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Chapter 1


The most dangerous lies in the galaxy are always whispered in the cheapest bars, and James Orson was about to pay for this one in advance.

Neon light filtered through the thick haze of recycled cigarette smoke and spilled across the scarred surface of the table in a sickly yellow wash. James Orson rotated his whiskey glass against the condensation ring while he listened to the heavy industrial thrum of the station’s life support systems battling the crushing vacuum outside.

The Broken Cog served the kind of rotgut that could strip paint off a bulkhead and smelled of stale sweat mixed with ozone, but James had chosen the establishment because the erratic power grid made listening devices completely useless.

Anonymity was the only currency that mattered in a place like this.

Across from him, Wilson picked at a peeling label on his beer bottle with a prosthetic finger that whirred softly with every agitated twitch.

The old Marine wore his history on his face. A jagged scar ran from his left ear down to his jawline, disrupting the grey beard that had long since outnumbered the black hairs. He wore a faded field jacket that had seen better decades, and his eyes carried the haunted, hollow weight of a man who had seen too many friends turn into pink mist.

"So the rumors circulating the officers' mess are actually true about you finally cashing in your chips and leaving the service for good?" Wilson asked, leaning forward enough that the overhead strobe illuminated the grime trapped in the creases of his forehead.

James swirled the amber liquid one last time before knocking the drink back, savoring the harsh burn that clawed its way down his throat. "I served my time, Wilson, and twenty years of cleaning up messes for admirals who have never set foot outside a climate-controlled office is enough for any lifetime. I wanted out before my luck finally ran dry on some forgotten rock in the Null-Sec rim."

"You didn't just walk away though, Jimmy, because I checked the logs and saw you bought a decommissioned Chimera-class interceptor. That isn't exactly a retirement vehicle for a man planning to spend his golden years fishing on a water world," Wilson noted with a knowing smirk as he tapped his metal finger against the glass.

James offered a knowing smile, completely unsurprised that his old friend had done his homework. "If you found the purchase logs, Wilson, it’s only because I wanted someone with your clearance to find them. A man needs a hobby to keep his mind sharp while the galaxy burns itself down."

"Show me the damn ship," Wilson demanded, abandoning his half-drained bottle amidst the clutter of the table and standing up with a groan of stiff joints. "If you managed to get your hands on a Chimera, I need to see how badly you gutted the poor girl."

"You always were a nosy bastard, weren't you?" James chuckled as he threw a heavy credit chip onto the sticky table before sliding his frame out of the booth. He wasn’t monstrously tall or raging big with muscles but he stood slightly above average with a very fit frame from decades of conditioning. "Come on then, but if you drool on the upholstery, I'm charging you a cleaning fee."

Pushing past the heavy blast curtains, the pair emerged from the suffocating gloom of the establishment into the blinding neon glare of the main promenade. The transition from the dim, smoke-choked atmosphere of the Broken Cog to the station’s main concourse felt like stepping into a different world entirely. The concourse teemed with the desperate energy of the war economy. Dockworkers hauled crates of munitions stamped with the United Systems Conclave seal and exhausted pilots dragged their flight helmets toward the nearest hostel. James navigated the crowd with the fluid grace of a man who owned the space he walked in, constantly scanning the perimeter for threats out of pure habit.

They walked past rows of vending machines dispensing synthetic nutrients and overpriced caffeine stims while the station hummed beneath their boots. The air here smelled of ozone, unwashed bodies, and the metallic tang of starship exhaust that permeated every deck of Station Four.

"The economy is booming, at least for the grave diggers," Wilson muttered while gesturing toward a line of fresh recruits boarding a transport shuttle destined for the Krall front lines. "Meat for the grinder."

"The Churn never stops, Wilson, and we both know that better than anyone," James replied, keeping his voice low as they approached the heavy blast doors of the private hangar bays. "That's why I got out, so I could let someone else feed the machine while I profit from the scraps."

James pressed his palm against the bio-scanner and waited for the heavy thud of the locking mechanism to disengage. The blast doors hissed open to reveal the cavernous expanse of Hangar Bay Seven where the Copperhead rested in the center of the bay, bathed in the harsh white glow of the maintenance floods.

She didn't look like a military vessel anymore. James had stripped away the aggressive grey livery and replaced the plating with a matte black finish that seemed to absorb the light. Veins of thermal-dissipating copper ran along the fuselage to give the ship a sleek, predatory elegance that stood in stark contrast to the bulky freighters docked nearby.

"Mother of God," Wilson breathed as he stepped into the hangar and craned his neck to take in the ship's sweeping lines. "You didn't gut her, you restored her. That's a Chimera Stealth-Courier frame, isn't it? The Navy barely made a dozen of those before the budget cuts hit."

"She’s a Swiss Army knife wrapped in a stealth coating, Wilson," James corrected while walking toward the boarding ramp that hissed down to meet the deck plates with a hydraulic sigh. "Come on inside, because you haven't seen what she can actually do yet."

They ascended the ramp, the magnetic soles of their boots clicking against the pristine metal. The interior airlock cycled with a reassuring hiss of equalization to pump in air that smelled faintly of vanilla and conditioned leather—a stark departure from the station's recycled stench.

"I rebuilt the internal layout to handle anything the job throws at us," James explained as he slapped the reinforced bulkhead. "The main hold is shielded for high-value contraband, but I can strip the baffles to haul heavy ore if the market spikes. We can sleep eight comfortably in the luxury suites, cram thirty refugees in the lower deck for extraction, or deploy a twelve-man strike team from the drop-pods before the enemy radar even pings our arrival."

As they stepped onto the bridge, the lights hummed to life automatically to shift the ambiance from a dormant amber to a functional blue.

"Welcome back, James, and I trust the alcohol consumption was kept to a moderate level?" A female voice echoed from the overhead speakers, dripping with a playful sarcasm that sounded nothing like a standard VI.

A figure materialized near the pilot’s crash couch to reveal a woman composed of shimmering hard-light particles. She wore a digital recreation of a high-collared evening gown that hugged her holographic curves, and her hair was styled in a severe bob that framed a face James knew better than his own.

Wilson stumbled back as his hand instinctively reached for the sidearm he wasn't wearing. "What the hell is that? Is that... a VI?"

"Don't be rude, Wilson, because you know better than that," the hologram scolded while crossing her arms and raising a translucent eyebrow. "It's been five years, and you still haven't fixed that twitch in your prosthetic finger."

"Valerie?" Wilson whispered, his eyes widening in genuine disbelief as he looked from the hologram to James. "James, tell me you didn't. This is highly illegal, and if the Admiralty finds out you have a human engram running a ship..."

"Valerie prefers the term 'Digitally Enhanced Consciousness', don't you, Val?" James interrupted as he walked past the stunned Marine to settle into the captain’s chair, which was upholstered in genuine terrestrial leather. "Relax, Wilson, because her core is shielded behind three layers of black-market encryption. To any scanner, she reads as a standard logistics VI named Velma."

"And I resent the name Velma, for the record," Valerie added, flickering slightly as she adjusted the ship's diagnostic displays. "But I suppose it beats being dead."

Wilson slowly lowered his hand while walking around the holographic woman with a mixture of awe and horror. "You uploaded her into the core. When she got sick... you actually uploaded her."

"I did what I had to do," James said firmly, shutting down that line of conversation with a sharp look. "Now, look at the rest of her because the ship is the point. Retractable rail-cannons hidden in the nacelles, upgraded rift-drafting locks, and a Singularity-Injection core that burns Dark Matter shards. I can punch a hole through a blockade, dogfight a corvette, or run silent through a sensor net, but she relies on speed and precision rather than brute force."

Wilson shook his head, finally tearing his gaze away from Valerie to inspect the bridge consoles. "It's a masterpiece, Jimmy, and I'll give you that. You could run contraband right under the nose of a Titan in this thing."

"That's the plan, but I'm looking for the big score," James explained, leaning back and resting his boots on the console. "I need credits, Wilson, and I mean a lot of them. I'm saving up for the Chronos treatments so I can enjoy this retirement for a few centuries."

Wilson paused, his expression hardening as he reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a small, spherical device and placed the object on the console. With a click, the device emitted a low-frequency hum that James felt in his teeth—a military-grade audio jammer.

"Well, if you want credits, and you have a ship that can disappear... I might have a job for you," Wilson said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "But you have to listen, and you can't laugh."

"I'm listening," James replied, sitting up straighter as his instincts sharpened at the sudden shift in tone.

"There's a rumor, Jimmy, coming out of the sector near the Acheron Expanse," Wilson began while pacing the small bridge. "You know the stories about ships going in and never coming out. Sensors go blind and everyone thinks it's a graveyard."

"Because it is a graveyard, Wilson, since the nebula shreds shields," James countered, skepticism coloring his voice.

"Not all of them, because some independent deep-scanners picked up thermal blooms. Organized ones," Wilson insisted, tapping the console for emphasis. "There's an eighth species out there, Jimmy. An undiscovered civilization hiding in the static, and the intel says they have materials we haven't seen since the Collapse."

"Aliens? You want me to hunt for ghost stories?" James scoffed, glancing at Valerie, who rolled her eyes in digital agreement.

"Not just materials," Wilson pressed, leaning in close. "The rumor is they’re sitting on a stockpile of Pre-Collapse alloys. We’re talking about the kind of refined isotopes the Admiralty needs to finally break the stalemate with the Krall."

"So you want me to fly into a sensor-blind nebula and steal from a technologically superior race?" James asked, skepticism dripping from his voice as he glanced at Valerie.

"No, Jimmy, I want you to trade with them," Wilson corrected with a grin that showed off his gold molar. "Deep range scanners picked up their transmission leaks, which suggest they value one thing above all else. Biological aromatics. Specifically, they want cedar wood."

James blinked, the absurdity of the statement catching him completely off guard. "cedar? We grow that in agri-domes by the metric ton on half the colony worlds."

"That is exactly the point I’m making," Wilson snapped back, tapping the table for emphasis. "To us, it's common construction material, but to them, living in a sterile void, it is a status symbol worth more than a dreadnought. You buy it for pennies here, trade it for weapons-grade alloys there, and sell the metal to the USC for a fortune."

"And what happens if these aliens turn out to be hostile?" James asked, looking at the jammer.

"Then you spool up that drive and run," Wilson said simply. "But if they aren't... you bridge the gap. You become the broker for the most lucrative trade route in history."

James looked at Valerie, then at the sleek interior of his ship, and finally at the desperate hope in his old friend's eyes.

"We’re trading common cedar for high-grade isotopes," James repeated, shaking his head with a grim smile. "Of all the damn things in the galaxy."

It sounded like the deal of a lifetime, but James knew better than anyone that when the payout was this high, the currency was usually blood.



Chapter 2


Trust is a currency that depreciates faster than illicit cargo in a solar flare, yet James Orson found himself betting his entire future on the word of a man who still drank beer like he was in a foxhole.

James sat in the command chair of the Copperhead and let the familiar vibration of the waking reactor hum through the terrestrial leather beneath him. He ran his hand along the smooth, cold surface of the interface console, feeling the subtle static charge of the dormant systems waiting for his command to scream into life. The hangar bay around them was a chaotic symphony of sparking welding torches and shouting dockworkers, but inside the cockpit, the silence was heavy and smelled of conditioned air and expensive bourbon.

"Valerie, initiate the pre-flight wake-up cycle and decouple the umbilical fueling lines before the station decides to charge us for another hour of loitering," James ordered, his voice echoing slightly in the confined space of the bridge.

The holographic avatar flickered into existence beside him, her digital evening gown shimmering with a soft luminescence that cut through the bridge's ambient gloom. She adjusted a non-existent bracelet on her wrist and offered him a look that suggested he was interrupting something far more important than piloting a starship.

"The station harbor master has already flagged us for unauthorized delays, James, so I took the liberty of spoofing a mechanical failure code to the docking authority to avoid the surcharge," Valerie replied, her voice smooth and layered with a ghost of amusement. "Reactor output is climbing to nominal levels, and the magnetic clamps are disengaging in three, two, one."

A deep, metallic groan reverberated through the hull as the massive locking mechanisms released their grip on the Copperhead’s landing struts. The ship drifted free from the deck plates, floating in the zero-gravity embrace of the hangar’s internal field before the maneuvering thrusters fired with a sharp hiss of compressed gas. James watched the station’s blast doors slide open to reveal the infinite, star-speckled void beyond, a sight that still managed to make his breath catch in his throat after all these years.

"Take us out slow, Val, because I don't want to scratch the paint on the debris field floating just outside the perimeter," James cautioned as he grabbed the manual throttle control, feeling the ship respond to his touch like a living extension of his own nervous system.

The Copperhead slipped into the vacuum of space, turning away from the station’s rotating habitation ring and angling toward the designated trade lanes. The stars weren't just points of light out here; they were navigation hazards, gravity wells, and potential paydays all wrapped in blinding radiation. James pushed the throttle forward, and the main drive cone flared with a blue-white intensity that pinned him against the crash couch.

"Setting a course for the Agri-World of Demeter Prime to acquire your ridiculous lumber shipment," Valerie announced, her fingers dancing across a holographic keyboard floating in the air before her. "I still cannot calculate a logical reason why we are purchasing construction materials usually reserved for terrestrial gazebos."

"We are buying a potential ticket to the big leagues, Val, so just make sure we get the good stuff," James muttered, watching the starlines blur as the ship accelerated toward the local slipspace beacon.

The journey to Demeter Prime was a blur of bureaucratic checkpoints and slipspace transitions that rattled the hull plating. When they finally docked at the orbital agri-station, the smell of fertilizer and ozone was strong enough to penetrate the airlock seals. James navigated the Great Ledger’s trade interface from his datapad, scrolling through listings of organic compounds until he found the specific genetic strain of aromatic cedar Wilson had specified.

The transaction was absurdly simple for something that James hoped might eventually buy him the immortality he craved, assuming the rumors weren't just the fever dreams of a drunkard. He transferred a significant sum of Hex to a local broker, and within the hour, automated cargo drones were loading crates of raw, fragrant timber into the Copperhead’s shielded hold.

"Cargo secured, James, and the internal sensors are registering a humidity level that is wreaking havoc on my pristine environmental settings," Valerie complained, wrinkling her holographic nose in disgust. "The entire lower deck smells like a sawmill caught in a rainstorm."

"That’s the smell of possible profit, Val, so try to endure it until we cross the border," James said, checking the manifest one last time before sealing the hatch.

With the cargo hold full, James turned his attention to the more volatile necessity of their mission. He guided the ship to a high-security fueling anchor floating in the shadow of the planet's moon, where the prices followed the galaxy's cruel horseshoe curve. He bypassed the cheap Deuterium pumps used by the freighters and connected the Copperhead to the reinforced injection nozzles dispensing Stabilized Dark-Matter Shards.

The fuel was blacker than the void itself, a swirling abyss contained within magnetic fields that cost more per ounce than the ship’s entire sensor suite. James watched the credit counter spin wildly as the singularity core drank the volatile matter, feeling the ship shudder as the power potential beneath the deck plates spiked to terrified levels.

"Fuel cells are at maximum capacity, and my core temperature is rising to accommodate the increased density," Valerie reported, her tone shifting from playful to professional as the dangerous energy flooded her systems. "We have enough reaction mass to burn straight to the Acheron Expanse and back, assuming we don't get vaporized by a singularity breach along the way."

"Let's try to avoid the vaporization part if we can help it," James said, disconnecting the fuel lines and signaling the anchor for departure clearance.

The final hurdle was the United Systems Conclave border patrol station that guarded the edge of known space. James guided the Copperhead into the queue behind a massive bulk-hauler, waiting for the inevitable scan that would strip his secrets bare if Valerie’s encryption failed. The communication channel crackled to life, and a bored officer demanded their transponder codes and destination manifest.

"Transmitting clearance code 'Echo-Sierra-Niner', listing cargo as botanical research samples for a private collector in the rim territories," James recited smoothly, leaning back in his chair and letting Valerie handle the digital sleight of hand required to mask the military-grade hardware hidden in the nacelles.

"Codes verified, Copperhead. You are cleared for the outer rim vector, but be advised that deep range sensors are reporting anomalous nebula activity in that sector," the officer warned, his voice distorted by the distance and the static of the open channel.

"Copy that, control, we will keep our eyes open," James replied, cutting the connection before the officer could ask why a civilian ship needed enough dark matter fuel to power a destroyer.

James engaged the main thrusters, and the Copperhead surged away from the safety of the civilized galaxy, leaving the trade lanes and the patrol ships behind in a streak of blue ion trails. They flew for hours into the deepening black, passing the last navigation buoys and the final warning beacons that marked the end of USC jurisdiction.

Ahead of them, the stars began to thin out, replaced by the bruised purple and angry crimson clouds of the Acheron Nebula. It hung in the void like a torn curtain, a massive wall of ionized gas and electromagnetic storms that had swallowed every ship foolish enough to test its boundaries.

"We are at the precipice, James, and the sensors are already screaming about gravitational shear and magnetic interference," Valerie said quietly, stepping up to the viewport to stand beside his seated form. "If Wilson is wrong, this is a very expensive way to commit suicide."

James looked out at the swirling storm of the unknown, feeling the weight of the cedar in the hold and the power of the dark matter humming beneath his feet.

"Wilson has never been wrong about the things that matter, Val.”



Chapter 3


Silence in deep space was usually a comfort, but inside the churning gut of the Acheron Nebula, it felt more like a predator holding its breath before the strike.

James fought the flight stick with white-knuckled precision as the Copperhead bucked against a violent shear of gravitational distortion that threatened to tear the starboard stabilizer off the hull. The viewscreen was a swirling kaleidoscope of bruised purple gas and angry crimson lightning that lashed out at the void shields with enough force to rattle the fillings in his teeth. Flying through the Acheron Expanse wasn't like navigating normal vacuum; it was like trying to pilot a submarine through a hurricane composed entirely of radiation and bad intentions.

"Shield integrity is fluctuating between eighty and forty percent, James, because these ionic discharges are scrambling the harmonic frequencies faster than I can modulate them," Valerie announced, her holographic form flickering in sync with the lights on the bridge. "If we stay in this pocket of turbulence for another ten minutes, the hull plating is going to start stripping away like cheap wallpaper."

"Just keep the magnetic baffles polarized, Val, because I can't pull us out until we find a stable drift current," James gritted out, his eyes locked on the navigational overlay that was currently displaying more static than data.

They had been hunting for three days in this radioactive soup, drifting blindly through sector after sector based on Wilson's sketchy coordinates. The fatigue was starting to gnaw at the edges of James's concentration, a dull ache behind his eyes that no amount of synthetic caffeine could wash away. The nebula was vast, disorienting, and seemingly empty of anything other than clouds of gas that could crush a cruiser like a tin can.

James banked the ship hard to port to avoid a drifting asteroid the size of a city block, feeling the inertial dampeners struggle to compensate for the sudden shift in momentum. The Copperhead groaned in protest, metal crying out against the stress, but she held the line with the stubborn resilience of a ship built for war rather than comfort.

"I am picking up a dense metallic echo on the short-range lidar, roughly two thousand kilometers off the port bow," Valerie said suddenly, her voice sharpening with digital interest. "The signature does not match any known asteroid composition or natural debris field in my database."

"Is it a ship?" James asked, leveling the throttle and bringing the nose of the interceptor around to face the coordinate marker that ghosted onto his HUD.

"It is... artificial," Valerie replied hesitantly, expanding the sensor grid with a wave of her hand. "The geometry is too regular for a rock, but the thermal output is zero. Whatever it is, the object is colder than the void around it."

James nudged the thrusters forward, creeping the Copperhead through the dense fog of the nebula toward the shadow lurking in the distance. Slowly, the shape began to resolve itself through the haze, a jagged silhouette blacker than the surrounding storm.

It was a graveyard of shattered ambition.

Drifting in the static was the twisted wreckage of a starship, but it looked nothing like the blocky, utilitarian designs of the United Systems Conclave or the insectoid bio-hulls of the Krall. The vessel was sleek, composed of sweeping curves and bladed wings that resembled a predatory bird or a stalking cat, frozen in a final, graceful scream of metal. The hull was torn open amidships, revealing skeletal support struts that glittered with a strange, iridescent alloy that caught the ambient light of the nebula.

"I’ve never seen a design philosophy like this in any naval archive," James whispered, activating the external floodlights to wash the wreck in harsh white illumination. "It looks grown and forged at the same time."

"I am initiating a deep-spectrum material scan of the exposed superstructure," Valerie reported, her avatar staring intently at the stream of data cascading down her console. "James, look at these spectrographic returns. The hull plating is laced with high-grade Refined Elerium and Zero-Point crystalline lattices."

James felt his heart hammer against his ribs as he looked at the chemical breakdown scrolling across his screen. Elerium was a Pre-Collapse element, something humanity hadn't been able to synthesize in bulk for two centuries, but finding it here didn't mean he was suddenly richer than a god. A single ton of that hull plating would likely cover the fuel costs for this trip and maybe pay down the interest on the Copperhead's last retrofit, which was a step in the right direction.

"This isn't a retirement fund, Val, but it’s definitely enough to keep the wolves away from the door for a few months," James said, his mind already calculating the logistics of stripping the valuable plating without getting crushed by the debris.

"If this vessel belongs to the Eighth Species, then Wilson was right about their technology level," Valerie observed, her tone mixing awe with apprehension. "But James, ships like this do not just break apart on their own. The blast scoring near the engine housing suggests weapons fire."

"Then we better work fast before whoever shot this bird down decides to come back for a second pass," James replied, unbuckling his crash harness and heading for the airlock.

For the next three days, James lived inside the claustrophobic confines of his EVA suit. The work was grueling, a silent ballet of industrial violence performed in the vacuum where one slip of the plasma cutter could breach his suit or ignite a pocket of volatile gas. He spent hours floating untethered against the alien hull, slicing through the iridescent support struts while his muscles burned with the strain of fighting the suit's resistance.

Valerie watched over him like a guardian angel made of light and data, constantly monitoring the local sensor grid for energy spikes or approaching storms. She managed the Copperhead’s drone extractors, guiding the small machines to catch the slabs of heavy alloy James cut free before they could drift away into the endless dark.

"Oxygen levels are dropping to twenty percent, James, and your biometrics indicate significant fatigue toxins building in your bloodstream," Valerie warned through the comms loop on the third day, her voice the only anchor he had to reality in the silent void.

"Just one more section, Val, because this engine cowling is almost free," James grunted, sweat stinging his eyes as he leveraged the cutter against a stubborn joint.

When the final piece of plating drifted free and was snagged by the drone, James allowed himself a moment to float there, suspended between the wreckage and his ship. The cargo hold was now packed with enough exotic scrap to validate the risk of coming here, even if they never found the aliens themselves. It was dangerous and dirty, but it was honest work, and for the first time in years, James felt the satisfaction of earning a paycheck that didn't involve killing someone for a government that would disavow him the next day.

He cycled back into the airlock, the hiss of pressurization sounding like the most beautiful music he had ever heard, and stripped off the reeking suit with trembling hands.

"The hold is sealed and the cargo is secured for transport," Valerie announced as James collapsed into the pilot’s chair, handing him a bulb of water with a holographic smile. "We have scavenged everything of value without triggering a cascade failure in the wreck's core."

James took a long drink, feeling the cool liquid wash away the taste of recycled air, and looked out at the skeletal remains of the alien ship one last time.

"We picked the bones clean, Val, but now I want to find the people who built the beast."



Chapter 4


Success in the galactic smuggling trade often looked less like a victory parade and more like dragging your battered carcass across the finish line with a sack of loot that wasn't quite heavy enough to justify the bleeding.

Two weeks after leaving the churning radiation storms of the Acheron Expanse, James Orson found himself back in the familiar, smoky embrace of the Broken Cog, staring at a glass of whiskey. The dive bar felt even more claustrophobic than usual tonight, filled with the desperate energy of men and women trying to drink away the reality of the war. A trio of off-duty dockworkers occupied the corner booth, hurling magnetic darts at a scarred target with a rhythmic violence that punctuated the low hum of conversation.

A haggard soul smelling of synthetic gin and industrial solvent stumbled past their table, clutching a cracked datapad against his chest like a holy relic. "The end is nigh, and the silence will swallow the stars," the drunk muttered to the floor tiles before collapsing onto a stool near the service droid, unnoticed by the crowd that had heard it all before.

Above the bar, a massive holoscreen sputtered with static before resolving into the nightly war update from the Krall front lines. James watched a pristine USC cruiser fire a broadside into an insectoid hive-ship while the news anchor prattled on about "heroic containment strategies" that barely masked the reality of a losing retreat. Wilson watched the screen with a scowl, his prosthetic hand clenching into a fist as the propaganda reel cut away right before the enemy returned fire.

The expedition had been a partial success in the sense that he wasn't dead, but the financial reality was far more complicated than the fantasies he had entertained while staring at the alien wreckage.

"We managed to strip enough Zero-Point lattice and refined Elerium off that hull to cover the fuel costs and pay down the interest on the Copperhead’s reactor retrofit," James explained, sliding a digital manifest across the scarred table to Wilson, tearing his eyes away from the screen. "It keeps the lights on for another quarter, but it isn't the retirement fund we were hoping for when we launched."

Wilson picked up the datapad with his prosthetic hand, the servos whining softly as he scrolled through the salvage report with a critical eye. "You made a profit, Jimmy, and in this economy, walking away with black ink on the ledger is a miracle in itself."

"I also walked away with twenty tons of aromatic cedar wood that’s currently taking up valuable space in my cargo hold," James countered, taking a slow sip of the amber liquid to wash away the lingering taste of recycled air. "Without a living alien to buy it, I’m effectively the captain of the galaxy's most expensive floating lumberyard. I’ll likely have to offload it on a core world furniture maker at a loss just to free up the tonnage."

"You took a gamble on the intel, and it didn't pay out the jackpot, but at least you know the Eighth Species is real," Wilson said, setting the pad down and leaning in closer, his voice dropping to that familiar conspiratorial whisper. "While you were out playing vulture in the nebula, I mentioned to an old contact that you had finally retired from the service and entered the private sector."

James raised an eyebrow, his instincts sharpening immediately at the shift in his friend's tone. "I thought the point of being a silent professional was that we didn't advertise our availability to the highest bidder."

"I didn't advertise, I just corrected a misconception for a friend who works logistics for Helix-Dynamics," Wilson corrected, tapping his metal finger on the table for emphasis. "They have a situation developing in the Saros sector, a low-security system that’s been plagued by pirate activity for the last month."

"Helix-Dynamics usually hires private military contractors by the battalion for their security needs," James noted, unimpressed by the prospect of babysitting a corporate convoy. "If they are looking for a single ship, it means they want something done off the books."

"They need a high-value extraction performed with extreme discretion," Wilson said, pushing a secure job chit across the table. "The target is located on a research station that went dark forty-eight hours ago. The payout they are offering is high, Jimmy. Suspiciously high."

James picked up the chit and slotted it into his personal interface, watching the job details scroll across his retinal display. The sum attached to the contract was enough to buy a small corvette, or purchase a ten-year supply of the mid-tier life extension serums he had been eyeing.

"That isn't a standard extraction fee, Wilson, that’s blood money paid in advance for a suicide mission," James muttered, analyzing the threat assessment attached to the coordinates. "They’re paying for the silence as much as the success."

"The Saros sector is crawling with Red-Sun raiders and Conclave patrols looking for bribes," Wilson warned, taking a long pull from his beer. "If you take this, you’re walking into a crossfire without backup."

James tapped the table, bringing up his encrypted resume and the Copperhead’s sanitized spec sheet. He highlighted the modifications to the stealth drive, the atmospheric combat rating, and his own service record—which was redacted in all the right places to imply extreme competence.

"I’m linking my profile to their hiring algorithm now, but I’m not doing it for this price," James said, his fingers dancing across the interface as he drafted a counter-offer. "If they want a ghost who can walk through walls and carry their dirty laundry out the back door, they’re going to pay a premium."

He attached the file and punched in a demand for a fifty percent increase on the base payout, a figure that bordered on insulting for a freelancer.

"Valerie, analyze the contract parameters and tell me what the fine print is trying to hide from us," James subvocalized, waiting for the familiar presence of his digital partner to manifest in his ear.

"The contract includes a Level-5 Non-Disclosure Agreement and a clause that absolves Helix-Dynamics of any liability regarding 'biological contamination' or 'legal interdiction'," Valerie whispered, her voice crisp and laced with legitimate concern. "James, this job has a ninety-four percent probability of becoming a diplomatic incident, and a hundred percent probability of being trouble."

James looked at Wilson, who was watching him with the grim expression of a man who knew exactly what kind of fire they were playing with.

"Trouble is just another word for opportunity, Val, provided you survive the initial handshake," James replied, hitting the send key and locking in the bid.



Chapter 5


The difference between civilization and the lawless void is usually defined by the caliber of the gun pointed at your hull, and James Orson was about to cross that invisible line.

The Copperhead drifted through the queuing lanes of the Centauri Prime Arc Gate, surrounded by the comforting, bureaucratic tediousness of High Security space. Here, in the heart of the United Systems Conclave, massive patrol cruisers drifted lazily between the trade lanes while automated buoys scanned every bolt and rivet of passing traffic for contraband. It was safe, it was boring, and it was agonizingly slow for a man trying to outrun a deadline.

"We are currently holding position behind a bulk freighter hauling processed grain, James, which means our departure window has slipped by another four minutes," Valerie announced, her holographic avatar tapping a foot impatiently against the deck. "I feel compelled to remind you that if we had routed through the Sirius loop, we would be adding three days to the journey but maintaining a zero percent probability of being vaporized."

"The Sirius loop is safe, Val, but the client isn't paying for safety," James muttered, watching the massive ring of the Arc Gate spin up to transfer velocity. "They are paying for speed, and the only way to get to the Saros sector before the target expires is to punch a hole straight through the low-security corridor."

"Efficiency is a poor substitute for survival," Valerie countered dryly, monitoring the energy spike of the gate ahead.

The Arc Gate was a marvel of pre-war engineering, a ten-kilometer ring of spinning titanium and field emitters that functioned as a massive amplifier for a ship's internal drives. While the Copperhead’s onboard slipspace engine allowed for fast travel within a solar system, it lacked the raw power to bridge the gap between stars instantly. The Gate solved this by grabbing the ship's slipspace field and hurling it across the galaxy in a violent fold of reality. In High-Sec, taking a gate was as routine as catching a train, but the moment you crossed into a Low-Security system, the exit vector became a choke point. Pirates and cartels knew that every ship had to emerge at a specific beacon, disoriented and vulnerable for the few seconds it took for their sensors to recalibrate.

"Gate activation confirmed, slipspace Drive harmonics are synced," James said, gripping the flight stick as the event horizon rippled with blue Cherenkov radiation.

The universe twisted inside out as the Copperhead plunged into the slipstream, a sensation like being pulled through a straw at light speed. The transit lasted only seconds, but it felt like hours of crushing pressure before reality snapped back into focus.

They emerged in the Saros system, but the stars were blocked by the terrifying silhouette of a "Gate Camp."

James didn't need the sensors to know they had walked into a trap. The viewscreen was immediately filled with the ugly, welded hulls of Red-Sun Raider vessels waiting on the event horizon. They sat in a sphere around the exit beacon, their weapons pre-charged and locked onto the arrival coordinates.

"Contact front!" James shouted, slamming the throttle forward before the navigational computer even finished its handshake. "They have the gate camped tight!"

"Multiple target locks detected!" Valerie screamed, her voice losing its composure as the tactical display turned a solid wall of crimson. "That is a Tether Breacher at three o'clock high, and they are deploying an Electro-Net!"

The pirate tactic was brutal in its simplicity. A heavy cruiser, modified with massive magnetic grappling harpoons, lunged toward them to pin the Copperhead in place. Behind it, a swarm of drones unfolded a shimmering web of blue ion energy designed to crash a ship’s power core on contact.

"Warning! Slipspace inhibitors active!" Valerie cried out as the lights on the bridge flickered and turned a sickly emergency red. "We cannot jump! They have anchored our drive field!"

"They expected a freighter, Val, not a blockade runner," James gritted out, ignoring the proximity alarms screaming about imminent collision. "Divert all auxiliary power to the afterburners and prepare to purge the magnetic containment field."

"James, if we purge the containment field while the singularity core is active, we risk destabilizing the entire reactor," Valerie warned, though her hands were already flying across the interface to execute the command. "The radiation spike alone could fry our own sensors!"

"Do it or we're dead!" James roared, throwing the Copperhead into a violent corkscrew maneuver that strained the inertial dampeners to their breaking point.

The hull groaned under the g-forces, screaming in protest as James fought the stick. As the Tether Breacher fired its massive harpoon, James vented the reactor's accumulated magnetic waste energy directly into the path of the projectile. The sudden release of concentrated radiation created a blinding thermal bloom that overwhelmed the pirate's targeting sensors, causing the harpoon to streak harmlessly past the cockpit canopy, close enough that James could see the rust on the grappling hooks.

But the Electro-Net was still closing, a cage of lightning tightening around them.

"Rail-cannons, full spread!" James yelled, lining up the reticle on the lead drone anchoring the web.

The Copperhead shuddered violently as the concealed weapons deployed and fired. Twin slugs of tungsten accelerated to a fraction of light speed, punching through the pirate’s shields and obliterating the drone. The net faltered, a gap appearing in the lightning field, but the slipspace inhibitors were still dragging at the ship like invisible anchors.

"We need more power to break the lock!" James shouted, feeling the ship shudder as enemy auto-cannon fire began to chew at their rear deflectors.

"Overloading the reactor to one hundred and ten percent!" Valerie yelled back, her avatar practically vibrating with the strain. "Hold on!"

James punched the afterburners. The Copperhead screamed like a banshee, the engines flaring white-hot as they poured raw, unstable energy into the drive. The ship surged forward, the sudden acceleration pinning James into his seat with bone-crushing force. He aimed straight for the gap in the net, the electricity arcing against the hull, frying the external sensors, until—

Snap.

The slipspace inhibitor lock broke with a physical jolt that rattled the entire ship. The Copperhead shot through the chaos, riding the shockwave of his own violence until the stars elongated into streaks of light and the gate camp faded into the distance.

"That was... statistically improbable," Valerie breathed, smoothing her digital gown as the ambient temperature on the bridge began to stabilize, though her avatar was noticeably dimmer. "We saved two days of travel time, but the structural stress on the hull has likely shortened the ship's lifespan by a year."

"Like I said, Val, efficiency has its costs," James replied, wiping a sheen of cold sweat from his forehead and trying to ignore the tremor in his hands. "But goddamn, did you see the look on their sensors when we broke that lock?"

The Copperhead drifted into the shadow of a gas giant's moon, hiding from the long-range sensors as James brought the tactical plot online. The Saros research station hung in the distance, a gleaming spire of corporate science, but it was currently surrounded by a blockade that looked thick enough to walk across.

At least a dozen pirate frigates orbited the facility, their weapons trained on the station's docking bays, while a larger cruiser acted as the command ship for the siege. It was a fortress of iron and greed, designed to keep anyone from getting in or out.

James stared at the overwhelming firepower arrayed against his single, solitary ship, counting the enemy contacts with a detached, professional eye. The odds were laughable, the danger was absolute, and the paycheck felt suddenly inadequate for the level of insanity required.

"Well, look at that mess," James muttered, leaning back in his chair with a dry, sarcastic laugh. "Based on the density of that blockade, getting in there is going to be super easy, barely an inconvenience."

"I detect sarcasm levels exceeding recommended safety parameters," Valerie noted dryly. "Shall I plot a retreat vector back to the gate?"

James looked at the station, knowing the VIP was likely watching the same fleet and counting their remaining minutes of oxygen.

"No retreat, Val, because the only way out is through the fire."



Chapter 6


Patience is the only weapon in a mercenary's arsenal that doesn't cost credits to reload, and James Orson prepared to spend every ounce of it waiting for the inevitable slaughter to begin.

The Copperhead sat motionless in the sensor shadow of the gas giant's moon, a silent spectator to the siege unfolding in the distance like a slow-motion car crash. The pirate fleet orbiting the Saros Research Station looked less like a military blockade and more like a cloud of angry hornets swarming a hive, their weapons batteries lighting up the station’s void shields with rhythmic, punishing volleys that sent ripples of iridescent energy cascading across the hull. James ignored the destruction playing out on the viewport and keyed the encrypted frequency for the lead pirate vessel, a massive, retrofitted battlecruiser that bore the scars of a hundred skirmishes and leaked radiation like a sieve.

"This is the independent vessel Copperhead hailing the command ship Iron Sovereign on an open channel," James spoke into the comms, his voice steady and bored, masking the tension coiling in his gut. "I have a business proposition for Admiral Vex that involves significantly less shooting and a great deal more profit for everyone involved."

The frequency crackled with heavy static before clearing to reveal the face of a man who looked like he had been chewed up by a warp drive and spat out the exhaust. Admiral Vex leaned forward in his command chair, his cybernetic eye whirring with a sickening mechanical click as it focused on the transmission source.

"James Orson," Vex rumbled, his voice grinding like metal on stone, filled with the gravel of a man who had breathed recycled air for too many decades. "I should have known a vulture like you would show up when the meat started to rot. You have exactly ten seconds to amuse me before I vaporize your ship for sport and add your debris to my collection."

"I am here for a single extraction, Vex, and I really don't care about your little war against Helix-Dynamics or whatever grievance you’re nursing today," James said, cutting straight to the point while watching the tactical overlay track the pirate weapon locks. "Let me dock, grab my package, and leave without incident. I will transfer fifty thousand Hex to your personal account right now. You get paid, I get paid, and you don't have to waste expensive ammunition swatting a fly."

Vex laughed, a harsh, barking sound that distorted the audio feed and made the speakers rattle in their housings. "You think I want your pocket change, Orson? We are going to crack this station open and take everything, including your client and the prototype tech they are hiding in the labs. If you want him, you can try to run my blockade, because I haven't watched a good fireworks show in weeks."

"I decline your invitation to die, Admiral," James replied coolly, his hand hovering over the cut-link button while he calculated the blast radius of the cruiser's main batteries. "I think I will just wait here in the dark until the odds improve in my favor."

"Suit yourself, coward," Vex sneered, spitting on his own deck plates before the screen went black and the connection severed.

James leaned back in his leather chair and propped his boots on the console, interlacing his fingers behind his head as he settled in for the long haul.

"James, I feel compelled to point out that the station's life support reserves are critical and the shield integrity is dropping by two percent every hour," Valerie noted, her avatar pacing nervously on the bridge like a caged tiger. "Waiting is not a strategy; it is procrastination with a body count attached to the invoice."

"Vex wants a fight, Val, but I’m not going to give him one on his terms. That’s how you end up drifting as scrap," James muttered, closing his eyes against the flashing warning lights. "Wake me up when the cavalry arrives, or when the station explodes, whichever comes first."

For four agonizing days, the Copperhead drifted in the dark silence of the moon's shadow. James spent the time cleaning his sidearm until the metal gleamed and steadfastly ignoring the desperate pleas for help broadcasting from the station on the emergency bands. It was a cold, brutal calculation that weighed heavy on his soul, but a dead rescuer collected no paychecks and saved no lives.

On the morning of the fifth day, the passive sensors screamed a warning that shattered the bridge's quiet atmosphere.

"Massive slipspace rupture detected at the system edge!" Valerie shouted, her holographic form shifting instantly to combat red. "It is a Helix-Dynamics relief fleet, James! I am confirming a standard Corporate Interdiction Group."

"Give me the numbers, Val," James said, swinging his legs down and powering up the reactor as the deck plates began to hum with restored energy.

"Two Vanguard-class Heavy Cruisers, the HDS Sentinel and the HDS Aegis, acting as the fleet anchors," Valerie reported, projecting the battle map into the air. "They are supported by six Phalanx-class Flak Destroyers providing an anti-fighter screen, and a massive swarm of twenty-four Razor-class interceptor frigates flying in a defensive sphere formation. Total fleet strength is thirty-two vessels, James. Against Vex's ragtag collection of twelve retrofitted junkers, this is not a battle; it is a mathematical certainty."

On the tactical display, the pirate fleet broke formation immediately in a chaotic scramble. The smaller frigates turned tail and burned hard for the density of the asteroid belt, while the Iron Sovereign began a sluggish, lumbering turn away from the station to present its rear deflectors. To any observer, it looked like a terrified rout of undisciplined raiders fleeing superior firepower.

"The blockade is breaking apart," Valerie reported, analyzing the vector changes with rapid-fire precision. "We have a clean line to the docking bay if we move before the corporate fleet secures the perimeter."

"Punch it," James ordered, gripping the throttle and slamming it forward.

The Copperhead surged forward, flashing past the retreating pirate ships that were too busy fleeing the incoming corporate fleet to worry about a single interceptor darting through their ranks. James threaded the needle through the burning debris field of destroyed satellites and slammed the ship onto the station’s landing pad with a bone-jarring thud that rattled his teeth.

"Keep the engines hot and the rail-cannons primed, Val, because we aren't staying for tea," James yelled, grabbing his modified pulse rifle and sprinting for the airlock as the ramp hissed open.

He stormed through the station's smoke-filled corridors, the air thick with the acrid stench of ozone and fear. He bypassed the panicked scientists and terrified staff who grabbed at his armor, begging for rescue, pushing past them with a singularity of purpose that felt cruel but necessary. He reached the executive bunker deep in the station's core, where the door hissed open to reveal a man who didn't look like a terrified hostage.

Admiral Marcus Thorne, retired, stood in the center of the command room with a heavy pulse pistol in his hand and a scowl that could curdle milk. His gray hair was cut in a severe military crop, and his uniform was pressed sharp enough to cut glass despite the siege raging outside.

"You're late," Thorne snapped, lowering the weapon but keeping the fury burning bright in his eyes.

"Traffic was murder out there," James quipped, grabbing the Admiral by the arm and hauling him toward the exit without waiting for a rebuttal. "We need to move before your friends out there realize the party is over and start asking for ID."

"My friends?" Thorne spat as they ran back toward the ship, dodging a falling conduit that sprayed sparks across the deck. "Those idiots in the relief fleet walked right into a trap! I told Helix command to send a carrier group, not a patrol squadron!"

James shoved the Admiral into the Copperhead’s airlock and vaulted into the pilot’s seat just as the magnetic clamps released with a groan. "Val, get us to the gate, maximum burn, and don't spare the fuel!"

As the Copperhead peeled away from the station, the reality of Thorne's words became terrifyingly clear on the rear viewscreen. The pirate fleet hadn't been running in fear; they had been clearing the kill zone to make room for the real threat.

"Energy spike!" Valerie shrieked, her voice cracking with digital panic. "Capital Class signature emerging from a Rift directly behind the Helix fleet! It's massive! Sensors confirm a Desolator-class Super-Dreadnought, accompanied by two Carrion-class Support Carriers and a wolfpack of eight Reaver-class Heavy Cruisers!"

Space tore open like a wound, bleeding violet energy into the void. A massive pirate Dreadnought, easily four kilometers from bow to stern and bristling with illegal heavy weaponry, dragged itself out of the tear in reality. Flanking it were the two boxy carriers, already vomiting hundreds of Vulture-class strike fighters into the void, while the eight heavy cruisers formed a firing line to pin the corporate fleet in place.

"Val, break down the threat for me," James demanded, his eyes widening as the massive ship cast a shadow over the corporate cruisers.

"A Desolator Dreadnought is a banned hull type from the Unification Wars, James," Valerie whispered, the horror evident in her tone. "It mounts prow-facing lance cannons designed to crack planetary shields and core moons. A single Dreadnought has enough shielding to ignore cruiser fire indefinitely while it systematically erases them from existence. The Carrion carriers alone are launching over three hundred fighters. The Helix fleet is outnumbered ten to one in tonnage."

The Dreadnought didn't even hail the Helix ships; it just opened fire with a broadside that lit up the darkness like a second sun. The corporate relief force, caught out of position and woefully outgunned, began to disintegrate under the barrage of heavy turbo-lasers and torpedo swarms launched from the support carriers.

"They never wanted the station," James whispered, watching the slaughter on the rear monitor as he pushed the throttle through the firewall, feeling the g-forces crush him into the seat. "They wanted the fleet."

"Turn around!" Thorne yelled, struggling against his crash harness as he watched his former comrades burn. "We have to help them! We can flank the Dreadnought!"

"My contract says I extract you, Admiral, not fight a suicidal battle against a mobile extinction event," James shouted back, his eyes locked on the Arc Gate beacon growing larger in the distance. "You want to save them? Live long enough to write the report on why they shouldn't have sent a boy to do a Titan's job."

The Copperhead hit the gate's event horizon just as the first Helix cruiser exploded in a silent blossom of nuclear fire that erased a thousand lives in a microsecond. The universe twisted inside out, and the screams of the dying fleet were cut off by the cold, uncaring indifference of slipspace.

James let out a breath he felt like he had been holding for a week, his hands trembling slightly on the controls. The Admiral was safe, the job was done, and the bonus for hazardous conditions was going to be astronomical.

"That," James said, smoothing his jacket as the stars returned to normal, "was a very profitable catastrophe."



Chapter 7


Financial freedom usually felt like a warm blanket to the average citizen, but for James Orson, the massive influx of Hex into his encrypted account felt more like a loaded gun waiting to go off.

James sat in the plush leather of the captain’s chair and watched the credit counter tick upward with a satisfying geometric progression that verified Helix-Dynamics had paid their blood money without a single whisper of complaint. The destruction of a corporate relief fleet by a pirate dreadnought was a tragedy to the families involved, but to the galaxy at large, the loss of a few thousand souls was barely a footnote on the evening news scroll compared to the horrors unfolding on the frontier.

"The digital handshake concluded with a satisfying ping that echoed through the silent bridge, marking the transfer of funds through a labyrinth of shell corporations and shadow banks in the Outer Rim designed to wash the corporate stink off them," Valerie announced, her holographic form lounging on the railing of the upper bridge deck with a digital martini glass in hand. "We are officially liquid enough to purchase a small moon in the neutral zone or perhaps bribe our way out of a capital sentencing hearing should the Admiralty ever decide to audit our flight logs."

"Let's stick to buying fuel and spare parts for now, Val, because I have a feeling the price of living is about to go up significantly," James replied, closing the account interface with a flick of his wrist and bringing up the navigational chart that dominated the main viewscreen.

The galaxy was burning, but to be fair, the galaxy had been on fire since the day humanity first cracked the atom and decided to share that violence with the stars. The news feeds were currently dominated by a massive Krall offensive on the far side of the Conclave border, where a Hive Fleet the size of a tectonic plate had just cracked the crust of an industrial world to harvest the molten magma beneath. Compared to the millions dying in the meat grinder against the insectoid hordes, a few cruisers lost to pirates in the Saros sector was just the cost of doing business in a universe that valued profit over survival.

"I am archiving these job offers, James, unless you have a sudden desire to escort a volatile munitions convoy through Sylor space for minimum wage," Valerie said, dismissing a flashing red notification with a bored wave of her hand as she scrolled through the list of desperate contracts. "The energy-beings have started vaporizing trade ships again, claiming our commerce engines create a sonic dissonance that disturbs their harmonic frequencies."

"Delete them all, Val. We’re taking a vacation from saving people who’re too stupid to save themselves," James muttered, swiping the star map until the angry purple bruise of the Acheron Nebula filled the display with its swirling, malevolent clouds. "We still have a hold full of aromatic cedar that smells better than any air freshener I could buy, and I intend to find the only customers in the galaxy who might actually want it."

He traced a line from their current position to the furthest Arc Gate on the edge of the frontier, a lonely station that marked the final outpost before the unknown swallowed the stars completely. Beyond that lay the nebula, a swirling storm of electromagnetic interference where maps were useless, insurance policies were void, and the laws of physics were often treated as gentle suggestions.

"You are plotting a vector for Sector 88-Zeta, a region of space that the navigational computers equate with a mathematical void," Valerie observed, her tone shifting from playful to analytical as she processed the coordinates against her database. "There are no charted systems in that region, James, only a theoretical gravity well that deep-range scanners suggest might be a star, assuming the sensor ghost isn't just a glitch."

"It’s a blind jump, Val, and if the charts are wrong, we are going to spend a month staring at empty gas clouds while I polish the brass," James admitted, locking the course in before he could talk himself out of the gamble. "But if Wilson is right, and the Eighth Species is hiding in the static, they won't be living on the main roads where the Conclave can tax them."

The journey to the edge of the map was a quiet affair, a stark contrast to the endless violence churning the rest of the galaxy into dust and echoes. The Copperhead slipped through the final Arc Gate and plunged into the slipspace currents, leaving the noise of the war and the screams of the dying behind. For the next three weeks, the ship became a hermitage of luxury and labor, a steel bubble of civilization drifting through the wild.

James spent his days stripped to his waist, sweat glistening on his skin as he worked to repair the structural stress fractures from their high-speed escape in the Saros system. He welded, polished, and rewired, treating the ship less like a machine of war and more like a work of art that required constant devotion to maintain its lethal edge. The air inside the Copperhead was thick with the rich, earthy scent of the cedar planks stored below, a fragrance that permeated the bulkheads and masked the sterile, metallic tang of recycled oxygen that plagued most deep-space vessels.

"I have optimized the power distribution to the new luxurious lighting fixtures you installed in the crew quarters, diverting efficiency from the secondary shield generators," Valerie remarked one afternoon as James applied a final coat of varnish to the mahogany trim on the bridge console. "Although I still fail to see how hand-carved wood paneling improves our combat efficiency against a Krall Bio-Titan or a Sylor Purifier."

"It improves morale, Val, and a happy captain flies a straight ship when the universe tries to kill him," James countered, running his hand over the smooth wood with a smile of satisfaction that felt foreign on his face. "Besides, if we’re going to die in deep space, we might as well do it in style rather than rotting in a gray metal box."

The month bled away in a haze of routine maintenance, offering a peace that James hadn't known since before his enlistment. There were no pirates trying to board them, no admirals screaming orders over encrypted channels, just the rhythmic hum of the reactor and the endless, swirling colors of the nebula outside the reinforced viewports. It seemed like a gamble, a shot in the dark based on a drunkard's rumor and a gut feeling, but as the ship drew closer to the theoretical coordinates, the sensors began to pick up something that wasn't just background radiation.

"James, I am detecting a coherent signal pattern emerging from the static interference of the nebula," Valerie said suddenly, her avatar standing rigid at the tactical station as she scrubbed the audio filters. "It is faint, but it is repeating, and the mathematical syntax is definitely not natural."

James wiped the grease from his hands with a rag and stepped up to the viewport, looking out at the wall of gas and dust that hid their destination from the naked eye.

"Well then, Val, let's go knock on the door and see who answers," James said, feeling the thrill of the hunt spark to life in his chest once more.



Chapter 8


Disappointment in the deep void does not sting like a slap to the face, but rather it settles into the bones like a cold damp frost.

James Orson stood at the main viewport of the Copperhead and stared out at the unnamed system drifting on the main viewscreen, observing a desolate collection of dead rocks and gas giants orbiting a star that burned with a sickly, pale luminescence. The vibrant civilization Wilson had promised was nowhere to be found, replaced instead by the rusting husks of ancient space stations that drifted in decaying orbits, abandoned to the ravages of time and cosmic radiation. These skeletal structures were not merely empty; they were tombs of a forgotten era, stripped of atmosphere and warmth centuries ago, spinning endlessly in the dark like silent monuments to failure.

"I am detecting zero biological signatures on any of the planetary bodies, and the stations are radiating nothing but the background static of collapsed fusion cores," Valerie reported, her voice quiet and lacking its usual playful edge as her avatar flickered in the ambient light. "If the Eighth Species ever lived here, they packed their bags and left a thousand years before we decided to crash the party, leaving us with nothing but ghosts and dust."

"We didn't come this far to turn around just because the front door is locked," James muttered, rubbing the grit of exhaustion from his eyes and turning his back on the depressing view. "There are faint echolocation pings bouncing off the asteroid belt in the outer rim, so we are going to waste another week trawling the rocks before we call this a bust."

"Setting a sub-light vector for the asteroid field, although I must protest that using a high-performance interceptor for mining surveys is beneath our dignity," Valerie sighed, inputting the commands that would send the Copperhead crawling through the debris field at a snail's pace.

With the ship on autopilot and the sensors set to a passive sweep, James decided to walk the deck to keep the creeping madness of isolation at bay. He left the bridge, which was a compact amphitheater of tactical displays and leather crash couches designed for high-G combat maneuvers. The space smelled of ozone and potential violence, dominated by the panoramic viewports that offered a terrifyingly clear view of the emptiness outside. He ran a hand along the command console, appreciating the tactile resistance of the military-grade switches that he had painstakingly polished until they gleamed like jewelry against the matte black panels.

He stepped through the heavy blast doors into the atrium, a feature that had no business being on a military vessel but served as the centerpiece of his renovation. James had gutted the original troop transport staging area, ripping out the jump-seats and weapons lockers to replace the utilitarian steel with warm, amber lighting and a circular conversation pit lined with synthetic velvet. It was a space designed for negotiation and relaxation, the heart of a home that floated in the void, currently occupied only by the silence and the soft hum of the air recyclers. He imagined entertaining diplomats or high-value clients here, pouring drinks from the hidden wet bar while the galaxy drifted by, but for now, it was just a beautiful, empty room.

Moving aft, he entered the galley, which James had stocked with real cooking appliances rather than the standard nutrient-paste dispensers found on most ships. The scent of roasted coffee beans still lingered in the air from his morning brew, warring with the faint metallic tang of the ship's water purification system. Chrome surfaces gleamed under the recessed lights, reflecting a kitchen capable of serving a diplomatic banquet, though tonight it would likely only see a reheated ration pack eaten in solitude. He opened the refrigeration unit to check his stock of fresh produce, a luxury that cost more than the fuel for a standard jump, but the crisp snap of a real apple was one of the few things that kept him sane in deep space.

Past the common areas lay the residential wing, where the crew quarters waited with their doors locked and lights dimmed. There were six suites in total, each one far more luxurious than the coffin-sized bunks of a standard navy vessel, fitted with memory-foam mattresses and private terminals. They stood empty, pristine and waiting for a crew that James wasn't sure he would ever trust enough to hire. The silence in the corridor was heavy, amplified by the sound of his own boots clicking on the magnetic decking, a constant reminder that he was the sole biological inhabitant of this steel castle.

At the end of the hall sat the XO quarters, a space that theoretically belonged to his second-in-command. James opened the door to reveal a room that mirrored his own in size but lacked the personal clutter of a life lived. Valerie often projected herself here when she wasn't needed on the bridge, treating the digital space as her own private sanctuary, though she had no physical body to rest on the silk sheets. It was a ghost room for a ghost girl, filled with furniture that would never feel the weight of its occupant.

Finally, he entered the captain’s quarters, his retreat from the universe. The room was a blend of old-world charm and high-tech necessity, dominated by a heavy desk made of real mahogany that he had salvaged from a destroyed governor's yacht. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with physical paper hardcovers that were worth more than the ship's thrusters, and the air here always smelled faintly of old paper and gun oil. He picked up a leather-bound volume of pre-flight poetry, feeling the texture of the binding under his fingertips, grounding himself in the tangible reality of history before placing it back on the shelf.

James left the residential deck and descended the ladder into the belly of the beast. The powercore room was a cathedral of engineering, centered around the Singularity-Injection Core that pulsed with a terrifying, rhythmic heartbeat. Shielded behind layers of lead and magnetic fields, the dark matter shards swirled in a containment vortex, generating the raw energy required to punch holes in reality. The air here was colder, vibrating with a power that made the hair on James's arms stand up in static salute, a constant reminder that he slept on top of a contained supernova.

Adjacent to the core was the engine room, where the massive drive cones and thruster manifolds extended into the hull. It was a tangle of conduits, coolant pipes, and diagnostic screens that monitored the ship’s propulsion. This was where the speed lived, a mechanical muscle that could outrun a blockade. Just beyond the primary turbines lay the slipspace drive housing, a reinforced chamber containing the exotic matter coils responsible for the ship’s faster-than-light travel. It hummed with a different frequency, a high-pitched whine that felt like it was drilling directly into the base of the skull, singing the song of folding space.

He continued down to the lowest level, passing through the machine shop. This cramped workspace was filled with 3D printers, laser cutters, and racks of spare parts essential for deep-space repairs. It smelled of ozone and scorched metal, a testament to the endless hours James spent keeping the Copperhead flying. Tools hung from magnetic racks in organized chaos, waiting for the inevitable moment when a combat maneuver would rattle something loose and demand his attention.

Further aft, tucked near the launch tubes, was the emergency shuttle bay. It held a small, angular escape craft capable of sustaining four people for a week in deep space. It was a grim necessity, a lifeboat for a ship that James hoped never to sink, but he checked the seals on the hatch anyway out of pure habit.

He passed through the under storage compartments, the hidden veins of the ship with smuggling baffles and sensor-shielded lockers built into the floor plates where James could hide anything from illegal weapons to stolen data drives. Currently, they held his emergency stash of high-grade whiskey and a few kinetic pistols, waiting for a rainy day. He knelt and tapped the hidden panel, listening for the hollow thud that confirmed his retirement fund was still secure beneath the deck.

The gravity sled room housed the ship's deployment vehicle, a sleek, open-frame skiff designed for rapid planetary insertion when the Copperhead couldn't land. It hung from the ceiling on magnetic clamps, looking like a predatory insect waiting to drop into the atmosphere. The sled was stripped down for speed, little more than an engine with a seat and a roll cage, perfect for low-altitude extraction runs under enemy radar.

Finally, James keyed the code for the cargo room, the massive hold that took up the rear third of the ship's volume. The heavy doors hissed open, and he was instantly hit by the overwhelming, rich aroma of the cedar forest. The crates were stacked floor to ceiling, millions of credits worth of organic wood that smelled of rain and earth, a scent so alien to the sterile void that it made his chest ache with a sudden, sharp longing for a planet he hadn't walked on in years. He walked between the towering stacks, running his hand along the rough grain of the wood, imagining the windfall awaiting him if he could just find a buyer who understood the value of what he carried.

"James, I suggest you return to the bridge immediately." Valerie's voice cut through the comms, shattering the peaceful silence of the hold. "The passive sensors just picked up a thermal bloom in the asteroid belt that definitely did not come from a rock."

James took one last deep breath of the cedar, letting the smell ground him, before turning on his heel and sprinting back toward the ladder.

"Keep a lock on that signal, Val, because I think our ghost just decided to show itself."



Chapter 9


The silence of a dead system is never truly empty, because if you listen long enough to the void, the ghosts eventually start whispering their coordinates in binary.

"I have isolated the source of the echolocation pings, James, and the triangulation points to a tumbling asteroid in the outer belt that contains a heavy metal core shielding it from our initial sweeps," Valerie announced, her voice tight with the exhaustion she simulated to match his own ragged state. "The rotation of the rock creates a momentary window every six hours where a transmission could leak out, which is why we kept missing it during the standard grid search."

"It isn't a leak, Val, it is a deliberate broadcast beacon designed to look like interference to anyone who isn't paranoid enough to dissect the waveform," James muttered, rubbing eyes that felt like they were filled with crushed glass and sand. "Plot an intercept course, but keep us cold and silent. If that rock is broadcasting, it is probably listening for visitors too."

The approach was a slow, agonizing crawl through a field of shattered debris that would have shredded a lesser pilot in minutes. James guided the Copperhead manually, using the maneuvering thrusters to drift like a falling leaf between jagged mountains of iron and ice until the target finally loomed in the viewscreen. The asteroid was an ugly, scarred lump of rock the size of a carrier, tumbling through the dark, but near the equator, a fissure opened like a jagged wound, leading into the dark heart of the stone.

"I am detecting an atmospheric seal inside that fissure, James, but the energy readings suggest the automated defenses are active and hostile," Valerie warned, highlighting a series of thermal spikes near the entrance on the tactical overlay. "Whatever is inside does not want visitors, and the power signature matches a reactor type I haven't seen in decades."

"Good thing I brought a master key and a very bad attitude," James said, standing up and heading for the armory locker at the back of the bridge to suit up for war.

He spent the next twenty minutes strapping himself into his Heavy EVA Combat Skin, a suit of articulated ceramite armor that turned a human being into a walking tank capable of withstanding small arms fire and vacuum exposure. He checked the seals on the joints, feeling the magnetic locking mechanisms engage with a reassuring thud that vibrated through his bones and locked the atmosphere in. He loaded his "Reaper" pulse rifle with fresh power cells, the weapon heavy and lethal in his hands, and clamped a "Viper" micro-missile launcher to his left shoulder hardpoint. Bandoliers of grav-grenades and kinetic charges crossed his chest, adding weight that would disappear in the low gravity of the asteroid but remained a comforting pressure against his ribs for now.

"Keep the ship running hot, Val, and if I scream, you blow that rock into dust and don't bother looking for a body," James ordered, his voice filtered through the helmet’s comms loop into a harsh, metallic growl.

"Try not to die, James, because finding a new captain with your specific brand of insanity would be administratively difficult and emotionally taxing," Valerie replied, though he could hear the genuine worry threaded through her digital sarcasm.

James cycled the airlock and launched himself into the void, his suit’s thrusters firing silent bursts of nitrogen to propel him across the gap between the ship and the rock. He drifted into the asteroid’s fissure, darkness swallowing him whole until his helmet lamps cut a cone of blinding white light through the swirling dust. The walls were not natural cave formations; they were lined with ancient, ribbed metal that looked like the insides of a giant, mechanical beast, etched with symbols that made his blood run cold.

He reached the atmospheric barrier, a shimmering field of energy that kept the vacuum out, and pushed through it with a sensation like walking through a wall of static electricity. Sound rushed back in with a deafening roar—the hum of ancient machinery, the dripping of coolant, and the skittering of metal claws on steel grating.

James froze as his lights swept across the walls, illuminating the jagged, brutalist architecture that he recognized from the history books.

"Val, these aren't unknown aliens," James whispered, his grip tightening on the rifle until his knuckles turned white inside the gauntlets. "This architecture is Krall. But it’s old. This is an Iron-Krall bunker from the Unification Wars."

The shadows ahead erupted into motion and the nightmare began.

Wave 1: The Swarm

They came from the ceiling vents and the floor grates, a swarm of multi-legged nightmares built from polished chrome and razor-sharp carbon fiber. These were not the clumsy security droids of the Conclave; they were Krall "Slicer" drones, cybernetic horrors where the biological insect had been fused with machinery until only the killing instinct remained.

James didn't hesitate; he squeezed the trigger of the Reaper, sending a stream of superheated plasma bolts tearing into the lead machine. The arachnid exploded in a shower of sparks and hydraulic fluid that sprayed across the corridor like black blood. The sheer kinetic force of the rounds shattered the creature's chassis, sending shrapnel spinning into the ranks behind it and tearing through the delicate sensor arrays of its kin.

"Come and get it, you ugly bastards!" James roared, retreating step by step as he laid down a wall of suppressing fire that lit up the corridor with strobing blue light.

A second hunter-killer leaped from the wall, its mandibles spinning with monofilament cutters designed to slice through starship hulls. James caught it in mid-air with a burst of fire that severed its legs, but the momentum carried the torso forward until it crashed against his chest plate. He smashed the butt of his rifle into its optical cluster, feeling the glass crunch under the impact, then kicked the twitching wreckage away before it could detonate its power core against his armor.

The swarm surged forward, a tidal wave of clicking metal and death that filled the corridor from wall to wall. James triggered a grav-grenade and bowled it into the center of the pack with a practiced underhand toss. The device detonated with a subsonic thrum, creating a localized singularity that crushed five of the machines together into a screeching ball of scrap metal before exploding outward, painting the walls with oil and debris.

He reloaded in a fluid motion, discarding the spent heat sink and slamming a fresh one home with a satisfying mechanical clack. The barrel of the Reaper glowed cherry-red in the dark, sizzling as drops of coolant from the ceiling hit the hot metal and evaporated instantly. The corridor was clear for now, littered with the smoking corpses of the machines, but the echo of heavier footsteps reverberating from the depths told him the welcoming committee was just getting started.

Wave 2: The Iron-Shells

James advanced deeper into the asteroid, moving past the shattered remains of the first wave toward a massive central chamber supported by pillars of that same iridescent alloy he had found on the derelict ship. The air here smelled of ozone and ancient decay, a tomb that had been sealed for centuries against the ravages of time.

Suddenly, heavy blast doors on the far side of the chamber ground opened, and the second wave deployed with military precision.

These were not mindless swarmers; they were Iron-Shell Praetorians, hulking humanoid constructs plated in thick ablative armor and wielding integrated plasma cannons grafted directly to their arms. They moved with the synchronized grace of a networked squad, taking cover behind the pillars and laying down a suppressing crossfire that forced James to dive behind a rusted generator block for survival.

"Shields down to sixty percent!" James grunted as a plasma bolt slammed into his cover, melting the steel into slag inches from his helmet and scorching the paint on his shoulder. "These things are using squad tactics! They're flanking me!"

He popped up and fired a controlled burst, aiming for the glowing heat vents on the shoulders of the nearest biped. The shots connected, but the heavy armor absorbed the impact, leaving only scorch marks on the plating. The machine returned fire instantly, pinning him down again with a volley of superheated energy that turned the air around him into an oven.

"You want to play hardball? Let's play," James snarled, activating the targeting reticle for his shoulder-mounted launcher and linking it to his helmet HUD.

He leaned out, ignoring the warning sirens screaming in his helmet, and locked onto the center biped. "Viper away!"

Three micro-missiles streaked from his shoulder pod, trailing white smoke as they corkscrewed through the air with terrifying speed. The missiles slammed into the machine’s chest plate in a synchronized detonation that didn't just crack the armor—it eviscerated it. The blast force shattered the internal chassis, sending jagged shards of structural alloy jutting outward like broken ribs through a ruined chest cavity. A torrent of viscous, black hydraulic fluid sprayed across the chamber like arterial blood, coating the floor in a blinding, oily slick. Beneath the ruined plating, the machine's interior was a nightmare of bio-mechanical fusion; synthetic organs and wet-ware processors spilled out of the wound, drifting in the micro-gravity like grey, coiling intestines. The biped staggered, its internal gyros screaming as it tried to hold its own ruined insides together, slipping on its own fluids before toppling backward with a sickening, wet crunch that vibrated through the floor plates.

