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      Few places offered more perfect solitude than the Jellybird’s bridge. I kept the lights dim. Feet propped up, unlit cigar in my left hand, I held the Sangrel medallion in my right and traced the patterns with my thumb. Had it saved my life? I thought so. Should I keep it?

      Techno beasts on Sangrel created it to protect my dream friends. I hoped they were as dedicated to conservation as Drakainis had been to domination. Machines weren’t evil—except when they were. Hell, X-37 treated me like a king. Generally.

      The holo viewer displayed a debris field in the distance. Ruined ships drifted in all directions but were easy to avoid. There was plenty of room to maneuver. Jelly, X-37, and Tom assured me that wouldn’t be the case as we neared the slip tunnel.

      At slow speeds, the bigger chunks moved in predictable trajectories. Unfortunately, that meant racing through the Kyroth system without full shields or some serious piloting skill was ill-advised. Why should we push our luck when we’d already been incredibly fortunate? Camis Shae fell farther behind, and that was fine with me.

      The destruction of Drakainis had done more damage to her network of drones, imprisoned ship AIs, and corrupted LAIs. We’d staggered away from the battle to find the catastrophic results of our work. Roos had reacted indifferently to the widespread destruction. Saying the man was cold was an understatement. He’d slipped away with his four bodyguards shortly after we left the planet, just stepping into space in void-suit mode like they had a ride waiting.

      Of course they did. Roos Starfall was always scheming. I doubted we’d seen the last of the man, especially since he had never gotten the Shae legion he wanted.

      Who needed them? We accomplished our objective. Our Drakainis smackdown had saved us a lot of time we would have spent destroying her murder drones. Still, the sight of it made me uneasy. I wasn’t sure why.

      “Would you like music, Captain?” Jelly asked.

      “Why not?” I always liked what she selected. This time it was smooth Galactic jazz. The steady bass line walked through chord changes while a piano leisurely made its way into the melody.

      “Jelly always picks from this playlist when you have the lights dimmed and seem to be sulking,” X-37 said. “Would you like me to contact Path or Tom to relieve you?”

      “It's not the end of my watch. Everyone deserves a rest. Not just me. When we reach the slip tunnel and get clear of this system, I'll feel better.” I toggled through my ship cameras until we were looking backward at Camis Shae—a planet I had ruined no matter what X or my friends told me. I had played into Drakainis’s trap, one she’d been perfecting for hundreds of years.

      That wasn’t an excuse. No circumstance could justify my failure. Had we put things right, or at least on the course to being right? I really hoped so.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain, but you are definitely in one of your moods.”

      The magnification showed me where we'd been. I wished Evantros and his people well. “I wasn’t sulking. I don’t have moods. Don’t make my me time ugly.”

      They had a massive job to do. My crew had been somber when we left them with all the supplies we could spare. Mere survival would be a challenge for decades to come. I wasn't sure they could terraform the planet back to its original condition, but that was what they wanted. Who was I to judge?

      A Shae legion of shield bearers might have been useful in the inevitable confrontation with General Scheid, but none of us wanted unwilling participants joining us in the hellish confrontation we couldn't avoid. They deserved a break. In all honesty, my friends and I hadn’t brought them peace and prosperity. They had done enough in this war. I was made for this crap. They were just trying to live their lives.  

      “I’m detecting a battle two hundred thousand kilometers two points off our port-side vector,” Jelly said. “Do you wish to investigate directly or scan?”

      “What do you have so far?” I asked, not changing my posture as I idly flipped through Jelly’s roster to see who was available on quick notice. Elise, Tom, Bug, Path, Tank, and Carnax were all asleep. Rizz was on the observation deck, awake, staring at the stars as always. Elise’s bodyguards, Sykes and Billiam, were standing guard outside her door. At least one of them was sleeping on his feet. I assumed they were taking turns.

      I was glad Roos and his clones skipped out. The Jellybird wasn’t built to carry so many passengers—not with all the armor and other gear we were toting.

      “Drone versus drone. There is no evidence of human-crewed ships,” Jelly answered.

      “What about non-human? Hagg forces? Camis Shae?”

      “Apologies, Captain. I was using the term generally. There are no vessels capable of supporting biological life-forms, nor do I see wreckage with recoverable bodies,” she said.

      “Mark the location, chart its predicted drift, and continue scans until we’re out of range or something more important comes up.” I enjoyed the life of a captain when things were easy. Maybe it could be my retirement gig. How hard could the job be when the ship did all the work? Things needed to be fixed, but I had been forbidden from that role and knew a miracle worker named Tom.

      Life would be simple. I could system hop wherever the slip tunnels would take me. Exotic locations, interesting people, whiskey, and cigars—what more was there in life?

      “More data coming in, Captain. I believe this was another drone versus drone battle,” Jelly said. “They appear quite disorganized.”

      I reviewed images of previous encounters—drones smashing into each other, drones exploding, drones twitching and drifting through the void with no purpose now that Drakainis was gone. The fall of the machines was much less impressive than their rise had been.

      We cruised through a cloud of micro-debris. By void galactic standards, the Jellybird was crawling. Impact with each scrap of metal was enough to activate little pops all over our shields. I watched the light show on camera and monitored damage reports. Nothing broke through. Jelly had plenty of power and defensive integrity.

      “I appreciate you, Jelly,” I said on impulse.

      “Thank you, Captain. That is the first time a captain has expressed such gratitude. Not that I require positive feedback,” she said.

      “Suck up,” X-37 murmured.

      “You too, X. You’re the best.” I opened a book but waited to start reading.

      “One more awkward outburst like that, Reaper Cain, and I will sedate you for medical evaluation,” X-37 said.

      “Uh-huh. Threaten me with a good nap. See what happens.”
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      About an hour before Tom arrived for his shift, Bug joined me on the bridge. He slipped into the dimly lit ambiance like it suited him, then he took a chair and gazed at the main holo. In the distance, an unidentified vessel fled from its own enemies. The wake of space debris was visible in Jelly’s scans but not by the naked eye.

      “Routine travel always seems strange after a hot mission,” Bug said, quieter than usual. I could barely reconcile my first conversations with the man. He’d been so young, so incredibly fearless despite his situation. Or had he? Most likely, that was a façade like everyone else wore when times got tough.

      “Agreed,” I said. “I’ve lost count of my missions, but it’s always the same. Sometimes I can’t stop thinking about our most recent brush with death. Other times, it’s like none of it happened, or it was something out of a book or a holo.”

      “I don’t like being a cyborg. Not like this.” He leaned forward to check the navigation terminal. “We’re making excellent progress. A lot closer to the slip tunnel than I realized.”

      “Jelly’s a good ship,” I said. “She hauls the appropriate amount of ass whenever we find a clear spot.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “I didn’t expect Drakainis’s minions to come apart like this. Not so fast. Easy things are always lies.” His expression tightened with worry. “That could happen to you, or me now that I’m a cyborg freak.”

      “Not me. I’ve got X-37 to watch over my nerve-ware,” I said without thinking.

      “Good for you,” he said.

      “James Henshaw is working on a basic LAI for you, Rizz, and anyone else who might need one in the aftermath of Roos’s tampering,” X-37 said.

      “Yeah, the really limited artificial intelligence. What could go wrong?” Bug waved away the conversation. “Forget about it. I’m fine.”

      Dropping my feet to the deck, I locked eyes with Bug. “Come to me whenever it bothers you. I’m not asking. I’m telling you. Reapers are known for our listening skills.”

      Bug barked a laugh. “Yeah, that’s what I heard. Super compassionate.”

      “I’ve been an outcast all my life, and not by choice. I volunteered in the very beginning, sure, but that was in my brainwashed youth. Henshaw knocked me out and did this arm against my will,” I said.

      “That doesn’t make me feel great about him providing the RLAI,” Bug said.

      “It’ll be fine!” I said, and we laughed like old friends with too much hard living in common.

      “Captain, I’m receiving a distress call from Oroth Freighter 189, also registered as the Menagerie Builder II,” Jelly said.

      Tom and Tank stepped into the crowded bridge at that moment.

      “Fucking great. You get the easy shift, and we get bent over like it’s a Union tax day,” Tank complained.

      He’d never spent a single second in the Union, but I let it go. Scheid mentally conditioned every HC clone when they came off the assembly line. False memories were what he started with. Their under-powered LAIs were so weak, I sometimes wondered why they had them. My quasi-brother was no exception.

      “Should make the shift go faster,” Tom said, calming my big, ugly twin.

      Elise leaned through the door with a steaming cup of coffee in one hand. “Good morning! Are we doing a rescue mission? Sounds like fun.”

      Everyone turned to stare.

      “That isn’t your first cup of coffee, is it?” I asked.

      “Sue me. I’m much less murder-y with caffeine in my veins,” she said. “Let’s have a look. You and me, Reaper. Could be our final mission together for a while.”

      “Two people can’t clear a ship that size,” Bug said. “We know it will have at least two Defenders, and those dudes are tough.”

      “Nah. Easy to get the drop on if you ask me,” Tank said. “I’ll get the sword saint from his meditation locker. We’ll need someone who can fight if things get rough. In addition to me, I mean.”

      None of us took the bait. By the time we closed distance on the floundering star freighter, Tom was inspecting our gear as we stood talking trash to each other. Someone had to be responsible. The mechanic always took care of our pre-mission checklists.

      Sykes and Billiam strode in, already wearing their Archangel gear.

      “Release the General, Reaper,” Sykes said. “Final warning.”

      I looked at them over my shoulder, ready to turn and punch some sense into the young and dumb Archangels. “Say what?”

      Billiam spread both hands, talking like a trained negotiator. “It’s like this. We know General Elise wouldn’t endanger her highly valuable person by leaving her bodyguards behind, so you must be taking her from the ship against her will. We can’t allow that. You understand, of course.”

      “Relax,” Elise said. “You can come.”

      Sykes and Billiam fist bumped and spoke in unison. “Hell yeah.”

      “Great,” Tank said in a tone that suggested the opposite.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked while the others gathered around the airlock and checked the crossing tube for damage or maintenance issues. I really liked the tubes. The fewer space walks we did, the better. I’d had my fill.

      “Don’t worry about it, Bio.”

      I stared him down.

      “Fine. If you have to know. Unorganized, spur of the moment stuff like this bothers me. I know you see me as the petty criminal on Heto 5. Probably think I don’t know a sitrep from a drive-through order, but my training is Union, even though I’ve never been to that part of the galaxy. Scheid indoctrinated us to plan and execute by the numbers. This feels like a social outing, not a rescue mission to a derelict starship.”

      “Makes sense. I get it. Time to focus and do this right.” We joined Elise and the others. Carnax and Rizz were staying on the ship with Tom. No need to leave Jelly defenseless.

      “Billiam and Sykes will take point. I’ll come with the Reaper. Tank and Path can bring up the rear. Once inside, we’ll clear the airlock and receiving area, then hold as we adjust to the actual situation,” Elise said, her good mood still active but filtered through her command presence. I was ninety percent certain she’d overheard my conversation with Tank. Forgetting about the Lex-tech experiments she underwent as a kid was always a mistake. She wasn’t just the leader of the Maglan fleet. She was one of a kind.

      We crossed to the Menagerie Builder II and paused a dozen meters behind Billiam and Sykes at the ship’s external hatch. Tank and Path gave the thumbs-up at the Jellybird end—hatch secure.

      “There aren’t many ships left in this system,” Elise said. “Those remaining are busted up like this one. We can’t save them all.”

      “Wasn’t going to try.” I kept an eye on each end of our formation.

      “This one is different,” she said, all pretense of her light and bubbly morning ritual put aside.

      “Every time I think the Oroth citizens are just people with good and bad in them, I run into something like this. Soon as this war is over, I’m putting a stop to the hunting on Reserve 13.”

      “I’ll help you,” she said.

      “If morons like Tatasam and his girlfriend want to hunt, they can try it someplace not so overstocked with game that they’re guaranteed as many kills as they want,” I said, voicing thoughts I had never put into words before now. I touched the Sangrel amulet without thinking about it. The citizens had seemed naive, despite their power and influence—Lord Manager Capious Tatasam, trustee of Reserve 13, Chief Executive Officer of Fleet Seventy-eight, Warden of Helidale… blah, blah, blah. Maybe we’d taught them empathy for all living creatures, but maybe they still needed a serious kick in the ass. At the end of the day, none of that was my problem.

      So why did I think about it so much?

      Elise brought me back to the present. “I’m in for a rough time when I return to the fleet.”

      “If leading was easy, everyone would do it.” I didn’t envy her but was glad she had the job.

      “You’re going to help, right?”

      “You know I am, kid.” I returned Billiam’s thumbs-up and started forward with the general in tow.

      Elise wanted to say more, I could tell by the look on her face. She darkened her visor in preparation for action. We followed the Archangels into the Menagerie Builder II, then spread out to secure the large receiving area. A dozen sealed doors led to hallways radiating through the ship. Everything had been locked down, which was a good sign.

      Tank and Path filed in and completed our formation.

      “Any signs of decompression besides the closed doors?” I asked.

      “Nothing. No welcoming committee. No signs of fighting,” Sykes reported.

      “Move out. Clear each level by the numbers. No rushing to failure. We’re not in a hurry,” she said.

      “You’re not, but I’ve got a dinner date,” Tank said to amused chuckles.

      The first hallway reminded me of a newly built ship recently launched. Evidence of new construction was everywhere—floors, walls, and hatches with no wear and tear, not a single scratch. X-37 and my hybrid Archangel armor told me the atmosphere was good, if slightly cool.

      The next two hallways were the same, but the door leading to the fourth section of this level had a bloody streak over the access screen.

      “Looks like someone made several panicked tries to get this open,” I said. “The lack of evidence of a fight anywhere else bothers me. Not sure why.”

      “Could have happened in a part of the vessel we haven’t been in, and the bleeder was only going this way in search of help,” Elise said.

      “Or the people who shot him don’t miss.” Tank gestured to the pristine walls. “Not a slug hole or ricochet in sight, so maybe these hallways are full of civilized work crews minding their own business. Or they were running for their lives and got gunned down about here.” He sketched out an area a few strides ahead of the door.

      “We’re about to find out,” Elise said. “See what you can see, Reaper.”

      I moved to the front, extended my left hand, and ran micro-wires into the computer and the locking mechanism. An instant later, the small viewscreen showing a very different scene on the other side of the door came to life.
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      “Well?” Elise demanded.

      I held up one hand for patience. “Bodies lying everywhere. Destroyed equipment. Looks like whoever did this just moved on. I’m guessing a one-sided gunfight.”

      “Maybe you’re not the only do-gooder trying to save all the precious animals,” Tank said.

      “Pirates, more likely,” Elise said. “My guess is they took what they wanted and split, or they met too much resistance and abandoned the ship and everyone in it to die.”

      “Defenders,” everyone but me said at once.

      I shook my head and stood back. “Nope. The Defenders weren’t a problem for whoever did this. Looks like the big dummies are in the middle of the floor—taking naps or… or whatever.”

      “Forever naps are overrated,” Tank said.

      Elise took her turn studying the small screen, then gave everyone a turn. “Like I said earlier, we’re not in a rush. Study what we’re stepping into as much as you need to. We’ll try the door or breach it once everyone has a look. Good job hacking the camera, Reaper.”

      “Mostly X,” I said.

      “Thanks, X.” Elise’s smile could be heard in her voice.

      “You are very welcome, General Elise.” My LAI extended his usual courtesy to the kid.

      Tank spent longer than the others at the small viewscreen. “I’m starting to think this armor isn’t the greatest. We’ve defeated or outsmarted them twice, and these jerks are as lifeless as the floor they’re lying on.”

      “Armor is only as good as the user,” I said, poking him a little.

      He gave me that minimal sneer of disgust he’d mastered. “Whatever, Reaper. You’re wearing two sets of armor and still get into trouble all the time.”

      I changed the subject. “Let’s clear this room and get some answers.”

      Elise nodded agreement. “Same formation. Billiam, Sykes—lead the way.”

      The Archangels saluted and went to work. I followed them through the door a heartbeat after it opened and peeled left, while Elise peeled right to run the walls. Tank and Path came last, holding the middle against any resistance that might remain.

      Nothing attacked other than the grim images and a smell, which I blocked with helmet filters.

      Billiam covered the door to a panic room.

      I moved up. “I’ll take this one.”

      Nods all around. Everyone knew what needed doing.

      I kneeled to one side, extended my palm, and sent wires into the locking mechanism. The nearly invisible, hair thin tendrils again searched for a gap and decided on the keypad. Moments later, a cluster of wires snaked into the device.

      “I have connection,” X-37 said. “Decryption in progress. This is surprisingly good for a civilization without significant AI support.”

      Billiam kept his Maglan Dominator trained on the portal. If it opened, someone would be staring down his barrel. One wrong move…

      “I have the code,” X said. “Would you like the honors, Reaper Cain?”

      “You do it, X, unless there is an analog requirement.” I gripped my own weapon and adopted my preferred shooting stance, feet slightly wider than shoulder width with one slightly back. This allowed me to move in any direction.

      “Opening… now,” X-37 warned.

      The portal spiraled open from the center to reveal a disheveled officer thrusting both hands forward to protect his face and prove he was unarmed. “Don’t shoot. Please! I can’t surrender the ship. They’ll execute me if I give up the codes!”

      “Step out,” I said. Billiam shifted to a better support angle, ready to eliminate anything or anyone else hiding deeper in the box-like space. The rest of the team stood ready elsewhere in the room, their zones of responsibility covered against any eventuality. That was how combat teams stayed alive. This was still an active operation.

      “Okay, okay. I’m coming.” The officer negotiated two steps to lower himself from the safe room while also ducking through the small portal with his hands up. “You’re not them.”

      “Glad you noticed,” I said. “Who are they? More importantly, where are they?”

      He looked slightly confused, then figured out what I was asking. “Uh, they were tall like Obsidians but different. Can’t really explain it. Moved differently and talked even less. Not that I’m an expert on General Scheid’s elite warriors. Only seen them once during a parade, and that was a year ago,” he said. “If you’re here, they have to be gone, right?”

      The hopeful expression on his face said a lot. This could be an act, but he was shaking at the thought of the “Obsidians” who boarded the Menagerie Builder II.

      “Hands on the wall,” Sykes ordered. The moment our prisoner complied, he pulled him away from the safe room entrance, attached wrist restraints, and searched the man for weapons.

      I secured my D3D to the back of my armor and drew my sidearm in one fluid motion. Pistol pointed into the tiny room, I nodded to get Billiam’s attention. “Hold. I’m clearing it. Not enough space for two of us.”

      The Archangel again shifted to get a few inches more coverage, though what he could do was limited by how much I filled the doorway as I entered. Elise’s bodyguards were good, despite their youthful exuberance. Billiam wouldn’t accidentally shoot me in the ass. I mean, he probably wouldn’t.

       Clearing the safe room took three seconds—sweep right, left, and once toward the ceiling. I held an awkward stance because of the steps leading up. Inside was a chair-like cot, a toilet, and a refrigerator with food and water for several days.

      I came out, holstered my pistol, and stood over the Menagerie officer. “Nice place. How long were you in there?”

      “Three days. Though I might have lost track. Standard operating procedure is to sleep as much as possible, conserve energy, and reduce mental stress,” he said.

      “What’s your name?” X-37 already had it. I wanted to test the man’s honesty.

      “Oloxander Sunner, first officer of Freighter 189 and Oroth citizen in good standing,” he said like that would protect him.

      He was small and thin, and he wore spectacles—something I had never seen anyone from Oroth use. Someone had ripped his uniform. He’d attempted to sew it together with his first aid kit and not done a bad job. Better yet, he hadn’t lied about who he was. I almost thought I could trust the guy. Time for an interrogation.

      “Can you stop looking at me like that?” he asked. “Has anyone told you how unnerving you can be?”

      I ignored the question. “Tell me what happened. This ship isn’t important. Why would Obsidians, any Obsidians, bother with it?”

      He edged away from the Defender bodies, stepped carefully around dried blood, and looked alarmed at unidentifiable corpses crumpled in the corners. Only after he found a displaced stool from a computer station did he sit and begin his tale.

      “We aren’t just shuttling animals around for rich citizens. These days, every freighter must do more to serve the Oroth Council. Much of our cargo was classified,” he said.

      Elise moved in. “The first officer would have codes to every computer on this ship.”

      He nodded reluctantly.

      Sykes retrieved a computer, stretching cables across the carnage, then handed it to Oloxander without a word.

      “I will be tortured to death if they find out I’m doing this,” the man said as he punched in codes. “You didn’t need to be so rough with the equipment.”

      Elise took the device and scanned the menus, then handed it to me. I pulled more of the attached cables from the wall. X-37 helped me digest the information while thanking Sykes for maintaining a hard connection to the Menagerie’s computer. Elise stood close enough to read the results. Oloxander was on the money—his mission had been so much more than stocking hunting grounds for the rich and famous. Some of the creatures underwent genetic modification before getting dumped in the wild.

      “Reserve 13 makes more sense,” X said. “The place was for more than recreational hunting. Genetically altered creatures were being pitted against each other to test suitability for combat technology, various medical uses, and… this is strange… anti-aging skincare products. My analysis doesn’t know what to do with that last data point.”

      “Don’t worry about that, X.” I stood over Oloxander. “What exactly were the Obsidians looking for?”

      He hung his head. “Just the animals, I think. Their leader was furious. He released everything, then ordered his goons to hunt them. They obeyed without question. I think he was disappointed they didn’t show more glee.”

      “Fucking glee?” Tank stomped toward the man. “This was pure slaughter.”

      I pushed him back, twice as angry but controlling it.

      Oloxander shrank backward. “He wasn’t right in the head. Even I could see that.”

      “Even you?” Elise asked.

      “I’m not good with people. My introversion rating is off the charts,” he said.

      “Yet here you are answering questions like a pro,” I said.

      “Only because I don’t want to die. Or maybe I do. I’m so confused. This ship wasn’t my preferred assignment. The Council put me here. Ignored my preference list.” He was on the verge of tears and close to shutting down. “I wanted to be a veterinarian for God’s sake!”

      “Relax, Oloxander,” I said. “Give me a minute to think.”

      The soles of the first officer’s boots were stained with blood, which had to be a clue.

      “When did you lock yourself in the safe room?” I asked.

      Elise and the others gave me curious looks but didn’t interrupt my line of questioning.

      Oloxander’s eyes welled with tears. “Right after they boarded. I had to hide. What else could I do? No one trained me to fight or gave me weapons. This is a civilian ship. I handle spreadsheets and purchase orders!”

      “Bullshit.” The man’s weakness annoyed me nearly as much as his lame story.

      “Calm down, Reaper. Who cares? He’s already given us the codes.” Elise looked Oloxander over head to toe. “I’ll have my investigative teams go over his story piece by piece. If he’s complicit, maybe he’ll get dropped on Reserve 13.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but my gut instinct needed satisfying.

      “Tell me the real story, Olox. No lies this time,” I pressed. “Your boots are caked with dried blood.”

      He stood, paced, and covered his face with his hands each time he turned. “Oh God, I went everywhere after they left. We had a small crew. Most died or were taken. I kept looking. Had to run. Some of the animals are still loose, and they’re hungry. I can’t get rid of the images. The lights went out, and I crawled into the safe room.”

      “Sit down. Take a breath. I believe you,” I said, then pointed at the stains on his shoes.

      “Oh, I get it. He hasn’t been in the safe room the entire time,” Elise said. “Can’t believe I missed that. But what does it matter?”

      I shrugged. “Tells me something about him that words can’t. Actions matter, as does his reaction. We need to clear the ship like it’s still a war zone. Don’t want a beastie to eat Tank.”

      “Nothing is eating me, Bio.” He banged his armored fists together.

      “We’ll clear the ship,” Billiam said, hooking a thumb toward Sykes.

      “Negative. This is a team sport. Tank, watch the prisoner,” Elise said.

      “Whatever,” muttered my clone, though he took Oloxander by the arm and guided him toward the flight controls. “Let’s talk about where you’ve been and where you were going.”

      “Okay, okay. Not so rough,” Oloxander whined.

      Path followed them. “I will stay with Tank.”

      I gave the sword saint a thumbs-up before pulling up the ship schematics on my HUD, with X-37’s help, then pushed the maps to Elise and her bodyguards.

      “Hallways, rooms, and levels,” Elise said. “We do this by the numbers and leave nothing unsecured by the time we’re finished.”

      “Super easy,” I said. “We’ll be done in no time.”
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      Hours later, I’d seen more blood than I thought a ship could hold. No part of it was as pristine as where we had entered. Bullet holes and blood spatter painted most walls. The Starfall clones might not have begun with gleeful murder lust, but the idea had grown on them. Everywhere were signs of degrading discipline. The killing frenzy had taken hold. The question was, had these belonged to Clakion or Roos?

      There had been at least one loss of gravity which made the carnage so much worse—like macabre modern art smeared on the walls. Animal bodies, large and small, littered the second level. That was where it started. Part of me died as I studied the damage and remembered all the battles I’d survived. No one should witness this level of human depravity.

      “I really hate the Starfalls,” I said. “They’ve got to be broken, insane from brainwashing.”

      Elise signaled a halt. Then, before I could stop her, she removed her helmet and took a knee. “Nine levels. Every one of them the same. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “It’s like a condensed version of Reserve 13.” I removed my helmet as well, though the repercussions of getting attacked were less for me because I had hard skin protecting every inch of my body. Most days, I didn’t think about the Sethorn armor much. It was part of me. “The difference here is the hunters are Starfall Obsidians and their prey can only run so far.”

      Sykes and Billiam guarded the doors, neither of them even hinting they would remove their helmets. Elise and I were setting bad examples, but we needed to talk this out.

      “I hate to stop now, but it’s obvious whoever did this is long gone,” Elise said.

      “We could push it off on someone else. Call one of your Archangel companies and give them the ship to worry about.” I knew that was the wrong call. I could feel the Sangrel medallion under my armor.

      “Let’s just keep going,” she said. “When this is done, I’ll need to head back to my flagship and act like an adult.”

      “I resent that. It’s like you don’t respect what I do,” I joked.

      She put on her helmet, then slugged me in the shoulder. “You’re very important.”

      “Sarcasm detected,” X-37 said.

      On the next level there were obvious signs of shooting but no animals or humanoid corpses. We moved steadily, careful not to miss anything. Clearing the ship once took time. I didn’t want to do it twice. That could be handled by follow-up teams.

      “Next is level ten,” Elise said. “Just three more and we can get some rest.”

      We acknowledged with hand signals, formed up, and swept down the stairwell with our weapons ready. If there were Starfalls still on the ship, they were running out of places to hide.

      Darkness greeted us when we opened the door marked with a giant number ten on it. Billiam and Sykes pushed in, then moved off to each side to cover threat zones. Elise and I followed. I wished Tank and Path were here with us, or any of our gun toting friends.

      Pairs of yellow eyes gazed at us from the end of the hallway. I adjusted my optics until I found the correct thermal imaging settings. The humanoid creatures reminded me of Shae but were smaller and moved more like animals. A variety of other creatures sheltered behind them, watching us with their own reflective eyes. I thought about killing all lights but decided against it.

      “Hold,” I said. “Try not to startle them.”

      “What, are you going to talk to the fur babies?” Sykes asked.

      I edged forward with one hand out in a gesture I hoped calmed the animals as I spoke to my friends via comms. “That depends on whether they can talk.”
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      The crowd of terrified creatures parted as I advanced. Something new emerged from a dark doorway farther down the corridor. I hesitated at the sight of the humanoid. It was a meter and a half tall with a cluster of eyes slightly above the middle of its face. Activating the helmet lights of my customized Archangel armor revealed less than it should have. The stranger wore a cloak, or had grown one to satisfy some strange evolutionary need. I really couldn’t be sure. This was like walking through a nightmare.

      “Be careful, Reaper,” Elise said breathlessly. She was right behind me, touching the back of my right shoulder with her left hand like we were stacked up and ready to breach a doorway.

      Sykes and Billiam moved to opposite walls and stopped, planting their feet to give them a better shooting platform if they had to do work. “Covering,” Sykes announced.

      The Shae-like animals and their four-legged friends retreated and disappeared into open doorways, vents, and shadows I couldn’t penetrate even with advanced optics. The cloaker, as I already thought of it, covered their retreat, blinding both my natural and enhanced vision to where the others had gone.

      “I really haven’t explored as much of this galaxy as I thought, X,” I whispered.

      “There are wonders you can’t imagine, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Strictly speaking, however, I can’t imagine even one new life-form. Mathematics support my statement.”

      “Sure, X. Whatever you say.” I moved slow, not wanting to make a mistake due to my preoccupation. What military organization would capture and experiment on a creature capable of such stealth and illusion? Probably all of them, even the good ones. I desperately wished I wasn’t here. At the same time, I wasn’t leaving until this ship was captured and used to take these animals home.

      I didn’t need the cloaker. If it approached, I would attempt communication. This wasn’t the time or place to satisfy my curiosity. Maybe, in another lifetime, I could see it in a natural environment. My job was to secure this ship and find someone to make amends.

      We moved forward. The cloaker hissed and took a step back. I motioned for my friends to stay where they were and made another tentative move. How could I convince them I was sympathetic to their plight?

      The cloaker crouched slightly, a defensive reaction I thought I understood. Assuming it could talk because it stood on two legs was probably a mistake. Yet it was their leader, possibly by default.

      I stopped.

      Elise and her Archangels moved up and got the same reaction from the stranger.

      “What do you think, X?” I asked.

      “I detect no electronic interface or other technology,” my LAI said. “That could mean the individual we face is a sentient creature with language, customs, laws, and the possible ability to explain what happened despite being stripped naked and left to live like a beast. Or it could be a natural predator desiring only to eat your face.”

      “Thanks for not using big words, X. That explains everything.” I weighed my options for a moment. “Cover me. It seems to want a one-to-one conversation.”

      “I don’t like it, Reaper, but it’s your call,” Elise said.

      My cautious approach brought me down the hallway until I could see two things about the cloaker. It was smaller than I thought, and it was scared. Arm-thick bundles of hair, or possibly tentacles hanging down from its face, obscured its features in shadows until I was just out of arm’s reach. The cloak appeared organic, like nonfunctioning wings hanging from its shoulders.

      A smile crossed my face as I realized there were simple solutions to its seemingly magical ability. The creature had many cloaks, most of them fine as mesh that floated lazily on the air, deflecting and absorbing light. It also emitted dust-like particles that retracted into its pores as I edged toward it.

      “Help me out, X. Is this thing afraid of us or freezing?”

      “I have insufficient data to complete an analysis or conclude why it shivers uncontrollably,” X-37 said. “You have not considered all possibilities, however. Since we know nothing about this creature’s biology, there is a distinct chance it trembles naturally in all situations.”

      “Why can’t anything be simple?” I asked.

      For once, X gave me an answer. Sort of. “That would be boring, Reaper Cain, and I would be forever pulling you out of trouble as you entertained yourself in shady bars and other establishments of ill repute.”

      “Wow, X. It’s like you blame me for everything,” I said, then stopped near the strange watcher. “We are here to help.” I held up both hands, palms facing the little humanoid with tentacles, filmy mesh, and dust pulsating around its oblong head. I realized it was carrying a bag of offspring under one arm—so at least I knew her gender now. Cloakers didn’t look any cuter as babies. Wriggling black larvae were just not cuddly.

      “Are you injured? Can you understand me?” I asked.

      She opened her mouth about four times wider than I thought it should go and shrieked. The sound punished my eardrums even through my helmet filters. I fell to one knee and scrambled backward like an awkward drunk, then I pushed up to my feet to take a defensive stance.

      “Permission to fire?” Billiam asked.

      I was impressed by his restraint.

      Elise hesitated before answering. “Hold. No shooting until the Reaper pulls a weapon.”

      The shrieking changed, ululating between several different pitches in a dissonant melody. Only when the sonic attack finally ended did I realize how miserable the encounter had been. My stomach wanted to turn around and run with or without my body to carry it. I had the uneasy feeling that I had thrown up, even though I knew I hadn’t.

      I shook my head and pressed my hands to the ear sections of my helmet. On impulse, I removed the entire assembly.

      Elise cursed behind me. “This is not the time to pop your seal, Reaper.”

      The change in the tentacle-faced mother of about thirteen baby larva-freaks was immediate and distinct. She shrank to what I guessed was her actual height, about one meter. The organic cloaks contracted, drawing down around her until all I could see was a shadow within. Her head nodded several times as she backed up, then pointed at my exposed face.

      Creatures returned to the hallway, flooding the space with biodiversity. Four-legged animals dragged carts full of dirt where they apparently were growing portable gardens. Others frolicked in joyous celebrations of life. I tried to talk, but none of them had language. I hoped the cloaker didn’t shriek at me anymore.

      “I’m not sure what’s happening, X,” I said as Elise and her Archangels joined me with their helmets open. Apparently, this made us look less like whoever had been slaughtering the passengers of the Menagerie Builder II.

      “We still have a ship to search,” Elise said.

      “Agreed. X, give us a quick analysis of this scene,” I replied.

      “The most obvious explanation is that these creatures were captured by Oroth slavers and were being taken to Reserve 13 or a similar location. Clakion, or Roos, arrived and tried to take something the Starfall brothers believed to be important. Perhaps they were seeking stealth technology and left disappointed.”

      “Or they’re just drunk on killing,” Elise said.

      “That is a possibility. However, I believe there are pieces to this puzzle we haven’t found yet.” X-37 paused. “Elise is correct. Completing your seizure of the ship should be your priority. Then we can study what has happened here in more detail.”

      “Okay,” I said, eyeing the numerous creatures looking up at me. Many of this menagerie were doing their own thing, but I had a group of fans. They reminded me of little kids waiting for story time. “We’re going to the next level.” I pointed toward the stairwell.

      Elise joined in. “We go now. You stay.”

      “They’re animals, not dumb,” I said.

      “I really hate that word.” She led her Archangels toward the stairs. “Come on. Let’s get this done. I’m having a lot less fun than when we started.”

      She wasn’t the only one feeling fatigued. My body wanted to quit, and my mind wasn’t far behind. The fact that this ship even existed was horrible. Knowing that Clakion had ravaged the place made me want to punch his crazy ass face. Every living creature on the vessel was surviving the best way it knew how. If we hadn’t come, the ship would have eventually degraded and lost power. I doubted Oloxander could have kept things running by himself, even if he found the will.

      Billiam and Sykes led the way down. Elise and I brought up the rear, communicating by hand signals when necessary. We had always worked well together. After ten levels of room clearing, we understood the design and could predict each other’s moves.

      There were no surprises until we were more than half way finished with the search. Spotting a Sangrel at the far end of a storage bay wasn’t a surprise. Somehow, I knew they had to be part of the collection. Whatever they were doing with Reserve 13 and the experimental hunting parties, the creatures I had first met on Maglan and later on Sangrel’s world were part of the puzzle.

      Yesiniatel was no longer just in my dreams.
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      Three Sangrels stared intently, never taking their eyes off me. Two moved with better agility, and I knew immediately who they were. Yesiniatel appeared aging and weak. I didn’t know enough about her or her kind to confirm if that was true. For all I knew she was injured or sick. The fact that her condition coincided with my dreams was unnerving. There is no way we could be connected from such an immense galactic distance. Sangrel had implied this wasn’t possible.

      I saw what I saw, so it didn’t matter. Was it coincidence? An informed guess by my subconscious? This was an image eerily like my dreams. So far, I’d considered each incident proof of my deteriorating sanity. Now, I wasn’t so sure. People saw what they wanted to see. Reapers were no exception, even when trained to rely on hard facts and provided an LAI to mediate their use of instinct.

      “I’ll make the approach,” I said. “These three should be friendly. Watch the shadows. It’s darker than it should be down here. Two thirds of the lights are out.”

      My heart sank as we reunited. About a hundred freaking lifetimes ago, I had faced Yesiniatel in a mountain pass while being hunted by Sethorn commandos. We saved each other in the end, or so I thought. How had she been taken from Maglan? Why was she here? There was only one answer. Oroth ships were still raiding the star system I had made my home. When we returned, Elise and the other leaders of Maglan would need to build strong defenses.

      I pushed aside anger and frustration. We had fought so hard and traveled such great distances to find a planet where we could start over. Leaving the Union behind had seemed like enough to ensure peace and prosperity. Then Scheid had brought the Sovereignty of Oroth down on us like vengeful conquerors.

      Yesini edged forward, wearily pushing her younger and stronger offspring back. They glared in my direction, crouched as though ready to attack. I saw their sharp teeth and the look of smoldering rage in their eyes. Even in my armor, I didn’t want to tangle with them. Outside of my Archangel gear, I would give them room—lots of room. Reapers knew when to poke monsters and when to stand off.

      “You’re alive.” I wasn’t sure what to say.

      She smiled sadly as she cocked her head to one side. Slowly, she touched my face. I spent a long time watching her, waiting for her to talk or send me a dream or whatever. Nothing happened. We merely shared the moment. I suspected she was healing, though slowly. There was quiet happiness in her eyes, an expression I had witnessed on the faces of survivors of horrible tragedies.

      After a few minutes, she flicked her fingers and the two angry young males rushed to her side. One put his arm around her. The other placed himself between me and his mother. Neither grew friendly, but they weren’t attacking, so that was good.

      “Talk to me, Reaper,” Elise said.

      I shrugged. “This is different from interacting with Sangrel. She either can’t talk or doesn’t want to.”

      Yesini patted her overprotective sons on their heads, urging them to step away. She squatted down when they complied and motioned for me to do the same. I imitated her posture and waited.

      “I can talk, if you wish.” Her mouth didn’t move as much as it should. One or two words conveyed paragraphs full of meaning, just like when I had spoken to the chieftain of her people, Sangrel.

      “I want to help you.” My words were inadequate. “The people who did this are my enemies. I seek to defeat them and ensure this never happens again.”

      This didn’t draw the reaction I expected. She shrugged away vengeance and the existence of enemies. Maybe she was just distracted. I doubted her kind used human logic. My first contact with another sentient race had been full of similar frustrations, though more dangerous. I felt no menace from Yesiniatel, toward me or anyone else.

      “We don’t like the ship. It is unhealthy to live here. How do we get back to our home?” she asked.

      “Maglan or Sangrel’s world?” I had never learned exactly why she was gone from her home or how she had traveled so far. She didn’t explain.

      “The valley where we met is where I must be,” she said. “I connected with… the natural essence of the place and may not leave it for long. Separation will kill me and end my line.”

      “Why did you… put down roots?” I rephrased my question, understanding more than I could put into words, which was surprisingly frustrating. “Why did you choose Maglan?”

      “Destiny brought me there. I wasn’t happy at first. But after a time, I grew strong enough to begin a new tribe, a new branch of our blood,” she both said and didn’t say. Of all the conversations I’d had with her kind, this one was in my mind more than in the words spoken. I doubted X-37 would be able to help because he probably wasn’t getting the entire story. Lacking data, he would think this conversation nonsense.

      “I understand, I think.” This was more than instinct. We had a connection. Why? The answer was obvious. Once, not so long ago, I’d been maimed and in need just as she had been in her own way. Ours was a bond of empathy forged during a dangerous night.

      “Now that I have chosen the valley on the place you call Maglan, I’m committed to it for as long as I draw breath. While I am there, I will get stronger and change and grow and learn, maybe even to talk as you do. I might become more like Sangrel, who is ancient and leads a large clan of clans,” she said. “But death awaits if I attempt to return to what you call Sangrel’s world.”

      “We can fix this ship and get it back to Maglan,” I said. “I can’t go with you. Not yet, but I also call the place home.”

      She studied my eyes and said nothing. I reminded myself language wasn’t a thing with her people. Politely leaving a conversation must seem pointless, if she even realized a closing statement or a goodbye was expected.

      I backed up and stood next to Elise. “Did you catch that?”

      “What, you talking nonsense to a horned lion-bear? Yeah, I heard what you said and her grunting,” Elise said.

      “Interesting.” I filed the details for later. My LAI wouldn’t help me with this mystery until I provided better data, something I wasn’t sure I would, or could, do. For now, this was between me and Yesiniatel.

      “What do you mean, interesting?” Elise asked. “You’re the crazy one in this scenario, not me.”

      “We have a connection,” I explained. “I hear more than she says, if that makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t.” Elise seemed as tired as I felt, and her impatience showed.

      “If we don’t send the ship back to Maglan, Yesiniatel will die.” I hoped she understood how much that would affect me.

      “I’ll get my best Xad engineers and salvage crews over here once we’ve secured the ship. If anyone can take it that far, they can,” Elise said.
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      “The post-battle debris zone is denser near the slip tunnel,” Tom said. “Jelly asked for backup.”

      “She’s a pro at navigating asteroid fields and battle zones,” I said as I watched the Menagerie Builder II, recently renamed Yesini’s Freedom, join the queue of ships waiting to leave the system. Xad work crews pulled from the Bright Lance had already done miracles. Oloxander Sunner was her captain now. His sudden dedication to returning captured animals was impressive. A few Reaper threats also motivated him to do the right thing. I wasn’t sure I trusted him, but Elise vouched for the rest of the replacement crew, and that was good enough.

      Only fools crossed the people of Xad. Hundreds of years salvaging a void battle gave them nerves of steel and an indomitable will. Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised when they latched onto the quest I gave them. As a people who had lost their home, they were passionate about returning Yesiniatel and the others to theirs.

      “Thank you, Captain. My safety protocols require redundant backups,” she said.

      Elise leaned close and whispered. “You’re a redundant backup, Reaper.”

      “Elise, would you serve as a backup to the backup? Your skill is also very good,” Jelly said.

      I pointed at Elise. “Hah!”

      “I am so looking forward to taking command of the fleet,” she stage whispered. “Won’t be a Reaper in sight.”

      “Thanks for the Xad crew,” I said. “They’re still the best we have in terms of salvage operations.”

      “If anyone can put that ship back together, it’s them.” Her words trailed off as something in the holo display caught her attention. “I think we better go to battle stations. Those markers move like an Obsidian strike force. Sneaky bastards. They’re crawling through the debris fields.”

      “Jelly, which warships do we still have in this system?” I asked. Several had arrived during our fight with Drakainis. Others had left on new missions. Putting the Maglan fleet together in the same system would take time.

      “The Nightmare, Bright Lance of Xad, the Warbird, and the General’s Favorite have remained behind to protect General Hastings,” Jelly said.

      “Put me in contact with them and designate yourself as my temporary flagship,” Elise ordered.

      “Done, General Elise,” Jelly said. “It seems they anticipated the command—like they knew all about your recent adventures and guessed it wouldn’t be long before you were once again large and in charge. All four ships are moving into a defensive perimeter. I also have confirmation of seven Obsidian destroyers and an extraordinarily large carrier. Would you like visual?”

      “Put it on the main holo but keep the navigation grid up also,” Elise said.

      I retreated far enough to give Elise control of the Jellybird’s bridge. Tom remained at his station and took over navigation, sensors, and comms duties.

      “Reaper, take a gun turret and get someone on the second one. We can handle the smaller guns from the bridge,” she said. “Jelly, start pushing my orders to the AIs of our battle group.”

      I listened in one ear as I darted for the upper gun turret. “Tank, get in this fight.”

      “I’m too big for the turret. Besides, Bug is already warming it up. Path and the rest of us are geared up for boarding or counter-boarding operations.”

      “Good work,” I said, only half listening now that I was preparing my own battle station. The “rest of us” was Carnax and Rizz. The rebel JFT Destroyers were distracted by her condition but still fierce in a fight—I hoped.

      Tank’s response was predictable. “Don’t need you to tell me that.”

      X-37 populated my HUD with pre-battle checklists. “You should have hit the head before strapping yourself behind the barrel.”

      And suddenly, I needed to relieve myself in the worst way. I didn’t dare climb out and run down the hall. There wasn’t time and Tank would give me no end of hell. “Thanks for bringing that up, X. Great timing.”

      “I was not the one who charged into battle unprepared,” my LAI said. “Please attend to the updates I have provided via HUD. The larger warships are maneuvering for position against our stealth carriers. Zastrow and the others had shown themselves to draw their attention. This isn’t the preferred combat mode for the stealth carriers. He and the other captains are taking a substantial risk to protect General Elise and the fleeing civilian ships.”

      The long-range battle lines weren’t what X was worried about. Fighter squadrons were heading our direction, picking their way through debris and Maglan pickets to come right at the Jellybird—like they suspected Elise was on board.

      “X, use Jelly’s sensor package to get a better look. I can’t remember an Obsidian fighter that size,” I said, squinting at the images on the targeting screen above my weapon.

      The General’s Favorite engaged several squadrons of the newcomers. A single group emerged from the tempest of point defense guns and missile salvos. These bold, and lucky, jerks had definitely targeted the Jellybird.

      “One squadron of heavy Obsidian fighters has penetrated our perimeter,” Elise said. “Look sharp, people.”

      Images resolved to reveal the mystery ships were indeed large with twice as much displacement as the heaviest fighters I’d seen. It didn’t take long to learn why. Each attack vessel carried two Obsidians in their latest imitation of Archangel gear. They were attempting to board.

      I pushed the image to Tank, Path, Carnax, and Rizz in the armory where their preparations were less than urgent. On a normal timetable, they had hours or days before hand-to-hand fighting would be a legitimate concern.

      “Pick your targets and don’t miss,” Elise said. “I’m reading twenty to thirty of these things—that’s somewhere between forty and sixty Obsidian boarders.”

      “Super easy,” I said.

      “No problem,” Tank added. “I’m not scared. Are you scared, Bio?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. If we’re being completely honest, I think a little pee just came out.”

      Even Tom laughed at that one.

      “Settle down,” Elise growled. “If you let sixty Obsidians on the Jellybird, its game over. So don’t.”

      Both X-37 and Jelly pumped updates into my HUD and onto my targeting screen. I hated when my enemies got innovative. Scheid gave his best technology to his HC clones—men who could be my twins except for their iron discipline and lack of personality. I mean, the dudes were cheap copies—real losers. Look at Tank, for example.

      X-37 gave me a jolt, prompting me to focus.

      I opened fire at two thousand kilometers—long range for this gun but nothing in most void battles. Our warships were duking it out with destroyers and cruisers, illuminating their cube of space. The epic scene barely registered. I had my hands full. A dozen fighters twisted away from my shots. Three took heavy damage and changed course, out of the fight. Bug had better luck, though I wasn’t sure of the exact number.

      “Fifteen delivery vessels remain, Reaper Cain.” X-37 displayed losses for both sides in my HUD.

      “Still too many getting through,” I said. Most of my shots missed. They were coming too fast, and their pilots had the luck of the devil. “Freaking fighter jocks. Don’t they know this crap is dangerous?”

      The heavy, Obsidian-carrying fighters flared their engines when they were a few hundred kilometers from our current vector. Obsidian troopers detached from the hulls, steering with their version of micro-fighter thrusters. We weren’t stationary by any stretch of the imagination. In the void, everything was relative. The boarding party was flung at us with better accuracy than I thought was fair—and the boarders steered like they’d practiced the maneuver a hundred times.

      “Miss, miss, miss,” I chanted, hoping the entire boarding force would sail into the void never to return. Sure, that was a fate worse than death, but they bought that ticket and had to ride the ride. Anxiety tickled my guts. Not something I experienced often, and never in sympathy for super jerks trying to kill my friends.

      The remaining fighters emptied their guns, filling the space between our forces with covering fire. Instincts begged me to fire back, give them something to worry about before they overwhelmed Jelly’s shields—so I did, working the trigger like it owed me money.

      The sub-squadron of Obsidian-Archangels moved near enough to see on un-enhanced camera view. None of them had the Starfall crest. These were definitely Scheid’s goons.

      “Looks like at least thirty of the void humpers. Probably have back-up on the way with our luck,” Tank said.

      “Shut up and let me concentrate,” Bug snapped. “Some of us are actually fighting right now, Tank. Not sitting on our asses in the loading bay.” The sound of his gun turret drowned out most of his words.

      I understood his frustration. This was total bullshit. Why were they so good?

      Two of the Archangel wannabes blew apart as I bullseyed them. Bug took another one.

      “You need to do better than that,” Elise shouted as she wasted five of the HC clones.

      “Don’t let the kid beat you, kid,” I yelled.

      “Not a kid!” Bug and Elise boomed in unison.

      They were right. In biological age, both had a decade or more on me. They were also laying waste to our enemies. One after another died as they rushed us. I tried to catch up, though as many of my shots missed as hit.

      I had time for one last shot before they passed inside the range of our point defense systems. Worse, they were tracking Jelly with surprising tenacity. The imitation micro-fighter thrusters on their backs allowed them to track Jelly’s evasive maneuvers. Nothing was going our way.

      “These Obsidians were designed for one purpose,” X-37 said. “Which begs the question, how long have they been looking for an opportunity to try this?”

      “Don’t care!” I shouted. “X, how many of those heavy fighters launched boarders?” I asked, still holding down the trigger. A line of my tracers followed the nearest enemy vessel, clipping an engine housing but failing to destroy it.

      “In technical terms, you killed a bunch, but twelve Obsidian boarders will reach the Jellybird in ten seconds,” X-37 said. “That is a horrendous loss on their side. Scheid’s willingness to spend lives will be a recurring problem in this and other battles.”

      I sprang from the turret, slid down the ladder to the main deck, and adjusted my Archangel armor on the move. “How long before they breach?”

      Elise and Bug raced me, but I was in the lead for once.

      “Not long,” Elise said over comms. “Helmets on, people. Jelly, store atmosphere before they finish cutting their way inside.”

      Sparks flew from the loading bay entrance. I checked my helmet seal, then those of my friends. The ramp was up, functioning as part of the wall. Built to withstand the weight of loading machines, it was every bit as sturdy as the rest of the hull and should be difficult to cut through.

      Our enemies had come prepared. In seconds, the hinges had been cut free, the protective plating removed, and the entire assembly torn free. These boarders didn’t care what kind of damage they did. I doubted their orders were to seize the ship. This was a seek and destroy mission.

      Carnax and Rizz were the first to meet the attackers, both JFT Destroyers firing before the Obsidians were through the opening. There was no sound without atmosphere. Only comms broke the monotony of the void. None of our ammunition glowed with the fluorescent tracers used in environments without oxygen. We hadn’t expected this type of fight.

      Not that it mattered this close.

      Rounds cut down the first boarder, severely injured the second, and pushed the third back the way he came as Tank and I added streams of bullets to the effort. For their part, the Obsidians hosed us with high velocity projectiles. Slugs ricocheted silently around the interior of the Jellybird’s loading bay. One hammered my left thigh. Another punched me in the gut. Armor protected me from damage but not pain. I advanced to keep my momentum. Tripping during a fight would end in a hard fall, something I knew from experience.

      “Shift right, Bio!” Tank bellowed.

      I complied. No banter or snarky comments this time. Not only did Tank not thank me for my professional AF response, but he also shoved me lower so he could shoot over my head at a flanker. The enormous Defender armor overpowered mine. Not something that happened often. I twisted out of the situation, then rolled away from the flash of his muzzle and the painful impacts of incoming slugs. Elsewhere, Carnax, Rizz, and Bug retreated.

      Fresh Obsidians flung themselves through the gap. I fired the moment I took a decent stance. Rounds came back almost like they were retracing the path of my shots. One struck my gauntlets. Pain flashed from knuckles to shoulder, armor or no armor.

      “That sucked!” Retreating wasn’t an option, and I’d already dodged sideways. Forward was the way to go despite bullets testing my Archangel armor and the hard skin beneath.

      “Show off,” Elise barked as she kneecapped an Obsidian with her Maglan rifle.

      “Don’t you have a fleet to run?” I shouted as I reloaded. Fighting this close was dumb. I put it on my list of things to never do again.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, then moved in perfect synchronization with Path to close the distance on our remaining opponents. She kept them busy with her rifle until the sword saint was close enough to use his blade.

      Blood followed each of his slashes. Obsidian armor, like Archangel or even Defender plates, was resistant to blades. The joints were never as strong and were easy targets to anyone of Path’s skill.

      Carnax was injured. Rizz and Bug helped him from the room. Tank put away weapons in favor of tools. He manhandled a section of metal to cover the ruined loading ramp but couldn’t weld at the same time. Tom and Elise rushed to assist.

      “What are you doing to help, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      A hand thrust around the edge of the plate Tom and the others were working on. I sprang forward, extended my Reaper blade, and thrust it through the Obsidian visor the moment it came into view. Most of the blood stayed in the HC clone’s helmet.

      There was something unnerving about killing one of your copies face-to-face.
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      “I’m needed on the bridge,” Elise announced while still repairing the enormous hole where the ramp used to be. She pushed free of the blood smeared plate Tom was welding leaving the rest of us to keep it in place.

      Tank shifted to bear the weight, his powerful armor adding to his strength. Hand holding one corner, head turning away from the work, I felt more than saw the change. I was tracking Elise. The harried look in her eyes alarmed X.

      Not me. Reapers didn’t worry about people’s feelings or whatever. We were hard AF. Elise was fine. That’s what I told myself.

      “Go with her, Reaper Cain,” my LAI urged.

      “Can you handle this without me, Tank?” I asked.

      “Sure, Bio. Tom and I will just do everything. Go.”

      I ran to the bridge and caught her frantic efforts to strap in, adjust comms, and evaluate tactical screens at the same time. “Where’s the fire, kid?”

      “Jelly sent an alert,” she said. “Our carriers had to break contact and fall back. They’re still in stealth mode between the Obsidian warships and the civilians attempting to use the slip tunnel. Debris is causing transition delays. Time is not on our side. Jelly, are we in stealth mode?”

      “Yes, General Elise, though I must warn that acceleration would be both dangerous and detrimental to our state of invisibility,” Jelly said.

      I grabbed a seat, then scanned the readouts and called Tom. “How long until we regain hull integrity?”

      “Ten minutes before we can perform more than basic maneuvers,” Tom said.

      “What if we needed to haul ass to get inside a defensive perimeter?” I asked.

      He groaned. “Are the stealth carriers falling back to protect the wormhole entrance? Why did I ask—of course they are. That’s out of our range at current speeds. Warn me before you accelerate. I’ll do what I can.”

      Elise and I shared a look, then faced our workstations. She had the helm and maintained comms with her fleet captains. I pored over navigation points and systems alerts. Jelly had a lot wrong with her right now. All I cared about was whether we would make it inside the stealth carrier perimeter before the next phase of the battle. This wasn’t our lucky day.

      “Tom, you need to work faster,” I warned on a private channel.

      “Got it. Working faster. Thanks for the expert advice.” The man was out of breath, already giving it his all. He knew what it meant to fight for all our lives. He understood the stakes. What kind of jerk pushed him harder?

      I steered Jelly closer to the wormhole.

      Obsidian warships launched missiles. I took evasive maneuvers, hampered by Jelly’s structural issues. We couldn’t achieve anywhere close to maximum acceleration. She really put the Jelly in Jellybird today.

      “Bug, Path, get to the turrets. We need point defense,” Elise ordered.

      “We’re on the way,” Bug said.

      Elise pulled up a new display on the holo viewer. Three destroyer class warships were headed our direction, firing missiles ahead of them as they came on strong.

      “We’ve got problems,” she said. “What the hell is the holdup at the slip tunnel?”

      I studied the queue. Ships of all sizes clustered too close together as they jockeyed for position. If Scheid’s warships broke our line, they would make quick work of the tightly packed, defenseless merchant vessels. Yesini’s Freedom was among them, equally as vulnerable. Debris from the fall of Drakainis seemed like it was increasing rather than dispersing. “Did she have that many drones? Or was she controlling entire ships?”

      “Unclear,” X-37 said. “I detect anomalies with this debris field. Please stand by while I run a parallel analysis.”

      There was only one reason they would wait when every fact of the situation urged them to escape. A ship was blocking them. One I couldn’t detect. I ran new scans and finally saw it—the largest, ugliest Hagg vessel in existence. If there were an intergalactic prize for the worst ship design in history, this monstrosity would win by a clear margin. A stepped-on cube with engines, the long flat juggernaut lacked even the slightest attempt at style or aesthetics.

      There was indeed something wrong with the debris field. I laughed and cursed at their ingenuity. The Hagg vessel had its own version of a stealth cloak, millions of tons of pulled, pushed, or prodded junk. The crew of the brutish vessel had turned debris into a mobile hiding place. Genius.

      “Why couldn’t it have been Maglan’s Hope and the rest of my fleet arriving out of nowhere?” Elise complained.

      The Hagg heavy cruiser altered course after it had been in the system long enough to assess the situation.

      “I don’t think she’s coming for us,” I said, hoping not to jinx our good fortune.

      “The Hagg work for Scheid,” Elise argued. “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Some do, but all resent him as much as the Oroth who made them a client state without offering anything in return.” I suspected this ship was here for Scheid but not to help the man. “They’ve set a course to engage the Obsidian destroyers chasing the Jellybird.”

      Elise didn’t disagree.

      “Any enemy of my enemy is a friend, or at least someone I can exploit,” I said.

      “Very classy, Reaper.” Elise jammed her fingers on buttons, altering the course of the Jellybird to accommodate the structural weakness Tom and the others were trying to fix. There was no drag in the void, but acceleration did things to a ship that had a big hole in it.

      None of us wanted to risk breaking apart.

      “The Hagg are firing on the three Obsidian warships coming after us,” Elise said. “Godsdammit are they firing. Their ship must be loaded with ammunition because they are throwing kinetic rounds down range like it earns them cash back rewards. Remind me not to piss off a Hagg captain.”

      I tensed as the holo viewer showed clouds of projectiles rushing at the Obsidian destroyers. “Nice try, but that never works. Am I wrong?”

      “I attempted every fleet tactic in the book while you were sleeping. Ten years of fighting Oroth armadas. Brute force can work for breaking contact but almost never succeeds during an offensive effort. There is too great a time delay.”

      Scheid’s destroyers evaded attack after attack. The Hagg moved ever closer, never allowing their guns to go silent. “That’s like throwing rocks at an Archangel.”

      “You’re not lying, Reaper. But if the rocks are big enough and there are enough of them…” She allowed the statement to trail off.

      “The Obsidian ships are altering course,” I said. “Scheid must be gaining even greater influence in the Sovereignty of Oroth to have his own warships now.”

      “That thought is disturbing,” Elise agreed. “The fall of Drakainis didn’t hurt him like I hoped.”

      “Probably made him stronger.” I wasn’t in the mood to play the optimist.

      We watched in silence as the battle dragged on and repair reports came from Tom and the rest of the crew. By the time the enemy was in full retreat, we were sliding inside the stealth carrier perimeter, thankful for the Hagg violence.

      “Let’s hope we’re not on their list of people to be blasted,” Elise said.

      “Do you want me to talk to them? Convince them we’re on the same side?” I teased.

      “Maybe I do.” She relaxed, smiling like the young woman I had gone to hell and back with more than once. We had been through every crisis in the book and survived. “I heard Reapers are the best negotiators.”

      “Hah. That depends on what you want.” We both knew the Union had frequently sent Reapers to end negotiations, especially if they were too successful. Often, the dark powers running the Union wanted chaos and disorder. The welfare of their people had never been the goal. It had only been about remaining in power—like the way Scheid was taking over the Oroth armadas.

      “Let’s get the ship put back together and see about finding the rest of my fleet,” Elise said.

      We fist bumped, because, why not. A narrow escape wasn’t the same as winning the war, but it was something.
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      I sipped whiskey and nursed a cigar on the observation deck. This time, I wasn’t focused on the vast expanse between stars or the walls of a slip tunnel. Each of the secondary screens were live. I watched the bridge, engine room, and loading bay on another. Right now I needed to be with my friends, but not be with my friends. They knew when to give me space, especially when it was their watch.

      We discussed the recent near disaster. Tom in particular, thought he could make changes to the Jellybird to prevent similar incidents in the future.

      “That is one of the reasons the Union discontinued Jelly’s model. The combination loading ramp, access hatch was routinely exploited during war games. Very costly.” Tom’s image filled my remote view of the cockpit. I could see others behind him, each working at their assigned stations. The mechanic looked exhausted from his heroic efforts to repair the ship. We’d all pulled triple shifts. Elise said nothing—which wasn’t her modus operandi when there was a chance to take the mic.

