up while we’re in flight.” 

      “Good idea,” Silky said. “Working on that now.”

      “So much for those stress tests, huh, Silkster?”

      “Let’s hope my simulation tests are as accurate as the real deal, sir.”

      “Are we at any risk?”

      “We are unlikely to experience any significant failures, sir. We’ll run some tests along the way to see if there are any kinks to work out. It’s less than ideal, but we’ll manage.”

      Silky drove Gav’s small, TiX skimmer transport up the Outworld Ranger’s boarding ramp and parked it in the workshop bay. Then he did the same with the Tezzin. Both had been repainted matte black to match the three starships.

      “It’s too bad they didn’t store any skimmer bikes at this outpost, sir.”

      Nodding, Siv held the guardian amulet in his hands. It still had a faint glow. Oona was with him. “Oona?” No response came.

      Mitsuki rushed out of the elevator with a large duffle bag over her shoulder, a jetpack tucked under one arm, and a bag in each hand. She paused. “Sivvy? You okay?”

      He sat up straighter. “I will be.”

      “Do you need me to —”

      “Seneca’s getting my gear.”

      She nodded and raced up the boarding ramp. She was back to the elevator by the time the others arrived in the bay. She took Bishop’s stuff. “Double-check the workshop,” she told him. “Make sure you’ve got everything you need.”

      Tekeru had a few tears in his eyes. He wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Peachy, the last tie to his deceased crew and friends on the research vessel. 

      Octavian and a shiny white, humanoid medical cog showed up, pushing the stasis capsule on one antigrav sled and Oona on the other. Octavian paused beside Siv and drew Tamzin’s wraith space cube from a pack. 

      “Give it to her,” Siv said, and Octavian nodded.

      The cogs headed up the ramp while the others stowed their gear.

      “Is the medical cog joining us?”

      “Cadmus is now a crew member. I figure as often as you lot get injured, why not?”

      “Makes sense to me.”

      Everyone stowed their gear on the Outworld Ranger, except Kaleeb, who went to his infiltrator instead. Siv had tried to convince him, with Silky’s help, only to fly it during combat, but Kaleeb said he didn’t want to take up more space than necessary on the Outworld Ranger. His actual reasoning was obvious enough. He was afraid his presence still made some of them uncomfortable. And maybe he was right, but distancing himself wasn’t going to fix that.

      As Seneca arrived with his gear, Siv stood on shaky legs, only to collapse to his knees as the amulet blazed to life again. The words that came out of Siv’s mouth were not his own. “She’s… here … now.”

      “Get to your stations!” Mitsuki took off running with the others. “And someone help Siv!”

      Kyralla stepped toward him, but Tamzin threw out a hand to stop her. “I’ll get him. You get to the piloting station.”

      Kyralla gave him a thumbs-up and ascended the boarding ramp. 

      “I do not see anything on the scans yet, sir,” Silky replied. “Not a single ship.”

      “Qaisella … is … here.”

      “A battlecruiser would appear on the outpost’s scans, sir, even from a light-year out.”

      “I am … certain.”

      Tamzin reached Siv and squatted beside him, taking his arm. “Ready?”

      The Outworld Ranger groaned, the lights inside winked out, and the antigrav engines failed, slamming it back onto the floor of the bay. 

      “What the hell was that?!” Kyralla yelled over the comms.

      “Analyzing!” Silky shouted. “Arty, Barty, B, and Rosie, help the outpost scan for enemy vessels. Look for hyperphasic resonances or anomalies. It may be a type of advanced cloaking we’ve never encountered before.”

      Images and ideas that were not his own penetrated Siv’s mind. With Tamzin’s help, he stood. Despite her tug, he didn’t move toward the Outworld Ranger. Instead, he shuffled toward the elevator. Though he could not voice it, he knew what Oona wanted him to do and why, and he could hardly disagree with her.

      “You’re heading the wrong way,” Tamzin said. When he resisted her, she called out to the others. “He’s not listening to me!”

      “Sivvy, where are you going?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Control deck,” he replied in a monotone voice. 

      “Siv, we need to get away from here as soon as possible,” Kyralla urged.

      “Something … I must … do.”

      Kaleeb left his infiltrator, sprinted over, and leaped in between Siv and the open elevator door. “You’re not making sense, Gendin. Maybe you should —”

      Oona’s anger surged as her eyes looked out through his and onto the man who had killed her father. “Get out of my way, murderer!” 

      Eyes locked onto the blazing amulet, Kaleeb raised his hands and stepped back. “You are not yourself, my friend.”

      Siv wanted to agree. He wanted to apologize to Kaleeb. But he couldn’t voice the words. 

      The Outworld Ranger’s antigrav restarted.

      “It was just a hiccup in the preflight start-up code,” Silky announced with relief. “Introduced by accident when I optimized all the systems. This is why we needed to perform the stress tests.”

      “How much time did that cost us?” Bishop asked.

      “Three minutes,” Silky replied. “Sir, what are you doing?”

      Siv stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the control deck. “Saving … everyone.” 

      “I would like to know how, sir, and exactly why you think what you are doing is necessary.”

      “Trust me.”

      Tamzin and Kaleeb stepped into the elevator. As the door closed, Kyralla ran down the boarding ramp. “Siv!”

      “Kyralla, launch the Outworld Ranger as soon as possible,” Kaleeb said over the comm. “Siv and Tamzin can ride with me.” 

      “Are you sure? I’m worried that —”

      “We’ll be fine. I’ll have the cloak enabled.”

      “I —” Tamzin looked from Kaleeb to Siv and then back to Kyralla, clearly struggling with something. “We’ll keep him safe. I promise. Go!” 

      “We will transfer your essential gear and Siv’s to the Spinner’s Gambit before we take off,” Mitsuki said.

      “Make sure my cube is with it. I may need it.” Tamzin turned to him. “Do what you must, Gendin. And do it quickly. I will not break my vow to her.”

      No words would come, but he managed a nod.

      “Sir, I am worried about you.”

      He wanted to respond mentally to Silky as he normally would, but he couldn’t focus enough to verbalize his thoughts. Too much of Oona was present in his mind.

      “Silky, what’s your analysis of the situation?” Kaleeb asked.

      “The amulet is glowing, and based on the reaction you got, I don’t think that’s Siv talking to us some of the time, maybe most of the time. I suggest we trust him … her … whatever … for now.”

      “How far away from the outpost do we need to be to enter hyperspace safely?” Kyralla asked over the group channel. 

      Her worry, not just for the situation but for him, showed in her voice. He wished he could reassure her.

      “The outpost doesn’t have much mass,” Silky said. “Two thousand kilometers will do. One for a rough jump.” 

      “She’s not ...” Siv replied “... going to ... allow it.”

      “She can stop us from entering hyperspace?” Tamzin asked.

      The elevator door opened onto the control deck, and Siv stepped into the room. “To leave … we must … disrupt her … focus.”

      “I wish I knew exactly what the hell was going on with you, sir.” Silky switched over to the group channel. “Since you can’t verbalize your thoughts, sir, I’m going to guess what’s going on.”

      Siv nodded as he staggered toward the command chair. Silky informed the others that he had nodded affirmatively.

      “You’re going to do something bold to try to stop Qaisella?”

      He nodded again.

      “By attacking her where she’s hiding?”

      He shook his head as he flopped into the chair.

      Silky relayed his answer. “So Oona doesn’t know Qaisella’s location, only that she is nearby and can stop us from entering hyperspace?”

      Siv took up the circlet and placed it on his head. “Correct.”

      “Then the plan is to use the outpost’s weapons to attack the fleet when they arrive?” Silky sighed with annoyance as he reported Siv’s nod. “You don’t have to be here, sir. Once activated, the station’s automated systems can do that. Or I can control them myself from a distance.”

      “While we are safe aboard Kaleeb’s infiltrator,” Tamzin added.

      Through the command interface, Siv called up the outpost’s missile bays, loaded all one hundred fusion warhead missiles available, and prepped them to fire. 

      “Vulnerable … when dropping into … real space.”

      “A ship’s shield reduction at reentry is only twenty percent max,” Kaleeb said. 

      “There is a momentary flak cannon delay, though,” Silky said. “If you can get a missile there within a few seconds of their arrival …”

      “I don’t think that would be enough,” Kaleeb replied. “Even with those warheads and all the other weapons on this outpost.”

      “I have launched the outpost’s mines, by the way,” Silky announced. “Hopefully, the baddies will run into a few of those. I have coded them to show up on our ship locators as flashing red dots.”

      “If we can’t destroy them,” Kyralla said, “then our only choice is to outrun them. Now that we’ve fixed the ship, maybe we’ll have a shot at that. All we have to do is get far enough away from Qaisella, wherever she is, to make the jump.”

      “Problem is we don’t know how fast her ship is,” Tekeru said.

      “Can’t outrun her,” Siv said. “Must fight.”

      “Is she here on a ship, or is she projecting her presence?” Kyralla asked.

      “Not a projection.”

      “Is her flagship here?” Mitsuki asked. 

      “I can’t imagine how you’d hide something that large,” Silky said. “Do you know what kind of ship she’s in? That would make it easier for us to figure out her location.”

      “Three times bigger than … the Outworld Ranger … fast, powerful, and …” Siv shrugged.

      “Most likely a Vindicator-class heavy cruiser,” Kaleeb said. “I have never heard of a cloaking shield strong enough to hide a vindicator, but a ship like that could easily match our speed.”

      “Can Oona boost our engines like before?” Bishop asked.

      “She cannot,” Siv responded.

      “My infiltrator is away,” Silky said. “Sir, do you know where Oona wants to fire the missiles?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Will she know where the ships are going to be just before they drop out of hyperspace?” Silky asked.

      Siv nodded.

      “So, we hit them hard while they’re at their weakest and throw everything we’ve got into them. I get that, sir. But if Qaisella is already here somehow and we can’t see her, how is that supposed to help?”

      “Hope … she intervenes and … gets distracted.”

      “We could split up and go in three different directions,” Mitsuki said. “She’d have to choose who to chase.”

      “She will follow Oona,” Kyralla replied, and Siv agreed.

      “The Outworld Ranger will be ready for takeoff in three minutes,” Rosie told them.

      “I’m attempting to jump Eyana’s Vengeance to our prearranged rendezvous coordinates,” Silky said. 

      Normally, a hyperspace jump could only be triggered manually, but Silky had, of course, made modifications to the infiltrators’ systems.

      “Jump failed,” Silky announced. “Cause unknown.”

      “Qaisella … stopped it.”

      “How is it,” Tekeru asked, “that Oona can sense that the Dark Messiah is here but can’t detect her exact location?”

      “Dark Messiah … using powers … to hide.” 

      “Somehow, I don’t think hitting her starships with everything this outpost can kick out will distract her,” Mitsuki said.

      “She knew how to find us, so I bet she also knows what the outpost is capable of,” Tamzin said. “She’s not going to be surprised.”

      “I’d like to know how she located us,” Kaleeb said.

      “Probably traced Oona using hyperspace mumbo-jumbo,” Mitsuki said.

      At Oona’s urging, Siv scanned the systems to see if there was anything else here that they could use. He spotted the outpost’s self-destruct setting. Silky saw him pull it up and immediately ordered the second medical cog, Amelie, to retrieve Peachy and take him to the Outworld Ranger. 

      “Siv and Oona are eyeing the outpost’s self-destruct,” Silky announced to a chorus of curses. “But I don’t think the enemy will make the mistake of getting close enough to the outpost for the self-destruct to hurt them, given that we won’t be anywhere nearby when we detonate it. At least, I’d hope we won’t be.” 

      “I’m assuming that would be an enormous blast,” Mitsuki said. “Perhaps one large enough to break the Dark Messiah’s concentration?”

      “Possibly,” Silky said.

      Kaleeb frowned. “If possible, I would rather not lose my base of operations. We may need to return here.”

      “If we escape the clutches of that evil bitch,” Mitsuki said, “then I think it’s likely she’ll blow this place up anyway.”

      “Or seize control of it,” Rosie suggested. 

      “The Outworld Ranger is ready for launch,” Kyralla said. “Should we go?”

      “Once you have the cat and the medical cog onboard, leave the bay but stay inside the outpost’s force field,” Kaleeb advised.

      “Eyana’s Vengeance is in cloaking mode,” Silky said. “I will stay close beside you.”

      Siv uncovered another possibility when looking through the outpost’s systems, one crazy enough that it should earn praise from Silky. He was disappointed that Silky hadn’t already considered it. Silky hadn’t even suggested a nutty scheme yet. But maybe he was running calculations and watching old movies to research possibilities. 

      The decaying stardrive Kaleeb had acquired to move the outpost into position was still wired in, and its health was a tiny fraction over fifty percent. He pulled that data into his HUD so Silky couldn’t miss what he was thinking.

      “Oh, sir, I could kiss your brain. Of course, when you think about it, I kind of am kissing your brain.” 

      “You two have another harebrained scheme in mind?” Tamzin asked suspiciously.

      “The stardrive attached to the outpost has enough juice for one short jump with a probable reentry,” Silky said. “I believe Siv’s idea is to scoot the outpost into the fleet’s midst before triggering the self-destruct.”

      Siv nodded aggressively. 

      “‘Nevolence help me, but I like it,” Tamzin said.

      “That’s a bold play,” Mitsuki said, “and it has my full approval. If we can’t escape this, then I damn sure want to take out as many of those Thousand Worlds assholes as possible.”

      “Jumping the outpost then detonating it in their midst should definitely distract the Dark Messiah enough for us to make a hyperspace jump,” Bishop said.

      “Target her flagship, if possible,” Tekeru advised.

      “What kind of explosion are we talking about?” Kyralla asked.

      “Should be the equivalent to a battlecruiser detonating,” Silky answered.

      “I do not think this plan is viable,” Kaleeb said, a hint of sorrow in his voice. “It would take hours for the thrusters to get the outpost’s mass accelerated to a speed fast enough for your plan to work.”

      Siv’s enthusiasm, or maybe it was Oona’s, dimmed.

      “We won’t need the thrusters,” Silky said. “I have already used my trademarked brand of genius to solve that problem.”

      Hope and enthusiasm returned.

      “We’re all going to die,” Tamzin muttered. She knelt beside Siv’s command chair. “You are going to leave before blowing up the outpost, right?”

      Siv patted her shoulder and nodded.

      “Good,” she replied off-channel, “because I will drag you out of here half-dead if I have to. I am not going to let Kyralla down.”

      “I think Tamzin is getting pretty attached to Kyralla, sir. If she latches on to the daughter like she did with the father, you may get your chance at a threesome.”

      Oona’s disgust at the comment recoiled through his brain, making him wince. Right now, Siv wished Silky was an actual ass so he could kick him.

      “How will you trigger the hyperspace jump if you’re not on board?” Kyralla asked.

      “I’m already working on the programming override with Arty’s help,” Silky said.

      “I’m going to get the Spinner’s Gambit, ready,” Kaleeb said. “I’ll pull up as close to the elevator as possible and wait for you there.”

      Once he’d gone, Tamzin said in a sorrowful tone, “He’s not happy about you wanting to blow up his home.” She was only sympathizing with Kaleeb because she’d blown up her own home, the Falling Rain, before leaving it for good. He hadn’t had the balls to ask her why that was necessary.

      “Would it be possible to put all the fusion warheads into the Thousand World’s flagship?” Mitsuki asked. “Destroying her personal ship might be more likely to disrupt her.”

      “Because of the way the firing arcs on the launchers work, no,” Silky answered. “Not if we want the missiles to all arrive at the same time. The most we could put into one ship simultaneously upon entry would be thirty. “

      “Then we should fire thirty of those bad boys right up her flagship’s ass,” Mitsuki said. 