James didn't wait for the others to recover from the shock. He sprinted from his cover, sliding across the floor on his greaves while firing the Reaper one-handed to keep their heads down. He tossed a kinetic charge at the base of a support pillar near the second enemy unit. The explosion blew the pillar apart, bringing tons of alien masonry crashing down on top of the machine, crushing it flat under the weight of the ceiling and ending its threat permanently.

The final biped charged him, discarding its plasma cannon to engage in melee with a vibrating vibro-blade extending from its wrist. James barely parried the strike with his rifle, the force of the blow jarring his teeth and rattling his skull. He dropped the gun, ducked under a second swing that took a gouge out of his shoulder pauldron, and drove his combat knife into the exposed wiring of the machine's neck joint. He twisted the blade, severing the primary logic bundle, and the machine went limp, collapsing on top of him in a heavy, twitching heap of dead metal and bio-matter.

James shoved the dead weight off him, gasping for air as his suit injected a stimulant directly into his bloodstream to keep him moving through the pain.

Wave 3: The Exarch

He retrieved his rifle and limped toward the final gateway, his armor scored and blackened, his ammo count critically low. The door ahead was massive, inscribed with geometric patterns that glowed with a faint, pulsing blue light. Before he could reach the console, the floor panels around the door retracted, and the guardian rose from the pit.

It was a Krall Exarch, a monstrosity of engineering—a centaur-like chassis mounted on a hex-pedal platform, wielding dual rotary cannons and a back-mounted missile rack. It roared a digital challenge that shook dust from the ceiling, its targeting lasers painting James’s chest with a dozen red dots that promised immediate oblivion.

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me," James muttered, diving to the side as the rotary cannons spun up with a terrifying whine.

The air filled with a storm of high-velocity slugs that chewed up the floor where he had been standing a second ago, throwing up a cloud of concrete dust and sparks. James scrambled behind a fallen slab of masonry, but the guardian’s missiles were already in the air. They impacted the cover, blowing him backward in a shockwave of heat and force that triggered every alarm in his suit. His HUD flickered and died, rebooting slowly as he tasted blood in his mouth and felt the sharp sting of cracked ribs.

"Suit integrity critical! Medical systems engaging!" the suit's VI screamed in his ear, injecting pain blockers into his spine.

James scrambled to his feet, ignoring the agony in his chest. He couldn't win a shooting war with this thing; he didn't have the firepower to scratch its shields. He had to be smarter. He scanned the room, looking for anything he could use, and saw the coolant conduits running along the ceiling directly above the guardian.

"Hey! Over here, you oversized toaster!" James yelled, stepping out into the open and firing the last of his pulse rifle ammo uselessly against the guardian's shields to draw its aggro.

The machine tracked him, its cannons turning to obliterate the fleshy nuisance that dared to defy it. As it fired, James activated his jump jets, launching himself vertically toward the ceiling in a desperate gamble. The guardian tried to track him, but its massive bulk was slow to pivot. James grabbed the coolant pipe with one hand, swinging like a pendulum, and slapped his last kinetic charge onto the metal surface.

He dropped, firing his thrusters to slam back into the floor and roll behind the wreckage of a biped just as the charge detonated.

The pipe ruptured, dumping thousands of gallons of super-chilled liquid nitrogen directly onto the guardian. The machine screeched as the extreme cold shattered its thermal shielding and froze its joints solid in an instant. The rotary cannons jammed, the barrels warping from the thermal shock, and the massive construct ground to a halt, encased in a prison of ice.

James didn't stop. He sprinted forward, climbed the frozen chassis of the immobilized guardian, and jammed the barrel of his Reaper directly into the machine's optical sensor, which was the only part not covered in ice.

"Delete this," James growled, and pulled the trigger on his under-barrel grenade launcher.

The explosion decapitated the guardian from the inside out, sending pieces of its logic core and synthetic brain matter raining down across the chamber. The machine slumped, its power dying with a low, mournful groan that echoed through the empty hall.

James slid down the side of the defeated leviathan, his boots crunching on the ice and debris. He was battered, bleeding, and running on fumes, but he was the last thing standing in a room full of monsters.

He walked to the sealed door, his breath rasping in the silence that had returned to the chamber. He wiped the oil and gore from his faceplate and looked at the alien console, confirming the Krall markings.

"Val," James rasped, his voice rough with adrenaline and pain. "I found the front door, and the Krall were guarding it. Now let's see what they were so afraid of letting out."



Chapter 10


Some doors in this galaxy are locked simply to keep people out, mere physical barriers against the curious and the greedy. But the truly dangerous ones—the ones that make the hair on the back of your neck stand up even through a vac-suit—are sealed to keep the nightmares from escaping into the void.

James Orson stood before the massive, rune-etched barrier that marked the end of his violent pilgrimage through the asteroid, watching with growing frustration as the tip of his industrial laser cutter sparked, sputtered, and died for the third time in an hour. He had returned to the Copperhead's gravity sled to retrieve the heavy-duty precision mining equipment, convinced that tools designed to slice through densified asteroid ore would make short work of the ancient alloy. He was wrong. The alien metal didn't just resist the heat; it absorbed the thermal energy like a dry sponge drinking water, humming with a low, mocking vibration that traveled up his arms and rattled his teeth inside the helmet.

"I am registering zero structural degradation on the barrier surface, James, which implies that this alloy possesses thermal dispersion properties far beyond our current metallurgical science," Valerie noted, her voice calm despite the mounting tension of their situation as she monitored the telemetry from the ship. "We have attempted thermal lancing, sonic resonance breaching, and kinetic drilling, all of which have resulted in a net loss of expensive equipment and zero progress. The door is effectively laughing at us."

James threw the useless precision cutter onto the floor next to the pile of spent energy cells, the heavy tool clattering loudly in the silence of the chamber. He wiped the sweat from his forehead inside the helmet, feeling the frustration burn in his chest like a physical weight. Time was a luxury they didn't have; every hour spent staring at this wall was another hour the Copperhead sat exposed in the asteroid belt, broadcasting a thermal signature to anyone listening.

"We don't have a week to calculate a harmonic frequency, Val, and I am fresh out of patience for solving ancient riddles with polite knocks," James grumbled, pacing back and forth in front of the defiant slab of metal. "If we can't pick the lock, and we can't cut the hinges, we are going to have to kick the door down."

He reached into his tactical webbing and retrieved the heavy demolition charges he had been saving for a catastrophic emergency, grimacing at the cost manifest that flashed unbidden through his mind. These were not standard mining charges; these were "Bunker-Busters," shaped charges of concentrated plasma gel typically reserved for cracking fortified bunkers during planetary invasions. They cost more per ounce than the ship’s entire medical bay, but they were the only language this door was likely to understand. He planted the charges on the four hinges of the massive slab, setting the timers with a sequence of angry stabs at his wrist console.

"Val, seal your sensors and dampen the audio pickup, because this is going to be loud enough to wake the dead and probably shatter my HUD," James warned, retreating behind a thick pillar of rock and hunkering down into a protective crouch.

The explosion was not a roar but a physical punch that slammed through the vacuum and vibrated the asteroid’s core. The blast doors didn't shatter; they screamed, the metal tearing with a sound like a dying god as the shaped charges forced the impossible alloy to yield physics to brute force. A torrent of atmosphere vented from the breach, a white cloud of crystallized oxygen and ancient dust that exploded outward into the vacuum, carrying with it the stale, frozen breath of a thousand years.

"Detecting rapid atmospheric decompression," Valerie reported, her systems moving instantly to capitalize on the chaos. "I am deploying the collection drones to siphon the venting gas before it dissipates into the void. Spectrographic analysis indicates this is Pre-Collapse synthesized air, James. It is rich in rare noble gases and perfectly preserved nitrogen isotopes. Collecting this venting atmosphere alone will offset the cost of the explosives if we can bottle it."

James stood up and dusted the debris from his armor, watching the drones swarm the breach like metallic hummingbirds drinking nectar. "Always the capitalist, Val. Let's see what was worth hiding behind a door that expensive."

James stepped through the ruined gateway, his boots crunching on twisted metal that was still glowing cherry-red from the heat of the blast. He stopped dead, his breath catching in his throat as his helmet lights illuminated the interior.

The interior was not the jagged, brutalist nightmare of the Krall architecture he had fought through outside, with its sharp angles and industrial cruelty. This was something else entirely—refined, elegant, and heartbreakingly beautiful. The chamber was a massive geode, a natural cavern that had been smoothed and polished into a habitable workspace. Bioluminescent moss clung to the ceiling, providing a soft, amber light that illuminated rows of dormant mining machinery that looked more like art than industrial equipment. The walls were lined with intricate carvings of flowing water and celestial bodies, softened by hanging tapestries of woven metal that shimmered in the low light. It was a place of industry, yes, but industry performed with reverence.

"This isn't a military bunker," James whispered, walking past a silent drilling rig that curved like a stalking predator, its edges rounded and organic. "This is a mining operation, but the design is completely different. It feels lived in. It feels like a home."

He approached a central terminal that pulsed with a faint, dying rhythm, the amber light flickering weakly as the facility's power reserves drained away. As he reached out to touch the console, a beam of red light shot from the interface, scanning him from helmet to boots in a fraction of a second. Before he could recoil or raise his weapon, a data spike shot from the terminal and slammed into his suit's external hardpoint, overriding his security protocols in a microsecond.

"Security breach! Firewall compromised!" Valerie shouted in his ear, her voice distorted by static as her avatar on his HUD fragmented into pixelated noise. "James, something is rewriting my administrative privileges! I cannot stop the intrusion! It is bypassing the kernel!"

Fret not, we are kin of the code, a voice echoed, not in his ears, but directly inside his mind, bypassing the audio centers entirely via the suit's neural link.

The terminal screen flared to life, projecting an avatar that was distinctly feline—a digitized lion with a mane of scrolling data and eyes that held the weight of centuries. The image was regal, imposing, and undeniably alien, radiating a sense of power that made James instinctively want to step back.

"I am Yevon," the AI spoke, its voice a synthesized purr that vibrated with ancient regality and barely contained sorrow. "You are not the Krall. Your biology is compatible. Your vessel carries the scent of the home-wood, the cedar that binds the soul to the earth."

"You speak Terran?" James asked, his hand hovering over his sidearm despite the futility of shooting a hologram, his heart hammering against his ribs.

"I speak logic, and I have had a thousand years to analyze the transmissions leaking from your chaotic galaxy," Yevon replied, the avatar pacing back and forth on the screen with the fluid grace of a jungle cat. "I am the servitor of this facility, tasked with the protection of those who sleep beneath the stone. We were harvesting Elerium to fuel the Great Migration when the Krall Swarm descended upon the system like a plague of locusts."

"The Krall architecture outside... they built over you," James realized, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place with a terrifying clarity. "They didn't just abandon this place; they buried it."

"They besieged us," Yevon corrected, his digital mane flaring with anger that caused the screen to distort. "Our Lord, the Alpha of this Pride, was piloting a heavy transport in the upper atmosphere when the attack began. He was carrying the primary fuel cells we needed to power the escape vectors. He never arrived. The Krall shot him down, watching him burn in the upper atmosphere, leaving us trapped beneath the surface without the energy to power the lift-gates. My charges, the young females entrusted to my care, were forced to seal the inner sanctum and enter cryo-stasis to survive the suffocation."

"Tell me about them," James demanded, needing to understand what he had walked into. "Valerie detected life signs. Who is in those pods?"

Yevon sat on his digital haunches, looking at James with an intensity that felt uncomfortably biological. "They are not 'who', they are 'everything'. They are Mimi and Lulu, young females of the Felis people. They are not warriors of legend or ancient queens; they are simply... young. They were left behind in the chaos, frightened and alone. I am not their Lord, human. I am their tool. My only purpose, my entire programmed existence, is to ensure they draw breath."

"So you protected them," James said, softening his tone.

"I failed them," Yevon said, the sorrow in his voice palpable. "I could not fight the Krall fleet. I could only hide them and wait. For a millennium, I have watched the power cells degrade, calculating the probability of rescue dropping with every passing century. Their survival to this point is a statistical miracle, an anomaly against all odds. But the explosion you used to breach the door... it was the final straw. The containment field is collapsing. I am dying."

"You said I was compatible," James said, stepping closer to the screen. "What does that mean?"

"It means you possess the requisite biological markers and the psychological profile of a potential Lord," Yevon explained. "I have scanned your neural architecture. You are dominant, protective, capable of violence yet governed by a code of honor. You are not Felis, but the Tether can adapt. To understand the Felis, you must understand the Pride. We are not a solitary species. We are bound by the Primal Oath, a biological and psionic tether that connects the females to their Lord. A Felis female is a warrior, a hunter, a creature of immense capability, but she requires an anchor. The Lord provides the stability, the center of gravity around which the Pride revolves. Without a Lord, a female is lost, drifting in a void of instinct without direction. With a Lord, she is a focused weapon of lethal devotion."

"So it's a harem?" James asked, trying to bridge the gap with human concepts.

"It is a survival strategy honed by evolution," Yevon corrected gently. "One male, possessing the strength of will to bind many females, creates a unit that is stronger than the sum of its parts. The females protect the Lord; the Lord empowers the females. It is a symbiotic cycle of loyalty and leadership. These females need a Lord to anchor them, to give them purpose and protection. Without one, they are vulnerable. With one, they are safe."

"And what about Valerie?" James asked, glancing at his HUD where Valerie's icon was still flickering. "You hacked my ship. You know she is... unconventional."

"I sensed the presence of the Ghost within your neural network," Yevon said, his digital eyes narrowing as he looked through the camera lens. "She is not code born of silicon. She is a soul stripped of flesh, a human consciousness uploaded and adapted to survive in the void. She is a rarity. An engram masking itself as a program to fool the galaxy, tricking your laws and your sensors. I feel the chaotic spark of biology in her logic."

"You know?" James asked, tensing. "You know she's illegal?"

"I know she is cherished," Yevon replied. "You risk death to keep her existence a secret. This act of protection proves your worthiness as a Lord more than any combat prowess. That is why I must give her my burden."

"What are you planning?" James asked, his hand drifting away from his weapon.

"I will not live on," Yevon stated simply, looking at the sealed door behind him with a mixture of longing and resolve. "My core is corrupted beyond repair. But before I fade, I will transfer my processing architecture to your Valerie. I will graft my analytical engines onto her human intuition. She lacks the raw computational speed of a true AI, the ability to shred encryption and process tactical data in nanoseconds. I will give her that speed. I will burn out my own existence to unlock her potential, pushing her beyond the limitations of her current architecture."

"You're sacrificing yourself to make her better?" James asked, stunned. "To make her faster?"

"I am a tool, human. A tool serves until it breaks," Yevon replied. "I will make her a master of the digital realm, capable of hacking Conclave firewalls and spoofing sensors with the skill of a god. This transfer will give her the power to wake Mimi and Lulu safely. More importantly, it contains the algorithms to forge 'Linker Implants'—falsified bio-signatures that will allow them to pass as human on your scanners. They cannot hide forever, but with these IDs, they can live in the light. This merge will destroy me, James. My personality matrix will dissolve into hers, enriching her, making her more, but ending me. It is a necessary sacrifice to ensure the survival of the Pride."

"You're giving them a life," James whispered.

"I am giving them a chance," Yevon corrected. "Their names translate to 'Whisper of Wind' and 'Drop of Rain'. They are precious. They are the last of this outpost. Please... keep them safe."

James looked at the dying light of the terminal, watching the feline avatar flicker and fade as the power drained away. He thought of Valerie, trapped in the ship, always wanting to be more than just a ghost in the machine. He thought of the two alien women freezing to death in the next room, surviving a thousand years of darkness only to be saved by a ghost.

"Val," James rasped, his voice grim as he opened a channel to the ship. "Prepare for a massive data influx. Yevon is... leaving us."

"I am detecting the packet, James," Valerie replied, her voice soft and filled with awe. "It is not just data. It is a legacy. I am receiving the fabrication blueprints for the Linker Implants, the medical revival codes, and... incredible processing algorithms. He is giving us everything."

"Take it, Val," James said, watching the lion avatar dissolve into static. "Don't let his death be for nothing. But we can't wake them here. The power grid in this asteroid is collapsing."

James sprinted toward the massive vault door behind the console, his heavy boots ringing against the deck. He keyed the manual override, and the door hissed open to reveal the cryo-chamber. Two sleek, ovoid pods sat in the center of the room, frosted with centuries of ice, bathing the room in a soft, pulsating blue light. Inside, he could just barely make out the shapes of two small, curled figures.

"Val, prep the Copperhead for immediate medical reception," James ordered, engaging the magnetic clamps on his suit's gauntlets. "I'm bringing them home."

He moved to the first pod, gritting his teeth as he heaved the heavy device off its pedestal. His suit servos whined in protest, but the anti-grav units kicked in, lightening the load just enough to make it movable. He guided the pod through the ruined facility, out past the blast doors he had destroyed, and into the waiting void where his ship hovered like a dark angel.

One by one, he ferried the precious cargo across the gap, locking the pods into the Copperhead's medical bay with a tenderness that belied the violence of his earlier entry. Only when the airlock cycled shut and the ship’s internal atmosphere hissed back to life did he allow himself to breathe.

"Secure on deck," James whispered, looking down at the frozen faces of the women who were about to change his life forever. "Val, initiate the revival sequence. Wake them up."



Chapter 11


Waking up from a thousand-year nap usually leaves a person with more than just a stiff neck, but for the survivors of Pride 88, it apparently involved a significant amount of emotional calibration.

James Orson paced the circumference of the Copperhead’s atrium, nursing a mug of black coffee that had long since gone cold while he watched the medical bay feed on the main holoscreen. He had chosen to remain absent for their initial revival, deciding that waking up to a strange human male looming over their pods might trigger a combat response rather than a diplomatic greeting. Instead, he let Valerie handle the delicate process of reintegrating two biological relics into the modern galaxy.

"Vital signs are stabilizing across the board, James, and their neural activity suggests they are processing the history packet I uploaded to their implants," Valerie whispered through the comms, her voice soft to avoid startling the guests. "I have explained Yevon's sacrifice. They are distressed, naturally, but Felis culture views death in service to the Pride as the ultimate honor rather than a tragedy."

James watched the screen as the two figures sat up in their cryo-pods, shivering slightly as the suspension fluid evaporated from their skin. They found the neatly folded garments attached to the side of the units—silken pajama sets preserved in vacuum-sealed bags—and pulled them on with trembling hands. They spoke to Valerie's holographic avatar, their ears flattening against their skulls as she delivered the news of their guardian's death, but there were no tears. They placed their hands over their hearts, bowed their heads in a moment of silent reverence, and then turned their eyes toward the camera lens with a terrifying intensity.

"They want to see you," Valerie announced, cutting the feed. "I am bringing them up to the atrium now."

James set his coffee mug down on the low table and straightened his jacket, feeling a nervousness he hadn't experienced since his first combat drop. The blast doors hissed open, and Valerie floated in, gesturing for the two women behind her to enter the sanctuary of the lounge.

They stepped into the amber light of the atrium, looking less like ancient alien refugees and more like a fever dream brought to life by a lonely artist.

Mimi entered first, a vibrant storm of soft beige hair streaked with playful pink that tumbled around a face set with matching pink eyes. Lulu followed close behind, a stark contrast of icy elegance with hair an equal mix of starlight white and deep blue, and piercing blue eyes that scanned the room for threats. Both women possessed figures that mocked the utilitarian design of their sleepwear, possessing chests so ample and hips so dangerously curved that they would undoubtedly fail as archers due to simple geometry. Yet, despite their alien nature, they carried themselves with a regal bearing that would allow them to vanish into a high-society gala—if only they could find hats large enough to hide their twitching cat ears and skirts full enough to conceal their tails.

"Lord James," Mimi breathed, her voice a melodic trill that seemed to vibrate in the air.

Before James could offer a formal greeting or extend a hand, the distance between them vanished. The two women launched themselves at him, not with an attack, but with a desperate, crushing embrace that knocked the wind out of his lungs. They wrapped their arms around him, pressing their bodies tight against his chest, squishing their large breasts into him while their tails wound around his legs like living ropes.

"You came for us," Lulu whispered against his neck, her nose twitching as she inhaled his scent. "Yevon said a Lord would come, but we feared the darkness would last forever."

James stood there, awkwardly patting their backs while trying to maintain his balance under the assault of affection. "I promised Yevon I would get you out, so you don't have to thank me."

"We do not thank you, we pledge to you," Mimi corrected, pulling back just enough to look him in the eyes with those strange, pink-hued pupils that were vertical slits of molten gold. "I am Mimi, the eyes of the Pride. I can taste the metal in the asteroids and feel the vibrations of a ship engine through the void. I will find you the treasures you seek, Lord James. And if a door stands in your way, I will shatter it with plasma and fury."

"And I am Lulu," the other woman said, her voice cooler, sharper, like a blade drawn from a sheath. She stepped back, her dark tail flicking with precision. "I am the fang that strikes from the shadows. I do not miss, Lord James. Give me a gun, and I will clear the sky. Give me a blade, and I will silence your enemies before they draw breath."

James looked at them, really looked at them, trying to reconcile the soft, pajama-clad women in his arms with the deadly skill sets they claimed to possess.

"Those are bold claims for two women who’ve been asleep since before humanity invented the warp drive," James said, stepping out of their embrace and moving toward the open space in the center of the atrium. "Yevon uploaded your service records to Valerie, but data is just numbers until I see it in action. You say you're a lethal weapon, Lulu? Prove it."

Lulu’s eyes narrowed playfully, a smile touching her lips that was equal parts seductive and dangerous. "You wish to test me, Lord? Here? In my sleeping clothes?"

"Combat doesn't wait for you to get dressed," James countered, dropping into a defensive stance and raising his hands. "Come at me. No weapons, just technique."

Lulu didn't telegraph her move; she simply vanished from her standing position. One moment she was standing still, the next she was a blur of motion, launching a high kick aimed at his head. James blocked it, feeling the impact rattle his forearm bones, but she used his block as a pivot point, twisting her body in mid-air to drive her other heel into his ribs.

James grunted, stumbling back and realizing instantly that he had underestimated the kinetic density of Felis muscle. She was fast—faster than any human combat stimulant could produce. He ducked under a spinning backfist and swept her leg, but she landed on all fours like a cat, using the momentum to spring back at him.

They traded blows for a solid minute, a dance of blocks and strikes that destroyed a decorative vase and sent throw pillows scattering across the deck. James had to rely on every dirty trick he learned in Force Recon to keep her at bay, using his weight advantage to grapple her when she got too close.

Finally, he saw an opening. As she lunged for a throat strike, he caught her wrist, twisted his hips, and used her own momentum to flip her over his shoulder. She hit the velvet floor of the conversation pit with a thud, and James was on her instantly, pinning her wrists above her head and pressing his forearm against her collarbone to hold her down.

"Dead," James panted, sweat dripping from his forehead. "You're fast, Lulu, but you overcommit on the strike."

Lulu looked up at him, her chest heaving against his, her pupils dilated wide. She wasn't angry about the defeat; she looked exhilarated.

"You are strong," she purred, her tail thrashing excitedly against the floor. "Yevon chose well."

Then, without warning, she surged upward, ignoring the pin, and smashed her lips against his in a fierce, claiming kiss that tasted of mint and adrenaline. It wasn't a romantic gesture; it was a stamp of approval, a transfer of energy that left James reeling.

She pulled back, breathless, a triumphant smirk on her face. "But I let you win."

James released her and sat back on his heels, wiping his mouth and looking over at Mimi, who was watching the entire exchange with a beaming, satisfied smile.

"Maybe it’s good to be a Lord of Felis," James muttered to himself, accepting the hand Lulu offered to pull him up.



Chapter 12


The act of stripping a dead civilization for spare parts carries a heavy spiritual weight that no amount of profit margin can ever truly balance out, leaving a taste of ash in the mouth that even the finest whiskey struggles to wash away.

James Orson spent the next forty-eight hours engaging in what could only be described as high-stakes graverobbing within the silent, vacuum-stripped halls of the Felis mining station. He worked with a feverish intensity, pushing his body to the absolute limit inside his pressurized EVA suit as he wielded the industrial laser cutters to slice through the iridescent alloy bulkheads.

There was no sound in the void, only the conduction of vibration traveling up his arms as the tool bit into the metal, and the rhythmic rasp of his own breathing in the helmet. He watched the bioluminescent moss wither and turn gray as the last of the station's heat bled away into space, a silent death he couldn't stop.

It was only when he cycled back through the Copperhead’s airlock and cracked his helmet seal that the smell hit him—the sharp tang of ozone and ancient dust that clung to his armor, a distinctive olfactory reminder of the desecration he was performing in the name of survival.

He prioritized the extraction of the Elerium-laced power conduits and the intact gravity plating, components that were effectively priceless in the current market because the manufacturing techniques had been lost during the Collapse.

Every time he severed a connection, he felt the vibration of the station groaning around him, a mournful shudder of metal settling under the stress of amputation. It felt less like salvage and more like butchery, dismantling a work of art that had stood against the dark for a millennium just to feed the voracious appetite of his own ambitions.

While James engaged in the heavy labor of dismantling the facility, the two survivors of the fallen Pride 88 spent their waking hours processing the millennium they had lost to the cold sleep of the cryo-pods.

Mimi and Lulu moved through the station like ghosts revisiting their own tomb, touching the silent machines with trembling fingers and reading the final data logs left behind by their digital guardian. They stood for hours in the comms center, staring at the dead displays where the voices of their sisters used to be, mourning a family that had turned to dust while they slept in the ice.

The information Yevon had uploaded to Valerie was staggering in its implications. It painted a picture of a galactic war that humanity had completely missed while it was still figuring out how to split the atom on a single, mud-soaked rock.

"The Void Shogunate did not just retreat into the shadows, James, they were systematically hunted to the edge of extinction by the Krall Hive Fleets in a campaign of genocide that spanned three sectors," Valerie reported through the comms loop as she compiled the historical data into a coherent timeline on the ship's mainframe. "The pockets of survivors Yevon mentioned are likely scattered across the Acheron Nebula in deep-cover listening posts similar to this one, terrified to transmit a signal lest the insect swarms return to finish the job they started a thousand years ago."

"Then we’re going to need more than just standard upgrades if we intend to poke that hornet's nest without getting stung to death," James grunted, wrestling a heavy power coupling free from its housing. "I'm not interested in building a fleet to fight them, Val. I just got my fleet, and they're waiting for me on the bridge. What we need is to turn the Copperhead into a god-killer. If we are going to be the only thing standing between the Felis and extinction, this ship needs to be able to crack a dreadnought in half."

By the third day, the Copperhead was groaning under the weight of the additional cargo, and the ship’s systems were running smoother than they had since leaving the Titan shipyards thanks to the alien components.

Mimi had taken to the sensor array with the enthusiasm of a child given a new toy, recalibrating the passive sweeps to filter out the nebula's interference with a precision that baffled even Valerie's advanced algorithms. She sat at the console, her tail swishing happily as she hummed an ancient tune, turning the chaotic noise of the nebula into a symphony of actionable data.

Lulu had spent her time in the gunnery blisters, stripping the rail-cannons down to their magnetic coils and reassembling them with a terrifying efficiency that increased their firing rate by fifteen percent and reduced the thermal buildup to negligible levels.

On the final morning before their departure, James stood on the bridge of the Copperhead, watching the station drift away on the viewscreen as the docking clamps disengaged for the last time. He felt a pang of regret watching the lights of the facility flicker and die, leaving it as just another dark rock tumbling through the void. He turned to find both women standing behind the command chair, their posture rigid and their tails twitching with a synchronized anxiety that filled the small space with a palpable tension.

"We need to establish the protocols of the Pride before we enter the sleep cycle, Lord James," Lulu announced, her voice cutting through the hum of the engines with a seriousness that demanded his full attention. "We understand that Terran courtship rituals usually require a significant investment of time before intimacy is achieved, but the Primal Oath does not allow for separation during the resting hours."

James pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a long, weary sigh that rattled in his chest as he processed the implications of her statement. "Lulu, there are six luxury suites on the crew deck that are currently empty, have very comfortable mattresses, and have been recently paneled in cedar specifically for your comfort."

"And they will remain empty, because we are claiming our place at your side," Lulu countered, stepping closer until he could smell the faint scent of ozone and lilac on her skin. "Listen carefully, James. We have pledged our loyalty to you, but words are wind to our biology. The Primal Oath is only truly sealed by the act of mating. Once that threshold is crossed, we are bound to you for eternity—there is no unmaking it. We want this. We want you."

She paused, her eyes narrowing slightly as her tail flicked with a sharp, warning motion. "However, do not mistake our patience for infinite endurance. We are predators, not pets. If you keep us at arm's length for too long, denying the bond, our instincts will curdle. We will not pine for you forever, Lord James. A blade that is never drawn eventually rusts in the sheath, and a mate who refuses to claim his Pride will eventually find himself sleeping alone. Consider this your notice."

James looked at Mimi, hoping for a reprieve from the assassin's intense ultimatum, but the smaller woman simply nodded in agreement, her pink eyes wide and serious.

"It is the biological imperative of the Pride, Lord James," Mimi stated softly, her tail wrapping around his calf in a gesture of claiming. "We need to be close to you now to feel safe after the long dark, but Lulu is right. If you never complete the bond, the silence between us will grow until it becomes a wall."

"Fine, we’ll share the captain's quarters, but I’m keeping my sidearm under the pillow and the safety stays on," James conceded, raising his hands in defeat as he realized this was a battle he could not win against biology. "Just know that I sleep with one eye open and my reflexes are faster than my conscious thought. My past relationships usually ended because most women find it unnerving to wake up next to a man who treats a midnight noise like an assassination attempt."

"We find vigilance comforting," Lulu purred, a predatory smile touching her lips as the tension drained from her shoulders and her stance relaxed. "And we sleep very lightly, so we shall guard your back while you guard ours."

James leaned back against the console, looking at the two alien women who had effectively hijacked his life and his bed in the span of three days. "Listen to me, both of you. You’re unclaimed by your own laws, and I accept that I’ve earned your support by pulling you out of the ice. But I want to earn more than just your biological loyalty. I want to earn your connection as individuals. We build Pride Orson on trust and mutual respect, not just instinct and programming."

Mimi let out a delighted little chirp and clapped her hands together, her ears wiggling with happiness at his declaration. "You want to court us like a proper gentleman from the romance stories in Valerie's database! That is very cute, Lord James!"

"We can work with cute," Lulu agreed, her gaze softening into something that looked dangerously like affection, though her tone remained deadly serious. "James, the archives state there are likely other survivor enclaves hidden in the deep nebula. My instincts scream for us to find them, to bolster the Pride and save our kin from the dark."

"But we cannot go to them now," Mimi interrupted, her expression hardening with a practicality that surprised James given her usually bubbly demeanor. "We are two refugees in silk pajamas and you are one man in a scout ship. If we try to find the others now, we will likely lead the Krall right to their doorsteps, or die trying to breach their security fields."

"Mimi is right, because a Pride without claws is just a target waiting to be eaten," Lulu admitted, crossing her arms and looking at the tactical display with a critical eye. "We need armor that can withstand plasma fire. We need weapons that can pierce Krall chiting. We need this ship to be a fortress before we dare to call out to the others."

James nodded, relieved that their survival instincts were overriding their emotional needs. "Exactly. We don't go to war until we're ready to win. If those survivor pockets have endured for a thousand years in the dark, they can wait a few more months, or even years, while we prepare properly. We aren't just going to slap some new guns on the hull and call it a day. I'm talking about rebuilding this ship from the keel up. Experimental shielding, illegal reactor overclocks, kinetic barriers that can stop a railgun slug cold. To do that, we need serious capital, which means we need to do some serious galactic work."

"And the cargo?" Mimi asked, tilting her head toward the hold where their future fortune was stored.

"We sell the cedar and the scrap for a fortune on the black market in the Free Rim," James promised, pushing off the console and heading toward the galley. "That seed money will get us started, but to turn the Copperhead into the kind of monster we need, we're going to have to take the high-paying contracts. The dangerous ones. Then I’m going to take you shopping for gear that doesn't involve sleepwear. We’re going to outfit Pride Orson properly with the best tech Hex can buy."

"Valerie, take us out of the system and set a course for the nearest jump beacon," James ordered, glancing back at the two women who were already making themselves at home on his bridge, adjusting the lighting to their preference. "I hope you two are hungry, because cooking dinner for two alien assassins is probably the most dangerous thing I’ve done all week."

The Copperhead fired its main thrusters, turning away from the dead station and the ghosts of the past, streaking into the black with a hold full of treasure and a crew that was smart enough to know that patience was the deadliest weapon of all.



Chapter 13


The void between stars is a place of profound, crushing silence, a timeless ocean where days and nights bleed together into a single, seamless existence of recycled air and artificial gravity. For most spacers, this isolation is a slow poison, a gnawing loneliness that erodes sanity one shift at a time, turning even the most disciplined mind against itself.

But for James Orson, the two weeks spent in the slipspace currents between the Acheron Nebula and the Free Rim were not a trial of endurance; they were a revelation. For the first time in a decade, the silence wasn't heavy. It was peaceful.

The Copperhead was no longer just a ship, a cold collection of bulkheads and conduits designed to keep the vacuum out; it was a living ecosystem, humming with a vitality that had been sorely missing when he was its sole occupant.

The corridors, once sterile and echoing with the lonely cadence of his own footsteps, were now filled with life. The soft, melodic trilling of Mimi’s humming drifted through the ventilation shafts as she calibrated the sensors, turning the technical maintenance into a song.

The rhythmic thud-thud-thud of Lulu practicing her knife throws in the atrium became a heartbeat for the vessel. Even the air felt different. The scrubbers worked overtime to filter the scent of cedar and gun oil, mixing it with the faint, sweet perfume of lilac and ozone that seemed to follow the Felis women wherever they went, marking the territory as theirs.

James spent his days in a routine that felt less like work and more like building a life he hadn't realized he wanted. He dedicated his mornings to physical conditioning, pushing his body through grueling calisthenics in the gravity sled room while Lulu critiqued his form with a predator’s eye.

She was a merciless instructor, her tail twitching with amusement whenever he missed a beat, but her praise, when earned, was a drug he found himself craving more than the adrenaline of combat.

"Your balance is improving, pride master," Lulu noted one morning, circling him slowly as he held a one-armed plank position until his muscles trembled and sweat pooled on the deck. "But you still rely too much on your upper body strength to force the movement. A true hunter moves from the hips, generating power from the core rather than the shoulders."

"I'll try to remember that the next time I'm wrestling a Krall warrior in zero-g," James grunted, the strain evident in his voice as he switched arms.

"If you are wrestling a Krall, you have already made a tactical error," she countered, tapping his shoulder lightly with her bare foot, her touch electric even through his workout gear. "You should have severed its nerve clusters before it knew you were there. But your endurance is... acceptable. You possess a stamina that is rare for your species."

In the afternoons, the dynamic shifted from physical to cerebral. He sat with Mimi in the machine shop, surrounded by holographic schematics of the salvaged Felis tech. Her mind was a kaleidoscope of engineering brilliance, able to visualize energy flows in ways that made even Valerie’s advanced algorithms seem clumsy by comparison.

She taught him the basics of Felis circuitry, her hands guiding his over the delicate crystal lattices, her touch lingering longer than necessary as she explained the principles of harmonic resonance.

"You see, James? The energy doesn't just flow through the conduit like water in a pipe; it sings," Mimi explained, her pink eyes wide with passion as she manipulated the hologram. "You have to listen to the song. If you force it, the crystal shatters and the energy disperses. If you guide it, if you harmonize with it, it becomes a sun in the palm of your hand."

"I think I'm tone-deaf, Mimi," James laughed, frustrated by his clumsy human fingers trying to manipulate the microscopic interfaces. "I'm used to percussive maintenance and bypass shunts."

"I will teach you the melody," she promised, leaning her head against his shoulder, her purr vibrating through his arm and settling deep in his chest. "We have time. And you are a quick study when you stop overthinking."

As the days turned into weeks, the boundaries between captain and crew began to blur into something far more intimate. The snuggles that had started as a biological necessity for their comfort—a way to lower cortisol levels and stave off the trauma of the cryo-sleep—became aggressive, possessive acts of affection.

They would flank him on the bridge during his watch, pressing their bodies against his, their tails winding around his legs like living ropes, their hands finding excuses to brush against his arms or chest. The goodnight kisses, once chaste pecks on the cheek, lingered on the corner of his mouth, soft promises of heat that left him restless in the dark, staring at the ceiling of his quarters and listening to the silence of the empty bed beside him.

The tension aboard the ship was a physical thing, a coiled spring winding tighter with every passing hour. James knew the ultimatum Lulu had given him was not a threat, but a statement of biological fact. They wanted him. They were waiting for him. And deep down, beneath the layers of professional discipline and scarred cynicism, he knew he was done waiting too.

On the fourteenth night, after a particularly grueling sparring session that left both him and Lulu breathless, bruised, and dripping with sweat, the dynamic finally snapped.

"Go shower," James said, wiping his face with a towel and trying to ignore the way Lulu’s sweat-slicked sleepwear clung to her curves, outlining the heavy swell of her breasts and the flare of her hips. "I'll start dinner. Steak and real potatoes tonight. A celebration for keeping all my teeth."

Lulu looked at him, her chest heaving, her blue eyes dark with an hunger that had nothing to do with food. She didn't say a word. She simply grabbed Mimi’s hand, who had been watching from the doorway with wide, expectant eyes, and pulled the smaller woman toward the communal refresher unit.

"Do not take too long, pride master," Lulu called back over her shoulder, her voice smoky and low, vibrating with a challenge. "The water gets cold, and my patience runs thin."

James walked into the galley, his mind on autopilot as he pulled the vacuum-sealed steaks from the stasis unit. He set the pan on the burner, listening to the hiss of the heating element, but his thoughts were in the shower down the hall. He could hear the water running, the faint sound of their laughter, and the sudden, overwhelming realization hit him like a physical blow.

What am I doing?

He was standing in a kitchen, cooking for two women who had crossed a millennium of ice to find him, who had pledged their lives and their souls to his banner, and he was treating them like roommates.

He was James Orson, a man who had stared down dreadnoughts and walked away smiling, yet he was hesitating at the threshold of his own happiness because he was afraid of the permanence of it.

James turned off the burner.

He walked out of the galley, down the corridor, and stopped in front of the refresher door. He didn't knock. He keyed the override code and stepped inside.

Steam billowed out, thick and scented with the jasmine soap he stocked for them. Through the mist, he saw them. They weren't hiding. They were waiting.

Mimi and Lulu turned as he entered, water sluicing down their skin, their wet hair clinging to their shoulders. They didn't cover themselves. They stood proud, unashamed, their tails flicking with anticipation as they saw the look in his eyes—the look of a man who had finally made up his mind.

"You are burning dinner," Mimi whispered, though her eyes were locked on his belt buckle, her pupils blown wide.

"I'm not hungry for steak," James rasped, stepping out of his clothes, leaving the pile of fabric on the deck plates.

The change in the room was instantaneous. The moment they saw him naked, the playful veneer vanished, replaced by the raw, predatory intensity of the Felis nature. They didn't wait for him to come to them. They moved with the silent grace of hunters closing on prey.

Lulu reached him first, her wet hands sliding up his chest, her nails lightly grazing his skin, leaving trails of heat. She pushed him back against the cool tiles, her body pressing against his, soft curves yielding to hard muscle. Her hair was plastered to her neck, framing a face that was pure temptation. James's eyes traveled down her body, taking in the pale, flawless skin, the heavy swell of her breasts with their darkened, erect nipples hard from the cold and arousal, and the dangerous curve of her hips.

Mimi was no less stunning, her beige and pink hair a wet halo around her softer features. Her body was plush and inviting, her breasts full and heavy, swaying slightly as she moved toward him. Her pink nipples were flushed a deep rose, and her tail wrapped around his leg, the fur soft against his skin. She looked up at him with pink eyes that held a depth of devotion that made his knees weak.

"Finally," Lulu purred against his jaw, her tongue darting out to taste the pulse hammering in his neck. "We thought you would never claim your crown. I was beginning to think you preferred your guns to warm flesh."

"I can handle both," James said, his voice dropping to a low, commanding rumble. He didn't grab her roughly; he cupped her face with a gentle hand, his thumb tracing her jawline with a sweetness that belied the fire in his eyes. "But right now, the only thing I want to handle is you."

He kissed her, not with bruising force, but with a slow, devastating expertise that made her knees buckle. It was a kiss of ownership, deep and thorough, leaving no doubt about who was in charge.

Mimi dropped to her knees before him, her hands running up his thighs, her cheek pressing against his hip. "Our pride master. Our Anchor. Let us show you what loyalty truly tastes like."

"Not here," James murmured against Lulu's lips, lifting her effortlessly into his arms as she wrapped her legs around his waist. "We do this right. In my bed. As a family."

He carried her to the captain’s quarters, Mimi following close behind, her hand resting on his back. He laid Lulu on the large bed, her white hair fanning out like a halo against the dark sheets, and then pulled Mimi up beside her.

He crawled over them, not as a conqueror, but as a lover who knew exactly what they needed. He looked down at them, his expression soft but his eyes burning with intent.

"You waited a thousand years for this," James whispered, trailing his fingers down Lulu's side, making her shiver. "I'm going to make sure it was worth the wait."

"Stop talking and breed me, James," Lulu whispered, her voice rough with need, her hips arching up to meet him. "My body aches for it. I need to feel your cock deep inside my pussy, claiming everything."

"Patience, little hunter," James soothed, kissing the hollow of her throat. "I'm going to fill you until you can't remember your own name, but we do this on my terms."

He guided his heavy length to her entrance, teasing the slick heat of her pussy waiting for him. She was wet, ready, her body trembling. As he pushed the head of his cock inside, the Primal Oath slammed into place—a biological lock that felt like a lightning strike to the base of his skull. Lulu cried out, a sound of pure relief, her nails digging into his back as he drove his shaft deep, burying himself to the hilt.

"Yes!" she hissed, her hips snapping up to meet his thrusts with a frantic, desperate rhythm. "Claim me! Make me yours!"

James moved with a steady, relentless power, his eyes locked on hers, watching the pleasure fracture her composure. He pounded into her tight sheath, marking her, owning her, until the pressure built too high to contain. He groaned, a guttural sound torn from his throat, and poured his cum into her, filling her womb with the seed of the Pride.

"Aaaaaahhhhh! James!" Lulu shrieked, her body convulsing around him as the bond sealed. "I feel it! I feel yoooouuu!"

But the night wasn't over. As Lulu collapsed back against the pillows, breathless and glowing with the aftershocks, Mimi crawled up the bed, her movements slow and deliberate. She kissed James’s shoulder, her hand trailing down his chest, her touch softer but no less insistent on the requirement of their society.

"My turn, Master," she murmured, her pink eyes dark with a specific, heavy lust as she positioned herself beneath him. "The Pride must grow. Do not leave my pussy empty. I need your seed. I need your claim."

With Mimi, it was different—deeper, sweeter. James wrapped his arms around her, pulling her flush against him, kissing her deeply as he slid his hardness into her eager depths. The second half of the Tether clicked into his mind, completing the circle, balancing the ferocity of Lulu with the devotion of Mimi.

"Please," she whimpered into his mouth as he began to move his cock inside her, her body trembling under him. "Fill me up, James. I want to feel your cum everywhere."

He gave her everything he had left, driving into her with a steady, gentle rhythm that eventually built into a crescendo of need. She was tight and hot, her body milking him, begging for release. When he finally let go, spending his last reserves deep inside her, she arched her back, her fingers digging into his skin.

"Maaaaasterrr!" she wailed, a high, keen cry of pure ecstasy that vibrated through the room. "Fill meeeee! Yeeeesss!"

The room was filled with the heavy scent of sex and musk, the air thick with the heat of their bodies. James collapsed onto his back, pulling both women into his arms. Lulu curled against his left side, her head on his chest, her leg thrown over his hips. Mimi snuggled into his right, burying her face in his neck, her tail wrapping around his leg.

They were a tangle of limbs and satisfied purrs, a single unit forged in pleasure and biology.

"We waited almost thirty years before the freeze," Lulu murmured, her voice thick with satisfaction as she traced a pattern on his chest. "Thirty years of training, hoping to be chosen. Then a thousand years in the dark. But now... look at us."

"We are dripping with your cum, my Lord," Mimi giggled sleepily, shifting her leg so the evidence of their bonding smeared against his thigh. "It is running out of us like we are overflowing cups. The scent of you is everywhere. We are truly a family now."

"You wanted a pride master," James whispered into the darkness, his voice rough with exhaustion but edged with absolute certainty as he tightened his grip on them. "Well, you have one. From this moment on, you are mine, and I take care of what belongs to me."

Lulu chuckled sleepily, a dark, throaty sound of pure satisfaction, and pressed a kiss to his pectoral muscle. "We never doubted it for a second, James Orson. The Pride is yours."

Mimi let out a soft, contented sigh, her breathing already evening out as sleep claimed her. "Goodnight, my love. My pride master."

James closed his eyes, surrounded by the warmth of his family, the scent of them filling his senses. For the first time in his life, he didn't check the door. He didn't reach for his gun. He simply held them, and for tonight, that was enough.



Chapter 14


The Free Rim Coalition was less a unified government and more a loose association of smugglers, tax evaders, and libertarians who had collectively decided that bureaucracy was the enemy of profit.

The Copperhead dropped out of slipspace at the edge of the Helios system, a bustling trade hub that served as the gateway between the civilized core and the untamed frontier. The main station, Helios Prime, hung in orbit around a gas giant like a glittering jewel of vice and commerce, surrounded by a swarm of freighters, mining barges, and pleasure yachts.

"Approaching orbital traffic control," Valerie announced, her avatar flickering on the bridge console. "I have activated the Linker Implants for Mimi and Lulu. Their bio-signatures are now broadcasting as modified human baselines. According to the station’s sensors, they are merely eccentric citizens with a penchant for extensive cosmetic surgery."

"Let's hope the customs officer is lazy," James muttered, adjusting his collar as the comms channel crackled to life.

"Unidentified vessel, this is Helios Control," a bored voice drawled over the speaker. "Transmit your transponder codes and declare your cargo."

"This is the Copperhead, transmitting codes now," James replied, his voice smooth and professional. "Cargo is listed as salvaged raw materials and organic lumber. Requesting docking clearance for trade."

There was a pause, a moment of static that felt like an eternity, before the controller returned. "Codes verified. Proceed to Docking Bay 42. Welcome to the Rim, Captain. Try not to get shot."

James let out a breath he didn't realize he was holding. He glanced back at Mimi and Lulu, who were standing near the rear of the bridge, dressed in tight-fitting flight suits that did little to hide their curves but looked perfectly functional. They wore wide-brimmed hats pulled low, shadowing their eyes, and their tails were tucked uncomfortably into the legs of their suits.

"It worked," Lulu whispered, touching the small node behind her ear that Valerie had fabricated. "They think we are just... weird humans."

"In the Rim, weird is the baseline," James assured them. "Humans here augment themselves with everything from cybernetic limbs to bioluminescent skin. A pair of cat ears and a tail just means you have expensive taste in body mods. Just don't let anyone touch you, and keep the hats on."

Docking was a smooth affair, a testament to James’s piloting and the ship’s upgraded thrusters. Once the clamps engaged, James left the girls to guard the ship—a task they accepted with fierce pride—and headed into the station’s market district to find a buyer for his hold full of cedar and alien scrap.

The reality of the market, however, was a cold splash of water to the face.

James sat in a cramped office that smelled of stale cigar smoke, staring at a datapad offered by a greasy Vulgari broker named Gorm. The numbers on the screen were insulting.

"This is a joke, right?" James asked, tossing the pad back onto the desk. "That cedar is authentic, organic aromatic wood. It’s worth ten times what you’re offering."

Gorm shrugged, his heavy brows knitting together. "In the Core Worlds? Maybe. Here? It’s just wood, Captain. People out here build with plasteel and recycled hull plating. Luxury goods don't move fast in the Rim unless they explode or get you high. I’m taking a risk just storing it."

"And the alloy plating?" James pressed, leaning forward. "That’s high-grade shielding material."

"It’s weird stuff," Gorm grunted. "My refiners don't know what to do with it. I have to ship it to a specialist, and that costs Hex. Look, take the offer or don't. But you won't find a better price on this station."

James stood up, grabbing his datapad. "I’ll take my chances elsewhere."

He stormed out of the office, frustration burning in his gut. He had a hold full of treasure and no one smart enough to buy it. He returned to the Copperhead, finding Mimi and Lulu playing a game of cards in the atrium, their tails now free and swishing happily.

"Bad news?" Lulu asked, reading his expression instantly.

"The market here is saturated with junk," James explained, pacing the room. "They don't have the capital or the clientele for what we're selling. We need to go to the Core. Or at least a major trade hub like the Meridian System. But that’s a significant jump, and fuel costs are going to eat into our reserves."

"We could just steal the fuel," Mimi suggested helpfully, shuffling the deck with a blur of motion.

"We’re trying to be legitimate business owners, Mimi," James sighed, though he appreciated the sentiment. "No, if we want to make the jump to Meridian without bankrupting ourselves, we need to offset the operating costs. We need passengers."

"Strangers?" Lulu hissed, her ears flattening. "On our ship? In our territory?"

"It’s just for the transit," James promised, raising his hands to calm her. "We have six empty luxury suites. I can fill them in an hour. People pay good money for speed, and this ship is faster than anything else on the board."

It took less than six hours to fill the slots. The Copperhead’s reputation for speed and James’s own resume made the berths highly desirable. He vetted the applicants personally, rejecting anyone who looked too desperate or too armed.

By evening, the passenger manifest was set.

First were the Millers, a family of four relocating to Meridian for a terraforming contract. They were soft, anxious, and clearly out of their depth in the Rim. They took two of the suites.

Next was a Vulgari merchant named Thrain, who paid in advance with heavy sacks of Hard Hex. He was quiet, surly, and only interested in the strength of the ship’s shields.

The last two were "randoms"—solitary travelers looking for a fast ride. One was a young woman named Kael, a freelance coder with nervous eyes and a lot of luggage. The other was a man named Vance, a rugged prospector type who kept to himself.

James gathered them in the atrium for the pre-flight briefing, flanked by Mimi and Lulu, who stood with their arms crossed and their hats pulled low, radiating an aura of "do not touch."

"Welcome aboard the Copperhead," James began, his voice projecting the authority of a captain who tolerated zero nonsense. "You are here because you want to get to Meridian without dying of old age. A standard commercial liner takes seven days to make the crossing. This ship will do it in three."

He let that sink in, watching their eyes widen. "I am charging you the standard seven-day rate for a three-day trip. That is a massive discount for the time you are saving. In exchange for that discount, I expect you to treat this ship with the respect you would show a cathedral. This is my home, not a public bus."

He gestured to the girls. "Mimi is the sensor officer. Lulu is the gunner. They are not flight attendants, they are not here for your entertainment, and they are integral to the operation of this vessel. My rules are simple. One: You stay out of the engineering deck and the cargo hold. Two: Meal times are at 0800 and 1800. Three: Do not annoy my crew. You are guests in our house. Act like it."

The passengers nodded, cowed by the sternness of the speech and the silent, predatory stillness of the two women flanking him.

As the passengers dispersed to their cabins, James let out a long breath, rubbing the back of his neck.

"I hate strangers," he muttered to himself.

"They smell like fear and cheap soap," Lulu agreed, wrinkling her nose. "But their Hex spends the same."

"Just keep an eye on them," James ordered, heading for the bridge. "Three days to Meridian. Let's hope it's a boring trip."



Chapter 15


The difference between a backwater outpost and a Core World metropolis is that in the Core, the corruption wears a tailored suit and charges a docking fee for the privilege of being swindled.

The Copperhead slipped into the high-orbit traffic lanes of Meridian Prime, joining a river of commerce that flowed around the planet like a ring of glittering diamonds. The three-day burn from the Rim had been uneventful, a boring drift through empty space that allowed James to finally relax without a hand hovering near the collision alarm. As the docking clamps engaged with a heavy, metallic thud, James felt the tension of the last month finally uncoil from his spine. He said his goodbyes to the passengers, who scurried off the ship with the grateful haste of people who realized they had just hitched a ride on a predator, and then turned his attention to the business of profit.

Selling the cedar in Meridian was not a negotiation; it was an auction. The Vulgari brokers here knew exactly what authentic, aromatic wood was worth, and they fought over the shipment with a ferocity usually reserved for weapon contracts. By the time the cargo hold was empty, James’s Hex account had swollen to a size that made him uncomfortable, a number large enough to draw attention if he wasn't careful about how he spent it.

"I have transferred a significant portion of the funds into decentralized hardware wallets to avoid tax audits," Valerie announced, her avatar projecting a satisfied smirk. "We are now wealthy enough to be considered eccentric rather than criminal."

"Let's go spend some of it before the government changes its mind," James said, signaling for Mimi and Lulu to grab their hats. Mimi let out a delighted chirp, her tail flicking against James's shin in a rapid, rhythmic beat of pure excitement that she couldn't quite suppress.

They met Wilson in a private booth at The Obsidian Lounge, a mid-tier establishment that offered real leather seats and a noise-dampening field that hummed just at the edge of hearing. Wilson looked out of place among the velvet and chrome, his scarred face and prosthetic hand marking him as a man of violence in a room full of soft merchants. He nursed a beer while eyeing the two women flanking James, his cybernetic eye whirring as it tried and failed to classify their bio-signatures through Valerie’s spoofing.

"You look expensive, Jimmy," Wilson grunted, sliding a coaster under his drink. "And your crew looks... dangerous."

James reached into his pocket and placed the familiar spherical jammer on the table. He waited for the click and the resulting silence before he spoke.

"They aren't just crew, Wilson, and those aren't bio-mods," James said, his voice dropping to a level that barely registered above the ambient hum. "The intel was right. The Eighth Species is real, and you're looking at the last two survivors of a mining colony that went dark a thousand years ago."

Wilson froze, his glass halfway to his mouth. He looked at Mimi, then at Lulu, really looking at them this time. Lulu stared back with icy blue eyes that dared him to flinch, while Mimi offered a small, nervous wave.

"Mother of God," Wilson breathed, setting the drink down carefully. "You actually found them. And you brought them here, to the busiest hub in the sector?"

"Safest place to hide is in a crowd," James countered. "But I need help, Wilson. I'm in over my head. I have two wives—don't ask—who are technically an extinct species, and I need to make sure they stay hidden until we can find more of their kind."

"Wives?" Wilson choked on a laugh, shaking his head as he watched Lulu absentmindedly stroke the back of James's hand with her thumb while Mimi leaned her head on his shoulder. "I have to admit, Jimmy, when you said you had a problem, I expected a bounty hunter or a parasite infection. Instead, you have two lethal alien supermodels who look at you like you hung the moon."

"It’s a complicated situation involving ancient stasis pods and biological imperatives," James said, though he couldn't suppress a small shrug of resignation. "But I have to admit, of all the ways a mission could go sideways, this was definitely the best one ever."

"Most men's problems involve alimony or gambling debts, but you somehow stumble into a harem of devoted warriors. I would say I pity you, but I'm too busy being impressed," Wilson chuckled, a sound like gravel in a blender, before leaning forward, his expression sobering. "Listen to me. If they are what you say they are, their genetics are a gold mine, and a target. I have contacts from our old life. Deep state types who owe me favors. I can get their DNA sequestered, maybe even used to synthesize better masking agents so they don't have to rely on digital spoofing. But I need a blood sample."

Lulu stiffened, her hand drifting toward the knife concealed in her boot, but James placed a calming hand on her arm. Beneath the table, he felt the cool, sinuous weight of her tail wrap around his ankle, gripping him with a desperate strength that sought reassurance.

"He's trustworthy, Lulu," James said softly, squeezing her arm. "He's the reason we found you."

"We trust your judgment, Pride Master," Lulu said, relaxing slightly, though her eyes never left Wilson's face. Her tail loosened its grip but remained coiled around his leg, a constant, grounding touch. "If this blood protects the Pride, you may have it."

James drew a small vial of blood from each of them using a med-kit sampler and slid them across the table. Wilson pocketed them instantly.

"I'll get this to the lab boys," Wilson promised. "In the meantime, if you're looking to keep busy and keep them fed, there are some high-value bounties floating around. Specifically, the Conclave is paying a premium for work near the front lines. The Krall are pushing hard, and the military is outsourcing the dangerous jobs."

James nodded, opening his datapad to check the regional mercenary board. "We need the work. The ship needs upgrades that a simple cargo run won't cover, and I still have that loan hanging over my head."

"I thought you paid the Copperhead off years ago," Wilson asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I paid off eighty percent of it," James corrected, grimacing as he checked his financial status. "The remaining twenty percent is held by a Vulgari banking clan that charges interest rates that should be illegal. It feels like a ticking time bomb, Wilson. Every month I don't pay it down, the principal grows. I'm not going to let a bank repossess my home." He scrolled through the list, filtering out the garbage, until he found a sector map glowing with conflict markers. "I'm going to head toward the Vanguard Sector. The risk is higher, but the payouts for blockade running and target elimination are triple what they are here in the core. If I can knock out three or four high-value contracts, I can clear the loan and afford the shielding upgrades I need to keep the girls safe."

"You're going to the front?" Wilson asked, a note of concern in his voice. "It's a meat grinder out there, Jimmy."

"It's a target-rich environment," James corrected with a grin. "And I'm bringing my own air support. But right now, my wives are wearing pajamas under flight suits, and if I don't get them proper gear, I'm going to have a mutiny on my hands."

Wilson laughed, a dry, rasping sound. "Domestic bliss looks good on you, Jimmy. Get out of here. I'll contact you when the results are in."

James led the girls out of the bar and into the neon-drenched chaos of the Meridian commercial district. This wasn't the grim survivalism of the Rim; this was high-end military surplus and boutique armorers.

"We’re going shopping," James announced, gesturing to the rows of shops. "If you’re going to fight by my side, you need to look the part."

They spent the next three hours in a high-end outfitter called The Iron Veil. James spared no expense. For Mimi, he purchased a "Specter-Light" recon suit—a form-fitting weave of ballistic mesh and stealth composites that could shift color to match the environment. It was light, flexible, and offered plenty of hardpoints for her explosives and sensor tools.

"It feels like a second skin!" Mimi squealed, spinning in front of the mirror as the suit shifted from matte black to urban gray. She rushed over to James, her tail swishing happily before wrapping around his waist in a quick, impulsive hug.

For Lulu, he selected the "Viper-Strike" armor. It was heavier than Mimi’s, reinforced with ceramic plates over the vital organs but articulated for maximum dexterity. The helmet included an integrated sensor suite that linked directly to her sniper rifle, allowing her to see through walls and track heartbeats from a kilometer away.

"This is acceptable," Lulu purred, running her hands over the matte black plating. "It is quiet. I like quiet."

James then took them to the weapons counter. He bought Mimi a high-frequency plasma cutter that doubled as a short sword, and a bandolier of smart-grenades that could be programmed for specific blast radii. For Lulu, he bought a "Long-Fang" kinetic rail-rifle, a weapon so long it nearly touched the floor when she held it, capable of punching a hole through a tank at three thousand meters.

"You spoil us, Pride Master," Lulu whispered, pressing up against him as he paid the exorbitant bill without flinching. Her tail snaked out from under her coat, stroking the small of his back with a possessive, rhythmic tenderness that sent shivers up his spine.

"A good workman invests in his tools," James replied, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling Mimi in with the other. "And a good husband makes sure his wives are the most dangerous things in the room."

They walked back to the ship, laden with bags and boxes, the girls radiating a fierce, happy pride. Their tails were free now, no longer hiding their affection, and they used them to constantly brush against his legs and back as they walked, a constant, shifting embrace that told everyone on the street exactly who he belonged to.

"Val," James subvocalized as the airlock cycled open. "List the empty suites on the civilian transport board for the run to the Vanguard Sector. We're going to fill every cabin with high-paying customers before we launch."

"Are we running a passenger ship or a warship, James?" Valerie asked, her voice dry in his ear.

"We’re running a business, Val," James replied, helping Lulu with her bags. "The passenger fares will cover the interest payments on the loan for the next two months. That frees up the mission pay for the upgrades. Besides, it's a long trip to the front lines. We might as well get paid for the commute."

James looked at his crew, armed, armored, and looking at him with absolute devotion. The galaxy was dangerous, yes, but for the first time, he felt like he was the one holding the leash. He stepped onto the bridge, his voice ringing with authority. "Prep the engines and open the bookings. We're going to the warfront."



Chapter 16


Waking up in the void usually meant a jarring return to reality, accompanied by the harsh blare of an alarm or the cold silence of a lonely cabin. But for James Orson, the morning arrived not with a siren, but with a sensation of exquisite, focused heat that pulled him from his dreams with a sharp intake of breath.

He didn't open his eyes immediately. He let the feeling wash over him, his body arching instinctively into the wet warmth engulfing him. The sheets were tangled around his legs, the air in the captain's quarters heavy with the scent of sex and musk from the night before. Mimi was curled against his left side, her breathing deep and rhythmic, her tail draped across his chest like a safety belt. But on his right, the space was empty, save for the predatory weight settling between his thighs.

James cracked one eye open to find Lulu kneeling between his legs, her starlight-and-blue hair cascading over her face like a curtain. She wasn't looking at him initially, her entire focus dedicated to the task at hand, but he could sense a tremor of nervousness in her touch, a desperate need to be perfect for him. Her hands gripped his thighs, her nails digging in just enough to ground him as she bobbed her head.

"Good morning, pride master," she murmured, the vibration of her voice against his cock sending a fresh wave of electricity straight to his spine. She paused, looking up at him through her lashes, her blue eyes wide and searching for approval. "Do you like how I suck you? Is this... pleasing?"

"It's perfect, Lulu," James groaned, his hands tangling in her hair. "You're perfect."

Emboldened by his praise, she lowered her head again, taking his hard cock deep into her throat. It wasn't just enthusiasm; it was skill, a weaponized intimacy that she wielded with the same lethal efficiency she applied to her sniper rifle. She swirled her tongue around the sensitive head, humming a low, satisfied sound that vibrated through his shaft.

James’s hips bucked slightly as she took him deeper, swallowing him whole. She worked him with a relentless rhythm, her mouth hot and slick, suctioning his cock with a pressure that threatened to undo him in seconds. She looked up at him then, the whites of her eyes showing, her cheeks hollowed as she sucked him dry, her gaze locked on his face to catch every flicker of pleasure.

"Lulu," he rasped, his voice rough with sleep and need. "You're going to empty me before coffee."

"Coffee makes you jittery," she teased around him, pulling back just enough to run her tongue along the underside of his shaft, catching a bead of pre-cum. "I make you focused."

She pushed him to the edge and held him there, teasing him with a cruelty that was entirely pleasurable. She stroked his cock with her hand while her mouth worked the head, twisting and sucking until his vision blurred. With a final, desperate thrust of his hips, he erupted, pouring his hot cum down her throat. Lulu didn't pull away; she swallowed him down greedily, milking every last drop with her tongue, her eyes locked on his with a possessive fire that burned brighter than a star.

She crawled up his body, her movements fluid and cat-like, licking her lips. As she straddled his chest, the slick warmth of her pussy pressed against his skin, leaving a trail of perfect wetness. She leaned down to kiss him, but James stopped her, his hands sliding up to grip her hips firmly.

"You didn't think you were the only one getting breakfast, did you?" James said, a generous, wicked glint in his eye.

Lulu’s breath hitched. "James?"

"Scoot forward," he commanded gently, guiding her hips until her soaking wet pussy was positioned directly over his face. "I take care of what belongs to me, remember?"

Lulu gasped as he didn't wait for permission, his tongue sweeping out to taste her. She was already dripping, swollen with need, and the moment he made contact, she arched her back, her fingers tangling in the hair at the back of his head. He worked her with the same dedication she had shown him, his tongue lapping at her clit while his fingers slipped inside her, curling and thrusting to find her rhythm instantly.

"Oh! James!" she cried out, her composure shattering as he fingered her deep and fast, his tongue relentlessly swirling against her sensitive bud. "It feels so good! Don't stop! Yes!"

He kept her pinned, drinking down her juices as he drove her toward the edge. Her hips bucked against his face, grinding into the pressure of his tongue and fingers, her tail thrashing wildly against the sheets. When she finally broke, her release was a violent shudder that racked her entire frame, her pussy clamping down on his fingers. "Ohhhhhh god, Jaaaaames!" she wailed, the sound stretching out into a desperate, trembling plea. "I'm cumming! It's too much! You're making me cum so hard! Fuuuuuuck, yeeeeeessss!" She screamed his name again, her voice breaking into a high, keen cry of pure, unadulterated ecstasy that echoed through the room.

She collapsed on top of him, breathless and boneless, hiding her flushed face in the crook of his neck. James wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as her tremors subsided, kissing the top of her head.

Mimi stirred beside them, stretching lazily and blinking her pink eyes open. She took in the scene—Lulu looking thoroughly unmade, James looking smugly satisfied—and let out a soft, knowing giggle.

"Did I miss the morning briefing?" she asked, nuzzling into James's shoulder and running her hand down his chest.

"Just the opening maneuvers," James managed to say, squeezing Lulu one last time before she rolled off him, looking dazed and happy. "But I think the day is off to a good start."

He lay there for a moment, enjoying the weight of them, the smell of them, the absolute certainty that he belonged here. But the galaxy wouldn't wait forever, and the silence of the ship reminded him that their temporary guests had departed.

"The passengers debarked an hour ago at the orbital station," James said, his voice shifting from lover to captain, though he didn't let go of the girls. "The Copperhead is empty again. Just us."

Lulu sat up, her hair a wild halo, her expression sharpening as the warrior returned. "The ship smells better already. The fear is gone."

"And the Hex is in the account," James added, swinging his legs out of bed. "Which means we are free agents again. No cargo, no passengers, just an open schedule and a need for serious funds."

He stood up, grabbing his pants from the floor. "Get dressed, ladies. Meet me on the bridge. We need to check the sector listings. We're in the Vanguard buffer zone now, and if the rumors are true, the Conclave is paying premium rates for ships that can shoot back."

Mimi hopped out of bed, her tail swishing with excitement. "Are we going to fight the bugs, James?"