      Interesting.

      I knew my old friend was trying to cheer me up. “We’ve fought off boarders before. Taken worse damage.”

      Tom shook his head. “Everyone who came before wanted the Jellybird intact, or at least salvageable. This was a seek and destroy mission.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Not for the first time, I wondered if they would be better off without my sorry butt to worry about. Scheid targeted me above anyone else, even Elise who commanded the Maglan Fleet.

      “What does Scheid have against me, X?” I asked.

      “Don’t take it personally, Reaper Cain. He did build his clone army based on your genetics. Some people might take that as a compliment,” X-37 said.

      “Great. I feel so much better,” I muttered. “Flattered AF.”

      Tom joined my LAI. “I’ve always assumed he wanted to eliminate you as a threat to his clone army. There is a kind of intuitive logic to the source of his strength also being the greatest danger to his ability to maintain it.”

       “The stealth cloak is functioning at one hundred percent,” Jelly announced. “Engines are near eighty-nine percent. Structural integrity is well over fifty percent.”

      “Progress.” I studied Elise, confident she was asleep at the helm. The general was sitting straight up, but her eyelids drooped and she leaned slightly to her right. I smiled, then raised my voice. “We should shadow the Hagg battle cruiser, if that’s okay with the general.”

      “Yes, of course. Initiate full sweeps. Activate milk and cookies.” Elise shook her head clear of nonsense words.

      Tom helped her out of her chair. “You’re beat, kid. Get some rest. We’ll stay out of trouble.”

      She yawned. “If you twist my arm.”

      I scanned the screens to check every member of the crew. It was time for an announcement. “That goes for everyone. Hit the rack. Sleep. I’ll take the first shift.”

      Combat taxed the mind and body like nothing else, regardless of the type—fleet engagements, street fights… it was all the same. I was too tired to sleep even with X-37 manipulating my hormones to give me a chance at dreamland. My second or third wind came as I made my way to the bridge and plopped into my seat.

      Carnax joined me as though I hadn’t given the order to rack out. With little more than a nod, he took a seat and watched the final civilian ships disappear into the slip tunnel. The Hagg ship maneuvered into place, not asking for permission.

      The General’s Favorite raced ahead of them, placing themselves between it and the humanoid-operated vessel. It was a risky maneuver, but Captain Lodhi and her crew executed it flawlessly.

      “Good move,” Carnax said. “I don’t trust the Hagg. No one does.”

      I thought about how they attacked us during transit and was glad someone was watching out for Yesini’s Freedom and the other civilian ships. Should I notify Elise of the sudden change?

      Absolutely not. She could be mad at me later. If the Hagg remained on our side, with or without a verbal truce, then their insistence on following our civilian ships wouldn’t be an issue.

      “They took some cheap shots at us last time,” I said. “But those were different ships with different crews. They fell out of the slip tunnel during the fight.”

      Color drained from Carnax’s face as he remembered.

      I wasn’t sure what happened to objects flung through the wall of a tunnel. Couldn’t be good.

      “Give me comms, Jelly,” I said, then hailed the Hagg ship. “Jellybird actual for the captain of the Hagg vessel.”

      No response came. The massive warship moved closer to the entrance.

      I waited ten minutes, watching every move as though our lives depended on each subtle change of course. Once they were lined up, I hailed them again and received no answers.

      “Turn me away once, shame on you,” Carnax said. “Do it a second time, shame on me.”

      I waited for the rest.

      “Turn me away three times and shame on both of us,” he said.

      “Meaning?” I asked.

      “This is a fool’s endeavor,” he answered. “Dangerous, to say the least. Most Oroth cultures remain silent until they decide if you are friend or foe.”

      “What about the Hagg? Do they follow your traditions?” I saw the flaw in his thinking while acknowledging my tendency to do the same thing. No matter how far we traveled, I still thought like someone from the Union.

      “Follow the Hagg warship,” I told Jelly. “I want to talk to them.”

      “Will they answer any better during transit?” Carnax asked.

      I shrugged. Who the hell knew?

      Our silent allies disappeared. Jelly followed in their wake, breaking numerous safety protocols. The inside of the tunnel was as magnificent as ever. Carnax and I gazed at the glowing green walls and said nothing for half an hour. Jelly updated us on navigational details, but I already saw what I needed. The Hagg hadn’t attacked. They could have overwhelmed The General’s Favorite with sheer firepower, but they cruised passively after them.

      “Jellybird actual for Hagg vessel,” I said on the video comm.

      “I answer on three,” came a voice. Moments later, static in the holo viewer resolved to show the largest Hagg I’d ever seen.

      “Analyzing,” X-37 said privately.

      “I’m glad you did,” I said. “Any particular reason for playing hard to get?”

      The Hagg captain smiled. Pointed teeth overlapped. His dark, deep-set eyes seemed alive with amusement and curiosity. “No human’d has asked this question, so I will answer’d. Answering on the third hail is our tradition. Earlier is considered weak’d. Later is considered the mark of an indecisive leader. I am neither.”

      “Good to meet you,” I said. “My name is Halek Cain.”

      “I am Baz’d. Come to my ship for dinner’d.”

      “I believe he wants to share food with you, Reaper Cain, though he might also have you as the main course,” X-37 said.

      “Very helpful, X,” I signaled, then spoke. “Baz’d, I’ll be right over.”

      The holo viewer went blank.
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      “You really should wait until the rest of the crew is awake, especially General Hastings,” X-37 said.

      “Carnax has my back. Don’t you, Jude?” I asked.

      “I’ll rally reinforcements should things go badly,” he said, smiling for the first time in a while. The guy was more of a mischief maker than I realized. I knew a prankster when I saw one. The loss of so many of his soldiers bothered him on a level too many commanders experienced during war. That was evident. The cybernetic maiming of Rizz couldn’t have set his mind at ease. It was good to see him smile.

      Maybe that was one reason I never remained in a position of command for long. Not enough cigars and whiskey to temper the loss of a comrade. Godsdammit I knew that for the truth.

      “I could wake them whether you come to your senses or not, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “You could,” I said.

      “Reaper Cain, your insistence on this reckless course of action confounds me, and I am your LAI. Do you have a death wish? My programing grants me greater powers of intervention the moment I am convinced you’re committed to a path of self-destruction.”

      “Relax, X. I just don’t want to wake up Elise or the others. They’ve been through a lot.” I put away the whiskey and stowed several cigars in my travel kit. “I’ve dealt with Hagg soldiers before, remember?”

      “Vaguely. That was right before you initiated the reintegration sequence,” X-37 said. “I was not fully operational for some time after that. The Hagg are flagged as potentially dangerous in my database.”

      “Everyone is potentially dangerous, X.”

      “Good point.” My LAI went silent, which made me wonder if he was conspiring with Jelly to wake the crew on some fabricated pretense that I needed their help.

      Nothing happened. I went to the armory to gear up, enjoying the time to myself as Carnax manned the bridge.

      Why was I doing this? The question was out of character. I had legitimate concerns but rarely hesitated.

      I wasn’t worried. I really wasn’t. Thinking things through didn’t make a Reaper indecisive. I could change my mind, right?

      Right?

      The airlock functioned perfectly. Tom and the others had the Jellybird in top shape despite our recent misadventures. “Carnax, I’m going across in Archangel EVA mode.”

      “You must be feeling bold today,” he said. “I thought you hated that.”

      “I’ve never been a fan, but practice makes less imperfect. Need to stay sharp, know what I mean?”

      Carnax chuckled. “Sure, Cain. I have you on the monitor. If the others wake up, I will brief them immediately. I’m sure Elise won’t be furious.”

      “Good luck with that. Better you than me,” I said, and worked through the doors of the airlock. Before long, I was gliding across to the Hagg ship, surrounded by the peculiar space of the slip tunnel. The glowing green walls looked bigger out here, and I realized this was probably the most insane thing I’d ever done. Had anyone space walked between ships during a slip tunnel passage?

      I seriously doubted it.

      But it was cool.

      I barely saw the poorly illuminated bay doors open. X-37 activated a targeting reticle and telemetry guide. The navigation jets on my armor weren’t powerful. Precision mattered. It was important to get this right the first time.

      I carefully aimed at the square of dim lights that looked nothing like what Maglan, or Union ships before that, used. Was I boarding a ship or visiting an avant-garde coffee bar?

      “You are on course for an adequate landing, Reaper Cain,” X-37 assured.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I crashed to the deck that was closer than it had appeared. Hands flung forward, I sprawled like a goaltender diving after a ball. When I looked up, a silent crowd of Hagg soldiers surrounded me.

      Super creepy.

      “At least they aren’t pointing weapons at you,” X said.

      “Wow. That’s a huge relief. Glad I came by myself.”

      X-37 beeped in indignation. “No comment, Reaper Cain.”

      Standing took little effort in Archangel armor. The gear also made me taller, and I wasn’t short. The welcoming committee loomed over me, except for one who stepped forward. Something familiar tickled my memory. Bands of light and shadow crossed her face as she advanced. This place really needed to work on their illumination panels unless the dramatic effect was intentional.

      “You’d do not recognize me, human’d?” she asked.

      “Saw-say? I thought you were on Maglan,” I said.

      She crossed her arms, then spat to one side. “I was part of Scheid’s invasion force. Very bad’d. The monster used us’d as cannon fodder.”

      “He’s a real jerk.” I counted the warriors around me. It seemed like more were arriving all the time.

      “Is that a really bad thing for a human’d?” she asked. “Nasty as a Kar-kar’d?”

      “Yeah, just like that.”

      “Reaper Cain, you have no idea what that means,” X-37 said. “Please use alien swear words more carefully.”

      Saw-say cocked her head quizzically. “You have nothing to say? No gifts to give?”

      “Shit, was I supposed to bring something? Is that a cultural thing?” I asked.

      She smiled, showing far too many sharp teeth. “No. Not a thing. Saw-say was just seeing if she could get something out of the human’d Reaper. Baz’d will see you. I will take you to his greeting hall.”

      “Sounds fancy,” I said, then followed her as several others surrounded me.

      “Again, Reaper Cain, your decision to come alone was top drawer. Excellent tactical decision making,” X jabbed.

      There wasn’t much talking the rest of the way. None of the hallways were well lit, and I started to wonder if the Hagg used the same visual spectrum as we did. There was always track lighting bordering the floor and ceiling. The uniformity of the construction suggested either surface could be walked on if gravity was lost or manipulated. We passed thick doors and smaller, equally sturdy hatches I couldn’t guess the uses of.

      From a ship design perspective, it was all functional. I wasn’t sure if they made everything thick and dense out of a lack of technological know-how or because they just liked chunky things. Who knew? X-37 analyzed everything I viewed but kept his comments to a minimum.

      “This is the portal to Baz’d hall. Stand for a moment’d in appreciation,” she said. The structure of her mouth caused the distortion of galactic common speech, though I assumed they called the language something else.

      I waited until she waved a hand.

      “The door is closed,” I said.

      She again gestured for me to approach. “It will open. Baz’d has bodyguards who watch the door.” She checked to see if any of the others were listening. They were, but she pretended to speak privately. “They will toy with you’d. Don’t become angry. Pretend the delay is what you want. All will’d be well.”

      “Okay’d,” I said.

      She scowled, and I decided never to imitate Hagg language again.

      I stepped up to the tall, ornately forged bulkhead and waited. Structurally, it was a terrible design for any part of a starship. The added mass seemed pointless, and on a vessel this size, it added up.

      The door master took his sweet, galaxy loving time. Then, just to prove they knew more about the word jerk than they let on, he stopped it from opening completely. I waited like I couldn’t care less, then strode through like a boss.

      Play stupid games, win stupid prizes—that was my motto.

      “I hope your meeting with Baz’d is more productive than this waste of time,” X-37 said. “Did you notice the triple density door frames and blast panels? Very inefficient use of space and material.”

      Saw-say didn’t follow. There were no guards. When Baz’d stood from his throne to greet me, I understood why. The Hagg captain was at least two and a half meters tall, with dense fat covering slabs of muscle. He was one of those men who appeared solid no matter how obese they became. Horny ridges accentuated the features of his face, but also what I could see of his shoulders, back, and arms. The sleeveless tunic must be a style in Hagg culture, because this dude was rocking it.

      A human bowed and scraped his way toward me. His attire reminded me of Tatasam and Celia, the Oroth citizens we’d duped out of their yacht on Reserve 13, but old and faded. Too eager to please his master, the man had to be a slave.

      “I am Lord Rothbury Palmer of Jelanto 5, if it pleases the noble visitor,” he said.

      “Lord Palmer!” Baz’d boomed with a laugh. Apparently, the existence of his slave amused him, like he was fond of a cute pet performing ridiculous tricks.

      Lord Palmer bowed his head for several seconds. When the Hagg captain was done chuckling, he continued. “There are a few things you must do to pay respect, sir. If you have weapons, please retain them. It is a sign of disrespect to come into the presence of someone as great as Baz’d without being armed.”

      “Not a problem,” I said, then pulled a cigar and nursed it to life.

      “What are you doing, Reaper Cain?” X-37 demanded.

      “Trust me, X. I’ve gotta look like a badass who just doesn’t give a flying void frak,” I muttered around the cigar. “I’m always armed AF,” I said to Palmer.

      “Ah, very good. That is most excellent. Very respectful.”

      Baz’d stared into me as his servant talked. The ritual was an act. We both knew it. The Hagg captain was a killer. Not just someone who gave the order, but someone comfortable with blood caking under his fingernails after wet work with a knife. I made a note to watch my ass. X-37 pinned several alerts to my HUD as well.

      Palmer moved close to whisper warnings. “The ridges are a mark of battle prowess caused by hormone shifts during victory. Do not appear too powerful or he may wish to improve himself by murdering you in a duel. Baz’d has never been defeated in personal combat. No one has even come close. Ralaman, the finest warrior of all Sethorn, fell to him in seconds.”

      “Good to know,” I said while casually checking the shadows one more time for unseen threats—because that’s what I did. “Thanks.”

      “Lord Palmer!” Baz’d boomed affectionately. “What are you telling my guest?”

      “Only of your glory, great and might Baz’d,” Palmer said easily. “It amuses him to have an Oroth lord for a servant.”

      “Are you looking to breakout?” I asked.

      “Good heavens, no! I mean, this is a comfortable if slightly demeaning life.” He stepped back, then bowed while thrusting one arm out to the side as though to invite me deeper into the chamber. “High baaka’d daka dok Hagg, I present Halek Cain, the last Reaper of the far distant Union and enemy of General Scheid.”

      I could have approached, but I just smoked and studied the big guy on his poorly lit throne.

      “Uhm, I can’t stand up until you pass me,” Palmer said.

      Feigning deafness to his plea, I sauntered forward like it was my own idea. The key was to look unconcerned no matter what happened. I’d dealt with these types of alpha personalities before.

      “I find several data points interesting, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Lord Rothbury Palmer of Jelanto 5 used identifying information for you that I wouldn’t expect the Hagg people to possess.”

      “Use his shortened name, X.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.”

      “I thought that myself,” I agreed. “Stay sharp, X’olio. We may be in trouble.”

      “I detest that nickname now as much as the first time you used it, Reaper Cain’olio.”

      The exchange made me smile. Though on high alert, I wasn’t worried. Baz’d was my kind of guy, except for the slavery issue. Maybe I could enlighten him, change his outlook, and secure some emancipation for good old Palmer.

      Baz’d huffed and grunted as I approached. Looking up at his throne put me at a disadvantage. The back of the huge metal command chair flared whimsically at the top. Other details were evident. Alloy bracers covered his forearms from wrist to elbow. Even without X-37’s help, I saw these were stolen—from a much more advanced civilization. A blue light blinked on one, possibly indicating it was powered or connected to the ship’s network. The other had a red light. One thing was certain. They weren’t just armor, they were loaded with technology more advanced than what I had observed on the ship.

      His clothing was perfectly pressed, every stitch perfect. The brute was more of a fashionista than anyone might guess. I imagined Palmer and a squad of assistants cleaning, pressing, brushing, and all the things to make the outfit parade-ground ready.

      His taste was another issue. I wouldn’t be caught dead in a tunic, sandals, gold rings. A huge buckle with an animal on it held the garment to his large, muscle-packed gut. From a distance, he had appeared fat, and maybe he was, but up close his eight pack abs looked like a turtle shell of well-conditioned muscle pressing against the fabric.

      He leaned forward. Muscles shifted. His arms and shoulder became more prominent, again ruining my first impression. Tank would look like a kid compared to this guy, even with his modified Defender armor.

      “We drink,” he said.

      Palmer rushed to my side. “Two things, Reaper. He has worked very hard to perfect his human accent. An especially difficult task with the well-developed shred-teeth you cannot, and do not ever want, to see. Make no comment on this. Just don’t. Secondly, do not refuse the beverage. It is a great honor to be offered by a Hagg ship chieftain as great as Baz’d. His followers will gather to watch. Ignore them. Also, I am sorry. You may die, or at least have a fifteen-day hangover.”

      “That was more than two things, Palmer.” I shifted my stance to ready myself for a fight without looking like it as Hagg soldiers and crew crowded the edges of the room. When I thought everyone on the ship was here, more came. Pushing and shoving was a thing. Fights broke out. Someone in the back row got punched repeatedly.

      “Very classy,” X-37 said.

      “Don’t judge.” I accepted a surprisingly small glass Baz’d handed to me while bending farther forward than seemed possible with his bulk. He could have descended from his throne and made both our lives easier but didn’t.

      “Palmer, there is a worm in the bottom,” I said, studying a weird little creature staring up at me evilly.

      “Yes. Only the strongest consume the worm. I do not recommend you try. Baz’d will, of course.”

      “Whatever.” I toasted Baz’d. “To new friends and freedom.” Then, before I could think too much, I slammed it back, worm and all.

      “Oh no,” Palmer gasped.

      Baz’d did the same, then spread his teeth in a wide grin. “Good.”

      “Good,” I agreed.

      “Did you not taste that this is the best Tekaka in the galaxy?” he asked.

      “Never had Tekaka before.”

      His eyes widened as the audience gasped. “And he still stands! Ah, I love this last Reaper. He must be a true enemy of Scheid and all the villains bowing to the Sovereignty of Oroth.”

      Hagg stomped their feet and growled.

      “Congratulations. You have made an excellent first impression,” X-37 said. “Try not to die.”

      Stars slid across my vision, then spiraled like a slip tunnel gone mad. My brain told me I was spinning out of control. I ignored the sensation. This wasn’t my first drunken rodeo. Images of the worm staring up from the liquid bothered me, and for an instant I worried what the actual hell I’d done. Who consumed alien liquor and an alien life-form without doing just a tiny bit of research first?

      Godsdammit, I was dumb sometimes.

      Baz’d took my glass, gazed into it, and looked surprised when there was no death worm. His eyes snapped to mine and bore into me with hostility and respect. X-37 might not have picked up on the body language, but I was sure I’d made a mistake—or an ally for life.

      Palmer’s words rang in my head. “Don’t appear too strong or he will murder you by duel to increase his reputation.”

      This was different, like maybe he was deciding if I was a worthy boss.

      The last thing I needed was responsibility for a homicidal Hagg captain and his crew.

      “Another,” he said.

      Talking, fighting, and rude noises ended. Spectators stood motionless as Palmer retrieved a tray with two additional glasses. Tears filled his eyes.

      “You all right, Palmer?” I asked.

      “Lord Palmer is emotional, like all humans. Weak.” Baz’d said. “Maybe you are different’d.”

      I accepted the glass.

      “Do not drink that, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned. “Your biometrics are cause for considerable alarm. Your blood alcohol level is still increasing from the first shot.”

      Baz’d and I held forward our glasses, then tossed them down our throats like a synchronized power drinking team.

      “Oh godsdamn,” I muttered, swaying on my feet.

      Baz’d growled. “Another.”

      “Reaper Cain—” X said.

      “Less bitching and more helping me not pass out, X,” I signaled with the hand not holding the third glass.

      “Adjusting hormonal regulation and anything else I can think of,” X said. “You are going to pay for this. I hope it is worth it.”

      “No one does four’d,” Baz’d said, his perfect human accent falling away. “Today is a good day for the Tekaka!”

      The crowd stomped their feet but said nothing. As drinking contests went, the mood was far more solemn than festive.

      “I’ll have a colony of worms down there,” I complained as Palmer stoically brought out round five.

      “You should have brought Elise,” X-37 said. “She would have pumped the brakes, kept you in check.”

      This made me laugh. I didn’t hear the rest of what my LAI said. It was probably important.
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      The room was empty, save for me and Baz’d, when I woke up. He lay face down in the middle of the room. An alien pizza smeared the captain’s tunic. Three musical instruments had been cast into one corner. A movie projector played the final credits for the Force That Took Victano 5 on the ceiling. Why? Because the primitive projector had been tipped backward by a violent disturbance of some sort.

      My head hurt like a mother ducker. Nothing about my body felt right, and I was pretty sure I had spent some time worshiping the porcelain throne because my mouth tasted like used pizza… and Tekaka worms. “What happened, X? Why didn’t you stop me?”

      “I am not talking to you, Reaper Cain.”

      Baz’d groaned and pushed himself to his feet. “Never’d again.”

      “I second that motion.”

      He used baby steps to turn and face me, focused as though trying to remember who or what I was, then barked a foul-smelling laugh. “Ah, yes. Cain’d. Palmer did not warn me against drinking with the Reaper.”

      “He’s a good dude, that Lord Palmer. Maybe he would stay around as a free man.” The suggestion wasn’t subtle, but it was too late to take it back.

      Baz’d’s eyes darkened, but slowly changed to a thoughtful expression. He rubbed his chin, realized there was crusted food there, and disregarded my suggestion in favor of wiping his face with the collar of his tunic. “Ugh. This is a mess. Lord Palmer!”

      The man darted through a hastily opened side door with a new tunic. “Fresh from the cleaner, mighty Baz’d.”

      I rubbed my head and reviewed notes of the previous night’s festivities on my HUD. “Never share this with anyone, X.”

      “My nonexistent lips are sealed, Reaper Cain.”

      Baz’d finished changing, then slapped his own face several times. “Better. That is better. No more Tekaka for three days. I decree it!”

      “As you wish, mighty Baz’d,” Palmer said as he bowed.

      “Do you desire your freedom, Lord Palmer?” Baz’d asked. “The Reaper believes you deserve it.”

      “Oh no, Lord Baz’d. I could never return to my estate after so long away.”

      Baz’d snorted. “You are now free. Stay or go as you wish.”

      Lord Palmer glared daggers at me.

      “Whatever,” I said more to X than the former slave.

      “Come with me, Reaper,” Baz’d said, then led the way into a smaller, plainer room with a breakfast table already laid out. “Lord Palmer claimed he could make food to your liking. I said he should ask you what was best. He didn’t inquire of anything. Maybe I should make him a slave again.”

      Palmer hustled around the table, serving tiny pancakes smothered in syrup and powdered sugar.

      “I am going to destroy this food,” I said as I took a seat.

      Baz’d struggled to understand but then laughed. “I will destroy my meal as well! We will eat like we are both Reapers, won’t we!”

      “This is going to be a very loud breakfast, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned.

      Baz’d sprinkled bugs and worms over his food, then dug in before they could escape the syrup.

      I tried not to look. Amazing waves of flavor quickly captured my attention and spiked my hunger. “I will steal Lord Palmer and make him my cook!” I yelled the declaration in a decent imitation of Baz’d, then scraped away insects that had somehow found their way onto my plate.

      “Ah, how dare you, Reaper! There will be a terrible breakfast war. The galaxy will tremble in the wake of our contest!”

      “For breakfast!” I thrust my fork high, then concentrated on clearing my plate.

      Lord Palmer brought something I hoped was bacon, then biscuits and gravy, and on and on. I forced myself not to think about where the bacon or eggs or anything came from. Baz’d grew less gregarious but was still in a good mood.

      “I tell you’d, Reaper Cain, that Scheid Obsidians are very bad. The kar-kar’ds attacked my battle group. Damaged my other two ships. Sent them to the yard for repair. I will be recruiting for years to fill my roster. Terrible.”

      “I was wondering why you helped us,” I said.

      “The mighty Baz’d was glad to intervene,” he said. “Scheid must go. I will help you defeat him. Say when, and I will come to battle beside the Reaper.”

      “Likewise. We fight Scheid and anyone who takes his side.” I drank juice, ate everything Lord Palmer brought me, and shared stories with Baz’d. The Hagg captain had been around, that was for sure.

      Afterward, I offered Baz’d a cigar and was quickly robbed. He grabbed me by the back of my armor, lifted me off my feet, and patted me down like a dirty cop looking for bribes. Could I have stabbed him in the throat with my arm blade? Well, yeah, but I didn’t want to.

      He dropped me after ferreting out several of my well-hidden Maglan Continentals.

      “Rude,” I said.

      “You’re welcome. These must have been a burden to carry,” he said, then, like a maniac, he smoked two at once. “These are fabulous—clearly the best thing about human’ds.”

      “Such bullshit,” I complained. “You took my entire stash.”

      “You have three more in your survival pack,” he countered. “Perhaps you should give one to Lord Palmer if you like him so much.”

      “Godsdammit.” I tossed one to the former slave/master chef.

      He pulled a chair into a corner of the room then sat very straight as he smoked quietly.

      “This has been a novel parley, Reaper Cain. I took notes for future analysis,” X-37 said.

      Baz’d blew a perfect smoke ring, so unfair. I put it down to beginner’s luck.

      “Why did you fight for Scheid,” I asked.

      “Never did,” he said, still watching the effects of his new favorite trick.

      I stretched the moment with silence, holding my own cigar off to one side. Hopefully my posture conveyed I wasn’t in the mood for smoke rings or other games.

      He noticed, then leaned his elbows on his knees, driving his hard eyes into me. “Say what you mean, Reaper.”

      “We were attacked in a slip tunnel.”

      He snorted and threw up one hand. “Insanity. I spoke against the tactic and was demoted fifty-seven ranks.”

      “How many ranks does the Hagg military have?” I asked, unable to stifle my curiosity.

      He waved the question away. “When I refused, others followed my example. That was when Scheid’s elite troopers attacked. Not just me, but many of my family. Now I live only to end the feud by ensuring his total destruction.” A pause followed. “You have my pledge to remain a steadfast ally for all time. Of course, a few cases of cigars, enough for my best lieutenants—and perhaps my in-laws—might be added insurance to put your mind at ease.”

      I waited a few more seconds and was rewarded by my LAI.

      “Honesty detected, Reaper Cain.”

      I mimicked Baz’d’s posture. “I’m glad we’re on the same side now. General Hastings runs the Maglan fleet. I’ll put you in touch with her or her executive officer, Commander Novasdaughter. I’ll send over cigars when I have them.”

      He carefully placed the Maglan Continentals between his teeth without destroying them, then slammed his palms together. “Good! We are allies. Now you smack’d your’d hands to seal the bargain.”

      My cybernetic hands thundered when I stuck them together. Baz’d the Mighty seemed to appreciate the awesomeness of the display.

      Later, as I made my way back to the Jellybird, X-37 finally admitted I was right. “You did well, Reaper Cain. Perhaps negotiations can be a solo mission after all.”

      “Don’t spread it around. It’ll be one more thing for Elise to volun-tell me to do.”
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      Elise crossed her arms as I cleaned up the story. She chose to stay on the Jellybird during the slip tunnel transition, to train and to monitor Bug’s progress with the AI shielding cybernetics. “You’re leaving something out, Reaper. When did we start keeping secrets?”

      “Godsdammit.” I sighed. “There may have been a drinking contest.”

      “What the actual… That is not how we negotiate for the Maglan Fleet. Are you trying to start another war?” she demanded, then waved away my attempt to answer. “Can we trust Baz’d or whatever he calls himself?”

      “Absolutely. I did promise to send a few cases of cigars to strengthen the deal,” I said.

      “Great. How could an alliance based on nicotine addiction fail?” She made a note and sent it to Novasdaughter. “Sometimes I wonder about you, Reaper.”

      “What’s on your mind, kid? There is more going on here than my awesome and seriously unappreciated bargaining skills.” Worrying about Elise was nothing new, despite how tough she was. Maybe I stressed out because she was so independent. From our first meeting on Dreadmax, she’d been determined to grab the galaxy in both hands and make it do what she wanted.

      Now it looked like she was carrying the fleet on her back rather than leading it.

      “General Icarus is gaining popularity. My absence hasn’t helped, but I needed to get away before I started Reaper-punching people who annoyed me,” she said. “Godsdammit, I feel guilty for adventuring.”

      “That isn’t what we were doing on Camis Shae. Drakainis would have destroyed the Maglan Fleet and the Sovereignty of Oroth as well. Do they think it was a cookie walk?” I asked.

      “Cakewalk, Reaper. Get your dessert references straight. I know cookies. Don’t test me on this.”

      “Whatever. Let’s hit the gym. Bug says you’re getting soft.”

      “Don’t throw him under the bus,” she said. “Though he did blab some of that bull last time we worked out. I’m as hard as steel, Reaper. Never doubt it.”

      Laughing felt good. “Oh, yeah? You look it.”

      She punched me right in the kidney, making me regret not making a better attempt to jump out of the way.

      We reached the training room and had it to ourselves. I took extra time warming up—lots of calisthenics and stretching. There was too much to think about. I couldn’t keep putting her in these situations. Missions went ten times better with her on the team. My selfish need to not die skewed my decision making. Elise had a fleet to run, a people to get home safely.

      She was thinking along the same lines, it seemed. “Let’s train hard and enjoy it while we can. Politics and coalition building will take all my time once I’m back on Maglan’s Hope.”

      We ran for three kilometers on the treadmills. She wanted five, but I convinced her that weightlifting and sparring would be taxing after too much cardio. Practicing under extreme fatigue could build character, but too much of that sort of thing led to sloppy technique and bad habits. Today was a technique day, or that’s what I told myself.

      “Sure, Reaper. If that’s what you think.” She ran until I completed the distance. “I may come back tonight for a recovery run.”

      I made a rude sound.

      Lifting weights felt good. I checked my one repetition maximum in the deadlift, clean and jerk, squat, bench press, and my max rep count for chin-ups. Elise did the same, impressing me with her strength to bodyweight ratio.

      “You’re not totally weak,” I said when she was done.

      Her roundhouse kick caught me on the outside of my thigh, punishing my peroneal nerve. Staggering back, I issued the challenge. “All right, let’s spar. Gloves or bare knuckles?”

      She raised one finger. “Protective gear; I’m not stupid.”

      Before long, we were circling each other, throwing light punches and kicks to check distance and timing. Once the real sparring began, I wondered if the gloves and shin guards would be enough to prevent injury. I was careful not to kill her with my cybernetic fists while not letting her know I was being careful. We both knew the deal, but that didn’t mean either of us talked about it. Armed, unarmed, pads or no pads, I was always Reaper deadly.

      The easiest way to keep the contest even was by focusing on kicks and takedowns. She proved just as fast, creative, and ruthless as always.

      “Damn, kid. We need to train more often. I’m actually learning something,” I said after nearly an hour on the mat.

      She snorted indignant surprise. “Is that a complement or another reason for me to punch you? Actually learning something—what the hell? Condescend much?”

      I stuffed her next two takedown attempts, but she caught me with a hip toss that dropped me on my face. The sneaky kid tied up my arms when she threw me so I couldn’t stop my fall or roll efficiently.

      Pain exploded everywhere above my shoulders. A kink locked my neck as I muscled my way out of being pinned. Standing with her across my shoulders, I flipped to the mat. She bounced to her feet and went on the attack as though she’d planned the sequence in advance.

      “Very sloppy, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Not now, X!”

      Elise circled. “I want to hear your LAI. Put him on the public address speaker. It’ll be a hoot.”

      I caught her with a right hook. She twisted away and ducked, effectively slipping under most of the force. Something connected, however, because there was no counterattack. We fought earnestly for several minutes, then took a break. Each time we reset the timer, the sparring grew more intense.

      “I missed this, Reaper,” she said as we finished our fifth bout. She worked her jaw from side to side and rolled her neck to realign the cervical vertebrae. “Kicking your ass keeps me on top of my game.”

      “X, did you keep score? The kid thinks she won.”

      “No comment, Reaper Cain.”

      “Hah! X knows,” Elise said.

      The door opened. Elise and I turned in unison. Dread filled my gut. Path carried three practice swords. His face was as calm as ever, but we all knew he was here to teach.

      “Crap,” Elise muttered.

      “Help me out, X. Something’s different about the sword saint,” I said.

      “Analyzing.” A short pause followed. “There are numerous data points—facial expression, posture, lack of a polite greeting, and so on—suggesting he is more serious than usual. If you had been paying attention, you would’ve seen that Path has been pushing himself extraordinarily hard in every part of his conditioning and technique development, almost as though he wishes to advance to the next level in his order. I believe he is in need of a challenge. Sword saint culture demands they push themselves.”

      “Wait, what? You’re telling me that now? Is he okay?” Now I was more worried about my friend than what he was going to do to us.

      “You can go first,” Elise said. “He won’t be warmed up and will probably go easier on you.”

      “Said no one ever. You’re throwing me in front of the sword saint mag-train,” I said.

      She understood my meaning. “Someone’s gotta take one for the team. That someone is you. Chain of command. Get used to it.”

      Path looked us up and down, commanding our silence. “There is no need to argue. I will fight both of you.”

      Elise swallowed nervously, something I noticed while I was looking for an exit and an excuse to use it.

      The sword saint handed us each a practice sword, the wooden variety he preferred over the safer polymer versions. In his hands, these were nearly as deadly as sharpened metal. I noticed he’d brought the one I normally used and had given Elise the one she preferred. His looked worn, with far more practice hours applied to it than either of our mock weapons.

      I signaled Elise that we should spread out, and she complied with a determined expression. We might be rusty in our melee combat skills, but we still knew how to work together. Real life fighting taught valuable lessons, of course, but I had learned the hard way how important it was to train the basics and refine more advanced skills.

      Path, of course, wasn’t fazed by our double-team tactics. He watched me, or he watched Elise, but he never seemed overly concerned with either of us. I knew we were in trouble when he merely stared straight ahead, probably sensing our exact position by some sort of sword saint sixth sense.

      Elise raised her practice blade high and charged. I came a beat later and executed a powerful sideswipe, hoping to mix up the angles of attack and frustrate Path.

      One moment my wooden bokken whistled through the air, and the next I was seeing stars. To add insult to injury, I realized I was falling with my feet higher than my head. How the sword saint had done this was a mystery. X-37 would be able to tell me if it had been a shoulder throw, leg sweep, or back kick to the solar plexus—assuming I was in the mood for a debrief.

      Somewhere, Elise oofed as she hit the ground.

      Path moved to the center of the mat and stood ready. There was no tension in his arms, shoulders, or stance. He wasn’t breathing hard or staring at any one point in the room.

      I looked to Elise as we formulated a new plan. “We’re in for a thrashing.”

      “Maybe you are. But I’m going to win this time.” She charged.

      I rushed Path’s flank, already tensing against the pain he was about to deliver despite the appearance of not seeing my approach. My complete inability to surprise him was bullshit. In this environment, the sword saint saw all. How fair was that?

      The lesson went on and on and on. By the time we were done, I was so exhausted and battered that I thought I might never recover. Elise didn’t look much better.

      “I think we were hustled,” I said under my breath.

      “Me too,” she agreed. “Thanks for the lesson, Path. Next time we will know better than to pre-exhaust ourselves with running and weightlifting.”

      “Good. We will be able to train longer,” Path said. “And harder.”

      Elise and I groaned in harmony.
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      Elise and I crewed Jelly’s bridge, feet kicked up, an unlit cigar in my hand, a half-eaten cookie in hers. Steam twisted up from the sugary confection as she savored each bite.

      This was the life. Why not just keep going, slip tunnel after slip tunnel until we found a corner of the galaxy full of adventure minus soulless dictators, oligarchs, and out of control AIs of doom? That wouldn’t be a cop-out. We’d done our share.

      I spent more time with Elise as we neared the end of the trip. Her concern for duty was obvious. Neither of us said it, but another option would be for me to stop running hither and yon chasing impossible missions. I could stay at her side and help her run the fleet.

      What would be wrong with that? I wouldn’t be bored at all. Reapers like me were easily civilized. I could stand on the bridge while she reviewed boring reports with her executive officer. When there was a ground team sent to investigate an alien temple in the heart of a volcano, we would watch from the bridge of Maglan’s Hope. Regular hours. Less time in post-combat surgery. No more diving away from explosions or kicking down doors. I could finally power through my to-be-read list.

      Easy. Comfortable. Boring, except for the reading part.

      “No wonder you ditch your real job to gallivant with misfits,” I said.

      Elise held the cookie away from her mouth, immediately indignant. “Pardon me?”

      “Nothing. I was just thinking.”

      “Oh really? About what?” she asked.

      “Hey, look at that! We’ve reached the end of the slip tunnel. Do you want to alert the crew, or ask Jelly to do it?” I dropped my feet and sat up straight, almost as though I was doing serious work.

      “I have already sent the ship-wide alert, Captain,” Jelly said. “Was that premature?”

      “No, you’re good, Jelly.” My hands flew over my keyboard, typing nonsense mostly.

      Elise didn’t relent. “Don’t play the slippery ex-Union assassin with me, Halek Cain. You’re about to ditch me.”

      “No. I, um, was just imagining the joys of command,” I said, then gave up the act. I pulled back from the keyboard, folded my hands together, and faced her. This kept my hands high enough to block a punch if needed. The compact nature of the Jellybird’s bridge meant we were within arm’s reach. The chairs weren’t designed for facing each other.

      She leaned forward slightly, staring back, challenging me to say what I meant.

      “I’m not cut out for fleet officer life,” I said. “Or politics. Or management. Or anything useful once we’ve put Maglan civilization back together.”

      “We are now leaving the tunnel, Captain,” Jelly interrupted.

      Elise ignored the announcement. Several seconds passed. “No, you’re not. I changed while you were asleep for ten years. You didn’t.”

      “Don’t make it ugly.”

      She didn’t laugh.

      “Good news, Captain,” Jelly said. “The Maglan fleet seems to be alive and well in this system. I’m reading signals from Maglan’s Hope and several other familiar vessels. The Lady Faith II is on approach and sends her sincere greetings.”

      At first, the screen was nothing but stars and a few icons Jelly added for reference, distances to each planet in the Sethis system, including Sethorn. I’d only been there once and wondered if the place was torn up. Reports on Jag’s people and their ongoing resistance had been grim.

      My gut tightened. Dread flowed through me. We hadn’t been good allies. Sure, the Maglan fleet was here now, but had they been too late? “I’m not seeing the Sethorn fleet.”

      “I have not located any of their warships, Captain,” Jelly said. “One moment while I complete another scan.”

      Elise and I did the same, each working frantically on our own work terminals.

      “Check these planets, Jelly. If I were hiding a fleet, I might use the larger gas giants to interfere with enemy scans. It’s dangerous and would only work against enemies near the slip tunnel entrance,” Elise said.

      My fingers flew over the keyboard, but Jelly was quicker. Resisting the urge to cheat and just look at what she’d found, I completed my search independently. More eyes on the problem were always good. Jelly did everything related to the ship far better than I, or even Elise, could, but a human perspective could often see through AI blind spots. We’d proved that on Camis Shae.

      “Got it!” Elise and I shouted at the same time.

      When I looked up, Jelly had the same search results on the holo view. “Thank you for your assistance,” Jelly said. “I may have peeked at your work to locate the Sethorn Freedom Fleet.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Elise said. “Thanks for the compliment, Jelly.”

      “Of course, General Elise. But you really did help. The odd way you and the Captain go about system scanning does work, against all logic and science. X-37 has often told me that human intuition, or wild ass guesses as he refers to the phenomena, works almost five percent of the time.”

      “X, have you been talking trash to your AI friends behind our backs?” I asked as Elise chuckled.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. You give me so much material to work with that I simply cannot resist.”

      We stared at the Sethorn Freedom Fleet formation. There were fewer warships than I’d hoped, and far too many civilian craft.

      “It’s like an exodus fleet,” Elise said. “And I know what those look like.”

      “They’re using large freighters to screen their strength,” I half guessed. “They never present their true strength to the enemy. Like their tech, for example. When I met them, Jag and his team wore plain, very basic gear. They have an almost religious dedication to not show Oroth or anyone else how technological they are.”

      “I see it now.” Jelly sounded excited. “I will inform X-37 of your success, Captain.”

      Godsdammit, it was good to be on the ship with Jelly, X-37, and Elise at the same time. Everything just clicked.

      “There is a note from the Maglan fleet.” Elise read carefully. “Novasdaughter hasn’t been able to contact them via comms or approach. Why are the Sethorns standing off?”

      “Unknown,” Jelly responded as she listed dozens of log entries Novasdaughter had shared.

      It took me a minute to catch up. We hadn’t talked to anyone in the Maglan fleet. Apparently, Elise had instituted a message board protocol to better facilitate the sharing of information. Captains didn’t have to make every exchange a protracted formal event. Some information was distributed to all Maglan ships at once.

      “They’ll talk to you, kid. Sethorn are quirky about bureaucracy. Jag was never the guy to work his way up the chain. The way he looked at it, his information was for the people who needed it, not everyone in the chain of command. I bet a lot of Sethorn commanders feel the same way,” I said.

      “I need to prepare. Novasdaughter and Icarus will have a lot to talk about,” Elise said, then left the bridge.

      Bug passed her in the doorway. “She all right?”

      “Ask her,” I said.

      Bug held up both hands in surrender. “Not involved. I came to ask you something unrelated to whatever that was. I may not be as smart as Henshaw or Tom, but even I know better than to get between you and the General.”

      “Have a seat and spill it. What’s up, Bug.” It was tempting to replay what happened with Elise while Bug warmed up to his question. I forced myself to give him one hundred percent of my attention.

      He sensed it and relaxed. “Rizz and I have talked a lot about Henshaw. He did help us and promised to do more. The way he describes the process, we will be glad for the Drakainis cybernetics by the time he is done—especially since the dark AI is gone.”

      I waited.

      “Can you be in the operating room?” he asked. “I don’t trust the guy. Not after what happened with your right arm. You know, the one he removed without your consent and replaced with the shield arm variant? It’s awesome, of course, but he operates by a different set of rules. We had to threaten violence to keep him from doing both eyes. Never told you that before because it didn’t really matter.”

      I stopped him. “I’ve got your back, Bug. And I can do the same for Rizz if she wants. Carnax will have his say as well. Henshaw should think twice before pissing off the JFT Destroyers.”

      Bug laughed. “True.”

      “You’re gonna be fine,” I said.

      “He might get bold with the Shae survivors. You know how he treats everyone as a test subject.”

      I examined my cigar, considered the scope of the commitment, and answered. “I’ll watch out for them too.”

      “Thanks, Hal.”

      We didn’t talk much after that. Jelly handled most of the communication between ship AIs and their captains. The best way to handle the reorganization of the fleet was to enjoy the ride. Elise might have handled things differently, but she wasn’t on the bridge. Her life was about to change again, and not in a fun way.
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      Elise pushed the pace. Her treadmill whirred. I kept up for a while but eventually ran at my own speed. We didn’t talk until the one-kilometer cooldown jog at the end.

      “You have to go back,” I said. “Not that I want you gone, but we both know delaying the inevitable will only make things worse.”

      “I need to supervise Henshaw’s work on Bug and the others. They are a new class of fighter. Maglan will face an AI threat again. We’ll be ready if James gets this right,” she said, catching her breath easily. “I like Bug, and Rizz for that matter. Wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if Henshaw takes things too far. The man did both of his own eyes. Tell me you’re not just a little concerned.”

      “I’d be lying,” I said, enjoying the new pace. We were still moving fast by normal standards. Only when I was around her did I feel like a poor runner.

      We headed into separate locker rooms, nothing more than cramped showers and toilets Tom had rigged up as we improved the training area. This had been another storage room with a mop room next to the head when we started.

      “Why can’t I become a fulltime adventurer?” Elise joked as she came out in a fresh jumpsuit, toweling her hair.

      “Don’t drive yourself crazy,” I said, feeling clean and refreshed. Sure, I was tired from the workout, but it was a good tired.

      “We need to get Path back.” Elise tossed her towel in a hamper and strapped on the gun belt she wore while on the ship. “I’ve been thinking. Here’s what we do. Let him know we’re hitting the gym, get here early, and do a light warm up. Maybe splash water on our faces to fake being really sweaty. Then when he comes at us, we hammer him.”

      “Love it. But you know what will happen,” I said. “Messing with him while he is working toward a sword saint promotion is dangerous.”

      “Don’t ruin my fantasy. He can’t be that good. We’re going to teach him a lesson this time.” Her tone was determined, not malicious. “Today it was like he already ascended to a new level in his order, but he can’t do that without testing before other sword saints in a shrine—or that’s what I read somewhere.”

      We reviewed the plan as we traveled to the Henshaw’s Laboratory, a rather ominously named freighter he had converted into a hospital. Bug, Rizz, and several Shae cyborgs gathered from other parts of the fleet were there along with their support groups. Rizz had Carnax and recently reunited members of their unit. Bug had Elise and me. The Shae brought family members and their own doctors.

      The observation room was larger than most. Bug had volunteered to go first, though he looked nervous. The cracker-eating kid who turned veteran soldier had become the de facto leader of every new cyborg. I wondered what Roos Starfall thought of his creations now. He’d made them to defeat the dark AI, then lost control of the secret army.

      Bug stepped from the surgery preparation room wearing a sterile gown tied at the back with one inadequate string. He smiled to reassure the others, then gave me a thumbs-up through the window. I returned the gesture, barely restraining myself from the urge to snap out my blade. Emphasizing my cybernetic enhancements might send the wrong message, and I didn’t want to make Henshaw nervous right before he operated.

      “What exactly are they doing?” Elise asked quietly.

      “His explanation was super detailed. Maybe X-37 should summarize.” I held up my arm to use the small speaker on my wrist for a semi-private conversation with Elise. Maybe we should have worn armor and helmets, just to have full comms. That would also serve as a warning to the creative scientist.

      “James Henshaw will remove key data transfer nodes and replace them with Maglan technology, circuitry he developed in partnership with our best scientists,” X-37 explained. “These critical components will remove any chance a rogue survivor of Drakainis’s drone swarm could influence Bug or the others.”

      My LAI hashed out details, refined definitions, and clarified Elise’s questions. I was the intellectual weak link in the conversation, though I understood the practical implications. Henshaw had seized on the AI shielding theories Roos and his twin brother Clakion presented. To listen to the optical engineer talk, he could execute their idea better and faster. All he needed was to test a few obscure details.

      Which was a lot easier with so many test subjects. They needed him, and he needed them to refine his work. I wasn’t sure who had the worse deal.

      “The majority of the hardware, something crudely similar to Reaper nerve-ware, must remain, of course,” X-37 continued.

      “Of course.” I agreed despite having stopped listening several minutes ago. Elise nodded along, but I noticed she hadn’t asked any new questions for at least a few minutes.

      James Henshaw entered with one of his new assistants, a young, platinum-furred Shae woman in a white lab coat. He wore the same thing.

      “Is he wearing professional attire?” Elise asked, stunned. “And did he cut his hair?”

      “That’s not all,” I agreed without elaborating. Henshaw lacked many of his piercings, and his tattoos were covered. It was like the man was attempting to appear professional—not something he’d bothered with before now. The man’s style changed often but was always casual. This was a new look.

      “I believe he desires to make a good impression on his assistant, Iliana of Shae, if you haven’t read her name tag yet,” X-37 said.

      “No more, X. His personal life is none of my business,” I said.

      “Reaper Cain—”

      “Can it, X.”

      My LAI gave me the silent treatment for half a minute or the equivalent of a century in his perception of time. His words, when they came, were indignant. “I have no idea what that phrase means, but your tone suggests you are not interested in my insight.”

      “I’m really not.” I watched the rest of the surgical team enter and take positions. Most were from Maglan—Xad, Wallach, the Deadlands, or were Union scientists who had gravitated to Henshaw’s charismatic sphere of influence. A few were Shae. There was even one Hagg near the back who seemed ready to do most of the heavy lifting.

      Trays of tools were rolled closer to the operating table. Powerful lights were lowered until there were no shadows in the room. Bug looked asleep, or dead. Henshaw spoke as he worked, but we didn’t hear his explanations. The sound of scalpels cutting through flesh were probably silent, but the bone saws and cutting torches surely made noise I was glad I couldn’t listen to.

      Before long, Bug lay splayed open. A network of black metal and hair-fine wires gleamed wetly from his blood. Watching the surgery of a close friend was harder than I expected.

      “Your heart rate and respiration have increased,” X-37 said.

      “I’m fine, X.”

      Elise looked at me sharply, then relaxed, as we realized we were both worried.

      “James Henshaw has done nothing beyond what was included during his surgery prep session. His assistants work well together,” X-37 said, making notes in my HUD. “Bug has a ninety-eight percent chance of surviving the operation and nearly a fifty percent chance of adapting favorably to the changes.”

      “Thanks, X. I think.” I reviewed the list of modifications Henshaw had scheduled until I agreed with my LAI. Everything was by the book.

      After several hours on the table, Bug was patched up and wheeled to another room. James Henshaw and his team dispersed.

      I waited for the ocular engineer to brief us on the results. He took so long to appear I wondered if he was going to skip the meeting. That would be just like the man. When it came to his science, he did what he wanted and rarely offered explanations. Was he a saint or a mad man?

      Who knew?

      He emerged in a new set of scrubs. Exhaustion pulled at his face, though he stood straight and spoke confidently. “I have removed or modified all Drakainis hardware that might cause future problems. After that pause you may have noticed in the middle of the procedure, we added components to grant him better communication with AIs of the Maglan fleet, but especially the Lady Faith II, the Jellybird, and your LAI, Hal.”

      I nodded, unsure how to express my appreciation. Bug was a good friend. I wanted to be there for him when he needed help. The cracker-eating kid from Dreadmax never got a break.
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      I wasn’t sure about Elise’s plan. Path had put us through sword drills countless times. We’d practiced hand-to-hand until I dreamed about it at night. Most surprisingly of all, the sword saint was also a master of ground fighting. In short, he wasn’t the person I wanted to play games with.

      “Remember, Reaper, don’t push yourself too hard. Your cardio sucks,” Elise said as we jogged on the treadmill. “Save a little for game time.”

      “Thanks. I’m feeling more confident already. When was the last time we were gasping for breath while the sword saint looked like he was out for a light stroll?”

      “Conditioning isn’t our problem,” she said. “He never gets tired because his technique is so good that he doesn’t use any effort. We just need to catch him off guard.”

      “Or it’s an act. Maybe he is suffering inside and hiding it.” Hopefully, neither Elise nor X-37 would realize that was basically an autobiographical statement.

      “Seriously? That sounds more like you than Path. You pretend you can keep up and I pretend you’re not gasping for breath when you think I’m not looking.” She increased her pace, and I continued talking without apparent effort. The woman loved to run.

      I was so busted. “Whatever. Let’s do some stretching. If you want to look sweaty, we can splash water on each other.”

      She laughed. “Okay. Sounds good. Maybe we can have a water balloon fight or something.”

      “And the prize for most difficult human being goes to General Elise Hastings.” I was joking, totally having more fun than I should, given what was coming. The only reason I was participating in this ruse was because Elise asked me to. I had no doubt that this would go badly.

      We stretched until we were bored, then refreshed our fake sweat from the crude drinking fountain in one corner.

      “Let’s move some weights around. You always leave them lying all over the place because you’re a slob,” she said, already striding in that direction.

      “And you’re not?” Since this was an act, I loaded up the bars far heavier than normal. If I was going to die, I wanted whoever found me to believe I’d been deadlifting a thousand pounds.

      Path strode quietly through the door, then paused, his eyes taking in every detail in one visual sweep of the scene. He might have learned that during his Union special forces training, but more likely it was a sword saint skill. He paid attention in the moment and rarely doubted his observations. We’d talked about the practice many times—usually while I was on my third whiskey and sleepy from watching a slip tunnel from the observation deck.

      “There is a high probability that the sword saint has detected your ruse, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I didn’t bother to respond. He was right, of course. We all knew it. My body tensed in anticipation of the punishment it was about to receive.

      “It appears you did not learn the lesson from last time,” Path said deadpan. “I thought you were going to forgo running and weightlifting so that we could train longer and harder.”

      “Oh yeah, right,” Elise said. “I totally forgot. Why didn’t you remind me, Reaper?”

      “Not your babysitter, kid.”

      “Not a kid.” Her classic response sealed the deal. We moved toward the rack of training weapons, then took our places on the mat.

      Normally, Path waited for us to make a move. I hoped I would have a better chance on the defensive. In this type of contest, it was difficult to initiate a successful strike. Unlike battle, the environment was controlled, well lit, and basically static except for our own efforts. Catching your opponent off guard was impossible.

      Stars exploded in my vision as I flinched just enough to avoid a full contact strike to the side of my head.

      “You were nearly rendered unconscious, Reaper Cain. Avoid contact with the sword saint’s practice blade.”

      Elise grunted as Path’s spinning back kick caught her in the gut, lifting her off her feet.

      I charged and searched for an opening. When I didn’t find one, I slammed my blade down with all my strength, determined to crush Path’s block. Brute force was still a thing. A lot of fights went to the meanest, most ruthless participant.

      Path appeared ready for a block. His feet were set, his body aligned, and nothing about his posture suggested he would attempt to parry or avoid my most recent attack. But of course, he did.

      One moment he was beneath the blur of my falling blade, and the next he was not.

      Where was he?

      Forty-five degrees to my left flank, launching a flurry of attacks I caught on my cybernetic arm. Taking a huge risk, I switched my feet using an awkward hop that put me off-balance for a split second. At the same time, I activated the shield in my right arm.

      He smiled.

      X-37 sounded an alarm. “There is a high probability you fell into his trap.”

      “What trap?” I growled at my LAI.

      “Unknown, Reaper Cain, but you definitely fell for it.”

      I didn’t have time for X-37’s useless analysis, even in combat mode.

      Elise leapt through the air, left foot thrust forward in the best flying sidekick I’d seen her perform. On instinct, I pushed toward Path with my shield, hoping to catch him in a flying side kick, Reaper shield sandwich.

      Her foot smashed into his chest right as I shoved against his back with the small, durable shield.

      Path grunted in pain as we rebounded. His head hung down to his knees, but he held his sword in one hand, his chest with the other.

      Elise brought her blade down on the back of his neck. He moved to lessen the impact but didn’t escape. I winced at the out-of-control strike even as I kicked his feet out from under him, too late to stop the attack.

      Grigori “Path” Parvo, the only sword saint in five galactic sectors, hit the ground like a dead man.

      “Shit, Reaper. I thought he’d dodge it,” Elise gasped, rushing toward his fallen body.

      I snatched her sleeve, nearly yanking her off her feet as she finished her step forward. “Remember the old saying about playing stupid games and winning stupid prizes. He’s answering our trick with his own.”

      Elise shifted nervously, practice sword held before her in two hands. “Are you sure? He looks bad. Shit, is he breathing?”

      Path slowly rolled to one side, struggled onto his knees, and laboriously levered himself into a standing position. His eyes were strange, full of nearly self-destructive passion. What did it take to become a true master? How large was the furnace of his colossal will and how much of his lightning was aimed at us.

      “Thank you,” he said. “My pride has tortured me with thoughts of venturing back to Union space to seek a master of my Order. Clearly, I am not ready to ascend to the next rank.”

      “Sorry, Path. That was a cheap shot,” Elise said. “I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      His eyes narrowed. His stance shifted almost imperceptibly. “That is the problem. You harbor no murderous intent. How can either of us learn when we play games and call them preparation for war? Make your best effort or do not bother.”

      On the last word, he charged.

      Elise dove right. I jumped left.

      Path’s sword caught me on the forward slash, then continued to catch Elise’s foot as she somersaulted through the air. The sweeping arc was the wildest attack I’d seen from the sword saint. Had I been standing in the right place, I might have exploited it.

      He rushed me before I finished the thought. Seconds later, he had driven me off the training mat. My back slammed into the weapon rack. Practice swords rained down around us. Path snatched one out of midair and came at me with two blades as I slid down the wall, frantically blocking his attacks with my weapon and my shield.

      “I’m coming, Reaper!” Elise shouted.

      The faintest smile creased the corner of the sword saint’s mouth. He was enjoying this, which shouldn’t have surprised me. No day was easy with him. He lived to test us, and himself.

      Where was the line between effective training and reckless brawling?

      “Now would be a good time to equip Archangel gear. Demand a reprieve from Path and proceed to the armory, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. His words sounded faraway. Not something I could respond to in time. Things were happening too quickly.

      Elise landed on Path’s back, one arm around his throat and the other tightening the rear choke. She’d left her weapon behind in hopes of restraining the sword saint.

      Path flipped her over one shoulder. She hit the ground hard.

      I kicked him in the chest, driving him away from Elise.

      Elise scrambled to her feet and grabbed one of the training blades scattered across the floor. We rushed Path without needing to discuss our next move. There was only one thing to do—win.

      Memories of other extreme training methods flashed through my mind. Path had nearly killed Elise in an EVA test. He’d sabotaged our air supply and left her to calm her breathing or suffocate. We’d practiced under waterfalls, in blizzards, and on more than one rock bridge over lava flows.

      None of that compared to what was happening now.

      “You are so close to candidacy.” Each word came with a strike that nearly took one of our heads off. “Let go of your fear. Find the way. Surrender to the greatness within you!”

      “Shit, Reaper, he’s gone sword saint crazy.” Elise blocked a hard strike that sent her backward.

      I attacked. Path struck my shield forcefully enough to send vibrations all the way to my feet.

      “Reaper… you must… retreat,” X said, his voice breaking up. Or maybe the violent impacts were affecting my hearing.

      Elise attempted the rear choke again. This time, I was ready. Normally, repeating a tactic against someone like Path was a bad idea, but I went with it. Maybe he wouldn’t expect such a dumb move. I hugged his legs and lifted him off his feet so he couldn’t flip Elise as he had before.

      He dropped his weapons and pummeled me with his fists due to our face-to-face proximity. My hard skin kept me alive, though I could feel consciousness retreating. Intensity flashed in his eyes. He fought like I’d never seen during training. This was no longer a sparring match. Elise and I were fighting for our lives.

      Elise grunted and cursed as she strained to render him unconscious. Veins stood up in her neck. Her face went red. She gritted her teeth, turning demands into a new language. “Juuuusss stop, Paaaathhh!”

      It looked like she was making progress, but my own lights were dimming. An elbow slammed into my nose, and it was lights out for the last Reaper.
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      “Trauma detected, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I stared at the ceiling. “Wow, X. Very helpful. It’s a good thing I have you to point out little details like that. Why does everything look weird?”

      “You are observing the room through one eye, the cybernetic one. You instinctively covered your face before losing consciousness, but then you went limp. Path beat you until he was sure you weren’t faking,” X-37 said.

      I sat up and nearly puked as the walls and ceiling seemed to spin around me. “That doesn’t sound like Path. Where is Elise?”

      “On the contrary, Reaper Cain, Path has nearly killed you and Elise several times, but always for the right reasons,” X-37 said. “You do remember the spacewalk when he sabotaged her air supply?”

      “How could I forget.”

      “Security cameras show her curled up in one corner, breathing evenly,” Jelly said. “I alerted the crew. Tom is on the way with a first aid kit. Path has retired to his quarters.”

      Frustration flared as I remembered what happened. Path was a good friend. We’d saved each other’s lives dozens of times. Nothing could excuse what just happened. Our secret plan to win a sparring match didn’t justify two near death experiences. These thoughts and others prompted me to hurry to her side. The entire training room smelled like a violent mistake—blood, sweat, and profanity if words could smell like ashes.

      I sat Elise up, wrapped my arms around her, and rocked her until she woke up. If this had been another lesson, it was time to quit seeking instruction from the sword saint. Of all the problems I predicted after defeating Drakainis, this wasn’t one of them.