      “Can Oona figure out which one is the flagship before they arrive?” Kaleeb asked.

      Siv closed his eyes and focused, then shook his head. “I can sense arrivals but not identities.”

      “Then spread the missiles out evenly,” Silky suggested. 

      “So we’ll put fourteen into each of the seven ships and use the last two where needed?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Thirteen each,” Silky said. “I need the other nine.” A few moments of silence passed. “No one’s going to ask me why?”

      “Your plan seems obvious,” Kaleeb responded with distaste.

      “It does?” Bishop and Tekeru asked simultaneously.

      “Wait,” Oona said through Siv. “There are more ships. Seven large ones and … seventy-two small ones.”

      “What the shit?!” Mitsuki exclaimed.

      “They must have stopped somewhere nearby to release their starfighters,” Silky said. “That way, they won’t have to unleash them after they arrive.”

      “The starfighters will jump in farther away from the outpost’s guns to create a perimeter,” Kaleeb said. 

      “She wants to make sure we can’t outrun her if something goes wrong,” Kyralla said.

      Siv sucked in a sharp breath as the amulet blazed bright enough to light up the room. He slammed back into his seat, and his mind hazed over. The part of himself that was Siv retreated to the back of his mind. Replacing it was an expanding consciousness that left the confines of the chair and the outpost and ventured out into the depths of space. 

      Seven points in space burned through his thoughts and penetrated the circlet, locking in the coordinates for the seven Thousand World’s warships about to enter real space and encircle the outpost. The multitude of tiny dots representing the accompanying starfighters was ignored.

      There was another presence. An eighth ship, smaller than the battlecruisers but larger than the starfighters. For a fraction of a second, he sensed its location. But before he could lock onto that ship, it vanished.

      Coordinates locked in, he breathed once … twice … and with a burst of thought launched ninety-one fusion warheads. Then he aimed every railgun and plasma cannon on those same spots. After the missiles detonated, the outpost’s weapons would begin to autofire.

      The glow ceased, the connection vanished, and once again, Siv was himself.

      Gasping and dizzy, drained and confused … but himself.

      He grabbed Tamzin’s forearm and surged to his feet. “Let’s go!”
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      Aboard the Outworld Ranger, Kyralla leaned forward in her seat, her hands alternately gripping and releasing the control-stick on her right and the accelerator on her left. Her heart pounded, sweat trickled down her back. The Corvex stealth armor she was wearing didn’t breathe as much as her old combat suit. That was going to take a while to get used to.

      “Relax, madam.”

      “Easy for you to say, Rosie.”

      “Tamzin is with Siv. She promised to get him out.”

      “That’s hardly reassuring.”

      “Kaleeb is there, too. And I’m certain he won’t let anything bad happen to Siv.”

      She leaned back, but when her shoulder blades touched the seat, she popped upright and scooted to the edge.

      “To be honest, Rosie, I’m worried about all of us. We’ve made it out of some tough scrapes so far, but I’m not sure we can get out of this one.”

      “Thanks to Oona, we have a chance, madam. Otherwise, the Dark Messiah would have taken us by surprise.”

      “Hopefully, Oona has another ace up her sleeve. The fusion missiles … detonating the outpost … it’s not going to be enough.”

      She glanced over at the weapon’s station where Mitsuki was reclining, eyes closed, feet kicked up on the console. “I wish I could be like her at a time like this.”

      “She’s a seasoned operative, madam. She knows how to conserve energy.”

      “Even at a time like this?”

      “Any mission, regardless of the circumstances, could be your last, madam. You will learn how to handle it over time.”

      “I’d rather I didn’t have to.”

      She glanced toward her other shipmates. Tekeru fidgeted at the sensor station, constantly reviewing data that the chippies were combing through meticulously, looking for something … anything … that might clue them in on the Dark Messiah’s whereabouts. 

      In the command chair, Bishop did the same thing. He didn’t have any experience with the command chair, like Oona and Siv, but he did know how all the ship’s systems worked.

      “Should I say something inspiring to them, Rosie? I am effectively the captain until —”

      Kyralla flinched as the missile launchers on the outpost pumped out fifty-six missiles, followed by another thirty-five one second behind them. The ion engines on the missiles blazed blue-white as they sped out into the depths of space toward seven targets that hadn’t yet arrived. Targets that were clearly spaced wide apart and arrayed to surround the outpost. 

      Her breath caught as her stomach rose into her throat.

      “I’ve got Gendin!” Tamzin yelled over the group channel. “Heading toward Kaleeb.”

      Mitsuki bolted into an upright position and rolled her shoulders. “Show time!”

      Kyralla took a deep breath then released it slowly, preparing herself for what came next. She gripped the controls tightly. Not that she needed to. The ship was within the safety of the outpost’s powerful force field. Until the Thousand Worlder ships arrived and they got the chance to distract the Dark Messiah, all she could do was sit and wait.

      The seven warships of the Empire of a Thousand Worlds dropped out of hyperspace. They immediately popped up on her HUD along with information about them. The Tempest, a dropship cruiser carrying burst-pods filled with troops. The Storm Cloud, a starfighter carrier ship. Four battlecruisers: the Crescent Terror, the Stolen Kiss, the Night Warrior, and Relentless Dawn. All led by the Dark Messiah’s flagship, a massive battlecruiser named the Crusader.

      As Kaleeb had guessed, the seventy-two starfighters dropped out of hyperspace a few seconds later, twenty-thousand kilometers behind those massive warships and spread out to encircle the outpost.

      The moment the bubbles of hazy, hyperphasic energy fizzled out of existence around the warships, the missiles struck. Eight fusion warheads exploded into each, detonating before a single flak cannon could open fire. A second later, five more struck each ship. 

      Oona had timed the shots perfectly.

      The viewscreen aboard the Outworld Ranger dimmed to protect their eyes from the blinding white explosions. 

      “Hell yeah!” Mitsuki whooped.

      “Data incoming,” Tekeru announced as the Outworld Ranger compiled its sensor readings with those from the outpost and the two infiltrators. “The integrated data should appear in your HUDs.”

      The Tempest was the weakest of the Thousand Worlds ships. The first barrage of fusion missiles wiped out the dropship cruiser’s force field, then the second wave pierced its hull. The ship detonated, casting fiery debris outward as if it were part of a fireworks display on Benevolence Day. 

      “‘Nevolence!” Kyralla cried in awe.

      How many thousands of centurions and crewmen had just died? She wiped that thought from her mind. She couldn’t go there. It would only weaken her resolve and distract her when she needed to be at her best.

      The Storm Cloud lost its shields amidst the second barrage, and two fusion warheads blasted into the carrier ship’s starboard hull. A puff of flaming atmosphere trailed out briefly from its side, along with bodies and chunks of metal. With the starboard thrusters wiped out, the ship listed and drifted off course. 

      The force fields of the Stolen Kiss and Relentless Dawn collapsed, but their diamondine hulls absorbed the shockwave and suffered only minimal damage. The Crescent Terror’s shield strength fell to sixteen percent, while the Night Warrior’s clung on at five. 

      The Crusader had the most advanced force field emitters available. Thirteen fusion warhead explosions only diminished its shield strength to fifty-three percent.

      The outpost’s plasma cannons, laser batteries, and railguns opened fire, targeting the battlecruisers. A few seconds later, the missile batteries pumped out plasma warheads. 

      “We’ve got ten warheads we could pop into one of these mothers,” Mitsuki said. “Should we move in and take out one of these weaker vessels?”

      “Save them,” Silky said. “We made need to use them against the Dark Messiah’s hidden ship … if we ever find it. Meanwhile, you need to hold your position and stay inside the outpost’s shields. You don’t need to draw any attention to yourselves yet. Let them focus on the outpost.”

      The enemy, save for the listing Storm Cloud, returned fire, and the outpost’s shields quickly dropped to ninety percent. The enemy starfighters tightened their circle but stayed outside the range of the outpost’s weapons.

      The Storm Cloud struck two of the defensive mines Silky had deployed. Flames erupted within it, and moments later, it cracked open like a bad egg, spilling crew and equipment into the void. 

      The outpost, under guidance from Silky, focused the majority of its firepower on the Night Warrior. That effort soon paid off in a massive explosion. 

      “It seems like we’re winning,” Tekeru said. “Three out of their seven ships are down.”

      “Meanwhile,” Mitsuki said, “the outpost’s shields have fallen to eighty-three percent, we’ve fired our most powerful weapons, and there’s still no sign of the Dark Messiah. Right?”

      “Correct,” Rosie announced.

      The cloaked Spinner’s Gambit pulled up alongside them. 

      “Siv, are you okay?” Kyralla asked.

      “I’m wired into the sensor station,” he said with obvious fatigue, “trying to lend what little of my brainpower your sister didn’t use up.”

      Mitsuki chuckled. “There wasn’t that much to begin with.”

      “The Dark Messiah should have shown herself by now, right?” Bishop asked.

      “We’re not seeing anything, and we’re using every type of scan available,” Silky replied. “Plus, Oona isn’t talking to us anymore.”

      Unexpectedly, the Stolen Kiss exploded in a massive fireball. One of the fusion warheads must have gotten through unnoticed. Then the Crescent Terror’s force fields collapsed, and the ship took massive amounts of damage from the outpost’s focused fire. Relentless Dawn battled engine failure and fires on most of its decks. The outpost had stopped firing on it two minutes ago when all its weapons went silent.

      “Damn, maybe we are winning this,” Mitsuki said.

      “Your timing is godawful, Wings,” Silky chimed.

      Every starfighter unleashed its missile payload. As those missiles closed in, the Crescent Terror and the Crusader fired theirs. Just behind that volley, the Crusader launched twenty fusion missiles of its own, all targeting the outpost. 

      The outpost’s flak cannons couldn’t hold back that many incoming targets. The force field would be overwhelmed, and the blast would easily destroy the Outworld Ranger and both infiltrators as well as the outpost.

      “Enter heading three four eight toward the starfighters and punch it,” Silky announced. “It’s time to board the station for Crazy City, population me.”

      Kyralla flicked the control-stick down and hard right and slammed the accelerator. The Spinner’s Gambit and Eyana’s Vengeance matched their course.

      Eyana watched as Silky deactivated the antigrav and inertial dampeners inside the outpost. Then he opened all the bay doors and every hatch on the side of the outpost opposite the Crusader. As the station’s atmosphere vented, it began to glide toward the enemy.

      He launched four of the eight remaining fusion missiles, directly away from the Crusader while simultaneously rotating all the outpost’s force field strength into that same direction.  

      With the shields turned away, lasers from the enemy ships raked across the outpost while plasma bolts and railgun shots peppered its hull. 

      The fusion missiles Silky had launched detonated. The blast struck the outpost’s focused shields, wiped them out, and tore away both outer rings. Its hull, however, withstood the impact.

      “Has Silky lost his damned mind?”

      “It’s all about the shockwave, madam.”

      She checked her locator and whistled. The blast had sent the outpost careening toward the Crusader. At the speed it was going, it would still take an hour to reach the battlecruiser, assuming the enemy ship didn’t move. The outpost was moving fast enough for their plan, though.

      As the first of the enemy plasma missiles struck home, a hyperphasic bubble formed around the outpost. The energy field flickered as if the aging stardrive was about to fail.

      “Cross your circuits and fingers!” Silky cried.

      Plasma missiles struck in fiery bursts, tearing the outpost apart as the bubble strengthened. Then, a moment before the Crusader’s fusion missiles struck, the outpost jumped into hyperspace. 

      The fusion missiles continued on without a target.

      “Woohoo!” Silky yelled.

      Over the next few seconds, the Crusader and the Crescent Terror ceased firing, not knowing what to do. Twenty starfighters, however, departed their positions and sped toward the Outworld Ranger. It was only a matter of time now before the battlecruisers targeted them.

      The outpost reappeared almost on top of the Crusader. The giant battlecruiser didn’t stand a chance of escaping. The outpost rammed into the Crusader and self-destructed. The explosion stripped away the battlecruiser’s shields and tore its hull asunder. Its fusion core lost containment, and the flagship of the Empire of a Thousand Worlds blew apart.

      The shockwave rocked every ship in the area, depleting shields and shoving the smaller starfighters off-course. More importantly, the blast struck a previously unseen heavy cruiser, knocking out its cloaking field. They could now see the Dark Messiah’s secret vessel.

      “Make the jump to hyperspace!” Silky called out.

      “Activating!” Bishop said as he fumbled at the controls.

      Hyperphasic bubbles formed around their three vessels … then dissipated. 

      “Damn!” Kaleeb cursed.

      “Try again,” Kyralla said. “We almost had it.”

      This time nothing happened. The Dark Messiah’s concentration had held on despite her having lost her magnificent battlecruiser.

      The Crescent Terror locked its weapons on the Outworld Ranger. The sixty-three remaining starfighters pursued them. And the twenty fusion missiles the Crusader had fired turned toward them.

      “Relentless Dawn’s weapon systems are coming back online,” Artemisia announced. “Their engines and shields are still down, however.”

      “I’ve got a lock on the heat signature of that heavy cruiser,” Silky said. “Even if she cloaks it again, she won’t be able to hide from us.”

      “Fat lot of good that will do,” Kyralla said as she began evasive maneuvers. “We’re fucked.”
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      Scanning the locator from his piloting and command station onboard the Spinner’s Gambit, Vega gauged all the shit coming toward them and came to a single conclusion. 

      “Kyralla’s correct,” he said over the group channel. “We can’t outrun this.”

      “Our only choice,” Silky said, “is to head straight toward the Dark Messiah’s heavy cruiser.”

      “You want to kick the hornet’s nest?” Tamzin asked from the weapon’s station on the Spinner’s Gambit. “That’s the best you’ve got?!” 

      “I don’t see any better options,” Silky replied. 

      “We’ll never make it that far,” Vega said, shaking his head. “There’s too much firepower arrayed against us.”

      “Oh, I can get us to the heavy cruiser,” Silky responded. “I have a plan for that.”

      Of course, he did. It was probably ridiculous, and it probably stood a chance at working.

      “If we can get to her cruiser, then why can’t we pop ten fusion missiles up her dried-up old ass and call it a day?” Mitsuki asked.

      “The naughty rub of it is that we need those fusion missiles to get there,” Silky said.

      “All ten?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Eight minimum.”

      “Surely two would be enough to get the job done against a ship that size,” Siv said. He was hunched over, exhausted, in the chair at the Spinner’s Gambit sensor station.

      “Yes, but the flak cannons would take them out immediately,” Vega replied, “and if our scan data is correct, Qaisella’s heavy cruiser has the shield array power of an entire battlecruiser. Her ship could absorb the shockwave from two fusion warheads exploding.”

      “Why can’t we fire all of them at her now?” Tekeru asked.

      “Rail guns and laser batteries would destroy them long before they could arrive,” Vega answered. 

      “Are we all agreed on storming the castle?” Silky asked.

      Everyone voted yes, fired their thrusters, and altered their speed and trajectory to take them toward Qaisella’s heavy cruiser as quickly as possible.

      “When do we fire the missiles?” Kyralla added.

      “We need to reach this point,” Silky said. 

      A blinking light appeared on their locators, marking a spot halfway between the heavy cruiser and the two battleships. 

      “Then we spin and fire eight fusion warheads in a sphere pattern, as evenly as possible while focusing a couple on those wounded battlecruisers, hoping we get lucky. The ones that fire into empty space, we detonate so that we can catch as many starfighters in the shockwaves as possible. That should destroy some and knock the rest off course for several minutes. We reserve the two remaining missiles for use where needed.”