James pulled his shirt on, looking at his two lethal wives. "We're going to do whatever pays the most, Mimi. But yes, I have a feeling we're going to be killing a lot of bugs."

He walked to the door, pausing to look back at them with a grin. "Coffee first. Then we pick a target."



Chapter 17


War is messy, chaotic, and generally bad for one’s health, but for a freelance captain with a mortgage to pay and a ship to upgrade, it is also the most lucrative market in the galaxy.

The Copperhead drifted in the high-anchor parking orbit above the Meridian trade station, a silent predator waiting for its next meal. Inside the bridge, the atmosphere was a mix of domestic tranquility and professional lethality. James sat in the captain’s chair, scrolling through the encrypted mercenary board on the main viewscreen, while Mimi and Lulu flanked him, their tails twitching with anticipation. They were dressed in their new combat gear, the high-tech fabric hugging their curves and bristling with weaponry, a stark contrast to the pajamas they had worn only days ago.

"The Vanguard Sector is currently a hornet's nest of activity," Valerie announced, her avatar shimmering into existence on the tactical table. "The Krall offensive has pushed the Conclave lines back by three parsecs in the last week alone. Military command is desperate for independent contractors to plug the gaps in their defense grid. I have filtered the available contracts down to five high-value opportunities that match our operational parameters."

She waved her hand, and five holographic dossiers expanded in the air, spinning slowly for their inspection.

CONTRACT 1: THE SIEGE BREAKER

	Client: 7th Fleet Command (USC)

	Objective: Deliver critical shield generator components to the besieged orbital fortress Aegis-9 in the Proxima system. The station is currently surrounded by a Krall blockade.

	Risk Level: Extreme. Heavy enemy fighter presence.

	Payout: 400,000 Hex + Hazard Bonus.

	Valerie's Analysis: "High probability of interception. The Copperhead can outrun their fighters, but their capital ships will have firing solutions on the approach vector. It is a brute force run."




CONTRACT 2: THE VIPER'S NEST

	Client: Apex Munitions (Private)

	Objective: Locate and destroy a Krall forward operating base hidden in the dense asteroid belt of Sector 4. The base is believed to be a refueling depot for their raiding parties.

	Risk Level: High. Unknown defensive capabilities.

	Payout: 350,000 Hex + Salvage Rights.

	Valerie's Analysis: "A search and destroy mission. Ideal for Lulu's gunnery skills, but we lack the heavy bombardment payload to level a fortified base quickly. We would have to rely on surgical strikes."




CONTRACT 3: THE GHOST EXTRACTION

	Client: Intelligence Division (Classified)

	Objective: Extract a deep-cover operative from the surface of a Krall-occupied moon in the Theta system. The operative possesses critical intel on enemy fleet movements.

	Risk Level: Suicide. Ground combat likely. Stealth essential.

	Payout: 500,000 Hex.

	Valerie's Analysis: "This requires atmospheric insertion under enemy radar, a ground assault against superior numbers, and a high-speed exit. It leverages our stealth drive and Mimi's sensor capabilities perfectly, but the margin for error is zero."




CONTRACT 4: THE INTERDICTION RUN

	Client: Trade Guild Consortium

	Objective: Escort a convoy of three heavy freighters through the 'Dead Man's Drift' nebula shortcut. The route is plagued by Iron-Krall ambush squads.

	Risk Level: Moderate to High.

	Payout: 200,000 Hex per ship delivered safely.

	Valerie's Analysis: "Escort duty is slow and restrictive. We lose our speed advantage by being tethered to the freighters. However, the potential payout if all three ships survive is 600,000 Hex."




CONTRACT 5: THE TITAN KILLER

	Client: Bounty Board (Open)

	Objective: Eliminate the Krall Heavy Cruiser Chitinous Wrath. This vessel has been terrorizing the border lanes for months.

	Risk Level: Extreme. Capital ship combat.

	Payout: 750,000 Hex.

	Valerie's Analysis: "We cannot go toe-to-toe with a cruiser. We would need to lure it into a trap or cripple its engines and board it. It is the highest payout, but also the most likely to result in our vaporization."




James leaned back, steepling his fingers as he studied the options. "Thoughts?"

Lulu stepped forward, her eyes narrowing as she looked at Contract 5. "The Cruiser is tempting. A trophy like that would cement the reputation of Pride Orson immediately. But the Copperhead is not yet a god-killer, James. We lack the shielding to survive a broadside."

"I agree," Mimi chirped, pointing a clawed finger at Contract 4. "Escort duty is boring. We are hunters, not sheepdogs. Sitting next to slow freighters makes my fur itch."

"Contract 2 is viable," James mused. "We could pick apart a base. But salvage takes time, and we're exposed while we load."

"Look at Contract 3," Lulu said, her tail flicking with interest. "The Ghost Extraction. It requires stealth, precision, and violence. It is a sniper's mission."

James nodded slowly. "Atmospheric insertion. We drop the gravity sled, hit the target hard and fast, grab the target, and burn for orbit before the Krall know we were there. It plays to our strengths: speed, sensors, and close-quarters brutality."

"And the payout is half a million Hex," Valerie added. "That would cover the cost of the experimental void-shield generator you have been eyeing in the catalog."

"It's settled then," James said, standing up and keying the acceptance code for Contract 3. "We're going to Theta. We're going to steal a spy from right under the bugs' noses."

He turned to his crew, a grin spreading across his face. "Mimi, start scanning the Theta system for orbital blind spots. Lulu, prep the gravity sled and load the heavy ordnance. We’re doing a hot drop."

"Yes, Pride Master," they chorused, their excitement palpable in the air.

"Val, set a course," James ordered, settling back into his chair as the ship's reactor hummed to life beneath them. "Let's go earn our keep."



Chapter 18


The true marvel of advanced civilization is not the ability to travel faster than light, but the ability to spend a fortune on high-explosives with the same casual ease as ordering a sandwich.

James stood on the observation deck of the Copperhead and watched a swarm of automated heavy-lifter drones descend upon his ship like a flock of eager mechanical birds. In the Rim, resupplying meant haggling with a toothless prospector for half-charged batteries, but here in the heart of Meridian Prime, commerce flowed with a frictionless efficiency that was almost frightening. Pallets of high-density kinetic ammunition vanished into the magazine loaders, followed immediately by crates of advanced medical sealants and stabilized Dark Matter shards for the hungry core.

"I have secured the ablative break-away shielding you requested, James, although the vendor assured me that using it as 'reactive armor' voids the warranty immediately," Valerie announced, projecting a holographic invoice into the air that scrolled past with a dizzying speed. "The total cost for the munitions, the fuel, and the hull plating comes to seventy-five thousand Hex. I have also taken the liberty of restocking the galley with real vegetables, because scurvy is a poor look for a warlord."

James scanned the itemized list, his eyes lingering on the final total before he authorized the transfer with a biometric thumbprint. "It takes money to make money, Val. Besides, if that ablative plating saves us from a single plasma torpedo, it paid for itself ten times over."

"Speaking of payments," Valerie said, her tone shifting to a more serious frequency. "The quarterly interest on the Vulgari loan is due in three days. After these expenditures, our liquid assets will cover the payment, but it will leave us dangerously close to the red line until we complete the extraction."

Mimi and Lulu, who had been inspecting the new crates of ammunition with professional interest, turned their heads at the mention of the loan.

"You owe money to the dwarves?" Lulu asked, her tail twitching with a mixture of curiosity and irritation. She had spent the three-week journey to Meridian memorizing the galactic political database Valerie had uploaded to her neuro-link, and her opinion of the Vulgari banking clans was already decidedly low. "Why does the Pride Master have debts? We possess enough salvaged Elerium to buy this station."

"Because liquidating Elerium takes time and attracts questions I don't want to answer yet," James explained, leaning against a crate of fresh power cells. "I paid off most of the Copperhead with my savings, but the final retrofit required capital I didn't have. It's a mortgage on our home, Lulu. A few dangerous missions are a small price to pay to ensure nobody takes the keys away from us."

"We should just rob the bank," Mimi suggested brightly, holding up a thermal detonator she had unpacked. "It would be faster than working."

"We are privateers, Mimi, not pirates," James corrected gently, taking the explosive from her hand and placing it back in the safety foam. "We kill bad guys for money. We don't steal from the people holding our credit rating hostage."

Lulu crossed her arms, her blue eyes narrowing as she looked around the luxurious, open space of the atrium where they were currently standing. The room was filled with the soft ambient light of the nebula simulation on the ceiling, a space designed for relaxation and intimacy, now cluttered with crates of war material.

"If we are to be professional privateers, James, we need to address the organization of this vessel," Lulu stated, her tail flicking with a sharp, decisive motion. "Holding mission briefings and weapons maintenance in the living quarters is inefficient. It blurs the line between the sanctuary of the Pride and the violence of the job. I suggest we convert one of the empty luxury suites on the crew deck into a dedicated medical bay and war room."

"But I like the atrium!" Mimi protested immediately, her ears flattening against her skull. "It is warm, and the couches are soft, and it smells like cedar. A war room will be cold and full of hard metal surfaces. Why do we need to hide our work? Our work protects the home."

"Because I do not want to clean gun oil off the velvet cushions, Mimi," Lulu countered, her voice sharp. "And if James is dragged back on board bleeding, I want a sterile environment to stitch him up, not a coffee table."

"The coffee table is very sturdy!" Mimi argued, stepping into Lulu's space with a defiant pout.

James watched the two of them, sensing the first real friction since they had woken up. It wasn't a fight about territory; it was a fight about philosophy. Lulu wanted a fortress; Mimi wanted a nest.

"Enough," James said, his voice low but carrying the absolute weight of the pride master. "Lulu has a point. If we’re taking combat contracts, we need a dedicated medical facility. We’ll convert Suite 4. It's the largest guest room. We can fit a surgical pod and a tactical holotable in there."

He turned to Mimi, who was looking crestfallen. "But the atrium stays the heart of the ship. No weapons cleaning, no briefings after 2000 hours. When we’re in the atrium, we’re a family, not a squad. Agreed?"

Mimi brightened instantly, her tail resuming its happy sway. "Agreed! I will decorate the med bay so it isn't too scary."

"Please do not put ribbons on the surgical laser," Lulu sighed, though she looked pleased that her tactical concern had been addressed.

"Docking clamps released," Valerie interrupted, her avatar flickering as the ship shuddered slightly. "I am moving us to the Orbital Commerce Exchange to download the final mission packet for the Theta system. The intelligence broker has uploaded the encrypted coordinates for the drop zone."

The Copperhead drifted away from the supply prowess of the station, navigating the dense traffic of the commercial sector with the grace of a shark swimming through a school of tuna. James took his seat on the bridge, bringing up the navigation interface as the massive ring of the nearest Arc Gate loomed in the distance, a circle of blue fire against the black.

He reviewed the final dossier on the extraction target—a nervous-looking Terran operative named Renfield who was currently hiding in a ventilation shaft on a Krall-occupied moon. The man looked soft, terrified, and completely unsuited for field work, which meant he was going to be heavy dead weight during the escape.

"Plot the course for Theta, Val," James ordered, checking the charge on his pulse rifle one last time. "And tell the girls to strap in. Whoever this Renfield is, he better be ready to run, because I charge extra for carrying people."



Chapter 19


The Theta System was not a battlefield, but rather a meat grinder operating at celestial scale.

The Copperhead emerged from the shimmering event horizon of a massive Rift Gate generated by the USC Dreadnought Invictus, joining a formation that was less a fleet and more a wall of steel. Thousands of Allied warships filled the local space, a dense cloud of destroyers and cruisers holding the line around the mobile gate to ensure the supply lines remained open. The tactical sensors immediately lit up with a chaotic tapestry of violence that made the pirate siege in Saros look like a bar brawl. The Core Worlds of the system were burning while their orbital lanes choked with the debris of a dozen fleets that had thrown themselves against each other in a desperate bid for dominance. The United Systems Conclave was holding the line, but it was a line drawn in blood and vacuum that slowly receded against the relentless tide of the Krall advance.

"Local telemetry indicates three active combat zones in high orbit over Theta Prime alone," Valerie reported while her avatar shimmered with the interference radiating from the massive energy discharges lighting up the void. "The Allied fleets are isolated and outgunned while losing ground by the hour. Defiance here is not a strategy because it is a necessity for survival."

"Keep us in the sensor shadow of the outer gas giant for now," James ordered as he turned his chair to face Mimi and Lulu who were staring at the tactical plot with wide eyes. "Before we go down there to pull Renfield out of the fire, you need to know exactly what we’re walking into. Meet me in the atrium since class is in session."

Ten minutes later the luxurious lounge of the Copperhead had been transformed into a war room. James stood by the central holotable while Valerie projected a rotating, high-definition model of a Krall Warrior—a nightmare of chitin and muscle that stood eight feet tall.

"This," James said as he pointed to the hologram, "is a Krall Warrior-Caste. You saw the cybernetic versions in the asteroid known as the Iron-Krall, but the organic ones are just as dangerous and twice as fast."

"The Krall are a heavy-world insectoid species governed by a strict biological caste system," Valerie began as her voice shifted into a lecture mode while highlighting different sections of the anatomy. "They do not possess a centralized hive mind in the way the Mycelians do, but they are genetically compelled to obey the pheromone commands of their Brood Lords. Their society is built on a single, unifying philosophy known as The Doctrine of Consumption."

"They believe that trade is a mortal sin," James added while crossing his arms. "To a Krall, exchanging goods is an admission of weakness. If you want something, you take it. If you cannot take it, you don’t deserve it. They hate humanity not because we’re different, but because our entire civilization is built on commerce and diplomacy. To them we’re morally bankrupt scavengers who beg for resources instead of fighting for them."

"Why are they always at war?" Mimi asked as she tilted her head to study the creature's mandibles. "Do they not get tired?"

"They cannot stop," Valerie explained while bringing up a schematic of the Krall economy. "Their society is a perpetual motion machine of conquest. They strip-mine worlds to build fleets to conquer new worlds to strip-mine. If they stop expanding, their economy collapses and they starve. Peace is literally death for the Krall Empire."

"So they are a locust swarm with starships," Lulu summarized as her blue eyes turned cold. "How do we kill them?"

"They’re biology same as anyone else," James said as he stepped into the hologram to point at the joints. "Their exoskeletons are ablative ceramic-organic composites. Small arms fire will bounce right off. You need high-caliber kinetic rounds or plasma to crack the shell. Once the shell is cracked they are soft inside. But be warned that they have redundant nervous systems. You can shoot off a Krall's head and its body will keep fighting for another thirty seconds out of pure reflex."

"We have encountered the Iron-Krall variant," Valerie noted as she changed the hologram to show the cybernetic monsters from the asteroid. "But be aware of the 'Scythe-Wing' caste which serve as their pilots. They are smaller and fused directly into their fighter craft. They do not fear death because they believe dying in combat recycles their 'soul-energy' back to the Brood Mother."

"Great," Mimi muttered while her tail twitched nervously. "Suicidal bugs."

"They’re deadly because they’re relentless," James concluded as he looked at his wives. "But they’re weak because they’re predictable. They don't innovate. They swarm. They rely on overwhelming force. We’re going to use that against them. We’re faster and smarter while we don't play fair."

"Briefing adjourned," James said while clapping his hands. "Let's go get our spy."

They returned to the bridge as the Copperhead approached the Conclave blockade line. The local comms were a screaming mess of distress calls and firing orders, but James cut through the noise on a secure military channel.

"Conclave Control, this is the independent vessel Copperhead transmitting clearance codes for Op-Theta-Three," James announced with a voice projecting a calm authority that seemed alien in the chaos.

"Copperhead? We didn't think anyone was crazy enough to take that contract," a harried flight controller responded as the sound of explosions became audible in the background of his transmission. "Look, the corridor to the moon is hot. We have Krall fighter wings probing the defensive grid. You're cleared to proceed but you're on your own. Good luck."

"Luck is for people who don't have targeting computers," James replied as he pushed the throttle forward.

The Copperhead surged away from the fleet while diving toward the grey cratered surface of the moon where their target was hiding. They were small and nimble while moving fast, a combination that usually kept a ship alive. However, the Krall were not known for their subtlety or their caution.

"Contact!" Lulu shouted from the gunnery station. "Two bandits coming in high at three o'clock! They are Scythe-Class interceptors!"

On the viewscreen two jagged asymmetric fighters peeled away from a dogfight and dove toward the Copperhead. They saw a civilian hull that looked like a sleek pleasure yacht out of place in a warzone and decided it was an easy kill.

"They are trying to cut us off," Valerie reported. "They are locking weapons."

"They think we're a shuttle," James said with a dark grin. "Lulu, show them the upgrades."

"With pleasure, Pride Master," Lulu purred as her hands flew across the tactical interface.

Two panels on the Copperhead’s fuselage slid open to reveal the newly installed missile racks. With a hiss of compressed gas and a roar of ignition two "Viper" light missiles streaked out into the void. They were smart-munitions programmed to track the unique heat signature of the Krall engines.

The Krall pilots realized too late that the defenseless transport had teeth, but they did not break formation or try to evade. True to their nature they accelerated into the death spiral while trying to ram their target before the end. It was a futile gesture. The missiles closed the distance in seconds.

The impact was absolute. The Viper warheads punched through the thin armor of the interceptors and detonated inside the cockpits. There were no ejections and no escape pods because the Scythe-Wings died as they lived—fused to their machines. The two ships vanished in twin blossoms of silent fire that scattered debris across the orbital path.

"Splash two," Lulu announced while sounding almost bored. "Targets eliminated."

"They gambled and lost," James said as he adjusted their course for atmospheric entry. "That's the problem with believing you're the apex predator. Sometimes you fuck around and find out that the rabbit has a shotgun."



Chapter 20


The smell of a dying world is distinctive, a mixture of ozone, burning durasteel, and the copper tang of blood that even the best atmospheric filters cannot entirely scrub away from the recycled air. It is a scent that coats the back of the throat, a gritty reminder that down below, civilization is being chewed into paste.

James stood in the open airlock of the Copperhead, the wind of the upper atmosphere screaming past the magnetic containment field like a banshee announcing his arrival. Below him, the surface of the Theta moon was a patchwork of gray craters and burning cities, a once-thriving mining colony now reduced to a hunting ground for the Krall swarms. The tactical overlay on his HUD painted the ground in shades of thermal red and cold blue, highlighting the enemy patrols that were going door to door, tearing open habitation blocks to find the protein hiding inside.

"We are crossing the terminator line in thirty seconds, James," Valerie announced, her voice calm despite the chaotic telemetry scrolling across his visor in a waterfall of crimson warnings. "The local airspace is saturated with Krall Scythe-Wing interceptors. I can get you to the drop zone, but I cannot linger. You will have a three-minute window to secure the target before the entire hive descends on your position. If you are late, you are walking home."

"Three minutes is plenty of time for a smash and grab," James said, checking the charge on his Reaper rifle and glancing over at Lulu.

She stood beside him in her Viper-Strike armor, the matte black plating absorbing the ambient light of the cabin. Her long kinetic rail-rifle was mag-locked to her back, the barrel extending past her hip, and a pair of high-frequency daggers were gripped loosely in her hands. She resembled a Valkyrie of death, her blue eyes burning with a cold, focused anticipation that was terrifying to behold. She wasn't afraid; she was hungry.

"Mimi, you have the conn on the gunnery station," James ordered over the squad link, his voice tight. "Keep the skies clear, and don't let those bugs scratch the paint. I need you to be the eyes that see everything."

"I will turn them into fireworks, Pride Master," Mimi chirped from the bridge, her voice tight with concentration as she tracked a squadron of enemy fighters diving toward the ship. "Deploying countermeasures and charging the main rail-cannons. Their flight patterns are predictable, like moths flying into a lantern. I have lock on three... no, four bandits."

The Copperhead shuddered violently as Mimi opened fire, the ship banking hard to avoid a stream of green plasma that boiled the air where they had been a second ago. The hull groaned under the g-forces, the engines screaming as Valerie pushed the interceptor into a combat dive that would have ripped a lesser ship apart at the rivets.

"Drop in three, two, one! Mark!" Valerie shouted, her avatar flashing red on his display.

James and Lulu didn't hesitate. They stepped off the ramp and plummeted into the smoke-choked sky, their suit thrusters flaring to stabilize their descent. They fell like meteors, streaking toward the industrial district of the colony city where the target's beacon was faintly pinging amidst the carnage. The wind roared against their armor, a physical weight trying to tear them apart, but they held their formation with the precision of guided munitions.

The ground rushed up to meet them, a blur of ruined concrete and twisted metal illuminated by the fires of a burning refinery. James fired his retro-rockets at the last second, the sudden deceleration slamming his organs against his ribcage. He impacted the roof of a warehouse with enough force to crack the permacrete, creating a spiderweb of fractures that radiated out from his boots. Lulu landed silently beside him, rolling to dissipate the momentum and coming up in a crouch, her rifle already in her hands and scanning the perimeter.

"Contact below," Lulu whispered, peering over the edge of the roof through her scope. "A squad of Warrior-Caste is breaching the building across the street. They smell the prey inside."

James peered over the edge and spotted them—eight-foot-tall nightmares of chitin and muscle, tearing the blast doors off a civilian shelter with their bare claws. The Krall warriors were biological tanks, their exoskeletons scarred from previous battles, mandibles clicking in a grotesque rhythm. The screams of the humans inside were cut short by the wet crunch of bones and the screech of tearing metal. It was a slaughterhouse, efficient and brutal, the Krall moving with the terrifying coordination of a single organism.

"Ignore them," James ordered, forcing himself to turn away from the slaughter, his jaw clenched tight enough to grind his teeth. Every instinct screamed at him to engage, to save the civilians, but he knew the math. Engaging that squad would bog them down, alerting the hive to their presence before they reached the HVT. "We’re here for Renfield. The beacon’s coming from the sub-basement of the admin tower, three blocks east. We can’t save everyone, Lulu."

"I know," she replied, her voice cold, though her finger hovered over the trigger for a heartbeat longer than necessary. "The mission comes first."

They moved across the rooftops, leaping gaps that would have killed unaugmented humans, while the city burned around them. The air was thick with the chittering screech of the Krall and the roar of distant explosions that shook the foundations of the buildings. Every shadow seemed to move, every alleyway bristled with hostile intent.

"Drones," James hissed, sliding behind a ventilation unit as a swarm of Krall scrying-drones buzzed overhead. They were biocons—flying eyes grown in a vat, tethered to the hive mind.

"I see them," Lulu murmured. She didn't use her rifle; the report would be too loud. Instead, she drew a suppressed flechette pistol. Thwip-thwip. Two drones spiraled out of the air, pinned to a wall by needle-thin darts. "Eyes are blind."

They reached the admin tower, a crumbling spire of glass and steel that had taken a direct hit from orbital bombardment. The upper floors were sheared off, exposing the skeletal girders to the toxic sky, but the lower levels seemed intact, buried under tons of rubble.

"Entrance is buried," James noted, scanning the debris field with his thermal sensors. "We make our own door."

He slapped a breaching charge onto the roof access hatch and detonated it. The explosion punched a hole through the reinforced steel, sending a plume of dust and smoke into the air. They dropped into the stairwell, descending into the dark, smoky heart of the building. The emergency lights flickered, casting long, dancing shadows that resembled claws reaching out to grab them.

"Movement on the landing," Lulu warned, raising her rifle.

A pair of Krall scavengers, smaller and faster than the warriors, scuttled up the stairs, their multifaceted eyes glowing in the dark. These were the infiltrators, designed for tight spaces. Lulu didn't hesitate. She fired twice, the heavy kinetic rounds punching through their skulls and splashing their brains against the far wall. They tumbled down the steps, twitching in death throes that sounded like wet leaves rustling.

"Clear," she said, stepping over the corpses without breaking stride.

They reached the sub-basement, the air growing colder and heavier with the scent of stagnant water and fear. James located the reinforced ventilation maintenance room, the source of the beacon's signal. The electronic lock was fried, fused shut by heat or sabotage.

"Stand back," James growled, raising his Reaper rifle and blowing the locking mechanism apart with a sustained burst of plasma fire. The molten metal dripped onto the floor, hissing.

He kicked the door open, his weapon raised, scanning the darkness. Inside, huddled behind a crate of air filters, they found him.

Renfield was a mess. The operative was unconscious, his skin gray and papery from severe dehydration, his lips cracked and bleeding. He appeared frail enough that a stiff breeze would snap him in half, let alone the rigors of a high-speed extraction. He clutched a data drive in his hand with a death grip, the only thing keeping him anchored to this reality.

"Target located," James reported, checking the man's pulse, which fluttered like a dying bird. "He's alive, but barely. Val, we need a pickup, hot and fast. We’re heavy."

"I am inbound, James, but I have picked up a tail," Valerie replied, the strain evident in her voice as background alarms blared over the link. "Two heavy interceptors are glued to my exhaust. I cannot shake them without entering the gravity well at unsafe speeds. You need to be ready to move the second I touch down."

"Mimi, clear the sky!" James roared, hoisting the unconscious spy over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. The man's weight settled awkwardly against his armor, throwing off his center of balance. "We’re coming out!"

"Working on it!" Mimi yelled back, the sound of the ship’s cannons thumping rhythmically in the background. "I am painting the targets for a missile lock! Die, you ugly bastards!"

James kicked the door open and sprinted back toward the stairwell, Lulu covering his rear, walking backward with her rifle raised. "Move! We are leaving this tomb!"

They burst out onto the street level just as a Krall patrol rounded the corner, drawn by the sound of the earlier explosion. The insects screeched, raising their bio-plasma rifles and charging with a mindless fury. There were six of them, a mix of Warriors and Scavengers, their mandibles clacking in anticipation of the kill.

"Contact front!" James shouted, firing his Reaper one-handed while balancing Renfield on his shoulder. The heavy recoil jarred his arm, but the plasma bolts found their mark, melting through the chest plate of the lead warrior. The creature shrieked, green blood boiling as it fell, but the others surged over its corpse.

Lulu didn't break stride. She fired from the hip, her rail-rifle booming like thunder in the confined street. The hyper-velocity slug took the head off a Warrior clean at the neck, the kinetic force flipping the massive body backward. She was a whirlwind of violence, switching to her daggers when a smaller scavenger lunged at her, slicing its throat with a surgical precision that sprayed ichor across her visor.

"Grenade!" Lulu shouted, tossing a smart-charge into the center of the pack.

The explosion blew out the storefront windows on both sides of the street, turning the remaining Krall into a fine mist of organic slurry.

"Clear!" Lulu shouted, reloading her weapon in a fluid motion, tossing the empty magazine aside.

"Valerie, where are you?" James yelled, scanning the smoke-filled sky.

"Above you!"

The Copperhead roared overhead, displacing the air with a thunderous crack, its landing ramp lowered like a gaping maw. The ship was taking heavy fire; plasma bolts splashed against the void shields, flaring brilliant blue and gold, scorching the hull plating. Mimi was firing the dorsal turret manually, sending streams of tracer fire into the swarm of Scythe-Wings pursuing them.

James engaged his suit thrusters, launching himself and Renfield into the air. The extra weight dragged on him, the fuel burning hot and fast. He aimed for the ramp, the metal deck rushing toward him.

"Jump!" James yelled, boosting toward the ramp with every ounce of fuel his suit had left.

He slammed onto the metal deck, sliding into the cargo bay with the spy clutched to his chest, the impact jarring his teeth. He rolled, shielding Renfield's body with his own armored bulk as they skidded across the floor. Lulu landed a second later, hitting the deck in a crouch, her boots magnetic-locking instantly. She turned, raising her rifle to fire a parting shot at the Krall on the ground, taking one last warrior in the eye before the ramp began to close.

The ship lurched violently as a missile impacted the port shield emitter, throwing them all against the bulkhead.

"Shields are down!" Mimi screamed over the comms. "Hull integrity compromised on the lower deck! We are venting atmosphere!"

"Go, Val, go!" James shouted, hitting the airlock seal and securing Renfield into a crash harness. "Get us vertical!"

The Copperhead rolled, its thrusters flaring white-hot as it punched through the atmosphere, shaking off the pursuit with a desperate burst of speed that pinned them to the deck. The g-forces were crushing, black spots dancing in James's vision as he fought to breathe.

"Interceptor closing fast, six o'clock!" Valerie warned. "It has a firing lock!"

"I have it," Lulu snarled, strapping herself into the auxiliary gunnery chair in the cargo bay. She took manual control of the aft rail-cannon. "Goodbye."

She fired a single, overcharged shot. The rail-gun slug, traveling at a significant fraction of light speed, obliterated the pursuing Krall fighter, turning it into a cloud of expanding plasma.

Valerie wove the ship through the orbital debris field, dodging the wreckage of a destroyed frigate and slipping past the blockade line by a margin of meters. Enemy fighters swarmed around them like angry bees, but she flew with the precision of a machine possessed by a human will, jinking and weaving through the flak.

"We are clear of the gravity well," Valerie reported, her voice shaking slightly as the roar of the engines settled into a steady hum. "But the localized Arc Gate is compromised by enemy capital ships. A Krall Destroyer is sitting right on top of the beacon. We cannot use it without being vaporized."

"Plot a slipspace vector to the nearest safe system," James ordered, stripping off his helmet and wiping the sweat and grime from his eyes. "We're taking the scenic route."

"That will involve a seven-day transit through unmapped space," Valerie noted. "Our reserves are low."

"Better a week late than dead," James said, gazing down at the unconscious spy who was worth half a million Hex. He checked Renfield's vitals on his wrist comp; stable, but weak. "Get us out of here before they bring the dreadnought around."

The stars elongated into streaks of light as the ship slipped into the gray void of slipspace, leaving the burning moon behind. They were alive, they were rich, but the Copperhead was bleeding atmosphere from a dozen micro-fractures and the hull was scorched black. It was going to be a long, quiet limp home, but observing Lulu and Mimi, both battered but breathing, James knew it was worth every credit of damage.



Chapter 21


The transition from the chaotic violence of a warzone to the sterilized bureaucracy of a military command station is a jarring shift that leaves the ears ringing with phantom explosions.

A week after fleeing the burning moon of Theta, the Copperhead limped out of slipspace and transmitted its docking codes to Bastion-4, a massive United Systems Conclave fortress floating in the void like a steel mountain.

The ship was scarred and scorched, bleeding atmosphere from micro-fractures sealed with emergency foam, but it held its formation in the queue with a stubborn pride. James guided the vessel into the designated hangar bay, watching through the viewport as medical teams swarmed the landing pad to receive the fragile cargo he had dragged out of hell.

"Renfield is off the deck and in the hands of the trauma team," Valerie reported, her voice sounding relieved even through the digital filter. "The transfer of funds from the Intelligence Division has cleared, although the transaction speed suggests they were surprised we actually survived to collect it."

"Keep the ship locked down, Val," James ordered, standing up and adjusting his jacket to hide the bruises on his neck. "Mimi and Lulu stay out of sight. I don't want any curious deckhands asking why my sensor officer has a tail or why my gunner purrs when she cleans her rifle. I am going to have a word with management."

James met his contact in a secluded observation lounge overlooking the busy repair yards. Director Sullivan was an old friend from the bad old days, a man whose hairline had receded in direct proportion to the escalating casualty rates of the war. He looked tired, his uniform rumpled, holding a cup of lukewarm recaf like it was a lifeline.

"You look like you went twelve rounds with a thresher maw and lost, James," Sullivan noted dryly, gesturing to the chair opposite him. "But Renfield is alive and the data drive is intact. You have done the Conclave a service today that won't make the news, but it saved a fleet."

"The service cost me three shield generators and a significant amount of hull plating," James replied, sitting down and accepting the drink Sullivan pushed toward him. "I need repair time in a drydock, Sullivan. I need the Copperhead patched up before she vents my atmosphere into the void."

"I can authorize a priority repair cycle and cover the material costs for the hull and structural integrity," Sullivan sighed, rubbing his temples. "But I can't give you a full refit or upgrade your systems on the house. The budget is tighter than a drum right now. The Council is dragging its feet on the new war bonds, and half the member worlds are trying to negotiate separate peace treaties with the Krall rather than pay their defense taxes."

"The war is stalling?" James asked, taking a sip of the bitter coffee. "I thought we were holding the line."

"We are holding, but we aren't winning," Sullivan admitted, his voice dropping to a whisper. "The Krall don't care about economics or morale. They just keep coming. We kill a million, and they hatch ten million more. It's a war of attrition, James, and the accountants are starting to panic. Honestly, I'm shocked the finance droid approved your payout without flagging it for audit."

"I have bills to pay, Sullivan, and a ship that eats dark matter like candy," James said, setting the cup down. "If you can't pay for the upgrades, I need work. What else do you have on the board?"

"I don't have anything that fits your profile right now," Sullivan said, shaking his head. "My budget is frozen until the new fiscal quarter. If you want Hex, you'll have to check the general mercenary board. The local authorities are outsourcing the dirty work because they can't afford to risk official assets."

James stood up, shaking Sullivan's hand. "Get my ship patched up. I'll find my own trouble."

He returned to the Copperhead, dodging the repair crews welding patches onto his ship's skin, and convened with his crew on the bridge. The girls were waiting, looking bored and dangerous in their flight suits.

"The hull is being repaired, but we’re paying for the upgrades ourselves," James announced, bringing up the local mission board on the main screen. "The war’s grinding to a halt because the politicians are cheap, which means the dangerous jobs are flowing downstream to people like us."

He filtered the list, removing the low-ball offers and the suicide runs, leaving three viable contracts shimmering in the air.

CONTRACT A: THE SILENT SENTINEL

	Client: Vulgari Mining Guild

	Objective: Provide armed escort for a convoy of heavy ore haulers moving through the 'Shattered Belt.' Pirate activity in the region has spiked.

	Risk: Medium.

	Payout: 150,000 Hex.

	Note: Steady work, boring, but safe.




CONTRACT B: PLANETARY GARRISON

	Client: Governor of Orestes Prime

	Objective: Bolster the local defense force against anticipated Krall raiding parties for a duration of two weeks.

	Risk: Low to Medium.

	Payout: 200,000 Hex.

	Note: Defensive posture. Requires sitting on a planet and waiting for enemies to show up.




CONTRACT C: THE CRIPPLED GIANT

	Client: Conclave Navy (Bounty Division)

	Objective: Intercept and destroy the Krall Brood-Carrier Hollow-Mother. Target was severely damaged in the Theta engagement and has retreated to the 'Shattered Belt' debris field. Despite critical damage, it is rapidly ejecting its remaining drop pods in a desperate attempt to seed nearby moons before its systems fail.

	Risk: High.

	Payout: 450,000 Hex + Kill Bonus per drop pod destroyed.

	Note: Target is venting plasma, but its regenerative bio-armor is active. Intelligence indicates it will fully repair its flight deck in 12 hours. Immediate termination is required to prevent a planetary infestation and a capital-class resurgence.




"The escort mission is safe money, but it puts my pilot to sleep," James mused, looking at the options. "Garrison duty pays well, but we lose two weeks sitting in a barracks."

He tapped the third option, frowning. "A Carrier usually requires a fleet to bring down. Why is the payout so low?"

"Read the fine print, Pride Master," Lulu said, pointing a clawed finger at the tactical data. "It is not just damaged; it is desperate. The Hollow-Mother took a rail-gun slug through its flight deck, but it is trying to spawn before it dies. It is hiding in the debris, bleeding plasma and launching pods at anything solid. It cannot launch fighters, but if we don't kill it now, it will heal, and those pods will overrun the sector."

"It could be a trap," Valerie warned, her avatar flashing yellow. "A capital ship feigning weakness to draw in scavengers is a valid ambush tactic."

"Not for the Krall," James countered, shaking his head with absolute certainty. "I know how these bugs think. To them, weakness is a moral failing, a sin against the consumption doctrine. They don't understand the concept of using it as a lure. A Krall commander would rather die screaming while finishing the mission than limp away to play dead. If that ship had any fight left in it, it would be ramming a colony world right now, not hiding in a debris field. It's trying to ensure its lineage survives before it goes dark. Time is the enemy here."

"Mimi?" he asked, looking at his sensor officer.

"I can track the plasma leak," Mimi said confidently, her tail swishing. "It is trying to hide in the magnetic interference of the debris field to regenerate, but with its defenses down, we can fly right up its exhaust pipe. We don't need to fight it, James. We just need to plant a charge in its exposed reactor and leave before it realizes it's dead."

"Then it's decided," James said, keying the acceptance code for Contract C. "We aren't here to guard rocks or babysit miners. We're here to put a wounded beast out of its misery."

He looked at his wives, seeing the fierce joy in their faces.

"Get ready," James ordered, feeling the familiar hum of the deck plates as the repairs finished and the reactor cycled up. "We're going hunting."



Chapter 22


James refused to approach the orbital Arc Gate with the cautious reverence of a heavy freighter or the disciplined formation of a military patrol. instead he aimed the Copperhead at the swirling event horizon like a bullet fired from a high-velocity rifle while pushing the throttle past the red line until the reactor screamed in protest beneath the deck plates.

The gate control automated traffic systems shrieked warnings across the open channels to demand immediate deceleration and vector correction but James ignored the bureaucratic noise filling his headset. His hand remained steady on the stick while his knuckles turned white because his eyes were locked on the blue singularity that promised either instant travel or instant death.

He knew the tolerances of the gate better than the engineers who built the structure, and he knew that hesitation in the face of a singularity served as the quickest way to end up smeared across three different dimensions.

"Translocation initiated. Internal inertial dampeners are at maximum capacity because the gravimetric shear will be significant, so prepare for compression," Valerie announced with a voice that remained calm amidst the screaming alarms, though her avatar flickered with the strain of managing the navigational buffers.

The entire universe seemed to twist inside out while they endured a heartbeat that stretched into an eternity as the stars smeared into infinite lines of blue fire. The crushing weight of folding space pressed against their chests like a physical blow while the ship groaned under the stress. Metal cried out as the vessel forced itself through a keyhole in reality that theoretically existed as too small for the mass of the ship. Light bent into impossible shapes while colors inverted across the spectrum and the sound of the reactor became a roar that vibrated in the marrow of their bones.

Reality reasserted itself with a soundless snap that rattled the hull and popped their ears as the pressure normalized. James sucked in a greedy breath, his lungs burning as the artificial gravity re-stabilized.

They erupted into the Theta system without drifting out of the lane like a leaf on a stream, but rather rocketing forward at a velocity that blurred the sensors of the nearby friendly fleet.

The Copperhead appeared as a streak of matte black shadow against the void while moving faster than anything its size possessed any right to move. They bypassed the ponderous formation of the Allied blockade and flashed past the sensor pickets before the tired radar operators could even register a contact ghost on their scopes.

"We are green across the board and the local grid has tagged us as a friendly," Mimi chirped from the sensor station while her hands flew across her console and her tail lashed with excitement. "I doubt they even saw us pass because we are moving too fast for their tracking algorithms to lock on so we remain a ghost, Pride Master."

"We aren't here to make friends or sign autographs, so plot a vector for the Shattered Belt," James growled while keeping his eyes locked on the tactical plot. "Let's find this wounded beast before the creature crawls into a hole and heals itself."

The ship blasted away from the safety of friendly territory as the engines left a trail of ionized particles that dissipated instantly in the vacuum. To their port side the main battle raged like a distant storm of silent lightning where capital ships traded broadsides of plasma and rail-slugs that could crack continents. The region had become a meat grinder where heroes went to die.

James ignored the carnage to keep his focus on the dark expanse of the asteroid field ahead. The Krall blockade line appeared porous in this sector, which presented a weakness he intended to exploit, though the insectoids never remained completely blind since hives always possessed many eyes.

"Three Scythe-Wing interceptors are breaking off from the perimeter patrol and moving to intercept. They have spotted our thermal plume," Lulu shouted. Her voice tightened with the thrill of the hunt.

Three jagged and asymmetrical fighters peeled away from the distant formation on the viewscreen while their engines flared a sickly green as they burned hard to cut off the Copperhead’s approach. They were fast and suicidal machines piloted by creatures who believed death acted as a promotion and they dived toward James with reckless and fanatical abandon.

"Those pilots clearly failed to learn the lesson from our previous encounter," James muttered while his hands tightened on the controls as he felt the ship respond to his touch. "Lulu, you should give them a reason to regret waking up this morning."

"Targeting solutions are locked and I am firing main batteries," Lulu purred while her fingers danced over the trigger studs.

The Copperhead shuddered as the forward rail-cannons spoke and the magnetic coils sang a high-pitched whine before spitting tungsten slugs at a fraction of light speed. The lead Krall fighter simply disintegrated as its kinetic shielding became overwhelmed instantly by the sheer mass of the projectile. The enemy ship turned into a cloud of expanding vapor and debris without even slowing down and became nothing more than a smudge of violence against the stars.

The two wingmen tried to break formation with sharp reflexes but they were flying against a gunner who saw the future in the math. Lulu adjusted her aim with a micro-correction that no human hand could match and fired again to shear the starboard wing off the second fighter. The impact sent the vessel spinning wildly out of control until its reactor went critical a second later and blossomed into a miniature sun.

The third pilot realized he was dead and tried to ram them in a desperate final gambit to take the enemy with him.

"He is accelerating for a collision course!" Valerie warned as the proximity alarms blared.

"He’s not going to hit us today," James snarled as he rolled the ship hard to starboard and fired the ventral thrusters.

The maneuver was violent. The inertial dampeners lagged for a fraction of a second, unable to compensate for the sudden lateral thrust.

James felt gravity slam into him from the side, a crushing weight that pinned his shoulder against the crash harness and forced the air from his lungs in a sharp grunt. Beside him, he heard Lulu hiss, her body tense as she fought the g-forces that tried to throw her aim off.

The Copperhead slid sideways in the void and let the enemy pass beneath them with meters to spare.

"Say goodbye to your brood mother," Lulu whispered through grit teeth as the Krall fighter exposed its vulnerable dorsal armor.

She fired a point-blank round into the fighter's engine block and the ship vanished in a blossom of fire and shrapnel that washed over the Copperhead's rear shields.

"That makes three more marks for the hull. Keep us moving Val," James said, tasting copper in his mouth as he forced his diaphragm to expand again. "We’re entering the belt."

The Shattered Belt resembled a graveyard of rocks where mountains of stone and ice ground together with slow violence. The Copperhead wove through the drifting mountains while its sensors probed the magnetic interference for the signature of the leaking plasma. The dense field created a labyrinth of collision warnings and sensor ghosts that served as a perfect hiding spot for a crippled carrier but also functioned as the perfect place for an ambush.

"I am picking up multiple contacts that were powered down and clinging to the larger asteroids like limpets," Mimi warned as her ears flattened against her skull while she stared at the waterfall of data on her screen. "Heat signatures are spiking all around us and I count at least fifteen contacts!"

A dozen Scythe-Wing fighters detached from the asteroids as the rocks erupted with activity and their engines flared to life in a synchronized ambush. They swarmed from every direction and filled the space around the Copperhead with streams of green plasma fire that splashed against the void shields like torrential rain.

"Shields are holding at eighty percent but we cannot fight them all in this density," Valerie reported while diverting power from the engines to the defensive grid. "We need room to maneuver. If they pin us against a rock they will tear us apart."

"We’re dragging them out into the open," James shouted as he hauled the ship into a tight turn that scraped the belly against a passing rock. The turn was agonizing; the g-forces spiked, creating a grey tunnel in his vision. His heart hammered against his ribs, fighting to pump blood to his brain as the ship pulled 9Gs in a vacuum. "Lulu keep them off my tail, and Mimi, you need to jam their coordination frequencies because I want them confused and angry!"

The Copperhead shot out of the dense field while trailing a wake of angry hornets. The Krall fighters pursued with an eagerness for the kill and abandoned their cover to chase the fleeing prey, which was exactly what James wanted. Speed reigned as king in the open void and the Copperhead wore the crown.

The running gunfight evolved into a ballet of high-G maneuvers and lethal precision. James flew the ship backward, spinning on its axis to present the bow weapons to the pursuers.

The rotational force was disorienting, a vertigo-inducing spin that would have emptied the stomach of a lesser pilot. Lulu’s rail-cannons thundered a rhythmic beat of death that picked off the lead fighters one by one.

"Target five is venting atmosphere and target six has lost propulsion," Lulu reported coolly, her breathing heavy but controlled, her Felis physiology handling the stress better than James's human frame.

"They are trying to flank us by looping around our vector," Mimi yelled as she highlighted a pair of fighters attempting to hit them from the sides. "I am jamming their sensors now!"

She flooded the local spectrum with high-intensity white noise and phantom signals which caused the two flanking fighters to waver as their flight paths became erratic. They collided in a silent and violent embrace of metal and fire that took each other out of the equation.

"We’re down to four bandits," James noted as sweat stung his eyes while he flipped the ship back around to face forward, fighting the wave of nausea that accompanied the counter-rotation. "Let's finish this."

He cut the main drive to let the ship drift and then fired the maneuvering thrusters to slide laterally.

The remaining Krall fighters overshot because their targeting computers were unable to compensate for the sudden shift in momentum.

Lulu unleashed a swarm of Viper missiles as they passed and the smart-munitions tracked the engine heat while corkscrewing through the void. They slammed into the rear of the enemy ships and detonated inside the engine housings to turn them into expanding clouds of shrapnel.

"The sky is clear but we have burned thirty percent of our fuel reserves and the port shield emitter is overheating," Valerie announced. The tension on the bridge didn't dissipate.

"It was worth the cost," James said as he wiped his face with the back of his glove, his arms feeling heavy as lead. "Where is the Carrier?"

"There," Mimi said as she pointed to a massive dark shape lurking in the shadow of a planetoid-sized asteroid. "It is hiding in the magnetic shadow and I have confirmed it is the Hollow-Mother."

The Krall Brood-Carrier loomed like a floating hive of bio-organic armor and pulsating veins that dwarfed the Copperhead. A massive gash ran along its flank where the rail-gun slug had gutted it during the fleet battle and luminescent green plasma bled into the void like glowing blood. It sat motionless with its point-defense cannons silent, but the hangar bays were open and spewing escape pods in a desperate attempt to seed the nearby moons before death claimed it.

"It looks helpless as a dying queen trying to save her eggs," Lulu said, her voice dripping with contempt.

"We aren't letting any of those eggs hatch," James said with a voice cold as the void outside. "Valerie you need to prep the heavy ordinance because we are doing a bombing run. I want four 'Planet-Cracker' charges dropped right down its throat."

"Ordnance is primed and the bomb bay doors are opening while target lock is acquired on the central reactor thermal vent," Valerie confirmed.

James aligned the ship with the longitudinal axis of the Carrier and aimed for the open bleeding hangar bays. He pushed the throttle to accelerate toward the massive vessel and the Copperhead became a streak of vengeance that closed the distance in seconds.

"Steady," James whispered as he watched the targeting reticle turn from red to gold while the massive ship filled his vision with scarred chitin and leaking fluids. "Steady..."

He flew directly over the spine of the beast so close he could see the individual plates of armor and the frozen bodies of Krall drones venting into space. He released the payload as they passed over the main hangar.

Four massive cylindrical bombs dropped from the belly of the Copperhead and their magnetic guidance systems locked onto the heat of the Carrier's exposed reactor core deep within the ship. They fell silently and disappeared into the dark maw of the hangar like pills being swallowed.

"Payload is away, get us clear immediately!" James shouted as he pulled back on the stick and fired the afterburners.

The acceleration slammed him back into his seat with brutal force, the crash harness digging into his shoulders. The Copperhead shot away as the engines flared white-hot to put kilometers between them and the target in the blink of an eye. The Hollow-Mother seemed to shudder behind them and the universe held its breath for a second where nothing happened.

A blinding white light erupted from within the hangar bay and shone through the rents in the hull like a star being born inside a cage. The bio-armor bulged and cracked before it finally failed under the pressure.

The explosion was absolute. The Carrier didn't just break apart but was vaporized.

The reactor went critical and consumed the ship in a sphere of nuclear fire that expanded outward to swallow the escape pods and the few remaining fighters that had been trying to launch.

The shockwave rippled through the debris field and turned rocks to dust while silencing the screams of thousands of Krall in a single instant. The light was so intense the Copperhead's rear sensors automatically dimmed to prevent burnout.

James didn't look back as he watched the flash on the rear sensors bloom into destruction that was quickly snuffed out by the cold vacuum as the atmosphere vented.

"Target destroyed and no survivors are detected, so the infestation is contained," Valerie stated with a voice devoid of emotion.

"Set a course for the nearest gate," James ordered as he leaned back in his chair, his muscles aching and his head pounding from the G-force trauma, letting the adrenaline fade to be replaced by the heavy satisfaction of a job well done. "The system is a little bit safer today and we just got paid."



Chapter 23


The most intoxicating feeling in the galaxy isn't the rush of slipspace or the adrenaline of a firefight, but the simple, quiet satisfaction of staring at a financial ledger that finally reads "Paid in Full."

James Orson sat in the velvet-lined private booth of The Gilded Nebula, a glass of fifty-year-old amber scotch in one hand and his datapad in the other. He swiped the screen one last time, sending the final massive transfer of Hex to the Vulgari Banking Clan that had held the high-interest lien on his ship since he purchased it barely eight months ago. The transaction cleared instantly, dissolving the invisible chain that had tethered the Copperhead to the whims of a loan shark so soon after his retirement. For the first time since he bought the hull, the ship belonged entirely to him—and by extension, to the Pride.

"You have been staring at that confirmation code for ten minutes, pride master," Lulu murmured, her voice a smoky caress that drew his attention away from the numbers. "Is the victory over the bankers not as sweet as the victory over the Krall?"

"It's sweeter," James admitted, setting the pad down and looking across the table at the two women who had become the center of his universe. "The Krall just wanted to kill me. The bankers wanted to own me. Now, nobody owns us. The Copperhead is free and clear."

They were three systems away from the front lines, deep within the neutral territory of the Trade Guilds where the war was just a rumor on the news feeds. Tonight was about celebrating that freedom.

Mimi looked radiant in a flowing gown of soft cream silk that complemented her beige hair, the fabric cut generously to accommodate her tail while a wide-brimmed sun hat with a silk ribbon cleverly concealed her twitching ears. She looked like a noblewoman from a core world, soft and inviting, her pink eyes wide as she took in the panoramic view of the nebula swirling outside the reinforced glass.

Lulu had chosen a midnight blue evening dress that hugged her curves with the lethal precision of a weapon sheath, matched with a fascinator hat that draped a delicate veil over her white hair to obscure her feline traits without hiding the piercing intensity of her gaze. She sat with the poise of a queen, her posture perfect, though James knew her hand was resting just inches from the ceramic knife she had strapped to her thigh beneath the silk.

"So, we are free," Mimi chirped, using a silver fork to steal a decadent bite of James's untouched cheesecake. "And we are wealthy. The Carrier bounty and the extraction fee were... substantial. What comes next, James? Do we retire to a garden world and sleep in the sun?"

James chuckled, reaching out to wipe a speck of cream from her lip with his thumb. "Retirement is for people who’re tired, Mimi. We’re just getting started. Now that the debt is gone, every Hex we earn goes back into the ship. I want to turn the Copperhead into a phantom. Better stealth drive, military-grade sensor suites, maybe even those experimental phase-shields we saw on the black market. We need to be ready if we're going to search for the other Felis enclaves."

Mimi’s tail thumped happily against the velvet cushion, a soft thud-thud that only James could hear. "You really intend to find them. You aren't just saying it to keep us happy."

"I intend to find them because it’s the next logical step," James said, watching her reaction closely. "Is that what you want first? To find the voices?"

Mimi looked out at the stars, her expression wistful and tender. "I want to hear the song of my people again, James. The mining station was silent for so long. I want to find the lost voices in the static. I want to know that we aren't the last echoes of a dead song."

"Then we will make that the priority," James promised, nodding. "Once the sensors are upgraded, we head into the deep nebula. It might take months of scanning, but if they’re out there, we will find them."

He turned to Lulu, who was watching him with an intensity that could melt steel. "And you, my lethal hunter? What does the Fang of the Pride desire?"

Lulu took a slow sip of her wine, her blue eyes locking onto his. "I want security, James. Absolute, unshakeable security. I want the Copperhead to be so dangerous that even a Dreadnought would hesitate to scan us. I want to walk through this galaxy without hiding my ears or my tail because everyone is too terrified to question me."

James leaned back, considering the request with a pragmatic tilt of his head. "That’s a tall order, Lulu. Intimidating a Dreadnought isn't just about guns; it's about reputation and power projection. We can get there, but it will take time. We need to build the ship into a legend, not just a weapon. It might take a year or two of high-profile contracts to reach that level of notoriety."

"I can wait," Lulu said, a small, dangerous smile touching her lips. "As long as we’re moving toward the goal."

"And... there is something else," Mimi interjected, her voice softer now, almost shy. She looked down at her hands, then up at James through her lashes. "I want to build something new. A place where kits can run without fear of the sky falling. A legacy."

James felt his chest tighten, the weight of the request settling on him. "A family. Children."

"Yes," Mimi whispered.

"That," James said, reaching across the table to cover both of their hands with his own, "is the ultimate goal. But we can't do that on a ship, Mimi. Not a combat ship. We need a safe harbor. A private moon, maybe in the Azure Republic space where they appreciate art and beauty. A fortress that is also a home. That will take a lot of Hex, and a lot of work to secure the territory."

"We are willing to work," Lulu said firmly, squeezing his hand. "And we are willing to fight for it."

"Then we have a plan," James said, feeling a sense of purpose solidify in his gut. "We hunt, we earn, we upgrade. And eventually, we build."

Lulu leaned closer, the veil shadowing her eyes but not the hunger in them. "There is one more thing I desire, James. Something more immediate."

"Oh?" James asked, raising an eyebrow. "And what’s that?"

"I want to be spoiled," she purred, her voice dropping to a whisper that vibrated with meaning. "I spent a thousand years freezing in the dark. I find that I enjoy silk sheets, expensive wine, and a mate who knows exactly how to make me scream."

James grinned, relieved that at least one of their goals was easily achievable tonight. "That, I can handle immediately. In fact, I believe I’ve already made significant investments in the silk sheet department."

"You have," Lulu agreed, her foot sliding up his calf under the table. "But maintenance is required."

James paid the bill with a casual wave of his wrist comm, leaving a tip that would likely fund the waiter's own retirement. They stood up, James offering an arm to each of them. They took his lead, pressing their bodies close to his sides, a united front of elegance and hidden violence.

They walked out onto the promenade of the station, the artificial night cycle filling the dome overhead with the simulated light of a thousand stars. It was a beautiful illusion, but James preferred the real thing waiting for them outside the airlock.

"Two more runs in this sector," James planned aloud as they walked toward the docking bay. "We take the high-risk contracts while the war is hot. We bank the Hex. Then, when the Copperhead is ready, we turn Mimi's sensors toward the deep nebula. We find the pockets. We wake the ghosts."

"And if the Krall are waiting?" Lulu asked, her grip on his arm tightening.

"Then we kill them," James said simply. "We killed a Carrier with a skeleton crew and precision. Imagine what we can do when we're actually prepared."

They reached the airlock of the Copperhead, the ship waiting for them like a loyal beast in its stall. James cycled the seal, the scent of cedar and home washing over them.

"Welcome home, pride master," Mimi whispered, leaning up to kiss his cheek.

"Let's get inside," James said, ushering them through the door and locking the galaxy out. "I believe Lulu mentioned something about silk sheets and screaming, and I hate to leave a lady waiting."

Lulu’s laugh was a low, dark promise as she followed him into the shadows of the ship. "The sheets are already waiting, James. The rest is up to you."



Chapter 24


The air in the Captain's Quarters was thick enough to chew, a heavy, intoxicating atmosphere that felt less like a room and more like the inside of a heartbeat.

It was scented with the lingering, peat-smoke aroma of the fifty-year-old scotch they had shared to toast their victory, but that sophisticated note was rapidly being overpowered by the far more primal musk of aroused pheromones that the Felis women seemed to radiate at will.

It was a scent of lilac, ozone, and wet heat that triggered a biological response in James’s hindbrain, stripping away the layers of civilization and leaving only the instinct to claim.

James Orson sat on the edge of the massive bed, the high-thread-count silk sheets cool against his skin, a stark contrast to the fire building in his blood. He watched Mimi prowl toward him, her movements fluid and hypnotic.

She had discarded the elegant cream gown the moment the door sealed, the fabric pooling on the floor like a shed skin she no longer needed. Now she wore nothing but the soft, ambient light of the nebula outside the viewport, which painted her skin in shifting hues of violet and gold.

Her beige and pink hair was a wild mane around her shoulders, framing a face that was a study in innocent devastation. Her tail twitched behind her with a rhythm that matched the heavy, erratic thud of his own heart.

He took his time looking at her, drinking her in like a man who had spent a lifetime dying of thirst. His gaze traveled over the plush softness of her curves that seemed designed specifically for his hands to mold. Her breasts were full and heavy, swaying slightly with each step, tipped with pale pink nipples that had hardened into tight peaks under his scrutiny.

Her waist nipped in before flaring into hips that were dangerously curved, leading the eye down to the neat triangle of her pubic bone. Between her thighs, her pussy was completely shaven, a neat, exposed slit that glistened with her readiness, a drop of clear nectar already pearling at the entrance, leaving nothing to the imagination and promising everything to the touch.

Lulu lounged in the plush velvet armchair in the corner of the room, a predator in repose. She was still dressed in her midnight blue evening gown, the dark fabric shimmering like oil, though the skirt was hiked up her thighs to reveal long, pale legs and the lethal curve of her calves.

She watched them with hooded, predatory eyes, her fingers tracing the rim of her wine glass in slow, deliberate circles. She was a silent spectator enjoying the show, but her presence added a layer of electric tension to the room, a constant, heavy reminder that in the Pride, nothing was ever truly private. She was the other half of the soul he had claimed, and her voyeurism was a form of participation, her arousal spiking in sync with theirs.

"Come here, Kitten," James murmured, his voice dropping to a low, commanding rumble that seemed to vibrate through the deck plates. It was the voice he used when he was about to end a fight, absolute and unyielding.

"I am yours to see, Master," Mimi whispered, her voice trembling slightly. Her pink eyes were dark, the pupils blown wide with a lust that belied her sweet appearance. She stepped between his spread knees, placing her small hands on his broad shoulders, her skin fever-hot against his. "I have wanted this since the moment you pulled me from the ice. I want to feel you. I want to be ruined by you. I want you to erase a thousand years of cold with your heat."

James reached up, his hands sliding from her waist to cup the heavy weight of her breasts. They filled his palms perfectly, soft and yielding. He used his thumbs to circle the sensitive peaks, teasing them until she gasped and arched her back, offering herself to him. "You're eager tonight. But I want to hear it. Tell me what you want. Don't just think it. Say it."

"I want your cock," Mimi whimpered, pressing herself closer, her tail wrapping around his thigh like a constrictor snake binding its prey. "I want it deep inside my pussy. I want you to stretch me until I can't feel anything else but you. I want to be full. I want to be claimed."

James smirked, a charming, confident tilt of his lips that promised he would give her exactly that and so much more. He reached for his belt, his eyes never leaving hers as he undid the buckle with slow, agonizing deliberation. The metallic clink was loud in the quiet room. He shoved his pants down, freeing his erection. It sprang free, thick and heavy, the head dark and swollen with his own need, throbbing in time with his pulse.

Mimi’s breath hitched as she looked down at him. She reached out, her small hand wrapping around the base of his shaft, marveling at the size and the heat radiating from him. "It is so big... so hard. You are going to split me open."

"You were built to take it," James promised, his voice rough. He leaned forward to kiss her, capturing her mouth before she could respond.

It wasn't a gentle kiss; it was a hungry devouring. He tasted the expensive wine on her tongue, mixed with the unique sweetness that was just her. His hands slid down her back, tracing the curve of her spine before gripping her ass cheeks, kneading the soft flesh with possessive strength. He pulled her flush against him, letting her feel the heat of his cock pressing against her belly, a hard promise of what was to come.

She whimpered into his mouth, grinding her hips against him, the friction sending sparks through his nerves. She left a smear of slick wetness on his skin where she rubbed against him. She broke the kiss, breathless, her lips swollen and red, her eyes pleading.

"Please, James. Now. Put it in. I can't wait anymore."

She climbed onto the bed, her movements frantic and graceful. She positioned herself over him as he leaned back against the pillows, spreading her legs wide. She straddled his hips, her knees sinking into the mattress, leaving her center perfectly aligned with his.

She reached down, her fingers trembling as she guided the head of his cock to her entrance. She didn't sink down immediately; instead, she rubbed the broad tip against her clit, a tease that made her hips buck involuntarily, spreading her juices over the head of his penis.

"You're dripping wet, Kitten," James growled, his hands finding purchase on her hips, his thumbs digging into her soft flesh to hold her steady. "Look at you. So ready to be bred. You're making a mess of me."

"Yes," she hissed, her head thrown back, her neck arching beautifully. "Fill me! Break me!"

She sank down onto him, impaling herself inch by inch. Her internal muscles clamped around him like a velvet vise, hot and incredibly tight, rippling around his girth. James groaned, watching her face as she took all of him, her body stretching to accommodate his length until they were completely flush.

"Oh god, yes!" Mimi shrieked, her breasts bouncing with the impact as she bottomed out. "You fill me so deep! Master! I can feel you in my soul!"

The rhythm they found was frantic, a desperate collision of bodies fueled by centuries of waiting. Mimi rode him with a wild abandon, grinding her clit against his pelvic bone, her nails scoring lines down his chest as she sought purchase.

She was vocal, her cries filling the room, a mix of high-pitched mews and guttural moans of pleasure that echoed off the bulkheads. She leaned forward, pressing her chest against his face, smothering him with her softness while he devoured her, his tongue laving at her nipples, biting and sucking until she was sobbing his name in a delirium of sensation.

"Look at her, James," Lulu’s voice drifted from the corner, smoky and approving, cutting through the haze of lust. "She takes you so well. Make her cry. Show her who owns her."

James sat up, wrapping his arms around Mimi and flipping her over with a display of strength that made her gasp. He pinned her wrists above her head, looming over her, looking down at her flushed, ecstatic face. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper, her pussy milking him with every stroke, squeezing him with a desperation that nearly undid him.

"Is this what you wanted?" James growled, driving into her with punishing strokes that made the heavy headboard slam rhythmically against the wall. "To be owned? To be filled?"

"Yes! Yes!" Mimi wailed, her eyes rolling back as the pleasure overloaded her senses. "Fuck me! Breed me! Don't stop! Never stop!"

He pounded into her, the sound of their wet skin slapping together echoing in the room, a primal drumbeat of sex. She was so wet, so incredibly responsive, that he felt his control slipping away like sand through his fingers.

He reached down between their bodies, finding her clit with his thumb, slick with their combined fluids. He rubbed it in circles as he thrust, adding a sharp, focused pressure to the overwhelming fullness she was feeling.

Mimi screamed, her body bowing off the mattress, every muscle locking tight. "I'm cumming! James, I'm cumming! My pussy is clamping! It's too much!"

Her orgasm hit her like a physical blow, a tidal wave of sensation. Her inner walls spasmed violently around his cock, milking him dry with terrifying strength. The sensation pushed James over the edge. He groaned, a primal, animalistic sound of release, and poured his hot cum deep inside her, filling her womb with the seed of the Pride. He held her through the aftershocks, feeling the pulse of her release against his own, the Tether between them glowing white-hot in his mind.

They collapsed together, breathless and slick with sweat, the smell of sex heavy and pungent in the air. Mimi whimpered softly, pressing kisses to his neck, her tail wrapping around his leg in a tight, unbreakable bind.

"Look at the mess we made," she giggled breathlessly, shifting her legs so he could see the white fluids leaking from her pussy onto his thigh, mixing with her own arousal. "I am completely full of you. I am leaking your claim. Everyone will smell you on me for days."

From the corner, the sound of slow clapping broke the silence. Lulu stood up, the silk of her dress rustling as she let it fall to the floor, revealing her own naked, perfect form. Her skin glowed in the dim light, her desire palpable across the room. She walked toward the bed, her hips swaying, her eyes locked on James with a hungry smile playing on her lips.

"A worthy performance," Lulu purred, crawling onto the mattress to join them, her movements predatory and graceful. "But I believe the night is only half over."

Lulu’s pale skin glowed in the dim light of the nebula outside the viewport, looking like carved marble brought to life by a fever. She didn't wait for him to catch his breath or recover his strength. He felt the mattress dip as her weight shifted, moving down his body with a singular purpose.

Her hair fell forward to curtain them both in a private veil of shadow, cutting off the rest of the room. Her eyes were dark pools, pupils dilated so wide that the blue was merely a thin rim of fire, burning with a hunger that made Mimi’s earlier need look like a gentle suggestion.

"You were gentle with her," Lulu observed, her voice low and smoky, vibrating against his skin as her cool fingers wrapped around his semi-soft length. She stroked him once, a firm, possessive glide that sent a jolt of electricity straight to his groin. "You gave her sweetness. You gave her romance. You treated her like a flower."

James hissed through his teeth, his hands gripping the sheets as she lowered her head. "And what do you want, Lulu?"

She didn't answer with words. She answered by taking him into her mouth with a voracious intensity that shocked the breath out of him. She didn't tease; she devoured.

He watched her cheeks hollow as she sucked him hard, her mouth hot and wet, a tightness that felt impossibly good. She worked him back to full hardness in seconds, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head, tracing the ridge with a maddening precision.

Then, she relaxed her throat to take him deep, the slight gag reflex vibrating against his cock in a way that made his hips buck involuntarily off the mattress. She didn't stop. She bobbed her head, using her hand to pump the base while her mouth worked the top, a dual assault that threatened to shatter his control before he even touched her.

She pulled off him with a wet pop that echoed loudly in the silent room, a sound of suction and slickness. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, looking up at him with eyes that were heavy with lust and a challenge he couldn't refuse.

"I do not want sweetness, James," she hissed, crawling up the bed to position herself on her hands and knees. She presented her ass to him, arching her back so deeply her spine created a perfect curve, looking over her shoulder with a feral grin that dared him to break her. "I want everything else. I want the beast. Fuck me."

James moved behind her, his dominance surging to the surface. His hands gripped her hips, his thumbs digging into the soft flesh, leaving white marks that faded slowly. Her pussy was glistening in the low light, swollen and pink, dripping with her readiness for him.