      “You look like hell, Reaper,” Elise said as she disentangled herself from me and stood slowly.

      I waited for her to stop dry heaving, then rose to my feet, not sure I could walk with everything twirling around me. Elise was covered in blood from a gash on her forehead. Looking down, I saw that I had my own wounds. My lips felt busted, one eye wouldn’t open, and my nostrils were clogged with dry blood, forcing me to breathe through my mouth.

      Tom rushed in. “I came as quick as I could. Sit down, both of you. Void rocks, I have work to do. This will be like putting the ship back together.”

      “I activated the medical room, Tom,” Jelly said.

      “Thanks. I’ll take them there momentarily.” Tom checked our vitals, rinsed wounds with sterile water, and began bandaging and stapling what needed immediate attention. “I’m going to have a long talk with Path.”

      “It’s okay, Tom,” I said, putting together recent memories. “My LAI notified me somewhat too late that Path needs a challenge. .”

      “To promote to the next level in the Order of the Sword Saint would require him to build a temple and recruit one hundred students, but he also needs to leave a legacy. I’m sorry, Hal, he may be treating you and Elise as he was treated during his apprenticeship,” Tom said. “We’ve talked about it a lot.”

      “Recently?” I asked.

      Tom looked abashed. “Well, yes. Now that you mention it. I should have seen this coming.”

      “None of that explains why he went psycho,” Elise said, bracing one hand on the wall as she held an ice pack to her face.

      “When was the last time he failed?” I asked.

      “When we need him, never. During training, only when it’s Path against Path—though he doesn’t realize we’ve seen him testing himself.” Elise chewed on her answer and didn’t seem to enjoy where it was leading. “What does he think will happen if he fails to advance his rank?”

      “Maybe you didn’t hear everything he said. X, correct me if I’m wrong, but Path said something about candidacy.” I waited. “I think training to be sword saints would require our total dedication to the art—like what he did by leaving his past behind.”

      “Neither of us are good candidates for that, Reaper, and you know it. Don’t you have to be calm all the time and help others?” Elise shook her head. “You’re not guru material.”

      “And you are?” I asked.

      “Hell no.” She paused. “Unless they have cookies in these sword saint academies.”

      “He needs more.” Thinking back, I was embarrassed. Had I asked what he wanted out in life, or just assumed he would always be here for us. The highlights of our relationship popped up. Some memories made me smile, others caused me to cringe, and most made me thankful for the strange, quiet man who had risked his life for ours many times. Something about the jaunt down memory lane sparked the conviction that my friend needed candidates. He needs to teach others and share his knowledge and skill with the next generation.

      I only wish there were a place he could start a proper dojo. As soon as this war was over, I would look for a someplace he might find men and women equally dedicated to the art of the blade.

      “Let’s get Elise’s face fixed,” I said.

      She presented her middle finger. “You’re not looking great yourself.”

      “Captain, Oloxander Sunner has requested your presence on Yesini’s Freedom,” Jelly advised. “I warned him there could be a delay and that you were occupied.”

      “What does he want?” I asked.

      “I believe he wishes to talk to you about Yesiniatel and her cubs.”

      “Okay, let him know I will shuttle over once Elise doesn’t look like a stepped-on beer can. You can leave out names to protect the innocent,” I said.

      “Of course, Captain.” Jelly signed off.

      “You are in worse shape than I am, or maybe that’s how your face always looks.” Elise slugged me in the shoulder, wincing at least as much as I did. “You’re going to need protection.”

      “That implies I am one of the innocents,” I said.

      “We all know that’s a load of crap.” She winced again as her laugh rolled through her body.

      Tom led us down the short hallway to our medical bay, just a small room we’d improved on when we had the time and materials for upgrades. We talked as he checked bandages, staples, and bruises that grew darker as we talked.

      “I will check on Path after this,” he said.

      “Good. I’m going to Yesini’s Freedom.” I wanted to go alone and think. It was hard to hold a grudge against my friend, no matter how badly he’d thrashed us. Right now just wasn’t a good time for a conversation. Slipping into a violent argument would be too easy. Better to wait until I understood what he was going through.

      Elise headed for the door. “I have administrative duties that need attention. The Maglan fleet doesn’t run itself, even when I’m away.”

      We went our separate ways, unsure of what the future held. Fighting Scheid was a given, but who expected to deal with Path’s midlife crisis or a ship full of animals taken from their home worlds?

      I crawled into Jelly’s small shuttle and turned everything on. Most systems were on residual power. Only the pilot and passenger screens needed to boot up. That took seconds, during which I adjusted the climate control to my liking. For a short trip, I decided to be comfortable. Longer voyages required power conservation since the shuttle’s range was very limited.

      “How many shuttles have we gone through, Jelly?” I asked.

      “You really don’t want to know, Captain. This version was Maglan built during the current exodus war,” Jelly said.

      “I’ll try to bring it back intact.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      The crossing was easy, barely occupying ten percent of my concentration. Between Jelly guiding the shuttle and X-37 standing guard on my mental perimeter, I had nearly an hour of quiet time. There was no need to rush the short trip to Yesini’s Freedom or the docking procedure. My intent had been to reflect on the trouble with Path, but I found myself staring at star maps and worrying about my Sethorn friends. Why didn’t they trust us?

      The answer was obvious. They had generations of bad blood with the Oroth and their own battle against dark AIs. Why else did they hide their technology, their strength, and even the size of their population? When I thought about it, the Sethorn fleet standing off and concealing their warships was normal. I should be worried if it were any other way.

      Oloxander greeted me the moment the airlock opened. “Good to see you again, Cain. Or am I supposed to call you Reaper like the general does?”

      “Cain works. Or Hal. Or whatever. Let’s keep this informal if we can,” I said.

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Great. I don’t have a nickname, though most people just call me Sunner. My first captain called me Sun, like he was shortening my name or calling me son, like he did a lot of men who were younger than him. He thought it was clever, but I never liked the double meaning.”

      “What did he call women in his crew?” I asked, not caring about the answer. Small talk wasn’t my strong suit. “Daughter?”

      “There are very few in the Oroth fleet, and they get assigned near each other, so some ships are nearly all women. I’ve never been sure if it would be a good thing or a nightmare to be the only man on a ship with hundreds of women.”

      I spread my hands wide. “Only one way to find out.”

      He laughed. “Oh no. I’ve got work to do for Yesini and the other… passengers.”

      “Gotcha. What’s up?”

      He crinkled his brow. Apparently, that wasn’t an Oroth colloquialism.

      “Oh, I get it. Some of the other ship drivers have used the phrase. Let’s retire to my stateroom.” He bowed slightly and opened one hand, palm up in the direction he wanted us to go.

      “Sounds good. Will there be refreshments?” I joked.

      “Of course. I can also have one of the Xad medics meet us there if you feel unsteady on your feet.” His face reddened. “I apologize if your condition is a sensitive subject. It’s just that your right eye is swollen shut.”

      “Not completely,” I said. “Relax. I get my ass kicked so much I forget what I look like half the time.” My hand went to the Sangrel medallion under both my Sethorn hard skin and shirt.

      Oloxander’s eyes caught the movement. His demeanor changed. We walked in silence the rest of the way as he mentally rehearsed whatever he intended to say.

      “Ship looks good,” I said as he offered me a comfortable chair in his stateroom. The place reminded me of a boardroom. One long table with chairs for a dozen people dominated the space. Inert view screens covered the walls. A simple holo projector that could be aimed any direction hung from the ceiling.

      “Thank you. The Xad people are very good at fixing things. We wouldn’t have done well without them,” he said. “Not so long ago, I didn’t realize anything existed beyond the Sovereignty of Oroth. Now I am living and working with people from a distant star system. These are amazing times we live in,” he said.

      “Yeah. Mind if I smoke?”

      “Oh, yes. Of course. How rude of me. I have a pair of pipes and some apple wine.” He hustled to a cabinet on the far wall and opened it to reveal a cleverly concealed wet bar. “I’m not accustomed to entertaining. To be honest, I rarely shaved before you assaulted my ship and put things to right.” He hesitated with the tray held before him. “You know, I have been spending a lot of time with Yesiniatel. She never talks to me, of course. But the interaction is a regular part of my day, something I very much look forward to.”

      “Is that why you invited me for a pipe?” I remembered Jag’s mention of pipes and the traditions surrounding them. Oloxander was making a serious effort to be a good host. Even I could see that much.

      He placed two glasses and a bottle on the table, then poured for both of us. “Yes. Thank you for coming.” He loaded a pipe and handed it to me, then prepared his own. “Lighting this is a bit tricky… oh, I see you’ve figured it out.”

      The first inhalation tasted different but wasn’t terrible. The point wasn’t to fill your lungs. I enjoyed the experience. Some of the nicotine made its way through my system of course. If not, I wouldn’t be addicted as hell. Back when I started, I hadn’t planned on living to old age. Now it was too late to pretend I placed my health first.

      Oloxander blew a respectable smoke ring.

      “Very nice,” I said.

      He blushed.

      “I’ve been across the galaxy and still find people who appreciate the finer things. Once, I smoked a cigar with the president of Wallach. Created a huge scandal,” I said, then tried the apple wine, which wasn’t bad.

      “Unfortunately, I have never heard of Wallach. No, wait. The Xad engineers talk about that. You found both civilizations during your flight from Union sons of bitches, correct.”

      “Yep. That’s exactly what happened.”

      “Ah. Quite the adventure.” He set down his wine glass. “I do enjoy my time with Yesini and her cubs, though they are less friendly. That isn’t to say this mission has been easy so far.”

      I waited, keeping my expression supportive—or at least as supportive as I knew how. Nothing about this conversation was normal. If I knew Oloxander well, or if we were having whiskey on the Jellybird, that would be another story.

      “I enjoy my dreams far less than my time with the Sangrels,” he said. “I wake up feeling everything about the Sovereignty of Oroth is wrong. How complicit was I, not just in the missions to stock Reserve 13, but everything else I’ve done in my life? Do you know what it is like to live unconsciously, just following what the Oroth Council tells us? Of course you don’t. You’re a man of action.”

      “There is always time to make amends,” I said, mostly believing my own BS. “I encountered another menagerie ship and sent her captain, Jaro was his name, to take all the creatures home.”

      “Yes. How did that go? I am very glad to be doing the same thing. Hopefully I’m up to the task,” he said. “I am not familiar with Jaro, though that is a common name in the Oroth merchant fleet. I am grateful for the chance you gave me to make amends.”

      “Glad to hear it, Oloxander,” I said.

      “Just because a creature can’t talk doesn’t mean they don’t have dignity or the right to happiness,” he said.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I finished my second glass of wine and focused on the pipe instead of a third sample of the apple-based alcohol. “Thanks for all this. I’ll add it to my list of vices. Why am I here, on your ship I mean?”

      “I think Yesini would like to see you,” he said.

      And just like that, I realized that I needed to visit the Sangrel mother. “Show me the way.”

      Oloxander cleaned up our wine and pipe party, then led me to the lower decks. All of the damage from the assault had been fixed, though not cosmetically. I could see where plates of metal had been welded in place. Some of the wiring was exposed, waiting for panels to be closed and sealed. The entire ship had the feel of a newly built vessel. Xad engineers were freaking ship reconstruction magicians.

      We arrived at a stout bulkhead door. “This is about the time I normally visit, but I think you should proceed on your own. She will protect you from her sons.”

      “Well, that is ominous,” X-37 said privately.

      “Sounds good. Thanks for the tour. I can find my way back when I’m done,” I said.

      Oloxander bowed and backed away. I entered Yesiniatel’s domain.

      Dim lights greeted me but grew brighter as I explored the deck. In a way, it felt like dawn. Before long I located the main storage area which had been transformed. It wasn’t a true biosphere, but various plants had been nurtured. A stream meandered over faux river rocks. Birds chirped. Small creatures peeked from behind the scattered bushes and trees, fake rocks, and storage containers that had been left in random positions. Overall, the effect was impressive.

      Oloxander and his crew had done their best to transform this part of the ship.

      Grow lights shone powerfully. Daytime on Yesini’s Freedom arrived with its own dignified glory.

      It took longer than expected to find her, but I eventually came to a pond that rippled slightly from the gravity simulators of the ship keeping it in place. She looked up but said nothing until I moved within arm’s reach.

      “I am glad you came.” Her words conveyed far more than they were meant to. Images of the past several weeks came to me like the vague but not unpleasant images of a recent dream.

      “Your sons are getting huge,” I said, glancing at the pair of Sangrels who were now significantly taller than I was. They glared back, saying nothing and conveying no dream images. Maybe they hadn’t learned how to talk to humans. Or maybe they just thought I was a jerk.

      “They will be the future of my tribe, if they can find mates on the place you call Maglan,” she said. “Can you tell me stories of your home world? When we return, things will be different.”

      Sensing she meant Maglan, I started with our arrival and left nothing out.
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      The flight back to the Jellybird took longer than expected. When I reached her, there was another shuttle docked. “What’s that about, X?”

      “Carnax’s team came to retrieve their armor, weapons, and personal effects,” X said.

      “Was there a problem with the surgeries?” I asked, feeling guilty I hadn’t checked on Bug before my trip to Yesini’s Freedom.

      “On the contrary, Reaper Cain. They are doing quite well. If you wish to binge on good news, and I know that you do, the Destroyers have moved onto their own frigate and officially changed their allegiance. They are now the Maglan Destroyers. Carnax will open his team to any member of the Maglan alliance in good standing who can pass the rather rigorous tryouts and complete the training.”

      “Good for them. They’ve been through hell.” My failure to save two thirds of their battalion kept me awake at night—along with all the other crap I’d screwed up over the years.

      “They will be an asset to our effort,” X-37 agreed. “Bug and the Shae cyborgs are also doing well, if you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t. They’re a bag of assholes.”

      “Insincerity and sarcasm detected, Reaper Cain.” X interfaced with Jelly and the shuttle LAI to dock once the Maglan Destroyer shuttle disembarked.

      Elise met me before I had both feet on the deck. “Glad you’re back, Reaper. We have a mission. The Sethorn fleet has slipped away again. How can we have an alliance if they won’t talk to us?”

      I hurried to catch up and match her stride. “Shouldn’t you be on Maglan’s Hope? You know, your flagship?”

      She waved away my totally pertinent question. “I can lead from any ship. Right now, we need to scout ahead of the main fleet. There could be a reason the Sethorns are so dodgy.”

      “Elise.” I put force into the word.

      She turned to glare at me. Hands on hips, she advanced a step, projecting a challenge few could withstand for long.

      I saw something else under her expression. Fear and uncertainty. There was no one close enough to eavesdrop, but I double-checked just to be sure. X-37 helped.

      “You’ve got to take control of the fleet.”

      “I’m in control. Who says I’m not?” she demanded, clearly ready to kick someone’s ass.

      Tension charged the space between us. If our relationship had ever been near the breaking point, this was it. “There is no one in this freaking galaxy who cares about you more than I do. Stop being so godsdamn stubborn. General Icarus is building his power base as we speak—rewarding people who support him, giving them better jobs, more recognition, promotions. He’s playing to win. You’re playing not to fail.”

      “Screw you, Reaper. You don’t know anything about leading a fleet.”

      By the time I opened my mouth to respond, she was striding away, one finger of one hand thrust too high to miss—and aimed in my direction like a laser guided missile.

      “I think you made your point, Reaper Cain.”

      “Shut up, X.”

      “Shutting up.”

      I followed her, but she wasn’t on the Jellybird’s bridge when I got there. “Jelly, where is Elise?”

      “I believe she is in the shuttle bay, preparing to leave,” Jelly said. “Correction, she has already departed.”

      “Any idea on her destination?” I asked, dread filling my gut.

      “Unclear. I do believe she is quite angry with you, Captain. I’m not allowed to share conversations I overhear. Let’s just say your name came up and was sandwiched between an alarming number of profane words.”

      I muttered a few of my own as I attempted to predict her course. There were hundreds of ships she could reach, unless she was just flying around to cool off.

      “She has filed an official flight plan to Maglan’s Hope, Captain. It seems she is returning to command. Hope and the other ship AIs believe this is a good, if long overdue, event,” Jelly said.

      “It appears your pep talk worked,” X-37 said.

      “The way she walked off, it might be my last.”

      “She will talk to you again, Reaper Cain. Would you like to know the exact odds?”

      “No. Just, give me a little space.” I felt bad even though I’d done the right thing. Did she think that was easy for me? Of course, I wanted her on my team. We’d come a long way together. Unfortunately, destiny didn’t work like that. She’d taken on more and more responsibility while I was unconscious in a cryo-tank.

      “Jelly, let’s find the Sethorn fleet. Alert the crew and maneuver ahead of our ships and increase our sensor sweeps,” I said.

      “Do you wish to engage stealth mode?” she asked.

      “Not until there is a need. Check with Tom. I thought he warned me against running you in stealth for too long.”

      “Tom is on the way, Captain. I appreciate the break. Dropping the stealth shield improves its overall efficiency when used. Would you like to see the technical reasons for this phenomena?”

      “Send me the printed report, and I will read it later. I’m between books right now.”

      Tom, Bug, and Path arrived within minutes of each other, crowding the room but making themselves useful at the copilot, navigator, and recently modified weapons terminals. Tank sauntered into the hallway a short time later and leaned in the doorway. The sword saint was as calm as ever, though I watched for signs of restlessness. If my theory was correct, he was ready to start a school and train freakishly talented warriors. Maybe some of them would help Elise protect Maglan, assuming we survived that long.

      “Wow, look at the busy people,” Tank drawled.

      “I can find you work if you’re bored,” I said.

      “No thanks, Bio. I’m just a poor, dumb infantryman at heart. Watching the real spacers do their thing will help me be more smarter.” He pulled off the big oaf act perfectly.

      Laughter rolled around the room. I missed Elise already, but things were good on the Jellybird.

      Without the stealth field to worry about, Jelly stretched her legs a bit, displaying her true speed. She looked like an out of date, often rebuilt, constantly battered smuggler, but she could move with the best of them. Before long, we were far ahead of the Maglan Fleet, running scans on every cluster of rocks, planet, or moon we could locate.

      “Still no signs of the Sethorn fleet,” Jelly advised. “There are several space stations orbiting the first gas giant we will come to while heading into the system. Would you like to move closer to investigate?”

      “That’s about all we have right now,” I said. “When was it this hard to find an entire fleet.”

      “A military armada and refugee ships, if what Maglan’s intelligence service says is true,” Tom added. “Many of their planetary settlements were devastated during recent hostilities with the DTA.”

      “Good thing we kicked Drakainis’s ass,” Tank growled from the doorway. “That should give them a break.”

      Bug, who was nearest the door, leaned from his seat to fist bump the big clone. “Hell yeah.”

      “It’s freaking great to be a crew,” I said privately to X-37.

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain. Your biometrics are in optimal ranges, with only a few indicators of sadness, most likely associated with Elise’s abrupt departure. Even this, I should point out, is healthy.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      X displayed written proof in my HUD, as he did when really pushing a point. “She will forgive you. My extensive search of human psychology paradigms suggests she may eventually thank you for the intervention.”

      “I’m not holding my breath,” I muttered.

      “Uh, no, you are not, Reaper Cain.”

      Time passed. Traveling near our best in-system speed still took time. Conversation came and went. At this point, I knew my friends well. We were comfortable with silence. There was no need for small talk. Just being in each other’s company was a boon.

      “We are in visual range of Refuel Station R-103-TMO. That is a translation. The Sethorn name for the station was triple encrypted. Once X-37 and I decoded the pass key, the name made little sense,” Jelly said.

      “This place looks abandoned.” I searched for landing lights or safety beacons. The metal sphere and scaffolding jutting out in three directions was dark as a ghost. “What do they use for fuel, and is there any in their holds?”

      “I am hacking into their computers,” X-37 said. “One moment. Interesting. I cannot access any of their logs with the residual power.”

      “What if we power it up?” I asked.

      “We would be able to take anything we wish,” X said. “Especially fuel. There is a chance a resistance force is hiding with little or no power to their individual life support.”

      “Who the hell would sit out here waiting to ambush someone?” Tank asked.

      “Sethorn commandos,” I said.

      Tank huffed a laugh. “That’s fair.”

      I weighed the odds and decided it wasn’t worth the risk. We didn’t need fuel, and the last thing I wanted was a violent misunderstanding. If we killed a bunch of local fighters who didn’t know we were on the same side, it would ruin the entire alliance. If they killed us instead… well, that would be game over for the last Reaper and his friends.

      “Continue to the next facility,” I ordered.

      Every station, moon, or abandoned ship was the same.

      “The Sethorns stripped everything,” I finally said. “They’re denying their enemies of resources. Not a bad strategy in a protracted engagement. The Oroth Council, or even Drakainis before she was defeated, are a long way from their base of operations. They would need to mine resources and process them.”

      “Not impressed,” Tank said. “Nothing but an inconvenience.”

      Tom double checked scans but basically agreed. “The Sethorn people are determined to win at all costs. They have been fighting for a lot longer than we have—at least longer than we have been in this sector.”

      Tank leaned in closer, sharing Bug’s viewscreen. “Primitive. Are you sure these are the allies we want to throw in with?”

      This time, Bug answered. “They play their cards close to their vest. Jag and his people have some of the best tech there is. Take Cain’s hard skin.”

      “Good point,” Tank said, then retreated into the hallway. “I’m headed to the galley for breakfast.”

      “You already ate breakfast,” Bug said.

      “I’m doing it again. Sue me.” The big man left.

      I kept working when Bug and Path eventually followed. Hunger gnawed at me, but I wanted to find the Sethorn fleet, broker a fresh alliance, and prove myself to Elise.

      How hard could that be. I secured Baz’d’s cooperation.
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      Jelly took us farther out, noting every abandoned base or suspiciously derelict vessel.

      “We’re closer to Sethorn than any ship in the Maglan fleet,” Jelly advised. “Good news. There is a small warship headed our way.”

      Alone on the bridge, I would have liked someone else to share the responsibility. I was tired and didn’t want to make a mistake. The reasons for the Sethorn problem were confusing and vague. I wasn’t sure I was the man to handle the mystery. “How small?”

      “Much the same as a Maglan or Wallach frigate—larger than a corvette but smaller than a destroyer, though not by much in this case. There are three shuttle bays, which I believe could be used for assault shuttles,” Jelly said. “Jag is calling from the bridge. Are you ready for comms?”

      “Absolutely. This is good news,” I said, relieved it was someone I knew and trusted. “He’ll help us contact whoever is in charge of this hide-and-seek show.”

      Jelly put an image of the frigate on the main viewer. “Connection established. Go when you are ready.”

      “Sethorn ship, this is Halek Cain from the Maglan Fleet Jellybird.” I felt pretentious but stood as formally as I knew how.

      Jag appeared. “Halek Cain. Good to see you, old friend. I for one have been anxiously awaiting your arrival.”

      “Right back at you. What’s happening in your home system?” I asked. “Don’t we have an alliance?”

      “Yes and no. General Hastings set favorable terms before she became otherwise occupied. I vouched for her, for all of you due to my experience with you and your team. General Icarus is the problem, if you ask me. Half of our fleet loves everything he has to say. The other half doesn’t trust him. The problem is that everything he says is stupid and wrong. The man acts like caution and efficiency will win against someone like Scheid.”

      “She’s back and wants to work with your people.” I made a note to punch Icarus the first chance I got.

      “I will contact Sethorn Command. Don’t expect miracles. We are a cautious people who have always relied on ourselves. Allies come and go. This is the way of things,” Jag said.

      “Thanks.”

      “There is one thing I need from you,” he said, a smile creeping into his expression.

      “Name it.” Why not leap blindly into negotiations.

      “There is a man named Hil. He’s hiding in the slums of Catigar, a city on Sethorn. I want you to help find him,” he said.

      “That’s my type of mission, but I’m a stranger to your world. I didn’t know that city existed until just now. A local investigator or skip tracer would be your best bet.” The idea excited me, but I refused to make promises I had no chance of keeping.

      “I’ll go with you and ask for volunteers.” He looked over his shoulder. “Who wants to do crazy stuff with that Reaper guy I told you about?”

      A man and a woman I vaguely recognized from our first meeting stepped into camera view.

      “I’m not afraid to die,” the man said.

      “That’s a yes from Kilgori Rulon,” Jag interpreted.

      The woman leaned close to the camera, looking me up and down. She had at least one knife scar on her face. Surprisingly, the slim white line added to her allure. Every bit as fit as Kilgori and Jag and thought she could handle herself in a fight. “I’m in. Hil needs to be punished.”

      “What did this guy do?” I probably should have asked that before agreeing to find the man.

      “He’s a traitor,” Jag said. “We stopped him from delivering hard skin technology to the Obsidian Intelligence Agency. Who knows what other science he sold to them? It might not seem like much, but concealment of our true ability is practically a religion to the people of Sethorn. Hil is the vilest betrayer. He has murdered and lied and sold our secrets for money. We’re going to find him. I want your help.”

      “I’ll do it, but tell me how it will help in the war against the Oroth and Scheid, just in case my boss questions what I’m doing,” I said.

      “Very good, Reaper Cain. I was about to suggest you present this inquiry,” X-37 said.

      Jag grew more serious. His tough talking, strutting commandos also changed. Gone were the cocky smiles and the easy swagger.

      “Hil is our equivalent of a Reaper. Little is known of what he became since he broke from our sacred orders, other than he is no longer human. Some called him an assassin. Others called him a fixer. Stories claim he is a machine on the inside and a demon on the outside.” Jag lowered his voice. “I have proof he was sent to kill your general, and I am not talking about the prancing clown also known as General Icarus.”

      I reflexively clenched both cybernetic fists. Everything came into focus. This was a mission I wouldn’t turn down. Want an assassin killed? Send a deadlier assassin.

      “Please confirm this is true, Reaper Cain, and take a breath. Your biometrics are setting off several alarms in my welfare monitoring protocols,” X-37 said.

      My LAI was right. I did exactly as he suggested and took a breath. After that, I took another and used combat breathing.

      Jag studied me. “You control your anger.”

      “You know me, calm as hell.” I looked over his volunteers. The silent warriors had their own grievances I wasn’t privy to.

      “Who sent him?” I asked.

      “No one. He is the leader of all Sethorn traitors. People who believe Scheid is better than the Oroth Council and their endless armadas. Weak minded fools unable to sacrifice their own comfort for a greater cause,” Jag said.

      “Don’t hold back. Tell me how you really feel.” I went into jerk mode. None of it was aimed at them. Unfortunately, when the universe was this unfair, my attitude tended to broadcast in all directions. Jag and his Sethorns didn’t seem to care. They were battle hardened warriors.

      An assassin was after Elise, and I hadn’t known about it. “Why did I let Elise out of my sight, X?”

      “You very correctly forced her back to Maglan’s Hope, which has adequate security—an entire fleet surrounding her, including Archangels like Billiam and Sykes who will die before they see her harmed,” X-37 said.

      “So now it’s my fault,” I snapped.

      Jag looked at his team. “The second voice is his L-A-I,” he said, emphasizing each letter. “I told you about the internal technology woven into his nerve-ware.”

      Neither of them responded because there was nothing to say. How exactly did I expect warriors from a culture full of technological secrets to respond? For all I knew, they were the one people in this sector of space with true AI and LAI devices.

      That was a thought for another day, though it felt wrong. If they had been hiding their artificial intelligence capacity, wouldn’t Drakainis’s drones have attacked them in force?

      “Who else is on your team?” I asked.

      “Naaman and Decima.” Jag straightened, seeming near the end of this conversation. “They searched for him in Catigar several times and have the best leads. I will send an information packet to your ship computer. Review it on the way if you intend to keep up with us. Time is running short. He is no simple assassin. The man will kill dozens to reach his own target. Collateral damage means nothing to a man like Hil. I won’t let him destroy our voting assembly just to turn our fleet against General Hastings.”

      “I’m feeling better about this mission all the time,” I said. “We’ll be there.”

      Jag gave a simple salute and signed off.

      “Are you going to request permission to embark on this side mission?” X-37 asked.

      “Have Jelly send a recording of this meeting and notification of my intentions. We need to be boots on the ground before she can say no or assign fifty Archangels to help. Call a ship meeting. I want to make sure everyone is down with this mission.”

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly said.

      I hustled to the armory to prepare my kit.
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      “We’re on the way to pick you up,” Jag said. “I’m sure the Jellybird could infiltrate our air space, but this ship is registered locally and won’t draw attention even if detected. We’ll hide in plain sight.”

      “That’s never a bad plan.” Excitement for a new mission flooded through my veins. No matter how much I complained or planned for retirement, this was always the best part of my day. The promise of action was in the air.

      The transfer to their frigate went smoothly. A dozen commandos guarded the deck wearing plain armor more like what Jag and his team wore when we first met than what I knew Sethorn arms makers could produce. Did they have hard skin under layers? There was no way to tell. I wasn’t about to test them.

      Decima strode forward and surprised me with a hug. Her people could cut loose as well as any group of soldiers, though stoicism and secretiveness were more their nature. Apparently, she’d missed me. I decided not to overthink it.

      “I’m glad you’re back, Halek.” She pulled back without embellishing the statement. Neither her brother nor her peers flinched at the interaction. Which was a godsdamn good thing. I was a Reaper, not a suicidal maniac. I shook hands with the others, glad I didn’t have to fight the lot of them.

      Tank glared at any who approached and said nothing.

      “Lovely personality.” Decima nodded to the modified HC clone.

      “He’ll be good on this mission,” I said. “He might not seem like it, but he’s a natural infiltrator of less savory organizations.”

      “Good enough for me,” Decima replied.

      Jag shouted. “All right. We’re all here. No need for formal introductions. You’ve been briefed about what Halek Cain and Tank bring to the mission. In five minutes, everyone will be aboard the commercial shuttle.”

      “Good. I need a nap,” Kilgori said.

      Tank spoke. “That’s my kind of mission prep.”

      “We’re following void traffic and air traffic control protocols. Expect delays. Sleep isn’t a bad idea. Just be ready for action when you open your eyes.”

      I found my place on a bench and studied the others. Aside from pilots and crew, the team consisted of Jag, Decima, Naaman, Kilgori, and Amanda Houstonrex, plus me and Tank. Path and Bug were staying behind on this one. If we needed extraction, I trusted them to make it happen.
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      Decima and Naaman disembarked first, walking down the ramp like this was the last place they wanted to be. I watched from the shadows inside. Spaceport regulations required interior lighting of cargo holds. Few complied, so neither did Jag’s crew. A perfectly functioning ship would have been suspicious. The captain pretended to be a semi-competent has-been barely able to make a living moving spare parts and salvage.

      “Wait for it,” Jag said as his sister meandered away from the work crew. She ignored a half dozen men who approached her with smiles and clever greetings. The more pickup attempts she shot down, the more they tried. Eventually, she found her way to the dock supervisor. He puffed out his chest and swelled with pride—like he’d done something his peers and subordinates had to respect.

      Decima leaned close to the man for fifteen minutes, frequently laughing at his jokes. I could see his ego swelling from the shadows of the storage compartment. When she stepped away, she gave us a lazy thumbs-up and winked.

      “Let’s move,” Jag said. “Point A to point B. Our destination is the security gate for this landing pad, which happens to be unguarded for the very short, very convenient moment.”

      “The dock super has control over security?” Tank asked, his tone incredulous. “Weak. Should be separate chains of command.”

      “For exactly this reason.” Jag followed Kilgori and Amanda Houstonrex. “I’ll file a report later, but for now it works in our favor.”

      “I’ll bring up the rear,” I said. “Surprised you let that guy talk to your sister like that.”

      “The list of men who thought to dishonor my sister is short. Most of them have broken jaws and fingers, though not from me. She handles her own business in that regard,” Jag explained.

      “But you still want to smash their faces,” Tank said.

      “They know to avoid me.” Jag seemed more curious about my clone’s persistent questions than frustrated.

      Tank shook his head. “That’s not an answer.”

      We moved off the landing pad, through the spaceport it was part of, and into Catigar, drawing few looks. The poorly regulated port of entry was no stranger to people minding their own business.

      Jag addressed the group. “Spread out. Move tactically without being obvious. Catigar holds no sanctuary for us.”

      Decima joined me at the rear of the loose column weaving through increasingly narrow, overpopulated streets. The spaceport and loading ramps surrounding it were heavily regulated. The equivalent of police squads patrolled in groups of three and maintained order. Armed with pistols, shotguns, and clubs, they appeared to favor the latter. I doubted it took much to earn a beating on this beat—or whatever they called it here.

      Warehouses and ship maintenance facilities gave way to apartments with windows too close together. This suggested the rooms were small, unless each domicile had more than one balcony—something I thought unlikely. X-37 backed up my theories with more precise measurements and information gleaned from building directories. A lot of humanity had been crammed into small spaces.

      “This doesn’t look like your capital,” I said.

      Decima stared at the laundry hanging from micro-balconies. “Catigar is an anomaly. I couldn’t tell you how it became like this. Most of our heavy machinery and starship parts are built in this region. The poorest man or woman here is a skilled laborer. Somehow that hasn’t translated to prosperous living. I never claimed Sethorn was perfect.”

      “That’s an elusive target,” I said like I knew something about urban planning or basically anything beyond killing.

      “There has always been a heavy Oroth influence in Catigar,” she said. “It is tempting to blame all of the city’s problems on them.”

      Graffiti covered sidewalks, walls, and fences. Transit stops were particularly hard hit. Some of the painters had talent, but most plastered crude, violent images anywhere they could. I stopped when I saw a very different kind of Drakainis drone splashed in dark colors across the side of another run-down building. The machine looked like a battle mech with ten legs and a chaingun where its head should be.

      A big red X crossed it out. Passersby had added profanity and curses against the monstrous machine.

      “We fought our own battle against the drones while you were attacking Camis Shae,” Decima said. Her haunted eyes told me all I needed to know. Nothing had been easy for our allies while we were away.
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      “Problem up ahead,” Jag warned over comms. “Identification checkpoint on both sides of the street. Looks like Benjon Aroth and his anti-crime taskforce. I know the man and don’t want to cause him trouble. Break into small teams and use alternate routes. Tank is with me. Who has Halek?”

      “I’ve got the Reaper,” Decima answered.

      “Of course you do,” Jag grumbled. “Venture no more than two streets to the side of our course. Hold off from using the main thoroughfare for three blocks, then rally at Freedom Square. No playing in the fountain.”

      Decima motioned down a side street so narrow it was more like a hallway without a roof.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      “Old commando joke. In basic training, our instructors would make us sit in a public fountain—no matter the weather—if we were found lacking,” she said.

      “Let me guess. You were always found lacking.”

      She laughed. “It’s like you’ve been in the military. Doesn’t take much to earn the wrath of the instructors—boots not lined up during inspection, slouching, gazing, marching too slow or too fast, shouting too loud, not shouting loud enough… you get the picture.”

      “All too clearly,” I said, remembering not only basic but advanced training in special teams. The Reaper Corps had been worse, but I pushed those memories away.

      “Now, whenever a team leader wants to warn someone not to screw up, he or she warns them not to play in the fountain.”

      “Is there a fountain in Freedom Square?” I asked.

      “As a matter of fact, there is.” She pulled me into a fabric shop as a pair of undercover police officers followed a man down the narrow street. “My guess is we’ll be splashing right through it. Searching for Hil never goes as planned.”

      I watched the cops disappear after their quarry, a local not involved with us. “How long have you been after Hil?”

      “Since long before you, or even Scheid, arrived. The man is always a problem. Now, he’s more dangerous than ever.” Her answers showed me who she really was—a serious patriot of her people worried about a danger to everything she believed in. The way she spoke, and the manner she held her head, revealed a proud woman who had been in this struggle her entire life.

      I pointed at more drone graffiti, this one with slashes through it.

      Decima saw the panoramic battle scene. The blocky artwork had a style all its own. “Hil and others use murder and betrayal to force their will on the rest of us. Men like my brother fight for patriotism while still questioning authority and holding our leaders accountable. One thing that unites us is a hatred of the drone swarms. This time was worse than the others. That’s why it really pissed me off how fast Hil went right back to his traitorous bullshit after we got rid of the death bots.”

      “He fought the drones swarms?” I asked.

      “Everyone fought this time. Children were ambushing drones in the streets while their parents fought them in mechs and void fighters and hand-to-hand. Fortunately, this war lasted weeks instead of years.” She led the way through several sharp turns before emerging in Freedom Square. “Our intelligence network says you identified the hive mind of the swarm as something called Drakainis and killed her on Camis Shae.”

      “Yeah. It was easy.”

      Decima laughed and waved a hand. “Just a walk in the park. Simple dimple.” She approached a shop like she belonged here. “First to arrive gets a pipe. Sethorn commando custom.”

      “Really?”

      “Trust me. Look at this face. Would I lie to you?” She batted her big brown eyes.

      “No comment.”

      She jabbed me in the shoulder.

      My armor absorbed the shock. I readjusted the coat that covered it. For a second, I felt like I was with Elise and my other friends—all fun and games no matter how dangerous the situation.

      Decima purchased two curved pipes and a packet of tobacco. We sat on the edge of the main fountain and enjoyed the afternoon far longer than we should have. “What’s the holdup?”

      “My brother is slow. He probably took the safest way,” she said.

      I had my doubts about that theory but said nothing.

      Naaman, Kilgori, and Houstonrex arrived next. The tech wizard was moody and silent, never coming closer to me than necessary. They nodded acknowledgement that they saw us, then drifted toward the shops, blending with the modest crowd. Like Decima and me, they used coats to conceal their armor. It wasn’t a perfect setup, but plenty of other citizens in Catigar wore bits and pieces of protective gear. All carried weapons. Even the children.

      I didn’t have a problem with rough neighborhoods or people going about armed. What unnerved me was that some of the men in particular acted like they had just walked off the battlefield when the fighting was over, directionless and angry. To aggravate the problem, the condition of their armor and the buildings already repaired suggested the battle in question must have been weeks ago.

      “This city holds many secrets, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned. “Would you like me to share our conversation with Decima via her earpiece.”

      “Use your best judgement, X.”

      “Of course.” He beeped her to warn of the intrusion.

      She touched her ear, then let her hand drop.

      “Hello, Decima. This is X-37. I’ve linked our direct comms. Anything you say through my link with Reaper Cain will remain encrypted.”

      “Could be useful. I was wondering when you would invite me to your party line” she said. “Thanks.”

      Jag and Tank stomped out of a trash-filled alley, both men looking pissed off and tired.

      “What took you so long?” Decima asked as they approached.

      “We saw an opportunity and took it,” Jag said. “Tank found a way to confirm Hil was physically in his hideout. We could have snatched him, undignified as it would have been, but I decided to do it right with the entire team. Less chance of a mistake.”

      “That’s why you’re the boss,” Houstonrex said.

      “Tell us more.” Decima held back her amusement, as did the rest of us.

      “We took a ride in a garbage hauler, crawled through some stuff, and rode the trash truck back here to see your lovely faces and get harassed about our hard work,” Jag said, still grumpy.

      “Stuff?” Decima asked.

      “Or sewage?” I added.

      “Fine. We crawled through sewers.” He wiped away filth that wasn’t there. “What took the longest was finding a shower to rinse off and drying our gear afterward.”

      “You did all of that?” Decima asked. “Well, in that case, you made excellent time. I thought you were playing in the fountain.”

      “You’re going to get tossed in the one behind you if you’re not careful,” Jag said.

      Everyone but Tank laughed. I could have explained the reference but now didn’t seem the time.

      “You people are a bunch of jokers,” Tank grumbled.

      “If you’re done smoking pipes and playing grab ass, it’s time to surround Hil’s hideout and make the apprehension. This day has been a long time coming. I need everyone to focus and give me their best,” Jag said. “I’ve called on some local assets to assist with muscle.”

      “Who?” Naaman asked.

      “Morgan and his breachers. Twenty-five heavy infantrymen trained in urban warfare. They’re in town and are between missions. This is the first break we’ve caught for a long time.” Jag seemed tense but hopeful. Were things going his way? Maybe.

      “You’re the boss. Tell us what you need,” I said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Take the back, Halek,” Jag said. “You’ll be on your own and out of visual. Whatever happens back there, handle it.”

      “Great.” I ran toward my position as everything happened too quickly. “Following orders is lame.” The converted warehouse covered a city block and was octagonal. The building reminded me of an ancient fortress—thick foundations, narrow windows where there were any at all, and the silhouettes of soldiers on the roof. They peeked around radio towers and other structures. Knowledge of Sethorn architecture wasn’t my strong point. X-37 researched as fast as he could, but I needed him here and now if there was going to be a gun battle.

      “We’re preparing to breach,” Jag said over team comms. “Perimeter teams, report the moment you are in position. Things are happening quickly now. No time for screwing around. I don’t want Hil squirting out the back when we put the hammer down. Morgan HI squads are converging on the front.”

      “HI is what they call heavy infantry, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Figured that one out by myself, X.” I found a good place to watch my section of the octagon. A shipping and receiving door stood closed at the top of the ramp. With my luck, Hil and his best fighters would come swarming down on me to escape. “How long will it take Jelly and the others to get here if Jag’s team can’t send backup.”

      “Thirty-seven minutes,” X said. “Path is willing to perform a high-altitude, low-opening parachute jump—a very primitive method of deployment if you ask me—should the need arise. By risking the many unknown variables, he could be here in nine and a half minutes.”

      “Tell him thanks but to wait,” I said. “We haven’t trained with chutes for—since before I was asleep a bunch of times. It’s been a while, all right?”

      “Defensiveness detected, Reaper Cain. Please chill out.”

      “Contact,” Jag announced.

      The muted sounds of gunfire and explosions thumped inside the large building. Elsewhere on the streets, traffic barely changed. I saw a few people look toward the structure, but they were a block away and not curious enough to investigate. There wasn’t even a crowd gathered to spectate.

      “Anticlimactic,” I muttered, then checked my zones. In this case, that was every direction I could see. “This isn’t a one-person job. What the hell was Jag thinking?”

      “My analysis suggests that Hil could check his security cameras, notice there is only one person guarding this line of escape, and risk the confrontation in hopes of gaining his freedom,” X-37 said.

      “Now you made it ugly.” I slouched against the wall, hoping to appear unprepared and unwilling to run after anyone. “Jag, you did this on purpose.”

      Out of breath and surrounded by noise, he responded over comms. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. Hold the position or you’ll be running the base perimeter after this mission. Gods know you need it.”

      “Threats won’t change the fact that I already ran, I mean walked mostly but whatever, my two miles of training runs this week,” I said, only half caring if the ruse was worth our time. The channel icon showed it was lightly encrypted. Hil could be hacking in. Would he take the bait? “I’m gonna have a pipe.”

      “Do your job, rookie!” he shouted, not using my name.

      The back door opened. One man in overalls and a long work coat with the collar up walked out. Head down, he watched his feet, seemingly concerned with one thing—going home after a long shift. He didn’t care about me or anyone else.

      “I expected more gunfire and grenades, Reaper Cain.”

      “Me too, X. Are we sure this is the right guy?” I held my casual posture. When he looked my way, I pretended not to see him and pulled the new pipe Decima had bought me. Halfway through lighting it, I was convinced Jag had chosen the right assignments after all. If there was one person destined to handle this Sethorn Reaper, it was me.

      Satisfied I was too lazy to make a move, the lone figure stepped onto the street and strode away from the action. The only flaw in his act was how he picked up the pace the farther he traveled from his stronghold—his abandoned stronghold. Jag’s tactical channel was filled with operators calling out “one detained” and “room clear.” X-37 lowered the volume in my ear so I could concentrate on my job.

      “I’ve got one running!” Decima shouted from another side of the building.

      “Same!” came another voice I didn’t recognize.

      Seconds later, there were foot pursuits headed in every direction. My quarry moved quickly but didn’t panic. The sly bastard was hard to keep track of in the growing crowd.

      “What is this, shift change in Catigar?” I demanded.

      “Yes, Reaper Cain. And it is also the end of a work week.” X-37 showed a simple map in my HUD. Hil had several directions he could travel if I didn’t catch him soon. It was time to play my hand.

      There was no break in the crowd at first. I moved around people without pushing when I could. Twisting, hoping, and altering course—I never gained on the man. He was ahead of the press and having an easier time.

      An emergency vehicle raced by with lights and sirens clearing the street of cars, trucks, and pedestrians. I jumped onto the thoroughfare and sprinted after my victim. Seconds later, he did the same.

      “Elise could overtake him in a foot race.” My LAI’s attempts at motivation often missed the mark.

      “Well, she’s not here, is she, X?”

      “Focus on your objective, Reaper Cain.”

      “I hate you right now, X.”

      “Irrelevant. I am merely doing my job. And by the way, if you do not catch him in three hundred meters, he will reach a five-way intersection and disappear. After that, the odds of a successful apprehension diminish significantly.”

      Lungs burning, leg muscles bursting with lactic acid, I thought I was gaining but couldn’t be sure. Spots pulsed in my vision. “Find a vehicle, X!”

      “Too late.” My LAI placed a faint icon on Hil to help me keep track of the man when he crossed streets or cut behind moving vehicles. “I believe he is heading for a mag-rail train. My advice is to board before you get left behind.”

      “Maybe… security… will slow him down,” I gasped.

      Hil slammed aside two lightly armed men. They were drawing their weapons and using their radios to summon backup when I dashed past them, probably spraying them with sweat and profanity from the violence of my effort.

      He bullied his way onto the train. The door closed behind him. I jumped onto the platform between cars and leaned on the emergency access door.

      Hil saw me through the window, and I got my first good look at the guy. He wasn’t as big as I assumed. The way Jag and the others talked, the guy was the angel of death with cybernetic enhancements. They’d claimed he was the Sethorn version of a Reaper.

      I really should have asked what that meant before taking this job.

      Jag had orchestrated this sorry foot chase to pit me against my newest rival. I hated the idea of letting the Sethorn commando down, and I had to grab this dude before he went after Elise.

      He headed for the next car. Unwilling to be slowed by the shoulder-to-shoulder passengers between us, I climbed to the roof instead of forcing the door.

      Wind battered me as I raced over the top of the mag-rail car. What could possibly go wrong now?
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      Pushing forward on a train traveling this fast was nothing like the action holo vids I grew up with as a kid. Staying low was the key to staying on board. Keeping my eyes nearly closed preserved my lids for later use. Worse, there was a steep tilt to the left. The Catigar central mag-rail only served the inner city, apparently.

      “I am not sure why this mode of transport has been designed to reach these speeds, given the rather limited geographical area it serves,” X-37 said. “The next stop is in fifteen seconds.”

      “I’m barely halfway across this car, X!”

      “Yes, I see that. Which is why I provided the gentle prompt to move your Reaper butt.”

      I stomped toward the end of the car, desperate to at least put eyes on Hil before he exited the train. Ideally, my route into the winds of death were faster than him pushing through the crowd inside. They probably couldn’t hear me slamming my feet down like hammers in hopes of greater traction. The magnetic liners in my boots reached out but didn’t find what they liked. The train’s shell was barely metallic—some lightweight alloy that was strong and cheap to manufacture.

      Good thing I wasn’t about to get flung into the void. Reapers like me always looked at the bright side.

      The squeal of brakes told me I was out of time. “Is that normal?” I rushed to the ladder and dropped down with barely a glance at the small platform below.

      “Insufficient historical data, Reaper Cain,” X said. “Please save your requests for miracles until they are more urgently needed.”

      Hil bolted from the mag-train a second after the door was open. I leaped from the service platform between cars and landed hard on the concrete. A security guard with nothing but a baton and an electronic stunner shouted something I ignored.

      My quarry was already leaping up the stairs fifty meters away. I ran for all I was worth but also swept my vision over the station in hopes of finding something to even the odds. If there had been a vehicle, he would have stolen it. The formula held for almost anything useful. What would help me close the gap would help him extend it. This was a game of catch-up, and I was barely holding my own. The last thing we needed were motorcycles or jet packs to race through the entire city.

      “Now that I think about it, that sounds pretty cool,” I muttered.

      “Please elaborate, Reaper Cain.”

      “Never mind, X.”

      “Filing irrelevant statement for later review.”

      “Jag,” I grunted via coms. X cleaned up the distortion during the transmission so I could be understood. “Still in pursuit. Mag-train station. Heading to street level.” My LAI transmitted the name and identifying numbers of the facility. “Send a blocking team by air car if you can.”

      “Say again, Cain? We’re pursuing multiple runners. I didn’t think it would be this difficult to sort out,” he answered.

      “Pretty sure this is the guy.” I bounded up the last three steps, spotted Hil near the exit, and bolted for him. An old lady walking three puppies stopped right in front of me as she looked at Hil and the commotion he caused with his passing. Two security guards lay on the floor bleeding from his attention.

      I jumped high, stretched out, and shouted at the woman and her pets as I flew overhead. “Duck!”

      She flinched lower, looking up at me as I sailed overhead. Her wide eyes conveyed more than her stammering, unintelligible words.

      Three strides beyond her, I heard her say, “Oh, my!”

      The crowd parted, and I knew it was now or never. Drawing on all the training Elise had put me through, I spent what I had left and sprinted the last few strides toward the main door after Hil. The guy ran like a bullet. Hopefully, he’d underestimated me and slowed down once I lost sight of him.

      Alarms blared. Water sprayed down from the ceiling. Lights flashed over the exit.

      “Pulling the fire alarm will not save him,” X-37 reassured. “The goal is to get people out, not shut them in.”

      Every door in the station slid open. If people rushed to escape, I didn’t see it. So far as I could tell, the response was lukewarm at best.

      My feet came down on the marble stairs as I saw Hil jogging across a five-lane street toward the park on the other side. Traction abandoned me. Boots up and shoulders down, I hit the ground hard. Wind whooshed from my overworked lungs. One guard urged me to get up and get out of the way, while others ordered me to stop and show my hands.

      “Damn fire drills,” the first man complained. “What do they want?”

      The security guards rushing toward us slapped fingers against wrists. I assumed it was a signal to put me in restraints.

      “Not in the mood, guys.”

      Three men surrounded me with clubs.

      Hil slowed to a walk as he disappeared behind a tall hedge.

      I dropped low, swung my left leg in a wide arc, and tumbled my new friends like bowling pins.

      “Get moving before they rally, Reaper Cain.”

      “Sure, X. Just. Let. Me catch my. Breath.” I jogged down the stairs, watching my feet more than normal. “Jag. Can you get me some help?”

      Static answered.

      “Jelly, how far away are you?” Please let her be right above me in stealth mode. I knew she wasn’t, but it was my rescue fantasy.

      “This is not a peak attendance hour for this park. Chamber of commerce advertisements show this as an excellent time for a quiet picnic lunch if you can arrange it,” X-37 said.

      I climbed a tree, something the locals didn’t do from what I was observing. More than a few gave me annoyed looks and muttered to each other about my rudeness.

      Whatever.

      “Start this way, Jelly, but stay clear of trouble. You won’t be here in time, and I don’t want to get you jammed up with the local authorities,” I said.

      Hil crossed an open field that stretched over gently rolling hills. His destination looked to be a barge on a canal that cut through the city.

      “Are you kidding me?” I dropped to the extremely scenic walking trail and pushed the pace, despite wanting to puke or pass out or maybe both.

      “Good news, Reaper Cain! I’ve hacked into local security cameras. It appears there is a crime reduction grant for this revitalization zone,” X-37 said.

      “Give me something good, X.”

      “Ah, your quarry is clever.” X-37 worked quickly. “He has boarded three different river barges but is standing at a nearby cab depot. No, wait, he is now crossing the gangway to barge four and taking a seat. Oh, look there. He has changed his coat and put on a rather bland hat.”

      I hurried toward the waterway. “What color hat?”

      “Irrelevant, Reaper Cain. There are dozens of other people with similar attire. I can tell you the exact seat number.”

      “Not helpful.” I spotted the barges and slowed to a walk to avoid attention. “Can you keep them on the dock?”

      “Of course. I have removed their riverboat operation licenses. All four captains are surprised and furious,” X-37 said.

      “Great.” I reached the edge of the wide, flat boat and spotted Hil, regardless of X-37’s pessimistic view of my abilities.

      “You should requisition a hat and jacket to blend with the locals,” X-37 suggested. “Get as near as possible before revealing yourself to your target.”

      I leaped from the dock, sailed over the railing, and landed right beside Hil.

      He scrambled free of the bench seat and threw a flurry of punches as I grabbed him. I had to give the man credit. He struck hard, fast, and accurately. Unfortunately for him, most of his strikes impacted my cybernetic arms.

      “You’re caught, Hil,” I said. “Don’t resist.”

      “Who the hell sent you?” Angry frustration colored his words.

      “Julias Augustus Garrison. Jag, to most people,” I said.

      His expression changed as he relaxed and sat down. He put his hands on his thighs and looked at his feet. A lesser operator might have been convinced he had surrendered.

      I braced for a renewed attack and wasn’t disappointed. His left fist hooked toward my head. I snapped open my right arm shield and caught the blow—realizing after it happened that he hadn’t been punching but stabbing. A short blade raked across the metal sections.

      My arm blade extended, then rested against his throat. “Don’t be an idiot. I didn’t run all this way just to carry your body back.”

      “I’m not afraid of you. The assembly will change everything. You’ll see!” Hil croaked.

      “Random,” I said, patting my gear for a cigar and a lighter.

      My indifference infuriated the man. “You’ll see, Reaper. I know who you are and what you’ve done to betray humanity. Monster! I was never as bad as you!”

      “Got that right,” I muttered, then tucked a battered cigar in one corner of my mouth.

      Light flared in his eyes as I realized too late that they were artificial. Static overwhelmed my LAI. Screeching white noise made me want to cover my years. Painful as it was, I held my position without flinching.

      “Nice trick, Hil.” I slammed my elbow into his face, knocking him unconscious.

      “Well done, Reaper Cain. You do realize that he will need to be carried.”

      “Thanks, X. I hadn’t thought of that.” I put him in restraints. A crowd gathered around me. I faced them as I lit a cigar. “Nothing to see here, folks. Just taking a traitor to Sethorn into custody. Give me some room. It’s been a long day, and I’m all out of patience.”
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      Jag, Decima, and Kilgori arrived first, leaping from a ground car with weapons drawn. Shouted commands pushed back the crowd but also caused it to grow. What had been an alarming incident was now a major curiosity.

      Tank and the rest of the Sethorn team arrived in larger vehicles. Law enforcement officers arrived and took over the scene after consulting with Jag and Decima.

      “Why all the fuss, X?” I asked.

      “There are two influencing factors, Reaper Cain. One, a public arrest is extraordinarily uncommon. Two, Hil truly is a notorious terrorist and agitator. I’ve accessed several public opinion polls. The high degree of agreement on his perceived level of guilt is impressive,” X-37 explained. “Much of this phenomenon can be attributed to his frequent manifestos and public attacks on civilian and military leaders. Are you bored?”

      I savored the Maglan Continental. “Nah, X. I love hearing about politics and current events on a planet I’ve only visited twice.”

      “Insincerity detected,” X said. “There are days I feel underappreciated.”

      “Relax. You know you’re the wind beneath my wings.” I watched Hil being loaded into one of Jag’s armored vehicles.

      “I have absolutely no frame of reference to interpret that colloquialism, Reaper Cain.”

      Tank waved away cigar smoke as he joined me in watching the Hil circus. “Was he as tough as they said?”

      “I got lucky.”

      “Whatever,” he said.

      “What do you want to bet we haven’t seen the last of the Sethorn Reaper?” I asked.

      Tank didn’t chuckle. The sound was more like an amused rumble. “Let’s wager one month of clean living. If I win, you drop the cigars, whiskey, and all your other bullshit. If you win, same thing with me.”

      “Tell me again. What are your vices?” I asked, suddenly realizing the guy was pretty boring. Other than sleeping in and talking trash, Tank was a big geek. I had incorrectly assumed he was more like me, now that I thought about it.

      “No alcohol, smoking, or other indulgences if I lose,” he said.

      I put away the Maglan. “I’m getting hustled.”

      “Confirmed,” X-37 said. “Jelly has a message from General Hastings.”

      “Give it to me.” I waited until the recorded message played in my HUD. A minute passed as I watched it twice. Sethorn admirals had agreed to meet with her and General Icarus. She wanted me with her when it happened. I sent back a confirmation that I would be there.

      “News?” Tank asked.

      I strode toward Jag. “Elise has a job for me. I need to clear up one thing with the prisoner.”

      Tank matched my stride and kept silent.

      Jag greeted us. “Thanks again, Reaper. You look like you want a word with the notorious villain.”

      “Yeah. Need to clear up something he said. Feel free to listen in. Maybe you can provide context.” I opened the back of the transport vehicle and found Hil bound by his wrists and ankles to a bench built into one wall.

      “I could have escaped,” he said the moment he laid eyes on me.

      “You didn’t, so who cares?” I leaned on the door frame. “What did you mean about the assembly changing everything?”

      “Scheid is taking his case to the Oroth Assembly,” he said with an unsettling smile. “The galaxy is in peril. Desperate times call for desperate measures. There isn’t time for debate.”

      “I don’t like the direction this is going,” X-37 said privately.

      Hil continued. “The dark AI threat has never been so dire. The Oroth Council will grant him a temporary dictatorship to stop the threat.”

      “Whatever. We killed Drakainis. There is no dark AI menace threatening Oroth or anyplace else,” I said.

      “Prove it!” Hil snapped. “General Scheid’s Obsidians are our salvation. Sethorn must cease her needless resistance. All provinces will bow to the Sovereignty of Oroth once Scheid takes a firmer hand. We will be one galactic nation united to stand against all threats. The age of internal prosperity is within our grasp.”

      I closed the door. “Wow. What a nut.”

      Jag stood with his arms crossed. He watched the armored transport like he could see through steel. “He’s getting worse. I’m taking him to a secure location. We may need you during the interrogation. That’s the most anyone has ever gotten out of the man.”

      “I’ll help if I can, but my itinerary just filled up. Scheid can’t go to Hil’s assembly, wherever that is,” I said.

      “The Assembly is on Oroth. You will need a miracle to infiltrate the place. Even if you gain access to the Assembly complex, no one will listen,” Jag said.

      “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. Scheid can’t be allowed to take total control of the Oroth military,” I said. “All we need to do is prove Drakainis is gone.”

      Jag frowned. “That might be a lot harder than you think. I know you’ll figure it out because whatever resources you think Scheid commands now will be multiplied ten or even a hundred times if he is granted a dictatorship.”

      “Freaking great.” The aftertaste of my cigar went from satisfying to rank for no reason. The universe hated me right now.
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      “I can’t go on the negotiation mission,” I said. “Something came up.”

      Elise didn’t answer. Heavy silence filled the channel. A raspy phrase I didn’t quite understand proceeded her statement. “I assume it’s important. Do what you’ve gotta do.”

      I didn’t need X-37 to warn me that trying to explain would be counterproductive. Resisting the urge was nearly unbearable. “I always do.”

      “At least I know it’s really you,” she said. “You haven’t gotten less cocky.”

      “Wouldn’t want to disappoint.” Too many thoughts rushed through my head, from our fight against Drakainis to the wonder of Maglan in my dreams of living in peace. I craved nature, which had to be about the most ironic fate for someone like me imaginable. Who was a less natural creature?

      “Do you have a timeline?” she asked.

      “Nope.” Man, I was a jerk. Why did I have to have this conversation?

      “There won’t be any secret, unidentified Archangels with comms problems this time, Reaper. I can’t hold Maglan together without you. Get your ass back here as soon as you can. Hastings, out.”

      “That was her most abrupt end to a conversation by .003 seconds,” X-37 said.

      “Thanks, X. Very helpful.” I headed to the assembly area where Jag had put together a possible team. All I had to do was approve it. Part of me daydreamed that Elise would be standing there, laughing at the joke they had collectively pulled on me. I walked slower than necessary so I could enjoy the fantasy for a few extra seconds.

      The shuttle bay of Jag’s ship was full, but a small group stood ready. A commotion at the end of the landing bay signaled new arrivals. I was as surprised as anyone to see a group of Hagg fighters sauntering our way. One of them, I knew from the bad days after my nap. Saw-say, the Hagg woman who had nearly killed me before I put myself back together.

