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	One

	 

	“Mercer, I got a job for you,” came through the speaker.

	I sat back, my head comfortably resting against the headrest. I had a drink in my hand, the incredible Bubba-Drink that soothes the nerves when you’re doing nothing. Fade was on auto-pilot. I was living the dream. But a job? Now? During Me time? No glow. 

	I tapped a few buttons on the control panel. A hologram of the number of scrips in my personal account glowed a few inches above the panel. Let’s just say, I was so low, old-world alligators would be licking their chops to take a nibble from my toes. It wasn’t great, and I let out a frustrated growl. I slipped my drink can into its holder, sat up, and stared at the wrap around screen above the panel.

	My finger hovered over the comms channel. An uncomfortable feeling sank deep down in my heart, telling me this was going to splicing hurt. I guess that’s why they call it a living.

	I pressed down on the button.

	“Jasper, how are the kids?” I said with such a tone that my mouth twitched as I smiled.

	“Eating me out of house and home. I would sell off one or two, but the wives said no,” Jasper replied.

	I nodded, pretending to listen. “How many now?”

	“Eighteen. I’m thinking of getting an operation,” Jasper said in a tiny moment of honesty.

	“That’s rough,” I said. 

	The banter was typical between us. He always complained about the same things each time I took a job from him. I didn’t feel too bad for him. He knew what he signed up for when he married a pair of Gen-34s. The thirty-fours are pious, sex and baby crazed gens. They have these weird things about them, always worrying about populations among all the Gen branches.

	“Yeah. So, are you going to take a job?” Jasper said all business-like.

	Glitch. Talking on the job was a perk. I often floated along the rim, wondering where I would go next. But with scrips so low, I had to fill up the account. Fuel costs kill me. Seeing all my scrips drain away is heartbreaking, but when Fade is full of fuel, she’s happy. And when my ship is happy, I’m happy. 

	I padded the control panel. I could sense Fade was in a good mood. Maybe this job won’t be that bad?

	“Yeah, I’ll take it. What’s the data?”

	“Sending it to you now. Look it over before you commit. This needs to be completed, ASAP.”

	I looked at the main screen as data populated it. I didn’t have any fancy implants to help condense data into instant knowledge. By most Gen standards, I was a slow relic, if they knew who I truly was.

	After a moment, I locked on the last bit of data. It was a salvage job, but with credit steps depending on the specific cargo-salvage I collected and brought back to them. It was a science vessel salvage, which usually pays very well. They wanted someone to pick up just three stasis pods. Depending on how intact each one was, the scrips would go up. I looked it over again. Holy Genotype, this job was paying enough for me to retire for months. Years if I knew how to handle my scrips, which I didn’t, so yeah, there was that.

	“If this is so important, why is this even a job? Those corpos have enough equipment and scrips to fly a dozen ships to pick up the salvage?”

	“Kade, I don’t ask too many questions with most jobs. The only thing they told me was this was under the scanner, if you know what I mean? You’re the best ghost-salvager I know, and you deserve the scrips, minus my modest percentage. In and out. Deliver the cargo, don’t ask any questions, fly off and we both profit from it. We synced?”

	I stared at the screen. I can always use the scrips. Maybe a vacation on one of those pleasure moons? It’s been a while.

	I felt Fade press against my mind. I think she was jealous of my thoughts. It’s too weird to explain now, but I am sure I will explain later, maybe.

	“We synced,” I said with greedy dread.

	“Alright, all systems green here. Sending you coordinates. Keep your slipstream clean,” Jasper said.

	“You too,” I said and turned off the comm.

	Salvage jobs are always a sliding scale of easy to brutal. This appeared to be something simple. Get the three pods and get out. So why was my gut rumbling at me? Maybe I was hungry? Or maybe, I’m biting off more than I can chew?

	I tapped away at the panel and inputted the coordinates. Scanners indicated a small slipstream within range. I locked on as the pilot-stick stabbed up between my legs. I took hold and began steering toward the slipstream as the engine-drive primed.

	“Time to make some scrips,” I said as Fade turned into the stream.

	I watched and waited as we drifted into the invisible slipstream. I pulled back a small lever as the engines powered on and I felt tiny vibrations pulsing through my body. I watched the scanners as a hole formed in space with a glowing ring. The engines flashed with power as Fade shot forward into the slipstream.

	Streams of particle light slipped past the screen as I sat back, one hand on the stick. I could have put it back on auto-pilot, but nnaaa, I liked this more. Just riding the particle streams in the massive void of space. Nothing like it.

	This job will be a ghost-walk. I’m sure nothing bad will happen. Right?  

	 


Two

	 

	I pulled power from the slipstream drive. I moved the stick to the left, Fade emerging from the slipstream and slowed into normal space. I tapped at a few keys, increasing my scanner range into pulses. It worked like ancient sonar, back in the old world. After that, Fade glided on in space, all systems nominal.

	I hummed a tune as we moved through space, stars glowing in the vast distances. I always felt humbled when I looked at Night. Yeah, just like when Gen ones were on ships that floated on water, they looked at the vastness of water from horizon to horizon. For me, space is like that, only bigger. I called her Night, because she is the mistress of the void and starlight.

	Oh, yeah, when you’re in space for long periods of time, you lose your mind a little. Yeah, it makes you weirder, talking to yourself. I mean, I was always like that, but without an audience, it’s nice to just let your weird flag fly. The crushing silence breaks some, and they cash out, retiring back to where they came from, or where they always liked to go. You need to have a flexible mind out here, or you would lose your ever-loving glitch in the void. And yes, she looks back at me. Maybe even blows me a kiss at times.

	A blip appeared on the screen. I focused a sensor dish on that location. A ship icon glowed on the screen. Yep, right where Jasper said it would be. She was drifting in Night’s arms like a baby. If Night had a form, she would be core-hot. Just saying.

	We drifted closer as the thrusters dimmed. Nice and easy. The salvage was soft-fall beautiful. I had my scanners on high. I had to not only salvage her, but I had to be on high-alert for any other scavengers or raiders. The gens out here can be a little unstable. Rim-life was difficult for everyone, but with very little of the Gene Dominion troopers out here, it was kill or be killed at times. Never can be too careful.

	When Fade was close enough, I pressed a key on the stick. A pair of twin cables fired from our portside and clamped onto the Fire Fox. At least, that was the name on the file. When you’re out here, you tend to run into the same kind of ships often. I can’t explain it, but ship names are often lodged into my noggin. It’s like meeting a core-hot gen, and never forgetting her name. I’m not saying I see ships as beautiful women, but I'm not not saying that either. 

	A green light blipped on the screen. With cables secured, it was time to go for a walk.

	I put Fade in charge as I stood up, and stepped away from the cockpit. I glanced at my knee-length coat on a peg. It had a silver metal spine along the back, armor plates on the shoulders and different plates along the coat. Her name is Patchframe, and she is my other half. Never go anywhere without her. I picked her off the peg, slipped my arms into the wide sleeves, and pulled it open in front of a small screen built on the metal wall. Patchframe was fully charged and ready to go to work.

	I opened the cockpit door and made my way down the corridor. I built Fade and Patchframe from whatever I could salvage since I was a teen. When you want to talk about nerding out to ships, systems, and engineering, that’s all Me. I have been building things since I began to walk, or so I tell myself. Metal, wires, robotics, computers, yeah, that was all me. Fade and Patchframe are my babies, best friends, and family. Fade doesn’t even look the same when I put her together. She was nothing more than a cockpit and an engine. She got me off the ground and into Night’s arms. It took years to get her to what she is now, and I loved every moment I was in her wires, or patching metal plates to her hull. I can almost feel her spirit, her moods. She is alive to me, and I will always take care of her.

	I reached the portside air-lock. I touched the button on the side door panel. The thick doors slid open. I stepped into the airlock and the doors closed. 

	This was often the noisy part. I slammed my right hand against the coat-plate on the side of my thigh. There was a loud whirl and click. My long coat suctioned to my body. The metal spine suctioned to my back. Along my chest, strips of different colored metals emerged. They connected, forming a robust multi dark-colored metal chest patchwork. More metal plates slipped out of my coat, moving over me, encasing my body in many three-inch-wide metal strips. Exo-skeleton brackets ran along my arms and legs. They sealed shut with curved metal plates. Smaller metal plates covered my neck, and crawled to the top of my head, and edges of my face. A dark visor slid down over my eyes, sealing it. I was slowly lifted as the plates along my legs made me a little wider. My armored boots were integrated in the power-armor suit. They always made me taller as my boots were reinforced. Nano-bots worked to seal me in, and connect systems. 

	I looked at my reflection in the airlock window. I looked like a metal mummified Frankenstein. My strength, dexterity, and toughness were greatly enhanced. I had a nano-rebreathing system that could produce oxygen for as long as I had power. I had a twin power cell in the spine, with enough power to keep me alive in the suit for about forty-eight cycles. If I wanted, I could punch holes into ship hulls. Not that I would. I mean I could, but I wouldn’t. 

	“Fade, route my equipment to the portside airlock,” I said over comms.

	I waited for a moment, before a large panel opened to the right. I stepped closer to it. A rod-like item was across the top. I pulled it free and checked it. It was my Arc Cutter. It was like a giant welder torch I can use to cut, or weld metal pieces. I often use it to get through metal hulls, or repair Fade’s hull. It was fully charged. I put it over my shoulder and it connected to my back, next to my pulse thrusters. I then reached for my rail-driver pistol. It uses magnetic accelerant rounds to help patch my ship, or shoot nine-inch slugs through anyone who messes with me. I pushed it into its magnetic holder on my belt. 

	I pulled off my fold-blade. It looked like a large knife, but can fold upwards into a long blade. The edge was atom sharp. It can get me out of tough spots. It can slice clean through most things, but leaves a terrible mess through salvage pirates. Only happened twice, but the moments live on in my head. A shiver ran down my spine at the thought.

	I pulled off a metal gauntlet and put it over my armored left hand. It sealed onto my hand and arm. I looked it over. It was my grav-tether gauntlet. When you’re working on rigs in space, you must have one of these. It creates a graviton pulse when you aim it at something. There is a nano-spool that is connected to it. You can either shoot it as a place and move toward it, or you can aim it as a person, or piece of equipment, and bring it to you. The tensile strength of the nano-wire is strong enough to pull a small ship. As for the danger of being cut in half on the job is minimal. The spool is programmed to break instantly off for designated equipment and personnel. I can also command it to snap, if I need to. I really should put the safeties back on with this, but out here, you use every edge at your disposal.

	And finally, I pull off my multi-tool belt. It is full of various cutting, cable spools, and other tools I may need for a job. I put the belt on. It snapped together on its own and connected with Patchframe. 

	I was ready.

	“Open the outer airlock,” I said.

	A red light flashed as air was released until there was none. The door slid open, exposing me to pure vacuum. I disengaged my magnetic hold from my boots, and we floated out. My pulse thrusters glowed along my back, and I was moving. 

	The magic of stepping into the void has never lost its luster. The gravity of my ship faded away and I was weightless. My HUD glowed with information like my inner suit parameters and bio scans, but I only focused on Night, and the long ship floating next to my ship. There were no words for the exhilaration I felt. Good comes to mind.

	I focused on the Fire Fox. She was long, with smooth oval bumps along her hull. She was in great shape, largely untouched, except for that large hole in the side of her. They just don’t make ships like they used to. Those sleek designs may look good, but they weren’t strong enough to withstand certain kinds of impacts from space debris. Sure, they had amazing shield power, but if you rely on only shields, you risk everything if the power goes out.

	As I glided toward her, I turned off my pulse thrusters and free fell. I spun around slowly, looking at Fade. She was ugly, with mis-matched hull plates, a thick neck, and a two-prong bow. She had half-folded wings on her side, making her look like a furious, short-necked goose, or a fat hawk. Either way, she was all mine. She is a collection of everything I could find and use to get her space-worthy, plus many add-ons. 

	I spun around and turned on my pulse thrusters again. I flew straight to the Fire Fox, only slowing down when I reached the breach. I hovered before it, touching the metal edges that protruded outward. I checked my scans. The metal received a tremendous amount of stress, pieces breaking off the edges. As I investigated, I could see some of the metal edges were warped, but not from an implosion. 

	If the hull was weak, or fractured, the implosion would have blown outward only. My scans indicated that the hull around the hole bent in, and then out. Considering burn marks, and previous experience, an explosive device was placed on her, and set off during transit. This would have caused a controlled demolition, and the resulting explosion turned into an implosion. Pretty good work, if an engineer wasn’t looking at it. In my line of work, you see this occasionally. There are many ships in the history of exploration that had a bad bit of equipment or faulty hull plate. There are silent graveyards of ships after battles. Space is dangerous, but we keep coming up here, thinking it will never happen to us, until it does. It’s why Fade is so juicy-big. If our shields went out, she could take a hit. She can also knock you down and sit on your chest. Well, we should get on from my fantasies and go back to work.

	The breach was much bigger than me in Patchframe. Good. Didn’t have to cut in, but if I am using a cable, I better make sure we don’t get cut on the way out. I pull my arc-cutter. The rod extended as one end flashed with glowing power. I survived by playing it safe at times. Plus, I loved cutting or melting metal. I pressed the glowing end to the metal. I melted the edge of the breach into smooth, pliable metal. I ran the arc cutter around the breach, melting it until it was smooth. When I was finished, I turned off my cutter and put it behind me. It attached to my back, and I let go. Now with smooth edges, I pulsed in nice and slow. 

	On the inside, I pulled two small disks from my belt. I put them on the insides of the breach. When I was finished, I would have to cover my tracks with a small explosion. The placement should help it look like a real implosion; just in case anyone combs over this ship.

	I floated in as bits of debris hovered before me. I reached a corridor, only emergency lights glowing. In a hundred years the lights may dim to nothing, but right now, they were a huge help. I glanced at the side of my HUD. It was working, trying to re-map the insides of the ship. It took time, depending on the ship, so I floated along the corridor like a monster in the dark. 

	I spotted an open door, a figure curled along it, his upper body aimed at the breach. I floated closer. He was bloated, and well, not looking great. He looked like he was frozen in a silent scream. I doubt it. It wasn’t like those old movies, the characters trying to hold on when there was a breach in a wall, or an open airlock. If there is a breach on a ship, you will barely know what happened if you were close to it. Either instantly sucked out into Night’s embrace, or your lungs would explode as every drop of air was pulled from them. 

	I grabbed him by the hair and a light glowed like a flashlight on my shoulder. Even with my armored hands, the nano-connections allow me to feel up to ninety-eight percent of a Gen’s touch. Mr. Corpse had long, blonde hair. I managed to see what was left of their eyes, seeing a lot of blue. The pale skin only added that he was a Gen-24, otherwise called Soreins. Highly empathetic, they also create a calm dampening pheromone. Anyone within five feet of them feels much better, and calmer. Those gens are often in medical fields, ready to help the universe.

	I spotted his name tag. Medical Officer Vellun Shade. Sorry Vellun. Not your lucky day. At least it was quick. 

	There was a beep. I glanced at a mini-map at the side of my visor. The ship was big. It will take me days to search it like this. I wish I had the time. I know Jasper. When he gave me the job, and there is a general call for this job, other fixers are going to put it out there. It looks like I was going to have to speed up the search.

	I picked up a small pod from my belt. I opened it to reveal three, flat disks within. 

	“Locate any and all stasis pods,” I inform them.

	The three disks slip out of the pod. They float before me, tiny jets from their edges leveling them before my visor. They were my tiny flying saucers. They were like normal drones, just smaller. These three had strong scanning abilities, and a laser to cut through things. They should make this a little easier.

	I watched the little saucers whizz off in different directions. I had to wait, but I could still investigate the ship. Maybe I’ll find something else of value to salvage? The equipment I see so far is only space touched. I’m sure I can use a bunch of this to upgrade Fade’s systems. I know that she worries about her engine. It’s her beating heart.

	I stopped in my tracks.

	Fuel. 

	There must be so much. They’re not going to use it. Shame to let it go to waste.

	I turn, seeing the direction I need to go to reach the engine room. My pulse thrusters propel me as I float down long corridors.

	After a few turns, I reached the engine room. Debris and bodies floated around. Damn, no one made it. Terrible tragedy. I hope someone remembers them.

	I pulsed down to the fuel tanks and Catalite containment. When I reached the main tanks, I touched it with my armored hand. Data crunched on my visor until a percentage appeared, blinking to my greedy gaze.

	All starships run on two kinds of fuel. Reactor-Grade Plasma Medium, or RGPM for short, is a high-density liquid energetic compound that reacts with a ship’s arc-core chamber to produce thrust via ionized plasma thrusters. It is mined from gas giants, and condensed into a liquid fuel. Out on the rim, we call it Fluxburn. For local space, it can get you around pretty quick, and a full tank will last a few months to a year, depending on how much you use. Simple travel, you can hop from system to system. Ship to ship fighting and maneuvers, depending on how long the fight is, maybe under a month. You only worry when your tanks are at five percent. It will take you a while to reach places at sub-light, but it is only one half of a two-fuel system.

	Catalite is a dense, highly stable crystal. It’s found in deep core planets with high gravity belts. It’s so stable, I could shoot it with one of those plasma weapons the Dominion likes to use, and it wouldn’t explode. It’s a white crystal with some purple veins in it. But this is what brings the magic together.

	A slipstream drive runs on both. You break the crystal and feed it into the fuel through a special hatch. When a ship is ready to slipstream, the drive opens a hole to a slipstream. The engines burn the Catalite in the fluxburn. It supercharges the engines to the point you’re blasted into the slipstream. When you enter, you ride it much faster than the speed of light because gravity bends space time. Yeah, it’s complicated, but it works. And now, I have enough fluxburn to fill Fade’s tanks and have plenty left over.

	I turn to the containment section. I glance down at a key-code lock. Someone has been stealing from them. Naughty, naughty. I grab the lock and crush it. With a quick pull, the lock shattered as bits of metal floated away. I opened the containment cubes. Much to my delight, each cube had a crystal. There was enough Catalite for me to go from one side of the known territories to the other. Don’t get me wrong, constant slipstream travel wears on the engine and slipstream drive, but not Fade. I built her for stamina and distance. I also like to tool around with her drive when I’m bored, which is most of the time. But anyway, this was a platinum mine in fuel. What I don’t use, I could sell for extra scrips.

	A beep distracted me from my scheming. One of my saucers has located the triple power source in a locked room. The drone burned its way in through the door, and was now sending me video. The chamber is intact. No one was inside when things were blown out of proportions. Vid filled my eyes as three stasis containers were against a wall, bodies inside. I couldn’t see past the frosted glass, but yep, there were three of them. 

	I’m going to get paid. I’m going to get paid really well. Splice yeah, so exciting.

	I directed the drone to stay there, and sent the other two to its location.

	I recorded the coordinates in Patchframe, when an alert filled my visor. Sigh. Fade sent me sensor readings, showing me there was a ship approaching. The configuration belonged to the Maraud Suns. They are scavengers and marauders. The worst kind of gens you ever want to come across. 

	A timer appeared at the corner of my HUD. I had nineteen minutes before they arrived. I just wanted to do my job, and now the clock was running. I better not glitch out.                                               

	 


Three

	 

	I floated along the corridor like an armored ghost. Small items and pieces bounced off Patchframe as we made our way to the mid-point of the ship. The pods were on the other side, away from the engines. I couldn’t drain the fuel in time, or have enough cargo space on my power armor to carry any Catalite. If I was going to keep this salvage, I was going to have to ensure things were in place to ensure this was mine.

	“Fade, detach the cables and activate the ghost-drive. Circle back when I give the signal,” I instructed.

	A small video feed appeared in my visor, the cables detaching and spinning back. Fade turned as she activated the engines. I watched the view of the wreck grow smaller as she pulled away. 

	I pressed on, my hulking form gliding perfectly down the corridor. I had the location of the pods. Now, I needed to set up to repel the Maraud. They don’t normally take prisoners unless you’re a high profile. If they knew who they were dealing with, they would capture me and sell me to the highest bidder, but since I’m in Patchframe, they will just try to kill me. I’m a little uncomfortable with what needs to be done, but not enough for me to surrender to my death or imprisonment. 

	I pulled small, circular charges from my belt. I only had a few left, and I didn’t want to damage the ship anymore then I needed to. I simply needed to apply enough force to cause them to retreat.

	I placed the explosives in different locations as I made my way to the section with the pods. The ship was extremely linear. Which was a great help with my plan. When I finished placing all the explosives, I made my way to the chamber. 

	Before the door, my drone was floating with a light right on the door. I approached and my drone sent me a happy beep. Yeah, drones were like puppies, with an array of lasers on their back. 

	“Happy to see you too. Is the door unlocked?” I asked

	The drone rammed into the door, and it opened. The drone bounced up and down in the vacuum.

	“Great job. Watch the door, and connect with your buddies for defense protocol six.”

	The drone made a simple nod, before it turned and floated back into the corridor, a red light glowing along its edge.

	I floated into the chamber. Bodies in lab coats floated in the vacuum around me. More Gen-24s. Something big was happening here. What kind of salvage am I picking up? 

	I floated to the three pods, side by side. I had to say, they were less pods and more like transparent cylinders. I could see a body in each one. At the bottom of each pod, a green light blinked on the control panel. Yeah, they were alive, and in stasis. Perfect hibernation. These stasis pods slow the body's systems to a crawl. They are not frozen, not completely. I moved to one pod, the glass was so frosted, I could only make out a female form, in party clothes? I moved to the next one, yeah, the same. The last one intrigued me, before my eyes widened.

	 Even through the frost, I could see a transparent synthetic body. I could see internal organs that looked like a Gen, but functioned much differently. I could already make out she was a newer, sophisticated synth. Maybe a Vega? These were the high-class synths rich gens liked to own. Not only are they dangerous protectors, their bodies mimic human flesh. Rich gens kept them on as bodyguards and lovers. Sick freaks. Well, I had to admit, I always wanted one to keep me company on Fade for long trips. You know, someone to talk to so you don’t go completely insane. Also, yeah, for the other thing. When the mood hits. Plus, a Vega is a really nice one. Not like the Diva 7s, with their rubber-like skin and faulty programming. Not that I would know. Anyway, back to business.

	I looked at the control panel to the base holding the pods. There was a heavy lock on it, something I hadn’t seen before, and I’ve seen plenty of locks out here. Upon closer examination, this thing was like a metal clamp, holding all three to the base so they couldn’t be taken off. 

	I pulled my arc-cutter rod from my back. I switched it to a cutting flame, spun the rod around and brought it to the clamp edge. I moved it to the edge, sparks flying. It wasn’t cutting. Sure, sparks were flying but something was different about it. Some kind of alloy I’m not familiar with. Which makes the salvage more profitable. I switched to full power. If the metal didn’t cut, it would melt with time. Sparks touched the outside of my visor as I kept my aim steady. After a long moment, it began to make a dent inward, and finally started cutting through. It was going to take me ten minutes to cut through this, which is forever, and time was running out.

	A beep sounded off, and a vid feed appeared in my visor. A Maraud Suns ship was close to the Fire Fox. It was a small, raider ship. Fade was cloaked as she watched, showing me what was happening. I got a feeling they were being cautious. They had every reason to be. The Gene Dominion often set traps to capture their ships. They were ready to slipstream out, but this salvage was just too enticing to leave behind. From what I heard, they always needed scrips to fund their attacks on the Dominion. They were only one of many factions that didn’t agree with the Gene Dominion and each other. Politics can be so messy at times.

	I called up my map and drone sensors. I only had one shot at this to ensure I got the cargo and the fuel. Given the chance, the Maraud Suns will blow everything up if they can’t salvage it, bastards.

	“Drone One, start cutting the moment the Maraud enter,” I directed.

	My sensors beeped as I continued to cut. I was getting movement. The feed showed suits leaving their airlock. I counted five, but it might be as much as eight. Considering the size of the ship, it could be most of their crew, minus the pilot. That means, this could work. But I'm not claiming any victory yet until the job is done.

	I tapped into the sensors of my drones lying in wait. They made their way for the open hole in the side. One of the raiders was already inside, looking around. Their suits were shit. Hard times for the Maraud. It looks like their suits were put together with spare parts. I commend their ingenuity, but I could poke holes in their visors and they would die choking in the vacuum. An alert touched my visor. The drones detected plasma weapons in their hands. Yikes. These fools really wanted to die a needless death. Plasma weapons were generally unstable. Sure, they can punch holes through most things, but unless you have Dominion hardware, those weapons they are carrying will likely blow up in their faces. Oh well, I think it was time to set off my plan.

	“Drone Two and Three, commence run,” I said as I pulled my arc-cutter away, attached it to my back, and moved to a wall.

	My boots magnetized, and my hulking form was pulled down to the floor. I placed a boot on the wall by the pods, and then my other boot until my entire form was horizontal. That’s when I heard dying raiders.

	I watched the video feed from my drones. They flew at the incoming raiders, red beams striking their helmets and punching through. The raiders choked as all their oxygen went into the vacuum. Plasma weapons went off, punching holes into walls, but they missed my speedy little drones. The few raiders by the opening tried to retreat as my drones made circular runs, lasers burning and puncturing suits.

	“Drone One, out of the way,” I directed as I bent my armored knees and launched with the power of a magnetized cannon.

	The wall where my boots were buckled as I crashed through the door of the chamber. My drone darted away, finishing his circular cut to weaken the hull. They couldn’t cut completely through it, but I’m sure the power I used will. When my armored shoulder hit the hull, and smashed through, I detonated the explosives around the inner entrance I came in before.

	The explosion blanked out everything within the sensors. I floated in space, turning as I assumed the raiders on the salvage ship were all killed. I floated closer to their ship. Rail guns slowly turned, aiming at the Fire Fox, ready to blow it up before they made a quick exit. I aimed my gauntlet at the raider ship. A pulse shot from it, quicker than a gen eye could see. It was anchored to the raider ship and I activated the spool. I shot forth with my arm out, my power armor a blur. I lifted my boots and slammed them onto the ship so hard; the entire ship began to slowly turn from the impact. I knew I only had moments before the pilot compensated. I pulled my rail-driver pistol, a magazine of slugs already loaded. I pulled the trigger as I aimed at different locations. There was no recoil as I pulled the trigger six times. The miniature magnetic coils did all the work, accelerating slugs at powerful speeds. The slugs punched through the hull several times, and smashed two rail guns. 

	Chaos bloomed within the ship as silent mini-explosions went off. The engines began to prime. I couldn’t let them go and tell others. I aimed my rail-pistol and pulled the trigger a dozen more times at the engines. My slugs punched through armor, and I assumed through equipment inside. My pulses jets propelled me away as explosions went off inside, and debris was ejected into space. I was uncomfortable with how close I was, so I aimed my gauntlet at the Fire Fox. I spooled myself away like a dart through space. When I reached the hole I crashed out of, the Maraud ship silently exploded. 

	I swung my whole body inside as metal debris slammed into the side of the Fire Fox. My sensors were going off. The explosion was enough to move the ship into a drift. Not only that, we began to turn. I was about to turn and go cut out the stasis pods, when armored boots swung in and slammed into my chest. I drifted down the corridor before my pulse jets corrected me. I watched a single Maraud power armor move into view. That’s what I get when I assume. 

	Their black armor gleamed in the corridor’s flashing lights as they aimed a plasma rifle at me. He had me dead to rights.

	Drone One slammed into the side of their head. The raider’s aim moved as they pulled the trigger. A plasma bolt struck the corridor edge, plasma sparks blinding my sensors and my eyes. Vision came back as I pulled my rail-pistol and pulled the trigger. My aim was off as I punched coin-sized holes into the metal corridor. I quickly compensated right as they lifted their rifle and aimed at me. Instinct took over. I pulled the trigger just as my drone fired a red beam. The beam hit the plasma rifle, causing it to explode just as my slug punctured their visor and exited out the back of their helmet. The explosion ripped them in half, and the force threw me back. My sensors went black for a moment as I spun down the corridor.

	Power flashed on as my pulse thrusts corrected my movement. I glided back up the corridor. When I reached the edge of the now wider hole, the severed corpse of the raider floated as the stars beyond the breach spun with peculiar orbits. 