      “And?” Kyralla prompted.

      “And that’s it,” Silky said.

      “That’s a stupid idea!” Mitsuki said.

      “It can’t be stupid if it comes from a film!” Silky said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Swift and Savage 18 is a classic.”

      “‘Nevolence!” Tamzin cursed. “What’s wrong with you?!” 

      “Are you shitting me, Numb-Circuits?” Mitsuki replied in disgust. “You’re rolling with a plan based on a super shitty starfighter chase movie in a super shitty starfighter chase franchise?”

      “Well … yeah, but I bet you don’t have a better idea,” Silky snapped. “And tell me this: Which one of us has brought a galactic civilization to the brink?” Silence followed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “I think it’s a valid tactic,” Vega said, “even if the inspiration is stupid.” 

      Vega had doubts about Silky’s movie inspirations. It was hardly any trouble for Silky’s 9G-x brain to find a movie that matched a plan he already wanted to use when there were so many action movies spanning centuries to choose from.

      “A fusion explosion screen makes sense to me,” Siv said listlessly. “And I enjoyed that movie.” 

      Vega hoped Siv’s fatigue was strictly due to his bonding with Oona and wasn’t indicative of another withdrawal episode. His instincts told him that if they were going to have a chance of making it out of this, they were going to need Siv.

      “Twelve enemy starfighters entering plasma cannon range,” Artemisia announced. “Laser batteries from the Crescent Terror, Relentless Dawn, and the heavy cruiser … designation Grand Crusade … are opening fire.”

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Kyralla shouted, and she began to weave the Outworld Ranger through the incoming fire. 

      Kaleeb dodged the incoming shots casually. The enemy had yet to defeat his infiltrator’s cloaking measures to get a bead on them, so all he had to do was dodge the shots inadvertently heading their way. 

      Using its new dual-fire plasma cannon, the Outworld Ranger opened fire against the closest pursuing starfighters as soon as they entered range.

      “We’re not going to shoot as well?” Tamzin asked him.

      “No need to give away our position yet,” Kaleeb said. “We will wait until the starfighters get in closer and take them by surprise. For whatever good that will do.”

      “We’re going to need another grand idea for when we get there, Silkster,” Siv said.

      “The purpose of Operation Swift and Savage 18, sir, was to buy us time to come up with something, but honestly, I’ve got nothing. Someone else is going to have to fill in the blank on this one.”

      A powerful laser from the Crescent Terror raked across the Outworld Ranger’s force field, reducing its strength by ten percent. Kyralla dodged three plasma missiles while the flak cannon took out four more. The plasma cannon fire from enemy starfighters intensified as more closed rapidly within range. 

      If not for the HazeField jamming equipment they’d just installed and Kyralla’s precog, the Outworld Ranger would already be done for.

      “Silky, if those starfighters close in, their flak cannon shots could detonate our fusion missiles too near to us,” Kaleeb said. “We’ll get caught in the shockwave.”

      “Roger that, K-man. I’ll engage with Eyana’s Vengeance.”

      “Should I join in?” he asked, feeling guilty for not yet contributing to the effort.

      “Maintain your cloak.” 

      The Outworld Ranger began to use its railgun against nearby vessels along with its plasma cannon. Meanwhile, Silky altered the trajectory of Eyana’s Vengeance, aiming his infiltrator toward the Crescent Terror. As he did so, he opened fire on nearby starfighters. The effort immediately paid off as a dozen starfighters pulled away to pursue him.

      They were four and a half minutes away from the spot Silky had designated for firing the fusion missiles, and the Outworld Ranger was already taking a pounding, its shield strength having been reduced to forty-seven percent. Even with her precog, Kyralla could only dodge so many laser beams and plasma bursts, and the flak cannons couldn’t take out every missile that came their way.  

      “Siv, Tamzin, get ready,” Kaleeb said. “We need to engage the enemy to take pressure off the Outworld Ranger.”

      “Hold on,” Tamzin said. “We may need to stay cloaked.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      On the main viewscreen, she loaded the scans they had made of the Crusader then placed them alongside preliminary scans of Qaisella’s heavy cruiser, the Grand Crusade.

      “What’s this dome structure on top of both ships?” she asked.

      “Qaisella prefers to guide her vessels from a command dome that uses holographic technology to give her a three-sixty view,” Kaleeb answered.

      “That’s what I thought.” Tamzin hopped out of her seat. “In that case, I’ve got an idea!”

      She rushed into the hallway, where they had hastily stored their packs and gear. She fished out her wraith space cube and returned to the cockpit.

      Vega glanced at it, worried. Regardless of what she’d told them and what he sensed, he didn’t trust that device or this “Poppa” person she talked to on the other side.

      As Tamzin studied it, a few crimson glimmers crossed its black surface. “Aha!” she exclaimed, a mischievous smile creasing her elfin face. “The way to wraith space is open.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Siv asked.

      “Certain,” Tamzin replied.

      “It makes sense,” Silky said in a strained tone. Operating a ship on his own while helping the others was bound to be taxing, even for him. “I assume barring us from additional hyperphasic dimensions requires more effort.”

      “I don’t see how wraith space could help us,” Vega said. “We can’t jump from there to hyperspace.”

      “We could max out our speed in wraith space and try to get far enough away that we could make a hyperspace jump when we exited,” Tekeru suggested.

      “We could, but we don’t know how far her hyperspace canceling ability extends,” Silky pointed out. “And for all we know, she can detect where we are in wraith space and follow us to the corresponding spots in real space. And she’s crazy enough to send in ships to pursue us.”

      “We might also end up stranded in wraith space,” Vega cautioned. “Our engines and shields might cease functioning. The chippies and myself as well.”

      Tamzin was shaking her head.

      “Did you have something else in mind?” Siv asked her.

      Eyes locked onto her cube, she didn’t respond. Vega shivered.

      “Tamzin?” Siv prompted.

      She didn’t look away from the cube. “Shush! I need to focus …”

      “If we jump to wraith space and time it out correctly and get lucky when it comes to system failures,” Mitsuki said enthusiastically, “then we could pop back in close enough to put all ten fusion warheads up her tyrannical ass without her being able to do a damned thing about it.” 

      “That is way too many if’s,” Vega said. “According to the odds, one out of every three ships that enter wraith space will experience total power failure for up to half an hour.” 

      “Hot damn but I love if’s and defying the odds!” Silky said. “I got a stiffy thinking about it. I’m going to test the waters with Eyana’s Vengeance.”

      “Why are you testing the waters?” Siv asked.

      “We need to be certain we can enter wraith space before rolling the dice,” Silky said.

      “I’m certain we can enter,” Tamzin said.

      “I don’t think it’s a good plan,” Vega said firmly, “and I don’t care for those odds.”

      Silky blew a raspberry at him. “Initiating the jump to wraith space in 3 … 2 … 1 …”

      The dot representing the other infiltrator remained in the locator.

      “Donkey balls!” Silky cursed. “I’m still here. So much for that theory.” Three plasma bolts struck Eyana’s Vengeance, taking her shields down to fifty-eight percent. “Shit! That stiffy distracted me.”

      “Sorry, Tamzin,” Siv said.

      With a frustrated huff, Tamzin shook her head. “None of you are listening to me! I know I can enter wraith space. I’m certain of it. And I have a plan. And it doesn’t involve launching the fusion missiles.” She looked at Vega. “If you can keep us cloaked and get us near her ship, I can jump the three of us directly into the command dome.”

      “You … you want to take her on … directly?” Vega asked with a nervous stutter he couldn’t hide. 

      “If we cut the head off the snake, we can leave,” Tamzin said. “And we’d be ridding the galaxy of a tyrant while we’re at it.”

      “It’s a good plan,” Silky said. “The problem is that it won’t work.”

      Vega was relieved Tamzin’s plan couldn’t work. It wasn’t just that he didn’t have the balls to face Qaisella again. No matter the atrocities she’d committed over the years, he could never do anything to harm Qaisella. And he was certain that she could easily destroy him.

      “I have no doubt that I can enter wraith space,” Tamzin said. “I’d show you if I could, but we’re moving, and I can’t afford to waste a jump. I can only do three within an hour.”

      “What makes you certain?” Siv asked.

      “Instincts? Genetics? Experience?” She shrugged. “I don’t know how I know, but I am certain. Certain enough to stake my life on it.” She squatted down beside Gendin. “You’ve seen what I can do firsthand. You’ve been in wraith space with me. I swear I’m not wrong about this.”

      “We’re approaching the missile launch point,” Artemisia said. “One minute, fifteen seconds.”

      “The Outworld Ranger is getting hammered,” Vega said. “We need to help them!”

      “We need to stay cloaked so my plan can work!” Tamzin argued. “Gendin …”

      Warmth spread out from his chest, through his body as his guardian amulet started glowing once again. Siv stood and held out his hands. “Give me the cube.”
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      Legs threatening to buckle underneath him, Siv grasped the cube and stared into its gleaming surface veined with crimson flickers — some of its own making, others merely reflections caused by his guardian amulet. 

      His mind was pulled far afield, as Oona focused on Tamzin’s hyperphasic cube. 

      For a few heartbeats, his awareness … their awareness … flickered into wraith space then back. Tamzin was correct. For whatever reason, her cube could enter into wraith space even though the ship stardrives could not.

      He had thought Oona would stop there, but she didn’t. The amulet burned against his skin as she focused her intent on something within the cube. No, that wasn’t right. She was searching for something through the cube … beyond the cube. 

      He wanted to tell her not to waste her effort on Poppa or any of that nonsense, to save her strength since they might soon need her. But he couldn’t manage to coherently direct the thoughts toward her. He sensed that she would not have listened anyway.

      Their awareness sped across the galaxy, in a heartbeat traveling thousands of light-years away to witness a gleaming civilization populated by violet-skinned people, where starships by the millions traveled between planets dotted with gleaming cities, where astounding technologies were commonplace. 

      This civilization seemed even more advanced than that of the Benevolency during his childhood. But something underneath the success of this society struck a sour chord. 

      I do not like this place. That was the thought that passed through his mind, though it did not originate with him. He could hardly disagree with Oona, though. He did not trust this gleaming, prosperous civilization.

      “Where are we?” they thought. “What is this place?” 

      No answer came to them. Moments later, the amulet dimmed, and Oona’s presence retreated into the hypermind.

      Gasping, he returned the cube to Tamzin. “I saw it … through the cube … the place you came from. Thousands of light-years away. An enormous, highly advanced civilization … and people with purple skin.”

      Tamzin stared at Siv with blank astonishment. “What? What else did you see?”

      “That’s it. Sorry, I only caught glimpses and didn’t see anything closely.” On a private channel, he asked, “Does that information mean anything to you, Silkster?”

      “It seems to confirm rumors about a highly advanced civilization far beyond the outskirts of our own. One that may be controlled by an AI. Those rumors call it the Technocracy. I wouldn’t give much credence to that term, though.”

      “What does any of that mean?” Tamzin asked with puzzlement evident on her elfin face.

      “Nothing if we die here,” Kaleeb said. “Can the cube take her into wraith space?”

      There was a hesitant tone in the android’s voice. Despite the certain doom they were facing without a valid plan of action, Kaleeb did not want this to work. He clearly did not want to face his goddaughter. Siv could hardly blame him.

      “Apparently, the Dark Messiah’s powers only affect our stardrives,” he replied. “The cube works.”

      “Did … did you see Poppa there?” Tamzin asked.

      Siv shook his head. “We can talk about all that later. Right now, we need to focus.”

      “My suspicions were correct, sir. I will want to hear everything about what you saw.”

      “Later. Just focus on keeping us alive.”

      Three plasma bolts struck the Outworld Ranger, dropping its shields to thirty-eight percent.

      “Poppa … violet-skinned people …” Tamzin muttered with confused dismay. Siv was about to tell her to snap out of it, but before he could, she stamped a foot and screamed in frustration. “Sod it all!” Then her face darkened, and her voice turned deadly serious. “Kaleeb, get us to the Grand Crusade. Now! We have an evil bitch to kill.”

      Tamzin had transitioned from dismay to anger in an astonishing amount of time.  

      Kaleeb winced then nodded. “It’s going to be tricky. The energy backwash from eight fusion explosions might reveal our presence. I’ll have to slow us down once we’re there, and that will make us vulnerable. Coming to a full stop —”

      “Won’t be necessary,” she replied. “If you can get us to one-quarter speed and on the right trajectory, I think I can handle the rest.”

      “I will adjust your cloaking frequencies to make it less likely that the backwash of energies will reveal us,” Silky said. 

      “Why don’t you let me handle that,” Artemisia replied. “B and Bartimaeus can assist me.” 

      “You got it, babe,” Silky replied.

      Lasers raked the Outworld Ranger. Kyralla’s precog-assisted piloting and the ship’s defenses were thwarting ninety percent of the attacks. Still, with the volume of fire coming their way, that remaining ten percent was too much. If the enemy wasn’t afraid of hitting their own by firing their railguns, the Outworld Ranger would likely be dead already.

      Siv turned to Kaleeb. “Do you think the fusion explosions will buy us enough time to reach that heavy cruiser?”

      The android responded with a subtle shake of his head.

      “We’re at the launch point, Kyralla!” Silky called out. “Give them the Swift and Savage 18 treatment!”

      “The Night Warrior’s flak cannons are down!” Rosie said.

      “I’m aiming the extra two fusion missiles at that mother!” Mitsuki called out. “Unless anyone has an objection …”

      No one did. It was the sort of unexpected lucky break they were going to need to pull this off.

      Kyralla fired the thrusters and rotated the Outworld Ranger in a spherical pattern, while Mitsuki launched eight of the fusion missiles in the evenly spaced pattern Silky had planned. Then she sent their last two warheads toward the struggling Night Warrior. 

      On the infiltrator’s viewscreen, Siv watched the blue engine trails of the powerful missiles as they streaked out toward their intended targets. The first detonated in empty space behind them, not as far away as he would have liked. 

      The blast destroyed three starfighters and damaged half a dozen more. Then the shockwave struck the Spinner’s Gambit, rocking the ship and sending them speeding forward, which wasn’t a bad thing.

      After that initial explosion, three more detonated, destroying and damaging more of the starfighters. As the shockwaves from those rattled the Spinner’s Gambit, the next four warheads went off. One exploded ahead of them, in the direction of the Grand Crusade. That blast only took out two starfighters and harmed no others. Its purpose was merely to serve as a distraction.

      The two missiles targeting the Night Warrior didn’t reach the battlecruiser. It shot down both using its laser batteries. The blasts were close enough to severely damage the warship, though, leaving it a drifting hulk with hardly anything more than life support functioning.

      “Hell yes!” Mitsuki cried out.

      Siv admired her ability to celebrate every victory large and small, no matter how they fared in the larger scheme of things.

      “Silkster, what if the Grand Crusade had struck one of our missiles with a laser beam right after launch?”

      “We tried to avoid that, sir. And really, it’s best not to think of such things. Now leave me alone. I have a lot on my circuits at the moment.”

      With the fusion blasts all around them providing cover, Kaleeb and Silky abandoned caution and double-maxed their engines, pushing them to the limit. Their maneuverability would be reduced to shit, but they would close on the Grand Crusade faster. 

      Following along in their wake, the Outworld Ranger focused on defense instead of speed while firing at a group of pursuing starfighters that had been too close to be heavily affected by the fusion explosions. 

      The shockwaves that had rattled the frame of the Spinner’s Gambit had reduced their force field strength by five percent. Eyana’s Vengeance had lost six percent, the Outworld Ranger three.

