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	One

	A slipstream gate opened and a ship appeared in the starry edge of the Rim. It was long, with the silhouette of an ancient battleship, but with cannons stabbing out in all directions, like a metal black star. The bow pointed into the vast abyss as trained members of the dark ship began their work.   

	The crew checked sensors that could scan across nearby solar systems. They listened to the immense chatter across sections from the edge of the Milky Way. No one spoke as they listened and watched the incoming data intently, looking for any clue of their prey. 

	A faint communication tripped the ship’s AI. A discussion was being had about a murder from two security officials. They spoke of their target’s associate, killed at his station. The dead associate in question handed out jobs to local salvors to retrieve things from ships damaged or lost in the void. The six-person crew listened carefully, noting that the security officials spoke of a final communication to a salvor they could not contact, a Kade Mercer.  

	The commander nodded, as he stared at the screens around his seat.

	The crew were dead silent as they primed the engines again and plotted a slipstream course.

	A slipstream gate opened once again. The jagged ship moved to the faintly glowing circle before it flashed away from the cold, empty space on the edge of nowhere.

	***

	I rubbed the bridge of my nose as I closed my eyes. The vids continued to play, but I wasn’t sure I could watch anymore. As always, I could feel Vega sitting in one of the corridor seats behind me, waiting patiently as the sounds of laughter from each vid turned to wonder, and then terror.

	I should start from where we left off. It’s been about two weeks since we landed on a salvage port. We had every intention to leave, after repairs from Fade’s mass getting shot up escaping the Ghost Orchid faction and the base where the Imprint virus was created on Theta-Nine. Time kind of slowed down as we worked and talked about what was to happen next.

	Mira helped me remove the rod we used as a last resort weapon from our escape. After that, she helped me with repairing Fade’s thrusters and rear plates. The plates had dozens of scorched, melted metal from plasma burns. They needed to be switched out. We then worked on foldable plates that can cover Fade’s thrusters and engine ports should we get shot up again from behind. That was something I rather avoided at all costs, but I, we, knew things were changing. I doubted I could just go back to my old life. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

	Anyway, we had to make some internal changes inside Fade. Elya, the tech that helped us with finding and breaking into Theta-Nine, liked all of us, but wasn’t about to sleep in the same bed with us. We worked on the cargo hold. I had a lot of junk in there, so we sorted it out, getting rid of what we didn’t need, which broke my heart because I was a terrible hoarder. I mean, you never know when you might need something, right? We converted half the cargo space into a small bedroom for Elya. We found everything we needed for it, a bed, shelving, and small things to make it homey. We cleaned everything up, like it was brand new. The Gen 5 was very grateful, telling us this was only temporary, until we reached a planet where she could depart safely as she started her new life as a scrip billionaire.

	We, as in the new crew of Fade, and my found family, did get our cut from our adventure. Having a few million scrips did make my heart pound like vibrations from a new engine core, but I knew we still had to be careful. The scrips were clean, but it didn’t mean there weren’t others who would be watching for certain influxes of spending. Let’s just say, we are still outlaws on the Rim, and we don’t know who is looking for us, if anyone is still looking. I mean, we did make a huge mess that caused the destruction of ships, a base, and scientific property, but we only did it half-on purpose.

	While Mira was helping me with Fade, Seris was outside, making metal sculptures. The Gen 34 Seraphyne spent her time either tending to things inside Fade, like cleaning and organizing, or sleeping and making art. She left the technical stuff to us, as she amused herself, seemingly not bothered at all that she was on a no-name salvage port on the Rim.

	Speaking of our life on the port, I paid off the port master, and they said we can stay as long as we like. He didn’t get many visitors, except for me, and didn’t mind the company. His station was a mile from us, and he only visited for a little while each day. I think he just liked having the company of several beautiful gens to talk to. Gus was harmless and smiled more than any of the times I used to visit for parts or dropping off salvage.

	I opened my eyes a little, my gaze downward. I looked forward to sleeping. My bed was big enough for the three of us, sometimes four if Vega was included. The closeness and warmth felt nice. Our orbit felt good, and I craved it more with each passing cycle. Which makes this next part even harder to accept.

	I looked up at the vids as they continued to play. Happy faces and smiles filled the screens. Laughter and music pulsed through the air. Everyone I watched, there was a sense of wonder and spark that touched the universe. I wanted to be happy as I enjoyed their smiling faces, but the same thing happened during every vid I watched. There was a curious gleam in their eyes as they turned and saw something fall from the sky. A thin mist flashed from the impact. It carried on the wind, infecting gens as their sense of wonder slowly turned to a hungry attraction. The vids played on as I watched as gens ran toward each other and embraced in artificial love and lust. Some groups were attracted to one person, and they charged at them. A sense of horror colored my thoughts, the vids showing groups murder and pull apart the center of their attraction, not allowing anyone else to have them. They kept pieces of arms, legs, organs, or a heart; blood painting their bodies and faces, their attraction turning into obsession, not allowing anyone else to have them. The Imprint virus tested on Velos 7 caused chaos throughout the streets of a city. It rippled out to surrounding cities, and then across the planet. Somnex gas filled the sky as ships hovered high above. Bodies fell, recording devices, or security feeds catching the moments as the entire population on the planet fell like inanimate dolls. The vids cut off after that, most likely from Dominion and Trinova by accessing the power grid for the planet, and EMP strikes to disable any other devices.

	I sat in the cockpit seat, watching the last vid as it played on in silence, before it went black. I leaned back as I stared at a blank screen.

	“I compiled the vids I could find scattered across the Rim. From what I could gather, some of these vids are being shared across planets and settlements not sworn to the Gene Dominion,” Vega said with a soft voice.

	“They’re not being seen on Dominion sworn systems,” I added as I turned my chair to face the beautiful synth.

	Vega nodded, her eyes filled with a solemn gleam.

	“Kade, from the core to the mid systems of the empire, they are not seeing anything of what happened on Velos 7,” she said.

	I let out a small exhale as I leaned my cheek against my fist, elbow on the armrest.

	“You know as well as I do, it has always been like this. The core, inner, and mid systems of the empire are heavily controlled. I’m sure many who were on Velos 7 came there from many different systems, deeper into the empire. The Dominion most likely gave the families softcore stories on why their loved ones have gone missing, if at all,” I said, my heart heavy.

	Vega looked at me, her gaze connecting with mine.

	My eyes widened before I stood up. I pointed a finger at her as I backed away.

	“No. No! You can’t be serious?” I said as I lowered my hand, my back to the corridor wall.

	Vega stood up and walked toward me, her eyes filled with a faint, golden glow.

	“Kade, you said we needed to inform everyone about the Imprint virus. This is how we can do it,” she said cryptically.

	I shook my head as I slid away and slowly walked backwards down the corridor.

	“We were just talking. There is no realistic way we can stand up to Trinova, or the Dominion. Just the five of us, no glitching way,” I said with a crazed smile.

	Vega followed me slowly, her hips moving with deliberate attention. Why couldn’t I look away?

	“You know it’s only a matter of time before one, or many, come looking for us,” she said, with an unblinking gaze.

	I slowed to a stop. Vega stood before me, a foot away. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Her beauty was hypnotic. I’m sure she was designed that way, not that I was complaining. But what she was implying was going to throw us further into the reactor of danger we were already in. I just wanted a moon of my own to retire on. This rebel stuff was the stuff of fiction. If we give the Dominion a black eye, they will cut us to pieces.

	There was another part of me, filled with a flame of doing the right thing. I felt it before when I helped Mira, Seris, Vega, and Elya. I knew I couldn’t stand back as such heinous acts continued. Trinova and the Dominion will test the Imprint virus on another planet on the Rim. Out here, the Rim systems were the trash of the empire. They cared little of our existence, and even shattered the core of Velos 7, murdering billions of gens. I always knew the corpos and most of the empire only chased what the inner belts wanted, normalcy in a chaotic universe. If the inner belts knew what was happening out here, the empire could fracture.

	Vega pressed her forehead to mine. She put her hand on my shoulders and gave them a loving squeeze.

	“You know what all of this means. If we run, they will eventually find us. If we fight,” she let the sentence hang.

	“We have a chance to put the spotlight on the empire, and show them something they may never recover from,” I finished.

	We stood silent, the dim hum of the ship’s systems filling the background.

	“I’ve run simulations of our chances. The longer we run, the greater the chance one, or all of us will be killed. I will be taken, dismantled, and my data core infused with a new system, so they run the data I accumulated. If the empire can control everyone’s loyalty, there will be no rebellions. Freewill will be a thing of the past.”

	I closed my eyes as I held her to me. She melted into our embrace, the two of us becoming one.

	“I never liked bullies, but if we do this, it will put us, and the empire on an even playing field,” I smiled.

	Vega nodded. “If we present this information to a minimum of forty-seven percent, there will be notable shifts and fractures within the empire. Our list of allies will grow. Our chances of success will also increase. The empire will spend more time trying to seal the cracks as our cause triples.”

	I pulled my head back at her and looked at her, “Forty-seven percent? I thought it would be more like ten percent?”

	“If it was a single planet, ten percent would be enough, but for an empire, we need to ensure it is seen by much more,” she said plainly.

	I let out a weird chuckle. This wasn’t going to be an easy job. Convincing nearly half the systems out there that the Dominion is trying to use a virus to make them love the empire? Yeah, we were out of our depth. The Gene Dominion always prized control and obedience, but even I thought they would never go this low. We had to strike back in some way, or our little family was going to see worse cycles before we saw anything better.

	“Alright, let’s get the Melee Mercers together,” I grinned.

	“We haven’t picked a name yet,” Vega corrected me. 

	She was correct. We threw all sorts of names out there for our little band of rebels. Seris came up with Melee Mercers, and it grew on me, well, because my family name was in it. Maybe it was too much on target, but we must start somewhere, so we knew what side we were bringing to the galactic table.

	“Alright, let’s gather the crew. I’m sure they will be star struck from our plans and ready to take on the empire,” I said, not believing it myself.

	 


Two

	 

	We all sat in the tiny galley. It was barely a few counters, a Food Preparation Unit, a cabinet with food-cubes (when you put them in the FPU, the cubes become full meals,) a small table, and five chairs that barely fit around it. Yes, the chairs are mis-matched. We had to find more chairs because Elya complained that the way I lived on my ship was barbaric. She was right, but I didn’t have to acknowledge it.

	“Should I get us something to munch on before we have our meeting,” Seris grinned from pointy ear to point ear.

	“Yes,” Elya said.

	Vega was silent.

	“No,” Mira said with a hard tone. When we looked at her, she shrugged. “I ate before. I’m not hungry.”

	“Yes,” I said, and for some reason, Mira gave me a look.

	“What?” I mouthed without sound.

	Mira pointed at me and herself while mouthing the word, “Dinner.”

	Oh, right, she and I are to go out later and have a private walk and maybe sit down somewhere and eat something. There was nowhere to go on this salvage port, so we would bring something to munch on. It’s only been over a week since we landed here, and my love life has already gotten complicated.

	“I won’t eat,” I mouthed, still knowing everyone at the table knew exactly what was going on, and made no attempt to stop us. I think they were having a bit of fun with it.

	“Okay,” Mira mouthed back silently and looked at me with her killer smirk.

	Seris pulled a cube from the cabinet, put it on a plate within the FPU, hit a button. The unit dinged three seconds later. She pulled out triangle chips, covered in cheese. She placed them down in the middle of the table before she sat in her chair. I reached for them, so did Elya, Seris, and Mira. I glanced at Mira. She gave me a feral smile as she put the chip in her mouth and chewed it without regret. I think she’s trying to confuse me.

	As much as I wanted to challenge the beautiful beastborn, we had work to discuss.

	“Alright everyone, let’s start from the beginning,” I said as Vega and I took turns telling everyone at the table the situation.

	I could see the three ladies taking in what we were discussing, but as we continued, emotions began to stir. Elya looked away. Mira’s brow creased as her body tensed. Seris looked down with sorrow in her oval eyes. When Vega and I were finished, there was a small silence.

	Elya broke the silence.

	“To broadcast that kind of vid, we need a powerful antenna array.”

	“Will a vid convince the inner systems of what is happening?” Seris asked.

	Mira was silent, her hand now a fist on the table.

	“If enough gens see it, yes, it will have an effect,” Vega answered Seris.

	Elya looked at me. “We are thinking of the same place, aren’t we,” the Gen 5 Ferris said with a knowing look.

	I nodded. There is only one array along the Rim powerful enough to send out a signal to the inner worlds. It’s old. The gens there serve generation after generation to ensure the Array continues to function. So many systems are tied to it, and so much information is brokered through it, no other faction or system world would dare try to control it. If they did, they would cut one of the few lines of information that reached all the way out here. Never mind the countless organizations, corporations, pirates, raiders, military factions and systems out here on the Rim. Some would consider the Array a holy relic, a means to communicate with their gods. Not me. It’s a powerful tool we could use to inform the inner worlds.

	Elya’s sudden understanding darkened as she knew the consequences of what we wanted to accomplish.

	Everyone else looked at us.

	Elya shook her head. “It’s impossible.”

	“Improbable,” Vega corrected.

	“Elya is right,” Mira said with hard eyes.

	I watched her as her anger bubbled away into concern.

	“I don’t understand why we need to do this,” Seris said truthfully.

	I looked at the beautiful seraphyne, “Vega and I discussed this earlier. If we try to run, the greater the chances we will be caught by someone, imprisoned, or killed. Vega’s data core will be pulled, and her body mostly recycled.”

	Eyes widened across the table.

	“I never said I would be recycled,” Vega said with blank eyes.

	“Come on, we were both thinking it,” I said as I patted her hand.

	Vega’s eyes glowed dim. “You’re impossible sometimes.”

	“Improbable,” I snickered.

	“Can we get back to the matter at hand,” Elya said with a no-nonsense tone.

	“Alright,” I said as I pulled a holo-pad from my belt and put it on the center of the table. Holographic light glowed above the table, showing a planet and a star. “The star system is Heliarch Reach. The lone planet in the system is called Relay. This system is perfect for the Array because there is nothing in the way to disrupt the signal. The sun also helps to amplify and boost the connection, making it a perfect place to send and receive signals, information, and media.

	“The Array itself is called the Heliarch Array, but everyone else calls it either the Spire, the Reach, or the Voice. Under the Array is a multi-level base that covers half the planet. It has so many redundant systems and power generators that the only way to stop the signal is to shatter the core of the planet.”

	Seris’ eyes widened a little.

	“We’re not shattering the planet core,” I said with an amused tone.

	Seris let out a relieved sigh.

	I continued, “The people who manage and maintain the Array are called the ‘Custodians.’ They are a mixed group of gens who dedicate their whole lives to it. For some, the Array is a holy item. Many people in the region have different beliefs, but they all agree their god erected the Array by divine intervention. The only reason why I am telling you this is because it is near impossible to infiltrate it. These gens are fanatics in every sense of the word.”

	Mira looked at me as she spoke up, “So, we are going to infiltrate it.”

	Vega and I nodded at the same time.

	Vega spoke, “I can create not only a vid, but coded information within it, verifying its authenticity. It will have dates, and snippets of the Imprint virus so scientists can verify the truth, but not enough to replicate it.”

	“We can’t be sure others won’t figure it out,” Elya mentioned.

	Vega gave Elya a warm smile. “That is why there is a kill code within it. The moment it is verified, the partial formulas and nano-engineering will degrade. The code cannot be copied, only viewed. The Dominion will not have to copy it because they already have the files. There is a low probability another can make a copy and work it with the rest of the formula.”

	“So, it’s possible?” Elya said.

	“Improbable,” I said with a wry grin. Trying to keep this as light as possible. After all, we are thinking of breaking into a fortress to broadcast the crimes of the Dominion and Trinova.

	“It’s a risk, much like any venture,” Vega added.

	There was another silence. I could see everyone working out in their heads the idea of what needed to be done.

	I tapped the holo-pad, and the outside image zoomed to the base of the massive Array. It showed landing pads, generators, and green domes.

	“Let’s not talk about the how, but what we are going to do,” I said, trying to take charge. “Let’s say we get in, navigate their security personnel, and sneak past their people, we need to plug in our dear Vega. Once she is connected, she can do the rest lightning fast.

	“With the signal sent, we evacuate and have some drinks, quietly celebrating our victory,” I said with a drop of enthusiasm. 

	Elya fidgeted before she spoke, “I don’t feel comfortable about this. I already attached the scrip drive to the system here. I’m a billionaire. The only thing left between us is for you to drop me off, and I fund what you four need to fight the Dominion.

	“This is putting our lives in danger for something that may not convince anyone.”

	“Elya, you don’t have to do this,” I said, trying to be understanding. “We can still drop you off somewhere. If we survive, we’ll contact you.”

	Elya looked at me with surprised eyes. She then looked away. I could tell she was fighting an inner war. I don’t blame her. If I had billions of scrips, I would second guess putting myself in danger ever again.

	The Gen 5 took a deep inhale. Mira looked at her with blank eyes. Seris was biting her nails, trapped in the suspense.

	“I must join you on this. If you run into any tech problems, and Vega is busy, you’ll need a backup. Also, despite the custodian’s dedication, their tech is a little behind the times. I might be able to break, or hack their systems,” Elya said with a serious tone.

	“Of course,” I smiled. “We know you don’t have to be here, but I can say I’m glad you’re with us.”

	“I’m in!” Seris said with a giddy tone.

	I lifted my palm out to her. She slapped it against mine before we put our arms down.

	Mira leaned forward, her elbows on the table and fingers laced together. She looked at me with a wicked and amused gleam.

	“You’re not going anywhere without me,” she said with such a tone, I was a little turned on.

	Vega nodded.

	“Great,” I said as I tapped the holo-pad. The holographic image shrank down to only a few inches. It would allow us to talk without it in our faces.

	“Now that we are all in, we will have to work out the details. Let’s take a break, so we can think it over some more. After dinner, we can discuss,” I said.

	“Why not now?” Elya asked.

	I stood up, my gaze on Mira. “I am taking a walk.”

	Mira stood up, her gaze meeting mine. “Yes, I need a walk as well.”

	Seris laughed. 

	Vega was silent.

	Elya groaned.

	“Fine, Vega, can you assist me with some research?” Elya asked.

	“Of course,” the beautiful synth stood up.

	Mira and I left the table. We held hands as the ramp lowered from the main corridor. I grabbed a small pack hanging on the wall, and Patchframe as well. I put on my long coat with a metal spine and bones along the back. We made our way down the ramp and onto the landing pad.

	Around the pad was nothing more than large piles of metal parts and half-destroyed equipment. There were paths through them. We walked past Seris’ metal sculpture of three gens holding hands. It was rough, but I could see her vision. She was new to using a welding torch, but after I gave her a few lessons, she really took to it.

	We walked past the metal sculpture and walked down a path between mountains of twisted metal parts. The sky was crystal clear. Mira wrapped her arm around my arm and leaned her head on my shoulder as we walked. Something primal between us took hold, the need for touch and close contact filling our bodies. When we reached an archaic bench, we sat down, side by side.

	The world around us was silent. She was close, her head on my shoulder again. 

	“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, meaning the conversation we had with everyone on the ship.

	“Not about that,” she said softly as she rubbed her cheek against my arm. 

	I waited and listened.

	Mira slowed her rubbing and looked up at me with feral eyes.

	“My family knew I was going to Velos 7. They don’t know if I am dead, or alive. I know I can’t contact them to tell them anything without jeopardizing what we are trying to do, but I must ask a question, just so we are clear with each other.”

	I waited with bated breath.

	“When this is all over, do you want to meet them?” she asked with unblinking eyes.

	I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t that. I let out a small chuckle as Mira smiled.

	“That’s a big step,” I grinned.

	Mira nodded.

	“I know we belong to each other, but I also know, they will love to meet you,” she said softly.

	I looked at her warmly. “Yeah, we’re synced.”

	Mira mashed her cheek to my arm as she held onto the same arm like a warm vice.

	I had no idea when this rebellion would end. Right now, it was just us. Things could change with time, especially after we send out our ghost signal to the known systems. It could fracture everything, but if we didn’t, there would be no one to oppose the empire, and what they are trying to do. It’s only a matter of time before they test their virus again. There could be another Velos 7. There are a dozen party worlds along the Rim, but what if they dropped their virus bomb on a settlement, or a fully populated system planet? Vega told me the virus can easily be altered to what they wanted.

	I looked down on Mira, she simply held my arm in silence, enjoying our private time. If we did nothing, all of us would become obedient glow heads for the empire. Mira’s family would become like that, and countless others.

	I had some ideas to get us in the Array, dangerous ones. It means we’re putting ourselves on the line, but what great rebellion started on the couch? None.

	“I brought us some Xill juice,” I whispered.

	Mira lifted her head and rested her chin on my shoulder.