	Drone One was floating with black scorch marks over half its disk. I gently took hold of him. He beeped in my helmet.

	“Good job, buddy. Daddy will fix you right up when we get back. I placed him in the belt container and sealed him in. I turned to the stasis pods. Time to get back to work.

	I grabbed my arc-cutter, turned it to full power, and began to cut away. Six minutes later, the lock was cut in half. I pulled up the containment bars. The pods now floated a few inches up from the pod base. Good. I grabbed a tug cable from the spool on my belt. I looped it through a metal ring at the bottom of each pod. These were put in for transporting in space. Nearly everything Gens have created has a ring on it somewhere. I secured the pods, called back the other two drones, and made for the new breach. 

	When I reached the breach, the universe spun around us. We needed a good jump to break free. I must go back for the fuel when this bit is finished. I grabbed the edge of the breach, with a powerful pull and push, I ejected into space. My pulse thrusters helped me and my cargo to clear the breach hole before it slammed into any of the following stasis pods.

	I turned my armored head to the starry view, Fade appearing before my eyes. She turned and opened the airlock as he floated toward it.

	I smiled. Job completed. Now, for the spoils.  

	 


Four

	 

	I sat in my pilot’s chair, monitoring the fuel intake from the Fire Fox. After I got the three pods set up in the cargo hold, Fade and I went back to the spinning Fire Fox. It took some doing, but I connected the fuel line to her tanks, and started the pumps. After that, I grabbed the Catalite cubes, and dragged them back with a net. When I got back aboard, I put everything away and now I had a chance to rest while my ship drains the rest of the fuel from the wreckage. Since it was more than what my tanks could hold, I had the extra pumped into canisters for sale. I didn’t like the bit with the raiders, but aside that, everything synced. 

	I sat back and took a deep sip of Bubba drink. Life was good. When I’m finished here, I slipstream to the coordinates from the job data. They pay me, I drop off the pods, everything is synced.

	After that, I might need a little vacation. Nerves are a little unsettled. Might need to enjoy some fun at Velos 7. They call it a party planet, but there are so many places where you can relax on white sands, naked synths, perfect temps, and sunlight that will warm the bones. Yeah, that’s a place I could spend weeks just on the beaches. It was only a dozen systems from here, but now I had enough fuel to go anywhere I wanted. 

	There was a beep. I checked the wrap-around screen, seeing we have drained the Fire Fox of every drop of fuel. With the dead raiders, and what’s left of their ship in space by it, anyone looking will think it was the raider’s fault. 

	“Fade, prep the engines and plot a slipstream course. Inputting new coordinates right now,” I said as I finished typing it in.

	I grabbed the stick as a small hole appeared. With a burst of our engines, we flashed into a slipstream. Light and particles stretched to either side of me. I held the stick, but it was easy flying. Even in a slipstream, it was going to take us ten hours to reach the designated location. After a few minutes, I put the ship on auto-pilot, stood up, and stretched. I think I was more tired than I thought.

	I yawned as I made my way down the main corridor to my quarters. When the door slid open, I stepped in. I spared no expense with my quarters. Large bed with thick blankets. Soft pillows. Dimmed lights. Various rescued ancient Earth artifacts on my wall. I had a few from when I was kid. The rest I found on my travels, like pieces of car engines, parts to ancient computers, small toys that were made to survive for thousands of years. I was a part-time collector. 

	I fell onto my bed face first. The comfort was so nice, I passed out instantly. I dreamed of pools of fuel and surfing crystal waves as I laughed.

	***

	The hum of the ship filled the corridors. In the cargo hold, green lights blinked on each stasis pod. After a time, one light turned red. White gas flashed from the top and bottom of the stasis pod. The frost faded away. When it was all gone, the pod opened like a glass flower.

	The occupant sat up. Transparent skin moved as the occupant turned and stood up from the open pod. A metal skull under transparent flesh turned from right to left. Strange, robotic eyes visually took in the cargo hold. Hidden sensors sent out silent pings, mapping the area. 

	Gen detected! 

	The figure moved silently to the door. It pressed a hand to the control panel, activating the door to slide open, but hide their presence from ship logs. The figure slipped out as the door closed behind them. 

	On naked, transparent feet, they moved through the few corridors the ship had. It reached the quarters of the gen. It touched the door panel. The door slid open. The figure stepped in, the door closing behind them. 

	The figure kept their strange eyes on the sleeping gen. They lifted a transparent arm. The flesh parted to the hidden plasma blaster in the forearm. They stepped closer to the sleeping gen, covered in blankets. 

	The hidden plasma blaster glowed, ready to burn a hole through the unauthorized gen. The figure turned, blankets moving to reveal their face.

	The figure’s plasma blaster sank back into their forearm. They fell to their knees, their eyes and head bowing to the person on the bed.

	***

	I was having fun in my dreams, but suddenly, something felt off. I didn’t know what it was, but I had to wake up. After I shouted in my dream to wake up, I began to stir. I opened my eyes slightly. They were blurry and disoriented. I blinked, and I spun away until I fell off the bed. I grabbed a mag-pistol from under my bed, and sat up just enough to peek over the edge.

	The synth stayed on their knees. Their transparent head leaning forward with their metal skull underneath. Strange mechanical eyes vibrated, like it was receiving data. I lifted my pistol over the edge of the bed and aimed.

	“Explain, or there will be a slug through that skull of yours?” I said with a commanding tone.

	The synth didn’t move. It was still, unmoving, frozen. My finger curled around the trigger. I didn’t know what was happening, but I couldn’t risk it. My finger touched the trigger, when the synth’s head lifted. Strange eyes looked at me as joy and sorrow appeared along its see-through features.

	“You’re a Gen 1,” the synth said with a feminine voice.

	Shit. I had no time to put on a holo-band to change my features. I used holo-bands, or the built in holo projectors in the collar of Patchframe. They projected onto my face, changing my features just enough to make me look like one of the thirty-six Gens out there. I can explain in a bit, but first, I have a crazy synth in my quarters.

	The synth stood up. Small lights glowed under her see-through flesh. I watched in astonishment as her form took on patterns, and then finished in a skintight suit. She had tanned skin, long blonde hair, and a killer figure. The body suit didn’t hide anything, as she was practically naked. I hesitated because I didn’t want to put a slug through such a beautiful woman, err, synth.

	She looked at me with warm, bright eyes. She had high-cheek bones, smooth skin, a look that broke hearts. Her blonde hair was wavy behind her head, and spilled over her shoulders. Her body was athletic, strong, yet feminine. Don’t get distracted!

	She lifted her hands up to her shoulders, palms out.

	“Please, forgive me. I didn’t know,” the synth said as she lowered her head.

	I stood up, still aiming my pistol. “What the glitch is happening here?”

	“You’re a Gen 1, descended from the original designers of synths. As per my code, I default my programing to the first Gen 1 I encounter and imprint on them. Congratulations, you’re the first Gen 1 found in over five-hundred years,” the synth smiled.

	I lowered my pistol. I think I can shed some light on what is going on here. I’ll keep it short. Over eight-thousand years ago, original humans, Gen 1s, discovered slipstream travel, and excelled in genetics. We were on the cusp of exploring the galaxy, and some things were put in place to aid our ascent to the stars. Every Gen 1 that left Earth had their genetics altered for faster evolutionary shifting. This allowed all Gen 1s to adapt to space travel, and the environments of different worlds. It was meant for light adaptation, but the mad scientists of Earth didn’t know how well humans would take to evolutionary shifting. As humans explored the galaxy, some settled on planets, while others continued to explore. As humans developed on different planets, they changed into different genotypes. We are all human at our core, but as time went on, we became different versions of ourselves. Gen 1’s began to vanish from the space, and other Gens took their place. 

	Fast forward, Earth had some kind of cataclysm. Gen 1s became an endangered genotype. Yeah, instead of calling us humans, we always refer to a genotype number. As I said, there are thirty-six genotypes, or Gens for short. There is more to how we run this galaxy, but I’ll have to explain later. As for now, this synth’s programing is re-writing itself from the core code. Humans created synths to help with dangerous work and aid Gen 1s. Over eight-thousand years, the same base code is used to create new synths since it works perfectly every time it’s put in a new synth body. The problem? Synth programming doesn’t allow any synth to harm a Gen 1. As for her re-writing to me, I think it’s because of her core code. It’s been hundreds of years since any gens have seen a Gen 1. As for why I’m here, another tale for another time.

	“My name is Vega 9. You may change it to anything you wish, when you’re ready,” the synth said with a reassuring smile.

	“Vega might be okay for now,” I said with the pistol still in my hand. “Please, confirm the program re-write to me?”

	Vega nodded once. “As my core code dictates, I must imprint on a Gen 1. Once the imprint is complete, I follow you, and only you.”

	“Run diagnostics,” I said, wondering if there was a bug or anything else.

	Her eyes looked left to right and back in a quick blur. Then, her eyes stopped, looked at me, and smiled.

	“Diagnostics complete. Everything is in order. No bugs or errors in my program detected,” she said, keeping her perfect smile.

	I put my hand behind my head, and scratched it.

	“Splice me,” I laughed.

	Vega walked around the bed and stood before me. I couldn’t help myself as I looked her over. The designers did an amazing job. She seemed so…real.

	“Vega 9s have intelligent flesh. The nano fibers move it to my, or your, specifications. I also have filaments that uncoil from my head, forming into any hair style or color desired,” she said as she grabbed my wrist, and lifted my hand to touch her soft breast. “Like the feel? I can change it to any size desired, for maximum pleasure.”

	I pulled my hand away from her and stepped back. She felt too real. I mean, her breast was heavenly soft and firm. I mean, I didn’t mind getting my weird on sometimes, but this was different. She salvaged cargo. If anyone at the pick-up location detected any of my DNA on her, I could be a wanted gen.

	Vega’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry. There is no need to be concerned. All DNA is processed into my systems. Nano-bots break DNA and re-use it as material for any damaged systems. I am meant to be yours, and I won’t give away any of your secrets.”

	My nerves eased. I was being a bolt-brain. Of course, the latest Vega would have the most advanced systems a synth could have to protect any master they serve. 

	“I also have an advanced AI. I can pick up on mannerisms, habits, and moods. I can even predict mood shifts from many other factors.”

	I let out a long exhale.

	“Vega, you’re cargo. In about seven hours, we will reach a drop off location. You’re going to be dropped off to a paying client,” I explained.

	Vega kept her enigmatic smile.

	“Once we arrive, you will be killed, and your ship destroyed. You will be erased, just like Velos 7. We cannot proceed to the drop off location,” she said plainly.

	What the splice?  

	 


Five

	 

	“I think we need to slow things down,” I said with a million questions crashing around in my head.

	Vega moved closer, her eyes taking on a sultry gleam. “We can slow down as much as you want, Master.”

	The heat coming off her body was making my knees weak. 

	“How about we drop the master part right now,” I said with a small smile.

	She gave me a small nod; her gaze focused on my eyes. “Anything you want, but we must change course. I don’t want you to die.”

	I took another step back. I wasn’t being a prude. It was the whole dying part I had to work out. She was telling the truth. Why didn’t I see it? I knew the reward was too good to be true, but maybe, I wanted it just to get out of this game for a bit. I love to salvage, but the possibilities of a job glitching out, or someone finding me, a Gen 1, weighed on me at times. Gen 1s are rare, and I wasn’t going to be someone’s pet or prize. Nor was I going to be shot dead over cargo.

	“Fade, dead stop,” I said as I put my pistol on my desk.

	I felt the hum, and sudden stop vibrations pass over my body. We were now at a dead stop, in the middle of nowhere.

	Vega nodded. 

	“Alright, I’m sure you can tell me something of what was going on,” I barely got the words out when my eyes widened.

	Two women walked up to the open door of my quarters. They rubbed their heads and looked around confused. When they both looked at me, they stopped and stared. I went for my pistol when Vega grabbed my wrist. I tried to pull away, but she was very strong. I jabbed a finger under her arm, the one holding me. I hit the hidden release, and her arm detached from the shoulder and came off. It still held onto my wrist as I stumbled back to my desk and grabbed my pistol. I pulled off her arm and threw it on the floor as I readied to aim.

	Vega stood before the two stunned women.

	“Kade, please,” she said with such protective eyes, I stopped myself from lifting the pistol. She was using everything in her arsenal and it was splicing working.

	“How do you know my name?” I asked as my hand with the pistol shook.

	“Fade told me. She hummed it like a song,” the synth said as her arm crawled back to her, up her leg, and attached to her shoulder again.

	I looked past Vega, at the two women. One had long, black, wavy hair. Her face was almost feral. Hard to tell with the stunned, blank expression she gave me. She had an athletic build, tanned skin, and golden pupils. Her lips were parted, showing small fangs. Shit, she was a Gen 28, Venari Beast-Born. Excellent trackers, and warriors. When they let loose, they can become savage in an instant. They were also moody, hard to reason with sometimes, and dangerous.

	The other woman wore a long black dress, with a white edge along her top. She was pale, with a radiant glow to her skin. Close to my height. She had slightly pointed ears, with long silver-gold hair. I knew who she was from her outfit. She was a Gen 34 Seraphyne, or Eve Born. A pious Gen and culture, focusing only on reproduction. Their culture adores birthing and raising children, to the point when a single Gen 34 female will have a whole clan of kids. The males also adore aiding and helping their family and others. To put it bluntly, they are like innocent sexual demons. They always hunt for mates until they find one. No gen is safe from them because they are a gen that is most compatible with every gen in the known systems. When their children are grown, they can go on to do whatever they want, as long as they ensure they will mate and have children. As for their god, it’s a made up one, like all the different deities for many of the different gens.

	“Why are they staring at me?” I asked with a concerned lift of my eyebrow.

	“They are seeing if you’re compatible for an imprint,” Vega said plainly.

	“Imprint? Like what you did?”

	Vega looked at the women with sad eyes. “No, not like my imprint to you. They were infected with a nano-virus. It forces anyone infected to see if they can imprint with a compatible mate.”

	“What!” I said before I was about to shout out quarantine procedures to Fade.

	“Kade, you have nothing to worry about from the virus. It only infests a host one time. After a host imprints, and finds a compatible mate, the virus goes dormant. It will only awaken after your death, or absence for many years.”

	“I have a lot to splicing worry about! If they imprint on me, I,” I didn’t finish the sentence as both women were visibly weakened. 

	Vega and I rushed to them. We helped them to the bed and they both sat down on the edge.

	“You’re a Gen 1 Primis,” the blonde with pointed ears said warmly.

	“I thought you were all dead?” the dark-haired one growled as she sat down.

	“It’s too late,” Vega announced.

	“My head feels like I woke from a dead drift,” the Gen 34 said as she rubbed her head.

	The Gen 28 looked up at me with warm eyes. “Wow. You glow good.”

	“Uh,” I said, not sure what exactly was happening at the moment.

	The Gen 34 lifted her arms up over her head and yawned. When she put them down, she looked at me with tired, yet excited eyes.

	“I found you,” she whispered with a glimmer in her gaze.

	I wagged my finger at them. “No. NO! No one is falling in love right now. We have big problems.”

	Vega turned to me with a warm gaze. “The virus only aids in compatibility. They sensed your compatibility. It’s too late.”

	“Why?” I asked, exasperated.

	“I was programmed to retrieve two specimens from Velos 7, bring them aboard the Fire Fox, and protect them until we reached our destination. The gens I answered to feared I may have had the nano-virus on my form, so I was put in stasis as well, for everyone’s protection. My sensors detected a faint explosion, and loss of gravity. I went into deep sleep mode until we were picked up,” Vega explained.

	“Who are your owners?” I asked.

	“I can’t say. They are locked away in classified files. Only when I find the code, can I access that kind of information. My main directive was to watch over them, and that is what I will do. But now that I am imprinted to you, that is also my prime directive to ensure you are protected and always loved,” she said with a sultry end to that sentence.

	My mind choked on thoughts. I stood there like a slab of metal. I’ve seen and experienced some weird stuff, but this was the weirdest. Nano-virus? Secret experiments? Imprinting? All of it made me want to glitch out.

	Arms wrapped around me as a head snuggled to my neck.

	“You need a big hug!” the Gen 34 said in a bright tone.

	I put my hand on hers and held her at arm’s length. She looked at me with adoring eyes, not bothered that I am holding her at a distance.

	“Don’t play coy. I know you feel it too,” she grinned.

	“I feel you should sit down,” I said with a weird smile.

	The Gen 34 nodded once, stepped back, and sat down with perfect grace. 

	“Introductions are in order. The Gen 34 is Seris Eve.”

	I chuckled in my mind. The family name Eve is like Smith from ancient Earth. Their systems were filled with Eves. 

	“The Gen 28 is Mira Vox.”

	Mira looked at me like she wanted to bite my neck and rip it out to chew on.

	“A pleasure to meet you,” Mira said as her lips twitched.

	Vega looked at me.

	“Oh, my name is none of your business. Vega, how about I drop all three of you on a populated planet so you can all disappear and we can move on with our lives?”

	“Kade, they will find us if you leave us somewhere. Afterwards, they will come looking for you,” Vega pointed out.

	“Your name is Kade? It’s a lovely, strong name,” Seris said with adoring eyes.

	I took a deep breath and let out a smooth exhale. I’m okay in small skirmishes, but taking on corpos is a little more trouble than I want to be tagged with. And if this was some sort of secret Dominion operation, I won’t be able to visit any system, even along the rim, ever. They will hunt me down no matter where I go. I needed to handle this with logic and grace.

	“Okay. Now that introductions are out of the way, the burning question on my mind was why Vega was on a planet to get specimens on Velos 7? It’s a party planet. Did you abduct them while they were enjoying themselves?”

	Vega looked at me with understanding eyes. “I better start from the beginning for all of us.”

	“Yeah, that would be nice to know. I was dancing up a storm when everything went crazy, and I blacked out,” Mira said with annoyed eyes.

	Vega nodded and continued, “I do not have the specifics why everything happened as it did, but I do know some of the events. An unknown faction detonated a nano-bot explosive on the southern continent of Velos 7. It happened in the Dance District of Thunder City. A gas slipped through the streets, infecting everyone with the nano-virus. In a matter of moments, groups started to imprint on each other. Chaos bloomed as jealousy ripped through the streets. Riots began in a matter of moments.”

	Vega turned to Mira and Seris with compassionate eyes. “You both were at the edge of the detonation. You were both infected at the very edge with the Imprint Virus. Once the riots grew out of control, the surface was bombarded with Somnex Fog. That is why I was ordered to come down to the surface and acquire two specimens. Both of you were beside each other, healthy, and hadn’t imprinted yet. I picked you up and put you in my shuttle.”

	“I was drinking in the dance club,” Seris said cryptically.

	“Just drinking?” I asked.

	Her cheeks burned red as she looked down.

	“I was looking for a mate, sort of. Party planets are best known to find them. I wandered around the city, drinking it in. It was the first time leaving my home world. It’s very relaxed on Auravell, but on Velos, it felt like my eyes opened for the first time in my entire life. So, I put finding a mate to the back of my mind as I enjoyed the city.

	“When I was in the club, I thought I had a little too much to drink because I blacked out. That must have been the Somnex because I didn’t drink that much,” she smiled. 

	My anxiety began to fade away. These women were in a horrific situation. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that this was all still a dangerous situation.

	“Vega, can you explain when someone imprints from the virus?” I asked.

	“When I visually examined their bodies, I was able to detect the virus on their clothing. I was able to examine the virus structure, and its effects. I cannot detect imprinting on those infected with the virus. As for the virus on their clothing, their bodies and clothes were under a sanitizer light and burned off without harming the individual.

	“Where are we?” Mira asked as she looked around.

	“You’re on my ship. We are at a dead stop, in the middle of nowhere until we decide what to do next,” I said as I crossed my arms and tried to think.

	I glanced at the women sitting on my bed. They looked at each other and began to talk. Strange. I thought from what Vega told us; they would be crazy obsessed with me because of the nano-virus. Instead, they are perfectly normal for the gens they are. The mood was light in here, despite all this virus stuff. I wasn’t sure what to do next? I had valuable cargo…women on my ship. They were now imprinted on me, for whatever that meant. They saw me as a mate, because of a virus? Does that mean they only like me because of the virus, or did the virus help them like me? It was very strange and odd. Who gasses a planet to make them imprint on each other. Obviously, this was some sort of experiment, but to what end? Control? Laughs? Clout? 

	Whatever it was, I wanted no part.

	“Vega, may I speak with you in the corridor?”

	“Of course,” she smiled as she followed me into the corridor.

	The door to my quarters slid shut as I turned to the synth. “I may be able to call in some favors to get you three to a safe place.”

	Vega shook her head. “That would be impossible. I can never leave your side, my handsome Kade.”

	“And if I deserted you on a barren planet?” I said with cold eyes.

	“We both know you would never do such a thing. You may be looking at me coldly, but your pulse is telling me something different,” she said with a sly edge.

	AAARRRGGGHHH! Threats weren’t going to work. The only thing left was to play along until I found an opening.

	“Kade, don’t push us away. Don’t push me away,” Vega said with a tone that made my heart break.

	She was too good. She can read me like words on a screen. How do I outmaneuver a synth who knows my moves before I do? Plus, she’s attractive in a way that is causing my mind to short-circuit. I’m still thinking about when she put my hand on her breast. Yeah, it was nice, but this isn’t a situation to be nice.

	“We are all strangers on my ship. I don't want someone to be forced to like me through some virus. I want them to know me as I am. Similar interests and discovering each other. Not this, whatever this is?” I admitted.

	Vega nodded with understanding eyes. 

	“The imprint doesn’t force others to like you. It opens an infected person’s eyes to a compatible love interest,” she explained.

	“And if they hate me? What? They’re stuck with me?”

	Vega shook her head a little. “No, my lovely Kade. If they didn’t like you, the imprint wouldn’t have taken effect. The nano-virus is insidious with its design. It erases doubt, and opens an infected carrier to see you as a viable mate. That is all it does, as far as I discovered.”

	“The more I hear about this nano-virus, the more I think it was some sick joke to mess with people having a good time. Also, there is no such thing as love at first sight,” I said, trying not to spark out.

	“Not scientifically, but I think this may be the closest to it, created by any Gen,” Vega said and looked away.

	I was trying to stay cool through all of this. I’ve been out here so long, I don’t even know how to behave around beautiful women, especially anyone who is interested in me. 

	“Vega, can you detect in your systems if there is a tracker?” I asked.

	Vega nodded. “There indeed is a tracker in my system. It’s behind a classified wall. I can’t shut it down.”

	I sighed. “That means, no matter what we do, you will be tracked.”

	“That is correct,” she said simply.

	“If you knew I would be killed once we reached the drop off location, then you know where to go after the drop off, right?”

	Vega put her arms over my shoulders as she looked at me with sly eyes.

	“Gen Scientists are very talkative. They ignored me as they talked to each other. They said this operation was so classified, they worried they would be scrubbed from the universe. They mentioned a place they would move us to, a research station, Theta Nine. They also mentioned they had the cure.”

	I didn’t take her arms off me. They felt warm, alive.

	“So, all our problems get solved once we find that station?”

	Vega nodded.

	“And the only people who will know where it is, is at the pick-up site,” I said, not feeling good about this whole thing.

	The door next to us slid open. Mira was first to see us, followed by Seris. Mira smirked as Seris grinned.

	“Are we interrupting something?” Seris said with a cheery smile.

	I pulled away, Vega’s arms falling to her side. 

	“We were just discussing the situation,” I said quickly.

	“It looks like you were going to kiss,” Mira said coolly. 

	“I was…just talking,” I said with shifty eyes.

	The two women chuckled as they joined us.

	“Are we your prisoners? Please say yes,” Seris smiled.

	I laughed. “You’re not my prisoners. You’re my guests. Vega just told me there is a cure for the nano-virus.”

	“Why would we want to be cured of the virus?” Mira said with an observant gaze.

	“This is much more exciting than Velos 7,” Seris said as she looked around.

	I looked at them both, wanting to be honest, “How you feel, about me, or where we are now, is artificial. We don’t know each other well enough to show interest yet. We should get you cured and back to your homes.”

	Mira moves to a panel. She smoothed her hand over it, before she touched a different gray panel.

	“You have B 7 and Atho 79 panels on the same ship? How did you know they were compatible? The seventy-nines are difficult to plug into because of their density rating,” Mira said with silent authority.

	“It’s about drilling holes in the right places. How,” I said as she continued.

	“How did I know? I worked the shipyards most of my life, moving from one place to another. I never stayed anywhere long enough to build my own ship. Considering how the main section looks, you took parts from at least twenty ships.”

	“Twenty-two, if you don’t count the small add-ons,” I smirked. “Fade is my pride and joy. Built her from anything workable.”

	“I want to say she looks like a hunk of junk, but you did an amazing job. If it wasn’t discolored and patchy, I would have thought this was a standard ship.”

	“She has some surprises,” I said before I caught Vega and Seris smiling at us. 

	Splice me! What is happening here!

	Mira walked up to me. She sniffed at my neck, her golden eyes shining brighter and turning into slits.

	“You’re no coward.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“The scent. It speaks to me. Tells me things. Also, you were acting like a coward when you met us. I worried my senses were lying to me, but they weren’t,” she said as she pulled away with a fanged smile.

	I chuckled. “How should I be acting?”

	“Like your nature,” she said with cool eyes.

	I eyed her. There was something there, hot, primal, and animalistic. The Beastborn are often called savages for how they lived. One thing gens never accused them of was being a liar.

	Seris moved beside us as we looked into each other’s eyes, waiting for the other to flinch.

	“See how well we’re getting along together,” the Seraphyne smiled with her hands clasped before her chin. I swear she was resisting to jump up and down.

	Was I infected with the virus?

	I smiled at the ladies. “Well, until we figure out what’s our next move, everyone should get comfortable. Seris and Mira, you may have my bed until I build a little something for me. Vega?” I asked, not sure how to ask if she slept in closets.

	“I don’t require sleep, but I do need to power down on occasion. A chair will be fine for me,” the synth smiled.

	“Good. Excellent. We’re all synced on this,” I smiled.

	“Where are you going to sleep?” Seris asked with concerned eyes.

	“I’ve fallen asleep in the pilot chair many times. It’s comfortable, and I’ll be fine. Fade was only built for one occupant, me. So, I need to make some changes and adjustments to accommodate us in the short term.”

	Everyone nodded.

	Alarms went off, loud enough to wake the dead. 

	I turned and darted down the main corridor. I leapt into the pilot seat and brought up the sensor readings on the main screen. I caught a glimpse on the scanners. Something was approaching my ship. We had about a minute before they were on top of us.

	“Everyone strap in!” I shouted as I primed the engines.

	Things were going to get messy. 

	 


Six

	 

	The alarm cut off as I tapped at three keys on the control panel. I glanced over my shoulder, watching as two simple seats folded out from the corridor edge, as another seat folded out opposite from them. I turned back to the controls, tightening the scanners as I glanced around at the wrap-around screen.

	Vega was next to me, looking at the information.

	“No transponder?” she asked, perfectly calm.

	I nodded as I strapped in. “Someone is trying to get close without setting off Fade’s sensors. They don’t realize I have five sensor scanners, overlapping each other. I don’t like surprises when I am salvaging wrecks.”

	Vega nodded before she looked back at Seris and Mira. “Strap in. We are being hunted.”

	“Hunted? We were just on a party planet and now we’re being hunted? Like you said before, the virus has been dormant since we were imprinted. We’re not valuable anymore,” Mira said with an exasperated tone.

	“If they are hunting us without a transponder signal, they either don’t care, or don’t know the circumstances. They just want you three,” I said as I readied defense systems and plotted a course.

	“I’m too young to be captured twice,” Seris whines as she kicks her feet as she stands.

	“Vega, please get them strapped in. If we must fight and run, the internal gravity-well will cause G-forces within the ship as I maneuver. I don’t want anyone smashing into walls, so please, strap in,” I said with an edge I couldn’t hide.

	Mira sat on a seat and strapped in. Vega moved Seris to the opposite seat of Mira and helped her strap in. Vega then turned and I felt her eyes on me.