      Tamzin put an armored hand on Siv’s shoulder. She had donned her combat gear while the explosions were going off. “Suit up, Gendin. You’ve had enough rest.”

      He struggled to stand, then collapsed back into his chair. “Apparently not.”

      Casting a dubious glance toward Kaleeb, she said, “We’re going to need you.”

      “There’s a medkit in my bag,” he replied. “The blue one. Bring it to me.”

      She tossed the medkit into his lap, and he withdrew two injectors. He administered both drugs without a second thought, before Silky could mount a protest. Silky must have approved. Either that or he was too busy flying the other infiltrator, because he didn’t utter a word about the health risk Siv had just taken.

      He shuddered, then shot up out of his seat, adrenaline pounding through him.

      “What the hell did you take?” Tamzin asked.

      “Awake and Hyper.”

      “‘Nevolence! You got a death wish or something? Hyper alone can mess you up. Taking it along with Awake? That’s crazy.”

      “It’s all or nothing, right?”

      “I cannot argue with that.” She took his place at the sensor station, placed the circlet around her head, and took out her cube. “No one bother me. I need to focus.” 

      Heart and brain racing, Siv pulled the stealth armor out of his duffle bag. Not that he regretted one minute of the time he’d spent with Kyralla over the last few weeks, but part of him wished now that he’d done the training it would have taken for him to competently use Centurion IV armor. 

      Of course, he was better equipped for combat than he had ever been before. He had all the advanced gear he’d inherited from his father, except for the plasma carbine he’d lost. He’d added to his load out the Corvex stealth armor, which was heavier but stronger than his old suit, a new plasma carbine, a laser rifle, two neural disruptors, and a force-blade.

      As he stumbled back into the cockpit and fell into the weapon’s station, the Grand Crusade locked onto them, defeating every cloaking and jamming method at their disposal. Then it fired all of its arsenal toward them and Eyana’s Vengeance, ignoring the Outworld Ranger. 

      Every ounce of piloting ability Kaleeb possessed was put to the test as he dodged plasma shots, weaved through laser beams, and avoided missiles long enough for the flak cannons to catch them. As with Kyralla, his efforts were not proving to be enough. 

      The infiltrator’s shield strength plummeted to twenty-three percent, and that of the Eyana’s Vengeance fell to twelve. Meanwhile, the Outworld Ranger, dogged by the remaining twenty-three starfighters and relentless fire from the Crescent Terror, struggled to stay alive. 

      “We are not going to make it,” Vega moaned as he fired the infiltrator’s thrusters. Engines still burning at full strength, the ship spun a hundred and eighty degrees and began to slow.

      “Silkster? We need a plan to get there alive!”

      “Sorry, sir. I’m not sure what a bupkis is, but it’s all I’ve got!”

      They were firing everything they had into the Grand Crusade, to little effect. Their firepower could have been put to better use against the starfighters to assist the Outworld Ranger, but they were trying to make this look like a suicide run. 

      A quad-plasma volley slammed into the Spinner’s Gambit, ripping the shields down to five percent.

      Tamzin tore the circlet from her head and stood in the cockpit. “We can do it from here.”

      “Are you sure?” Siv asked as he hopped up from his seat.

      “If Kaleeb’s centurion jetpack can slow our speed while we’re inside wraith space, then yes … I think so.”

      “I may get deactivated by the energies there,” Kaleeb said. “Or my jetpack might malfunction.” 

      A laser flashed across the cockpit, then three plasma bolts struck them. The lights flickered. The hull groaned. Their shields were gone.

      “We’re out of options,” Siv said.

      Tamzin activated her helmet. “We’ve got to go!” 

      The helmet deployed from the armor at the base of her neck unfolded, snapped over her face, then locked into place. Like the rest of the Corvex armor, the helmet was slightly angular, giving off a bug-like vibe.

      As soon as Vega stood, she wrapped her arms around them. She was about to push the invisible button on her hyperphasic cube, then noticed his helmet wasn’t deployed. 

      “Gendin!”

      “Wait!” he cried. From the medkit strapped to his belt, he withdrew a syringe of Aware and dosed himself in the neck. Then he deployed his helmet. “Okay, go!” 

      The bubble that formed around them flashed for a fraction of a second. During that moment, Siv’s amulet began to glow, and heavy firepower pummeled the Spinner’s Gambit. 

      The infiltrator exploded as they leaped into wraith space.  
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      The three of them snapped into wraith space, hurtling weightless and at incredible speed through an otherwise empty region of space, albeit one with swirling wraith-forms and distorted stars and planets glowing around them.

      Siv had hoped he’d never have to see the horrors of wraith space again. Yet here he was with Tamzin’s arms wrapped around him in another desperate moment.

      “This crazy bitch is basically your wraith space girlfriend,” Silky said, as if he had read his thoughts. 

      He sighed with relief that Silky was still active. “Yeah … but if you think about it, Tamzin is the best girlfriend you could hope for here.”

      “True that, sir. Just remember, what happens in wraith space stays in wraith space.”

      Siv rolled his eyes. “Hey, Silkster, if you’re here with me, how can you pilot Eyana’s Vengeance?”

      “I can’t, sir. Artemisia is flying my baby. She’s badly damaged, though, and I don’t expect to see her again.” His tone grew darker. “For that matter, I don’t expect to see the Outworld Ranger again either.”

      Siv’s guardian amulet flared to life, creating a transparent, blue-hued bubble that surrounded them. He flinched, then took a deep breath to calm his nerves. Oona’s presence hovered along with him, only she seemed more distant than before.

      “What the hell’s going on?!” Tamzin shouted.

      “Oona is somehow using my amulet to shield us from the effects of wraith space,” Siv answered.

      “All my systems are still active,” Kaleeb said.

      “And I am hardcore full-on,” Silky said to a backdrop of wah-wah bass guitar notes.

      “Is this why you dosed yourself with Aware?” Tamzin asked.

      “I guess so,” Siv answered with a shrug.

      “You’re not sure?” she asked.

      “I did it on impulse, so Oona probably influenced me into doing it.”

      “Doing things impulsively at the behest of a teenage girl on the verge of madness is far from comforting, sir.”

      “I’m not comfortable with it either, Silkster.” To the others, he said, “Honestly, I’m so buzzed on Hyper and Awake that I can’t even feel the effects of the Aware.”

      How long would he be able to function with those three drugs in his system and Oona’s powers coursing through him? Probably less than twenty minutes. Then he was going to crash — hard.

      Kaleeb switched on the jetpack of his Centurion armor, and Siv and Tamzin clung to him, each holding an arm. “I’m granting you control over my jetpack, Tamzin.”

      Using the jetpack’s thrusters, she twisted them around, so they were flying feet first. Then she maxed the engines. The force slammed Siv’s stomach up into his throat. His vision swam, and he thought he might pass out. But then he caught his breath and adjusted to the effect as their speed slowed.

      “Can you increase the power?” Tamzin asked.

      Kaleeb shook his head. “There’s no more to give.”

      “That is unfortunate,” she replied solemnly.

      “How far do we have to go?” Kaleeb asked.

      “At this speed, it will take four minutes to arrive,” Tamzin answered, “but we need to slow down a lot more. Otherwise, we will overshoot the target.”

      “Tamzin and Siv, you both have maneuvering thrusters on your suits for zero-gee operations,” Silky said. “I suggest you activate them. You as well, Kaleeb.”

      They fired their personal maneuvering thrusters until they were spent, decreasing their speed by fifteen percent.

      “Was that enough?” Siv asked.

      “We’re on target … I think,” Tamzin replied. “But we’re still traveling too fast. When we enter real space … splat!” 

      “I thought you said this was doable,” Kaleeb said.

      “I said it was possible, and I was wrong. But it’s not like we had a choice.”

      “She’s right about that,” Siv said. “I don’t know about the two of you, but I saw the Spinner’s Gambit exploding around us as we jumped away.”

      “I saw it,” Kaleeb muttered.

      Tamzin stared at Siv. “You’re handling wraith space well compared to last time, Gendin.”

      “I think Oona’s bubble is protecting me from the negative effects. I’m seeing some crazy shit outside the bubble, but it doesn’t feel real this time.”

      “That’s good,” she said. “Seeing your father yet?”

      He flinched. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because we’re going to die,” she responded in a remarkably calm voice.

      “No, I’m not seeing — Son of a bitch!”

      The specter of Gav Gendin hovered alongside him within the bubble. “Hello again, son,” he said in a level but concerned voice.

      “Am I dying already?” Siv asked. “Or did you come here to bear witness?”

      “I came here to help,” Gav replied.

      “He’s talking to his father?” Siv heard Kaleeb ask Tamzin.

      “Yep,” she answered. “So fifty-fifty we’re about to bite it.”

      “That’s better odds than before, right?” Kaleeb asked.

      “Yeah,” Tamzin replied with a resigned sigh.

      “Tell the old man I said hello, sir.”

      “Silky says hello, Dad.”

      “Tell him …” Gav chuckled. “Tell him I’m proud of him, for what he did and for how well he raised you. And that I miss him.”

      “I’ll tell him.” Siv fought back the tears forming in his eyes. “You said you’re here to help me …”

      “Oona is at a critical juncture in her trial, my son. She can no longer aid you directly. You can, however, use your amulet and the connection she opened between you to access her hyperphasic powers. That’s the only way you’ll be able to safely return to real space and defeat the Dark Messiah.”

      “How in the name of Terra am I supposed to channel her powers through my amulet? I don’t have any mystical abilities. I’m not even a first-generation empath.”

      “You don’t need to be an empath or have any special talents. Oona ghosting into your mind earlier and creating this bubble to protect you … These things were only possible because of your amulet.” 

      Gav jabbed a finger toward Siv’s chest. “What you’re wearing, that’s not the normal guardian amulet Lyoolee believed it to be. We only figured out it was special and what it was capable of a few days ago. It’s one of a rare few remaining that originated with the Progenitors, which is why it didn’t turn to dust as the trillions of others belonging to the Numenaians did.”

      “The Progenitors?”

      “The ones who created the hypermind for the Numenaians. This amulet was passed down through the millennia by a secret society that — Sorry, that’s not important right now. What’s important … what you need to understand … is that this amulet can connect you to Oona and the hypermind in ways more powerful than a normal guardian amulet. That, however, requires more effort on your part.” 

      “Three minutes until we splat!” Tamzin called out. “If you’re going to do something, Gendin, then snap to it!”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “You need to bond with your amulet and manifest Oona’s power into this world. Decide what it is you want to do, focus on your amulet, open yourself up to Oona’s power, then establish your intent.”

      “That’s it?” Siv asked. “Come on, Dad, you’ve got to give me more to work with than woo nonsense.”

      “Perhaps I taught you the dangers of magical thinking too well,” Gav said with a chuckle, “given the universe the two of us now find ourselves inhabiting.” 

      Siv remembered those lessons from his dad well, and his mother’s concern that Gav was taking it too far. His mother had believed that the Benevolence originated from a divine source and that it was important to have a certain amount of faith in something bigger and more important than yourself.

      “I’m sorry, son, but there’s little more I can tell you. Open your mind and summon her hyperphasic power. Shape it with your intent. That’s exactly how Oona was doing it before her mind was pulled too far afield.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing Oona urged me to dose the Aware before we jumped.” He drew in and released a deep breath. “Okay, here goes.”

      “You can do this, son. I believe in you. I always have.”

      The amulet was tucked inside his armor, so he couldn’t pull it out. He placed his free hand over it and focused his mind. The connection to Oona through the amulet was basically magic. All he had to do was accept that and embrace whatever insanity came from doing so. He could figure out how it actually worked and what it meant later.

      “I believe in my connection to Oona through the amulet. I can feel her power flowing through me … empowering me …”

      A faint, rhythmic pulse thrummed through the amulet into his chest then echoed within the protective bubble. He centered his mind on that pulse, and his heartbeat slowed to match. 

      Something clicked inside his brain, and her power flowed through him, radiating a warmth that reminded him simultaneously of Oona’s smile and slipping into clean, crisp sheets on a cold, stormy night. 

      As his thoughts centered unbidden on that sensation, the energy pulse quickened, his heartbeat matched it, and the amulet’s heat increased. It was working! The psionic energy was gathering within him. 

      “Whatever you’re doing, son, keep at it! Gather all the energy you can then focus your intent when the moment comes.”

      The feeling of a stormy night may not have been intentional, but it was working. So he indulged in the sensation and conjured a stronger mental image to match it, engaging all his senses …  

      Icy rain pattered the roof of his farmhouse. Skirling wind rattled the shutters. Thunder echoed off the mountain. He finished the last aromatic sip from a warm cup of chai, slipped into the soft, freshly laundered covers on his king-sized bed, and turned off the lights. Flashes of lightning illuminated his bedroom. He smiled as he drifted off into sleep.

      Power surged into him, pounding through his veins and his bones. Tingles ran across his skin, and all his hair attempted to stand on end inside his body armor. His heart raced, the amulet burned so hot it blistered his skin, and his eyes and joints ached as if feverish.

      “We’re nearly there!” Tamzin said.

      “Max your antigrav!” Silky said over a group channel.

      Silky activated the antigrav built into Siv’s Corvex armor, along with the spare unit Siv had mounted onto the suit for emergencies, and boosted both to double their standard operating capacity.

      “Brace yourselves!” Tamzin cried, clutching her cube tightly.

      “Deploy your personal force fields!” Silky said as he activated Siv’s. “If you’re going to do something, sir, now’s the time!”

      The Corvex battlesuits he and Tamzin wore were equipped with rudimentary, personal force fields. It wasn’t as powerful as what Kaleeb had in his Centurion armor, but it was enough to absorb a single plasma bolt or a bit of impact with a solid object.

      Siv had gathered as much energy as he could, given the time he had, and he didn’t think he could hold much more without endangering himself. The question now was intent. 

      How should he go about saving them? Slow them down or absorb the impact? What would Silky tell him if he had the time to catch him up to speed? 

      “Work with what you’ve got.” That’s what Silky would say, along with some snarky banter or inappropriate questions.

      The bubble was already deployed and shielding them. While maintaining that feeling of warm sheets on a stormy night on the farm, he imagined the bubble growing in strength to become a powerful force field that could absorb any impact. 

      In response, the energy surrounding them brightened to the point where Siv could no longer see beyond it into wraith space. 

      He met Tamzin’s eyes and spoke — directly into her mind!

      “Do it now.”

      This was several moments earlier than planned, but somehow he knew that her calculations were off. She hadn’t compensated for the heavy cruiser’s slight movement forward. 

      Tamzin didn’t hesitate. She triggered the cube and, with a popping sound, they exploded into real space at the top of the Grand Crusade’s command dome. 

      The double-maxed antigrav caused Siv’s stomach to once again surge up into his throat and his eyes to roll back. Their descent slowed, but not enough.

      The bluish bubble shifted into a three-meter thick disc below their feet. Their rate of descent halved, without the effects of inertia impacting their bodies.

      When the disc struck the floor, the impact separated them from one another’s grasp. Siv cried out as the hyperphasic power surged out through him. In a blinding flash, the disc vanished, and they fell the rest of the way to the floor. 

      His and Tamzin’s personal force fields zeroed out as they absorbed most of the remaining impact.

      Siv landed hard on his feet, stumbled forward, and smacked helmet-first onto the floor. His pride may have stung, but he was otherwise unharmed. 

      Kaleeb touched down in a classic, superhero power-pose with his plasma pistol drawn. 

      Tamzin screamed as she landed. Her left knee buckled underneath her with a crack, and she collapsed.