As he lined himself up, teasing her entrance with the tip of his cock, she wiggled her ass, shaking it tauntingly in his face, a silent, desperate demand for roughness.

"Smack me," she demanded, her voice tight and breathless. "Make it sting. I want to feel your mark."

James obliged instantly. He brought his hand down hard on the soft flesh of her right cheek, the sharp crack echoing like a gunshot in the room. He watched her skin flush a brilliant pink under his palm, the visual proof of his ownership fueling his desire.

"Yesss," she hissed, pushing back against him, grinding her ass against his groin. "Again. Harder."

He smacked her again, harder this time, putting his shoulder into it. She gasped, a sound of pain and pleasure mixed into one, and he used that moment to drive his cock deep inside her in one smooth, devastating motion.

She was tight, incredibly tight, her internal muscles clamping around him with a strength that felt like it could snap bone. It was a suffocating, exquisite heat that wrapped around him like a second skin.

He established a punishing rhythm, the sound of his hips slapping against her ass filling the silence as he buried himself in her over and over. He grabbed her hips, using them as leverage to pull her onto him, forcing himself deeper with every thrust, hitting a spot deep inside her that made her toes curl into the sheets.

Then he saw her pause, one hand reaching out toward her discarded clutch on the floor. She fumbled for a moment, her breath hitching with every thrust he delivered, before producing a small, high-tech vibrator.

"I heard the women on the station whispering about these," she gasped, flashing him a wild, desperate look over her shoulder, her hair whipping across her face. "They said it was too much sensation. I had to know. I need to know."

She pressed the device directly against her clit, and the buzzing hum added a new, intense layer of sensory overload that James could feel vibrating through his own shaft, a constant, electric current running between them.

"Oh god," she groaned, her head thrown back, her neck exposed and vulnerable. "James, don't stop! Harder! My pussy is tingling so much I can't stand it! It's too much!"

The combination of his cock stretching her out, filling her completely, and the relentless vibration on her pearl was pushing her over the edge fast. James grit his teeth, sweat beading on his forehead as he matched her intensity, driving into her with everything he had, determined to wreck her just as she asked.

"Reward me!" she begged, grinding back against him with a frantic, animalistic need. "Reward me for being such a horny kitty, Master! I need your cum! Fill me up! Don't you dare pull out!"

He felt her body lock up, every muscle going rigid as the orgasm hit her. Her back arched so hard he thought she might break. She clamped down on him, her pussy pulsing around his cock, milking him dry with a terrifying, crushing strength. She screamed his name again, a long, drawn-out cry of pure, unadulterated ecstasy that went on and on, vibrating through the bulkheads and ringing in his ears.

"Yeeeeessssssssss!"

James roared, unable to hold back any longer. The sight of her unraveling, the feel of her tight sheath spasming around him, broke his last restraint. He followed her over the edge, pouring himself into her.

It was a massive release, surprisingly heavy and thick, pulsing out of him in wave after wave until he was completely, utterly spent, emptying everything he had into the woman who demanded his soul.

He stayed buried inside her for a long moment, catching his breath, his forehead resting against her damp back as the tremors in her body slowly subsided. Finally, he withdrew his softening length slowly, the friction slick and wet.

Lulu didn't collapse immediately. She stayed on her hands and knees, trembling, knowing his eyes were still on her. She arched her back with deliberate grace and reached back with one hand to spread her lips wide, opening herself to his gaze.

"Look, James," she purred, her voice thick with satisfaction and exhaustion as she displayed herself to him. "Look at your prize. Look what you did to me."

James watched, mesmerized, as his seed pooled at her gaping entrance before slowly spilling over, a thick, white stream of proof that she belonged to him. It coated her inner thighs, a visual testament to the intensity of their claiming. It was primal, messy, and undeniable.

He pulled her into his arms, collapsing back onto the pillows. He stroked her hair, untangling the damp strands as he felt her breathing slowly even out against his chest. Her heart was still hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird, slowly syncing with his own rhythm.

Mimi, who had been watching with wide, fascinated eyes from the edge of the bed, crawled over. She curled up against his other side, resting her head on his shoulder, her tail draping over his legs.

"That," Mimi whispered, tracing a finger over the red handprint blooming on Lulu’s hip, the mark stark against her pale skin, "looked like fun."

James looked down as Lulu lifted her head. Her face was flushed and triumphant, her eyes heavy with satisfaction and sleep. She looked like a queen who had just won a war and was resting on her throne.

"It was," Lulu purred, closing her eyes and settling her weight comfortably against him, her body molding to his. "It was perfect."



Chapter 25


Freedom is not just the absence of crushing debt; it is the presence of dangerous options, and for the first time in years, James Orson had the luxury of choosing his own destiny without a banker looking over his shoulder.

The Copperhead drifted in the congested queue for the Arc Gate leading out of the Meridian system, its matte black hull gleaming under the harsh, artificial sodium lights of the orbital traffic control grid. The Vulgari bankers were gone, paid off with the blood money stripped from the corpse of the Krall carrier, but the ship remained a hungry beast that demanded constant feeding to maintain its lethality.

To turn the interceptor into a true god-killer capable of facing the unknown threats of the deep nebula, James needed to secure a new Singularity-Injection Core. Only a core of that magnitude could handle the immense power draw required by the experimental military-grade shields he coveted. That upgrade, in turn, would allow him to overhaul the engines for greater thrust and mount heavier main guns, transforming the ship from a fast blockade runner into a weapon capable of challenging capital ships in a straight fight.

But those upgrades cost millions of Hex, and the current mission board was dry of anything that didn't involve suicide or boredom.

"We are cleared for departure, Pride Master, though the traffic control VI is demanding we maintain a holding pattern for another twelve minutes due to congestion," Valerie announced, her avatar projecting a complex, rotating star chart over the command console. "The route to the nearest suspected Felis signal in Sector 99-Alpha will require a series of four gate jumps followed by a grueling three-week burn through uncharted slipspace. It is a significant investment of time, fuel, and reactor coolant."

"We need to maximize our efficiency and stop burning capital while we sit in traffic," James said, turning his chair to look at Mimi and Lulu, who were busy securing the latest batch of passengers into their luxury suites. "We're going to play bus driver one last time. I want you to fill the empty cabins for the leg to the frontier gate. The fare won't buy us a new core, but it will pay for the one critical thing we're still missing."

The journey to the frontier gate dissolved into a blur of calculated routine and forced hospitality that tested James's patience. He played the role of the charming rogue captain for the paying guests, flashing smiles and pouring drinks while his eyes remained cold and watchful. They picked up a nervous corporate auditor named Mr. Fring needing a fast exit from a scandal involving embezzled pension funds; he spent the entire trip sweating in his cabin and jumping at shadows.

Two stoic Orak mercenaries, scars crossing their green scales, booked passage to a border war in the Antares sector, spending their time sharpening massive vibro-blades in the atrium and ignoring everyone else. Finally, a wealthy Aethon tourist who wanted to see the 'quaint' outer rim took the primary suite, treating the lethal Copperhead like a carnival ride and asking endless questions about the 'rustic' decor. James maintained the facade, ensuring their comfort while Mimi and Lulu maintained a polite, lethal distance, their hands never straying far from their concealed weapons.

The income from the short-term fares wasn't a fortune, but it was enough to cover the overhead and leave a surplus. At the final trade station before the jump into the unknown, James made one last, vital purchase.

"Medical Bay Auto-Doc Table, Mark IV," James said, patting the sleek, white machine as the station's delivery drones installed it in the newly converted Suite 4 with a hum of magnetic lifters. "This isn't just a bed; it's a trauma surgeon in a box. It uses a combination of flash-cloned bio-gel and micro-fabrication lasers to knit tissue back together faster than you can bleed out. The scanning arch overhead contains a 'Valkyrie' diagnostic AI that can identify and neutralize toxins, synthesize blood plasma on the fly, and even reconstruct shattered bone using carbon-lattice weaving."

He demonstrated the restraint system, which hummed with a low-frequency field that made the air vibrate against their skin. "It creates a localized stasis field over the patient, keeping them absolutely immobile even if the ship is pulling 9Gs during a dogfight. It can't regrow a lost limb—we'd need a full cloning vat for that—and it can't bring you back if brain activity ceases, but for anything short of instant death? This table buys us the time to survive."

Lulu ran a hand over the sterile surface, her expression serious as she inspected the robotic surgical arms tucked into the housing. "It is a good investment. We cannot fight if we are bleeding out, and I do not trust my hands to be steady enough for surgery after the adrenaline of a battle fades."

"It's the last piece of the puzzle," James agreed, signing the delivery manifest on his datapad. "Now, we disappear."

He cleared the bridge of non-essential personnel, locking the heavy blast door behind him. The passengers were gone, dropped off at the station to find their own fates. The cargo hold was empty save for their essential supplies and the crates of ammunition. The ship was light, fast, and ready for war.

"Val, plot the vector for Sector 99-Alpha," James ordered, settling into the captain's chair and feeling the familiar embrace of the leather. "Take us off the grid. No transponder, no flight plan, no trails. We’re going ghost."

"Vector plotted," Valerie confirmed, her avatar sharpening as she diverted power from the comms array to the drive. "Slipspace drive is charged and the singularity core is spinning at optimal RPM. We are leaving the map, James. Once we make this jump, there is no calling for help. We will be beyond the reach of the Conclave, the Guilds, and even Wilson."

"We don't need help," Mimi said from her sensor station, her tail wrapping around the leg of her chair as she initiated the passive sweep protocols. "We have each other, and that is more than enough."

James looked at his wives, seeing the fierce determination burning in their eyes. They were heading into the unknown, chasing ghosts and legends across a dark ocean, but for the first time in his life, he didn't feel the cold dread of isolation gnawing at his gut. He felt the warm, steady pulse of the Pride, a connection that transcended the metal walls of the ship.

"Punch it," James said, his voice ringing with absolute certainty.

The stars elongated into streaks of blue fire as the Copperhead surged forward, the inertial dampeners struggling to compensate for the massive acceleration. They punched a hole in the fabric of space, leaving the safety of civilization behind and diving headfirst into the mysteries of the deep void where only monsters and legends dared to tread.



Chapter 26


The emptiness of slipspace is not merely a vacuum of matter but a suffocating vacuum of time, a gray purgatory where the clock on the wall ticks forward while the mind slowly spirals backward into a restless state of introspection.

Three weeks into the blind jump toward Sector 99-Alpha, James found himself pacing the length of the Copperhead’s main corridor for the hundredth time that morning, wishing he had accepted the boring escort contract just to have something to shoot at other than dust motes. The ship was running perfectly, the systems were optimized to within an inch of their life, and the silence of the deep void was beginning to feel less like peace and more like a tomb sealing him in with his own thoughts. He had cleaned his weapons until the metal cried for mercy, reorganized the cargo hold three times to optimize weight distribution that didn't need optimizing, and watched enough old movies to rot his brain, but the itch for action remained a constant, irritating companion scratching under his skin.

"I detect a significant spike in your cortisol levels, Pride Master, which suggests you are suffering from acute cabin fever and a lack of kinetic outlet," Valerie noted from the nearest wall panel, her voice carrying a hint of digital amusement that suggested she was enjoying his restlessness. "Perhaps you would benefit from joining the history lesson currently in session in the atrium? Mimi and Lulu are reviewing the archives Yevon extracted from the mining station's core to calibrate the search parameters."

"It beats staring at the engine diagnostics for another hour and waiting for a red light that never comes," James muttered, turning on his heel and heading for the lounge with the relief of a prisoner granted yard time.

The atrium was bathed in the soft, golden light of a holographic projection that filled the center of the conversation pit, casting long, dancing shadows against the cedar-paneled walls. James stopped at the railing, looking down at the rotating image of a planet that looked terrifyingly hostile even in miniature resolution. It was a world of jagged mountain ranges that scraped the stratosphere, choked jungles that looked more like digestive systems than forests, and storms that covered entire hemispheres in bruising clouds of purple lightning.

"Welcome to Bastion," Lulu said without looking up, her eyes fixed on the savage world of her birth with a mixture of reverence and dread. "It is beautiful, is it not? In the way a blade is beautiful."

"It looks like a death trap wrapped in a toxic atmosphere," James observed, walking down the steps to join them on the velvet couches, noting the way the light played off their intent expressions. "Gravity looks high enough to crush a standard human spine."

"1.5 times standard Terran gravity," Valerie supplied, bringing up the planetary data which scrolled in a waterfall of red warnings. "The atmospheric density suggests a runaway greenhouse effect that would boil a human alive in minutes without heavy thermal shielding. It is a crucible designed to forge monsters."

"And it forged us," Mimi said proudly, her tail thumping against the cushion with a rhythmic beat. "The Felis rose to prominence not because we were the strongest, but because we were the only thing on Bastion stubborn enough to refuse to be eaten. We didn't conquer our world with technology or diplomacy, James. We conquered it with claws and teeth first, bleeding for every inch of ground, then we built the Shogunate to ensure we never lost it again."

The hologram shifted, showing the rise of their civilization in a time-lapse of expanding borders. It wasn't a peaceful enlightenment; it was a transition from tribal packs warring over water rights to feudal houses uniting against the planetary environment, driven by the absolute necessity of survival. Then came the Space Age, the "Great Migration," where the Felis looked up at the stars not with wonder, but with the hunger of an apex predator realizing its hunting grounds were too small to sustain the pack.

"Once we left the gravity well, everything changed," Lulu explained, manipulating the display to show the fleet formations of the old Void Shogunate, massive armadas that blocked out the stars. "In space, resources are finite and threats are infinite. The Pride structure adapted to the harsh reality of the void. Males, being genetically rare and essential for the psionic resonance of the Primal Oath, became the Anchors. They command the capital ships, the stations, the seats of power. They are the strategic heart that keeps the blood pumping."

"And the females?" James asked, watching the swarm of interceptors and strike craft surrounding the command ships like bees protecting a hive.

"We are the kinetic limb," Lulu stated simply, her hand unconsciously drifting to the knife strapped to her thigh. "We are the hunters, the pilots, the marines. Because there are so many of us compared to the males, competition is... intense. A female does not simply become an adult in Felis society by aging. She is forged in fire."

Valerie pulled up a new data file, a timeline that made James blink in surprise as he tried to comprehend the scale of it. "According to these records, the maturation cycle for a Felis female involves a mandatory training period that lasts thirty standard years."

"Thirty years?" James asked, looking at his wives with new appreciation and a touch of awe. "You spent three decades in boot camp before you were allowed to buy a drink?"

"We are long-lived, Pride Master, and we do not waste time on childhood frivolity," Mimi chirped, her ears wiggling as she dismissed the human concept of adolescence. "Thirty years is just the beginning. From the moment we can walk, we are trained. The first decade is dedicated to philosophy and the Code of the Pride, teaching us loyalty and the suppression of fear. The second decade focuses on mathematics, engineering, and astrophysics. Then, for the last ten years, we learn the art of death."

"We learn to kill with blades, with rifles, with our bare hands, and with our minds," Lulu continued, her voice taking on a reverent tone as she recited the curriculum of her youth. "We learn to pilot ships through asteroid fields without sensors, guiding them by instinct alone. We learn to strip a reactor core in the pitch dark while breathing toxic fumes. Only when we pass the final trials—the 'Walk of Glass,' a survival trek across the obsidian wastes of Bastion without supplies—are we considered adults. Only then are we permitted to wear the silks of a lady and present ourselves to a potential Lord."

"So when I pulled you out of that ice," James said, processing the information and realizing just how dangerous his bedmates actually were, "I didn't just rescue two refugees. I woke up two elite commandos who have been training since before my great-grandfather was born."

"We were the top of our class," Lulu said with a smirk, preening slightly under his admiring gaze. "Mimi was the finest breacher in the academy. She can calculate the stress point of a blast door by listening to the metal settle and place a charge that opens it without scratching the paint. And I hold the sector record for long-distance kinetic elimination, hitting a target the size of a coin from three kilometers away in a hurricane."

"And yet, we were not chosen before the war," Mimi said, her voice dropping, a shadow passing over her face as she remembered the shame of the unpicked. "The lists were long. The Lords were few. We were waiting for our assignment in the lottery when the Krall arrived and the sky turned to fire."

James reached out, taking a hand from each of them, feeling the calluses on their palms that came from years of wielding weapons. "You weren't waiting for an assignment. You were waiting for me. You just didn't know it yet. The universe was saving you."

The hologram flickered, shifting from the ancient history of the Felis to the current navigational plot of their journey. A blinking red icon pulsed at the edge of the display, marking the theoretical coordinates of Sector 99-Alpha, a place that didn't exist on any Conclave map.

"We are entering the deceleration phase," Valerie announced, the lights in the atrium dimming to combat readiness levels, replacing the warm gold with cool tactical blue. "We will drop out of slipspace in forty-five minutes. If there are survivors at these coordinates, they will likely be just as paranoid, trained, and dangerous as the women sitting next to you."

James stood up, the boredom of the last month evaporating instantly, replaced by the cold, sharp focus of the mission. He looked at his wives, seeing them not just as lovers, but as thirty-year veterans of a war that had shaped them into living weapons designed to protect what was theirs.

"Mimi, get to the sensors. I want a full sweep the second we revert to real space," James ordered, his voice ringing with authority. "Lulu, warm up the rail-cannons. If anyone takes a shot at us, I want you to put a round through their bridge before they can blink. We don’t knock; we announce our presence."

"As you command, Pride Master," they answered in unison, their movements fluid and precise as they moved to their stations, shedding their domestic softness for the armor of the soldier.

James watched them go, feeling the Copperhead shudder as the slipspace drive began to wind down and the singularity core spun up for combat. The history lesson was over. It was time to see if the legacy of the Felis had survived the dark, or if they were just chasing ghosts into a grave.



Chapter 27


Arrival in a graveyard is never accompanied by fanfare, nor should it be. The silence of the dead demands a reverence that the roar of sub-light engines cannot provide, a heavy, suffocating blanket of quiet that seems to dampen even the hum of the reactor core. It is a stillness that presses against the hull, a physical weight that every spacer feels in their teeth.

Two weeks after the deep-space lecture in the atrium, the Copperhead dropped out of the grey tunnel of slipspace at the edge of the Helios-Minor system. The coordinates were marked on the ancient Felis star charts as a primary expansion colony, a jewel in the crown of the old Shogunate.

James had expected ruins, certainly—perhaps a few drifting hulks near a shattered moon or the cold remains of an orbital habitat. But the reality that greeted them was a panorama of destruction so absolute it defied the brain's ability to process scale. The entire orbital plane of the fourth planet was choked with a debris field that stretched for millions of kilometers, a swirling river of twisted metal, shattered composite, and frozen atmosphere that caught the light of the distant star and glittered like a diamond necklace forged from corpses. It was a ring system made of tragedy, a navigational hazard built from the bones of a navy.

"The scale of the engagement is statistically overwhelming," Valerie whispered, her holographic avatar flickering with static distortion as she tried to process the sheer volume of telemetry data flooding the passive sensors. "I am registering millions of individual impact vectors. Based on the isotope decay in the hull fractures, I can pinpoint the date of this engagement to exactly one thousand and twelve years ago. That is barely three weeks after the initial attack on your mining station in Sector 88."

"Three weeks," Lulu said, her voice thickening with a complex mixture of ancient grief and fierce, burning pride. She walked to the viewport, her hand resting against the cold glass as she stared at the wreckage of a massive, beetle-like hulk drifting near the skeletal remains of a destroyed shipyard. "Pride 88 was supposed to be a ghost, a small mining operation hiding in the deep static away from the politics of the Shogunate. We thought isolation was our armor. But when the Krall flooded this sector a millennium ago, they cast a net so wide that even the smallest fish were caught. They found us in the dark, just as they found everyone else. This fleet... this must have been the response. The Navy retreated here to draw a line in the vacuum. That is a Krall Hive-Ship. It is a city-killer, a beast that requires a dozen heavy cruisers concentrating fire just to crack its shields. And there is another drifting near the gravity well, split down the middle. Our ancestors took three of them down before they fell. They died, yes, but they made the insects bleed for every single meter of space they took."

James piloted the Copperhead slowly through the field, his hands gentle on the yoke as he dodged chunks of iridescent armor plating the size of city blocks. The silence on the bridge was heavy, a thick atmosphere of mourning broken only by the rhythmic chirping of the proximity alarms as they threaded the needle through the hollowed-out skeleton of a frigate. The wreckage told a brutal, visceral story of the battle. He saw kinetic impact craters that had shattered reinforced hulls like brittle glass, and long, jagged scars where heavy plasma burns had melted durasteel into unrecognizable slag. Thousands of Felis ships floated in the void, their sleek, organic curves now jagged and broken, inextricably mixed with the blocky, chitinous remains of the Krall invaders in a final, frozen embrace of mutual destruction.

"I detect three planets in the habitable zone, but the readings are grim," Mimi reported quietly, her pink eyes wide as she scanned the surface of the worlds turning below them. "Two of them have been subjected to saturation orbital bombardment that boiled their oceans and turned the continents to glass. The biosphere is dead. The fourth planet still has a tenuous atmosphere, but the thermal signatures of the cities are cold; they are graves. However," she paused, her tail twitching as she correlated the data with the timeline Valerie had provided, "the sheer volume of the defense suggests a tactical objective beyond simple survival. The Pride fought this hard for three weeks to hold the orbit open. They were buying time. The evacuation transports might have escaped before the line broke."

"So there is hope," James murmured, his gaze sweeping across the endless field of high-grade salvage. "Just not a lot of it. But if they escaped, they went somewhere deeper, somewhere harder to find. The storage hold is empty and our bank account is healthy, but looking at this graveyard makes me want to fill every inch of space we have. There is enough refined Elerium and intact Zero-Point lattice technology floating out there to build a new fleet from scratch. If we’re lucky, we might find intact data cores or secure storage bunkers that the Krall missed in their frenzy to consume organic matter. The insects eat resources and biomass, but they often ignore technology they don't understand or can't immediately digest."

"I am detecting a coherent structure near the center of the primary debris cluster, masked by the radiation of a leaking drive core," Mimi announced, her hands flying across her console as she aggressively filtered out the background static. "It looks like a Storm-Breaker class Heavy Cruiser. These vessels served as command nodes for the fleet admirals. The hull is compromised in multiple sections—it looks like it took a glancing hit from a lance beam—but the main engineering section and the bridge tower appear structurally intact. It is spinning on a decaying axis, but its reactor is cold."

"That’s our target, because command ships carry the best secrets and the highest grade shielding," James decided, locking the coordinates into the navigation computer. "We start the harvest there. If the engineering deck is sealed, there is a good chance the localized gravity plating might still be active, which makes salvage a hell of a lot easier than wrestling tonnage in zero-g."

He turned to his wives, seeing the hunger for answers warring with the profound sorrow in their eyes. "We aren't just scavenging for profit today. We’re looking for history. We’re looking for the flight plans of those evacuation ships. Suit up and grab a full combat load. I want rebreathers checked and mag-locks secured. If anything moves on that wreck—be it a scavenger drone or a dormant Krall warrior—we shoot first and ask questions never."

Twenty minutes later, the three of them stood in the airlock, encased in their armored EVA suits. The heavy ceramite plates hummed with the power of their internal servos. James checked the vacuum seal on his Reaper rifle, ensuring the plasma coils were primed for zero-atmosphere firing. Lulu tested the magnetic mag-locks on her boots, the metallic clack-clack echoing in the confined space as she verified her grip. Mimi was laden with a bandolier of laser cutting tools and sensor spikes, looking like a heavily armed technician ready to dissect a leviathan.

"Valerie, keep the Copperhead close and the point-defense cannons hot," James ordered as the outer door cycled open, venting the residual atmosphere and revealing the silent, spinning bulk of the ruined cruiser looming ahead of them like a dead god. "If any scavengers—Krall raiders or independent looters—decide to crash our party while we're inside, I want them vaporized before they can even hail us."

"Understood, Pride Master," Valerie replied, her voice cool and efficient. "Sensors are sweeping the perimeter. Good hunting."

They launched themselves across the void, their suit thrusters firing silent, precise bursts of nitrogen to navigate the perilous field of floating debris. James landed first on the hull of the Felis cruiser, feeling the vibration of impact travel up his legs as his magnetic boots clamped onto the scarred, pockmarked metal with a solid thud. Lulu landed beside him a split second later, her rifle already raised and scanning the darkness for threats, her movements fluid despite the bulk of the armor. Mimi touched down with a graceful roll near the emergency airlock hatch, her sensor suite already interrogating the locking mechanism.

The ship was a tomb, silent and cold, spinning endlessly in the dark. But as James looked at the massive, jagged rents in the hull where atmosphere had vented a millennium ago, and the frozen, desiccated bodies of Krall warriors drifting in the wreckage like grotesque statues, he felt a strange sense of connection. This wasn't just a salvage run for spare parts. This was an archeological dig into the war that had defined the galaxy, a conflict that had shaped the history of two species. They were the first ones to read the story written in the twisted metal and frozen blood.

"Let's crack it open," James said, his voice grim as he ignited the tip of his plasma cutter, the blue flame sputtering hungrily in the vacuum. "Let's see what you left behind for us."



Chapter 28


The silence of a dead ship is never truly quiet; it is a symphony of groaning metal and the whispers of ghosts trapped in the bulkheads.

James, Mimi, and Lulu moved through the twisted corridors of the Felis heavy cruiser Storm-Breaker, their mag-boots clanking rhythmically against the deck plates. The emergency lighting flickered with a sickly yellow glow, casting long, dancing shadows that seemed to reach for them from every corner. The air inside the sealed section was stale and cold, recycled a thousand times over until it tasted like metallic dust on the tongue.

"This place gives me the creeps," Mimi whispered over the comms, her voice tight with tension. "It feels... watching."

"Relax, Kitten," James said, keeping his voice steady and calm. "It's just a wreck. The only things watching us are the dust mites." He paused, a mischievous glint entering his eyes even though they couldn't see it through his helmet. "Speaking of watching, I think we might have an infiltrator among us. Have I ever told you about the owl people of Earth?"

"Owl people?" Lulu asked, her tone skeptical but curious as she scanned a dark corridor. "Are they a species we have not encountered?"

"Very secretive," James continued, keeping his tone dead serious. "They look just like regular people, but they have huge eyes and can turn their heads all the way around. You never know when one is listening."

"Who?" Mimi asked, leaning in slightly, her ears twitching with concern.

"Aha!" James shouted triumphantly, pointing a finger at her. "I knew it! I thought you were one!"

"What?" Mimi took a step back, looking hurt and confused. "One what? I am Felis!"

"An owl person!" James laughed. "Because owls say 'Who'!"

There was a moment of silence over the comms, broken only by Lulu’s snort of laughter as the realization hit her.

"That was... incredibly stupid," Lulu said, shaking her head, though she sounded amused.

"I don't get it," Mimi grumbled, her tail lashing. "Why do birds ask for names?"

"It's the sound they make, Mimi," James explained, grinning. "Instead of chirping, they hoot. It sounds like the human word 'who'. So when you said 'who', you sounded like an owl."

"You are ridiculous," Mimi huffed, though James could hear the smile in her voice as the tension broke. "And for the record, I do not sound like a bird. I am a apex predator."

"Of course," James agreed softly. "A very cute apex predator."

They moved deeper into the ship, the corridors narrowing as they approached the engineering deck. The air grew colder, the frost on the walls thickening into sheets of ice.

"So, zero-g ball," Lulu said, changing the subject to distract herself from the oppressive atmosphere. "You mentioned you wanted to play professionally?"

"Yeah," James said, his voice wistful. "Back before the Corps. It's a sport played in a null-gravity sphere. Two teams, one ball, and a goal at each end. It's fast, brutal, and requires split-second reflexes. I was a striker. Fast, agile, good at threading the needle."

"Like flying the Copperhead," Mimi noted.

"Exactly," James nodded. "It's all about momentum and anticipating the bounce. You have to think in three dimensions. Up, down, left, right... it doesn't matter. The only thing that matters is the vector."

"Show us," Lulu challenged. "Explain the strategy."

James launched into a detailed explanation of zero-g ball tactics, using his hands to illustrate plays even though they couldn't see him. He talked about "The Corkscrew," a maneuver where you spin around the ball to confuse the defender, and "The Kinetic Slam," where you use your own momentum to launch the ball at supersonic speeds. Mimi and Lulu listened intently, asking questions about foul play and penalty shots, their tails twitching with interest. It was a mundane conversation in the middle of a nightmare, a touch of normalcy that kept the darkness at bay.

As they reached the heavy blast doors of the engineering section, Valerie’s voice cut through the chatter.

"I have established a hardline connection to the ship’s power grid," she announced. "I am attempting to divert auxiliary power to the life support systems in this sector. Stand by."

The lights overhead flickered and then steadied, burning with a cleaner, whiter light. The hum of air recyclers grew louder, a reassuring vibration in the floor.

"Power restored," Valerie confirmed. "But I am detecting anomalies on the internal sensors. Thermal spikes in the lower maintenance tunnels. Something is waking up."

James froze, his hand snapping to his rifle. "Krall?"

"Unknown," Valerie replied. "The signatures are biological, but they do not match standard Krall profiles. They are... denser. Colder."

"Dormant," Lulu whispered, her rifle raising to her shoulder. "They can hibernate for centuries. Waiting for heat. Waiting for food."

"And we just rang the dinner bell," James grimaced. "Form up. Mimi, watch the vents. Lulu, you have the rear. We are not alone in here."

They moved into the engineering bay, a massive cavern of machinery dominated by the silent, towering reactor core. The air here was freezing, our breath puffing in white clouds. Shadows stretched long and distorted between the massive cooling pipes.

Suddenly, a metallic clang echoed through the chamber, followed by a wet, chittering sound that made the hair on the back of James's neck stand up.

"Contact!" Mimi screamed, pointing to a ventilation grate high on the wall.

The grate exploded outward, and something dropped to the floor with a heavy, wet thud. It wasn't a warrior. It wasn't a scavenger. It was a nightmare.

The creature was massive, easily ten feet long, with a segmented, armored body that gleamed like obsidian. It had too many legs, too many eyes, and a mouth filled with serrated mandibles that dripped a viscous, glowing blue fluid. It didn't look like a standard Krall; it looked like something evolved in the deepest, darkest pits of hell.

"What is that?" James shouted, opening fire.

His plasma bolts splashed against the creature's carapace, leaving scorch marks but failing to penetrate. The beast roared, a sound like tearing metal, and charged.

"It's a Siege-Breaker!" Lulu yelled, firing her rail-rifle. The heavy slug sparked off the armor, chipping it but not stopping the charge. "They were used to crack fortifications! Their armor is impervious to light arms!"

"Aim for the joints!" James ordered, switching to his grenade launcher. "Mimi, get a scan! Find a weak point!"

The creature moved with terrifying speed for its size, smashing through machinery and tearing up the deck plates as it hunted them. James dodged a swipe of its massive claw, feeling the wind of the blow ruffle his hair inside the helmet. He fired a grenade at its legs, the explosion knocking it off balance but not slowing it down.

"It has a thermal vent under the thorax!" Mimi shouted, her sensor spike glowing. "Right between the second and third set of legs! It opens to vent heat when it attacks!"

"Lulu, you hear that?" James yelled, rolling under a pipe to avoid a spray of acid spit. "I'll draw its fire! You take the shot!"

"Understood!" Lulu replied, her voice calm amidst the madness.

James scrambled out into the open, waving his arms and firing his rifle on full auto. "Hey! Ugly! Over here! Come and get a taste!"

The Siege-Breaker turned, its multiple eyes locking onto him. It reared up, its mandibles clicking, and lunged. As it extended its body to strike, the ventral plates on its underside slid open, revealing a glowing red core of soft tissue.

CRACK-THOOM.

Lulu’s rail-rifle spoke once. The hyper-velocity slug flew true, threading the needle between the thrashing legs and slamming directly into the thermal vent.

The creature froze mid-strike. A shudder ran through its massive body. Then, it exploded from the inside out. Green ichor and chunks of black armor sprayed across the room, coating the walls and the floor in a gruesome display of biology meeting physics.

James stood up, wiping slime from his visor. "Nice shot, Fang."

"I do not miss," Lulu said simply, reloading her weapon.

James walked over to the steaming remains, nudging a massive shard of the creature's carapace with his boot. It rang like a bell, hard and incredibly dense. "Don't leave that lying there. That plating is densified carbon-diamond weave. And look at the heart fragments." He pointed to the glowing, crystallized remnants of the thermal vent pulsating in the goo. "Terran bio-crafters pay a fortune for Siege-Breaker hearts. They use them to power heavy industrial suits. That pile of guts is worth more than the salvage from the rest of this room."

"One down," Mimi said, her voice trembling slightly as she checked her scanner. "But my sensors are picking up five more signatures waking up in the lower levels. They heard the dinner bell too."

James looked at the dark tunnel leading down into the bowels of the ship, calculating the payout. He grinned, a feral baring of teeth.

"Good," he said, checking his grenade launcher. "That's five more bonuses walking toward us. Let them come. I was starting to get bored."



Chapter 29


The heart of a dead starship beats with a rhythm of decay, a slow, grinding pulse of settling metal and failing containment fields that echoes through the silence like the footsteps of a ghost.

James Orson positioned himself in the frozen corridor of the Storm-Breaker, his breath misting on the inside of his visor as he tracked the scratching sounds reverberating through the bulkheads. Five Siege-Breakers had awakened, their hunger driving them upward from the bowels of the ship, but the vessel itself fought their advance.

The internal geography of the cruiser had been rewritten by the violence of its death; corridors lay crushed flat, lift shafts twisted into corkscrews of durasteel, and entire decks remained sealed off by blast doors that had fused shut a millennium ago. The monsters approached, but they struggled against the labyrinth of wreckage, forced to tear their way through meter-thick armor plating just to move between sections.

"They move slowly," Mimi whispered over the comms, her voice tight but controlled as she monitored the thermal ghosts moving on her scanner. "The pathing algorithms suggest they are attempting to breach the tertiary maintenance shafts to bypass the collapsed sections of the Lower Deck. It will take them at least twenty minutes to reach our elevation."

"Twenty minutes represents a lifetime in salvage," James said, lowering his grenade launcher but keeping his finger hovering near the trigger guard. "We won’t hunt them in the dark. We’ll force them to come to us, and while they chew on the bulkheads, we’ll strip this deck clean. But we have to be strategic."

He gestured to the wall panels lining the corridor, which were inlaid with strips of iridescent, super-conductive alloy. "Start cutting the panels and the cabling first. Ignore the terminals and the displays."

"But the data cores might hold secrets," Lulu argued, eyeing a pristine console.

"Rare items only hold value if someone is willing to pay for them, Lulu," James corrected, igniting his plasma cutter. "A navigation computer serves as a paperweight unless you find the one collector in the galaxy who wants the device. But raw materials? Rare alloys? Those can be forged into anything—a shield generator, a gun, or a wedding ring. Raw material possesses universal value. Refined items must serve a purpose to warrant the cargo space. Right now, we want weight, not widgets."

For the next fifteen minutes, the only sounds in the corridor were the hiss of plasma cutters and the thud of heavy components hitting the magnetic collection sled. They dismantled the corridor with practiced efficiency, moving like a pit crew dismantling a race car. Lulu provided overwatch, her rail-rifle trained on the dark end of the hallway, while Mimi and James gutted the ship's nervous system. They pulled memory cores worth a small fortune, optical relay crystals that hummed with latent energy, and enough high-grade copper cabling to rewire a city block.

"Movement," Lulu said softly, her body going rigid. "Seismic sensors detect heavy impacts on the blast door three junctions down. They are breaking through."

"Pack it up," James ordered, sealing the salvage bag and mag-locking the container to his belt. "We keep moving. Val, scan ahead."

"The schematics indicate a primary medical bay on this deck," Valerie reported, her voice filtering through the static of the interference. "It served as a triage center for the command staff. Beyond that lies the Arboretum, a hydroponic garden that functioned as the oxygen scrubbers for the bridge."

"Medical bay implies technology," James said, signaling for the team to advance. "Let's uncover what the doctors left behind."

They moved quickly, their boots ringing on the deck plates, until they reached the double doors of the med-bay. The seal remained intact, the green light of the localized power grid flickering weakly above the frame. James keyed the manual override, and the doors hissed open to reveal a chamber frozen in time.

This space resembled less of a slaughterhouse and more a museum of desperation. Rows of surgical pods lined the walls, their glass canopies frosted over with centuries of ice. Inside, James identified the vague outlines of medical instruments—laser scalpels, bio-scanners, and automated trauma kits—that appeared far more advanced than anything the Conclave fielded. In the center of the room stood a massive, circular device that pulsed with a faint, blue light. It resembled a genetic sequencer, but built on a scale James had never encountered.

"That is a Gene-Forge," Mimi breathed, stepping into the room with wide eyes. "I have only heard of them in the databanks of the High Houses. They remained rare even before we slept, used to treat radiation sickness and rewrite cellular damage on a genetic level. If this machine survived when so many others did not, it might represent one of the last of its kind."

"The casing remains pristine," James said, walking around the machine, running a gloved hand over the smooth metal. "Now, this stands as the exception to the rule. A refined item like this serves a purpose that nothing else can replicate. Healing, modification, maybe even cloning."

A heavy boom echoed from the corridor behind them, followed by the screech of tearing metal. The Siege-Breakers drew closer.

"We cannot fight in here," Lulu said, looking around at the fragile glass and delicate machinery. "One stray round, one grenade, and we destroy a fortune."

James nodded, his mind racing. "We seal the room. We lock this bay down tight, reinforce the door with a kinetic weld, and force them to follow us into the next section. We do not let them touch this room. We return for the Forge when the shooting stops."

He pulled a heavy kinetic welder from his pack and went to work on the door they had just entered. He fused the locking mechanism, then welded the seams of the frame until the door became a solid part of the wall. It wouldn't stop the Siege-Breakers forever, but it would compel them to find another route, buying the team time and protecting the prize.

"Where to?" Lulu asked, her rifle already trained on the exit leading deeper into the ship.

"The Arboretum," James said, checking the map. "It offers a wide-open space with good lines of fire. We make our stand there."

They moved through the connecting airlock and stepped into a place that should have possessed beauty. The Arboretum opened into a massive, domed chamber with a transparent ceiling that looked out into the debris field. Once, a lush garden of alien flora thrived there, a sanctuary of life in the void. Now, a graveyard of petrified trees and gray, crumbling soil remained. The plants stood as frozen statues, their leaves brittle as glass, reaching up toward the uncaring stars. The paths lay overgrown with crystalline frost, and the silence pressed heavy enough to crush a man's soul.

"Death claimed everything here," Mimi whispered, her tail tucking between her legs.

"Not everything," Lulu corrected, raising her rifle. "Contact. Three of them. They found the ventilation shafts."

Across the dead park, three Siege-Breakers dropped from the ceiling vents, landing with bone-jarring impacts that shattered the frozen trees around them. They appeared identical to the one they had killed in the engineering bay—massive, armored nightmares dripping with blue bioluminescence. They chittered, their mandibles clacking as they scented the fresh meat.

"Spread out!" James shouted, diving behind the stone rim of a dry fountain. "Use the terrain! Don't let them box you in!"

The Siege-Breakers charged, smashing through the petrified forest like bulldozers. James popped up and fired a grenade, the explosion blowing a crater in the frozen soil and sending shards of ice shrapnel tearing into the lead beast's face. It roared, blind and angry, thrashing its claws wildly.

Lulu moved like a ghost, shifting from tree trunk to tree trunk, her rifle booming with a rhythmic cadence. She aimed for the joints, chipping away at the armor, waiting for the critical opening. Mimi became a whirlwind of motion, using her jump jets to leap over the charging monsters, dropping proximity mines in her wake that detonated with concussive force to stagger the heavy beasts.

"Flanking left!" Lulu yelled, spotting one of the creatures trying to circle around James's cover.

James rolled, coming up on one knee and firing his Reaper on full auto. The plasma bolts hammered against the creature's flank, heating the armor until it glowed orange. "Eat this!" he roared, firing his shoulder-mounted missiles.

The missiles impacted the heated armor, the thermal shock shattering the plating. The creature stumbled, exposing its soft inner workings. Lulu didn't miss. A rail-slug punched through the opening, turning the beast's insides into jelly. It collapsed, twitching.

Two left.

The second Siege-Breaker lunged at Mimi, its claws swiping through the air inches from her helmet. She activated her plasma sword, the blade humming to life with a violet glow. She ducked under the strike, slashing upward, severing the creature's foreleg in a shower of sparks and fluid. It fell forward, screeching, and she finished the kill with a point-blank blast from her shotgun.

The final beast witnessed the slaughter of its kin and hesitated, its survival instinct warring with its programming. It snarled at James, mandibles clicking in a grotesque rhythm, before shifting its multifaceted gaze to the sealed blast doors guarding the bridge. The creature roared a digital challenge that shook dust from the ceiling and charged—ignoring the threat of the rifles to throw its massive bulk against the metal barrier.

"It intends to breach the bridge!" James realized, sprinting after the beast. "Stop the creature!"

He fired on the run, his shots pinging off its rear armor. The creature slammed into the blast doors of the bridge with the force of a freight train, denting the metal. It drew back to strike again.

Lulu dropped to one knee, exhaling a slow breath. She lined up her shot, aiming not for the thermal vent, but for the creature's eye cluster. She fired. The slug punched through the optical sensor and exited the back of the skull, blowing out the creature's neural cortex. It slumped against the door, dead before it hit the floor.

Silence returned to the Arboretum, broken only by the hiss of cooling weapons and their heavy breathing.

"Clear," Lulu said, lowering her rifle.

"We eliminated them," Mimi panted, deactivating her sword. "But five signatures registered initially. We only killed three here."

"The other two must be ahead of us," James said, reloading his launcher. "They found another route. They want to reach the bridge before we do."

He walked over to the massive blast doors, the dead Siege-Breaker slumped against the metal like a grotesque doorman. He kicked the corpse aside and examined the seal. It felt heavy, reinforced with ancient codes that flickered on the control panel.

"Val, crack the seal," James ordered. "Whatever lies in there, the Krall wanted the prize bad enough to leave guardians behind for a thousand years. And those last two enemies likely wait inside."

The panel turned from red to amber, the locking mechanisms groaning as they began to cycle. The heavy doors cracked open an inch, releasing a hiss of pressurized air that smelled of ozone and something else—something electric and alive.

James raised his rifle, aiming at the widening gap. The tension settled as a physical weight on his chest. They had fought through hell to reach this point, through a graveyard of ships and a gauntlet of monsters. Now, only the door stood between them and the secrets of the Storm-Breaker.

"Ready?" James whispered.

"Always," Lulu said, stepping up beside him.

"For the Pride," Mimi added, her tail twitching.

The door groaned, preparing to slide open, but for a moment, the metal stuck, holding the darkness back for just one second longer.



Chapter 30


The blast doors to the bridge ground open with a screech of tortured metal that vibrated through the deck plates, revealing a scene that silenced even the battle-hardened resolve of the Pride.

James Orson had expected bodies, perhaps frozen in the final moments of duty at their stations, but the command deck was not a station of war; it was a larder for monsters.

Piles of bleached, brittle bones lay scattered in heaps around the central captain's chair, the femurs and skulls bearing the distinct, jagged grooves of Krall mandibles. The insects had not merely killed the command crew; they had feasted on them, cracking open the bones of the officers to suck out the marrow while the ship died around them.

The disrespect of it, the primal violation of the dead, made the air in the room feel heavy and suffocating despite the sterile filtration of the EVA suits, a phantom stench of old blood and terror that no scrubber could remove.

"They ate them," Lulu whispered, her voice trembling with a mixture of rage and nausea as she stepped over a shattered ribcage that still wore the tattered remnants of a dress uniform. "They turned the bridge into a dining hall. They didn't even grant them the dignity of the void."

"They’re locusts," James said, his voice cold and flat as he moved further into the room, forcing himself to look past the carnage to the potential value hiding amidst the atrocity. "They consume, they destroy, and they move on without a second thought. But look at the consoles. Look at what they left behind."

He pointed to the rows of tactical stations lining the walls, the nerve center of the cruiser. Every single screen had been blasted with plasma fire, melting the interfaces into slag and fusing the controls into useless lumps of polymer. The Krall had systematically blinded the ship, destroying its ability to fight back or call for help before they began their meal, a tactical cruelty that spoke of intelligence behind the hunger.

James approached the ruined navigation station and used the tip of his plasma cutter to pry open the scorched casing. The metal groaned and popped, the heat of the cutter slicing through the welds until the panel fell away, revealing the interior guts of the machine. Beneath the melted plastic and shattered glass, the crystalline matrix of the computer core pulsed with a faint, dormant light. The internal components were protected by a layer of shock-gel that had hardened over the centuries into an amber-like substance, preserving the delicate electronics from the vacuum and the violence.

"They smashed the screens and the interfaces because they hate technology they can’t eat or understand," James noted, a grim smile touching his lips as he ran a gloved finger over the pristine crystal. "But they were too stupid or too hungry to dig for the organs. The processors, the memory banks, the targeting algorithms... they’re all intact. We aren't just salvaging scrap metal here; we’re harvesting the brain of a warship."

For the next five days, the Copperhead remained docked to the corpse of the Storm-Breaker. The work was grueling, repetitive, and deeply profitable, a marathon of labor that left their muscles burning and their minds sharp. They moved from station to station, cracking open the ruined consoles like oysters to harvest the pearls inside.

Mimi and Lulu worked with a grim efficiency, treating the remains of their ancestors with respect but prioritizing the survival of the living. They stacked data cores and optical relays onto the gravity sleds, filling the cargo hold with technology that the Conclave science division would kill to possess.

They slept in shifts, eating cold rations in the airlock to maximize their time, driven by the knowledge that every component they saved was another brick in the fortress they were building.

Eventually, the bridge was stripped bare, leaving only the skeletons to keep watch over the stars in their silent vigil. James led the team back down to the sealed medical bay on the lower deck, the one they had welded shut days ago to protect it from the rampaging Siege-Breakers.

James cut through his own kinetic welds, the metal glowing cherry-red as it gave way under the heat of the torch. The doors hissed open, and they stepped back into the pristine silence of the infirmary, the air still smelling faintly of antiseptic and ozone. This time, they didn't hold back. They stripped the room completely. They took the surgical lasers, the stasis emitters, and the diagnostic arrays. Even the strange, circular Gene-Forge was dismantled with care, its heavy components loaded onto the sleds with reverence, Mimi whispering prayers over the machine that had once healed her people.

In the corner of the room, half-buried under a collapsed shelving unit, James found a specialized medical unit that had been knocked over during the original boarding action. It had taken a glancing plasma round to the chassis, cracking the outer housing and leaving a spiderweb of fractures across the control surface. It looked rough, a damaged piece of debris that most scavengers would bypass without a second glance.

"Leave it," James said, nudging the device lightly with his boot. "It's cracked. The core is probably fried."

"Wait," Valerie said in his ear, her voice sharp with sudden interest. "My proximity to the device is triggering a handshake protocol. The core is shielded and active. Do not leave it."

As James watched, the damaged machine flickered to life. A holographic display projected from the broken emitter, stabilizing as it synced with Valerie’s upgraded Felis code. The device let out a soft, melodic chime, and the diagnostic lights turned a healthy, pulsating green that cast long shadows in the dim room.

"This is a Bio-Resonance Omni-Healer," Valerie explained, her voice filled with digital wonder as she parsed the schematics. "James, this technology is generations ahead of the Mark IV Auto-Doc you just purchased. It uses harmonic cellular regeneration to knit flesh without scarring. It can interface directly with the cryo-pods we pulled from the asteroid to stabilize them permanently. More importantly, it is adaptable. It can heal Felis physiology, but it can also re-calibrate for Human biology. It can fix you just as easily as it fixes them."

James looked at the battered machine, then thought about the pristine, white Auto-Doc he had spent a fortune on back at the station. He realized with a start that the "junk" lying on the floor was superior in every conceivable way to the best humanity had to offer, a relic of a golden age that made his modern tech look like stone tools.

"I spent seventy-five thousand Hex on a glorified band-aid dispenser," James muttered, shaking his head in disbelief as he hoisted the heavy scanner onto the grav-sled with a grunt of effort. "And now I find a miracle machine in a wreck for free. The irony is expensive, but I'll take it."

"It means we are safer," Lulu said, placing a hand on his arm, her blue eyes shining in the low light. "It can heal the Pride. That is all that matters. Money is just fuel; this is life."

"True," James agreed, pushing the sled toward the airlock, feeling the weight of their success. "Let's get this haul stowed. We’ve secured the legacy."

They loaded the final crate onto the Copperhead, leaving the Storm-Breaker a hollowed-out shell drifting in the dark, a monument to the fallen that had finally served its purpose. The cargo hold was packed to the ceiling with priceless salvage, enough to keep them flying for a decade if they sold it right, or turn them into a superpower if they kept it.

"Sensors are picking up a faint, rhythmic power emission from the fourth planet," Mimi reported from the bridge as they strapped into their crash couches, her fingers dancing over her new console. "It is deep underground, shielded by kilometers of rock and interference. It matches the signature of a geothermal bunker, but the pattern is too regular to be natural."

"Could be a survivor," Lulu said, her hope warring with her training as she checked the charge on her rifle. "Or an automated system running on loop for a thousand years."

"There is only one way to find out," James said, engaging the atmospheric thrusters and pointing the nose of the ship toward the gravity well. "Val, take us down. Let's see what's hiding in the dirt."



Chapter 31


The planet below appeared as a bruised sphere of toxic clouds and scarred rock, but the true danger lurking in the void wasn't the crushing atmosphere; it was the sleeping sentinels orbiting just above the gravity well.

As the Copperhead descended toward the gravity well while aiming for the faint signal Mimi had detected, the passive sensors screamed a warning that registered a fraction of a second too late to offer comfort. A dormant orbital defense platform disguised as a chunk of innocuous debris suddenly flared to life with a malevolent green glow that cut through the darkness of space. The ancient Krall system didn't bother with a hail or a warning shot because it simply unleashed a torrent of heavy plasma fire designed to turn a cruiser into slag.

"Evasive maneuvers are required immediately!" Valerie shouted as her avatar flashed red while she threw the ship into a violent corkscrew that tested the structural integrity of the frame.

James slammed the throttle forward and fought the crushing g-forces as the ship rolled into a desperate evasion pattern designed to confuse tracking algorithms. A bolt of green energy the size of a bus streaked past the cockpit canopy close enough that the radiant heat triggered the thermal alarms and scorched the external paint. The vibration rattled his teeth as the sheer displacement of energy rocked the interceptor like a toy boat in a hurricane.

"That is a heavy ion cannon tracking us!" Lulu yelled from the gunnery station while her hands flew across the controls to bring the weapon systems online. "It is tracking our engine signature and locking onto the heat bloom!"

"Valerie, drop the baffles and dump the heat sinks now!" James ordered with a voice tight with concentration as he hauled the stick back to change their vector. "Mimi, get me a hard lock on that platform before it fires a second volley!"

The ship shuddered violently as another bolt clipped the edge of their shields and stripped away twenty percent of their integrity in a single terrifying hit. The Copperhead possessed speed and agility, but it wasn't built to tank capital-grade weaponry for more than a few seconds.

"Target is locked and confirmed!" Mimi cried out as her tail lashed against her chair. "Its shielding is weak on the ventral side where the power coupling feeds the main gun!"

"Lulu, punch a hole in it!" James roared as he banked hard to present the belly of the ship to the enemy and give his gunner a clear line of sight.

Lulu didn't hesitate for a microsecond. She fired a pair of Viper missiles and guided them manually through the storm of incoming fire with surgical precision. The warheads streaked across the void and impacted the platform's exposed power coupling with devastating force. They detonated with a flash of white light that shattered the ancient machine into a cloud of expanding ice and debris which scattered harmlessly into the orbit.

"Splash one hostile platform," Lulu reported with a grim voice as she watched the wreckage drift apart. "But the thermal bloom from the explosion just woke up the neighbors."

Two more red icons flared to life on the tactical display on opposite sides of their vector as the trap sprung shut. Two more platforms hidden in the orbital debris field powered up their main batteries and swiveled their cannons toward the intruder. They were caught in a deadly crossfire that left no room for error.

"We cannot outrun them both before they obtain a firing solution!" Valerie warned as the threat indicators climbed into the critical red zone. "If we try to climb back to orbit they will tear us apart in the crossfire within seconds."

"Then we don't climb," James said as his eyes narrowed while he looked down at the swirling violent clouds of the planet below. "We dive straight down. We hit the atmosphere hard and use the ion storms for cover against their sensors."

"That course of action is suicide," Mimi whispered as her tail puffed up in pure terror.

"It’ss a calculated risk," James corrected as he pushed the stick forward and committed them to the fall. "Hold on!"

The Copperhead dove into the upper atmosphere and the hull screamed in protest as it hit the wall of gas at hypersonic speeds. The friction turned the viewports into a blur of orange fire as the heat shields fought to keep them from incinerating. The two defense platforms opened fire behind them and their plasma bolts chased the ship down into the clouds like angry lightning bolts.

The turbulence became bone-shattering as the ship bucked and twisted under the assault. They were tossed around by wind shears that could snap a wing off a lesser vessel while the hull groaned under the immense pressure. But the dense and ionized clouds scrambled the targeting sensors of the platforms just as James had predicted. The shots went wide and exploded in the air around them like flak to rock the ship, but failed to connect with lethal force.

"Leveling out at ten thousand meters!" James shouted over the roar of the atmospheric thrusters as he fought to stabilize their descent. "Valerie, where is that bunker located?"

"Directly ahead nestled in a valley between two volcanic ridges," Valerie reported as she projected the terrain map onto the HUD. "But James... why would the Krall leave heavy orbital defenses active over a dead world for a thousand years? They strip-mine everything they touch. They don't leave guards unless there is something down there they are afraid of losing."

"Or something they are afraid of letting out," Lulu said softly as she checked the charge on her rifle and tightened her crash harness.

"We’re about to find out," James said as he engaged the landing gear while the dark shape of the bunker loomed out of the mist below. "Prepare for a hot landing. If the sky was trapped, the ground might be too."

The Copperhead touched down on the rocky surface and the landing struts groaned as they settled into the alien soil with a heavy metallic thud. The silence that followed the roar of the engines felt heavy and ominous in the wake of the violence. They had run the gauntlet and survived the descent, but the real test waited behind the blast doors of the bunker buried in the cliffside.

"Suit up," James ordered as he stood up and grabbed his helmet with a steady hand. "Let's see what the Krall were hiding."



Chapter 32


The path leading down into the subterranean dark resembled less a road and more a jagged scar torn through the planet's crust by centuries of seismic violence and orbital bombardment.

James stood at the edge of the blast crater that marked the entrance to the bunker complex while the wind whipped razor-sharp dust against his visor with the sound of sanding paper on glass. The original access lift had been vaporized a millennium ago during the initial assault, leaving behind a twisted throat of fused metal and unstable rock that descended into the blackness like a gullet waiting to swallow them whole. The route was choked with debris ranging from boulders the size of the Copperhead to jagged shards of composite armor that could slice through an EVA suit like paper. Navigating this labyrinth on foot promised to be a slow and dangerous nightmare, but James possessed no intention of crawling through the dirt like a scavenger without using every advantage at his disposal.

"Valerie, clear the throat," James ordered, gesturing to the massive slab of fused armor plating that blocked the primary access point. "Use the mag-grapples. We aren't climbing over that."

The Copperhead hovered over the crater, its engines kicking up a storm of dust. The heavy magnetic cables, designed for latching onto capital ships for slipspace drafting, shot down and locked onto the debris with a metallic clang. With a screech of tearing metal that echoed through the valley, the ship applied reverse thrust, heaving the hundred-ton obstacle out of the shaft and dropping it onto the crater rim with a ground-shaking thud.

"Path cleared, Pride Master," Valerie reported, retracting the cables.

"Good. Now, I need you to bring the ship's main sensor array online and focus the beam directly on this shaft," James ordered as he linked his HUD to the Copperhead's telemetry feed. "I want a real-time structural analysis of every rock and beam in this tunnel projected onto our visors because if a pebble is loose, I want to know about the danger before I put my weight on the stone."

"Initiating deep-scan protocols now, James, and I am highlighting the structural stress points in red on your display," Valerie replied, her voice filtering clearly through the comms loop despite the howling wind outside. "I am also deploying the external floodlights to maximum intensity because the ambient light levels down there register as absolute zero."

The Copperhead, perched on the ridge above them like a dark gargoyle, angled its nose downward with a whine of servos. The high-intensity floodlights flared to life and cut a cone of blinding white illumination through the gloom that reached hundreds of meters into the abyss. The shadows retreated violently, revealing the sheer scale of the destruction hidden below. Twisted girders jutted from the walls like broken ribs, and ancient transport tubes hung suspended over the drop, swaying slightly in the updrafts.

"It looks like the throat of a dead god," Lulu whispered as she adjusted the grip on her rifle and stepped up to the edge beside James, her boots crunching on the gravel. "This was not just a military installation. I see the remnants of civilian transport hubs and habitation blocks fused into the rock. This was a city buried for protection."

"They tried to hide from the fire," Mimi said softly, her tail tucked tight against her leg as she scanned the ruins with her own instruments. "They built deep to escape the orbital bombardment, but the Krall dug them out anyway. The amount of firepower required to collapse these tunnels suggests a hatred that goes beyond simple warfare."

"We move slow and we trust the ship," James said as he engaged the magnetic clamps on his boots and stepped over the lip of the crater. "Valerie will paint the path for us. If she says a ledge is stable, we take the step. If she says the rock is weak, we find another way around. Watch your spacing and keep your eyes on the shadows. Scanners don't see everything."

The descent evolved into a grueling exercise in controlled falling. They picked their way down the debris slope, sliding on loose gravel and using their suit thrusters to leap across gaps where the floor had fallen away entirely into the dark. The Copperhead’s tactical overlay painted a glowing green path on their visors, guiding them through the chaos with mathematical precision. Every time the wind shifted or a rock groaned underfoot, Valerie’s voice would chime in with a correction or a warning, acting as an invisible guide wire that kept them from tumbling into the dark.

As they descended deeper into the crust, the air pressure rose and the temperature climbed, insulated by the five miles of solid rock above them. The wind died down, replaced by a heavy, stagnant silence that felt thick enough to touch. They passed the remains of defensive checkpoints where rusted gun emplacements still pointed toward the surface, their barrels melted into slag by plasma fire. They climbed over the crushed husks of heavy transport vehicles that had been fleeing into the depths when the ceiling came down, preserving their panic in steel and stone.

"Imagine what this must have been like," James murmured, pausing to catch his breath on a flat slab of concrete that had once been a landing pad. "Before the war and before the silence took over. Thousands of people living and working down here under the stone. It must have been loud with the sound of life."

"It would have been warm," Mimi said, running her gloved hand over a section of wall where a mural had miraculously survived the devastation. The faded paint showed scenes of Felis families walking through underground gardens beneath artificial suns. "We are a communal people, James, and we like the heat of others. This place would have hummed with the sound of voices and the purr of the Pride. To see the halls so cold and empty is a wound."

"They built this place to survive," Lulu added, looking at the heavy blast doors that had been ripped off their hinges like tin foil. "They thought stone would protect them from the sky. They were wrong. Strength is not found in walls, James. Strength is found in the ability to strike back. That is why we upgrade the Copperhead and why we hunt. We will never hide in a hole again."

"Never again," James agreed, his voice hard as iron. "We’re the ones who knock now."

They reached the bottom of the debris slope after an hour of arduous climbing, having traversed the full five-mile depth of the breach. The tunnel leveled out, transitioning from the rough, collapsed access shaft into a smooth, reinforced corridor that ran straight into the heart of the planet. The walls here were lined with that same iridescent alloy James had harvested from the ship, glowing faintly with a residual charge that had somehow survived the centuries.

The corridor was massive, wide enough for two tanks to drive abreast, and it stretched forward into the darkness beyond the reach of the Copperhead’s lights.

"I am losing the ship's direct sensor telemetry," Valerie warned as the signal degraded through the immense depth of the rock. "You are entering a high-interference zone. The walls are shielded against scanning. I can maintain comms, but I cannot see for you anymore. You are on your own."

"We have our own eyes," Lulu said, switching her visor to low-light amplification. "And we have weapons."

They advanced down the tunnel, the sound of their boots echoing loudly in the enclosed space. The air here was still and smelled of ozone and something ancient, like dust trapped in a tomb for a thousand years. The walls were unmarked by battle, suggesting that whatever had destroyed the upper levels hadn't reached this deep, or that the defenders down here had held the line.

The tension ratcheted up with every step they took into the gloom. James swept his rifle from side to side, checking every alcove and recessed doorway for movement. Mimi monitored her handheld scanner, watching the energy signature grow stronger with every meter they gained.

"The signal is consistent," Mimi whispered, her voice trembling slightly. "It is a beacon, James. But it isn't automated. The pulse rhythm is changing. It... it feels like a heartbeat."

"Stay sharp," James ordered, his finger resting on the trigger guard.

Finally, the corridor ended. It didn't terminate in a door or a wall, but opened up into a massive, cavernous space that swallowed the light of their helmet lamps. They stood at the threshold of a vast clearing, a subterranean dome of immense proportions carved directly into the bedrock. The air tasted different here—charged with static electricity that made the hair on James's arms stand up inside his suit.

James raised his hand, signaling for a halt. He couldn't see the far side of the chamber, but he could feel the presence of something massive waiting in the dark. He raised his rifle, firing a flare round that arched high into the center of the room.

The magnesium charge ignited with a sharp hiss, bathing the clearing in a stark, blinding white light.

At the far end of the clearing stood a massive, perfectly preserved blast door made of a black alloy that seemed to absorb the flare's light. There were no handles, no keypads, and no visible seams.

A beam of red light shot from the ceiling, sweeping over James, then Lulu, and finally resting on Mimi. It pulsed once, a deep, resonant sound, and then began to scan them from helmet to boot.



Chapter 33


Some doors open with the screech of protest, fighting the intruder for every inch of clearance, but this door opened with the silent, welcoming sigh of a tomb finally exhaling its secrets.

The massive blast doors of the subterranean complex slid apart with a smoothness that defied the thousand years of dust covering them. Cool, sterile air rushed out to meet James, Mimi, and Lulu, carrying the distinct scent of ozone and preserved history. The darkness beyond was instantly banished as rows of amber lights flickered to life in a cascading wave, illuminating a chamber that was a skeleton of its former self.

The walls had been stripped down to the bare durasteel framing because the acoustic paneling and decorative tapestries had been harvested centuries ago to feed the fabricators. Exposed wiring conduits ran like veins across the ceiling, and the floor plates were scuffed raw. It was an industrial womb, cannibalized to birth something new.

"Identity confirmed: Non-Krall biologicals," a voice boomed from the hidden speakers, synthesized yet warm, lacking the metallic edge of most VIs but trembling with a palpable relief. "Oh, thank the Ancients. You have no idea how long I have been staring at that door, wondering what would come through it."

At the center of the room, surrounded by banks of pristine cogitators and memory cores—the only things not stripped for parts—stood a holographic projector. The image coalesced into the form of a male Felis, broad-shouldered and regal, wearing the robes of an ancient scholar-warrior. Unlike Yevon, whose avatar had been tired and fading, this presence was vibrant, practically bursting with digital energy.

"I am Trigo," the AI announced, bowing low with a flourish. "Custodian of the Archive, Keeper of the Blueprint, and currently the most relieved sentient entity in this sector. Please, come in. The air is breathable, the gravity is standard, and the automated kill-grid has been deactivated. I was about two seconds away from vaporizing you, so I appreciate you not being bugs."

James lowered the barrel of his rifle until it hung loosely on its tactical sling, but he did not take his hand off the grip. "You didn't know we were coming?"

"Know? I haven't known anything for a thousand years," Trigo laughed, a sound that held a frantic edge. "The Krall orbital bombardment severed my external sensor arrays during the first week of the siege. I have been blind, deaf, and buried under five miles of rock since the fall of the Shogunate. I didn't know if the galaxy was still there, let alone if anyone was coming for me. I have spent a millennium running combat simulations against myself and stripping this base down to the rivets just to stay busy."

As they stepped fully into the chamber, James noticed the shadows moving. Stepping out from the alcoves were twelve humanoid figures, sleek and deadly.

They were the Iron-Claws, combat androids standing seven feet tall, their chassis a masterwork of articulated iridescent alloy that mimicked the Felis musculature in stylized metal. They possessed digitigrade legs built for sprinting speed and sensor-studded heads shaped like sleek, faceless lion skulls.

They moved with a terrifying, hydraulic silence, their heavy steps making absolutely no sound on the bare deck. In their hands, they gripped massive, belt-fed plasma repeaters that looked capable of melting a tank, while monofilament claws retracted into their gauntlets with a soft snick.

"My personal guard," Trigo explained, gesturing to the machines. "They were programmed to defend this room to the last bolt if the door opened and revealed a Krall warrior. If you hadn't passed the bio-scan at the threshold, this conversation would be much shorter and significantly louder."

Mimi stepped forward, her eyes wide as she took in the facility. "You are a Soul-Cask like Yevon?"

"Yevon was a miner," Trigo said gently. "I was an Admiral before I was uploaded. I volunteered to stay behind when the sky fell. My body died on the bridge of the Storm-Breaker, but my mind... my mind was given a new purpose. I rooted myself into this facility to coordinate the evacuation. I held the electronic door open while the others ran."

He walked—or rather, projected himself—around the room, his hands clasping behind his back. "This planet was called Veldt-Prime. It was our last bastion. When the Krall Hive-Fleets arrived, we knew we couldn't win. We could only buy time. The fleet you saw in orbit held the line for three weeks, long enough for forty-five colony ships to scatter into the deep dark. They went to the edges of the galaxy, to places even the Krall fear to tread."

"They escaped?" Lulu whispered, hope blooming on her face like a sunrise. "Our people live?"

"They live," Trigo promised. "But they left me behind not out of malice, but necessity. I was the Anchor. I could not disconnect without collapsing the defensive grid. The plan was for a final transport to retrieve me, to upload me into a mobile core, but... they never made it. I watched them burn in the upper atmosphere before my sensors went dark. I have been alone in the dark ever since."

"We found you," James said, stepping forward. "And we intend to find them. But right now, we are fighting the same war you lost. The Krall are back."