	“Want some? If not, I can drink them both,” I smirked.

	“I would love some, bolt brain,” she whispered.

	Xill juice is hard to come by, and a bit exotic. I saved a bottle for a proper celebration. Well, this was proper. She asked me to meet her family. That was enough.

	I poured into fold-up cups. I gave her one as I lifted mine. We toasted, knowing in our hearts what we wanted for ourselves, and the known systems.

	We drank down our juice and looked up at the stars glimmering in the dark sky.

	This would be our last night here, before we launched into the Night’s arms once again. I dwelled in the moment, knowing this was only the calm before the storm.  

	 


Three

	 

	Mira and I walked back to the landing pad, the Xill juice taking full effect. It didn’t make you drunk. It made you feel incredible, aware, and senses magnified. We laughed and giggled as we walked arm in arm. When we were in view of the landing pad and Fade, we spotted Seris at the end of the ramp, waiting for us. She waved at us, a smile across her features. I wasn’t sure if it was juice, but the sight of her made me very warm inside, like a star coming to life. Yeah, that syncs.

	We approached her and she flung her arms around my neck. She pulled me into a tight hug, her body against me, and her lips an inch from mine.

	“I was just going to get you both. Vega and Elya are ready to discuss the rest of the mission, but right now, I want to take you both to our quarters and not get much sleep,” she said with a sultry, hungry tone.

	I grabbed her butt, keeping her to me. Seris gave a seductive gasp but didn’t stop me in any way.

	“It may take us a few cycles to get to where we want to go. Plenty of time for snuggle time,” I said with equal, seductive flair.

	Seris giggled as her hand touched my neck and held me still as she kissed me. Our tongues met and danced as our core temperatures rose. Yeah, Seris was the wild one between the three of us, four if we’re counting Vega.

	Mira took Seris’ hand and pulled. The Gen 34 whimpered as Mira pulled her off me and led her to the ramp. Seris looked at me with pleading eyes as I followed. I chuckled as she let out a heated gasp.

	We climbed the ramp to the top. Fade activated the ramp to pull up. When it closed and sealed shut, we all made our way to the galley. When we walked in, Vega and Elya looked grim.

	“Did we miss something?” I asked.

	“Elya and I went over the protocols needed to send a message of that magnitude to everyone planet and device across the empire. We ran the numbers, and they all come out the same, after we send the message, we will burn out the array,” Vega said.

	“It will black out the Rim for a period of time,” Elya said with dark eyes.

	“The array was never meant to boost that kind of power to every device. It’s built to aid sending information to systems across the Rim. It only receives a fraction of information from the inner systems,” Vega said as she stood up, and walked closer until she was before me. “It means what we are trying to do here will be no whisper in the dark, but a thunderous shout across the known systems of the Milky Way.”

	Elya stayed sitting. “Life, for any of us on the Rim or the inner systems, will never be the same again. We don’t have the authority to disrupt so many lives across the known systems.”

	“I thought we were rebels,” I said.

	Elya eyed me. I could tell her heart was racing. 

	“If we do this, we will disrupt medical centers, travelers, ships, schools, stations, everything. Our actions could kill millions.”

	That did not sit with me at all. I looked at Vega.

	“I have already begun re-arranging the coded vid we want to send. My calculations indicate if we keep the coded vid to under ninety seconds, the array will not burn out. There will be some damage, but with so many redundant systems, the array will still function.”

	I looked at both.

	“Okay, it seems we are synced, but there is a very big but coming.”

	Elya nodded. “There is no way to hack the array without a genetic code to allow access. It’s a failsafe against any misuse of the Array. We need a living gen from the Array to purposely grant us access when we reach it. We can’t force them. They must be calm and willing to give us access.”

	“What about a Signal Witch?” Mira asked.

	We all looked at her.

	Mira continued, “Signal witches use tech to hack anything, maybe even a genetic code. I’ve heard stories about them. Their obsession with communication technology is nearly supernatural. They may be the closest we can get to actually getting through. And even if we can’t, they may know how we can overcome it.”

	“How?” I asked, wondering how she even knew about the elusive signal witches.

	Mira looked at me with a knowing smirk. “You’re not the only one who has been lurking around the Rim. I met one, in passing, while riding a passenger ship to another shipyard. She hacked her way onto the ship, giving her a free ride to another port. They don’t ask too many questions on work transport ships, so we drank and laughed in the galley. She never told me her name, but she said if I ever wanted to join, I could meet a few witches in a place called.”

	“Hollowfall,” I said, knowing how small the Rim is sometimes. It was also the place I was going to mention when we started our journey. “It’s a pirate planet. Their towns and cities are all underground. There is no atmosphere on the surface, due to the immense solar flares from their sun, Gravesend. It’s also a place of thieves, pirates, raiders, and every bad thing of villainy and scum the Rim can find. Security is only the weapons you carry. Everything is for sale, even your organs. 

	“It was also the place I was going to suggest aiding us with our reverse heist.”

	Everyone blinked and then laughed. Except for Vega, she only smiled at me.

	“That’s it. Laugh it up,” I said as I watched them enjoy the moment.

	“Okay, wait, did I hear that correctly? A reverse heist?” Elya asked as she wiped away a tear.

	“I think I understand,” Seris said as she controlled her giggling. “A normal heist is to break in and steal something from a fortified location. But a reverse heist is to break in and put something inside.”

	“Technically correct,” Vega said.

	“It’s a thing. Vega confirmed it,” I smiled.

	Vega nodded. “Yes, in ancient historical lore, there was such a thing as a reverse heist to plant something like art in a gallery. No one has used that term, or to my knowledge, attempted such a feat in two thousand years. Not with the degrees of security technology, we have now.

	“Too much effort for little reward.”

	“That’s why this will work. No one will expect what we are trying to do, especially the empire. The Dominion will think we will simply run. We don’t have to follow what they think,” I said as I stood, my heart tugging at me.

	I sighed and continued, “I’m not often a shoot from the hip kind of gen.” 

	Everyone looked confused.

	“It’s an ancient Earth saying. Anyway, I don’t want us to hurt anyone but the empire’s hold. We must do this under the scanner. I don’t want any of us getting hurt either. We do the job and get out.”

	“And afterwards? This could spark a war,” Elya said with hard metal gray eyes.

	I looked at the ferris with serious eyes, “We are already at war. The Dominion wants to control every gen across the known systems. If they succeed, and we do nothing, we might as well slip into dead space and stay there. They will never let us rest. They will ensure we are wiped out. I’m no leader, but the thought of losing any of my friends, my family, doesn't sit well with me and I can’t sit around and do nothing.”

	Vega, Mira, and Seris hugged me. Elya sat at the table, her gaze glum. 

	When everyone pulled away, hands touched shoulders in solidarity. I never served or commanded a crew. I thought it would be awful, but this hit different. We all wanted the same thing. A place among the stars without anyone controlling us.

	I broke away and took a seat. Everyone else followed, taking seats around the table.

	“I think our solidarity is intact. Now, onto the mission,” I said as I tapped the holo-pad once again.

	The Array and base underneath grew larger and filled the table surface. My gaze fell to the trapezoid structure right under the array. It was the densest location, a few miles wide with downward sloping sides. Getting in via an airlock might be easy, but traversing a maze of corridors and floors was going to be a nightmare. 

	“I might know someone on Hollowfall who can help, or point us in the right direction, for the right fee,” I said.

	Eyes flickered to my direction.

	“And the witch?” Mira asked.

	“We’re going to have to find both. But once we set things in motion, it won’t take long for others on Hollowfall to send out information about us.”

	“Unless we make disguises,” Vega said with a knowing golden glow in her eyes.

	I gave a single nod.

	“Disguises,” I repeated, the word clamping down on what we have become. 

	“I can rig up holo-nodes and bands for all of us, changing our appearance. But to be effective, no one can touch us, or each other when we are in public. Any flicker from a body connection could tip off others. Everyone will be watching,” Vega added.

	I turned my gaze to the beautiful blonde synth and nodded. “We will also need to arm ourselves in a way that isn’t too conspicuous.” I turned to the crew, “Weapons are allowed on Hollowfall, but the more you show them, the more some drunk pirate is going to pick a fight with you.

	“We’ll also plan our roles, backgrounds, and mission targets.”

	“You’re pretty good at this,” Elya smirked.

	“It’s not that much different from a salvage job. Also, I’ve been hiding in plain sight for a long time. The less gens know there is a Gen 1 among them, the better,” I said with a small nod.

	I looked at the holographic projection. “Let’s work out some finer details on our way to Gravesend. It will take about two, maybe three cycles to get there. Make sure we are packed up and ready to go.”

	“Aye, Captain,” Seris teased.

	The word “captain” stabbed into my mind. I was far from a captain. I never served in any military force. All of this was new to me, but I had to learn as we went. 

	We started looking over the holographic array base, figuring out the best way to break in, and what we will need to complete the mission. During the talk, a nagging sensation filled the back of my head. I wasn’t sure what it was at first, but it crept in that Fade was worried. I couldn’t tell you how I knew, I simply knew. Odd, for this point in time.

	After we finished up with a partial, and very raw plan, we rose up from the table and began preparing Fade for launch. I walked to the cockpit and sat in my chair. I started lift-off procedures. Fade still had fuel, and plenty of power. With systems repaired, she hummed like new. I sent a quick message to Gus, telling him we were taking off. He wrote back, telling us to have a safe and prosperous journey. I thanked him as I primed the engines.

	“We’re all packed up and ready to go,” Vega informed me. 

	I nodded as I activated the ship’s comm. “Everyone, please take your seats and strap in. We are taking off and I would hate for any of you lovely people getting hurt in the process.”

	I looked up at the rearview mirror to see the crew take their seats along the corridor and strap themselves in.

	When the last belt was locked in, I checked the sensors and vid feeds. I activated the lift-thrusters. Fade slowly hovered upwards, further from the landing pad. I noticed Seris’ sculpture. I grabbed a vid-still of it before I turned Fade’s bow to the stars. With a push of a button, the main thrusters blasted out blue-white light. We launched into Night’s arms, leaving the small salvage planet behind us.

	I punched in the coordinates. Once I activated the slipstream drive, there was no going back. We were committed, and I would be lying if I didn’t feel a little nervous about it. 

	Coordinates punched in, I held the stick as I activated the slipstream drive. We pulsed closer to an active slipstream. An opening spread open. I increased the power to the slipstream drive. We flashed through the opening and into a river torrent of glowing particles and quantum gravity, whipping us through space faster than the laws of physics allowed.

	I held her steady for a moment, before I allowed Fade to take over. I glanced up at the rearview mirror, seeing everyone sitting and talking like we all knew each other our entire lives. I suddenly felt happy, even though we were headed toward a certain peril. 

	I thought about home for a moment and quickly pushed it away. There will be plenty of time to ponder our future, after we gave the empire a black eye.

	A really big black eye. 

	 


Four

	 

	Tools and equipment were laid out before me. I wore round welding glasses as I grabbed a barrel tube and a metal stock. Light flashed from my welder as I connected the pieces. When they were in place, I lifted thin, highly powerful magnets, and connected them to the outside of the tube. Light and sparks flashes as I continued to work. My hands and fingers moved automatically. I had made all kinds of weapons by disassembling the ones I found during a salvage. There was never a shortage of weaponry on the Rim. They were tools for a hostile space among distant stars. My mind wandered again to the ramifications of our actions. I didn’t want innocent gens to get hurt. I didn’t want to disrupt the system, only wake it up. Despite Vega’s calculations, I felt there may be more options than we could see. A way to end this before it got any worse. It wasn’t just the Dominion, but Ghost Orchid as well. The Dark Beast took a lot of damage before we gravity swung into a slipstream, but they were not destroyed. Their repairs would take time, but they will be back. Vega was the prize, and I wasn’t going to let anyone take her away. I was a glimmerhead for her, and I knew it. Most people who enjoyed the company of synths were glimmerheads, but I also had feelings for others on my ship.

	“What are you working on?” Seris asked as she approached, wearing my spare welding goggles. 

	I couldn’t hide my smile. She was cute in my gear.

	I turned over the object that vaguely looked like a small rifle and finished welding the magnet nodes. I took hold of a slicer and began cutting open a square hole close to the end of the stock.

	“You know Patchframe? Well, because of where we are going, I can’t carry the usual gear for Patchframe because it’s too large and heavy to hold it casually. I’ve been meaning to work on something that will bridge between me and my power armor,” I said as I finished cutting out the square hole, lifted a power source, and fit it into place. “Now is the best time to create an auto-mag weapon that would be like a small rifle for me, but a normal auto-mag for Patchframe.”

	She grabbed a stool and sat beside me. “Can I watch?”

	“Absolutely,” I said as I showed her what I was doing. “I need to place the powerpack before I work on the circuits. Then I must add the section where the magazine would fit, add the outer barrel to it, and finish up the finer details,” I said, loving her interest.

	Seris nodded as she watched. “You have such a skill with metals. Are you sure you’re not a ferris?” she giggled.

	I chuckled. “Yeah, that would be the closest I was to another gen, but since I was little, I loved machines, building, and traveling in space. If I didn’t meet everyone here, I would still be floating from salvage to salvage, working in silence.”

	My expression must have changed because Seris put her hand on my thigh.

	“This is strange for all of us. You’re not the only one,” she said in a low tone.

	I nodded as I continued to work.

	“Seris, I never asked you about when you lifted a torpedo and inserted it into the launch tube while we were trying to get away from the Dark Beast. Those torpedoes are heavy, even for me,” I smiled.

	Seris blushed as sparks flashed as I worked.

	“I wasn’t sure if you were familiar with Gen 34s. During emotional and physical duress, we get stronger. The genes controlling our adrenalin were enhanced. Much like the stories of mothers gaining super strength to save their children, Seraphyne men and women gain greater strength for tiny periods of time.”

	Seris leaned closer, her lips to my ear. “There are many things I could show you, if you’re interested?” she said with such a sultry edge, I dropped the weapon I was working on.  

	“Take it off-channel, you two,” Elya said as she walked past us and headed for the galley. 

	Seris giggled as she pressed her forehead against the side of my head. She squeezed my thigh as I felt her breath against my neck.

	I turned my head to her. Her touch was intoxicating. She was glowing hard for me, and I could feel our orbits aligning. 

	“Vector me to the cabin?” she asked.

	The longer I was around Seris, the more she revealed to me. She had no issues with our arrangement, the four of us together. I think she liked it more than she let on at first.

	“I love seeing you work. You’re lighting me up,” she said with a sultry whisper. “Can your work wait a few hours? I promise not to take up all your time,” she purred seductively.

	A corpo professional would schedule it later. I’m very happy I’m not a professional in the corpo sense. 

	I put down the mag rifle I was working on, took off my tool belt and laid it on my worktable. When I pulled off my goggles, Seris coiled a finger into my belt and pulled. She hung up the other goggles on a peg and led me toward the cabin. Maybe being a rebel had extra perks. I could get used to this.

	The door to our cabin slid open. We stepped inside and the door slid closed. Seris casually began taking off her black and white dress, letting it fall to the floor. She turned to me, completely naked, her gaze looking me up and down.

	“We can do this with clothes on,” she smirked.

	I quickly undressed. When I stood naked, she stepped closer to me and wrapped her hand around my now hard manhood. She stroked me slowly as she looked at me with dreamy eyes.

	“This place is our sanctuary and our confessional. We can say anything, without judgment or guilt, and I have been wanting to say something since we met,” Seris said as she stroked me slowly.

	I listened, but all my blood drained to my cock. 

	“I want you to enjoy my body, because I will enjoy yours,” she said before she kissed my neck.

	I grabbed her and lifted her up. I tossed her into the bed as she giggled. The seraphyne landed with her thighs parted. When she settled, she rubbed her clit as she looked at me with hungry eyes. She may act innocent, but she was far from it in private settings. Every night we went to bed, she was on me like a horny succubus. I wasn’t about to stop her needful rampages.

	I crawled onto the bed and over her. She rubbed a nipple with one hand as she continued to rub her clit with the other. She moaned in her throat, and I barely touched her. I knew a lot of things about her people, but not the intimate details. The longer I was with her, the more I understood her core desires.

	“Why me? Is it my genes or,” I let the sentence hang in the air.

	Seris’ demeanor cooled. She reached up, one hand touching my chest, the other touching my cock. Her eyes gleamed as she looked at me with an honest gaze.

	“My handsome captain, you showed who you were the moment we met. The honest, real you. You showed concern, thoughtfulness, bravery, and passion. You also have shown me, my instincts were correct. You do the right things, even if it’s hard. And to be honest, I love a man who works with his hands,” the last part came out with heat, her hand stroking me.

	“I want to explore what we have,” I admitted.

	She pulled me close by my cock. “Me too. I want to know all of you,” she whispered before she moaned, my cock stretching her tight opening.

	My hips worked as our lips met. Our tongues invaded each other’s mouths as my hips rammed deep. She was sensitive, her whole body vibrating her own needs. We were getting closer, physically and emotionally. 

	Time rapidly lost all meaning. For a moment, I forgot everything we were doing. I was lost in the moment, our bodies entwined. Her scent was like honey and flowers. When I gently grabbed her tit and rubbed her erect nipple with my thumb, she gasped as her hips moved to my thrusts. We met in the middle, our bodies writhing as one. Ancient, primal instinct took over. She moans softly. I knew we were getting closer.

	“You can come in me. Don’t worry about me becoming pregnant. I can control when it will happen,” she said with a low whisper.

	I wasn’t sure I heard everything because when she said I could come, I thrusted deep. Our connection bloomed, feeling everything within each other. We came at the same time, her leg trembling before every nerve within her exploded into a fiery flash. I grunted, spurting my DNA into her inner valley. Our bodies lingered in this dreamy space, before I collapsed on her. Seris hugged me, both of us breathing hard.

	I lifted my head and looked into her dazed eyes. “You can control it?”

	Seris nodded with dazed eyes. Her arms held me in place, not letting me pull out.

	“The Seraphyne have a special organ to collect only the most suitable sperm for conception. The Dominion would name it the Vitae Chalice, but in our worlds, we call it the Mother’s Grace,” she said with warm affection.

	She grabbed my hip, moving it as I was still in her, half-hard. “It takes years to gather enough sperm to have a large family. Even if you are not with me, our children may still be born. I tell you this because my feelings are genuine, I will never allow our children to be born unless we both agree it is time.”

	Seris moved one of my hands to her belly. “I know this life will be dangerous, but I also know, unless we are all killed, our lives will carry on in our children.”

	I was silent, taking it all in. We only knew each other for a few weeks, but it was enough to form a bond we both wanted. Gen 34s are genetically predisposed to have children, a family to rear. The pull is strong within them, but what about me? What was my decision? 

	Seris touched my cheek. I think she saw the conflict in my eyes.

	“Kade, we can know each other and get to know each other at the same time. I like and love you. But if coming inside me worries you, just come on me,” she grinned.

	I laughed as I pulled out. We laid beside each other, our bodies touching. We looked into each other’s eyes. I knew we were crazy, but feeling it was so much more intoxicating.

	“Rub my ear,” Seris grinned.

	I touched her pointed ear between my finger and thumb. I gently began to rub it.

	Seris’ whole body writhed as a pink heat filled her features. She held onto me, deep moans filling her throat as she touched me.

	“Our ears are erogenous zones. If you ever want to make me hot, never hesitate to touch my ears,” she whispered between moans.

	I looked at her as I rubbed her slit and ear at the same time. Her moans grew louder as heat filled her face. Her thighs parted, one resting on my hip. I was getting harder just watching her, making her feel good.

	“Don’t…stop,” Seris managed as she moved her hips to my touch.

	“I wasn’t planning it,” I said with a wicked smile.

	Seris’ eyes crossed before she closed them. Her moans grew louder as the tempo continued.

	“Splice…me,” Seris moaned louder as her breathing deepened. 

	I continued to massage her clit and ear, watching her fall deeper into pleasure’s embrace. Curiosity bit deeper, because I wanted to see how much of a mess she could become.

	I leaned closer to her pointed ear as I rubbed it and said, “I will do more than splice you, my beautiful seraphyne.”

	Seris gasp and shuddered hard. Her entire body followed, trembling and moaning. I could feel her orgasm as she glowed warm against my skin. She squirted on my hand as I continued to rub her clit. She trembled again, shockwaves ripping her inner self to pieces.

	“Please…do,” Seris whispered as bliss flooded her body.

	I held her to me as she trembled. Her arms and legs latched onto me; her face cuddled to my neck. Her long, flowing blonde hair splayed out on the bed beside her. Her breath touched my neck. We dwelled in this cozy bliss, our selves moving closer than ever before.

	The door to the cabin slid open. 

	“Oh? We’re bonding,” Vega said before the door slid closed.

	I turned my head to see Vega opening her body suit and shedding it like a second skin. She stepped closer to the bed, naked and looking down on us.