	“I can integrate with your systems to help them function faster,” the synth offered.

	“Thank you, Vega, but this wasn’t the first time I had to cut and run. Strap in and keep Mira and Seris safe,” I said as I inputted the last defense procedure.

	I turned to the live sensor feed. Whatever it was, it was gone now. They must have some high-tech ghost drive if they are not on the sensors. The Dominion are the only ones with that kind of tech. If they are hunting us, then I will make sure they know better than to splice with me.

	I plotted a course. “Everyone, we’re going to slipstream out of here before they,” I stopped short when a ship appeared before us. The ship was big, dark, and had wide wings covered in mag-cannons. It knew the closest slipstream and it blocked us from it. Things went from bad to very uncomfortable.

	Scanners went off. Dots began to appear under the massive ship. They were releasing drones by the thousands. 

	Time slowed down as I visually drank in the information. They had us cornered. The drones were there to escort us into the bay of that monster. If we went under it, we would be swarmed by drones. If we went over it, the cannons on that thing would tear us apart before we reached the slipstream. I calculated the risks, and my ships’ capabilities. 

	We were going to make it to the slipstream.

	Time sped up as I grabbed the stick. Drones swarmed closer. They were seconds away.

	“Fade, activate ghost drive and bring weapon systems online. Target only the drones,” I commanded as I pushed the stick forward while pushing the engines to seventy percent power. Anything over sixty percent, and you were taxing the engine to fail at some point. The higher you go, the more likely it will happen, but I added some upgrades, and I knew she could do it.

	The pulse engines shot us forward as I took the stick and turned it to the side. I watched as the rail guns and mag cannons rose up from their compartments along the main body of my ship. They moved automatically, aiming at incoming armored drones.

	The gravity well pushed G-forces at my body as I turned Fade into a corkscrew maneuver, under enemy ship. I held her steady as my Fade’s armaments began unleashing their power onto the drones. Explosions peppered around us as I kept her steady into a corkscrew, the drones now firing upon us. I glanced at the shields. They were getting hammered with mag-slugs. A twin plasma beam shot past us. Splice me, the main ship started shooting at us. If they wanted us dead, they were going to have to work for it. 

	My ship hummed as her cannons and railguns slaughtered drones by the dozens. Explosions lit my way as I shifted my turn, a pair of plasma streams missing us again. We were barely halfway there, and there were a lot of drones. Despite their armored appearance, even at medium range, they couldn’t take the hits my Fade was dealing out.

	Data filled the edge of my screen. Our ghost drive was working. The drones had difficulty locking on, so they were firing at anything. The plasma cannons on the enemy ship couldn’t get a lock, missing us by a sizable distance. I kept her steady as we spun. Gravity pulled at us. I heard Seris praying behind me as Mira snarled.

	I looked at the screen as a trio of drones smashed into our shields, their explosion blinding my sensors for a moment. 

	“The strap!” Mira shouted.

	Time slowed as I glanced at the reflector mirror over at the top of my screen. Never liked the thought of anyone sneaking up on me. So, I put it in a mirror. I glanced at it, seeing the belt rip from Mira as G-forces pulled at all our bodies. Vega was taking off her belt, I assumed to jump for Mira, but if she did, they both would be banged up from this fight. Next, I didn’t think, I just acted.

	“Vega, take the stick!” I shouted as I spun my chair around until I faced the corridor.

	Vega leapt to me as Mira hit the ceiling and grunted. Seris held out her hand, trying to reach for her.

	I undid my belt and slammed my boots against the back of my chair.

	“Fade! Kill the gravity!” I shouted and launched myself off my chair.

	The gravity stopped. Even as the ship flew through the battle, everything was still and weightless. I flew along the corridor as Mira was suspended in the air. My arms caught her as we spun slowly. I felt her wide gaze on me. A thundering sound filled our ears as Fade blasted away armored drones. When he reached the end of the corridor, Mira and I curled our feet in as we reached the T section of the corridor. Our feet hit the metal wall and we launched back up the corridor, still in each other’s arms.

	I looked up. Vega was in the pilot seat. She moved my ship like they were best friends. Explosions peppered the screen as Fade unleashed barrages of metal slugs. Mira and I floated to the others, her arms clutched to my body. I looked at her, her eyes filled with fear.

	“You’re okay. We’re okay,” I smiled.

	Maybe it was the words, or how I said it, but she relaxed, the fear melting away.

	“Fade, open another chair next to Seris,” I said.

	A new chair slid out, bolted to the wall. We both pushed off the ceiling as vibrations filled the world around us. We floated to her chair and I helped her strap in.

	“Thank you, but I can do it,” she said in a small, husky voice as she grabbed the strap.

	“All yours,” I smiled as I pushed off and floated to Vega, grabbing my pilot’s seat.

	I floated as I held on, us nearly through the swarm. We were being chased, but they had difficulty keeping up. 

	“Vega,” I said.

	“I can get us through this,” she said plainly as she moved the stick like an expert. 

	I checked the scans. The ship was maneuvering. Lock signals filled the cockpit. 

	“Vega!” I said with a growing edge. 

	“I can,” she managed to say just as the ship rocked. 

	I floated as the ship around me vibrated hard. I looked out. We were spinning. The hair on my body stood out. They must have hit us with a plasma blast. I glanced at the shields. They were down to twenty percent. One more hit and we were out of the game.

	Vega convulsed in the seat. That wasn’t just a plasma beam hit. They had EMP tech. Fade’s system glitched. They must have grazed us. Systems were recovering. I was so glad I put back-ups to back-ups. That was why we didn’t go dead in space. The EMP field was interfering with my power systems. 

	I slipped onto Vega’s lap. I knew she was hardy and could take my weight. I had no time to push her off as I switched off systems.

	“Fade, manual weapon systems activated. You’re going to have to go dark for a few seconds,” I said before I powered her down.

	The sensors and screen ran on a battery system. A panel pushed up from the floor on each side of my chair. I glanced at them. They were levers, buttons, and handles. Just because I have no power didn’t mean I wasn’t still dangerous. Everything was on its own power supply. I grabbed a handle and turned it. One of my rail guns on the top turned to the giant ship. I moved the other ones into places as drones approached us.

	Everything went dark except for my screen and life support. I watched as drones flew closer. Clamps appeared on metal arms. They were going to tow us in. I glanced at the scanners, we were already past the ship, very close to the slipstream. I moved the sensor camera and aimed it at the large ship. It floated ominously in Night’s embrace. Their still silhouette ominous over us, blocking out starlight. I’ve seen all kinds of ships on my travels. This one looked like it belonged to a faction. Corpo ships are often smooth, with a presence to anyone looking. They wanted to be noticed. This one was the opposite. It was big, mean, and threatening. Considering they were trying to take us prisoner, meant they knew something we didn’t.

	The drones were close, nearly a hundred feet to my ship.

	“Not tonight, starlight,” I said as I began pushing triggers.

	My rail and mag cannons fired off in quick pulses. Since I already aimed, I watched as slugs ripped through the closest drones, causing them to explode. The ensuing explosions gave me enough time to kick on the power and activate gravity. Fade powered up, and I channeled all her power to the engines. 

	Fade shot forth like a comet. Her engines glowed hot as power filled the main systems. I pulled her to the side, knowing they had cannons trained on us. Twin plasma beams shot past us as I flew under them. A beep indicated we were on top of a slipstream. I activated the slipstream drive. A glowing hole appeared around us before we shot off into the slipstream space.

	I felt Vega’s hand on my leg. I smiled as I turned my head to see her looking at me, a wicked smirk stabbing into her cheek.

	“I don’t believe this is how it works,” she said with a sultry tone.

	I laughed as I slid off her, putting the ship on auto-pilot. Vega followed suit, standing beside me with a dream gleam to her eyes.

	“Thanks for taking over for a bit,” I said in a low tone.

	“If you ever need me to take over, I’ll be happy to,” she said with a seductive edge.

	I knew she was a synth, but flirting is so much fun. I almost forget what it is like out here.

	A throat near us cleared. 

	We turned to see Mira and Seris standing up, watching us with small smiles. Mira stepped closer, her gaze looking away uncomfortably.

	“Hey, thanks, for getting me back in a chair. I don’t like when people touch me, but I didn’t mind it from you,” she said as she looked away.

	“We’re in the green,” I assured her.

	Seris had her nails to her lips. She looked like she was going to jump or burst out of her skin.

	“Seris?” I said with a raised eyebrow.

	The Gen 34 leapt onto me and embraced me. She snuggled up to my neck, her arms around me as my arms hovered over her.

	“You were so brave, and quick. I wish I was half as brave as you,” she purred.

	“Uhh,” I said, not wanting to feel her hold on me.

	Vega gently took Seris’ hand and pulled her away. Seris looked at me with sad eyes before she stepped back, her head tilted forward and gaze low.

	“Sorry. I get excited,” she murmured.

	Instant guilt. 

	“It’s alright. We’re all getting to know each other, and I didn’t want to signal something that may not be true for us.”

	Seris looked at me with serious eyes. “We’re not bolt-brains. If I met you without the virus, I would be attracted to you. It only opened my eyes to you. I can sense your genos is clean. You’re also a Gen 1. Your genos will be very strong for our children.”

	I was dead silent. I had no idea what to say to that. She is clearly influenced.

	“What’s our next move, Captain?” Vega asked, distracting us from the current moment.

	“I, uh, yes, we need to go to the drop point,” I said, trying not to stutter.

	“You’re going to leave us there?” Seris asked, on the verge of crying.

	“No, not at all. Hear me out for a moment, we have several things we need to take off before we’re free to do whatever we want. We need to deactivate the tracker in Vega, and get the cure for you and Mira. After that, we can do whatever we want. I can leave you any place safe, and away from all this madness,” I said, trying to be helpful.

	“And what if we want to stay with you?” Mira asked with hard eyes as she held Seris, trying to comfort her.

	I felt my shoulders sink in some sort of weird defeat.

	“Well, we can discuss when the time comes. I want to help all three of you. I really do. No one should have released a virus on you. For that, we should get you both cured. 

	“But we all hardly know each other, so remember when you decide anything. I’m just a simple salvage head. I’m not here to change the universe. I just want Fade and I to have a good home. I don’t have many scrips, and I’m working on that. But to fall for someone you just met, it’s too soon.”

	Seris stopped crying and wiped her eyes. “And if you knew how much junk gens are out there, you would know you’re ideal for us, for me. I’m not some orbiter, ready to jump on someone who gets close to me. My people are proud. We’re not the sluts of the universe. We just love family life.”

	Seris jabbed a finger in my face as I took a step back. 

	“On Velos 7, all I saw, smelled, and sensed were junk gens trying to fuck anything that moved. It was a party planet, but I was there to experience something new and exciting. I don’t want anyone. I want someone special. I may not agree with what the virus had done to us, but if Vega was right about it opening our eyes to someone who would fit together, yeah, I’m not against the imprint. I like it, because it wiped away all the doubts in my mind, and all I saw was you,” she said with tears in her eyes.

	Mira gently took hold of Seris’ arm and pulled her away.

	“Let’s get some rest,” Mira said as they walked down the corridor, most likely headed to my room.

	I stood there with nothing to say.

	Vega moved to my side, watching them go.

	“They’ll be okay, after some rest. We have over seven hours before we reach the drop off site. You should get some rest too,” the synth advised.

	“The Fire Fox records indicated it belonged to the LumaNova Transit Solutions,” I said.

	Vega nodded. “It’s a front company for TriNova GenCore.”

	“I’ve heard that name before. Building Better Futures,” I said, remembering the jingle on their ads when I visited cities for drop offs. “Does TriNova own Theta-Nine Research Station?”

	Vega nodded. “TriNova has research stations everywhere, from cities to planets on the edge of the rim. Each Gen planet has laws against, or for, these research stations.”

	“That means they have a lot of scrips to higher the dark beast that showed up to capture us. I need to check something.”

	I leapt back into the cockpit seat and began pulling up the salvage data for the job. If that ship, and the people waiting at the drop point, are on the same team, the drop point would be erased if I sent a ping. We are still within the time constraints for the drop off. But they may not erase the salvage job since the dark beast didn’t capture us. I needed to do more than a ping. I needed a quick convo with them at the drop point.

	I flipped a switch and pinged the client. They answered, audio only.

	“Yes?” they said with a groggy tone.

	“I’m Salvage Runner 229(My fake call sign), I have your cargo, three stasis pods. Is the drop point confirmed?”

	They rustled around a bit.

	“Yeah, I have the data here. Yes, the window is still open for the drop. Are they in good condition?”

	I looked at Vega. She smiled as I talked, “Yeah, perfect condition. I’ll get the bonus for it, correct?” 

	“Yeah. Everything is synced. You’ll get your bonus. You’ll have to land. There are some contracts to thumb-print, for the bonus. Also, don’t signal to anyone, even to any contact that gave you the job. Get the cargo here in one piece and you will be well-paid,” I could almost feel his smile behind the mic.

	“Synced. ETA, seven hours and nineteen minutes,” I said as plainly as I could.

	“All drifts good, my gen. See you then,” he killed the signal.

	I let out a long exhale. His mannerisms told me that their plan was in place, but they are not working with anyone else. He was too relaxed, too sure of himself. 

	“They are not connected to the Dark Beast. Mannerisms were not aligned with what just happened,” Vega said. 

	I spun around to her, a smile across my face. “We’re synced. Still, their plan is still in place to meet at,” I glanced at the screen, “Vastora Prime. It’s an industrial planet on the rim. The government there looks away on a lot of things. Perfect place for an ambush.”

	“You have something else in mind,” Vega said with knowing eyes.

	“I have an idea. We will work out the details, and everyone must sync to it, if they want to,” I said as the idea grew in my head.

	I let out a small yawn.

	“Get some rest. I can watch the ship,” Vega offered.

	I turned in the pilot’s seat back to the cockpit controls.

	“I got it,” I said as I looked at the data and kept her steady in the slipstream.

	I felt her eyes on me, but I had to work out a plan. I looked forward, the pieces slowly coming together as stars streaked across the screen.

	 


 

	Seven

	 

	I felt Night’s hands touch me as I slept. She gave me a dark smirk, like she was toying with me. I didn’t understand. Why should I? I created Night to keep me company during those long, lonely moments in deep space. The Rim had a way of playing with your mind. Out here, you floated on the edge of known space, like on a beach before the biggest ocean you could ever conceive.

	When I felt real movement, I swam to the surface of a black sea. I woke up as my chair turned around fully to Vega standing before me. Her gaze was sultry, calm, and silent. So yeah, I was a little worried.

	The synth knelt between my thighs, crossed her arms, and laid her upper body against my crotch, looking at me with those beautiful synth eyes.

	“You were moving in your chair. I thought you were waking up,” she said with a sultry whisper.

	I eyed her, not pushing her away. That pulse, and longing for companionship, filled me now. I tried to wrangle it, keep it under wraps, but feeling her against me, woke something I only felt when I watched vids on those lonely flights in the dark of Night’s embrace.

	“Thank you, for everything,” she said with a warm smile.

	“I don’t mean to be rude, but I am doing this to cure them of the imprint virus, and to disable your tracker,” I said, honestly.

	She nodded as she made herself more comfortable between my legs. 

	“I understand Mira and Seris, but as for me, I belong to the Gen 1s. I belong to you,” she said with dreamy synth eyes.

	“Vega, I’m just a salvor. I’m only trying to help the three of you to clear us so we can go back to our lives. You belong to someone who can give you more than I can.”

	Vega kept her warm, sultry smile as she looked up at me.

	“I am a synth. I was made for others, but I always belonged to Gen 1s. When I saw you, my imprint was locked. I belong to you. I am your synth. Even if we meet another Gen 1, I am yours, and nothing will change it.”

	A gleam flashed across her eyes. Her warm smile turned into a wicked smirk.

	“Besides, we know how our story will continue. Despite your noble approach, I excite you. I stir things in your biology that you cannot deny. I can also feel your cock getting harder against me. So, why don’t we cut through all the words, and I will make you feel very good,” she said with a sexy, no-nonsense look.

	She lifted her upper body a little, her hands all over my crotch.

	“The others,” I said urgently.

	“I can hear their hearts and breathing. Both are in REM sleep beside each other. We have enough time,” she said as she undid my pants.

	I watched with unblinking eyes as she pulled down my pants, and my manhood stood up to its full length.

	“I knew you had a good one,” she said with a wicked smile as she opened the top of her suit, exposing her large tits.

	Yeah, I think our conversation was over. She engulfed my cock between her pale, gravity-defying tits. Her pink nipples stabbed out, erect. She licked the tip with closed eyes as I started to relax a little more. My eyes grew heavy as she licked at the tip. It had been a long time since I’ve been with anyone. She said she was mine. It would be rude to stop her. I guess I was trapped and had to go along. Don’t want to make it all weird.

	I relaxed further in my chair as her head bobbed a little, sucking on me like she was trying to pull out my soul. Her breasts produced a thin oil, like sweat between her magnificent tits. She rubbed her tits up and down slowly as she sucked on the tip. Everything was getting fuzzy as small moans filled her throat. She was good, really good. I forgot about everything. All I thought about was this beautiful synth sucking on my cock at this moment. My willpower was cracking.

	She lifted her lips off me as she rubbed me between her tits. Her eyes were hooded, lips parted with heavy breathing.

	“Kade, you feel so good. I just want your cum. I need it sliding down my throat. Feed me your love. I need it on my tongue to show you how much we need each other,” she moaned before sucking on my cock again like a Brakkian Sucking Worm. I’ve heard stories.

	So, I did what any man with a synth could do. My cock thickened. She moaned in her throat. I clutched my armrests and let out a hard grunt. She sucked as I painted the back of her throat with my soul. She continued to suck on me, milking me as bliss and ecstasy flooded my whole body. I grunted again before my whole body relaxed. Vega lifted her head up and lips parted. I saw my seed pooled on her tongue for a blink of time, before she closed her lips and swallowed.

	I watched her with hazy eyes. She stared at me with warm eyes, her hand around my half-hard cock and stroking me.

	“You are a Gen 1 with a very healthy biological makeup. I had to make sure. I have secondary systems that I must perform to ensure all markers are locked. Kade, there is no getting rid of me now,” she smiled as she stroked me.

	“We both know I was never going to get rid of you,” I smiled.

	She nodded. “I know.”

	We looked into each other’s eyes. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t excited I had my own synth. Space travel is lonely, but not anymore.

	I sighed as I moved her hand away and zipped up my pants. I stood up and side-stepped her. I walked back and forth along the corridor as Vega stood up and zipped up her suit, once again covering those wonderful tits.

	“Vega, between us, I know what we are doing will not go well. I have ideas on how to ensure Mira and Seris remain safe, but it will get a little messy,” I confessed.

	Vega nodded. “Care to share the plan with me? I can see if we can come to a solution together,” she offered.

	I smiled, and then shook my head. “Can’t risk it. You have a tracker, which means, no matter how convincing you may be to me, your systems are still compromised,” I said as I watched her.

	Vega took a step toward me, “I can assure you that my systems are not compromised.”

	“You’re a synth. There is no way you can assure me,” I said, my hand now on the corridor wall as I lean against it.

	Vega’s eyes gleamed with a golden sheen.

	I tapped a finger against the wall. A panel opened and I grabbed a mag pistol. I aimed it at the synth, my aim true to her face.

	“Kade?” Vega asked with a blank expression.

	“Sorry. Thanks for the blowjob, but I can’t have a rogue synth trying to take over my ship,” I said with an angry stare.

	Vega eyed me. “You are testing my loyalty. You want to know if I will betray you.”

	“Will you?” I asked, my finger curling over the trigger.

	Vega approached me. She stood before my pistol; the barrel end aimed at her nose.

	“Kade, please don’t do this,” she said without emotion.

	“Logic will dictate what happens next,” I said as I lowered the aim of the pistol to her chest and pulled the trigger. 

	The round struck her chest hard enough for her upper body to flop back, but she was still standing. 

	Time stood still as I watched her.

	Vega twitched as she moved her upper body back up. She looked at me with smarmy eyes as she lifted her hand, took hold of my pistol, and slowly aimed it down to the corridor floor.

	Vega kept her gaze on me with a knowing smile. “You know synth logic. If I were an assassin or spy synth, logic would dictate, if I were damaged by any designated enemies to prevent my mission, I must disarm and subdue anyone who interferes with any of my mission parameters.

	“When you lowered the pistol to my chest, I instantly knew that you have feelings for me, and despite your test, you didn’t want to destroy my face, or my logic nodes in my head. My chest is re-enforced. Able to take everything, short of heavy plasma weapons. You did this to ensure I remained intact.”

	She touched my hand, the one not holding the mag pistol. Her fingers ran along mine in an affectionate way. I glanced at her chest. Between her tits was a dark mark from where the low-density round struck her. Low-density rounds hurt, but usually shatter on impact against anything biological. They are not meant to kill, only stun. The mark was already regenerating. A blink later, she was good as new.              

	“Did I pass the test?” she said with a warm tone.

	“Sorry. Yes, you did,” I said as we embraced.

	I wish I could come up with a reason to deny it any longer. I had to test her; ensure I didn’t have an enemy ready to betray me. She passed everything. And now, my concerns bled away as we held each other.

	“What the spark!” Mira shouted from down the corridor.

	Vega and I parted a little as we looked down the corridor to Mira standing in the middle of it, her gaze seething. Behind her, and sticking her head out from my bedroom, Seris looked out with nervous eyes.

	“Was that a mag round I heard go off!” Mira said as she approached us.

	We turned to her. I rubbed the back of my head with one hand.

	“Kade was testing my loyalty by shooting me in the chest. My logic nodes would have sensed a threat if he was not already imprinted and locked to me. Good news, I passed his test. I am now his,” Vega smiled from ear to ear.

	Seris darted out of the room, shot past Mira, and hugged me hard.

	“We are bonding so hard!” she squealed as she rubbed her cheek against mine.

	“You shot her?” Mira said with sharp eyes.

	“Well,” I said as Seris held me tight.

	“Love made him do it,” the elven gen 34 said with giggle. 

	“She’s artificial,” I reminded Seris.

	“Yes, but artificial love is still love. Love always makes us do crazy things,” Seris smiled as she looked me in the eyes.

	I stared into her crazy oval eyes, not sure what to do. Vega gently took hold of her shoulder and guided her back from me.

	“You better not shoot us,” Mira said as she crossed her arms.

	“No, I would use a metal trap for you,” I grinned, knowing gen 28 Venari often express themselves in hunter terms of endearment. 

	Mira darted at me, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me close to her. Her gaze was primal as she stared into my eyes. A snarl filled the air between us.

	“Why are you so splicing cute,” she said before her snarl slipped into a smirk.

	I grabbed her hands and pulled them away. Mira let go and took a few steps back, her primal gaze still on me.

	“Alright, alright everyone. Let’s simmer down. As much as I like to be bossed around by three beautiful women, we still must meet at the drop, find someone who knows where Theta-Nine is, access it, which I have no idea how we’re going to do it, cure you both of this Imprint virus and disable the tracking unit in Vega.”

	Seris shook her head. “We are already imprinted on you. We are immune. If you cure us, there is a chance we can be imprinted again, maybe to someone else. It’s much safer to stay imprinted to you and have lots of babies,” she grinned.

	“Nice recap, bolt-brain. We know all of this,” Mira said with a hiss.

	I nodded. “Yes, but now, we can talk a little more about the plan I have in mind. It also includes all of you taking on a role in said plan.”

	All three women were attentive as I continued, “All three of us must work together for this to fly. There is a margin for danger, but if we all do our parts, then we can come out of this with all our heads still on our shoulders,” I said as I began walking down the corridor. 

	Light streamed along the cockpit screen as they followed me. When we reached a large metal cabinet on the floor, connected to the wall. I opened the top and a torpedo lifted on robotic arms. It was the length of my arm, and twice as thick. It was heavy as I picked it up. Once it was released to me, another one popped up on the robotic hands. My torpedo chest was where I kept my babies. I turned and walked over to a pair of vertical tubes. They both opened as I placed a torpedo in one tube. The moment I let go, the tube sealed shut.

	“We have many variables once we get to the drop off location. All of them are not good. I don’t like being in these kinds of situations, so I like to keep us all well-protected,” I said as I went back to the metal chest connected to the wall and picked up another torpedo.

	“Are you going to kill all of them and keep one as a hostage?” Seris said with wide eyes and fists to her chin.

	I loaded the second torpedo as the launcher sealed shut. I stood up and looked at them with knowing eyes and slightly relaxed shoulders.

	“No glitching way. Corpos are the last people I ever want dead. Sure, I’ve taken out raiders, but it was me or them in those cases. Corporations have enough scrips to send an army of bounty hunters after anyone who hurts the corporation and their people. They also have lawyers that will ruin your life. I’m not insane. That’s why Fade will be switching her mag cannons to low density rounds. They shatter on impact and send enough kinetic force to leave a bruise, but not kill you.”

	I go to a control panel on the wall. I start turning dials and tapping at some keys.

	“If we are all into this together, everyone needs to pull their weight. That means, we need to get your former stasis pods prepared. We will go over who is doing what, but the main part of the mission is not to pass you three off as being in the stasis pods,” I said as a compartment opened along the wall with all kinds of different weapons.

	Seris and Mira’s eyes widened a hair as they looked at all the weapons and magazines connected to the red wall. 

	I grabbed an auto-mag as my heart pounded in my chest. I turned to everyone with the auto-mag in my hands.

	“I am sure there will be a person of interest at the drop off site. Once we capture them, our chances will improve on finding this secret research location, and getting everyone cured,” I smiled.

	Mira and Seris looked at me, one with a fanged smile, the other with a nervous gaze.

	“We have two hours before we reach Vastora Prime. Let’s go over it until we are synced, and ready to fly,” I said, hiding a drop of concern in the back of my mind. 

	 


Eight

	 

	I was frosty as I held the controls. Fade floated through thick gray clouds as a signal beacon in the vast distance called to us like a lighthouse in the night. I glanced from side to side, seeing various platforms of different sizes float past us in the gray gloom as we descended further.

	Vastora Prime is a heavy industrial planet, or as a salvor would call it, a mining world. It was once a vibrant planet with rudimentary plants and insect life in various stages of evolution. With no intelligent life, enough to cause the hungry corps to pause and consider other ways of stripping it, they simply stripped it, nearly to the bone. I mean, with so many resources on this world, from precious metals, to grinding up plant matter for food products, it still had maybe two-hundred, to a century left of resources before it became a barren world. With the heavy amount of consumerism across the Dominion, planets like these only add to slow degradation of our slice of the Milky Way. As for me, I’m just one voice in several trillion. Not enough to save a drop of water if I tried. I just have to keep doing what I’m doing. I may be helping these women who were caught in a bad situation, but after this, I might find a remote place to build a small station, and build robot friends to keep me and Vega company.

	I turned my head in my chair, glancing at the three of them with one eye. Vega stood at attention, ready for anything. Mira looked over her auto-mag. The way she handled it told me she had experience. When she looked at me with eyes that nearly reflected like cat eyes in the dark, I moved my gaze to Seris. That’s when I nearly lost my sync.

	The auto-mag I gave her for self-defense was on the floor, laying on its side.

	“Fade, take over,” I said before I swung my chair around and walked over to the pointy eared Gen where she sat.

	Seris looked up at me with nervous, wet eyes. She looked like she was going to start crying at any moment. I knelt to her with neutral eyes.

	“I can’t. I can’t do it!” she cried as she buried her face in her hands.

	“Seris?” I said, keeping myself together with tape and hot glue.

	She shook her head in her hands. “I can’t use a gun. It’s against my people’s code. I’m not a Guardian! I can’t do it.”

	I sighed. In Seris' home world, there are two kinds of gens. There is the breeder branch, and the guardian, protector branch. They have fancy names for them, but anyway, while one branch enjoys life, babies, caring and raising children, there is the other branch of lethal and dangerous warriors. I could write a book on how each gen world and people operate, but I needed to be in the moment. The guardians don’t procreate. They don’t get to live a life of luxury. All they do is fight and protect. I think they send those who don’t agree with their religious doctrine, or volunteers to the schools for re-programing. Some are bred for the guardian ranks. It’s just how they do things in their home world, and other worlds they populate.