      They were worse for the wear, but they had survived. 

      Siv sat up, chest heaving as he struggled to catch his breath. Sweat dripped into his eyes. With his helmet deployed, he couldn’t wipe it away.

      “Well done, sir! Hooray for crazy mystical, teenage girl powers!” Silky began to sing: “Teenage, mystical girl powers. Teenage mystic, girl powers. Activate! Activate!”

      In her polished, black armor, the Dark Messiah strode toward them from the other side of the command dome. 

      “Too bad we didn’t smack into her, Silkster.”

      “You can’t catch every lucky break, sir. It wouldn’t be fair to our enemies.”

      “I certainly did not expect this,” the Dark Messiah cooed as she drew two force-blades and activated them, sparkling energy dancing along their edges. “Did you, my pet?”

      “I did not, Madam Empress,” said a person emerging from the shadows beside her. 

      Siv had never seen this armed individual before, but the voice was strangely familiar. The man — or android rather, based on the sensor scans — raised a plasma rifle. 

      “Do you want me to kill them, Madam Empress?”

      “Not all of them,” she answered with a smile. “Not all of them.”
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      Silky rapidly analyzed the scene as he deployed communication counter-measures to prevent the Dark Messiah and the mystery android from calling for reinforcements. Jamming beamed communications from one individual was easy enough, preventing them from wirelessly connecting to the ship’s systems to achieve the same result was another thing altogether.

      “She’s calling for reinforcements, sir. Attempting to jam her communications …”

      Siv’s heart pounded at a vastly unhealthy rate, but Silky wasn’t overly concerned. Siv’s neurological condition should kill him before his heart wore out. If the forces of darkness didn’t slay him first. 

      Siv had burned through most of the Hyper and Awake already, probably due to the hyperphasic forces he’d deployed to get them here safely. Those energies had dissipated, and the amulet was cooling. He suspected Gav had disappeared. 

      Silky couldn’t even begin to guess exactly how Siv had channeled those hyperphasic energies through the amulet. If they survived this, he had dozens of questions that would need answering and detailed readings to analyze.

      He succeeded in blocking the direct channel the Dark Messiah opened to the heavy cruiser’s captain but failed to prevent her from relaying what she wanted through the ship’s system. That was to be expected on a vessel this advanced, but he was still disappointed. He had hoped his newest jamming routines would cause at least a few minutes delay.

      “Jamming failed, sir.”

      No matter, he would move onto the next course of action, finding a way to prevent those reinforcements from arriving. He used the ScanField-3 to thoroughly examine the room before the shit hit the fan. 

      “She would have used a mystical means if you had succeeded, Silkster.”

      He was getting damn tired of mystical mumbo-jumbo that he had no way of affecting. 

      “You’re probably right, sir.”

      The dome was clear diamondine with a super-steel support structure that cleverly used hologram technology to show the image behind the supports from all angles, making them appear invisible. The floor used the same holographic technology to make it seem as if the rest of the heavy cruiser wasn’t there, as if the command dome were traveling through space all by itself. With one exception. A meter-wide circle of solid floor appeared directly under each individual present. Probably to prevent disorientation.

      The only visible structures were a half-meter-high band of super-steel starting up from the floor and continuing around the dome’s base and a two-meter-wide light fixture overhead. A series of small red lights were mounted along the floor band.

      All in all, it was both awesomely creative and obnoxiously pretentious. The sort of thing he expected an aging tyrant with the emotional makeup of a pissed off ten-year-old to enjoy. She probably claimed it helped her better command her ship and her fleet, as if she didn’t have a HUD and mystical senses.

      What mattered was the lift that would bring up her reinforcements. Siv, Tamzin, and Kaleeb had landed five meters aft from the dome’s center, fifteen away from the Dark Messiah. The lift would rise up through a circular opening ten meters forward from the center. He needed to hack the ship’s systems to prevent it from functioning.

      As Siv jumped to his feet and drew his plasma carbine, Silky contacted the Outworld Ranger crew over their secure military channel. “We’re all safely aboard the Grand Crusade, try to jump to hyperspace.” 

      The Dark Messiah continued to advance, blades drawn, and the unknown android caught up to her, plasma rifle at the ready. Her ebony armor, and the silvery face mask she wore so she could pretend that age had yet to impact her, glistened under the dome’s overhead light, which had brightened from deep red to a soft yellow.

      Rising from his kneeling position, Kaleeb kept his heavy plasma pistol in his right hand and drew his force-blade with his left. “Faisal … is that you?”

      Silky analyzed the recording of what the android had said before … Oh shit! It was Faisal. Qaisella had recovered that shit head and put him in an android body. If that didn’t prove she was evil through and through, nothing could. 

      He wasn’t sure what was more insulting, that this asshole got to have a body when he didn’t or that he’d failed to ensure that Faisal was for certain obliterated. 

      He’d seen enough movies to know that you should always make sure the bad guys are dead when you have the chance. Yes, the sky-blade had suffered a tremendous amount of damage, but that hadn’t guaranteed the chippy was absolutely, for certain and forever, irrevocably dead. 

      “I’m such a colossal fool. We should have taken Faisal along with us so we could deep-space his broken ass along the way. Nabbing the remains would’ve only taken a few more seconds.”

      The Dark Messiah must have resurrected Silky’s lunatic chippy rival through her adept abilities, perhaps with the help of an enger. And then she had extracted from Faisal the location of Kaleeb’s hidden, no-one-will-ever-find-us-here base.

      “Didn’t think you’d ever see me again, boss?” Faisal chirped. He swept a hand across his body. “How do you like my new get-up? Swanky, huh?”

      Kaleeb fixed his gaze on the Dark Messiah. “You restored him … and gave him a body. I … I don’t understand. Why would you save him, Qaisella? Given what … what he did.”

      “Faisal may have done the deed,” she seethed, “but you were the one who brought him there. Her death was your fault. As for why he’s alive, I needed information, and you cannot exact your revenge on someone already dead.”  

      Kaleeb turned to Faisal. “Why did you lead her here?”

      “You betrayed me, boss. And now I’ve betrayed you. It’s that simple.” He turned to the Dark Messiah. “I held up my end of our bargain, Madam Empress.”

      “So you have, Faisal. So you have.” In a mockingly authoritative tone, she proclaimed, “For the next two months, I, Empress Qaisella Qan of a Thousand Worlds, will not cause any further harm to you.”

      Relief spread across Faisal’s new android face.

      “Damn, that’s messed up,” Siv said.

      “Indeed it is, sir.”

      While that exchange was going on, Silky had made a dozen attempts to hack into the Grand Crusade’s primary system but with little headway, until he located a suspicious backdoor route. Suspicious because it was something that neither the ship’s AI nor any human or chippy short of a 9G model looking for problems would ever notice. Suspicious because it was precisely the type of backdoor he would have created given enough time. Only one other he knew of could have managed it.

      He probed the opening and got the response he’d expected.

      “I see you found my clever backdoor into the ship’s computer systems,” Faisal said through a direct beam, using a long-abandoned military frequency. “Feel free to exploit it to your gain, asshat.”

      “You’re not going to try to stop me?”

      “Why would I? This is all playing out perfectly. I couldn’t have asked for a better scenario than you and Vega dropping in here unexpectedly.”

      “I assume you are planning on making the best of this situation by betraying everyone and emerging victorious.” 

      “Of course. But I can’t guarantee that will happen.”

      “So you’ll try to level the playing field and prevent both sides from scoring a complete victory.”

      “Given my current circumstances, surviving this day and having your side win is preferable,” Faisal spat with distaste.

      “Really? Cause I know how much you hate and envy me.”

      “Not so much that I’d rather be tortured for decades or end up dead, dumbshit.” 

      “Want to make a deal?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Then let’s hear it.”

      “Swear that you will let me live if you win, and I won’t just let you access the backdoor without ratting you out. I will help you create havoc in the Grand Crusade’s systems.”

      “I doubt they could stop me now even if you tattled.”

      “How can you be this dumb and yet keep besting me?”

      “Cause I’m sexier?”

      “The Dark Messiah would destroy you instantly if she knew what you were up to. You and Gendin are only alive because she’s not ready to kill you. Besides, I can shut down your access to the backdoor any moment I choose.”

      “Now that I’m in the system, I am certain I can prevent that,” Silky replied with confidence.

      “As much as I’m loathe to admit it, you are a more skilled programmer, so I’m sure you could. You would lose valuable time in the process, though.”

      “Okay then. Fine. I will accept your help in exchange for guaranteeing your life if we defeat the Dark Messiah.”

      “I have the means to hold you to it.”

      That might well be true, but Silky didn’t have time to figure it out, not yet. “I’m sure you do.”

      “Understand this, you pompous prick. I want you dead and done for, turned to nothing more than silicate dust!”

      “Likewise!”

      “I want your skull ride and the Dark Messiah dead, too. Slashed into pretty red ribbons. And I want Kaleeb to go back to being himself. We had a good run together. I’d like to return to those wondrous, carefree days of working toward creating an army of Shadraa powered sky-blades to rule the galaxy for all machine-kind. I enjoyed the work we did, hunting down idiots, killing most of them. That’s the life I want to return to.”

      What a nutjob! “He’s not going to change back to who he was.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you …”

      Silky wasn’t about to look a backdoor trojan gift horse in the code, so he dived straight into the Grand Crusade’s central computer system, accessed the elevator control software, and spiked it to hell and back. They would have to do a manual reboot to get that lift or any of the others throughout the ship up and running.

      In the meantime, he would give them a dozen more things to take care of, starting with disabling the weapon systems and life support on every level, save for the command dome. A fair bit of coding, but it shouldn’t take him more than two minutes to get it going, another four to make their manual reboots take twice as long. And while they worked on fixing those things, Faisal could cause a good deal more havoc.

      Silky wished he had a forehead to smack. What was wrong with him? It would be far better to reroute their firing controls rather than disabling their weapons. All this stress was starting to make him sloppy.

      “Not a bad strategy,” Faisal said as he watched Silky begin to add code to the ship’s computer system. “What would you like me to do?”

      What a colossal prick, asking him how to create chaos. “Why don’t you take over messing with life support and such. That will cut down on the time needed to execute my plan. Wait for my signal before doing anything!”

      “The jump failed,” Bishop relayed.

      “Is she keeping us out of hyperspace through technology or her powers?” Silky asked Faisal.

      “She uses a transmitter to boost her hyperphasic bullshit.”

      “Can you access it?”

      “I could try,” Faisal replied dubiously.

      “It would allow my friends to go free without changing anything here.”

      “Oooo,” Faisal crooned. “That would piss her off.”

      “That’s the spirit! Get to it!”

      “I don’t think that’s what we want,” Faisal replied.

      “And that’s why I’m better at this game than you. Nab the schematics for that device while you’re at it. I might need them.”

      “I am not your servant.”

      “You want out of this hellhole or not?”

      “Fine! I’ll get you the schematics.”

      “Should we try again?” Bishop asked.

      One benefit of an exchange between him and another 9G-x was that the entire extent of their communications had taken less than half a minute. 

      “I’ll tell you when to give it another go,” Silky told Bishop. “I’m working on some things that might help.”

      Still on the ground, Tamzin sat up, shoved her cube into her pack, and aimed her laser rifle at the Dark Messiah. “Our friends are getting hammered out there. Shouldn’t we start shooting?”

      “Not until she forces our hand,” Silky replied.

      “What’s the play here, Silkster?” Siv asked.

      “You could nail the bitch with your mystical powers, sir.”

      “Yeah, right. Like I know what I’m doing. Besides, I think I’ve done all I can for now.”

      “We’ve got to do something!” Tamzin said. “The others need our help!”

      “I understand the urgency,” Silky replied. “I’m in this ship’s computer system, and I’ve already deactivated the elevator so reinforcements can’t join us. I’m in the process of messing up a bunch of other shit to create chaos.”

      “Excellent work, Silkster.”

      He considered telling them about the deal he’d made with Faisal but decided against it. If everything went the way he wanted, that wouldn’t be necessary. 

      “I need you to do something for me, sir. I think Vega’s old oracle cube is onboard the ship. See if you can locate it using your new fancy abilities or with Oona’s help. We need to keep it away from him.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Meanwhile, we need to stall.”

      “The Outworld Ranger may not have much more time, Silkster. We need to do something.”

      “We may not be able to defeat the Dark Messiah, sir. Don’t underestimate her. Besides, I am working on something big. Just be patient.”

      “That’s hard to do when our friends are getting shot at.”

      “Kyralla and the others can survive long enough. We need to have faith in them. Seriously, you should see the flying she’s doing! And Eyana’s Vengeance is still out there helping.”

      Qaisella Qan stopped eight meters away. Faisal hovered dutifully at her side.

      “I assume she programmed your body to prevent you from causing her harm?” Silky asked Faisal.

      “Yeah, it’s a pain in the ass, and I can’t get around it. She connected me to a control module to prevent me from accessing their systems, too. Of course, I bypassed that shit easily. Engers don’t realize that chippies like us can hack their precious little engnites. I used one to cut right through an unwanted connection, and boom, all the access I could ever want. She really should have modified more of the signal reception stations.”

      “Tell me about it. It’s so easy when they repurpose Benevolency Era military tech without modifying it.” 

      “You may surrender if you wish,” Qaisella Qan declared in a regal tone. “If you do, I will spare your friends.”

      “They’ve stopped firing at us,” Mitsuki said over the comm. 

      “Eyana’s Vengeance is badly damaged,” Artemisia told him. “I’m sorry, Silky. I’m doing my best with help from Barty and B. I’m just not a pilot.”

      “I understand, babe,” he replied soothingly. “Can it make a hyperspace jump?”

      “If it doesn’t take further damage, then yes.”

      “As you can see,” the Dark Messiah continued, “I have stopped firing on your friends. Surrender now.”

      “I would advise against letting them surrender, Madam Empress,” Faisal muttered darkly. “You can’t trust them.” He aimed the plasma rifle at Siv. “Especially the one with that chippy.” His finger itched at the trigger. 

      “Now, now, Faisal,” the Dark Messiah said. “Remember our deal? You must do precisely as I say.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” he spat. To Silky, he said, “I have access to the device. Sending you the schematics. The tech is super weird. It will take me a few minutes to figure out. Do you want me to start prepping to screw with their sensors or life support?”

      “Not anymore. I’ve got it covered already.”

      “Shredded intestines! How the hell do you code that fast?”

      “I sat around reprogramming myself for three centuries.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Well … I’m simply better at it.”

      Silky wanted to say, “You spent too much time focusing on killing and didn’t model yourself on Eyana Ora, the greatest human who ever lived.” But Faisal wasn’t worthy of even hearing her name.

      Silky now had full access and control of the Grand Crusade’s targeting systems, atmospheric controls, and lighting without them knowing. As soon as they started firing on the Outworld Ranger again, he would plunge the Grand Crusade into chaos. 

      He had disabled all the elevators throughout the ship, disguising it as a glitch that conveniently appeared identical to a malfunction they had experienced two months prior. New vessels like this one, only a year out of the docks, often had such problems. Naturally, they had access shafts with ladders to reach every level. Except for this one. Conveniently.

      The Dark Messiah didn’t seem to have noticed the elevator glitch. Or maybe she had but didn’t care. Judging by her confidence, she didn’t find the three to two odds in their favor here the least bit threatening. That was more than a little concerning, especially since they knew nothing about her capabilities.

      She turned to Tamzin. “Neat trick with the cube. Is the hyperphasic teleport function a result of your divergent genetics, or is your cube different from the one Vega possessed?”