	“Having fun?” she smiled.

	I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Her body glowed very well in my mind. I couldn’t stop my instant erection. She glanced down at it and crawled onto the bed with us. She lowered her head and wrapped her lips around my cock. My eyes fluttered as her tongue worked me over the Rim. Her head bobbed slowly, taking half my length without any trouble. She made her mouth tighter, and my hips began to move.

	Seris was watching us as she was snuggled against me.

	I could barely think as Vega’s tongue undulated under my shaft. I gently grabbed her arm and pulled before I could come. Her lips slid up my shaft before she pulled away. She moved her knee over my hips until she was on her knees over my cock. She took hold as she sank down, taking every inch with a seductive moan.

	When Vega sank down to the hilt, she started bouncing on me. I sat up, holding her to me with one arm, my lips clamped on her nipple. Her hands held me to her tit, slightly bouncing as I was losing my mind.

	“He likes you,” Seris said before she giggled.

	Vega nodded once before she looked down on me. “Yes, he does,” she said as her fingers moved through my hair. “I like him too.”

	I grabbed her firm ass and helped her bounce. Vega’s moans grew. I pulled away from her nipple and looked into her golden eyes. 

	“We both know it is more than like,” I said with a smolder.

	I felt it as Vega’s eyes widened. Our connection was different, incredible, and strange. Just like when I feel bits of Fade, I could feel bits of Vega. It’s something I couldn’t explain, but we both felt it. Vega’s moans grew, like she was feeling something she never felt before. Our tempo grew as her magnificent breasts bounced in my face. We turned each other on, but not in the common sense. Her systems surged with power. She gently gripped my shoulders as she bounced on my metal-hard cock. There was an unseen spark that grew when we touched. Her golden eyes betrayed her as I watched. We both felt it at the same time, and it was bright.

	Vega let out a deep moan as her body shuddered on my lap. Wetness dripped from our connection as she sank down, her synth body betraying her. I knew it when I felt it. She didn’t fake her orgasm. She felt every drop of it, just like I felt all of it. I was pushed off the edge as I grunted. I spurted my affections into her, and she squeezed my cock, milking me of every drop. 

	When it was over, I huffed. Vega held my head between her tits. She twitched once or twice, before she returned to normal.

	Seris sat up, looking at us.

	“Does that normally happen?” she asked Vega.

	Vega moved her fingers through my hair. “No, that does not,” she whispered, almost like she was trying to dissect what just happened.

	I pulled my head back and looked up at her with happy eyes. “You’ll feel that a lot more,” I grinned.

	Vega returned my smile with her own. “I will look forward to it, every time.”

	The cabin door slid open. We all looked over to Mira as she looked at us. She stepped in before the door slid shut. She then began to undress.

	I looked at her as she removed her clothes, not a single word needed.

	“Fade, connect to Vega with any updates or notifications. Wake us in ten hours. The crew will be enjoying a well-needed rest,” I instructed the ship.

	The lights in the cabin dimmed as Mira climbed onto the bed, her hungry gaze meeting mine. 

	I doubt we were going to get much sleep at all, and I was fine with it.

	 


 Five

	 

	I finished adding the final touches to my new auto-mag. I looked it over before loading a low-density magazine. I turned and aimed at the wall. With a pull of the trigger, a round blasted out and shattered against the metal wall, not even leaving a mark behind. 

	The auto-mag worked. The switch to shift it from single to full auto was big enough for the larger armored fingers of Patchframe. The weapon was the right size to fit inside my Patchframe coat, under my arm. 

	For a small moment, I felt an accomplishment. That moment slipped away as I placed my new auto-mag on the worktable. Something dark pulled at me. I wasn’t concerned about Hollowfall, but what will happen afterwards. We were going to the heart of the Rim to broadcast a secret to the known systems. I wasn’t a bolt-brain about this. The known systems were not going to suddenly wake up after this broadcast. They will do what any gen would do, use it to take advantage of the situation. There was a possibility some kind of war could erupt from this.

	I looked to the side. We were less than an hour from the Gravesend System. I went over the numbers and calculations Vega made before about our chances again. We talked it over, adding different means of escape or hiding. With the vast resources of the Dominion, it wasn’t if, but when they would find us. Even on the Rim, secrets don’t stay buried. We destroyed a lab with technology that could enslave trillions. But they still had the power to re-create it and try again. This was an impossible battle, with improbable odds. To protect us, we had to challenge the empire. Maybe I was a bolt-brain.

	Mira came around the corner in her gear, her mag-rifle slung behind her shoulder. She parted her lips to say something, when our eyes connected. She knew. We both knew how I felt about this. She stepped closer and put her hand on my shoulder.

	“It’s not too late to turn around,” she said with blank eyes.

	I stood up and faced her. She looked up at me, scanning my gaze.

	I picked up my new auto-mag and pulled the strap over my shoulder, my weapon under my armpit.

	“We’re never turning back,” I smiled.

	Mira moved closed and hugged me. I hugged her back.

	“We can still hold onto hope, and dream our new life,” she said as she snuggled against my upper chest.

	“When we know the virus has been destroyed, and the Dominion stops looking for us,” I said, the words heavy on my spirit.

	Mira looked at me with unblinking eyes. “I will never let anyone hurt our family.”

	I nodded. “Same.”

	She pulled away and grabbed my hand. “Let’s go over the plan one last time before we land.”

	I followed her, steeling myself for what is to come.

	We made our way along the corridor to the front of the ship. The others were in their new clothes. It was strange seeing Seris in a jumpsuit. She always wore dresses. The outfit was green, with a lot of pockets. She had her mace with her. I was able to make a few adjustments to it during our slipstream.

	Vega was also in a jumpsuit, with a jacket. Her blonde hair was tied back in a braid. 

	Elya wore an engineering suit, filled with loops and pockets as well.

	Mira wore a thin top, black pants with two belts around her waist. She wore a black jacket with a fur fringe around her neck. Her hair was out, except for a simple braid over her shoulder.

	I was wearing a black jumpsuit. Patchframe hung on a peg, ready for when we disembark.

	“Let’s go over it again,” I said.

	“Once we land, we move as one unit along the underground tunnels until we are close to a bar called the Sinkhole,” Seris said.

	“Mira and I will break off before entering, splitting our group,” Vega said.

	“Vega and I will begin our search for a signal witch. We will ask around in one section of the establishment, while still in view of you three,” Mira said.

	“Seris, I, and Kade will grab a table not too far from the bar. As Kade speaks to his contact, Seris and I will watch his back, also making note of anyone who happens to be observing his exchange with the contact. I can input descriptions into my FDU and create a file system to check their danger level to our mission,” Elya said.

	“What’s an FDU, again?” Seris asked.

	“Field Diagnostic Unit,” Elya and I said at the same time.

	I couldn’t hold back my smile, and neither did Elya. It broke the tension for a tiny bit. It was welcomed, but we had to get back on track.

	“My contact will most likely direct me to someone else who can help us, for the right number of scrips. If it’s in another location, we all move together to that location. If it’s in the bar, we stay in our positions. After that, we can decide the next course of action,” I said, focusing only on us and the mission.

	“Your holo nodes and bands have communication access. Simply talk very low and those vibrations will travel to the nods or bands. The earpieces are thin and colored to the inside of your ears. The AIs within the earpiece will be able to translate what you are saying into plain galactic common. No need to whisper. Talk within your throat and it can be heard by all. You can also create private channels so we’re not all talking at once. The bands and nodes can last a few cycles, so do not worry about draining power,” Vega explained.

	Heads nodded.

	“One last thing, don’t talk to anyone until we reach the bar. Hollowfall is filled with all kinds of scum. Some are begging for scrips; others will pull you aside and kill you for them. Stay alert, and don’t entertain any story they may give you. 

	“I only came here for salvage job payments for jobs. The gens here are always looking for treasure or information. Scrips rule here. I never stayed long because this place will eat you up after enough time. Are we synced?”

	Heads nodded in agreement.

	“Approaching the Gravesend System,” Fade alerted.

	“Thank you, Fade,” I said without thinking. I was so used to it just being me and her, for a nano-second, I forgot that we now had a crew.

	No one reacted in any way. I think they all realized it was normal.

	Seris lit up like a control panel during an engagement. “How about we call ourselves Faders!”

	Mira stared at Seris with a cool gaze. Elya smirked. Vega gave a light nod.

	Me? It felt so right it was wrong.

	“That is a perfect name for our faction,” Vega complimented Seris.

	“Faders,” I repeated, the word fitting in some strange way. Maybe it was because I talked to Fade all the time, it fit.

	Mira looked at me, her eyes gleaming like sat eyes in the dark. “You know you it drifts good,” she said to me.

	I chuckled. “It will take some getting used to, but yeah, it drifts good.”

	“We should activate our disguises,” Vega said plainly, breaking the moment.

	I grabbed Patchframe and slipped it on. I activated the nodes along my jacket-coat collar. I knew I would look like one of my different gen appearances. The others began to change before my eyes. It was only slight variations, but the crew now looked like different gens. 

	Vega looked like a Gen 4 Thessa. She had webbed hands, light blue skin tones, and bioluminescent patterns along her neck. The Gen 4s were an aquatic genotype with lungs that could breathe in and out of water. They can go days without being in water, but if too long, they start to dry out.

	I looked at Seris. She was hairless, her skin a smooth gray. Gen 11 Cyrans are normally monks or miners because of their superior blood oxygenation. They can survive in thin atmospheres, or deep underground. 

	Elya had smooth, rock-like skin, which seemed to fit her in a way. Gen 2 Verrins, or stone-bloods as they like to be called, are laborers. With their tough skin and hardy strength, it was a prime choice for her.

	When I looked at Mira, my gaze locked in on her. She stood with longer hair, extreme feral features that were thicker than her own, elongated fangs, tattoos along the skin of her neck, and a fluffy tail. She looked like she ran with a pack of killers and that’s what Gen 32 Fenrix, or Wildbloods, are. The Venari Beastbloods, Mira’s gen, function as a society that embraces the hunt, and pack families. The Gen 32s are tribal and worship the wilderness and freedom. These are gens other gens hire to hunt and kill a target. Most would consider these two gens cousins in a way.

	Also, she looked core hot.

	“You do like the primal, don’t you?” Mira said with an amused smile.

	“I have many sophisticated tastes,” I winked at her.

	Mira couldn’t hide her smile.

	My smile slowly vanished, knowing what we needed to do down there on the planet.

	“Whatever happens down there, we look out for each other. Things can get bad quickly. If we get separated, head back to Fade. Her defenses are primed and ready. If we must escape to another area, Fade will follow, understood?”

	Everyone nodded in agreement.

	“Alright faders, let’s get ready for landing procedures,” I smiled.

	Seris giggled. “I knew he would like it,” she grinned.

	I sat in the cockpit and spun around to the controls. The stick slid up between my legs as I heard everyone strap themselves into their seats.                  

	I took hold of the stick as I sat back in my chair. Time slipped away as I watched the slipstream exit-gate approaching on the screen. This was going to be a very weird time for all of us. We worked well together under enemy fire, but this was a covert mission, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to hide the intent in my eyes.

	I woke up as an alert beeped, incoming exit-gate. I took hold of the stick and eased her toward it. A circular gate approached before we flashed through it. Gravity shifted slightly as we entered normal space, and I watched silently as my view-screen was filled with dozens of ships.

	I checked the sensor scans, seeing the makes and models of each ship, no two ships the same. There were a few cruisers and dreadnaughts. I also spotted a few large corvettes. There weren’t many smaller ships like mine. Fade is classified as a small corvette. My heart dropped. There was some kind of meeting on Hollowfall. It was the only explanation for so many ships here at one time. This many pirate ships would make any Dominion ships slipstream past it, not wanting to bother with so many unruly gens. Perfect.

	I pushed the stick forward; Fade’s bow pointed at the planet. It took barely thirty seconds before I was hailed.

	I let out a small exhale as I flipped the comm switch.

	“Ship name and business,” a gruff voice came over the speaker.

	I knew it instantly.

	“Rutt? Is that you?” I smiled.

	There was some mumbling first. “Kade?”

	“You’re still running landing comms?”

	“HA! You know it pays enough to live here. It’s been a few rotation-cycles, hasn’t it? I don’t have you on the manifest. What brings you back?” he asked.

	Rutt and I went back a little way back. I often talked him up when I came to drop off salvage. He worked for a few of the pirate lords on the planet. If I gave anything away, half the planet would know why I was there. I had to play it under the scanner, and near the truth.

	“I lost a friend recently. He told me way back to come here and have a drink in his name,” I lied. Jasper and I came here once, to help offset some private salvage.

	Rutt was silent for a moment.

	“Yeah, a bunch of gens have been here for Jasper. It’s a void shame what happened to him. It’s part of the reason why so many of the pirate lords are here,” Rutt said with a touch of sorrow to his tone.

	Jasper had more friends than I thought. Maybe he was lying to me about how much he came here? It would explain his wanting to get away from his wives for a cycle or two. Splice me. He even used me to get away from his wives that one time. It still hurts though, hearing his name.

	“Come again?” I asked.

	Rutt laughed. “You know I can’t tell you anything. Code 27729.”

	I chuckled and punched it into the keyboard. I sent him a hundred scrips to the temporary code he mentioned. Tips help move everything on this planet.

	Rutt shifted the communication to private.

	“Not Jasper, but for a bunch of raider factions. Many have been ramping up attacks in systems, taking medical and science equipment. It hasn’t looked too good, stealing from the pirate lords’ territories. They’re here to come to an agreement to hunt them down.”

	I held the stick a little tighter. My first thought was Ghost Orchid. We may have escaped from them, but they must have escaped Helion Reach. Stealing that kind of equipment only means they are planning something else. 

	“Again, you didn’t hear it from me. But if you’re going to the Sinkhole just for drinks, you shouldn’t have too much trouble. Stay in public places, and all scanners will be clean. Now, land that beautiful ship on Pad Seven-One. How long are you going to be here?”

	“Just for a few cycles,” I said, not sure how long something like this operation would take.

	“Drift good my friend. I’ll link to your take off, and guide you out, just so no one takes any shots at ya,” he laughed.

	“Drift good,” I said and switched off the mic.

	I glanced up at the rearview mirror. Everyone was looking at me from their seats.

	“Better to have a friend at every port,” I smiled as I guided Fade down, and punched in the coordinates for Pade Seven-One.

	The planet grew bigger as we approached. The surface was blasted to brown rock and badge sand. As we approached, the radiation intensity alert blinked, reminding me of the dangers of leaving the ship without the proper protection. Sometimes I wondered if Fade was overprotective.

	When we reached the thin atmosphere, landing gear was activated. I saw a large metal circle in the middle of the desert planet, a big SEVEN ONE on it. The doors slid aside as Fade righted herself and thrusters surged. We lowered down into the planet, past a thick ring of rock, and onto a pad, nice and gentle. The doors overhead slid closed and decontamination lights flashed red along my screen. I watched the video feed as gas flooded the landing chamber. The lights flashed yellow, and then green. The mist settled and I activated the ramp. I spun around in my seat and stood up. All of us watched as the corridor floor parted and lowered down to the pad surface.

	“We’re locked in. Let’s get this op started,” I said as I pulled my new auto-mag and slid it into my coat, clasping to my side, and under my arm. I should give it a name, just to show how special she is to me.

	We walked as a group onto the ramp and proceeded down until we touched the metal landing pad. I led the way as we walked out from under Fade and into the open. The chamber was large, with rocky walls. I saw a sensor nod, and a pair of heavy, metal doors. There was little else as mist flowed along her boots. My heart was thudding in my chest.

	One step at a time.

	I led the way, my crew following me. The pad doors opened and we entered a busy corridor. The smell hit me first. A familiar odor of dust and sweat. The corridor was warm, many different gens moving about their cycle. Some gave us dirty looks. A few eyed my crew. Everyone was suspicious. I turned and started walking with a swagger only pirates understood, if you messed with me, or my crew, there would be a mag-weapon pointed at their face. This wasn’t the normal me, but it was who I was now.

	“Vega, take the rear. Everyone else, if anyone touches you, break their hand,” I mumbled in my throat to my secret transmitter.

	“Affirmative,” Vega replied.

	“Am I the only one hot right now?” Seris said.

	“I must admit, pretty hot,” Elya said.

	“Focus,” Mira commanded.

	The comm between us went dead. I admired their spirit, but we had a job to do.

	The corridors twisted and turned as pirates and their ilk walked past us. I could feel the tension. With so many pirate lords in one place, of course everyone would be at full alert. Our timing was way off. Any other time, we could have simply strolled to the bar and enjoyed a few drinks. This felt like a slipstream core nearing overload.

	It didn’t take us long to reach the main corridor to the Sinkhole. Two large Gen 16 Vexors stood on either side of it, their muscles corded and veiny. They had pads on their belts for identification. Those ID pads were not used to identify who we were, but our aggression levels. I instantly thought of Vega. She’s a synth, and those pads could detect her.

	“Vega, do you see those pads?” I communicated, ready to turn and come up with a new plan.

	“Keep going,” the synth said plainly.

	It was too late to turn away as the pair of vexors eyed us and grabbed their ID pads. 

	“Before we scan your aggression levels, which clan do you serve?” the vexor said as he looked at me.

	“No clan. We’re just here for a drink or three,” I said, stone faced.

	The vexor continued to eye me like he saw through my holographic face. I had to say something a little more honest, but not the truth.

	“We are here to discuss business,” I said as I relaxed. “Didn’t expect so many lords and ladies when we arrived. We don’t mean any trouble.”

	The vexor looked at me for a few seconds before she lifted his pad and scanned my head. The other vexor scanned the others. I turned to watch, seeing the vexor finish scanning everyone but Vega. When he reached her, and lifted his pad to her face, my hand twitched.

	The pad scanned her for a moment, before he lowered it. He looked at his fellow vexor and nodded.

	“Welcome to the Sinkhole,” the vexor who scanned me said, as the doors slid open.

	Music, smoke, and lights poured out. This was not the Sinkhole I remembered.

	We walked in, Seris and Elya moving to either side of me as Mira and Vega moved away. I didn’t glance at them, not wanting to give away that we were together. I focused on the stadium seating, tables and chairs making a faraway ring from the center bar. Lights flashed as neon glowing synths danced in hanging tube cages. There was a dancefloor to the right, filled with writhing bodies, lost to either drugs or sonic vibrations of the speakers under the Sonic Jockey booth.

	“I thought this place was a dump,” Seris whispered in my ear.

	I nodded. “They definitely upgraded,” I said as I remembered rusty stools, dim lighting, and bad music.

	“Do you think your contact will still be here?” Elya asked, the music drowning out everything beyond a yell.

	“We’ll find out,” I said as I led them into the vibing party scene.

	Small crowds clustered around us, deep in conversation. I glanced at their drinks, knowing they weren’t synthetic, but actual alcoholic drinks, which are illegal. I wasn’t surprised, since it was a pirate planet.

	Despite the sections of crowds, there were several empty tables by the crowded bar. We made our way closer to one of them. Seris and Elya slipped away from me and sat down. I made for the bar.

	The thumping music eased my spirit. It was controlled chaos in here and I doubted anyone could make anything out, from a conversation to trying to ID anyone. I moved through the crowd by the bar, slipping to the front. The bar was still an ancient Earth style. It was oval, made of a synthetic dark wood material, and nostalgic for me when I used to watch vids about Earth. Still hard to believe we all came from the same place.

	With a quick glance, I caught my contact cleaning his favorite glass as female synths mixed drinks and served them to patrons. 

	“Jax,” I called out.

	The bartender turned, his mechanical eye glowing red. He had rugged features, scars along his head, and a sour disposition. Everything you would expect from a Gen 19 Obrion. Those gens are tough, have immunity to most toxins, and incredible adaptability. They are tough because their world has a toxic atmosphere, and difficult terrain. Their home world is beyond the merchant space of the empire. They are so difficult to influence with the Dominion’s propaganda, as far as I knew, they couldn’t have any influence among the inner worlds. They see through all the lies from the Dominion and will be the first to say it, and spit in your face if they didn’t respect you.

	Jax stepped closer, his normal and mechanical eye trained on me. When he stood before me, he looked like he was going to reach over and pull my head from my neck.

	“Who’s asking?” he asked, his grim mood clouding the air around us.

	“Kade Mercer,” I said with a small smile.

	Jax’s features were still grim.

	“Is your ship still a crime against engineering?” he said plainly.

	I nodded. 

	“Good to see you,” he said without smiling. “Jasper always spoke highly of you. I remember the time you had drinks with him. What do you need?” he said with a no-nonsense attitude.

	 Always straight to the point.

	“I’m running an op,” I said. No need to dance around the subject. Gen 19’s will never talk about anyone else or give away information. Their method of lying was not saying a damn word.                         

	“Code 78774,” he said point blank.