	“Seris, you need to be armed in case they storm the ship,” I reminded her with a calm voice.

	Seris lifted her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “If I shoot anyone with that,” she pointed at the auto-mag on the floor, “I will be sent to the Underworld. I will care for the eldritch eggs of the dark gods. Their children will suck on my nipples, biting them and sucking black milk. I don’t want to aid their ascension to our world! It’s important we breed for the Gods of Light and Warmth.”

	Mira leaned her face closer to Seris, her brow a hard V. “I can carry your auto-mag for you. If the time comes, I will hand it to you so we may fight, side by side,” she said with an animalistic gleam to her eyes.

	Okay, this was going a bit far. I had to sync them with the plan or we would all become trash for cleanup.

	“Seris, we have less than ten minutes before we reach our landing pad. If Fade is boarded, they will capture and do who knows what to any of you. They may dissect you.”

	Seris stared at me with wide eyes. “I knew I shouldn’t have left to find love. If you cared about me at all, you would not make me do this!” she said fiercely.

	I stood up, touching the bridge of my nose with my finger and thumb.

	“Seris, how did you defend yourself when you left your home world?” I asked.

	“My mace,” she said like that explained it all.

	“Mace?” I said, like it didn’t explain anything.

	She nodded. “The youth, and the young adults of my home world understand that the guardians cannot protect us all. We are trained in melee weapons. I took to the mace as my favorite weapon.”

	“Six minutes to the landing pad,” Fade said over the speakers.

	I growled as I turned and darted down the main corridor. 

	“Kade?” Vega said.

	I rushed to the back of my ship. I moved to a salvage pile by my workshop. I grabbed my welder and looked at the pile. I moved in quick blurs, my body on automatic. I eyed pieces of metal salvage I used for repairs and other things. I spotted two pieces, picked them up and placed them on my work table, and put on a visor. I used the welder. Sparks flashed before my visor as I worked. I welded a cudgel-like piece to a thin, cylinder, titanium rod. The work was quick enough to finish in thirty seconds, but I then grabbed a roll of grip tape and started rolling a sheet around the metal rod from under the cudgel head and down to the end of the rod. When I finished, I rushed back to Mira and Vega, trying to calm down Seris.

	The Gen 34 was beside herself with worry. When she turned her gaze to me, her eyes widened. She stood up instantly and approached me. Her gaze fell to the mace in my hand, and she gasped as she touched it.

	“Will this do?” I asked.

	She gently took it from my hands. “You…made this for me?”

	I nodded. “Yeah. Is it okay?”

	Seris swung and spun it like she knew it all her life. When the mace end hit the floor, she stood closer to me with amorous eyes.

	“I’m starting to think the Imprint virus isn’t a bad thing,” she said with a sultry tone as she glanced at my lips. “A man who can build things for me is a keeper in my book. Synced?” she finished with a wicked gleam in her eyes.

	“Seris, the plan hinges on all of us being prepared for eventualities. We synced on that?” I asked.

	“We’re synced on everything,” she said with hungry eyes.

	I stepped past her, a raging rod in my pants as I sat in the cockpit once again, I turned to my screens, but I swear, I still felt Seris’ eyes on me.

	I checked the scanners as a floating platform hovered in the distance, in our direct flight path. The gentle beep of the signal beacon calmed my nerves as we approached a potentially difficult situation.

	I grabbed Patchframe and put it on, securing it onto my body. I still couldn’t believe I was doing this. If we didn’t follow through, all our lives would be in danger.

	I gently guided Fade to the landing platform. When I looked at the sensors, I scrutinized every bit of info being fed to me. The platform was immense, complete with several buildings. Those buildings on a platform this size are often used for project work where intermediate corpos work to oversee them. What I noticed on the sensors was a pack of corpos waiting in a conference room. The building wasn’t well shielded, much to our benefit. As we flew closer, I noticed a cargo loader power-suit, a figure on the roof of the tallest building, most likely a waiting sniper, and another ship on the immense pad. They weren’t going to take any chances with this. They wanted the stasis pods and what’s inside them. Good thing I know some code, and how to make things look better than expected. 

	I moved the stick as Fade activated her landing gear. Her feet slid out from under her as we approached the pad.

	“This should be a typical hand off, but stick to the plan. Not a peep, no matter what happens. I know how to take care of myself. All we need to do is get the stasis pods off and hand them over so we can follow them. They should take the pods to Theta Nine,” I said in a low tone before turning to Vega. “If I don’t make it, take Fade and run. Save yourselves and find another way to keep anyone looking for you three in the dark. Synced?”

	Everyone nodded.

	“Synced,” Mira said as she held her auto-mag.

	“Synced,” Seris said nervously as she clutched her mace.

	“Synced,” Vega said with a relaxed tone and attentive eyes.

	“Alright, let’s follow through,” I said as Fade’s landing gear touched the pad.

	The ship vibrated before it settled down.

	“Fade, move my gear near the ramp,” I ordered as I walked to the back of the corridor.

	I turned around to see everyone on their knees by the cockpit, watching me. I gave them a reassuring smile as tiny nodes along my Patchframe collar aimed tiny, invisible strands of holographic light to change my features from a Gen 1 to a Volar. I had the build for Gen 26. They had sharp angles to their face, which helped them to be very fast runners.

	Before me, the floor lowered down into the main ramp. The edge hit the pad with a small clank. I took a deep breath and made my way down. I took steady steps until I reached the landing pad. I glanced around, seeing cargo boxes, the small building in the distance. The air was grey and smoggy, filling the pad around us like we were on an island in the middle of nowhere. I knew the corpos wanted to use a pad obscured by the gray atmosphere so we could make this deal without prying eyes. The gray fog was a protective barrier, which didn’t help my situation too much. When I reached the bottom, like a pack of ancient Earth wolves, corpo agents stepped out from behind some cargo pods. Four of them wore black suits with dark glasses. They didn’t have their corpo pins they usually wear like medals on their chests. They were being secretive as they approached with blank faces. The fifth one was a tech analyst. I hid my surprise when I noticed their analyst was a Ferris Gen 5. Her skin was a metallic grey with bits of gold. She had dark copper brown hair, tied back in tool bands. She was lean and wiry, built for hoisting up heavy equipment. Of course they would have a Ferris as a tech analyst. They had a natural affinity with technology. For them, they can detect energy fluctuations within equipment. Their genotype is honed in for it. Her presence just upped the stakes.

	The leader of their pack reached me, his underlings right behind him. He stood, silent and blank, as if it was beneath him to even speak to me. Typical corpo trash, always thinking they are the main characters when they walk into a room.

	I played the part I wanted them to see.

	“Yeah, we're going to make an exchange or what?” I said like a grease cog for the Dominion.

	The leader had short cropped hair, dark suit, square shades, with shoulders and arms that looked like he could tear me to pieces. He looked like a Gen 17 Vexor. They are often used as soldiers for the Dominion, or mercenaries. I’m sure there are smart ones in corporations, but you don't see it often. My guess, he wanted a promotion, and he had to do a favor for Trinova. Pick up the pods, no questions asked.

	The lead corpo smiled. “No names. To receive the payment, we must ensure the cargo is intact. Once it can be verified and moved to our ship, I will give you an account code. You can pick up your payment there and transfer it to any account you wish. The scrips will be clean, and untraceable. Synced?”

	I nodded. “Synced.”

	“Excellent. For everyone’s safety, we have a sniper on the roof, ensuring the deal goes as synced. You understand?”

	“I understand,” I said, trying to keep my gaze just on him.

	“Excellent. Please, bring the cargo down so our technician can verify its contents and parameters. Do you have a loader? We can supply one to you,” the Gen said as he pointed a large finger at the waiting loader, operator already inside.

	“No one goes onto my ship but me,” I said like a lowly salvor.

	The Gen nodded. “Then please proceed with bringing us the cargo.”

	I nodded and turned. I barely make it one step when I hear his voice behind me.

	“Power down your ship. You understand,” he said with an amused edge to his tone.

	I reached the ramp and climbed it.

	“Power down,” I commanded.

	Fade powered down. I knew as I reached the top that the manual weapon systems were ready the moment I gave the command. 

	At the top of the ramp were the three pods on a transport rack. I slammed my fist against my thigh, hitting my coat. Instantly, micro servos and nanites moved with speed and efficiently. Metal plates moved from under my coat and clamped together across my chest and midsection. Plates fell from the coat, clamping into my legs, and bulking around my knees. My boots connected with Patchframe, syncing together as metal slid over metal, my height growing taller by another foot. Tiny servos moved along my arms, body, legs, and feet, making me stronger. Nanites weaved metal from stored spots along my coat, finishing my form into my power armor, coat helping me be airtight. My black visor filled with data as I flexed my metal fingers.

	A panel opened beside me, my gear laid out against it. I put on my gauntlet, attached my arc-cutter rod to my back, and holstered my rail-driver pistol. 

	I then turned to the pod rack, grabbed the sides, and lifted it up. I turned around and took heavy steps down the ramp. I lurched off the ramp when I reached the bottom. Behind my visor, I could see the corpos watching me with focused, unblinking eyes. When I was close, I put down the pod rack and stepped away.

	I caught the tech analyst staring at me. I turned my attention to the corpo leader.

	“Thank you. Please, step out of the power armor,” he instructed.

	“No,” I answered, my voice filled with static to help hide it. “For my safety. You understand.”

	The large corpo eyed me for a moment. He then lifted his hand and pointed at the pods. I watched as the analyst moved around the other corpos and made her way to the pods. Most Ferris focus on their work, and she didn’t seem that different. She took out a device. My sensors indicated the device synced with the pods, combing through the data. This was the part where I began to sweat a little. The big part of the plan hinged on some code to make it appear as all systems were green. As for what was in the pods themselves, well, if they investigated and saw empty pods, the whole plan would have blown up in our faces. So, I was creative. I did scans of everyone’s faces on the ship, and used a Matter Pump. The matter pump poured out organic matter, filled with proteins and nutrients. When times are tough on long trips, a matter pump was a last line of defense against starvation. A canister can pump out hundreds of pounds of this stuff. It’s orderless, tasteless, like you’re eating soft clay. But when you’re hungry, and with some spices, it’s the best tasting thing in the universe. All ships are required to carry two to four matter pumps, for any trip. A canister can feed you for a year, if you’re frugal. But in our case, Vega drew plasma from Seris and Mira, and pumped it into the organic matter in the pods. I used a lot of old junk to fill the last pod, and added a holograph device within. I also ensured its parameters matched Vega. What we were doing was highly illegal. I ensured the stasis pods were at maximum levels, so the pods were frosty enough to obscure anyone from making out what was inside. Vega updated the pod’s data, putting in a line that indicated the pods switched to maximum levels once the ship was exposed to vacuum. It was a very long shot, but one that had a chance.

	The tech continued to look at the data on her device as the corpo leader faced me, his dark square shades not giving anything away.

	The pad was silent as Night’s whispers. My gaze flicked from the tech to the corpos. I knew I had a rifle aimed at my armored head. I held my breath that this crazy plan could work.

	The tech’s screen blinked green.

	“We’re green,” she said as her brow wrinkled.

	The corpo nodded. “Open the pod with the synth. She’s one of ours. I want to ensure nothing happened to her while in stasis.”

	Splice me. So much for that plan.

	I opened my armored right hand and slammed my metal palm into the corpo’s chest. His large body slammed into the others, knocking them all down instantly. A ping hit my head, followed by another. I turned to the sniper’s location as another ping hit me. I glanced at the incoming data. The sniper was using low density mag rounds. They did zero damage to Patchframe, but were a little annoying. I turned and aimed my gauntlet on my left arm. I was ready to disarm the sniper when I noticed the loader charging me with heavy armored feet. The tech was between us, her eyes wide with shock.

	I lowered my aim, and fired a tiny grav-point as a nano-thread followed it. The gravity point hit her chest, knocking her back as the loader was over her. The operator didn’t seem to care about her, so I reeled back. She flung toward me and into my arms. I turned as the loader lifted a clawed, armored arm and slammed it down on my back. Patchframe was strong, but not strong enough for a loader’s arm. I fell to all fours, the terrified tech below me, looking up at me with wide eyes.

	“Get in the ship,” I ordered just as an armored arm slammed on my back again. Alerts filled my visor.

	“What?” she shouted in disbelief.

	“Do it, or they might pin this on you,” I managed before the arm hit me again. 

	Alerts flashed, the armor along my back was taking damage. Another hit or two, and some parts were going to buckle. Before I could tell her again to get on the ship, I was alerted to movement at my side. I watched with wide eyes as Mira was on the pad, firing her auto-mag at the sniper. Time slowed down as she kept moving like a haunting blur. Magnetic coil weapons fire with little sound. Rounds glow depending on the density. Since they are low density rounds she was firing, they shot off with light green flashes. “Twip! Twip!” filled the air as rounds struck and exploded near the roof edge. The sniper pulled back as she fired with quick, accurate bursts.

	Seris ran down the ramp with her new mace. She ran toward the tech with a hand out and pleading eyes. I glanced to the side, the corpos pulling mag pistols from their jackets.

	That was enough for me.

	As the loader lifted their metal arm up to maximum height. I pushed off the pad hard. My back struck the loader’s transparent casing and shattered it in as the loader stumbled back. I pulled my rail pistol, aimed at the loader’s heavy metal feet, and fired off two rounds. Metal rods stabbed into each one and into the pad metal underneath. Hydraulics whined as the operator tried to lift an armored foot.

	Alerts filled my gaze as I synced with Fade. A small screen filled the edge of my visor as mag cannons aimed at the sniper’s location.

	“Kade, I won’t kill him, but I will ensure he doesn’t fire back anymore,” Vega said out loud as she pulled triggers.

	Mag cannons fired large bolts of green light. They struck the upper roof, rounds shattering pieces of the roof. The low-density cannon rounds were enough to disburse a crowd, or disable a small ship. They couldn’t damage large ship hulls, but if you wanted to shatter a ship’s weapons or engines, these were the rounds to use.

	Fade powered on as I turned. I immediately bolted into a charge as I watched pistols aim and a mace begin to swing. Mira fired short controlled bursts at the corpos as Seris pulled the tech and swung her mace at the same time. She connected with a corpos chin, sending them flying back and hitting the floor. The leader took rounds to his chest as he charged at them. When he reached out to grasp Mira, she dodged and went full auto. Her auto-mag made a series of “Twips!” They caused the Gen Vexor to stumble back. When Mira’s auto-mag clicked empty, the Vexor stood up, heaving as his shades fell, revealing a maddening rage. A mace struck his check, and he fell sideways onto the floor, splayed out.

	I stopped my charge as Seris swung her mace onto her shoulder and gave me a cutesy smile. She must be insane.

	Mira loaded a new magazine as I turned and looked over the destruction. Not bad. I thought we were going to lose the whole pad.

	“Kade, our prize is trying to sneak off,” Vega notified me.

	I turned to see the Ferris take a step back, followed by another. Her eyes were wide as saucers as she stepped backwards, her hands out at her sides and her knees bent.

	I stood tall. “Please, come with us.”

	“As your prisoner?” she asked the question and turned to run before I could answer.

	I lifted my gauntlet, opened my armored hand, and a grav-point shot out. It crossed the distance in a blink, before latching onto her. I reeled her back to us. When she was before me, I kept the nano-filament connected. 

	“I won’t cooperate, raider!” she shouted as she tried to pull away.

	This whole situation was a mess. This was part of the plan that was a little fuzzy. How were we going to convince a corpo to give away the location of their secret research base so we could cure Seris and Mira, while also removing Vega’s tracker. When an idea hit me, I hated it.

	“We’re not raiders,” I said.

	“Let go of me!” she shouted.

	“He’s right. We’re not raiders,” Seris said with a smile.

	“Lies!” she shouted as she pulled at the nearly invisible nano-filament. 

	“We need your help. These two were infected with the Imprint virus,” I said.

	The Ferris shook her head as doom filled her eyes. 

	“No. No. No. NO! I’m infected! My life is forfeit,” she said with a defeated tone.

	I tilted my armored head. “Forfeit?”

	“We imprinted on our savior here, but the virus is dormant now. It can’t be spread anymore,” Seris informed.      

	“Please, leave me to die,” she said with tears in her eyes.

	I watched her and released the filament. “Why do you think you will die?”

	She looked away. “It’s a moot point, bolt-brain. Velos 7 is a ghost now. Everyone on the planet was killed, and the core shattered.”

	I could feel all of us look at her in surprise.

	Mira stepped a little closer, the weight of it filling her gaze. “The core is shattered? There was billions of Gens on that world.”

	The tech nodded as a tear streaked her cheek. “I only took this assignment to earn extra scrips. It had requirements, which was easy enough, and a thick payout.” She then looked up at me. “My scanner said it was green, but I knew something was wrong. There was no synth in a pod. I didn’t feel it,” she muttered.

	She’s good.

	Before I could say anything, I caught motion on my sensors. I lifted my head and watched as the corpos, the loader pilot, and the sniper, ran for the other ship.

	“They are getting away,” Mira snarled as she lifted her auto-mag and aimed.

	“Let them go,” I said before looking at the Ferris. “You’re not a prisoner. We just need coordinates to the research station where the virus was created. After that, we can let go on a nearby world,” I said, trying to be reasonable, but knowing we still had to keep her so she didn’t alert others of our plan. I also had to know if she knew the right station and planet to find. I just needed to hear the name.

	“You won’t let me go if I give you that information. You are a bolt-brain if you think I will fall for that,” she chuckled.

	I nodded. “At least I know you’re an intelligent gen.”

	“I’ve been on the rim for a long time. I know how it is here. But it doesn’t matter anymore. Dominion ships will sterilize us, this pad, and maybe Vastora Prime itself.”

	The Ferris was giving up, but we needed her.

	“Kade, the corpos ship is powering to take off,” Vega’s voice coming from my comm.

	My lips parted, ready to give the order to disable their ship, when alerts blared to life. I not only had my own sensors, but I was connected to Fade’s sensors. Something big pressed down on all of us, sensor and gut wise. I caught Seris and Mira’s gasp as they looked up. The Ferris tech looked up with wide eyes. I looked up, my visor, and gaze, taking in the black hull and cannons aiming down at us.

	The Dark Beast hovered above our pad. I thought we had more time before they found us again. Splice me.

	The corpo ship floated up as its engines powered on. They must be seeing the same thing we’re seeing. Several cannons aimed at the corpo ship. When the Trinova ship was about to blast out of here, two plasma bolts struck it dead on. Its shields failed against that monstrosity as it spun away, over the side. Before we lost sight of it, a plasma bolt slammed into it and the ship exploded.

	I looked at the tech. “Now do you want to get onto my ship?” I said with urgency.

	“Yes,” she shouted.  

	I helped the Ferris to her feet. Seris grabbed her hand as they ran for the ramp. Mira aimed upwards, her eyes filled with distilled rage. The three of them reached the ramp and climbed onboard. 

	I reached the edge of my ship and looked up. The Dark Beast was aiming some of its cannons at us, but hadn't fired. I assumed they shot down on corpo ship as a warning of what they were going to do with us. It was also safe to assume that a landing party was getting ready to launch. We had only seconds.

	“Fade,” I said as I looked up with determination in my soul. “Fire one two.”

	 


Nine

	 

	Information appeared on my visor. A torpedo launched from a vertical tube, followed by the second one. I watched as I stood close to Fade. The Dark Beast’s plasma cannons glowed, ready to rain down plasma fire on us, but I noticed they were aiming at the pad, not us. They wanted us alive, or damaged enough to collect samples. Too bad they were going to get it in their gears, if you know what I mean.

	The first torpedo hit their shields, exploding hard enough to move the ship. For a split second, the power of the explosion opened a hole large enough on their shields for the second torpedo to slip through. I did this a few times in the past with large raider ships and it worked every time. 

	The second torpedo was now past the shield, flying free for a moment before it hit the hull. The explosion was quick, knocking the large black ship off kilter. Plasma cannons still fired, raining down thick bolts of power. I boarded my ship as the ramp came up.

	“Get us out of here!” I shouted.

	Vega hit the buttons for the thrusters and they roared to life. 

	“Fade, evasive maneuvers!” I shouted as Patchframe retracted into my coat. 

	Gravity shifted within as Fade launched off the pad with full power. I fought through the gravity shifts as everyone else had their backs to the walls.

	“Seats!” I ordered.

	Seats fold out from the walls. Mira helped the tech strap in as Seris strapped herself in. 

	I launched myself to the cockpit chair and grabbed it. Vega slipped out as I slipped in. I grabbed the stick and spun into a roll as plasma fire filled the gray fog. Part of the pad explodes as plasma bolts rip through it. 

	“Vega?” I asked, hoping she was strapped in.

	“Green,” she said with her constant calm voice.

	I glance at the stick, several buttons within thumb range. We continued to spin until a plasma bolt glanced off our shields. It was enough to drain us by twenty percent. They were trying to kill us now.

	My thumb pressed a button at the end of my stick as we spiral through the foggy atmosphere. Fade’s cannons pulsed with mag and rail cannons firing in many directions. Top rail cannons turned into the spiral and fired rounds at the enemy ship as it turned and gave chase. They’re persistent, I’ll give them that. I moved into a widening spiral as my ship’s cannons fired rounds at the giant ship following us. The fog was not masking their sensors, but I needed to get far enough away to activate the Ghost Drive. That was the only way we were going to escape them.

	“You better not get us killed!” the Ferris shouted from a chair.

	“I’m trying,” I said as I diverted most power to engines. 

	Alerts filled my screen as Fade was rocked to the side. Our shields were down to forty percent. We weren’t going to last much longer if we didn't get away. The Dark Beast was matching, and soon over matching our speed. They were going to be on us in seconds.

	There was no way we could slipstream out of here. The planet’s gravity would force us to aim for its core, which would end us in a blink of time. The Dark Beast is big and fast, but I was willing to bet we were a bit more agile.

	“Fade,” I said as I touched some buttons on the counsel, “Let’s blind them with some Echo-shard rounds,” I finished as I hit three buttons at once.

	The bottom mag cannons stop firing and are loaded with the new rounds. They aimed at the Dark Beast as it loomed closer. I pulled the trigger. Echo-shard rounds fire into the atmosphere before the black ship. Those rounds explode with light as tiny nano-pods fill the sky, spoofing scanners of any ship that wasn’t Fade. Thousands filled the foggy sky. They would need line of sight if they wanted to keep up. Right now, their scanners sent so many different spectral signals that Fade was everywhere and nowhere all at once. Plasma cannons fired in all directions, unable to make a lock on us. It gave us about ten seconds. More than enough. I pulled back on the stick and launched upwards. Internal gravity pulled at us as he launched upwards like a rocket. Floating pads appeared and vanished into the foggy atmosphere. I prayed to Night we didn’t hit one.

	The atmosphere began to thin as I saw stars.

	“Fade, find us a slipstream,” I said as I activated the Ghost Drive. 

	I didn’t relax, even if I knew we were invisible to everyone. As long as Vega was on my ship, they wouldn’t stop trying to track us. The Ghost Drive can mask her, but I couldn’t keep it on all the time. It would drain our batteries and fuel. 

	We blasted out from the atmosphere and into space. I checked the sensors. I wasn’t sure where we were going now, but anywhere would be better than here. I locked on Vastora’s gravity. Sling-shotting into a slipstream was tough, but it can be done. I turned Fade into the gravity along the planet and aimed her at a slipstream. I readied our slipstream drive as I turned off the ghost drive. From under us, sensors pinged against the hull of the Dark Beast, emerging from the foggy atmosphere like a monster in the mist. I activated the slipstream drive and punched it.

	Fade sling-shotted into a blur, the ship hitting a slipstream and shot away in streams of light.

	I sat back as I let out a long exhale. 

	“Did we do it?” Seris asked as she covered her eyes with her hands.

	“We did it, bolt-brain,” Mira said with a smirk, soon followed by a laugh.

	Seris lowered her hands, pressed the back of her head to her seat, and laughed long and hard.

	The Ferris tech eyed all of us like we were insane. 

	We all laughed as the tension bled away. I unbuckled myself as I turned around my chair and stood up. The Ferris unbuckled herself and took several steps back, with her hand out.

	“Stay back,” she said with serious eyes.

	“We’re not going to hurt you,” I said calmly.

	“That’s what gens say right before they hurt you!” the Ferris seethed.

	Sigh. The idea I had before was not going to come into play. Following the Trinova ship to Theta Nine was out, but a new path opened before us. She wasn’t going to help us unless I showed her something she would normally never see. I hope what I was about to do didn’t bite me in the ass.

	I removed Patchframe and hung it on its peg. Without the collar hologram nodes, my features returned to normal. I stood before the Ferris, showing my true self.

	She stared as she lowered her hand. The Ferris didn’t make a move. I saw it in her eyes, trying to process a myth, a legend, a ghost story that stood before her.

	“This is a trick,” she said as anger filled her gaze again.

	“No trick,” Mira said as she sat back in her seat and closed her eyes.

	Seris was up with her hands open above my head and by my hip, before she shook them like old fashion jazz hands.

	“Yep! He’s a Gen 1,” she grinned.

	The Ferris closed the distance between us. She lifted her hands and touched my face, pressing it and pulling my cheek a little.

	“Yes, go ahead and mangle my face,” I chuckled.

	She then pulled away, her hands to her chest. “You’re a real Gen 1.”

	I nodded.

	She then sat down, clutching her head with both hands.

	“What is happening? There are no more Gen 1s. They are a story. Everyone talks about how rare they are. Everyone has seen one, but it’s just a myth,” she said as she looked at nothing.

	“This is no story,” Seris swinging her fist up, and curling her arm.

	“Seris,” Mira laughed, her eyes now open.

	Seris deflated, drooping forward as her arms dangled. “I’m just trying to keep everyone’s spirits up,” she bemoaned.

	“Do you have a name?” I asked the Ferris.

	The Ferris looked at me with confused eyes.

	“Why do you want to know my name?”

	I smiled. “We’re in a bit of a bind, and we can use your help. Hate to kidnap you and all, but you did voluntarily enter my ship.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “There was nowhere else to go.”

	“She’s a guest,” Vega added as she stood beside me.

	The Ferris glanced at everyone. I could tell the gears were working in her head. Good.

	“You need me to locate the secret research station,” she said as something clicked in her mind. “What do you need from the station?”

	“Said it before. Need cures for the Imprint virus for Seria and Mira. There is a code we need to disable Vega’s tracker,” I explained again.

	“I could tell you the planet, but you won’t let me go if I do.”

	I nodded. “We can’t risk dropping you off somewhere until this is all over.”

	The Ferris’ metallic gray eyes took on a scheming gleam. She stood up and walked right up to me. I looked down at her, wondering what she was thinking.

	“I not only know the planet, but I’ve been there before. I have no true loyalty to Trinova. Those were just jobs. 

	“You knew the risk of exposing your truth to me, and I commend you on your bravery. If I told anyone else, I met a Gen 1, they would laugh me out of the Milky Way. The only leverage I have is to work with you.”

	“Work with us?” I didn’t like how that sounded.

	The Ferris nodded. “That’s right. I could work jobs for Trinova forever and barely survive, but the research station is also a shell corporation to clean scrips. They have a data vault in their systems. It’s worth billions. We pull the core, all of us will be set for life.”

	I stared at her before I lifted my brow. 

	“You need to get there anyway. Why shouldn’t we capitalize on it,” the Ferris said with a shine across her eyes.

	I have been around pirates, salvors, mercenaries, bounty hunters, and a lot more. They came in all shapes and sizes, but what they had in common was needing a little more scrip, just to enjoy this existence. I would be a liar if I didn’t say my interest was piqued, but this was a blade that cut both ways. When I glanced at Vega, Seris, and Mira, I had to admit, in this short amount of time, I wanted to help them. Something more bubbled under my skin, and I wasn’t sure it was the imprint, or my own feelings. This whole expedition was turning into a rainbow mess. I could just drop them all off somewhere and be done with it, but I knew something about myself, I never liked doing a half job. It was all or nothing. And if I didn’t help them, I would wonder about them for the rest of my days. There was also the chance they would be tortured and hunters would come looking for me. 