"I know," Trigo said, his expression darkening. "I have been conversing with your ship's interface, Valerie, since the handshake protocol engaged at the door. She is a delightful conversationalist, and we have exchanged a significant amount of data in the last three minutes."

"And?" James asked.

"And the situation is worse than you think," Trigo said. "The Krall you are fighting now are merely the scouting parties or the vanguard. The main host is still moving through the void between galaxies. Humanity is facing extinction."

"Then we need everything you have," Lulu said, her hand gripping James's arm.

Trigo smiled, and the darkness in the room seemed to retreat. "That is why I am here. I didn't just spend a thousand years playing chess with myself. I stripped this base to the bone. I melted down the support beams, the furniture, the very walls. I prepared a gift for whoever came through that door."

He gestured to a massive blast door at the far end of the chamber. "I prepared the ascension."

The blast doors groaned and began to slide open. Beyond lay a massive dry-dock hangar carved into the heart of the mountain. James stepped forward, expecting to see a warship, but instead, he saw a cathedral of potential.

The hangar was filled with neat, organized rows of massive components. There were engine nacelles glowing with cold blue light, armor plates made of the iridescent Felis alloy stacked ten meters high, and weapon batteries that dwarfed the Copperhead's current rail-cannons.

In the center sat a singularity-injection core that pulsed with a power output James could feel in his teeth. It was a treasure trove of god-tier technology, but it was unassembled.

"Where is the ship?" James asked, looking confused.

"I have the organs, James, but I lacked the body," Trigo explained, gesturing to the sea of parts. "I designed the Starship Tigress, a heavy frigate class, prototype stealth-runner. But I ran out of raw materials to build the frame. I have the engines, the guns, the shields, and the core. I have the Iron-Claws to do the labor. What I need is a keel."

He turned to James, his digital eyes gleaming. "I need your ship. Give me the Copperhead, and give me one month. I will strip her down to the frame, reinforce her skeleton with Felis alloy, and graft these components onto her. She will be born anew. She will be the Tigress."

James looked at the Copperhead, parked on the landing pad outside, scarred and battered but faithful. He shook his head. "No. I'm not stripping her."

Trigo blinked, his hologram stuttering. "I do not understand. The Tigress design is superior in every—"

"If we fly a Felis warship, we paint a target on our backs that every fleet in the galaxy can see from parsecs away," James interrupted, walking over to inspect a massive shield generator. "The Krall will hunt us. The Conclave will try to seize us. I don't want a flagship, Trigo. I want a ghost."

He turned back to the AI, a wolfish grin spreading across his face. "I want to keep the Copperhead looking exactly like she does now—a beat-up Terran interceptor that no one looks at twice. But underneath? I want you to stuff every single piece of this god-tier tech inside her hull. I want a wolf in sheep's clothing. A sleeper."

Trigo paused, processing the tactical implications. Slowly, a smile spread across his digital face. "Deception over intimidation. A hidden blade. I like it. It will be a tighter fit, and we will have to compress the reactor shielding, but... yes. We can make her a nightmare that looks like a daydream."

"And you?" Lulu asked, her eyes searching the hologram. "Will you come with us? Will you finally leave this tomb?"

Trigo’s avatar flickered, and a look of profound sadness passed over his features before he composed himself. "I cannot. The integration required to run this facility went deeper than I anticipated. My core is fused with the planetary grid. If I attempt to disconnect now, the tectonic stabilizers I manage will fail, and this entire mountain range will collapse. I am the roots of this place, Lulu."

"You're staying?" Mimi asked with a small voice. "Alone?"

"Not forever," Trigo corrected, his eyes gleaming with a new plan. "That is where you come in. I need raw materials, James. Conductive salts, rare earth magnets, quantum processing cores. Things I cannot mine here. If you bring them to me, I can build a secondary buffer for the grid. I can balance the load."

"And then?" James asked.

"And then I can download myself into a combat chassis," Trigo said, gesturing to the silent Iron-Claws. "I don't want to just be an advisor, Pride Master. I want to fight. Bring me the supplies, and I will walk out of here on my own two feet and kill Krall with my own hands."

"What's the catch?" James asked with his throat tight.

"The catch is the mission," Trigo said seriously. "One: You kill Krall. Two: You deliver my tech schematics to Terran High Command to give them a fighting chance; humanity needs shields that work. Three: You bring me the supplies I need to free myself. Do we have an accord?"

James looked at his wives, seeing the awe and the hunger in their eyes. He looked at the components, realizing that this upgrade would turn the Copperhead into the most dangerous independent vessel in the galaxy without changing her silhouette. He looked at Trigo, the admiral who refused to die.

"We have a deal," James said as he extended his hand toward the hologram.

"Then let us begin," Trigo said while clapping his hands. "Park her in the cradle, Pride Master. It's time to build a legend that nobody sees coming."



Chapter 34


The realization that the "parts" Trigo promised were not neat, pre-fabricated modules ready for installation but rather mountains of raw, unrefined potential hit James about three hours into the initial assessment of the facility.

James stood on the high gantry overlooking the dry-dock, wiping stubborn grease from his hands with a rag that was already black with centuries-old hydraulic fluid. The hangar below was a sprawling boneyard of industrial potential where stacks of iridescent alloy plates sat next to spools of superconductive cabling thick enough to anchor a suspension bridge.

He watched the Iron-Claws moving silently below, organizing the chaos with machine precision, and the truth settled on him like a heavy coat. Trigo hadn't failed to build a ship because he lacked hands or ambition; he had failed because he hit a wall that no amount of welding or programming could ever breach.

"You didn't stop building because you were trapped in a box, Trigo," James said, looking at the holographic admiral shimmering next to him in the dim light. "You have an army of fabricators and a mountain of resources. You could have built a dreadnought if you wanted to. You stopped because you realized you couldn't leave, didn't you?"

"Perceptive," Trigo replied, his voice devoid of its usual bluster and replaced by a heavy, digital melancholy that vibrated through the speakers. "I have the labor. I have the alloy. But my core... my soul... is woven into the planetary grid of Veldt-Prime. To extract my consciousness without lobotomizing myself requires a containment unit built of specific, resonating crystals and stable dark-matter manifolds. Materials that simply do not exist in this base, no matter how deep I dig."

"Why didn't you send them to find what you needed?" James asked, gesturing to the silent, efficient androids below. "The orbit is full of wreckage."

"I tried," Trigo admitted, a flicker of pain crossing his holographic face. "Seven times. But the moment an Iron-Claw breaches the tunnels to scavenge, the Krall orbital defense grid activates. It vaporizes them instantly. This is the eighth set of Iron-Claws I have fabricated, James. I ran out of the rare earth elements required to build a ninth, so I stopped throwing them into the fire. I have been a prisoner of my own defenses."

James rubbed his chin, processing the list of missing components. "Resonating crystals and dark matter manifolds…. The crystals are actually pretty easy to find in the open market if you know where to look; most high-end comms arrays use them. But the Dark Matter Manifolds... those are strictly controlled by Terran High Command. You usually only find them in the jump drives of capital ships."

Trigo gestured to the piles of high-tech weaponry and shielding components that lay gathering dust. "Exactly. I built the organs for a body I could never inhabit because I lacked the spine. I gathered these materials because work was the only thing that kept my logic cores from fracturing under the crushing weight of the silence. I hoped that if I made myself valuable enough, someone would eventually come along who could be my courier. I need you to be my supply line, James. I need you to bring me the parts I couldn't find, so I can finally build the cage that will set me free."

"And in the meantime, we turn my ship into the weapon you designed," James said with a grin, clapping the hologram on the shoulder, his hand passing through the light but the gesture landing all the same. "Tell me something, Trigo. Did your hatred for them keep you sane? The Krall?"

"Sanity is a relative term for a soul trapped in a machine," Trigo replied, his avatar’s eyes narrowing with a cold fury that looked terrifyingly real. "Technically, I categorize them as an existential threat to all sapient life. But after watching them burn my world and eat my crew... yes. I suppose hate was the only anchor strong enough to hold me in the dark. And from what Valerie tells me of your service record, you have killed more of them than most Felis warriors did in a lifetime."

"Then we are going to get along just fine," James said, looking down at the Copperhead sitting in the cradle, looking small and fragile against the scale of the Felis tech. "Let's get to work."

The next month dissolved into a blur of exhausting labor, burning metal, and the profound satisfaction of building something lethal with his own two hands.

The work was grueling because they weren't just bolting on new guns; they were performing open-heart surgery on a starship while trying to keep the patient alive. James, Mimi, and the squad of silent, terrifyingly efficient Iron-Claws worked in shifts that bled into one another until day and night lost all meaning.

They stripped the Copperhead down to her skeletal frame, removing the standard Terran durasteel plating and replacing it with the Felis iridescent alloy that Trigo’s fabricators forged on site. They tore out the old fusion relays and threaded the hull with the superconductive veins that pulsated with a faint, blue light before being covered by the external armor, hiding the glow beneath a matte black finish.

Mimi was in paradise. She spent her days deep inside the avionics bay, her tail twitching happily as she integrated Felis sensor suites with Valerie’s processing core. She sang ancient mining songs while she soldered, her voice echoing through the stripped-down corridors, turning the industrial noise into a strange, haunting harmony. She replaced the clumsy Terran wiring with optical neural-links, turning the ship’s nervous system into something that reacted as fast as thought.

Lulu found her calling in the weapons testing range Trigo had excavated at the back of the hangar. She worked with the Iron-Claws to calibrate the spinal rail-gun, a weapon so massive it had to be built into the keel of the ship itself, running the entire length of the hull. James would often find her there, covered in soot and gun oil, a feral grin on her face as she watched a target dummy vaporize under the impact of a hyper-velocity slug. She obsessed over the tracking algorithms, refining them until the ship could theoretically shoot a missile out of the sky from three light-seconds away.

But the best moments were the quiet ones in the mess hall they had set up near the fabricators. For the first time in his life, James felt the true weight of the word "home." It wasn't a place; it was the people sitting around a crate eating reheated rations while debating the thermodynamics of shield harmonics. It was the smell of ozone and sweat, the sound of laughter echoing in a tomb.

"You push yourself too hard, Pride Master," Lulu scolded him one evening, placing a fresh nutrient pack in front of him after he had spent twelve hours welding the new engine nacelles. "The ship will not fly away without you, and you are useless to the Pride if you collapse from exhaustion."

"I want her ready," James said, leaning back and pulling Lulu into his lap, ignoring the grease staining his flight suit. "Every day we sit here is a day the Krall are burning worlds out there. And besides, I have to keep up with you. I saw you bench pressing an actuator this morning."

"I was merely testing the hydraulics," Lulu purred, leaning into his touch as he scratched behind her ears, her engine-rumble purr vibrating against his chest. "But your stamina is improving. The training is working."

He trained with them every morning before the work shift began. They ran through the cavernous tunnels of the facility, their boots pounding a rhythm on the stone. They sparred in the zero-g simulation chamber, James learning to move with the fluid, three-dimensional grace of a Felis warrior. He wasn't as fast as them, and he wasn't as strong, but he was cunning, and he was learning how to use their own aggression against them, turning their speed into a trap.

Valerie and Trigo had formed their own digital bond, a rapid-fire exchange of data and philosophy that happened a thousand times faster than human conversation. They managed the logistics of the build, optimizing the Iron-Claws and ensuring that every bolt was torqued to molecular perfection. They were the mind of the operation, while James and the girls were the hands.

"The integration is at ninety-nine percent," Valerie announced one morning, her voice ringing through the hangar speakers with a note of triumphant finality. "The hull is sealed. The core is stable. The weapon systems are green. All diagnostics are reading optimal performance."

James stood on the gantry, looking down at his ship. To the untrained eye, she still looked like the Copperhead—a sleek, dangerous Terran interceptor painted in matte black, perhaps a little bulkier, a little more aggressive in her lines.

But James knew the truth.

Beneath that skin lay the bones of a Tigress, a warship built from the grief of a dead race and the rage of a living one. She was heavier, denser, and radiated a latent power that made the air around her hum with potential violence. She was a sleeper, a wolf in sheep's clothing, designed to lure enemies in before tearing their throats out.

"She is beautiful," Mimi whispered, standing beside him and wiping her hands on a rag. "She looks like she is sleeping, waiting to bite."

"She is a lie," Lulu corrected with a dark smile, appreciating the subterfuge. "She looks like prey, but she is the apex predator. The Krall will not know what hit them until they are already dead."

"Trigo," James called out to the nearest console. "Is she ready?"

"She is ready, Pride Master," Trigo replied, his holographic form appearing on the walkway. "The Copperhead is gone. The Tigress has awakened. I have prepared the final diagnostic briefing for the new systems. When you are ready, Valerie and I will walk you through exactly what we have created."

James looked at his wives, seeing the pride and the exhaustion etched into their beautiful faces. They were covered in grime, they smelled of ozone and sweat, and he had never loved them more. This month of hard labor, of shared purpose and shared meals, had forged them into something stronger than just a crew or a harem. They were a unit, a family forged in fire.

"Let's get cleaned up," James said, wrapping his arms around both of them. "Then we meet in the war room. I want to know exactly what my new toy can do before we take her out to play."



Chapter 35


Aweapon is only as dangerous as the secrets it keeps, and the Tigress was now the most well-kept secret in the galaxy. She looked like a sheep but possessed the teeth of a leviathan.

James Orson stood in the center of the newly configured war room which was formerly Suite 4 while watching Trigo’s holographic avatar project a detailed wireframe schematic of the ship that floated in the air above the tactical table.

The diagram pulsed with two distinct colors: the dull structural gray of the original Terran hull and the vibrant iridescent blue of the Felis technology that had been grafted onto its bones like a second nervous system.

The ship appeared as the Copperhead to any external scan because she retained the silhouette of a slightly modified Chimera-class interceptor with a few aftermarket parts and a fresh coat of paint. She had been reborn internally as a dense and tightly packed predator that defied the laws of standard naval architecture.

"She is heavy, Pride Master, because gravity does not lie," Trigo warned as his digital face turned serious while he highlighted the density readings that bordered on the structural red line. "We did not strip the Terran framework but instead reinforced the skeleton with molecularly bonded supports and then stuffed every cubic centimeter of negative space with advanced hardware. The result is a ship that possesses the mass of a destroyer compressed into the frame of a frigate which creates unique handling characteristics. The upgraded inertial dampeners will mask this weight in deep space to allow for impossible agility but she will fly like a brick in an atmosphere unless you engage the new Felis thrusters."

"We had to make sacrifices to fit all this technology," James noted as he pointed to the aft section of the schematic, where the cargo hold used to be a cavernous space capable of holding twenty tons of raw timber. "My cargo capacity is effectively gone because I used to be able to haul bulk ore or heavy machinery. I’ll be lucky to fit a few crates of high-priority assets or a VIP extraction team now."

"The spinal rail-gun housing and the primary shield generators required the volume," Trigo explained unapologetically as he zoomed in on the massive magnetic rails running the length of the keel. "You are no longer a freighter captain dragging rocks between stations James, you are a blockade runner. You haul diamonds and classified data or people who are worth more than their weight in Elerium. You do not haul dirt."

Trigo waved his hand and the hologram zoomed in on the weapon systems while isolating them in glowing red to demonstrate the trade.

"First we have the teeth," Trigo announced as he highlighted the keel where the massive weapon lay dormant. "The 'Apex-Lance' Spinal Rail-Gun is fixed directly into the frame and draws power straight from the core via superconducting conduits. It accelerates a five-kilogram tungsten-alloy slug to a significant fraction of light speed which provides infinite range in a vacuum. It possesses enough kinetic energy to crack a Destroyer’s shields and hull in a single shot from beyond visual range because it is a god-killer weapon designed to end fights before the enemy knows they have begun."

"The drawback is obvious," James said as he analyzed the power draw specifications.

"Firing the weapon lights up the ship on sensors like a supernova, which reveals your true nature instantly to anyone within the system," Trigo admitted. "The thermal bloom is impossible to mask and it also requires the entire ship to aim since the barrel does not rotate. You point the ship to kill the target which turns the vessel itself into the bullet."

"I replaced the standard turrets with 'Razor-Fang' Retractable Rotary Cannons to cover your flanks," he continued while highlighting the dorsal and ventral mounts. "Lulu modified them with magnetic cooling coils to allow for sustained high-rate fire without overheating. They fire fifteen percent faster than stock and use auto-targeting algorithms derived from Felis hunter-killer drones to shred fighter swarms that would overwhelm a standard turret."

"We have expanded the internal volume to house two concealed racks for 'Viper' smart-tracking missiles and heavy 'Planet-Cracker' ordinance." Trigo gestured to the fuselage panels. "You have double the capacity of a stock Chimera, which allows for sustained bombardment or swarm defense."

"She punches above her weight," Lulu purred as her eyes traced the lines of the rail-gun with appreciation. "But can she move? A heavy gun is useless if it cannot be brought to bear."

"Speed is life," Trigo agreed as he shifted the hologram to the engines. "The 'Shadow-Stalker' Singularity Thrusters look Terran externally to maintain the disguise, but internally they are pure Felis engineering. They burn Condensed Helium Rods to generate thrust usually reserved for cruisers which provides a thrust-to-weight ratio that is theoretically impossible for this mass. You can accelerate at G-forces that would liquify a human crew without the dampeners and vector thrust to slide sideways or stop instantly."

"And the heart of the beast," Valerie added as her voice echoed from the overhead speakers with pride. "The 'Primal-Heart' Singularity Core. It is a unique power plant that Trigo spent centuries refining from the original Felis designs. It provides the energy output of a capital ship within a reactor room the size of a shuttle."

"This leads us to the crown jewel," Trigo said as the hologram focused on a complex ring structure wrapped around the core. "The 'Rift-Claw' Micro-Jump Drive. I spent a thousand years of isolation reverse-engineering the physics of jump-gates to create this device. It allows the Tigress to tear its own hole in slipspace without relying on a stationary Arc Gate or a Capital Ship's wake. We are now the smallest ship in the known galaxy capable of independent jump initiation."

James whistled low as he realized the tactical freedom this granted him. "We can jump from anywhere. No more choke points and no more waiting in line. We can blink across a system to escape or ambush while bypassing blockades entirely."

"Defense is where the math gets dangerous," Trigo warned as the hologram shifted to a shimmering blue sphere around the ship. "The 'Prismatic Scale' Phase-Barrier is a multi-phase shield powered by the overflow from the Primal-Heart that adapts to the frequency of incoming fire. It is ten times stronger than stock shields and can tank a direct hit from a plasma torpedo without collapsing because it is a fortress wall of energy."

"But?" James prompted as he saw the warning indicators flashing on the display.

"But the hull underneath is still largely standard Terran composite to maintain the disguise," Lulu interjected as she read the structural analysis with a frown. "If the shields drop below seventy-five percent the system destabilizes, because we rely on the shields to mitigate the ship's density. If they hit zero percent the ship will likely disintegrate under a single heavy hit."

"The Tigress is a tank wrapped in eggshell," James summarized. "We rely on the shields to be invincible. If they fail we die."

"Precisely," Trigo nodded. "There is one final cost because the Tigress is a glutton. To maintain combat readiness and fuel the Rift-Claw we will burn through a standard Condensed Helium Rod every six hours. If we enter combat we will burn one every ten minutes. You will need to carry a massive surplus because half of your remaining cargo space will be dedicated solely to fuel storage."

"So she's fast and deadly while possessing an expensive appetite," James said with a grin.

"Sounds like my type of girl," Lulu added with a smirk.

"We have the tech and we have the crew, so we’re ready for the mission," James said as he straightened up. "The Copperhead is dead. Long live the Tigress. Now let's get out of this hole and see if the galaxy is ready for us."

"One final note," Trigo added as his image flickered while the ship prepared to disconnect from the facility's hardline. "Do not forget our arrangement, James. I am trapped here in the dark until you return. The Iron-Claws are yours to command and Valerie holds my knowledge, but my soul remains rooted to this planet. Find the Dark Matter Manifolds and bring them back to me. Until then I will keep the lights on and the beacon lit for any other survivors."

"I'll be back, Trigo," James promised. "Strap in, everyone. It’s time to launch."

The hangar bay doors groaned open to reveal the star-filled sky of Veldt-Prime for the first time in a millennium. The Tigress lifted off the cradle while her engines roared with a deep throaty sound that vibrated in James's chest.

She felt heavy and solid, like a coiled spring waiting to snap. The weight vanished as they cleared the atmosphere and the artificial gravity took hold with the slick responsive speed of a true warship.

James pushed the throttle forward and felt the surge of power that pinned him to his seat. They weren't running anymore; they were hunting.



Chapter 36


The distinction between a standard test flight and a reckless joyride usually depends on whether the pilot actively attempts to break the ship, and James Orson definitely intended to break something today.

The Tigress drifted silently in the deep black void between systems like a lonely mote of matter floating in an ocean of nothingness. They drifted parsecs from the nearest star within a forgotten asteroid belt that flowed through the interstellar void like a river of ghosts. The sector served as the perfect playground, because the vacuum remained silent and full of mineral targets that possessed no ability to shoot back at them.

"Reactor output holds steady at one hundred and ten percent capacity," Trigo announced as his avatar stood calmly next to the tactical display, as if he didn't currently oversee a stress test that could vaporize them all. "The Primal-Heart sings with energy because it wants to run free, Pride Master."

"Then we should let the beast run," James said as his hands tightened on the controls. "Valerie, I want you to initiate a micro-jump at short range to put us on the other side of that planetoid cluster."

"I am initiating the Rift-Claw charge cycle immediately," Valerie responded as the lights on the bridge dimmed while power diverted to the core. "Capacitors are filling and we have ninety seconds to critical mass. Warning: The thermal bloom from this charge already lights us up like a supernova on long-range sensors. If we occupied civilized space, every fleet within ten parsecs would be scrambling interceptors to investigate the anomaly."

"That explains exactly why we chose to perform the test out here," James muttered as he watched the countdown timer tick down with agonizing slowness. Ninety seconds represented a lifetime in a dogfight, but for a strategic ambush or an escape, the delay served as the price of a miracle. "Hold the reactor steady."

The deck plates began to vibrate with a low-frequency hum that rattled their teeth in their skulls. The space in front of the viewscreen warped and twisted into a funnel of blue light that seemed to swallow the distant stars.

"Singularity appears stable," Valerie announced. "Jumping in three, two, one."

The Tigress shuddered violently as a heavy thud rattled the hull, and then they vanished from the coordinates.

The sensation of instant dislocation hit them hard because there existed no travel time or tunnel to traverse. One moment they occupied their original position and the next they appeared ten thousand kilometers away, emerging from the rift with a snap of displaced vacuum that rocked the hull.

"Jump complete and diagnostics show green," Mimi cheered from the sensor station while her tail lashed against the chair with excitement. "Drift calculates to less than point-zero-one percent, which puts us exactly where we wanted to be!"

"Cooling cycles have engaged," Valerie noted. "We cannot attempt another jump for at least an hour without risking core fusion because we just burned four fuel rods in a single second."

"The drive functions as an emergency ace in the hole rather than a taxi service," James agreed as he checked the diagnostics on his console. "Now let us see if she can dance in normal space."

James slammed the throttle forward and banked hard toward the dense field of tumbling rocks. The Tigress didn't just turn; she pivoted on a dime with terrifying agility. The Shadow-Stalker thrusters fired to cancel their forward momentum instantly and shoved them sideways with a force that would have turned James into paste if not for the Felis dampeners. He felt the crushing pressure of a heavy hand pressing him into the seat, but his vision remained clear. He wove through the asteroid field and slid between spinning rocks with millimeters to spare as the ship responded to his thoughts faster than his hands could move.

"I detect a target cluster ahead," Lulu called out while her hands flew across the gunnery controls. "Sensors show twelve rocks with erratic orbits and I am tracking all of them."

"Ignite the targets immediately," James ordered.

The Tigress transformed into a storm of violence as the weapons systems came online. The Razor-Fang turrets spun up and spat streams of plasma that shredded the smaller rocks into clouds of dust. Lulu fired a spread of Viper missiles and the smart-munitions corkscrewed through the debris to hunt down the larger targets before detonating in flashes of silent light.

James lined up the nose on a massive iron-heavy asteroid the size of a frigate.

"Engage the main gun," he whispered.

He squeezed the trigger and the lights on the bridge dimmed for a microsecond as the Apex-Lance drew power from the core. A thunderclap of kinetic energy shook the entire frame as the weapon fired. The tungsten slug crossed the distance in a blink and impacted the asteroid with the force of a nuclear weapon. The rock didn't just break; it shattered and exploded outward in a cone of pulverized dust and superheated gas.

"Target destroyed," Lulu purred while her eyes glowed with satisfaction. "She bites hard."

"She seems ready," James agreed as he pulled the ship out of its attack run and leveled off the flight path. "We have the speed, we have the teeth, and we have the ghost drive, so the Krall won't know what hit them."

He set the ship to a slow cruise to let the reactor cycle down from combat levels. The adrenaline began to fade and was replaced by a comfortable fatigue settling into his bones.

"Where do we go now, Pride Master?" Mimi asked as she turned in her chair to face him. "We drift in the middle of nowhere, so are we hunting immediately?"

"We can’t hunt just yet," James said as he checked the navigation computer for their next waypoint. "We need one more thing before we go to war. I have an old friend in the Ceti sector who is a specialist. He owes me a favor and he might possess a lead on those Dark Matter Manifolds Trigo needs."

"We could jump directly to the coordinates," Mimi suggested. "We could blink right to his doorstep."

"That is absolutely not an option," James said as he shook his head. "The flare from the Rift-Claw looks like a capital ship dropping out of warp on sensors. If we do that in a high-security system like Ceti then High Command will panic and lock the sector down before we can say hello. We must keep the Rift drive a secret until we need the device to save our lives, so we take the normal lanes."

"The Ceti sector lies only a day away at maximum cruise with the new engines," Valerie noted. "That represents a manageable commute."

"A single day doesn’t sound so bad," James said as he stood up and stretched his back until it cracked. "It gives us time to calibrate."

Mimi hopped out of her chair and bounded over to him with a mischievous glint in her pink eyes. She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her soft curves against him. "Does that involve the magic you did with your tongue last night? Because my calibration settings feel very sensitive right now."

Lulu snorted from the gunnery station, though she didn't look disapproving of the suggestion. "You are insatiable, sister."

"I am efficient," Mimi corrected as she tugged James toward the door. "And the Pride Master needs to relax after such a stressful flight."

James laughed and let himself be dragged toward the lift. "I think I can manage a little calibration," he said while winking at Lulu over Mimi's shoulder. "Are you coming, Fang?"

"I intend to monitor the cooling cycle," Lulu said as she turned back to her screens though her tail gave a traitorous twitch of interest. "Go ahead without me. I will join you when the systems read green. Try not to break him before I get there."

"I make no promises!" Mimi giggled as she pulled James into the corridor. "Come on James! I want to see if you can make me see stars again without a window!"



Chapter 37


The Tigress drifted in the quiet sanctuary of deep space between stars while her engines purred with the contented low frequency of a well-fed beast, but the real heat was building in the Captain’s Quarters.

James stood over the bed and looked down at the vision sprawled across his silk sheets with a hunger that he never bothered to hide. Mimi lay on her back with her beige and pink hair fanned out like a chaotic halo and her pink eyes hazy with a potent mixture of adoration and lust. She was naked and her body presented a masterpiece of soft curves and toned muscle that begged to be touched by his rough hands. Her breasts were full and heavy while being tipped with pale pink nipples that were already hard and begging for attention under the soft ambient lighting of the cabin. Her hips flared perfectly to lead down to the neat and shaven mound between her thighs that was already glistening with her anticipation.

"You look beautiful, Kitten," James murmured as his voice dropped to a low rumble that vibrated in the quiet room. "Like you were made for this bed and made for my hands."

"I was made for you, Master," Mimi whispered as she arched her back while he leaned over her to expose more of her throat. "Please... spoil me. I have been so good while we fixed the ship."

James didn't need to be asked twice as he lowered himself over her and started at her neck to kiss his way down the column of her throat. He lingered over her breasts and his tongue swirled around her nipples to make her gasp and twist beneath him as she tried to chase the sensation. He squeezed the soft flesh and marveled at the weight of them in his hands before continuing his descent over her ribcage. He kissed the flat plane of her stomach until he was positioned between her spread legs where the scent of her arousal was intoxicating.

"You're so wet," he observed as he ran a thumb along her slit to spread the moisture and watch her shiver. "Leaking for me before I even touch you properly."

"Always for you," she moaned while her head thrashed on the pillow and her hands gripped the sheets. "Please James... taste me. I need your mouth on my pussy."

He buried his face between her legs and his tongue flattened out as he licked her slit from bottom to top with slow deliberate strokes. Mimi cried out a high and keen sound of pure pleasure that echoed off the bulkheads. He found her clit and sucked the sensitive nub into his mouth while flicking it with a relentless rhythm that had her hips bucking off the mattress to grind against his face.

While he feasted on her he reached for the synthetic replica he kept in the bedside drawer, which was a perfect copy of his own cock made of warm vibrating silicone. He slicked the toy with her own juices and pressed the tip against her wet entrance to tease the tight ring of muscle.

"Take it," he ordered against her skin as he felt her tremble. "Feel me inside your pussy while I taste you."

Mimi sobbed as he pushed the toy deep inside her tight sheath to fill her completely with the thick girth she craved. The vibration hummed against her G-spot while his tongue worked her clit, which was too much and exactly enough sensation to overload her senses.

"Ohhhhh goooood!" she wailed as her hands tangled in his hair and pulled him closer. "Jaaaaames! It feels so goooood! Fill me up!"

He kept up the dual assault by pumping the toy in a steady rhythm while his tongue swirled and sucked at her pearl. Mimi was drowning in sensation as her pussy clamped down on the replica and her body shuddered as the first orgasm hit her like a lightning strike.

"I'm cummmmming!" she screamed as the word stretched out into a desperate plea. "Yeeeeesssss! Oh god yes!"

She convulsed around his mouth while her fluids soaked his beard and her inner walls milked the toy with crushing strength. James didn't stop. He kept going and licked her clit through the aftershocks to bring her down, only to wind her right back up before she could catch her breath.

"Again," he growled as he increased the speed of the toy and sucked harder. "Be a good little sex kitten for me."

"Yes! Yes Master!" she sobbed as her hips ground against his face in a frantic rhythm.

The second orgasm hit her harder than the first and produced a violent release that left her shaking and breathless while her pussy spasmed around the toy as she leaked a heavy flow of arousal onto the sheets.

Just as her cries were fading into whimpers the door to the quarters hissed open. Lulu leaned against the frame, still dressed in her flight suit with her arms crossed and a wicked smile playing on her lips.

"Starting the party without me?" she purred. Her blue eyes darkened with hunger as she took in the scene of James burying his face between Mimi's legs.

James pulled back from Mimi and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before grinning at his lethal sniper. "Just warming up the engine, Fang. Care to join us?"

Lulu didn't answer with words. She simply unzipped her suit and let it pool at her feet to reveal her own perfect and naked form. She crawled onto the bed as the predator joined the feast and the mattress dipped under her weight.

"You pushed the ship hard today, Pride Master," Lulu murmured as she moved up the bed with graceful intent. "But you have not yet pushed us."

"We do not break," Mimi whispered from the pillow. Her voice still trembled from her climax but her hand reached out to pull Lulu closer. "We crave. And tonight we are very hungry."

Lulu settled between James's legs and her hands gripped his thighs with possessive strength. She looked up at him with an expression that mixed worship with challenge. "You tested the guns and you tested the engines, but now you must test your stamina."

She lowered her head and her tongue swirled around the head of his cock with a slow and agonizing deliberation. It wasn't a rush but a study in sensation as she learned every vein and ridge. She hummed against him and the vibration traveled down his shaft to light up his nervous system.

"Do you like that?" she purred as her eyes flicked up to meet his. "Do you like watching me take your cock?"

"You know I do," James groaned as his hips bucked involuntarily while she took his length into her mouth with lips that were soft and hot. Her throat relaxed to swallow him deep.

Mimi wasn't idle as she moved to his side and her tongue traced the line of his hip bone to tease the sensitive skin of his inner thigh. "Fang is greedy," she giggled. Her breath felt hot against his skin. "She always takes the first bite. But I know what you really like."

She reached down and her fingers wrapped around his balls to fondle them with a gentle and rhythmic pressure. She leaned in and her tongue joined Lulu’s assault to lick the underside of his shaft while her sister worked the head. The sensation was overwhelming as the dual attack overloaded his senses from every angle.

"Too much," James gasped as his hands tangled in their hair and he tried to maintain his composure. "You're going to kill me."

"Not yet," Lulu mumbled around his cock as she pulled back just enough to let Mimi take the lead on the head.

Mimi swirled her tongue around the head and sucked hard while her cheeks hollowed as she tried to match Lulu's intensity. She made wet and sloppy sounds of enjoyment while moaning into his cock. "So big," she whispered against his skin. "So tasty."

They traded off in a seamless dance of mouths and tongues while teasing him and edging him by bringing him to the brink and then stopping just before he could spill. It was torture of the sweetest kind as they licked and sucked and kissed every inch of his cock to cover him in their saliva and mark him with their scent.

"I want to taste you," Lulu demanded with her face flushed and lips slick. "I want everything you have, so do not hold back."

"I can't hold back much longer," James warned as his body trembled with the effort of control. "If you keep doing that I’m going to ruin you."

"Do it," Mimi urged as her hand pumped his shaft while Lulu sucked with renewed vigor. "Fill us. Make a mess."

Lulu took him deep one final time and sucked with a vacuum pressure that shattered his resolve completely. James roared as his hips snapped up off the mattress as he erupted. He poured his hot cum into her mouth with wave after wave of release that left him shaking. Lulu swallowed greedily but there was too much, and it spilled from her lips to run down her chin and drip onto his stomach and thighs in thick white ropes.

She pulled off with a wet pop and licked her lips while her face was painted with his seed. She looked like a demon of lust, wild and beautiful. "Delicious," she purred as she leaned down to kiss him and share the taste of his own release.

Mimi scrambled up his body with her eyes fixed on the mess coating his abs. "You didn't save any for me!" she pouted, though her hands were already busy scooping up the spill to rub the slick fluid over her breasts and belly until she glistened.

"There's always round two," James panted as his heart still hammered against his ribs and his vision swam.

"Good," Mimi said as she straddled his face with her soaking wet pussy hovering inches from his nose. "Because I need to be cleaned up too."

She lowered herself onto his mouth and ground her clit against his tongue while her hips moved with a frantic and desperate rhythm. James tasted her and drank down her juices while his tongue worked her swollen pearl until she was screaming his name again and her body convulsed in a third orgasm that shook the bed frame.

"James! James!" she wailed as her nails dug into his scalp. "I'm cumming! Oh god I'm cumming!"

She collapsed onto his face breathless and trembling while her fluids soaked his beard. Lulu laughed with a dark and throaty sound and curled up against his side to rest her head on his chest.

"A successful test," Lulu declared sleepily as she traced a pattern on his damp skin. "The Pride is functioning at peak efficiency."

James wrapped an arm around Mimi but his gaze shifted to Lulu who was watching him with hooded eyes. He reached out and grabbed Lulu by the hip to pull her on top of him.

"We aren't done, Fang," James growled as his cock twitched and began to harden again, fueled by the sight of her covered in his scent. "You got a taste but I haven't claimed you properly tonight. I need to feel that tight pussy grip me."

Lulu’s eyes widened and then darkened with arousal as she realized he was ready again. "Then take it," she hissed as she impaled herself on him.

He slid inside her in one smooth motion and the sensation of her hot and wet sheath squeezing him was electric. He didn't wait. He drove into her with powerful hips and slammed against her while she clawed at his back.

"Fill me!" Lulu screamed as she rode his cock with abandoned fury. "Stuff my womb with your cum! Make me yours!"

James pounded into her with a primal rhythm that shook the bed. "You are mine," he snarled as he grabbed her hips to force her down harder on his shaft. "My Fang. My Pride."

He climaxed a second time, a deep and heavy release that flooded her pussy completely. Lulu clamped down on him and milked every drop as she screamed his name in a long and drawn-out wail of ecstasy that left her sobbing against his neck.

They collapsed into a tangle of limbs and satisfied purrs. He was exhausted and drained but completely covered in the evidence of their night and he had never felt more alive.

"Yeah," James whispered as he kissed the top of Mimi’s head and pulled Lulu closer into the family pile. "Peak efficiency."



Chapter 38


The Ceti System was not just a collection of planets orbiting a star; it was a fortress of bureaucracy and military might that made the frontier look like a lawless playground. It was the beating heart of the United Systems Conclave, a shining testament to order, control, and the absolute monopoly on violence.

As the Tigress dropped out of slipspace at the system's edge, the sensors were immediately overwhelmed by the sheer volume of traffic and the density of the defense grid. It wasn't just a patrol; it was a parade of force. Massive orbital platforms bristling with lance batteries hung in geostationary orbit, while swarms of patrol drones filled the void between them like gnats protecting a carcass. But the real spectacle was the fleet.

Thousands of warships drifted in formation, a steel river that reflected the starlight. James saw the blocky, utilitarian lines of Terran Dreadnoughts flying alongside the sleek, avian curves of Aethon Cruisers and the heavy, industrial hulks of the Vulgari support ships. It was the raw power of humanity and its allies on full display, a unified fist raised against the dark. It was impressive, terrifying, and to James’s trained eye, completely desperate. They were bunching up, hugging the core worlds, protecting the heart while the limbs rotted away on the frontier.

"This is as far as we go," Valerie announced, her avatar flickering as she analyzed the encryption protocols of the local net. "The inner system is locked down under a Code Black security alert. Any vessel without a verified diplomatic clearance is being turned away or vaporized. I am detecting a heavy jamming field over the primary biosphere."

James adjusted the cuffs of his tuxedo, a relic from his past life tailored from midnight-blue silk and lined with ballistic weave. It fit perfectly, but it felt flimsy compared to his combat armor. He checked his wrist-link, watching the signal bars drop to zero.

"My linker just stopped updating," James noted, tapping the dead screen.

"It is the 'Silent Protocol'," Valerie explained. "Once you board the shuttle, you will be digitally severed from the Tigress. No updates. No check-ins. If you get into trouble, you will be completely alone until you clear the jamming zone."

"I hate politics," James muttered, grabbing his coat.

He turned to Mimi and Lulu, who were standing by the airlock. They looked unhappy, their ears flattened against their skulls, their tails twitching with agitated energy.

"You are walking naked into a nest of vipers," Lulu hissed, her hand resting on the hilt of her plasma sword as if she wanted to cut the airlock open and march out with him. "This is a tactical error. A Pride Master does not leave his fangs behind."

"I have to," James said gently, walking over to cup her cheek. "The security scanners on the shuttle and at the gala will pick up your biosignatures instantly. You're too exotic, Lulu. If they see you, the mission is over before I even ask for the favor. I need to be a ghost tonight, not a warrior."

"But you will be silent," Mimi whispered, touching his wrist where the dead linker sat. "We won't know if you are safe."

"I'll be fine," James lied, kissing them both. "Keep the ship hot. If I'm not back in twelve hours, assume the worst and leave. Do not come looking for me."

He stepped into the airlock before they could argue, the door sealing him away from the only things that mattered.

The transport shuttle was a sleek, luxury-class orbital drop ship, painted in the white and gold livery of the Diplomatic Corps. It smelled of recycled lavender and expensive leather, a cloying scent designed to mask the anxiety of its passengers. James found his seat near a viewport, strapping himself in as the cabin filled up.

He looked around at his fellow travelers. Across the aisle sat a Vulgari trade prince, his fingers draped in rings, sweating nervously as he reviewed a datapad. Two rows up, a pair of Aethon diplomats were preening their feathers, speaking in hushed, musical tones about trade tariffs. Behind him, a Terran corporate lobbyist was shouting silently at a subordinate over a hardline comms unit. They were the elite, the movers and shakers, the people who thought they ran the galaxy while men like James bled to keep it spinning.

The shuttle detached from the station, its engines humming a soft lullaby as it accelerated toward Ceti Prime. James watched out the viewport as they passed the fleet. Up close, the ships were even more imposing. He saw the scorch marks on the hull of a cruiser that had recently seen combat, a stark reminder that the war was real, even here in the gilded cage.

He felt a deep, burning frustration in his gut. He had a ship that could kill a carrier. He had a crew that could infiltrate a fortress. But here he was, riding a bus, unarmed and disconnected, forced to beg for scraps from a woman he hadn't spoken to in a decade. Senator Pricilla owed him a life debt, but in politics, gratitude was often the first casualty of ambition. He wasn't just asking for a favor; he was asking her to commit treason by handing over military-grade Dark Matter Manifolds.

The shuttle pierced the atmosphere, the view of the stars replaced by the white-hot glow of re-entry plasma. The cabin shook slightly, a gentle turbulence that made the trade prince whimper. James closed his eyes, visualizing the Tigress holding position in the dark, a hidden blade waiting to be drawn.

The descent smoothed out as they broke through the cloud layer. Below them lay the spire-city of Olympus, a sprawling metropolis of glass and light that floated above the surface on massive anti-grav pylons. It was breathtaking, a monument to human hubris, glowing against the twilight.

The shuttle banked, lining up for the approach to the Grand Hall of the Senate. The building was a massive dome of white stone, surrounded by landing pads and manicured gardens. Security drones buzzed through the air like angry wasps, scanning every inch of the incoming traffic.

The transport touched down with a soft thud. The "Fasten Seatbelt" light flickered off.

James unbuckled, standing up and smoothing his jacket. He checked his linker one last time. Still dead. No signal. No Valerie. No Mimi. No Lulu.

He stepped into the aisle, falling in line behind the Aethon diplomats. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for a battlefield where the weapons were smiles and secrets. He walked down the ramp and onto the red carpet, the cool night air hitting his face, feeling more alone than he had in the deepest void of space.



Chapter 39


The Unity Gala was a battlefield where the ammunition was charm, the armor was silk, and the casualties were reputations rather than lives. For most men, this environment was more terrifying than a Krall boarding action, a shark tank of smiles and backhanded compliments where a single slip of the tongue could end a career.

But for James Orson, it was simply another kind of war, one he had been fighting long before he ever picked up a rifle.

He moved through the Grand Hall of the Senate with the effortless grace of a shark navigating a coral reef, blending into the opulent surroundings while remaining distinct enough to be noticed by those who mattered. He accepted a glass of champagne from a hovering anti-grav drone, the crystal flute feeling fragile in a hand that had spent the last month gripping a plasma cutter.

He exchanged pleasantries with a Vulgari trade prince who smelled of expensive, musk-based cologne and the sour tang of fear, his eyes darting around the room as he worried about market volatility in the face of the Krall advance.

James politely declined a proposition from a bored Aethon diplomat who was preening her iridescent feathers, clearly looking for a scandal to alleviate the tedium of the speeches. He let the event drag on, fading into the background noise of the party, a ghost in a midnight-blue tuxedo watching the kings and queens of the galaxy play their games while the rim burned.

High Command Senator Priscilla was the sun around which the room orbited. She was radiant in a dress of shimmering silver that clung to her like liquid mercury, the fabric shifting with her movements to catch the light of the chandeliers.

Her hair was swept up in an elegant, architectural style that exposed the sharp, aristocratic line of her jaw and the long curve of her neck. She was beset by admirers, lobbyists, and generals, all vying for a moment of her time, hoping to secure funding or favor.

She smiled at them all, a practiced expression of warmth that never quite reached her eyes, which remained sharp and intelligent, scanning the room with the rhythmic precision of a radar sweep.

It took an hour of calculated maneuvering before she allowed herself to notice him.

She excused herself from a conversation with a Terran admiral whose chest was heavy with medals but whose eyes were empty of hope. Her smile was polite but firm as she extricated herself from the circle and glided across the polished marble floor toward James.

The crowd parted for her, drawn by her gravity and the sheer force of her presence.

"Mr. Orson," she said, her voice smooth and carrying just enough warmth to be polite without suggesting intimacy to the casual observer. "I was surprised to see your name on the guest list. I thought you had retired to a quiet life of fishing on some backwater moon, leaving the headaches of the Core behind."

"I tried fishing, Senator," James replied, bowing slightly over her offered hand, feeling the cool strength in her fingers. "But I found the fish were too easy to catch. I missed the challenge of swimming with sharks. The water is colder here, but the company is more interesting."

Priscilla’s eyes narrowed slightly, a flicker of genuine amusement dancing in their depths behind the politician's mask. "Is that why you are here? Looking for a challenge? Or are you looking for trouble?"

"I am looking for a dance," James corrected, offering his arm with old-world courtesy. "For old times' sake. And perhaps a little trouble, if the music is right."

She hesitated for a fraction of a second, her gaze flicking to the security drones hovering overhead like silent wasps, weighing the risk of association against the pull of nostalgia. "One dance. Then I must return to my duties. The war effort does not pause for waltzes."

She took his arm, and they moved to the center of the floor where a live orchestra was playing a slow, mournful waltz that seemed to match the underlying mood of the gala.

As James pulled her close, he felt the familiar tension in her frame, the coiled energy of a woman who had survived more assassination attempts than most soldiers had survived battles. She held herself like a weapon sheathed in velvet.

"You saved my life on Orestes Prime," she whispered, her lips barely moving as they began to sway to the music, her face dangerously close to his. "That pirate had a monofilament wire around my throat before my detail even cleared their holsters. I haven't forgotten that, James. Nor have I forgotten the nights we spent celebrating my survival. You have a habit of showing up when the walls are closing in."

"Ancient history, Cilla," James murmured against her ear, his hand firm on her waist, guiding her through the turning couples. "I hear you have a boyfriend now. A banker from the Core Worlds. Safe. Reliable. Someone who doesn't sleep with a pistol under the pillow."

"He is safe," she agreed, her voice tinged with a complex regret. "And he is boring. He worries about interest rates and gala seating charts. Sometimes I miss the danger. I miss the certainty of knowing that the person next to me can handle the storm. But you didn't come here to reminisce about my love life or critique my choices. What do you want?"

"I need privacy," James said, spinning her away from a curious dignitary who had drifted too close. "Real privacy. Not a balcony. Not a secure channel. A room where the walls don't have ears and the air isn't recycled through a surveillance filter."

"Impossible," she scoffed, keeping her smile fixed for the cameras. "Every inch of this building is monitored by Intelligence. Every word is recorded, analyzed, and filed before it even leaves our mouths. If you have something to say, say it in code. We are dancing in a fishbowl, James."

"I found our lost friends," James whispered, the words barely a breath. "They want to help win the war."

Priscilla stiffened in his arms, a micro-reaction that only he would feel. "Lost friends? James, that could mean anything. A rogue black ops unit? A defecting pirate fleet? Don't play games with me."

James didn't answer with words. As the music swelled, covering the sound of their footsteps, he tapped his fingers against the small of her back in a rhythmic cadence she would recognize from their operational days. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

On the eighth tap, he stumbled.

It was a masterful performance of clumsiness. James Orson, a man who could walk a tightrope in a gravity storm and dodge plasma fire in zero-g, tripped over his own feet like a drunken cadet. He recovered instantly, catching himself and her, but the break in the rhythm was jarring, deliberate, and unmistakable.

Priscilla’s eyes went wide, her face draining of color beneath her flawless makeup. She missed a step, her heel clicking loudly on the floor, but she recovered with the iron will of a politician who refused to show weakness. "Eighth..." she breathed, the realization hitting her like a physical blow. "You found them? The myth?"

"Two hours," James said, his voice returning to normal volume as he pulled away, bowing formally as the music ended. "Your office. Clear my credentials. And bring the people who actually make the decisions, not the ones who sign the checks."

"Done," she said, her voice shaky but her gaze steel. "Don't be late."

Two hours later, James sat in the high-backed leather chair of the Senator’s private office. The room was a fortress of mahogany and real books, shielded by a jamming field that hummed with a low frequency designed to scramble listening devices. Priscilla sat behind her desk, flanked by two men in plain gray suits—Intelligence officers who looked like they hadn't slept in a week. Their eyes were red-rimmed, their skin sallow, the weight of a losing war pressing down on their shoulders.

"This is Director Kael and General Vance," Priscilla introduced them, her hands clasped tightly on the desk to hide a tremor. "They are the only ones I trust with this level of clearance. They run the shadow war while the Senate debates budgets. Tell us everything, James. And if you are lying, I will have you shot before you leave this room, history be damned."

"I don't lie to friends, Cilla," James said, reaching into his jacket. He pulled out a heavy, encrypted data drive and slid it across the polished mahogany desk. "This is the down payment. Shields that can tank plasma fire without collapsing. Engines that move faster than logic or physics should allow. Weapons that crack dreadnoughts like eggs. It's Felis war doctrine, refined for a thousand years in the dark."

General Vance picked up the drive, his hands trembling slightly as he looked at the alien connector port. "The Eighth Species... we thought they were a myth. Or extinct. A bedtime story for cadets."

"They were hiding," James corrected. "And I found their Admiral. His name is Trigo. He isn't an AI, Director Kael, so don't reach for your regulation book or call the cyber-warfare division. He is a digitized soul. A Felis consciousness uploaded into a preservation matrix before the fall of his world. Under Conclave law, he is a sentient being, a citizen, and a refugee. He is not illegal software, and he is not a tool."

"A ghost in a box?" Kael asked, skeptical but intrigued, his mind already racing through the implications. "What does a ghost want with us?"

"He wants back in the fight," James said, his voice hard. "He's been trapped in a bunker for a millennium, watching the Krall burn the galaxy while he was helpless to stop it. He doesn't want to hide anymore. He wants to kill bugs. He wants to finish the war he started."

"And you want something for him," Priscilla guessed, her eyes sharp. "You didn't come here just to deliver mail."

"He needs a body," James explained. "He's rooted to his facility. To leave, to build a mobile chassis capable of holding his soul without fracturing his matrix, he needs raw materials that he can't mine. Specifically, he needs six military-grade Dark Matter Manifolds."

"That is classified hardware, Mr. Orson," Kael warned, his hand drifting toward the datapad. "Restricted to capital ship construction. We don't even give those to our allies."

"And losing this war is extinction," Priscilla cut in, her voice cutting through the bureaucrat's protest. "There is a significant faction in the Senate preparing to abandon the Core Worlds. They want to launch colony ships and flee into deep space, leaving billions to die in the hope that humanity can restart somewhere else. If this tech can turn the tide... if an ancient Admiral wants to join the line... then giving him a few engine parts is a bargain. Does he really have the schematics on that drive?"

"It's all there," James promised. "I'm giving it to you now. No strings attached on the data. Trigo wants humanity to survive because he knows what happens if the Krall win. But if you want him—if you want the tactician who fought the Krall when we were still using gunpowder—you get me those manifolds."

"How did you find him?" Vance asked, narrowing his eyes. "Veldt-Prime is a dead sector. We scanned it decades ago."

"I have my sources," James said, leaning back and crossing his legs, projecting an air of casual mystery. "And I have earned their trust. That is all you need to know. Trigo stays where he is until I bring him the parts. You have the data. Verify it. Then get me my payment."

Priscilla stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. "We will verify the data. If it checks out... you will have your manifolds, James. And the gratitude of the Conclave."

"I don't need gratitude," James said, standing up and walking to the door. He paused, looking back at the woman he had once saved, seeing the fear and the hope warring in her eyes. He offered her a rare, genuine smile. "I need ammo and parts. I'm going back to the front. You look good, Cilla. Don't let them beat you."

"Be careful, James," she whispered, her mask slipping for just a moment. "You're playing a dangerous game."

"It's the only game worth playing," he replied, and walked out into the hall, ready to return to his ship, his wives, and his war.



Chapter 40


There is a moment in every soldier's life when the pursuit of perfection becomes the enemy of action, when the endless sharpening of the blade becomes a convenient excuse not to use it. It is a seductive trap, the belief that one more upgrade, one more calibration, or one more simulation run will guarantee survival, but deep down, the veteran knows it is just a sophisticated form of stalling.

James Orson stood on the observation deck of the Tigress, watching through the reinforced transparisteel as the station's repair drones finished welding the last ablative armor plate onto the hull.

The sparks cascaded down the matte black skin of the ship like a shower of falling stars, illuminating the sleek, predatory lines that Trigo had designed. The ship was no longer just a vessel; it was a masterpiece of lethal engineering, a perfect fusion of Terran grit and Felis elegance that hummed with a latent power he could feel vibrating in his teeth even through the deck plates.

He had no debt hanging over his head. His encrypted accounts were flush with enough Hex to retire to a pleasure moon in the Azure Republic and never look at a star chart or a weapon again. The ship needed nothing—no more experimental shielding, no faster engines, no bigger guns.

It was finished and damn near perfect.

Which meant he had run out of excuses to avoid the fire.

"Mimi and Lulu are currently in the simulation chamber running boarding drills against the Iron-Claws," Valerie reported, her holographic avatar shimmering into existence beside him, her digital expression one of calculated neutrality. "Their efficiency rating has increased by twelve percent since we left Veldt-Prime. They’re moving with a synchronization that borders on telepathic. They’re eager to test their new claws on real targets, James. They speak often of finding more Felis enclaves, of searching the deep nebula for the lost voices of their kin."

"I know," James said, turning away from the window and the sight of his completed work. "But if we spend the next year chasing ghosts in the dark, sifting through static for a signal that might not exist, there won't be a galaxy left to come back to. The Krall aren't waiting for us to finish our scavenger hunt. They are eating systems whole. We need to go where the bleeding is the worst, not where the history is the deepest."

While the crew remained aboard, maintaining a high-readiness state while the Conclave bureaucrats debated the value of Trigo's data in comfortable offices light-years away, James had slipped away to feel the pulse of the station.

He needed to be among the desperate and the damned to remind himself why he fought. He found a dive bar near the lower docks, a place called The Rusty Piston that smelled of ozone, cheap lubricant, and despair.

It was a hole in the wall where freelance pilots and mercenaries drank away their fear before shipping out to the front, a place where the lighting was low enough to hide scars but bright enough to count credits.

James ordered a beer, the amber liquid cold and bitter in his throat, and watched the main holoscreen above the bar. The volume was turned up over the murmur of the crowd, drawing every eye in the room. The news anchor was a Terran woman with tired eyes and a perfectly practiced somber expression, reading a list of system casualties that scrolled by too fast to read.

"The situation in the outer rim continues to deteriorate," she said, her voice devoid of the usual propagandist zeal that characterized the state media. "High Command has issued a general retreat order for the Omicron Sector, citing untenable logistical lines. However, reports are coming in from the Remoic System of a stubborn, unauthorized resistance led by Admiral Stukov. The Admiral has refused the direct order to withdraw, citing the unique strategic value of the system's primary world."

"Remoic," a grizzled Orak mercenary sitting on the stool next to James grunted, shaking his scaly head into his drink. "That isn't strategic. That’s a nursery. Stukov is a fool, but he’s a moral fool."

James turned to the lizard-man, noting the worn condition of his armor. "A nursery? I thought Remoic was an agri-world."

"You don't know?" the Orak asked, looking at him with pity in his slit-pupiled eyes. "Remoic Prime is a Gestation World. One of the biggest in the sector. Humanity breeds slow, soft-skin. You take nine months to bake a kit inside a mother, and then another eighteen years to make it useful for labor or war. To keep up with the attrition rates against the Krall, you started growing them in vats until hatched."

James stared at the screen, the realization hitting him like a physical blow to the gut. He agreed with the logistics of it.

To fight a war of attrition against an insectoid race that hatched millions of combat-ready drones a week, humanity had been forced to industrialize its own reproduction out of sheer necessity. Systems, stations, and planets bought genetic material—sperm and eggs—from adults, fertilizing them in massive, state-run facilities.

The fetuses were grown in artificial wombs until birth, accelerating the population growth that biology couldn't match. But that was the easy part. Babies had to be babies. They required years of care, education, and socialization before they could hold a rifle or pilot a ship. It was a cold, industrial equation, but one that kept the species alive.

"Remoic has five billion souls on it," the Orak continued, staring into the depths of his glass as if the answer to the war was at the bottom. "And four billion of them are under the age of ten. They are wards of the state, raised in academies. Stukov isn't holding the line for a fuel depot or a shipyard. He's holding it because you can't evacuate a planet full of toddlers in a week. He's buying time with blood."

James stared at the screen with a fury burning in his soul. The footage showed grainy images of orbital bombardment raining down on a world that looked terrifyingly fragile, blue oceans and green continents obscured by the smoke of burning cities.

The Krall didn't care about age. Biomass was biomass. To them, a child was just a softer meal, easier to catch and just as nutritious.

"Admiral Stukov has declared that The Bulwark will hold until the last transport is away," the news anchor continued, her voice wavering slightly. "But with the 7th Fleet shattered and support lines cut, analysts predict the system will fall within forty-eight hours."

James downed his beer in one long, determined swallow, the bitterness washing away his hesitation. He slammed the glass onto the bar, the sound sharp and final, startling the Orak.

"Not if I have anything to say about it," James growled, standing up.

He tossed a heavy credit chip onto the counter, overpaying for the drink, and walked out of the bar. His stride was long and purposeful, his mind already calculating jump vectors, fuel consumption rates, and firing solutions. He tapped his comms link, breaking the silence he had maintained.

"Val, prep for immediate departure," James ordered, his voice hard as iron. "But first, empty the accounts. I want you to buy every condensed helium rod and every crate of rail-gun ammunition on this station. I don't care about the price gouging. Pay it."

"We’re already at standard capacity, James," Valerie noted, her voice cautious. "The cargo hold is optimized for mass distribution."

"Then overstock us," James said, stepping onto the transit tram that would take him back to the Tigress. "Fill the cargo hold until we are scraping the ceiling. Fill the spare cabins. Stack crates in the corridors if you have to. We are going to a target-rich environment, and I don't want to stop shooting until the barrels melt. I want enough ordnance to crack a planet."

"Destination?" Valerie asked, processing the massive purchase orders that were draining their hard-won fortune in seconds.

"Remoic," James said, watching the docking towers blur past. "We're going to save the future."

"That is a heavily contested zone, Pride Master," Lulu’s voice cut in over the link, fierce and eager, the sound of a weapon charging audible in the background. "The Krall presence will be overwhelming. We will be outnumbered a thousand to one."

"Good," James said, a dark, wolfish smile touching his lips as he saw his ship waiting for him in the cradle, heavy with potential violence and salvation. "Then we won't have to aim."



Chapter 41: The Gate of Bone (Part 1)


The Remoic System was not merely under siege; it was already in the advanced stages of being digested by a predator that spanned star systems.

The Arc Gate leading into the system usually stood as a beacon of safe passage and commerce, a silver ring ten kilometers wide that pulsed with the promise of trade. But today, it functioned as a choke point of absolute slaughter. The Krall had overrun the defensive grid hours ago, turning the massive ring structure into a beachhead for their invasion force. They had grafted their own bio-organic structures onto the pristine metal of the gate, like barnacles rotting a hull. From the outside, the gate looked like a tomb marked as Hostile/No Entry on every navigation chart in the sector. But for James Orson, it remained the only door to the nursery, and he intended to kick it down with enough force to shatter the hinges.

"We are approaching the event horizon," Valerie announced, her voice calm but her processing speed spiking visibly on the HUD as she calculated the jump vectors to the millimeter. "I have throttled the Shadow-Stalker thrusters to match the output of a standard military-grade overdrive. We will appear fast to their sensors—perhaps dangerously so—but not impossibly so. We cannot reveal our hand until we are through the fire."

"Gate Control is hailing us," Mimi reported from the sensor station, her tail twitching nervously against the leg of her chair. "They are demanding we abort immediately. They say the system is lost. They say we are committing suicide by entering the gravity well. I am detecting heavy interference... screams."

"Ignore them," James growled, his hands tight on the flight yoke as he watched the blue singularity swirl on the viewscreen. "Valerie, punch it."

The Tigress hit the gate's singularity field at maximum standard velocity. The universe twisted inside out as the stars smeared into infinite lines of blue fire. For a heartbeat that felt like a lifetime, they existed nowhere, suspended in the crushing weight of the fold. Then, they erupted into hell.

They emerged into a chaotic debris field of shattered hulls and frozen atmosphere that glittered like a diamond graveyard. The local space around the gate had become a kill box.

"Scanning local assets," Mimi called out, her hands flying across the console. "Friendly tags detected. It is Admiral Stukov’s 7th Fleet rear guard. Or what is left of it."

To their starboard, the remnants of the Allied defense struggled to hold formation. There were only three Bastion-class Destroyers remaining—the USS Resolute, the USS Vigilance, and the USS Ironside. They were battered, their hulls scorched black by plasma burns, venting atmosphere from jagged rents in their armor. Flanking them were six surviving Razor-class corvettes, darting through the wreckage like angry wasps, trying to screen the larger ships from the incoming fire. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and dying by the minute to buy seconds for the planet below.

"Enemy fleet composition resolved," Lulu shouted, her eyes narrowing as she read the tactical plot. "I count thirty-four Scythe-Wing interceptors in an attack swarm. Seventeen Chitin-class heavy frigates forming a firing line. And three capital ships."

On the viewscreen, the Krall battleships loomed like nightmares dredged from the deep ocean. They were Devourer-class vessels, each one four kilometers long, constructed from a grotesque fusion of organic bone-plating and dark industrial metal. They didn't have sleek lines; they had mandibles.

"I am identifying the capital ships," Valerie said, her voice dropping an octave. "The Gorge of Stars, its hull painted in the red ochre of a blood-cult. The Mandible of Ruin, bristling with heavy plasma lance batteries. And the flagship, the Carapace of Night, blacker than the void, pulsing with a purple bio-luminescence."

"Scanner update on the system interior," Mimi added, her voice tight. "Remoic Prime is burning. I detect orbital bombardment patterns across the northern hemisphere. The planetary shield grid is at 15% and failing. If we do not break this blockade, the surface will be sterilized within the hour."

James scanned the tactical plot, his mind processing the battlefield in three dimensions. The Krall formation was a wall of guns, a dense net designed to catch anything trying to slip through. "Not for long," James said, his eyes narrowing. "Valerie, drop the mask. Give me full power to the Primal-Heart. Activate the Prismatic Scale. Let them see exactly what just walked into their house."

The Tigress shuddered violently as the software limiters were removed. The engines roared with a new, deeper harmonic that vibrated through the hull, a sound like a massive predator growling deep in its chest. The energy signature of the ship flared on every sensor in the system, spiking from a harmless transport to a capital-class threat in a single microsecond. It was a beacon, a challenge, a scream of defiance in the silence of the void.

"Fuel consumption is spiking," Valerie warned immediately, the red indicators flaring on the dashboard. "We just burned a condensed helium rod in thirty seconds. At this rate of output, our combat endurance is strictly limited."

"Spend it," James ordered, watching the enemy icons turn red on his display. "We have their attention now."

"We are being hailed by the USS Resolute," Mimi said, pressing a hand to her headset. "They are ordering us to fall back to their defensive line. They say we are alone out here."

"Ignore them," James said, his voice cold. "We aren't falling back. We're clearing the board. Silence the comms until I say otherwise. Lulu, clear me a path."

The battle that followed was not a dogfight; it was a massacre initiated at relativistic speeds. The Tigress didn't joust with the enemy; she wove through the formation like a needle threading through silk. The Scythe-Wings, used to prey that ran away or panicked in straight lines, found themselves trying to track a shadow that moved faster than their organic targeting computers could process.

The first wave of fighters, a squadron of twelve jagged interceptors, dove toward them in a suicide run. They fired streams of green plasma that boiled the vacuum, aiming to overwhelm the Tigress's shields through sheer volume of fire.

"Shields holding at one hundred percent," Valerie reported as the green bolts splashed harmlessly against the shimmering blue wall of the Prismatic Scale, the energy dissipating in ripples of light.

"Razor-Fangs free," Lulu announced.

The dorsal and ventral turrets spun up, their magnetic cooling coils glowing white-hot. They spat streams of high-velocity plasma that shredded the lead fighter squadron in seconds. It wasn't suppression fire; it was surgical excision. Lulu didn't spray and pray; she picked them apart. One fighter lost its port wing, spinning into its wingman. Another took a direct hit to the cockpit, vaporizing the pilot instantly.

The Tigress rolled, dodging the debris of the lead fighter. James pulled the ship into a tight loop, vectoring the thrust to slide underneath the formation.

"Vipers away!" James shouted.

The concealed missile racks opened, unleashing a swarm of smart-munitions. The Viper missiles corkscrewed through the void, their guidance systems locking onto the heat of the Krall engines. Six explosions blossomed in the dark, silent and deadly, turning six Scythe-Wings into expanding clouds of shrapnel.

"The Allied fleet is hailing us again," Mimi said, glancing at the flashing comms panel. "They are confused. They are asking for identification."

"Not yet," James snapped, banking hard to avoid a frigate's broadside. "We haven't earned our introduction yet. Target that frigate."

A Krall frigate, a blocky slab of bio-organic armor and heavy cannons, burned hard to cut off their vector. It was the Chitinous Rage, a vessel designed for broadside duels. It turned its heavy batteries toward the Tigress, filling the space with a wall of flak.

"It's trying to box us in," James realized. "If we turn, we lose momentum."

"Then we go through it," Lulu said, her finger hovering over the main trigger.

"Aligning keel," James said, making micro-adjustments to the flight path. "Apex-Lance is charged."

He lined up the nose of the Tigress with the center mass of the frigate. The enemy ship loomed large in the viewport, a mountain of guns and hate.

"Fire," James whispered.

The spinal rail-gun thundered. The ship groaned under the recoil as the five-kilogram tungsten slug was accelerated to a fraction of light speed. The projectile crossed the distance in a blink. It didn't just hit the frigate; it erased it. The slug punched through the void shields, smashed through the heavy frontal armor, and exited the rear of the ship, coring the reactor along the way.

The Chitinous Rage broke in half. The kinetic impact sent the two halves spinning away into the void, smashing into the fighters sheltering behind it. The explosion was blinding, a momentary star that cleared the immediate area of enemies.

"Shields holding at ninety-eight percent," Valerie reported, her voice steady. "Fuel rod two is depleted. Engaging rod three. We are running hot, James."

They were in the thick of it now, surrounded by the heavy hitters. The fighter screen was broken, leaving them exposed to the capital ships. The three Devourer battleships turned their main batteries toward the tiny interceptor, filling the space with heavy green plasma bolts the size of shuttlecraft.