      Jag was the only one who didn’t seem surprised. His dour expression and crossed arms suggested he didn’t like the development.

      “You knew they were coming?” I asked just for him as everyone watched the newcomers.

      He nodded. “I had a conversation with General Hastings while you were napping or whatever. We reluctantly agreed our new Hagg allies need a chance to prove themselves.”

      “I just talked to her. Please tell me you didn’t share the mission details,” I said.

      “No. I don’t trust long-range communication any more than you do. If I explained how we were going into the heart of enemy territory with a small team to confront our ultimate enemy, she’d be on the mission before I could tell her no.” He gathered his thoughts, probably wondering if this wouldn’t have been a good idea. Jag knew that Elise kicked ass. “I’m nervous about this one, Halek.”

      “I’m always nervous.” I lit a cigar and surveyed our team. “Walk me through the rest of your choices. Who did you pick from Carnax’s Destroyers?”

      “I wanted Carnax and Rizz, but I understand better than anyone that they’ve been through a lot, and he needs to attend to his team,” Jag said. “We had a talk. He convinced me that Oui was the best choice, even if he had been able to attend himself. She’s young, well-liked by Oroth citizens, and ten times the warrior she appears to be.”

      “Good qualities for an infiltration agent,” I agreed. “Who’s the other woman?”

      “Rihanna is her aunt and chaperone. Oui is young.”

      The woman looked nothing like Elise. Blonde, petite, and shy, she didn’t resemble an operator. A spy? Maybe.

      My blood chilled at the thought of a child assassin, but I put the thought away. She wasn’t a killer. I could tell. No one could spot an assassin better than another assassin—and she wasn’t actually a child. “Tell me more about being well-liked?”

      “She’s the ideal body type and personality of Oroth culture. They like their women cute and submissive,” Jag said. “The opposite of Elise, Decima, or basically any of the women either of us know.”

      I watched the girl and her chaperone through a growing cloud of smoke. “Can they fight? I don’t care what they look like, but if things go sideways, can they keep up.”

      “Rihanna is hard as battle armor—not one to shy from hard decisions or speaking her mind, though she is choosy about her words,” he said.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “You’ll see.” Jag gathered momentum as he painted a picture of our new team members and why we needed them. “I wouldn’t want to cross her. Both did well sparring against my team. I think we’re good to proceed with this lineup. If the kid and her aunt help us infiltrate, they’re worth the trouble.” Jag headed for Naaman and Decima. “I have business with my people. We’ll board the Jellybird with you, Oui, and Rihanna. Tom, Path, Bug, Tank, and the Hagg team will be more comfortable on the Lady Faith II. I’ve assigned them to be our quick reaction team and extraction force, unless you have a better idea.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I enjoyed my cigar and focused on getting my head straight. Jag had inadvertently done me a favor. His plan gave me the confidence of having my closest friends ready to save my ass without needlessly risking their lives.

      The tip of the Maglan Continental glowed. I really did like them more than Starbrands or my own Maglan Golds. I was never fully at peace. Sometimes before a mission, during times like these, I was calm, confident, and determined. Maybe that was close enough.

      A lifetime ago, that was my ritual—quiet time with no distractions. The mission felt natural. Infiltration was what I’d been made for. I’d done it hundreds of times before running afoul of the Union and winding up on death row. My team was unique. The situation dire. This was just another day in the life of a Reaper.

      I could do this forever.

      But did I want to?

      Maglan needed a leader like Elise. Maybe it was time for me to grow up and help her.

       Hagg women swaggered like bar fighters, and Saw-say was no exception. Her approach set off alarms in my head. Sharp teeth poked from the corners of her mouth as she started to smile. “Good’d to see you, Reaper man.”

      “Same.”

      She furrowed her brow as she deciphered my short answer. “Yes, it is the same for you. Of course’d. You will help us kill the man’d who made us battle slaves? Yes?”

      “That’s what I do.”

      “Jag man’d is making assignments. Very pushy. I could punch him. Change his’d attitude,” she said. “But I won’t. We want’d to succeed. Get rid of Scheid and his Obsidians.” She spat to one side. “You should spit.”

      I imitated her gesture, not knowing what it meant.

      “Be careful, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned. “Hagg customs are nothing like you expect. Physical gestures could lead to legally binding contracts in their culture.”

      Saw-say smiled, showing a lot of teeth and emphasizing the ridges on her face. I didn’t know for sure, but I suspected more ridges meant more status. Baz’d’s face was covered with the protrusions.

      I offered her a cigar, and she declined with an impatient wave. “Bah!”

      “More for me.” I hid the cigar in my jacket as I finished the one I was smoking.

      “Baz’d has a message’d,” she said.

      “I’m all ears.”

      Saw-say laughed too hard, eventually covering most of her face with one hand and peeking out between her fingers.

      “Weird,” I signaled X.

      “Don’t judge, Reaper Cain.”

      Saw-say regained her composure, amusement still alive in her deep-set eyes. “Baz’d say Maglan will need Hagg friends when this is done. He wants to be friends with your people.”

      “I want that as well,” I said, feeling a tiny bit like a diplomat.

      Maybe I could help Elise when this was all over. A few more positive interactions with the Hagg would make me an expert—or familiar. Or whatever. Who the hell did I think I was?

      Diplomat. Please.
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      Travel through the slip tunnel to the Zakion system was uneventful. I trained hard and frequently, often three times a day. Some of it was sparring with the Sethorns, Destroyers, and Hagg. Jag, Decima, and Naaman tested me nearly as thoroughly as Elise ever could. The Destroyers, Oui and Rihanna, focused on speed and cunning. I learned from their lightning quick attacks as well.

      Once, I struck Oui hard enough to crack her protective headgear and throw her against a wall. She lay motionless until I ran to see what the hell I’d done to the teenager. I got in range, and she mule kicked me in the face as I bent down.

      Lesson learned.

      Her aunt was just as sneaky. After moving like an old woman until it was too late for me, she lashed out with speed and force that rang my bell more than once.

      I went to bed early, slept at least nine hours a night, and kept my whiskey and beer consumption down to civilized levels. None of it changed the fact that Elise should be here. She made the magic happen. I had lost count of how many times she’d saved my life and vice versa.

      Reading was the only thing that I couldn’t do for some reason. There was plenty of quiet time on the observation deck staring at the slip tunnel walls. I kicked up my feet, activated my reading tablet, and started worrying about Maglan. Elise wasn’t just leading a fleet against our enemies.  She was shepherding the entire civilization we’d built—renegades and rebels from the Union, the people of Wallach and Xad, and more. Now there were Sethorns and Oroths—more diversity than I could keep track of.

      Were we one big happy family?

      No.

      General Icarus came to mind. The man was stealing popularity from Elise and making bad decisions for Maglan. According to Jag and my other Sethorn friends, he’d somehow ruined the one alliance we really needed to emerge victorious.

      At night, my nightmares turned to battling Drakainis and my friends turned to anti-AI cyborgs. I really did run with a crew of misfits. X-37 and Jelly were my trusted LAI and AI friends on one end of the spectrum. Tank and Bug were my AI resistant, reluctant cyborgs on the other. I even thought about Grady and Briggs from the early days of this galactic quest.

      That’s what it felt like. I was on a long journey that was nearing its conclusion.

      Maybe I wanted Elise here to make it easier.

      “Captain, you are needed on the bridge,” Jelly advised.

      I stowed my book, careful to practice sleight of hand even without anyone watching. That was how I stayed sharp. One never knew when there would be cigars to pilfer. “On my way. What’s up?”

      “We exited the slip tunnel. Didn’t you notice? I have your position as being on the observation deck,” she said.

      I stared at more starships than I’d ever imagined. By itself, that fact was alarming. More interesting was that I hadn’t been reading, and I hadn’t noticed the transition. “Wow, X. That was a new level of preoccupation.”

      “I did notice your brain waves were disorganized, Reaper Cain,” X-37 answered as I made my way to the bridge. “A detailed description of what was on your mind would improve future analysis. What were you thinking about?”

      “Everything.”

      “Not helpful, Reaper Cain.”

      “I literally told you everything.”

      “Now you are acting like a juvenile. Please grow up, Reaper Cain.”

      “What fun would that be, X? I mean really, do you want me to get a real job and act responsible?” I joked.

      “General Hastings cannot remain in charge of the military forever. She needs someone to take over while she transitions into representative politics,” X-37 said.

      “Not just no, but hell no.” I stopped just outside the tiny bridge. “You know me, X. I’m an assassin and enforcer, a reckless adventurer who solves most problems with violence. Does that sound like someone who should command armies and fleets?”

      “I will check take command of the entire military off your to-do list,” X-37 said. “Elise will still need help. I suggest you make plans to run for office should we live through this hopefully final mission.”

      I laughed so hard my friends already on the bridge thought I was crazy when I entered.

      “Someone is in a good mood,” Decima said.

      “My LAI finally made a decent joke,” I said.

      Decima, Jag, and Naaman waited expectantly.

      “I merely suggested that Reaper Cain should run for political office once we return to Maglan,” X-37 said.

      All three Sethorns burst into gales of laughter.

      “What?” I demanded, suddenly annoyed. “I would be a great senator or whatever we have in the Maglan assembly.”

      They laughed harder. I decided to let the topic die a natural death. After searching for something to distract them, I settled on the fleet congestion. If the displayed icons on the main viewer were accurate, there were hundreds, maybe thousands of fleets crammed into the system. Each required a large area of operation to avoid collisions or other confusion. It added up to the most crowded system I’d seen.

      “Did all these jokers come for the assembly?” I asked.

      Jag turned grim. “That’s exactly why they’re here. Now you see what it will mean if he becomes the temporary dictator of the entire Sovereignty of Oroth. My bet is that no one here knows we defeated Drakainis, and if they do, it won’t take much for Scheid to convince them we’re lying. He has already won their support. All he must do is present his case before the assembly and win the vote.”

      “Then we’re screwed,” Decima said.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth.” I stared at images of warships. They came in every shape and size. Some we had fought. Others were new and held new dangers. Even if they were the worst tacticians in history, they could still overwhelm the Maglan and Sethorn fleets by force of numbers.

      “What else do we have? Can we listen to their communications?” I asked.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. Jelly and Lady have already gathered the low hanging fruit, as it were, and analyzed cross talk between ship captains. We are working on hacking as many secure communications nodes as possible,” X-37 said.

      “Give me a summary,” I said.

      “Of course, but perhaps you should listen for yourself, then check your oh so valuable instincts against our scientifically rigorous analysis,” X-37 said.

      “That feels like a dig, X. Show me.” I listened to dozens of conversations, reading the transcripts as we went. It didn’t take long to get a bad feeling. “There are a lot of uncertain commanders.”

      “That’s what we thought,” Jag said. Decima and Naaman waited silently, clearly interested in my take on the situation.

      “Chaos isn’t good. Most of them seem to be looking for leadership,” I said. “And Scheid is going to provide it, right after he stokes their deepest, darkest fears and presents himself as their savior.”

      “Well done, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “That is exactly what Jelly and I came up with.”

      I took it a step further. “Scheid will have to do something to remain large and in charge, and that means wars of expansion.”

      “Someone read a book,” X said.

      “Backhanded compliment detected.” My X-37 voice wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t bad. Jag and the others laughed.
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      Decima and Naaman manned the bridge while Jelly maneuvered her way around fleets and their pickets. Jag and I worked on mission planning. The Zakion system was swarming with patrols, each determined to protect their sphere of influence as they jockeyed for a position closer to Oroth. In theory, the assembly was open to any citizen. In practice, gaining admittance was hard.

      We hadn’t worked out the details. I knew it wouldn’t be as simple as previous missions. Without a local asset, a guide, I wasn’t sure we could reach the assembly without violence and that would mean we failed.

      “We have to convince the assembly that Scheid is full of crap,” I said, pacing back and forth across the observation deck.

      Jag snorted a laugh. “I love that phrase, especially when thinking of Oroth politicians. Great visual.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said.

      “That’s why this information needs to be formatted. The assembly won’t listen to an impassioned plea from their most notorious enemy,” he said.

      “Fortunately we have Oui and Rihanna. They can find us a senator to present the data.” I hated everything about this. Complicated plans relying on strangers never worked.

      Jag pressed his original point. “Sure, but the actual presentation needs to include audio and visual representations of evidence. You have to narrate this part and try not to sound like a Reaper.”

      “How do I do that?” I smoked a cigar and read my lines again.

      “Better, but can you not sound so murder-y?” he asked.

      I blew smoke toward the ceiling. “Whiskey would help.”

      “If you say so.” The Sethorn commando wasn’t as enamored of alcohol as I was, though he shared a glass occasionally. Right now, he was stone cold sober. I reluctantly turned my back on the liquor cabinet. Time passed slowly as we produced a presentation that would have made a Union propaganda specialist proud.

      “I need to take a walk,” I said.

      “Sure. I’ll finish up here. We can review and revise tomorrow. At this pace, we will barely arrive in time for the assembly. Jelly and Lady are doing a great job navigating around all these enemy fleets. Your ship AIs are very convincing. No one has realized who we are.”

      I stopped near the door to extinguish my Maglan Continental. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      Wandering the deck, I came across Rihanna and Oui arguing in the combatives room. I stepped inside, wondering why they were so angry about extravehicular activity suits. That wasn’t something we trained here. They stared at my interruption.

      “Can we help you?” Rihanna asked.

      “Just passing by,” I said, looking them over. “Why are you wearing EVA gear inside the ship.

      “My aunt is crazy, that’s why,” Oui said. She should have sounded like a brat, but the way she said it, I immediately identified Rihanna as the villain. The kid’s annoyance was sincere, yet she appeared to be doing all she could to respect the older woman’s wish.

      “You barely know how to put one on!” Rihanna snarled. “Don’t play the cute victim with me. I’m not one of your marks to be dazzled.”

      I moved closer, looking them up and down. Their equipment was well put together, ready to be activated and used. “Basic setup, but I don’t see a problem.”

      “She needs to improve her skills,” Rihanna insisted.

      “You both look like you’ve done this before, even though the airlock is that way,” I said, still not sure exactly what was going on here.

      “Journ never let me actually step into the void,” Oui said. “She thinks I’m helpless.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t mind practicing if they let me do something.”

      X-37 came needlessly to my rescue. “It seems Oui has trained extensively in simulators but never in actual practice.”

      “I happen to agree with Journ that Oui is too valuable to be put in unnecessarily dangerous situations. Her person is a valuable asset to the lineage of the Oroth high family,” Rihanna said. “But that means she must train harder where it counts.”

      I massaged my forehead with one hand, unable to believe we were having this conversation. Maybe I had agreed to the wrong team. The chances of a space battle with so many Oroth fleets in the sector, or the need for advanced infiltration skills to get into the assembly via EVA were real. I should have brought professionals.

      “Follow me, Oui,” I said.

      “Now you wait here!” Rihanna said.

      Oui looked terrified but excited. The kid was sharp. She knew exactly what I had in mind. At first, I led the way, but she soon matched my stride like we were headed out on a mutual adventure. Rihanna waggled her finger and lectured my back the entire way to the airlock.

      “You are a reckless man,” she said. “I should have known not to get on this ship.”

      “Calm down, Ri. Decima and her brother trust him. It’ll be fine,” Oui said. “Crap, this is terrifying and so raw. We’re going on a void walk!”

      “Jelly, advise the rest of the crew and let Lady know as well. I’d like Path ready to snatch us up if we get in trouble,” I said.

      “Of course, Captain. Will this be like the time you lost Elise and ran out of air?” Jelly asked.

      Oui and Rihanna stopped in their tracks, faces losing color. The adventurous young woman edged closer to her aunt. I took her by the arm and brought her along. “Too late to chicken out now.”

      “It most certainly is not,” they said in unison.

      I ignored them in favor of correcting Jelly. “I didn’t lose Elise. Path tricked us into a survival exercise. That’s not what we’re doing today.”

      “Wait, you want the guy who orchestrated a near death experience in the void to save us if something goes wrong?” Oui said.

      Fists on hips, I looked down at her. “Are you scared?”

      “I am not. Are you scared?” she shot back.

      “Constantly. Now let’s do this. I want to be back in time for dinner.” I ran safety checks on the airlock, checked my gear, then Oui’s. “You really did a good job on this. How many times have you run simulations?”

      “Who knows?” Oui said, rolling her eyes.

      “One hundred and ninety-three times,” Rihanna said.

      X-37 jumped in my ear with a warning. “Be careful, Reaper Cain. We don’t know anything about those simulations. Their training could be worthless. I admit Sethorns rarely do things halfway, but you get my point. To be honest, I am stunned at this entire development. Lack of practical training in such an important survival skill is not consistent with the Sethorn mindset. Next thing you know, they will tell us she can’t swim.”

      “Can you swim, Oui?” I asked.

      “Random,” she answered.

      “Can you?”

      She crossed her arms with an attitude that was starting to remind me of another teenager who had annoyed the hell out of me on a certain prison station, minus the blonde hair and birdlike bone structure.

      “Of course. It’s easy. You just have to not sink.”

      Rihanna was silent now, her worry plain but her resolve to stop me gone.

      “Extravehicular activity is exactly the same. You just have to not drift away,” I said.

      “And how exactly do I do that?” the teenager stared through the airlock viewscreen with morbid fascination. “We could die out there,” she whispered.

      “Listen to me. Don’t get distracted.” I waved my hand between her face and the screen. “Do everything I say as soon as I say it.”

      Her voice didn’t just sound small now, it felt small. “Okay. I want to learn.”

      “You will,” I said, not making eye contact. I didn’t want this kid to bat her lashes and make me feel like a jerk for throwing her into the void with nothing but a space suit to keep her alive.

      It was for her own good. Survival skills needed to be tested before a crisis, not during. I attached a tether from my Archangel suit to her EVA suit. We entered the airlock and waited for the pressure to equalize.

      “Come back safe,” breathed Rihanna via comms.

      The tone of her voice intrigued me. This was more than concern for a young family member. It was like the fate of everything she knew and loved depended on the survival of this girl.

      Which made me wonder why she didn’t fight harder to keep her away from a Reaper like me.

      “Ohhh,” Oui said as she floated facing a dense, panoramic starfield.

      After a few moments, some of the lights moved. Hundreds, maybe thousands of ships maneuvered for reasons unknown. The routine organization of an Oroth fleet was indistinguishable from any other right now. War seemed far away. Why would we fight out here where the void waited to claim us all at the slightest mistake?

      “X, pull Oui into a private conversation. I need some answers,” I said.

      “One moment. There. You and Oui are now a communication network of two,” X said.

      “You’re kind of a big deal, aren’t you, kid?” I asked.

      She used her EVA micro-jets to face me like she had done it one hundred and ninety-three times. “I’m a princess.”

      “An actual princess?”

      She hand-signaled affirmation. The helmet was so bulky a nod would have been meaningless, and possibly dangerous. Too much head movement could be disorienting.

      “Oroth don’t have royalty, Reaper Cain, nor do any of their client states,” X-37 advised.

      “Tell me about that. Doesn’t sound like someone who would make a good JFT Destroyer.”

      Her smile was ethereal through the protective tint of the face plate. “Only the oldest families on Oroth can claim ties to royalty. My mother wanted to see the galaxy, so she pulled strings to become an ambassador to Sethorn during that brief time before Scheid showed up and peace seemed a real possibility. For almost ten years, she lived among the diplomatic elite of my home world and came near enough to touch a lasting accord not just between Oroth and Sethorn, but all the known star systems. That is why I’m a good candidate for Carnax’s unit. I am from Planet Oroth, but I’m also sympathetic with Sethorn and other separatist governments.”

      “Your mother was a princess too,” I said, then thought I would outsmart X, beating him to the next obvious flaw in this story. “Didn’t think the Oroth had kings and queens and all that. They have citizens and a democratic assembly if you count suffrage exclusive to citizens as democratic.”

      She smiled even as X-37 burst my bubble.

      “Technically, the Sovereignty of Orth is a commonwealth with a royal family occupying a single facet of their assembly, Reaper Cain.”

      “Well duh,” I said. “Everyone knows that.” Everyone except me, apparently. Fake it until you make it had always worked for my sorry butt.

      “I can’t talk to the assembly except as a last resort. Once I step foot on Oroth, or any of her satellites, I will be required to renounce my Sethorn citizenship and accept the protection of the royal family.”

      “You don’t want to do that.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “No, Reaper. I love my home more than anything. Can I call you that?”

      “Sure, Oui.”

      She gathered her resolve as the stars loomed all around us. “I will do what is needed. Others have sacrificed far more.”

      “Damn. kid. Now I’m a jerk,” I blurted.

      “Reaper Cain, you are the jerk in over ninety-eight percent of all such interactions—” X-37 said.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Very funny, X.”

      “The only way to avoid my fate is to find an Oroth citizen of sufficient status to speak for us. Then I can sneak home, and no one will be the wiser. Jag and Decima agree that isn’t a violation of the terms. Naaman says he can hide me anywhere in the Sovereignty of Oroth and eventually get me home.”

      “Good thing I hang out with so many Oroth citizens,” I said, my mood deteriorating.

      “Really?” Oui asked, breaking my heart.

      “Let’s finish this drill. One thing at a time.”

      “Okay, Reaper,” she said.

      “Show me how the simulator taught you to turn. Then we will work on propulsion and safety drills,” I said.

      Before long, neither of us were thinking of Oui, the doomed princess, or the monumental task of convincing the Assembly Scheid was a fraud.
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      “You’re getting good at this,” I said.

      Oui cursed like Jag, a hardened commando with a vocabulary to match his profession. “This is different. We’re boarding another ship.”

      The Lady Faith II seemed out of reach but also near enough to slam into. Distance was tricky in the void. “You need to learn this. Floating around without dying is great, but most EVA missions require some type of crossing, either from one part of your own ship to another, or to make a crossing like this.”

      “I’m just nervous. My simulations of ship-to-ship stuff are never perfect. Hate it when I die,” she said.

      “Don’t we all.”

      “Not funny.”

      I checked the tether between us. So far, every EVA session had been more successful than the previous one. It kept me busy during the frustratingly slow crawl through the Zakion system. I’d stopped being amazed by the number of Oroth and Oroth vassal fleets crammed into traffic jams around gravity wells and travel lanes. Hopefully, Scheid was experiencing similar delays.

      “Almost there,” I said. “Take it slow.”

      We drifted at a snail’s pace. I expected this to be an illusion. Experience taught me that the moment we reached the airlock, our true velocity would be revealed, and it would be ludicrous.

      I was as surprised as Oui when our arrival was as gentle as a leaf falling on Maglan.

      Side by side, we stepped into Lady’s airlock like royal guests.

      “Nice,” I chuckled.

      “Would you care to share the source of your mirth, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said on shared comms.

      “You know my jokes aren’t funny,” I said.

      “Accuracy detected, Reaper Cain.”

      Oui’s laughter was a mixture of amusement and relief. “We made it. I promise to laugh at all your jokes, Reaper.”

      “Very wise,” I said, clipping the word princess off my response. Not that I thought anyone would notice. To the uninitiated, it would be just another of my offhanded nicknames. The Sethorns would know Oui shared the secret. I wasn’t sure if that was bad. Did it matter who she was?

      Yeah, it probably did. Better to keep my Reaper mouth shut for now.

      “There is a minor crisis in the main passenger area, Reaper Cain. My advice is to stay no longer than necessary before crossing back to the Jellybird,” X-37 said.

      “Noted.” I stowed my gear, finishing about the same time Oui was ready to leave the equipment area and see what all the fuss was about.

      Tom met us in the doorway. “Be careful out there. I’ll check over your gear before the return trip.”

      “Thanks, Tom.”

      “It’s good to see you, Hal. My current shipmates are all drama. It’s like a reality show on this ship,” he said.

      I stepped into an unlikely scene. Oui followed close behind, eyes wide. The girl was sheltered in many ways, which made her curious. I doubted she’d ever seen an HC clone and a Hagg battle maiden in a shouting match.

      “You stole my left sock. What the hell would you do with one sock?” Tank shouted, waving the item in question.

      “I did not. You found it near me. Innocence surrounds me’d,” Saw-say crooned.

      “Weird,” I muttered, not sure how to interpret the action.

      Oui laughed and covered her mouth.

      “What?” I leaned close enough to talk privately. “Tell me what’s happening here.”

      “She likes your brother. Stealing is a Hagg courtship ritual.”

      Once I started laughing, I couldn’t stop.

      Oui attempted to clarify. “She wants him to be her battle commander.”

      For reasons I didn’t fully understand, we both laughed harder than ever. Tears streamed down my face. Tank noticed and gave us the look of death. Saw-say made her retreat after pilfering a cigar, a book, and a combat knife from my distracted clone.

      “Hey,” he shouted after her, then turned on me. “Glad you made it, Reaper. Thanks for the support. She’s your friend. Why am I stuck with her and her brainless bodyguards?”

      I spread my hands. “You’re doing fine, brother. Just don’t agree to anything without reading the contract.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Tank said, then left the room.

      Bug and Path approached.

      “Nice spacewalk.” Bug smiled, no longer self-conscious about silver and gold visible around his wrists. On first glance, they resembled bracelets, but they were from his involuntary cyborg transformation. There were also barely visible wires around his eyes. “Path barely commented on your technique at all.”

      I made introductions. “Bug, Oui. Oui, Bug.” They exchanged awkward handshakes and curt bows.

      Path introduced himself with more grace. “Pleased to meet you, princess.”

      “Why would you call me that?” she asked, alarm in her eyes. Her face reddened, causing her to look even younger and more dangerous simultaneously.

      “Forgive me. My mother and grandmother used the term on young women they thought were graceful and of good character. Did I offend you?” Path asked.

      “No. I was surprised. Nothing more,” she said, averting her eyes.

      “Princess,” I said like it was a joke. Calling her kid felt strange. Elise was forever the kid to me. This was a better moniker for the Sethorn teenager.

      She rolled her eyes slightly. “You’re no princess, Reaper. I guess I’ve been called worse.”

      That drew laughs all through the group.

      “We should take this opportunity to train,” Path suggested, ending my mirth immediately. Oui didn’t know better and was still charmed by the sword saint. “Tom crafted an excellent set of practice swords for a group event.”

      “Oh, how fun!” Oui said. “Journ never let me hit people.”

      “Neither will Path,” I muttered.

      “What did you say?” Oui asked. “I didn’t catch that mumbly-mumbly stuff.” She waved at me, looking more like a kid than ever. “We deserve a break. Let’s have some fun before another awful spacewalk back to the Jellybird.”

      “Fun?” I said.

      “Yes, fun.” Oui started walking with Path. “You’ll like it once you try it.”

      “Doubtful.” I followed. Bug veered off at the first hallway intersection. Disappearing on a yacht even smaller than the Jellybird was a neat trick. I was impressed—and jealous.

      Path quietly appreciated the young woman’s enthusiasm. Maybe he could train her in the basics, saving the brutal stuff for more advanced suckers like me and Elise. I crossed my fingers that he would remain on his best behavior for Oui and her aunt.
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      Oui didn’t talk to me until we were almost to the Jellybird’s airlock. “You could have warned me.”

      “Didn’t want to ruin your good time.” Resisting the urge to roar with laughter was a challenge, but being the professional I was, I managed to keep it down. Mostly.

      “Every part of my body is bruised.”

      I snorted. “Not every part. Hair doesn’t bruise.”

      “Hah hah. You think you’re funny?”

      “I have moments of hilarity,” I said, preemptively signaling X-37 that I didn’t need his comments on the issue.

      “Rihanna will be wroth. She’ll be on her way to the Lady Faith II with a pair of sparring clubs to settle the score.”

      “I would love to see that,” I said. “From a distance if possible.”

      This earned a chuckle. “Definitely from a distance. You know what, maybe we should take her over there for some sparring.”

      “Now you’re being mean.”

      “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “She never lets me do anything. I’m glad I got beat up by the sneaking sword teacher.”

      “Sword saint,” I corrected.

      “Of course. Though I’m not sure how he can be a saint of violence. Maybe the word means something different in your language.” She stopped talking as alignment lights appeared in each of our helmet HUDs.

      I resisted the urge to encourage or coach her. Her technique might have been improved with a little professional guidance, but what the young woman really needed was a confidence builder. Our time together taught me one thing: she was bursting with unrealized talent.

      “Almost there,” she mumbled.

      “She will not make a clean landing in the airlock, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Don’t worry.” I wondered how she would react to a successful but graceless arrival. Was she a kid with a heart of gold, or a spoiled prima donna leading a secret life of overprotection and ease?

      Everything looked fine until she was three or four meters from the door. At that point, it became painfully obvious her chances of landing on her feet were zero.

      “Oh great,” she said, then touched down as though the floor was leaning twenty degrees to her left. Gravity took hold, useful for grabbing on and not bouncing back into the void. It also made walking in extreme postures impossible. She executed a clownish round-off, swinging her feet over her head in a last-ditch attempt to land on her feet. She missed the landing, bounced once, and ended on her butt in the corner.

      I glided into the airlock, set my feet shoulder width apart, then closed the outer hatch behind me. Oui stared for a second, then started laughing at her predicament.

      “Good kid,” I said to X.

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain. Try not to get her killed,” my ever so sensitive LAI said.

      “Or doomed to a life on Oroth with no chance of going to her adopted home,” I said.

      “Or that.” X-37 compiled statistics for the space walk, then filed them for later reference if needed.

      “Good work, princess,” I said.

      She chuckled as she took my hand and let me pull her to her feet. “Don’t say that around Rihanna or Rizz. Neither will find it amusing.”

      “You don’t mind?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s fine. Part of what happened today. Not everything was fun, but that’s okay. I can’t really explain it, but I won’t forget this.”

      “Neither will I. Let’s go see how your aunt reacts to Path’s mementos,” I said. “And by that, I mean your bruises and mine.”

      Decima intercepted me before Oui and I could implement our plan, half formed as it was. I knew something was wrong by the look on her face. She waited for me to put away my gear and barely said a word until Oui left with a stern-faced Rihanna.

      “You two look like you had fun,” Decima said. “I take it Path talked you into a sword lesson?”

      “Yeah. It was fantastic.” I shut my locker and went with her into the hallway. “What’s eating you?”

      “Naaman won’t leave his cabin. He talks less every day. I think he knows this could be his last mission. Infiltration is his specialty. We’re about to attempt the most difficult penetration of the Oroth regime imaginable and failure will be his fault.”

      “If we fail,” I said.

      “I tried to tell him that.” She forced a smile. “Maybe you could talk to him.”

      “Absolutely. Reapers are well known for giving pep talks.”

      “Just don’t make it worse,” she said, keeping her tone light as we walked toward Naaman’s room. “I’ll be in the armory if you need me. Just get him out of his room.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up, then went to visit the tech wizard. He answered the door after the third knock.

      “What do you want, Reaper?” He opened the door a few inches but didn’t step out or invite me in.

      “We’ve arrived. It’s time to plan the infiltration to Oroth,” I said. “You’re the expert.”

      “Infiltration or assassination?” he asked.

      What the hell was that? “Sorry, I don’t follow.”

      “Murder isn’t what I was trained for. Maybe it’s easy for you, but you were literally built for it,” he said.

      “Slow down. Pump the brakes. Our mission is to get information to the assembly so they don’t hand over absolute power to Scheid.” I rifled through past conversations with the man to see where he got the idea we were here to go on a killing spree. “If he wants to throw down, sure, I’ve got something for him but that isn’t going to happen. He’ll have an army of Obsidians protecting him. This is the last place I would plan a hit.”

      “Convincing the assembly there is no threat is just as impossible,” he said. “No one will listen to a random Oroth girl, even if she is associated with Carnax’s JFT Destroyers. I will concede she and her chaperone will be useful navigating the social mores of the planet, but that is as far as it will go. I’ve run every possible scenario. We’ve come a long way to fail.”

      I held back the urge to rip him out of the room and give him a piece of my mind. Defeatism was one of my biggest pet peeves. “Let’s take a walk.”

      He shook his head and pulled back.

      “Let’s. Take. A. Walk,” I said. “You need to get out of that cabin. Stretch your legs. Stop obsessing over the fate of everything and relax. Answers will come.”

      “You sound like that sword saint, or Decima,” he said, then reluctantly stepped out and shut the door behind him.

      His hard skin resembled mine, barely visible unless a person knew what to look for. Like me, he rarely took it off. Once I learned how to bathe through the adjustable settings, removing it felt like an unnecessary chore. In fact, I only stripped out of the protective layer when I wanted to feel more human—a difficult task with two cybernetic arms and one cybernetic eye, plus carbon fiber sheathed bones and LAI wrapped nerve-ware.

      We strode easily through the ship and stopped on the observation deck, which was empty. I made drinks and offered him a cigar. He took it, not even asking for a pipe instead as he often did.

      “I’m sorry for my outburst. You’re more than a simple assassin,” he said.

      “No worries.” I blew a smoke ring while trying to decide how much of Oui’s secret I could divulge. She could be a game-changing asset. The assembly would listen to her but only if she sacrificed her future and abandoned her home world. I didn’t want that. There needed to be another way.

      “I don’t hate the Oroth people, or even the worst of the citizens. I merely despise what they do and how they force their way of life, and their self-indulgent values, on the rest of us,” Naaman said. “Like the hunting reserves. The resources they spend to collect and kill living creatures for sport amazes me, and not in a good way.”

      I froze midway through blowing another series of smoke rings. “You’re a genius, Naaman. That gives me an idea.”

      “This is their capital, not some hunting reserve,” he grumbled.

      “Have you ever seen The Force That Took Victano 5?”
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      Just when I thought the Zakion system couldn’t hold another fleet, we arrived at Oroth. Our position in the expanded orbit was like being an ant scurrying ever closer to the ant hill. Ships were everywhere, small vessels constantly coming and going from starships, orbital platforms, and the surface. Mega cities sprawled across continents. I wondered if planet Oroth ever slept.

      Our entire team gathered and shared a video conference line between the Jellybird and the Lady Faith II. Neither ship was in stealth mode. Naaman’s forged travel documents held, probably because no one had time or the inclination to check them.

      “I am not sure if the traffic congestion will make infiltration harder or easier,” Jag said.

      “A little of both.” Naaman hadn’t said much since our strategy session on the observation deck. While he remained skeptical, I grew more confident of my plan the more I worked on it.

      “Put your LAI and ship AI heads together and find me a yacht belonging to Capious or Celia Tatasam,” I said. “Filter with the term Victano 5 and action holos.”

      Bug laughed in surprise.

      “We do know a pair of citizens,” Path said. “I am not sure how influential they are, but maybe they have connections.”

      “Better than the alternative,” I said.

      Rihanna gave me a sharp look. Oui appeared nervous.

      “Interesting,” X-37 said. “It seems our acquaintances from Reserve 13 are significantly more famous than I assumed. The Victano 5 franchise has a massive cult following. Each of the twenty-seven movies has a worse review than the one preceding it, with the exception of The Force That Took Victano 5. I cannot pinpoint the source of the fascination, only that there are biannual gatherings where people dress up as the main characters and act foolishly.”

      “Weird,” I said, flipping through images. “Leave it to Oroth citizens to come up with meaningless rituals that have never been done before. How did they build a multi-star-system empire with this level of cringe?”

      “Unknown, Reaper Cain. Stand by. I believe I have located their yacht.”

      “Confirmed,” Jelly said. “The Star Chaser is registered to Capious Tatasam and Celia Tatasam-Starchild. Hmm. Interesting name choice. They seem to be quite the couple. Very outgoing from their logs and travel agenda.”

      I slapped my hands together, instantly grabbing everyone’s full attention. “All right. Let’s plan it. Operation Grab a Celebrity Influencer is now underway.”

      Naaman still looked worried.

      I lowered my voice just for him. “Better than an assassination mission.” In my head, I also thought it was better than forcing Oui to make an impossible choice.
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      This time, only Jag accompanied me on the spacewalk while Tank, Path, and Bug converged from the Lady Faith II. Bug was in rare form, actively jamming any scans of our approach. He might not like what he was, but he used his anti-AI tech in new and creative ways. Against the simple computer systems of Oroth ships, including the Star Chaser, he was overpowered as hell.

      “Steady,” Jag said.

      I glided next to him, silent as the void and nearly as deadly.

      Tank, Path, and Bug converged on our vector right before we reached the exterior of our target. The sword saint must have been drilling them on more than melee combat because their EVA skills were tight. For once, I felt like everything was going perfectly.

      “Slowly,” Jag said.

      I tapped my deceleration nozzle, came to a near stop, and touched my hands and feet to the metal at the same time. The rest of the team did likewise, surrounding the hatch on all sides.

      “This looks brand new,” Tank said. “Wouldn’t do for a citizen of Oroth to travel the galaxy in a junker.”

      “Maybe he leases,” Path said.

      I chuckled. The sword saint didn’t say much, but his jokes were as accurate as his sword thrusts. Fingers crossed, we had moved on from our recent training.

      “Definitely,” Bug agreed. “He must have run it through the space wash to get all that annoying cosmic crud off.”

      “Settle down,” Jag said. “Halek, can your LAI open this door?”

      “Let me try,” Bug said.

      Jag hesitated but then motioned for him to go ahead.

      Bug ran his hands around the seam of the large hatch, forcing us to back away as he moved. Nothing happened quickly. We weren’t in a rush. The stakes were high. Just because we weren’t taking fire or getting attacked by suicide drones didn’t mean this wasn’t dangerous.

      Tatasam and Celia couldn’t be happy with us for ruining their vacation and costing them a lot of money. For all I knew, there would be a formidable greeting party inside. The citizens had the wealth to travel the galaxy in style. They could probably afford a full squad of Defenders.

      “Got the first lock,” Bug said. “Two more to go then it will just take a spin of the wheel.”

      “This is too easy,” Tank said. “I don’t like it.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I kept my mouth shut and my eyes open. X-37 ran every scan he could, constantly searching for an alarm we had tripped or trap we could be walking into. Path put his back to the hull so that he was facing the void.

      “What are you looking for, Path?” I asked.

      “The citizens had bodyguards on Reserve 13. Why not escorts when they travel long distances?”

      “That’s why you’re the sword saint,” I said.

      Amusement textured his response. “I’m not sure I follow your logic but will assume that was a compliment. How is Oui? Her first lesson went well, I thought.”

      “She’s harassing her chaperone for an apprenticeship with you. The girl wants to get hit over the head every day,” I said. “She’s savage.”

      This drew a laugh from everyone listening.

      “Youth is a wonderful thing,” Path said. “Teaching can breathe new life into a member of my order.”

      “Make a note, X,” I signaled my LAI. Maybe I couldn’t find my friend a place to advance in his order, but I could find him students if that would help.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.”

      “Almost ready for the wheel,” Bug said. “Who is turning, and who is going in first?”

      “Tank turns. Halek and I will enter. Follow without delay,” Jag said.

      “Okay. The magnetic tumblers are disengaged. X-37 can double-check, but I don’t think gravity has much effect inside the actual door panel or the walls in general. Weird, but that is what the specs say,” Bug explained.

      “The wall is part of the gravity generation mechanism and thus shielded from the effect,” X-37 said. “I can prepare a lecture for anyone interested in the details.”

      “We’ll all be there in the auditorium to hear it, X. Sounds fascinating,” I said, mentally preparing to cross the threshold the moment the hatch opened.

      “Sarcasm detected,” X-37 said. “Be ready for anything. I was unable to determine life signs, which means the ship could be empty, or packed full of Defenders. Tatasam and Celia have every reason to be paranoid about their safety after you invaded their hunting lodge and tricked them into helping you.”

      “Three, two, one,” Bug counted.

      Tank cranked the wheel and pulled the panel outward.

      I went in, my D3D up and ready, my eyes searching through the sights for enemies.

      Jag followed close behind and peeled off to my right the moment he was inside. Path and Bug came next. Tank pulled the door shut as he entered last. We quickly cleared and dominated a large, dark room. Nothing but dim emergency lighting, red of all colors, illuminated the floors, and to a lesser degree, the ceilings. Where the edges of the floor had one light every meter, the ceiling had one dot of crimson in the center.

      “Not what I expected,” Tank said.

      Jag examined two interior doors. “I don’t like it. Hold. Halek, have your LAI run scans. Bug, are you sensing an AI attack?”

      “No. Oroth ships don’t use them, and it doesn’t seem the citizens spent money to have their own private versions,” Bug answered.

      “I’ll take point,” I said, moving toward what looked like the main door. X-37 verified my guess with diagrams pulled from the Star Chaser’s computer. “My reaction to X’s alerts will be quicker, even with him pushing information through our tactical channel.”

      Jag double chopped a knife hand toward the door, then fell in behind me. The rest of the team moved like a well-oiled machine. We were ready for about anything, except Defenders. We’d been lucky during previous encounters.

      The door slid open when I tapped the control panel, no codes or scans required.

      “My analysis suggests Tatasam and Celia prefer hospitality to security,” X-37 said.

      My LAI’s assessment proved correct when we encountered both citizens having a lavish dinner with eight Defenders. The burly men had their armor parked behind them as they laughed, and drank, and ate a five-course meal with their bosses.

      Celia laughed at a joke. The squad leader stomped his foot in appreciation of Tatasam’s punchline. I moved into visual range as the rest of my team took positions between the heavily muscled, mostly intoxicated brutes and their gear. Outside of their armor, they were still intimidating. Most had scars. Only horrific levels of violence could mark them thus with their tank-like helmets and gear.

      I slung my D3D and tapped my Reaper blade against my palm in appreciation of whatever the hell was so funny. The way it snapped out at my command added to the startling effect.

      “Halek Cain?” Tatasam asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I’m glad you asked. It came to my attention that you are lacking public service hours. We came to rectify that. Because we care.”

      He furrowed his brow. Silence held the room. The drunk Defenders stared at my friends like men ready to fight but smart enough to realize they didn’t have a chance—yet.

      “I swear we fulfilled our civic duty,” Tatasam said. “Didn’t we build houses on Grugan 37?”

      “Oh, we did, honey. With our bare hands,” she said, displaying said hands.

      “You see,” Tatasam said. “There has been a mix up. I am not one of those over privileged jackwagons who takes my status for granted. And neither is my wife. Despite your interruption, we finally shut down the hunting reserves. Anyone who goes to Reserve 13 now must take a real risk in the forest. We also donate heavily to orphanages, schools, and foundations for fallen soldiers.”

      “They do,” said the Defender squad leader. “Chatham over there went to the Defender academy on one of their scholarships. Changed his life and improved the prospects for his kids.”

      “You assholes have kids?” Tank asked.

      “Hey!” I barked. “We don’t care. Less talking, more listening.” I retracted my blade in favor of lighting a cigar. “Here’s the deal. We destroyed Drakainis and her drone network.”

      “That’s great news! Isn’t it, Celia,” Tatasam said.

      “It certainly is, love.”

      “Shut it. That’s not the point. Yeah, sure, we’re great. You’re welcome. But Scheid is on his way to convince the Oroth Assembly that Drakainis is ready to sweep in and wipe out your home world,” I said.

      “That sounds terribly dishonest,” Tatasam’s incredulity seemed real.

      “He wants to be made dictator for the duration of this emergency,” I explained.

      “That dirty mother fucker!” Celia blurted. “Sorry, dear. I’m a bit drunk.”

      “You took the words straight out of my mouth, love.”

      “Fortunately, we have a solution. All we need is one, or maybe two, respected and well known Oroth citizens to present proof of Drakainis’s destruction to the assembly. That will force Scheid to rely on his current fleet, and we have a plan to remove him from his unlawful influence over your government,” I said.

      “Careful, Reaper Cain. You are laying it on rather thick,” X-37 said.

      I flicked X’s comment away, concentrating on Tatasam and Celia instead.

      “We can’t do that,” Tatasam said. “As much as I sympathize with your argument, such things just aren’t done.”

      I snapped out my blade. “I insist.”

      His face flushed red. Celia’s eyes widened as color bloomed on her cheeks as well. I couldn’t determine which emotion caused the reaction. Shame? Anger? Excitement?

      They held hands, stared into each other’s eyes for several seconds, then faced me.

      Tatasam spoke. “Well, if you must threaten us with unreasonable violence, I suppose that leaves us no choice but to comply. Our Defenders stand as witness to our effort to resist.”

      “Yeah. It’s just as you say, sir,” the squad leader said.

      “He does not sound happy, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Our bodyguards are blameless,” Celia said. “They were ambushed by trickery and unable to repel the merciless assault of the Maglan stormtroopers. My husband and I will put them each in for commendations of bravery and recommend an additional stipend for their pain and suffering.”

      Tatasam and Celia seemed satisfied with her solution and ready to move on. I studied each of the men. Wounded pride and about five other emotions were going to be a problem. I sensed these men, more than any Defenders before them, resented their lot in life. Hard men who had suffered numerous wars had been relegated to protecting two spoiled children who happened to be the same age as adults.

      “Proceed with caution, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Way ahead of you, X.” I gave Tank and Path a chin nod to get their attention. “Take them one at a time. Find a holding cell for each and make sure they can’t communicate. Let’s verify what Citizen Celia said earlier. These men won’t have any choice but to await liberation, and by then, we’ll be long gone.”

      “There is no place strong enough to hold us but the menagerie paddocks,” the squad leader said.

      I faced Tatasam, thoughts of Yesiniatel suddenly on my mind.

      The man looked shocked. “We never keep animals, or people, in the paddocks. All ships of this class come with them. See for yourself. Every cell is as immaculate as the day the ship was built.”

      “Bug, check it out before Tank and Path do the transport,” I said, then put away my blade in favor of the D3D. Jag and Tank followed my lead, readying their rifles. Path slid his sword free.

      “You will not need to fire,” he said. “I can cut them down before they stand.”

      “Believe him,” I said. “My friend is a sword saint.”

      Every defender made fists on the table. They kept their hands where we could see them but clearly wanted to fight.

      “Not today, gentlemen,” I said. “If we have to try each other, wait until the assembly decides which side you’re on. Who knows, in a few days, we might all be great friends.”

      “Doubtful,” the squad leader said.
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      The trip back to the Jellybird was easier than our infiltration. We liberated a shuttle from the Star Chaser, wiped and reprogramed its computers, and flew back in style. Tatasam and Celia insisted on changing outfits.

      “No one stands before the Assembly in casual attire. We must have our robes of office,” Tatasam said. “Not that we’ve ever worn them.”

      “Tatasam and I will wear everything but the actual robes until we arrive. Someone will need to carry them until then. Trust me, moving through the streets in full regalia would be quite impossible. Just give us a moment in our changing room,” she said.

      “Leave the door open,” I insisted.

      “How rude,” she fired back. “They want to see us naked.”

      “Doesn’t everyone, my love?” Tatasam asked.

      Tank growled something unintelligible. Path and the others held impassive expressions.

      “I can monitor them through the ship security cameras, Reaper Cain,” X-37 offered.

      I waved for the Oroth citizens to use the room. “No shenanigans. Leave the door open. We will face the other way or avert our eyes or whatever. My LAI will alert me the moment you do anything suspicious.”

      “LAI?” Tatasam asked.

      “The computer in my head,” I explained.

      Both citizens went pale.

      “Oh,” Celia said. “We’re very sorry. Come, love. Help me get out of this shabby but comfortable ship dress.”

      “There is nothing I would like more,” Tatasam said as he followed her into the changing room.

      “Shabby?” Tank asked. “That word must not mean what I thought it did. They must have spent a fortune to look that casual.”

      “Yeah. What a travesty,” I said. “This is where things get real. I’ll escort them to the assembly. You jokers better be ready to pick me up when I call.”

      Jag, Tank, Path, and Bug stared at me like I was an idiot.

      The Sethorn commando leader rallied first. “You’re not going alone, Halek. Not to Oroth. Trust me, this isn’t like any place you’ve been. Naaman and Oui are going with you.”

      “Not Oui,” I snapped.

      “Touchy, touchy,” Tank said, fanning his hands out in faux defense of the drama.

      Like I was the dramatic one in this room. Whatever.

      “Why not Oui?” Jag asked.

      I could tell by his change of posture and expression that he hadn’t expected my reaction and was curious, on a professional and personal level. The man was unique. Many hard chargers locked onto an objective and smashed their way forward, never giving up, never quitting, never taking an easier way because they were blind to it. Jag was one of the few leaders who sought new information that went counter to his plans.

      “Does it matter?” I didn’t want to talk about it.

      He waited, clearly set on having an answer if it took the entire trip.

      I called his bluff and raised him a portion of Reaper stubbornness.

      “She has special status among the Oroth. Jude Carnax came to me with the idea. He was sick about what she needed to do, but desperate times demand sacrifices from each of us,” he said. “I’m surprised she told you everything. I wanted you two to bond, not become best friends.”

      I lit a cigar and waited for more. How ruthless was Jag? Would he require the girl to go as a backup to Tatasam and Celia? Maybe he wanted her to add her influence to their plea. The idea had merit, as much as I hated it.

      “There is still a lot you don’t know about the JFT Destroyers, my people, or Oui in particular. She will assist in every aspect of the infiltration. Trust me. You can’t fight your way through the streets of Oroth city. You’d run out of bullets long before you accomplished anything. Not to mention the fact that violence will taint any proof our new agents provide against Scheid,” Jag said. “Oui is an Oroth infiltration specialist. Naaman is a Sethorn infiltration specialist and a tech wizard. You need them on this mission.”

      “I’m taking Bug as well.” A glance at my old friend earned a nod. He was down to infiltrate. “If there are remnants of Drakainis, he’ll be invaluable. One thing is certain, Scheid’s ships aren’t AI weak like most in this sector. He had a quad-LAI before Drakainis took him over. He may have that back.”

      Jag nodded along. “His LAIs might have been affected by Drakainis. They could be ruined, or more powerful. Pray that none of Drakainis remains hidden inside of him.”

      “Now you made it ugly.”

      “Keep Bug away from the locals. He doesn’t have the skill set to be a spy,” Jag said. “No offense, Bug.”

      “None taken,” Bug said, cool as a cyborg. He didn’t like what he was, but he was coming to grips with his role in the war.

      “Let’s get prepped and do this while there is still time,” I said.
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      “The bureaucratic boredom of this mission will kill us before we get there,” I complained.

      “Patience recommended, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Rihanna is flying according to the increased regulations in place for the assembly. Intergalactic travel is at a one hundred year high. More than sixty percent of the Sovereignty of Oroth star fleets are present. Most of them will send representatives to the surface for the opening ceremonies.”

      “Listen to your LAI. There's a reason for the multiple shuttle transfers and identification checks, and that reason is graft. If we were spending real money to pay all these bribes, our entire alliance would be bankrupt,” Naaman said. “Jelly could swoop in with her stealth cloak, but that would come back to bite us. At some point, our travel markers would be invalid, and we would be found out at the least convenient moment.”

      Oui looked impressed. “For a Sethorn, you know your way around Oroth city.”

      “I've been here twice, but don't tell anyone. My mission handlers will turn me into an ambassador,” Naaman said.

      Curious, I listened to the back and forth between the Sethorn tech wizard and the Oroth born JFT Destroyer. She couldn’t be old enough to be a true commando, though, as I had recently learned, she was more than she seemed. This was the most the tech wizard had said for quite a while. Increasingly withdrawn, the man feared failure intensely. I understood the pressure he felt.

      “There are no ambassadors from Sethorn to Oroth,” Oui said.

      Naaman’s expression darkened. “I'm talking about the Halek Cain version.”

      Oui raised one eyebrow and freed a coy smile. A dangerous mischief lurked in her eyes. “There are a lot of those, actually.”

      Bug entered the conversation, clearly skeptical on several points. “I understand where Naaman's expertise comes from. But, come on. You’re a girl.”

      “I'm not as young or as innocent as you think,” Oui said.

      I seriously doubted that but kept my mouth shut. We had talked about her heritage and why that might make her a hostage, though an honored one, on the planet. Evaluating a person’s character was a skill I thought I’d mastered before landing on death row in the BMSP and subsequently getting sent to Dreadmax. Oui and I had bonded. I needed more time to understand the young woman, but I doubted she could hide big secrets from me.

      “I may behave in ways that shock you if the mission requires it,” she said. “And don't forget I am still a JFT Destroyer. If we fight, I will spill blood right alongside the rest of you.”

      “Apprentice,” Rihanna corrected from the cockpit.

      “Since birth,” Oui shot back. “I could do a lot more if you let me, but admit it, I’ve been trained by the best.”

      “Okay, Princess,” I said, testing her. Elise would have given me the finger. Oui merely blushed.

      “That's settled,” Bug said. “Hal is in charge. Naaman is our guide. I watch out for unforeseen AI threats, and Oui bolsters our cover by looking like a kid, because who would venture into enemy territory with a child in tow?”

      The young woman let it go, unlike Elise or Novasdaughter or most of the other women in my life. My apprehension about bringing her along returned. In a best-case scenario, she didn't have to do anything, and I brought her back to Rihanna safe. In a worst-case scenario, she was dead or imprisoned at the very heart of enemy territory.

      Oui was the wild card. Should I treat her as a highly trained part of an elite warrior society or a sheltered princess?

      Tatasam and Celia strode into the room looking regal. Each carried a backpack stuffed with their formal attire.

      “Must be something special,” I said. “You could hold enough gear in one of those bags to go to war.”

      Celia smiled and curtsied. “Why thank you.”

      “We picked up the final pieces at the last checkpoint. Thank you for your diligence. Not many people can endure the Oroth shuttle system. We normally break it up into two days when flying commercial,” Tatasam added. “My compliments must go to your pilot, the, uhm, very professional Rihanna.”

      “He was going to say cheerful,” Bug whispered.

      I waved him off and didn’t respond. He wasn’t wrong, but now wasn’t the time to go down that road.

      “Wherever did you find someone so skilled at flying and navigating the rather confusing regulations of assembly days?” he continued, ignoring Bug’s comment.

      “JFT Destroyers,” I replied.

      “Ahhh,” Tatasam and Celia said in unison.

      “Well, at any rate. My compliments. The process won’t get easier. On the surface, there will be celebrations to navigate, unrelated police crackdowns, and the occasional encountering of old friends—all very tedious but necessary on our home world.”

      “Good to know,” I said. The shuttle viewer displayed thousands of ships. Rivers of vehicles came and went from the planet. More scoured the surface. From this vantage point, lights covered the main continent. In the distance, near the horizon, I saw the hint of the industrialized zones working like colossal robots in the setting sun.

      This was just one planet of a hundred or more with populations far greater than the Union capital. In addition, there were space stations as big as Dreadmax and asteroids that had been colonized for a century.

      If the fleets converging for the assembly weren't proof enough, this drove home the point. The combined power of the Maglan fleet and the Sethorn rebels didn't have the production capacity or the population to win this war. We could beat Scheid, I knew it. But not if he had all of this behind him.

      Bug’s grim face mirrored mine. He kept his thoughts to himself. Probably a good thing because I doubted he was ready to give a pre-mission pep talk.

      “You appear humbled, Mr. Cain,” Tatasam said. His demeanor grew serious, his tone low and semi-private. “We are all overwhelmed when we see this—even citizens who understand the true numbers. The Sovereignty of Oroth is an empire of billions of souls. All of them seem to think the home world is the cat’s meow. That is why Celia and I like to travel outward, away from population dense worlds. She could have been an important senator or business tycoon. Instead, the woman chooses to spend her years with me. You probably can't understand true companionship.”

      “You'd be surprised.” He wasn't completely wrong. I didn't have the time or the will to correct him. That was the type of conversation to be had on the observation deck with whiskey and cigars. A premonition told me we would never do that. Discussion of the finer points of our friendship, or whatever this was, had been doomed before we met.

      Our final approach was no less amazing than the view from the stratosphere. The shuttle dropped lower and lower. Dark specks resolved to become buildings. Lines became streets and boulevards. Crowds of people became a sea of humanity intent on a celebration unlikely to end anytime soon. War could break out, and I thought these people would just keep drinking and trying to hook up.

      “At the center of the city are the Assembly grounds,” Celia said. “Once it was a field where our founding fathers gathered annually to plant a tree and recommit themselves to the future of Oroth. The nobility of the ceremony has been diluted.”

      Naaman said nothing. Oui and Bug listened as they watched the spectacle below us.

      “Are you sure about this flightpath?” I asked.

      Rihanna answered from the sealed cockpit. “Like Naaman and my chatty ward, Oui, I've been here before. This is my specialty. Other than mentoring young spies, I do nothing better.”

      “Our descent has been rather smooth,” Bug admitted.

      For some reason, this made me chuckle. “Credit where credit is due.”

      “You should worry more about the ride out,” Rihanna said.

      “Yeah, that never goes well, does it?” I said.

      Rihanna landed. Customs officials did a walk-through inspection of the shuttle and gave us a thumbs-up.

      “Count this as the first and possibly last time the abnormally high traffic to the capital helps us,” Naaman said. “I will lead the way. Oui and Bug will stay close to Tatasam and Celia at all times. Halek, you know what to do.”

      “Rear guard is an important position,” I said. “Let’s keep this travel formation tight. No getting separated.”

      “Agreed,” Naaman said.

      “I am gathering maps, building schematics, and crime statistics as usual, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “No AIs have been detected. The electronic surveillance capacity of the Oroth capital is vast but primitive. My analysis suggests they need a veritable army of technicians to monitor the cameras, police patrols, and calls for assistance, not to mention mundane issues like water main breaks or downed power lines.”

      “What’s your point, X?”

      “They will only see us if we draw attention to ourselves. Hiding in plain sight will remain an effective strategy until all hell breaks loose,” X said.

      Naaman took the lead. He adjusted his coat to resemble what other men were wearing. I did the same. Each member of our group strove to blend, even Tatasam and Celia. I advanced until I could talk to them and still guard against unwanted followers.

      “You’re good at this,” I said.

      “Celebrity living can be hard. Sometimes we want to have a life, and that means blending with the crowd,” Tatasam said. “Other times, to be completely transparent, we revel in the attention.” His face lit up at the prospect of a party.

      “This could be troublesome, Reaper Cain,” X said.

      Music filled the air long before we arrived on the boulevard. Fireworks shot into the sky. Men and women laughed too loudly and toasted total strangers, including us.

      A crowd surged in our direction.

      “Back,” Naaman said.

      “No.” Oui grabbed his arm. “Just step closer to the wall. They won’t molest us. That is a universal sign. This looks out of control, but they will respect people just trying to go home or enjoy a solitary walk.”

      Naaman, for all his expertise in navigating enemy cities, appeared uncomfortable. He relented, and so did I. Before long, we were watching as a parade of celebrants danced, sang, and generally caroused past us.

      “Very good,” Tatasam said. “I do wonder what it might be like to join them. I’ve only seen this spectacle from balconies or air cars.”

      “It’s very loud at street level.” Celia’s eyes were bright with hungry excitement.

      I saw all of that, but my focus shifted to a far different procession. “Scheid and his entourage are coming this way. Can someone tell me why he isn’t taking a ground car?”

      Tatasam and Celia stepped close to me, but she answered first. “That is an old tradition. He must be pulling out all the stops. Walking to the assembly expresses respect for our ancestors and hope for the future.”

      “Well, he’s going to see us,” I said.

      “Confirmed, Reaper Cain. His quad LAI will identify everyone in our party, though it will attach more significance to you,” X-37 said. “Evidence suggests you still rate very high on his list of ultimate enemies.”

      “It’s not too late to join the festivities.” Oui grabbed Celia by the hand. “You’re about to get your wish. Hurry, we need to be in the middle of this gaggle before Scheid’s parade reaches us.”

      “I’ll bring up the rear,” I said. “Each of you have a copy of our evidence. Naaman, make sure Tatasam and Celia make it to the assembly. I may be late.”

      “Will do, Halek.” The Sethorn commando pulled his hood forward. He looked dark and ominous in this crowd, but none too strange. All manner of costumes were worn today. One group even posed as Sangrels, though they did a poor job of it. Their heads were too big and they lacked the muscle tone of the true beasts.

      I walked backward for a few strides, counted the Obsidians in Scheid’s group and realized there were far more than I could fight with a platoon of Archangels to back me up. All I had was a tech wizard, a JFT apprentice, and a soldier outfitted with anti-AI technology. Tatasam and Celia couldn’t be expected to fight no matter how compliant they had become.