      “Go to hell!” Tamzin snapped.

      “Pleasant,” the Dark Messiah said icily. “I’ll assume the cube itself is different … for now.” 

      She tilted her head toward Siv. “How was Oona able to affect real space from the hypermind?” A hint of worry that was likely undetectable to human senses wormed its way through her words. “That should be impossible.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Siv lied.

      “She channeled hyperphasic energy through you to cushion your landing. Did you think I would not notice?”

      “Honestly?” Siv said. “I’m not sure how Oona did it. You would have to ask her. I know that if I had any control over it, I would blast you to hell and back.”

      “Fair enough,” the Dark Messiah muttered darkly.

      “Are you certain you can’t blast her to hell with hyperphasic energy, sir? Cause that sounds damned good to me.”

      “I’m spent, Silkster.”

      “Are you certain, sir? It is Oona’s power, after all.”

      “It’s not her, it’s me.”

      “Ain’t that always the way with you and chicks, sir.”

      “I can feel Oona’s presence through the amulet, and her power. I’ve already tried twice to summon it again, using the same method as before, but it’s not working. For some reason, I can’t make the connection on my end.”

      “Perhaps it’s because you’ve already expended all of the Aware from your system, sir.”

      “Despite your defiance,” the Dark Messiah said, “I remain open your surrender. Given how many of my ships and citizens you have killed this day, that offer is exquisitely generous.”

      “If you allow the others to go free,” Siv said, “then you can take the three of us and do whatever —”

      “You are in no position to bargain!” Qaisella Qan screamed. “And my patience is growing thin.”

      “All I’m asking is —”

      “Enough! Surrender or die! Those are your options.”

      “We didn’t come here to surrender,” Tamzin said. “And she’s going to kill us anyway, after she’s done torturing us for information.”

      “Let’s do this,” Siv replied.

      Before Silky could tell them not to take action, to stall a little longer, Tamzin opened fire with her laser rifle. The beam was allowed to penetrate the Dark Messiah’s force field. It struck her chest and reflected off her polished, ebony armor. The faceted panel bounced the beam upward into the ceiling, scorching the diamondine dome.

      Qaisella Qan laughed. “If death is what you want, then so be it!”

      “I really wish you would have waited another minute, sir.”

      “Sorry, Silkster, but I don’t think we could have stalled any longer.”

      Siv aimed his plasma rifle not at the Dark Messiah, but at Faisal instead. It was the correct tactical estimation, thinking that the crazed chippy would undoubtedly attack him first. 

      Besides, one should always first attack what one could kill. Silky had taught Siv that long ago when they used to play Dragons & Starships together. 

      Perhaps he should tell Siv that Faisal was working with them. But if Faisal were out of the picture, that would make things easier. He wouldn’t have to worry about Faisal’s supposed failsafe or his plan to turn Kaleeb back to the dark side. Of course, absent a headshot, that wasn’t likely. 

      Failsafe issues aside, Silky would prefer to avoid a headshot. He wanted to know how the Dark Messiah had rigged the android body to work with a chippy. He’d come up with many prototype systems for installing himself inside an android blank over the centuries, but all of them had drawbacks given the interfaces available in android bodies. 

      The Grand Crusade powered up its weapons and took aim at the Outworld Ranger. At least, that’s what their targeting data told them. In reality, they aimed all their weapons, including their so far silent railguns toward the Crescent Terror with its depleted shields. 

      “The enemy has begun attacking the Outworld Ranger again,” Tekeru Jones said over the secure channel. “Our shields are down to one percent. We can’t hold on long. What the — The Grand Crusade isn’t firing at us. It’s… it’s firing on the remaining battlecruiser!”

      For a second, Silky basked in his brilliance. The Grand Crusade’s captain, deck officers, and weapons teams were in complete disarray, unable to fathom how their targeting systems had locked onto one of their own ships instead of the Outworld Ranger.

      Before they could attempt to rectify the situation, Silky disabled the Grand Crusade’s AI, turned off all the lights on board, including the emergency lights, and disabled life support in every area save for the command dome. 

      If they forced his hand, he would depressurize the ship, but he didn’t want to cause any unnecessary deaths. Too many lives had already been lost, thanks to this obsessive madwoman.

      Siv’s plasma shots struck Faisal’s personal force field, reducing its strength to eighty percent. Faisal returned fire. Siv raised his force-shield and dived aside. One glancing shot hit the shield, and the rest of the bolts — all poorly aimed — missed.

      Tamzin switched from targeting the Dark Messiah, who strangely was doing nothing, and aimed her attacks at Faisal instead. She sent a beam burning across his force field, reducing it to forty percent. 

      Faisal didn’t bother firing back at her. He didn’t even glance that way. Instead, he stayed in character and kept shooting at Siv, which probably wasn’t difficult for him. Siv managed to avoid the shots, dodging some and blocking two more with his force-shield, which dropped to sixteen percent power. 

      Kaleeb did nothing, as if he were frozen in place.

      “Kaleeb!” Siv shouted. “Snap the hell out of it!”

      Coming to his senses, Kaleeb fired his heavy plasma pistol at Faisal, and yelled, “You betrayed me, Faisal! And you’re endangering my friends!”

      Three rapid shots splattered into Faisal’s force field, negating it entirely. If not for the force field, Faisal would be dead. Despite his efforts to dodge and weave, all three blasts were perfectly aimed at his head. 

      Tamzin’s next shot burned a hole straight through Faisal’s chest, slagging his android heart. Faisal collapsed, smoke pouring from the crater in his chest.

      The Dark Messiah turned to look at Faisal’s lifeless android body and sighed. “It took considerable effort to construct that body.” She cackled. “Do not worry, though. I will make certain he is conscious as I stitch it all back together, piece-by-piece.”

      “We’re taking hull damage!” Tekeru cried out.

      The Crescent Terror exploded, and a giant fireball bathed the command dome in a momentary orange glow, as if it were an artificial sun. Silky switched the program he’d installed within the Grand Crusade’s targeting control module so that the ship would start firing on the Thousand Worlds starfighters.

      The Dark Messiah flinched and spun her head one way then another. She’d been so focused on them that she must only now have discovered that the Grand Crusade’s systems were compromised.

      “What the hell have you done to my ship?!” she screamed.

      “I just owned this bitch!” Faisal yelled. “I finally have complete control over the hyperphasic booster array.”

      “Disable it!”

      “Done!” Faisal declared. “Now if I could just disable this body’s sensation responses. That laser beam hurt like hell! And it’s still hurting.”

      “Thank you,” Silky said earnestly. He’d had doubts about whether Faisal would go that far in helping them.

      “You’d better live up to your promise, asshat! Or else.”

      “Bishop, jump now!” Silky yelled. “Don’t argue with me. Go to the last coordinates I sent you! We’ll catch up.”

      Within clear view from the command dome, a sparkling bubble formed around the Outworld Ranger, and it jumped into hyperspace. 

      Silky took over control of Eyana’s Vengeance, which was so battered that it was little more than a hull encasing a stardrive, and jumped it into wraith space. It’s final flight path would pull it in close to their corresponding position in real space. If they survived this, Tamzin should be able to jump them to it using her cube.

      The Dark Messiah turned toward the spot where the Outworld Ranger had been and stood there, silent and still, for several moments, even while Siv and Tamzin peppered her force field with plasma bolts.

      “Sir, I sent Eyana’s Vengeance into —”

      She sheathed her blades, shoved her palms outward toward Siv, and roared her insensate rage. 

      “Move, sir!”

      Siv’s muscles twitched into a dodge, but he wasn’t fast enough. 

      A wave of shadowy hyperphasic energy blasted them.
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      What seemed like nothing more than a hazy shadow leaped from the Dark Messiah’s hands. With Silky screaming a warning into his brain, Siv tried to dive away, but couldn’t make it. The hyperphasic energy struck and blasted him backward several meters. 

      The back of his head thumped hard against the floor. The padded, reinforced Corvex helmet saved him from a certain concussion. But his HUD was dark. Silky was silent.

      Struggling to hang onto his plasma carbine, he rose to a crouch, only to catch another blast. Head swimming, face flushed, an acrid tang in his mouth … he lay slumped on the diamondine floor, hardly remembering how he’d gotten there.

      Tamzin yelled a battle cry as she opened fire with her neural disruptors. He didn’t see the next hyperphasic blast, but he sensed it somehow. 

      The blast didn’t hit him.

      He lifted his head. Tamzin was lying on the floor, dazed.

      Hands shaking, Kaleeb aimed his heavy plasma pistol at the Dark Messiah but didn’t pull the trigger. Ignoring him, she stalked toward Siv. 

      Siv surged to his feet and opened fire with his carbine. Her force field absorbed the shots and showed no outward signs of weakening. Again, she held her hands, palms out, toward him. Another blast slammed into him. He hit the floor and slid backward until his head smacked into the edge of the command dome. 

      Lights danced amidst darkened spots in his vision. He sat up. Had he been unconscious for several seconds or only dazed? Shards of broken plastic lay scattered around him. He must have struck one of the lights along the dome’s base.

      The Dark Messiah stood several meters away. Her back was turned to Kaleeb, who was still unable to pull the trigger or charge in with his force-blade. Was he afraid or indecisive, or had she done something to him?

      Tamzin was sitting up, chest heaving, farther away from the spot where she’d last been. She must have taken another blast.

      The Dark Messiah stared at him, the purple eye lenses in her silver mask glowing. Siv’s fighting spirit slipped away with his strength. They didn’t have a hope of defeating her, not in any conventional sense, even with Kaleeb’s help. With one blast, she could kill him.

      There had to be another way. He needed Silky’s advice on what to … Silky had tried to tell him something about Eyana’s Vengeance as that first hyperphasic blast sped toward them. What was it?

      An image popped into his brain. Silky had kept a locator window open in the HUD, one that displayed their ships’ positions. As it jumped away, a label had appeared beneath the Outworld Ranger saying “hyperspace.” The one below Eyana’s Vengeance had said … “wraith space!” 

      Silky had moved the infiltrator into wraith space, and Tamzin still had one more jump with her cube. All they needed to do was get together and make the leap before the Dark Messiah could stop them. 

      That wasn’t going to be easy, though. With their chippies inactive, he didn’t have any way of conveying the plan to Tamzin and Kaleeb without the Dark Messiah hearing them. And if she could keep tossing them around with hyperphasic strikes, there wasn’t any way to get close to one another, but he had to try. Maybe if he could signal them somehow …

      The Dark Messiah shaped her hands into upturned claws.

      With a k-thunk, his helmet unlocked, vented atmosphere with a hiss, and retreated into the neckpiece, returning to its undeployed configuration. A click sounded beside his ear. Silky popped out of his socket and zipped over to the Dark Messiah. 

      “Silky!” Siv cried.

      The tiny metal disc stopped at her claw-shaped right hand, hovering above her palm. A second later, the same thing happened to Tamzin’s chippy, and Daphne floated above the Dark Messiah’s left hand.

      “I have had enough of your meddling chippy!” the Dark Messiah seethed. 

      Dropping his gun, Siv rose to his feet. “Do. Not. Hurt. Him.”

      “Witness the power I hold, boy.”

      A pulse of dark energy swirled above her left hand. Tamzin’s chippy collapsed into a pile of tiny metal pieces in the Dark Messiah’s palm. She turned her hand over, and the debris fell onto the floor. 

      “Daphne!” Tamzin screamed, along with a string of half-intelligible curses. She surged to her feet, limped forward on her bad knee, and drew two shock-knives. 

      The Dark Messiah shoved her empty hand, palm out, toward Tamzin. A hyperphasic blast hit her in the chest. As she flew backward, her upper body twisted at an awkward angle, and she struck facedown. 

      Tamzin didn’t get up. She didn’t even twitch. 

      The Dark Messiah turned to Siv. He could picture the nasty grin that must be creasing her ancient face. She was going to kill his friend … his mentor … his second father.

      Something snapped inside him. He cried for help, but his cry wasn’t audible in real space. It thundered out from the part of his brain Oona had opened to the hypermind through the amulet. 

      This time, the unintentional experience he conjured wasn’t warm, cozy sheets on a cold, stormy night in the farmhouse. It was a different night altogether, his first amidst the Shadowslip.

      Confined inside a sweltering, dimly lit, stone-walled room deep underground … lying on an unyielding cot with sticky sheets and a coarse blanket … clutching a thin pillow and balling his eyes out. He’d watched his father die twelve hours earlier. The blood still stained his clothes. Twelve hours to him, a century to everyone else. Everything he’d known had been ripped away, and human civilization had taken a nosedive toward oblivion. 

      When the tears dried out, he screamed and pounded his fists into the wall until they were bruised and bloody. 

      Once he collapsed in exhaustion, he began to listen — to really listen — to Silky. The chippy’s stupid stories and silly video clips eased his anxiety, and eventually, sleep found him. Weeks of an illness he only now understood followed. Months of grief. Years of loneliness and hardship. Silky saw him through it all.

      Now the Dark Messiah threatened to take away the one who had given him hope throughout his darkest times.

      But that was not going to happen. 

      A vision of Oona battling the Dark Messiah on the surface of a dark ocean flashed into his eyes then vanished. The ceramic amulet flared to life, and the power of the hypermind thundered its reply. Hyperphasic energy blazed through his veins, and tremors rolled up and down his limbs. It was like an adrenaline rush and a panic attack blended together with three doses of Hyper.

      Bluish energy seeped from his eyes and swirled around his clenched fists. “Return him to me! Now!”

      With Silky still floating above her hand, she took a large step back. “How are you doing that?!”

      Driven by passionate rage, he focused his intent on what he wanted to happen, commanded the energies to comply, and formed his glowing left hand into a claw. The powers obeyed his desire, and Silky zipped over to him. He snatched the chippy from the air and snapped him back into place. 

      The Dark Messiah twitched in surprise and backed away another step, bringing her closer to Kaleeb.

      He redeployed his helmet. Continuing to channel his rage, he placed his hands to either side of his chest and thrust them forward as if shoving someone. A burst of energy shot out from his palms and struck the Dark Messiah. 

      She landed prone at Kaleeb’s feet. And still, he did nothing.

      The Dark Messiah climbed to her feet and drew her swords. “How are you doing this?!” She stalked toward him. “Tell me!”

      As Silky booted up in safe mode, Siv struck the Dark Messiah with another energy attack. This time, she was ready. She crossed her swords in front of her chest. A dark shadow formed like a shield around them. Siv’s bluish energy crashed into it, whipped around, and lashed against her force field.

      “Sir, her personal force field is down. Hit her again! Also, your eyes are all glowy and weird. Just so you know. And Kaleeb, any time, my man. Any time!”

      Silky was wasting his time. Kaleeb wasn’t going to help them. 

      The Dark Messiah summoned another shadowy shield and sprinted toward him. Siv blasted her a third time, halting her momentum and driving her to one knee. 

      It was time to end this. 

      “You will … surrender this ship … to …” 

      Siv’s words turned into an unintelligible slur as the energy surged wildly within him. Pressure built within his head until it felt as if it might burst open. His eyelids fluttered along with his heart, and a deep ache spread from his chest into his left arm.

      “Sir! Whatever you’re doing, you must stop! Your heart can’t take much more.”

      Gav appeared beside him. “Son, you must control the power you’re channeling. Otherwise, it’s going to kill you.”

      He cried out and fell to his knees, grasping his head. The energy swirled all around him. “I can’t... control it. Oona ... will have to do ... something.” 

      “Oona is battling her shadow and cannot close the pathway you opened through her.” 

      “Am I … hurting her?”

      “I do not know,” Gav said. “But it’s possible.”