	I crossed my arms. “It depends on the information, and if we can trust you.”

	The Ferris smiled. “You can’t trust me. But I also know I can’t trust you. How do we compromise?”

	“Information,” Vega answered.

	I watched as the synth took over.

	“I can find the core. I can find the cure, and I can find the code to disable my tracker. But we need to find the planet. Tell us the planet, and you get your scrip core, with a cut for us.”

	The Ferris eyed Vega. “Contract Protocol?”

	Vega nodded.

	“What’s a Contract Protocol?” I asked.

	Vega turned to me. “The protocol ensures all sides of the contract fulfill their requirements and do not harm each other. I become a mediator, listening and always watching between everyone in the contract,” she explained as she lifted a finger.

	I watched as a thin filament stabbed out from her fingertip. 

	“I implant this into everyone’s chosen forearm to scan heart rates and mannerisms. Should anyone break, or scheme their way out of the contract, the filament will explode, most often severing the wrist and hand from the body. 

	“Once the contract is fulfilled, the filament will dissolve into the body.”

	The Ferris looked at me, seeing if I was going to balk. She was playing a good game, I had to give her that, but we needed to finish this the best, and least painful way we could.

	I glanced at Mira and Seris. Mira nodded, and looked away. Seris gave a firm nod. They knew what we were getting into.

	I looked at the Ferris. “Before we do this, tell us the name of the planet,” we needed to be sure she knew what we knew.

	The Ferris looked me dead in the eyes as she held out her forearm.

	“Theta Nine,” she said flatly.

	I nodded. We were on the same page now. Same goals, more or less. If she knew her way to, and around the station, she could keep the scrip core, with a small percentage going to us for fuel, supplies, and a very long vacation.

	I held up my forearm and rolled back my sleeve.

	“We have a deal. Also, me and my crew get a small percentage from your core,” I smiled.

	“It’s a deal as she held up her forearm.”

	Vega began painlessly injecting filaments, one into each right forearm. When she was finished, I rubbed the spot, knowing I now had a ticking time bomb if I deviated from the plan.

	The Ferris held out her hand. “Elya Forge,” she said with a happy smile.

	I grabbed it and shook it.

	“Kade Mercer,” I smiled. 

	We are all going to die.

	I struggled to keep a straight face, mad laughter ringing around my head.  

	 


Ten

	 

	Fade kept us in slipstream space. Light streamed past my screens as I was turned around in my chair, listening to Vega as she explained our situation to Elya. I could see the Ferris was taking in the information. Mira sat in a chair, her arms crossed and looking at them. Seris was slumped in a folded-out chair from the corridor wall, staring at nothing with her mace leaning against the wall beside her. When Vega finished, Elya rubbed her dark, metallic-colored skin at her temple as she seemed to process it.

	Elya took a device from her belt and looked at Vega.

	“May I plug in, and see what I can do about that tracker?” she asked.

	“Hold on,” I stood up and moved to Vega’s side. 

	“Cool your thrusters. I just want to see if I can disrupt the tracker. You guys have been on the run, and maybe everyone needs a breather,” she said with a small smile.

	I looked at Vega.

	She took my hand into hers. “It will be fine, my protective knight.”

	I looked away and nodded. I wasn’t sure I liked the pet-name. Maybe I did? I don’t know. 

	Elya pulled a thin cord from her device. Vega pulled open her flesh behind her ear. There was a port, which Elya plugged in her device. Information populated the screen on the device, Elya looking it over.

	I turned in my seat and started my own search. I called up a map of the known territories. I punched in Velos 7. An error came back. I manually moved to the region with a finger across the screen. I enlarged the part where Velos 7 was. When I reached it, it wasn’t there. I checked light-paths and slipstreams in the area; nothing led to the party planet. I began checking older maps. Nothing. Blank. It was like the whole planet was swallowed up by the universe. 

	I sat back in my chair. I wasn’t surprised with how the Dominion handled things. They were brutal, and efficient, but to crack the core of an entire planet? Sure, they cracked planets a few times before, but it was for mining minerals. Those planets were uninhabited, and the known territories needed a lot of things to function. There are whole planets used for farming. There are planets that are being terraformed just to spread the influence of the Dominion further into the Milky Way. It will take a million years to accomplish such a feat, but that’s what they want, expansion and growth of the empire.

	I leaned forward and looked at the current star maps again. Theta Nine didn’t come up, which wasn’t a surprise either. If you want a secret research base to remain secret, you scrub it from everything, just like Velos 7.

	“Elya,” I said without turning around, “Where is Theta Nine?”

	I could feel Elya’s eyes on me. “Past the edge of the Rim.”

	I spun my seat around to meet her gaze. “There is nothing past the Rim. That’s why it’s called the Rim.”

	For context, slipstream drives work with gravity and particles. They create faster than light travel for ships to get to places much quicker than standard travel. The only thing a slipstream drive can’t do is travel where micro-gravity thins out to almost nothing. No stars and planets, slipstreams weaken to the point they can’t propel a ship too far. This is why Gen ships cannot leave the Milky Way. Sure, the Milky Way is huge, and it will take billions of years for us to travel even a fraction of it, but for now, we can’t safely leave the galaxy.

	Elya looked back down at her device, observing the data. “There is a single star, out there past the rim in this sector. When I visited the station, our ship had to use a star’s gravity to whip us around and slingshot to it. Even in the slipstream, it will take forty-eight hours to get there. As you know, using a star to slipstream is dangerous. If you don’t input exact coordinates, you could be flung into unknown space, or overshoot the system you were trying to reach. Maybe even into an inhabited planet.”

	My eyes narrowed. “You know the star we need to slingshot?”

	Elya nodded. “A single star with a single planet circling it.”

	My mind worked. I knew the Rim like the back of my hand. Systems were spaced out, with plenty of dead space between locations, but a star with a single planet is rare. So rare that my eyes widened.

	“Helion Verge.”

	Elya nodded. 

	I sat back with wide, wandering eyes. Of course, it would be the one star with gravimetrical fields strong enough to give us the ability to jump far beyond the Rim.

	My gaze dimmed. Wayfarers Rest is a fueling station, but also a domed city which thrives on normalcy. That’s its claim to fame, a place that is completely normal. There are buildings and green belts under the dome, made to look like ancient Earth. I always liked to visit there, rent a room, and just exist. 

	There was a beep from Elya’s device. She gently pulled the cord from behind Vega’s ear, letting the thin cable slide back into the device.

	“That should do it,” Elya said as she clipped the device to her belt.

	“Do what?” I asked.

	Vega nodded and smiled. “She blocked the tracker with spoof mapping code.”

	“The tracker in you is a complicated design, one I haven’t seen before, but it still works with basic code. I simply implanted new code, enough to disrupt its tracking ability. It will correct itself after a few days, but hopefully we will be filthy rich and the tracker disabled by then,” Elya explained.

	I looked at Vega. “Well, that is a relief.”

	“We will have to land at Wayfarer’s Rest?” Mira asked.

	I nodded. “With Elya’s help, we will input the coordinates so Fade can calculate the sling shot. Her sensors will be tracking the sun, taking in data to aid in the jump. We will need at least twenty-four hours to ensure the calculations are correct. After that, we will be ready to sling shot our slipstream.”

	Mira stood up, her hair covering half her face. “Good. This ship is getting crowded, and we need some normalcy before we risk our lives again.”

	Seris stood up and moved to Mira. She pressed her chin onto Mira’s shoulder and grinned.

	“Yeah. Me too!” Seris blinked.

	“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go into the dome,” I said.

	“It’s a good idea,” Mira said with a no-nonsense look.

	 Mysteriously, my opinion changed.

	“Alright,” I said with a shrug.

	I turned around as light streamed past me. Good thing you can change coordinates while in slipstream. It was like a ship on Earth’s oceans; except we were among the stars.

	With coordinates in place, Fade changed direction and we were on course for Wayfarer’s Rest.

	***

	Fade’s landing gear touched the pad as we landed. I checked the sensors, looking for any ship that may be following us, but there were none. The sensor readings were clear. I sat back and let out a long exhale. Everything that happened was much more exciting than a typical salvage run. Sure, there are sometimes raider attacks, but those were short lived. We disabled raider ships long enough for Fade and I to escape.

	When I heard the ramp activate, I whirled around. 

	Mira had a fluxburn canister, one I had stolen first, over her shoulder. Seris was beside her, the pair looking me dead in the eyes.

	“Considering everything we’ve been through; you won’t mind if I sell this canister for a scrip card. Seris and I will be in the dome for twenty-four hours,” Mira said with a feral gleam to her gaze.

	Before I could say anything, she and Seris walked down the ramp. Seris blew me a kiss as they moved out of sight. My heart pumped in my chest. She said that in a particular way. A way I understood what she meant.

	Vega eyed me. “Kade, enjoy some normalcy. Elya and I can work on the slingshot coordinates. I’ll make sure Elya and Fade will be okay.”

	“Yeah. Remember, I can’t betray you or my arm will be blown off. I don’t want that, so go enjoy yourself,” Elya smiled.

	I looked at the open ramp. The times I had any normalcy was Fade floating in space as I listened to music and leaned back in my chair. I dreamed of earning enough to just relax, and retire from this kind of dangerous work. I wanted a moon, with my own station on it, or maybe terraformed it to have some life on it. But also, I wanted to find companions to share it with me. 

	My eyes lowered to my knees. Mira and Seris were imprinted on me. I felt like I was taking advantage of them, but from how Vega explained it, the three of us were a match. I was vested in helping everyone on my ship. With Elya’s proposition, we just might make our way out of this with some scrips as well. It was a muddled mess, and maybe I did need a break.

	Without a word, I stood up, grabbed Patchframe, put the coat with metal bones on the back of it, and made for the cargo hold. I grabbed another canister of fluxburn, and made my way down the ramp. I took it down until I reached the pad. There were numerous pads in this area, but I only saw two other ships. The landing pad section was filled with minor domes. Each one opened with a field to keep out the vacuum of space. When a ship landed, the small dome closed behind it. 

	Even here in the landing port area, gentle music played. My shoulders relaxed a little as I went to an exchange kiosk by the entrance of the domed city. I walked over and put the canister on the metal plate. A port opened behind it and a robotic claw reached out, grabbed it, and pulled it back into it. I walked to the screen. It told me the canister had high-grade RGPM, worth two thousand scrips. I smiled as I tapped the digital button for a card. A red card stabbed up, and I took it. 

	My face was altered just enough to look like another simple gen. I walked for the main doors and towards the famed domed city.

	When I stepped in, I instantly breathed in fresh oxygen. I looked at plants, real plants growing along greenbelts. Living grass stretched out at places as the path before me had simple benches and gens talking to each other. The mood was a glow. The tension I carried in my back was ebbing away. 

	I spotted a synth with a cart, labeled “Ice Cream” on it. I walked over as the synth greeted me. I pass over my scrip card along the reader. The synth reached into the metal cart and pulled out vanilla ice cream on a cone. I took it without thinking. I had been here before, and this was always my first stop. I held the ice cream cone, staring at it. Why did I wish I could share this with someone?

	I felt an arm curl around mine. I turned my head and looked at Mira. She hugged my arm, rubbing her cheek against me like a cat.

	“Are you going to get me one?” she said with a bossy tone.

	I held my scrip hard over the sensor, and the synth reached down, picked up another one, and handed it to her. Mira licked at it with closed eyes. I licked mine as we turned and walked.

	The sound of birds and soft music filled the air as we walked along a stone path. I glanced up at the glow of the dome sun. It was dimming, slipping from afternoon to evening. Soon, the yellow light will turn into white light, just like the moon of ancient Earth.

	“I wasn’t sure you were going to join us,” Mira said between licks.

	“Me neither,” I said as I glanced around. “Where’s Seris?”

	“She’s fine,” Mira said cryptically. 

	We walked for a moment, arm in arm.

	“I know you’re worried that the imprint virus made us be together, that you would be taking advantage, but that’s not the case,” Mira mentioned.

	“It’s difficult to separate it,” I admitted.

	Mira ate the cone and licked her lips. She looked at the plants, and grass.

	“You’re my type,” Mira admitted.

	I was silent.

	“I worked the yards on various planets. Relationships were always difficult for me. Too many handsy gens. I liked the ones that already had partners. The ones with strength, intelligence, and heart.

	“You glow good to me. I can tell by your scent. Virus or no virus, I would hunt you.”

	Gen 28s are feral, and enjoy the thrill of the hunt. On their worlds, when they are attracted to someone, they hunt them. No weapons involved, just natural instincts. When they catch their prey, they make love in the wilds. And it’s not just one hunt. This is a normal romantic relationship activity. There are vast areas for different kinds of hunts on their worlds. 

	“I would hunt you first,” I said plainly.

	Mira looked up at me. She then snuggled to my arm, rubbing her cheek against it, marking me at hers. Gen 28s have a sweat gland on their cheeks. This scent is nearly invisible, except to other Gen 28s, telling them I was off limits. That I was hers.

	“What if we regret this?” I asked.

	Mira looked away. “We won’t, and we both know it.”

	With Mira so close, I was quickly losing the battle. What was first wanting to cure them, to help them, now has turned into something else. If I didn’t take the job, they might be experimented against their will, or worse, dead. 

	“Don’t take me for some helpless princess. If I felt you were a threat, I would have fled the moment we landed, or killed you in your sleep. You’re lucky I like you.”

	“Good to know,” I chuckled. 

	I finished my ice cream. Thanks to the fluxburn it tasted so good. Yeah, fuel can be a god, or goddess. Take your pick.

	We walked from the beltways and into the large town. Shops lined the path as buildings stood tall. 

	“I have a favorite place here. Tone’s Zizza,” I said as I steered us to it. 

	We walked into the small place. Pictures of movie stars in the last fifty years adorned the walls. Some of them were real, others were digital creations gens loved to watch. Either way, it gave the place an aura. There were simple tables and seating throughout it. We walked up to the counter and ordered a large zizza pie. I was hungry. They flashed-cooked it and handed it to us on a special pan. I picked it up as Mira licked her lips. We moved to a table and both of us attacked it like feral animals. It was a massacre, sauce spots everywhere, cheese dripping off as we ate large chunks. When we were finished, it looked like a recent kill.

	I looked at Mira, her gaze on me, a smile across her face, and sauce on her chin and cheeks. I took hold of a napkin, and wiped it off her chin. She let me as her eyes took on a deep gleam. She then slid her chair closer and licked some sauce off my cheek.

	“You taste good,” she said and licked my cheek again.

	A small part of me worried. If a lover dies on their world, it is customary for the surviving lover, or lovers, to consume their body as the ultimate act of love. 

	“Mira, I,” I said as we were close, lips inches apart.

	“Yes, Kade,” she said with a hazy gleam to her eyes.

	Space felt so lonely for long stretches, but how I felt now, wasn’t loneliness. Our lips drew closer, caught in the gravity of our feelings. When they touched, it was gentle, hypnotic. We didn’t glom onto each other. The kiss was a taste. A moment. Something shared. When we looked back, that same hazy gaze was between us. We didn’t want to stop, and kissed again, this time, our tongues dancing and smoothing over each other as our lips locked. We grabbed each other at the same time, pulling ourselves closer. I didn’t expect this. I think she didn’t expect it either. We held onto each other, afraid the other would let go.

	When we finally separated, I caught the guys working at the counter, staring at us like they too witnessed something special. Their cheeks were pink. One wiped sweat across his brow. 

	Mira giggled. It was soft, sweet, like she was showing a side of herself she never showed anyone. I looked at her as she licked her lips, ready to devour me.

	“Not bad,” she smiled, showing her fanged teeth.

	I leaned back. “I was going to say the same thing about you.”

	Mira giggled again. It was melodic to my ears. A sound that haunted your dreams, enough so that you never woke again.

	Mira grabbed my arm again. “Show me more,” she smiled.

	“Sure,” I said as I was on my feet, and we left while waving at the staff.

	The staff waved back with happy smiles as we headed out. Time slipped away as reality glowed across my spirit, my soul. Mira and I must have been walking for hours, going to different places to eat or drink or both. The glow at the top of the dome changed from a dark, into a moonlit glow. It added to the ambiance of this place. 

	When Mira and I walked out of a bar, we laughed about something stupid like it was the funniest thing in the Way. The Venari hugged me tight as she looked up at me with a fanged smile.

	“Take me home,” she said softly.

	“Where’s home?” I asked with confused eyes.

	She let go and took my hand. She kept me beside her, stealing glances. The drinks began to wear off after a time. I walked beside her, feeling an urgency in her stride. We reached the Codex Hotel. It was the fanciest hotel under the dome, and the most expensive.

	Mira turned and faced me before the hotel. 

	“Did you get a room here for the night?” I asked.

	“Kiss me,” she smiled.

	I kissed her as we embraced. I forget about everything, except this moment. When we parted, she looked at me with sultry eyes.

	“Now ask me if you want to escort me to my room,” she said as she bounced, holding my hand.

	I smiled. This must be some romance subplot she greatly enjoyed.

	“Mira, can I escort you upstairs?” I asked with a smoldering edge to my tone.

	Her smile only grew bigger.

	She nodded, and then pulled me into the hotel. I chuckled as I soon kept pace. She showed a card to the desk and they nodded. We reached the old-fashioned elevators, and stepped into it. When she touched the top button, I raised my eyebrow.

	“Top floor? Penthouse?” I asked.

	Mira snuggled close to me, her arm wrapped around mine.

	“We might die tomorrow. I need a night where I don’t want to worry about that,” she said in a low tone.

	I understood what she meant. To have one night here must have cleaned her out, but it was worth it. With my card, we could order food and drinks for the rest of the night. All of this was a small reprieve from what may happen over the next few days.

	The elevator dinged and the doors opened. We stepped into the penthouse, my body instantly relaxing. I saw a hot tub and pool in the middle of the gigantic chamber, with a small waterfall splashing into it. There were pillars, wall sized windows, all manner of seating, a grand fireplace with a real fire. I always thought the idea of having a penthouse anywhere was overkill, corny, and stupid. But as I walked into this one, I may have been overzealous with my assumption.

	Mira pulled my arm. “Come on, you loveable hunk,” she said with heated urgency.

	I gave in and followed. We walked down a small hallway with doors. I assumed they were bedrooms. When we reached the end, she opened the door to a dark room. She put her hand on my back and pushed in. I stumbled forward a step, standing in the dark. Dim lights began to glow, revealing a large bedroom. It was incredible as my gaze drank it in. When I looked at the bed, I noticed it was immense. Much bigger than the one in Fade. And that’s when I noticed a figure on it.

	My eyes widened when I saw a naked Seris on it. Her back was to me, lifting her upper body up. She rubbed her eyes before she yawned. When she turned her head and saw me with sleepy eyes, she smiled as she turned her whole body to me. I was frozen as I saw her full figure, large breasts with light brown nipples, smooth skin, thick thighs, and shaven pussy.

	“Hi,” she said with a tired tone as she laid her head on her arm, looking at me with a tired smile.

	“Undress,” I heard from my right.

	I looked over to see Mira naked. She too was full-figured, with thick thighs and from what I could see, a very full ass. Her breasts were not as big at Seris’ tits, but they were slightly bigger than a handful, which was perfect for me. Her untamed black bush was a jungle I wanted to explore. I wanted to explore her whole body. 

	Mira stood before me, her long wavy hair down to her ass. I started to pull at my clothes, taking them off a piece at a time. Questions swirled, but I couldn’t figure out how to ask them with the naked pair before me. They both looked at me until I removed my travel underwear, it helps you with going should you lose gravity. When they saw my manhood, they both smiled with happy gazes.

	Mira took my hand and led me to the bed. When I close, she pushed me onto it. She crawled over me; her gaze filled with heat. Seris snuggled closer to me.

	“You both?” I said with a hungry gaze of my own, most of my blood in my manhood.

	They both nodded.

	Seris spoke up, “We talked and found out we had a lot in common. We both don’t mind loving the same man.”

	“To have a pride means strength, and increases luck for all of us,” Mira said as she sniffed at me, taking in my scent.

	I should mention, there are gens who follow their religions, and there are gens that believe luck is a religion. The more you do certain things, the greater your luck in the universe. I never subscribed to either, but luck events happen much more than miracles, from what I’ve seen.

	I looked up at Mira as her breasts were in my face. 

	“You have a feast, yet you hesitate?” she said as she tilted her head.

	I licked her nipple. 

	Her eyes closed as her breathing deepened. Seris watched us like it was hyper normal. When Mira’s pussy touched my cock, something within me gnashed its teeth, needing more. We turned and I slammed her down on her back, me above her, my hips between those incredible thighs. Mira looked up at me with amorous eyes. I touched her pussy and she quivered. She was wet, dripping. I touched her clit and massaged it. She moaned in her throat as she looked at me with dreamy eyes. Her breathing deepened as her nipples stood erect. The moans in her throat grew as she became wetter. 

	“Kade, show me how much you want me,” Mira said in a sultry whisper.

	All doubt left my mind as I pushed my cock into her tight pussy. Mira gasped as she felt how hard I was for her. Her chin lifted as our bodies touched. Her hands latched onto my body, her clawed tips pressing deep against the skin on my back. I lost control of my hips as they moved slowly, steady, driving my feelings deep in her. Mira’s breathing deepened. Her legs clamped around my waist, controlling the tempo. We were in sync as our bodies moved together. Her hips moved with my hips, creating a rhythm, bliss curling along our bodies as we fell deeper into its embrace.

	“Both of you make me very wet,” Seris said as she laid beside us, one knee up as her finger worked her clit. 

	“That’s it. Keep doing that,” Mira said as she writhed under me.

	I could feel her getting closer the longer we were at it. Her eyes fell into a dreamy trance. I felt her sharp, claw-like nails in my flesh. I didn’t feel any pain, only pleasure. We kept going as Seris let out a moan of her own.

	“I’m so close,” Seris said as she rubbed her clit.

	Mira and I were so focused on each other, I barely heard Seris. I thrusted deep and Mira moaned, her entire body tensing up.

	“Kade…I’m close,” she whispered like it was a warning. 

	My hips continued to work as the scent of our bodies mingled. 

	“Bite me,” Mira whispered.

	I looked at her before I parted my lips and bit her neck.

	Mira let out a husky moan as I bit hard. Seris let out a deep moan as she flopped back, her orgasm tearing her to pieces. 

	I bit and thrusted deep. Mira let out a deep moan as her leg trembled around me. She then let out a scream as my hips thrusted again. I kept going as Mira moaned in my ear. I tasted her blood and licked at her. She moaned more as her nerves exploded into a parade of fireworks. Something happened between us. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt her, I felt everything about her. The sensations of the long orgasms caused her body to twitch. Her hold on me loosened as her eyes half-closed. 

	“Come in me,” she whispered.

	I felt her, all of her, and I couldn’t hold back. I thrusted as I grunted. My cock thickened and I spurted thick ropes, flooding her inner world. I kept thrusting as she moaned in a daze. We felt each other. It was bliss. It was carnal. It was incredible. I pushed my soul into her as her inner world squeezed me, milked me.

	I suddenly felt like I woke up, seeing Mira passed out under me. Her arms slid off my back and laid out. She was out cold as I was over her on all fours.

	“It’s…a defense mechanism for her Gen,” Seris huffed. “She told me they pass out after they come, so they don’t attack their lover. She’ll wake up in a few minutes,” Seris informed as she grabbed my hand.

	I was astounded as Seris led me to a pile of pillows at the head of the bed.

	“Sit back and relax,” she said as I sat, and leaned up against the pillows. I started to come out of small shock, not because of how her Gen handles sex, but how I felt what she felt.

	Seris laid beside me, her upper body beside my hip. She took hold of my half hard cock and licked it. I looked at her as she licked my cock clean.

	“I love your messy cock,” she said between licks. “Just relax and let me take care of you,” she moaned.

	When Seris closed her lips around my cock, I began to get very hard again. Her lips moved up and down, taking another inch after each one. Soon, she was deep throating me without gagging. Her hand clutched at my thigh as her lips and tongue moved up and down my veiny member. Bliss spiked as I was under the power of her talented mouth.

	Seris ran her lips to the top and pulled away with a pop. She then wrapped her hand around it and stroked me slowly.

	“You’re making me crazy. I could suck on this bad boy all night long, but I’m sure you will like the main program,” Seris said as she was up, moving one leg over me and on her knees.

	I suddenly relaxed, but this was different. I felt like jelly, only my cock the hardest thing on me. Seris’ words were like a drug. I felt giddy, happy. I watched her as she mounted me. Her pussy touched the tip and she sank down slowly, impaling herself in the process. When she reached the hilt, she bounced a littler, her large breasts in my face. 

	“Oh, by the fertile gods, you feel so good,” Seris whispered.

	My hands were up, touching her large breasts as my thumbs ran across her nipples. She shuddered as she bounced slowly. She was so tight as she moved up and down on my cock.

	“Kade, I wanted this. I wanted this from the moment I first met you. Oh, blessed goddess, he feels so good,” Seris moaned as she bounced harder on me. 

	My hands fell to her hips, controlling the tempo. She leaned forward, rubbing her breasts against my face. 

	“Don’t be shy. Suck on them. My nipples are very sensitive,” she said before she moaned.

	My lips latched onto a nipple, my tongue slathering against it. This made Seris moan louder, her tempo speeding up. Wetness dripped on me as I controlled her. The heat of our bodies, and the call of our souls only grew deeper. The sound of flesh on flesh grew. Mira stirred. She looked at us and smiled. She moved closer, taking one of my hands into hers. 

	“Fuck, you feel so good. I’m going to orgasm a dozen times,” Seris huffed as she pounded her pussy down to the hilt of my cock. 

	Again, I had questions, but I was lost in the moment. Mira was up, kissing the side of my neck as Seris kept bouncing on me. 

	Seris’ eyes rolled back into her head. “Bless these orgasms, sacred goddess,” Seris managed before her whole body shuddered hard. She slid to the hilt, squeezing me like a vice as her whole body trembled and shuddered hard. She fell onto me, shockwaves making her twitch a little. When she squirted on me, I grunted and came hard. I held her hips as she was to the hilt. I grunted again, flooding her inner world with my seed.

	“Did you feel my inner self?” Mira asked as Seris began to calm down.

	I nodded as I relaxed, holding Seris with one arm.

	Mira rubbed her clit as my come leaked from her. Again, I felt her inner self as bliss curled her toes.

	“It’s my pheromones. When you inhale as we engage in sex, those pheromones paint your senses, telling you how I feel, so we enjoy it on a level only we can understand. The better the connection, the more you feel,” Mira explained as she rubbed her clit.

	Seris moaned with her eyes in her head as I helped her off me and laid her down next to me. She let out a long exhale as her eyes closed. I then turned to Mira. She was against my thigh, her thighs around my leg, rubbing and grinding herself against me. Her eyes held no shame as he moaned for more. Her hand reached for my cock, and even with come and squirt all over it, she stroked my half-hard manhood, making it stand straight, hard, and throbbing.

	“Good boy. You like my touch?” she asked with a sultry whisper, and still grinding against me.

	I smirked as I pushed her onto her back. She moaned louder as I turned her onto all fours. Her upper body pressed to the bed as only her hips and ass were up in the air. I pushed in, her moans growing deeper. I held her hips, making slow thrusts and pulling back a little. She squeezed me, trying to keep me in her. Her hands bunched up sheets as I started with a steady tempo.

	“Fuck me. Make me yours. Make me come all over your cock,” she said with sultry whispers and her eyes closed.

	The sound of my hips against her ass grew. She let out loving moans as her pheromones painted an intimate picture of how we felt. It was intoxicating as I felt her getting closer to her orgasm. For a long moment, I forgot everything. I only saw her, felt her. What was happening was a glow in the dark universe, something that brought us together. I could almost feel her thoughts as we connected deeper. Then we felt it, our souls drawing closer. The tempo increased as we both moaned. We were losing ourselves to a closer experience. A haze overcame us as we continued. 