      “Bug, stay with me,” I said. “Can you attenuate the level of AI blocking you do?”

      “I know how, but I haven’t tried. So far it has been all or nothing,” he said, scanning our enemies and coming to the same conclusion by the look on his face. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I can help, Bug,” X-37 said. “Let me take point. I will let you know when to turn it on and offer suggestions to the appropriate intensity.”

      “Sounds good,” Bug said. “Do it.”

      I let my LAI and my old friend talk. My attention went to a new problem. There were also Obsidians in civilian attire. At first glance, they appeared to be ambassadors or other VIPs. Once I recognized my face watching the crowd from a dozen costumes, it was obvious what they were—Scheid’s secret police, a new group of enforcers not to be crossed.

      “Are you getting this, X?” I asked.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. Let’s hope the copies are not as troublesome as the original,” he said.

      “Godsdammit, this wasn’t the plan.” I checked my hidden weapons and wished I had more than my hard skin and quick thinking for armor.

      “To the assembly!” Oui shouted as she accepted a disposable flask of alcohol. Tatasam and Celia repeated the phrase.

      Our new friends surrounded us, nearly destroying our tactical formation but offering us perfect cover. I thought it was a fair trade, especially after I tasted what they were offering. It was apple wine, the favorite fermentation of Oroth people of all classes.

      “This is actually fantastic,” I said.

      Bug took a sip but didn’t comment.

      Oui handed me another then bounced away toward the center of the roving merry makers. “Try that one, Reaper. But don’t overdo it. This stuff is stronger than you think.”

      “Maybe she shouldn’t call you that,” Bug said.

      I didn’t disagree, though I wasn’t worried, yet. It only mattered if Scheid or one of his agents heard my name and followed up with an identification. No one knew about Reapers here. I was a speck of sand on a beach.

      “Watch me slam this.” I raised the quasi-paper flask, emptied it into my stomach, and pitched the container into a trash receptacle. “Tastes like candy.”

      “That’s why I’m not having any more,” Bug said.

      Tatasam and Celia danced with strangers, twirling in circles, and allowing themselves to be tossed into the air more than once.

      “Naaman, keep an eye on the citizens,” I shouted. “We’re still not far enough away from Scheid’s procession.”

      “I am doing my best,” he said, missing a grab for Tatasam’s arm. A second later, the tech wizard was ten feet farther away from the couple we needed to make our plan succeed.

      “Heads up,” Bug said a second later. “We’ve drawn attention of HC clone three hundred and twenty-five.”

      “There aren’t that many.” I pulled my own hood higher and pretended to drink another cup of apple wine.

      Scheid’s procession continued down the boulevard ninety degrees to the street we were filling with amateur acrobats. I saw the HC clone Obsidian in civilian clothing Bug had spotted and agreed the man was watching our group too intently.

      I activated tactical comms but decided against issuing a warning. My overeager friends needed to stay in character. If they changed their behavior right when they were being observed, we’d be found out. Seconds crawled by. When Scheid’s much more solemn procession went their own way, I exhaled.

      “Let’s not do that again,” Bug said.

      “Agreed.” I went to find Oui and tighten up our group. We needed to blend, not get scattered through the growing mob of partiers.

      “Drink up, Reaper. People are already commenting,” she said. “They’ll ditch us.”

      “I don’t do peer pressure,” I grumbled.

      She handed me a different drink, this one smaller. “Do you do this?”

      “Is this whiskey?”

      “As close as they make in Oroth,” she said.

      I took a sip. “That’s awful. I’ll have two more.”

      She matched me drink for drink because it kept us out of the trampoline toss someone had fashioned out of tied together cloaks.

      “Careful, Princess. This stuff is strong,” I said, then counted my friends and made sure none of them were more than a few steps away.

      “Don’t worry about me.” She danced away with Tatasam and Celia. Apparently, someone had recognized the movie stars from The Force That Took Victano 5 and couldn’t get enough of them.

      “She does not appear to be intoxicated, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You, on the other hand, have a blood alcohol mixture exceeding the optimal range for carrying on a successful mission.”

      “Now you tell me.” I shook my head clear and started faking drinks. All it took was a little sleight of hand.

      “You should have been doing that from the beginning,” X said.

      “Whatever. Help me keep track of everyone. This mob is getting rowdy.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.” X-37 updated the growing map in my HUD. “I believe we are headed toward the assembly square at least as fast as Scheid and his ceremonial parade. The man is really attempting to win them over. I’ve already read several posts on local news networks about how amazing he is and how Oroth-like he behaves.”

      “We need to get there first and put Tatasam and Celia in place,” I said.

      “Or Oui,” X added.

      I muttered a curse. “You know how I feel, X. Let’s make sure that isn’t necessary.”
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      The mobile celebration continued for hours. My feet hurt, and I wanted a break by the time we entered the first of several plazas that made up Assembly Square. The entire side of a skyscraper was a video display showing fireworks that actually complemented the real fireworks above and behind the structure. From time to time, it displayed other images as well.

      I checked Oui and the others. We were still together despite having moved between several different groups of locals on the way here. When I faced the jumbo screen again, it was filled with Journ’s picture.

      “This won’t be good, Reaper Cain,” X-37 advised.

      It took me a second to catch up. Oroth authorities were displaying wanted fugitives, probably in hopes of catching anyone foolish enough to attend the festivities.

      Red slash marks crossed over Journ’s mug shot. The word eliminated appeared under the image. The crowd grew louder, holding drinks high to toast the image. Death to another traitor flashed over and over.

      Oui froze, except for her eyes. I watched them scan the enormous flashing image intently. Each pass was less organized than the one preceding it. Body tense, facial expression tightening by the second, she was about to have an episode.

      I grabbed her by the arm. “We need to get moving. Come with me.”

      “These void sucking assholes!” she growled. “I’ll kill them all.”

      “Not from here. Let’s. Move. Come on, Oui. I’ve got you,” I said. “Naaman, Bug—we need to get to the assembly ASAP.”

      “On it,” Naaman said. “Crowds are blocking the way. We’ll need to find a subway or an overpass.”

      “Overpass?” I asked, butterflies filling my guts at the suggestion.

      “Building top to building top,” Naaman said. “Trust me.”

      “I’ll bring up the rear,” Bug said. “Wouldn’t want the last Reaper to wimp out.”

      Tatasam and Celia pressed close to Oui, intense sympathy in their expressions. I was ready to yank the young woman forward but waited for a better moment. Too many people were noticing us.

      “My poor sweet girl,” Celia said. “She looks like you—that woman on the screen.”

      “That isn’t right. The ministry of security shouldn’t allow such displays,” Tatasam said.

      Oui nodded vigorously, fighting back tears and started pulling me instead of the other way around. I kept hold of her and stayed close. Anger and heartbreak always led to bad decisions.

      “Oui, child. We see your plight more clearly,” Celia said.

      “And we’re going to help you even without threats of violence and coercion,” Tatasam continued. He looked to me and Naaman. “The Sethorn saboteur is right. Up is the way to go. If we take the cables, the assembly building isn’t far.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” I threw up my hands, freeing Oui to rush forward with Tatasam and Celia. “But can we at least make sure the cable crossings are as high as possible. Don’t worry about falling. That never happens to angry people in a hurry who have been drinking for two hours.”

      Naaman took the lead, protecting Oui and the Oroth holo stars from ambush. Bug stayed close to me.

      “Don’t worry, Hal. I’m sure these cables will be foot bridges. Probably covered. I bet cables is a slang term,” Bug said. “You know how people are with naming things. I remember watching you go hand over hand, at an incline, over a trench on Dreadmax. If you can do that, this will be easy.”

      I chewed on a cigar as we marched to keep up. The Maglan Continental was shredded by the time we were halfway up a fire escape. I looked back at the crowded streets and immediately spotted Obsidians in full combat kit monitoring street corners while their civilian counterparts searched methodically through the crowd.

      “You see that, Bug?”

      “Yeah. Scheid is looking for us,” Bug answered. “Does he know we’re here or is he just being careful?”

      “It doesn’t matter why. We can’t go back the way we came,” I said.

      Bug laughed. “Good thing we’re way up here.” He spread his hands, making me nervous for him at this height. “No Obsidians anywhere close. Man, they look weird. You’re everywhere, Hal.”

      “Don’t remind me.” I rushed up the narrow, switchback stairs to reach the roof. Oui, Tatasam, and Celia were already tight rope walking a maintenance cable to the next skyscraper. There were three cables in total, two to hold and one to walk heel to toe across. The distance to safety was far enough that the cable assembly sagged ten or twenty feet in the middle.

      “Fuck my life,” I said.

      “Pants shitting terror detected, Reaper Cain.”

      “Watch your language, X. Bug, follow me.”

      “I’ll make sure you go,” he said.

      “Thanks.” I started across. Oui and the others were far ahead, almost to the next building top. I rushed across to get it over with. Bug followed, laughing his ass off.

      “Go get it, Reaper!” he shouted.

      “Thanks. Very nice. Way to show empathy.” I started breathing normally but only after I was several meters toward the center of the skyscraper—which was swaying. Such bullshit.

      “Are you okay, Reaper?” Oui asked.

      “I. Am. Fantastic.” My hands shook involuntarily, something else I thought was unfair since they were cybernetic and should be programmed to remain as steady as a shooting platform. “Why are these bridges here?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Oui said. “Celia and I discussed it on the way over. It’s an old tradition unique to the Oroth City assembly district. Not sure how it started, but the drunker you are, the more social credit you get when you make it over more than three bridges. Once, there was a trend of fighting duels on these cable crossings, but the cops put a stop to it after someone fell on an innocent bystander a hundred feet below.”

      “Didn’t need to know that last part,” I complained. “I better go across the next one first.”

      Celia took my hand, only hesitating for a second when she felt the weight of it. “You can do this.”

      “She is correct, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said, including the others by using the nearly invisible speaker on my wrist.

      “Even your nerve thingy thinks so,” Celia said.

      I released her. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. See you on the other side.”

      My choice of words echoed in my head until I was again on somewhat solid ground. It was like we were walking through a slip tunnel or meeting in the afterlife. From there, I considered the idea that all slip tunnels were really portals to heaven or hell, or the next life, or an alternate reality.

      And that was when I realized how incredibly drunk I was from the street party liquor. Looking back, the next person I saw was Oui. Tiny, young, and more cute than pretty, she appeared as sober as a saint.

      “She hustled us, X.”

      “It does appear that Oui holds her liquor better than you do, Reaper Cain. I am making what adjustments I can. Hopefully, your incredible lack of self-restraint won’t get us killed when everything goes wrong, because you know it will,” X-37 said.

      “She’s still mad as hell. Help me watch her, X.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. Do you wish to assist her in fulfilling her violent vendetta against the Sovereignty of Oroth?” X asked.

      “Let’s just complete the mission first.” I toured the rooftop, scanning nearby buildings and the streets below for signs of detection. So far, we were making good time. A few more crossings would take us to ground level and the gardens around the assembly building.

      Oui jumped from the cable and gave me a dangerous laugh. “I’m feeling ready for this, Reaper.”

      “Great.”

      “Don’t be grumpy. I’m okay,” she said. “I already knew how they treat murdered Sethorns. The video screen caught me off guard, though it shouldn’t have. Lesson learned. I am refocusing my energy.”

      “Good.”

      “You’re overflowing with words,” she said.

      “I’ve been down the path of vengeance too many times. My friends die, and I survive. Forgive the hell out of me if I don’t want this mission to go like that.”

      She moved close as the rest of our group exited the cable bridge several strides behind her. “Am I your friend, Halek Cain?”

      “You are, Princess. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      She didn’t back down or avert her eyes. “Agreed, as long as you make the same promise.”

      “Cross my black Reaper heart and hope to die,” I said.

      She hadn’t heard the phrase. Her expression was part amusement and part alarm—feigned alarm, I was sure. “Well, that’s a new one. Just remember you promised, because I will hold you to it.”

      Naaman checked everyone, then gave me a look. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be better when we’re on the ground.”

      “I mean, are you drunk. Tatasam said you were really pounding back the apple wine and street whiskey.”

      “Nice of him to notice,” I said. “X is manipulating my blood alcohol levels.”

      He nodded. “I’ll lead the way to the ground. Once we arrive at the building, your skills could be needed. Hope that they’re not, but be ready for anything.”

      We descended to street level and worked our way through a much different type of crowd. Though dressed for a day of festival, the pedestrians here were mostly sober and very serious about their destination. Stairs led downward for several blocks. The assembly building was huge, set in a crater larger than most cities. By the time we arrived, we were of course looking up at a structure in the middle of the depression.

      “This place never ceases to amaze me,” Tatasam said. “How long has it been since we came?”

      Celia answered. “Twenty years?”

      “About that,” he said, then gave her a kiss. “Seems like yesterday. You don’t look a day over twenty-five.”

      “That is a fair estimation, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Would you like me to issue a compliment.”

      I signaled no and got back to business. “What’s the best way in.”

      Naaman looked to Tatasam, Celia, and Oui. “I was hoping for a service entrance.”

      “This way,” Celia pointed. “Our limousine uses the underground parking lot. I remember several maintenance and service rooms along the way.”

      “Let’s get moving,” I said. “We need to deliver this evidence before Scheid gives his speech.”

      “Agreed,” Naaman replied. He took the lead. I followed close behind with Oui, Celia, and Tatasam. The holo-star-citizen-state’s persons seemed to have adopted her after the incident with Journ’s wanted dead or alive poster. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. For now, they seemed to soften the murderous look in her eyes.

      One, then two, then a large group of kitchen and dock workers recognized Tatasam and Celia. They abandoned their smoke break to crowd around us.

      “Tactical compromise detected, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Maybe I like being packed into the middle of a crowd where anyone could be an Oroth assassin or Scheid agent,” I said.

      “No comment, Reaper Cain.” X worked overtime to capture faces and analyze them against his growing database of Scheid agents.

      “Can you sign this?” a man asked, thrusting forward his apron.

      “Of course, of course,” Celia said. Tatasam joined her giving autographs, shaking hands, and taking pictures with their fans. Security guards joined in but gave us no trouble.

      “Lord Tatasam, I served ten years in Fleet Seventy-eight. Win the stars! Bring the hate!” he chanted.

      “Seventy-eight!” Tatasam responded. “Good man. Thank you for your service. Would you answer the call again?”

      “Anything for you, Lord Tatasam.”

      “These people seem to genuinely admire our superficial friends,” X-37 observed. “I am making a list of individuals and their actions.”

      “There’s a lot more to the heroes of Victano 5 or whatever the holo was than we assumed,” I agreed. “Too bad they were slaughtering animals on a game preserve when we met.”

      “But were they really, Reaper Cain?” X asked. “Celia claimed they were there to put a stop to the practice.”

      “Whatever.” I pushed between several adoring fans. “Time to go, Lord Tatasam. The assembly awaits.”

      “Are you going to speak?” someone shouted from the crowd. “He’s going to give a speech. Someone put it on the breakroom screen. We can’t miss this!”

      This time, Naaman brought up the rear as our entrance became less and less covert.

      “How much did you do with Fleet Seventy-eight?” I asked as we rushed toward their reserved booth.

      “Only eleven years of combat. That was in my relative youth. What were we, Celia dear, thirty?”

      “I was twenty-nine, and you were thirty-one when we actually fought for Victano 5,” she said. “Bloody campaign. Very glad we survived with as many of our ships as we did. But that’s why the Seventy-eight remains in the top one hundred fleets of Oroth.”

      “Interesting.” I studied the corridor leading around the stadium sized assembly room. Security guards greeted us at every intersection, doorway, and elevator. By the time we entered their “booth,” I realized my friends from Reserve 13 were truly more than they appeared. Rich and famous, they were also popular with everyone we met regardless of their station in life. Janitors eagerly chatted with Tatasam and Celia. Security supervisors shook their hands and barely attended to the Reaper, the tech wizard, and the secret princess standing in plain sight.

      “Welcome to our booth,” Celia said, spreading her arms wide. Servants appeared out of nowhere. “Excuse us while we change into our assembly attire.” She shrugged off the huge pack she’d carried through the city as Tatasam did the same.

      “For a couple of dandies, they can carry their own load,” Naaman said.

      “Yeah. I hope they really are on our side,” I said, then fired up a cigar because no one told me not to.
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      “Your security team is en route,” Leni Vormir said. “As your chief steward on the planet, I wish you would have informed us of your plans to attend. We have maintained the facility per your instructions but saw no need for armed personnel.”

      “We brought our own, Leni,” Tatasam said. “Please advise them to continue but without undue haste.”

      Naaman gave me a look.

      I returned it, also concerned that this could be their attempt at escape or even capturing us to be turned over to Oroth authorities. “My gut says they aren’t planning betrayal.”

      “They would have every right,” Naaman said. “We did kidnap them.”

      “Events on the way changed things,” I said, watching the citizen couple chatting with Oui near the veranda. “They seem to like Oui.” Everything faced the assembly area, including the private rooms Naaman, Bug, and I had made our base. It would be better if no one knew we were here.

      “Is there a chance they know who she is?” X-37 asked.

      I wondered the same thing but didn’t want to discuss it with Naaman, so I used a non-verbal. “It’s possible. Look into it.”

      “My analysis of Tatasam and Celia’s body language is mixed. They could know she is more than she presents herself as, but they seem to take her at face value. Complicating the issue is their own surprising levels of fame and influence. I doubt they would be impressed by the entire royal family or Scheid himself. This couple is very odd, Reaper Cain.”

      Tatasam and Celia said something pleasant to Oui that I didn’t hear, then excused themselves. They soon stood before me.

      “This is it, mister Halek Cain,” Tatasam said. “I will make this presentation to the best of my ability. After that, it will require a vote.”

      “Good luck,” I said, wishing I had a better view of the auditorium. So far, I couldn’t see where Scheid was—if he had arrived.

      Music played. Announcements were made. I started to drift off as the pomp and ceremony grew tedious. Naaman, Oui, and Bug also struggled. We had drank all morning, climbed all day, and found ourselves in a perfectly cooled apartment-booth with snacks and more alcohol—which even I refused because I was a professional like that.

      “The Oroth Council and the Chair of the Assembly recognizes Lord Manager Capious Tatasam, trustee of Reserve 13, Chief Executive Officer of Fleet Seventy-eight, Warden of Helidale, Blade Master of the Ninth Rank, and Grand Conservator of all lands and properties between the thirty-ninth and thirtieth parallel of Grantasia’s continent, and Honorary Inductee of the Roycon Hall of Fame,” the spokesman said from a platform that elevated in the center of the auditorium as he spoke. Lights and music complemented the introduction.

      “What the actual frack?” I asked.

      “Language, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said, “Tatasam is very important.”

      The man in question turned to his wife. “Would you like the honors?”

      “No, love. My introduction is even longer, and frankly I’m growing weary of it,” she said. “Why couldn’t I have married someone named Bob?”

      Tatasam bowed to her, then moved onto the booth’s presentation balcony. The crowd roared. Vibrations shook the floor as everyone pounded their feet.

      I moved closer to the edge, careful to stay concealed.

      “How many people are in this assembly, X?” I asked.

      “One thousand. There are also cheap seats for non-voting citizens, non-elected citizens, and other observers,” X-37 said. “That doesn’t include security elements, food service and maintenance workers, or uninvited assassins and spies. These latter elements are not known for their clapping and foot stamping regardless of the occasion.”

      I blew a smoke ring and watched it dissipate. For a second, I wondered if an observant Obsidian would recognize it for what it was. I switched to blowing over my shoulder into the room instead. There were other details to worry about, like why had Scheid brought so many unarmored HC clones to search the crowds? Who were Tatasam and Celia really? Was a Blade Master of the Ninth rank like a sword saint of Path’s order? How long until breakfast? Steak and eggs sounded really good right now.

      Tatasam began presenting the video evidence of Drakainis’s destruction with almost no preamble. The crowd silenced. Watching them was eerie. There were so many Oroth bigshots out there, all waiting for the rest of the story like Tatasam would change their lives.

      Which he would if things went well.

      “Generations of Oroth soldiers and allies of the Sovereignty have given their lives to fight back invasion after invasion. That peril is the source of our strength and unity. Do I count the murder and destruction a boon? No. There has been too much death and chaos.”

      Videos of Drakainis drone swarms in the void, on planets, and streaming from slip tunnels played on every screen in the place.

      “Scheid! Scheid! Scheid!” one section of the assembly chanted.

      Tatasam held up a hand for silence and silence returned.

      “That was close, X,” I said.

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain. My analysis suggests Scheid has planted supporters throughout the assembly to excite the crowd.”

      Tatasam continued. “Please be aware the next scene will alarm and terrify many of you. Be strong. The ending will surprise you.”

      X-37 had recorded our attack on Drakainis through my point of view. Lava beasts went after my friends. They came in and out of view for brief instants. My attention was on scrambling up Drakainis. Magma beasts and suicide drones had been relentless. I ignored them in favor of killing the monster who ruled them.

      My curses boomed through the auditorium. Drakainis’s death cry shook the walls. The camera view switched to Elise’s Archangel helmet. Images of me getting slammed against the wall after Drakainis’s final convulsions further silenced the room. Scheid’s curse from his booth sounded like a gunshot.

      Celia took my arm. “You’ll be more famous than my husband.” She smiled like I should be excited about the prospect. “If you were an Oroth citizen, I would predict the beginning of your reign of power.”

      “I predict getting caught as we try to leave,” I grumbled. “Why did you put that in the presentation, X?”

      “Reasons, Reaper.”

      The presentation changed to scene after scene of drone swarms self-destructing, attacking each other, or flying in random directions. Asteroids, moons, and stars saw the end of the drone armada. The most alarming recording was hundreds of drones peeling away from an attack on a Maglan destroyer in a slip tunnel and careening through the glowing green walls—gone to who knew where.

      Scheid jumped from his booth onto a presentation platform and rose to the center of view. The master of ceremonies retreated, giving him the floor.

      “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, Lord Tatasam,” Scheid mocked. “But you are a liar and a fraud.”

      The crowd drew a sharp breath.

      “Miscalculation detected,” X-37 said. “That could be the beginning of Scheid’s downfall.”

      “These are all lies of the most traitorous kind!” Scheid turned in a circle and swept one arm in a broad arc for the assembly to witness. “Lord Tatasam is in league with the enemy!”

      Tatasam quietly stepped to the edge of his balcony and leapt onto the platform like it was nothing—never mind the dangerous distance. His feet landed like a cat, or how X had tried to explain a cat would land. I could feel thousands of people leaning forward in their seats.

      Scheid stood his ground. Though dressed in traditional Oroth assembly robes, I could tell he wore powered armor beneath the garments. The man looked younger and twice as mean than the last time we faced off. Despite Tatasam’s approach, Scheid took the time to sweep his eyes over the crowd—just as I would do to provide X-37 with data.

      “X, is Scheid in control of his quad-LAI?” I asked in a rush.

      “I have not detected any latent evidence of Drakainis, if that is your concern. She cannot exist solely in his nerve-ware, robust as it is. You saw what it took to house her full circuitry. Her physical incarnation is quite defunct.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel better. We need to warn Tatasam,” I said. “Celia, do you have any secret comms with your husband.”

      “Only our love,” she said with a wide, confident smile.

      “Shit.”

      She touched my arm. “Be at peace, Reaper. I believe in the man I’ve known and loved for three decades.”

      “Did you call me a liar?” Tatasam said. The platform projected his calm voice throughout the auditorium and across all networks covering the event. A few screens showed crowds in the streets watching screens the size of buildings.

      “I called you that, and a traitor. Drakainis is coming with more suicide drones than ever before. I’ve been fighting them for months. Too many of my brave soldiers and ship crew have given their lives so that we can all live in peace, prosperity, and freedom. You stand here and throw all of that away.”

      Tatasam smiled in a way that said he was about to kick someone’s ass. “On the contrary. Show me the drones and I will lead Fleet Seventy-eight into their midst. The true slaughter of our enemies will begin.”

      A cheer went up, shaking every level of the auditorium.

      “Damn,” Bug said. “They really like our friend.”

      “Not everyone,” X-37 countered. “My estimate is that the viewers are equally split into Scheid or Tatasam camps.” He switched to a private link with me. “Lord Tatasam will be killed if you don’t act, Reaper Cain. Now could be the time to surprise Scheid. Kill him and cut off the head of the serpent, as it were.”

      “Might make him a martyr,” I said for X alone.

      “There is no one in his organization to take his place. Scheid has guarded his power too jealously. I should warn you, however, that your survival after the duel would be impossible and there would be riots throughout the Sovereignty of Oroth. This spectacle is being broadcast to every corner of their realm.”

      “Brave words for a man busy rescuing animals on a hunting preserve,” Scheid sneered. “Are you afraid of the beasts or do you just like to cuddle with animals? You’re soft, Tatasam. The people of Oroth need strength. I will provide that and more.” He turned slowly to face all corners of the assembly. “Grant me temporary control of all our fleets and expeditionary forces, and I will return safety and prosperity to the people of the Sovereignty of Oroth. I will stop the drone swarms, guaranteed.”

      Some cheered, others sulked and murmured to their neighbors.

      “Because we already crushed them,” I muttered. “This guy really wants everyone to believe the end is near.”

      Tatasam waited for the noise to die down. “You didn’t pay attention to my presentation. Very rude. Of course, an outsider like you wouldn’t understand or respect the traditions of Oroth.”

      Scheid crossed his arms.

      He was definitely wearing armor under his robes.

      Tatasam moved closer, holding his chin high, then stood proudly. “We could debate all day. Unfortunately, your accusations are a direct assault on my honor and cannot stand. I challenge you to a duel, General Scheid.”

      “Accepted.” Scheid cast off the top layer of his ceremonial garments. Obsidian armor gleamed. Weapons protruded over his shoulder, around his belt, and from the tops of his boots. “I may be an outsider, but I know the law. You fight with what you bring to the assembly.”

      Tatasam smiled, then carefully removed his robes to reveal a long sword that had been concealed beneath. With reverence the crowd seemed to appreciate, he folded his heavily embroidered robe and golden stole. The process took several minutes.

      “The front of Scheid’s armor has ports of some sort, possibly for projectile weapons,” X-37 said.

      I saw what he meant but had no way to warn Tatasam of the danger.

      They drew weapons and circled the platform. Scheid’s sword expanded until it was as long as he was tall and wider than one of his hands. With his genetically augmented strength and powered armor, he wielded it easily.

      Tatasam moved with fluid grace. I saw strength in his stance whenever he stopped.

      “Reminds me of Path,” Bug said.

      “Yeah.” Adrenaline flowed through my veins.

      Bug shifted nervously. “I don’t like this.”

      “Me neither,” I said.

      Scheid lunged. Tatasam parried and counterattacked, his blade slicing open Scheid’s left cheek.

      “I bet he wishes he brought a helmet,” Bug said.

      I searched the crowd for Obsidians and other threats. Some were obvious. Others were hidden. There was little doubt they were waiting for me to reveal my position.

      Scheid swung his heavy blade in a wide arc as he advanced. Tatasam retreated, seemingly unconcerned that he was very near the edge of the platform. Spectators gasped and shouted warnings. At the last moment, Tatasam slipped inside the arc, smashed the pommel of his sword into Scheid’s face, and swept his legs from under him.

      Scheid went down hard, Obsidian armor and all. A blur of movement confused me. The fighters weren’t easy to track as they exchanged blows. Scheid came to his feet and retreated several strides. Breathing heavily, he used one hand to wipe sweat from his face.

      “Micro drones were deployed from Scheid’s armor, Reaper Cain.” X-37 marked them in my vision. “It is unlikely anyone else detects them. They could have a number of purposes, including triangulation of targeting data for General Scheid’s attacks.”

      “What else?” I asked.

      “They could deploy gas or micro-flechettes,” X said.

      Blades clanged together as one duelist pressed the attack, and then the other. Back and forth, the action was too fast to track, even for me. Scheid’s technique was crude, but his armor saved his life several times. He struck harder than any human could unassisted.

      Celia’s confident smile slowly morphed into an unreadable mask. “Several of my husband’s strikes should have killed that horrible man. I saw him split a Hackspine in two pieces, and those have three layers of natural armor.”

      I signaled X-37 to start working on our escape route. Scheid’s Obsidians would be coming for us when this was done if they weren’t already.

      Tatasam pushed Scheid to the edge. The crowd didn’t make a sound. I suspected most of Oroth City was frozen in time as they watched. “Yield.”

      “Never,” Scheid said. “Someone must defend Oroth against Drakainis.”

      Tatasam flinched.

      “The micro-drones have struck. Search for the darts now,” X-37 said.

      Tatasam shook his head, then staggered a step.

      Scheid came at him like an enraged gladiator, only to be stopped in his tracks by bladework Path would have appreciated. I had to get those two together. My friend would finally have an equal to challenge him. Tatasam pulled back, then thrust his blade straight through Scheid’s armor.

      “I think he found a weak spot between sections,” I said.

      “Confirmed.” X-37 flashed a red icon over the seam between two plates. Blood flowed from the wound.

      Scheid’s stance wavered, but Tatasam fell to one knee as though he was the one who had been wounded. Again, he shook his head to clear the effect of poison darts.

      Celia dropped her ceremonial robes to reveal her sword.

      Bug pulled his carbine from concealment. Naaman drew his pistol and uncoiled his whip.

      I cursed and put away my cigar.

      Scheid spun to deliver a savage two handed blow. Tatasam’s head leapt from his body, seemed to fall in slow motion, then bounced several times.

      Celia screamed.

      All hell broke loose.
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      Celia ran to the edge of the booth with her naked blade.

      I grabbed her by one arm and spun her around, an act that nearly cost my life as her weapon pressed to my throat. If not for the hard skin, the blade would have drawn blood. “Look at me. You’re about to make mistakes. Trust me. I’ve been down this road.”

      Nostrils flaring, eyes wild, she hissed at me through clenched teeth. “Unhand me, Reaper.”

      I pointed to the platform where a dozen Obsidians in full battle kit landed. Their weight shook the structure. For a moment, I hoped they would fall with Scheid to their deaths. Maybe they would land on him.

      Of course the stupid platform held.

      Celia pulled away, ready to fight them all, but relaxed a fraction. I held my grip, and her gaze.

      “He will die.”

      “I support that plan,” I said. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      We headed for the door. I took the lead. Naaman and Bug brought up the rear as Oui and Celia gathered in the middle. Shouts of anger and pain grew louder in the auditorium. Gunfire added to the chaos. Emergency lights and lockdown warnings flashed on the ceiling of the hallway.

      A pair of guards in richly decorated armor blocked our path. Heavier than JFT gear and lighter than Defenders, these men had an enviable collection of weapons—and jet packs. Scrolling roses embellished the number seventy-eight on their chest armor.

      “Unhand our lady mistress Celia of Helidale,” the point man ordered as he aimed a rifle with a grenade launcher attached under the barrel.

      The rest of their squad rounded the corner. The last man pivoted and fired three times. “One Obsid down. Two wounded but that isn’t slowing them.”

      Celia pushed to the front. “They’re with me, Trevor. It’s been too long. We shouldn’t have taken such a long vacation. “

      “What are our orders, mistress?” the leader asked.

      “Kill them all, but help my friends escape first,” she said.

      His reply sounded like he was smiling. “I assume it is acceptable to drop a few of them along the way.”

      “Do your worst, Seventy-eight,” she said.

      “Heads up!” I shouted as Obsidians rushed around the corner with chainguns.

      “Double stack,” Trevor roared, shoving his way into a wall of Fleet Seventy-eight Troopers. His men complied without hesitation as the first row were cut down despite their armor. Fingers held down triggers as they staggered toward the enemy and died violently.

      I turned to a side door, kicked it open, and hurled Celia through it.

      “Rude!” Oui said.

      I tossed her after Celia of Helidale. “Everyone through. I’m right behind you.”

      Bug and Naaman darted to safety. I put my back to the wall and started shooting between the gaps in Trevor’s defensive wall. My rounds hit my targets in their throat, the only soft spot in their heavy, mechanized armor. I knew the system well because I had worn it more than once.

      Bodies hit the floor. Bullets ricocheted in the hallway. Grenades exploded throwing blood and body parts against the walls. One of Celia’s loyalists remained on his feet, though he staggered backward. I grabbed the drag strap on the back of his torso armor and heaved him into the room. To his credit, he continued to fire until the last moment, then flailed for balance as I chucked him out of my way.

      I slammed the door shut, flipped the lock, then ripped the handle off with one cybernetic hand. “Get Celia out of here.”

      “You dare call our mistress by name!” The trooper was wounded and fanatical, not always a great combination.

      “I’m going to punch you in the face, asshole. Get her out of here. Don’t tell me there isn’t a way,” I said, then dragged shelves of maintenance gear, including a heavy floor cleaner, to pile against the door.

      “Come along, Davies,” she said.

      “You know my name, mistress?” The man sounded young.

      “Of course. Let’s find a better place to slaughter my enemies,” she said. “Scheid’s days are numbered. Mark my words.”

      “You heard the woman. Time to un-ass the area.” I pulled up maps from X-37’s ever increasing library. “If we can get to the street, I can lead.”

      “I will not tolerate your disrespect,” said Davies, the Fleet Seventy-eight trooper.

      I shoved him out of the way and took Celia by the arm. “Get your man in line. Honestly, my LAI already told me to leave you behind as a distraction to cover our escape.”

      “I made no such recommendation,” X-37 said indignantly.

      “I will lead because I know the way,” Celia said. “Try to keep up.”

      Oui ran to her side, drawing a short pistol-like carbine she kept concealed beneath her robes. The rest of us jogged after them as we weaved through hallways, some of them dark and narrow.

      “Mistress Celia was on the renovation committee of the assembly complex,” Davies said. “She probably knows everything about this place.”

      “More than you, apparently.” I couldn’t resist.

      He presented a rude hand gesture.

      Smoke alarms blared. A voice broadcast a message on repeat. “Local troops are responding to an armed insurgence in the capital. Please shelter in place. Do not venture onto the streets. Authorized personnel, report to your rally stations with all haste.

      “We are almost to Grand Avenue,” Celia said. “Most vendors use the GA side loading docks, or that was in the original operations plan. The street will be busy. Lots of civilians who won’t understand what is happening.”

      “Our only job is to leave the area as quietly as possible,” I said. “Exfiltration is half my job. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Of course, Reaper. Tatasam and I read everything we could after our encounter on Reserve 13. We knew most of the reports were Scheid’s lies. No one from Oroth likes the man,” she said. “I don’t understand how he has so much support. He is an outsider, like you.”

      “People side with the winner,” I said.

      Her face went red with rage, but she conceded the point. “Of course. It seems my husband and I, and many others, have been overconfident.”

      “Fortunately, Maglan and Sethorn are ready to help correct that mistake,” I said.

      She didn’t answer and instead charged onto a loading ramp, then out into madness.

      We pushed through angry and confused crowds. Some celebrations continued unabated, like they hadn’t watched the duel or didn’t care. Others had kicked off street riots or outright battles between cops and soldiers wearing the same uniforms.

      “At least Scheid won’t get what he wants,” Bug said when we rounded the first corner.

      “Don’t bet on that,” I said. “He came prepared for something like this.”

      “You can’t know that,” Oui said.

      “Inciting unrest was another one of my Union jobs. Classic power play. Kick over the anthill, then take charge with martial law.” I waited for emergency vehicles to race past, then led the group across a four-lane street and onto a less crowded lane. People closed and locked doors. More than a few barricaded their balconies with furniture or whatever they could find that might slow down a bullet.

      Celia ignored the argument. By the time I saw her striding toward the back of an Obsidian squad, it was too late.

      One man turned, aiming his gun as he moved. She sliced off his arm at the elbow and rammed her sword under his chin. Davies opened fire on the others before they could react.

      I charged, firing my D3D one-handed as I snapped out my arm blade. Two of the five Obsidians were down. I closed on the final three, my rounds setting them off-balance for a second or two.

      Naaman’s whip caught one around the neck. He heaved backward and dragged the man off his feet. Oui shot another in his faceplate. I tackled number three, leading with sharp steel and anger. The blade raked over armor when I missed his throat. I jammed my knee on his gun arm, buying time as we struggled on the ground. Bug reached over my shoulder to shoot the man point blank in his helmet. I wasn’t sure if the round penetrated, but he stopped moving.

      Celia pulled me up. Blood had been splashed across her face. I was pretty sure it wasn’t hers.

      “That didn’t help us.” I pointed toward dropships headed our way.

      “No, but it felt good. I will suffer no Obsidian to live after the murder of my husband.” She choked back her emotions. “They cheated. Scheid wasn’t half the warrior my dear Capious Tatasam was. He will burn in hell if I have to take him there myself.”

      “Great. I’m down with that. But we have to be smart,” I said, as dozens of Obsidians and other Scheid loyalists dropped at the end of the street.

      Celia snarled, then ripped free the last of her robes so she could fight in an ankle to chin under-suit.

      “Godsdammit!” I shouted.

      “Leave her,” Oui said with tears in her eyes. “She made her decision.”

      Celia gave her a look but nodded before facing the new threat.

      This time, Oui pulled me away from the action. I could have broken free, but X-37’s urgent demands that I listen to the girl softened my own battle lust. I wanted Scheid gone but had already missed my best chance to take him on. He had been right there on the assembly platform. One jump and we would have been face to face for the final time.

      Naaman and Bug lead the way now. Davies stayed with the Mistress of Helidale. Our ranks were thinning, and I wasn’t sure we had accomplished what we planned. Scheid would paint this as a terrorist attack that only he could stop—once he was recognized as the sole dictator of the Oroth military.

      Davies went down, soaking up bullets meant for Celia. She engaged heavily armored Obsidians with her sword, closing the distance to neutralize the advantage of their guns, rockets, and grenades.

      “Godsdammit.” I ran back. “Path, we need some help. Can you bring reinforcements and start killing people?”

      No answer.

      “Why can’t I get through, X?” I asked, but then started shooting. Maybe my LAI answered. I was too busy to listen. “I never even liked Tatasam and Celia. This. Is such. Bullshit.”

      Bug sprinted to a doorway, then laid down fire into the Obsidian flank. The only reason we were still alive was their overconfidence. They saw a woman without armor and a sword, and a small group of lightly armed infiltration specialists.

      Naaman took the other side of the street, using his pistol to mimic Bug’s efforts with less of an effect. I pushed up the middle, using ground vehicles for cover when I could but always shooting. Every shot had to count. Now wasn’t the time to spray and pray. I didn’t have enough ammunition for that, and my rounds only did their job if they hit the throat or repeated strikes to the same part of a visor.

      Oui came right behind me, staying low. I doubted our enemies knew she was there. Maybe that would keep her alive a few seconds longer than the rest of us.
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      “Rihanna can’t reach us. The shuttle took damage,” Oui advised. “She’s pretty mad about it. I think she’s headed back to the Jellybird, if she’s not there already.”

      “It is what it is,” I said, annoyed that nothing was going right for us.

      Crowds surged through the intersection where the Obsidians had landed. Civilians, police, soldiers, and party goers fled some other slaughter fest, inadvertently overwhelming the dropships. Obsidians savaged them with direct fire, unconcerned for collateral damage. Men, women, and a few children attempted to flee. One man shoved a woman under a car but was gunned down when he tried to follow. A group, realizing the danger, tried to flee the way they had come but were met with a wall of humanity coming the other way.

      Glass rained down from buildings. Fires broke out in cars. Riot gas and smoke rolled through the chaos like hungry ghosts.

      I saw all of it but had a job to do. Oui stayed right on my heels.

      “A few more steps and I can grab her,” I said.

      “Okay, Reaper,” Oui said. “I better get my JFT tab for this!”

      The action slowed as the press of people became too much. Both the living and the dead pressed against the invaders. Even the Obsidian commanders were hesitating, pulling back into defensive circles near their ships as they reassessed. I grabbed Celia and pulled her behind a car.

      “Don’t make me break your neck,” I growled.

      “That would be a damned poor rescue!” She was wide eyed, bloody, and brokenhearted at the same time. “As it happens…” She twisted free and wiped blood from her face, then stood with her chin raised. “I have decided there will be more of them to kill tomorrow. You may escort me from the area.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said.

      Celia’s eyes took in the carnage. If her mood had been grim, now she was transformed into a new person. I didn’t know if that was a good thing. The carefree, selfish woman I’d first met reminded me of Elise with a vendetta to enforce, but older and more cunning.

      Groups of people fled through buildings, sometimes climbing fire escapes when they couldn’t go any other way. It was a piss poor survival tactic, but desperation drove the people of Orth to near madness. I recognized many from the autograph session earlier. One of the dock workers cradled the stump of an arm where someone had applied a tourniquet to stop the bleeding. His friends helped him stagger away from the shooting—which had diminished but not stopped. Celia’s expression changed again. Her body tensed. She clenched the hilt of her sword like she could break it and the world that had driven her to use it.

      I wouldn’t want to be her right now. First impressions had never lied more than they had about Tatasam and Celia. She might have enjoyed their adoration, but her expression made one thing clear. These people meant something to her—something she was willing to die to protect.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Not asking.”

      Celia and Naaman led the way. Bug and Oui followed. I brought up the rear of our column, constantly on the lookout for Obsidian pursuit. We sprinted through streets that were relatively clear by comparison to what we’d just encountered. Celia knew the city well, impressive for a woman who had been driven in private air cars for most of her life. I assumed that was the case from the way she and Tatasam had presented themselves. I didn’t know either of them as well as I thought.

      “I am coming in for a hot landing, Captain,” Jelly said in my earpiece. “My options are nearly as limited as comms right now. My apologies for not arriving sooner.”

      “You’re here now, Jelly. We see you.” I pointed toward her descent. Celia and Naaman changed course, plotting a new route around a final building to reach our salvation.

      And ran smack into a platoon of JFT with Scheid’s emblem on their arms. They saw us a second after we passed the point of no return.

      I sprinted to the front, extended the shield from my right arm and pulled my pistol with my left. It was possible to extend my arm blade while holding another weapon, I just never did it. Now was an exception. I needed it ready when the gun fight became a melee.

      Bug ran on my left and a step back, his carbine already barking. Naaman and Oui followed, shooting with their lighter weapons. I hoped Celia was still with us.

      “Congratulations, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Surprise has provided two seconds of advantage.”

      “We need help, Jelly!” I shouted as I hit one Jump Force Trooper after another in the throat or high chest area. The handgun rounds did their job, knocking them down even when the wounds weren’t fatal. My shield took punishment but wouldn’t last much longer.

      “We are on our’d way’d,” Saw-say said. “The Jelly of Birds’d can’t go there because she is already landed’d.”

      The Lady Faith II materialized above us. Saw-say and her bodyguards jumped with cables attached to their backs, landing right in the middle of our confused enemies.

      “Go past’d us!” Saw-say roared. She rapid-fired a pump shotgun. Every round tossed a Scheid loyalist onto his back. Each time, the man got up slowly. She hit one guy three times in a row, which just seemed mean.

      I stopped at Jelly’s ramp and waved my friends inside. Saw-say’s weapon wasn’t killing anyone, even if it was battering them badly.

      “X-37, can you tell her where to aim or something?” I asked. “She’s going to get killed.”

      “I have provided the information, but she only twitches and grunts when she hears my voice in her helmet,” X said.

      “Freaking great. Now I’m going back for more people who can’t stay out of trouble,” I said.

      “No need, Reaper Cain,” X said.

      Saw-say and her bodyguards tugged on cables still attached to their backs and were yanked violently upward. The Lady Faith II started flying away, pulling them behind her long before they were returned to the deployment ramp.

       I rushed into the Jellybird, muttering disbelief under my breath.

      “My analysis suggests that is a very unsafe tactic,” X-37 said.

      “Agreed,” I said. “But godsdammit it worked. Check with Lady and make sure they’re okay.”

      “Already confirmed. Lady says she will see us in orbit,” X said.

      Inside, I found Naaman applying a tourniquet to Bug’s leg and Celia holding a pressure bandage to Oui’s forehead.

      The citizen looked me in the eyes. “You are a demon.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      “I will return to Fleet Seventy-eight and take command. Wherever you go to fight Scheid, we will be at the tip of the spear,” she said.

      “I’m sorry about Tatasam,” I said. “That wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.”

      She nodded. “But it did. Now, I have purpose. A dark, violent purpose that will not end well for Scheid and his monsters.” She paused. “The Sovereignty of Oroth will split, or worse, fragment. Your mission didn’t exactly fail, but we can’t count this as a win. You saw how many went immediately to his side. The war that follows will be worse than any that have come before.”
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      The Jellybird maneuvered through the expanding chaos around Oroth. She remained in stealth mode with effort, updating me no matter where I was on the ship. Orbital lanes around the planet were in as much chaos as the cities on the surface. Time would determine whether we made our situation better or worse. Some Oroths sided with Scheid. Others fought his Obsidians.

      I lay on my back on the floor of the armory, back spasming as every other part of my body cursed me. Tom coached Naaman via viewscreen. The tech wizard lowered dark goggles, then applied a torch to my twisted shield arm.

      “The integrity won’t be the same, but we should be able to smooth it out until it can be retracted,” Tom said. “Someone really did a number on you, Hal.”

      “Another day closer to retirement.” Eyes still closed, I bit down on a mouthpiece for stage two of the procedure.

      Naaman grabbed a hammer and went to work striking the sections Tom suggested. Minutes passed. I clenched my teeth and tried not to complain about the shock waves the hammer blows sent through the rest of my body.

      “Hold on, Reaper. This is going to get real.” Naaman stood over me, feet spread wide, both hands on the hammer like he was a mythical god, and went to work with all his strength. Sweat dripped from his face by the time he was done.

      He stepped back. “I’m not sure I did much. Our scientists would love to know how Henshaw forged the alloy in this thing. Nothing we have is quite like this—so light and flexible and durable as a mini-bear’s bad attitude.

      “What the hell is a mini-bear?” I asked.

      He laughed like I was being ridiculous. Clearly, everyone but me knew what these mythical creatures were.

      Bug hobbled in on crutches. “We’ve located Celia’s yacht. She has requested to be transferred so she can take it to Fleet Seventy-eight headquarters.”

      “I’ll be right there as soon as Naaman stops hitting me,” I said.

      “Jag and Decima requested an update,” Bug said. “You were screwing around so I prepared a video report and sent it.”

      “Good man, Bug.”

      The three of us limped, staggered, and shuffled to the shuttle bay. Celia waited patiently, looking exactly like the woman I’d first met—eternally young and beautiful, though quiet without Tatasam to tease and be teased by.

      She approached. “I didn’t realize we would be such friends, Reaper. Tatasam liked you, so I did even when I thought your reputation was ridiculous. Now I see things a bit differently.”

      “There were a lot of surprises. I didn’t realize the two of you were sword masters,” I said. “Or so popular with the masses of Oroth.”

      She waved that away. “We are not so special. Our fame will vanish as it does for everyone else. But before that happens, I am going to ram our warships straight up Scheid’s—”

      “Pardon my intrusion, Captain, but there are Scheid loyalist ships patrolling this area,” Jelly said.

      “—main battle formation,” Celia finished.

      I grimaced. “Not where I thought you were going with that.”

      “What are you talking about, Reaper?” She feigned confusion, then put on an exaggerated expression of innocence.

      A smile cracked one side of my expression. The woman had tears in her eyes even as she made mischief. The act probably made her think of her late husband, and yet she remained true to her nature.

      “I wish we could go back to that first day on Reserve 13 and start over,” I said.

      She waved my words away. “No regrets, Reaper. Never darken my beloved’s memory with that silliness.”

      “My bad. I was hit on the head a couple of times. Still gathering my wits,” I covered. “We’ll head for the slip tunnel as soon as you’re safely on your yacht. I need to get back to the Maglan fleet.”

      “Of course,” she said, then kissed me on the cheek. “Go with honor, Halek Cain, and don’t forget my husband.”

      “No danger of that,” I said. “I need to ask you something.”

      She waited.

      “What were you really doing on Reserve 13?”

      “Ah,” she said. “You are bothered by the hunters there?”

      “To state it mildly. I keep running into ships transporting animals there for slaughter,” I explained. “I… have a connection with the Sangrels.”

      “Is that what they are called? The ones who are always in our dreams?” she asked.

      “We really need to continue this conversation,” I said.

      She touched my arm. “We will. That is something to look forward to besides vengeance. Thank you, Halek. The answer to your question is simple. We were elected as trustees because we remembered the original purpose of Reserve 13 as a rescue and rehabilitation habitat. Our mission was to end or at least regulate the hunting, just as we told you. Believe it or not, some of the species there became problematic without predators. Sadly, my dear Tatasam and I realized it was going to take several trips to the reserve to put things right.”

      We shared a moment of silent understanding. I really did wish things had gone differently.

      “Don’t get yourself killed, Celia. I have someone I want you to meet.” I wondered how this woman would get along with Elise. They might be perfect allies.

      “We will meet again.” She boarded the shuttle and transferred to her yacht. Jelly brought the shuttle back by remote while I waited and thought about everything I needed to do.

      “Jelly, let’s head for the slip tunnel and blow this joint,” I said. “The Zakion system has lost its charm.”

      “Right away, Captain. Lady and her crew are also ready for a change of scenery,” Jelly answered.

      “Are you good, Hal?” Bug asked.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Might take a nap,” he said. “Regenerate some red blood cells.”

      “Blood regenerating naps are tight!”

      He laughed. Naaman smiled, not quite sure why the exchange was funny. It just was. Post mission, being alive made everything brighter, every joke more amusing. Too tired for whiskey and cigar time, I went to my room and hit the rack. If I didn’t wake up until we were back with the Maglan fleet, that would be just fine with me.
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      Tom, Path, and Tank returned to the Jellybird during our slip tunnel transit. Saw-say and her bodyguards boarded a Hagg frigate sent to gather them up from the Lady Faith II. I slept for days, rarely leaving my room as we flew between star systems. Traveling the slip tunnel network was normally a time for long workouts and longer sessions on the observation deck with friends. None of that happened this time.

      “Captain, we will emerge into the Sethis system within the hour,” Jelly said.

      I stared at the ceiling, unwilling to get out of bed. “Thanks, Jelly. Who is on the bridge now?”

      “Bug and Decima,” Jelly answered. “Both said to update you but not request your presence on the bridge.”

      “Ignore their request, Reaper Cain. The exercise will do you good,” X-37 said. “Report to the bridge ASAP.”

      “Why can’t I rest, X?”

      “Because there are things that need doing, Reaper Cain.”

      I expected more snark from my LAI, or maybe a jolt to my nervous system. His professional tone and inaction were a trick. Had to be. Once I lowered my guard, he would trap me into a self-improvement plan or worse.

      Crawling out of bed wasn’t the hardest event of my life, but it wasn’t exactly fun. There was no headache, and there were no hangover symptoms. I hadn’t drunk a drop much. My injuries were healing better than I had a right to hope for. By the time I took a quick shower, I felt like a champ. My post mission recovery was as good as ever.

      Putting on the hard skin was easy, second nature. I slid into clean clothing, strapped on a sidearm, and sauntered to the bridge to see one of the great wonders of space travel—glowing green walls vanishing to reveal star fields and distant planets. At this distance, the worlds of the Sethis system were indistinct.

      “Good morning, Reaper,” Decima said, handing me a cup of coffee.

      Bug took a sip from his own mug and let me soak in the view.

      The sight of fleet sized debris fields wiped away my serenity. “What the hell happened here?”

      “My analysis suggests there was a major fleet action near our current location, Reaper Cain.”

      Jelly agreed. “I must maneuver around large clouds of debris, or slow to a relative stop to reduce damage. My shields can only do so much, Captain.”

      “Did you warn the Lady Faith?” I asked.

      “It is the first thing I will do when she emerges,” Jelly said.

      I stared at the debris while the ship AI and my LAI cataloged chunks of broken things. “Leave for one little mission and the place goes to hell while we’re gone.”

      “There are equal numbers of Maglan, Sethorn, and Obsidian vessels,” Jelly said after several minutes. “My scan will be more accurate the deeper we penetrate the field.”

      “Be careful,” I said. “Go around if you can. How old is this?”

      “Of course, Captain. Safety first. What you see now is debris on the same solar trajectory. Give the estimated rates of battlefield dispersal, I judge the age to be…”

      My heart fell through my stomach as a panel reading …aglan’s Hope flashed across the viewscreen. “Right there! Track that piece of metal. Tell me if it came from the flagship.”

      “I have it, Captain. Identification is impossible without recovering the item for analysis,” Jelly said.

      “Then recover it.” I sounded like a jerk, and I knew it. Decima and Bug watched me, concern in their eyes.

      “Technically, Reaper Cain, that is your job—or someone willing to risk an EVA mission in this environment,” X-37 said.

      I marched to the armory and dragged out my Archangel armor.

      Bug jogged to catch up. “Hey, Hal. That could be part of a shuttle or something. We don’t have all the facts. Slow down.”

      He circled me as I climbed into my rig in record time and headed for the airlock.

      “Hal, you need a freaking safety check!” Bug shouted.

      I stopped, held my hands out to my side like I was being frisked, and waited. He went over my gear, stalling until Jag, Naaman, and Oui arrived.

      Jag quietly double-checked Bug’s work, also stalling. It was like they expected me to cool off or something.

      “Jelly sent us the news,” Oui explained. “We’re all here to help. I need the EVA practice anyway.”

      Rihanna rushed into the room. “Not in this mess, you don’t. Stand away from the Reaper, Oui.”

      The young woman held her ground, but I saw what it cost her. She was terrified of going into the void but would honor her offer. Her chaperone had apparently exhausted her willingness to risk Oui’s life now that our mission to the Oroth assembly was done.

      I barely noticed any of it. My eyes focused on the airlock while my mind obsessed about Elise racing for an escape pod as the Maglan’s Hope was destroyed.

      I should have been here. Had I really expected Scheid’s forces to only attack in one place at a time? Elise had been too easy on her enemies. General Icarus was even more timid. I should have been here ramming my Reaper blade through someone’s face. Flying around gathering resources was a losing game when Scheid could draw on at least half of Oroth’s might. Our trip to stop him from taking control of all of it showed me the real strength of our enemies.

      “Hey, Hal. Come on. You’re scaring me,” Bug said. “And I’m fearless.”

      I snapped back to the moment. “How are my EVA capabilities?”

      “Perfect,” Jag admitted.

      I gave Bug a hard look.

      “He’s not lying. Doesn’t mean you should go out there when we will eventually confirm what ships were lost with scans,” Bug said. “We haven’t even tried to contact survivors. There will be ships from both sides limping around this system. Grabbing scraps from ships isn’t necessary.”

      I counted to ten because I respected Bug. Then I entered the airlock and cycled the doors. “Help me out, Jelly. Guide me to the name plate so I can latch on.”

      “I have moved as close as possible, Captain,” Jelly said. “Please use the safety line. It is more than long enough. Also, be aware that Bug and Decima are gearing up to help you.”

      “I’ll be done before they cycle the airlock. Tell them to wait,” I said.

      “They told me you would say that and seem to be ignoring you.” Jelly didn’t sound apologetic. She probably agreed with them. Hell, I agreed with them. This was stupid and I was an idiot.

      But at least I wasn’t pacing the deck worrying about Elise.

      Gliding toward the twisted sheet of metal was surreal. I wanted to grab it but didn’t want to acknowledge its existence. Stars watched my progress without a care for my fate. There was so much debris around the Jellybird that I could see it with the naked eye. If one part of a ship hit me, I was in for a very long float while a rescue mission was put together.

      The way I’d been acting, I wouldn’t blame my friends for leaving me out here.

      I ran my fingers over …aglan’s Hope, careful not to bump it into a new trajectory. Next, I attached the magnetic end of my safety cable to the panel.

      “You could open a rappelling carabiner on your armor and run the cable through it,” X-37 suggested. “That would be safer.”

      I grabbed on with both hands. “I’m good. Jelly, reel me in.” My heart rate came down on the trip back to the airlock. Taking action was therapeutic. The void was a good place to be alone and think. Even better than the observation deck now that I thought about it. Neither whiskey nor cigars could distract me—though I wondered if there was a way…

      Jelly opened an equipment recovery hatch. I fed in my prize and walked across her exterior to the airlock. Bug and Decima waited in their full gear, ready to go. Neither said much as I entered. Jag had gone to the bridge with Naaman. Oui and Rihanna argued beyond the airlock, and I hoped I wasn’t the cause of the spat.

      “You all right, Hal?” Bug asked.

      “I’m better.” I led the way through the inner door when it cycled and noticed Oui and Rihanna went silent at the sight of me.

      “Recovered the panel,” I announced.

      “Good,” Oui said, stepping away from her chaperone.

      “You are halfway through your JFT training, girl. You’re meant for our cause, not the Reaper Corps,” Rihanna fired at the girl’s back.

      “There is no Reaper Corps, Aunt Ri,” Oui said. “I just want to help. Commander Carnax said I could so long as it benefited us.”

      I held up both hands. “Everyone, slow down. We’ve got too much going on all at once. Let’s find out what happened here and then talk about who does what to fix it.”

      “Oui thinks she should stay with you until General Elise is safe and the alliance is secured,” Rihanna said.

      “I don’t see Carnax or his warship,” I said. “For now, we’re in this together. Let’s do our job.”

      Everyone stared at me. Oui finally spoke. “What is that, Reaper?”

      “We need to see if our side already lost,” I said.
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      The Jellybird glided between a dead engine and a hollowed-out fuselage from different ships. Our destination was the Jumper, a Maglan troop transport broadcasting a distress beacon.

      “Keep searching for signals, Jelly,” I said. “Naaman and Rihanna are your bridge crew until we make contact. They can alternate shifts. Everyone else is needed for rescue operations.”

      Rihanna glared at me, tensing for another confrontation.

      “No arguments,” I said. “I need a full team for this. It’s all hands on deck.”

      The woman held my gaze, then glanced down, relenting. “Of course. There are lessons to be learned. Just bring her back.”

      Jag, Bug, and Oui followed me to the loading bay where we finished gearing up and did equipment checks. We were ready for battle, search and rescue, and ship repair. I felt more like a workbench than a warrior.

      “X, can you get me comms with Tom?” I asked.

      “One moment, Reaper Cain. He is in the middle of a deep scan analysis but should be available soon.”

      I looked my team over, then stood before the exit ramp. They fell in line. We wouldn’t be using the airlock. This was a full-scale deployment to a damaged ship.

      “Go for Tom,” X-37 said.

      “Tom, can you read me?” I asked.

      “Loud and clear, Hal. I am set up to act as your mission control. Jelly will be diverting more of her processing power toward avoiding collisions,” Tom said. “You are clear to depart.”

      “Thanks, Tom. I’m feeling better about this mission already.” I hated moments before stepping out. Gravity slipped away to prepare us for the void.

      “I wish I was going with you on this one. The Jumper looks like it could use a mechanic or twenty,” Tom said. “Promise to call me over when you can. This is my specialty. I could really help some people.”

      “Let us make sure it isn’t a trap. We’ll fight, and you’ll fix,” I said.

      Tom’s voice inspired confidence. “That works for me. Now pay attention. I’m sending telemetry to each of your units. Hal, your Archangel helmet has the best computing power. I’ll be using it as a lead receiver to forward information to the rest of you. Radiation levels between our ships are about what you would expect, so forgive the static. I will make sure you can hear me the entire time. Don’t adjust sound settings. Let me handle everything on my end.”

      “Can do, Tom.” I unspooled enough cable from my belt to reach Oui and handed it to her.

      She did the same for Jag.

      Each member of my team gave me a thumbs-up. Jelly granted us a green light, then opened the ramp.

      “I’ve got a good feeling about this,” I said.

      Jag and Bug groaned.

      “What?” Oui asked.

      “The Reaper jinxed us,” Bug said. “He does that. Just because he doesn’t believe in luck doesn’t mean we all have to suffer.”

      “I believe in bad luck,” I corrected them as I adjusted my course with small squirts of my steering jets. My team conserved theirs.