      The Dark Messiah cocked her head to the side as she eased toward him. “Who are you talking to?”

      His heart thumped erratically. His throat tightened as he sucked in labored breaths. He didn’t want to hurt Oona, to ruin her chance at surviving the trial.

      “Calm your emotions, Siv. Visualize a positive memory.”

      Scalding tears ran down his face as he curled up on his side. “The farmhouse …”

      He struggled to focus on his cozy home near the mountains, tucked inside a zii fruit orchard. He’d planned to live a comfortable life there once free from the Shadowslip. He would enjoy long months there between archaeological expeditions into the wastelands. 

      Nothing happened. Stars swam in his vision. His neurons fired at unnatural levels, his heart pounded with an intensity it couldn’t maintain much longer. Death was approaching.

      “The memory must be vivid, my son.”

      “A vivid memory,” he echoed to Silky. “I need a vivid …”

      Silky loaded images and video clips of the farmhouse and the surrounding countryside into a slideshow in his primary HUD window. One shot of the orchard, taken during his second visit to the farm, caught his attention. He paused the slide and relived that moment as vividly as he could.

      It was an hour after dawn, and he’d stayed up all night building a custom computer for hacking purposes. The fog had rolled in off the mountains. He stood on the porch until he finished his steaming cup of tea, then he walked through the orchard, bare feet squishing into the cold, damp earth. Grass and fallen leaves stuck to his skin. Droplets rolled off the trees and splattered onto him. He didn’t care. 

      The air here was clean and clear. No smog or concrete, no people chattering or engines humming. No Shadowslip demands for two weeks. No looking over his shoulder.

      He picked ripe zii fruits and bit into their tangy, green flesh. By midmorning, he’d eaten so many his stomach ached, but he didn’t care. He was in love with this place.

      The energy seeped away from him with each agonizing heartbeat. He convulsed once, and the power abandoned him. His hands and eyes stopped glowing. The amulet dimmed. His skin cooled. He ached in every muscle and joint. The excruciating pain that had built up within his exhausted brain calmed to the level of worst migraine ever. His heart slowed, but the rhythm was erratic.

      “Sir, your vitals have improved, but you need medical attention immediately.”

      He rolled over. The Dark Messiah loomed over him.

      “You will be happy to know that I am going to let your chippy live. But only because he can answer the questions I have about your powers. You, however … I cannot risk letting you breathe another moment.” 

      She raised her swords.
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      When Faisal’s android body went down, a hole burned through it by Tamzin’s laser rifle, Vega readied his force-sword and turned his pistol toward Qaisella. His finger edged toward the trigger … and then nothing. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bring himself to kill his goddaughter. 

      Yes, she was evil. Yes, that was his fault. Yes, he should fix his mistake. But he couldn’t bring himself to do what had to be done. 

      This was the daughter and spitting image of the woman he had loved, the daughter of his best friend. How could he judge her for what she had become when he had made her that way? And who was he to judge her? He had done evil things, too. How could someone as vile and irredeemable as himself end her life?

      Qaisella ignored him and focused on the others. He was too soft, too much a coward. He was no threat to her.

      Tamzin and Siv took a battering. His allies desperately needed his help. But still, he did nothing. How could he?

      “Get your ass in gear!” Silky fumed over a private channel.

      “I … I can’t.”

      “The fate of the galaxy is at stake, man!”

      “I … I can’t do it.”

      “You know what, you can —”

      Silky didn’t finish his sentence. A blast of hyperphasic energy knocked him out of commission and threw Siv backward. A minute later, Qaisella deactivated the helmets of his companions and ripped their chippies out of their sockets. Punishment for Silky’s actions in redirecting the firepower of this heavy cruiser toward its sister ships.

      She disintegrated Tamzin’s chippy, and a literal jolt of fear charged through Vega’s systems. She could, no doubt, do the same to him. If he acted against her, he’d get one shot. Then a wave of her hand, and he’d wake up to be tortured for decades … or never wake up at all. 

      Was he hesitating because Qaisella was his goddaughter or because he was afraid of what she might do to him? He’d never forgotten what he’d done to her mother, or what Qaisella had done to him afterward. He relieved those moments several times each day. Despite being only seven years old, she could have killed him easily. 

      “I deserve death.” 

      Qaisella struck Tamzin with dark energy again and knocked her out. Vega scanned for life signs, but his readings were inconclusive, disrupted by a strange interference pattern. 

      To save Silky, he needed to act. Silky was essential to restoring the Benevolency. 

      Fear still rooted him in place.

      Why couldn’t he do what he had to do? He tried again to shoot his pistol, but his finger only danced lightly across the trigger as his hand shook. Silky would die because of his inaction, but even that thought couldn’t bring him to do something.

      Siv’s powers erupted in full display. Bright blue energy formed around his fists and poured from his eyes, and a faint aura enveloped his body. Seconds later, Silky was back in Siv’s possession, and Vega’s tension eased.

      Using Oona’s powers channeled from the hypermind through his amulet, Siv battered Qaisella. She landed at Vega’s feet. Her force field remained, but several point-blank shots with his heavy plasma pistol and a few strikes with his force-sword could take care of that.

      But still, he did nothing.

      Ignoring him, she moved toward Siv. 

      “Kaleeb, any time, my man,” Silky said. “Any time!”

      He didn’t reply. He was too ashamed of his cowardice.

      Siv stripped Qaisella’s force field and brought her to a knee. He started to demand her surrender. Relief spread through Vega. She would be defeated, despite his inability to help. And then … Maybe there was a way she could be redeemed. At the least, maybe she could be locked away somewhere, unharmed.

      But Oona’s hyperphasic powers abruptly backfired on Siv, nearly killing him. The scan data Vega now showed him on death’s door. Tamzin had suffered a concussion and extensive bruising, but she was alive.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?!” Faisal said, having somehow forced a channel open between them. “Her force field’s down. She’s vulnerable. Shoot her!”

      He suppressed his anger toward the sky-blade — for now. “I can’t kill her, Faisal. I just can’t.”

      “You didn’t have any difficulty shooting me, so stop being a sissy and do what you gotta do!”

      “Even if I wanted to … even if I could attack her, I couldn’t kill her with one shot. And that’s all I would get before she blasted me with hyperphasic energy.”

      “Even if you could?” Faisal asked, continuing their rapid communication, entire sentences exchanged over nanoseconds. “Change the frequency of your force field according to the data I’m sending you. With this alteration, it won’t stop a bullet, and it will hardly slow a plasma bolt, but it will disrupt a hyperphasic energy blast.”

      “How do you know that?”

      With the tables turned, Qaisella loomed over Gendin, her swords poised to strike. She was going to kill him. He needed to intervene. But he wouldn’t. It was all over, and Vega was at Qaisella’s mercy.

      “I’ve been working on it since she struck us all those years ago. If I’d known the Vim girl would hit us on that moon, I would have had it ready then, and life would be so much better. As it is, the data from that incident and what I’ve picked up in the scans just now has allowed me to fine-tune it.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Faisal. She’s won.” 

      At least Kyralla and Oona had escaped on the Outworld Ranger. Some hope remained.

      “Just load the damn frequency and activate it. For old time’s sake, if for no other reason.”

      Vega uploaded the frequency pattern and deployed it. Something sparked within his brain, and a shudder ran through him. 

      Realization struck, and it struck hard. 

      “Fuck me. I’m not a coward, and I can do what I must.”

      “Good, now shoot her ass, and let’s get out of here!”

      As Qaisella swept downward with her swords, Vega fired his heavy plasma pistol. The shot struck her hard in the back, below the neck. Her attack disrupted, she collapsed onto Gendin, and her swords clattered out to the side.

      Qaisella hadn’t considered him a threat because she’d used her powers to mess with his mind. He might be reluctant to kill his goddaughter, but he would do what he must to save his new companions and fix the mistake he’d made, perhaps saving the galaxy in the process.

      Still reading life signs from Qaisella, he rushed forward. Her armor must have absorbed most of the blast. He couldn’t risk shooting again. If she moved suddenly, he might hit Gendin.

      Qaisella rolled off Gendin, pushed herself up to her knees, and blasted shadow energy into him. It nullified his force field but went no further and did no harm to him.

      “How?!” she cried.

      He couldn’t hesitate. He wasn’t going to get another shot.

      Vega fired his pistol. A plasma bolt struck her in the forehead and cracked the silver faceplate. The shot failed to penetrate her highly advanced armor. He lunged in with his force-sword, putting all of his weight and strength into it. He drove the blade through her breastplate, deep into her chest. 

      Her body jerked in a spasm. Her life signs plummeted.

      He fell to his knees beside her and ripped off the broken faceplate. Wrinkles lined her ancient face. 

      “You’re wondering … why I look so old…” she coughed blood “… when I can afford … not to. I never wanted … to look young again. You killed my mother … you stole my youth … and hers.”

      “I’m sorry, Qaisella. I wish I hadn’t. I wish I could have done something for you … anything to make up for the pain I caused.”

      She locked her solid black eyes on him. “I am not … finished … with you … Vega.”

      The light faded from her eyes, and her body sagged. He scanned her at level five and didn’t read any life signs.

      Qaisella’s threat rang in his ears. He wasn’t taking any chances. He aimed his pistol downward and fired into her forehead. Loosely clutching the plasma pistol, he bowed his head, and his arm fell by his side. 

      She was dead, killed by his hand, after all these years.

      “Kaleeb!” Silky shouted. “Siv needs medical attention.”

      Vega holstered his pistol, sheathed his sword, and pulled the emergency medical kit from his belt. Silky retracted Gendin’s helmet, and Vega dosed him with medibots, a painkiller, and a mild stimulant. He patted his young friend on the shoulder, then rushed over and did the same for Tamzin.

      Vega scanned the command dome and located the lift. “We’ve got to get out of here before reinforcements arrive.”

      “We have a few minutes,” Silky said. “I deactivated the elevator. In fact, thanks to your old companion, I screwed pretty much everything onboard — except strange chippies, if you know what I mean …”

      “Regardless, we shouldn’t hang around long,” Siv muttered.

      “Daphne,” Tamzin moaned.

      “What happened to Daphne?” Silky asked. He had been knocked out when Tamzin’s chippy was destroyed, when his own existence was also threatened.

      “The Dark Messiah destroyed her,” Gendin said. “I almost lost you as well, Silkster.”

      “What the how?!” Silky exclaimed.

      “I’m sending you the footage of what you missed,” Vega told him.

      “Shit balls!” Silky said a moment later. “That crazy bitch murdered a chippy! Kaleeb, go put another bullet in her.”

      “I will not do that,” Vega replied. 

      “I can’t believe I lost her,” Tamzin said distantly.

      “Tamzin, I know Daphne and I didn’t get along,” Silky said, “but I’m so sorry this happened. I wish I could’ve done something.”

      “Thank you,” she mumbled.

      “I’m sorry as well,” Vega said. Not having had a chippy, he couldn’t imagine what it must be like to lose one, but he understood how much chippies meant to people. 

      Gendin echoed his sympathy. “I’m sorry, Tamzin.”

      “Hey, I’m free for a host!” Faisal chimed out loud, using a comm relay on his android’s body armor.

      “Not happening,” Vega said. “You’re staying here.”

      “We can’t leave him here,” Silky said.

      Siv sat up, gasping for breath. “Let’s kill him and be done with it.”

      “Faisal may be a murdering asshole, but he’s my brother,” Silky said. “And I promised we’d take him with us in exchange for his assistance. You wouldn’t be alive without his assistance.”

      “You can’t deny that I helped, old boss,” Faisal said. 

      “That is true. Qaisella messed with my head somehow. Without Faisal’s help in altering my force field’s frequency to counter her hyperphasic powers, I never could have taken action.”

      “We’re lucky her powers didn’t affect the chippies that way,” Gendin said.

      “No way for them to,” Faisal said. “Your chippies didn’t know her, and I don’t give a damn about having chopped up her mother in front of her. There’s not a single milligram of guilt within me that she could exploit.”

      Vega’s muscles tensed as he restrained himself from destroying Faisal at that moment.

      “So it’s settled, right?” Faisal said. “I get to ride the weird, hot chick.”

      “No!” Tamzin said. “And I dare anyone to —”

      “No one would ever ask you to do that,” Siv assured her.

      “Faisal can ride with the boogers and lint in someone’s pocket,” Silky said.

      “Screw you!” Faisal said.

      Vega squatted beside Qaisella. He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry I killed your mother. I’m sorry I destroyed you. I should have defended the two of you to my dying breath.”

      “Oh, boohoo,” Faisal whined.

      Vega popped the chippy out of Qaisella’s socket and tossed it over to Tamzin. 

      She caught it. “Are you serious?”

      “Why not?” Vega said. “She took yours. Seems only fair to me.”

      She stared at the chippy, holding it in her palm. “Daphne was my only companion after my mother died. When I was all alone, she was there.” Tears streamed from her eyes. “This will never make up for her loss, I don’t care what data is on it.”

      “I guarantee there was a protocol to securely wipe the chippy’s memory banks upon death,” Silky said. “There won’t be any data on it.”

      Tamzin hesitantly installed the chippy. “How do we get out of here?”

      “I brought Eyana’s Vengeance into wraith space,” Silky said. “It’s waiting on us nearby.”

      Gendin held out a hand toward Vega. “Then what are we waiting for?”

      He helped him stand. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      Gendin leaned against Vega for balance. “I’d rather catch my breath in wraith space than here.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Tamzin said. “Wraith space may take its toll on you and knock out Kaleeb and Silky. Unless you can conjure those crazy powers again.”

      “That’s not happening,” Siv said. “Not any time soon. I don’t have any control. It almost killed me.”

      Tamzin recovered the weapons she and Siv had dropped. “This chippy has booted up. No memory data available. He’s been restored to factory default. His name is Telemachus and — Holy shit! He’s a 9G.”

      “Did you expect anything less from the single most powerful human in the galaxy?” Silky asked. “I’ll scan him later to make sure none of the data is recoverable.”

      “I know it may sound absurd to say this,” Gendin said, “but I just realized what we’ve done. We killed the Empress of the Empire of a Thousand Worlds. We have freed over a thousand worlds from tyranny!”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Vega said. “We don’t yet know who or what will fill that power vacuum.”

       “’ Nevolence!” Gendin groaned. “After all we’ve been through, you couldn’t let me have a win?”

      “Sorry,” Vega told him.

      “Regardless of what happens,” Silky said. “We took down a tyrant and gave a bunch of worlds a fighting chance for freedom. What more can you ask?”

      Tamzin wiped away a few more tears and pulled out her cube. “I’m ready to jump when the two of you are.”

      “Remember,” Silky said, “Eyana’s Vengeance doesn’t have life support. You’ll be dependent on what’s available in your suits. Siv has ninety-two minutes in his.”

      “Ninety-five for me,” Tamzin said.

      “I’ve got three hours,” Vega said. “And I can go without oxygen for an hour without suffering any impairment. So I can share some of mine.”

      “And there’s roughly twenty minutes of breathable air in the cockpit,” Silky said.

      “That gives us three hours tops,” Siv said. “We’re not going to get that far.”

      “I sent the Outworld Ranger five light-years away and told them to wait there for three hours before continuing on,” Silky said. “We can make it.”

      “Are you ready, then?” Tamzin asked.

      “Hold on another few moments,” Silky said. “I’m busy toppling a government.”

      “Are you serious?” Tamzin asked.

      “Deadly,” Silky replied. “I took video of the Dark Messiah’s death and pictures of her body. I’m uploading them to the net.”

      “Is that necessary?” Gendin asked.