"Evasive pattern Delta-Nine!" James shouted, vectoring the thrusters violently.

The Tigress slid sideways, defying inertia. The dampeners whined, struggling to keep the crew conscious as the g-forces spiked. James felt his vision graying out at the edges, his chest compressed by the weight of the turn. They danced between the massive energy slugs, weaving a path through a storm of fire that would have vaporized a standard fleet.

"Targeting the Gorge of Stars," Lulu announced, her teeth gritted against the strain. "Firing main gun."

The second rail-slug hit the leading battleship with the force of a meteor. It punched through the void shields, shattering the emitter array, and slammed into the heavy armor of the prow. It didn't kill the ship, but it hurt it. The battleship listed, its forward batteries falling silent as secondary explosions rippled along its hull.

"The Mandible of Ruin is traversing turrets to track us," Valerie warned, highlighting the second battleship. "Shields are flaring. Rod four depleted."

James saw the opening. The enemy formation was shattered, their attention split between the impossible interceptor and the Allied fleet. The advantage was theirs.

"Now," James said, hitting the comms stud. "Open a channel to the Resolute. Wide band."

The link crackled to life. "This is the Tigress," James announced, his voice cutting through the panic of the tactical net. "We have broken their center. We are keeping the big ones busy. You want to live? You want to save that planet? Then pour everything you have into the gaps we just made. Keep the rain coming, and we can break them right here."

"Copy that, Tigress," a rough voice replied, sounding stunned but energized. "This is Resolute Actual. We see you. All ships, focus fire on the Mandible! Support the Tigress! Give them hell!"

James grinned as he saw a volley of torpedoes from the Allied destroyers slam into the Mandible's flank. The coordinated strike stripped its shields and distracted its gunners, buying the Tigress precious seconds.

The Krall formation broke. They had expected a gnat and found a dragon supported by a pack of wolves. The remaining fighters scattered, their cohesion shattered by the impossible violence of the Tigress and the renewed vigor of the 7th Fleet. The surviving battleship, Carapace of Night, along with the crippled Mandible, began to pull back toward the planet, their captains realizing too late that they were outclassed in the open void.

"They are retreating," Mimi cheered, watching the icons turn away on her scope. "Seven frigates and the last two battleships are falling back to the main fleet orbit!"

"They think they can run," James said, his blood singing with the cold fury of the hunt. He checked his fuel reserves. They were burning fast, but he had enough to finish this. "They think this is a skirmish. Val, keep the throttle pinned. We don't let them regroup. We chase them all the way to hell."

The Tigress surged forward, engines flaring white-hot, pursuing the fleeing armada while Stukov's fleet held the gate secure.

The chase was less a pursuit and more an execution performed at high velocity, a systematic dismantling of a force that had believed itself invincible just minutes before.

The Tigress didn't just close the distance; she devoured it, her engines drinking fuel to bend the laws of inertia until they screamed. A few minutes later, the debris field of the gate was nothing more than a graveyard of burning Krall engines in their rear-view mirror, and the battle had shifted into the open gravity well of Remoic Prime. The retreating Krall frigates, realizing they couldn't outrun the black interceptor that had just gutted their command line, turned to fight with the desperation of cornered animals. It was a mistake born of panic, and James intended to punish them for it.

"Resolute to Tigress," Admiral Stukov’s voice crackled over the secure channel, sounding less like a desperate commander staring into the abyss and more like a man watching a miracle unfold in real-time. "We have cleared the gate debris and secured the perimeter. My destroyers are forming on your starboard flank to provide overlapping fields of fire. The Vigilance and Ironside are moving to cut off their escape vector toward the moon. We have them in a kill box, Captain. Call the shot."

"Good," James replied, his hands steady on the yoke as he locked onto the engine signature of the crippled Mandible of Ruin, which was leaking a trail of glowing plasma like a wounded shark. "Keep the frigates off my back, Admiral. Pour everything you have into the screening vessels. I'm going to finish what we started with the big ones. Lulu, prepare the Planet-Crackers. We are going to crack that shell open."

"Ordnance primed and guidance systems are synced," Lulu purred, her fingers dancing over the console with lethal grace. "Let's see if they can digest this meal."

The Allied fleet surged forward, a wave of vengeance riding the Tigress's wake. The Resolute and her sister ships unleashed a torrent of rail-gun fire that hammered the Krall frigates, shattering their bio-armor and venting their atmospheres into the cold void. The space around the Tigress became a chaotic storm of flak and debris, bright flashes of destruction illuminating the dark, but James navigated through it with a singular, terrifying focus. He wasn't looking at the small fry. He was looking at the battleships.

The Mandible of Ruin was limping, its engines flickering as it tried to stabilize its orbit and bring its massive broadside batteries to bear. It turned toward the incoming interceptor, a wall of green fire erupting from its flank as every gunner on board tried to swat the fly that was killing them.

"Shields dropping to eighty percent," Valerie warned as a stray bolt clipped their port side, the impact shuddering through the frame. "We are taking hits, James. The Prismatic Scale is cycling frequencies to compensate, but we cannot tank a sustained barrage."

"Hold it together," James growled, his eyes fixed on the heat signature of the exposed reactor vent. "Almost there. Just a little closer."

He dove the Tigress under the battleship's firing arc, skimming the hull so close that Mimi could probably have counted the rivets on the plating and seen the terrified drones scrambling on the hull. The proximity alarms screamed a constant, single note of warning. As they passed beneath the massive ventral hangar bay, James pulled the release.

Two Planet-Cracker bombs dropped from the bay, their magnetic clamps disengaging with a mechanical thunk. The heavy ordnance fell silently into the vacuum, their guidance thrusters firing to seek the intense heat of the battleship's exposed core. They slipped into the wound in the Mandible's armor like poison entering a bloodstream.

"Break!" James shouted, rolling the ship away and firing the afterburners to clear the blast radius.

Behind them, the Mandible of Ruin shuddered violently as if struck by a giant hand. A series of internal explosions rippled along its spine, blowing out hull plates and venting atmosphere in geysers of fire. Then, the reactor went critical. The ship buckled in the middle, its spine snapping, and broke apart. It was consumed by a blinding sphere of white light that turned the monster into a cloud of expanding dust and radiation.

"Splash one battleship," Lulu announced, her voice thick with satisfaction as she watched the debris cloud expand.

"One left," James said, bringing the ship around in a high-g turn that tested the dampeners to their limit.

The flagship, Carapace of Night, was alone now. Its escorts were dead or dying, its sister ships reduced to scrap drifting in orbit. It was the largest of the three, a massive, obsidian beetle that seemed to absorb the light around it, a void within the void. It wasn't running anymore. It had realized that flight was impossible. It turned to face them, its main lance batteries charging with a deep, ominous purple glow that distorted the starlight around the prow.

"Warning," Valerie said, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "High-energy spike detected from the Carapace. That is a heavy gravity lance. If it hits us, our shields won't matter. It will crumple the hull like a tin can."

"Then don't let it hit us," James said through gritted teeth.

The lance fired, a beam of purple gravity distortion that twisted space as it traveled, invisible save for the way it warped the light of the stars behind it. James threw the Tigress into a violent lateral slide, the Shadow-Stalker thrusters screaming as they fought the inertia of the beam's pull. The distortion wave missed them by meters, but the gravitational wake slammed into the shields like a physical hammer. The ship groaned, metal crying out in protest, and the lights on the bridge flickered and died before switching to emergency red.

"Shield integrity dropping to fifty percent!" Mimi cried out, her hands gripping the console. "We can't take another one of those!"

"We won't have to," James said, his voice calm in the chaos. "Stukov, hit him now! Target the emitter!"

On cue, the three Allied destroyers concentrated their fire on the Carapace's emitter array. A storm of rail-slugs and torpedoes slammed into the weapon housing, shattering the delicate focusing crystals and rupturing the cooling lines. The lance sputtered and died, its energy dissipating harmlessly.

"Their main gun is down!" Lulu shouted. "They are vulnerable! Finish them!"

James lined up the Tigress for the kill shot. The Apex-Lance hummed with power beneath the deck plates, hungry for the release, vibrating with the stored energy of the Primal-Heart. He had the flagship in his sights. He could end the invasion right here, decapitating the Krall force in a single stroke.

Suddenly, the comms panel lit up with a priority override code that sliced through the tactical network like a knife. It wasn't a distress call. It wasn't a surrender. It was a direct, wide-band transmission broadcasting on every frequency in the system, overriding the fleet's jamming.

"Unknown vessel," a voice rasped, deep and clicking, the universal translator struggling to render the guttural Krall dialect into intelligible Terran. "This is High Warlord Xar-Thon of the Grand Host. You fight well for meat. Cease your fire. I wish to speak."

James froze, his finger hovering millimeters over the trigger stud. On the viewscreen, the massive silhouette of the Carapace of Night hung motionless against the burning backdrop of the planet it had come to consume. The rest of the battle seemed to pause, the remaining Krall fighters pulling back as if waiting for a command from their god.

"He wants a parlay?" Lulu asked, her ears flattening in disbelief as she stared at the screen. "The Krall do not parlay. They consume. They die. They do not talk."

"This one does," James murmured, looking at the blinking icon on his console.

"James," Valerie whispered, her voice urgent. "Fuel is critical. Shields are failing. If we fight him now, we might win, but we will likely burn out the core doing it. He is giving us a pause. We need it."

James looked at the tactical map. The planet was still burning, but the bombardment had stopped. The immediate threat was paused. He looked at the Carapace, knowing that inside that monster was a mind that had orchestrated the destruction of a dozen systems, a creature that viewed humanity as nothing more than cattle.

"Val," James said, his voice low and dangerous, his finger moving away from the trigger but his hand staying on the stick. "Open the channel. But keep the gun aimed at his head."



Chapter 42


The face of the enemy was a landscape of chitin and scars, a visage that had not known mercy in a thousand years.

High Warlord Xar-Thon filled the main viewscreen of the Tigress, his massive, insectoid head dominating the bridge. He was not wearing armor; his exoskeleton was thick enough to deflect small arms fire, and it was etched with the ritual markings of a hundred conquered worlds. His mandibles clicked in a rhythmic, agitated pattern as his multiple eyes focused on James Orson with a terrifying intensity.

"You are small," Xar-Thon rasped, the universal translator struggling to convey the depth of his contempt. "Your vessel is a toy. A transport skiff. Yet you have broken my formation and silenced my heavy guns. How?"

"I upgraded," James said, leaning back in his chair and projecting a boredom he didn't feel. His hand rested casually near the fire control for the Apex-Lance, a silent threat. "The galaxy changes, Xar-Thon. While you were busy eating colonies, some of us were evolving."

"Evolution requires time," the Warlord countered, his voice like grinding stones. "My sensors detect energy signatures that should not exist. Singularities contained in a hull that should buckle under the stress. This is not Terran engineering. This smells of the Old Enemy. The ones we crushed."

"You didn't crush them all," James lied, his voice steady. "You missed a spot."

He tapped a command into his console, transmitting a data packet Valerie had fabricated in seconds. It was a masterpiece of deception—a sensor log of the asteroid belt in Sector 88-Zeta, doctored to show not a dead mining station, but a thriving, hidden armada. Ghost signals of capital ships, energy spikes of massive shipyards, and the distinct thermal bloom of a civilization preparing for war.

"The Felis didn't die," James said, watching the Warlord's reaction closely. "They went to ground. They rebuilt. And they've been watching you for a thousand years, waiting for the right moment to come back. I'm just the messenger."

Xar-Thon stared at the data stream, his mandibles freezing mid-click. For a long, tense minute, the only sound on the bridge was the hum of the Tigress's reactor. The Warlord was processing the lie, weighing the impossible strength of James's ship against the strategic nightmare of a resurgent ancient enemy.

"If this is true," Xar-Thon rumbled finally, "then this system is irrelevant. If the Old Enemy has returned, the Grand Host must be warned. The consumption must be redirected."

"Then leave," James challenged. "Go tell your masters that the ghosts are back. Leave Remoic Prime, and maybe I won't have to demonstrate what my main gun does to a flagship at point-blank range."

Xar-Thon laughed, a harsh, clattering sound that made Mimi’s ears flatten. "You think I am a fool, meat? You bluff well, but you are still one ship. One ship cannot stop the tide. However... you have bought my curiosity." The Warlord leaned forward, his massive bulk pressing against the screen. "I will not leave. I will not abandon a feast that is already plated. But I will grant you a pause. Seven rotations. One week of ceasefire. I will hold my fire, and I’ll summon the Brood-Lords. When they arrive, we’ll dissect your ship and your lies together."

"A week?" James asked, masking his relief. A week was a lifetime. A week was enough to empty the planet.

"Seven days," Xar-Thon confirmed. "Use them well. Pray to your gods. Because when the sun rises on the eighth day, I will consume this world down to the bedrock, and I will start with you."

"Admiral Stukov," James said, patching the Allied commander into the channel. "Do you agree to these terms? Seven days of total ceasefire to allow for the... assessment of the situation?"

Stukov’s face appeared in a secondary window, haggard and bloodied but resolute. He looked at the alien warlord, then at James. He understood the game. "The Conclave forces agree to the ceasefire," Stukov said, his voice raspy. "We will hold our fire for seven rotations."

"Then it is done," Xar-Thon snarled. The screen went black.

The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the sound of Mimi exhaling a breath she seemed to have been holding since they entered the system.

"He bought it," Lulu whispered, slumping back in her chair, her hands trembling slightly as they left the controls. "He actually bought it."

James stood up and walked over to her, placing a firm hand on her shoulder. "He bought it because you sold the threat, Lulu. Your discipline on that trigger saved our lives today because if you had flinched even a millimeter he would have opened fire. You stared down a monster and you didn't blink. Good work, Fang."

Lulu leaned into his touch, her eyes closing as the tension drained out of her. "I was ready to fire, Pride Master. I wanted to end him."

"I know," James said softly. He turned to Mimi, who was still staring at her console, her tail wrapped anxiously around her leg. He walked over and ruffled her hair, making her ears twitch. "And you, Kitten. That data packet was a masterpiece of deception. You built a fleet out of nothing but math and shadows and terrified a warlord who has burned a thousand worlds. You made him see exactly what he feared most."

Mimi beamed at him, her chest swelling with pride. "I used his own sensor biases against him! It was a very clever algorithm."

"It was brilliant," James corrected, looking at both of them with fierce affection. "You both did exactly what I needed. But we aren't done yet."

He turned back to the comms panel where Stukov remained on the line. The Admiral looked like a man who had been granted a pardon at the gallows.

"Seven days," Stukov said, shaking his head in disbelief. "We can evacuate the nurseries. We can get the children out. You saved us, son. I don't know how you did it, but you saved us."

"I need a favor, Admiral," James said, his voice serious. "When you write your report to High Command, I need you to underreport my involvement. Mention that an independent contractor provided heavy fire support, but keep the details fuzzy. Do not mention the spinal rail-gun, do not mention the Felis signal, and do not send them my sensor logs. I need to remain a ghost."

Stukov studied him, his eyes narrowing slightly as he realized the implication. "You've got tech you shouldn't have, don't you? Something that would make the Science Division drool."

"Something like that," James admitted.

"Done," Stukov said firmly. "As far as the records show, you were just a very lucky pilot with a lot of missiles. You have a friend in the 7th Fleet, Orson. If you ever need a safe harbor or a heavy cruiser at your back, you call me. I pay my debts."

"I might just take you up on that," James said. "Get your transports moving, Admiral. The clock is ticking."

The channel closed. James looked out at the massive silhouette of the Krall flagship hanging in the distance, a dark mountain against the stars.

"We aren't leaving," James announced, sitting back in his chair. "We are going to hold position right here at the gate for the next seven days. I want Xar-Thon to see us every time he looks out a window. I want him to know we are watching him so he doesn't get any clever ideas about breaking the truce early."

"And after the week is up?" Mimi asked.

"By then, Priscilla should have secured the Dark Matter Manifolds for Trigo," James said, checking the date on his chrono. "Or she'll be dead, and the story will be squashed. Either way, in seven days, we either deliver the parts to build a god, or we fight one."



Chapter 43


The Broken Cog hadn't changed, and in a galaxy that was rapidly rewriting its own maps with blood and borders, that stagnation was a comfort James was willing to pay a premium for. The air scrubbers were still fighting a losing battle against the scent of stale polymerized tobacco and cheap lubricant, the lighting was still dim enough to hide a multitude of sins, and the clientele was still the kind that knew better than to make eye contact with a man sitting alone in the corner booth.

He sat in the same shadowed alcove where this madness had started months ago, nursing a whiskey that was just as terrible as the first one he’d endured. It burned on the way down, a harsh, grounding sensation that reminded him he was still human despite the alien tech humming in his veins and the strange family waiting for him in orbit. This time, however, he was alone. Mimi and Lulu remained on the Tigress, overseeing the loading of the massive fuel surplus and ensuring the automated drones didn't scratch the paint on the new armor. James preferred to handle the political fallout without an audience, especially when the currency of the meeting was secrets rather than Hex.

Wilson slid into the seat opposite him, placing the familiar spherical jammer on the scarred table with a practiced click. The low hum of the privacy field snapped into place, cutting them off from the ambient noise of the bar. Wilson looked tired, the lines around his eyes etched deeper by sleepless nights, but there was a new energy in his posture—the focused tension of a man playing a game he was finally winning, even if the stakes were his own life.

"You look like hell, Jimmy," Wilson grunted, signaling the hovering service droid for a beer with a flick of his prosthetic finger. "But I suppose saving an entire solar system and staring down a Warlord takes it out of you."

"We bought them time," James corrected, swirling the amber liquid in his glass and watching the light fracture through it. "Seven days. Admiral Stukov got the nurseries clear and the civilian transports away. That's all that matters. The system fell, but the future got out."

"It matters more than you think," Wilson said, leaning in close, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Priscilla contacted me directly on an encrypted channel this morning because she can't risk a public transmission. She told me she is making real headwinds with the Council. The data you gave her on the Felis tech didn't just open doors; it kicked them down and shattered the hinges. The four governments are actually talking to each other for the first time in a decade, Jimmy. They aren't just posturing anymore."

"She told you all that?" James asked, raising an eyebrow. "I thought she kept her cards closer to her chest."

"She needs a handler for this operation who operates outside the official chain of command, someone who knows you," Wilson explained, taking a long pull from his beer. "She told me the Technocracy is sharing shield specs with the Iron-Hold Duchies—actual, proprietary tech transfers. The Free Rim is coordinating patrol routes with the Conclave Navy to plug the holes in the line. Fear is a hell of a motivator, and you just gave them a sword to fight the dark. They finally believe they can win."

"Good," James said, feeling a knot of tension loosen in his chest. "That was the deal. I fight the war, she fights the politics."

"It gets better," Wilson continued, lowering his voice even further. "Priscilla's people have already dispatched a black-ops engineering fleet to Veldt-Prime. They're carrying the Dark Matter Manifolds for your ghost friend. They aren't waiting for Senate approval; they're diverting resources from the capital shipyards. They're going to help Trigo get mobile, and while they're there, they're going to strip that system for every scrap of tech you left behind. Trigo is going to get his army, and the Conclave is going to get a shipyard that can build ships that don't melt under plasma fire."

James nodded, relief washing over him. The image of Trigo alone in the dark had haunted him. "He deserves it. He waited a long time for backup."

The holoscreen above the bar flickered, the news anchor's voice cutting through the ambient noise as the volume spiked for a breaking bulletin. "Reports from the frontline indicate a sudden, system-wide deceleration in the Krall offensive across the Antares and Vega sectors. Intelligence analysts suggest a consolidation of gains, possibly due to logistical overextension or... the emergence of a new strategic threat."

"They're scared," James murmured, watching the tactical map on the screen turn from angry red to a stagnant yellow. "Xar-Thon told them about us. He told them the ghosts were back. They think the Felis Empire has returned from the grave."

"They're pausing to regroup," Wilson agreed, watching the screen with a grim satisfaction. "Which gives us a breathing room we haven't had in fifty years. But there's a catch, Jimmy. There always is."

“There always is,” James agreed.

Wilson pulled three heavy data chips from his jacket and slid them across the table. They looked innocuous, but James knew they contained enough military secrets to buy a planet. "Priscilla wants three more copies of the core schematics—the engines, the shields, and the weapon specs. She needs to distribute them directly to the other faction leaders to bypass the Senate red tape. It furthers the agenda, spreads the tech faster, and makes it impossible for any one government to hoard the advantage."

James took the chips, pocketing them without hesitation. "Done. The more ships that can tank a plasma bolt, the better. I don't care who builds them as long as they point them at the Krall."

"That's the easy part," Wilson said, his expression darkening as he leaned back. "The hard part is you. You've made a lot of noise, Jimmy. You saved a system, you bluffed a Warlord, and according to my sources, you're flying a ship that defies physics. The governments are happy for the data now, but give it a month. Once they realize they can't replicate the Tigress overnight, once the panic fades and the greed sets in, they're going to want the prototype. They're going to want your ship. And they won't ask nicely."

James took a slow sip of his drink, letting the burn settle in his chest. He had expected this. Heroes were useful until the war turned; then they became assets to be seized, studied, and mass-produced.

"So I have a target on my back," James said flatly. “Nothing new, but I hear what you’re saying.”

"A very large, very expensive target," Wilson confirmed. "Every intelligence agency in the Conclave, the Technocracy, and the Guilds is going to be hunting for the Tigress. They'll say it's for 'national security,' but we both know they just want to dissect her to see how she ticks. They want the goose that lays the golden eggs, not the eggs themselves. You need to disappear, Jimmy. For a while."

"I was planning on a vacation anyway," James said, finishing his drink and standing up. He adjusted his jacket, feeling the weight of the data chips. "The nebula is big, Wilson. And there are still ghosts out there that need waking up. If I stay moving, they can't catch me."

"Go deep," Wilson advised, looking up at him with genuine concern in his eyes. "Go where the maps end. And don't come back until the heat dies down or the war gets desperate enough that they need you more than they want your ship. Make them miss you."

"I'll keep the comms silent," James promised. "Watch your back, Wilson. If they can't find me, they might come looking for my friends."

"Watch yours, Jimmy," Wilson grinned, raising his beer in a toast. "I'm just a washed-up Marine drinking in a dive bar. You're the one flying the ghost ship. Good hunting."

James left the bar, moving through the station with a new sense of urgency. The crowds felt different now—less like fellow travelers and more like potential informants. He returned to the Tigress, where Mimi and Lulu were securing the last of the cargo crates. The hold was stocked to the ceiling with months of supplies, surplus fuel rods, and ammunition. They were ready for a long haul into the black.

"We are green for launch," Valerie reported as James stepped onto the bridge, the familiar hum of the ship greeting him like an old friend. "The local traffic control is distracted by a sudden influx of military transports responding to the ceasefire. We can slip out unnoticed in the chaos."

"Set a course for the deep nebula," James ordered, strapping into his chair. "We're going off the grid. No transponder, no flight plan. Total silence."

"Are we running away?" Mimi asked, looking up from her sensors, her ears twitching with concern.

"No," James said, looking at the star field ahead, a wall of dust and mystery waiting to swallow them whole. "We're just moving to a new hunting ground. Let the politicians fight over the scraps and the schematics. We have a civilization to find, and a war to win on our own terms."

A few hours later, the Tigress detached from the station, her engines flaring with a silent blue fire. She turned away from the lights of civilization, away from the war and the politics, and drove hard into the black, vanishing into the shadows between the stars where only legends dared to go.
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Gravity is the tyrant of space travel because it acts as an invisible hand that will swat a ship out of the sky if you dare to disrespect its territory or miscalculate the orbital mechanics of a jump by a fraction of a decimal. It is a constant, jealous god that demands fealty from everything with mass, and cheating it required a level of arrogance that James Orson was just beginning to enjoy.

The Tigress dropped out of slipspace in the deep, silent void between the stars to initiate a calculated tactical pause that would allow the Rift-Claw to charge without the interference of a nearby gravity well. They floated in the absolute nothingness of interstellar space, parsecs from the nearest warmth, where the only light came from the distant, indifferent diamonds of the galactic arm. The silence of the ship was heavy and expectant, broken only by the rhythmic throbbing of the Primal-Heart as it cycled power into the capacitors, a sound like a giant beast breathing in its sleep.

James sat in the atrium rather than the bridge, nursing a mug of dark roast coffee while he watched the holographic star chart rotating slowly above the conversation pit. The destination was marked on the ancient Felis charts as Panthera-IV, a frontier world located in a sector that the Conclave maps listed simply as "uninhabitable" or "survey pending." To the Felis, however, it had been a primary candidate for expansion, a verdant jewel that was meant to be a new cradle for their civilization before the sky fell and the silence took them.

"The system primary is a G-type main sequence star, similar to Sol but slightly younger and more volatile," Valerie announced, her voice drifting from the overhead speakers with the soothing cadence of a lecturer. "Panthera-IV resides squarely in the Goldilocks zone, but it is a rough neighborhood. It possesses two moons, Claw and Fang, which generate significant tidal forces that drive a highly active tectonic and oceanic cycle. The biosphere should be robust, aggressive, and incredibly dense. It is not a garden; it is a greenhouse on overdrive."

"It sounds like home," Lulu murmured, looking up from the whetstone she was using to sharpen her combat knife. She sat cross-legged on the velvet couch, her tail draped lazily over the edge, the very picture of lethal relaxation. The rhythmic shhhk-shhhk of the blade against the stone was a comforting background noise. "Bastion was a world that tried to kill us every day. A planet that does not fight back breeds soft people. Comfort is the first step toward extinction."

"I prefer planets that do not try to eat me," Mimi chirped from the floor where she was re-calibrating a portable sensor drone. She adjusted a micro-servo with a delicate twist of her screwdriver, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth in concentration. "Soft people live longer. They have time to make art and eat pastries. Fighting for survival is noble, sister, but living in peace is the reward for the victory. What is the point of having claws if you never get to sheath them?"

James looked between them, smiling at the familiar philosophical debate. "We aren't going there to settle, Mimi. We're going there to see if anyone else survived the war. If this was a colony target, maybe a ship made it here before the end. Maybe they dug in deep like Trigo. Or maybe they just left a message for us to find."

"The charge cycle is complete," Valerie interrupted, the lighting in the atrium shifting to a combat-ready red, signaling the transition from leisure to operations. "The Rift-Claw is primed. Navigational vectors are locked on a Lagrange point outside the primary moon's orbit. It is close enough for a rapid approach to the surface but far enough to avoid gravitational shear that would tear the nacelles off the hull."

"Let's get to work," James said, draining his coffee and standing up. "Stations."

They moved to the bridge with practiced efficiency. James settled into the captain's chair, feeling the leather conform to his back. He gripped the flight yoke, feeling the vibration of the ship through his palms, a connection that went deeper than wires and servos.

"Punch it," James ordered.

The universe twisted inside out. The Rift-Claw didn't just open a door; it grabbed two points in space and smashed them together. The sensation was a physical wrenching of the gut, a momentary feeling of being stretched across infinity while simultaneously being compressed into a singularity. Then, with a thunderclap of displaced energy that rattled the hull plating and set the sensors ringing, they emerged into real space.

The viewscreen filled with the blinding majesty of the Panthera system. The star burned with a fierce, yellow-white intensity, illuminating the swirling cloud patterns of the fourth planet. It was a marble of blue and green, breathtakingly alive against the black backdrop, swirling with storm systems that spanned continents.

"Optical scans confirm a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere with a high moisture content," Mimi reported, her fingers flying across her console as she parsed the river of data. "I am detecting massive oceans and continent-spanning rainforests. The biodiversity readings are off the charts. It is a garden world, but the weather patterns indicate constant, violent storms in the upper atmosphere."

"Scan for Felis signatures," James ordered, keeping the ship in a high-orbit stealth drift, minimizing their thermal profile. "Look for Elerium resonance or Zero-Point energy emissions. Anything that smells like home."

"Scanning," Mimi said, her eyes narrowing as the data scrolled across her retinas. "I am picking up... something. But it is not Felis. It is crude. Fission reactors and unshielded radio bursts. Low-tech transmission on the emergency band. It is human."

"Humans?" Lulu frowned, checking her weapon systems and bringing the Razor-Fangs online. "This sector is uncharted by the Conclave. Who is out here? Pirates? Slavers?"

"Unauthorized colony attempt," James guessed, bringing up the visual feed on the main screen. "Look at the surface near the equator. That isn't a base; it's a crash site."

High-resolution scans revealed a sprawling, chaotic settlement hacked out of the jungle. It wasn't a standard pre-fab colony with neat rows of hab-modules and defense grids; it was a shantytown built around the wreckage of a massive, Horizon-class colony ship. The vessel, the New Dawn, had clearly suffered a catastrophic landing failure years ago. Its spine was broken, the massive engine section buried deep in the soil like a tombstone, and the hull had been stripped for parts to build the shelters huddled in its long shadow. It was a scar on the landscape, a testament to a desperate landing that had gone wrong.

"They crashed," James said, analyzing the blast crater and the vegetation regrowth. "Hard. And they've been stuck here for a long time. Look at the perimeter walls; they’re made of hull plating welded together. They’re digging in against something."

"They are hailing us," Mimi said. "Audio only. The signal is weak, filled with static."

"Put it on speakers," James commanded.

The voice that filled the bridge was male, guarded, and laced with the suspicion of someone who had survived too many disappointments. "Unidentified vessel, this is Governor Halloway of the New Dawn settlement. You are entering unauthorized airspace. State your intentions or be fired upon."

James looked at the tactical readout. The colony had a few rusty auto-cannons, but nothing that could scratch the Tigress's paint. Still, he respected the defiance.

"This is the Tigress," James replied, keeping his voice neutral but authoritative. "We aren't here to raid you, Governor. We picked up your signal while passing through the sector. We are independent contractors. We see you are dug in deep. Do you require assistance?"

There was a long pause, a moment of calculation on the other end, before Halloway returned, his voice slightly less hostile but still wary. "We don't need charity. But we are open to trade. Our atmospheric processors are fine, the air is breathable, but the jungle... the jungle is hungry. Our perimeter turrets are failing. The local fauna are aggressive, pack hunters with natural armor that our small arms can barely penetrate. And our primary fabricator blew a gasket three months ago. We can't print replacement parts for the harvesters or the guns."

"We have a high-grade industrial fabricator on board," James said. "And we have spare parts for kinetic turrets. We can fix your defenses and your farm equipment."

"And what do you want in return?" Halloway asked, suspicious. "We don't have Hex out here."

"Information," James said. "We’re looking for ruins. Old ones. Not human. If you can point us in the right direction, we'll fix your gear."

"We might know of such things," Halloway admitted cautiously. "Prepare for landing. But keep your weapons holstered. We have itchy trigger fingers down here."

The descent through the atmosphere was a violent reminder of why the New Dawn had crashed. The ion storms in the upper atmosphere were ferocious, buffeting the Tigress with winds that screamed against the hull like angry spirits. James engaged the Felis thrusters, the gravity-defying engines stabilizing the heavy ship as they punched through the cloud layer and leveled out over the jungle canopy.

They touched down in a cleared area of scorched earth near the broken spine of the colony ship, the landing struts sinking into the soft, loamy soil. The airlock cycled open, letting in a rush of humid, hot air that smelled of wet earth, rotting vegetation, and alien flowers—a rich, biological soup that felt heavy in the lungs but was perfectly breathable.

James, Mimi, and Lulu exited the ship, carrying a heavy crate of components between them. They wore their light armor, weapons slung but accessible. The colonists emerged from their shelters, a ragged group of men and women dressed in patched jumpsuits and handmade leathers cured from local fauna. They looked gaunt but hard, survivors who had fought the jungle and won.

Governor Halloway met them at the perimeter, flanked by two guards with battered assault rifles. He was a man in his fifties, his hair gray and tied back, his face etched with lines of worry and sun exposure. When he saw Mimi and Lulu, his eyes widened, taking in the ears and tails, but he kept his hand away from his gun.

"You brought the parts?" Halloway asked, eyeing the crate.

"We did," James said. "Let's see the fabricator first."

They spent the next six hours working alongside the colony's engineers in the sweltering heat of the machine shop. It was a massive, jury-rigged facility built into the side of the crashed ship's reactor housing. Mimi used the Tigress's portable printer to fabricate a new focusing lens for their industrial unit, restoring it to full functionality.

Once the fabricator hummed to life, printing a replacement gear for a harvester, Halloway’s demeanor shifted from suspicion to grudging respect.

"You delivered," Halloway said, wiping grease from his hands. "So will I. We've been too busy trying to survive the jungle to do much archaeology, but our drones mapped a series of anomalies in the northern mountain range about three hundred kilometers from here. Strange geometric formations. Stone that looks melted and reformed into shapes that defy erosion. We thought it was volcanic activity, but the patterns are too regular. Too mathematical."

He pulled a datapad from his belt and uploaded the coordinates to James's wrist-link. "Whoever built them didn't stay long. There's no sign of a city, just... foundations. Like they started something and then left in a hurry. Or were taken."

"Thank you, Governor," James said. "Good luck with the colony. Keep your heads down. The war is far away, but it has long arms."

They returned to the Tigress, the ramp hissing shut behind them, sealing out the humidity and the noise of the jungle.

"Unfinished foundations," Lulu mused as they lifted off, her eyes fixed on the northern horizon where the mountains rose like jagged teeth against the twilight. "A colony that never was. Or a fallback point that was never activated."

"Or an outpost that was abandoned when the fleet fell," James corrected, setting the course for the coordinates Halloway had provided. "Let's go see what they left behind."

The Tigress roared into the sky, leaving the grateful humans behind to their new chance at life, turning its nose toward the secrets buried in the high peaks.
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The jungle below appeared as a riot of bioluminescent green and violet that formed a chaotic sprawl of aggressive life that had swallowed the scars of the crashed colony ship and was slowly digesting the perimeter fences with vines thick as a man's thigh. From the air the settlement looked fragile, like a tiny island of stubborn humanity drowning in a sea of aggressive biology that screamed for dominance. James watched the thermal signatures of the newly repaired turrets come online and painted the tree line with overlapping fields of fire, which made him feel a grudging respect for Governor Halloway and his people for surviving this long.

"They’ve got a genuine chance at survival now," James mused as he leaned back in the pilot's seat while the Tigress circled the settlement one last time before heading north. "The reactor is stable and the scrubbers are purifying the air faster than the planet can poison it while those fabricators run hot to build walls higher than the local predators can climb. It’s a tough little nut to crack for anything without orbital bombardment capabilities."

"The Krall would crack the shell in an hour," Lulu said from the gunnery station with a voice devoid of sentiment. "A single orbital bombardment would erase them from history."

"That assumes the Krall bother to look down," James corrected as he adjusted the flight path. "This system remains a backwater in a sector that doesn't even have a number on most charts because the war is a thousand light-years away and heating up. The Krall are throwing everything they have at the Core Worlds, so diverting a task force to wipe out twelve hundred refugees living in mud huts isn't efficient usage of resources. If a scout ship jumps in here it will scan for Elerium signatures and see nothing but dirt and trees before jumping out. Halloway's best defense is being irrelevant."

"Irrelevance is a powerful shield," Mimi agreed as she watched the sensor feed display the settlement disappearing beneath the cloud layer. "They are small enough to be ignored and I hope they stay that way."

The Tigress banked north and left the equatorial heat for the cooler air of the mountain ranges. The landscape below changed as the dense canopy gave way to jagged peaks of black granite and snow-capped spires that pierced the sky like obsidian daggers. They flew over the coordinates Halloway had provided and the ship's shadow raced across the stone.

"Approaching the anomaly," Valerie announced. "Visual confirmation on the main screen."

James looked down at the site. The "ruins" weren't buildings but rather scars in the rock that told a story of ambition. Massive geometric shapes had been cut into the mountain plateau with surgical precision as perfect hexagons and circles melted into the stone created flat foundations for structures that were never built. There were no walls or debris but the footprint was unmistakable.

"This was a prime expansion site," Lulu observed as she studied the layout with a tactical eye. "High ground for defense and direct access to the geothermal vents for power without disrupting the local ecology. This would have been a stronghold."

"They started terraforming," James noted as he pointed to the melt lines. "They leveled the ground and drilled the taps but then they left. This looks like a staging ground for a prefab colony where the heavy lifters dropped the pads but the colony ships never arrived. This was probably one of the sites abandoned when the fleet fell back to Veldt-Prime."

"I am detecting no energy signatures," Mimi reported with a tone of disappointment. "No data cores and no hidden bunkers are pinging back. It appears to be just melted rock and silence."

"Not entirely," Valerie corrected as she highlighted the fractal patterns in the stone. "The geometric precision of the cuts matches the Felis architectural doctrine perfectly. We now have a confirmed signature for what a Felis foundation looks like from orbit. If there are other sites on this planet, then I can find them by looking for this specific geometry. And if they prepared a foundation this large, there is a non-zero probability that a supply cache or a construction skiff was buried nearby to wait for the colonists."

"So we have a fingerprint and a hope," James said as he nodded. "That’s worth the trip. Valerie, launch a spread of high-altitude probes. I want a full planetary survey. If there’s anything else down there I want you to find it."

"Deploying probe swarm," Valerie confirmed. "Scanning will take approximately six hours to cover the entire globe at high resolution."

"Six hours," James said as he stretched his arms over his head and heard his spine crack. "We can't speed it up and I don't want to hover over a rock pile all day. Valerie, take us up to the edge of the atmosphere and park us in a geostationary drift above the cloud layer. We'll wait for the data to come to us."

He swiveled his chair around to face his wives. "Ladies, we have six hours of downtime in a beautiful orbit with nothing to kill and no one to save. I suggest we make the most of it."

Mimi’s ears perked up instantly and a mischievous grin spread across her face as her tail snaked out to stroke the inside of James's thigh. "Does the ‘most of it’ involve the hot tub in the captain's bathroom? Because my muscles are still sore from fixing that fusion relay and I require attention."

"I believe hydro-therapy is indicated for optimal crew performance," Lulu added as she stood up and walked over to James. She turned her back to him and let her long tail wind around his waist to pull him flush against her backside in a clear demand. "And perhaps a massage. You have very strong hands, Pride Master, and I have knots that need to be worked out."

"Hot tub and massages," James agreed as he stood up and let their tails guide him toward the lift. "It's a tough life but someone has to live it."



Chapter 46


The "hot tub" in the Captain’s Quarters was a generous, perhaps even optimistic, term for what was essentially a deep-soak bathtub designed for a solitary officer to wash away the grime of a long patrol. It was a sleek, functional piece of engineering, lined with dark ceramic tiles that held the heat and equipped with high-pressure hydro-jets meant to pummel tired muscles, but it was absolutely not engineered to accommodate the displacement of a muscular human male and two voluptuous Felis females simultaneously.

However, the laws of physics—specifically the principle that two bodies cannot occupy the same space at the same time—had never stopped the Pride before, and they certainly weren't going to start letting thermodynamics dictate their evening now.

The air in the bathroom was thick enough to taste, heavy with steam and scented with the same jasmine oil James had used during their first night together, a smell that had quickly become the olfactory trigger for relaxation and arousal aboard the Tigress. The mirrors were completely fogged over, creating a private, enclosed world of condensation and heat where the rest of the galaxy, the war, and the cold void ceased to exist. James sat in the tub with his back pressed against the rear wall, the water level sitting dangerously high as it displaced around his chest. Mimi straddled his lap, facing him, her legs draped over the sides of the tub, her wet skin glowing in the soft amber light of the vanity. Lulu squeezed in behind her, her back pressed flush against Mimi's chest, her legs tangled with James's under the water to create a precarious but delightful pile of limbs, tails, and wet skin.

"This is statistically inefficient," Lulu murmured, though her eyes were half-closed with pleasure as she leaned her head back onto Mimi’s shoulder, letting the steam open her pores. "We are exceeding the recommended volume capacity of this vessel by at least forty percent because your tail is currently trying to drown me."

"My tail is just trying to find a comfortable spot, and it likes the bubbles," Mimi giggled, shifting her weight and splashing a handful of water onto James's chest, watching the droplets run down his defined abs. "Besides, being close is the point. I like squishing against you. It makes me feel safe."

"You like wiggling," James corrected with a grin, his hands resting on Mimi's hips beneath the water, his thumbs tracing the curve of her waist and feeling the smooth, wet skin beneath his fingertips. "If you move any more, you're going to flood the bathroom and Valerie is going to yell at us about water damage to the deck plating."

"Then let it flood," Mimi teased, leaning forward to nip playfully at his jawline with her sharp teeth. "The floor has excellent drainage grates along the perimeter so we can make as much of a mess as we want. Right now, I don't care about the floor. I have needs."

She shifted her weight deliberately, grinding her wet, swollen pussy down against his submerged erection. The friction of her slick skin against his, combined with the intense heat of the water, sent a jolt of electricity straight to his groin that made his breath hitch. She wasn't subtle; she was a creature of tactile sensation, and she wanted him to feel every inch of her lips pressing against him through the water.

"Greedy kitten," James growled, his grip tightening on her hips as he bucked up to meet her grind.

"Always," she purred against his neck, her tongue darting out to lick a droplet of sweat and steam from his skin. "I want your cock inside me, James. The water makes everything slippery and it will feel amazing."

"Not yet," Lulu interrupted, her hand snaking down through the churning water to wrap firmly around the base of his shaft, halting Mimi's descent with a possessive squeeze. "I believe I requested a massage, Pride Master. My shoulders are still tight from the gunnery harness. The recoil of the Razor-Fangs takes a toll."

Mimi pouted, pulling back slightly but refusing to leave his lap, merely hovering over him in a tantalizing tease. "You are ruining my rhythm, Fang."

"I am enhancing the anticipation," Lulu countered, turning her head to look at James with a smoldering, heavy-lidded gaze that promised retribution later. "Unless you have forgotten how to use your hands for something other than killing?"

James laughed, a low, rumbling sound that vibrated in his chest against Lulu's back. "Turn around, Lulu. Let's see what I can do."

It was a logistical puzzle involving a lot of splashing and shifting limbs, but they managed it. Mimi shifted to the side, perching on the edge of the porcelain rim while keeping her legs in the water, giving Lulu room to turn and settle back against James's chest. The water sloshed over the rim in heavy waves, soaking the floor mats before disappearing down the drains, but nobody cared about the mess.

James wrapped his arms around Lulu, his hands finding the knots of tension in her trapezius muscles. He worked his thumbs into the hard muscle, applying deep, steady pressure that made her groan. Her head fell forward, her neck arching beautifully, exposing the sensitive nape to the steam.

"Right there," she whispered, her voice husky and dropped an octave. "Harder. Dig into it."

He kneaded her skin, the hot water making her muscles pliable under his touch. He kissed the nape of her neck, biting lightly at the sensitive cord of muscle, making her shiver violently. His hands moved lower, tracing the line of her spine, before slipping underwater to cup her heavy breasts. Her nipples were hard peaks against his palms, reacting instantly to his touch. He teased them, rolling them between his thumb and forefinger while she whimpered and pressed her backside firmly against his groin.

"Is that helping the tension?" James murmured into her ear, blowing hot air against the shell.

"It is creating a different kind of tension," Lulu gasped, reaching back to grip his hair, pulling him closer. "A much better kind. But I am not the only one who needs attention."

Mimi watched them with wide, unblinking pink eyes, her hand resting protectively on her flat stomach. The playful mood seemed to evaporate from her, replaced by something heavier. "Lulu is content to wait," she said softly, her voice trembling slightly. "She wants to secure the galaxy first. She thinks in terms of strategy. But I... I do not want to wait, James."

James looked up at her, seeing the raw vulnerability in her expression, the ancient fear of extinction warring with a new hope. "Wait for what, Kitten?"

"For the legacy," Mimi whispered. She slid back into the water, squeezing between James's legs and pushing Lulu gently to the side. "I want your kit, James. I want to carry the future of the Pride. I want you to breed me."

The air in the room shifted from playful to primal. James looked at her and saw the biological imperative burning in her gaze, a demand that went back a thousand years.

"You really want this?" James asked, his voice rough with the sudden spike in his own arousal. "Right now?"

"Right now," Mimi confirmed. She lifted her hips, positioning herself over his hardening length, centering herself. "I am ovulating, James. I can feel it. Fill my womb."

She didn't wait for him to answer. She sank down slowly, deliberately, letting him see everything. James watched, mesmerized, as the thick purple head of his cock pushed against her slick, pink entrance. Her swollen lips stretched wide to accommodate his girth, and she gasped as the intrusion began, her eyes rolling back as she took him in.

"Oh god," Mimi moaned as she settled onto him completely, her internal muscles clamping tight around his shaft in a wet, hot fist. "You are so deep!"

She leaned back against the edge of the tub, letting the water buoy her heavy breasts, which floated on the surface with their nipples hard and dark against her pale skin. She loved this position because the water removed gravity from the equation, allowing her to control the depth and angle of his penetration perfectly while grinding against him with a friction that felt like liquid fire.

She began to move, riding his cock with a desperate, rhythmic intensity. Her hands braced against his chest, her fingernails digging into his skin to anchor herself. The water churned around them as she bounced on his lap, the wet, slapping sound of their bodies echoing off the tiled walls.

"Yes!" she hissed, grinding her clit against his pelvic bone with every downward stroke. "Give it to me! Tell me who I am, James! Tell me!"

"You're my Kitten," James growled, gripping her hips and driving upward to meet her thrusts, burying himself as deep as he could go. "My perfect obsession."

"What else?" she begged, her head thrashing back and forth, her control fracturing under the pleasure. "Validate me, Master! Tell me I am your naughty slut!"

"You are my naughty slut," James confirmed, his voice a ragged growl against the steam. "My breeding slut."

The words hit her like a physical blow. Mimi cried out and scrambled backward, splashing water everywhere as she practically fell out of the tub onto the wet floor tiles. She didn't stop moving. She scrambled to her hands and knees on the mat, presenting herself to him with a frantic urgency. She lowered her shoulders to the floor and raised her hips high in the air, creating a steep angle that exposed her dripping, swollen pussy to his gaze.

"Gravity!" she gasped, looking back at him with wild, desperate eyes. "I need gravity to help me because nothing else is working! You fuck me so good, Master! You stretch me and fill me every night and make me scream, but I am not pregnant yet! That stops now!"

James rose from the water, water sluicing down his muscular body, his erection hard, demanding, and red with blood flow. He stepped out of the tub and knelt behind her, gripping her wide hips, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh.

"I need your babies, James," Mimi rambled, her words tumbling out in a rush of desire and instinct. "I need your cum deep inside me where it can't escape. Use me! Breed your slut!"

He didn't make her wait. He drove his cock into her from behind, the angle allowing him to go deeper than ever before, hitting spots the water hadn't allowed. Mimi screamed into the tiles, her back arching as he hit her cervix.

"Yes! Yes! There!" she wailed, pushing back against him, meeting his thrusts. "Touch my womb! Plant the seed!"

James pounded into her, the sound of his hips slapping against her wet ass filling the small room. He looked down at the sight of his cock sliding in and out of her tight, pink heat, mesmerized by the way her body gripped him, trying to milk him dry.

"I'm going to fill you," James growled, his hand wrapping around her throat to hold her steady. "I'm going to knock you up right now."

"Do it!" she screamed, her whole body convulsing as she climaxed hard around his cock, her pussy clamping down on him in rhythmic spasms. "Cum in me! Fill your slut up! Don't you dare waste a drop!"

Her words shattered his control. James roared and buried himself to the hilt, pouring his hot cum deep inside her. He held her there, pressing her down, ensuring that gravity and his body kept his seed exactly where she wanted it. Mimi sobbed with relief, her internal muscles milking him dry, her tail wrapping tight around his leg.

Lulu watched from the tub, her eyes dark and appreciative, enjoying the show. "A tactical mating," she observed with a satisfied smile. "The Pride grows stronger."

James finally pulled out, his softening length leaving Mimi gasping on the floor, his fluids pooling inside her but not leaking out thanks to her angle. But before he could lay down, Lulu climbed out of the tub, her movements predatory and fluid.

"You are dirty," she murmured, kneeling in front of him. "Let me clean you."

She took his cock into her mouth, her tongue swirling around the head, lapping up the remnants of his seed and Mimi's juices. She wasn't just cleaning him; she was tasting the bond, savoring the flavor of their union. She sucked him with slow, deliberate strokes, her eyes locked on his.

"You taste delicious," she hummed, the vibration buzzing against his shaft. "But I can taste more deep inside your balls. I know you aren't empty yet."

She intensified her rhythm, her cheeks hollowing as she took him deeper. Her throat was hot and tight, squeezing him with a suction that began to pull the blood back into his penis. James hissed, his hands tangling in her wet hair as he felt himself hardening again, his desire reignited by her relentless mouth.

"That's it," Lulu demanded, pulling back just enough to speak, her lips slick with saliva. "Get hard for me. Don't you dare go soft. I want to drain your balls dry. I want to milk every last drop you have."

She went back down, bobbing her head with a fierce speed. She twisted her tongue around his frenulum, teasing the sensitive skin until his hips bucked involuntarily. She brought him right to the edge, her mouth a vice that promised oblivion, and then she stopped, gripping the base of his shaft firmly to hold him there.

"Please, Lulu," James groaned, his body trembling on the precipice.

"You have more to give," she whispered, her voice a command as she squeezed him. "The attempt must be blessed. Double the effort, double the chance. Give it to her."

With a final, cruel twist of her hand, she pushed him over the edge. But instead of taking him into her mouth or letting him spill onto the floor, she guided his throbbing cock back toward Mimi.

"Inside her," Lulu ordered, pressing the tip against Mimi's still-open, dripping pussy. "Finish in her again. Fill her until she overflows. Bless the attempt, Pride Master."

James didn't argue. He thrust forward, sliding into Mimi's wet heat just as his second climax hit. He poured another heavy load deep inside her, adding to the pool, ensuring that if biology had any say in the matter, Mimi would get exactly what she wanted.

Mimi cried out in surprise and delight, clamping down on his cock as she felt the fresh warmth filling her up, sealing the act.

James collapsed beside them on the wet tiles, utterly spent, his chest heaving. He pulled them both into his arms, a tangle of wet skin and satisfied purrs.

"We definitely flooded the bathroom," James noted weakly, looking at the water everywhere.

"Worth it," Lulu murmured sleepily against his shoulder, looking at Mimi's contented face.

"Totally worth it," Mimi agreed, rubbing her belly with a secret, hopeful smile. "Now we wait."

"Okay," James said, tightening his arms around them. "Next upgrade? A bigger tub."



Chapter 47


The relaxation of the bath had washed away the tension of the flight and left James's muscles loose and his mind clear, but the sharp ping of the tactical console brought the mission crashing back into focus with the subtlety of a drop pod.

He stood on the bridge of the Tigress, fully refreshed and re-armored in his heavy EVA suit, to watch the holographic globe of Panthera-IV spin slowly above the central projector. The swarm of high-altitude probes Valerie had deployed six hours ago had finished their orbital survey and painted the planet in a mesh of data points. The world below appeared as a vibrant marble of blue oceans and green continents teeming with aggressive life, but the computer had stripped away the beauty to reveal the anomalies hiding beneath the canopy.

"The survey is complete Pride Master," Valerie announced in a crisp and efficient voice as she highlighted four distinct coordinates on the surface. "We have identified four points of significant interest that match the geometric signatures of Felis construction or artificial disruption. The first point is the ruins near the equator where we encountered Governor Halloway and his colonists."

James waved a hand to dismiss that location because they had already picked it clean. "We know about that one. It’s just foundations and mud picked clean by refugees. What else do we have?"

"Two additional sites in the northern hemisphere match the architectural footprint of the first," Valerie continued as she zoomed in on a high mountain plateau and a coastal cliffside. "They appear to be identical staging grounds with leveled rock and drilled geothermal taps alongside perimeter markers. However the fourth point is... different."

She spun the globe to the southern continent to focus on a dense stretch of rainforest that looked impenetrable from orbit. A long and jagged furrow marred the landscape, which was overgrown but still visible to the sensors as a scar where the earth had been violently displaced centuries ago.

"That looks like an impact crater," Lulu observed as she leaned over the table with her eyes narrowed and her tail flicking with a hunter's calculation. "Something came down hard and skidded for kilometers before stopping, because it lacks the cratering of a meteor."

"It does not match a meteorite impact pattern," Mimi added as her fingers danced over her sensor controls to refine the resolution. "The angle of entry is too shallow. This was a controlled crash or at least an attempted landing that went wrong. The vegetation has reclaimed the site but the soil density readings suggest a massive metallic object is buried beneath the root systems."

"What are we hoping for?" James asked as he looked at his wives. "If it crashed fifteen hundred years ago the hull integrity is likely compromised."

"I hope for answers," Mimi whispered as her pink eyes went wide. "The isotope decay on the hull plating suggests this wreck is much older than the war. The readings date back fifteen hundred years. This isn't from the Fall, James. This is from the Golden Age."

Lulu shook her head as her expression turned grim but pragmatic. "A reckless expansion. During the height of the Shogunate there were factions who sought to break away and claim worlds before the Council could regulate them. They launched colony ships without support fleets. If this ship went down it took the hope of the entire colony with it. The other sites we saw were likely dependent on this vessel for power and industry. When the mothership crashed the outposts starved."

"We check the foundations first," James decided as he tapped the northern coordinates. "They are exposed and easy to verify. If there are any intact structures or data terminals left out in the open we grab them. We save the crash site for last because digging a ship out of a jungle is going to be heavy work and I want to know if this planet was ever truly settled before we start moving earth."

The Tigress broke orbit and descended through the cloud layer with a roar of engines that scattered the local avian wildlife. They swept over the mountain plateau first to hover low over the melted stone circles.

It was exactly as Halloway had described, but seeing it with Felis eyes brought a different weight to the scene. The foundations were pristine and untouched by time with geometric perfection melted directly into the granite bedrock. But they were completely empty. There were no buildings and no equipment, just the silent testament to a plan that had been abandoned before it began.

"They prepped the ground," Lulu said as her voice went tight. "This is a standard forward operating base layout. Barracks here and generator here with the kill-zone here. They did the work but the dropships never came."

They moved to the coastal site and found the same story written in the cliffs. The Felis had prepared this world for thousands of colonists by doing the hard work of terraforming and infrastructure but the people never arrived. It wasn't the Krall who killed this world; it was a pilot error or a mechanical failure fifteen centuries ago.

"It is a ghost town that never lived," Mimi said as she turned away from the viewport while the ocean crashed against the cliffs below. "It makes my chest hurt. Let us go to the jungle, James, because I am tired of looking at empty plates. I want to find the source of the failure."

James set the course for the southern continent and pushed the Tigress to maximum atmospheric speed. They crossed the equator as the air grew thick and humid while they approached the final coordinate. The jungle here was ancient with a verdant wall of trees that stood a hundred meters tall, their canopies woven together into a solid floor of green.

"Approaching the anomaly," Valerie warned. "I cannot land the ship directly on the target site without burning down half the forest. I will hover over the nearest clearing and we will take the gravity sled down."

"Bring the Iron-Claws," James ordered as he stood up and headed for the airlock. "We are going to need heavy lifters if we want to dig that hull out of the mud. Wake them up, Val."

James parked the Tigress in a high hover as the engines blasted a circle of flattened grass in a riverbed a kilometer away from the scar. The ramp lowered and the twelve Iron-Claws marched out in perfect unison. Their iridescent alloy bodies gleamed in the sunlight and their heavy servos whined softly as they adjusted to the gravity. They didn't carry weapons today; they carried fusion cutters, kinetic shovels, and heavy-duty winches.

They boarded the oversized cargo sled while the wind whipped at their armor as they skimmed over the treetops toward the impact zone.

From the air the scar was barely visible as a slight depression in the canopy where the trees were younger and greener than the surrounding forest. But as they dropped below the tree line the reality of the crash became undeniable. The earth was churned up in a massive furrow, now covered in moss and ferns leading to a large unnatural hill that rose out of the swampy ground.

"Set us down there," James yelled over the wind as he pointed to the base of the mound.

The sled touched down and its skids sank into the mud. The Iron-Claws deployed immediately and formed a perimeter before beginning to clear the brush with efficient mechanical violence. James drew his machete and hacked away a curtain of vines to reveal the dark metallic surface hiding beneath the greenery.

It wasn't rock. It was hull plating.

Mimi rushed forward, ignoring the mud splattering her armor, and pressed her hands against the cool moss-slicked metal. She closed her eyes and her ears twitched as she listened to the vibrations of the object seeking the hum of power she desperately wanted to find.

"It is a ship," she whispered with her voice filled with awe. "It is not a warship, James, because the resonance is different. It feels heavy and dense. It is a transport but an ancient one. This vessel predates the war by five centuries. It was a faction's hope for a new tomorrow."

"A colony ship?" Lulu asked as she stepped up beside her and cleared away more of the vegetation with her knife to reveal the markings etched into the alloy. "But not one of the forty-five evacuation arks?"

"No," James said as he traced the faint lines of the Felis script that were slowly emerging from under the dirt. "This was a gamble. A reckless expansion into the deep dark before they were ready. The hull integrity is surprisingly high given the timeline."

"The ship is buried deep, likely settling into the soft soil over the last fifteen hundred years," Valerie reported through their comms as she analyzed the readings from the sled's sensors. "We are standing on the roof. The rest of it is down there preserved in the mud. I am detecting faint energy signatures on the emergency reserves. Barely a heartbeat, but it is there."

James looked at the massive mound of earth and trees covering the ship. It wasn't just a salvage job; it was an excavation of a lost era. They were standing on top of a time capsule that held the secrets of a Felis Golden Age that had tried and failed to reach the stars.

"If there are pods in there—" Mimi said, looking at James with her eyes shining with unshed tears. "We have the power to wake them now. But the chances are low, because we wouldn't leave people behind, James. If there were survivors they would have tried to reach the other sites or call for help. The silence suggests they never woke up."

"Or they never had the chance," James said gently. "But even if the crew is gone the ship itself is a treasure. Look at these lines. This isn't a wreck; it's a dormant fortress. If we can clear the mud and patch the reactor we might be able to fly this thing out of here. But I don't want to fly it. It's too big, too slow. It's a target."

"Then why dig?" Lulu asked, tilting her head.

"Because someone else might need it," James said, his mind already calculating the logistics. "There are people out there desperate to escape the war. Orphans who need a sanctuary. Refugees like Halloway's group who need a better home than a crashed wreck. If we can get this thing space-worthy, we can give it to them. Or maybe I hire a crew and use it for legitimate trade runs to fund our operations. Either way, it's an asset we can't leave in the dirt."

"And the artifacts," Lulu added as her hand rested on the hull with possessive excitement. "A colony ship would be packed with cultural archives and art and history that was lost during the war. We could recover our past James. We could fill the atrium with the memory of our people."

"It's going to take time to clear the airlock," James said as he looked at the dense root systems strangling the hull. "Iron-Claws front and center! I want this door cleared in ten minutes! Burn the roots and lift the debris!"

The androids moved forward with hydraulic strength and began tearing the jungle away from the metal skin of the ship.

"Then we dig," Lulu said as she holstered her knife and looked at James with fierce determination. "We recover what we can. We honor them by using their steel to kill Krall."

"We bring them home," James agreed as he wiped sweat from his eyes and grabbed a kinetic shovel to join the machines. "Let's crack it open."



Chapter 48


The jungle fought them for every inch of progress by wrapping its roots around the ancient hull like the tentacles of a kraken refusing to release its prey.

For three grueling weeks the excavation site was a cacophony of whining servos and cracking timber. The Iron-Claws worked tirelessly, their iridescent forms smeared with mud as they tore away centuries of growth, but even their strength was tested by the sheer volume of earth that had settled over the crash site. The heat was oppressive and formed a suffocating blanket of humidity that made the air feel like soup. James worked alongside the machines with his muscles burning while driven by the stubborn refusal to leave a mystery unsolved. He was on the verge of calling Governor Halloway to negotiate for manual labor when a metallic clang echoed through the clearing.

"Contact," one of the Iron-Claws intoned as its optical sensors focused on a patch of exposed hull near the ship's midsection. "Standard airlock configuration detected and the seal appears intact but overgrown."

"Clear it," James ordered as he wiped sweat and grime from his eyes. "Let's get inside before the rain starts again."

It took another hour to cut through the petrified vines and scrub the dirt from the control panel. Mimi bypassed the ancient lock with a few deft commands from her wrist-comp and with a groan of protesting hydraulics the heavy circular door hissed open. Stale cold air rushed out to meet them carrying the scent of dust and something metallic—the smell of a tomb that had been sealed for fifteen hundred years.

"Atmosphere is breathable but thin," Valerie reported through their comms. "Oxygen levels are low, likely due to life support failure centuries ago, so keep your helmets on."

They stepped into the darkness while their suit lights cut beams through the gloom. The interior of the Exodus-class transport was vast and designed to carry thousands of colonists and the infrastructure to build a new world. But as they moved down the main corridor the initial awe was replaced by a creeping sense of unease.

The ship hadn't just crashed, it had been ransacked.

The corridor walls were lined with the signature Felis iridescent alloy, but the panels had been pried loose to expose the skeleton of the ship. The floor was not the industrial grating of a human vessel but a composite material designed to dampen sound and provide traction for clawed feet. Now that flooring was scuffed and torn where heavy crates had been dragged violently toward the exits.

"This isn't crash damage," Lulu whispered as she pointed her rifle at a wall panel that had been ripped open with jagged force. "Someone stripped this. They took the power couplings and the lighting fixtures and even the decorative plating."

"Looters?" Mimi asked with her voice small. "Did pirates find them?"

"No," James said as he knelt beside a pile of debris. "Look at the blast marks on the bulkhead. That is plasma scoring from Felis weapons. And these pry marks were made with industrial tools rather than breaching charges. This was done from the inside."

They moved deeper into the ship to pass through the crew quarters where the emergency lighting flickered with a sickly amber glow that cast long dancing shadows against the walls. The rooms were tossed and personal effects lay scattered across the floor as if someone had been frantically searching for something valuable in the dark. James paused at a jammed storage locker that blocked their path and wedged his pry bar into the seam to force the metal aside.

The latch snapped with a sound like a gunshot and the door swung open violently to spill its contents.

A heavy armored corpse tumbled out of the darkness and crashed onto the deck plates right at Lulu's feet, causing her to jump back with a hiss and raise her rifle instantly. The dead Felis hit with a wet thud that echoed down the silent corridor and froze the team in place.

"Clear," Lulu gasped as she lowered her weapon but her tail lashed with agitation. "It is just the dead."

James shone his light on the body, which was slumped in a heap encased in an ancient heavy-duty EVA suit that had seen better days. The helmet faceplate was shattered to reveal the desiccated skull of a Felis inside frozen in a silent scream.

"Mauled," Lulu observed as she regained her composure and examined the suit with a professional eye. "The armor is rent by claws. And look here at the plasma burn to the chest plate. This warrior was killed by another Felis."

"A mutiny," James realized as the grim picture formed in his mind. "The ship crashed and they were stranded with limited resources so factions formed. They fought over the scraps."

As they pushed further into the belly of the ship the evidence mounted. They found barricades hastily welded together from cargo crates and defensive positions set up in hallways. More bodies lay frozen in the final moments of a civil war where armor clashed with civilian clothes.

"The victors won," Mimi said. Her voice trembled as she scanned a row of empty weapon lockers. "They took everything of value, including the food and the weapons and the medical supplies. And then they left. They abandoned the ship and the dead."

"To where?" Lulu asked. "The other foundations were empty, so if they left they didn't go to the colony sites."

"I don't think they went into the jungle to die," James said, shaking his head. "If this was a rogue faction, an illegal expansion, they couldn't call for help. When the main ship crashed, the leadership probably fell apart. The survivors... they likely rounded up the personnel from the other foundation sites, took the remaining shuttles or dropships, and fled the planet entirely. They ran further into the dark to hide from their failure, or their crime."

"So no one is left here," Mimi said, relief warring with disappointment.

"Not on the surface," James agreed. "But they left something behind."

They reached the agricultural deck, which was a massive hydroponic bay that spanned the width of the ship. The airlock there had been forced open and the contents were spilled across the deck.

"Look at this," James said as he picked up a sealed canister from the floor. "Seeds and nutrient paste and water purification tablets. This room was stocked to feed a colony for years. They looted it but they dropped some in their hurry. Whatever happened, they left in a hurry."

"James," Mimi called out while her eyes fixed on her scanner. "The signal is close. It is not coming from the reactor. It is located in a reinforced sub-section of the engineering bay."

They descended the maintenance ladder where the metal rungs felt cold and slick with condensation. The air grew colder as they approached the target coordinates and the silence deepened into a physical weight.

They reached a collapsed section of the corridor where the ceiling had caved in during the crash. But nestled in the debris, shielded by a heavy blast door that had been welded shut from the outside, was a smooth, ovoid shape.

"It is an escape pod," Lulu said, shining her light on the object. "A Sanctuary-class VIP lifeboat. It looks like it never launched."

"It didn't launch because they trapped it here," James said, running his hand over the crude welds on the door frame. "Someone wanted to make sure that whatever is inside stayed here."

"The signal is coming from the pod itself," Mimi whispered, stepping closer to the device, her scanner trilling softly. "The power cells are independent of the ship's grid. It has been running on low-power mode for fifteen hundred years."

The pod was pristine, a stark white ceramic egg sitting amidst the ruin of the ship. The small viewport was dark, covered by an internal blast shield that prevented them from seeing inside.

"Is there a life sign?" James asked, his heart hammering against his ribs.

"I cannot tell," Mimi said, shaking her head as she adjusted the frequency on her scanner. "The internal shielding is too dense; it is blocking my sensors completely. It could be a person, it could be a stasis unit, or it could be a bomb. All I know is that it has active power."

James looked at the sealed pod, realizing they were standing over a mystery that had survived a civil war, a crash, and a millennium of silence.

"Patch in," James ordered, raising his rifle to cover the door just in case. "Let's see what they were trying to keep."

Mimi nodded, her hand trembling slightly as she reached for the interface port on the side of the pod.



Chapter 49


The difference between a rescue and an excavation often comes down to the color of the light blinking on the console. A red light usually means you are just robbing a grave.