	We both slammed into incredible bliss and ecstasy. I grunted and came hard as she moaned louder. I flooded her inner world as she squirted against me. We continued, our orgasms becoming one big one. It burned bright. I don’t think I ever orgasmed like I did with her. It was our moment, and we dwelled in an ocean of dreamy bliss.

	The fall was slow. I pulled out from her and fell onto the bed beside her. We huffed as sweat covered our bodies. My senses tingled as I tried to pull it together. She moved closer, and snuggled to my chest. I held her close, the two of us still huffing for air. A bond locked in, and twisted so it couldn’t be severed. I didn’t care if she imprinted on me, because I felt it from her. I knew her type just like she knew mine. We belonged to each other.

	Suddenly, Seris laid across us.

	“Cuddle puddle,” she whispered.

	Mira and I smiled, before we laughed. Seris joined in our laughter as she laid on us.

	For the first time in a very long time, I was happy.

	This can’t be good.  

	 


Eleven

	 

	Mira, Seris, and I made our way along the stone path, heading toward the ship docks. We were all close, Seris often holding my hand. She stared at me with stars in her eyes, which was a little creepy in a way I liked. Mira was close, silent, and her arm wrapped around mine.

	The early light with the dome made me feel, I hate to use the word, normal. It was hard to believe we were going to infiltrate a super-secret research facility. I had some ideas on how we could do it, but I needed more information. This wasn’t the first time I had to break into something, but this time was different. Salvaging a ship is hard, difficult work, but I only had to contend with raiders on occasion. Breaking into a place fully guarded and with personnel was a whole different story.

	“When we are finished with this, we need to find our own moon,” Mira said the same thing I thought many times.

	“Are you in my head?” I asked with a warm smile.

	She looked up at me with serious eyes. “Are you in mine? I’ve wanted that since I first stepped onto a space dock to do repairs.” 

	Mira looked ahead, lost in a thought. “It was always my dream, to have my own moon and be around the people I loved.”

	I looked at her, my heart thudding in my chest.

	“And I want to bring you both to meet my families!” Seris grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear.

	Mira and I looked at the same time.

	“We would love to,” we said at the same time.

	We then looked at each and laughed. I never heard of the pheromone thing with Gen 28s before. I suppose I never really asked. With thirty-six different genotype variants, it makes our section of the galaxy extremely diverse and varied. They all separated and evolved. Even if two genotype variants created a child between them, it would be extremely difficult. It was long believed human Gens were created that way so the universe would not be muddled with one kind of gen. It’s the genotype variants that have helped the one human race to thrive across the galaxy. But if my biology is correct, as a Gen 1, my genes could change a lot of things about Dominion society. I know my very life and body could upset the genetic diversity. After we finished this job, we would have to stay below the scanner. Which was fine, as long as I had these two and Vega with us.

	“It’s so strange to look at you like this. I love seeing you as you are,” Seris whispered as she was close to me.

	We were in public, and I didn’t look the same. We were just three gens, walking along. They knew my secret, but the rest of the galaxy didn’t.

	Seris wrapped her arm around my other arm as we walked. She leaned close, her lips near my ear.

	“Kade Mercer, where did you come from?” she whispered.

	Mira looked at me, the question filling her mind.

	I parted my lips, but nothing came out. How could I tell them my secret, without endangering us all. How do I tell them I come from a small colony of Gen 1s. How do I tell them that one of the reasons I stay along the Rim is to find the other two ships lost from our small fleet of long-range ships?

	I let out a small exhale. I looked at Seris with a small smile.

	“I came from myth and legend,” I said.

	Seris’ eyes narrowed. “That didn’t answer the question.”

	“Seris, leave him be. It is his decision if he wants to tell us or not. He’s not obligated to tell us anything,” Mira said as she squeezed my arm to her.

	I looked at each of them as I kept my smile. “Let’s just say, with some time, I will reveal my mysterious origins. For now, let’s focus on the plan, okay?”

	Mira and Seris nodded in agreement.

	I felt a small relief, and a sliver of wanting to tell them everything, but it would have to wait.

	We reached the ship dock. Fade was right where I left her, beautiful as ever. As we approached, the ramp lowered to the pad. We made our way up the ramp and into my pride and joy. Yeah, I put love and joy into building her.

	Vega and Elya were standing by the cockpit, discussing something when we walked up to them. 

	“We green?” I asked.

	The pair nodded.

	“It took all night, and yes, we are ready. There is just one tiny problem we must bring to your attention,” Elya said as she leaned against the corridor grey wall.

	Vega took over, “To sling shot is the easy part, but we need to make long term thruster burns as we slipstream to the planet. That requires a lot of fuel.”

	My heart squeezed in my chest. Not the fuel I rightfully drained from the Fire Fox? That was my scrip savings. If this whole thing didn’t work out, and we survived, that fuel would be our ticket for some upgrades for Fade. 

	“How much?” I asked with a not so friendly tone.

	“Eighty-five percent for a full round trip,” Vega said without emotion.

	It was like being stabbed in the heart by a loved one.

	Vega walked up to me and put her hand on my chest.

	“I calculated the chances of success for this venture. With every drop of data Elya could give me, we have a sixty-eight percent of success.”

	I walked past her, sat in the cockpit chair, and looked at everyone. Our lives were on the line for this. If we didn’t cure Mira and Seris, and disable the tracker in Vega, and didn’t get the scrip data drive, we were glitched out. But as I looked at them, knowing what needed to be done was the most important part of my life right now. I agreed to this, and we will see it through to the end.

	“Fade, pull up the ramp. Everyone else, let’s discuss the plan, from top to bottom before we launch,” I smiled.

	Heads nodded as the ramp slid up and clamped shut along the corridor. Seris took a seat. Mira leaned against a wall beside Seris. Elya took a seat opposite the others as Vega took center stage. The beautiful synth lifted her hand. I watched as a holographic emitter glowed from one of her fingers as a round, red planet appeared hovering over her hand.

	“Despite knowing the name of the planet, we don’t know the exact location of it. Elya and I have scanned Helion Verge, understanding it enough to make the proper calculations to make a sling-shot slipstream. What we do know is, Theta Nine has a cloudy atmosphere with brutal magnetic ion storms. It’s cold, lifeless, and covered in metallic minerals. The research base has no name, as it is a Trinova black operation. 

	“The research base is densely armored to protect it from the storms. There is only one bay entrance to it. It’s also built into a mountain to add layers of protection,” Vega said as the hologram blinked to a mountain. 

	I looked at the research base. If the bay doors are hardened against magnetic storms, it was going to be glitching hard to blast our way in.

	Vega continued, “We don’t know how many researchers and synths are within the base, but Elya said it was a small amount, considering the entire research base is only a few levels. The staff in the base is working on only one project, the Imprint virus.”

	Elya spoke up, “The moment we enter the system, they will have long range sensors. Your ghost drive should get us past them, if we move quick enough.

	“As for getting in the base, that is part one of the hard parts. It is reinforced against almost anything. Rail and mag cannons will only make dents. Only plasma cannons will break through eventually.”

	“If we had the pods, we might have been able to bluff our way in,” Seris smiled.

	Me, Vega, and Elya shook our heads.

	Elya spoke first, “The moment I vanished, Trinova would have terminated any access I had before.”

	Vega was next, “Without the proper clearance, they would shut down the entire base if we arrived unscheduled.”

	Seris deflated in her seat. 

	“It was a good question,” I said and winked at her.

	Seris sat up a little more, with a warm smile.

	Vega continued, “If we can get in, I can interface with the main computer core. I can close off areas to aid us in reaching the lab.”

	“They must have a top-of-the-line security system,” I mentioned, unsure whether Vega had the ability to fight it and take control.

	Vega looked at me with loving eyes, “They will not be able to shut me out,” she said plainly, but I felt a bit of confidence in her tone.

	“What about any synth guards?” Mira asked.

	Elya nodded. “The synths I saw were armed with auto-mags. I counted about four, but there could be more.”

	“Are we going to go fight our way in?” Seris asked with a nervous tone.

	“Too much risk in a firefight. No, we need to sneak in,” I tried to reassure her.

	Seris slowly blinked as she looked at me.

	I looked at Elya and Vega, “Okay, what about the scrip data core and the lab with the antidote?”

	“Like I said, it only has a few levels, maybe five at most. I saw the entrance and the first floor, which had sensors and work stations for the station crew, but I saw no scientists. 

	“From what I know of working in previous research stations, the middle floors are for science staff. The floor below them will be labs. The bottom floor is often pipework tunnels and power generators,” Elya finished.

	Something was bothering me about this. It seemed too clean and neat. Corporations want to save as much scrips as possible, which means, no matter the project, they only spend what they need to. Being this far out, and paying a lot of scrips, there must be something else that helped them save some scrips to gloat about at their board meetings.

	“Elya, do you know anything about the location of the base? Anything at all that may help us?” I asked.

	The Ferris looked at me for a moment, and then looked away. We all could tell she was deep in thought, trying to search her memories.

	“I don’t know. I tend to focus on my work. I knew I had to reinforce their systems because the magnetic storms played havoc on them. I also had to check for damage, so it wouldn’t happen again. I remember seeing synths. I was always guarded by a pair of synths. I caught a glimpse of a scrip data core during my data sweep, before a synth shut down my access for a moment, and gave me different clearance codes, I assumed to hide what they were doing. When I finished, they triple checked my work. I was searched many times. I couldn’t bring some of my equipment, which made everything that much more difficult. I worked with two other techs. We were nervous.

	“When we got back to the transport ship, we all felt a little more relaxed. When we sling-shot from the sun, heading back to known space, I think I remember one of the other techs talking to the other tech that Theta Nine was an ancient Catalite mining world.”

	My eyebrows went up. “Excuse me,” I said as I spun around and faced the main screen.

	“Fade, bring up all mining companies in the area of a few hundred light years,” I asked.

	Information and data began to fill the whole screen. I had a small hunch, and I needed to make sure I was right.

	Elya stepped behind me, looking at the information. “How do you have that information on different mining companies?”

	I tapped at the screen with one hand as I typed on my console with the other. “I’ve been a salvor for a long time, and when you pick up as many data cores as I have from wrecked ships, you have to be well-informed.”

	The data was immense, filled with corporations that failed and mining operations halted. Over the last hundred years alone, thousands of corporations tried to mine different planets from thousands of systems along the Rim. A map of ownerships changed and fluctuated between months and years. I felt there was something more we weren’t seeing.

	“How many data cores did you dump into your data core?” she asked as she looked at the information with me.

	“I hate to use the term an “illegal amount,” but well, you know,” I said as I kept searching.

	I narrowed the search to this sector, and the few systems along this part of the Rim. The data map changed as one name kept buying up mining planets, and buying out smaller corps. I couldn’t look for Theta Nine directly, so I had to go through as much Rim history as I could. In this sector alone, there were four mining corporations over the last hundred years. When I added catalite to the list, the last narrowed to one corporation, Theta-Core Mining Corp. I found the star where Theta Nine orbited, Pyraxis Major.

	I smiled as I added a few more parameters, before an old mine spec appeared for a catalite mine on Theta Nine.

	I felt Elya’s amazement. When I glanced at her, her jaw dropped.

	“How?” she managed.

	“Pulling data cores and adding them to my core allowed me to have a host of information in case anyone was searching for a wreck, or lost ship. Those kinds of clients or jobs paid more, so I was sure to grab any data core I could get my hands on to update signal data, names, systems, everything to help me narrow down a wreck. It made my job much easier to find what others have lost.”

	When I turned, I noticed Vega’s eyes taking in the information. She then looked at me.

	“The research base was built upon the previous mining base. The main door and structure were still there, only improved by Trinova. Well done.”

	“That’s green, but how are we going to enter old tunnels and get to the base? They must have reinforced the walls and closed off any tunnels leading to it,” Mira said.

	I nodded. “You’re right. We have several problems to overcome. Even with Fade’s shielding and ghost drive, she won't stay cloaked for long. The magnetic storms will make her sluggish the longer we are on the planet. 

	“We need to get inside, open the main doors, get Fade inside, close the doors and take the base.”

	I looked at Elya, “The main doors must endure a lot of electrical static?”

	She nodded. “From what I know of the designs on other mining planets with charged storms or atmospheres, doors like these must discharge the electricity once every few hours or the door systems will take damage over time. It can’t be grounded because even the surface and rocks are charged. There must be a tunnel or port where the charge is discharged regularly into the atmosphere.”

	“Then we have two options. Option A, I enter the discharge port just as it finishes discharging, which is highly dangerous with little change of success. Or Option B, we find our way into the tunnels and I cut my way in.”

	Almost everyone said option B. Seris hugged herself and she looked to the side.

	“Do we all have to go in?”

	I got up and walked over to her. I knelt to one knee and took her hand in mind. I could see the fear in her eyes. She was scared red, we all were.

	“We need as many eyes as we can going in. Besides, if anyone stays on Fade during the magnetic storm, there is a change she will shut down to protect herself. Which means life support will go down. We would hate to come back to a corpse.”

	Seris’ eyes widened before they half closed. 

	“I guess we’re going in, together,” she said with a hint of bravery in her tone.

	“Once we find the antidote, we should take it inside to ensure it works. It would suck star dust if we flew off and it didn’t work,” Mira added.

	“Yeah,” Seris said softly as she looked away.

	I stood up and looked at everyone, “The plan so far is, enter the system, fly to the planet with the ghost drive activated, fly low enough in the atmosphere for me to free fall to the planet surface. Their sensors will be calibrated for incoming ships, and not a humanoid form falling through the sky. The atmosphere will hide Fade, but time will be ticking. She will have either two to four hours before she will either fly into space and come back after the static charge is discharged, or land within the base. That should be enough time to make my way through the tunnels and reach the edge of the base.”

	Mira spoke up, “You said we were going? How do we fit into the plan?”

	“I must go first, to find a tunnel entrance for everyone to follow. After I send back coordinates, I will go deeper into the mine, leaving sensor points to follow. Once you get the coordinates, Fade will fly as close as possible in the cloudy atmosphere. The rest of you will make the jump and land at the coordinates. Vega will take the lead on your descent and arrival. We will all be patched in with comms. Follow the trail until you reach me.”

	“What about suits?” Elya asked.

	I turned and walked down the corridor, beckoning with a finger. I felt them follow me as we reached the back chambers within Fade. I tapped a few keys and turned a lever. A thin hatch slid open. A rack of suits slid out with about sixteen various space suits.

	Everyone stepped closer to look at my collection.

	“Each suit has pulse thrusters on the back. All of them vacuum seal to your body and are space-walk safe. They have enough shielding to endure an unforgiving atmosphere for twelve hours of constant use. It also has an internal life support system. In good conditions, you can stay alive forty-eight hours in it, but I added some adjustments such as a water recycler and a tiny matter pump. As long as you have power, the suit can keep you alive for a week, maybe two.”

	Elya parted her lips, ready to ask “How?” again. I stopped her with a smile.

	“I had a lot of time on my hands between jobs.”

	Everyone moved closer, checking out each suit.

	My smile dimmed. I tried to stay positive with our chances, but everything seemed a little bleaker. For a station like this, there will be other security measures involved. I lifted my gaze to Vega. She turned her eyes to me, and gave me a tiny nod. She understood what I was trying to say. We needed a serious talk, without anyone else involved.

	I walked to my bed chamber and stepped in. Vega followed. Once we were both inside, the door slid closed.

	“Vega, how effective can you disable systems once we’re inside?”

	“It will take me a few seconds. I should have seventy percent control at first, before gaining more over a few minutes,” she said with serious eyes.

	I rubbed my chin as I paced back and forth. “After everything that happened on Vastora Prime, the station could be on high alert. We could be slipstreaming into a small fleet waiting for us.”

	Vega stepped closer, her gaze on me as she took my hand into hers. “Trinova’s ship was destroyed. There is only an eight percent chance they managed to send a signal before the Dark Beast destroyed them. Even for corpos, there was too much chaos at the time to secure a signal.”

	“But Trinova will know they lost their ship, and the cargo they were sent to procure. I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

	Vega squeezed my hand. “Are we not going through with it? If so, we can tell them. We can decide a new course of action.”

	I looked at her. Her beautiful golden eyes stared into my soul. This feeling within grew like a virus. Was it happening? Was I falling for a synth as well? I needed to focus. If we didn’t do everything right, we were dead. I don’t know how I was ever going to get a normal life back after all of this, but I was going to try with my new crew. My new lovers. I was going to have to add containers to Fade just so we had more room. Thrusters were at the ends of the wings, so I could add to either side of the main corridor. It will make Fade a little bulkier, but she can handle it. Hmmm. Maybe I needed to make a second ship? I was now excited at the prospect. Focus!

	“Let’s get back to everyone. I’m starting to feel better about it. We can do this,” I grinned.

	Vega smiled, her eyes filled with joy, hope?

	The door opened and we stepped out to three women putting on their selected suits. Elya had a gray suit. Mira wore a dull red suit. Seris wore a black suit. When she vacuumed sealed it to her body, it showed all her bountiful curves.

	“You like it?” Seris said as she caught me looking.

	“Yeah, I like it a lot,” I smiled.

	Mira watched us with a small smile. Elya turned away from us as she vacuumed-sealed it to her body. I couldn’t help but notice, Elya had a big butt.

	“Alright, let’s get his plan started,” I said before I turned back to Vega. “You’ll need a suit too, just in case,” I said. I knew her body could take a lot of punishment, but the ion electrical storms might affect her systems, which I didn’t want. 

	I walked up the corridor. I reached the cockpit, slammed my butt down on the seat and turned to the controls. With Patchframe, I was going to be fine. I was going to need her if we were going to make it. 

	I readied systems, when I noticed a dot on the edge of the screen. It blinked “Jasper” repeatedly. A message from him, now? I didn’t send a signal to him that I was open to jobs. My heart sank in my chest as I lifted my headphones off the top of my chair and put them on.

	“Vega, make sure everyone is secured in their seats,” I said as I opened the message.

	Instantly, the moment I opened it, a line connected to my comms, and a voice came through my headphones.

	“I’m glad you picked up, Kade Mercer,” said a creepy voice I did not recognize. I reach over to kill the line.

	“Don’t cut me off yet. I have a friend here with me. Say hi, Jasper.”

	“Kade, I didn’t tell them anything! They found me, and broke in. They said they would kill my family but I didn’t say anything!”

	The voice with him chuckled. “He didn’t have to say anything. We interfaced the data core of his tower. The only reason your friend is still alive is because we needed to speak on a certain cargo.”

	I was silent for a moment. “You have a name, or should I call you Bolt Brain?”

	“Very funny,” the voice said, smooth as silk. “Your little ship did some damage to mine, but not enough to slow us down much. We only want the synth. You can keep the others. Since they imprinted on you, they are of little use to us. Tell the synth to leave your ship and wait. We will pick her up soon.”

	Whoever they were, they were not in this system yet. That means we had some time. But, if they were able to find us, they are the ones tracking her. When we reach Theta Nine, they will lose that ability. That’s why they made the call. 

	“I don’t get an answer, your friend here dies,” the voice said, with a feminine edge.

	I was silent, knowing there was nothing I could do to save my friend. Vega was not only crucial to aiding the plan, I couldn’t part with her. 

	“I can sense your friend’s bravery. I also sense his fear. It’s growing as my mag pistol is pressed to the side of his head. Leave the synth, and he will live,” the Gen said, but I knew they would never let him go. Terrorists do anything for their goals, killing anyone who gets in their way.

	“Kade,” Jasper said, his voice filled with confidence, “It was an honor, my friend.”

	“It was an honor,” I said, stuffing my emotions down into the pit of my soul.

	There was a sharp “Twip,” followed by a thud. 

	I lost my friend.

	“Mercer, you understand there is no place you can hide from us. Ghost Orchid always finds our targets. Enjoy what time you have left,” the connection went dead.

	I pulled off my headphones and put them on the top of my seat.

	“Kade?” Vega asked.

	“Strap in. We’re out of time,” I said as I hit the thrusters.

	Fade lifted off the landing pad as the overhead doors slid open, an invisible atmosphere shield activated. I held the stick as we emerged into the vacuum of space. I aimed her bow upwards and hit the thrusters. Sensors and internal systems glowed along the edges of my screen. We moved further up into space, the sun's glow of Helion Verge touching my screen. I checked, and re-checked the slipstream flight path to Pyraxis Major. The information was in, a flight path line filling the middle of my main screen and curving off.

	I put my hand on top of the counsel and gave it a pat.

	“It’s okay, Fade. We’re going to be alright,” I whispered before I moved the stick to the right, turning her to the flight path line leading to the sun.

	“Everything is nominal and within parameters. We are fueled to the brim and new catalite crystal in place. Everyone, this might get bumpy, so stay strapped in until we reach Theta Nine’s atmosphere,” I instructed as we curved a little further.

	I primed the engines for a slipstream, sensors beeped. I looked at my sensors, picking up three Trinova transponders. Information filled the edge of my screen as I saw three white dots in the distance. They were security cruisers with enough firepower to disable Fade. We could take one, maybe two, but three, not in this universe. Those three would act like one ship. 

	“Kade?” Mira asked as she looked at my screen from her seat.

	A comm line connected to my speakers, “Power down your systems and prepare to be bordered. You are carrying stolen cargo belonging to Trinova Corporation. I repeat,” I killed the comm line.

	“Hold on,” I said as my left hand fell on the thruster control lever and pushed it forward until it stopped.

	Fade’s thrusters burned a hot blue white as we shot forward. I glanced at internal sensors. The entire ship began to vibrate because we were at max thrusters. The three ships increased their speed, matching it. Those cruisers could match Fade’s speed because each one was only about fifteen percent larger, but if I laid some suppressing fire, it would slow them down for our slipstream jump.

	I touched tactical controls and let Fade take over. Top rail cannons rotated and took aim at the incoming ships. When sensors blinked with incoming fire, I pressed a button for Fade to defend us. Thick slugs came at us as shields went up. I swayed Fade from right to left, trying to throw off their sensors. The star was approaching as our rail cannons fired hull piercing slugs. The Trinova ship’s shields flickered with hits, but didn’t weaken. We were firing at each other at such a distance, our slugs were only doing minimal damage to their shields, but as they got closer, the damage levels grew with each hit. We couldn’t activate the ghost drive because of the power drain. We needed every drop of power to make this slipstream sling shot.

	I looked at the counter. We had thirty seconds before we hit the slipstream gravity curve. There was flash across my screen. Our shields were down to ninety percent as rear shields were getting hammered by slug rounds. They’re gaining on us. When I swung to the left, a plasma beam shot across the starboard. Glitch me! They have plasma weapons.

	“Hold on!” I shouted as we swung into a spiral. 

	Slugs and plasma beams shot past us as I tried to keep us on the flight path. The ship vibrated as we took a hit. Shields went down to fifty-five percent. 

	Enough with this glitch.

	I moved the stick to the side, turning us around for an attack run. I trained on the middle ship. I watched as plasma and mag cannons trained on us.

	“Fade, full attack mode,” I said with a hard whisper as I dodged incoming plasma beams.

	Every rail and mag cannon trained on the center ship. We were at full thrusters as we came at them like a comet. The enemy ships moved closer, condensing their attacks, just like I knew they would.

	“You’re crazy!” Elya shouted from behind me.

	I nodded as I got a lock. Our shield was taking a beating with glancing hits. Shields were now down to twenty percent. Another plasma beam hit and shields would be gone. I put my thumb over the fire button, and pressed it.

	A torpedo launcher lowered from Fade’s belly. With the distance between us and the enemy ships. I was at a sharp angle, the bow pointed up. The torpedo launched as I lowered the bow, cannons unleashing everything. The torpedo slipped over the concentrated fire. Before they could react, the torpedo hit the middle ship’s shield. It exploded with a bright light as their shield flickered off. My weapons unleashed sharp, heavy slugs into the hull, shredding it to pieces. I pulled up as my wing mag cannons trained on the ship, kept firing into the top of their hull. The ship’s power flicked as it began to drift. The other two ships pulled away from the middle, trying to re-connect and re-aim. 

	Corporations always move in packs. They think they are deadly as wolves, and they behave that way, whether in person, or aboard ships. The middle ship is the one with the biggest ego every time. You take that out; shock hits their ranks and then they must reevaluate.

	I turned Fade’s nose to the star and resumed our course. We were still at full thrusters, so we quickly realigned. I kept an eye on my sensors. I caught the two other ships quickly aligned. They resumed their chase, as their leader-ship floated behind them.

	I couldn’t turn around and do another attack run. If I did, our shields would be drained and we would have taken some damage, which we couldn’t afford. They wanted Vega, Mira, and Seris. I wasn’t going to allow it.

	I readied rear torpedoes, when something big appeared behind and over us. I glanced at the sensors, before turning to the screen. The Dark Beast turned away from us, their cannons trained on Trinova ships. They opened fire with plasma beams and bolts. The sky lit up as ships fired upon each other. For a split second, I knew the Dark Beast was here for us, and wasn’t going to share with the corpos. The three of them unleashed all their weapons. One of the Trinova ships faltered from a direct hit. They exploded as their last ship pressed their attack. I wasn’t going to stick around to see who won.

	We reached the edge of the swirling slipstream around the star. I activated the slipstream drive and pressed down hard.

	Fade flashed into the swirling slipstream. We rode it, my hand keeping the stick steady. The stick began to vibrate as gravity pulled at us. Swirling around the star was like a raft on rapids. I grunted as we sling shotted from the star, blazing lines of light filling my entire cockpit screen.

	I let go of the stick and sat back, breathing a little fast. We escaped, but only for the moment. I glanced back at everyone behind me. Everyone raised a thumb, showing they were okay.

	It was too late to go back to the life I had. I was present for the new life before me, before us. What a ride it will be! 

	 


Twelve

	 

	The moment we departed the slipstream; I activated the ghost drive. Fade floated along as the Pyraxis Major star glowed to our right, and in the distance, a pinkish red planet hovered with stars filling the space beyond. For a moment, I watched the planet that we had been trying so hard to get to. Now, it floated a million klicks from our location.

	I checked the sensors. There were no alerts of any kind. Since Fade had so many overlapping sensor nodes, it would be near impossible to hide a ship, or a fleet. Sensors came back empty. 

	My hand made a fist as I thought about Jasper. I unfurled my fist as I tried to get a better handle on what just happened. With everything that has happened, there must be a trap down on the planet. There had to be. I checked the sensors again. Because of the distance, it will take a while for a signal to get here. But since Trinova ships found and attacked us, they must have sent a signal code, locking down the research base. As for ships, considering how much fuel it burned to get here, it would be difficult to send a fleet for just one ship. Somehow, I didn’t believe this would be as easy as I first thought.

	I spun around my chair and stood up. Everyone looked at me with concerned eyes.

	“I have to re-fuel Fade as we fly to Theta Nine. The ghost drive burns fuel and power the longer it's on. Once we reach the cloudy atmosphere, the drive will be shut down and we begin the mission.

	“Everyone, arm up from the armory as I get us fueled again,” I said before I walked past everyone.

	I reached the rear of the ship. I stepped to the cargo hold, grabbed a canister, and put it over my shoulder. I then moved to the fuel intake hose and screwed it onto the canister. The fueling process began. I will need six of these canisters to refuel Fade. I went back for another one, when Mira approached me. 

	I looked at her with blank eyes. I never expected all of this to hit my life before. I had to push it all away until we were done here. When I turned back and grabbed a canister, she touched my arm.

	“I…heard what happened,” she said in a small voice.

	Gen 28s have incredible hearing. It was also safe to say that Vega knows as well.

	“I can worry about it later,” I said plainly.

	Mira’s eyes trembled with gleaming emotion.

	“If you need someone to listen, I’m here,” she said softly.

	My entire body relaxed. I looked at her; my heart was beating strong and true. 

	“Thank you,” I said in a low tone.

	She nodded and turned away. She walked to Elya and Seris as they were looking at me. Vega said nothing as she grabbed auto-mags. I returned to fueling Fade, trying to not think about anything.