	I pulled out my Scrip Unit, typed in the code and sent him five-hundred scrips. It was the standard amount to even talk about an op. 

	Jax looked away, and then back at me. “What do you need?”

	“I need someone to help gain me access to the Array,” I said.

	Jax eyed me for a moment. “That it?”

	“I may also need a signal witch to help knock out security systems once we are inside.”

	Jax nodded. “Can’t help you with the witch, but I can point you to someone who can get you access. An exiled custodian. He’s made a new home here on Hollowfall. I see him around, drinking his life away. You both might be able to help each other.”

	I nodded. “What’s his data?”

	Jax gave a quick point with his chin. I turned my head slightly, and looked at the dark corner of the bar, far away enough from the dancefloor and dancing synths. A lone figure in a blue bodysuit sat by themselves, a bottle on their table and staring at nothing.

	“Name’s Irel Vos,” Jax said before he turned away, picked up a glass and cleaned it with a rag.

	“Thanks,” I said as I turned away. I didn’t have to say it because Gen 19s didn’t care for social manners. 

	“Vega? Mira?” I communicated.

	“Nothing to report,” Mira said. “All I see are pirates.”

	Vega was silent. 

	“Everyone, I have a possible contact to get us in the Array. I will make contact and speak to him. Stay frosty and watch each other,” I communicated.

	I turned to make my way toward the lone figure, when I was stopped in my tracks by a gen with a head shaven on one side, and long blue hair flopped to the other side of her head. She was dressed in black, complete with a pair of black goggles over her eyes. Her luminous-like skin along her face had circuit patterns as her lips were parted in shock.

	“I thought you were all dead,” she whispered, her shock turning into an interested smile. “The rumors are true,” she said as she put her hand on my chest.

	“Gen 1 Primis,” she whispered in awe.

	 


Six

	 

	My hand shot up and grabbed the gen’s wrist as my other hand reached across and touched my auto-mag in my coat. As I twisted her hand away, she pressed the barrel of a mag pistol to my stomach.

	“Let’s not get itchy,” the gen said with a crazed smile.

	She had me, my fingers only touching my auto-mag. 

	She let out an amused giggle as she lowered her pistol and slid it back into her jacket.

	“I meant no harm. I simply wanted to touch a myth,” she said.

	I kept my hand on her wrist. She didn’t fight my hold.

	“I will remember this touch for the rest of my life,” she giggled. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. I just had to be sure,” she said as she tapped the edge of her goggles with her free hand. “Holo-Readers. Allows me to see past holo-nods and bands. Not readily available to the public, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	Mira appeared behind the strange gen. I knew she had a pistol discreetly pointed at the woman’s back. I glanced around to everyone else getting closer.

	“Everyone get back to your positions. Let’s not crowd around and draw attention.”

	Elya and Seris moved back to their table. Vega was in the crowd, away from us. I turned my attention back to the odd gen.

	“Captain?” Mira said.

	The woman’s eyes widened. “Captain? Yes, I knew I hit fresh dirt. Are you working an operation? Is it true, the Dominion is made up of a counsel of thirteen Gen 1s?” her eyes were filled with manic delight.

	“Easy crew member. Put away your weapon,” I said to Mira.

	Mira lowered her arm, but I wasn’t sure if she put away her weapon. I let go of the gen’s wrist. She made a disappointed whine in her throat as she stood before me.

	“The holos disguising you are good. Did the Vega synth created them?” the gen asked.

	I relaxed my stance. She was already hooked to who we were, in a way. She might be playing innocent before selling the data of our, or mine, apparencies.

	“You don’t have to worry about me. I don’t sell data, I manipulate it or burn it,” she chuckled. “I am looking for work.”

	My eyebrow raised.

	“What kind of work?” I asked.

	“Anything, really. I’m good at breaking systems, if that’s what you need,” she smiled as she stared at me.

	I glanced at Mira. She glanced back at me; her eyes filled with curiosity.

	“Are you a signal witch?” I asked.

	She let out a haughty laugh. “If I was one, I couldn’t tell you. The other sisters would have my skin. Oh no, I said too much,” she winked.

	I couldn’t hide my smirk.

	“We may have something, if you can keep secrets and show us your level of skills,” I said.

	The gen gave me a sly look.

	“How much does it pay?” she asked.

	“How much do you want?” I asked.

	She eyed me for a moment.

	“Twenty thousand scrips,” she said firmly. I think she wanted to see if I would haggle.

	“Forty thousand, if you can do the job and not sell the data or talk about it. Not because I want it secret, but to protect your own life.”

	The gen removed her goggles and looked at me with a silver gleam around her pupils. She is a Gen 18, Silven. These gens have network cognition, and interface capabilities. They are naturals with systems, networks, AI, and data cores. From birth, they have nanites that fuse with their bodies. They are less cyborgs and more unique gens. They usually work for corporations and planet data systems. As far as anyone on the Rim knows, Gen 18s don’t come out this far. Signal witch or not, she was very much what we needed.

	“What’s your name?” I asked.

	“I should ask what your name is first, but to show you how much I am ready to earn my keep, my name is Nyxa Vire,” she said with a bright smile.

	“Well, it is nice to meet you, Nyxa. My name is Kade Mercer,” I smiled before I looked at Mira. “Nyxa, I will need my friends to speak with you for just a moment, so we can all get to know each other a little better, if you don’t mind.”

	“Synced,” she said as she leaned a little closer to me. “Happy to be part of the team.”

	Mira glanced at me before she directed the witch to go with her. My mind raced. How can I trust someone who popped into my view? The whole moment felt un-aligned. I didn’t have to trust them yet. I only needed her, and this Irel Vos. After that, we send the ghost signal and vanish back to the Rim, figuring out our next plan.

	I let out a quick exhale, before I started walking to our next contact, a possible co-operator.

	When I approached his table, the gen didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes on his drink. I quickly noticed his pale skin with blue veins. He was bald, but had a goatish white beard, a few inches long. It wasn’t a difficult guess, seeing he was a typical Gen 22, otherwise known as Xylars. They have cryogenic resistance, and logic dominance. Their home world is a very cold world. Their logic is renowned across all systems. They often are scientists because of their logic. They never lash out with their emotions but often take some time for them to react with any emotion. Even so, it would be very diffused.

	“Irel Vos?” I asked.

	He stared at his drink for a moment, before he nodded. 

	“Are you from Ghost Orchid,” he said calmly.

	My core ran hot. He was expecting a Ghost Orchid agent to meet with him. What did we just walk into? Do I lie? Do I manipulate the situation? Or do I tell him the truth? 

	I was silent for a moment. If this movement against the Imprint virus and Dominion control is going to work, we had to be honest with everything we were going to do.

	“No, but if you are meeting with Ghost Orchid, there is a similar thread between us,” I said.

	Irel looked away, silent as a grave. He wasn’t going to talk any further, but I had to inform him of his choice to speak with them.

	“Irel, you are a custodian of the Array. I’m not going to hide why I am here, talking to you. I don’t know the whole reason you’re meeting with Ghost Orchid, but whatever they promised will not be in your favor.”

	Irel was silent, not looking me in the eyes.

	“We know about the Imprint virus. It was created by the Dominion to control every gen in the galaxy. Ghost Orchid wants to fight back against the empire, but they will kill anyone that gets in their way. If they are talking to you, it’s because they need your knowledge to further their agenda,” I admitted.

	Irel turned his icy blue eyes to me. There wasn’t any emotion, but I could see the interest in his gaze.

	I leaned forward a little, “Ghost Orchid is a terrorist organization. They want the virus and the cure, and they will kill anyone to get it. I’m not like them. I value life, and truth.

	“I needed to speak to you because we need access to the Array. We believe you can help us. We need help to get in and broadcast the crimes of the empire and give them proof of what is happening out here on the Rim. In our broadcast, we will give them pieces of the virus design, and the cure, just to prove it’s all true. 

	“We know the inner systems don’t know what is happening in the Rim, or what happened to Velos 7. We have the proof. We can tell everyone what is happening here, before another planet becomes a testing world.”

	Irel listened intently.

	“A broadcast of that magnitude must be under ninety seconds, or it will burn out the Array,” he said.

	“We came to the same findings,” I said with a small smile.

	“You know my name,” he said plainly.

	I nodded once. “Kade Mercer.”

	“Do you have a crew?”

	“Yes, a small one, but we know the stakes. We also know there is a genetic lock sequence to enter the Array.”

	Irel nodded. “My access has already been blocked.”

	“We have a signal witch,” I said, keeping a straight face.

	“I must tell you, Ghost Orchid promised me a position for my knowledge with the Array,” he said.

	“I can pay for your time and even transport you to any location you want on the Rim, or a hub system to give you access to the inner systems.”

	Irel made a slow node. “It’s not right what the Dominion is attempting to do. That is why I was expelled from my position. Operational hesitation. Ethical divergence. Failure to comply with escalation protocols. They wanted me to stop all data concerning Velos 7 and this virus. I saw what happened from the data coming through the Array. I asked questions. I was reprimanded and expelled,” he said as he looked down.

	I looked at him. Despite his cool demeanor, he was a broken gen. He had purpose and security, and it was taken away because he hesitated and asked questions. My core burned hot again. The Dominion was trying to control the narrative and stepping on anyone that got in their way. If I wasn’t sure about my purpose before, I knew now that this evil had to be exposed.

	“Irel, come with us and we can expose this atrocity for what it is,” I said with a friendly voice.

	“Well well, what do we have here?” came a voice from the side of us.

	My core froze, not because of their sudden appearance, but because I heard that voice before. I glanced to the side to see a woman and her small entourage. She was beautiful, with a kind face. She had wide, expressive eyes, and pale luminous skin. Her clothing was black, violet, and white. Her violet-colored hair was tied back into a braid. She was a typical Gen 30 Marion, or Whisperborns. All Gen 30’s have empathic telepathy and emotion detection. Often healers and therapists, it was a double surprise that a Gen 30 was leading a terrorist organization.

	“I remember that voice,” she said as she licked her lips as four armored goons stood behind her. “I also remember that voice telling me the name of our organization, what’s the word? Sucks.”

	I stood up. Her guards flinched, their hands close to their holstered pistols. The Gen 30 put her hand up and halted any action. She then looked down at Irel, and then back at me, a wicked smirk stabbing into her cheek.

	“Poaching my future employee? How rude,” she chuckled. 

	I didn’t dare look past her to see if my crew were ready to act. If we had a shoot-out in here, all of us would die.

	“Stand down,” I informed the crew.

	“I can shoot all of them in the back,” Mira said.

	“You’ll know to shoot when the time comes. For now, stand down!”

	“Nothing to say other than the mumbling in your throat,” the Gen 30 said before she glanced around. “Let me guess, your crew is ready to shoot us in the back? That would be quite messy with so many pirates here. We might not make it out, Kade Mercer.”

	I kept eye contact. She was clearly amused about the whole situation. How did she escape the Helion Verge system?

	Her eyes gleamed. “If you want to know how we escaped, others under my command were ready to retrieve us in the event we didn’t return before the agreed time.”

	She then stepped closer, only a foot of space between us. “We barely made it back into our space. We waited until our rescue. If we didn’t have preparations in place beforehand, we would have died,” the last word coming out with a hissing sting.

	An image of Jasper filled my mind, and my fingers curled into fists.

	The Gen 30 looked me up and down. “I can sense your anger. It pleases me that you can feel in such an unfeeling universe. I know we had our disagreements, but we both want the same thing. To end the empire’s control.”

	“I’m not going to argue we are not the same. It will be pointless, so your move,” I said with a hard stare. 

	The Gen 30 lifted her brow with amused eyes. “You’re a gen of principal. I admire that. Tell me, Kade, what are you planning with my contact?”

	I parted my lips, but Irel stood up and beside me.

	“We were discussing a contract. I must admit, I only agreed to this meeting because I had zero prospects, but Mr. Mercer has laid out a contract I can agree with. I will be taking his offer,” he said with stoic pride.

	The Gen 30’s amusement soured as she looked at us.

	“Vos, this is a mistake,” she said with a low tone.

	Irel remained stoic as he spoke plainly, “I already researched the crimes of Ghost Orchid. Your organization recently destroyed three Trinova ships. Almost all of those who crewed those ships will never see their families again. That is only one of many crimes your faction has done to the gens of the Rim. 

	“You were my only chance to survive, but Mr. Mercer’s offer will allow me to live. We have nothing else to speak upon. I rescind my interest in meeting with you. Please leave before Sinkhole security has you removed.”

	The Gen 30’s face looked upon us with disgust. I was impressed by Irel. He is a good gen. She then looked at me and spit.

	Time slowed down as I turned, trying to avoid her spit at such a close distance. When I thought it was going to clear me, it struck one of the holo-nodes of my jacket-coat. For a brief instant, my holograms along my face blurred and shifted. Not enough to reveal me. Splice me! I wasn’t supposed to think about that when a Gen 30 was this close.

	Her eyes widened. “Kade, what are you hiding that no one is supposed to know?”

	“Move aside. This meeting is over,” I said, clamping down on my thoughts.

	The Ghost Orchid leader glared at me, ready to say something, when the music died. When everyone turned around to see what was happening, the Gen 30 reached for me. I grabbed her wrist, her fingers nearly to my throat, and my hologram face flickered again. I pushed her hand away as we both pressed pistols to each other’s stomachs.

	“I should kill you right now,” she said as her guards crowded around us, not letting anyone see what was happening.

	“My synth is trained on the backs of your heads. I fall, everyone falls,” I said, not sure if it was true or not, but I think Vega was ready to take a shot.

	“We are taking the Irel Vos, and no one is going to stop,” she didn’t finish as a voice came from every speaker.

	I looked past the leader of Ghost Orchid to the sounds of gasps and everyone looking at the entrance of the place. My eyes widened in terror.

	“You better put the pistol down, or we are all dead,” I said, honest as a star scout.

	One of her guards turned his head, saw what I saw, and tapped her shoulder. “He’s correct.”

	The Gen 30 turned her head and pulled back her pistol. The shock across the bar was felt by all. I lowered my pistol, but I had it at the ready.

	A squad of five Dominion agents walked in. One led the other four. He stood tall with his arms behind his back. He didn’t hide behind a helmet, and neither did his squad. The leader had an officer uniform, long limbs, and gray smooth skin like a typical Gen 18 Quillian. The squad behind him wore variations of Dominion armor, clearly marking their different expertise. They were also carrying different weapons, and their eyes were serious and calm. When I looked over their equipment, they were carrying a good amount of firepower, but not enough to overcome a large cavern stuffed with pirates.

	When my gaze fell to their belts, I nearly glitched. I didn’t even know that tech could be used this way.

	“Now that I have everyone’s attention,” the Dominion officer said as the metal doors to the bar chamber closed shut and locked into place.

	Pirates pulled weapons from hips and inside clothes. Some carried rifles and auto-mags. Others looked like miniature, over the shoulder rail cannons. Even Jax, who was behind the bar, pulled out an auto-mag and aimed it at the lead officer. 

	The other dominion soldiers were unphased, staring directly at their commanding officer, weapons in their hands.

	“I am Commander Davan Tarrak of the Gene Dominion. With me is my squad of officers who would follow me into the flames of a sun if I asked. We are here on official business. If you cooperate, no one will be harmed. If you aid us, you will be rewarded.”

	The commander looked around with cool confidence as everyone aimed at him and his squad.

	The commander continued to talk as he brought his arms around and tapped at a device strapped to his forearm.

	“We are looking for five people of interest,” he said before an immense hologram filled the air above everyone.

	My eyes narrowed. The rectangle images of me, Vega, Mira, Seris, and Elya, turned slowly for everyone to see. 

	“Now is your chance to do right by the empire. Speak up, and you will be rewarded,” Commander Tarrak said with a calm demeanor and confident eyes.  

	 


Seven

	 

	“Vega, get ready to flip your table on its side. Everyone else, get behind the table when the time comes,” I said in my throat.

	I grabbed Irel by the arm and pulled him into the booth with me. We sat side by side at the end of the booth, the table before us. Ghost Orchid stood before us, shielding our view. They weren’t being noble. They hated the empire and weren’t about to give up their prizes. Either way, gens were going to die at any moment.

	The immense chamber was silent; every pirate’s weapon aimed at the five Dominion officers. From between Ghost Orchid agents, I could see each Dominion officer was relaxed, like they didn’t fear death. But I knew better. They had an ace up their sleeves, and it was their bulky belts and what I noticed behind each of them, an emitter at the small of their backs.

	“We are dead,” Irel said, logic dictating his end. 

	Not me. I was a little more optimistic because I had moments to come up with a plan.

	“When the shooting starts, stay low. Don’t return fire. It won’t have an effect. They have personal shield generators,” I commanded.

	There was silence for a moment.

	“Kade, when the time comes, I will defend us,” Vega said.

	This was a dangerous moment for all of us. I wasn’t going to risk any of them.

	“Irel,” I whispered. “Stay here until the doors are open. I’ll tell you when you can run. Stay low. Get to pad Seven One, understand?”

	Irel gave a slow nod.

	“I meant everything I said, Irel. We can help each other, and I will make sure you don’t have to live a life of regret.”

	“I believe you,” Irel said with another slow nod.

	“Okay, stay low,” I said as I activated Patchframe.

	Nanites carried metal and materials from the silver spine and bones on the back of my jacket-coat. Thin servos slid over my arms and legs, before metal clamped over my limbs. Different colored armor plates slid to a center metal circle in the middle. It was noisy as I gritted my teeth. The sound of my power armor was going to give me away. The Ghost Orchid leader glanced over her shoulder, watching as my power armor slid into place and clamped against each other. Her single eye watching me widened as armor curled over my head and a visor slid into place. Data filled my visor, showing systems were nominal.

	“Vayra, we have to get you out of here,” one of the Ghost Orchid guards said to her as they grabbed her arm.

	“I will not repeat myself,” Commander Tarrak said as his squad formed four points around him, lifting their weapons.

	“We don’t answer to the empire!” a pirate shouted!

	Commander Tarrak gave a single understanding nod, like he expected this outcome. 

	“We are free gens!” another pirate shouted as every pirate open fired.

	The Dominion officers stood. They didn’t fire their weapons as slugs streamed at them, hit glowing oval barriers around each squad member, and ricocheted off. At that moment I acted. I grabbed the metal table bolted to the ground, ripped it off the stone floor and slammed it down before us as metal slugs flew. Irel was down beside me as slugs slammed into the table. 

	A moment later, screams and shouts filled the cavern. 

	“Stay here until I give the command,” I told Irel as I stood up.

	My visor was filled with pirates firing at the Dominion soldiers as others screamed in bloody terror. Some slugs deflected off the Dominion’s personal shields and hit others. Bodies fell as many other pirates ran for the closed doors. Chaos bloomed as plasma bolts blasted holes through fleeing pirates. Time slowed down as I saw the table my crew was sitting at, turned on its side and my people behind it. We only had seconds to attempt an escape and firing back at the Dominion was not going to get us out of here with our lives.

	“Patchframe, maximum power to the pulse thrusters. Fade, power on and ready engines. Allow an Irel Vos, Gen 19 to enter. Guard him from anyone else who tries to board and take him,” I said with a heated tone as I blasted up onto the air.

	My armored hands were before me as my pulse thrusters sent me flying toward the doors.

	“Take down that gen,” the commander said with a calm demeanor. 

	I had no time to turn around as a plasma bolt shot past my shoulder. I tilted to one side as I nearly to the doors, a plasma bolt hitting my armored arm. Systems flashed with alerts as I hit the door and grabbed the middle seam, my armored fingers pressing hard and bending metal deeper. My vid feed in the corner of my visor caught one of the squad members aiming his plasma rifle at my back. Suddenly, plasma bolts struck his shields and sent him stumbling back, his rifle firing and his shot misfire. It hit the wall next to me as I turned my head to see Vega’s arm over the edge of the table, a splicing tiny plasma barrel stabbing out of her forearm!

	“You had a plasma weapon this whole time!” I said, not bothering to mumble it.

	“You never asked,” she said as she fired again.

	I watched my rear-view feed, Vega firing at the scrambling Dominion soldiers. They fired back at her as they stood before their commander. The metal table was slowly turning into melted slag. I turned back to the metal door before me, and with a whirl of servos, I began parting the heavy doors. 

	Alerts filled my gaze. These were splicing blast doors, meant to hold out atmosphere if, for some reason, the surface was breached. They were testing Patchframe’s limits, the alerts warning of a system crash as damage alerts blinked.

	“All power to synthetic strength fibers,” I instructed.

	Life-support stopped working, as did inner lighting. My system monitors switched off, and my pulse thrusters. If I fell at this moment, it would be like a rock against a stone floor. I lost all my feeds, and all I could see were the blast doors parting a few inches at a time.

	The splicing doors were tough. I was only making small progress as screams echoed. I needed more power!