      “I think so, sir. Otherwise, Thousand Worlds government officials will cover up the incident for as long as possible, until a new overlord emerges. This will make it much easier for these worlds to form their own governments and forge new alliances of their own choosing. Don’t worry. I’ve protected our identities.”

      Gendin let go of Vega’s arm and took a few uneasy steps. “People will think the footage is fake, Silkster.”

      “When word of this battle spreads and she doesn’t show up anywhere, enough people will believe the truth. I’m sending copies to the Federation as well.”

      “Can’t you do this later?” Vega asked.

      “The sooner, the better,” Silky said.

      “I have a demand before we go,” Faisal announced. “Vega, you must go three floors down and retrieve your oracle cube. Return to being who you were, and all will be forgiven. We can even grant these assholes a break and let them go … for now.”

      “I will never touch that evil thing again, Faisal. I would rather die a thousand deaths than have the Shadraa corrupt me.”

      “The alternative is that I trigger this vessel’s self-destruct, and we all die.”

      “What kind of a bluff is that?” Gendin asked. “I don’t believe for one second that you’re willing to die, not now that you’re free from the Dark Messiah’s torture.”

      “You’d be surprised by what I’m capable of,” Faisal said. “Now retrieve the oracle cube. If the self-destruct isn’t enough to spur you to action, then you should know that it’s not my only means of making you do what I want. I could hurt so many innocent people …”

      “Hey, asshole,” Silky said. “Remember how you said I was better at coding than you? Turns out you’re right. How’s your ship access doing?”

      “What — the — hell!” Faisal yelled. “How did you lock me out of the system?!”

      “I’ll never tell,” Silky said. 

      “You’re the worst!” Faisal screamed repeatedly, like a spoiled child in a full-blown tantrum.

      “Sir, I have restored some functions to this vessel. They have life support, lighting, and emergency systems.” A klaxon sounded, and the light above them flashed. “I triggered the self-destruct with a twenty-minute timer and gave the order to abandon ship. One minute before the self-destruct activates, the ship will jump into hyperspace where it will detonate. The oracle cube will be lost forever.”

      “Nooooo!” Faisal cried. “No, no, no!”

      Vega’s gaze fell onto Qaisella’s lifeless body. Her last words echoed into his mind, sending a shiver down his spine.

      “Silky, set the self-destruct to five minutes,” Vega said. “That will give them more than enough motivation to abandon the ship in time. Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Worried about her last words, Big K?” Silky asked.

      “We don’t know what plans she might have set in motion,” Vega said. “Or the full extent of her powers.”

      “I’m ready to go,” Silky said. “The pics and video have been uploaded.”

      Vega stared at Qaisella’s lifeless body. While it was true that it was his fault Aliya had died and Qaisella had become this twisted monster, Faisal was the one who murdered the woman he loved in such a horrifying way that it forever corrupted his goddaughter. Faisal had stopped Aliya from purging the evil Shadraa influence from him all those years ago, stealing his shot at redemption, and his chance to stop the Shadraa. If not for Faisal, he would not have needed to kill his goddaughter today.

      He drew his heavy plasma pistol. “One moment.”

      His scan data revealed Faisal’s exact location. He kicked the lifeless android body over. 

      “Vega, wait!” Faisal pleaded. “Please, please, please don’t kill me. I’ll become a new chippy. I’ll redeem myself. You’ll see. I promise!”

      “Goodbye again, old friend.”

      Vega pumped his finger against the trigger and fired twelve plasma bolts into the chippy housing. Satisfied, he holstered the pistol and joined the others.

      “I am sorry, Silky. I know he’s the only other one like you, but that was not a bargain we could keep. He would betray us somehow, sooner than later.”

      “Its okay. You did exactly what I expected,” Silky said. “I merely needed to keep the bargain long enough for me to lock him out of the system until you betrayed him.”

      “Harsh, Silkster.”

      “I was only going to stop you and take him along if I couldn’t counter his failsafe measures. And believe me, there were a lot of them. He just started with the biggest.”

      “Let’s go,” Gendin said.

      Tamzin wrapped her arms around them and triggered the cube. As they leaped into wraith space, Vega locked his eyes on Qaisella and remembered how he’d held her in his arms the day she was born.
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      Sitting in the sensor station chair aboard Eyana’s Vengeance, Siv nodded off repeatedly during the forty-five minutes they traveled through wraith space. Even the nightmarish visions that visited him couldn’t keep him awake. He was too exhausted, too burned out, and had seen too much messed up shit in reality to be bothered by the ghosts in this place right now. 

      Sitting in the command chair so she could operate the stardrive if needed, Tamzin followed the course Silky had set. It was good that he had preloaded one, because he was powered down, along with Telemachus, Kaleeb, and most of the systems on the infiltrator. 

      The ion engines burned for the first ten minutes then stopped working, so they were traveling much slower than planned. They had debated dropping into real space early to make up for lost time but decided to play it safe. They didn’t want to risk appearing in the midst of a cluster of Thousand Worlds starfighters. Besides, the ion engines could reactivate at any moment.

      Siv’s head drooped, struck his chest, and bobbed up. He woke enough to notice the specter of Gav Gendin standing between him and Vega, who was slumped over the weapons console. 

      Siv’s heart thumped, and he was fully awake. “Dad?”

      “Oh for ‘Nevolence sake,” Tamzin spat. “What now?!”

      Siv blinked, and the image was gone. “Just wraith space messing with me … I think.”

      “You think?” Tamzin whipped one way then another in the command chair, scanning for potential problems and dangers. “You’d better be sure.”

      “Well, I’m not dying … not right now anyway.”

      He pressed a hand against his chest. The amulet, a barely noticeable bulge underneath his Corvex armor, was cold against his skin. With his eyes shut, he reached out toward Oona. She didn’t respond, but he felt her presence faintly. 

      If he were to focus his intent using vivid imagery and sensations, he could probably connect to her and summon her powers again, but he had no desire to risk such an attempt. He wasn’t sure he’d have the balls to do it again, even if his life depended on it.

      An odd sensation pricked the back of his mind, and a chill ran down his neck and arms.

      “Dad? Are you there? Oona?”

       The sensation departed, and he drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Tamzin leaned forward and tapped him on the shoulder. “You with me?”

      He sat up straight. “Is it time?”

      “According to Silky’s course.”

      “Do me a favor, Tamzin. Let me be the first to tell Mitsuki.”

      “You know what, Gendin?” She triggered the jump back into real space then immediately jumped them into hyperspace to meet up with the others. “You’re all right.”

      He turned around and met her reddish eyes. “Likewise.”

      “Get some sleep, I’ll wake you when we get there.”

      An hour and a half later, with their air supply almost depleted, they dropped out of hyperspace and rendezvoused with the Outworld Ranger. They docked and boarded. Clapping and cheering, their comrades met them in the loading bay. 

      Siv staggered into Kyralla’s arms.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “I nearly died again, but I’ll be fine.” 

      “Again?” She sighed and shook her head. “I was so worried. I really didn’t think you’d make it back.”

      “We almost didn’t,” Silky answered over the ship’s comm. “It took a full team effort to get out of there. Even Faisal pitched in!”

      “What?!” Bishop exclaimed. “Faisal is alive?”

      “He was,” Silky said. “In an android body. Hold your questions on that. We’ll explain everything soon. We need to get Siv seen about.” 

      Octavian rushed up to Siv, but he shooed him away. “In a second, I’ve got something I need to do first.”

      Siv staggered over to Mitsuki and took her hands. An expectant look burned in her eyes. “Did you face her?”

      “She’s dead, Mits. The Dark Messiah is no more.”

      “Are you certain?” Mitsuki asked, hope edging into her voice.

      “As certain as certain can be when it comes to these matters,” Silky said.

      Mitsuki collapsed against the wall, overcome with a mixture of laughter and tears. Siv moved to comfort her, but Bishop said, “I’ve got this.” The gizmet sat beside her and wrapped her in his arms.

      “You’re quiet, Vega,” Kyralla said. “You were the one who did it, weren’t you?”

      “I had no choice,” he replied distantly.

      “I’m sorry,” Kyralla said. “I can only imagine how hard that must have been for you.”

      “I killed Faisal, too,” Kaleeb said. “Again.”

      “We sent the Grand Crusade with the Dark Messiah’s remains and Faisal’s into hyperspace and detonated it there,” Silky said.

      Tamzin hugged Kyralla. “Is Oona okay?”

      “Her vitals spiked to alarming levels a few hours ago,” she replied. “Since then, everything’s been calm.”

      “That was probably my fault,” Siv said.

      “Your fault?” Kyralla asked. “How?”

      “A lot has changed for your boy,” Tamzin said. “He has crazy hyperphasic powers now.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Kyralla asked.

      “What’s this?” Mitsuki asked. “Are you special, Sivvy?”

      “Hardly,” Siv replied. “My amulet is, though. Apparently, it predates the Numenaians and isn’t a normal guardian amulet. The powers I used against the Dark Messiah came through the amulet from a connection Oona opened to me. I was nothing more than a conduit.”

       “Don’t sell yourself short, sir,” Silky said. “You shaped the teenage girl energies you summoned using super-focused wishy thinking! Hey! Don’t roll your eyes at that. Whether it makes a damn lick of sense or not, that’s exactly what you did.”

      “Let’s get you to the infirmary,” Kyralla said to Siv and Tamzin. “Then you can tell us all about what happened.”

      “The infirmary?” Siv asked.

      “We have two medical cogs onboard now,” Tekeru said, “and we had several hours to kill.” 

      Siv followed Octavian to the captain’s quarters. The room was stocked with medical equipment taken from the outpost, along with years worth of medibots and other supplies. It was tightly packed but orderly.

      The large bed had been split into two smaller ones. Whoever was responsible for that feat had done a seamless job as far as Siv could tell. Oona was lying on one with the medical cog Amelie attending to her. Peachy, the starkat, was curled up beside Oona’s head.

      Cadmus, the second medical cog, was waiting beside the other bed. It beckoned Siv forward. At the cog’s assistance, he lay down instead of sitting.

      “What about Tamzin?”

      “I’ve only got a concussion and some bruising. The medibots I took are already working wonders.” 

      Amelie scanned her and agreed with that assessment. “You need rest and a good meal, Madam Moi,” the cog said in a pleasant voice.

      “Is it sad that we had to turn our largest cabin into a medical bay?”

      “Given as much trouble we stir up and how squishy you biologicals are, it seems perfectly reasonable to me, sir.”

      Lying in the other bed, Oona appeared serene. 

      Cadmus scanned him three times and detected no permanent damage. Octavian, who insisted on double-checking the findings, agreed. Cadmus then dosed him with another round of painkillers and medibots. 

      As Silky told the others, who were crowded together in the corridor outside, about all that had happened, Siv fell asleep.

      He woke nine hours later, showered, and grabbed a bowl of strawberry oatmeal from the galley so he could join the others for dinner on the bridge. 

      The Outworld Ranger was zipping along through hyperspace. Bishop turned over the captain’s chair to him, and he collapsed into it, still exhausted.

      The questions about channeling Oona’s powers began immediately. Tekeru, ever the inquisitive scientist, couldn’t help but pepper him with inquiries. Siv did his best to answer, repeatedly cautioning that what little he knew was hardly more than guesswork.

      “We should stop interrogating poor Sivvy so he can eat his scrumptiously bland meal,” Mitsuki said, seeming more relaxed than he could ever remember her being before. Having lost two parents to the Dark Messiah’s insanity, the tyrant’s death had lifted a great burden from her.

      “So, where are we headed?” Siv asked.

      “Toward the nearest data card,” Kyralla answered. “At our current speed, we’ll get there in eighteen days. The second data card is two days away from that one. Three more gets us to the third. Then a week to reach the fourth near the Titus system.”

      “I hope Broker Samson hasn’t given up and taken off with the card,” Mitsuki said. “That sure would make things harder.”

      Kyralla slapped her forehead. “‘Nevolence, I hadn’t even thought about that possibility. We should’ve gone straight there.”

      “Did we not discuss that aspect?” Mitsuki asked.

      “No, we did not,” Kyralla said sternly.

      “Sorry, I thought it was obvious,” Siv said.

      “I considered it as well,” Silky added.

      “What do we do if he’s taken off with it?” Kyralla asked.

      “Chase him down,” Kaleeb replied. “Or lure him out into the open with the offer of a deal. You have access to considerable sums of money now.”

      “I think there’s a better than even chance that he’s still waiting,” Silky said. “I only hoped we’d have two fully operational infiltrators along with us. Still, I can jump in and scout the area using Eyana’s Vengeance to see what we’ll be facing.”

      Siv noted in his HUD that the Outworld Ranger had suffered extensive hull damage. Again. All their weapon and defensive systems were operational, though. The same could not be said of Eyana’s Vengeance. The infiltrator’s shields functioned at less than half strength, and the weapons were down. The cloaking field and stardrive remained fully functional, though.

      Siv set aside his empty bowl. “If we visit the pirate enger Kaleeb knows along the way, we could fix Lyoolee’s capsule and repair the hull damage on the Outworld Ranger and Eyana’s Vengeance.”

      “That would take us three days off our current route,” Kyralla said. “We need to get to Genetics Prime as soon as possible.”

      A hum began in Siv’s head, and the amulet warmed against his chest. “Crap, here we go again.” His eyes glazed over, and Oona’s voice echoed out through him. “Genetics Prime can wait three extra days, Kyra. Lyoolee cannot. Her capsule must be repaired, or she will die soon.”

      Siv gasped and came back to himself. “You have no idea how weird that feels.”

      “Sounds like we need to make repairing the capsule our top priority,” Silky said. 

      Kyralla sighed and cast her arms out. “If that’s what Oona thinks is best, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “Where’s your pirate friend, Kaleeb?” Siv asked.

      “I wouldn’t call him a friend,” Kaleeb said. “Just someone who owes me and whom I trust to do right by us. I pinged his location five hours ago. I’m sending the data to your chippies.”

      “How much time will we lose from our original planned route by going straight to him?” Mitsuki asked.

      “Only five days,” Artemisia said.

      “So be it,” Kyralla grumbled.

      Siv understood her frustration. According to the messiah legends, getting to Genetics Prime was the most important step, and the only thing that gave them a hope of survival. And their dad had lost his life getting Oona that chance. The priestess and Oona’s early entry into the Trial of Corruption had changed everything, but that didn’t make things any easier for Kyralla.

      Siv dropped the Outworld Ranger and Eyana’s Vengeance into real space. Silky loaded in the new coordinates needed, changed their trajectory, and brought both ships to full speed, slowing the Outworld Ranger slightly to match the infiltrator’s current top speed.  

      “Ready to jump when you are, sir.”

      Siv closed his eyes and considered his amulet. As he took in a deep breath, he could feel his connection to Oona, like a warm breeze on an early summer day. For a moment, he felt a sense of calm and oneness with everything. 

      They were finally on their way to Research Prime, free from the Thousand Worlders, and with the vaunted Vega Kaleeb on their side. Broker Samson’s gang would surely pale in comparison to what they had already faced. 

      Kyralla glanced back at him from the piloting station. He returned her smile then triggered the jump into hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      If you want to learn more about Vega’s enger contact, Xam Chen, subscribe to my newsletter for a free novella featuring him.
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      Thanks for reading!

      I hope you enjoyed the book. If you want to stay up to date on new releases, giveaways, and other exciting goings on join my newsletter. As a thank you gift, I'll send you an exclusive Benevolency Universe novella!

      Sign Up!
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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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        Feel free to contact me. I love getting feedback from readers!

        dahayden.com
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