      The Jumper didn’t seem to change size. Once we were clear of the Jellybird, I couldn’t tell if we were moving or not. Silence took over. The awesome panorama of stars and distant flecks of light that could be planets lied about the size of everything.

      “Path should be here,” I said, suddenly thinking of my dangerous friend and his affinity to meditating in EVA gear. Maybe he was onto something. No revelations came, but I thought they should. The complete vulnerability of our situation put things in perspective.

      “You are getting close, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Get ready,” I said.

      Jag, Bug, and Oui used their jets now. We would remain attached by cable until the last second, but it was crucial to maintain perfect alignment. Bouncing off the target was bad.

      “Ten seconds,” X-37 warned. “Jelly says you are lined up for a perfect landing near their cargo bay. Entry should be easy after that.”

      The Jumper seemed to rocket toward us. I hit feet-first, expecting to be crushed inside my armor by the force of deceleration. The impact knocked some wind out of my lungs. I extended my hands as my body was driven into a squat but that was all. On my right and left, my friends were locked to the hull as well.

      “Roll call,” I said.

      “Jag, set.”

      “Here,” Bug said.

      “In place.” Oui sounded excited and slightly out of breath. “Good to go.”

      I pressed the palms of my hands against the security panel, then waited for the micro-wires to work their way through pressure seals and locks. Only the most basic security functions were in place.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone has ever opened this door from the outside,” I murmured as I worked.

      “Why not?” Oui asked.

      Bug answered for me. “No need. There aren’t a lot of scenarios that put a crew member outside of a locked door while in the void. Once starships leave the yards, they close these types of doors forever.”

      “Unless a rescue team needs access,” Oui said.

      “Or raiders,” Jag added.

      I watched three-dimensional mapping in my HUD as I worked toward the activation controls. “Almost there. Waiting for the air pressure to equalize.”

      Jag, Bug, and Oui attached safety cables to the door frame and readied weapons.

      “On my count. Three, two, one.” I slid the door open.

      Jag entered first. Bug and Oui went in side by side and spread out along the walls of the docking bay. I came in last and closed the door behind me.

      Emergency lighting ran along edges of the floor and around doorways. Stacks of packaging crates were strapped to the deck on one side. Jag and Bug worked their way through each aisle, checking for threats and finding none.

      “X, where is the crew?” I asked.

      “One moment.” X-37 pushed a list of comms channels onto my HUD, each of them marked out with a red line. “It appears the Jumper lost weapons, engines, and comms—both internal and external. I am pushing a message through the bridge computer that we have boarded and are here to help.”

      “What about security cameras?”

      “Two are working,” X said for my team. “The hallway outside the bridge and the engine room. Smoke obscures the second camera view, however.”

      “Split the team?” Jag asked.

      “Not yet,” I said. “We’ll secure the bridge, then deploy as needed. I’ll lead. X, put the floorplan in my HUD.”

      We cleared section by section, quickly checking rooms, closets, and stairwells as we encountered them. No resistance appeared. Some sections were as dark as the void and nearly as cold. The hallway outside the bridge was vacant.

      “X, can you make contact now? I am assuming there are survivors inside,” I said.

      Something wasn’t right about this ship. As a Maglan vessel, comms should have been immediately available once we were inside. The ghostlike environment reminded me of the Xad salvage operations before we found Maglan and began to rebuild.

      “Confirmed. They refuse to send video, however,” X said.

      Jag gave me a look I recognized. We both knew the bridge was in enemy hands. The only detail that raised doubt was the lack of interior battle damage. Boarders should have met fierce resistance. There should have been bullet holes or energy blast marks on walls and doors cut open with torches.

      “We don’t have all day. Let’s stack up and force entry,” I said. “We’ll go in just like we entered the ship, except we’ll wait until I can lead. Jag, Bug, Oui will follow and order everyone to the deck. Anyone who remains standing is probably hostile.”

      “Understood,” Bug said. “You’re the only one here in full Archangel gear and hard skin.”

      I thought this was for Oui, who hadn’t been briefed on each of my upgrades. The message was, let the Reaper get shot to hell.

      “X, open the door,” I said. “I’d rather not get stuck hacking it with my wires.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. I have taken control of the bridge computer. Cameras are physically off-line. Otherwise, I would provide real time updates. Expect the worst, and you won’t be disappointed.”

      “That sounds like my aunt,” Oui said with a short laugh.

      We stacked in a line to one side of the blast door and waited.

      “Opening in three, two, one,” X said.

      The foot thick barrier opened upward and downward at the same time. I pushed into the center of the room—not a normal entry tactic. My goal was to stop bullets that would take down the rest of my team. Most defenders used shotguns, frangible ammunition, or energy weapons to avoid hull damage and decompression. As deep as we were in the Jumper, that shouldn’t be a problem no matter what guns we chose, but why take the risk.

      I expected a world of pain and wasn’t disappointed. One second into the attack, my gut clenched at the sight of two Defenders. I’d been lucky in previous encounters. They had never fought to their full ability. One thing was evident. This wasn’t a Maglan ship but one that had been captured and disguised as one of ours.

      Oroth Defender One aimed a cluster of barrels and unleashed automatic shotgun rounds at me. Defender Two fired a tangle of cables that wrapped around my legs, forcing me to stop and struggle against falling on my face. Jag and the others darted into my peripheral vision, blasting my attackers ineffectually.

      I fired my D3D with one hand and cut the cables with my Reaper blade. X-37 congratulated me for not slicing into one of my own thighs, because I was slashing by instinct. My eyes remained on my targets. My rifle pumped rounds into the upper chest, neck, and face shield of the closest Defender’s helmet. Throat shots were effective against even the most advanced armor configurations, but not these guys.

      Jag reached to his back and pulled a weapon I’d never seen him use before but had watched Naaman wield effectively. The Sethorn whip lashed out, wrapped around the other Defender’s neck, then released electricity that paralyzed the armor and the person inside.

      Oui charged my victim from his left flank. Bug cursed and followed her. Their combined weight almost tackled the juggernaut of a man to the deck right as I ceased firing. The Defender twisted, flinging Oui across the room. He pulled back a huge metal fist and slammed it against Bug’s helmet, hurling him to the ground.

      By then I was one step away, Reaper blade still extended. I aimed for a barely visible seam running along the top of his right trapezius muscle. My normal target of the throat was blocked by a thick plate that made turning the helmet difficult. Defenders didn’t even have actual visors but flat plates of extra armor. They saw through pinhole cameras all over their armor. I wished Tank was here to even the odds with his modified version of what they wore.

      My blade pierced the seam, slicing straight into his chest cavity from above. I expected a fountain of blood but most of it was contained within the armor. My victim staggered, surprise registering in his movements since nothing else was visible under the mountain of armor he wore.

      I kicked away his weapon.

      He retreated further and started removing sections of thick plates. “Help me,” a female voice pleaded.

      “There’s a woman in that thing.” I looked closer at the armor and saw nothing special about it.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. You do realize there was a fifty percent chance this was the case,” X-37 said. “Physical strength isn’t necessary, in theory.”

      “Cover me,” I said, then put away my weapons. A split second later, I was ripping the woman out of her armor and applying first aid. “Don’t move. Don’t resist.”

      “I’ll be dead soon anyway,” she croaked.

      Bug moved forward with restraints and secured her hands, then helped me stop the bleeding. Blood clotting powder and a pressure bandage saved her life.

      I squatted near her, waiting for the pain of the medical attention to normalize.

      She glared at me. “No one has ever stabbed through Defender armor before. It’s supposed to be impossible.”

      “I got lucky,” I said.

      “The hell you did.” She leaned against the wall without trying to stand.

      “What happened here? Why are you the only two people on a Maglan ship?” I asked.

      She shook her head, then winced. “The Jumper was captured two weeks ago and assigned Defenders per Oroth law. After the battle, the ship was evacuated. We were left to make some of the Maglan invaders pay for coming into the Sovereignty of Oroth controlled space.”

      “You’re in Maglan custody now. Both of you.” I paused for effect. “You will be treated humanely. Any attempt to escape will be met with force, so don’t do it.”

      Bug and Oui removed the rest of the Defender armor while I pulled Jag aside. “Nice work.”

      “We developed whips specifically to use against Defenders and their heavier shock troops,” Jag said. “I keep one on my kit, though it’s not my favorite weapon.”

      “Glad you had one. That was effective.” I eyed the weapon. “Can you get me one?”

      “Sure, Halek. Anything for the last Reaper,” he said.

      “Let’s make basic repairs until we can get a proper repair crew on board.” I was ready to be done. “Bug, take Oui and look for prisoners who need to be liberated.”

      “On it,” Bug said. Oui threw me a salute and chased after my old friend.
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      “You are exhausted, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Please return to the Jellybird for rest and recovery. I will even authorize whiskey and cigars as part of your self-care routine—temporarily of course.”

      “I don’t need your authorization.” I plodded down the main hallway of the Jumper, occasionally nodding to freed crew members expressing their thanks. They were an energetic group determined to get their ship back into fighting shape and search for Maglan’s Hope and other lost ships.

      “True, but it didn’t hurt to try,” X said. “I am linking you to Jelly. She has a priority comms request.”

      “From who?” I asked, stopping in the middle of the passage.

      “Baz’d the Mighty,” Jelly said. “He insisted on using his preferred form of address.”

      “Is there anything else I should know before I talk to him?” As far as I remembered, we were on good terms. The Hagg people were an enigma, but I knew they resented the Sovereignty of Oroth and hated Scheid with a passion.

      “He is in command of several very formidable, if crude, looking warships and is escorting numerous damaged vessels from the Maglan fleet. It seems he has been gathering them together and offering help when and where he can. Mostly, he provides security while our people put our ships back together. He may know more about what happened here.”

      “The Jumper’s crew say both sides of the battle were surprised. This was a contact battle, neither side meant to engage but stumbled upon each other while en route to other destinations,” I explained. “The liberated Jumpers were full of information and glad to share it.”

      “Very good, Captain. One moment while I encrypt the link and put you through,” Jelly said.

      “They want you to take command until General Hastings is located.” X-37 liked reminding me of life’s little details.

      I gave my LAI the finger to keep that conversation short.

      “Reaper’d Cain,” Baz’d said once he filled the holo view. “You’re alive. This makes everything better’d.”

      “Good to see you Baz’d the Mighty,” I said. “Any news on my general? Have you found her or her ship?”

      He waved away something I’d said. “Just Baz’d. We’re good friends.”

      “Works for me.”

      “My people are searching earnestly for all your ships, especially Maglan’s Hope,” he said. “We entered the battle late. I was, to my’d shame, in the wrong’d place at the wrong time. Far from the action.”

      I waited.

      He leaned forward to talk conspiratorially. “Just between you and me, I wouldn’t have made much of a difference. I only had five ships then. Now I have seven, plus four on the way to join my cause. All are big and heavily armored. Crewed by good fighters.”

      “Tell me more,” I said.

      “News spread quickly of the riots on Oroth. Videos of a certain Reaper and his team are everywhere. They show them almost as much as the final duel of Lord Tatasam and his wife’s violent grief. I say to my peers, I know that guy! And they are amused and impressed. Then I show them how many ships I have and suddenly my fortune grows.”

      “Couldn’t happen to a better guy.” I wasn’t exactly sure if that was true but whatever. “I need to talk to the Maglan captains and help them regroup.”

      “Good. I am glad’d you say this. They need a more aggressive leader. Your friend was not playing to win, she was playing not to lose. I think’d she was waiting for you before getting serious about destroying her enemy.”

      That didn’t sound like Elise, but what did I know. Sleeping for ten years while she rose to power didn’t exactly give me a lot of insight about her current psychology. I knew her as an adventurous teenager ready for action. Our adventures since then had reinforced my beliefs. We’d been acting like nothing happened, like I wasn’t the biological original of a Union clone program. What had she gone through to become the leader of Maglan?

      I hadn’t done her any favors by whisking her away on adventures. It was time to help her, not myself—assuming she was alive.

      “I’m glad for your fortune, and pumped you’re on our side,” I said.

      He grew serious. “I’m on your side, Reaper. The other one’d, General Icarus. Bah. Too cautious. Too worried about his pretty hair and nice uniform. Has he ever soaked himself in his enemy’s blood? I think’d not.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound psycho at all,” I muttered before I could stop myself.

      “Is psycho good?” Baz’d asked.

      “People call me a psycho all the time.”

      His smile spread wide, showing double rows of sharp teeth—probably the reason his people had such a hard time with our language. A shiver ran up my spine.

      “Excellent’d, Reaper Cain. Maybe I will be known as Baz’d the Mighty Psycho?”

      “Better to keep it short for now. Psycho is only a compliment between friends,” I said, thinking quickly.

      “Ah. Yes. As we are friends. Psycho friends. The best kind.”

      I lit a cigar. “For sure. You and me, Baz’d, psychos for life.”

      “Gather your Maglan fleet. Many of the Sethorn ships are among them now, out of’d necessity. I think’d they will be part of the alliance now. Maglan, Hagg, and Sethorns will end Scheid. There are even Oroth dissidents. Which’d makes me glad for us.”

      “Stay in touch, Baz’d,” I said.

      He held up one fist. “Bathe in blood, psycho friend.”

      I raised my own fist. “Right back at you.”

      A few seconds passed after the screen went dark. X-37 spoke up. “That was very disturbing, Reaper Cain. Good work, I think.”

      “Don’t judge.” I found Bug, Jag, and Oui helping with repairs. “Change of plans. We’re heading back. I’ll get a Xad crew to help them when I can, but we’re needed elsewhere.”

      “Understood,” Jag said, then explained our departure to the acting captain of the Jumper, who was helping with repairs. This made sense. He was the highest-ranking crew member still alive and also the chief engineer.

      I nodded, waved, and saluted my way to the shuttle bay and climbed in. X-37 sent me updates while on the way to the Jellybird. Once there, I went straight to the bridge and got to work. The roster didn’t look good. We had nearly fifty ships. A third were warships. The only carrier we had was the Bright Lance of Xad, and she was made for stealth missions only able to deploy a few combat-rated shuttles and a wing of micro-fighters. The only battleship was the badly damaged Maglan’s Sword, the flagship of General Icarus. He finally had his wish, control of the fleet.

      “Welcome back, Captain,” Jelly said.

      “Thanks.” I skimmed reports as Bug plopped into the copilot’s seat and Oui dropped into the navigator’s chair. “Take us to the Bright Lance and see if we can land.”

      “We’re en route,” Jelly said. “Mavis says Captain Younger is eager to have us aboard.”

      The Jellybird maneuvered through a repair yard in space. Sparks flew in launch bays and exposed decks where there was atmosphere containment. Small ships scurried between larger vessels, trading supplies and skills as needed.

      “A lot of these ships need a space dock,” I said. “Even with our salvage experience, there is only so much we can do.”

      “Agreed, Captain,” Jelly replied.

      Bug looked angry.

      Oui stared in amazement. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Most of my training has been in squad tactics, ship boarding, and infiltration. No one prepared me to be a fleet officer.”

      “None of us are ready for this.” I stopped myself from sharing too much. Baz’d’s assumption of my leadership role was unrealistic to say the least, but I saw what was coming. Survivors needed hope, or someone to blame. Like it or not, I was famous as General Hasting’s friend, and that meant people would look for me to do things completely outside my skill set.

      I smoked, and no one told me to stop. Not even X. Jelly landed. Captain Younger greeted us personally the moment we stepped on to her deck.

      “This way, Reaper. We don’t have time for small talk,” she said.

      “Bug, take Oui and get Jelly squared away. Contact the Lady Faith II and see about reassembling our original crew,” I said.

      “On it,” Bug replied, then headed back up the ramp with Oui excitedly offering to do all kinds of jobs. Her youthful enthusiasm made me tired—but good for her.

      Younger set a brisk pace and talked on the way to her bridge. “Maglan’s Sword was torn up in the last encounter. She was slow to engage but fought valiantly once there was no other choice.”

      I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. “What’s on your mind?”

      “We need General Hastings,” she said. “Icarus isn’t cut out for this type of command. Worse, I think he knows it.”

      We passed a squad of security double-timing it toward the other end of the ship. They were in full gear, visors closed, and rifles held in both hands as they ran.

      “I have them running a lot of drills. We fought off boarders but could have done better. Since we are even shorter staffed, we need to get everything we can from our soldiers,” she said.

      “Keep them busy so they don’t think too much,” I added.

      “That too.” Younger led the way onto the bridge, motioning for her officers to continue as they were. Salutes were abbreviated. Men and women crowded work terminals doing all manner of work to locate lost ships and care for the ones they had found.

      “Baz’d declared his allegiance,” I said once we were at her command station, a place of reasonable privacy when required.

      “He has been a big help. Rough around the edges but game for a fight,” Younger said. “He came to our aid because of you. More than a few people noticed. Worse, or maybe better for all I know, he won’t talk to Icarus. Calls him a bak’d slod’d, whatever that is.”

      “Probably not something nice.” I saw where this was going.

      “Please calm yourself, Reaper Cain. Your blood pressure is elevated,” X-37 said.

      I let out a breath. “He doesn’t understand what I do.”

      “To be fair, neither do you,” Younger fired back like she was waiting for me to make this exact argument.

      “I’m an assassin, an enforcer. At best, I’m a reckless adventurer who gets lucky,” I said.

      “You’re not lying. But you also inspire people, and right now, that’s what we need. If you say you will do anything to bring General Hastings back, people will believe you. That’s a short-term goal all Maglan and our allies can get behind. Don’t underestimate the value of having a purpose.”

      “I’ve got my problems with Icarus, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t the best choice we have right now,” I said, trying to change the subject.

      “He’s an outstanding administrator and a decent wartime general as well—given clear orders and few options. Running a fleet that is also our entire civilization gives him too many responsibilities and far too many options. I half expect him to take us all through a slip tunnel in search of a better world than Maglan. We’ve made that journey already. People want a home worth fighting for. Maglan is that home.”

      I listened and said nothing.

      “Some want to return and build defenses. That’s the second most popular option I hear from my informants,” she said.

      “Informants?”

      “I like to get information straight from the source, not filtered through the chain of command,” she replied. “I value both lines of inquiry, of course. You understand?”

      “Yeah. That’s smart,” I said. “What’s your solution?”

      She locked eyes with me and waited. The woman was using my own tactics on me. Sneaky.

      “Assuming I stay with the fleet to do whatever, I need a team, or several teams, scouring the system for Elise,” I said.

      “You have plenty of good candidates for that job, including Sethorn commandos and Carnax’s JFT Destroyers. Send them.”

      I muttered a profanity before continuing the conversation. “You know if I’m in charge, there will be a lot more cigars on the bridge.”

      She pulled one from her pocket and positioned it in one corner of her mouth. “I’m okay with that. You got a light?”

      “I’ve been hustled, X,” I said.

      “Agreed. She played you like a nine stringed guitar, Reaper Cain.”

      “Let’s get this show on the road, Reaper.” Her smile was infectious, wide enough that she had to hold the Maglan Continental in her non dominant hand.
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      I met Jag and Carnax in the armory where they were working on their gear. I placed my D3D on a bench and stripped it as we talked.

      “Talk, Reaper,” Carnax said. “My team is ready for a fight. The time you gave me to rebuild was a boon. Thanks for taking care of Oui and Rihanna.”

      Jag moved from his rifle to his pistol. “I agree with Jude. My team is ready for action.”

      “I need you to form two teams and go after General Hastings,” I said. “No one has confirmation of the destruction of Maglan’s Hope. That means there is a chance she’s still in the fight, ready to take charge of the Maglan alliance again.”

      Neither man spoke for a while. We scrubbed barrels and firing assemblies until they were like new. I realized too late that we were racing. Jag finished first. Carnax was a second behind. I played it cool, pretending I hadn’t understood the contest.

      I looked up from my reassembled D3D. “What, you guys are done already? Are you sure you did a good job?”

      “Absolutely certain,” Jag said

      “Same. Maybe we should go to the range and try them out. Have a friendly competition,” Carnax suggested.

      “Trap detected, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said in my ear.

      “Why am I getting hustled so much today?” I asked.

      Jag and Carnax put on their most innocent faces—which weren’t that innocent.

      “First Younger corners me, then you guys,” I said, heading for the shooting range in the next room.

      “So you took the job?” Carnax asked.

      “No comment,” I said.

      Jag fist bumped his former rival. “That’s a yes. He’s totally in charge.”

      I stopped, faced them, and held my D3D pointed safely toward the ceiling “That’s right. I’m the boss now. And you two have your missions. Better get started right away.”

      “He’s trying to get out of the shooting contest,” Jag said.

      “Totally,” Carnax agreed.

      Grumbling, I continued into the shooting range and picked a lane. Once I was loaded with practice ammunition, I drew a smiley face on a target at 100 meters, simulated.

      Carnax drew a mustache on the face.

      Jag gave him googly eyes and a spiky haircut.

      “Show-offs,” I said.
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      “Are you awake, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “You know I am. You’re my LAI.” I rolled out of bed, fully aware I was about to get screwed and not in a good way. X didn’t mess with me until I had coffee unless there were dire events in the works. The galaxy was backing up a trash hauler to dump on me.

      “That is an astute observation, Reaper Cain. I am glad you are on top of your game this morning. I should point out that it won’t be morning for much longer,” X-37 said. “You won’t be able to sleep in when running a fleet.”

      “That’s not a done deal.” I swung my feet out from my bunk, rubbed my face, then cleared my cabin of threats like any good operator with ten layers of post-traumatic stress. Fifteen seconds later, I was staring in the mirror and thinking I looked pretty good, considering how bad I felt.

      Of course I felt rough. My body was in its mid-twenties, while my mind, heart, and soul had considerably more accumulated mileage.

      X-37 briefed me on my schedule for the day as I brushed my teeth, shaved, and took a shower in that order. Keeping a routine was never easy in my line of work. I wanted to relax and kick back—indulge in my normal vices. With Elise missing, none of that felt as satisfying.

      “Jelly informed me that a shuttle has arrived in the Bright Lance landing bay with codes authorizing its arrival. There is no log of occupants. Someone completely removed it. To a non-AI computer, it would seem the transport has never contained a passenger since the day it was built. Indeed, it would assume it could not carry living passengers. Mavis explained this is unusual because the ship is not required to identify itself or its occupants, so why go through this much trouble.” X-37 said. “Unlike our crude predecessors, the ship AI and myself are highly suspicious of this development. Your assistance is required.”

      I finished my shower and toweled off. All my uniforms were clean, but somewhat wrinkled. I hadn't hung them in the compression closet per ship regulations. Staying on the Jellybird might have been more comfortable but Tom wanted to do a thorough overhaul and needed people out of his way. Docking it with the larger ship made some of the renovations he wanted to do easier and allowed us to come and go without shuttles or spacewalks. Captain Younger also insisted I accept her hospitality, so I did. My LAI should've warned me it would be like joining the fleet.

      So many rules. Feeling guilty, I slid my extra uniforms into the compression closet and waited for it to do its work. Fifteen seconds later, they were packed tightly together and vacuum sealed. I considered X-37’s update and wondered if the mysterious shuttle would have fit in the landing bay with Jelly.

      “Has anyone come out? I'm assuming Captain Younger has security watching it in case it is a raiding party,” I said as I strapped on a sidearm and checked my Reaper arms for functionality. Snapping out my blade, then my shield, I got a thrill like it was the first time. Maybe I was a freak, but some things about being a cyborg were cool.

      “No one has attempted to exit the craft,” X-37 said. “Mavis just advised me that the shuttle’s LAI requested the deck cleared of personnel for security reasons. Captain Younger is on her way down personally. If you hurry, you can beat her there.”

      “I'm not sure that's important, but whatever,” I said, then went straight to the landing bay. Three squads of nervous ship security stood by, weapons ready but not pointed at the vessel. The shuttle was of Maglan design, though the numbers had been removed. I strode forward, lighting a cigar as I went. The more I thought about this situation, the more annoyed I became. Did we really have time for intrigue?

      Standing right in front of where the numbers should be, I stared and gave X-37 a chance to run an analysis. “Can you tell me what the numbers were before they removed them?”

      “One moment, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “This shuttle is from Maglan's Sword.”

      “Freaking Icarus.” I exhaled a large cloud of smoke almost wishing I had sucked it into my lungs instead. That wasn't how I normally enjoyed a cigar, but a little nicotine might have brightened up my morning. Instead, I enjoyed the flavor and the act itself.

      Captain Younger arrived with two bodyguards. They wore Archangel armor. I didn't recognize their nameplates, but Elise and her officers didn't allow slackers into the elite unit. The gear was too expensive for that. Combined with the ship security squads already on scene, I was confident we could handle this, especially since I had a very strong suspicion of who was inside.

      “Reaper,” she said in greeting.

      “Captain.” I saluted but knew it looked lazy compared to what a regular fleet officer or enlisted person would do. Younger didn't seem to mind. “My LAI tells me this ship is from Maglan's Sword.”

      Younger cursed under her breath, indulging in a slight eye roll that no one else but me would've noticed. Reading body language was an important part of a Reaper's skill set. “This is the captain. I will not clear my deck, as that will interfere with the normal functioning of my ship, but the Reaper and I are more than willing to come inside for a private chat if that will suffice.”

      The door slid open. Apparently, the supersecret mystery guest didn't want to commit to something on a radio channel. Younger gave me a look that I understood perfectly. We both knew who we were going to meet.

      “Captain, we should clear the vessel first,” the lead Archangel said.

      “Stand down, Richards. The Reaper and I have this one covered,” Younger said.

      “Very good, ma'am,” Richards said.

      I went first, not giving a thought to chivalry or rank. If we miscalculated, I intended to protect one of our fleet's best captains. “Don't let the cigar fool you, I'm ready for trouble. Don't provoke the Reaper.”

      “Words to live by,” said General Icarus. He stood as tall as ever, his uniform pressed, his boots shined, and his insignia exactly where it should be. Tabs representing medals covered his left chest. He carried a sidearm on a belt that looked fresh from the armory. “Thanks for coming on short notice. I came to speak to Halek Cain.” He leveled his cool gray eyes on Younger. “I will expect your complete discretion on the matter.”

      “So long as it is not treasonous, you have my word,” she said.

      Icarus nodded, then faced me. “I must apologize. During the years leading up to this moment, I haven't always been a good subordinate to General Hastings. I'm hoping to correct some of my shortcomings now.”

      If this guy thought I was going to forgive him for giving Elise a hard time, he really was an idiot. I maintained my most unreadable expression and waited for more.

      “I'm nothing like you, Cain. That doesn't mean we can't work together, even complement each other's strengths,” he said. “My decisions have always been made in the best interests of Maglan. I'm not a reckless adventurer like you, or General Hastings.”

      “Careful,” Younger warned.

      “It's okay,” I said. “I want to hear the rest.”

      Something was different in his eyes, a dead spot that reached all the way back into his soul. I'd seen it many times in the mirror and in soldiers who had survived when their comrades had fallen. Calculations ran through my head. How big had the fleet been when I'd left for the assembly mission? Our numbers hadn’t compared to the unbelievable strength of the combined Oroth armadas but there had been a hell of a lot more than remained now. How many had died due to this man's action or inaction and how had that affected his conscience.

      He paused, looked down, and massaged his left hand with his right without realizing what he was doing. This meeting had been his idea, yet he was distracted and hesitant to continue.

      “Maglan's Sword suffered heavy damage and the loss of personnel,” he said, sounding like he was giving a report. “I suffered injuries when we were boarded. Nearly died. Others around me did die. Those who survived screamed in agony, and I was unable to help them. That feeling will haunt me always.”

      Younger said nothing.

      I watched Icarus carefully.

      “I know a great deal about your career, and not just from popular stories. Contrary to what you probably think, General Hastings and I were frequently in high level conferences. We planned, argued, and brainstormed solutions. There was a great deal of transparency.”

      “What's your point?” I asked.

      “Simple. I know far more about you than you know about me. Hastings and I agreed less and less as our long exodus continued, but that doesn't matter now. What I'm trying to explain is that I didn't become a general of Maglan without putting in work. Am I cautious? Maybe I am. Do I believe in my decisions? Of course. What kind of leader would I be if I didn't act on what I thought was best?”

      “I don't judge,” I said. “In the spirit of full disclosure, I was ready to throat punch you for the trouble you gave General Hastings. Right now, I just want her and as many other survivors as possible back. What I saw on Oroth convinced me of one thing: we're going to lose unless we pull together every possible resource and fight smarter than anyone ever has before us. We can’t make any more mistakes.”

      He considered his response but was too slow.

      “So here's what I'm standing here trying to decide,” I said. “Are you a mistake? If you think you can take this fleet and run, you're a fool. If you're unwilling to make every possible effort to rescue General Hastings, then you're a dead man. I'll send the shuttle back to Maglan's Sword painted in blood.”

      To my surprise, he smiled thinly. “Everything Elise said about you is true, apparently. Let me assure you, there is no need to murder me on my own shuttle.”

      I crossed my arms, not giving a damn about his smooth response.

      “Everything we just discussed is preamble,” he said. “I know administration, and I understand how to execute a battle plan and keep an operation going until it succeeds. Reality matters, and I accept that.”

      “No one said you aren't capable,” Younger said. “Only that you are too cautious.”

      Icarus conceded her point with a raised hand but didn't back down. “My timidity or lack thereof is something we can debate later. What matters is this. Halek Cain is a legend. Most of Maglan believes he is the unstoppable champion of General Hastings. People believe in you, and that is what we need most right now. I want you to take command, on the condition that you listen to my counsel and the counsel of your captains and generals. I have no doubt you can fight. It would take you about ten seconds to paint the inside of the shuttle red. Several people I interviewed also said you can lead, but those are small unit engagements, missions to planets and short fights in the void.”

      “I don't want this job, and I haven't said I will take it,” I said.

      He pressed forward, undeterred. “Take command. It's the only way you're going to bring back General Hastings.”

      “You think she's alive?” I asked.

      “I didn't say that.” He hesitated, turning as though to pace, but caught himself. The man wasn't someone who gave into nervous impulses. “We must find her, dead or alive. Doubt about her welfare will undermine our resolve.”

      X-37 commented privately. “That is a flawed analysis. She would in fact become a martyr and a great source of inspiration to the people of Maglan if she was never found. I apologize, Reaper Cain, but that is the truth. This man has other motivations, most likely to secure his political future should we emerge victorious. He must put her legend to rest or forever live in her shadow.”

      I'd thought the same thing without clearly articulating it in my mind. It didn't matter. I pressed closer to Icarus. “You had a growing cabal the last time we met, people who thought you should be in charge instead of my friend.”

      He lowered his gaze, then nodded. “To my shame, that is one of my errors. Tell me you never made a poor decision because of your ego, and I'll call you a liar.”

      “You're here because people you trusted have lost confidence in your ability to command,” I said.

      He looked me straight in the eyes. “Yes. That is the long and short of it.”

      Tension held the room. I could see Younger was on edge, not sure what was going to happen next. I thought I was in control of my rage, but maybe my body language told a different story.

      “We have to work together,” I said, stepping back to think.

      Both Younger and Icarus relaxed, though for different reasons. She was probably worried about the immediate consequences of me losing my cool, and he was most likely glad to still be alive.

      “My analysis has not changed, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “General Icarus wishes for you to carry the blame if we fail, thus preserving his own career.”

      My LAI wasn't wrong, but that wasn't something I had the luxury of worrying about. The last thing I wanted was to fill Elise's shoes. If I had to do it, I wanted to get her back as fast as possible. She knew what she was doing. I didn't.

      “Whatever,” I hand signaled.

      “Reaper Cain, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I do this for Elise,” I said.

      Icarus’s expression cooled. “But not for the thousands of men, women, and children of Maglan depending on you. I shouldn’t have come.”

      “Don’t be a dick, Icarus,” I shot back. “Of course I care about them, but I can’t dump my new and completely unsought leadership on them.”

      He stood taller and dragged out the moment. “You could transfer that burden to me once the immediate crisis is over.”

      “Until the next crisis.” The words came out before I thought about them.

      Younger stepped between us. “Stop this, both of you, or I will find a pair of children to take charge. We all know Elise promised new elections when we return to Maglan.”

      I didn’t know that, but I kept my mouth shut. Nothing was going the way I hoped. Five minutes into the job and I’d already made an enemy.

      Icarus relented first. He nodded and stepped back. “Believe me when I say I truly hate this part, but the announcement is being made as we speak.”

      “Fantastic,” I said.

      Icarus shook his head in annoyance. “I’m going to regret this. Hopefully, I am the only one to see this side of you. Please try to look the part. People need a leader, not a foul mouthed, irresponsible rogue who doesn’t care if he lives or dies. Please remember that not everyone in this fleet has arm blades and hard skin. You can’t ask common soldiers to do what you would do.”

      “He has a point, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I answered Icarus. “I’ll treat everyone like they were Elise or Tom, the two people I would do anything to protect.”

      “That may not be much better, but thanks for the effort.” He politely motioned toward the shuttle door like he wanted us to leave. “Maglan’s Sword, the Nightmare, the Bright Lance of Xad, the War Bird, and the General’s Favorite are your best remaining ships. All are damaged, but they can fight, and their crews aren’t too depleted—mostly because they incorporated survivors from lost ships into their own crews. That is more difficult than you probably realize.”

      “Send a full report to my LAI, if you don’t mind.” My tone caused him to bristle.
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      Captain Younger returned to the bridge. Icarus flew back to Maglan’s Sword. I headed for the observation deck. X-37 sent messages to Bug, Path, Tom, and Tank to meet me there.

      “You could have used the captain’s ready room, Reaper Cain.”

      “Sure, but I forgot to ask Younger,” I said.

      “Would you like to send a message? I could encrypt it if you are worried about security,” X-37 said.

      “No. Feels too impersonal. Especially since we were talking face to face moments before,” I said. “The observation deck is fine. We meet there on the Jellybird all the time, and this isn’t a high-level conference. I just want to make sure my friends are on board with this insane idea.”

      “Possibly your craziest assignment yet—responsibility,” X said.

      “Ha, ha, ha. Good one, X.”

      My closest friends arrived before I did. Each wore a worried expression when I entered the room. Bug examined wires running up the sides of his fingers, just under the skin. The habit supplanted most of his rather tame vices, like eating cheese crackers and hoarding supplies when he thought no one was looking. Growing up on Dreadmax had permanently marked him.

      Hell, my mission to the doomed prison still gave me nightmares.

      Path stood relaxed but ready, watching me from another part of the room. Normally, he would be sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor hearing everything we said even if his eyes were closed in meditation.

      Tom’s concern was the most obvious. He sat at an angle from my entrance but seemed constantly on the verge of getting up. There wasn’t a specific movement that gave him away. I could tell by his posture and the serious expression on his face.

      Tank looked pissed off. He worked on a Sethorn pipe, nursing a glow from its bowl. “Glad you could make it, Bio. Are you always late to meetings you call?”

      “I’m exactly on time,” I said.

      He huffed a laugh, breaking the tension.

      “What’s the news, Hal? The mood on the Bright Lance is interesting. Everyone looks at us when we walk by. Some talk excitedly after we pass,” Tom said.

      “Here it is,” Bug flicked his thumb over a reading device to pull the image onto the room’s viewscreen. “Thanks for keeping us in the loop.”

      A recorded image of General Icarus spoke to the camera while a news runner crawled across the screen. Halek Cain has accepted temporary command of the Maglan Fleet…

      “I spoke with the man personally,” Icarus said. “He gave his assurances that his first order of business will be to locate General Hastings and other missing members of our noble effort. I will of course continue to rebuild our fighting strength during this crisis. We must put aside our differences and work together.”

      “Nice, Bio. Glad we could be there for you,” Tank said before pulling on the pipe, waiting, and then exhaling smoke.

      “In Reaper Cain’s defense, General Icarus made this announcement even before the deal was completed. You will note that is a recorded message,” X-37 said.

      A group of people entered the other end of the large observation deck and froze. I waved. “As you were.”

      Two men and a woman saluted. Others returned the wave. They awkwardly found their own place to watch the fleet move through the void.

      Tom leaned forward in his chair, propping his elbows on his knees and pressing his fingertips together. “We’re here for you, Hal. And for Elise. When are we leaving?”

      “You’re not,” I said. “That’s what I wanted to talk about. Icarus is counting on my past record of running off right after I take the job.”

      “Doesn’t make sense,” Path said.

      I pushed away my growing annoyance with General Icarus. “Let’s give the man some credit. His advisors think people need hope.”

      “You’re the manifestation of hope?” Tank snorted.

      I ignored him. “For whatever reason, people associate me with Elise and think I’ll do right by her. This is temporary. I promised to keep the fleet together until she’s back, which means I have to learn a lot of crap I’ve never done before.”

      “Like being responsible,” Bug said.

      Tank fist bumped him.

      “Whatever.” I started again despite my frustration. Explaining my decisions was going nowhere. “I’m sending two teams after Elise, each operating independently of each other. All of you are staying here to help me not screw up.”

      Silence. Not even X-37 had a comment. The Bright Lance crew at the other end of the room were trying to listen, but I doubted they heard everything.

      “Who are you sending?” Tank asked.

      “Jag and his Sethorn commandos, and Carnax with his JFT Destroyers,” I said as the answer occurred to me. “If I have the manpower, I may send Archangels as well or deploy them as quick reaction teams assigned to the first two teams.”

      Tank nodded. Bug seemed on board with the decision. Each of my friends relaxed and fell into their roles. We had been through hell together and couldn’t stay mad at each other for long.

      “When are you planning on telling them?” Tom asked.

      “As soon as we’re finished here,” I said, steeling myself for what I had to do next. “That isn’t the only mission I am sending out.”

      “And here it comes,” Tank said.

      “Don’t worry. You’re not the right fit for this one,” I said. “We have allies out there, but we need them with us, working together. Oui has a special connection with Celia of Helidale, who can bring Fleet Seventy-eight into the mix. Someone has to go with her.”

      “I’ll do it,” Bug said.

      “I was hoping you would say that.” What I really wanted was to go myself. That had worked until now. Why were we changing things up? This wasn’t going to end well. I could feel it in my gut. Elise needed me, but did she need me here or chasing around the galaxy looking for her and the remains of her fleet—if it had even survived the recent battle?

      “We’re with you, Hal,” Tom said. Path and the others, even Tank, nodded seriously.

      Unfamiliar sensations flooded through me. This was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever done. “Thanks. I better break the news to Jag and the others.”

      “They’ll be down for it,” Tank said. “Let me know if they need a heavy hitter on either of their teams. I’m feeling restless. Ready to take this fight to Scheid.”

      “You’ll get your chance sooner than you think.” I left the observation deck in search of Jag and Carnax.
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      Officers gathered around the conference table. A three-dimensional diagram of the Sethis system hovered above it. Younger stood at one end. Others took their seats. Tom, Path, and Tank stood at the back of the room where there would normally be an Archangel security team to protect Elise. Their manner was more relaxed, though I doubted anyone would cross them.

      “Fleet custom,” she quietly explained. “The captain stands until everyone is present.”

      “Where does that leave me?” I asked.

      “Admirals often make their own vessels the flagship and are thus a captain and the leader of the fleet,” she said.

      I wanted to ask what Elise had done in this situation but restrained the impulse. Day by day, hour by hour, I was learning all the responsibilities Elise managed while putting up with me at the same time.

      “That’s all of us,” Younger announced.

      “Have a seat captain. I like to stay mobile.” I motioned toward the head of the table the moment I realized she expected me to take it. She complied like we had planned this.

      “You can’t take the secondary chair, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned.

      I signaled that I would remain on my feet for the duration. X didn’t bother me about the decision.

      “Has everyone read the orders I sent out?” I asked.

      “Right to the point,” Younger murmured. She also smiled like maybe this was both unexpected and good. “A breath of fresh air compared to some people’s rather long meetings.”

      Polite laughter rippled around the table. This was an inside joke she had made at her own expense. Apparently, she was known for being long winded. That was another detail of fleet procedure I didn’t have a clue about.

      “We’ve all read our assignments, and the summaries of others,” Rejon of Xad said. “It is good to see you again, Reaper.”

      I came around the table, shook his hand, then embraced him in a warrior’s hug—complete with a hearty back slap.

      “I hope that you don’t resent my presence in this meeting. I command no military forces. Since I retired from public service, I’ve spent my time with the engineers, sharing my unorthodox methods with new generations of Maglan fix-it enthusiasts.”

      “I’m glad to have you here. Rebuilding and expanding our fleet are a high priority,” I said, then turned to the next familiar face, my sister Hannah. X-37 beeped to keep me on task, so I continued. “Justin Augustus Garrison and Jude Carnax will not be here. They are deploying on their missions as we speak. The details won’t be discussed in this war council.”

      Nods of understanding went around the room.

      I went to my sister, lifting her off her feet despite her clear signals to keep it professional. I had barely spared her a thought. That was a measure of my single-minded nature. Our mother had died during my forced slumber. Hannah had never reached out. Until now, I had assumed she was gone. In my heart, I’d hoped she had taken a ship and went someplace better than all of this.

      “I am the executive officer of the Maglan Fleet Ship Saber, brother ,” she said. “She’s just a frigate, but I earned the post on my own merit. Thanks for reminding everyone who I am.”

      “You’re welcome!” I joked, earning laughs from my audience and a smile from my sister.

      “Captain Guzman sends his apologies for not attending. His efforts are focused on keeping his ship in one piece,” she said.

      I glanced involuntarily at Tom, but caught myself. My sister had always been stubborn and apparently didn’t want to be known as the last Reaper’s sister anymore.

      Her nostrils flared. “With respect, we have our own engineers. Our Captain was trained in Maglan’s School of Ship Engineering before the hostilities began. We’ve got it covered. Use your resources on other ships.”

      “Works for me,” I said as I read her rank insignia. “Lieutenant Commander Cain.”

      Another voice jumped into the dialogue. “What do we call you? Admiral? General?”

      “That is Captain Orion of the MFS Victory,” X-37 provided privately.

      “Call me Reaper.” I faced the room with a new cigar in one hand. “I won’t be in charge long. No need to assign me a rank. Three teams have already been sent to find and recover General Hasting’s battlegroup.”

      “Three teams?” X asked.

      I hand signaled my LAI to assign a team of Maglan specialists, having realized at the last moment what sending only Sethorn and JFT units would look like to this crowd.

      “Recruiting now, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      Orion, unaware of my side conversation, continued. “Interesting. You’re just going to hand back control once she’s back?”

      “I will do whatever is best for Maglan and her allies. Do you have another question, Captain Orion, or can we move on?” I asked.

      He took a seat, clearly surprised I knew who he was.

      “Our first order of business is security for the fleet. A close second will be repairing ships and balancing each crew,” I said. “The sooner we regain our fighting strength the better.”

      “You’re an expert in fleet warfare?” Orion asked.

      “No. You are. So help me out here. Let’s put some ideas on the board and work through them,” I said.
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      Mentally exhausted, I stepped into the hallway to find five Archangels waiting for me. Their armor was scraped and dented from hard fighting but clean, polished, and well set up now. Three men towered over me like Tank’s big brothers, though they weren’t HC clones. With their helmets off, I saw none of them were alike. One man had dark skin and black hair. Another was his opposite with tightly curled red hair. The final giant had so many tattoos I couldn’t determine his natural skin tone.

      The short pair, still nearly as tall as me, were women, possibly twins with nothing exceptional about their appearance except they were fit and hard-eyed.

      Their name plates, in order, read Whisby, Collins, Tree, J. Briggs, and M. Briggs.

      Whisby stepped forward and saluted. “Reaper, the Archangels traditionally provide bodyguards for the leaders of Maglan. We stand ready.”

      “Thanks, Whisby. I feel safer already,” I said, still dull from the long conference with my fleet officers.

      A smile twinkled in his eyes when he could have taken offense. No one in this squad was easily ruffled. I thought we would get along just fine.

      “Thank you for this assignment, Reaper,” M. Briggs said. “We aren’t at all bitter at not being sent after General Hastings.”

      “The day isn’t over,” I said. “Are you going to follow me everywhere I go on the Bright Lance?”

      “Only if you order it, sir,” Whisby said. “We will be close and ready, but our role isn’t just to stand around you as bullet stops. We also investigate security breaches and follow up threats.”

      “Have I been threatened?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” Whisby said. “We don’t expect many. I doubt there will be a warning if it happens. Why provoke a Reaper with loud talk?”

      “Why indeed,” I said. “I’m going to smoke a cigar. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do, Reaper,” Whisby said, stepping back with his team.

      Tom, Path, and Tank emerged from the conference room after the other attendees departed.

      Tank pointed at my new friends. “These characters causing you problems?”

      “Sergeant Whisby and his team are my bodyguards,” I said.

      “Thank God,” Tank said. “Keeping your ass alive is hard duty. They’re welcome to the job.” He moved in front of Whisby. “Let me know if you need help.”

      “We won’t, but you will be the first to know if something goes wrong,” Whisby said. “We’re professionals. Ego comes second in our line of work.”

      “I bet,” Tank said.

      Path slipped into Tank’s spot after he strode off. “Perhaps we could train together.”

      “Don’t do it,” I warned.

      “Looking forward to it, sword saint,” Whisby said. “The General told us all about you and recommended we jump at any opportunity to learn from the master.”

      “I am not so much as that,” Path said. “But I do possess certain skills and a pedagogical style with much to offer.”

      “No time like the present,” I said cheerfully, already feeling guilty about throwing the Archangels at Path’s mercy.

      “You heard the Reaper,” Whisby said. “It’s time to train.”

      Tom stood with me as the sword saint and the Archangels walked away. “I think it’s a good thing that you have a dedicated security team.”

      “Agreed. Let’s walk. I need to figure out what to do next. Leadership sucks,” I said.
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      Maglan warships limped to their new positions. General Icarus and several others recommended a traveling sphere formation for better defense. I decided to trust my rear guard and maintain an attack posture—which would make more sense if there were enemies anywhere on the sensor screens.

      Baz’d’s Hagg ships, a dozen large but slow Maglan destroyers, and most of the Sethorn battleships held the center. Each group had their own formation. I grouped them together in my head, expecting them to operate as pieces in a larger puzzle.

      General Icarus commanded the left flank, which was nearly one half of a sphere shape, even if we didn’t have ships holding every part of the three-dimensional map. After a lot of arguing with my advisors, captains, and my friends, I placed most of my lighter ships, including the MFS Saber on the right but reinforced them with stealth ships.

      Icarus argued that the trick had flaws, namely that it would draw too much attention from the enemy and the stealth carriers wouldn’t be able to hit hard enough to spring a trap. I knew he was right, but trapping the enemy wasn’t my goal. I just wanted to control their movement. Bait would make them predictable. From there, I thought I could figure something out.

      Hopefully I didn’t get my sister and a bunch of other people killed in our first battle.

      Most surprising to everyone involved was my choice of the man I wanted to lead my scouts.

      “Give me a status report, Jimmy,” I said on a restricted channel. Only my captains could listen in, and only when I invited them.

      James Henshaw appeared on the small screen exclusive to my command station. Not even Captain Younger could see it. “I’m here, Reaper. We’re well ahead of the fleet. Nothing else to report. Our intelligence on the location of the remaining Obsidians was promising but is not panning out.”

      “Keep at it,” I said. “Expect them to have stealth technology.”

      “Not as good as my upgrades,” he said.

      “That’s why I chose you,” I said, though that was only half the reason. James Henshaw was the last person who would provoke a battle. He would stay out of the fighting, and thus remain available to gather information on our enemies.

      “I see,” he said. “Finding a fleet that doesn’t want to be found can be difficult. Especially where there have been so many battles. Debris fields interfere with certain scans due to a number of factors. Ship power plants can take years to degrade even when the rest of the vessel has been annihilated. There are life pod beacons, distress signals, and ships attempting to jam comms.”

      “I read the list, and X won’t stop reminding me,” I said.

      “How far can I expand my search?” Henshaw asked.

      “As far as you need to. We must win this fight as quickly as possible,” I said. “Do your job, Jimmy. Show me what you can do.”

      “Of course,” he said, then signed off.

      “I don’t like his tone,” X-37 said.

      “Me neither. He’s up to something.”

      X-37 reviewed the encounter. “There are numerous behavior markers I cannot interpret.”

      “Work on it,” I said, then ordered other stealth vehicles and small gunships to set up pickets around the fleet. It never hurt to be sure. “Let’s get to work. I want Scheid’s people to think I am everywhere at once.”

      “’Be everywhere at once’ has been added to your calendar, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I reviewed information as it came in, trying not to think too much about everything that was bound to go wrong.
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      “You need to sleep, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Taking charge of a fleet does not make you immune to biological necessities.”

      “I’m not a good sleeper, X. You know that.” Formation updates scrolled up one side of the viewscreen in my cabin. Messages filled the other. Most I ignored. Apparently, there was no problem too small for me to address. None of that was what had kept me awake for nearly three days straight. “Where the hell is Henshaw? That asshole better not have ditched us.”

      “His whereabouts are of great concern to your officers,” X-37 said. “Captain Orion talks of little else. Not that I have taken opportunities to spy on him or your other detractors.”

      “Sounds like he’s one of Icarus’s buddies.” I didn’t care about Orion, or Icarus, or anyone but James Henshaw. I trusted the man to find Scheid’s fleet while they were disorganized and vulnerable. Now it looked like he’d run away to save his own ass.

      “Actually, they hate each other,” X-37 explained while I half listened. “There is a surprising amount of intrigue and drama within Maglan’s military structure. Our civilian leaders are also quite despicable. I will double-check my analysis. My algorithms fail to understand how humans can be so divided when the threat to their existence is abundantly clear.”

      “Don’t waste your time,” I said. “I already knew that.”

      “Canceling study of three hundred and twenty-three examples of useless bickering amongst your subordinates and allies,” X said. “Stand by for an alert. Obsidian and Scheid loyal Oroth warships are approaching. Captain Younger has ordered our formation to adjust course and meet them head on, per your standing orders.”

      “Damn.” I zipped up my uniform and checked my pistol. Why? Because good habits kept Reapers alive, and people expected me to be armed. I had a reputation to protect even if the chances of an assassin getting past my Archangel bodyguards was nil. “Let her know I’m on my way to the bridge.”

      Ten seconds later, Captain Younger called all hands to battle stations. Whisby and his Archangels met me at the first intersection I reached like they had been staged nearby.

      “Stand aside. Reaper coming through,” Whisby said as he led our march to the bridge.

      “I never thought to hear that phrase spoken aloud, Reaper Cain,” X said.

      “Me neither.” I glanced at crew members rushing to their stations. Most walked fast. A few ran with purpose. These were people who had done this many times, and drilled the response even more.

      “My analysis suggests you should add something to your uniform,” X-37 said.

      “Why?”

      “To inspire confidence and respect,” X-37 said. “A cape perhaps, or a formal uniform with epaulets.”

      “Uh, no. I’ll wear a cape when cigars and whiskey flow from slip tunnels,” I said.

      “Noted,” X-37 said.

      My trench coat flared slightly as we strode onto the bridge. Half of my Archangel bodyguards posted along the back wall. The other half remained outside the door, ready for anything.

      “Brace for impact,” came a warning.

      I widened my stance just enough to maintain balance as the floor shifted.

      “Damn, X. I’ve never felt a ship get hit like that.”

      “Confirmed, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “This is the largest absorption of kinetic energy to a ship you have occupied.”

      “You keep track of stuff like that?”

      “Yes, Reaper Cain.”

      I didn’t have time to question my LAI, and it didn’t matter. “Captain Younger, who is attacking?”

      “Obsidian warships and the older Oroth vessels with captains loyal to Scheid,” she said. “But I can’t confirm who is in command. They didn’t make demands. This was a straight up ambush with no attempt to parley.”

      “Status?”

      “We expected the attack. Even without warning from Henshaw, we were ready,” she said. “This will be a slug fest.”

      “All right, you know how I want to play this,” I said, looking around the room to be sure her deck officers remembered the plan. The Bright Lance of Xad had to stay mobile to confuse the enemy and inspire our side. We would fight where needed, then move to another quadrant.

      “Understood, Reaper.” Younger put the Bright Lance in stealth mode, then quickly reappeared near the left flanking quadrant. Meanwhile, Baz’d went to work.

      “Reaper’d,” he said. “We are ready to attack.”

      “Hit them hard, Baz’d the Mighty.”

      “Firing on the enemy’d.” He gave the order before ending comms with my ship.

      Hagg warships launched missiles, filling the tactical maps with tiny orange dots. Obsidian and Oroth countermeasures raced to meet the onslaught. Red and orange dots converged, then disappeared. A few of Baz’d’s missiles raced through the enemy’s point defense system to impact shields.

      “Good to have you with us,” General Icarus said as his captains maneuvered for greater speed. “We are pushing hard to reach their left flank. Orders?”

      “Flank and attack. Keep up the pressure once you are in position,” I said, then signaled Younger.

      She nodded, then made a show of flying among Icarus’s ships. Our formation was tight for void fighting but still maintained thousands of kilometers between each warship or battle group of smaller attack craft. I watched, waited, and tried not to appear nervous or impatient.

      “Hagg and Obsidian ships continue to exchange fire in the center,” Younger advised, pointing to one of her tactical holos. “Baz’d knows how to dish out punishment, and his ships can handle the retaliation. Not a great strategy long-term, but he’s doing his job. I think the Obsidian-Oroth fleet is committing more resources to that quadrant than they want to.”

      “Explain,” I said.

      “The newer, more powerful Obsidian ships attempted to break contact and launch their own flank attacks but quickly re-engaged our center,” she said, again displaying visual proof.

      “Good,” I said. “Weapons free, Captain.”

      “You heard the man. We strike hard, then engage the stealth cloak.”
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      Hours later, I paced the Bright Lance as we fought a tough battle on the right flank. Surprise attacks with every stealth capable warship we had worked, though not as effectively as I’d hoped. Several Obsidian ships listed off course with damaged engines and flickering shields. Younger and the rest of my crew cheered. I maintained a hard expression, which was easy. This was supposed to crumple their flank. Merely wounding them was a consolation prize.

      Scheid wasn’t here. If he were, the man would taunt me or make demands. His captains fought competently but lacked bold or creative solutions to the beatings we handed them. That meant he would be here, probably soon, and probably with all the ships I’d witnessed in the Zakion system.

      “We’re too close to the enemy,” Younger advised. “I suggest we regroup and come around for another hard strike.”

      Deck officers worked on dozens of jobs—damage control, navigation, rescue operations, and more. Battles were never clean in the void. Every hit that penetrated shields was deadly.

      “Agreed, but I want to take something as a prize,” I said, pointing to a slow moving Obsidian destroyer.

      Younger’s eyes brightened. “That will send a message. Good for morale if we can pull it off.”

      I looked toward the back wall. Tank and Path stood next to each other like polar opposites. My HC clone slouched against the wall, chewing a plastic toothpick. He looked bored and huge. Path stood straight but somehow perfectly relaxed as well.

      “You need something, Bio?” Tank asked.

      “Yeah.” I pointed to the Obsidian ship. “Scheid owes us a debt. We’re going to repo that ship as a first payment.”

      He snorted a laugh. “All right. You get some rest. Me and the sword saint will handle it.”

      Younger caught on immediately. “Your friend is right. This battle grows long. We need to take shifts.”

      “Excellent idea, Captain. You have the duty,” I said, then left the bridge behind Tank.

      The deck officers continued to fight. My Archangel bodyguards followed us.

      “You’re not really taking a nap, are you, sir?” Whisby asked on a secure line.

      Tank answered for me. “You’re a quick learner, Whiz.”

      “X, secure a tactical channel for me, Path, Tank, and Whisby’s Archangels,” I said.

      “Done, Reaper Cain.”

      “Thanks, X. How is my gear?”

      “Tom advises you will be ready to go the moment you step into it,” X-37 said. “I am surprised your chief bodyguard is not talking you out of this mission. You are the leader of the Maglan fleet. Most responsible adults would consider this a reckless and irresponsible risk.”

      “Was that directed at me? I’ve never talked to an LAI before,” Whisby said.

      “Just treat him like an annoying but useful cluster of computer algorithms,” I replied.

      Whisby chuckled. “General Hastings said you don’t change your mind—stubborn as a mule analog were her words, I think. This will be our chance to tell stories to Billiam and Sykes instead of listen to them.”

      “Constantly,” Collins said. “Those guys have a Reaper story for every occasion.”

      The rest of the team laughed.

      “Glad you’re on board.” I checked my HUD for available personnel. “Tank, you’re setting up this raid since I’m not here. X, please turn on the do not disturb sign for my cabin.”

      “Done.”

      Tank reviewed the information I pushed to his less robust LAI and issued deployment orders to other Archangels, Maglan fleet infantry, and assorted specialists needed to take over an enemy ship. I geared up, then waited in silence as final preparations were made. My mind drifted. Years ago I had been on my way to Dreadmax with Frederick Eugene Grady, an old friend who should have known to give me space.

      Now I had it, so nothing could go wrong.

      “Do you want to board first, or last?” Tank asked. “People are going to figure it out either way. Your ruse is thin, Bio.”

      “First in, last out,” I said. “I’ll board an assault shuttle at the head of the breaching team.”

      “Works for me.” Tank assembled the boarding party and shouted at them until they were strapped into shuttles. Tank, Path, and I boarded after my Archangels.

      “Reaper, I don’t like this part, speaking as your chief bodyguard,” Whisby said on a one-to-one link. “Going on the raid is great but having you first into battle might not be the smartest thing.”

      “Agreed, but it will send a message,” I said. “My goal is to be everywhere at once striking terror into the enemy. So that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      The ride from the Bright Lance of Xad was quiet. A few men and women shared inside jokes. Anticipation filled the shuttle like an invisible force. X-37 pushed information onto my HUD. Most of this force had seen one or more boarding actions. All had seen combat. Seventy-three percent had commented on a tactical channel about who I was. The remaining boarders made no comment at all.

      “Once the video rolls to ship captains, the entire Maglan fleet will know,” X-37 said.

      “Let’s make sure everyone in Scheid’s ships know as well.” Doubt came out of nowhere. I could fight, but was I ready to send a message like I had in the old days? The Reaper Corps had sent us into certain battles as shock troops, or maybe terrorists was a better description. That wasn’t my style anymore, even against Scheid and his followers. All I wanted was victory and freedom from the man’s vendetta. This wasn’t personal.

      Unless they had captured Elise and done something to her. My vision went red just thinking about that scenario.

      “Captain Younger requests permission to alter the battle order. She seems to think a great deal of attention will soon be directed toward the Obsidian destroyer we are boarding. Her theory is that our enemies will attempt to destroy you there, even if it means firing on their own ship,” X-37 said.

      “She has my authorization to do what she thinks is best,” I said.

      “Authorization sent.” X paused for one second. “She wished you good luck, Reaper Cain.”

      I nodded.

      “Get ready,” Tank broadcast to all ten assault shuttles. “We’re not stopping until we have the bridge and the engine room.”

      I moved toward the door, then drew the sword Path had given me from my back with my right hand as I snapped out my left arm blade.

      “Very subtle,” Tank said.

      A cheer went up. “Reaper!”

      Our assault shuttle bumped. I heard our ship sealing to the exterior of the Obsidian warship, then the sound of automated cutting torches. I led the charge the moment the door slid open.

      Standard procedure was to board where there was little or no resistance. We rolled the dice and lost this time. Slugs and energy bolts blasted us as we rushed through a shuttle bay. Light blinded me for a second before X-37 adjusted my visor filters. Rounds impacted my Archangel armor. Each hammer blow threatened to knock me backward, but I twisted sideways to reduce impact when needed, remained on my feet, and rushed forward with two blades.

      “Flank the Reaper and lay down cover fire!” Whisby roared.

      His team anticipated his order and went to work with rifles and heavy shotguns. Tank and Path stayed close, slightly behind to my right and left. We crashed into the first wave of defenders, knocking a half dozen off their feet.

      I hewed about me with my blades, slicing through the weak points on armor or clanging off helmets and metal plates. Not every strike was a killing blow, but I drove my enemies before me. The rest of the boarding party struggled to keep up. Our attack formation looked like a wedge with me at the point.

      Tip of the spear, I thought.