	“Nyxa said to turn on your thrusters, now!” Mira shouted over the sound of plasma fire.

	“Return all power to thrusters!” I shouted.

	Pulse thrusters charged up as the doors slid open instantly. I fell for a tiny moment, before my thrusters charged on and stopped my fall, just a foot off the floor. A wave of pirates came at me. I turned to the side as many gens rushed past me, some of them bloody. I turned my head to the crowd, seeing the Dominion soldiers still firing at my crew’s table. It was melting before my very eyes; my people trapped behind it.

	Pulse thrusters blasted me up from the entrance and I flew at an arc toward the Dominion squad. The Gen 30 with the plasma rifle, looked like he could be Mira’s cousin. He saw me coming, lifted his rifle, and misfired as I crashed into him. He hit the floor and slid away. That’s the thing about energy shields, they protect you from high-velocity matter and energy weapons, but they don’t protect slow-moving matter. Also, their shields won’t protect them from an armored fist to the face.

	A bronzed skinned Gen 23 Ardenist, or more commonly known, Burnhearts, swung his rifle behind him. Metal plates wrapped around his fists as he punched me in the armored gut. I was pushed back a few inches. The gen glowed with a heated demeanor as he came at me with a pulled back fist.

	“Electrify surface,” I commanded.

	The gen punched me again and cried out as contact allowed an electric shock to bypass his shield. His gauntlets helped it along as he shook in shock and leapt back. I glanced at the commander, cool at ice, standing twenty feet from me.

	“We know who you are, Kade Mercer,” he said with a cold, unfeeling tone.

	The venari I knocked down before, leapt up onto me, his plasma pistol at my shoulder. I used my elbow as I turned and knocked him off, just as his pistol went off. It left a blast mark and my systems flashing with warnings. Another few hits from a plasma weapon, and there will be holes where they could shoot me directly.

	I swung to punch the Gen 23 as he approached, when my systems flashed. More warnings filled my gaze as an electromagnetic attack struck my power armor. Sensors caught a Gen 5 Ferris using a device in one hand, and a plasma pistol pointed at me with the other.

	Patchframe was not built solely for combat. She was my design for aiding with salvage and protecting me from raiders, who often carried mag-weapons. I never thought to use it against the empire. Even if I had my normal gear, this would be a tough fight. The Dominion is the empire. They have state of the art tech, and they were putting it to full use.                   

	I still had a few surprises in me.

	“All power to movement,” I ordered.

	Patchframe’s systems went dark. Inner servos and gears kept my enhanced strength, like Fade’s weapons systems using minimal power to rotate her weapons and use line of sight. Patchframe was built with something similar, in case I lost all power. I needed the power to open the blast doors, but on the ground, I just had to keep standing.

	When the burnheart swung his metal fist, I grabbed my new auto-mag still hanging under my arm. I snapped the strap as I shoved the barrel past his personal shield barrier and pulled the trigger.

	Low-density slugs hit his armored chest like hammers. He was thrown back about six feet before hitting the floor. He was going to have a cracked chest armor plate and deep bruises, but he’ll survive. 

	The remaining three aimed their plasma weapons and took a few steps back. Before they could fire, plasma bolts shot at them. They separated as they fired at me and Vega. The synth was at the doorway, Mira and Elya also firing low density slugs at them. There was a beep, meaning the interference had stopped.

	“Full power,” I commanded.

	Patchframe came to life again. I turned and activated my pulse thrusters. My armored feet slid across the floor, furniture smashing out of my way as I made for the open blast doors. I turned my upper body, firing my auto-mag at the squad as they moved before their commander, firing at us.

	A plasma bolt struck one of my two pulse thrusters. My movement fell to half as one thruster tried to compensate. Alerts filled my gaze as I was close to the door.

	“You will not escape the system,” the Dominion commander said over the loudspeakers of the chamber.

	I reached the door and stumbled out. I turned to see Nyxa tapping at some kind of strange device. The blast doors slammed shut and locked into place.

	“That will hold them for at least ten minutes. One of their squad is a Ferris. She will have it open soon,” Nyxa said as she slipped her device back into her pack.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	“Am I hired?” she said with a smile and a tilt of her head.

	“Yeah. You’re hired,” I smiled.

	Alerts blared through the tunnels.

	“Dominion Gunship entering system! I repeat, Dominion Gunship entering system!” blared with the alarms.

	“We have to get to Fade,” I said.

	Heads nodded, but one.

	“I have my own ship. If a gunship is entering the system, there is going to be a firefight very soon. Meet me in the Kurk system. It’s only an hour by slipstream,” she said with urgency.

	I didn’t see Irel, so I assumed he was on his way to pad Seven One. We needed to get out of here before we lost our chance to flee, but I hesitated. I didn’t want Nyxa to go alone in this rising chaos.

	“Don’t worry! I’ll be fine. I’m not far from my ship. Meet me at the system and then we can move onto the next part of the plan,” she said as she turned and darted into the crowd around us.

	“Glitch!” I growled as I felt our plan was coming apart at the seams.

	“She’s a big girl. Let’s get out of here,” Mira shouted above the noise.

	I turned to the many people running for their lives. I couldn’t do it in my power armor state. 

	“Deactivate Patchframe,” I commanded.

	Metal unclamped from me and slid back into my long jacket. Nanites pulled apart systems and returned them to their simple molecules. I started heavy walking as my crew moved with me, weapons drawn. Thirty seconds later, I was soon running with my actual legs as everything shifted back into the bones and spine along the back of my long jacket. 

	All of us were running full tilt as people shouted and ran in different directions.

	When we reached the pad, Fade’s systems were primed and her weapons out. She must have scared away anyone who tried to take her. Good girl. The ramp was down and my crew rushed ahead as I covered the rear. When I reached the bottom of the ramp, I turned with auto-mag in hand. I saw people running, when a rifle pointed in and a plasma bolt fired. It struck Fade’s shields as Fade and I returned fire. Slugs and plasma bolts filled the air as I rushed into my ship, the ramp closing behind me.

	I darted to the cockpit, seeing Irel already safe on board, as thrusters flashed. I jumped into the cockpit seat as I shoved my auto-mag into a holster on the side of my chair. I took the controls as we lifted off.

	“Everyone, strap in!” I shouted as I hit a few keys, an extra seat folding out for Irel. 

	I looked at the rearview mirror above me, making sure everyone was strapped in. When I looked at the screen view of our lift off, I stared at hundreds of ships taking off. All of them, with different configurations, floated upwards into the blazing bright sky. They were abandoning the planet.

	I woke up from the sight before me and started entering a code for the Ghost Drive. 

	“Once we reach space, we should be harder to detect. The gravity well in here will throw us around if I must maneuver too hard. Stay strapped in until we are clear,” I instructed everyone, but it was mostly directed at Irel as I increased power to engines.

	Fade slowly vanished as she shot up into Night’s cloak. I held the stick steady, a sense of calm touching me as we soared higher. That calm quickly melted away when I saw plasma beams filling the dark sky and ships exploding.

	I never witnessed such an event. A full-scale battle between many ships against one Dominion gunship. The gunship was a matte black, with an oval metal frame like those battleships from ancient Earth. Only, this gunship had cannons pointed in every direction along its middle section. They fired plasma beams at various pirate ships at the same time. The pirates fired back with rail and mag cannons. Explosive slugs struck the glowing shield around the gunship, lighting it as it resisted the combined forces of the pirates. A beam flashed, collapsing a pirate ship’s shields and cutting through their ship like a knife through a blob of liquidly matter. This was the reason everyone hated and feared the Gene Dominion. If you went against them, from words to actions, you mattered nothing to them. Space was littered with destruction and floating gen bodies.

	My hand twitched on the stick. I wanted to turn and fight. I wanted to barrel toward them with every weapon in my arsenal, but if I did that, we would be eventually taken out, captured, or destroyed. Stick to the mission, or our message dies with us.

	The gunship moved past us, like a monster in the ocean of space. Fade’s scanners took in every drop of data it could get from the gunship, but there was something else I noticed by just looking at the visual feed. I could see something was different, strange, even for a Dominion gunship. A long, thin spire stabbed up from behind the top cannons of the ship. I checked the sensors and saw the spire wasn’t part of the original design ship. It was too sophisticated for a gunship. At the base of it, a ring glowed around it. I glanced up at the battles. Some ships were jumping into slipstreams. My blood ran cold. 

	“Fade, circle the gunship. Open the starboard airlock on my mark. Prepare my gear,” I commanded as I turned in my chair and stood up.

	I activated Patchframe as I walked past everyone on either side of me.

	“Vega, take the stick. Keep her steady and out of the line of fire of those plasma cannons,” I said as metal slid over my body. 

	Mira unbuckled her strap and rushed to me. Metal and systems finished locking on my arms, legs, and torso. Metal armor slowly slid up the back of my head when Mira grabbed my armored arm with both hands.

	“Don’t! Stay on the mission!” She pulled with all her might.

	I stopped and looked at her, my armored helmet slowly moving over the top of my head.

	“If I don’t do this, they will follow us anywhere we go,” I said with understanding eyes.

	She let go, her eyes filled with fury and fear.

	“Promise me you will come back!” She shouted.

	“I promise,” I said as my helmet locked in and my visor covered my eyes.

	I turned away as I walked with heavy, armored steps to the starboard airlock. I stepped in, the heavy doors closing behind me. I moved to the wall as a panel opened. I grabbed my belt, arc-cutter, rail pistol, and gauntlet. With everything in its proper place, an alert filled my gaze.

	Suit functionality was at 70 percent. The nanites were still repairing thruster two. It was going to have to do. I wasn’t going into a fight. I just needed to stop them from tracking us as they shot down pirate ships.

	The starboard airlock slid open. I stepped to the edge as Fade circled the gunship. The contrast of plasma cannons going off and ships exploding in pure silence filled me with dread, but I had to help everyone escape.

	I watched as we soon moved behind the gunship as it was turning, focusing a lot of firepower on a large pirate ship. That’s when I leapt into space. 

	“Thrusters at full power,” I directed as my pulse thrusters flashed, hurtling me at the slow-moving gunship.

	My heart thudded in my chest as I focused. I tried to ignore the flashes of light, but as I hurtled through space, I watched another pirate ship explode as it was cut in half. Debris drifted in every direction, two large pirate ships unloading everything they had against the gunship.

	Energy blinded my sensors as I passed through the shield barrier. I was thankful because there was a small part of me that worried the Dominion would come up with something else to prevent anything from passing through energy shields. What I was doing was beyond crazy, charging through space during a full-fledged ship to ship battle. Yeah, my mind must have been glitching hard.

	I aimed my gauntlet and fired a gravity point at the end of a barely visible filament wire. I continued to fly forward, when the grav-point touched the hull. I spun it up, my body shooting forward in a blur. Between the wire and my thrusters, I was making excellent speed. The ship grew bigger as I approached. Within a hundred feet of the gunship hull, I slowed my incoming speed to a point I floated onto the hull. My magnetic boots activated as I touched the hull. I disengaged the filament wire. I looked up at the spire before me. Upon closer inspection, I noticed different sensor nodes just at the base of it. As I stepped closer, I could see the modular pads along the rest of the spire. This was a mixture of new and old tech. Even looking at it, I could tell it had some sort of technology that belonged to slipstream sensors. It was fascinating, but I couldn’t stay here and keep examining it. If my guess was right, it somehow tracked ships when they entered slipstreams. If they could follow, no, that can’t be. It would defy normal slipstream physics. Slipstream drives allow a single ship to enter a slip stream. Even if two ships entered a slip stream together, they would be in their own slipstreams, like an oval bubble around each of them. They couldn’t see each other until they emerged from their identical slipstreams.

	Something within the spire whispered it was true to me. I didn’t hear it with my ears. I just heard it.

	I grabbed arc-cutter and activated it. A hand-sized flame stabbed out. I stepped closer and stabbed it into the base of the spire. It was only deep enough to cut and melt the hull metal but not touch the tech or sensors underneath. I began moving slowly, the universe silent around me. I worked methodically, knowing if the base of the spire was weak enough, once they entered a slipstream, the gravity and particles would rip it off.

	“Kade, the ghost drive power is down to thirty percent,” Vega informed me.

	I nodded, not caring that I couldn’t be seen.

	“Vega, listen very carefully. There is no way I can get off this gunship without alerting them. Once I am done here, I want you to bring Fade through the shield field just enough to fire our weapons,” I said as I worked, sparks reflected in my visor.

	“You are not offering your life for the mission,” Vega said with a hard tone.

	“I know, but we need to hit them hard enough to confuse them so I can get back aboard. Once you penetrate the shield, Fade’s ghost drive will shut down, and their proximity sensors will go off. If you come in at an angle towards the rear, they must turn around enough to hit Fade with one of those plasma cannons. At that very moment, turn and open the starboard airlock. Match their turning rate so we are synced. I will be coming in hot.”

	“Kade,” she began.

	“Vega, I know it’s a crazy plan, but if we don’t do this right, they will be able to track and shoot us out of a slipstream. I’m almost done here. In twenty seconds, penetrate the shield and start firing. Keep the yield focused on one spot, just enough to hurt them and keep them distracted,” I said as I was nearly full circle around the spire. 

	“We’re ready. I’ll patch you into the vid feed,” Vega said plainly. 

	A small vid feed appeared in the corner of my visor, seeing what they were seeing. I grit my teeth as I reached full circle. Another explosion lit up space.

	“Last pirate ship is destroyed,” Vega informed me.

	“Penetrate shield and start firing,” I said as I attached the arc-cutter to my back, turned, and watched.

	Fade’s bow moved closer to the gunship. When it touched the shield and slowly penetrated, the ghost drive deactivated instantly so there would be no feedback damage. Fade’s rail-cannons and mag-cannons aimed and unleashed a torrent of explosive slugs. The gunship’s hull took a beating as my beautiful ship unleashed all she had.

	At that moment, I aimed my body, deactivated my boots, floated up, and activated my pulse thrusters. I shot up at full speed. Fade was in synchronous orbit, matching the gunship's speed as it tried to turn. I flew up, pushing my pulse thrusters to their limit. I watched as the hull bulked at the spot Fade was hitting. Alerts filled my visor as six torpedoes fired from the underside of the gunship.

	“Splice me!” I growled as I flew toward the airlock in the distance. Counter measures fired from the sides of Fade, as smaller mag turrets under and over her wings, turned to shoot down incoming torpedoes.

	“Kade, I’m aiding Fade with counter measures. Keep your trajectory,” Vega said.

	Fade was getting bigger as I flew closer. The dark night lit up with explosions as her guns and signal countermeasures prevented stable locks. I lifted my left arm with the gauntlet. I fired a grav-point at the airlock. I ignored everything as I kept my arm straight. The rippling gravity point attached to the inner ceiling of the airlock. I activated the winch and I shot up in a blur. I was going too fast; this was not going to be an easy landing.

	“Get ready to aim for the slipstream. When I’m aboard, punch it!” I shouted as I flew into the airlock, hit the ceiling, bounced off and slammed into the floor. 

	The airlock sealed shut. Gravity shifted as I checked the feed. Fade turned and flew at full thrusters for the slipstream. A slipstream gate opened when something hit us and exploded. Data was coming in that a torpedo hit us, shields down to twenty percent. Vega and Fade corrected their trajectory. Once we reached the gate, we flashed into a slipstream.

	I turned and fell onto my back as oxygen flooded the airlock. I stared at the dented ceiling. I smiled.

	My lips parted and I laughed like a glitching madman.

	I think that was the craziest stunt I ever pulled in my entire life. 

	The airlock door opened and two faces were above me, fear and worry in their eyes. I looked at Mira and Seris. The pair laid on me as my power armor slowly sank back into my long jacket. When the process was complete, their bodies touched mine. We stayed on the floor of the airlock, holding each other in a small victory as Fade made our way to the Kurk system. 

	 


Eight

	 

	I watched as a timer counted down on Fade’s viewscreen. We had less than twenty minutes before we reached the Kurk system and re-connected with our signal witch. But all I could think about were protocols we missed in the heat of the moment. There was no quick way to vet Irel or Nyxa. We had two complete strangers working with us to enter a highly secure base and send a message to every system in the known empire. I wanted to laugh if this all wasn’t so serious. 

	Part of what we are doing is for our survival as well. I don’t even know why I keep telling myself that. Maybe I was trying to convince myself this was the right thing to do. The recent memory of fighting the imperials, and Commander Davan Tarrk telling me coolly, ‘We know who you are, Kade Mercer,’ chilled me to my very bones. I didn’t dare let anyone else know how I felt about it. After we stood up and left the airlock, for the first time in my entire life, I felt like we were against odds we couldn’t possibly survive.

	My hands relaxed at the controls. The ships that carried my people blasted off into space as pioneers. They wanted to see what was out there, for scientific discovery. They drifted for centuries in cryo-sleep. When their computer system woke them up, they found stars out on the Rim. They were meant to build fuel stations and provide research, creating places to rest before taking off in the black sky yonder and other galaxies. This was before slipstream drives and genetically altered humans who survive harsh climate worlds. My people made it, seven thousand years later, only to find out that the universe had changed, yet they still created their homes on distant rim worlds, far from the reach of others and the empire.

	I sat back and looked up at the rearview mirror. Everyone was silent. I knew they were concerned about me. I hadn’t said anything when I sat down in the cockpit and monitored our slipstream. They knew Fade could take over but didn’t say anything so I would have a moment to myself. My family made a life on the Rim for over a thousand years. I heard the stories and watched many vids from our libraries about Earth and star-flight. So many of my people talked about the other ships that left with theirs but hadn’t heard anything from them in a long time. I knew I was the one to find them eventually, and that was still my mission. It was improbable, but I took it on. Why couldn’t I do the same for my crew, the Rim, everyone else who was trampled on by the Dominion? 

	I smiled to myself. The basics my mother taught me since I was little, any problem can be fixed if you take it a step at a time.

	I spun my chair around to face everyone. They looked at me as I leaned forward, elbows on knees.

	“We’re coming up to the Kurk system. As far as anyone knows, it is a dead system.”

	“Best place to hide,” Vega said with a warm smile.

	I nodded and returned her smile. I then looked at Irel.

	“My apologies for such a dangerous exit. And thanks for trusting us enough to join us.”

	The Gen 22 simply looked at me with cold eyes. “It was the payment and transport that garnered enough interest to join you. But after seeing how well you worked with your crew, and how well you fought, not taking any action to kill any of the empire’s dogs, convinced me you, and your crew, still had principles.

	“When I was expelled from the Custodian Order, it was because I asked questions and didn’t blindly do as I was told. You, and your crew, have my thanks, and my sworn duty to get your message out to the empire,” Irel said with a small bow of his head.

	“Thank you,” I said before I looked at Vega, “Please ready the vid to show Irel and Nyxa. I want everyone to know what this means to us, and why we must finish this mission.”

	“I already have it prepared and ready, when Nyxa joins us,” the synth said with a warm gleam in her golden-rimmed eyes.

	“Excellent,” I said as I stood up. “From here, it will take us four cycles to reach the Array. We will need that time to prepare.”

	A beep alerted me of our approach. 

	“Let’s get to it,” I said as I sat down, spun around, and grabbed the stick.

	The moving streams of gravity waves parted to an exit gate. We flashed back into normal space. A few seconds later, I was alerted someone was hailing us. I opened the channel.

	The viewscreen around me opened a sight-to-sight channel, Nyxa smiling brightly.

	“I’m very happy you escaped!” she said with a gleam across the visible circuit lines on her face.

	“And with only minor bruises,” I half-laughed as I rubbed my shoulder. Patchframe protected me but couldn’t absorb all contact as I hit the airlock ceiling.

	Nyxa nodded. “I’m approaching your port side. My ship can dock against yours. She can also supply yours with extra power as we enter another slipstream.”

	I checked the sensors. Her ship was less than half the size of Fade. Docking clamps should be able to hold her. Her ship was also very pointy, like one of those old fighter jets from ancient Earth. 

	“I’ll talk you through,” I said as I eyed the sensors and scanners.

	I watched as her ship approached the port side airlock. It suddenly shifted its entire form vertically. Clamps on her underside reached out for Fade’s clamps. 

	“Steady. You’re right on target,” I smiled.

	Clamps from both our ships took hold and attached. Her ship, Needle, was docked and sent a signal to open the airlock. I hit a button, opening the port-side airlock. I watched the vid feed of both doors sliding into the wall and oxygen flooding the chamber. She stepped in and waved at me. 

	“Welcome aboard,” I said before activating the inner door.

	I spun around and was on my feet. I walked along the corridor, Mira and Seris on either side of me. I glanced at Mira, her hand on her holstered mag pistol at her hip.

	“Precautions,” she said as she gave me a smarmy smirk. 