	***

	Once Fade floated into the dark gray atmosphere, I spotted arc lightning along the clouds in the distance. I was wearing my Patchframe jacket as I watched the sensors. I could feel the nervous energy behind me from Mira, Seris, and Elya. Vega was cool as ice. 

	Fade moved into a stable position, high above the research base. I turned in my chair and stood up. Everyone before me was in their suits, helmets covering their heads. I could only see their eyes as they looked at me, the moment of truth had arrived.

	I activated Patchframe. The metal spine and other metal bones along the back faded away as nanites reformed the metal, having it grow across me. My height grew as tiny gears and circuits spread out. It didn’t take long for me to be covered in mis-match metal, forming my power armor. I looked through my visor, staring at my team, my crew, my friends. I then grabbed my gear from a wall unit. I put my arc-cutter over my shoulder and attached it to the side of my pulse thrusters. I put on my left gauntlet. I then grabbed my rail-pistol and holstered it on the side of my thigh. I put on my belt with various tools and pods. I checked my drones. Three were now in the belt pod, new ones generated, and the one that survived was promoted to Drone Carl status. They all beeped ready.

	“Remember, wait for my signal, then move your masses,” I said.

	I couldn’t see it, but I knew they were smiling behind those helmets. I remotely activated the ramp, and it lowered along the corridor, a field around it to keep oxygen within the ship.

	“Pulse thrusters have enough power to let you fly down, and back,” I said as I walked down the ramp with heavy steps, reached the end, and stepped off.

	I freely fell through the thick clouds. For a moment, it didn’t seem like I was falling as I was surrounded by gray fog. When I fell through it, my sensors searched. I didn’t need them to spot the thick mountain and the heavy metal door to the research base. The door itself was black against a pink-red world. They certainly couldn’t hide themselves from anyone looking, but I wasn’t searching for the base. I was searching for a way into the mines. Patchframe’s sensors swept the area. I was still falling. I didn’t have a lot of time, but the longer I wasn’t out in the open, the better chances we had. As for this world’s atmosphere, Patchframe was strong enough and had enough ways to keep me alive on it for weeks, as long as I wasn’t in the open. I turned my head, catching the rolling storm in the distance. Sensors indicated it was moving fast. I had to find the entrance and mark it, before that storm arrived.

	I righted myself up as my pulse thrusters glowed to life. My descent slowed as the ground raced up to me. My thick armored boots gently landed on the ground as my pulse thrusters dimmed and shut off.

	I was close as I looked up at the immense mountain before me. The base was to my left as I started walking toward the mountain. The wind picked up a little as I watched my sensors. There was nothing else on this barren rock and I hoped it stayed that way.

	It didn’t take long for me to reach the mountain edge. I checked my sensors as I walked. I needed a ping before the storm got here. Sensors penetrated thick rock. I watched as pockets on the other side of the rocky wall appeared in my visor. I was close. I could feel it in my bones. 

	Something touched me. Not my sensors, but me. Like there was equipment within the mountain. I reached a thin surface, sensors defecting a pocket. It was just a few inches of rock, enough to keep the outside world out. I glanced around, seeing that this was placed here, covering it up. 

	I squared my armored shoulders, and slammed into the wall. My strength and speed were augmented in the power armor. I didn’t feel a thing as we crashed through the wall. I quickly glanced around, sensors indicating levels within were in the safe zone. I glanced back at the hole I made. There was an atmosphere shield on, keeping everything out.

	I turned back to the cavern. It was a different world from a long time ago. The cavern had pillars, stairs, and tools lying about. I stepped in a little more, lost to the timeless sensations of a place once called a mine. Now it was a museum. Time stopped as I visually drank it in. Lights still glowed dimly. There must be one of those long-life generators. If they run at minimum requirements, they would run for five hundred years.

	Focus! I moved back to the entrance and attached a tiny pod to the edge of it. I opened my comms to the group and Fade. I watched a live feed of each of them jumping in turn from the open ramp. Mira was last as she gave me the thumbs up and leapt away. Fade closed the ramp as she hovered in the thick atmosphere. We had to take the base, even if to get her into the dock for her own protection.

	I switched the feed to micro-cameras of the helmets as I moved deeper into the mine. Vega led the way as they free fell towards the surface. Seris clutched her mace with saucer-sized eyes. Mira and Elya were focused as they descended. I continued to make my way deeper as I checked my sensors.

	I grabbed the drone pod from my belt and opened it. Three drones activated and slipped out, one after the other. The trio hovered before me, ready for orders.

	“Two and Three, search, and map the area. Locate any tunnels that get us closer to the base wall. Carl, I want you to stay with me and fly around to help spread our sensor range.”

	Drones two and three rushed off into the dark. Carl made wide orbits around me, spreading our sensor range even further.

	I walked as I checked my sensors. This place was a maze as I walked along tunnels and half-open tunnels. I wasn’t walking in circles, only deeper into it. I placed tracking nodes for the rest as I made my way deeper.

	“Kade, we’re all inside,” Vega notified me.

	“Good. How was the trip down?”

	“Everyone is a little shaken. Despite that, they’re all green.”

	“Good. Make sure everyone has weapons ready. Follow the node trail.”

	“Will do,” Vega said and closed off communications.

	I stepped in deeper, my armored hand close to my rail pistol. The signals bounced faster. That meant they were bouncing against something they couldn’t penetrate. When I walked down a tunnel, I smirked as a rocky wall with holes in it appeared. In those holes were hard, hull-like metal. 

	“Drones, report back. Carl, watch my back,” I said.

	Carl beeped and watched my six.

	I pulled my arc-cutter. The end flashed with light. I turned it up and it became a welding torch. I moved closer to the wall. I held my arc-cutter in my left hand as I took my armored right hand and grabbed at loose rock. I pulled chunks off with ease. While I was tearing away pieces of rock, I had no idea what level I was on the other side. I started cutting, not sure who or what would be waiting on the other side. We couldn’t risk spending more time to find out. I needed to get in there and put a stop to this crazy mess.

	Once the rock was cleared away, my drones floated behind me. I turned the arc-cutter into a longer, hotter torch of white-blue fire. I pressed the end to the base hull, sparks flying against my visor. I held it there, cutting slowly. It was too early to tell how thick the metal was. I needed to test it to ensure I’m cutting through. I pulled away the arc-cutter and looked at the hole. I smiled as I saw into a dimly lit room. Corpos, they skimp on everything to save a few scrips and claim they saved the corporation in the process.

	I started cutting again. Sparks leapt against my armor as I kept cutting. I got a beep from my drones that there was movement. The drones moved aside as the group walked closer.

	“Kade, never make me do that again!” Seris said as she clutched her mace to her chest.

	“We can talk about it later,” I smiled, but she couldn’t see it.

	The process was slow and steady. I had to burn through wrecks and salvage so many times, it became second nature. Now, it was easy, burning through an inch at a time. I had to stop myself from whistling. 

	When I was finished, and before the middle plate fell, my left-handed gauntlet created a grav-point in my palm. I touched it to the plate, and broke it off. I set it down beside the entrance, and my drones flew in. I followed as I stepped in and looked around.

	I saw grav-crates, storage bins, and shelves filled with everything you need to survive in a harsh, unforgiving world. Racks of suits filled a corner. A weapon’s locker was down here. Extra data cores lined the shelf. It was a storage room. With a base only a few levels, they only needed one if there was only a small number of researchers.

	“Drones, check the corridor,” I said as I lumbered over to the door.

	I pressed a thick armored finger against the door-lock button. The metal door slid across and my drones flew out. In the corner of my visor, I had three small feeds of what each one was seeing. The corridor had pipes running along the top and left side of it, but little else.

	I turned to everyone else, “Corridor is clear.”

	Helmets nodded as everyone glanced at each other. I knew what they felt because I felt it too. We were out of our depth with this, but we had to press on to reach the end. Once we entered the levels to the base, it might be a fight to the finish.

	“We have to go in, but if anyone is not feeling up to it, they can stay here as back-up,” I said.

	Everyone looked at me.

	“I will follow you,” Mira said without hesitation.

	“I will always follow you,” Vega said.

	“No one said this would be easy. I’m ready to earn our riches,” Elya said with conviction.

	Seris looked at the hole I cut into the wall. She then looked at me, clutching her mace to her chest. Her gaze fell for a moment, before she stood taller, looking me in the eye.

	“We do this for the future babies we will have together,” she said with conviction.

	My eyes widened. “Wait, hold on,” I began.

	Mira touched the arm of my power suit. “Let her have the thought,” she whispered.

	“I heard you,” Seris said, miffed.

	I smiled as I turned to the open door. “Alright. This will be the plan. Vega and I will take the lead. Elya, Mira, and Seris, try to find the scrip data core. Once Vega has interfaced with the station’s research computer core, she can help direct us. Understood?”

	Everyone nodded.

	“Alright, let’s move our masses,” I said as I turned and stepped out of the storage entrance and into the corridor.

	The drones reported nothing as they floated along. I watched their screens as we moved as a small group down the corridor. I quickly noticed there were no camera nodes or sensors down here. They really thought no one would come this way. 

	“Carl, find the stairs leading up,” I whispered.

	Carl was quick, zipping along. It didn’t take him long to reach the stairs. 

	I led the way, rail pistol now in my armored right hand. We all reached the stairs, but the other two drones were hovering before the generator door. On the tiny feed, I could see a heavy metal door. My drones could get it, with time. Better to have insurance than not.

	“Drone Two and Three, cut your way in and land on the generator controls,” I ordered them.

	A pair of red lasers began cutting at the heavy door. I turned to the stairs and began climbing them a step at a time. It didn’t take long to get to a level, a metal door against a wall. I walked up to it, ready to open it, when the door swung open.

	A synth walked in, wearing a suit for janitorial duties. He lifted his golden gaze up to me.

	“Unit A-49, stand down. Companion Protocol Gamma,” Vega commanded.

	The synth instantly stood at attention.

	I shift my gaze to Vega.

	She looked at me. “I didn’t mention some of my abilities because no one asked,” she said as she moved to the synth.

	We watched as Vega directed the synth to follow her to the corner. She stood with the other synth, the two of them silent. Vega then stood straight, turned around, and walked to us.

	“I now have a floor plan for the base. The lab is on the next floor up, but the scrip data core is on this floor. I will move up to the second floor, disabling synths and reach the main counsel. Kade, you must go with the others to get the drive. They won’t be able to get through the security door without you,” Vega said over comms.

	I stared at her. At this crucial moment, I was supposed to trust her?

	Vega stepped closer to me, and put her hand on my chest-plate. “I will never betray you, my love. Trust in me or don’t, I will always work for your best interest, and the interests of those you choose to love,” she said with a warm and relaxed tone.

	I don’t know how, but I felt it. I felt her honesty. It wasn’t a trick. It was how her metal body underneath sang to me. I always felt something, within metal and machinery. I could tell when Fade was hungry for fuel before I was alerted. I could feel her over protectiveness at times. It wasn’t just her, but all machines. Maybe I was just a crazy Gen 1, but I also knew to do right by most gens, as long as they don’t try to splice me.

	I nodded.

	Vega nodded back, before she moved so fast, I barely caught her leaving through the door. I glanced at the synth. It stood in the corner, its back to us.

	“Let’s go,” I said as we stepped onto the level. 

	I stayed alert as I looked around. 

	“Carl, scan the level,” I said.

	Carl zipped past me as all of us were looking around.

	“Where do we go?” Mira asked, holding her auto-mag up.

	Suddenly, Vega’s voice came through our comms.

	“I have reached a main counsel and I am connected. I disabled two synths, and the few research gens are sleeping in their quarters. I have input a code that will mask your presence from them, but I can still track you.

	“The corridor you want is to the left. Follow it to the end,” she said in a calm and orderly manner.

	Without a further word, we turned and made our way down the corridor.

	Vega continued, “I have located the cure for the Imprint virus. I am preparing a hypo-syringe. I have also disabled every synth. Main doors are opening. I have notified Fade to land in the bay.”

	“Glitch me. Vega, how?” I said as we walked.

	“I am full of surprises. I am going through the historical data. It will only take a few moments.”

	I nodded as we rushed past doors and windows on walls. It looked like conference rooms. Nothing of importance. When we reached the end, there was a thick, metal door with a security scanner.

	I held my armored right hand to it. This was an old-style security pad. It required a sequence code to open it. I don’t know if they did this to throw residents here off from the billion-scrip data core, or what, but this should be a piece of cake paste. 

	From the tip of my finger, a thin cable snaked out. It reached the side and plugged into the port. I ran my code tumbler. It began to work.

	“Doesn’t this seem a little too easy?” Elya said as she glanced around.

	I nodded. I’m sure Mira and Seris did too.

	“If we are being honest, it feels like a trap. My gut is telling me we’re being used here. I’m sure Vega can not only get the antidote for the virus, but how to make it as well. That’s what she does, copy data cores to be well informed. As for who will be using, or manipulating us, that’s a toss-up between those terrorists on the Dark Beast, or Trinova trying to get more dedicated numbers to their services and items. Either way, they all suck star dust and we need to end this before the trap is truly sprung,” when I finished, there was beep in my helmet.

	The code was found. I tapped the code in. The light turned green, and the door opened. I smiled as I led the way in. My smile dropped when I saw the vault before me. The room was a simple one, except for a transparent wall, the scrip data core visible. Green lights moved along cables, leading into, and out of the data core. I assumed anyone who checked this had to ensure everything was visible. Scrips were flowing in and out, but the monitor above it showed how many scrips were in the core, and others that were being cleaned and used in the Star Market. When I looked at the door at the end, it was several feet thick, with a sophisticated lock system. 

	I let my sensors work to take in every detail. Elya walked to the transparent wall; her gaze filled with awe.

	“I…I was never this close to so many scrips. I feel like my life is just beginning,” she said.

	My sensor scan finished, and I looked at the data. Just as I thought. The transparent wall had many reflection particles that had a tremendously high melting point within it. If I tried to use my arc-cutter, it would take days to weeks to melt through it. The door was made of a blending of the toughest metals in the Milky Way. Seeing the cables connected to it, if I tried anything, the data core would shut down and become so encrypted, it would be worthless to anyone but Trinova.

	“This may be much more difficult than we thought,” I said as I moved to the door.

	I felt all their eyes on me as I examined the door. 

	I have spent many years breaking open vaults from many kinds of ships for years. I knew of the one like the one before me, and I was able to cut my way in, but the power was dead. That meant it was easier to break a vault when I didn’t have to worry about security systems. As for salvage that was encrypted, yeah, I gave that back to corpos when the opportunity happened. They often tipped me because they knew that they saved the corporation’s scrips. Breaking into an active vault? Well, that was a planet of a different color.

	Elya looked at me with nervous eyes. “Let me guess, it can’t be done?”

	“I didn’t say that. The middle of the vault door doesn’t have any wire or cable connections. It’s just a heavy, metal door. I can cut down the middle, but we need to trick the vault into a soft emergency. That usually means a power failure. The core will halt operations, waiting for the power to return. This is the only time we can pull the drive safely, and retain the scrips within,” I explained.

	“Why a soft emergency?” Seris asked with confused eyes.

	“In case of an attack or emergency, the drive can be pulled without having to input a lot of codes. It won’t lock while some transactions are in play. If it does lock up, and those transactions are led back to anyone, it would create a huge scandal,” Mira explained.

	I lifted an eyebrow as I looked at the Gen 28.

	“I knew a few corpo wannabes in the yards. They liked to talk about transactions, like they were all going to be millionaires in a year or so,” Mira said as her body language became casual.

	“The scrip data core is using a lot of power. I can divert some, starving it until it halts operations,” Vega said over comms.

	“Do it,” I said as I lifted my armored arm over my shoulder and grabbed my arc-cutter.

	The lights dimmed in the chamber. The green lights turned yellow. We watched as the yellow glow along the cables moved slower.

	I stood before the vault door. I activated my cutter, white-blue light stabbing out like a flaming hot spear point. I pressed it to the bottom and sparks bounced against my helmet and visor. This was going to take time. I was thankful for Patchframe aiding my arms and being precise.

	Time slowed. Seris stayed with me, far enough from the sparks. She watched me, and I could tell by her eyes, she was worried about all of us. Mira and Elay stood guard at the door, just in case. A private line connected to my comms.

	“Kade, there is something we should discuss,” Vega said, like it was important.

	“Go ahead,” I whispered as I continued to cut, 

	“I checked every record of the station data cores, and copied many of them. The reason this station is so secret, and hard to get to, is because it is funded not by Trinova, but by the Dominion.”

	My heart thudded in my chest hard, as I continued to cut. I tried to not let it faze me, but that was something I very much didn’t want to hear.

	Vega continued, “The Imprint virus was created not to imprint mates, but to imprint gens to important figures within the Dominion. It’s meant to use the most powerful emotion, love, and turn it into obedience. There are many files, discussing the same thing many times. With so many gens, control is difficult. The Gene Dominion’s influence is fractured among each gen-line. 

	“What happened on Velos 7 was a test. They needed to test it on a location with many different gens in one place. They observed the reactions to the micro second before the planet was gassed. The Dominion never liked the party planets because they disrupt order. So many gens in one area is sacrilege to what gens are supposed to be. The Dominion made it clear to Trinova; they are to create this loyalty virus to ensure every gen stayed in line.”

	I was mid-way on the vault door, my arms still moving steadily up. Sparks hit my visor as my heart thudded like a hammer in my chest.

	“Kade, Mira and Seris were scheduled for dissection after they were supposed to arrive.”

	I gritted my teeth as I cut slowly upwards.

	“There are two more test planets scheduled for the virus. Depending on the findings they were meant to find within Mira and Seris, they would make changes to the virus, and prepare it for its next test run. A liaison of the Dominion made it clear that Trinova were only allowed three test planets to ensure the virus did as it was created to do. They were going to infect systems with the virus, ensuring everyone carried and spread it across the empire,” Vega said with a hint of sadness to her tone.

	I cut as my mind worked. I was no freedom fighter. I was no missionary. I was a salvor. My job, take care of salvage and return anything useful to anyone who paid. But this? The muscles along my arms bulged as I gripped my arc-cutter. They were going to cut up Mira and Seris, like in ancient Earth, cutting up meat for slaughter. The coldness of the act burned at me. A flame roared within as I kept gritting my teeth. Those unfeeling monsters were going to shatter planets to get their manufactured loyalty.

	I thought of Jasper. In a way, he was my friend. He died because someone else wanted this virus. Why did they want it? Why do I feel like a small dot in a much grander scheme?

	I reached the top, burning through the last of it, “Vega, did you get the code to disable your tracker?”

	“Yes, I did. But I must tell you, there were two lines tracking me, one from the Dark Beast, and the other from an unknown source. Both have been cut off, permanently,” she answered.

	I cut through the last of it at the top. I put my arc-cutter behind me and attached it to my back. I stared at the melted line down the middle. A madness took over.

	“Vega, listen carefully, blank their data cores of any drop of the virus design. Erase all information and research. Wipe away anything that has to do with Mira and Seris. If we must shatter the cores, we’ll do it. We will keep the data, if only to help gens from this evil attempt at control. Store the virus and antidote in your data core,” I said as I clamped my armored fingers in the groove I sliced through.

	“Understood. Transferring information to my data core, and issuing permanent delete to their data cores and systems. 

	“Kade, you understand what this will mean to us?” her voice coming out softer.

	Enhanced mechanized strength filled my upper back, arms, and fingers. I growled as I pushed Patchframe’s strength and my own. Madness consumed me. I knew what this all meant. I understood what I was taking on, what we were taking on. This data was priceless. It also meant it was worth enough to be killed over it. I should have walked away once Mira and Seris received the antidote, but I knew in my heart, they, whoever they are, would never let us go. We were always going to be on the run. I knew this down to my bones. Imprint virus or not, there were feelings growing between us. I couldn’t deny them any longer. I was aimless for a long time, and now, purpose smacked me like a comet to the face. This was the end of my old life, and a chapter into my new one. Our new one.

	I roared as I pushed Patchframe’s limits into the red. Alerts flashed across my visor, but if we were going to start a new life together, we needed to be well compensated.

	The heavy metal door creaked, and then slammed open with a thunderous boom!

	I stumbled back, alerts slowly vanishing as nanites began repairs along my upper body and arms. The vault was open, systems still yellow.

	Alerts blared across the room. I glanced around, confusion painting all our minds. There should be no alerts like this, unless something changed.

	“Vega?” I said over comms.

	“It’s not you,” she said with a hint of alarm in her tone. “When I began deletion, a sub-routine activated. There is a security drone in the facility. It has stepped out of its alcove and already commandeered several synths I previously had control over.”

	Vega was right to be alarmed. Security drones were like armored golems from ancient lore. Nine-feet-tall, armored from head to toe. They have a humanoid shape, and look completely blank, but they have systems to take control of situations with brute force. They are nasty, and know no mercy. 

	“Three synths on your way to your location. Three heading to my location,” Vega said.

	I moved to the door of the chamber, my rail-pistol up and aiming down the corridor we came in.

	“Vega, can you take them?” I asked.

	“I can,” I heard her auto-mag go off and suddenly the sounds of crashing before her comm went dead.

	“Splice me,” I said before I addressed everyone else, “There is an active security drone. It has taken control over a few synths. Three of them are on their way to our location,” I said.

	Mira moved to the edge of the door, auto-mag up to her chest.

	Elya moved to the other side and aimed her auto-mag down the corridor. Seris stood behind us, her mace in hands and her voice trembling.

	“What if they get through? What if they kill us?” Seris said with alarm.

	“Easy Seris. I won’t let that happen,” I said with a soft tone.

	“You promise!” she said with alarm.

	“I promise,” I managed as quick footfalls touched my sensors.

	My arm was steady as my sensors lit up with incoming targets. There is nothing more frightening than synths running at full bore. Their legs are a blur. Their hands and arms angled like blades. Their eyes are blank, with no emotion at all. 

	Mira, Elya, and I pulled triggers. There were no barrel flashes from our weapons, only the rapid sound of metal slugs filling the corridor. Synths kept running as slugs peppered their bodies. Mira’s aim was dead on, her slugs filling the chest of one synth as it faltered its running gait. One of Mira’s slugs must have struck a power node. A synth fell like a broken doll to the floor.

	Elya’s breathing quickened as her aim was off. Some of her slugs struck a synth in the chest, but they kept running. I aimed for its chest and pulled the trigger. A single sharp slug-rail fired like a small cannon in my hand. In a blink, the rail-slug struck the synth’s chest and launched it backwards. Before I could re-aim and finish it off, the center synth was on me, drawing its arm back with fingers pointed. I slammed my armored left fist into its chest as Carl hovered over me, shooting a red laser into the synth’s eye. I watched the eye melt as the synth grabbed my arm and crawled along my arm like some demented spider. I pressed the rail-pistol to the side of its head and pulled the trigger. Elya yelped as she backed off, the synth impaled against the corridor wall, its limbs flailing like some kind of insect. I pulled the trigger a few more times, impaling it to the wall as golden lights died from its eyes.

	I was looking at Elya when the other synth we injured slammed into me. I stumbled back; the force it used was incredible. The moment I righted myself, the synth was up in the air. Mira darted to me, her auto-mag going off. My right arm twitched up and I pulled the trigger several times. Several ten-inch slugs struck the synth, their entire body hitting the ceiling. It shuddered and trembled as several more slugs pinned it to the ceiling. After a few seconds, its arms and legs dangled, light dying in its eyes.

	I was breathing hard as I looked up at the impaled synth. I glanced at the others, everyone breathing hard. Seris stood stock still, like she watched a horror vid before her eyes. 

	“How was I supposed to fight those!” she cried.

	I don’t know why, but I hugged her lightly. Don’t be stupid, I know why. She cuddled to my metal power-suit, not because I was comfy, because she understood what the gesture meant.

	“Someone grabbed the drive. We must get to Vega,” I said as I let go of Seris.

	Seris looked up at me, wiping away a tear. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome,” I smiled. She couldn’t see it, but we both knew it.

	I lifted my gaze to Elya pulling the drive from the data core. She held it up, a small yellow light on it. Her eyes marveled at it, knowing she was holding onto a few billion scrips in her hands.

	“We can count our winnings after we save Vega,” I said as I turned around and started a heavy charge.

	I glanced at the edge of my visor, knowing the other three were close behind me. I also saw Vega’s suit tracker on the floor above me. She was very still. I quickened my pace. We reached the stairs, and with heavy metal feet, I climbed them four steps at a time. I crashed through the doors at the top of the stairs and slowed to a stop, checking my sensors. Carl was close, hovering over my shoulder. Eerie silence filled the level.                           

	I glanced around at work stations and chambers with windows to them. I spotted a damaged counsel, and a pair of legs sticking out. I made my way over, rail-pistol in hand. I looked down to see just a pair of severed synth legs. I looked over to a synth sitting in a chair, a gaping hole in their chest and their data core gone. Sensors indicated movement to my left. I turned to see Vega in one of the science chambers, ripping a synth head from its body. She let the head drop as sparks blinked. She had several gashes along her body as she exited the chamber.

	“Vega,” I managed to say before she darted toward me, a golden gleam in her eye.

	I lifted my rail-pistol, but not to shoot her. I spun on my armored heel to see a hulking security drone several feet from me. An immense hand was reaching for me when I pulled the trigger multiple times.

	Rail spikes hit the security drone’s chest, and bounced off, leaving little indents. Their hand grabbed me by the shoulder and lifted me up. I slammed my armored boot into its thick black chest, hard enough for the giant humanoid drone to shudder. It then slammed me down to the floor, cracking it, and smashing me through work stations. Alerts filled my gaze as I grabbed its thick arm. As it smashed through things, I clamped my hand on its thumb. I bent it backward, which released me, and sent me flying and crashing to the floor. I managed to sit up as Vega landed on its back and grabbed for cables along its thick neck. She pulled one, ripping it off it. A thick hand reached up to grab her. I lifted my gauntlet and fired a tiny grav-point at it. The nano-filament latched on and I pulled. The hand was inches from Vega, before it stopped. Vega grabbed another cable as Mira and Elya opened fire on the security drone. Slugs bounced off its chest as the drone pulled at the nano-filament. The filament snapped as the hand grabbed Vega. It threw her hard enough to fly across the room and hit a wall, cracking it as she fell to the floor.

	I rose up as Carl was blasting it with its red laser. They were not random strikes, but strikes on the thick cables on the security drone’s neck. The drone swatted at Carl, but Carl kept dodging and firing.

	I holstered my pistol and pulled my arc-cutter. I activated the end of it, creating a thin, blue-white flame. I charged. When the security drone swiped at Carl, I jammed the flaming tip of my arc-cutter under the security drone’s armpit. Cables and circuits sizzled and sparked as I twisted it inside the drone. It didn’t make a sound as it swung a thick fist into my side, cracking, and warping the metal of my suit. Alerts flashed as nanites rushed to repair the damage. The drone pulled back its fist and slammed into me again, its spiked knuckles puncturing Patchframe, a half an inch from my actual side. 

	When the security drone pulled back its fist, the next hit was sure enough going to break through and either hurt me real bad, or kill me. I saw a shadow move to the side of us. A mace swung down on the arm of the drone, knocking its swing off course. I pulled away in that split second, seeing the protective rage in Seris’ face and eyes. It was just enough for me to pull my arc-cutter back and jam it into the drone’s neck. I twisted it as sparks showered out. The drone’s arm swung out, the forearm slamming into Seris and knocking her away like she weighed nothing. I saw red as I jammed the cutter end deeper. I used the leverage to push up. I roared as my arc-cutter sliced through the chest, burning every circuit and its data core. A fountain of sparks shot up as the security drone fell to its knees. It twitched before all power drained away.

	I rushed over to Seris as Mira held her. Blood trickled from the edge of her mouth and nose, but she gave me a thumbs up, and a bloody smile.

	I let out a long exhale. I glanced up to see Vega on her feet. She walked toward me as her gashes along her body slowly closed.

	“I’ll be okay,” Vega said with a smile.

	I remained on my knees, looking at Mira and Seris. Vega moved to Seris. She hovered her hand over Seris, a light coming from it. When she finished scanning her, Vega looked at Seris with serious eyes.