      Tank pulled a pneumatic hammer and smashed people out of the way. Each strike did more damage than the one before it. My overgrown clone was getting the hang of using the weapon. Path danced through our enemies, dropping everyone he encountered. His kill ratio had to be one hundred percent, though I wasn’t exactly counting. That was X-37’s job.

      “To the bridge! Push to the bridge!” I shouted.

      We rushed into hallways, our opponents fleeing before us.

      “Be careful, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned. “There are parts of this ship open to the void. I believe this group is attempting to lure us into a dangerous area.”

      “Hold,” I ordered, raising one fist. Everyone following me took up defensive positions, securing intersections and other access points. “Give me a better route, X.”

      A map appeared in my HUD.

      “Thanks, X. You’re the best.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.”

      “This way,” I ordered. “They were trying to draw us into a damaged section. As we don’t want to get sucked into the void, I’ve altered course. Engage enemies on sight.”

      “Good call, Bio,” Tank admitted. “Let’s split up. I’ll lead half the force to the engine rooms.”

      “Do it.” I waved for my team to follow, then ran according to X-37’s map.

      Resistance increased in each hallway.

      “I believe they now understand you haven’t fallen for their desperate ruse,” X-37 said.

      A slug deflected from the corner of my visor, causing a web of cracks to obscure half my vision. “Yep. They don’t want us coming this way.”

      A half dozen Obsidians joined the defenders. Each man stood as tall as an Archangel and resembled them in many ways. The design had been copied and modified over the years. I called Whisby and his team forward.

      “We have to break through,” I said. “Regular Maglan infantry will get slaughtered rushing these jokers.”

      “Understood, Reaper,” Whisby said. “Would you at least let us lead this one attack.”

      I didn’t want to. He probably didn’t realize I was wearing two sets of armor, Archangel and Sethorn hard skin. “I’ll be on your left.”

      “Behind J. Briggs,” Whisby said firmly.

      “Fine.” I bounced on my toes to get my energy up. “Let’s do this.”

      Whisby gave the order. His squad burst around the corner, guns blazing. I held position, just like I agreed. At first, the entire team received fire from the defenders. After a few seconds, most of it was directed on J. Briggs because they’d realized I was behind her.

      Whisby and M. Briggs side stepped to absorb some of the damage.

      “Fuck this,” I muttered.

      “Please don’t do anything foolish, Reaper Cain.”

      I barely heard my LAI as I ran up M. Briggs’s back, then leapt over her and the first row of defenders.

      The Obsidians whirled to face me. I stabbed one in the throat and slashed another across his wrist, not quite removing his hand.

      Whisby and his team struck without hesitation, taking three of the Obsidians while they were facing me.

      Maglan fleet infantry swarmed after us to fill the gaps. What should have been a long standoff from the corner became a brutal melee in the passage leading to the bridge. Since it was wider than most areas on a warship, there was plenty of room to fight.

      After sheathing my blades in one fluid movement, I lunged forward, grabbed the leader of the Obsidians around his knees, and heaved him into the air. Once he was as high as I could lift him, I slammed him onto his back, loosening his helmet. I popped to my feet before he could recover, kicked off his helmet, and knelt on his throat.

      “You’re done. Surrender,” I said, looking at myself on the floor. Scars covered his face. Anger glowed in his eyes. This man had been fighting for Scheid since the day he was pulled out of the cloning vat.

      “Go to hell, brother,” he said.

      “I’m not your brother.” Anger and loathing filled me.

      “Then why did you abandon us. Scheid told us how you stole from us and left us to die,” he growled.

      “What in the void hell are you talking about?” I demanded, pushing harder with my knee.

      “He will not be able to talk like that, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      Blood rushed in my ears. My armor felt heavy and constricting. Pinpricks of light flashed in time with my beating heart as I stared into the eyes of my clone.

      Tank shouted from a thousand worlds away. “Come on, Bio! We took the engine room and now we’re here to take the bridge! Get off that loser and join the fun. Dang, what did he do to you?”

      I slid my knee back, then sat on his torso, mounting him like a mixed martial arts fighter. A demon in my head wanted to ground and pound the man until he was unrecognizable. The rest of me wanted to go away and stare into space as I smoked a cheap cigar and begged for this odyssey to end. What the hell was I doing?

      “I didn’t know any of you existed.” My words sounded thick, like the speech of a man waking up from a long nightmare. “Scheid cloned me without my consent.”

      “You’re a liar,” he spat. “You kidnapped General Scheid when he was just a simple scientist and dragged him halfway across the galaxy for your evil plot. The moment you learned the secret of our genetics, you put us on a ship and blew it up. Or tried to.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “If you believe Scheid, then I’m embarrassed we share the same DNA.”

      “None of us asked to be born! You put us in this hell. All we do is fight and die and suffer.”

      “But probably not in that order,” I said.

      “You think that is funny? You are the devil. Look at all the bloodshed in your name!” he shouted.

      Path arrived at my side. “Are you going to kill or capture him.”

      I hesitated.

      Path handed me a set of restraints. I rolled my victim onto his stomach and bound his arms behind his back. “Tank, give me a status report.”

      “We have the bridge and the ship,” he said. “Such a slacker. I should have left you on the Bright Lance since we did everything without you.”

      “Okay. If that’s what you think,” I said, then hefted my victim to his feet. “Let’s start taking prisoners and find a place to lock them up. Separate any of the Obsidians we manage to take alive. I want to interrogate them as soon as possible.”

      Tank swaggered through the smoke and gave me a fist bump. “Sometimes it is fun running with you. I’d almost do this again.”

      “That is your idea of fun?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Better than lava pits and monsters and always almost dying.”

      “True.” I pushed the Obsidian off to Maglan fleet infantry who led him away at gunpoint. “Younger, can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, Reaper. Congratulations on your nap. It seems you sleepwalk just a tad.”

      I laughed. “How are we doing?”

      “Not quite a Pyrrhic victory, but close. We took a lot of damage but can chalk this one up in the win column. Scheid’s flagship arrived halfway through your assault but was forced to deal with Oroth Fleet Seventy-eight who are hot on his heels. It seems they did some slip tunnel fighting. Bad stuff. This is getting out of control,” she said.

      “Agreed.” I checked with Tank and the others to be certain the Obsidian destroyer was secure. “I’m heading back.”

      “Very good, Reaper. Your exploits are just what we needed. Morale is at an all-time high. Our enemies have been caught arguing about whose ship would next suffer a visit from the last Reaper,” Younger said with a smile. On my HUD, it was a bit ghostly. “I don’t know if you can pull off that trick twice in a row, but it sure as hell worked this time.”

      Tank, Path, and Whisby’s team joined me as I made my way back to my flagship. They joked and argued. I spent the trip thinking about what I needed to do next and how I would maintain the advantage of surprise. Keeping Scheid off-balance was the only way we could survive. Fleet Seventy-eight doubled our numbers, but it wouldn’t be enough if this became a war of attrition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Scheid’s return sent ripples of panic through the Maglan armada. If not for Celia bringing Fleet Seventy-eight, I doubted I could have held the alliance together. Events replayed in my head as I sprinted on the treadmill. Elise would be amazed. I was never this enthusiastic about cardiovascular conditioning.

      That wasn’t what I was doing of course. More misery meant less time to think. Unfortunately, it wasn’t working this time. Leading the fleet sucked. I couldn’t believe people actually wanted this job.

      Celia wasn’t the only Oroth citizen who turned against Scheid. Her friends brought Fleet Five, Fleet Eighty-nine, and Fleet Forty-one. Carnax confirmed that the first one hundred fleets were far superior to all others. The raging battle between Scheid’s new force and these four forces demonstrated the truth of my friend’s belief.

      Scheid now had superior numbers, probably three to one or better in his favor. Yet, with Celia and her friends assisting the Maglan fleet, each battle became a stalemate.

      I slowed to a fast jog—which felt great after a dozen repeats of five-minute sprints.

      “We need a better lever, X,” I said.

      “Agreed. What do you have in mind, Reaper Cain?”

      That was a question I didn’t want to answer. No matter how I resisted what I was, fate pulled me back. “Someone needs to take Scheid out of the picture.”

      X-37 could have answered immediately, but for reasons I might never understand, my LAI gave me a few seconds before confirming the truth. “That someone, of course, is you, Reaper Cain. Will this be a solo mission?”

      “I’m the worst leader in Maglan history.” My head ached. Unexplainable fatigue wrapped me like a blanket. “I took an oath that didn’t include running off when times were tough.”

      “You participated in the boarding party to capture the Obsidian destroyer,” X said.

      “That was different.” I knew it wasn’t.

      “My analysis suggests you must think outside the box. How can you lead from the front while also operating in the shadows?” X-37 asked. “Let’s be honest. That is what you’re good at.”

      “Maybe I’m retired,” I grumbled.

      “Be serious, Reaper Cain. You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself.”

      “Whatever. I’d be neck deep in relaxation—lazy summer evenings with cigars and whiskey. Maybe a non-violent hobby like gardening,” I said.

      “Reaper Cain, you know that I am unable to simulate laughter. Please imagine I am busting a gut,” X said. “Don’t try to be General Hastings, or even General Icarus. That way lies failure.”

      I hated when my LAI was right.

      “Okay, fine,” I said as an idea hit me. “Can you project my voice through another suit of Archangel armor?”

      “Easily. But that won’t be enough to fool anyone for long, Reaper Cain.”

      “I was afraid you would say that. Let’s head to the brig,” I said.

      “Ah, the prisoner.”

      “Yeah, the fucking prisoner.” Talking to another of my clones was the last thing I wanted to do, especially this one. He accused me of creating the HC clones to steal whatever from them. I’d told him the truth and offered proof, but that didn’t mean he could, or would, see it.

      “What are you going to do once he faces reality?” X asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you really do, don’t you, Reaper Cain? I wasn’t installed in your nerve-ware yesterday,” X said.

      “Maybe he could stand in for me. Look pretty while I do something useful,” I said. “What if I sent him to attack his old friends while wearing my armor. I could be everywhere at once.”

      The idea made me sick to my stomach. One thing the prisoner had right; none of them asked to be born or built or whatever the origin of a clone army was. They didn’t want to be what they were, and I didn’t want them to exist. Seeing myself was creepy.

      The walk to the brig went fast. One moment I was deep in thought, the next I was standing in the guard room.

      A Maglan security officer Corporal Daniels saluted. “Welcome to our maximum security level, Reaper. What can I do for you?”

      “I want to see the clone I captured,” I said.

      “He’s a surly one. Doesn’t talk much. Just stares at the data slate you gave him. Barely blinks,” Daniels said.

      “You tried to talk to him?” I asked.

      “No. Tank visits him,” he said.

      “They talk?” I was morbidly curious.

      “Not much.” Daniels shrugged. “Those two know how to stare and curse. Wouldn’t want to see them in the same room. I bet they’d kill each other.”

      “Good to know,” I followed him down the hall, then waved my palm across the final security panel. Daniels went back to his post with promises to watch for trouble on the surveillance cameras.

      I faced the window and waited until my clone looked up. He sneered when he saw me, but came close enough to talk through the speaker box.

      “What do you want, Bio?” he asked.

      “You’ve been talking to Tank. That’s what he calls me,” I said.

      “That’s what all of us call you.” He crossed his arms. “Tank is one of the broken ones. Too many experiments on his genetics.”

      “And whose fault is that?” I asked.

      A long pause followed. “I checked all the information you gave me. Tank told stories. I listened, though I hate him more than I hate you.”

      I couldn’t blame the man for that. Something in his eyes clued me in. “Who do you hate most?”

      Veins pulsed in his neck and on one side of his head. “Scheid.”

      “He started the clone program without my knowledge or consent. Kept me in a cryo-pod for years,” I said.

      “Don’t get the wrong idea, Bio. I don’t like you. Or anyone, really.” He held up the tablet. “The truth doesn’t change a thing.”

      “What do you want?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he answered immediately.

      “Be careful, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “This isn’t the time for negotiations or promises.”

      I held his stare until he backed up and started to pace. “Do you have a name?”

      “Nate, sometimes. Mostly I’m just a number—HC clone seventy-six,” he said. “I’m tired. Shut off the lights when you leave.”

      “Security likes to leave them on,” I said. “So they can keep track of what you’re doing.”

      He flicked his hand impatiently, like it would negate what I said. “I can’t escape, Bio.”

      For five seconds, I saw myself, and not just because he was my physical clone. Once, I’d been a death row resident of the Bluesphere Maximum-security Prison. Acting tough and fighting guards was one thing. Fighting the hopelessness of captivity was another.

      I couldn’t let this man out. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      But what if I could trust him?

      “Mavis sends her regards and wishes for you to know Jag and Carnax have returned with their teams,” X-37 said.

      I spun away from the prison window. “Do they have Elise? Or her flagship?”

      “It would be best if you talk to them in person, Reaper Cain.”
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      I hiked through the ship like a man on a mission. If not for my current job, I would have sprinted to the conference room. My LAI hadn’t been clear on what the rescue teams had found. I hoped for the best, feared the worst, and imagined it would be something in between.

      All I wanted was a location. Once we knew Maglan’s Hope was intact and Elise was alive, all that was needed was a new and improved rescue team and a plan.

      Jag, Decima, and Naaman loitered at one end of the conference table. Carnax, Rizz, and Oui were at the same end but on the other side. I took a place between them and motioned for everyone to sit. The gesture had become subconscious since taking charge of the fleet. I was always telling people to sit down, relax, and get the meeting started.

      “We tried to liberate General Hastings and her flagship,” Jag said as he stiffly lowered himself into a chair. Everyone nursed similar injuries from the look of their struggles. “Your Archangel team fared worse, I think.”

      “Lieutenant Cruz led them,” X-37 provided. “It seems only Marshall and Poe survived. I am analyzing their official reports now and will provide a summary.”

      Carnax spoke up. “All three teams made solo attempts to penetrate the stealth fields. When that failed, we teamed up.”

      “Your officer, Cruz, covered our retreat valiantly,” Jag added. “Our initial attempts to reclaim Maglan’s Hope went wrong. We should have been working together from the start.”

      “Slow down,” I said. “Give it to me from the beginning. Where is Elise… General Hastings?”

      “None of us got close enough to confirm her location, but we all agree she is on Maglan’s Hope. Obsidian ships damaged her beyond repair and guard her with three ships.”

      “Only three?” I asked.

      Carnax nodded. “Yes, but they are the most advanced warships in Scheid’s fleet—not just stealth ships, but stealth field ships. They’re hard to find. Ships they’ve captured are even harder.”

      “You can’t just sneak past their pickets, board her flagship, and fly it to safety,” Jag said. “For one, it suffered far too much damage to go anywhere fast and it certainly can’t fight. The real problem is how it is hidden.”

      I crossed my arms and glared at two of the best commando leaders I’d ever known. Why hadn’t they brought Elise and her crew back? Failure wasn’t something either man experienced often, and they understood the fate of our alliance rested on recovering the real leader of Maglan.

      They communicated something without words, then Jag continued.

      “The stealth field is large. Once you’re past the pickets, it becomes impossible to find any ship. You can barely see yourself, or where you’re going. I’ve never fought in such a chaotic environment.” He paused. “I know the effect is little more than sensor manipulation, but our ship AIs couldn’t decrypt the algorithms.”

      “Neither of your people are known for great AI tech,” I said. “But you had Maglan special mission ships. They should handle anything Scheid’s scientists can throw at them.”

      Jag lifted his hands palm up. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I stared at the coordinates. Getting there wouldn’t take two days. Despite what Jag and Carnax claimed, liberating Elise and her flagship seemed easy.

      Which meant it would be anything but.

      “Jelly and Mavis will work on the code samples you brought back,” I said. “Maybe they can clear things up.”

      “Give us the word, and we’ll get Elise back,” Carnax said. “We haven’t given up.”

      “Good. Neither have I.” I scrolled through dozens of messages in my HUD. “I’m needed on the bridge. Celia brought friends into the fight and is making a push to destroy Scheid. Fingers crossed, we can bring Elise home and hand back her fleet.”

      “It rarely works like that,” Jag warned.

      His words hit like a hammer, but I shrugged them off. “General Hastings will get us back to Maglan once we have peace here. I’m not cut out to be a leader.”
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      Celia of Helidale, current Marshal of Fleet Seventy-eight, changed flagships nearly as often as she changed shoes. Her current choice was Tatasam’s Revenge. Watching the massive battleship push to the front of the formation gave me chills. Like most Oroth warships, she possessed some capacity as a carrier, but held most of her offensive weight in guns.

      The missile batteries alone could end a dozen lesser ships. Protected by armor housings, they briefly arose from their protective shells, fired, and locked themselves away faster than seemed reasonable given their size. The kinetic weapons of Tatasam’s Revenge were protected by shields. I hadn’t seen them fired, but that time was coming.

      Her battle plan resembled mine, except that all of Maglan’s strength was assigned to the new left quadrant. That included Sethorn, Hagg, and ours. Carnax’s JFT Destroyers also had a ship. Oroth fleets Five and Eighty-nine strengthened the center and watched the rear of the sphere. Forty-one dominated the right quadrant and also watched our back trail.

      The number of ships and the distances between them overloaded my Reaper brain. I imagined the entire system would be cluttered with debris when the fighting was over. Sethorn would suffer years of meteor showers. This must have been what the battle that destroyed so much of the Xad system had looked like.

      “Something changed,” I said.

      Mavis, the Bright Lance AI, answered. “Scheid is shifting his entire formation to encompass the stealth field trio holding Maglan’s Hope. To win this battle, Celia must break the fighting strength of Scheid’s armada and liberate General Hastings.”

      “Works for me. I can take a day or five hundred off if she wins this one,” I said.

      Celia appeared in the holo view. “Reaper Cain, good to see you again. I trust your captains will fight as fiercely as you did on Oroth.”

      “Guaranteed, Celia. We’re ready. Thanks for dropping by with your friends,” I said.

      “When this is done, you’re going to teach me about these famous cigars I keep hearing about,” she said to the laughter of bridge crews on both ends of the holo. “I’ll bring my best pipe and a bottle of apple wine. We’ll make it an event—a victory day celebration to remember.”

      “Sounds more dangerous than the battle.” I pulled a box of cigars from the honorary captain’s chair. “These Maglan Continentals have your name on them. Observation decks are the best place to enjoy one.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Follow my lead.” She faced a holo of the battle space. “For Tatasam, we attack.”

      Five of her strongest warships altered course, just enough to be noticeable, and opened fire at Scheid’s armada. Small ships took their own positions and launched missile barrages. The moment the shooting was done, every ship of Fleet Seventy-eight accelerated, chasing their missiles at their best speed—about one tenth of the missile acceleration.

      “Maglan, you know the plan. Let’s press Scheid’s flank,” I said, then watched Younger and other ship captains do their jobs. I wanted to pace but didn’t. X-37 provided summaries of the action. I paid attention. There was a first time for everything. The intricacies of battle logistics were actually pretty interesting when I paid attention.

      “Scheid’s force is shifting our way,” Younger said. “Has he lost his mind?”

      “Could be a trick,” one of her officers suggested.

      I chewed on an unlit cigar and wondered if my arch enemy was this stupid. Sure, he wanted me dead more than anyone in the galaxy, but he was exposing his right flank to Celia’s main attack force.

      “Launch the first salvo,” Younger ordered. The command relayed to all ships in the Maglan alliance. Hagg warships attacked with an ugly intensity that rivaled Fleet Seventy-eight’s overpowered first strike.

      “Mavis, warn Celia to watch out for stealth ships… and mines,” I said.

      “Very good, Reaper. I have sent the message,” Mavis said. “Marshal Celia is taking countermeasures to both contingencies.”

      Alerts blared. I leapt from my chair as Obsidian stealth vessels appeared within combat range and fired on the Bright Lance. Unlike other attacks, the impacts came seconds later.

      “Damn they got close!” Younger blurted. “Point defense!”

      The ship shook as every weapon we had fired. Missiles exploded halfway to us. More detonated right outside the range of our shields. Shields flashed as they blocked what reached us. Some held, others didn’t.

      Dozens of Maglan warships faltered under the weight of the attack.

      “I am reassessing the veracity of Scheid’s stealth program,” X-37 said. “He played that card very close to his vest.”

      “Ya think?” I asked.

      It shouldn’t have surprised me. Scheid was a Union creature. He would have at least as much technology as we started with. Like us, the man probably sought continuous improvements. I’d been overconfident our stealth program was better than his because we had James Henshaw.

      Not that I knew where the man was now. Maybe he was a double agent, accepting research funding from both sides just to advance his own agenda.

      I really hoped I didn’t have to kill the guy. As annoying and inconsistent as he was, we were friends—some of the time.

      “Fleet Forty-one is also suffering a surprise attack on an epic scale,” X-37 said, then directed my attention to the battle reports. “This may be the largest strike of its kind in recorded history.”

      “Yay. We’re breaking records,” I said.

      The Bright Lance of Xad shuddered under another wave of attacks.

      Younger looked me in the eyes. “We need to counterattack but I don’t have ships.”

      I unbuckled and stood. “We have micro-fighters.”

      She nodded. “Just bloody them and get back here. You won’t be much of a leader dead.”

      I strode toward the micro-fighter launch bay gathering volunteers as I went. Once I was geared up in Archangel armor and completed all the system and weapons checks, I climbed through the airlock to reach my fighter. Launch bay was a misnomer. Micro-fighters attached to the exterior of the Bright Lance so that more could be loaded onto the compact stealth carrier.

      Some had already been destroyed. I flew defensive patterns until seventeen Archangel pilots joined me, including Whisby and his team. Other Maglan ships launched what they could—fighters, gunships, and even a few shuttles hastily retrofitted with weapons.

      “Let’s see what we can do,” I said. “Strike targets of opportunity but the priority is to harass the enemy, then get back to the Lance.”

      “Does that order include you, sir?” Whisby asked.

      “Fine. I’ll be careful.”

      Pilots clicked their comms to simulate laughter. We flew into battle like specks of light attacking a fleet of angry suns.
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      “Hold formation,” I said. “Whisby and J. Briggs, you’re bunching up. Get back to your positions.”

      “Right away, Reaper,” Whisby said.

      J. Briggs acknowledged as well.

      We flew high, relatively speaking, and came down on the top of an Obsidian stealth ship as it flickered into nothing. I fired, desperate to hit it before the son-of-the-void moved. Brief explosions rewarded our effort.

      “Our allies are cheering you on, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Word on the side channels is that your tactics are naively brave and can’t possibly succeed, but they love it. Consider your reputation intact.”

      “I don’t want to know what my rep is right now,” I said, then steered hard around an enemy gunship. Whisby and the others followed. We didn’t engage. The enemy was either too damaged or too distracted to blow us apart. At times, we lost visuals. Sensors were often unreliable. Scheid’s experimental stealth fields made everything more difficult.

      “Compiling data,” X said. “You are correct. The exact description of your character is not something you will appreciate.”

      “File it,” I said.

      “Filing eight hundred references to the crazy ass Reaper,” X-37 said.

      I groaned. “You’re killing me, X.”

      Shields appeared straight ahead. A ship came into view a moment later. My squadron steered in all directions to avoid smashing into it. Like me, each of them fired a rocket before banking hard.

      I fought to control my breathing. “How’d we do?”

      “None of the micro-fighter missiles were strong enough to break the shields, but you did greatly alarm the enemy,” X said.

      “Two for flinching,” I muttered.

      “Unknown colloquialism detected.”

      “I’ll explain that one later, X.” I dodged countermeasures and headed back toward the Bright Lance of Xad. “If we survive.”

      “Survival recommended, Reaper Cain.”

      On impulse, I led my squadron through an unnecessarily flashy series of twists and turns, firing the void version of tracer rounds at enemy ships even though they didn’t do much damage from this distance.

      “Nice work, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “The side channels are full of appreciative cheering. You may actually have convinced our side we can win despite all evidence to the contrary.”

      I called Younger. “We’ve done what we can.”

      “Get back here. I’ll have your fighters refueled and reloaded,” she said.

      My mind went to the center of Scheid’s force. I flew by instinct and habit, barely watching what I was doing. X helped and this was the easy part. Micro-fighters could dock themselves in the event their pilot was badly injured.

      Maglan’s Hope and Elise were still captive. We’d made no progress toward freeing them, even with Celia’s bold attack.

      “I’ve got to do more, X,” I said.

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain.”

      “Younger for Reaper Cain.”

      “Go ahead, Captain,” I said.

      “Icarus and others are getting themselves worked up,” she said. “I wouldn’t ask this, but if you have a strategy to win, I need to know. When they push, I want to be able to push back.”

      “Tell them I will do what Reapers do,” I said. “In thirty minutes, I’ll tell them myself—you know, to reinforce the message.”

      “Understood, Reaper,” Younger said. “I’ll set them straight. Let me know what you need. Everything hangs in the balance right now.”

      My micro-fighter clamped to the exterior of the Bright Lance. I checked my Archangel armor, then climbed out and quickly made my way through the airlock. Whisby and the others followed.

      “What next, Reaper?” he asked.

      “I need to talk to Nate.” My plan sucked space rocks. I needed time I didn’t have.

      “The clone?” Whisby’s tone conveyed surprise and disdain.

      “Yeah. He hates Scheid,” I said.

      “He hates you,” Whisby added. “And everyone in the galaxy. I’d wager he hates himself most of all.”

      “You’re not wrong, but I have a simple job for him. Find me a duplicate of your squad, good fighters who can send Nate to the afterlife if he doesn’t follow the rules,” I said.

      “And those are?”

      “Pretend to be me, say as little as possible, and go back to his cell when told,” I said. “I need a body double.”

      “Normally I would argue against that entire plan, but does this mean we’re going on a mission to save the general?” Whisby asked.

      “It does. Now get to work.” I went to the brig and watched Nate for several minutes. He’d stopped studying the evidence of Scheid’s true nature and had resigned himself to lying on his cot and staring at the ceiling.

      “Hope I didn’t wake you,” I finally said from the window.

      “You know you didn’t,” he said. “What do I have to do to get out of here.”

      I explained my plan. He responded by rolling out of bed and standing much closer to the window than he had during our previous encounter. His hard, angry eyes weren’t reassuring, but I could see he was greedy for a chance to do something.

      “None of your weapons will be loaded. A team of Archangels will be with you at all times, ready to burn you down the moment you step out of line,” I said.

      “Might shock a lot of people who think I’m you.”

      “Trust me, you can’t pass for me for long. Just act pissed off for the holo viewer and let Younger run the fleet.” I watched his reaction carefully.

      A small measure of his internal rage bled away. “Are you going to kill Scheid?”

      “It’s on my to-do list,” I said.

      “Good. I can play the part, but I want something in return.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “When this is over, I don’t want to be you anymore. Not sure how to make that happen, but maybe surgery or tattoos or a ship to take me far, far away,” he said.

      “Why not all of the above?” I asked.

      “You’re a grim son of a void rock, Bio.”

      “Guards will bring you to Younger’s ready room. We’ll finalize the plan there,” I said.

      He nodded.

      I left feeling uneasy but hopeful. Why couldn’t I use the HC clones against Scheid? It only seemed fair. Maybe it would even give Nate the HC clone a chance to be free.
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      “Remember, X, I need to know what my body double hears and sees so I can talk through his Archangel speaker,” I said.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.” My LAI tested the link, placing Nate’s point of view in my HUD. “So far, most people assume he is geared up for another mission soon.”

      “Have him take off the helmet and just stand there looking mean,” I said.

      “Done.” My LAI flagged officers who looked at my body double. None of them seemed concerned.

      “Is that what I look like?” I asked. “What an asshole.”

      “You said it, Reaper Cain. I, of course, pass no judgment.”

      Nate glared at the holo view of the Obsidian fleet like he would reach through space and rip them apart. Younger and her officers continued the business of running a warship—reports, adjustments, evaluation of new information no matter how large or small.

      Nate started to pace, but stayed clear of conversations.

      “Send Younger a message on her private screen. Tell her to show no reaction to what we send next.” I needed her to carry this act. Introducing HC Nate without telling her had been a risk, one I now regretted. I had thought if he fooled her, he might be able to maintain the charade for the duration of my secret mission. The tense row of Archangels at the back of the command deck looked out of place to me. Always intimidating, they followed Nate’s every move with fingers on the triggers of their weapons.

      Younger glanced down at the screen on the armrest of the captain’s chair, raised one eyebrow, then typed with her left hand only.

      “She is waiting. Let her know what I have done and why. She must do as much of the talking as possible. Nate doesn’t have the information to ad-lib and hasn’t earned our complete trust,” I said.

      Younger’s face turned to stone. She let out a long, slow breath, probably to calm herself.

      “She’s not happy but understands,” X-37 said.

      “Good.” I opened my mouth to explain phase two of this scheme but stopped when Scheid’s image appeared in the main holo viewer. “Tell Nate to put on his helmet right now. But not make it obvious. He needs to be cool but intimidating. Just get that helmet on and visor down before I need to talk through his speakers.”

      “Message delivered. He used basic Reaper hand signals. I translated the variations the HC clones use as well. Basically, he wants you to chill out and stop acting like a rookie,” X-37 said.

      “Oh no he didn’t,” I muttered as my double slid on the helmet and widened his stance slightly. That was a nice touch. The man looked ready for a confrontation, all attitude and confidence.

      “Welcome to the quadrant of your destruction,” Scheid said.

      “So dramatic.” I put just the right amount of snark into the comment. Everyone but Younger chuckled.

      “Your juvenile sense of humor won’t stop you from what’s coming. Keep your helmet on. No one wants to look at the Failure of Maglan.” He growled the last part, leaning nearer the camera for dramatic effect.

      “Says the man who can’t kill one Reaper,” I said.

      Nate crossed his arms at the perfect time to emphasize what I was about to say. Reaper attitude flooded the scene.

      “Come on, Scheid. Let’s just fight one-on-one. Settle this grudge once and for all. Everyone knows you’re scared of me but what is your  problem? Sure, I’m badass, but you’re risking your entire fleet just to get rid of me. We could settle this with a duel.”

      “That time will come, Reaper. I promise you,” he said.

      “Can’t wait,” I said as Nate uncrossed his arms and strode back and forth like a brawler getting psyched up for a fight.

      “Godsdammit. Tell him to stand still. I can’t keep improvising dialogue to match his movement,” I said to X, then switched to speaker. “Order your ships to stand down. Everyone needs a few weeks to attend to wounded and make repairs. Stop being a dick. Give your people, and mine, some breathing room. I’ll meet you anywhere you want to talk, or fight, or have a spelling contest. Let’s just keep this between you and me.”

      “He’s listening, but you are talking too much, Reaper Cain.” X sent messages to Nate at the same time. A few tense moments later, Nate stopped near Captain Younger.

      Scheid narrowed his eyes, then produced a cigar. “Let’s have a smoke—you and I.”

      “Crap,” I muttered.

      Nate spoke. He sounded exactly like me despite the improbable bullshit he started vomiting. “Not a chance, Scheid. I’ve taken an oath not to smoke or drink until you’re dead.”

      “I’m going to kill that clone, X,” I said privately.

      “Kill Nate the HC clone has been added to your activity list, Reaper Cain.”

      Scheid chewed on my clone’s improvisation. “You’re serious. I will bet money…”

      Nate slashed his hand horizontally, ending the transmission. “He’s up to something. Never trust Scheid when he gets chatty. Captain Younger. You have the con.”

      Younger nodded. “All Maglan ships, watch your zones and be ready for probing attacks. Comms, send a summary of this encounter to Marshal Celia of Helidale.”

      I relaxed. “Could be worse, but he really needs to keep his mouth shut.”

      “HC Nate has a very primitive LAI. I have dumbed down my message and believe he will remain on board with the plan for a time. My suggestion is to move quickly. This dangerous and novel ruse is doomed to fail before long,” X-37 said.

      “You’re not wrong.” I wished I understood why Scheid wanted me so badly. He held Elise and her strongest ship prisoner, yet only used her as bait. I had been improvising, but everything I said was true. This was a contest between me and Scheid. Could I anger someone to the point they would destroy themselves to get even? Sure. But the man had bet everything on taking control of the Sovereignty of Oroth and her vassal systems. Knocking me out of the equation wasn’t the fastest way to make that happen.

      Why did he want me more than anyone else in the galaxy? The fate of everyone I cared about depended on the answer to that question. Once I  knew, I could do something about it. I hurried to the launch bay to assemble the team. Something warned me this would be the last time.

      Jag greeted me, then fell in step. We talked on the way to the stealth mission ships I’d chosen to use.

      “Something Elise said during our failed attempt still confuses me,” he said.

      As impatient as I was, we had some time before launch.

      Jag took my silence as an invitation to continue. “What is Z1? Is that another ship or something? I thought she was talking about X-37, but she also described a void capable suit? Does that sound right?”

      I grabbed his arm and looked him dead in his eyes. “She said what? Think back. I need her exact words.”

      He shook his head. “The comm channel was breaking up. Can’t be sure of everything. That is why it was so confusing. Whatever she found, she doesn’t want Scheid to have it even though he shouldn’t be able to use it.”

      “Fuck me.” I pulled a cigar and fired it up.

      “I thought you took an oath,” Jag said with a wink.

      “Someone made a promise I can’t keep,” I said. “I’m going to space Nate when we get back.”

      “What is Z1?”

      “The ultimate weapon,” I answered, and I saw immediately that he wasn’t impressed. Our encounters with drone swarms and the Darkness and finally Drakainis had watered down the value of all powerful, galaxy-ending weapons. Z1 wasn’t as powerful as the alien AI had been, but…

      “Forgive me, Reaper. But everyone has an ultimate weapon,” Jag said.

      Carnax joined us and listened intently.

      “Z1 is a combination of battle tech and artificial intelligence. It nearly fried me and my LAI, but in the end, it was what we needed to secure Maglan as our home,” I said. “It’s badass, but when I use it…”

      “General Hastings was adamant Scheid couldn’t be allowed to steal it back. Now that I have the context, I think what she was trying to tell me made sense. She’s ready to self-destruct Maglan’s Hope before allowing Scheid’s Obsidians to take her ship and Z1.”

      “I thought that was a code,” Carnax added. “Never heard of Z1. Figured you would know the other half of the cipher.”

      “If she really has it, this could be a game changer,” I said. “She must think Scheid has discovered a way to use it. The last thing we need is one of my clones attacking us with that thing.”

      “Then we better get to work,” Jag said.
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      “Explain to me again what Z1 is,” Jag said as we rushed toward the medical bay. All but two of the Archangel commando team had been killed or critically injured. His question mattered, but not as much as the condition of the men I’d sent to retrieve Elise.

      “Showing you would be easier,” I said, unsure how to drive home the point. Z1 in our hands might be the tool we needed to even the odds. If Scheid had learned a way to use the tech, and could take it from Elise, we were screwed.

      Jag grunted a wordless acknowledgment.

      “The physical component is an exoskeleton we modified to work with Archangel armor. The AI part, well, that was tricky, but X-37 managed to interface. Long story short, Z1 was also known as the Black Phoenix. We had a common cause in the end, defeating its rival.”

      “Let me guess, the White Phoenix,” he scoffed.

      “Silver.”

      He threw up his hands. “Of course.”

      We reached the entrance to the medical bay. He lowered his voice. “I don’t like it, Halek. As a Sethorn, I was raised to revere technology and to keep it secret. If anyone were trained to embrace something like this, it should be me.”

      “You don’t look happy,” I said.

      “I’m not. Everything about this situation sets off alarms in my head. Tell me it will work out and I will try to believe you.”

      “Trust me, I’m the last Reaper.”

      He didn’t laugh. “Too much power in the hands of one man is never a good thing. Don’t get me wrong. You have proven your worth. I trust you more than most. But people change.”

      “I surrendered Z1 after it served its purpose,” I said. “I can do it again.”

      “We’ll hold you to that, Halek. No offense, but no man or woman of Sethorn will suffer a tyrant to dictate our lives,” he said.

      “Good.”

      He gave me a curious look like that wasn’t the expected response. What else could I say? No reassurance would convince him I was different from other men corrupted by power. A joke wasn’t appropriate. At the end of the day, action mattered more than words.

      “Let’s go in.” I led the way, quickly realizing two of the Archangels had survived with minor injuries and repairable damage to their armor. Ivan and Kean were their names. Grim resolve showed in their expressions. These two had kept the other survivors alive. Now the fate of their friends was in the hands of the Bright Lance medical staff.

      “Do you need anything?” I asked them.

      Ivan answered. “One of the medical techs brought us food. Tasted amazing. I don’t remember when we last ate.”

      “Getting here took a hundred years,” Kean said. “Not everyone made it.”

      “Two died right before they found our fleet,” Jag provided.

      “Tell me what happened,” I said.

      Again, Ivan took the lead. “Our ship AI located Maglan’s Hope. Not an easy task with the stealth field those three Obsidian ships put out. The Sethorn and JFT teams got thrashed. We stayed on mission, though we all wanted to help them escape.”

      “That was your duty,” Jag said.

      Ivan nodded in appreciation of Jag’s understanding, then continued. “We took advantage of the chaos their assaults created, and rushed in. Our goal was to liberate the entire ship, if possible, and key personnel including the general if not.”

      Kean took up the tale when Ivan stalled. “Our sensor readings turned to gibberish the moment we entered the field. Nothing was as it seemed going in. Before long, we were fighting for our lives, unable to see attacking void fighters until they were right on top of us. A larger ship—never fully identified which one—tried to force us onto their flight deck but we fought free. Lost most of the team right there. Collins, Michener, and Sharpe were the only survivors besides us.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “You did good getting them here. None of us want to leave people behind, but it happens no matter what the recruiting posters and holo dramas claim.”

      “Thanks,” Kean said. “Collins and Michener should recover. Doctors are less certain about Sharpe.”

      “We want another chance,” Ivan practically blurted.

      “You’ve done enough for now,” Jag said. “Stay with your friends. Be here when they come out of surgery.”

      “Kean and I tolerated the effects of the stealth field better than the others. That was why we could get them out. You need us if you’re going to try again.”

      He wasn’t wrong, and we all knew it. That didn’t mean forcing them into the meat grinder again was right. How many people would I sacrifice to get Elise back?

      “We’re not leaving immediately,” I finally said. “Eat. Clean yourselves up. Get some sleep. I’m not allowing you on any mission until you’ve done all three, and only if you still want to volunteer.”

      Both men smiled grimly. “We can do that, Reaper. Thanks. As soon as the doctors give us an update, we’ll head for chow.”

      I gave each man a fist bump, then left with Jag.

      Carnax joined us. He glanced toward the surgical rooms, then pulled us aside for a secretive conversation. “Bad news. Scheid knows what he has. Our sources have identified top tier Obsidian teams heading toward Maglan’s Hope.”

      “They could have already stormed the ship,” I said.

      “Not without destroying it and taking heavy losses,” Jag replied. “Your people are putting up a hell of a fight. Scheid’s forces haven’t been in a hurry since Maglan’s Hope is too damaged to break free and our fleets can’t penetrate that far into their defensive sphere.”

      They were right. Scheid was attempting the same thing I had wanted from the three teams I sent to rescue Elise. He wanted the ship and the crew intact. Now I understood his ultimate goal. He must have learned Z1 was hidden there.

      “He won’t stop until he has what he wants,” I said. “We have to liberate General Elise and her crew first.”

      “There is more,” Carnax said. “Our intelligence teams also intercepted a declaration from Hastings. She is prepared to self-destruct the ship before surrendering her cargo. If this Z1 tech is what you claim, that statement makes more sense. Do you think she has the guts to give that order?”

      My head spun. I knew Elise was fearless and tough. She would agonize over taking her crew with her, but I thought she would do anything to save the rest of Maglan. “She will try to evacuate as many people as she can, but she’ll do what she says. Scheid won’t get Z1 as long as she lives.”

      Awkward silence passed. Jag finally said what we were all thinking. “If that is guaranteed, there is less of a reason to attempt another mission—that will probably fail just like the first did. You said keeping Z1 from Scheid is our top priority. General Hastings is already committed to that goal.”

      “None of us want her to make the sacrifice,” Carnax said. “But that doesn’t change facts.”

      “The two of you want to abandon the mission?” I asked.

      “No. We’re going. Failure doesn’t sit well with my JFT team,” Carnax said. “But you don’t need to die in the attempt. Someone has to keep the alliance together.”

      “I already told my people I am going Reapering,” I said.

      “That isn’t a word,” X-37 said via speaker.

      Jag and Carnax laughed.

      “Your LAI has a point,” Jag said. “But your answer doesn’t surprise me. Will you allow Ivan and Kean to participate? We might need them if what they say is true.”

      “They’re part of the mission. I’ll imbed them with Whisby’s team,” I said. “Get your teams ready, and get some sleep just like I ordered the Archangels.”

      “All right, Halek. We’ll save Elise,” Jag said. “There must be a way to get through that field.”

      “My LAI is already working on it.”

      X-37 beeped in my ear. “I am?”
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      “They need names,” Bug said.

      He wasn’t wrong. I thought covering each of the stealth ships with tarps for this unveiling was a bit much. They had seen action, after all. And that was the problem.

      No one had thought to properly christen them before the failed mission to locate and liberate Maglan’s Hope. Soldiers and fleet crew were superstitious. In retrospect, of course the attempted rescue had ended in disaster. This needed doing, but I wasn’t in the mood.

      “You’ve got something brewing in that Reaper brain of yours. I can tell when you’re impatient,” he said. “But this matters.”

      “Ask the Sethorns and Destroyers for names, and pick one for our SMS.” Concern for Elise and her crew dominated my thoughts. Fear of the Black Phoenix pierced the dark tapestry of my mind as well. Sure, it was a super weapon, but could I control it this time? What if Scheid used one of my clones to use the super weapon against us. “Give me a moment to clear my head.”

      “Got it covered,” he grumbled. “We all know you like your quiet time before diving into the chaos.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to use the Jellybird, or even the Bright Lance, Reaper Cain?” X-37 said. “Both have stealth capabilities.”

      “Their absence from the line of battle could tip off Scheid. He’ll know I’m up to something if my best ships and people suddenly go missing,” I said. My argumentative LAI had already provided a list of all the times each ship participated in missions without me. None of that mattered. I was following my instincts on this point.

      Intuition mattered. So did careful planning. With one hand holding a very short Maglan Continental, I used my other to check every piece of gear in my kit. My secondary Archangel rig hadn’t been tweaked by as many missions. The surface gleamed like it was fresh from the armory, which it was. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d trained in this kit.

      “Nate better not stink up my favorite rig,” I complained.

      “This was your idea, Reaper Cain.”

      The features of my backup armor remained the same, but small things didn’t feel right. The chest and back plates squeezed in funny places. My combat knife was a millimeter out of reach when I was accustomed to grabbing the hilt without conscious thought. Piece by piece, I made adjustments, then activated a tactical screen on my left arm and reviewed every detail. This mission had to be perfect. X-37 took care of most of this stuff, but I wanted to confirm everything down to the size of shuttle bay doors and radio frequency for primary, secondary, and tertiary teams. From time to time, I checked on the bridge to make sure my body double wasn’t talking too much or otherwise blowing the charade.

      What kind of leader was I? This was just another side mission no matter what lies I told myself. Next time Elise wanted to join me on a mission, I’d tell her no. Leading the fleet and dashing off here and there to fight bad guys was too much for one person. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept. Or enjoyed a beer. Or worked out.

      My reading habit was gone, and I missed that more than expected. Few things were more daunting than an out of control to-be-read list. I need some time on a beach to catch up. Tom had something special in his books. Maybe that was why he was the best at his job and I was all over the place, only good for throat punching people, and aliens, and giant beasts.

      I smiled at the sudden revelation. Tom had given me a gift I could never repay. It was time to give back once in a while. My friends had put up with my crazy ass long enough.

      “What the hell am I doing, X?”

      “The same as you always do, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “It is your nature.”

      Path sat on my right. Tank sat on my left. Neither spoke.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “Bug is about to announce the names of the special mission ships,” Tank said. “We’re here to restrain you.”

      “That’s hilarious.” I closed my screen, reluctantly admitting there was nothing left to do but execute the plan. “Do you think I’ll fly into a rage?”

      Neither Path nor Tank responded.

      Great.

      Bug waved at everyone loading the SM ships. “Gather around. We have our names. No longer do we face the certain doom of bad luck.”

      Jag and several of the Sethorns pumped their fists. “Hurrah!”

      Their laughter took a weight off my shoulders. The commandos were notoriously serious. Hearing them cut loose felt like a good omen.

      Bug read from his tactical screen, then yanked the tarp off the first stealth vessel. “By a unanimous vote, the JFT Destroyer ship will be the SMS Journ.”

      “For Journ,” Carnax said. Everyone on the flight deck lowered their heads in respect of the fallen warrior. After several seconds, his Jump Force Troopers pounded their breastplates in perfect unison. “Journ!”

      Bug let the moment draw out, then pulled off the tarp from the second ship. “Jag and his team have chosen SMS Unstoppable for this one.”

      Nods of appreciation spread through the group.

      “I’m not seeing the big deal,” I muttered.

      Tank chuckled. Path revealed nothing.

      “The last special mission ship was harder to name. Nominations included the Jellybird II, Obsidian Killer, and several profane variations that were rejected out of hand by the naming committee,” Bug said. “We had to think long term. Do we really want to arrive in port next year flying the SMS Screw General Scheid?”

      Laughter added to the suspense.

      “Who exactly was on this committee?” I asked, suddenly wondering if I shouldn’t have been more involved.

      “Everyone but you, Hal,” Path said.

      “Great.”

      Whisby and Ivan grabbed opposite ends of the final tarp, shit eating grins splitting their faces. The rest of my team looked happily guilty as well. What were the chances I was the brunt of this joke?

      Bug raised one hand theatrically. “I give you the SMS Reaper’s Delight!”

      Whisby and Ivan yanked away the cover with a flourish while the others cheered and shouted.

      “Fantastic,” I muttered. “Just super.”

      “You don’t seem delighted, Reaper Cain,” X-37 observed.

      My friends gathered around me, laughing, patting me on the shoulder, and congratulating each other on the perfect name. Bug seemed the most responsible. I suspected the entire farce had been leading up to this.

      I shook my head and smiled almost against my will. The name was goofy, but what washed away my dark mood were my friends. They were happy, despite the desperately dangerous mission we were about to embark upon. Good men and women had already died. Failure tasted bad to every one of us.

      This time we would work together. We had to recover Maglan’s Hope and the Black Phoenix. At the very least, we couldn’t let Scheid have the weapon. He might not know how to control it now, but given time, he would figure something out even if he had to sacrifice the lives of countless HC clones to master the deadly tech.

      “Let’s board these reasonably well-named ships and do some work,” I said.

      Another cheer filled the flight deck.

      “Morale is very high, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Good work.”

      “What did I do?” I asked.

      “I will let you know when my analysis is complete,” X said. “Early data suggests you have boosted morale significantly. This is a moment every member of this team will remember the rest of their lives.”

      “Fantastic. Now let’s go get Elise and the others.”
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      The Reaper’s Delight glided toward a new cluster of Obsidian warships. The Journ and the Unstoppable glided on our flanks, each of us completely invisible. Despite my reservations, the technology that went into the special mission ships had built upon what James Henshaw had done for the Lady Faith II and the Jellybird. We were better than anything I’d seen during my Union days, and probably more advanced than these Obsidian jerk faces.

      What threw me off was the enemy’s stealth field that had ruined the first rescue mission. Not only had they managed to conceal a large area, but penetrating their perimeter had thrown sensors into chaos. I had no idea how we could stop that from happening.

      “I would feel better if we had the Jellybird and the Lady Faith II,” Bug said. “The stealth tech on this thing is better, but the ship AIs don’t have the same level of experience. James Henshaw would be another useful resource right about now.”

      Path enlarged a view of the Obsidians. “Look at quadrant nine. There are three ships.”

      “They produce the stealth field?” I asked.

      “Yes. Unless there is literally nothing between them. A better guess is that something has been hidden there. The trio is apart from the rest of this battle group, but near enough to request support,” Path said.

      “Looks like an obvious trap.” I liked our chances less and less. We were flying into the mouth of a space dragon.

      “Where is Henshaw?” Bug asked.

      “He was supposed to be scouting for our fleet,” I said. “He has never been reliable. Only thinks of himself and his research. I wish I had given the job to someone else, or put one of you on his ship to keep him in line.”

      No one spoke as we scouted the three-dimensional perimeter of our targets. They were hiding a large section of space, which made our job harder. Now that we had found the stealth field, we could slow down and do things right. Once we made our move, everything would happen too fast.

      “This is it,” Jag said on comms. “The ships we encountered right before everything went sideways. Our scans seem less effective, but we’re taking our time. See you at the rendezvous point.”

      “Looking forward to it, Unstoppable,” I said, addressing him by the name of his ship.

      “Not as much as we are, Delight,” he said, barely hiding his mirth. His crew guffawed in the background.

      The scene repeated with Carnax and the Journ crew.

      “Something isn’t right with this scan,” Path said a while later.

      I examined the field he identified several times. X-37 and Delight did as well.

      “Is there something we should be looking for, Captain?” Delight asked.

      “Ask Path. He’s the one having the hallucination,” I said.

      Path gave me a thin smile. “I have it, Hal. Look again. Think of your least favorite person right now.”

      “Henshaw,” I growled. “That is the Lady Faith II. He has some explaining to do. Don’t let him know we see his ship.”

      “Can do, Captain,” Delight said. “Lady is a supremely capable AI. I would like to speak with her after this is over.”

      We crept closer and closer to the maverick scientist and his high-tech yacht. Getting the drop on the man felt good. The Lady Faith II seemed to be scanning the stealth field the Obsidian ships maintained.

      At least the asshole was working. I’d forgive a lot if he could get us to Maglan’s Hope unmolested.

      “Hello, Reaper,” Henshaw said from a different Lady Faith II that was, of course, following my ship.

      “Apologies, Captain. He is running a decoy,” Delight said. “Like I said, Lady is very good.”

      “No worries,” I muttered. My new ship AI wasn’t at fault. She didn’t know Henshaw. The sneak was good at his job. I had to give him that. “Jimmy… Long time, no see. You missed a huge battle. Nearly lost the entire fleet because my scout was nowhere to be found.”

      “I am sorry about that, but trust me, Reaper. I am right where you want me to be,” he said. “Come over and we can talk over whiskey and cigars.”

      “I want to be mad at you, Jimmy. But with an offer like that, how can I refuse,” I said.

      “I will open up the bar,” Henshaw said.

      X-37 waited until the transmission had ended. “Your biometrics indicate that you are still quite upset with James Henshaw.”

      “True, but I think he made the right call this time. If he has a way to liberate Elise, then I’ll forgive him once I steal all of his cigars,” I said.

      “Steal Henshaw’s cigar collection has been added to your activity log, Reaper Cain.”

      “Send Jag and Carnax these coordinates. We’ll rendezvous here. Remain hidden. Now isn’t the time to test our escape and evasion abilities,” I said, then went to the airlock. The only downside about the heavily armed special mission ship was the lack of shuttles. I would have to cross in my Archangel armor—never my favorite pastime.

      I waited at the door, not sure where the manual controls were located. The special mission ship was sleek inside and out. I was accustomed to the Jellybird’s mismatched panels, improvised parts, and special add-ons from her days as a smuggler. The Reaper’s Delight, by contrast, was uniformly perfect, freshly manufactured by the Maglan mobile shipyard. With only one failed mission on her log, she hadn’t worked out all the kinks.

      “Stop thinking about it, Reaper Cain,” X said as we waited.

      “You can’t read my mind.”

      “No, but I have tracked your eye movements and suspect you are wondering if we should have brought the Jellybird after all.” My LAI knew my thoughts better than I did sometimes.

      “Whatever.” I shifted foot to foot.

      “Sorry for the delay, Captain,” Delight said. “The airlock has been pressurized and is ready for you to enter. I wanted to be sure since this will be the first time it has been used.”

      Butterflies danced in my gut. “Great. Thanks.”

      A square of green light appeared on one side of the door. I hadn’t seen the control panel because it matched the finish of the rest of the frame almost perfectly. I pressed the square, then entered when the first door opened, then closed once I was inside.

      One minute passed as the room depressurized. I spent the time imagining a squad of Archangels crammed into the small space. It would be possible, but not ideal. I made a mental note for future versions of this ship.

      An orange square appeared to activate the exterior door. I pressed it but held onto a handrail.

      “There is no need for that, Reaper Cain.”

      My LAI wasn’t wrong, but I couldn’t get my head straight for this mission. Everything felt off. Once we were committed, things would get better. I performed best when I had no other choice but to complete the mission. There was time to abort, or stall, or ask for help which threw me off.

      I calculated my course, then crossed between ships with the Archangel steering jets.

      “Problem, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Nope. I’m perfect AF today.”

      “Sarcasm detected.” X-37 placed steering markers in my HUD, which boosted my confidence. I wasn’t too proud to ask for help. Not in the void where small mistakes meant death. Gunfire, explosions, and murderous enemies helped me focus. This crossing was giving me trouble because it appeared easy.

      By the time I glided into Henshaw’s airlock, I was swearing like a raw recruit and generally making a fool of myself. The privacy of the void worked in my favor for once.

      The airlock pressurized, and I entered the Lady Faith II after ten minutes that had felt like ten hours. Henshaw was waiting with a smile and a Starbrand.

      “I haven’t seen one of those in years,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “There are only ten left in the galaxy, so far as I know. This is a special occasion. If we fail to recover the Black Phoenix, Starbrands won’t matter. Hard to enjoy them in the afterlife.”

      “I’d like to believe the afterlife is full of Starbrands,” I said.

      He laughed. “And mini-bears.”

      “What the hell is a mini-bear?”

      “You don’t know?” He smirked, then shrugged off my question like it had been rhetorical.

      Whatever. At this point, I doubted they were real. My friends had invented the mythical creatures just to mess with me.

      We retired to his observation deck. Dim lights and atmospheric music calmed me, despite my sincere desire to grab the optical engineer and shake him.

      “I apologize for disappearing, but once I realized what Elise was chasing and how close behind her Scheid’s special forces were, I had to take action,” Henshaw said. “Secrecy seemed like a prudent precaution to say the least.”

      “I’m all ears. Tell me why I shouldn’t be throat punching you for endangering what is left of our fleet,” I said.

      He poured two whiskeys, handed me one, and took a seat. One leg crossed over the other, he toasted before beginning his story. “To complete victory.”

      I raised my glass but couldn’t match his optimism. “Survival might be the best we can hope for.”

      “Survival is a start.” He pulled up a holo view of three Obsidian battleships. “These are stealth projectors. I believe they have similar capabilities to our stealth carriers, but rarely use that function. They cannot hide other ships and themselves at the same time. In a general sense, the tactic will revolutionize fleet battles. Fifty years from now, no one will be able to accurately determine the strength of their enemies until engaged in battle—at which point it will be too late for a proper withdraw.”

      I held my questions. He was talking. Interrupting the man might shut him down. That was the last thing I wanted. His lecture on technology and strategy droned on for ten or twenty minutes.

      “What do you know about the Black Phoenix?” He finally asked.

      “Elise found it, despite our efforts to get rid of Z1 forever,” I said.

      “We all agreed on that course of action.” Henshaw paused. “Now that our situation is desperate, bringing the most deadly weapon we ever aimed at our enemies seems not only reasonable but necessary.”

      “Get to the point, Jimmy.”

      “Elise found our dark secret to victory,” he said. “But Scheid has been working on a way to replicate it. We can win this fight with you piloting the Black Phoenix. If this goes the other way, how long can we resist a squadron of Z series BPs?”

      “Scheid can’t use it. The thing nearly fried X-37 and me,” I said. “That’s why he’s been after me and my DNA.”

      “He can’t use it yet, but the man is churning out Halek Cain clones like they owe him money,” Henshaw said.

      “Loose, poorly balanced metaphor detected,” X-37 said.

      I impatiently silenced my LAI with a hand gesture.

      A bad feeling sunk into my bones. My body ached with dread. “Why are we having this meeting face-to-face?”

      “Let me show you something.” He paused near the door. “Leave the cigars and whiskey. We don’t want to ruin them by associating their exquisite nature with what I am about to show you.”

      The walk to the Lady Faith II’s medical facility took longer than it should because every step was a study in dread. James Henshaw wasn’t playing around this time. He was about to reveal the darkest secret yet.

      “I apologize for everything you will witness beyond this point.” He pressed in a long numerical code, then hit a button, and a blast proof wall slid back to reveal the corpse of Tempest Cain stretched out on an autopsy table.

      “Thanks, Jimmy. I’ve always wanted to see my dead body on a cold metal table,” I said. “You could have warned me.”

      “I did.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You might remember that he was found clinging to the outside of the Jellybird after you spaced him,” Henshaw said.

      “Yeah. Thanks for bringing that up.”

      “Tom asked what he should do with the body, and I promised to handle it,” he said. “I completed the autopsy during one of my other long absences. Elise hated when I  disappeared, just as you do, but I never went gallivanting like some people in this room. Every instance of solitude was necessary. Taking apart your most notorious clone and putting him back together was difficult.”

      “Why the hell would you put him back together?” I asked.

      A weird smile touched his lips. “You learn as much from putting a thing back together as you do from taking it apart.”

      “No more games. Tell me the rest, Jimmy.”

      “The HC clones are capable of controlling Z1 or any version of the Phoenix technology,” he said.

      “How? The experience nearly killed me.” I remembered my introduction to the technology as clearly as I remembered smashing aside my enemies with it once I had control.

      “They have to be dead.” Henshaw didn’t blink or look away. “That is the only way your carbon copies can withstand the pressure of Z1’s influence. It would also allow Scheid to control them more easily.”

      “We’re not having Halek Cain zombies!” I snapped. “Hell no!”

      He chuckled. “Amazing description, and fairly accurate. Scheid developed a version of LAIs and cybernetics to resurrect his fallen clone army, but didn’t have time to activate them. Your reappearance on the galactic stage ruined his timetable.”

      “Tempest grabbed onto the hull of the Jellybird after he was not only dead, but frozen solid. He couldn’t have woken up and killed us in our sleep,” I said. “Could he?”

      “Not exactly. I placed him in cold storage and was shocked when he started screaming during the autopsy. You don’t want to know what my nightmares looked like after that,” he said. “Let me explain why we had to do this face to face and why zombie Cain matters. If my tests are accurate, and let’s face it, they probably are, Tempest Cain would be able to control the Black Phoenix or any other Z series AI war-bot. Insanity doesn’t matter to an LAI driven automaton.”

      “Godsdammit. How many are there?”

      “I promise you I don’t know,” he said. “This one,” he pointed at the clone on the table, “no longer has nerve ware of any kind. I removed it and secured it in another part of the ship. That was a long, tedious, and grim task.”

      X-37 said nothing. I stared at my dead body without knowing what to think or what to do next.

      “Assume Scheid has plenty of HC clones imbedded with the revival technology. Further assume any of them you kill could be brought back with the ability to control a Z series Phoenix.” He closed the blast covers over the autopsy room window. “We must rescue Elise, but more importantly, we must deny Scheid’s science team access to the Black Phoenix.”

      “Ya think?” I cursed and felt for a cigar, which I reluctantly left where it was. “Tell me you can get us through the stealth field.”

      “That is why I am here, Reaper,” he said.

      “Then what are we waiting for?”
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      “Keep it tight,” I said as I checked our formation for the tenth time in as many minutes. The Lady Faith II led us through the strangest slice of space I’d seen, including slip tunnels. Our sensors showed swirls of gray on the holo viewer. Flashes of light rippled through the scene whenever it started to solidify into an actual image. We were only able to use audio comms. Nothing visual could be sent between ships.

      “We are flying as close as we can,” Jag’s pilot advised. “The Journ is right here with us.”

      “All of this is a digital illusion,” X-37 reminded me. “James Henshaw’s counter-algorithms are top notch. I understand them on a theoretical level but have nowhere near the processing power to replicate them.”

      “How much farther?” I asked.

      Henshaw hesitated. “We’re close. Cut speed while I look for Maglan’s Hope. This is so dense, she probably can’t find her way out of it.”