	We approached the port-side airlock. Nyxa stood before me, her back straight and the back of her hand to the top of her head.

	“Permission to hurly burr,” she said gruffly, acting out a stuffy captain.

	“Permission to hurly burr,” I said, trying to hold back my laughter.

	Nyxa kept her smile before she turned around in awe as she looked around at my ship. 

	“It’s so mis-matched, but it splicing works together,” she said as she spun around. 

	“Built her myself,” I gleamed with pride.

	“You are a gen of many talents,” she said with an impish look. 

	“I wish we had more time to chat, but it will take four days to reach the Array. We should start our slipstream so we have time to discuss the finer points of what we are trying to achieve,” I said as politely as I could.

	“Of course. Lead the way,” she said.

	We walked back to the corridor leading to the cockpit. Another chair folded out from the wall for our guest. I sat down in the cockpit as everyone strapped in again. I readied the slipstream drive and scanned for an appropriate star-flight. Sensors locked on a slipstream. Thrusters powered to life once again. I maneuvered Fade and aimed for the slipstream. I activated the drive and it hummed to life as a circular opening appeared. We moved toward it until we passed through. Once Fade was through, we flashed off into a slipstream, a counter counting down our arrival time on my screen.

	I spun around again to everyone seated along the corridor walls. “Let’s get introductions in order before we change the galaxy.

	***

	I flopped on my bed, exhausted. We managed to get some things in order, like lodgings, and a meal out of the way. Nyxa said she could sleep in her ship, but that was dangerous because even though her ship was clamped onto mine, it was creating a tiny drop of drag. Nothing our combined engine power couldn’t handle, but the thought of her ship being ripped off during a slipstream didn’t sit well with me. So, we made her a bed in the cargo hold with Elya. It was a tight fit, but we had to make it work. As for Irel, we had to set him up in the corridor. He had a fold-out bed, complete with bedding and blankets. I collected them because I meant to sell them off. Lately I was getting some use out of them, so maybe I will keep them for the sake of whatever we are. Rebels? Resistance? Good guys? I had no glitching idea, but we had to work with what we had.

	With all that done, it hit me all at once. I was bone tired. I made my way to my room and fell onto it like I was shot. I laid there, not moving. Tomorrow, we will discuss. The day after, I will make some serious modifications to Patchframe. 

	The cabin door slid open. My gaze shifted to Seris coming in. She climbed in and snuggled against me on one side. I curled my arm around her, holding her close. 

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

	“What for?” I asked. She had nothing to be sorry about.

	There was a small moment of silence between us.

	“I was useless when we were on the pirate planet. I was frozen and couldn’t help,” she said in a small voice.

	I turned to her. She laid her head on my arm, looking up at me with wet eyes. 

	“I’m not a freedom fighter. I don’t know what I’m doing,” she sniffled. 

	I held her close. “You’re in great company, neither do I,” I smiled.

	She turned those beautiful green eyes to me. “You can’t say that. You and Mira have it together. I’m just the seraphyne bringing a mace to a gun battle.”

	I let out such a laugh, her eyes gleamed again. I looked at her, the back of my fingers against her cheek. Her skin felt so smooth, and inviting. I fell into a trance. 

	“Seris, we’re all figuring this out. You have earned your place with us, and with me. You have nothing to prove.”

	“But my people value being part of a system. I value it, but my religion doesn’t allow me to carry any firing weapons. That’s for the guardians. I’m not a guardian, but I want to help. If I get too close, I could get shot. I don’t want to be a hindrance. I want to help,” she said softly.

	I nodded as my eyes fluttered. “We’ll figure it out, one step at a time,” I said as everything was going dark.

	Seris embraced me as I slowly began to pass out.

	The cabin door slid open.

	“Don’t fall asleep,” Mira growled.

	I chuckled as I passed out. I think she wanted some before bed, my voice echoed in my dreams.

	***

	Most of us sat around the table. Mira and I stood by it as all of us discussed what we were going to do when we reached the Array.

	“I can get your genetic access working again,” Nyxa said to Irel, “but it will take some time, and I will need to be plugged into the system to keep masking it.”

	“Outside, or inside?” Vega asked.

	“Either,” Nyxa said as she sat back, arms behind her half-shaven head. “I can mask all of you with fake genetic markers in their system. I love to find flaws in systems, and this is something of a challenge I worked off and on with.”

	“Is it true that signal witches love to break into bank data systems and clean them out?” Seris said, a romantic notion of being bad and rich filled her eyes.

	“Sometimes,” Nyxa shrugged. “It can be a hard, or easy life, once you have an idea what to expect.”

	“Are we all going in?” Elya asked.

	There was silence across the table. 

	“Not everyone has to go in,” I spoke up. “We should keep the teams small, so we don’t set off suspicion. A group of us walking around is going to get us noticed.”

	“I am required to go in so I can connect to the Array. Nyxa can be plugged in outside the base,” Vega said.

	“There will be drone patrols outside. She cannot remain in one place for long,” Irel added.

	I crossed my arms as I thought it out. “We have Vega, and Nyxa who must go in.”

	“You said you are an engineer,” Irel said to me. 

	I nodded.

	“The Array has automatic systems in place to turn it, but there is a manual system in place as well. Hardly used, and the chamber is empty, save for the equipment. The Arry will need to be calibrated with minute calibrations to ensure it. If our signal witch can disable the alarms, no one will notice such tiny calibrations,” Irel explained.

	I nodded.

	“I can disable the alarms once I am at a worker control panel,” Vega quickly added.

	“Whew. That takes the pressure off me,” Nyxa said with a master class of pretending to wipe non-existent sweat from her brow.

	“Okay, this is shaping into a plan. Everyone will require an escort, just in case we run into trouble. I think the hard part is getting everyone into place. Irel and Vega will have to split off for a control panel. I need someone to accompany me to the manual calibration chamber.”

	I glanced up at Mira and Seris. “Seris, I may need you for this one.”

	Seris looked at me with serious eyes, her pointed ears shifting slightly at the sides of her head. 

	“You have Patchframe. You don’t need me,” she said as she looked down.

	“Seris, look at me,” I said softly.

	She lifted her gaze to mine.

	“Everyone has their parts in this mission. I need you watching my back.”

	She kept her gaze to mine. She then sat taller and nodded her acceptance.

	“Faders forever,” she smiled from pointed ear to pointed ear.

	Mira covered her mouth. Elya looked away. Vega blinked. Irel lifted a dark eyebrow.

	“Is that what you call yourselves? Isn’t your ship’s name,” she left it hanging for a second. “If I knew that before, I might not have taken the job.”

	Almost everyone at the table laughed. Vega and Irel gave amused smiles.

	When the laughter died down and relieved some of the tension, I started to pull the plan together.

	“Irel, you will have to give us detailed directions of the insides of the base. Nyxa, can you mask all of us to appear as custodians?”

	“I can, if I can connect to the systems. I might be able to backdoor it wirelessly, but that has a greater chance of detection. The best ways are the old ways, tapping into cables and panels to get that sweet data,” she licked her lips.

	I nodded. “How about a fuel line?”

	Nyxa’s eyes took a devious gleam. “That is splicing diabolical! I can route through your fuel connections, but for only as long as it is fueling up.”

	“There will be guards,” Irel added.

	I start pacing a few feet from the table. Back and forth I go, seeing the pieces and pulling them together.

	“There will also be various defensive ships from wealthy systems guarding the planet,” Irel also added.

	I was hoping to get through this with a zero-body count. The custodians were only doing their jobs. Breaking in and hurting normal gens was not something I think any of us wanted to do.

	Nyxa raised her hand.

	“You don’t have to raise your hand,” I chuckled.

	She put her hand down. “Needle is very fast and can serve as a distraction. I can have her do some low fly-bys and buzz their sensors.”

	I began to see the mission form in my head.

	“Okay, this could work. As soon as we enter the system, Needle disembarks. We send a distress signal, telling the custodians we are low and fuel and need an emergency fuel up. When we land, and the fuel connection is made, Nyxa will do what she does best. Needle will do a fly-by when we need it, setting the base on high alert. If there is anyone else there at the landing pad, they will need to be handled. But once we have secured the landing pad, and the base is alerted, Nyxa will mask our genetic signatures in the system.”

	“Yeah, we don’t change your genetics. We take over the system that reads your genetics. Much simpler way of passing through unnoticed,” Nyxa said before I interrupted her by clearing my throat. 

	She shrank down in her seat and mouthed the word “Sorry.” 

	I continued, “Once we are masked, we go in as two groups. Vega and Irel go in first to get to a terminal. Seris and I will go in next to find the calibration chamber. Mira and Elya will stay to guard the ship and cover our escape. Once we finish what we have to do, the Array will take some damage from using so much power. It will remain functional, and we will use the chaos to escape. 

	“When we are high enough, I’ll activate Fade’s ghost drive, and we slip through between the ships to a waiting slipstream, and we vanish before they even know what hits them.”

	“It sounds like a reasonable plan,” Irel said plainly.

	“There are some details to fine tune,” Vega added.

	“Contingencies will have to be in place,” Nyxa said as she looked at me.

	I nodded. “We will work out the payments before we get there. I think I have some scrip locks around here somewhere. I’ll set you and Irel up,” I said. 

	Scrip locks are timed release scrip devices, allowing the recipient to have access to the payment after an agreed appointed time.  

	“Let’s work out the details,” I said as I clapped my hands together.

	***

	I placed Patchframe on a standalone rack and activated him. Armor plates clamped onto each other as my jacket coat was enveloped by the process. After about thirty to forty seconds, Patchframe stood before me. It was always a little strange seeing him from the outside, almost unnatural. But this was how I was able to do routine maintenance.

	Patchframe stood beside my worktable. I glanced over at Mira in the galley, watching me with a wicked smirk as she chewed, like she was going to pounce on me later. 

	She probably will.

	I put on my toolbelt and stepped behind Patchframe. I checked the sonic pulse thrusters. The nanites had nearly repaired it. When I picked up a small hand-held device, commonly called a DAM, which stood for Detection And Maintenance. I activated it and information filled the small screen on the device. The thruster was at ninety-six percent repaired. Patchframe will need a little more time with that. It took a direct hit by a plasma bolt. Fried any nanites that could assist with repairs. Energy weapons were always harder to repair in the field. I picked up a small titanium plate off the table and pressed it to the damaged thruster. When I let go, the plate remained. It was like feeding tiny insects, except they didn’t eat it, they broke it down and re-used it. This will accelerate the repairs and add new nanites at the same time.

	I then moved to the back shoulder plates. Nasty damage there. The micro-assemblers reassembled the same damaged plate because all the nanites were working on the pulse thruster. This was a management issue because I made the thruster a priority. We still had two days until we reached the Thoth system, so I could spare ten thousand nanites to work on the burnt plate.

	I continued to work and let my mind wander to what really has been glitching me when we fought Commander Tarrak and his squad. It was their shield belts. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. They managed to create a portable shield system. The batteries around their belts were a little bulky, and there was an emitter at the small of their backs, but it was enough to stop a whole bar filled with pirates, and us. I dislike surprises, and when others out-tech me. Never mind that fact the empire seems to have stabilized using plasma weapons. The bigger they are, the easier they work. The Dominion may have had those plasma weapons miniaturized and stable for a long time. I didn’t have the equipment to start a plasma weapon project, but maybe I could put something together for a shield emitter. 

	There were two problems I wasn’t sure I could overcome. Weight and power. I could use a Molecular Assembler and Dissembler to integrate it into Patchframe, but then I come back to the same two problems. Patchframe is already heavy enough as a jacket coat. I can only wear it for periods at a time because of the weight. It needs to charge its power on a peg for hours before I can use it. The internal power source was made for the suit, giving me power for a few cycles before losing power. The more I add to it, the more power it drains, and the heavier it gets. That’s why Patchframe’s gear is housed before and after use. 

	I looked at Patchframe for a moment. I’m mad I didn’t think of it before. I don’t need to integrate it via a MAD unit. I just had to have it ready for use.

	I moved to the worktable. I grabbed my design-pad and started to work with possible systems, an emitter and a power-source. I still had a lot of valuable salvage in the other half of the cargo-hold. This might work.

	Seris appeared beside me, looking down at my pad as I used my finger to run blueprint lines and write down possible equipment I could integrate it with. 

	“What’s this?” she asked with curious eyes.

	I kept going as I glanced at her. I then started writing different notes in the corner. 

	“Seris, you're six-one, and your weight is about one hundred and twenty. We synced?”

	“Synced,” she said with curious oval eyes. “Why?” she asked with a small tilt of her beautiful head.
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	I held the stick as a slipstream gate opened and we flashed into the Thoth system. We were at the very edge of it, the sun and planet in the distance. Needle detached from Fade and flew off. 

	My pulse increased, knowing we were about to change the known systems and the Gene Dominion empire. I could scarcely believe it, but it was the only way to level the field and ensure the voices of Velos 7 were heard. 

	I was not innocent when I took off into the universe. There are always atrocities, deaths, cover-ups, and more. Gens now are no different than gens from ancient Earth. I read the books. Watched the vids. Salvaged the evidence so others could get rid of it. Everything changed when I took my last salvage job. Now, I was running from the empire and preparing to show the known galaxy what the Dominion is preparing to do when they complete their tests. Free-will will be a footnote in the past.

	Something in me let go. If we are going to be rebels, then we’re going all the way.

	“Ladies and gens, let’s get our gear ready. We have a date with an Array,” I smirked as I inputted coordinates and had Fade come in slow like we were on fumes.

	I glanced to either side of my seat, seeing the heads of my crew, and our new cohorts in crime, staring at our objective as they crowded around me. 

	“A little room,” I said with a gruff laugh.

	Everyone stepped back a few paces as I spun my chair around and got up.

	“I automated the distress signal. They’ll pick up and then I will put on a production that belongs in the York system,” I said as I reached up and grabbed Patchframe.

	“They won’t even let you near the system in this, no offense to Fade,” Elya shot back.

	There were some small laughter, chuckles, and giggles. I laughed. It was nice to break the tension in the recycled air. If one part of the plan went sideways, there was little chance we all would make it out. Any criminal activity near, or at the Array serves a life sentence of virtual torture. If it sounds as weird as it does, it’s because it’s true. They hook up inmates to these virtual simulators and take away everything in those sim worlds, even hope. It breaks the toughest gen until they are gibbering mess. When their mind blanks and dies, their body is recycled into food matter for the other inmates, or so I’ve heard. Nasty way to go. Jasper once told me no inmate lasted longer than seven years. He laughed and told me he had bet scrips on gens who could last days to months longer. If he could see me now, he would be placing bets.

	“Final checks,” I said, getting down to core business.

	Almost everyone was armed and checking their mag-pistols. Every weapon was armed with low-density slugs. We couldn’t go in there armed to the teeth. We might pass as a security force, but I wasn’t sure of that one. From what Irel told us, most of the custodians are simple workers who worship the Array. Their security forces are tougher, but everyone on the Array has had such a serene life, they would never expect a team of rebels to storm it and transmit across the empire and the rim. 

	I glanced at Seris as she put on a belt I made for her. She adjusted it a little before she picked up her long mace. She looked at me with a shy smile, catching my gaze.

	Mira and Vega also shoved their mag pistols into thigh holsters. Elya holstered her pistol against her hip. Nyxa, and Irel were not armed.

	I had a pack beside my cockpit chair. I knelt and stuffed Patchframe in there. Inside was already my mag-rifle and a thick belt. These were precautions as I zipped it up. 

	“Kade, can I speak to you in private?” Elya asked.

	I nodded. We both made our way down the corridor and into my cabin. When Elya turned to me, her gaze was filled with sorrow.

	“Kade, I’m sorry I,” she let the words hang in the air.

	“Hey, it’s core-cool, Elya. We all understand why you don’t want to go in there. It’s a big relief you, Mira, and Nyxa will be here, guarding Fade.”

	She shook her head. “No, it’s, I understand why we are here, but our agreement was me funding the cause. I can’t keep putting myself in danger. I should have told you sooner to leave me on a planet. I have enough scrips to buy several ships and fly off to other worlds.”

	She was silent for a moment. “Kade, this mission could…put us in more danger. I know I’m being cautious, but shouting across the stars may lead to war.”

	My eyes relaxed. “Elya, we’re already at war.”

	She blinked.

	“The Dominion Gens know who we were. They killed a chamber filled with dangerous pirates. We saw their bodies drop. When we tried to stop them, the commander said he knew who we were. He knew who I was. The Dominion already took the first shot by killing all those gens on Velos 7. If we let them continue to push us down, we must push back.”

	Elya looked down and to the side. I could feel her shame. I think I had an edge to my tone because yeah, this was splicing dangerous. I can’t say we are the first to fight the Dominion, but we are crazy enough to do something any rebel out there would even try.

	I softened my tone as I continued, “Elya, we’re all scared. I don’t know anything about fighting an empire. I know how to fix, engineer, and find things. What we are doing here is trying to inform. The empire will do what it wants, but we can’t keep the Imprint Virus a secret any longer. Free-will is at stake.

	“I don’t blame you. If I could, I would stay behind too. This mission may take the heat off us for a while until we can find better ways to fight back and protect ourselves. And know this, you are important to us, not because you’re incredibly wealthy," I said as she smiled, “but because you’re important to us.”

	Elya’s eyes gleamed wet. “No…no one has done that to me in a very long time.”

	She hugged me. I hugged her. The hug itself was a warm, friendship hug. 

	When we parted, she gave me a small nod of conviction.

	“Yes, Captain Mercer,” she smiled.

	“Oh, come on!” I said with a smile as I turned, and the cabin door slid open.

	Elya laughed as we walked out. I wasn’t a captain. I was just a salvor. This joke was getting out of hand.

	When we stepped out, I glanced at Mira and Nyxa standing across each other in the corridor as they talked.

	“She sounds like my sister. She always loved running with the workers. She often said they were her gens,” Nyxa said as she tapped keys on a forearm computer system.

	Elya and I walked up to them. Mira stepped close to me and looked up with almost glowing predator eyes.

	“You ready,” she said simply.

	“I’m ready. Are you ready?”

	“I’m ready,” she said with a wicked smirk before she leaned closer, her lips to my ear. “When this is finished, you’re mine.”

	I love how dirty her mind worked.

	“Not if I make you mine first,” I said with a warm stare.

	“Knock it off you two. We have a mission to complete,” Elya said as she walked past us.

	Mira stepped away, looking me up and down. Was it hot in here?

	I turned my attention to Nyxa. She continued to tap away.

	“When we land, I have another hardware system I can use to create a stable connection once the fueling hose is connected. Land us, and I can do the rest,” she said as she continued to type away.

	“Understood,” I said as I stepped away.

	Irel approached me. “We will succeed.”

	“That’s the plan,” I smiled and patted him on the shoulder.

	I turned to Seris and Vega. 

	“I have the file ready. Once I connect to their mainframe, I will have some control over most systems. Enough control to wipe us from their systems. Like we were never there.” Vega said.

	I nodded.

	Seris threw herself on me with a big hug. She then pulled back a little, her hand on my chest.

	“You know, after this,” she began.

	“Mira claimed me,” I chuckled.

	“We can work on that together,” she said with a seductive whisper.

	I was about to kiss her when a comm beep went off. I slid from Seris’ grasp and sat in my chair. I spun around to the console, seeing an incoming transmission. Everyone was quiet as they stood behind me. It was time to put acting into this. I touched the nodes on my collar, keeping my features like a gen around Irel and Nyxa, even though she kind of saw through it. Anyway, I oscillated my voice to make it sound desperate as I flipped the switch.

	“Incoming ship, this is restricted space. Turn around and slipstream out or you will be fired upon,” they said with a gruff tone.

	“We are nearly out of fuel. We need assistance and refueling. Check your sensors. We are on fumes,” I said as Vega’s program was running, making us look like our fuel was less than it was. She also added our systems glitching and failing, which was a nice touch.

	There was silence on the line.

	“We need assistance or we will drift. Our core took some damage from space debris, and we’ve been limping to the closest system.”

	Silence.

	We waited. Irel informed us before that they didn’t have any kind of re-fueling ship because they knew most gens avoided this system.

	I looked at the sensors, three large ships surrounding the planet. If any of them turned to leave their orbits, that meant they were going to blast us out of the universe.

	“They are discussing,” Irel said.

	My finger hovered over a panel key. “Time for the cube dessert on top,” I said as I pressed it. 

	The simulated explosion from our port side must have hit their sensors. 

	“Escort is on their way. Please land on Pad 12. Pad 12,” the voice on their other side sounded rattled before they cut the connection.

	It wasn’t long before a pair of fighters flew to each side of us. With the blast marks from our fight above Hollowfall would further convince them that we were in trouble. So far, the plan is working.