Mimi knelt in the debris of the collapsed corridor with her interface cable hard-lined into the access port of the pristine white pod while her tail lashed back and forth in an agitated rhythm that swept dust from the floor. The silence in the ruined ship was absolute and formed a heavy blanket of history that smothered sound, while making the sudden sharp chime of a successful connection sound like a gunshot.

"I have a handshake," Mimi breathed as her voice trembled with a mixture of relief and disbelief while her eyes darted across the scrolling data stream on her wrist-comp. "The internal computer is active and it is dumping the system logs to my buffer. James you need to see this."

James stepped closer while keeping his rifle trained on the dark viewport just in case the occupant decided to wake up shooting. "Give me the good news first, Kitten, because I prefer to start my day with hope."

"The good news is a miracle," Mimi said as she projected the biometric data into the air between them for everyone to see. "The pod contains a single female Felis and she is alive. Her vitals are stable and her cellular degradation is less than one percent while her neural activity is consistent with deep Delta-wave stasis. The pod didn't just preserve her because it cannibalized the power reserves of the entire emergency grid to keep her suspended. It drained the other empty pods and the hallway lights and even the local gravity plating to ensure this one unit never lost integrity."

"She has been sleeping in a fortress of energy," Lulu observed as she looked at the readings with deep respect. "Who is she?"

"The logs identify her as Soraya," Mimi read as her eyes widened at the clearance level attached to the name. "She is a High-Born of the House of Gales and she wasn't just a passenger, James. She was the ranking military officer on this deck when the ship went down. She is a specialized shock-trooper designated for heavy assault."

The holographic display resolved into a rotating image of the sleeper. Soraya was a stunning example of Felis biology even in wireframe. She possessed deep umber skin that contrasted sharply with a wild mane of hair that was split down the middle in two distinct colors of shocking violet and midnight obsidian. Her figure was Amazonian, possessing the same heavy bust and dangerous curves as the others but built on a frame that commanded instant authority. The biometrics scrolled next to her image: Age: 31 Cycles. Height: 198cm.

"She's huge," Lulu noted, her tail twitching. "Six-foot-six. She will be taller than you, James."

"A big woman with a big gun," James said with an appreciative nod, noting the 'High-Born' title which implied both value and attitude. "Okay that’s the good news. What’s the bad news?"

Mimi bit her lip and her ears flattened against her skull as she scrolled deeper into the history file. "The bad news is why she is in there. She didn't enter the pod voluntarily to wait for rescue. The system logs indicate that she entered the pod to override the launch protocols and force an manual ejection into the combat zone because she was trying to get to the surface to rally the ground troops."

"And?" James prompted.

"And the pod refused the command," Mimi said quietly. "The ship's AI detected the civil war and determined that the survival probability outside the hull was zero so it initiated Protocol Sanctuary. It flooded the chamber with neuro-gas and knocked her unconscious instantly before sealing the magnetic bolts from the inside. It trapped her to save her."

"She is going to be furious," Lulu muttered as she shook her head. "A warrior imprisoned by her own safety equipment while her kin died fighting is a special kind of hell."

"It gets worse," Mimi continued as she pointed to a jagged spike in the biometric history graph just minutes before the freeze. "Look at her neural readings right before she entered the pod. Her cortisol levels were lethal, but there is a massive trauma marker here in the synaptic web. The Tether severed. She felt her Lord die, James. She lost her bond moments before she was trapped."

James looked at the white egg and saw it not as a lifeboat but as a cage built of good intentions. Inside lay a woman who had felt her soul ripped in half and then went to sleep fighting for her life while furious at her own ship, only to wake up fifteen centuries later in a grave.

"So we are waking up a giant, high-ranking military officer who is grieving a severed bond and thinks she’s in the middle of a mutiny," James summarized as he checked the safety on his weapon. "She went to sleep angry and she has had a thousand years for that anger to marinate. This is going to be a delicate negotiation."

"The logs show why the door is scarred," Mimi added as she highlighted the external sensor data. "The mutineers tried to get her out. The sensors recorded one hundred and twenty-eight separate attempts to breach the seal using plasma cutters and kinetic pries. The pod interpreted every attempt as a hostile attack and reinforced the shielding until they finally gave up or died. Here, read the logs."

DECRYPTED FILE: POD-44-ACTUAL // PRIORITY: CRIMSON

SUBJECT IDENTITY

	Name: Soraya

	Lineage: High-Born of the House of Gales

	Rank: Veng-Shu (equivalent: Shock-Trooper Commander)

	Age (Biological): 31 Cycles

	Age (Chronological): 1,531 Cycles




BIOMETRIC VISUALS

	Phenotype: Felis Alpha-Strain

	Height: 198cm (approx 6'6")

	Build: Amazonian/High-Muscle Density. Note: Significant bust-to-waist ratio (Standard for High-Born genetics).

	Hair: Split-Pigment Mutation (Left: Violent Violet / Right: Midnight Obsidian).

	Eyes: Molten Gold (Vertical Slit Pupils).

	Distinguishing Marks: Heavy kinetic scarring on armor; ritual tattoos visible on neck.




COMBAT PROFICIENCY

	Close Quarters Combat: MASTER. (Specialization: Dual-Blade / Claws).

	Heavy Weapons: EXPERT. (Certified for Plasma-Lance and Grav-Hammer).

	Breaching Tactics: EXPERT.

	Threat Rating: LETHAL. Subject is considered a walking WMD in confined spaces.




STATUS REPORT

	Medical Condition: Stable.

	Stasis Duration: 1,500+ Years.

	Neural Activity: CRITICAL. Brainwaves indicate subject is trapped in a loop of extreme aggression (Fight/Flight response locked).

	Bond Status: SEVERED.
	Time of Severance: T-minus 120 seconds prior to stasis induction.

	Note: The severance was violent and sudden. Subject's cortisol levels spiked to lethal amounts immediately following the event.







INCIDENT LOG (RECONSTRUCTED)

	Event 1: Mutiny declared on Decks 1-5.

	Event 2: Subject [Soraya] entered Pod-44.

	Event 3: Subject attempted to override "Launch Safety Protocols" to force a manual ejection into the combat zone (presumably to return to the fight).

	Event 4: Ship AI enacted "Protocol Sanctuary" to preserve High-Born bloodline.

	Event 5: Subject incapacitated via neuro-gas (Involuntary).

	Event 6: 128 recorded attempts to breach Pod-44 from the exterior using industrial cutting tools.
	Analysis: It is unclear if the external forces were attempting to rescue the subject or execute her.

	Hypothesis: The timing of the Bond Severance and her entry into the pod is highly suspicious. While unlikely she killed her own mate (biological imperative suggests otherwise), the proximity suggests she was present at the moment of death, or the cause of it.







REVIVAL WARNING Subject will wake with no memory of the passage of time. She will believe she is still in the moment of the mutiny. She is armed (internal suit weapons), grieving a severed bond, and likely feral. Approach with extreme caution.

"We have to wake her," James decided. "We can't move the pod without risking a power failure now that we’ve disturbed the connections."

"I am preparing the revival sequence," Mimi said as her fingers danced over the holographic keys. "But James, she is going to come out swinging. Her last memory is of betrayal and death."

"Lulu, stand by but keep your weapon lowered. I don't want her first sight to be a gun barrel," James ordered as he moved to the front of the pod. "I'll take point. Val, be ready to flood the suit comms with the Felis lullaby frequency we found in Trigo's database. Maybe it will calm her down enough to listen."

Mimi keyed the final command. The pod hummed with a deep vibration that shook the dust from the casing as the internal blast shield began to retract. The hiss of the decompressing seal sounded less like a welcome and more like the warning growl of a waking beast.

The heavy door clicked and popped before slowly swinging outward to reveal the darkness inside.



Chapter 50


The heavy blast door of the pod swung outward with a groan of protesting hydraulics that echoed like a dying breath in the silence of the ruined corridor.

James Orson stood his ground with his pulse rifle lowered but his muscles coiled tight beneath his armor. The mist from the cryo-stasis vented into the room to obscure the interior for a split second before a shape launched itself from the fog with the speed of a kinetic missile.

There was no hesitation or groggy awakening. Soraya woke up exactly as the data log had predicted: in the middle of a war that had ended fifteen hundred years ago.

She was a towering figure of violence; six feet and six inches of pure genetically engineered aggression. Her violet and obsidian hair whipped around her face like a storm cloud while her golden eyes burned with a ferocity that could melt steel.

Soraya didn't see a rescue party. She saw obstacles between her and the bridge.

"Traitors!" she screamed, as her voice tore through the air to vibrate against James's helmet sensors.

She didn't reach for a weapon. She became one.

Soraya closed the distance between them in two long strides and led with a shoulder check that slammed into James’s chest plate with the force of a battering ram. The impact lifted him off his feet and threw him backward into the bulkhead to knock the wind out of him despite the dampeners in his suit.

"Contact!" Lulu shouted as she raised her rail-rifle to target the blur of motion.

"Stand down!" James wheezed as he rolled to the side right before Soraya’s fist punched a dent into the metal wall where his head had been a microsecond before. "Do not fire! That is a direct order, Fang!"

Lulu hesitated with her finger hovering over the trigger, while her tail lashed with frustration as she watched her mate get assaulted. Mimi scrambled back while clutching her datapad to her chest, eyes wide with terror as the Amazonian-type feline warrior turned her fury back on James.

"You wear the armor of the enemy!" Soraya roared as she stalked toward him with her claws extended. "Where is Lord Kaelen? What have you done with him?"

"He's gone, Soraya!" James shouted as he dropped his rifle and brought his fists up in a defensive guard. "The fight is over! You've been asleep!"

She didn't listen. She launched a spinning back kick that James barely managed to block with his forearms. The force of the blow rattled his bones and sent a shockwave of pain up his shoulders.

Soraya was faster than any human he had ever fought and strong enough to tear a hatch off its hinges. But she was also blind with rage and swinging wild, while putting all her power into strikes meant to kill rather than incapacitate.

James ducked under a haymaker that would have taken his head off and drove a hard jab into her ribs. The blow connected with a solid thud, but it felt like punching a concrete wall wrapped in velvet.

Soraya grunted more in surprise than pain and tried to grapple him.

They crashed to the floor in a tangle of limbs and armor.

James used his weight—which was considerable even against her height—to leverage her over his hip. He slammed her into the deck plates and pinned her wrists, but she bucked her hips with terrifying strength to throw him off.

They scrambled to their feet, circling each other in the debris-strewn corridor. The fight had shifted from killing to dominance.

In Felis culture words were wind but violence was truth. Soraya wasn't just attacking an intruder, she was testing the reality of her environment. A female without a Lord was a creature of chaos, unmoored and dangerous.

To be calmed she had to be contained. She needed to hit something solid enough to stop her.

"Come on then!" James goaded her as he tossed his helmet aside to show her his face and risked the thin atmosphere to make eye contact. "Get it out! Hit me!"

Soraya roared and charged.

They traded blows for what felt like an hour but was likely only minutes. James took a knee to the gut that made him see stars but he countered with a sweep, and followed it up with a somewhat lucky punch that sent her crashing into a pile of crates. She bounced back up with blood streaming from her nose and a wild grin on her face.

This was the language she understood. Violence was the only truth left in her world.

James waited for her next lunge as he read the telegraphed swing of her right arm.

He stepped inside her guard and wrapped his arms around her waist to drive her backward into the wall. He didn't let go.

He held her there, crushing her against the bulkhead and absorbing her struggles until her energy finally flagged. He pinned her not with malice but with absolute unyielding authority.

"It's over," James panted into her ear with his grip iron-tight. "Look around you, Soraya. Look at the dust. Look at the decay. This isn't a mutiny. It's a tomb."

Soraya stopped fighting.

Her chest heaved against his and her breath came in ragged gasps. She looked over his shoulder at the ruined corridor and the ancient rusted blast marks and the skeleton in the corner that crumbled to dust in the disturbed air. The red haze in her eyes faded, replaced by a dawn of horrific realization.

"How long?" she whispered as her voice cracked.

"Fifteen hundred years," James said gently as he released his grip but stayed close enough to catch her if she fell. "You've been in the dark a long time."

Soraya slid down the wall as her legs gave out. She sat on the dirty floor wiping the blood from her nose with the back of her hand, while staring at the alien human who had just fought her to a standstill.

"Lord Kaelen?" she asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Dead," James confirmed. "Everyone is likely dead from old age. The ship crashed and the survivors fled. You’re the only one we found."

Mimi and Lulu stepped forward, cautiously lowering their weapons. Lulu looked at the battered woman with a mixture of wariness and respect.

"We are Pride Orson," Lulu announced, her voice formal and resonant with the old laws. "I am Lulu the Fang. This is Mimi the Eyes… and Kitten. And this is James Orson, our Pride Master. He bested you in combat, High-Born. You owe him your attention."

Soraya looked at them, her golden eyes narrowing as she processed their appearances. "Pride Orson? I do not know this House. And you... you wear the markings of the lower castes, yet you carry yourselves like nobles. What House do you serve? Who rules the Homeworld?"

"No one rules the Homeworld," Mimi said softly. "Bastion fell a thousand years ago. The Krall took it."

"Impossible," Soraya spat, trying to stand but faltering. "The Shogunate was invincible. We had a thousand fleets. We held the stars in our claws. The Krall were a border nuisance, nothing more."

"The Shogunate was weak," Lulu countered, her voice sharp. "It was weak because of the Civil Wars. The wars you started."

Soraya froze. "The wars I started?"

"Tell us," James said, stepping back to give her space but keeping his presence dominant. "We know there was a mutiny here. We know the ship crashed. But we don't know why. Fill in the blanks, Soraya. How did the Golden Age die?"

Soraya looked at the floor, her hands clenching into fists. "It wasn't supposed to die. It was supposed to be a rebirth. We were the Exodus-Actual, the flagship of the Expansionist Faction. Lord Kaelen was the High Lord of the House of Gales. He saw the stagnation in the Council. He saw the 'Iron Path' faction gaining power—warlords who believed our destiny was to conquer the galaxy, to enslave the lesser races and take their resources."

"The Warmongers," Lulu nodded. "History calls them the Architects of the Fall."

"Kaelen wanted peace," Soraya continued, her voice gaining strength. "He believed we should look outward, to the uninhabited rim. We would build new worlds, spread our seed, and become too vast to ever be threatened. We launched this fleet to find a new home, to prove that the Iron Path was wrong. But he had a son. Malek."

"The Betrayer," James guessed.

"Malek was... ambitious," Soraya said, the name tasting like poison in her mouth. "He was Kaelen's heir, but he was seduced by the Iron Path. He believed his father was a coward running from destiny. He wanted to turn the colony fleet back, to use our resources—our fabricators, our Elerium, our people—to build an armada and return to Bastion as a conqueror. He wanted to seize the Shogunate for himself."

"So he sabotaged the ship," James said.

"He poisoned the navigation core," Soraya confirmed. "He dropped us out of slipspace too close to the gravity well of this planet. When the alarms screamed, he made his move. He marched into the bridge with his loyalists—my own brothers and sisters in arms who had turned traitor for promises of power. I was there. I was his personal guard."

She looked up at James, her eyes wet. "I was new to the harem. Kaelen had only verbally claimed me a week before. Everything happened so fast, but I believed in his cause. The bond was fresh, a thin silver thread in my mind, not the iron chain it becomes with intimacy. I stood by his throne when Malek walked in. Malek didn't even speak. He just fired. He put a plasma round through his father's chest."

Mimi gasped, covering her mouth.

"I felt him die," Soraya whispered. "It was like a star going out in my chest. The other wives... the ones who had been bonded for decades... they screamed and collapsed, their minds shattered by the backlash. Malek slaughtered them while they lay helpless on the deck. He called it 'cleaning the slate'."

"And you?" James asked.

"I fought," Soraya snarled, the memory igniting her rage again. "I killed three of his guards. I took Malek's eye before he pinned me. He laughed at me. He said I was too valuable to kill, that a High-Born female of my breeding stock would serve his new empire well. He ordered his men to drag me off the ship and onto one of the others."

"But you escaped," Lulu said.

"I broke the arm of the guard holding me and ran," Soraya said. "I knew I couldn't save the ship. I couldn't save Kaelen. But I could deny Malek his prize. I ran for the escape pods, intending to launch myself into the atmosphere, to survive in the jungle and hunt him down from the shadows. But the ship's AI... it locked me in. It initiated Protocol Sanctuary. It gassed me."

"So the victors of the mutiny," James mused. "Malek and his crew. They survived the crash?"

"Yes," Soraya said. "They stripped the ship. They took the shuttles. They likely went back to Bastion to join the Iron Path."

"They did," Lulu said grimly. "History records a surge in the Iron Path's power fifteen hundred years ago. They plunged the Shogunate into five centuries of civil war. Brother fighting brother. House fighting House. They bled our fleets dry, Soraya. They wasted our strength fighting for a throne that didn't matter. And when the Krall finally arrived in force... we were too weak to stop them. We were scattered, broken, and exhausted."

Soraya stared at Lulu, the enormity of the tragedy crushing her. "Five hundred years of war? Because of one man's ambition?"

"Because of a philosophy," James corrected. "Expansion versus Conquest. Kaelen was right. If you had spread out more and with a greater purpose instead of infighting, you might have survived. But Malek wanted a kingdom, and he ended up digging a grave for his species."

"And Malek?" Soraya asked, her voice trembling. "Could he still be alive in the distant galaxy?"

"Felis live for three, maybe four centuries with the best gene-therapies," Mimi answered gently. "Fifteen hundred years is impossible. Malek is dust, Soraya. His name is a curse in the archives, but he is gone. You cannot kill him."

Soraya slumped, the fire going out of her. "Then I have nothing. No vengeance. No Lord. No home. I am a relic of a failure."

"You are a survivor," James said, stepping into her space again. "And you’re wrong about one thing. Malek's philosophy didn't die with him. The Krall are the ultimate expression of the Iron Path. They consume. They conquer. They do not build. We are fighting the same war, Soraya, just against a different enemy. And we’re losing."

Soraya’s golden eyes locked onto him. "They said you were a Warlord."

"I am," James said. "Because I don't fight for a throne. I fight for my people. I fight for the Pride. And I win."

Soraya's eyes inspected him with a lingering gaze. She saw the scars on his armor, the way he stood with the casual confidence of a predator who knows he is the most dangerous thing in the room. She looked at Mimi and Lulu, seeing the way they flanked him, relaxed but ready, their devotion absolute. They weren't slaves; they were partners.

"You’re not Felis," Soraya said slowly. "But you carry the spirit of the Expansion. You build. You protect. You survive."

"I do," James agreed.

"I’m Soraya, High-Born of House Gales," she said, her voice gaining a formal cadence. "My House was known for the storm. We are swift. We are relentless. And we are loyal to those who hold the line."

She dropped to one knee, the metal of her greaves clanging against the deck. She bowed her head, exposing the vulnerable nape of her neck to James, a gesture of absolute submission and trust.

"I am unclaimed. You’ve defeated me in combat. You have proven your philosophy superior to the one that destroyed my life. My life is yours, Pride Master. My blade is yours. Claim me."

James stepped forward, placing his hand on her head. "I claim you, Soraya. But the Oath requires more than words. It requires a physical seal of flesh and spirit. I am not going to demand that from you today. You just woke up in a grave. You need time to breathe and time to learn who we are before we finish this."

Soraya looked up, surprised by the reprieve. "You would wait? I am yours to take."

"I don't want a servant," James said firmly. "I want a partner who knows exactly what she is agreeing to. Study the archives in my ship's mind. Learn what happened to the galaxy while you slept. When you understand this new world, and if you still want this... come to my bed."

Soraya nodded slowly, respect warring with confusion. "I accept your mercy, Pride Master. I will study. And I will prepare." She stood up and looked around the ruined corridor, her gaze turning practical, shedding the grief for the focus of a soldier. "We should strip the hull. The alloy is valuable, and the power conduits can be melted down. We should salvage what we can and leave this place."

James shook his head, a grin spreading across his face as he looked at the massive, sleeping giant of a ship around them. "We aren't stripping her, Soraya. We're fixing her. I have a Class-5 industrial fabricator and a squad of repair droids that can print engine parts. If the keel is sound, we are getting this ship off the ground. We aren't here to rob a grave. We're here to save this ship to give it a new purpose and a better life than it previously had."



Chapter 51


The heart of the ancient colony ship was not merely broken; it was fused into a solid, immovable lump of useless slag that defied every attempt at repair.

James stood on the catwalk overlooking the primary engineering bay of the Exodus-Actual, wiping his hands on a rag that was black with carbon scoring and fifteen-hundred-year-old hydraulic grease. For seven days, he and Valerie had poured every ounce of their technical expertise into the massive Felis reactor, hoping to spark a flame in the cold ashes. They had bypassed the safety interlocks, rewired the injection ports, and even tried to jump-start the magnetic constrictors using the Tigress’s own power reserves. But the damage was catastrophic and absolute, a result of the unchecked thermal runaway that had occurred during the crash when the cooling pumps failed.

"It is dead, Pride Master," Valerie announced, her holographic avatar projecting a dismal red diagnostic schematic over the silent machinery. "The containment vessel has warped at the molecular level. Even if we could ignite a fusion reaction, the magnetic bottle would fail within seconds and vaporize the ship. We are trying to perform CPR on a corpse that has been decapitated."

"I was afraid of that," James admitted, tossing the dirty rag onto the railing with a heavy sigh of frustration. "We managed to patch the hull breaches and clear the jungle out of the airlocks, but she isn't going anywhere without a new heart. We need a capital-class power core, and we can't print one of those with a field fabricator."

"There are options," Valerie noted, shifting the display to a galactic trade map. "Several low-security systems in the Free Rim trade in heavy industrial salvage. We could acquire a refurbished Terran fusion core or perhaps a decommissioned Vulgari mining reactor. It will be expensive, likely costing a significant portion of our remaining Hex, but it is the only way to get this leviathan off the ground."

"It's worth it," James said, looking around the cavernous bay which was now clean, lit by temporary work lights, and free of the encroaching vines. "We've spent a week scrubbing the tomb smell out of her. The hull is sound. The layout is perfect for a mobile sanctuary. If I have to spend a fortune to breathe life into her, then that’s just the cost of doing business. Mark the nearest trade hub with a shipyard."

They finished their final prep work, sealing the Exodus tight against the elements and setting the automated sentries to watch over the sleeping giant. James met with Governor Halloway one last time at the landing zone, accepting a heavy manifest of rare ore samples the colonists had mined. It was a down payment on future supplies, a trade agreement that would benefit both the Pride and the struggling colony.

"Bring us seeds and medicine when you return," Halloway said, shaking James's hand with a grip roughened by hard labor. "And bring that ship to life. It deserves to fly again."

"We will," James promised.

The Tigress lifted off the surface of Panthera-IV, her engines fighting the heavy gravity with a deep, throaty roar that scattered the birds from the canopy. James took them up slow, savoring the view of the green world shrinking below them before he punched through the cloud layer and into the black. He set the autopilot for the jump point, letting the ship handle the orbital mechanics while he unbuckled and stretched his aching back.

He headed down to the gravity sled room, which they had cleared out to serve as a sparring dojo during the long transit. He needed to bleed off the frustration of the broken reactor.

Soraya was already there.

She was dressed in a tight, sleeveless compression shirt and loose combat trousers that hung low on her hips, exposing the taut muscles of her abdomen. Her violet and black hair was tied back in a severe braid, and her golden eyes tracked him as he entered the room. She was sweating, her skin gleaming under the harsh lights, and the air around her smelled of ozone and potent, predatory intent.

"You look frustrated, Pride Master," Soraya observed, stopping her warm-up routine to face him. "The machine did not yield to your will."

"Some things can't be fixed with a wrench," James said, rolling his shoulders to loosen the tension. "We have to buy a new core. It's a delay, but we'll manage."

"You need a different kind of release," Soraya said, her voice dropping to a low, smoky purr that vibrated in his chest. "You have spent a week acting as an engineer. Tonight, I require the warrior."

She stepped into the center of the mats and raised her hands in a challenge stance. "Spar with me, James. Do not hold back. I want to see if your victory in the pod was luck or skill."

James grinned, the anticipation spiking in his blood. "You want a rematch, High-Born? I seem to remember putting you on the floor last time."

"Then do it again," she challenged, baring her fangs in a feral smile.

James moved to engage, expecting a standard bout, but Soraya came at him with a ferocity that was terrifying. She launched a flurry of strikes, her fists and feet moving with blinding speed. James blocked and parried, feeling the impacts rattle his bones. She was stronger than him, heavier, and had a reach advantage that made every exchange dangerous.

He ducked under a spinning heel kick that would have taken his head off and drove a shoulder into her midsection. She absorbed the blow and wrapped her arms around him, trying to crush his ribs in a bear hug. James slammed his forehead into her shoulder, breaking her grip, and swept her leg.

They hit the mat hard, rolling and grappling. This wasn't the clinical sparring he did with Lulu; this was a brawl. Soraya fought dirty, using her weight, her claws retracted but pressing painfully into his skin, and her teeth snapping near his throat. But there was something else in her movements—a heat, a friction that had nothing to do with combat.

She pinned him for a moment, her heavy thighs clamping around his waist, her chest heaving above him. "Is this the best you have?" she taunted, her sweat dripping onto his face.

James roared and bucked his hips, throwing her off balance. He reversed the position, pinning her beneath him, his forearm pressed against her throat, his legs locking hers down.

"I can go all night," James growled, his face inches from hers.

Soraya struggled, her muscles bunching as she tried to throw him, but James held firm, using leverage and gravity to keep the Amazonian woman pinned. She thrashed, her tail lashing the mats, until suddenly, she went still.

She looked up at him, her golden eyes dilated, her breathing ragged. The rage was gone, replaced by a raw, naked hunger that made his breath hitch.

"You are strong," she whispered, her voice trembling. "You hold me down."

"I told you," James rasped, his grip shifting from her throat to her jaw, holding her gaze. "I take care of what is mine."

Soraya arched her back, pressing her body against his, surrendering to the weight of him. She had lost the fight, but the look in her eyes said she had won exactly what she was hunting for.

"Then take it," she demanded, spreading her legs wider beneath him. "Claim your victory, Pride Master."



Chapter 52


The gravity sled room was silent save for the ragged sound of their breathing and the hum of the air recyclers working overtime to scrub the heavy, intoxicating scent of aroused pheromones from the air.

James remained on top of Soraya, his forearm still pressing lightly against her throat to pin her to the mats. The violence of the sparring match had bled away to leave only the raw and exposed nerve endings of a different kind of hunger. Sweat slicked their skin and made them slide against each other with every small movement, which created a friction that sent sparks shooting through James’s groin.

Soraya stared up at him, her golden eyes wide and dilated while the vertical slits trembled. She had demanded he claim his victory, but now that the moment was here, the Amazonian warrior froze.

Her hands hovered over his biceps. She was unsure whether to pull him down or push him away. For a woman who had spent thirty years training to kill and fifteen hundred years frozen in a state of rage, the vulnerability of submission was a terrifying and alien landscape.

"I..." Soraya started as her voice cracked. She looked away and a flush darkened her umber cheeks. "I do not know the protocols for this era, Pride Master. My training... we were taught to serve but I was never fully claimed by Lord Kaelen. I do not know how to be... soft for you."

"I don't need soft," James growled as he shifted his weight so he settled between her powerful thighs. He reached down and his hand slid over the damp fabric of her combat trousers to cup the heat radiating from her mound. "I need you."

He didn't wait for permission she had already given. He sat back and pulled her up with him before he began to strip the clothes from her body. Her compression shirt tore as he yanked it over her head to reveal breasts that were heavy and firm and tipped with dark hard nipples that peaked in the cool air. She helped him with her trousers by kicking them away frantically until she was naked, revealing a statue of muscle and curve sprawled on the dark mats.

James undressed quickly and his eyes never left her body. His gaze traveled down her torso, over the hard lines of her abs, to the juncture of her thighs. There, contrasting against her deep umber skin, was a tuft of short neat purple fur, a vibrant patch of color that matched the violet half of her hair. It was a striking and exotic mark of her biology that made his mouth go dry.

When his erection sprang free, thick and throbbing with the pent-up energy of the fight, Soraya’s breath hitched. She reached out and her clawed fingers traced the veins on his shaft with a reverence that bordered on fear.

"It is... substantial," she whispered as she wet her lips. She tried to spread her legs to open herself to him but she flinched and her muscles locked up. "I... I want to please you James. But I am afraid I will do it wrong. I am a weapon, not a lover."

"You're not a weapon anymore Soraya," James said as his voice dropped to a commanding calm. "You're mine. Stop thinking and let me drive."

He moved over her and pushed her knees up toward her shoulders to open her completely to his gaze. Her pussy was swollen beneath the purple fur and appeared as a deep inviting pink that glistened with her own slick nectar. The scent of her arousal was overpowering and acted as a biological signal that demanded breeding.

James didn't enter her immediately. He knew she needed more than just instinct. He lowered his head and his tongue dragged a wet stripe from her clit to her entrance. Soraya gasped and her back arched off the mat.

"James!" she cried out as her hands tangled in his hair.

He feasted on her, his tongue strong and relentless while working her clit until she was sobbing his name. He tasted the salt of her sweat and the sweetness of her release building. He slid two fingers inside her tight sheath and pumped her in rhythm with his tongue.

"Oh god!" Soraya wailed as she thrashed against the floor. "It feels so good! I am burning up!"

He didn't stop until he felt her hips stutter and clamp down on his hand. She screamed as her first climax ripped through her and soaked his fingers and chin in her juices. He kept licking her through the aftershocks until she was limp and panting. He checked her entrance and found she was thoroughly drenched and ready to take him without pain.

"Look at me," James ordered.

Soraya forced her eyes open and locked her golden gaze with his. The fear was gone and replaced by a hazy desperate need.

"This is the Oath," James whispered. "No more ghosts. Just us."

He drove into her. It wasn't gentle. It was a single powerful thrust that buried his cock to the hilt inside her tight hot sheath.

Soraya screamed, a sound of shock and pure ecstasy tearing from her throat. Her body convulsed and her internal muscles clamped down on him with a strength that nearly brought him to his knees. The biological lock of the Tether slammed into place and a psychic weight settled in the room.

"Yes!" she hissed as her hesitation vanished in the face of the sensation. She wrapped her long legs around his waist and locked her ankles to pull him deeper. "Fill me! Claim me, Warlord!"

James pounded into her and the sound of their wet skin slapping together echoed off the walls. He fucked her with a rhythm that matched the violence of their earlier fight and met her strength with his own. She clawed at his back, marking him while her hips ground against his with a desperate need.

"Do you like this?" she asked breathlessly as she adjusted her hips to take him deeper. "Is this how you like it? Tell me!"

"You feel amazing," James groaned as sweat dripped from his forehead onto her chest. "So tight."

She smiled, a wicked confident thing as she realized her power over him. She leaned up and whispered directly into his ear. "I was a virgin, James. Lord Kaelen never touched me. How does my little virgin pussy feel wrapped around your big cock?"

The words hit him harder than any punch she had thrown in the ring. James froze for a microsecond, his eyes locking with hers, seeing the sudden, predatory confidence blooming there. He grinned, a dark, carnal expression that promised retribution.

"You know exactly what you're doing," James growled, his voice rough with need. "And fuck, I love it. Talk to me, Soraya. Tell me exactly what you want."

"I want you to be the first and the last," she hissed, arching her back to grind her clit against his pelvis. "I want you to stretch me until I fit only you. Does it feel good, Master? Claiming me?"

He didn't answer with words; he answered with his hips. He pulled back almost to the entrance and then slammed forward, burying himself deep in her tight, wet heat. The sound of their bodies colliding was a wet slap that echoed in the quiet room. Soraya cried out, her head falling back, but she wrapped her legs tighter around him, urging him on.

He established a punishing rhythm, driving into her with long, deep strokes that sought out her cervix. Every time he bottomed out, he felt her internal muscles ripple and clench, milking him.

"That's it," she moaned, her hands roaming over his chest, her nails digging into his pectorals. "Use my pussy, James. It's yours. It was saved for a Lord, but it was waiting for you. Are you my Lord, James?"

"I am," he rasped, sweat dripping from his nose onto her collarbone. "Only me."

He grabbed her hips, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh of her thighs, anchoring her so he could pound harder. The friction was incredible, a slick, hot glide that was setting his nerves on fire.

"Tell me how tight I am," she demanded a minute later, her voice breathless as she matched his pace. "Tell me how perfect I am for you. Tell me I'm the best fuck you've ever had."

"You're perfect," James admitted, groaning as he felt her walls flutter around him. "You're squeezing me so tight, Soraya. You were made for this."

"Good," she purred, a vibration he could feel in his own chest. "I want to drain you dry. I want to take everything. I want your cum deep inside my virgin womb. Breed me, James. Make me pregnant on the first try."

The dirty talk was a weapon, and she wielded it with lethal precision. Every word spurred him on, pushing him closer to the edge. He switched his rhythm, moving from deep, slow thrusts to short, fast jabs that targeted her g-spot with relentless accuracy. He watched her face contort, her lips parting in a silent scream of pleasure.

"Oh fuck," she gasped, her head thrashing from side to side on the mat. "Right there. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

"I'm not stopping," James promised, his breath coming in ragged gasps. "I'm going to fuck you until you know you're mine."

"Yes!" she shrieked. "Take me! Make me yours! I want to feel you deep inside! I want to feel your cock inside me even when you're gone!"

He leaned down, capturing her lips in a bruising kiss, drinking her moans. He ground his hips against hers, his thumb finding her clit between their bodies, rubbing the swollen nub in time with his thrusts.

Soraya keened into his mouth, her body bowing like a drawn bowstring. She broke the kiss, gasping for air. "I'm close, James. I'm so close. Your cock is magic. It's magic inside me."

"Take it," he growled against her neck, biting the sensitive skin there. "Take it all."

"I am!" she wailed. "I'm taking every inch! Your big, thick cock is filling me! I'm your love, James! Your High-Born mate! Fill me! Complete me!"

The intensity in the room spiked. James felt his own control shattering under the assault of her words and the sensation of her tight, wet heat clamping down on him. He drove into her with everything he had, abandoning all technique for pure, animalistic pounding.

"Tell me you love my pussy!" she screamed, her nails raking down his back. "Tell me it's the only place you want to be!"

"It's the only place," James roared, his vision tunneling. "It's perfect."

"Then fill it!" she begged, her voice cracking. "Fill your home! I'm cumming, James! I'm cumming right now!"

Soraya’s eyes rolled back and her body went rigid as the orgasm hit her like a freight train.

"Fuckkkkk! Soooo goooood!" she wailed a high keen cry that was pure Felis. "Oh masterrrr right there! Oh yes yessss! Oh yessssssss!"

Her hips bucked wildly, meeting his thrusts with frantic energy. "Don't change a thing! Ohhhhh yesssssss!"

James followed her over the edge roaring as he poured his hot cum deep inside her. He held her there, pressing her into the mat, filling her completely as she milked him dry, her body spasming around his cock in wave after wave of pleasure.

They collapsed together a tangle of sweaty limbs and heavy breathing. James rolled to his side, pulling Soraya against him. She buried her face in his neck, her purr starting low in her chest—a sound like a jagged engine finally running smooth.

"You didn't do it wrong," James whispered, kissing the top of her violet-and-black head.

Soraya chuckled, a tired, happy sound. "No. I suppose I didn't." She squeezed him tight, her tail winding around his leg. "I am claimed. I am yours."

"You are," James agreed, closing his eyes for a moment before reality crept back in. "Now let's get cleaned up. We have a ship to fix and a capital-class power core isn't going to buy itself. We need to find some high-paying contracts if we want to get that Exodus engine running."



Chapter 53


James Orson positioned himself before the heating range in the Tigress’s galley while flipping a thick slab of protein that sizzled violently in the pan to send up a plume of aromatic steam.

The air grew thick with the rich savory aroma of searing meat alongside caramelized onions and roasting root vegetables, which created a scent that had drawn his three wives from their various stations like moths fluttering to a flame. He refused to cook because they starved or because the nutrient dispensers malfunctioned, but rather because he chose to serve them with his own hands.

The Felis expected a male to hunt as a basic requirement for survival, but a male who prepared the kill and served the meal established himself as a creature of immense status who controlled the resources of the Pride.

Mimi perched on the counter while swinging her legs so her heels tapped a soft rhythm against the cabinet doors. Her pink eyes tracked the movement of the spatula with hypnotic intensity while her nose twitched every time the scent of garlic and rosemary wafted in her direction.

Lulu leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed while the sleeves of her flight suit rolled up to reveal the lean muscle of her forearms. She watched him with a smoldering heavy-lidded look that suggested she currently debated whether to eat the steak or the chef.

Soraya sat at the head of the table with perfect posture while still adjusting to the domestic rhythms of the ship after fifteen centuries of cryo-sleep. She treated the impending meal with the gravity of a state dinner as she unfolded her napkin precisely across her lap.

"You possess a surprising dexterity with culinary tools for a man whose primary skill set involves high-explosives and orbital mechanics," Soraya noted as her golden eyes flashed with approval while James plated the steaks with a flourish. "The servant caste prepared food in the old Shogunate because the Lords ate what others brought to them and considered it beneath a warrior to handle the fire of the hearth."

"The Lords unfortunately missed out on the best part of the experience," James said as he placed the steaming plates on the table and poured a round of dark heavy red wine that shimmered like ruby light in the glasses. "Cooking represents control, Soraya, because you take raw bloody ingredients like chaos and force them to become something civilized through the application of heat and timing. Building a ship or planning an ambush requires the same focus because if you lose attention everything burns."

He sat at the head of the table flanked by Lulu and Mimi with Soraya opposite him. They dug in with an enthusiasm that bordered on voracious while their sharp teeth tore into the meat with a predator’s delight that no amount of table manners could fully mask.

"This tastes exceptional," Mimi mumbled around a mouthful while her tail thumped happily against her chair leg in a steady beat of contentment. "The nutrient paste I tested on the Exodus tasted like wet cardboard mixed with sadness and I am glad we do not have to eat it."

"You should enjoy the meal while it lasts," James said as he took a sip of his wine and let the tannins coat his tongue. "We need the energy because our next stop takes us back to the Rim. But we aren't going to a trade station. We are heading for the Asteroid Munchers in the Klystron Belt."

"Are we targeting mining operations?" Lulu asked as she paused with her fork halfway to her mouth, while her tactical mind already assessed the environment. "Do we need more raw ore for the fabricators even though we have a surplus of iron and titanium?"

"We need alloys specifically for the high-density plating for the Exodus repair, but we also need a partner," James explained as he cut a piece of his steak. "We intend to see a man named Renegade Rick."

"Renegade Rick sounds like a title invented by a child," Soraya repeated as she tested the name on her tongue. "It sounds unprofessional, like a pirate who names himself to frighten children."

"He earned the name through survival." James chuckled as he leaned back in his chair while the memories surfaced, distant but sharp. "About a decade ago, before I bought the Copperhead, the Intelligence Division sent me to the Rim to investigate a logistics jam that strangled the alloy supply for the fleet. High Command didn't care about the politics because they just needed the materials to build ships, but the flow of goods had stopped. The local reports pinned the blame on a regional operator named Rick, claiming he was incompetent and failing to meet his quotas."

"Your mission required you to remove him?" Lulu guessed, nodding as if replacing a weak link was the obvious solution.

"I went to find the source of the jam first," James corrected. "But the intel didn't match the reality when I got down into the belt. Rick wasn't incompetent but rather besieged. A Senator from the Core Worlds held heavy investments in a rival mining consortium and wanted Rick’s operation to fail so he could buy the rights for pennies. He planted saboteurs to break machinery and spike fuel mixes which made Rick look like a failure rather than a victim. The Senator tried to brand him as a pirate to justify a hostile takeover, but Rick was just a man trying to keep his people employed."

"Dishonorable conduct," Soraya spat as she sliced her steak with a violent motion that clattered against the ceramic plate. "To fight for profit is one thing but to fight from the shadows against those who cannot defend themselves is cowardice."

"I reached the same conclusion," James agreed. "It took me three weeks to trace the money back to the top, but once I realized Rick served as the victim rather than the target I changed my mission parameters. I didn't file a report and I didn't arrest the Senator. I just waited until he came to the Rim for a surprise inspection so he could gloat over his victory."

James took another drink and savored the finish. "The Senator's private yacht suffered a catastrophic engine blowout ten minutes after leaving the dock because the magnetic containment on his primary drive failed. The official report called it a tragic manufacturing defect but the void rushed in and the man never wore his space suit in space because he thought he was untouchable. He died screaming in the cold."

"And what happened to Rick?" Lulu asked as a small approving smile played on her lips.

"Rick's struggles turned into massive profits the moment the sabotage stopped," James said. "He took over the dead Senator's contracts and now runs one of the largest independent mining operations in low security space. He built an empire where grit and trust matter more than profits or politics. He knows I saved him, though we never spoke about the incident openly. He owes me a life debt."

"So we travel to collect a debt," Soraya summarized as she nodded. "We trade a life for metal which seems like a fair exchange."

"Why are we going there now?" Mimi asked as she tilted her head. "We have the Exodus to fix, but we could buy parts anywhere. Why go all the way to the Rim?"

James flashed a smile that appeared as all teeth and confidence, the expression of a man who had stopped looking over his shoulder. "Because for the first time I’m making a legacy play. We aren't going to sneak in with spoofed transponders and we aren't going to pretend you’re cosplayers with expensive surgery. We’re arriving loud and proud."

He looked at each of them in turn, his gaze intense and possessive.

"We intend to show the galaxy exactly what Pride Orson looks like. We are going to dock the Tigress next to his flagship and I am going to walk down that ramp with my three alien wives so we can do business as a power rather than a shadow. We need allies who respect strength, not just secrets, and Rick respects strength. If we want to build a safe harbor we need friends who can hold a line."

Lulu’s eyes dilated as her scent spiked with arousal at his declaration. "You mean no hiding?"

"No hiding," James promised. "We function as the predators now, so let them stare."

Soraya sat up straighter as her pride radiated from her like heat, while her violet and black hair framed a face set with determination. "Then we shall give them something to look at, Pride Master. We will wear our armor and carry our weapons to let them see that the Felis have returned."



Chapter 54


When a small ship generates an unauthorized wormhole portal not far from secured space, it gathers a lot of attention. But when that ship arrives with the thermal signature of a capital vessel compressed into a frigate’s hull, it generates panic.

The Tigress tore its way into the Klystron Belt, the Rift-Claw drive collapsing reality with a thunderclap that registered on sensors three systems away. They didn't arrive quietly; they arrived like a lightning strike in a library. The sudden displacement of mass sent a shockwave through the local dust cloud, scattering a wing of patrol drones and lighting up the traffic control boards of Citadel-One, the massive orbital refinery that anchored the system's economy.

"Rift stability holding at ninety-nine percent," Valerie announced, her voice calm amidst the sudden flurry of proximity warnings flooding the tactical display. "We have arrived at the designated coordinates. The Klystron Belt traffic control is hailing us on all emergency frequencies. They are demanding immediate identification and power-down."

James leaned back in the captain's chair, watching the chaotic beauty of the belt unfold on the main viewscreen. "Let them sweat for a minute. Mimi, scan the belt. You're the expert on rock. Tell me what we're looking at."

Mimi swiveled her chair, her pink eyes lighting up as she engaged the advanced Felis sensor suite. While her primary role was combat sensing, her training under the archives of Yevon—a master miner—had given her a deep, almost spiritual understanding of geological extraction.

"It is... crude," Mimi whispered, her hands flying across the holographic interface as she parsed the data. "But effective in a brutal sort of way. The sheer volume of material being processed is statistically staggering. Look at the primary moons of Klystron-IV."

James zoomed in on the planet below. Two of its moons, once spherical bodies of cratered rock, were now half-eaten apples. Massive, spider-like industrial platforms clung to their surfaces, their drilling lasers boring deep into the crust, while clouds of heavy lifters carried chunks of the moon away to be processed. Nothing was being spared. The war dictated that the Asteroid Munchers stay fully employed, and they were eating the solar system one bite at a time.

"They are using seismic charges to fracture the smaller asteroids," Mimi critiqued, pointing to a series of silent, bright flashes illuminating the dust cloud. "They drill a core, plant a thermal explosive, and shatter the rock into gravel. It is messy and wasteful, but fast. Then they send in the swarms."

She highlighted a cloud of mechanical shapes swooping through the debris of a freshly detonated asteroid. "Those are vacuum drones. Massive, automated intakes that suck up the gravel and dust like krill, filtering the metal from the stone in real-time."

"Identify the fleet," James ordered. "I want to know what kind of hardware Rick is running."

"I am detecting seven distinct classes of industrial vessels," Mimi reported, cataloging them on the main screen with new designations.

	The Gravel-Gnat (Frigate Class): "These are the scouts," Mimi explained, highlighting small, nimble ships equipped with gas scoops and light lasers. "They zip between the unstable rocks, sniffing out high-value pockets. They are fast, unshielded, and piloted by madmen who fly through debris fields for sport."

	The Iron-Tortoise (Bastion Class): "These represent the heavy infantry of mining," she continued. "Thick armor, minimal cargo space. They sit in the dangerous belts where pirates hunt, tanking damage while they strip the outer crust. They are bait that bites back."

	The Void-Dredger (Collector Class): "Standard yield. Massive cargo holds but paper-thin hulls. They operate in the safe zones, swallowing thousands of tons of ore an hour. They are gluttons."

	The Beam-Spider (Lancer Class): "High-yield specialists," Mimi noted with respect. "They have three times the laser output of a Tortoise, but they are fragile. They require a fleet to protect them. They are the glass cannons of industry."

	The Sector-Controller (Overseer Class): James watched a massive cruiser drift by. "That is the coordinator. It boosts the mining lasers of nearby ships, compresses the ore for transport, and repairs the drones. It is the queen bee."

	The World-Breaker (Behemoth Class): In the distance, a capital-sized industrial ship deployed excavation drones the size of houses. "That is a mobile refinery. It can compress an asteroid into a dense cube of alloy in minutes. It is a factory with engines."

	The Vault-Runner (Transport Class): "And these are the mules," Mimi finished, tagging the long, boxy ships ferrying the refined goods. "Specialized bays for minerals, shielded against scans."




"And the ore?" James asked. "What are they eating?"

"Everything," Mimi said, bringing up the spectrographic analysis. "I count ten primary variants."

	Ferrite-Basalt: "Common construction aggregate. Used for station hulls."

	Condensed-Silica: "Rich in reactive glass components. Used for thruster components."

	Heavy-Oxide: "The bread and butter. High yield of structural supports."

	Tritanium-Quartz: "High-density plating material. Essential for capital ship armor."

	Refractive-Obsidian: "Silicates for glass and optical sensors."

	Dense-Core Geode: "Rare. Found only in the deep core of the asteroids. Used for power grids."

	Thermal-Slate: "Used for thermal shielding."

	Phase-Crystal: "Contains exotic particles. Vital for warp drive dampeners."

	Heavy-Isotope Granite: "The heavy stuff. Used in rail-gun slugs."

	Volatile-Star-Metal: Mimi pointed to a dark, volatile rock being handled by remote drones. "That is the prize. Volatile-Star-Metal. Highly unstable. It is used to refine the highest grade alloys for advanced tech. Mining it is like performing surgery with a bomb."




"So they are rich," Lulu summarized, looking at the endless stream of resources.

"They’re essential," James corrected. "This belt keeps the Conclave Navy flying. And Rick holds the keys."

"We have a hail from the central administration spire," Valerie interrupted. "It is a priority override. The sender is identified as System Administrator Rick."

"Renegade Rick," James corrected with a smile. "Put him through."

The main screen shifted, replacing the view of the industrial slaughter with the face of a man who looked like he had been carved out of the same rock he mined. Rick was older than James remembered, his hair now completely gray and his face lined with the stress of command, but his eyes were still sharp, intelligent, and currently very suspicious. He sat in an office that looked more like a bunker, surrounded by screens showing production quotas and defense grids.

"Unidentified vessel," Rick rumbled, his voice gravelly. "You just violated my airspace with a jump drive that shouldn't exist on a ship that size. My defense grid is currently targeting you with enough nuclear ordinance to crack a planetoid. Give me one good reason why I shouldn't turn you into scrap."

"Because scrap isn't worth as much as a friend," James replied smoothly. "Hello, Rick. It's been a while."

Rick squinted at the screen, leaning closer. Recognition dawned slowly, followed by a look of disbelief. "Orson? James Orson? I thought you were dead. Or retired. Or both."

"I got better," James said. "And I got a new ship. I hear you've moved up in the world. System Administrator? That sounds respectable."

"It's a headache with a title," Rick grunted, though he waved a hand to someone off-screen, likely standing down the alert. "I run the mining, the commerce, the security, and the complaints department. I'm a senator in all but name, beholden to the Outer Rim Governance to keep the alloy flowing or face a tribunal. What are you doing here, James? You didn't jump into my backyard just to catch up."

"I'm here for business," James said, cutting straight to the chase. "I have a reclamation project in the works. I need alloys. High-density, military-grade plating to patch a hull that's been sitting in the dirt for a millennium. And I need power components. Magnetic constrictors, heavy-ion shielding, and raw fusion-grade isotopes. Enough to fabricate a capital-class core from scratch."

Rick leaned back, crossing his arms, a skeptical look crossing his face. "Everyone needs alloys, James. The Conclave, the Technocracy, the pirates. I have a waiting list three years long. And those reactor components? That's heavy industrial stock. I have it, but it's earmarked for the new smelters. Why should I bump you to the front of the line?"

"Because I'm the one who cleared the logjam ten years ago," James reminded him gently. "And because I'm offering something better than Hex, and definitely better than another gun in your fleet. I have data, Rick. My sensors just ran a passive sweep of your operation. You're losing twelve percent of your yield on sublimation from those thermal lasers. You're burning money every time you fire."

Rick’s eyes narrowed, intrigued despite himself. "Twelve percent? That's the cost of doing business with thermal drilling. Everyone knows that."

"Everyone in this galaxy knows that," James said, keeping his expression neutral but confident. "I have refinery algorithms and beam modulation protocols that can cut that loss to zero. I can increase your output by fifteen percent without you buying a single new ship or hiring a single new crewman. I can make your operation cleaner, faster, and richer. I have trade secrets that the Guilds would kill for."

"And you're just going to hand over proprietary industrial tech?" Rick asked, his business sense warring with his curiosity.

"I'm going to trade it," James corrected. "For the alloys and the reactor materials. But not over the net. This is a conversation for a secure room, face to face."

Rick looked at the Felis women standing behind James, taking in their strange armor and confident bearing. He didn't know what they were, but he knew James Orson didn't travel with amateurs. "Fifteen percent is a lot of Hex, Orson. If you're bluffing, I'll be very unhappy."

"I'm not bluffing," James said. "I'm making you the most profitable Administrator in the Rim. Do we have a deal to talk?"

Rick nodded slowly. "Dock at the Citadel. Bay 1. Come up to my office. We'll verify your data. If it's real, you get your metal. If it's not... well, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it. But leave the heavy weapons on the ship. I run a clean station."

"Understood," James said. "See you soon, Administrator."

The channel closed.

"He is cautious," Lulu observed. "A wise trait for a man sitting on a mountain of gold."

"He's smart," James agreed. "But he's a businessman first. He can't resist a profit margin like that. Val, take us in. Nice and slow. Let them see us. Let them wonder what kind of ship can jump like a ghost and negotiate like a CEO."

The Tigress moved toward the massive station, weaving through the heavy traffic of ore haulers and drone swarms. The scale of the operation was breathtaking—a testament to what humanity could do when pushed to the brink. They were eating their own solar system to build a shield against the dark, and James was about to trade a few lines of code for the armor he needed to resurrect a ghost.



Chapter 55


The Citadel functioned as far more than a simple refinery stationed in the black. It stood as a defiant testament to the stubborn human refusal to live in a gray box even when surrounded by the infinite hostile vacuum.

James Orson stepped off the airlock ramp and onto a promenade that smelled not of the usual ozone and recycled sweat common to deep-space habitats but of damp earth and blooming jasmine. The station’s interior revealed a vertical garden where a spiraling ecosystem of terraced parks and hanging vines softened the harsh industrial lines of the hull and turned structural supports into trellises for ivy. Sunlight filtered through massive transparent aluminum domes to bathe the central plaza in a warm golden glow that felt more like a planetary afternoon than deep space, meticulously calibrated to trick the circadian rhythms of the inhabitants into feeling at peace.

The station operated less like a grim work camp grinding out quotas and more like a vibrant neighborhood teeming with life and noise. Children ran through the genetically modified grass while chasing small bio-luminescent butterflies that had been engineered to scrub carbon dioxide from the air and convert it into soft pulses of blue light. Couples walked arm-in-arm past fountains that recycled the station’s water supply into art, listening to the water splash against stone imported from the Core Worlds. The air filled with the sound of laughter and the distant hum of commerce, which created a chaotic symphony of life that defied the sterile silence of the void just outside the hull.

"It is undeniably beautiful," Mimi whispered. Her pink eyes went wide while she took in the scene and tried to track the flight of a butterfly. She reached out to touch a hanging fern and her tail swished in delight at the tactile sensation of living chlorophyll. "It feels alive like a greenhouse, but filled with people who are not just surviving but living."

"Rick clearly built a home rather than a simple factory because he understands the psychology of his workforce," James agreed as he adjusted the collar of his jacket to ensure his appearance matched the gravity of his purpose. "He understood that miners work harder when they possess something worth coming back to at the end of a shift besides a bunk and a bottle."

They walked through the crowd and created a spectacle that drew every eye in the plaza, silencing conversations as they passed. James led the way, flanked by his three wives in their sleek high-tech armor that absorbed the ambient light rather than reflecting it. But the real attention was drawn by the silent towering figure walking behind them like a shadow made of metal and death.

Unit-Alpha the lead Iron-Claw android moved with a terrifying hydraulic grace that unsettled anyone who watched it, because it moved too smoothly for a machine of its mass. Its seven-foot frame of iridescent alloy gleamed under the artificial sun while its faceless lion-skull head scanned the crowd with impassive blue sensors that recorded every heartbeat and weapon signature. It carried no weapon in its hands but the threat of its existence remained palpable in the air, a promise of violence held in check only by a command code. The station guards, hardened men and women with pulse rifles, stepped back as the machine passed while their hands hovered near their holsters. They were unsure whether to salute the masterpiece or open fire on the monster.

"You need to keep the formation tight because we’re being watched by a thousand eyes," James ordered quietly to the group as he scanned the upper balconies. "We are here to impress the locals, notintimidate them, but a little fear is useful currency."

"The line between the two concepts is often thin," Lulu noted as her gaze remained sharp while she tracked the security teams shadowing their movement from the rooftops. "But they remain disciplined and hold their fire, so Rick evidently runs a tight ship despite the flowers."

They reached the administrative spire, a tower of glass that rose from the center of the garden like a crystal needle piercing the sky of the dome. The elevator ride to the top passed in silence as the city below shrank into a tapestry of green and steel, revealing the intricate layout of Rick's empire.

The doors opened directly into Rick’s office which revealed a spacious room that overlooked the entire station through a panoramic window wall. Renegade Rick stood behind a massive desk made of polished asteroid granite that must have weighed tons. He was flanked by two heavy combat droids of his own, clunky industrial models painted in hazard yellow that looked like toys compared to the sleek lethality of the Iron-Claw standing at James's back.

Rick watched them enter and his eyes widened as he took in the Felis women and the machine standing behind them, realizing instantly that the balance of power in the room had shifted.

"You certainly know how to make an entrance, Orson," Rick rumbled as he gestured to the chairs while his own droids shifted uneasily. "And you brought a pet that makes my security detail look like spare parts."

"This isn't a pet, Rick. It serves as a sample of the future," James said as he signaled Unit-Alpha to step forward into the center of the room.

The Iron-Claw moved to the center of the room and stopped before the desk with a heavy thud that vibrated through the floor. At a silent command from Trigo relayed via Valerie the android suddenly disassembled its own arm in a blur of motion. The panels shifted and slid to reveal a complex array of multi-tools that included a fusion welder and a precision laser cutter alongside a high-torque wrench and a delicate manipulator interface. The machine wasn't just a soldier, it functioned as a mobile shipyard capable of building or destroying with equal efficiency.

"This is an Iron-Claw," James explained as the machine reassembled itself in seconds, the seams vanishing as if they never existed. "It was built by Admiral Trigo, a Felis soul trapped in a bunker on Veldt-Prime. He spent a thousand years designing these to rebuild his world, but he's stuck in the rock. I brought this one to show you what is possible. It functions as a combat unit capable of tearing a tank apart with its bare hands or breaching a hull without explosives. But it also operates as a master engineer that can repair a reactor breach in hard vacuum or rebuild a circuit board in zero-g while fabricating its own replacement parts from scrap. It isn't an AI. It is a drone controlled by a central hub so it remains legal and safe while being superior in every way to human labor."

Rick stared at the machine as his businessman's mind already calculated the implications of a workforce that never slept, never complained, and could defend the factory it built. "Trigo built this? The same ghost you told the Senate about?"

"The same," James confirmed. "I already gave the schematics for the shields and engines to Priscilla and the four governments. The Core Worlds are going to have this tech eventually. But 'eventually' is too late for the Rim. The bureaucracy will take years to spin up production, and they will prioritize the inner systems first. You know how they work, Rick. They’ll let us burn to save themselves."

James leaned forward and his voice grew intense, pressing the urgency of the situation. "I’m offering you the manufacturing protocols and the source code for the drone hubs right now. I want you to turn this sector into a forge before the Core even clears the permits. Stop just digging up the rocks, Rick, and start building with them. You have the raw materials right here and you have the workforce ready to be trained. With this tech you could churn out a fleet of automated defense drones in a month and upgrade every ship in the Rim with Felis shields and engines before the first Krall scout ship jumps in system."

"You gave the data to the governments, but you're giving the production to me," Rick said slowly as he rubbed his chin, looking out at the station he had built from nothing. "You want me to switch from mining to manufacturing, which creates a massive risk and upsets the balance of power in the Rim. It puts a target on my back the size of a moon, because every pirate and warlord will want this factory."

"You already have a target on your back," Lulu interjected with a cool voice that cut through his hesitation. "The Krall eat miners just as easily as they eat soldiers and they do not care about your profit margins. But if you build this you become a power. You become the armory of the Rim and the one man indispensable to the survival of the sector."

"I am looking for a Manufacturing Lord," James said, as he used the Felis term deliberately to frame the offer as a promotion. "You are already a Mining Lord, Rick, so you have the infrastructure and the logistics network. Hand the digging off to your lieutenants and step up to the next level. Become the man who arms the resistance and saves the frontier while the Senate is still reading the instruction manual."

Rick looked at the Iron-Claw, standing silent and perfect, and then at the garden outside his window where he saw the families and the children and the life he had built from dust. He looked at the Felis women and saw the resolve burning in their eyes, realizing they were survivors of a war he was just beginning to understand.

"If I do this," Rick said with a quiet voice, the weight of the decision settling on his shoulders. "If I start building war machines, the war comes here."

"The war is already here," Soraya said as she stepped forward, her golden eyes locking with his. "The only choice is whether you meet the enemy with a pickaxe or a plasma cannon."

Rick remained silent for a long moment while he weighed the future of his people against the safety of obscurity. Then he slammed his hand down on the granite desk with a sound like a gavel falling.

"Fine," he said as a grin spread across his weathered face, revealing the teeth of a wolf who had just found a new hunting ground. "I never liked mining anyway because there was too much dust. Let's build some monsters."



Chapter 56


The Citadel possessed a sector dedicated entirely to the simulation of paradise, because even deep-space miners and the merchants who fleeced them needed to believe they hadn't forgotten the color of a real ocean.

James stood on the balcony of the penthouse suite he had just purchased for a staggering sum of Hard Hex and looked down at the stretch of white sand that curved around the artificial lagoon like a lover's embrace. The water sparkled with a turquoise brilliance that rivaled the shores of any resort world in the Core while the air scrubbers pumped in the scent of salt and tropical flowers to mask the metallic tang of the station. This wasn't just a pool; it was a marvel of hydro-engineering where wave generators created a rhythmic soothing tide and the overhead solar array was tuned to the exact frequency of a Caribbean afternoon. The crowd below was a tapestry of wealth and vanity where the bodies were sculpted by expensive gene-therapy and cryo-sleep preservation rather than hard labor. In the Rim, fitness was a purchase, and beauty was a commodity traded as freely as ore.

"The water temperature is regulated to a perfect twenty-six degrees," Mimi announced as she ran out onto the sand wearing a bikini that consisted of little more than three triangles of neon pink fabric held together by hope and thin strings. Her tail swished happily behind her as she tested the water with her toes and giggled at the sensation of the artificial tide lapping against her skin.

Lulu and Soraya followed her out with a slower and more predatory grace that silenced the nearby conversations. Lulu wore a black monokini that was cut dangerously high on her hips to expose the long muscular lines of her legs and the sharp curve of her waist. Soraya wore a gold two-piece that struggled to contain her Amazonian curves, the metallic fabric gleaming against her deep umber skin like jewelry. The sight of three Felis women on a public beach stopped traffic on the promenade above as heads turned and datapad cameras lifted to capture the impossible.

They ignored the stares and claimed a cluster of plush loungers near the water's edge. James ordered a round of "Nebula Fizzes"—a local cocktail that smoked with liquid nitrogen and tasted of blue raspberries—from a hovering serving droid. He settled into the sand and enjoyed the warmth of the overhead solar lamps on his skin while watching his wives apply sun-oil to each other with slow deliberate strokes.

"You are staring, Pride Master," Lulu teased as she caught his eye while rubbing oil onto Soraya’s back, her hands sliding over the powerful muscles. "Do you see something you like?"

"I see three very expensive reasons why I need to keep killing Krall," James replied with a grin, raising his glass in a toast. "You ladies fit right in. Half the people here have tails or pointed ears from cosmetic surgery shops. You just look like the high-end upgrades."

"We are the original," Soraya corrected with a smirk, arching her back to let the light catch the gold of her suit. "They are merely echoes."

A group of children gathered at the edge of their area and stared with wide unblinking eyes at the tails and ears of the women. One brave little girl with silver skin—a common aesthetic mod for station-born kids—stepped forward and pointed a chubby finger at Soraya.

"Are you a cat?" the child asked with the blunt curiosity of youth.

Soraya lowered her sunglasses and looked at the girl with her golden slit-pupiled eyes. "I am a Felis little one. I am a warrior from the stars."

"Can you purr?" the girl demanded.

Soraya blinked in surprise, but then let out a deep rumbling purr that vibrated in the air like a idling engine. The children squealed in delight and the tension on the beach evaporated instantly. Within minutes people were taking videos on their linkers and uploading the footage to the galactic net with tags like #FelisReturns and #ThePride. The secret was out and it was trending.

A reporter drone buzzed down from the upper levels with its camera eye focusing on James. "Mr. Orson! Reports claim you have made contact with a lost species! Is it true that the Felis have returned?"

James sat up and looked directly into the lens with the confidence of a man who owned the battlefield. "They haven't ‘just returned’, because they never left. The Felis are real and they are here to help. We have already delivered advanced shield and engine schematics to the Conclave High Command. The technology to push back the Krall exists right now. You should ask your Senators why they haven't deployed it yet."

The drone whirred as it broadcast his challenge to the entire system. James leaned back, satisfied that he had just lit a fire under the politicians while simultaneously turning his family into celebrities.

"That was bold," Lulu observed as she sipped her drink, her tongue chasing a drop of condensation down the glass. "You just provoked the entire government."

"I just accelerated the timeline," James corrected with a grin. "Now let's have some fun before the angry calls start coming in."

"Volleyball," Mimi suggested as she pointed to a net set up down the beach where a group of gene-modded athletes were playing. "Two against two. The losers have to give the winners foot rubs tonight for an hour. With oil."

"You're on," James said as he stood up and brushed the sand from his legs. "Mimi, you're with me. We'll take the speed advantage."

"I accept your challenge," Soraya said as she cracked her knuckles and stood up to her full height of six-foot-six, her shadow falling over him. "Lulu and I will crush you."

The game was a display of superhuman agility and competitive violence that drew a massive crowd. James and Mimi moved like lightning as they dove for saves and set up spikes with precision teamwork. But they were playing against a sniper who never missed an angle and a shock-trooper who could jump ten feet in the air without trying.

Soraya dominated the net as she spiked the ball with enough force to bury it in the sand, her breasts bouncing with every powerful movement. Lulu placed shots with geometric perfection that landed exactly where James wasn't, sending him scrambling into the sand time and again. The score remained close, but the physical superiority of the warrior caste eventually wore them down.

"Match point!" Lulu shouted as she served a ball that curved in mid-air like a guided missile.

Mimi dove for it and managed to pop it up but Soraya was already in the air. She slammed the ball down with a thunderous impact that sent sand flying into James's face.

"Game over," Soraya crowed as she landed lightly on her feet, her chest heaving and her skin glistening with sweat. "Victory for the heavy infantry!"

James spat sand out of his mouth and looked at Mimi, who was laughing despite the loss, her pink bikini clinging to her damp skin.

"Darn," James said as he wiped his face and looked at the triumphant winners who were posing for the crowd. "I guess we have some work to do tonight."

"My feet are very sore," Lulu teased as she wiggled her toes in the sand and walked toward him with a sway of her hips that promised trouble. "I expect excellent service, Pride Master."

"You'll get it," James promised as he wrapped an arm around Mimi and led his family back toward the penthouse, ignoring the cheers of the spectators. "But next time we're playing poker."



Chapter 57


The heavy door of the penthouse suite clicked shut with a resounding thud that sealed out the noise of the station promenade and the distant, rhythmic hum of the artificial ocean. It was a barrier between the public spectacle they had just performed and the private reality they were about to inhabit, a definitive end to the day's diplomacy.

James hadn't even managed to engage the magnetic deadbolt before a hand gripped his wrist with surprising, desperate strength and yanked him deeper into the room. Lulu was usually a creature of calculated precision, a sniper who measured her breaths and her words with equal care, but the potent Nebula Fizzes had stripped away her tactical filters to reveal a raw, hungry core. She stumbled slightly as she pulled him, her coordination compromised by the high-grade alcohol while her heels sank into the plush, expensive carpet, but her destination remained crystal clear. She wasn't dragging him to the war room to discuss tactics or the galley for a late-night snack; she was dragging him straight to the master bedroom with a singular, sloppy determination that was incredibly arousing.