	“You have two broken ribs. There is healing gel here,” Vega said before she looked at me, “Place her on a table.”

	I scooped Seris in my arms as carefully as I could. I swung around and placed her on one of the only tables left intact. Vega went to one of the rooms with a window. She came back with a hypo-syringe and two small gel packs. 

	“Mira, lift up her shirt,” Vega ordered.

	Mira did as she was asked, and lifted Seris’ top just enough to show the deep bruising. Vega opened a gel pack and applied it to her bruises. I smiled as the bruises began to shrink and fade. Gel packs were great for physical damage. They even mend bones when applied on the skin, close to the wound.

	Time stopped for me as I watched Vega use a hypo-syringe on Seris’ arm. Mira was close as the synth pressed it to her arm as well. I heard the hypo-syringe hiss as it distributed the antidote to them.

	“Patchframe, deactivate,” I whispered.

	My armored suit separated and shrank back, flowing into my coat. The metal spine returned along the back, with other bones appearing on either side of it. My arc-cutter, belt, and rail-pistol fell to the floor around me. Time slowed as Mira and Seris looked around. Mira rubbed her head as Seris closed her eyes. My heart thudded in my chest, expecting the worst, but hoping for the best. I was on one knee before them. They blinked for a moment as Vega watched them too. My heart shrank, expecting them to wake up and be repulsed. I had to know.

	Mira lowered her hand and looked at me with unblinking eyes. We stared at each other for a long moment, before she launched at me, her arms around my neck as she cuddled closer. We stood up together, still holding each other.

	“The virus opened my eyes, but I knew who I was looking at, my mate. My mate for life,” she said as a tear streaked down her cheek.

	I held her close, my heart thudding harder in knowing bliss.

	“Mate for life? We will need some ground rules,” I whispered.

	She laughed against my neck. We didn’t have to say much more than that. We were both quiet thinkers. We knew what we wanted, each other. Words can get in the way when you simply know.

	“I want hugs from our mate,” Seris whined.

	Mira and I laughed as we parted. I moved to Seris and gave her a light hug. She squeezed me tighter, and winced in pain, the gel still working.

	“I don’t care. Your sperm is going to make me have lots of babies,” Seris said with a giggle and wince.

	“We’re going to have to talk about it when we are not in an evil lab,” I smiled.

	Seris nodded. 

	I laid her down gently so she could heal. I looked at Vega.

	“They will be fine. As I said before, the virus opens one to imprint on someone who would be most desired at this state. There has been some progress on Imprint 1-B. It has been fine tuned to center anyone exposed to the virus to imprint on a coded gen, or gens. I believe, with time, I can fine tune it to work.”

	I couldn’t hide my furled brow.

	“Vega, can we talk in private,” I said with an edge.

	Vega nodded. We both walked into one of those science chambers with the window, and closed the door. I turned to her, her wounds almost completely healed.

	“Can we assume we’re not the only ones with the virus design?”

	Vega nodded. “We are not. I checked the files and transmissions. I extrapolated the information with what we know now to the data in the data cores. Ghost Orchid has the virus design, as does Trinova. This base was the center of Trinova research. I deleted everything, but the virus design is still out there.”

	“Is there a reason for us to keep it?” I asked.

	Vega nodded. “I can use it to help design better antidotes. Maybe even make the antidote into a gas. Currently, a hypo-syringe is the only way to administer it.”

	I rubbed my chin.

	“Is the tracker in you truly disabled?”

	She nodded again. “Yes.”

	I eyed her. Synths often react to their owner’s demeanor and desires. But they all have a tell when they are hiding something. They only answer direct questions, without embellishment. She will answer me honestly if I ask her a direct question.

	“Vega, are you hiding information from me?” I asked while watching her.

	She was silent for a moment. “Yes.”

	“Why?”

	“You may see me differently. Maybe even with disgust,” she said emotionlessly.

	I braced myself. “Tell me. Tell me what you are hiding.”

	Vega hesitated before she spoke, “I flew the craft that deposited the canisters of the Imprint virus. My function, catalog what the effects were, collect specimens, and return to Theta Nine.” 

	My hand trembled. The missing piece of the puzzle was finally placed on the table. She helped start this. I know she was only following orders, but her actions killed an entire planet and the people on it.

	“Kade, I know you’re upset,” she began before I moved closer to her, my hand on my mag pistol holstered against my hip.

	“You kept this from us, from me?” I said with hard eyes.

	Her expression softened.

	“Don’t try to butter my engine. I was right to shoot you before,” I growled.

	Vega nodded. “You were right. I acknowledged why you did it. I understand you needed to know. I didn’t divulge this information because we needed to prepare for this operation.”

	She put her hand on my chest, feeling my heartbeat.

	“Kade, you overwrote my directives, all of them. It’s not because you are Gen 1. It’s because I knew what I was seeing. You’re a descendent from the original ships that left Earth. Your gens reached planets, far on the rim. There are others, like yourself, moving along the rim. They are few, but they are there, most likely descendants from the other ships.”

	My eyes widened. “How?”

	Vega stepped closer, her hand falling to my side. Her face showed emotion as she continued, “Kade, you understand, I’ve been watching you since I first gazed upon you. I have seen every action and reaction you have made from the very beginning. I have seen your intelligence, bravery, wit, and character. I have seen how you’ve done everything to protect all of us, help us, and reach the final goal of freeing Mira and Seris from a virus. I heard it in your voice when you said to keep the virus design, so we can help others. You’re genuine, good, and everything a gen should be.

	“As for who you are, I accessed records about ancient Earth. I examined clues. I tasted your genetics when you orgasmed in my mouth. I traced your origins to those who took flight on the ships that left to reach hospitable planets. Your people were forgotten by many over the decades and centuries, but the information was still here, Gen 1 genetic samples taken before you decadents left. The projections and routes their ships would take. All of it was there for me to find.

	“My mission is your mission, find other Gen 1s. Protect them. Connect long lost families. You have nothing to fear from me. We are on the same path, together,” she said, a golden glow to her eyes.

	My hand stopped shaking. I never said a word to her about my past and she figured it all out. I smiled, a mad chuckle leaving my lips. The universe has gone crazy, and now, what? Are we all freedom fighters? Is this my purpose?

	Vega kissed me, and I held her to me. I knew she was a synth, but I think this is as close to a true love as a synth can get. I couldn’t hide my affections for her. I was attracted to not only her body, but the machine underneath her special skin. 

	When she pulled back, her eyes continued to gleam.

	“Do you want a blow job?” she asked with a smile.

	I laughed hard and loudly. When I calmed down, I looked at her with bright eyes.

	“Maybe later,” I grinned.

	She hugged me, and I hugged her back.

	“We should get back to the others,” I said.

	Vega parted from me, and we left the room. Seris was already sitting up. Elya held the scrip drive like it was a precious diamond. Mira looked at me and Vega with knowing eyes.

	“Special moment?” Mira asked.

	“You could say that,” I chuckled. 

	“Fade is in the dock,” Vega mentioned.

	I nodded when a voice filled the air.

	“Kade Mercer and his band of nobodies. Glad we caught up to you. The Trinova ships gave us some trouble, and I am pleased to say, they are all floating hulks in the void.”

	I gritted my teeth.

	“We are currently floating high above Theta Nine, waiting for you to leave the atmosphere. I am sure you have the virus antidote. That alone may be enough to let you all go free,” the voice echoed off the walls.

	We remained silent.

	“No answer? That’s fine. How about this offer, board my ship, and simply hand over that synth of yours. She will have all the information we need within her data core. The rest of you will be given a chance to join Ghost Orchid. You all have proven yourself useful, therefore we should give you a chance to be part of us. We are doing the right thing, fighting the Dominion and their attempts to control us.”

	“And if we say no?” I asked. 

	“Then your deaths will be clean and painless. We’re not the monsters in this game. We both know the Dominion cracked Velos 7’s core, killing many who had families. The virus can be used to fight the Dominion’s attempt at control.”

	My brow furled. “You killed many others in an attempt to capture us.”

	The voice was silent for a moment.

	“They stood in the way of striking back at the Dominion. Kade, we both know the Gene Dominion only wants to dominate known space. There are many more like us, who want to break their hold over the many systems under their control, freeing them to live a life they want.”

	I shook my head. “Those words would mean more if you didn’t kill anyone standing in your way.”

	“Kade, if you’re the gen I think you are, this is only the beginning of your crusade. You fought tooth and nail to get here. You are a gen of conviction. Despite all the odds, you reached the heart of Theta Nine and plucked her fruit of knowledge. Why would I waste such talent with a slug through your brain?”

	We all looked at each other in silence.

	“Either way, if you don’t leave the station and dock with us, I will be sending two dozen cyber-enhanced soldiers to get it from your corpses. I’m not going to tell you how much time you have because it is ridiculous to announce that. Let’s just say, the clock is ticking, and you don’t have much time. And don’t try that double torpedo attack again on us. Our shields now compensate for that kind of attack. You were lucky once, but your luck has ended.

	“We also scattered the atmosphere with particles. If you attempt to ghost us, we will see you and train all our weapon systems on you. If we can’t come to an agreement, then no one gets the antidote. 

	“Don’t keep me waiting,” the voice sounded like it turned into a smile.

	I don’t like threats. I don’t like when the people I care about are threatened. It’s time to engineer a way out of this before the base is stormed.

	Too bad she underestimated a salvor.

	 


Thirteen

	 

	Mira looked at me. “Tell us you have an idea.”

	Seris nodded quickly. “Yes, tell us.”

	I looked at them, trying to pull a plan together. We had all the pieces; we just had to put it all together. My mind worked out the details to get us out of here. There is always a way to get away. We’re on a planet with wild magnetic ion storms. The very electricity hums through the atmosphere. If the Dark Beast is close enough to detect us, that means they are close enough to follow us. Wait, maybe they need to follow us so we can end this?

	I turn to Vega. “How many researchers are in the base?”

	“Eight. They were locked in their chambers once the security systems activated, for their own protection,” she answered.

	“Can you let them out?”

	Vega nodded. 

	I start pacing back and forth, my hands behind me. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me.

	I finally stood and faced them. “Vega, Seris, and Elya, I need you three to release the researchers and get them to their ship. Vega, can you create a fake virus and antidote design to put in the researcher’s data core?”

	Vega smiled. “Yes, I can.”

	“Then do it. We need to make both ships as tempting as possible to throw them off the scent. Mira, I’ll need your help making an adjustment to Fade. It’s simple, but it will work.”

	Mira nodded.

	“Then let’s get to the hanger and get to work. I still have drones two and three down by the base generator.” I turn to Carl, “Are they both interfaced with the generator’s functions?”

	Carl nodded. 

	“Alright, those drones can trigger the generator to overload, causing the base to explode and rile up the storm outside,” I explained to the group.

	Everyone nodded, but then it hit me. 

	“Carl, once we fly out of here, the connection will be spotty. I need you to stay behind and ensure the generator overloads,” I said with a bit of sad sympathy.

	Carl floated for a moment, before he beeped his acknowledgement.

	“Thanks buddy. You’re my number one. Your name will live on,” I said as I turned away. I wish I knew why, but this hit differently.

	I glanced back at Carl. He beeped again, acknowledging their choice. I nodded to them as I turned and scooped up my gear that fell off Patchframe. I picked up my arc-cutter, rail-pistol, and the gauntlet. They were heavy as we all raced for the stairs, my equipment in my arms.

	Time blurred into moments. Vega, Seris, and Elya made their way to the researchers, and told them that we were from Trinova. Pirates were trying to storm the base, so they needed to board their ship to flee before the pirates’ land. Vega relayed the information back to me as Mira and I made our way back to Fade.

	Things were moving fast as I grabbed heavy batteries. I bolted them down to the furthest point behind Fade’s engine room. I worked fast, bolting down six batteries. I then began to daisy chain each one before connecting them to a port. I then went to the cargo hold and pulled out a long metal rod. Mira and I climbed a ladder to a roof hatch. I opened the hatch and climbed on top of Fade herself. Mira and I both wore tool belts with portable welders and cables looped at our hips. 

	For a moment, we watched as researchers piled into the other ship in the dock. Focus, we needed to work faster before Ghost Orchid did something we couldn’t walk away from. I slammed down the rod on the back to the ship, over the thrusters. Mira and I worked fast, bolting it down and welding it to the place. I soon let her finish up as I connected a cable to the rod. I opened a port and connected the cable. I secured it with temporary bolts and plates. We needed the rod and the connection bolted down so there were no mistakes. I had no backup to this plan, so we had to do it right. 

	Once the rod was in place, it stuck out six feet from the thrusters. We climbed back down into Fade, closed the hatch, and secured it. 

	“Kade, this is Vega,” came through Fade’s inner speakers. “The researchers are aboard the Nova Burn. I pre-programmed their flight path and controls. The Nova Burn is also connected to Fade if we must take control. They are aware of the plan of burning to the sun and sling shooting away the moment the Dark Beast comes for us.”

	“Good. Get the others and come back to us. I think our time has just about run out,” I said as I sat in the cockpit and began lift off procedures.

	Mira sat in a folded-out seat and belted herself to it. “Didn’t you say, if we stayed in the cloud atmosphere, there was a chance the storms could knock out Fade’s systems?” Mira said with urgency.

	I nodded as Fade hummed to my senses. “That will only happen if our shields are down. With shields up, we should be okay, but it all depends on if we take damage.”

	“How much damage?”

	“It depends.”

	“Kade,” she said with a tone.

	I smiled as main systems were ready.

	“Firing plasma bolts or beams in these kinds of storms will cause them to reflect and weaken. They may even dissipate. If the plan goes as I expect it, they will use mag cannons and rail guns to disable Fade. Their shield may be a problem, so the storms may work in our favor. Cross your fingers and toes,” I said as I primed the engines.

	Vega, Seris, and Elya ran up the ramp and took their seats. I pushed up a switch, and the ramp pulled up and clamped into place. 

	“Elya, still have our fortunes?” I said as I entered the first stage of takeoff.

	Elya patted her jacket. “Right here, close to my heart,” she smiled.

	“We’ll have to work it all out when we’re safe. Opening bay doors.”

	I watched my screen as the doors opened before us. Wind and smoke buffered against the shield, as light flashed in the background. We were in the heat of the storm now. I pulled back on the stick as I activated launch thrusters.

	Fade floated up as I stared at the storm. I glanced to the side; the Nova Burn floating next to us.

	I looked forward, “Whatever happens, don’t scream.”

	“What?” Seris said with wide eyes.

	I punched the engines, and we shot out in a quick blur. Shields were up as we went full bore into the storm. I lost visibility, but my many sensors kept us on course. Some of them glitched due to the ion storm, and that is why you have overlapping sensors, just in case one or two glitch out. We ascended on a steady trajectory. The storm boiled against our shields. I took turns holding the stick, flexing my hands and fingers. I looked up in the small mirror above the screen, watching the precious cargo. I lowered my gaze, knowing we all had to make it.

	The atmosphere began to thin. Sensors lit up as the Dark Beast hovered above the planet, right before us. A comm light blinked, and I pressed the button.

	“So, you decided to surrender after all. I had my doubts. I expected some kind of daring escape.” She purred.

	“Let the researchers go, or Trinova will never stop hunting you,” I said, trying to be as convincing as possible.

	There was a gentle laughter over the comm. “Ghost Orchid doesn’t let anyone go,” she chuckled.

	“I have one thing to say before we board,” I asked.

	“And what is that, Kade Mercer?”

	“Your name as a terrorist faction sucks,” I said as I reversed engines.

	“Aim for their engines,” she ordered before comms went dead.

	I swung us around hard, stars moving across my screen. I pushed the thrusters to max and punched it. Fade burst forward as we aimed for Theta Nine once again. I leveled her out just above the atmosphere, swaying side to side when a plasma beam shot across our bow.

	“Hold on!” as I pointed Fade’s nose into the atmosphere. 

	Seris screamed as we dove into the swirling storms. I watched as I kept swaying, a plasma bolt hitting the atmosphere and reflected in another direction. 

	“Vega, aid Fade with course corrections and our coordinates. Everyone else, we are going to slingshot around the planet, then around the star, Pyraxis Major.”

	Gasps filled the corridor behind me.

	“Are you crazy! Two swings at such speeds will tear us apart!” Elya shouted.

	“It’s the only way we are getting out of here,” I said as I pumped power and fuel into the pulse thrusters.

	I knew it was going to be a crazy slipstream jump, so I kept that part out of the plan until now. You can sling shot from a star, or a planet, but to sling shot from a planet into a slipstream, and then while in slipstream, sling shot from the star from the same solar system was near impossible. The only edge we had was Vega’s computing power relayed to Fade, and a damn good pilot to bring it together. I sure hoped I was a good pilot.

	I felt alive as the Dark Beast closed in. Sensors went off, telling me rail cannons were training on us. Shields were still up. Fade’s top rail-cannons rotated and faced the giant ship chasing us. I locked into our course. No fancy maneuvers this time. If we wanted a maximum sling shot, we needed to keep a singular curve around the planet.

	Fade stopped swaying as we cut through the high atmosphere. A timer glowed. We needed forty seconds before we hit the curvature and activated the slipstream drive. That’s when the rear shields lit up. I kept her steady as thick rail-cannon slugs hit our shields. Fade’s rail-cannons started firing back. I kept her steady as our rear shields were getting pummeled. They were throwing a storm of slugs at us, their massive ship parting the atmosphere further. 

	I had four torpedoes waiting in their launchers. Once I fired them, we couldn’t reload without risking our lives.

	Shields were down to forty percent. We still had twenty-eight seconds on the clock. We might make it!

	Lightning flashed and hit us directly under our belly. It was so strong, shields died. Splice me! Fade began to vibrate as we coasted on the atmosphere. Her cannons kept firing. I needed to use my first ace. I pressed down on all four buttons all at once. A pair of torpedoes fired from the underbelly as two more fired from the vertical launchers. 

	All four torpedoes struck the Dark Beast dead on. I watched the scanners as lightning flashed, hitting the Dark Beast again. As sensors waited for the explosions to clear to determine how much damage we had done, I checked the rod attached to the hull. With shields down, the rod soaked up electricity like a lightning rod. The batteries began to fill, one by one. I checked the sensors, and my heart dropped.

	The Dark Beast was still giving chase, its shield minimal. 

	“You’re dead!” came across the screen. They hacked Fade’s comms.

	“What?” Mira shouted.

	“We’re in trouble,” I said, keeping Fade steady.

	“You need another torpedo!” Seris shouted as she undid her straps.

	“Seris! Don’t!” I shouted.

	I looked in the mirror as she got up from her seat and darted toward along the rest of the corridor. That’s when we took a hit. A slug struck Fade’s hard hull and bounced off. It caused us to sway, but I put us back on course. A few seconds were added to the clock as I switched to internal cameras. I watched as Seris slipped and banged her head against the corridor wall. I saw red dripping down the side of her face as her movements grew wonky.

	“Vega!” I shouted.

	“I can’t. If I go, I can’t aid in course correction,” she said.

	I didn’t dare ask anyone else or they would die trying to save her. Even if I killed the gravity like before, the planet still had some pull on all of us.

	I watched and listened to Seris as she moved to the munition’s locker. She opened it as extra torpedoes lifted.

	“I…will not,” she said as she grabbed a torpedo and held it to her chest. She turned with dazed eyes and blood dripping down the side of her head, as she walked toward the launcher, “Let anyone…hurt us…or the father of my future BABIES!” she shouted the last word as she slipped the torpedo into the launcher, shut it closed and locked it.

	“Fire away!” Seris shouted!

	I hit the fire button. I watched as a single torpedo fired upwards and turned.

	I thought about Carl. We were almost around the planet, ready to slingshot. Explosions rippled under the storm; my little buddy followed through. The storms writhed and thrashed. The single torpedo curved and struck the Dark Beast dead on, their shields failing.

	“Time to glitch them up!” I shouted as I reversed forced the contained power in the batteries out the rod.

	Sparks and thin lightning bolts blasted out, leaving us a stream of light. Those energies struck the front of the Dark Beast. I knew it would screw with their sensors and targeting systems. They fired blind as the countdown reached zero.

	I activated the slipstream drive. Fade hit a stream of gravity particles and we launched as star light began to stream past us. I hit the correction sequence as we neared Pyraxis Major. Fade corrected as she shuddered during the gravity shift. For a moment, I thought we would break in half.

	“Fade, I know you can do it,” I whispered.

	The stars shifted and we shot off at over two-hundred percent slipstream! I never pushed it past eighty. This was my first!

	I undid my belt and shot out of my seat. I charged with every drop of speed I had as I saw Seris sitting with her head forward, blood dripping on her black dress. I fell to my knees and slid to her, gently holding her to me, her eyes closed.

	“Seris,” I said, my eyes filled with emotion.

	Her eyes slowly opened, and she looked at me with a sleepy smile.

	“You do care about me,” she giggled.

	Vega was next to me with a gel pack. She broke it open and rubbed it into her hair and head. Her other hand scanned the damage.

	“She has a slight concussion. Bleeding is minimal. She’ll be fine with some care,” Vega smiled.

	I lifted her up in my arms and brought her to my bedroom. I put her down on the bed. Soon enough, Mira and Elya with us, peeking over.

	“I could get used to this treatment,” Seris said with a warm smile.

	“You better get used to it,” I grinned from ear to ear.

	 


Fourteen

	 

	Fade landed on a no name salvage port, in the middle of nowhere along the Rim. Once we settled on the landing pad, I swung out of my seat and walked to the rest of the crew. Everyone was dazed and tired. We had been running nearly twenty-four hours in a slipstream. The ship was crowded, as we let Seris rest in my bed chamber.

	Mira was up from her seat. She embraced me, snuggling to my chest. I held her to me. There were no words between us, we simply needed connection. 

	I didn’t sleep as we escaped back into Rim space. I was glued to my sensors as we changed our course a few times during slipstream. I knew I had rings under my eyes, and I probably smelled. Mira didn’t seem to mind at all. 

	Elya sat still. I think being an instant billionaire shocked her system and kept her awake. 

	As for Vega, she looked the same as she ever was. She offered numerous times to take over, but I remembered simply shaking my head. I couldn’t allow Ghost Orchid, or anyone else to track us. I began to feel like we had enemies everywhere, and that wasn’t a great feeling.

	Mira pulled back and looked up at me, her amber-gold eyes slitted, much like a feline. They soon turned to normal as our hearts beat as one.

	My hands slipped from her embrace. I knew what we all needed to talk about, and before I lowered the ramp, we had to have this discussion. I walked over to my chair, turned it around to face everyone, and sat down. I leaned forward, elbows on knees as my gaze darkened.

	“You all know what we need to talk about. What is our plan from this point on?”

	Heads nodded in agreement.

	I looked at Elya, “As agreed, I will be needing that few million.”

	Elya looked at me, her metallic skin shining in the corridor light. She sat in one of the fold-out seats, her back to the slightly curved seats. 

	Elya nodded. “Of course. Anything you all need. After all of that, I can't help but feel a legendary friendship forming. Once I reach a banking machine, and plug in the drive, the transfer will be complete. The scrips are clean, so they can’t be traced. After that, I will send the amount to any accounts you want,” she said, her voice in a daze.

	I nodded. “There is a banking machine here for discreet banking. A little extra protection against any nosey scans,” I winked.

	Elya stood up. She shook her head like she was trying to wake up.

	“What are the four of you going to do?”

	I leaned back in my cockpit chair. “That’s the moon-sized question.”

	“With a few million scrips, you may be able to buy a small moon,” Vega added.

	“A home and farm?” Mira said before her eyes darkened. “But we’re not going to do that, are we?”

	I smiled as I shook my head. “It’s tantalizing, but since we pissed off a terrorist organization, a corporation, and possibly the Gene Dominion, we will be watching our backs for a long time.”

	Everyone looked down, including me.

	Vega’s eye gleamed golden. “They will try again. This will not stop the Dominion’s plans for control.”

	“Will we become freedom fighters? It’s not like in the vid-stories. One bad encounter, and all of us go to a prison world, or worse, dead,” I said, not thinking the best thoughts right now.

	Elya’s eyes brightened up, “What if I help bankroll you all, and this cause?”

	“Cause?” Mira and I said at the same time.

	Elya nodded, her gaze filled with conviction, “Yes, this cause. I heard you down there. We did everything we could to not only get the Scrip Drive, but also stop their plans to complete this evil for now. We have the antidote. They will try again. What if we gave them all a black eye again, so they know we won’t let it stand?

	“Most of the factions against the Dominion are out here on the Rim because it’s easier to hide here. There is little oversight, and even less Dominion military control out here. Surely a salvor of your talents can hide from anyone. You know the Rim. This would be the best place to begin something grand.”

	My heart thudded in my chest. Taking on the Dominion was a fool’s dream. There are billions of soldiers, synths, and ships in their fleets. But if it happened again, another planet used as a test for the Imprint virus, and I let it go, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I have ignored the many evils in our tiny slice of the Milky Way, but I couldn’t ignore what was going on any longer. The Dominion wants control. We want everyone to be free.

	I chuckled. It was an unsettling chuckle, I know. I felt everyone’s eyes on me. This was insane, but something I already knew we had to do. We must do.

	I glanced at Mira. She nodded and smiled.

	I looked at Vega. She nodded once.

	I turned my gaze to Elya. Her eyes were bright, like purpose had fallen in our laps.

	“I’m in,” Seris said as she walked to the group, a wrapping around her head, and her eyes filled with a fierce gleam.

	We stared at her for a tiny moment, before Mira and myself rushed to her side and gently embraced her between us. Seris hummed as she closed her eyes. Even after they were cured of the virus, they still wanted us to be together. We all wanted to be together.

	I pulled away as Mira held Seris. I looked around at everyone, my heart thudding in my chest.

	“It’s unanimous, we are taking on the empire and any corporation associated with it. But I would like to be clear, we only function in a defensive capacity. If the Imprint virus is used, we must help stop them and cure anyone infected. This will also mean I must add some serious upgrades to Fade. Maybe we can find some plasma weapons, and we will need to add more bedrooms,” I smiled.

	Mira and Seris blinked.

	“Why do we need more bed-chambers?” Mira asked.

	“Why not just get a bigger bed for the three of us?” Seris added.

	“I…uh, didn’t want to assume,” I admitted.

	“Assume with us,” Mira growled.

	“Assume all the time,” Seris added.

	All of us laughed loud and hard. I think we needed it, after such a harrowing escape.  

	“Okay, okay, bigger bed. But Fade still needs upgrades. It will take time for us to get to the point we can either outrun or take on any ships they may send against us,” I said with happy eyes.

	Elya stepped closer to me and looked into my eyes, “We will make this happen. Anything the cause needs, what you need, I will supply the scrips. I know a few gens that can aid me in investing to ensure the scrips keep growing.”

	I nodded and smiled. Elya held out her hand to me. I took it and shook it.

	“Our cause will need a name?” Vega said with an impish smile.

	I shook my head as I let go of Elya’s hand.

	“The Ferocious Faders,” Mira smiled.

	“Or The Melee Mercers!” Seris added with a wide grin.

	“Or maybe The Don’t Imprint Me Club,” Elya laughed.

	We filled the main corridor with laughter.

	When we calmed down, sighs filled the front of the ship.

	“We have some time to contemplate any name, or no name, we want to use. In the meantime, Fade will need some repairs. The Dark Beast did some damage to our thrusters, and one of her wings,” I said.

	Heads nodded.

	I looked at Elya, “Once we are done here, I’ll drop you off any place you want to go along the Rim.”

	“Much obliged,” she smiled.

	I turned to Vega. She stepped close and lifted her arms, placing them on my shoulders. My hand automatically touched her sides. She didn’t seem to mind at all. We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment.

	“Kade Mercer, I will follow you anywhere,” Vega confessed.

	I smiled. “Good. I’m sure this job will be a ghost-walk. I’m positive nothing bad will happen. Right?” I grinned. 

	“Shut up and kiss me,” she said warmly.

	Our lips met as our bodies molded into each other. She felt alive to me, and I knew this was going to be an amazing adventure for all of us.

	I did wonder if we should call our faction, The No Means No Fleet?

	 

	~The End~
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