	It took thirty minutes to reach Calyx. Our escort guided us down as we entered the atmosphere. When we passed through the upper atmosphere, we already could see the massive Array. It stabbed out into the sky like a wide dish. It was mounted on a thick, heavily reinforced base structure. Around it, the base spread out for miles in all directions. No one said a word, seeing just how gigantic it was. The Array was an engineering miracle. Without so many redundant systems, I doubt it could function for long. Most star systems have their own, smaller arrays, enough to reach over to another system or two. There are large ones in the inner systems, but this was the largest one ever, and it was on the Rim. No wonder the custodians worshipped it. It looked like something only higher beings could have created. Which is weird because they should be worshipping the engineers who built it. Engineers always get the shaft with everything we build.

	The escort flew away as we approached the opening dome.

	“Places,” I said.

	Everyone stepped away and headed for the cargo hold, except me and Vega. 

	“Keep them talking,” Nyxa said before she went with the others into the hold.

	I nodded as I turned to the controls. Landing gear out as we approached.

	I stood up from my seat and turned to Vega. 

	“Just like we acted,” I said.

	She nodded.

	Fade beeped, alerting us that we had landed. She then flooded the interior with harmless vapor. The ramp unclamped and lowered. I stumbled down as she followed. 

	The moment we exited the ship; I coughed as vapor gas spewed out behind me. We were greeted by a gen in a blue uniform, and four, armed, security agents with masks behind him. I waved away the smoke as the manager agent looked at me with hard eyes. I glanced to the side as I continued to cough, noticing two gens wearing blue jumpsuits, standing by a fueling station panel.

	“What happened?” the manager asked before he looked at my ship, “And what happened to your ship? It looks like it was put together by a blind engineer.”

	I let it go. He obviously didn’t know true mechanical art if it slapped him in the face.

	“Pirates,” I gasped. “My wife and I were just traveling through, when we were attacked! Some debris struck us before we gave them the slip,” I struggled to say as I hooked my arm around Vega and pulled her to my side. 

	“There there,” Vega said as she patted my back.

	“Why isn’t she coughing?” the agent manager said as he tilted his head.

	“I’m a synth. I had to take the controls to get us here,” she said like a low-class cheap synth. Robotic and minimal emotions.

	The agent manager looked at us, and then back at me. He ground his teeth.

	“Glimmer-head,” the agent hissed under his breath.

	“What?” I coughed.

	“Nothing,” he said with a tired gaze. “Do you require medical assistance?” he asked like it was written on a card.

	I waved my arm as I shook my head. I stood straighter as I huffed. 

	“No…thank you. I just needed some air for a moment. I can go back in and begin repairs. We just need fuel.”

	“How long will the repairs take?” the agent asked. He didn’t care. He just wanted to know how long before we left.

	“Two, maybe three hours?” I said with a small shrug.

	The agent nodded. He then looked at the gens by the fueling station and gave them a single nod. I glanced at them, seeing the pair get the thick hose ready.

	“I can pay for the fuel,” I mentioned.

	“No need,” the agent huffed. “Consider it a gift from the Custodians of the Array. And please, don’t mention it. We don’t need any more visitors.”

	He spoke as he turned. “I’m leaving two guards to watch over you before you take off. Please, don’t fall in love with them,” he muttered the last sentence under his breath.

	“Thank you!” I shouted at him as he left with two guards, leaving the other two behind.

	I left Vega’s side and looked at the gens on the side of my ship. They connected the hose and clamped it into place. One moved to the controls and started the fueling process.

	“We’re connected and masked,” Nyxa communicated. 

	The moment I heard fluxburn pumped into my ship, I pulled my mag pistol from the waistband behind me, aimed, and pulled the trigger twice.

	The gen’s eyes widened before a low-density slug hit each of their chests and exploded, but these slugs were different. We needed them out for a few hours, so these slugs were designed with a small empty chamber within each round. I had them filled with fluxburn gas. You can’t breathe too much in, or you will suffocate and have seizures, but there was just enough in there to knock them out upon impact, without any damage to their lungs or body. Yeah, they will wake up battered and bruised, but that’s better than dead.

	I turned my head to see the guards handing over their weapons to Vega. One went over and stood by the fallen gens. The other followed Vega to me.

	“They are under my control,” Vega stated.

	“Wish we knew sooner that they had synths here. It would make the job easier. Can we use your friend to escort us around?”

	“Of course,” Vega said with a devious smile.

	She’s getting to know me better. 

	“Let’s move,” I communicated. 

	Irel and Seris came down the ramp. Mira was halfway down the ramp, looking at me.

	“Don’t fade out,” she said as she put my pack on the ramp.

	“You too,” I said before turning to our small infiltration team.

	They put us on this pad because it is rarely used, and farthest away so no one could disrupt the workers in the corridors, from what Irel informed us before we arrived. There is a laundry chamber not far from here. We had to reach it to put on the blue uniforms of the custodians before making our way deeper.

	“Let’s move our masses,” I said as I grabbed my pack from the ramp and we made for the pad doors.

	The doors opened as soon as we moved closer.

	“You’re welcome,” Nyxa chuckled.

	I poked my head into the corridor, glanced around and didn’t see anyone. Irel took charge leading the way. All of us followed, even our new synth guard. We made it to the laundry room very easily. The place was empty and the machines were not in use. Irel showed us a walk-in closet with shelves of uniforms. I picked one up, and it was nothing more than a single piece that covered a gen from neck to ankles. The manager agent had a more stylish uniform. It was easy to see; only the normal workers wore the same thing. That aside, we picked out uniforms that would fit and stepped into changing chambers. When we each stepped out, we looked like the help, sort of. Vega and Seris had their hair tied back in tight braids.

	Irel was going to talk us through on how to get where we needed to go, through a comm unit in his ear. We separated into our two teams, the synth guard going with Irel and Vega to make it look a little more official. Irel activated holo-nods hidden in his collar so other custodians didn’t recognize him.

	Vega and Irel left first. Seris and I waited for four minutes before we left in the opposite direction from the laundry doors. 

	Seris hovered close as we walked. I tried to be as relaxed as I could, but I had a feeling I wasn’t as relaxed as I thought I was. 

	“Turn left, right, past two corridors, and down the next left corridor,” Irel said.

	“Understood,” I said.

	I kept my drift as we made our way deeper into the complex. When three custodians turned a corner and walked toward us, Seris and I bowed our heads and looked down. When we were passing them, I glanced at the last one. Her head was bowed forward like ours. When we passed them, I looked back to see all of them doing it, like their spirits were broken. 

	“We are nearing a redundant control room,” Vega informed the team.

	There are so many systems that are essentially the same, it will make it much easier for what we need to do.

	“Kade and Seris, if you see a copper statue of the Array, turn to the right and follow it until you reach a four-way intersection. Take the left intersection and follow it until you reach a T section corridor. Turn left and follow it for a mile. You will reach another T section, but the doors to the old Array calibrations will be there. 

	“Let me know when you are there, and I will tell you want to do next,” Irel instructed.

	“Understood,” I said as I saw the copper Array statue on a pedestal right where he said it was. I was impressed. He knew every corner of his place like the back of hand.

	I began to relax the further we walked. The corridors were quiet, with only the shuffling of shoes as silent custodians occasionally walked past us. We weren’t fighting our way in. Guards weren’t rushing us to stop us. Silence filled everything as we made our way deeper. 

	Irel was dead on as we continued. Every twist and turn brought us deeper into the complex.

	“Kade, we have reached an empty control room. All access is blocked from this one, but I am already reversing their protocols,” Vega said.

	“I am also tracking and masking you from any hidden surveillance. Security has no idea you’re there,” Nyxa added.

	“Thank you both. Nyxa, is Needle in place to buzz the base once we send out the signal?”

	“She landed on the surface not too long ago. She’s partially hidden, and my sensor scramblers are keeping her off scanners. She’s ready when you give the command.”

	“Let’s keep this all under the scanner for as long as we can. Stay in touch if anything changes,” I said.

	As we walked, Seris looked at the floor like she was an actual custodian. 

	“Seris,” I whispered.

	She glanced at me and gave me a weak smile. 

	“I’m okay. I will be happier when we are back on Fade and slipstreaming out of here.”

	I nodded. She was having a difficult time with what we were doing. We were fighting for our lives over two weeks ago. Maybe the shock has worn off a little. Maybe she was truly waking up from her imprint?

	Seris reached over, grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I looked at her as we walked.

	“I thought I wanted to go home and show everyone my new lover, but now, I feel like I am home with you,” she said with a soft, tender voice.

	I smiled. “Is this where I say something deep and poetic? Because I’m a gear monkey and,” I managed before she kissed me.

	As quickly as she kissed me, she pulled back and continued walking with rosy cheeks.

	I was stunned for a moment, before I walked to her side again.

	“Seris kissed Kade, while on the mission!” Nyxa said with an amused tone.

	“Kade, focus,” Elya scolded.

	“Save some for later,” Mira added.

	“Naughty,” Vega said with a sultry tone.

	“I don’t understand what any of this has to do with the mission,” Irel finished.

	Seris and I tried to hold back our laughter. Thankfully no one was in the corridor.

	The two of us continued, making twists, turns, and long walks. I was beginning to think we saw the same corridor a way back, when we arrived at the T section with large metal doors before us.

	“We’re here,” I alerted the team.

	“Unlocking it,” Vega said.

	There was a heavy “Clink!” and the doors parted.

	I pulled open one door enough for Seris and I to slip in. I closed it shut, straining as I was doing it. When the doors shut, the lock slid back into place.

	“Kade and Seris, no need to worry about anyone being in there. It’s been locked off for one hundred and forty years,” Irel informed.

	“Understood,” I said.

	The corridor was dark, and musty. Thin lights along the corners illuminated and led the way. We started walking as the corridor continued.

	“Kade, we are ready here,” Vega said over comms.

	“Good. I think I see something at the end of the tunnel.”

	“That will be the calibration attunement chamber. Sacred ground,” Irel mentioned.

	We walked into a vast chamber. In the middle was a metal pillar, four times wider than me. It stabbed into the floor, a metal base around it. The pillar ran up the middle of the chamber and out of sight above. There were three other tunnels that led here. We seemed to be in the South corridor. All manner of tech and symbols filled the chamber and around the pillar. There were also thick, strong rods stabbing out from the pillar base, stacked one over the other. The smell of old metal and dust filled this place. They didn’t have the equipment set up to turn it, so they turned it themselves. I bent my head back and looked up the edges of the shaft leading higher up. Immense grooved rollers were feet from it, ready to be used. Judging from how high the chamber was, it was easy to assume they had more rollers to turn the Array when needed. 

	“Admiring their work?” Seris teased.

	“Sort of. There are so many other ways to make this efficient. The rollers don’t need to be so big if the base is well greased. Nanites could do the job without this much effort,” I rambled on like a typical engineer.

	“Kade, it was never about being efficient. It was about creating a presence and service to the gens of the Rim. To many, this was a holy place because the gens who erected it did it for the good of many,” Irel said with a touch of serenity to his tone.

	“I understand and apologize.”

	“No need. Most outsiders don’t know the spirit of this place. As custodians, we keep their spirit alive.”

	I didn’t want to say anything, but the custodians we passed didn’t seem to have any spirit left.

	Irel continued, “Kade and Seris, there are numbered rods sticking out from the base of the Array. Kade, take Rod 2. Seris, there are levers on the North side of the pillar base of the Array. Go to them, please.”

	I moved to a large rod, labeled Rod 2.

	Seris vanished out of view on the other side.

	“I see them! There are a lot of levers,” she remarked.

	“We will go through each step, one at a time. Kade, activate Patchframe. The rod is built into the pillar and will be very heavy. We must turn the pillar eight inches to your left.”

	I slipped off my pack and opened it. I pulled out Patchframe and slipped it on. I felt the weight as I activated it. There was a whirl and click as parts slid out and engulfed me slowly. I will have to figure out at another time how to speed up the process, but for now, I waited. When the visor covered my eyes, systems were ready and nominal. But to be safe, I picked up a thick belt from my pack and wrapped it around my waist. It latched and locked to my waist before I turned to the rods.

	I stepped closer and I clamped my armored hands on Rod 2. My visor filled with projections and painted my visor where I needed to push the rod. I had a firm hold and then pushed. Patchframe was strong, but this was like trying to push Fade. I never pushed her before, but this is how I imagined it if I ever tried. The pillar was pure metal, weighing tens of thousands of tons. No wonder they never worried about anyone coming down here, no one could even move it. How did they even do it before?

	“If you’re wondering how we accomplished shifting the Array, power armor suits like yours,” Irel chuckled.

	It seems our Irel has a sense of humor after all.

	I put my back into it, moving the rod, and the Array itself by millimeters. Patchframe’s systems were still nominal so far. Then alerts filled my gaze. My power systems were spiking. I stopped what I was doing. I only moved it two inches. I understand leverage was at work here, and maybe there was some old fashion grease at the base, but it needed to be slicker.

	I stomped over to the base of it and knelt to it.

	“Nanite extraction. Enter protocol program, synthetic lubricant,” I instructed Patchframe.

	I aimed an armored finger at the base. When there was a green dot on my visor, a thin, tiny mist blasted out. I stood up and moved to the rod again.

	“Kade?” Irel asked.

	“Give me a moment,” I said as I waited, looking at my visor and waiting for a die off.

	I have had a few moments in my career, and during a salvage, where I needed something to help complete the job. Either burning away a lock or turning one substance into another. That is why nanites are crucial to my work. They can rework molecules and atoms. It’s not magic. I can’t make a rock into a robot with nanites, but they can sample a substance and either increase it or decrease it. I also have some pre-programmed nanites that can create simple substances or matter. Once they finish their assigned task, if they are in the suit, they go to a special compartment where they multiply. If they are out of my suit, when they complete the project, they die off. In some circles, they are used for many things in construction and are highly controlled. You need a special permit normally, but out here on the Rim, no one really asks to see one, if you get my drift.

	A beep filled my helmet. I put my armored hands back on the rod and pushed. It was like pushing a cart full of rocks, easy. I turned it the rest of the way and gently stopped at the exact location Irel specified.

	“Finished,” I said.

	“Seris, pull levers seven, two, twenty, and forty-two in that order,” Irel instructed.

	I could hear each heavy pull of a lever. She grunted as levers locked into the base of each one. When the last one was pulled, there was a strange hum throughout the chamber.

	 “The Array is aligned to the inner bands of known space,” Irel said, like it was holy scripture.

	“Preparing package data,” Vega said.

	Seris came around and looked at me with hope in her eyes.

	“It’s really happening!” she said, excited.

	I couldn’t hold back my smile as she did a little dance. This was the moment everything was going to change.

	“Sending package data,” Vega said.

	I held my breath. I think we all did.

	“Ready to send,” Vega notified.

	“Nyxa, begin the Needle chaos run,” I reminded.

	“Needle is in the air and incoming,” she said.

	I watched the Array with a sense of wonder. Maybe it is a holy relic, and we were going to witness its power.

	“Send it,” I said, my heart thudding in my chest.

	The Array hummed louder. I detected increasing power levels. 

	A moment later, our message began to play in the corner of my visor. Vega must have connected it. I lifted an armored hand and played the same vid with a holo-projector, so Seris could see. The scenes played out of happiness turned to horror. Gens attacked each other in the name of desire, obsession, and possession. It was difficult to watch. Torpedoes exploded above cities and towns of Velos 7, a foggy smoke putting everyone down. A voice narrated the events. It provided data, information, and more. The timer played, seconds passing like minutes. An alert filled the chamber around us. Nyxa’s ship was making its distraction runs. The vid played on. Forty seconds had passed. The array began to overheat. The temperature in the massive chamber increased by a degree. The seconds played on as sparks fell from above us. The power needed to send this message was enormous. More sparks fell. Seris moved closer to me, concern filling her eyes. 

	The message ended at eighty-seven seconds. I let out an exhale. We did it. Our message spread across the known systems. Now all we had to do was get out of here.

	A new message appeared after ours. It was Nyxa on screen, talking. No. No! She’s pushing past the time limit. The sounds of mag-pistols went off in my comm as Nyxa spoke.

	“The Gene Dominion experimented with billions of lives on Velos 7. When they got what they needed, they cracked the core and exterminated those lives. One of them was my sister. She died a cruel death at the hands of the empire.

	“I am here to tell everyone in the known systems; her death will be avenged! Remember Velos 7! Remember, the empire is our enemy! We will never stop until the Gene Dominion falls!” Nyxa ended it with such vicious emotion, I felt every word. 

	The vid blanked out at an extra twenty seconds. Explosions could be heard in the distance. They grew louder.

	“Kade…Nyxa escaped,” Mira said with some pain in her voice and breathing hard.

	The very walls and floor rumbled with vibrations.

	“Kade, Dominion gunship entering the atmosphere,” Elya said like she was also hurting.

	There was a terrible crash, before a thick plasma beam breached the chamber, coming down on Seris and I with unfettered power.  

	 


Ten

	 

	Patchframe’s pulse thrusters flashed as I scooped Seris up and blurred to the side, a thick plasma beam burning through the very structure. When the beam dissipated, Seris and I looked up at a gaping tunnel hole to the sky. 

	“Enhance,” I ordered Patchframe.

	On my visor, everything around me zoomed out, past the atmosphere and to an incoming Dominion gunship. They weren’t staying in orbit but coming down on this very place. 

	“Kade, I intercepted a comm-link to the gunship. The DSV Reliquary has been ordered to destroy the Array, and every gen on the planet,” Vega said as mag shots and small explosions filled the background of her comm.

	“Seris, we’re going. Hold on,” as pulse thrusters powered up.

	Seris held tight in my arms as we flashed through the corridor we came in, a map of the place in my visor. Patchframe was six inches off the floor as we blazed deeper into the base. Explosions could be heard in the distance. I detected energy spikes, the plasma cannons tearing this place to bits.

	“Kade, they are vaporizing landing pad domes,” Mira shouted over comms.

	“Take off and activate the ghost drive. We’ll meet up,” I said, trying to remain as calm as possible.

	When we turned a corner into dozens of custodians, they screamed and scattered. They may have thought we were the attackers. 

	“Get to escape pods and ships! The Dominion is firing upon the Array!” I shouted as we flew past them and down another corridor. 

	The silence was killing me. Mira and Elya won’t be able to communicate while the ghost drive is activated. Vega and Irel were trapped somewhere along our route. We didn’t have the firepower to go against a gunship. After the damage we did to them, I was sure it would take a cycle or two to conduct repairs. 

	A notion formed as I powered through the corridors. An edge we may already have.

	We powered through a few more corridors and slid to a halt as mag weapons were turned on us. Dozens of armed custodian security synths and gens were firing at me and down another corridor. Explosions rippled in the background as Seris leapt from my arms, her mace held high.

	As she fell, thin armor plates stabbed out from her back and curled around her arms, legs, torso, and head. A visor slid into place as she came crashing down on armed custodians, her mace cracking a helmet of one. She threw her hip into it, slamming and swinging. A mag slug bounced off her breastplate, and she crashed into the custodian with a primal roar. 

	Seris had concerns and I wanted to alleviate those concerns. The belt she wore had an assembler with basic functions. It was all I could put together in such a short amount of time. Her power armor’s only abilities were to protect her body and enhance her strength and speed. It wasn’t as sophisticated as Patchframe, but it was doing the job. Her skill and mace did the rest of the work.

	“I’ll clear our escape!” Seris shouted as she whipped her mace across another armored head.

	Patchframe’s pulse thrusters flashed with power as I slammed my armored shoulder into bodies, knocking them aside like broken dolls. I powered through the corridor as security backs were to me. I looked past the bodies. Vega was fighting and firing her pistol into security agents. The other synth she took control was down and twitching. Irel was standing in the room they were just in, holding his stomach, blood soaking into his custodian uniform. His expression was solemn, as he stood rooted to the spot.

	I turned up my speakers as I crashed into security, “A Dominion gunship is firing down on the Array. Get to your escape pods and ships,” I ordered as I knocked away a synth and rammed my fist into their face. There was a loud crunch, before the synth stopped moving. 

	My words, and maybe me crashing through, seemed to get through to them, as the gens retreated. The synths turned and followed, trying to protect the fleeing custodians. Vega stood, her body covered in slug hits. She sighed as slugs were pushed out of her skin and fell to the floor. 

	Irel let out a grunt before he fell to the floor.

	Vega leapt to him, her hands pressing down on the wound. I was over them both, looking down on Irel’s serene features.

	“Kade…Vega…Thank you…for bringing me home. Forgive my deception… I was never leaving this place,” he said as blood dripped from the corner of his mouth.

	“The mag round splintered within him. A shard must have hit his lungs as well as other organs,” Vega said as she looked at him.

	“Let me…die in my home,” he said with a small, weak smile.

	“Irel, we can,” I couldn’t finish as a nearby explosion caused part of the ceiling to collapse.