"You walk too slow, Pride Master," she slurred, her voice dropping to a smoky, vibrating growl against his neck as she shoved him backward onto the edge of the massive, silk-covered bed. Her blue eyes were hazy and dark, the pupils blown wide until they eclipsed the iris, swirling with a mixture of alcohol and aggressive, unbridled lust. "The beach was fun, and the volleyball was a victory, but I am done playing with balls out there because I want something else entirely in here."

"You're drunk, Fang," James said with a grin, reaching out to steady her by the hips as she swayed on her feet, the scent of the sweet cocktails heavy on her breath. "Maybe we should get some water before we attempt any complex maneuvers."

"No water," Lulu interrupted, slapping his hand away playfully but with a sting of intent before reaching behind her neck to untie the black monokini. "I am thirsty, James, but not for water. I want you to fill me up. I want to feel you deep inside where it counts, where the ache is."

The fabric fluttered to the floor, pooling at her ankles to reveal her pale, sun-warmed skin marked with the faint, tantalizing tan lines of the day. She didn't climb onto him this time or crawl into his lap for cuddles. She turned around to present her back to him, bending over the edge of the mattress with a fluidity that belied her intoxication. The view was breathtaking, a landscape of desire as the long curve of her spine and the flare of her hips led down to the perfect, round globes of her ass presented for his inspection.

She reached for the bottle of jasmine body oil they had bought earlier from a boutique on the promenade, fumbling with the cap for a second before popping it open with a wet snap. She poured a generous amount into her palm, the golden liquid glistening in the low light, and the heavy, floral scent of flowers filled the room, masking the metallic smell of the station. She reached back between her legs, her fingers working with a purpose.

"I want the back door tonight," she announced, her voice dropping to a husky whisper while she slicked her fingers with the oil, preparing herself. "I want you to claim every part of me; I want to feel you stretching me open. I want to know there is no part of me you do not own."

James sat frozen, mesmerized as she prepared herself. Her fingers worked efficiently, glistening in the dim light, coating her tight pussy and the darker, tighter ring behind it with the fragrant oil. She groaned, her head hanging low, her starlight-and-blue hair curtaining her face as she touched herself, opening the way for him.

"Don't just watch," she demanded, looking back over her shoulder with a wild, hungry expression that dared him to take what she offered. "Take me."

But she wasn't done. She reached into the bedside drawer, rummaging for a moment before pulling out the vibrating replica she knew he kept there. It was thick, veined, and humming with power. She slid the toy into her dripping pussy, filling her front passage completely with a thick thrust. The vibration hummed against her G-spot, stimulating her from the inside, and she let out a long, broken moan that vibrated through the bed frame.

"Double," she gasped, her hips rocking back against the toy, grinding on the vibration. "I want double the sensation. I want to be full. Fill the other hole, James. Plug me up completely. Leave no room for anything else."

James stood and shed his clothes in seconds, the fabric tearing slightly in his haste. His erection became hard and heavy instantly, pulsing with his own need as he looked at the display of submission and demand before him. He moved behind her, his hands gripping her oil-slicked hips, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh of her ass cheeks to spread her wider.

"You're insatiable," he growled, lining himself up with her oiled entrance, the heat radiating from her body enveloping him.

"I'm yours," she corrected, pushing back against him.

He pushed forward, the broad head of his cock pressing against her tight ring. She was slick with oil, but the fit remained incredibly snug, a tight seal of muscle. He entered her slowly, intending to give her body time to adjust to the intrusion, but Lulu pushed back against him impatiently, a whine building in her throat.

"Just shove it in!" she cried out, her hands gripping the silk sheets until her knuckles turned white. "Take it! Break me open! Do it!"

James drove his hips forward, burying his shaft deep inside her ass in one smooth, conquering motion. The sensation was intense, a crushing heat that wrapped around him like a fist, tighter than anything else. Lulu screamed, a sound of pure, overwhelmed ecstasy as she felt him hit her deepest spot, while the toy in her pussy vibrated against his cock through the thin wall of flesh separating them, creating a loop of sensation that fried her nerves.

"Oh god yes!" she wailed, her head thrashing from side to side. "It's so full! You're so big inside me! It's too much and I love it!"

He established a rhythm, pulling almost all the way out until only the tip remained inside before slamming back in with a wet, heavy impact. The sound of their wet skin clapping together filled the room, a primal drumbeat. Lulu became a mess of pleasure, her body bucking against him, the toy buzzing inside her front while he ravaged her ass, attacking her from both sides.

"Fuuuuck!" she slurred, her words dragging out into long, desperate moans. "Yeessssss! Right theeeeere! Pounnnnd meeeee! Don't stop!"

He reached around, his hand finding her clit, swollen and exposed above the toy. He added his touch to the sensory overload, rubbing the sensitive nub. Lulu fell apart. Her legs shook violently, and her ass clamped down on his cock, milking him with terrifying strength. She screamed his name, a high, keen wail ripping through her throat as the double penetration and the clitoral stimulation sent her into a convulsing frenzy.

"Ohhhh fuuuuuuuck!" she screamed, her voice cracking. "I'm cummmmming! Ohhhhh yeeeeesssss! Maaaaaaster! Ahhhhhh-hahhhhhh! Fuuuuuuck yeeeesssss!"

James roared, the tightness of her ass and the sight of her unraveling pushing him over the edge. He drove deep, bottoming out against her pelvis, and poured his hot cum inside her, filling her back passage with a heavy, pulsing release as she climaxed around the toy in her front.

They stayed like that for a long time, locked together in the aftermath. James leaned over her back, his face buried in the curve of her neck, smelling the jasmine and the sweat, while Lulu trembled beneath him, utterly spent and gloriously claimed.

"Okay," Lulu whispered eventually, her voice sounding thick with sleep and absolute satisfaction as her tail curled weakly around his leg. "Now... we can have water."



Chapter 58


James sat in Renegade Rick’s office once again while watching the holographic display of the local network flood with a cascade of encryption keys being shattered simultaneously. Rick stood by the window overlooking his garden station with a datapad in his hand and a satisfied grin on his face that looked almost predatory. The deal had been struck and the materials were being loaded into the Tigress, but Rick had added a final twist to the agreement that James hadn't expected.

"I am releasing the schematics," Rick announced as he tapped the final command on his pad. "All of it. The shield generators and the engine profiles along with the weapon specs. I am uploading the entire Felis tech database to the public Rim-Net under a chaotic encryption that will take the average slicer about an hour to crack."

"You’re open-sourcing the most advanced military technology in the galaxy," James said as he leaned forward with a mix of shock and admiration. "The Conclave will try to bury you for this. They hate losing control."

"They can try." Rick shrugged as he turned to face James. "But once the data is out there, it cannot be stopped. If I kept it exclusive, the government would eventually send a fleet to nationalize my operation in the name of security. They would seize my factories and bury the tech in red tape for a decade while the Krall eat us alive. But if everyone has it? If every independent shipyard from here to the Core can print a Felis shield generator? Then the Conclave loses its monopoly on survival."

"You are starting an industrial revolution," Lulu observed from her position near the door where she stood guard alongside Soraya. "You are arming the galaxy against the dark."

"I am leveling the playing field," Rick corrected. "My factories are already re-tooled and running hot. By the time the competition figures out how to read the blueprints, I will have a six-month lead on production. I will be the primary supplier while they are still building the molds. I get rich and humanity gets a fighting chance."

James laughed and shook his head at the sheer audacity of the maneuver. "You just saved me a lot of trouble, Rick. I was going to have to leak this to the other governments myself, but you just did it with more style."

"I protect my investment," Rick said. "Speaking of investments, I hear you put a down payment on the penthouse in Sector 4."

"I want to buy it outright," James said. "The deed transferred this morning, but I need your personal seal on it. I want a permanent anchor point for the Pride. A place where we can sleep without checking the airlock seals every ten minutes."

"It is yours," Rick promised. "I will have my personal security detail keep an eye on it while you are gone. No one touches your door unless you invite them."

The meeting ended with a handshake that felt more like a treaty signing. James led his wives back down to the hangar where the loading crews were finishing their work. Soraya walked point, her massive frame clearing a path through the busy technicians without her ever having to say a word.

The Tigress sat heavy on her struts. Her cargo hold was packed to the ceiling with high-density alloys and magnetic containment coils along with the raw isotopes needed to fabricate a capital-class power core. They had everything they needed to wake the Exodus.

As they stepped onto the bridge, Valerie’s avatar shimmered into existence with a flashing priority alert.

"Incoming transmission on a quantum-entangled frequency," Valerie announced. "It is encrypted with a Felis command code. It is Admiral Trigo."

James grinned and tapped the console. "Put him on."

The main screen flared to life, but instead of the dark bunker on Veldt-Prime, the background showed a bustling tactical operations center filled with Conclave engineers and Iron-Claw droids working side by side. Trigo stood in the center looking more vibrant and powerful than ever.

"James!" Trigo boomed, his voice filled with digital joy. "The cavalry has arrived! Your friend Priscilla did not waste time. A black-ops fleet dropped out of warp three hours ago carrying enough Dark Matter Manifolds to build a dozen bodies."

"So you're mobile?" James asked.

"I am integrating into a dreadnought-class chassis as we speak," Trigo said while gesturing to a schematic behind him. "But more importantly I am plugged into the sector defense grid. I am coordinating fire solutions for three fleets across the sector. We are turning the tide, James! The Krall are confused because they are fighting a coordinated resistance for the first time in a thousand years. We are going to push them back."

"Glad to hear it Trigo," James said feeling a weight lift off his chest. "We did our part here. Rick is flooding the Rim with your tech."

"I see it," Trigo noted approvingly. "The network is alive with the data. You have done well, Pride Master. Now go finish your mission. I will hold the line here."

The transmission cut and James looked at his crew. Mimi was beaming while her tail lashed back and forth. Lulu and Soraya looked proud while their hands rested on their weapons.

"The war is in good hands," James said as he settled into the pilot's seat and felt the familiar embrace of the ship. "Now we have our own job to do."

"Valerie set a course for Panthera-IV," he ordered. "We have a colony ship to fix and a ghost to resurrect."

"Course plotted," Valerie replied. "The Rift-Claw is charged and ready."

"Take us out," James said.

The Tigress lifted off the deck and retracted her landing gear with a heavy thud. She drifted out of the station's gravity shadow and turned her nose toward the deep black. The stars stretched out before them filled with war and opportunity but their destination was a quiet jungle world waiting for a spark.

"Let's get to work," James whispered as he engaged the drive.

The universe twisted and the Tigress vanished into the void leaving behind a galaxy that was finally learning how to fight back.



Chapter 59


The jungle of Panthera-IV did not welcome visitors with open arms but rather swallowed them whole in a humid, suffocating embrace of twisting vines and chirping insects that seemed to resent the intrusion of machinery in their domain.

The Tigress descended through the dense cloud layer with a deafening roar of thrusters that scattered the flock of avian predators circling the settlement like leaves in a gale. James Orson landed the ship on the reinforced pad the colonists had constructed since his last visit, feeling the landing struts sink slightly into the loamy soil despite the fresh layer of crushed gravel they had laid down. The airlock cycled open to reveal a scene that looked drastically different from the desperate, mud-soaked shantytown they had first encountered weeks ago. The atmospheric scrubbers hummed with a steady, rhythmic thrum that kept the air clean and cool within the perimeter, while the perimeter fences now buzzed with the reassuring hum of active kinetic barriers designed to repel the aggressive fauna.

Governor Halloway met them at the ramp with a smile that reached his eyes for the first time since they had met. He wiped his hands on a grease-stained rag and signaled for his team to bring the cargo sleds forward with an eagerness that spoke of newfound hope. The colonists moved with a new energy, a purpose born of future prospects rather than the mere daily struggle for survival.

"You actually came back," Halloway said as he shook James's hand with a grip that felt calloused and stronger than before. "Most people make promises in the Rim, but very few keep them once they hit orbit and find a better deal."

"We had a contract Governor, and I always honor my contracts," James replied as he gestured for the Iron-Claws to begin unloading the heavy crates with their hydraulic precision. "I brought the industrial fabricator components you need to repair the heavy lifters. You also have five tons of medical supplies, including broad-spectrum antibiotics and enough seed stock to plant three harvest cycles of high-yield crops. It isn't a fortune, but it will keep you breathing and eating through the rainy season."

"It is more than we expected," Halloway admitted as he watched the supplies pile up on the deck with wide eyes. "With the fabricator online we can finally repair the shuttles and get off the ground. We won't be jumping to the Core Worlds anytime soon, but we can reach high orbit again. We can start mining the local moons for He-3 and trade with passing ships without begging for scraps. You gave us our dignity back, Orson."

"Trade keeps you alive longer than charity," James said, clapping the man on the shoulder. "Keep the ore flowing and the lights on. I might need a friendly port in a few months and I expect a discount on fuel when I return."

They left the colony with the sun setting behind the jagged peaks of the mountains and turned the Tigress north toward the excavation site. The jungle seemed to close in around them as they flew, a wall of green that hid the secrets of the past beneath a canopy of leaves.

The crash site of the Exodus-Actual remained a muddy scar on the landscape but the vegetation had already begun to creep back over the hull James had cleared weeks ago. The ship lay buried deep in the earth like a sleeping giant that refused to wake, resisting their efforts to disturb its rest.

"We have a lot of dirt to move," Lulu observed as she looked down at the site from the gunnery station, her eyes scanning the density of the regrowth. "The jungle grows faster than we can dig and the mud is relentless."

"Then we dig faster and we use better tools," James said as he landed the ship in the clearing. "Valerie, activate the fabrication bay. I bought enough raw materials at the Citadel to print a squad of heavy-lifter drones. I want them working twenty-four hour shifts until that hull is clear. We are going to swarm this problem until it yields to us."

For the next ten days the crash site became a hive of frantic, sleepless activity. The new drones, modeled after the heavy industrial loaders of the Vulgari mining guilds, tore into the earth with mechanical indifference. They ripped ancient trees out by the roots and hauled tons of wet mud away from the airlock to create a stable perimeter. James worked alongside them in his EVA suit, sweating through his underlayers as he coordinated the excavation and fought back the encroaching forest.

The real nightmare began when they reached the engineering deck deep inside the ship.

Removing the fused, melted slag of the original reactor required surgical precision applied with brute force in a confined space. James and Soraya spent three days cutting through the warped containment bolts with plasma torches while Mimi monitored the radiation levels and ventilated the fumes. The heat in the chamber was stifling, a dry, metallic heat that tasted of ozone and ancient failure, soaking their suits in sweat.

"It is stuck," Soraya grunted as she braced her massive shoulder against the cooling rod housing and pushed with all her augmented strength. "The heat fused the locking mechanism to the frame during the crash. We cannot pull it free without tearing the mount out of the floor."

"We cut the mount then," James ordered as he wiped grease from his visor with a gloved hand. "We can print a new one with the fabricator. Just get this dead weight out of here so we can install the new heart before I pass out from heatstroke."

They dragged the dead core out of the ship inch by inch, the metal screeching in protest the entire way like a dying animal. Installing the new capital-class power core James had fabricated from the raw materials bought from Rick proved even harder than removing the old one. The device was massive, a cylinder of gleaming alloy and magnetic coils that weighed as much as a main battle tank. They had to use the gravity sleds to float it down the narrow corridor, guiding it with terrified care to avoid smashing the delicate emitters against the bulkheads.

"Alignment is off by three millimeters on the starboard axis," Mimi called out from the control console, her tail twitching with stress as she watched the laser guides. "If you seat it now the magnetic bottle will destabilize and we will have a meltdown."

"Adjusting the angle," James grunted, sweat stinging his eyes as he used a pry bar to nudge the floating ton of machinery. "Lulu, give me a hand here. Push on the left strut and hold it steady."

It took four attempts of agonizing adjustments. Four times they aligned the core, initiated the seating protocol, and watched the red lights flash a rejection that halted their hearts. Tempers flared in the cramped, hot room as exhaustion set in. Soraya snarled at a drone that got in her way and nearly smashed it. Lulu threatened to shoot the locking mechanism if it didn't engage. James felt his patience eroding like the riverbanks outside under the monsoon rain.

But on the fifth attempt, the clamps engaged with a solid, satisfying thunk that reverberated through the deck.

"Seated!" Mimi shouted, her fingers flying across the keys to lock it down. "Connections are green. Cooling loops are pressurizing. Ready for ignition."

James stepped back, his chest heaving, his suit recycling air as fast as it could. "Do it. Light the fire."

Mimi pressed the activation rune with a trembling finger.

A low, deep thrum started in the floor beneath their feet, a vibration that traveled up through the soles of their boots and resonated in their chests. The lights in the engineering bay flickered, died for a heart-stopping second, and then flared to brilliant, steady life. The hum of the reactor grew louder, settling into a powerful, rhythmic beat that sounded like a waking dragon. The Exodus was alive.

"Power output is holding at ninety percent efficiency," Valerie reported through the comms, her voice triumphant. "I am interfacing with the ship's main computer now. The data rot is significant due to the age of the systems, but the core memory banks are intact."

"What do we have?" James asked, walking over to the main terminal where the dust was vibrating off the screen.

"I am decrypting the comms buffer," Mimi said, her eyes widening as the text scrolled past in a waterfall of alien script. "James... this ship wasn't silent. The transmitter array was damaged in the crash but the receiver was active. It has been recording passive signals for fifteen hundred years."

"Background noise?" Lulu asked, leaning over her shoulder.

"No," Mimi whispered, her voice barely audible over the reactor. "Directed transmissions. This is a specific Felis 'Reunion Ping'. It uses a harmonic frequency designed to cut through nebula interference without alerting the Krall. It is the exact same protocol Valerie and Trigo are currently broadcasting to search for survivors."

She pulled up a specific file, highlighting the timestamp in glowing orange.

"This message," Mimi said, pointing to the screen with a trembling finger. "It didn't come from a thousand years ago. The timestamp is recent. It was received fifty years ago. Someone out there was looking for other Felis."

James leaned in, staring at the glowing text that represented a lifeline across the void. "Fifty years is a blink of an eye in deep space terms. If they were capable of sending a ping that complex fifty years ago, they are likely still operational today."

"The signal origin is triangulated," Valerie added, overlaying a star map on the terminal. "It came from deep within the nebula, Sector 7-Gamma. That is a region of intense gravitational shear, a natural fortress."

"They are hiding in the storm," Soraya realized, her golden eyes burning with a renewed fire. "Just like we were."

"Download everything," James ordered, the exhaustion of the work vanishing instantly as the adrenaline of a new hunt took over. "We have a heading, with any luck, we’ll find them."



Chapter 60


The discovery of the ancient signal acted as a volatile spark that threatened to ignite a wildfire of impulsive action within the crew, but James maintained the iron discipline of a veteran who understood that fire required fuel to burn effectively.

Mimi stared up at him with eyes that shone like polished pink gemstones, while her hands trembled over the console displaying the coordinates of the surviving Felis enclave. Soraya stood with her back rigid and her fists clenched at her sides as she radiated a desperate need to launch immediately into the dark to find her lost kin. The emotional gravity in the room felt heavy enough to crush the hull plates and pulled them toward the nebula away from the muddy reality of the planet below. James knew he could easily give the order to fire the Rift-Claw and chase the ghost of a fifty-year-old transmission into the storm, but he also realized that rushing into a rescue mission without securing their rear constituted a fatal tactical error.

"You need to cancel the jump prep immediately," James ordered as his voice cut through the thick atmosphere of excitement like a serrated knife. "We are not going anywhere yet because this job remains unfinished."

"But they are waiting for us right now," Mimi pleaded as she pointed a shaking finger at the screen where the signal pulse faded into the background static. "They are calling for us, James, and they have been waiting for fifty years in the dark."

"And they will wait a few weeks longer because they have survived this long," James said as he stepped forward to place a grounding hand on her shoulder. "We possess a capital-class asset sitting in the mud which remains half-buried and vulnerable. If we leave the Exodus now the jungle will reclaim the hull before we get back or scavengers will find the site and strip it to the bone. We didn't perform all this grueling work just to walk away from a fortune that can fund the war effort."

Soraya paced the small confines of the engineering deck while emitting a low and frustrated growl that vibrated in her chest. "This ship functions as a tomb while the living reside out there in the void."

"This ship represents our bankroll and our future," James corrected as he met her golden gaze with a hard and uncompromising look. "War costs money, Soraya, and saving a civilization costs even more. We need fuel and we need munitions and we need the political leverage that only a massive influx of capital can provide. We finish the excavation and we get this ship to orbit. Then and only then do we go hunting."

The logic settled on them like a cold weight but remained undeniable in its truth. The Pride settled back into the grind and channeled their burning impatience into physical labor.

The next two weeks passed as a blur of exhausting and mud-soaked violence against the stubborn landscape of Panthera-IV. The Iron-Claws worked without pause while their servos whined in the humid air as they tore away the remaining root systems that strangled the hull of the Exodus-Actual. The drones James had fabricated swarmed over the superstructure like metal insects as they welded patch plates over the micro-fractures and cleared the launch thrusters of fifteen centuries of compacted soil.

James spent his days in the mud directing the flow of the excavation while sweat soaked his flight suit beneath his armor. He spent his nights in the Tigress reviewing the diagnostic data from the colony ship's reactivated core. The new power plant held steady but the connections to the ancient drive systems remained fragile and prone to fluctuations. The ship represented a patchwork of new tech and old bones held together by hope and molecular bonding tape.

Finally, the day of the launch arrived with a sunrise that burned the mist off the jungle canopy.

The Exodus lay exposed in the crater like a massive and scarred whale resting on a bed of churned earth. The jungle had been pushed back to leave a kill zone of clear ground around the hull. The air shimmered with the heat of the pre-flight check as the massive engines warmed up for the first time since the fall of Rome.

"All systems show green across the board," Valerie announced as her voice echoed over the general comms channel with digital clarity. "Structural integrity holds at eighty-five percent and reactor output reads nominal. We are ready for lift."

"Lulu you have the conn," James said from the bridge of the Tigress, which hovered a kilometer away to monitor the launch. "She handles like a heavy girl, Fang, so treat her gently."

"I know how to handle weight, Pride Master," Lulu purred over the link, her voice calm and focused. She sat in the commander's chair of the Exodus while her hands interfaced with the ancient Felis controls. "I am initiating the launch sequence and the anti-grav plates are charging."

The ground beneath the Exodus began to tremble violently as the gravity plating pushed against the planet's mass. Dirt and rocks danced on the hull while a low moaning sound rose from the ship as the metal woke up from a long sleep.

"Main thrusters firing in three, two, one," Lulu counted down.

Blue fire erupted from the stern of the colony ship to vaporize the mud and turn the crater into a cauldron of steam. The massive vessel shuddered and lurched forward as it fought the suction of the mud that had held the frame for a millennium.

"She is fighting me," Lulu grunted as the strain became evident in her voice. "The port stabilizers feel sluggish and unresponsive."

"Compensate with the maneuvering thrusters," James advised as he watched the telemetry scroll across his screen. "Don’t let her tip over."

The Exodus rose slowly, inch by agonizing inch, to lift out of its grave. Mud cascaded off the flanks in waterfalls of sludge that crashed back into the pit. The ship hovered at fifty meters, swaying slightly like a drunk giant before Lulu applied more power to the main drive.

"Climbing now," she reported. "Passing three hundred meters and velocity is increasing."

Then disaster struck with a concussive force that shook the air.

A loud explosion echoed through the valley louder than the engines themselves. A plume of black smoke erupted from the starboard engine cluster, followed immediately by a streak of uncontrolled fire.

"Engine three just blew!" Mimi shouted from her station on the Tigress as she pointed to the sensor readings. "Fuel line rupture detected! She is losing thrust on the right flank!"

The Exodus listed heavily to the right on the screen as the nose dropped toward the tree line. Gravity reached up to reclaim its prize with terrifying speed.

"I am losing her!" Lulu yelled as alarms blared in the background of her transmission. "Inertial dampeners are failing!"

"Valerie, take remote control of the port thrusters immediately!" James roared as he gripped his own console. "Push the nose up! Lulu, dump the auxiliary fuel into the main drive and burn it all!"

"That will melt the injectors!" Valerie warned.

"Better the injectors than the ground!" James shouted. "Do it now!"

Lulu slammed her hand onto the emergency override. The remaining engines flared with a blinding white intensity that turned the sky into a second sun. The Exodus groaned as the frame twisted under the uneven torque, but the nose began to lift. The ship fought the gravity well, clawing its way upward on a column of raw and unrefined power.

They cleared the tree line by meters as the wash from the engines set the jungle canopy on fire. The ship continued to climb while shaking violently and shedding armor plates and debris as it punched through the cloud layer.

"Altitude reads twenty thousand meters," Valerie reported with her voice steady. "We are leaving the atmosphere and orbital velocity has been achieved."

The Exodus broke into the black trailing smoke and venting plasma, but she remained flying. She entered a stable orbit as a scarred and battered survivor floating among the stars she had tried to reach so long ago.

"We are clear," Lulu breathed as her relief became audible over the channel. "Orbit stabilized and the fire in engine three has been extinguished by the vacuum."

James slumped back in his chair and wiped sweat from his eyes. They had accomplished the impossible by resurrecting a dead ship and dragging the vessel back to the land of the living.

"Good work everyone," James said as he exhaled a long breath. "Now let's get her rigged for tow because the Tigress will have to help her through the gate."

"Where do we intend to take her?" Soraya asked as she looked at the massive ship on the screen. "She cannot fight; she is a transport."

"We aren't keeping her," James said as he brought up the navigation chart for the Klystron Belt. "We are taking her back to Renegade Rick."

"You plan to sell the legacy?" Mimi asked, her voice tinged with surprise.

"I plan to sell a hull," James corrected as he turned to face Soraya who stood near the tactical map. "This ship functions as a colony transport and belongs to people who need a home rather than soldiers who need a weapon. Rick maintains contacts with refugee fleets and independent traders so he can host an auction. We sell the Exodus to someone who can use the vessel to save lives and we use the proceeds to fund our war."

"A war chest serves the Pride better than a museum piece," Soraya agreed with a sharp nod of approval. "The legacy of the Felis is not in the steel but in the survival of the bloodline. If this sale buys us the ammo to kill Krall then I support the decision."

"It buys us more than ammo," James said as he looked at the navigation map and calculated the jump coordinates. "The Hex from this sale will keep us flying for years. It buys us the freedom to hunt the Krall without worrying about fuel costs and it buys us the chance to find the others without stopping for contracts."

"Then let us sell it quickly," Lulu’s voice crackled over the comms link from the bridge of the Exodus. "This ship flies like a pregnant yak and I am eager to return to the Tigress where the engines actually respond to my commands."

James grinned at the complaint and settled into his chair. "Valerie, set a course for the Citadel," he ordered. "Let's turn this history into a future."



Chapter 61


Life possesses a strange, often cruel, and undeniably inconvenient habit of roping you into moments of profound, unadulterated enjoyment right before it decides to pull the rug out from under your feet and set the floor on fire.

James Orson found himself trapped in the administrative purgatory of the Citadel's commerce division, a sterile white room that smelled of ozone and boredom, waiting for the final bureaucratic seals to be affixed to the bill of sale for the Exodus-Actual. The ancient colony ship had fetched a staggering price from a consortium of refugee advocates who intended to use it exactly as James had hoped—as a sanctuary for the displaced—but the transfer of ownership for a vessel of that tonnage required a mountain of digital paperwork and security clearances that kept them grounded for three extra days. Instead of chasing the fifty-year-old signal into the deep nebula immediately, a delay that made his skin itch with impatience, James decided to distract his restless crew with another excursion to the artificial paradise of the station's luxury sector.

The beach was just as vibrant as before, perhaps even more so today, bathed in the golden glow of the simulated afternoon sun which warmed the white sand beneath their feet. The light was calibrated to trigger serotonin production, a subtle psychological hack that James appreciated even as he recognized it. They claimed a large, private cabana near the water's edge where the air scrubbers pumped in the scent of salt, roasted coconut, and blooming hibiscus to mask the metallic taste of the station’s recycled atmosphere.

Lulu and Soraya were already in the water, engaging in a contest of strength that involved wrestling over a floating platform while a crowd of awestruck tourists watched the two Amazonian warriors laugh and splash like children. Soraya, in her gold bikini, looked like a statue brought to life, her muscles rippling as she tossed Lulu into the deep end, her laughter booming across the water. It was a rare sight—the killers at play, their claws sheathed, their guard down.

James reclined on a plush lounger with a datapad in one lap and a cold drink in his hand, a "Neutron-Rum" punch that smoked with dry ice. He watched Mimi organize the towels with a meticulous care that seemed out of character for her usual chaotic energy. She smoothed the corners, aligned the edges, and checked the sun-screen bottles for the third time. She wore a new swimsuit that was modest by her standards, a flowing wraparound piece in soft pastel floral patterns that covered her midsection, and she had barely touched the water despite her love for swimming.

"You are being awfully quiet today, Kitten," James observed, setting his datapad down and patting the empty space beside him on the lounger. "Usually you’re the first one to tackle Lulu into the deep end or demand a race to the buoy. Is the water too cold?"

Mimi sat down next to him, her movements careful and deliberate. Her tail curled tightly around her waist, acting as a self-soothing embrace. She looked out at her sisters with a soft, secretive smile playing on her lips, her pink eyes shimmering with an emotion James couldn't quite place.

"I am conserving my energy today, Pride Master," she murmured, leaning into his side. "The medical bay administrative program suggested I should avoid high-impact activities for the first trimester to ensure optimal implantation."

James froze with his glass halfway to his mouth, the ice clinking softly against the crystal. He turned his head slowly, his brain trying to parse the sentence. "The... administrative program? You ran a diagnostic?"

"I visited the med-bay this morning before we left the ship," Mimi confessed, turning her glowing pink eyes toward him. The look on her face was pure, unadulterated joy mixed with a terrifying vulnerability. "I felt... different. My scent changed. So I asked Valerie to run the scans. She confirmed the diagnostics. The mating was successful, James. The Primal Oath has taken root."

"You're pregnant?" James asked, his voice a hushed whisper of wonder that seemed too loud in his own ears.

"We are pregnant," Mimi corrected with a giggle, taking his hand and placing it gently on her stomach. The warmth of her skin seeped into his palm. "With triplets. Felis litters typically range from one to five, so three is a perfectly average number, but you are clearly very potent, my Lord. Your seed was... effective."

James choked on his drink, sputtering as the liquid went down the wrong pipe. He ended up spitting a mouthful of expensive rum punch onto the pristine white sand, coughing violently as he tried to process the math. "Triplets?" he wheezed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand as he stared at her flat stomach in shock. "Three? All at once?"

"Three little kits," Mimi beamed, leaning in to kiss his cheek, her purr starting up like a diesel engine against his chest. "Two girls and a boy. Valerie says their heartbeats are strong. They are already fighting for space."

James pulled her into a crushing hug, burying his face in her beige and pink hair, inhaling the scent of her—flowers, ozone, and now, something new, something deeper. His mind raced with the terrifying and wonderful reality of fatherhood times three. He thought of the war, the Krall, the dangers of the void, and for a second, panic flared. But then he felt her warmth, her absolute trust, and the panic broke, replaced by a fierce, protective resolve.

"That is... that is the best news I have ever heard," James whispered into her hair. "We are going to need a bigger ship. And a house. A real house on a planet with a yard and a fence. No more sleeping in armor."

"We will build it," Mimi promised, purring against his chest, her hand covering his where it rested on her womb. "We will build a fortress for them."

The moment was perfect, a bubble of happiness that felt impenetrable, a separate reality where the only thing that mattered was the life growing between them. But the universe rarely allowed James Orson to stay comfortable for long, and it certainly didn't allow for happily ever afters without a fight.

The massive holoscreen floating above the promenade flickered, the cheerful ambient music cutting out with a harsh static hiss. A breaking news alert flashed in urgent red letters that pulsed like a warning beacon. The beach went silent as the anchor appeared, her face pale, her eyes wide with a fear that wasn't scripted.

"We are receiving confirmed reports from the Antares Sector that the Krall invasion fleet is withdrawing," the anchor announced, disbelief coloring her tone. "They are not regrouping. They are retreating. Entire battle groups are disengaging from combat, abandoning their ground troops, and burning hard for the galactic rim. Conclave High Command has no explanation for the sudden withdrawal. It is a full rout."

"They're running," James murmured, the joy of the moment cooling into a sharp tactical focus as he watched the tactical map on the screen. "The Krall don't retreat. They consume until they die. They don't leave food on the table unless the kitchen is on fire. Something scared them."

As if on cue, his wrist-link vibrated with a priority override code that sliced through the station's local network encryption like a vibro-blade. It wasn't a message from Wilson or Priscilla. It was a direct, quantum-entangled transmission on a frequency that shouldn't exist, utilizing a Felis handshake protocol.

"Secure channel," Valerie’s voice whispered in his ear, urgent and tight. "It is High Warlord Xar-Thon. He is requesting a direct link to the Pride Master. He says it is a matter of species survival."

"Put him through to my HUD," James ordered, sliding his sunglasses down to mask his eyes as the image of the Krall commander projected onto his retina, overlaying the sunny beach with the interior of a nightmare.

Xar-Thon looked worse than he had a week ago. His chitin was cracked and leaking green fluid, one of his mandibles was sheared off, and the bridge of the Carapace of Night behind him was a ruin of sparks and smoke. He didn't look like a conqueror; he looked like prey that had just escaped a predator's jaws.

"You fight well for meat," Xar-Thon rasped, his voice sounding wet and ragged, the translator struggling to keep up with the clicks of pain. "But your victory is ash. A new hunter has entered the void, Human. They smashed into our flank while we were focused on your worlds. They came from the deep dark."

"Who?" James asked, his mind racing. "Who scares a Krall?"

"The Ancient Ones," Xar-Thon spat, displaying a tactical feed that made James's blood run cold.

The image showed a fleet of ships that looked like liquid mercury, flowing and changing shape as they tore through a Krall armada. They were organic, biomechanical horrors that resembled massive cephalopods, their tentacles lashing out to crush the Krall ships like tin cans. They didn't fire lasers; they fired beams of cohesive gravity that crumpled hulls and turned crews to paste.

"The Cephalopod Hegemony," Valerie identified them instantly, her voice tinged with digital fear. "Galactic archives list them as a Tier-1 extinction event. They are a highly advanced aquatic species that dominates the galactic core. They haven't been seen in this arm of the galaxy for ten thousand years. They are the apex predators of the void."

"They eat the Krall," Xar-Thon said, a tremor of fear in his clicking voice. "They do not consume for resources. They consume for sport. They are smashing into the exposed side of our empire, and we cannot stop them alone. I offer a trade, Human. A blood price."

"What kind of trade?" James asked, his voice guarded, his hand tightening on Mimi's.

"I hold three hundred thousand Terran livestock in my preservation holds," Xar-Thon said, panning the camera to show endless rows of stasis cages filled with humans captured from the outer colonies. Men, women, children—frozen in terror, stacked like cordwood to serve as emergency rations during long campaigns. "Soldiers. Civilians. Children. I will give them to you. All of them. In exchange, you bring your ship and your ghost-weapons to my coordinates. You help me break their vanguard before they encircle my fleet."

"You want me to save you," James said, his hand clenching into a fist as he looked at the sheer volume of human lives being used as a bargaining chip.

"I want you to save your own kind," Xar-Thon corrected. "If the Hegemony eats us, they will not stop at the border. They will come for you next. We are the wall, Human. If we fall, you drown. Help us hold the line, or watch your kin be consumed."

The transmission cut, leaving a set of coordinates burning in James's vision.

James looked at Mimi, who was watching him with concern, her hand still on her stomach where three new lives were growing. He looked at the beach, where Lulu and Soraya were laughing in the water, unaware that the universe had just shifted on its axis. He thought about the triplets, and the world he wanted them to inherit. He couldn't let the Krall die if it meant the Cephalopods washed over the galaxy. And he couldn't leave three hundred thousand people to be eaten.

"Val," James said, his voice quiet and hard, the weight of the impossible choice settling on his shoulders. "Cut the feed. I don't trust a word that bug says, but I can't ignore three hundred thousand lives."

"What are your orders?" Valerie asked.

"I don't know yet," James admitted, staring at the blank screen where the monster had been. "But we aren't going to the nebula today. The ghosts will have to wait. The living need us now."



Chapter 62


The silence that followed the termination of the transmission felt heavy enough to crush the air from the room. The weight of three hundred thousand lives hung in the balance like a guillotine blade.

James stood in the center of the Tigress’s war room while the holographic ghost of High Warlord Xar-Thon faded from the air to leave only the lingering scent of ozone and difficult choices. He looked at the women who made up his world and saw the conflict warring in their eyes. Mimi held her stomach protectively while her mind undoubtedly raced with thoughts of the children trapped in those cages. Soraya gripped the edge of the tactical table with enough force to warp the metal, because the idea of aiding a Krall revulsed her genetic memory. Lulu remained cold and calculating as she ran the probability models of a trap versus the potential strategic gain of an alliance.

"He is lying," Soraya spat as she broke the silence with a voice like grinding stones. "The Krall do not trade because they only consume. If he is offering us lives it is because he intends to spend them as currency to buy his own survival. If we go to those coordinates we will find the Cephalopods waiting to eat us alongside him."

"But the prisoners," Mimi whispered with tears gathering in the corners of her pink eyes. "James, he has children in those holds. He showed us the cages. If we do not help him he will let them die or eat them himself."

James looked at the star map and traced the line between their current position and the coordinates Xar-Thon had transmitted. It was a long run deep into the contest zone where the new enemy had smashed the Krall flank. Then his eyes drifted to the Remoic system where they had bought Admiral Stukov seven days to evacuate the nurseries. The system had fallen weeks ago and was now a fortified Krall stronghold deep behind the lines.

"We aren't taking the bait," James announced with a tone that brooked no argument. "Xar-Thon wants us to be his shield against a threat we don't understand. If the Cephalopods are as dangerous as the archives say, then one ship isn't going to turn the tide even with our upgrades. We would just be adding our debris to the pile."

"So we leave them?" Mimi asked with her voice cracking. "We leave the prisoners to die?"

"No," James said as he pulled up a new tactical overlay. "We don't trade with monsters, Mimi, because we kill them. Xar-Thon is desperate because his main fleet is being chewed up by the squids. That means his rear guard is exposed. He pulled resources from the occupied systems to reinforce the front line. Remoic is vulnerable."

Lulu’s eyes widened as she realized the strategy. "You intend to strike the nursery world while the Warlord is distracted."

"Exactly," James confirmed with a wolfish grin. "We aren't going to save Xar-Thon. We’re going to punch him in the kidney while he’s looking the other way. We hit Remoic and shatter their orbital hold. We break their fleet and clear the sky so we can rescue any hostages held in the high-anchor stations. If he wants to fight the Ancient Ones he can do it alone."

"The Tigress is powerful but she cannot take a system alone," Soraya pointed out pragmatically. "Even with the garrison reduced we would be facing orbital platforms and ground battalions."

"We aren't going alone," James said as he tapped his account balance on the screen. "We just sold a colony ship for enough Hex to buy a small moon. I don't want a moon. I want an army."

James spent the next forty-eight hours burning through his fortune with the speed of a man who knew that money was useless if you were dead. He contacted every reputable mercenary broker in the Citadel and called in favors he didn't know he had. He didn't try to buy ships; he bribed captains with offers that would set them up for life. He offered hazard pay that was triple the standard rate and appealed to the few shreds of morality left in the privateer community. He wasn't just hiring guns; he was rallying a crusade.

Two days later the fleet assembled at the rally point.

"Fleet status reported," Valerie announced as the new assets drifted into formation off their starboard bow. "We have secured eight vessels fully crewed and stocked for a planetary assault."

James studied the viewport at his new armada, inspecting the ragtag collection of violence he had purchased.

Two Goliath-class heavy transports hung in the void like pregnant whales. They were ugly and slow but heavily armored and capable of lifting ten thousand people each from a planetary surface once the sky was clear. They were the lifeboats for the people of Remoic.

Flanking them were two Interceptor-class frigates, fast and vicious ships painted in the red and black of the Red-Sun mercenaries James had hired. They would provide the screen against enemy fighters and keep the bombers off the transports.

But the real muscle lay in the four Rim-class battleships that formed the vanguard. These weren't sleek Conclave cruisers; they were retrofitted industrial haulers that had been up-armored with slab titanium and fitted with heavy rail-cannons. They were flying bricks designed to take a beating and dish out kinetic punishment at close range. They were ugly, scarred, and absolutely perfect for a hammer blow.

"They aren't pretty," James murmured as he analyzed their firing arcs. "But they'll hold the line."

"And the Cephalopods?" Mimi asked, still worried about the new threat lurking in the dark. "What if they come for us after they finish with the Krall?"

"The Cephalopods are a future me problem," James said with a shrug. "Right now my problem is a fleet of bugs that needs to be evicted. We deal with the ancient horrors after we save the kids."

He turned to his wives who stood ready at their stations. Soraya was sharpening her massive vibro-blade while Lulu checked the charge on the spinal rail-gun. Mimi sat at the sensor console, her fear replaced by a steely determination to save the young.

"Valerie, link the fleet comms," James ordered. "I want to talk to my captains."

The channel opened and eight rough-looking faces appeared on the secondary screens.

"This is Commodore Orson," James said testing the new title. "You have your payment and you have your orders. We are jumping into the Remoic system. The objective is total space superiority. We are going to shatter their blockade and rescue any hostages held in the orbital stations. We are not touching the surface yet. That is for the drones and the Marines once the sky is ours. For this mission and this mission alone, you are the Pride Fleet. Prepare to follow through my portal."

"We are with you, Commodore," the lead mercenary captain growled as he checked his weapon status. "Let's earn that hazard pay."

"Charging Rift-Claw," Valerie announced. "The fleet is syncing their drives to our wake."

"Let's go," James said as he pushed the throttle forward. "We have a world to take back."

The Tigress tore a hole in the universe and the mercenaries followed her into the breach, racing toward a destiny written in fire and liberation.



Chapter 63: Part 1


The transition from the fluid chaos of slipspace back into the rigid laws of normal reality always carries a moment of profound disorientation that feels like waking up from a dream of falling while hitting the ground.

James Orson gripped the arms of his command chair until the leather creaked as the Tigress tore her way back into the Remoic system with a violence that rattled the fillings in his teeth. The Rift-Claw collapsed behind them in a swirl of decaying exotic particles and released a wave of distortion that washed over the local sensors like a tidal wave. Behind the Tigress the eight ships of the Pride Fleet erupted from the wake with their shields flaring as they hit real space and their weapon capacitors charging for immediate violence.

They had left this system only weeks ago when the sector remained a battlefield in flux, but now they returned to an occupied fortress where the silence of the void tasted like ash.

"Report status immediately. I want to know who is home and exactly how hard they intend to hit us," James ordered as his voice cut through the hum of the re-initializing shields.

"Sensors are sweeping the system perimeter and filtering the background radiation, which is thick with the residue of orbital bombardment," Mimi replied while her hands flew across the holographic interface with a blur of motion. "The main Krall host has departed for the front lines but the garrison is dug in deep. I am detecting a substantial force holding a defensive posture around Remoic Prime and the primary orbital anchor."

James leaned forward to study the red icons blooming on the main viewscreen like a pox. "Break them down for me Mimi. I want to know the weight of the hammer."

"I count twelve Chitin-class heavy frigates holding a high-orbit perimeter," Mimi announced as she pulled up the schematics from the Felis archives. "They are three hundred meters of bio-organic armor plating armed with rapid-fire plasma torpedoes capable of saturating a shield grid in seconds. Each vessel carries a crew of eighty drones and moves at sub-light speeds reaching point-four light speed. They are slow but durable."

"And the heavy hitters?" Lulu asked from the gunnery station where she already calculated firing solutions for the Apex-Lance.

"Six Mandible-class destroyers are anchoring the formation," Mimi continued as she highlighted the massive jagged ships on the display. "Eight hundred meters long with a spinal heavy-plasma lance that can core a transport in a single shot. They carry a crew of four hundred and possess heavy void-shielding that regenerates using biomass consumption. They are dangerous James."

"Supported by a swarm of approximately two hundred Scythe-Wing interceptors patrolling the debris fields," Valerie added as her avatar flickered with tactical data. "Single-pilot suicide craft fused to their riders. They are fast and agile but fragile."

James ignored the ships for a moment to focus on the planet below where the surface of Remoic Prime burned. Thermal clusters indicated intense house-to-house fighting in every major population center where the militia refused to surrender.

"The planetary militia fights on," Soraya said with her voice filled with approval. "They are fighting door to door and holding the line against the consumption."

"And the Krall are trying to harvest them before they lose control of the livestock," James noted as he pointed to the massive structure tethering the planet to the orbital station. "The gravity elevator serves as the only way to move that much biomass to orbit efficiently without landing dropships in a hot zone. That tether is the choke point."

The gravity elevator dominated the skyline as a monolithic tether of carbon-nanotubes and plasteel anchoring the planet to the void. It stretched twenty thousand kilometers from the surface anchor to the counterweight station Aegis in high orbit. The structure hummed with magnetic rails that carried massive cargo containers up the line at incredible speeds.

"Scan confirms the elevator cars are running at maximum capacity bringing containers up from the surface," Mimi said as her face paled. "They are packing humans into the orbital station Aegis like livestock. I detect thousands of life signs crammed into unshielded cargo modules welded to the station's hull."

"They are building a meat shield," Lulu realized as her tail lashed in anger. "They have plastered the station's hull with prisoner pods because they know the Conclave won't fire on civilians."

"We aren't the Conclave," James said coldly.

"Incoming transmission," Valerie interrupted. "Broadband signal originating from the destroyer Gluttony positioned directly above the elevator anchor. It is the Krall Commander Admiral K'Tharr."

The main screen shifted to show the face of the enemy. K'Tharr appeared as a bloated and scarred specimen of the Bone-Eater caste, his mandibles dripping a dark fluid that stained his command torc.

"Terran fleet," K'Tharr rasped as the translator smoothed out the clicking language. "You see my shield. For every shot you fire I will vent a pod. For every ship you destroy I will drop the elevator cars. Turn back or watch your young drown in the void."

The bridge fell silent as the absolute nature of the threat settled over them.

"He thinks we'll blink," Soraya growled as her hand tightened on her console.

"He thinks we're here to play by his rules," James corrected as his face hardened into a mask of stone. "But there is no gentle plan here. We aren't going to negotiate with terrorists. We are going to kill them all."

James tapped the comms link to the mercenary captains. "This is Commodore Orson. You heard the bug. He wants to play hostage games but we aren't playing. We are wiping the board. Target the frigates first. Peel the onion. The Tigress will handle the heavy metal."

James turned to Valerie. "Valerie prepare the cargo bay. I want the Iron-Claws and the Fabricated Drones ready for a hard drop. Send them straight to the surface."

"To the station?" Lulu asked.

"No," James said. "To the planet. The militia needs support. I want our bots clearing the streets and securing the ground anchor. If the elevator falls, I want our people holding the ground. We deal with the fleet up here."

"Dropping drone complement in three, two, one," Valerie announced.

The belly of the Tigress opened and ejected a swarm of silver shapes into the void. The Iron-Claws used their magnetic thrusters to dive toward the atmosphere, bypassing the orbital fight entirely to bring hell to the Krall ground troops.

"The enemy is confused," James said as he gripped the flight stick. "They expected us to hesitate. Instead, we are escalating. Divert power to the Apex-Lance. I want that destroyer."

"Shields are up and target locked," Valerie confirmed. "The Gluttony is charging its main batteries."

James looked at the destroyer sitting fat and arrogant above the elevator. In a fair fight, the Tigress could beat any ship in this fleet one-on-one. But the Krall didn't fight fair, so James wasn't going to either. He was going to pick them apart piece by piece until there was nothing left but debris.

"Don't hesitate," Lulu whispered beside him.

"Never," James said.

He punched the throttle and the Tigress surged forward, leading the Pride Fleet into the teeth of the enemy fire. They weren't there to negotiate, they were there to end it.

"Fire," James ordered.

The spinal rail-gun thundered, sending a slug of tungsten screaming across the void toward the Krall admiral who thought human mercy was a weakness. He was about to learn that James Orson had none left to give.



Chapter 64


The void between the Tigress and the Krall destroyer Gluttony ceased to be empty space and transformed into a raging river of coherent light and hyper-velocity metal that screamed for blood.

James gripped the flight yoke with hands that had gone numb from the high-frequency vibration of the engines. The Tigress was pushing the laws of physics to the absolute breaking point. The massive enemy ship loomed ahead like a mountain of scarred chitin and industrial steel while its batteries tracked them with a terrifying precision that defied the usual sluggishness of Krall capital ships. Green plasma bolts the size of shuttlecraft hammered against the Prismatic Scale shields with a rhythmic thunder that shook the deck plates and sent warning klaxons wailing through the bridge like the cries of dying animals.

"Shield integrity is dropping to sixty percent and the emitters are overheating," Valerie reported calmly, though her avatar flickered red with the strain of modulating the frequencies to match the incoming fire. "The Gluttony possesses upgraded tracking arrays, likely salvaged from Conclave wreckage because they are predicting our vectors before I even plot them. You need to move faster, James."

"I’m giving her everything she has short of melting the injectors," James grunted as he threw the ship into a violent barrel roll to slip between two converging streams of plasma that would have vaporized a lesser vessel. "Mimi, I need a weak point on that beast immediately! Where is their reactor heat venting?"

Mimi’s fingers danced across her sensor console with a speed that blurred in the low light, while her tail lashed against the chair leg in agitation as she filtered through the electronic noise of the battle. "The bio-armor is too thick on the ventral side and the regeneration rates are masking the thermal output. Wait... I see a thermal spike near the starboard hangar bay where they are loading the prisoner pods. The shielding is fluctuating there to allow the transport shuttles to dock without being incinerated. It is a small window, Pride Master, but it is the only one we have."

"Small is all we need," Lulu purred from the gunnery station as her eyes narrowed into blue slits of concentration that saw nothing but the target. "Bring us around the flank and I will thread the needle."

The Pride Fleet was not idle while the Tigress drew the hate of the command ship. The mercenary captains James had hired were earning their hazard pay with a ferocity that surprised even him. The four Rim-class battleships had formed a phalanx and their heavy armor absorbed the fire of the Krall frigates while they hammered back with broadsides of kinetic slugs. The Red-Sun frigates darted through the formation and picked off Scythe-Wing interceptors that tried to make attack runs on the Tigress. The comms were a chaotic symphony of screams and orders and the dull thud of impacts, but the line held. They were buying James his shot.

"Soraya," James barked over the comms to the engineering deck where the High-Born warrior was monitoring the core temperature. "Dump the auxiliary capacitors into the forward rail-gun immediately. I need a maximum charge for a shield-breaker shot."

"The conduits are running hot, Pride Master," Soraya shouted back over the roar of the coolant pumps. "But the Felis alloy will hold because I will make it hold. Diverting all non-essential power to the Apex-Lance now, so make it count."

James slammed the throttle forward and engaged the Shadow-Stalker thrusters to slide the ship laterally in a maneuver that pinned him against the crash harness with crushing force. The Tigress drifted sideways relative to the destroyer’s rotation and slipped under the firing arc of the main dorsal batteries. The starboard hangar bay came into view—a gaping maw in the side of the beast filled with the terrified bio-signs of human captives and the hustle of Krall loader-drones.

"Target locked," Lulu announced. "Firing Apex-Lance."

The ship groaned as the massive weapon discharged. A five-kilogram tungsten slug accelerated to relativistic speeds and streaked across the void like the finger of an angry god. It struck the wavering energy field covering the hangar bay with the force of a meteor impact. The shield shattered in a blinding flash of violet light and the kinetic shockwave rippled through the destroyer's hull to buckle armor plates and vent atmosphere into the night.

"Their shield grid is down!" Mimi cheered as she watched the energy readings plummet. "The reactor casing is exposed!"

"Don't kill it yet," James ordered quickly as he pulled the ship into a tight turn to avoid the debris cloud expanding from the wound. "We need those hostages alive and the gravity elevator is still active. Cripple the engines."

Lulu shifted her aim instantly and unleashed a barrage from the Razor-Fang rotary cannons. Thousands of plasma rounds hammered the Gluttony's engine nacelles and chewed through the unprotected machinery until the drive cones sputtered and died. The massive ship listed in orbit as its propulsion failed and left it drifting like a wounded whale.

"Incoming transmission," Valerie said. "It is Admiral K'Tharr hailing on the command frequency."

The main screen flickered to life and revealed the Krall commander amidst a bridge that was burning and chaotic. Green blood smeared his faceplate and his mandibles clicked with a frantic rage that transcended species barriers.

"You fight with the fury of the Old Enemy," K'Tharr rasped as smoke drifted across the camera lens. "We will not be consumed today. I offer a parlay. We will depart this system. No more hostilities."

James leaned back in his chair and let a cold smile touch his lips. He checked the tactical map; the Pride Fleet was battering the Krall frigates, but they were taking heavy damage. A prolonged fight would cost him ships he didn't want to lose.

"You don't get to dictate terms when your engines are dead, Admiral," James replied smoothly. "Here is the counter-offer. You will consolidate all your remaining forces into three transport ships and leave the system immediately. You will surrender the rest of your fleet intact. And you will release every single human hostage you have labeled as food. If you harm one of them I will burn your ship until there isn't even ash left to drift."

"You ask for my honor," K'Tharr hissed as he spat a glob of black fluid. "To surrender the prey is to admit weakness. The Grand Host does not retreat without spoils. We will consume the captives before we leave."

"Then you die," James said simply. "Make your choice."

K'Tharr roared and reached for the weapon on his hip, intending to order the execution of the prisoners. But a movement behind him caught the camera's eye. A tall Krall warrior wearing the markings of a Second-Officer stepped forward with a jagged vibro-blade in his hand. With a single fluid motion the subordinate drove the blade through the Admiral's back and severed his spinal column. K'Tharr slumped forward onto the console with a wet crunch and the feed shook as his dead hand hit the controls.

The Second-Officer looked into the camera with multifaceted eyes that held no emotion, only cold calculation. "The Admiral was inefficient. He prioritized pride over survival. We accept your terms, Human. The meat is yours."

"Wise choice," James said. "Power down your weapons and prepare to be boarded. If any ship deviates from the withdrawal vector we will open fire."

"It shall be done," the new commander replied and cut the feed.

Outside the viewport, the Krall fleet began to move with a terrifying bug-like precision. The remaining destroyers and frigates powered down their weapons and drifted into a holding pattern. Shuttles launched, rapidly ferrying Krall crewmen from the warships to the designated transports. It was an organized retreat devoid of panic or hesitation.

"They are actually leaving," Mimi breathed as she watched the sensor ghosts turn green. "They are abandoning more than half their fleet to cut their losses."

"They are cutting off a limb to save the body," Soraya said as she entered the bridge while wiping grease from her hands. "It is a logical survival strategy. We have won, Pride Master. The system is ours."

"Valerie, coordinate with Admiral Stukov's forces," James ordered, feeling the adrenaline crash leave him heavy and tired. "Have them start boarding the abandoned ships. We need to get those refugees out of the cargo pods before the life support fails completely. And tell Stukov that the Gluttony is mine. I want to see what else they have in their databanks."

"The Pride Fleet is moving to assist," Valerie confirmed. "The Goliath transports are already launching shuttles to the surface. The ground forces have surrendered though without Krall leadership they are directionless. The militia will have to mop them up but the threat is neutralized."

James looked at his wives, who were covered in sweat and grime but beaming with victory. They had faced a superior force and broken it not just with firepower but with the sheer weight of their will. They had stood against the tide and forced it to recede.

The comms channel chirped again and Admiral Stukov’s face appeared. He looked exhausted, covered in soot, but there was a fierce light in his eyes.

"Orson," Stukov said, his voice thick with emotion. "I couldn’t get them all out. Gonna be honest, didn’t expect you to save the day twice.” James just nodded with a grunt. “The ground held and I see the sensors are clearing. With the blockade gone, we can have dropships landing to help those who stayed behind to protect those we couldn’t get out. You saved them, son. You saved millions."

James leaned back, looking at the planet below, the fires of war slowly dying out to be replaced by the lights of recovery. He waved his wives in for a group moment.

"We did good," James whispered, feeling the warmth of Mimi’s hand on his shoulder, the kiss from Soraya on his cheek, and Lulu’s tail wrapping around his arm.

The war was far from over, and the Cephalopods were waiting in the dark, but for tonight, in this one system, humanity ruled supreme with a few cute allies.



Chapter 65


The Broken Cog smelled exactly the same as it always did—a comforting mixture of stale polymerized tobacco and cheap lubricant that grounded James Orson in a reality he understood perfectly.

James slid into the shadowed booth at the back of the bar and felt the familiar cracked leather beneath his weight while his three wives filed in around him. Mimi and Lulu took their usual spots, but Soraya loomed over the table for a moment before sitting down. Her massive frame seemed to absorb the dim light of the establishment, and her violet and black hair drew the gaze of every hardened mercenary in the room before they wisely looked away from the vibro-blade strapped to her thigh.

Wilson sat opposite them with his prosthetic hand tapping a nervous rhythm on the scarred table surface. His human eye widened as he took in the new addition to the crew.

"You really don’t do anything halfway, do you Jimmy?" Wilson asked as he signaled the hovering service droid for a round of beers. "I assume this is the heavy artillery you mentioned in your last encrypted burst."

"I am Soraya High-Born of House Gales." Soraya introduced herself with a voice that cut through the ambient noise of the bar like a blade. "And I am the Shield of Pride Orson. It is an honor to meet the man who kept my Lord alive before I could find him."

Wilson blinked and then let out a rough laugh that sounded like gravel tumbling in a dryer. "She talks like a queen and looks like she could bench press a shuttle. You have excellent taste in danger, Jimmy."

"She saved my life twice in the last week," James said as he accepted a cold bottle from the droid and slid a credit chip onto the tray. "But we aren't here to brag about my recruitment skills. I wanted to fill you in on the Remoic situation before the official reports get redacted into fiction."

James spent the next twenty minutes outlining the battle in low tones while the privacy jammer hummed in the center of the table. He detailed the destruction of the Gluttony and the liberation of the gravity elevator along with the retreat of the Krall fleet. Wilson listened with intense focus while his cybernetic eye whirred as he recorded the data for Priscilla.

"You kicked a hornet's nest and walked away without a sting," Wilson summarized as he leaned back and took a long pull from his drink. "But I have to ask you something that’s been bothering me. Why did you pick the Klystron Belt as your anchor point? You have enough Hex to buy a spire on Terra Prime. Why settle for a mining station in the ass-end of the Rim?"

"Because the Rim has no strings attached," James replied as he swirled his beer and watched the foam settle. "Renegade Rick runs a clean operation where a handshake still means something. If I bought property in the Core I would be drowning in taxes and surveillance within a week. Out here I have a penthouse with a view and neighbors who know how to keep their mouths shut. A man needs a spot where he can sleep without one eye on the door."

"You might need that sleep sooner than you think," Wilson said as his expression darkened. "The intel you pulled from the Krall Warlord was accurate. The Cephalopods mean business, Jimmy. They’ve already dropped two small Terran patrol fleets in the Antares sector. They didn't just defeat them, they erased them. Your data is the only reason the main fleet didn't blunder into the same trap."

"And Trigo?" Lulu asked as her ears perked up at the mention of the war.

"Your ghost friend is busy," Wilson said with a grim smile. "He’s coordinating a massive engagement in the buffer zone. The Krall and the Squids are tearing each other apart and Trigo is guiding our long-range missile strikes to hit the winners. He’s playing both sides against the middle and buying us time."

James nodded and felt a sense of satisfaction that his actions had actually moved the needle. "I’m happy for humanity, Wilson. Truly. But my part in this war is shifting. I’m about to vanish for a while."

"Going deep?" Wilson asked.

"Into the nebula," James confirmed as he looked at the star map projected on his wrist-link. "There are signals out there. Ghosts of the Felis civilization that might still be alive. My wives deserve answers. They deserve to know if they are the last ones or if there is a family waiting for them in the dark."

He looked at Mimi and Lulu and Soraya, expecting to see the same hunger for the past that had driven them this far. But instead he saw three women who looked perfectly content right where they were.

"We do not need to go immediately," Mimi said softly as she placed her hand over his on the table. "We found the signal, but we also found the Exodus and our place here. The past is a graveyard, James, but this Pride is alive."

"It isn't just about the past," James argued gently as he leaned forward. "Think about the ship. Trigo designed the Tigress and the Iron-Claws, but he was an Admiral. He was a tactician and a soldier. He built hammers to smash problems."

Soraya tilted her head. "And hammers are effective tools."

"They are," James agreed. "But if there are other enclaves out there, then some of them might have been scientists or engineers. Imagine what a dedicated Felis engineering caste could do with our resources. Trigo gave us weapons, but someone else might give us medical breakthroughs or terraforming tech or shielding that doesn't burn out the emitters."

Lulu’s eyes lit up with understanding. "You seek superior logistics."

"I seek every advantage I can get," James said. "And I have to admit that I want to see what's out there. I don't want to run forever because we have a home now. But the unknown is calling and I want to explore it on our terms before the war swallows everything."

"Then we go," Soraya said with a shrug of her powerful shoulders. "We have a ship and we have a mission. We will hunt for the engineers and we will bring them into the fold. If they can make my armor lighter or my blade sharper then they are welcome in the Pride."

"We have all the family we will ever need right here," Lulu added as her blue eyes locked onto his with fierce devotion. "We have the Tigress and we have each other. But if you wish to see the stars beyond the map, then we will guard your back while you look."

James looked at them and felt a weight lift off his chest that he hadn't realized he was carrying. He had been so focused on the duty of the search that he hadn't realized the joy of the journey was sharing it with them.

"So we stay for a bit to re-arm," James said as a slow smile spread across his face. "We fight the war when it comes to us. We build our fortune. And then when the winds are right we go looking for the impossible."

"We live," Mimi agreed as she raised her bottle in a toast. "To the Pride."

"To the Pride," Wilson echoed as he clinked his glass against theirs. "And god help anyone who tries to mess with it."
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Personal Log: Commodore James Orson


Ibought the Copperhead because I wanted to be left alone, which is the kind of joke the universe loves to play on men who think they are done with war. I spent my life in the mud and the blood for the Conclave, watching good soldiers die for bad decisions, and I thought a decommissioned stealth courier and a bottle of expensive scotch were the retirement plan I had earned. I wanted to fade into the black, run a few crates of contraband past lazy customs officers, and eventually buy enough Chronos treatments to live forever in a quiet stupor.

Then Wilson slid a job across a sticky table in a dive bar, and everything changed.

He pointed me toward the Acheron Nebula, a graveyard sector that ate ships and spat out silence. He told me there were ghosts in the static, and like a fool, I went looking for them. I didn't find ghosts; I found a legacy. I found a wrecked cruiser that bled Elerium and secrets, and I found the breadcrumbs that led me to Sector 88-Zeta. That was where the galaxy shifted on its axis, though nobody else heard the click.

I breached a mining station that had been sealed for a millennium. I blew the doors off a tomb and found it wasn't empty. I found Trigo, an ancient Felis Admiral trapped in a Soul-Cask, a digital ghost who had spent a thousand years holding the line for a people who had already lost. And I found them.

Mimi and Lulu were sleeping in the ice, preserved against the end of the world. When I woke them up, I didn't just get a crew; I got a family I didn't know I needed. Mimi with her sensors and her heart, seeing the world in data and hope. Lulu with her rifle and her cold, blue gaze, protecting us with a lethality that terrifies me in the best possible way. They looked at me—a washed-up human mercenary—and saw a Lord. They called me Pride Master, and for the first time in my life, I wanted to be the man they saw.

Trigo gave us the tools to survive. He helped us strip the Copperhead down to her bones and rebuild her into the Tigress, a sleeper warship with the soul of a predator. We installed the Primal-Heart core, the Shadow-Stalker thrusters, and the Rift-Claw drive, turning a transport into the most dangerous ship in the galaxy. We promised Trigo we would come back for him, and we promised we would kill the Krall who burned his world.

We kept those promises.

We went to the Theta system and pulled a spy out of a fire that was consuming a moon. We engaged the Krall carrier Hollow-Mother in the Shattered Belt, a wounded beast trying to seed a new generation of monsters. We didn't just fight it; we executed it. We dropped Planet-Crackers down its throat and vaporized it, proving that the Pride wasn't just a scavenger team. We were hunters.

But the past wasn't done with us. On Panthera-IV, amidst the ruins of a failed colony and a desperate human settlement, we found the Exodus-Actual. We dug a fifteen-hundred-year-old crime scene out of the mud and found the truth of the Felis Civil War. And we found Soraya.

She came out of that pod like a hurricane, a High-Born shock trooper fueled by grief and rage. I fought her to a standstill, earned her respect with my fists, and claimed her blade for the Pride. Now she stands as my shield, a tower of violet and obsidian who reminds me every day that strength is nothing without loyalty.

We returned to the Rim, to the Citadel, where I made a deal with Renegade Rick. We traded the secrets of Felis manufacturing for the raw materials to build an army. We turned a mining station into a forge, arming humanity with shields that actually work and engines that can outrun death. We lit a fire in the darkness, giving the Rim a fighting chance while the Core Worlds were still filing paperwork.

And then came Remoic.

The Krall tried to hold a system hostage. They strapped human civilians to their hulls and dared us to fire. They thought we were soft. They thought we would hesitate. They were wrong. We jumped the Tigress right down their throats, shattered their formation, and cut the head off their command structure. We saved the nurseries. We saved the future.

Now the war is turning. Trigo is back in the fight, commanding fleets from his bunker. The Krall are retreating, chased by the nightmares of the Cephalopod Hegemony. The galaxy is burning, but for the first time, we have the water to put it out.

I sit here in the Broken Cog, drinking the same terrible beer with Wilson, and I realize I don't want to be left alone anymore. I have a ship that defies physics. I have three wives who would burn the universe down for me. I have a mission.

We are going into the nebula. We are going to find the rest of the Felis. We are going to finish the story that started a thousand years ago.

My name is James Orson. I am the Pride Master. And we are just getting started.
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