	Vega covered Irel with her body, as I covered both with mine. Hard debris crashed on us. When the smoke settled, I pulled back and then Vega. Irel was gone.

	“No heartbeat or brain functions,” Vega said plainly.

	Irel still had a small smile. He was home.

	I scooped up Vega, turned, and pulse thrusters flashed. We made our way down the corridor at incredible speed. The corridor was empty, save for Seris’ armored form flagging us down with a wave. I put my left arm out and scooped her up. I held both as we powered through the corridor. Explosions continued to rock the base. I doubted Fade and the others will be waiting for us on the pad. It didn’t matter at this point. We only had to get outside and as far away as we could before the entire Array came down on us.

	When we turned and entered the landing dome, destruction was everywhere. Fade wasn’t there.

	“We’re going to have to take off and hope their sensors don’t lock on us,” I said before a figure came down the ramp with blood on her brow, and a gel-pack against her arm.

	“We took off and came back,” Mira said with a half-smile. “Let’s go!”

	I put down Seris and Vega, letting them get on first. I lumbered up the ramp next, Mira looking at me with dazed eyes.

	“She shot us with some small, strange pistol. It not only wounded us as Elya and I tried to capture her, but we also started to get dizzy and lose our balance,” Mira explained.

	I helped her up the ramp until all of us were on board. When we were aboard the ramp closed and sealed shut. 

	“Vega, take the controls,” I said as I walked with heavy steps to the cargo hold.

	“We can just ghost out of here!” Elya said as she sat in a corridor seat, a gel pack on her thigh.

	I opened the cargo-hold door and stepped in. I reached for two canisters of fluxburn, turned and stepped out.

	“What are you doing?” Mira asked with serious eyes.

	“Vega, take off and get us over the gunship,” I ordered.

	Vega sat in the cockpit and took over controls. Fade lurched as she started to take off. The ghost drive kept us invisible to sensors, scanners, and visibility. The ship turned and launched into the air as Fade fed me vid-feed from her wing camera. I watched as the gunship hung high in the sky, partially tilted as large plasma cannons aimed and fired on the massive Array. The Array itself was in flames, and the wide dish was tilted to the side.

	“Fade, get my gear to the port airlock,” I said as I made heavy steps toward it.

	“Kade, we don’t have to stay,” Seris said with emotion in her throat.

	I reached the inner port airlock door as it opened. I watched in the corner of my feed as the gunship was destroying the Array, punishing it with excessive force.

	“They will only keep coming. I must show the Dominion we won’t scurry away when they arrive,” I said as I stepped into the airlock.

	The wall closest to me opened with my gear. I placed the canisters on the floor as I grabbed my gear and put it on. When I was putting on my other work belt, it seemed weird having two different belts. I picked up the canisters and held them in each armored hand.

	When I was ready, I turned to see Mira and Seris looking at me as the airlock door closed.

	“I don’t plan on dying today,” I said over comms. “Vega?”

	“We are nearly over the gunship. The airlock outer door will open when we are in position.”

	I nodded as I stood at the outer airlock door. I glanced down at a canister in my hand. The thing about fluxburn is it is mined from gas giants. It is a difficult process, but beneficial. It’s also stable, unless there is enough energy to ignite it. It burns hot, doesn’t need oxygen, and will burn even the hardest metals to slag. The reason why ships explode in space is because their fuel tanks were hit.

	The outer airlock door slid open. I stepped to the very edge and looked down. The gunship was stable, firing lower cannons at the flaming Array. 

	I stepped out and fell.

	I watched data coming in with freefall velocity and micro-seconds to impact. My thrusters were off because if I had them on and slowing my speed, I might be noticed by their sensors, maybe. I had to wait until I was past their shields. I was reaching terminal velocity. If I reach it, there might be a chance I will bounce off the shield.

	I watched the numbers increase as I was nearing the shield. I took a deep breath as I passed through the shield.

	“Thrusters!” I shouted, the hull coming up fast.

	I jolted as I slowed. I landed on the ship and my boots magnetized.

	Sensors felt every thunderous shockwave from the cannons going off. I couldn’t see the damage from my vantage point, but I had to stay on task. I moved along the black hull, looking for places to wedge these canisters in. I didn’t want to be anywhere close to them when they exploded.

	I made my way closer to large cannons and the control tower. I also saw the strange spire. As I approached, I noticed the cracks. Their journey through slipstream space was not enough to break it, but it was cracking under the stress. One more slipstream and it will break off. But why wait? I wedged a canister between the spire base and a hull bump next to the tower. As soon as I let go, my proximity sensors went off and I whirled around.

	My armored hand fell to my rail pistol as two of the crew rose up into view in their power armors. There were different variations. One power armor was sleek, wings, and thrusters. The other a little more solid, with spikes stabbing out the top of his helmet and a thick plasma rifle that also doubled into a flame unit.

	I held the other canister to my chest as I pulled my rail pistol and aimed it. My mic was up as I spoke to them over the wind.

	“Don’t want to hit me and take out your gunship at the same time,” I said as I shifted my aim from one to the next.

	The pair were silent. They were discussing options. I could detect their personal shields were on. Time to show them a few of my surprises. 

	I activated my shield system. A thin glow appeared around me. At the same time, a rectangle flipped up from behind my shoulder. It aimed at one of them as I aimed at the other.

	The pair continued to simply look at me. A beep filled my helmet, the name of Commander Tarrak blinked at the edge of my gaze, the commander wishing to have a little talk.

	I opened a channel. “Commander,” I said with an edge of disdain.

	“Greetings Mr. Mercer. I see you have my crew at a standstill. Remove the canisters and surrender, before they take you by force.”

	I smiled as I looked at the pair, my finger on the trigger.

	“That’s not how I see this playing out, Commander. I know a thing or two about shield systems. Their power drains quickly due to energy attacks. I don’t have any sophisticated plasma weapons, but I do have a high-powered laser with AI targeting. Which means, if we spark a fight, I know I can keep a consistent beam on one of your goons to drain their power reserves quickly.”

	“Do not speak of them like that!” the calm commander flaring with emotion.

	The goons twitched. They were ready to attack me, even if I had a canister of fluxburn to my chest. They weren’t far enough to escape the explosive flames. The sudden outburst ticked the back of my mind. My eyes widened as I started to put it together.

	“Mr. Mercer, I don’t want to use force. Surrender, and you will have the best care as we investigate your crimes in a fair and just manner.”

	“Commander, you wouldn’t be talking to me unless you’re worried. You have every reason to be worried. I will cripple your ship. My ship will begin their attack run to finish you off,” I lied about the attack run.

	“I’m not worried,” he said.

	I stared at the others, piecing it together.

	“They are imprinted on you, aren’t they,” I said with a cold tone.

	There was a moment of silence.

	“We are imprinted on each other to become the perfect fighting unit. You have used what small weaknesses we have, but you cannot hope to leave us in one piece. We will do everything we need to protect each other and complete the mission. Now, put down the canisters or my soldiers will take you by force,” he said in a calm, dignified manner.

	“And if I kill one of them?” I said, testing him.

	The power armor with wings moved like a blur towards me as the other aimed. I launched as my shoulder laser shot a beam of red light as thick as two fingers. It struck her shield as she aimed plasma pistols at me and opened fire.

	I launched off the ship, my laser striking her shield and maintained contact. It will take minutes to drain one of their shields, but I had back-up.

	“Carl Junior,” I ordered.

	Three thick drones shot up from my belt, aimed their lasers and fired. Carl Jr. was leading the charge, the drones surrounding the avian power armor, and bleeding her shield dry. The avian was not firing at my chest with the fluxburn, but my legs. One of her plasma bolts hit my shields, draining them down to sixty percent. I was still within the shield, a canister in one hand. I fired my rail pistol, aiding in draining the power to her shields. One of her plasma bolts struck my shield before the canister against my chest. Thankfully it didn’t ignite it, but my shields were down to twenty percent.

	The avian power armor flew toward me; her plasma pistol aimed for my head. With so many lasers on her, her shields failed and red light flashed and burned her armor. Her whole body contorted, most likely in pain from a high-powered laser scorching places where the armor was thinner. I pulled the trigger, a rail bolt penetrating the armor against her stomach as she slammed the barrel of her pistol against my armored head. Before her pistol could fire, my other arm with the canister knocked her arm away just as it went off, grazing the side of my head.

	I spun in the air, slamming the canister against her body, sending her spiraling away. Before I could pull my arm back, the other power with the spikes on his head crashed into me. His armored fist slammed into my side as I tried to knock him away. When he pulled back, he aimed his plasma rifle just as I put the canister before me. He hesitated enough for me to aim my rail gun and pull the trigger.

	The Dominion soldier flew back as the rail slug hit his shield and bounced off. He aimed his rifle at me and a stream of fire slammed into me. I was engulfed in flames as I flew off. My shield was down to eight percent. I had to end this fast. I flew upwards, closer to the gunship. I caught the avian suit landing on the gunship, opened a hatch, and disappeared into it. She had enough, but flames filled my gaze again, the other power armor very much wanted me dead.

	Fluxburn canisters are tough. They must be to ensure you don’t accidently blow up your ship. The other power armor was trying to fry my sensors, and me, to a crisp. I fired rail slugs at him, but his pulse thrusters moved him quickly out of the way. My drones were hitting him with lasers, but now, it wasn’t enough. I had to get out of the air and back on the gunship.

	My pulse thrusters flared as I passed through the gunship’s shield field and landed on it. The Dominion power armor landed on the metal deck, his plasma/flame thrower aimed at me.

	The way he aimed at me was menacing, and full of emotion. They used the Imprint virus on the crew; they must be testing it for the field. But like any hard emotion, it can cloud the mind.

	“Aim for the rifle,” I directed my drones. 

	Carl Jr. and the others aimed their red laser beams at the rifle. There was a flash of smoke before the Dominion soldier heaved back and threw it. The rifle spun before it exploded against the inner part of the gunship shield, causing a blue light to flash across it.

	I aimed my rail pistol at the incoming power armor. I pulled the trigger, rail slugs bouncing off him before he was on me. Our shields flashed as he punched me and I hit him with the canister. With one more hit, our shields failed. Sparks flashed as his armored fist hit my side and the canister in my armored hand hit his spiked head. Alerts filled the corner of my gaze. Patchframe was cracked from his hit along my ribs. When I stumbled back, my eyes widened. Fluxburn dripped from a few spikes on his head. I glanced at the canister drum; it was cracked and leaking. I ordered the drones to stop firing; in case they ignited it with me still on the gunship.

	I backed up as the Dominion power armor took a step toward me.

	“He is prepared to die to save all of us. Surrender,” Commander Tarrak said over my comm.

	“That’s funny, I was going to say the same thing to you,” I said as my pulse thrusters flashed with power. 

	I launched up from the gunship, swung my whole body up, and aimed for one of the plasma cannons. I heaved the leaking canister of fluxburn over my head and tossed it into the plasma cannon barrel. My sensors caught the sounds of it tumbling deeper down the cannon barrel. Now, I just needed to ignite it.

	“Drone 2, enter the cannon and ignite it on my mark,” I said as I flew upwards. 

	Drone 2 didn’t hesitate to fly into the cannon and vanished from sight.

	Smaller rail cannons fired at me from the gunship. Carl Jr. and Drone 3 returned to my belt as I flew higher. The sky was filled with slugs. I pushed the thrusters as hard as they could go, when we were hit. Slugs ripped up my armored back. Thruster one went out. Thruster two was damaged and failing. More slugs hit us, two stabbing into the section that was damaged before. The pain was sharp, and deep. I instantly weakened. I was bleeding out.

	“Drone 2, do it,” I ordered.

	Suddenly, the barrage of slugs stopped. I turned as my thrusters failed. The ramp was down as Vega held out her hand. I reached for her before I fell. I was blacking out. I guess my luck ran out. Can’t say I didn’t see this coming. Rebel work was more dangerous than cutting through salvage. It was a good run, I suppose. 

	I glimpsed Vega’s expression as I fell. It was a look of terror and sorrow. She’s a synth and programmed to love or kill. She only showed me what I needed to keep going. Splice me, it was glitching working!

	I lifted my left gauntlet and fired a gravity tether. 

	“Patchframe, ensure…survival,” I whispered as I fell.

	A crawling sensation covered my skin as I looked over at the gunship. The cannon was melting into metal slag. It was nearest to the other canister, which exploded. A surge of burning fuel melted part of the hull. It wasn’t enough to destroy it, but it was enough to damage the gunship. I doubt very much they will be chasing us for now.

	I weakened as an alert blinked that the tether made contact. I was reeling in the filament, getting closer to Fade, and Vega. 

	The last thing I saw was Vega grabbing me and pulling me onto the ramp.

	 


Eleven

	 

	I watched as Commander Tarrak held a plasma pistol to Vega’s head. The world around us was silent, her gaze speaking love and connection. When I reached out, the pistol went off. I watched in horror as Vega fell. She hit the floor, a lifeless machine. My heart broke as I charged the commander. He pointed his pistol at me and pulled the trigger.

	My eyes parted slowly. I blinked as I stirred. Vega was beside the bed, looking at me with a happy smile. She sat down on the edge, her hand on my chest. Her touch was warm, and I relaxed.

	“You’re okay. You’re on Fade and in your cabin,” she said softly.

	I turned my head, Seris and Mira stirring from their sleep. They were beside me the whole time.

	“Careful. You’re still healing,” Vega said as she helped me to sit up and put more pillows behind me.

	“What happened?” I asked, my throat dry.

	“You lost a lot of blood. When you were on the ramp, Patchframe took over. It walked you to your cabin, laid down and retracted into your jacket-coat. Nanites were stitching up your wound. I had to do the rest. Seris has O negative blood and was able to give you a transfusion as I removed the slugs and repaired the damage. You hovered close to the afterlife,” Vega explained.

	I nodded as I looked at Seris and smiled. She looked down with shy eyes.

	“I’m glad I stayed,” I joked.

	No one laughed. They only had worry in their eyes. Tough crowd.

	“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to alleviate their concerns.

	Mira spoke up, “Nyxa got away clean.”

	“After her message played, I’m not surprised. She saw us as chumps and slid in her agenda. We didn’t have time to vet, and it blew up in our faces,” I said with an edge. Yeah, I felt betrayed, but those feelings were not going to help at the moment.

	I looked at Vega, “How is it out there?” 

	“Quiet. There is still a system-to-system long range communications here on the Rim. The inner worlds are silent. Our long-range sensors picked up the gunship’s signal as it left Relay and vanished into the galaxy, despite the damage,” Vega said as her gaze remained soft. “Kade, I managed to scan the custodian’s data cores while I was in their systems. The Array was not just a connection between the inner worlds and Rim. It carried black signals, medical and science data, media, and a host of information that affected the Rim. There are Dominion spy-networks, bounty hunter connections, crime syndicates, and much more moving data between the Rim and the inner worlds. We just stopped all of them from communicating.”

	“Did you copy the data?” I asked with interest.

	“Only the contact and surface signal data. The information would be much more than my data core can hold.”

	I sat back and grimaced. My wound was still tender. I also felt foolish. I thought we were rebels fighting some dark menace. I won’t let the Dominion off the hook, but he had to handle this better, more streamlined. Any project is built a piece at a time. Just like how I built Fade into the most gorgeous ship on the Rim, so too will be our efforts to fight against this control. The Imprint virus was just a step in a wider scheme. We were lucky to escape, but we must move ahead with a deeper plan.

	“We’re not going to get anywhere if we simply try to attack the system that has been around longer than any of us have been alive. We need to be systematic, and build a network of our own, or the Dominion and others will come for us and take each of us out. I don’t want that for us. I have a feeling neither does anyone here.”

	Seris put her hand over mine, giving me a cheery smile. “You know we will follow you to the end. But let’s make some babies before that happens.”

	I let out such a deep laugh, I winced in pain from my side. It was worth it to see everyone smile, and Mira looking at me like she wanted to devour me.

	“Elya has also requested she be dropped off on a civilized world,” Vega informed me.

	“Yeah, we can let her off someplace,” I smiled.

	Vega nodded.

	“Do you think the inner systems will be in chaos from our signal?” Seris asked.

	“I don’t think anyone can answer that question until we have reliable signals again. Until that happens, signal strength will be spotty at times. The Rim is now in the dark,” I said.

	“Calculating simulation events which may take place from our ghost signal,” she said as she looked at nothing. “From what I see, there will be protests in some systems. Many will discuss the signal. There will be mock investigations by the Dominion. They will try to ease the questions. Revolt is unlikely due to gens preferring security and comfort than unknown and change. It will stay with many, but unless further actions are taken by the people on the Rim, and among the inner systems, little will change now. 

	“What we did was open people to this secret project and what happened on Velos 7. It is a shot across the empire’s bow. They will respond, but to what lengths, still unknown.”

	I nodded. “Whatever they do, will not be enough to stop what has begun. We’re not a fighting force, but what we will be doing is bring data and truth to the Rim. Velos 7 must be remembered. We will take jobs and smuggle the Imprint cure to those who need it. We can also help systems prepare for what is coming. 

	“Rage doesn’t build networks, logistics do,” I said, coming to the realization that we must build something that can handle what is to come.

	I continued, “The Imprint virus will not be shelved. It’s much too valuable to the Dominion. That means we can’t sit back and expect others to fight for us. We must continue, or there will be many more Velos 7s.”

	There was a moment of silence.

	“You sounded like a rebel leader,” Mira smirked.

	I chuckled.

	Vega stood up. “Let’s tend to our duties and let Kade rest.”

	Mira and Seris each gave me a kiss before they slipped out of our bed and left the cabin one at a time. When Vega was the last to leave, she glanced back before the door slid closed.

	I let out a long exhale as my mind worked. We let the empire know we won’t quit the fight. The playing field is set, next is the logistics to handle their secret invasion. 

	There was going to be a lot to do. The fight isn’t over. It’s just started.

	***

	Vega, Mira, Elya, Seris, and I, made our way down the ramp and onto a landing pad of a port city. The pads to either side of us had ships coming and going, dropping off gens, or picking them up.

	Elya had a small duffle bag. She took a few steps to the edge of the pad, turned around, and looked at us. We were about ten feet away, standing side by side. Seris’ lip trembled before she rushed to Elya, giving her a warm embrace. I could hear some sniffling and sobbing. When they let go, Seris let out another sob.

	Mira and Elya hugged next. When they parted, Elya approached me. She nodded to Vega before turning to me, an impish glow in her eyes.

	“I’m filthy rich, but a promise is a promise. I will fund your network as it grows, but we will work out some high paying jobs to keep the movement going,” she stated.

	“We’re in this together. You know we will be there for you for anything, and not just asking for scrips,” I said.

	We both tried to hide our smiles before he hugged each other.

	“Kade, you saved my life. I will never forget it,” she said.

	“We saved each other,” I said before she pulled back, her eyes wet.

	Elya took a few steps back. “Take care of each other. When I’m settled, I will send out an invitation for all of you to visit and stay as long as you like. Farewell for now.” 

	Elya turned and walked off. She looked back at us once, before she vanished into the crowds.

	“I’m going to miss her!” Seris cried on Mira’s shoulder. Mira patted her back.

	I don’t know why, but I felt better. Not because Elya was leaving us, but because now I felt like we had a real purpose.

	Mira put her arm around Seris’ waist and guided her to the Fade’s ramp. They walked up first. Vega was next. I was last, lingering in the moment. Letting the feeling sink into my bones.

	I climbed the ramp and stepped to the cockpit. I sat down as I prepped take off procedures and flipped a switch for the ramp to lift into place. When the ramp was secured and the ship sealed, the take-off thrusters flashed and Fade began to lift off.

	“Everyone, this is your captain speaking. Please take your seats and strap in before we leave orbit,” I chuckled.

	I glanced up at the rearview mirror. Everyone was taking their seats. We were a little lighter. I thought about Irel, and I had to take comfort in knowing we brought him home. Elya will have to work out her new empire. As for Nyxa, I hope she also finds a way to forgive herself for her sister’s death. It was all over her transmission signal. She was hurting under her mask because she wasn’t there for her. Maybe we’ll cross paths and talk it out, if she wants.

	Everyone was seated and strapped in. I turned the bow up and hit the main thrusters. Fade blasted up like a comet. We made our way higher until we reached space. I smiled at Night as she welcomed us back.

	“Faders, let’s start our new life,” I smiled.

	“Can we start our new life after a hotel stay for a few days, or weeks?” Mira asked, but it also sounded like an order.

	“Yeah!” Seris perked up.

	“We can use that time to add some augmentations to Fade, and plan out the basics of our new network,” Vega added.

	I smiled as I prepared the slipstream drive.

	“Let’s do all of it,” I smiled as I pushed a lever and activated the drive.

	A slipstream gate opened and we flashed through it to new adventures.

	Sure, there might be bounty hunters after us, but we’ll figure it out.

	 

	~The End~
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