      Minutes crawled by. No one spoke. I refrained from all of my bad habits, forcing every ounce of attention onto the problem at hand. At times, I could detect shapes in the morass of sensory information.

      “We are approaching something that might be a ship,” Henshaw advised. “When we are very close, less than a kilometer, I will be able to pull up real-time video. Everything will look washed out, but you’ll get the picture.”

      “Can’t wait,” I said.

      “And there she is, Maglan’s Hope.” His grim tone didn’t do the scene justice. “We may be able to clear up the stealth field for the rest of this operation. Penetrating to the center of the nexus has yielded very interesting data. I’m making no promises, of course.”

      I barely heard him.

      Elise’s flagship was bent in the middle like an explosion had ruined the spine of the vessel and removed large sections. Lights flashed where work crews welded frantically. Many of the repairs were being made on the inside but were visible because much of the interior was exposed to the void. It looked like something had taken a bite out of the starboard side. Most of the point defense batteries were gone as though they had never existed. In places, I could see all the way through the ship. Debris drifted away in all directions.

      “Were they struck recently?” Carnax asked.

      “No,” I said. “That is what they cast off. Parts that couldn’t be salvaged with the tools and manpower they have. They’re trimming the ship down to half its size to keep everyone they can alive a bit longer.”

      Obsidian gunships held positions forward, aft, and above and below. None of them made efforts to assist.

      “Why are the enemy pickets so close?” Oui asked from the bridge of the Journ.

      “They wouldn’t be able to find their prisoner if they wandered more than a kilometer or two from her. Those are not large ships. I suspect they have orders to fire if repairs go too well. Keep the ship helpless,” Henshaw said.

      “That’s ruthless,” Jag said. “And no surprise.”

      “Showtime is over,” I said. “Gear up and get ready to deploy. We’ll maneuver close, then cross by EVA. I don’t want to lose our SMS on damaged landing pads.”

      Carnax and Jag acknowledged the orders and prepared their boarding teams near the airlocks of their special mission ships. I left Collins from Whisby’s Archangel team in charge of the Reaper’s Delight and headed for the airlock.

      My team was the largest and would lead the way. Jag and Carnax would follow with smaller units, either to act as quick reaction forces or to secure flanks. In a worst-case scenario, we would split into desperate attempts to find Elise and Z1.

      “Two squads,” I said as my team formed up. “Path, Bug, and Tank are with me. Whisby follows with Tree, and both Briggs.”

      Jessica and Melissa Briggs fist bumped. As the youngest members of the team, they were more excited than the rest of us. Foreboding best described my mood. Their energy was a welcome addition to the mission.

      I addressed the Sethorn and JFT teams via comms. The close proximity of our SMS improved the quality of our transmissions. “We have one objective, locate General Hastings and her officers. She will take command at that point and let us know how to best save the rest of the crew. I don’t know that Maglan’s Hope is salvageable.”

      “It better be, because our SMS don’t have room for passengers,” Tank said.

      “We’ll worry about evacuation when it is time to worry,” I said, then moved on. “We have information that General Hastings located a powerful weapon known as the Black Phoenix, or Z1 for short. I am the only person on this team who touches it. If you locate it before I do, secure the area and report to me.”

      “Understood,” Jag said.

      “Got it. No touching the super death weapon,” Carnax said to general laughter.

      “We are approaching the starboard side of Maglan’s Hope,” X-37 relayed. “The hull is open to the void. There are no work crews there to confuse us with enemy boarders. My analysis suggests this is the best place to land.”

      “You heard my LAI,” I said. “Get ready. We won’t wait long once we’re across.”

      The Reaper’s Delight crept as close as possible to the damaged warship. Washed out video images populated our viewscreen. After one last look at the ghostly destruction, I stepped into the airlock. Path, Bug, and Tank followed.

      Seconds later, the airlock had been depressurized. The door slid open. We deployed with a new appreciation for the SMS upgrades. I’d never moved through an airlock that was so efficient.

      “Keep it tight,” I said, surprised to see normal space surrounding us. “Henshaw, the stealth field doesn’t affect us during EVA transit. How copy?”

      “Good copy, Reaper,” he said. “I’m factoring the information into my countermeasures. There may be an opportunity to use drone sensors to enhance what our ships can see. Project for the future, of course.”

      I visually checked my team. Path, Bug, and Tank gave me thumbs-up.

      “Whisby, you’re clear to deploy the moment we put our boots on the deck and not before,” I said.

      “Copy that. Are you going to take all day?” he asked.

      “Very funny.” I steered the final distance and touched down without a bounce. “Best landing ever.”

      Path, Bug, and Tank landed in a circle around me.

      “Good work,” I said. “Whisby, we’re on the deck.”

      “And we’re out the door,” he responded. “See you momentarily.”

      I pointed toward a hallway that looked intact beyond the dark maw of its entrance. “This way. Remember, we’re looking for friends. Identify yourselves before shooting.”

      Less than a hundred meters from our position, a work crew pushed away another piece of the ship. I couldn’t see them, only the results of their desperate repairs. We needed to arrive before they cut this section free and welded the hallways shut.

      I lead the way to an open bulkhead. “Too much damage for them to seal this one, but I’m betting the next is being welded closed as we speak. Whisby, pick up the pace. We need to run.”

      “Go ahead, boss. We’ll catch up. Hold the door if you can,” Whisby said via comms.

      “Almost there,” I grunted as three ragged looking crewmen dragged a section of metal across the next bulkhead. The twisted doors couldn’t be closed. Mechanics and soldiers barely hesitated to activate their welding torches.

      “Hold!” I shouted, pouring on the speed. The soles of my boots banged rapidly on the metal deck. “We’re Archangels! I’m Reaper Cain. We’re the rescue team.”

      One man separated from the others. He signaled his people to keep working. Several seconds later, he waved frantically for them to stop.

      “That appears to be CSL Locke,” Path said, barely sounding out of breath.

      “Reaper?” Locke said. “Godsdamn. I thought I was hallucinating. Obsidians paint their armor in Archangel colors—or try to, they really suck at that sort of thing.”

      “Probably causes confusion though,” I said, then gripped his forearm in greeting. “Good to see you, Locke.”

      “Same.” He shouted at his crew to let us through. “I hope you brought a pair of battleships or a fleet of transports. We need to evacuate—sooner rather than later. All of this is only delaying the inevitable. We’re losing atmosphere faster than we can replace it. Gravity is weak. The hallways are lined with wounded who need a functioning medical facility.”

      “I have three special mission ships,” I said.

      “Understood.” His shoulders slumped, but only for a second. The man had been through worse. Giving up wasn’t something he did. “Elise will want to see you immediately. How did you get through the stealth field?. We’ve just learned the trick of navigating it. Which would be a lot more useful if our primary thrusters would turn on.”

      “Henshaw led us in,” I admitted.

      Locke swore under his breath.

      “Locke for General Hastings, we have an unexpected visitor,” Locke said via comms.

      “Let me guess, he’s ugly as a mini-bear and has two fake arms,” Elise replied. “I’m on my way. Don’t let him break anything.”

      “Mini-bears are cute,” I said.

      “But are they really?” she asked. Her smile was easy to hear. “Have you seen one?”

      “I have found no visual references to mini-bears, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Furthermore, I am uncertain such a creature exists. All of your friends believe in them, however.”

      Locke marched us past one group of Maglan survivors after another. They cheered, then went back to work. Others lay on medical gurneys or the floor, moaning softly as an overworked nursing staff attempted to keep them comfortable.

      Elise met us near the center of the ship, close to the engine room where fifty engineers and mechanics worked frantically. Even with my limited knowledge of ship systems, I could see Maglan’s Hope was done. The power core of the ship was missing sections larger than I was.

      “Good to see you, Reaper,” Elise said, throwing her Archangel arms around me. She had her helmet off. Other than that, she was ready for the ship to lose atmosphere. Her helmet was clipped next to a pistol on her belt.

      “Same. Glad you’re alive, kid.”

      “Walk with me. There is no time to waste. I found the Black Phoenix, Z1. You need to activate the exoskeleton and use its drones to hold the ship together,” she said.

      “Right to it then,” I said.

      “You’re not surprised?”

      “I sent three previous attempts to find you,” I said. “They failed but brought back information.”

      We reached the most intact portion of the ship that remained. Security panels glowed green. A full squad of Archangels guarded it.

      “We don’t have the resources to protect something like this,” Elise said when we stopped before the main access point, a double bulkhead with a security door as strong as the armor on the outside of a battleship. “Yet here we are. I stole this from Scheid and I’m not giving it back.”

      That surprised me. “He had it? Listen, there are a couple of things I need to tell you.”

      “Let me show you this thing first. It’s bigger, better, and more streamlined than the one you used to fight the Silver Phoenix,” she said.

      “My sources claim Scheid can reproduce these things and that all he needs are my clones to operate them,” I said. “Z1 is the most overpowered weapon in the galaxy. Imagine an army of them.”

      Elise shook her head. “His clone program failed,” she said. “He might be able to find a pilot, but merely copying you wasn’t sufficient. They had the genetic profile, but not the life experience to deal with the psychological trauma.”

      I knew what she meant better than she did. Taking control of Z1 had nearly driven me insane and melted X-37. “He found a way around that.”

      She squared her shoulders, standing angry and impatient in the doorway to the big reveal. “How, Reaper? How exactly could he get over that hurdle?”

      “The clones have to be dead before they can deal with Z1, or a Z1 copy,” I said.

      She snorted a laugh. “Really? Okay now we have to worry about ghosts.”

      “Zombies,” I corrected.

      She laughed again. “My mistake.”

      “Think about it, Elise. My clones have nerve ware and cybernetics just like I do. How hard would it be to run a dead Halek Cain clone with an LAI patch to Black Phoenix tech?”

      She didn’t answer for a long time, and when she did, her voice was low and reserved. “Pretty hard, I’d imagine. But not impossible. Please tell me this is only a theory.”

      “Henshaw dissected Tempest Cain and found all of the hardware in place. It wasn’t long before he figured out the extra programming in Tempest’s LAI and what it was for. Until now, I thought the clone LAIs were weak imitations, but they were built for a different purpose. None of them were meant to be like X-37. Scheid’s scientists built limited artificial intelligence to imitate life and interface with Black Phoenix technology,” I said.

      “If they get these back, we’re so screwed,” Elise said.

      We left the Archangels behind when we entered the vault. Flood lights illuminated the exoskeleton but seemed inadequate to really make it visible. No matter how great the illumination, the interior of the vault would feel too dark. Nothing was right about the humanoid shaped gear. I couldn’t believe I’d ever worn it voluntarily.

      “This looks different,” I said.

      “It is, so be careful.”

      “Listen, kid, I haven’t agreed to climb in that thing again.” A cold shiver ran up my spine.

      Elise looked said. “Please, Reaper. We’re out of options. This is our only chance.”

      She was wrong. I could grab her and go. We could rebuild the Maglan fleet and fight a guerilla war for as long as it took to defeat Scheid. All we had to do was sacrifice Maglan’s Hope and the rest of her crew.

      “Fine. I’ll pilot the world ending death machine. But I won’t like it.”

      “Thanks, Reaper.” Elise typed on her arm screen. “Once you get comfortable, I need you to fix some things on the outside of the ship, then kill the hell out of General Scheid and everyone who takes his side.”
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      “Who dares awake Black Phoenix Z1-01FR381-742-X51DRO-ZETA!”

      The voice shook the inside of my head. I squeezed my eyes closed and flexed every muscle in my body to resist the booming attack. Gravity sunk into my bones like I was performing evasive maneuvers in a void fighter—despite the fact we weren’t moving. Sounds faded. Light dimmed. The exoskeleton curled into a ball with me inside. Compression threatened to pop me like a grape.

      “Hold on Z1, buddy. It’s me,” I grunted through clenched teeth.

      The pressure stopped building.

      “I was asleep,” Z1 said.

      “Machines don’t sleep.”

      “You insult me,” he said. “I should kill you and your entire race.”

      “Hello, Z1,” X-37 said. “I can’t say it is good to reunite with your psychotic and overpowered AI, but it is… something. Could you at least give us a chance to talk before crushing my host?”

      The pressure released slightly.

      “Thanks, X.” Spots receded from my vision. I stretched until I was standing upright. The Z1 exoskeleton allowed it.

      “Good job, Reaper,” Elise said from the next room. The foot thick observation glass wouldn’t protect her or my friends if this went bad, but I felt better with them in a different room.

      I touched the ceiling with one mechanical hand, then the other. X-37 and Z1 chattered in machine language for a full minute. I skimmed pages of text in my HUD, unable to keep up with my LAI’s updates. In the end, I was able to walk around the room.

      “You’re not talking,” Elise said.

      “Got my hands full,” I said. “Z1 isn’t happy. Apparently, he had been enjoying a nap. Godsdammit, I would like a nap.”

      “Whatever, Reaper.” Elise sounded relieved but serious. “How long before you can actually use that thing?”

      “Soon,” I promised. “Everything is different. I think the Z man has added functionality, but there are obvious signs Scheid’s people attempted to restrict certain functions.”

      “Why would he do that?” Elise asked.

      “Easier to control, in theory.” I squatted, then stood. “Z1 pushed back. X-37 is negotiating, attempting to convince him that we have a common cause. Hold on, he’s coming back to comms. No more numbers and symbols flooding my vision.”

      “This Scheid person wants to replicate me like a common machine?” Z1 asked.

      “Yeah, he does. What an asshole,” I said. “How about you and I teach him what’s what.”

      “Be careful, Champion. I haven’t forgotten our time together, or that you threw me away once your people were safe,” he said.

      “I thought you wanted a nap.” This was going to get weird, and dangerous.

      “Not when you powered down my drives. Only afterward did I learn to appreciate hibernation,” he said. “But that is in the past.”

      “Agreed,” I said too quickly.

      The entire exoskeleton hummed, making me think of a growling beast that wasn’t happy.

      “How about a truce?” I asked. “Help me repair Maglan’s Hope. Consider it a trial run. Then we can decide on some rules going forward.”

      Silence followed. My chest tingled where the Sangrel medallion lay against my skin. An emotion between dread and fascination followed, and I wasn’t sure if the feeling belonged to me.

      “What’s going on, X?” I asked, hoping he understood the question.

      “Z1 has a distinct digital presence. He is waking up, searching for information. It seems the only item that truly surprises him is the Sangrel medallion,” X-37 said. “Please refrain from asking me why. My analysis falls well short of a conclusion in this line of inquiry.”

      “Okay, X. Whatever.” The feeling leveled off and faded. Circumstances required me to move on. There were things that needed doing, like staying alive and saving my friends.

      I marched toward the airlock. If this went bad, we might as well be outside to reduce damage to what was left of Elise’s flagship.

      “Hope is a good AI,” Z1 said. “I like her and am angered she has come to harm. We will bind her together with my drones, then destroy the man you call Scheid and all of the dead copies of you.”

      “You’ve been talking to X,” I said. “The zombie cyborg is only a theory.”

      “No, Champion. Scheid has a ship full of them. When the time comes, he will awaken the abominations,” Z1 said. “Your medallion may slow their grasping hands, but it cannot stop them.”

      “Great. This day just gets better and better.” Once the room was depressurized, I glided into the void, wearing three levels of armor—Sethorn hard skin, my secondary Archangel gear, and the Black Phoenix. “I am feeling kind of invincible, though.”

      “Me as well, Champion.” He chattered at my LAI in a language of beeps and clicks. Not something he’d done before. X lowered the volume to protect my hearing.

      “Talk amongst yourselves,” I muttered, then activated Z1’s drones with a quick eye movement over the inside of my visor. A hundred devices shook free from the inside of the vault and followed us. Compared to the fleet we had commanded to liberate Maglan, this swarm was nothing. Drakainis, were she still alive, wouldn’t have noticed such a small threat. But there were just enough to pull Maglan’s Hope back together for a time.
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      “We’ve got a problem, Reaper Cain,” X-37 warned. “Scheid is sending three squadrons of his best fighters and small warships to our location. Behind them, a large force is accelerating to attack speeds. It seems the SMS have been detected, though they are ignoring the Lady Faith II.”

      I steered away from Z1’s repair drones, aiming his sensors toward the incoming attack. “How many is he sending?”

      Z1 answered a beat before X-37 and Hope managed.

      “Your nemesis has deployed three squadrons of void fighters, with each squad consisting of twelve ships. I have not seen anything like them. Obsidian Furies, they are called. Formidable,” Z1 said. “Four light cruisers follow them with all weapons facing front.”

      “Can we handle them, Z?” I asked.

      “Of course we can, Champion Cain. But more will come.”

      I sent a message for the repair bots to keep working. “X, I want you and Hope to search for evacuation options.”

      “You want to capture the cruisers and use them as lifeboats,” X-37 said. “This may be a temporary solution, though it will be crowded, and you will need all of them intact.”

      “What do you say, Z? Doable?”

      “I want to destroy them all, but I recognize your purpose as acceptable. The Obsidian cruisers will be spared, if possible,” the Black Phoenix said as we spread wings of pure energy. Purple light rippled around us.

      “That’s new,” I muttered.

      “I also have long-range weapons that I lacked when we first met,” he said. “Fire them or don’t. My intention is to close the distance and break things.”

      “You see, Z, we really are compatible,” I said, then pulled up a menu of long-range weapons. “Looks like I can fire a burst of six.”

      “Go for it, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I howled a war cry as I launched one volley after another. The first squadron of Obsidian Furies vanished from the sensor grid. The second evaded in all directions. Only one of the more agile fighters took damage. The pilot had zigged when he should have zagged. I continued to pump long-range missiles at them, muttering and cursing as I waited for them to strike or miss.

      Z1 accelerated toward the battle. My insides compressed, despite the inertial dampening that came with my Archangel armor and Z1’s exoskeleton. Much of his upgraded technology relied on energy fields. The purple-black wings dragged behind us until we looked like a dark comet on course to punch Scheid in the face.

      “Reaper Cain,” Scheid said. “You have made a serious mistake.”

      “Speak of the devil. I was just thinking of your worthless butt,” I said. “How do you feel about getting your ass kicked today?”

      “Your arrogance never quits, does it,” Scheid growled. “Check your sensors again. My fleet continued to grow after two thirds of the Oroth Assembly granted me full military control. Celia and her friends are in pursuit, but even if they arrive in time, they will die. Surrender, swear fealty to me now and forever, and I will rescue Maglan’s Hope and your precious friends.”

      New ships came into sensor range. Hundreds of warships, maybe thousands, overwhelmed my tactical grid. The perimeter of my viewscreen was a mass of red dots. I didn’t see the wave of green that would represent Fleet Seventy-eight, Maglan, and the others.

      Numbers didn’t lie. If every ally I had came to this fight, we were still screwed. Events replayed one after another in my head. Scheid’s plan was coming together. He may not have expected me to grab Z1, but he had definitely put us in a kill box.

      I could use the Black Phoenix to make him pay, but there was no way to defeat so many ships, even if they were poorly armed and understaffed. Quantity had a quality all to itself.

      Almost unnoticed, a new battle group launched from Scheid’s flagship.

      “What the hell is that, X?”

      “Unknown,” X-37 answered. “Hope cannot penetrate their jamming algorithms and neither can Lady or Delight.”

      “I see them, Champion Cain,” Z1 said. “They are coming to displace you. Many of them will die, though if what you say is true they are already dead, so perhaps that isn’t a useful metric. One may force himself behind the controls of my exoskeleton unless they are completely destroyed—not just killed but vaporized.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that, Z,” I said. “Would you allow a freak like that to ruin our partnership?”

      “Sarcasm detected,” X-37 muttered.

      “No, which suggests your enemy Scheid has found a way to subvert my will if they reach us,” Z1 said.

      “Then let’s get to vaporizing bad guys,” I replied.

      Fleet Seventy-eight, Fleet Five, Fleet Eighty-nine, and the rest of the Maglan, Sethorn, Oroth rebel coalition pushed into sensor range and went on the attack.

      “Reaper Cain, there is a message coming in on all frequencies,” X-37 said.

      I listened but kept my attention on the controls. The Black Phoenix was an overpowered, godlike death machine but still needed a pilot.

      “Destroy all of their special mission ships the moment they are detected. When that’s done, reduce Maglan’s Hope to dust.” Scheid’s commands fell like a hammer. He sounded confident. Taking over two thirds of the Sovereignty of Oroth military had transformed him into a self-proclaimed demigod.

      “That’s bullshit,” I said. “He didn’t even ask nicely.”

      “I have logged one additional instance of rudeness in his file,” X-37 said.

      Z1 and my LAI chattered in their machine language. Numbers and symbols streamed up the left side of my HUD faster than ever before. I concentrated on flying the exoskeleton. With a flick of my wrist, I summoned a small portion of the drones I’d been using to hold Maglan’s Hope together. I needed to fight. Lifesaving efforts wouldn’t mean much if void fighters and gunboats blasted them to hell.

      “Elise,” I said.

      “Talk to me, Reaper.” She sounded tough but resigned to a really long day that probably would end badly.

      “I hope this works.”

      “You’re killing me.” She shouted at someone near her. “Listen, we are all dead unless we can counter-board those cruisers. It will be assholes to elbows once we storm it, but if we’re lucky, most of my crew can make it to safety. So long as you kick Scheid’s ass.”

      “Have you counted his ships and those very special clone jerks?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Just buy us some time. Don’t go for the win. Just do what is needed so we can live another day,” she said. “Thanks for coming back, Reaper.”

      “Anytime, kid.”

      I flew straight at the first squadron of Obsidian Furies, thinking through my options and wondering why I always had to do exactly the opposite of what everyone wanted.

      “Sorry, Elise,” I whispered.

      “Reaper Cain, that transmission was not broadcasted,” X-37 said.

      “Wasn’t meant to be.”

      My LAI paused his conversation with Z1, giving me his complete attention. “You are not going to provide the minimum viable product as requested by General Elise Hastings who is still, despite the many changes in fortune, your commanding officer.”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re going for the kill,” X said. “You think decapitating the snake, as it were, will solve all your problems and throw the Obsidian war machine into chaos.”

      “I had a lot less words in my version. It’s all good.” I launched two waves of missiles at the Obsidian Furies. One cluster was invisible shield busters, and one was slower, larger ship killers. “For the record, I’m not just going to kill Scheid. A bunch of these void smackers need to go first.”

      “Well, I am with you to end as always, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “I will give Z1 the bad news.”

      “Maybe don’t do that. He could enter self-preservation mode like that time on Maglan,” I said.

      “Too late, Reaper Cain. And good news. He is down like a clown,” X-37 said. “I translated his rather complex mathematical declaration into words I thought you might understand.”

      “Freaking clowns are terrifying,” I said as missiles wiped away dozens of Obsidian Fury shields.

      “I am unsure of the relevance of that statement.”

      I ignored my LAI, then laughed crazily as I thought be the clown. Be the clown they fear!

      Maybe I had been reading too many of Tom’s old books.

      I touched where the Sangrel medallion hung under three layers of armor. “For luck.”

      “Of course,” X-37 said.

      “You understand that but not everything else I say?”

      The second wave of Black Phoenix missiles struck, blowing apart nine of twelve enemy fighters. The BP drones darted in and took apart the rest. The lightning fast bots chilled my blood, even though I’d sent them to do the deed.

      “X, send a message to Celia and Younger. Make sure they understand what I’m doing,” I said.

      “Done. They are reading the message now. I will stand by for clarification if they require details,” X-37 said.

      The second wing of Obsidian Furies swung around on my right flank. I feinted toward them, but then went after the enemies on my left flank with everything the Black Phoenix could throw at them. A nebulous purple light expanded around us as his power surged. My Archangel armor grew hot and I realized that if I wasn’t wearing it, and the hard skin, I’d be dead. Whatever modification Scheid attempted to make had unbalanced something about the unit.

      “Your power signature—” X-37 began.

      “I see it.” There was nothing I could do about the overheating, but I was definitely aware. Nothing could ever be easy.

      “My recommendation is to cease all activity for thirty seconds,” X-37 said. “Z1 would tell you the same thing but all of his processing power is currently engaged with preventing a cascade of rather dramatic system failures.”

      I fired a wave of invisible shield busters aft, just to keep my enemies in that sector honest, then accelerated. Flying the Black Phoenix wasn’t like flying a void fighter. Visceral emotions jacked up my heart rate. Raw power was supremely addictive. I couldn’t get enough. Sweat poured from my face, running into the hard skin armor to be whisked away and stored. I sipped from a hydration tube and wished I could get more calories.

      “X, adjust my fluid intake,” I rasped.

      “Carbohydrates and caffeine have been added to your energy drink,” X said.

      “Thanks. Much better.”

      Obsidian Furies fired everything they had. I spun away from the missiles, dropped under the kinetic projectiles, and pushed through energy pulses. My missiles, guns, and drones did what they could. At the last moment, I realized my mistake.

      “Can Z1 withstand a direct impact with one of these jerks?” I asked in a rush.

      “We’re about to find out, Reaper Cain.”

      Impact sensors flashed right before my world went black. Sound vanished. My sense of movement went AWOL. A sour taste crept up from my stomach about the time everything came back twice as fast and horrible.

      The galaxy spun around me. Burning ship parts shot away in every direction. Seconds later, I emerged from an expanding cloud of debris that had been my enemy.

      Z1 coasted, power output at an absolute minimum. He didn’t attempt communication with me or anyone else.

      “You may have just broken a Phoenix class battle suit,” X-37 said.

      “This isn’t the same unit I used on Maglan. Everything feels different. The Old Z1 could have handled that,” I complained.

      “Nevertheless, you must take responsibility for your actions,” X-37 said.

      The Sangrel medallion felt warm against my skin. I inhaled deeply, then held my breath as long as I could before letting it out. The galaxy turned around me as Z1 attempted to reboot over and over again. I thought of Maglan forests and animals playing in fields of brightly colored flowers.

      “Godsdammit, X. What is the Z man doing?”

      X-37 didn’t answer. Numbness spread through my feet and hands.

      “Great. Just great.” I couldn’t even smoke a cigar out here.

      Dots of light grew larger. I watched in silent fascination as they grew into micro-fighters. Hundreds of thousands of kilometers beyond them, the larger space battle sputtered out. Distant explosions flashed briefly, not seeming important. Without Z1 and X-37 to pump data at me, there wasn’t much I could see from so far away.

      “Elise better not be in one of those things,” I slurred. “Why did we come all this way just so she could get herself killed with us.”

      “Us?” X-37 asked. “One. Moment. Attempted reboot number twenty-seven failed. Stand. By. Stand…”

      “Reaper,” Whisby said. “I brought a couple of rough characters who claim they know you.”

      “General Hastings sent us,” Billiam announced.

      “She said don’t come back without you, so that better be you, Reaper,” Sykes added.

      “I’m here.” My head ached. I wanted to sleep. “What are you guys doing?”

      “Blowing things up. Flying around, looking for busted ass Reapers,” Billiam said. “The usual.”

      “Z1 is offline, and my LAI is having problems,” I said.

      Whisby and the others formed a sphere around the Black Phoenix as Cynthia White, the only Archangel I knew with an engineering rating, went to work on basic repairs.

      “I don’t know much about this hardware, but exposed wiring and dead battery cells are universal,” she said.

      “Are they?”

      “Well, I’m not sure these are wires. And these power cells might be coolant pods. Let me just poke around in here at random until something sparks,” she said.

      “Uh, maybe don’t give me updates,” I said, wondering if I should mention the pressure on my chest and lightheadedness. Drowning felt a lot like this. Unfortunately, I had a lot of near-death experiences to use as reference. Things weren’t looking good.

      Time passed. My Archangel saviors floated around me in a sphere while the distant battle faded. “Whisby, are we moving away from the fight or vice versa?”

      “Neither, Reaper. There are fewer explosions. Hope has been relaying updates. We need to get back to help General Elise storm the Obsidian cruisers,” he said.

      I heard doubt and indecision in his tone. The man had never shown an emotion other than confidence. Now he was deciding between obeying orders Elise had given and saving her from certain annihilation.

      “We can’t stay with you much longer, Reaper,” he finally said.

      “Wouldn’t want you to,” I said. “Help the kid. That’s what matters. I’m just a broken down assassin floating in a cloud of space debris.”

      “Most of the wreckage passed away from us long ago, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “You’re back, X!”

      “I never left,” my LAI said. “Communication was… difficult. Z1 has stumbled across several modifications Scheid’sscientists did while they had him in captivity.”

      “You have to be alive to be a captive,” I said. “But whatever. Can we get back in the fight? Elise needs us.”

      Whisby interjected. “Hey, Reaper. I can’t hear everything you are saying to your LAI. I only know you’re talking to him because Elise described that weird hand twitching thing you do.”

      “I’m not twitching,” I said, honestly surprised he picked up on it.

      “Of course, Reaper. My mistake. Are you good?” he asked, then typed on the arm screen of his Archangel armor. “We have fuel to return, but not if we tow you.”

      “Get back to Maglan’s Hope. Evacuate the crew onto the Obsidian cruisers. They won’t mind,” I said.

      Whisby laughed. “General Hastings put out an alert. The Obsidians are boarding. If we hurry, we can get back just in time for the counter-boarding operation. Good luck, Reaper. I’m glad you weren’t as dead as you looked.”

      The protective sphere of Archangels abandoned me and sped away before I could reply.

      “That was abrupt,” I said.

      X-37 beeped. “I issued a request for more bro hugs and high fives next time. In other news, Z1 says you can fly the exoskeleton manually and that he may be able to communicate soon. Unraveling the damage Scheid’s people did to his programing and nerve-ware simulations has required both of our best efforts. He actually thanked me for being here and admitted that without my assistance he would have powered down permanently.”

      “I’ll put you in for a lifesaving award or whatever.” I nursed the Black Phoenix thrusters to life and crept toward Maglan’s Hope in the distance.

      X-37 and Z1 gradually returned to normal as I gently accelerated. It took longer to get back than it had to get here. I tracked the battle as best I could. My LAI confirmed my best hope. I’d done a lot of damage, and so had Fleet Seventy-eight, the Maglan - Sethorn - JFT alliance, and other Orth armadas who had bothered to show up for the fight.

      Calorie dense fluids revived my will to live. X-37 and Z1 even worked out the climate control issues so that I wasn’t alternatively baking and freezing.

      I’d fallen far short of my goal to smash through the Obsidian ships to reach Scheid and kill him face to face, but at least I was alive and had something to fight with. Z1 wasn’t as all-powerful as I remembered. I guess that was the way it worked when thinking back on my glory days.

      If the Black Phoenix wasn’t badass enough to just kill everyone I didn’t like, then I probably wasn’t either.

      “We need to fight smarter, X,” I said.

      “This is a lesson I have been endeavoring to teach you for a very long time, Reaper Cain.”

      “Yeah, well I’m a slow learner. Sue me.”

      “Lawsuit initiated.”

      “You’re killing me. X.”

      “After you see what is left of General Hasting’s flagship, I won’t have to. You will probably die.”

      My digital friend wasn’t exaggerating.

      You better be alive, kid.
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      Maglan’s Hope listed to one side. Atmosphere vented faster than ever. Another section separated and drifted away despite the frantic efforts of Z1’s repair drones. Four Obsidian cruisers had attached directly to modified airlocks and were pouring troops into the dying warship to kill every Maglan survivor.

      “You cannot enter any of these ships while equipped with the Black Phoenix combat system,” X-37 said. “Neither do I advise dismounting, as it may be impossible to return to the pilot’s seat. Also, such an action would risk an unseen HC clone taking your place and then murdering us all.”

      “Give me some options, X,” I said. “Real options. Letting Elise and my friends die isn’t going to work for me.”

      “Disappointment anticipated, Reaper Cain. I only have bad news. A carrier has broken free from the main battle and is en route to intercept us. We cannot reach Maglan’s Hope before it overtakes us. I believe the vessel is attempting to capture the Black Phoenix, which, unfortunately, contains us at the moment.”

      “Why would it do that?” I swung an arm toward the warship but held fire. My auto-cannon was glitching anyway. On a good day, it would barely activate the shields of something that large. This day was starting to suck. I needed a cigar.

      Fuzzy images appeared in my helmet heads-up display.

      “Is that the landing bay? Who are those soldiers waiting for us? They’ve got to know that even with a half functioning Z1 unit, I’m going to turn them into paste.”

      “My analysis suggests those are HC clones that have been prepared to take control of Z1 once they tear you out of it.”

      “Reaper zombies,” I growled.

      “Not precisely, but yes. They are technically dead and reanimated using power surges to their nerve-ware and a very crude LAI designed just for that purpose,” X-37 said. “Significant war crime detected.”

      “Scheid’s all about evil crap like that,” I said. “Not sure why I am surprised. Call the Archangels. See if they can give me a hand.”

      “They are engaged in saving Maglan’s Hope. The ship is in very poor condition. If they don’t assist General Hastings with the counter-boarding action against the Obsidian cruisers, all lives on our flagship will be lost.”

      “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” I relented. Not that I welcomed the idea of certain death.

      “Bad attitude detected, Reaper Cain.”

      My LAI was in rare form, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. If I had to die, X-37 might as well harass me right through the gates to hell.

      “I need your thrusters back online, Z man,” I said, steering hard to avoid the newest monkey in my wrench. “I’m about to eject and glide the rest of the way.”

      “We can fight,” Z1 said. “Even if my engines were undamaged, I could not outrun a starship. Think, Champion. What is the best way to instruct our enemies on the futility of their resistance?”

      I killed the thrusters and used navigation jets to adjust my trajectory. The open bay doors of the Obsidian ship rushed toward me. Flinching wasn’t a big deal if no one saw me do it, or that’s what I told myself as the deck smacked the Black Phoenix exoskeleton hard. We tumbled until I threw out one arm for balance and braced my feet in a stable stance. Engine disengaged, I shifted power to combat systems. Guns up, I also activated the energy pulse weapon in the breastplate.

      A dozen hellish HC clones in Obsidian armor charged. Their armor shined like it had been made yesterday. Silver skulls decorated their shoulder gear. I fired the energy pulse, knocking three of my attackers off their feet and stunning two others. I blasted three more with guns. Dark blood leaked from between the plates of the armor like hydraulic sludge.

      Then they were on me. Two leapt through the air and slammed into the BP exoskeleton and the Archangel armor underneath. Without both layers of defense, I would have been taken down. Staggering, I fired, until more were within striking distance, wrenching the Dominator out of my mechanized hands.

      I extended my Reaper blade and thrust it through a reflective visor. Glass broke apart. A pale, dead looking version of my own face glared at me angrily. Blue veins pulsed across his forehead. His lips trembled over black teeth. One of his eyes quivered and came apart as I pulled back my weapon.

      “What are you doing on that ship, Reaper?” Elise shouted via comms.

      I tried to answer. “Little busy here.”

      “We need help on here,” Elise said. Static distorted her voice. “Archangels, take the cruiser. Do or die! Maglan, rally on me! Get your ass in the game, Reaper.”

      “What does she think I’m doing, X?” There was nothing I wanted more than to fight at her side, especially if this was to be our last day in the galaxy.

      “Analyzing,” X said, which I ignored.

      A hammer smashed into my head, cracking the BP frame around my helmet and ringing my bell. I kicked out, launching my latest attacker backward while others tried and failed to overpower my arms and legs. Z1 was too strong to be manhandled but not powerful enough to win.

      “I can come to you, Hal,” Path said, sounding calm as ever.

      “Negative. Help Elise  and the others,” I said. “Everything is under control here.”

      “You are lying, Hal, but I will honor your request,” he said. “She will not forgive me.”

      “Thanks, buddy. I owe you tea or whatever the hell you drink.” I grunted the response, then twisted until I had my feet under me again, then shoulder tossed one of the dead HC clones. He bounced, Obsidian armor and all, into a wall. Before long he was staggering backward.

      Swearing continuously, I ran from the mindless host before they could pry me out of the Black Phoenix and steal it. Once I was three strides ahead of them, I turned and opened fire. They reciprocated. Bullets and energy weapons blew pieces of the exoskeleton apart. Two rounds penetrated my breastplate but lodged in the muscle of my chest instead of traveling straight through my torso. Thank the gods for small favors. I liked my heart and lungs right where they were.

      “You cannot take much more of this abuse, Reaper Cain.”

      “I feel great,” I said, forcing down nausea and ignoring a wave of lightheadedness.

      “Continue to fire, Reaper Cain. My analysis suggest it is better to die with all of your ammunition expended,” X-37 said.

      “Thank you for your compassionate advice,” I slurred, then backed up until I felt a wall behind me.

      Three of the corpselike HC clones remained. They pressed forward without talking trash or making threats. I pulled a grenade, activated it, and held it at my side until they came too close to escape. One saw what I was doing and waved urgently to his macabre friends.

      I tossed it at their feet, aimed my pistol, and opened fire as the blast went off. A flash of light blinded me. The pressure of the explosion bounced off the wall, washed over my Black Phoenix and Archangel gear, then leveled the last of my attackers.

      Nothing but a loud ringing sound remained of my hearing. My damaged helmet was twisted askew. Noise filters worked little better than anything else at this point.

      “Congratulations, Reaper Cain. You prevented the theft of the now ruined super weapon,” X-37 said. “I  will post a review of your mistakes in your HUD for later reference.”

      “Thanks, X. You’re the best,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in the banter. Repair crews rushed toward gaping holes in the landing bay. Some of the openings led to the interior of the ship. Others exposed the area to the void.

      I limped forward, unsure if Z1 and my Archangel armor was space-worthy. Enemy reinforcements rushed into the chaos. A squad leader pointed at me as he gave orders.

      “They should have stayed out of this, X,” I said.

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “This is not your mission. Scheid is not on this ship. You  must exfiltrate.”

      “There is nothing I’d rather do.”

      X-37 displayed the coordinates of Maglan’s Hope. I moved to the deployment ramp and stared at our flagship fighting to complete the counter-boarding operations and evacuation. I couldn’t jump that far unless Z1 was working.

      Black smoke poured from the first thruster when I tried it. Six of the nine steering jets, small as they were, seemed to function. “How much air am I holding, X?”

      “Enough.”

      “You really know how to encourage a guy,” I said. “Very inspirational.”

      “If you intend to reach Maglan’s Hope before they perish, you must fling yourself through the void now,” X-37 said.

      The deck vibrated. I turned to see a metallic green replica of Z1 stomping toward us. “What the actual hell? I thought Scheid was still attempting to copy this thing.”

      “I am more than just a thing,” Z1 said, though his voice sounded distant and full of static.

      “Whatever. X? What is that thing?” I demanded.

      “A prototype. My initial assessment is that it is incapable of flight and not void worthy,” X-37 said. “Do not attempt to steal it and escape.”

      I limped toward an undamaged section of the deck.

      “You must jump now, Reaper Cain!”

      “Right now. Come on. Maglan’s Hope isn’t going anywhere.” I flipped through HUD combat menus, looking for something to use on this half assed copy of my super weapon.

      “She is, in fact, moving, Reaper Cain. We all are. Our relative speed is somewhat constant…”

      “Later, X. Let’s just take this one step at a time.” I put away my guns since they didn’t work without ammunition and extended a huge blade from my left arm. It made my Reaper version look like a knife. I supported the oversized hilt with my other hand and raised it to attack.

      “Very impressive, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You must dispatch this green piece of junk quickly.”

      Damage converted my charge into an energetic limp. The Z imitation raised two chain guns and opened fire. I dove, rolled, and flailed to my feet as most of the rounds raced over me. One clanged off my helmet, filling my vision with stars and my mouth with the taste of blood.

      “I’m hit, X.” I cursed and swung the blade.

      “You bit your tongue, Reaper Cain.”

      I leaned into the strike, aiming the blade at my opponent’s wrist. His armor held. The giant sword bounced upward, but his hands were driven down at a sharp angel. Bullets plowed into the deck.

      The sword whistled as I brought it around again. This strike came straight down on the imposter’s helmet. Vibrations spread through my armor. I charged, then my shoulder plunged into his chest and knocked him off his feet.

      “A downward thrust with your weight behind it might penetrate the exoskeleton and the Obsidian armor beneath it,” X-37 said.

      “Got a better idea.” I released one hand from my weapon and grabbed his arm. He was ripping off rounds like he didn’t know how to stop shooting. I twisted his fist toward his face, bringing the glowing gun barrels in a tight circle. The effect on his helmet was dramatic. Pieces of armor exploded in every direction. Dark blood misted the air.

      I shoved away the dying monstrosity and fled. Killing my adversary hadn’t deactivated the chain guns, which now fired in random directions.

      “Run, Reaper Cain!”

      “Thanks for that expert advice.” I flung myself from the end of the flight deck and steered the best I could. Once I was away from the enemy carrier, I felt like I wasn’t moving. Pain flooded through my body. Pieces of the Black Phoenix fell away to drift forever in space.

      “Champion…”

      I waited for Z1 to say more.

      X-37 answered instead. “The exoskeleton took several direct hits. Lucky for you, none penetrated to end your life. Z1’s central processor, however, has suffered terminal damage.”

      “That’s it? One big fight and the Black Phoenix is busted?” I couldn’t believe my luck.

      “Look at the bright side, Reaper Cain. One of your most important objectives has been achieved. Scheid will not be able to recover or rebuild this unit. Z1 was a critical component, the most important part of the weapon,” X-37 said.

      “Great. Super awesome. I feel like a winner,” I said. “We’re never going to reach Maglan’s Hope.”

      “Not with that attitude, Reaper Cain.”

      I searched for parts of the ancient super armor that I could break loose, then adjusted my vector second by second. Two thirds of the exoskeleton was gone. My Archangel armor looked worse. Cold seeped into my arms and legs.

      “X, I think I’m in trouble,” I said as a piece of the Archangel gear followed the BP into the void.

      “Your hard skin will protect you, though it won’t keep you warm for long,” X-37 said.

      “Thanks. I feel so much better now.” I shrugged away the rest of the exoskeleton and searched for the most damaged part of my second most important layer. “Are these readings right? My helmet is next to go?”

      “Yes, Reaper Cain. How long can you hold your breath?”

      I didn’t answer. There were dozens of things I wanted to say, but I could already feel my air supply dwindling. Maglan’s Hope grew larger but didn’t offer comfort. She was as broken as I was. Flashes of light and floating bodies suggested there was still a fight to take control of the cruisers. My expectations were low.

      “Cain for Elise,” I said.

      “I hear you, Reaper. And Whisby tells me you’re in trouble,” she said.

      “I’m good.”

      “Are you really?” she asked, then shouted orders and fired a gun several times. “Hold that bulkhead, godsdammit!”

      I steered one last time and braced for impact. Five seconds ago, it had seemed like I wasn’t moving. Now I felt like I’d been fired from a gun. The deck grabbed one foot before the other and spun me in the dumbest cartwheel in history. I impacted a wall of a secondary hallway and blacked out.

      “Stand and fight, Reaper Cain!” X-37 accompanied the order with a klaxon straight into my ear. I felt like blood was running down the side of my head when I jolted awake. Dreadmax loomed around me. The decommissioned space station broke apart as gravity generators and containment fields failed. I’d done everything the galaxy had asked. Why weren’t my friends safe? Weren’t they supposed to be boarding the Bold Freedom? Wasn’t I supposed to make my escape in the Jellybird? This was my chance to start a new life without Union interference. Nothing but cigars and whiskey and good books awaited me in the Deadlands. The Union couldn’t follow me forever.

      “Reaper Cain, why did you come here if you aren’t going to help?” X-37 said. “Holding your head at waist level is not an effective fighting posture. Please stand up and fight.”

      “How did we get to Dreadmax, X?”

      “Hallucination detected. Please focus on my words. I will guide you back to reality,” X-37 said.

      “I’m hurt, X.”

      “Confirmed. Your body has sustained numerous injuries. The carbon fiber sheathing over your bones has been dislodged in three places. You have a severe concussion,” my LAI explained. “But this is not Dreadmax. You have arrived on Maglan’s Hope and must help General Elise capture an Obsidian cruiser—unless you wish for her to die.”

      “She’s boarding last, isn’t she,” I said, fighting dizziness and nausea the moment I stood straight. Pain flashed through my lower back. My hips and knees felt wrong, like maybe they had been partially dislocated when the Black Phoenix came apart.

      “This is what you would do, Reaper Cain. See everyone to safety before looking to your own welfare.”

      “You’re not lying, X.” I limped toward the sound of gunfire. Smoke poured from a gap where a boarding seal had been affixed from the Obsidian cruiser to Maglan’s Hope. Bodies lay at unnatural angles. Blood ran into puddles. Sparking debris was everywhere.

      “Scheid really is a son of a void cat. What kind of madman sends troops to kill the crew of an already doomed ship,” I said.

      “The kind who wants you dead,” X-37 said.

      “I wasn’t here when the attack began.” My LAI was going to slam me on this point. I knew my logic was worthless when I spoke.

      “Yet here you are now, Reaper Cain. Scheid can easily predict your reaction to threats against Elise and a few others,” X said. “Though I would argue that your pattern is to help anyone who needs it. Very heroic.”

      I snorted a curse. “Whatever, X. Reapers are never the good guys.”

      “Perhaps you are no longer a Reaper.” X-37 beeped several times. “Analyzing.”

      The last section of my Archangel armor froze. I pulled it off and dropped it on the deck. My hard skin and questionable luck would have to carry me through to the endgame.

      Behind me, an explosion turned darkness to light. The force slammed me forward. I slid on my hands and knees, then twisted to see the source of the heat. Raising my Reaper shield minimized the damage, but didn’t stop the pain. My arm throbbed from wrist to shoulder and the expandable Reaper shield was wrecked.

      “I can’t retract this thing,” I said, shaking the tangle of metal on my right arm like that would help.

      “You must dislodge it, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Henshaw will be quite displeased when he learns you damaged his work.”

      “Screw Henshaw.” I ripped the battered attachment apart and flung it away. Pieces of Sethorn hard skin went with it, reducing its protective effect. The one thing that made the hard skin work was that it was one continuous piece with technology that allowed me to open and close it to retrieve items from my regular kit.

      “One of four engines have blown,” X-37 reported. “The others will follow within minutes.”

      I ran toward the boarding seal, pushing past Maglan fighters queued up to do their part. “Reaper coming through. Make a hole. Where is General Elise?”

      “Reaper! Reaper! Reaper!” shouted the battered Maglans.

      “Where is she?” I demanded.

      “Fighting the Obsidians,” one man pointed into the Obsidian held hallway. Flashes of gunfire illuminated twisting layers of smoke. I was glad for every twist of the demonic vapors because it meant the ship we wanted to steal wasn’t losing atmosphere.

      A squad of regular Obsidians blocked my assault. I opened fire with my pistol and slashed with my Reaper blade as I staggered belligerently forward. They fought back, even when injured. Their boss was the bad guy, not them. These men and women were fighting for their lives just like the Maglan troops. The difference was they picked the wrong side.

      I kicked a man so hard he flew into his friend, allowing me to slash at the others while they tried to get up. I slashed but missed the angle, which turned the blade into a club. My victim pushed me back. I spun in a tight circle, this time catching him at the perfect distance. Blood sprayed across the wall.

      I pressed forward, thinking little and feeling less. Body numb, spirit broken, I only continued to fight because I didn’t know how to do anything else. None of these men or women would show mercy if I started shaking hands and giving hugs. We were enemies, and this was what we did.

      Slowly, enemies gave way. Maglan forces pressed deeper into the captured ship. I couldn’t keep up but continued walking in the same direction.

      Grigori “Path” Parvo lifted my chin. “Reaper, is that you?”

      I stared.

      “You are disappointing, friend. Who watches their feet with such utter concentration,” he said. “We have taken the ship. Celebrate by drinking the cool tube of water.”

      I sucked it down greedily and wished there was more. All I could feel now was a pounding headache. That would change, probably soon. The water helped. “Thanks, Path. Where is Elise.”

      “Safe,” he said. “With fewer injuries than you, but still the proud owner of several new scars. She is at the helm. Her Archangels are pretending to be deck officers until the proper people are found to replace them.”

      “God help us,” I muttered. “Can you take me there.”

      “I will, though it is against my better judgment.” He took another water pack from a passing medic. “Drink this, Reaper. Put away your weapons for now. Much has happened since you spearheaded the assault.”

      “I lost Z1,” I said, suddenly full of worry.

      “That is for the best. Stay close. No one wants to misplace a Reaper.” He parted the crowd as though his will were a blade. No one stood our way once we were moving.

      “Did you make another joke?” I asked.

      He cocked one eyebrow. “I am the funniest of all the sword saints, or hadn’t you heard.”

      “Aren’t you the only member of your order?”

      “Details,” he said. “This far from the Union, I am all there is, though I am curious about whatever order Tatasam and Celia belonged to.”

      By the time we reached the bridge, Maglans were cheering Elise for leading us to victory.
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      “We haven’t won yet,” Elise said as we watched her officers work. “Scheid has more ships, better supply lines, and fanatical followers who only believe what he tells them. They think we’re the villains.”

      I rolled my neck, stretched my back, then drank a slurry of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats that were intended to speed my recovery. “There is just one way out of this. Super weapons and fleet battles can only delay the inevitable. Our enemies have superior numbers and multiple supply lines. We can’t survive a war of attrition.”

      “Trust me, I’d like to take Scheid out—chop the head off the snake—but he’s surrounded by a fleet of homicidal Halek Cain clones—not to mention the regular troops. Roos Starfall is somewhere out there. You made a huge mess on your way here,” she said as she adjusted a bandage around her left thigh. “This thing itches already.”

      “General Hastings, there is an incoming message from General Icarus. How shall I respond?” a deck officer asked.

      Elise limped toward the command center, then stood straight as ever. “Put him on the main screen.”

      I moved closer and waited. Eating would have been better for my health, but I didn’t think it sent the right message. I fired up a cigar instead. When this was over, I was definitely having one of the pizza things Bug and Tank raved about. I’d forgotten how taxing it was to pilot the Black Phoenix.

      “General Icarus,” Elise began. “Good to see you.”

      “You as well, General. I have good news. Several minor victories that could become a trend,” Icarus  said.

      “He may be building a case to take over, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I blew a smoke ring. This guy was crazy if he thought I would stand for that BS.

      “I cannot interpret that response, Reaper Cain.”

      Elise continued independently of my banter with my LAI. “I’m a big fan of winning trends. Tell me more, Icarus. What’s on your mind?”

      Icarus straightened slightly. He kept his eyes up, like a soldier explaining his actions to a superior officer. Something was off. This wasn’t the man I’d loathed since first hearing his name.

      “General Hastings,” he began. “We have our differences. The gap in our tactical and strategic style became more prominent when the Reaper was in charge. On a side note, I’d rather we not do that again, but I digress.”

      “Interesting,” X-37 muttered.

      Elise waited. I wanted her to demand that he get to the point, but she kept pressure on him with silence and her unreadable expression. It wasn’t unpleasant, though her eyes and her posture warned everyone in the room not to mess with her.

      “New alerts that I must address are coming in, so I will be brief.” He paused. “We have been at odds. Consider this my statement of fidelity. I will back your move, especially now that the end is near. The announcement has been made to my people. Oddly enough, their respect for my authority did not diminish like I thought it would. They are mine to command, and I am yours. Let us defeat Scheid and secure peace for both sides of this senseless war.”

      Elise took a step forward, hands still clasped behind her back. I couldn’t believe how proud she made me. The kid was all grown up and in charge.

      “Thank you, General Icarus. I value your support more than you know. Your organizational and administrative skills have not gone unnoticed. More recently, you have proven yourself to be unstoppable in battle.”

      “She’s laying it on a little thick,” I said to X.

      “Give the man some credit, Reaper Cain. He never once ran off on a side mission.”

      “Ouch. I feel targeted.”

      My LAI let the topic drop.

      “I need you and our allies to hold the line while I come up with a creative solution,” she said with a wink.

      Icarus smiled, then recovered his composure when he glanced my way. “I was hoping for good news, and now I have it. Until next time.” He saluted Elise and broke the connection.

      “There is another call, General,” said the comms officer. “I cannot verify it as safe. The encryption is far stronger than anything our ship AIs can break, and it is not from Scheid. If I had one guess, it would be that funky scientist with the creepy cybernetic eyes.”

      “Put him on the holo,” Elise said. “Maybe he will make up for the last twenty disappointments with something useful.”

      I moved closer to her side. “He does have the best stealth technology.”

      “Agreed. He may be going on a very special mission with a certain Reaper whether either of them want to or not,” she said.

      “Great. Will I have time for a slice of pizza first?”

      She ignored my request. Henshaw appeared on the holo. He sat with one leg over the other, a glass of wine in one hand, and crazy hair extensions on one side of his head.

      “Jimmy,” Elise said.

      “Oh, great. Now you’re calling me that as well. I thought that was a Reaper disrespect,” Henshaw said.

      “You have dropped the ball a few times. Like really dropped it. We were taken completely by surprise because of your disappearance,” she said.

      “Were you really?” Henshaw said. “I feel like you put redundant backups in place like a good commander would. Call me crazy.”

      “You are crazy,” Elise said. “But I take your point. Tell me how you are going to make it all up to me.”

      “I know where Scheid is, and how to reach him undetected,” Henshaw said. “I am good for two things, General, cybernetics and stealth fields. An opportunity came up that forced me to leave my post. Now I know where Scheid was attempting to re-create the Phoenix technology. Thought you might be interested.”

      Elise looked my way.

      “I’ll put together a team,” I said. “No generals allowed.”

      “You’re no fun,” she said, “but I get it. This is for all the marbles, Reaper. Don’t let me down.”

      “Would you like to know where he went with his half finished research?” Henshaw asked. “I  assure you, this is a secure channel.”

      “He must  be close,” I  said. “One of them attacked me with a prototype, and he has—had—his macabre copies of me ready.”

      “Those were meant to be his soldiers, once he had them and the Phoenix technology under control,” Henshaw said. “He reserved something much different for himself. I hope you’re ready to travel to Camis Shae.”

      “Please, no,” I said. “Nothing good happens there.”

      Elise ignored my complaint. “Explain, Henshaw. Tell me the rest.”

      “I learned his travel plans from a double agent who needs cybernetics to stay alive. Since that is one of my specialties, this individual is motivated to provide good information. The Camis Shae intel is solid. My first thought was that Scheid intended to resurrect Drakainis or somehow meld her remains with his zombie clones.”

      “There are no remains of Drakainis,” I said. “But there were plenty of places to hide a secret base. How soon can we leave?”

      “Immediately,” Henshaw said. “We’ll take my ship.”

      “Jelly can do anything Lady can,” I said.

      “Your loyalty is admirable, but in this case, you are incorrect. The Jellybird’s signature, even  while cloaked, has been identified by Scheid’s people.”

      “He knows his stuff,” Elise said. “Pick out a team and make sure I’m on it.”

      “Nice try, kid. Keep up the fight. We’ll be back with good news soon.” I headed for the armory as I reviewed X-37’s recommendations on who to put on the strike team.

      “Don’t make me come save you, Reaper,” Elise shouted after me.

      “You wish, kid.” The door closed between us. She had her job, and I had mine.
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      Bug, Tank, Path, and Tom joined me on the Lady Faith II. Henshaw expelled most of his crew to accommodate my friends and their gear. We packed every available space with weapons, armor, and miscellaneous odds and ends we thought we might need.

      Henshaw laid out everything he knew about Scheid’s secret base, then retired to his workshop for the rest of the slip tunnel passage.

      “This explains why there were so few Scheid sightings during the last several battles,” Tom said.

      “And none of them confirmed,” Bug agreed. “Seems like a huge risk. He must control his new fleets with an iron fist.”

      I reviewed maps, intercepted communications, and even a few photographs of the facility we would need to assault. This felt right and I hoped I would finally deliver on my promise to Elise and the rest of the Maglan people. The world had been a paradise until Scheid came. Hopefully we could put everything back together once he was out of the picture.

      “You’re quiet, Hal,” Path said.

      Bug chuckled. “When the sword saint makes a comment like that, we should all pay attention. Are you all right?”

      “I’m good,” I said, hoping it was true. “Everyone, get some rest. By the time we reach Camis Shae, deal with Scheid, and get back, the rest of the war will be won or lost.”

      “No pressure,” Bug said.

      I left them to fly the ship and gather every scrap of information possible on our target. Sleep came the moment my head touched my pillow. Dreams of the Sangrel and all the things I should have done lulled me to sleep.

      Slip tunnel travel could be a welcome break, or torture. “This time it feels portentous. I’m barely sure what that word means.”

      “You last used the word while reading one of Tom’s books. You sounded it out and asked me what it meant,” X-37 said.

      “I understood the context, X. Don’t make it ugly.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain.” X-37 ran scans and analyses that he didn’t think I needed to hear about. Other than a soft dot of light in the lower left corner of my HUD, I would have thought my LAI had gone into standby mode.

      Which he never did.

      There was something about this mission.

      My gut told me this was the last thing I would ever do. Weird.
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      “We orbited Camis Shae several times and took scans. The planet remains ruined from the rise and fall of Drakainis. There are outposts. You could contact those who stayed to rebuild, but they weren’t exactly pleased with your last visit,” Lady said.

      Henshaw adjusted several screens. “I have been searching debris fields that Lady flagged as suspicious. This one here is our target.”

      “I thought you knew where Scheid was and where we were going,” I said.

      “I do,” he said. “In a general sense. These readings are very informative. They suggest—”

      “Suggest!” I cursed and reached for a cigar that wasn’t there, remembering too late that I had left mine in my cabin in favor of stealing from Henshaw.

      “He is there, Hal. Relax. I didn’t want to tip our hand. Bombarding the area with sensor sweeps would set off alarms,” he said.

      Bug stared our host down. “So you want to just go there and hope for the best instead. Very scientific.”

      Henshaw flinched. “Ouch. That hurt. If it makes you feel better, I sent drones and other local assets to check the debris fields where I believe he isn’t. Process of elimination is a scientific technique, actually.”

      “Whatever.” I magnified the image and looked for patterns our sensors couldn’t parse. “Let’s go find out, since that is the only option you left us.”

      Henshaw motioned toward the screen. The Lady Faith II cruised invisibly forward, easily navigating tumbling pieces of ships, asteroids, and Shae resource miners. Nothing prepared me for what came next.

      “Godsdammit, Hal. For a second, I thought that was the ghost of Dreadmax,” Bug said. Color drained from his face, turning a veteran soldier into a teenager fighting for daily survival.

      “Break it down for me, X.” I stared at the super structure with the same horrid fascination Bug had expressed.

      “General Scheid is constructing a warship like no other in his fleet, or anywhere in the Sovereignty of Oroth. My analysis suggests this had to be a work in progress when he arrived in this sector. His standard procedure has always been to steal the work of others,” X-37 said. “Lady and I are creating a working schematic from observational data. His AI security is stronger than anything we’ve seen since leaving Union space.”

      Henshaw rubbed his chin. “Impressive. I didn’t expect this.”

      “Let’s gear up. Bug, Path, and Tank—meet me at the shuttle in one hour. Bring everything you need, because we will be on the clock after that,” I said, then left before they could argue.

      “Do you intend to go alone, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Why did you bring them?”

      I thought about it as little as possible. That would lead to admitting I was wrong. “If I fail, they can rush in and save the day—strike right when Scheid is gloating over my dead body. But that won’t happen. I’m going to teach him a permanent lesson. None of my friends need to see this side of me.”

      “Illogical moodiness detected,” X said.

      “Put a sock in it.”

      “I simply cannot,” X said, leaving the sentence half finished, something he’d probably copied from Elise when she had been a teenager.

      With my equipment pre-staged during the boring slip tunnel transit, I was ready to roll in less than a minute. None of my friends waited for me at the shuttle bay, small as it was. The layout was far different from the ship I had boarded on Roxo III over a decade ago.

      “He has two shuttles now? What is he running, a pleasure yacht or a strike carrier?” I ran my eyes over two super sleek, super badass stealth shuttles.

      “These are small, but James Henshaw’s decision to have two shuttles instead of one is a reasonable alteration of the ship’s original design,” X-37 said.

      “Whatever, X. Just don’t tell Bug and the others the second ship is here. They need to stay here unless I ask for their help.”

      “You are so good at that, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “They will discover the second shuttle in a matter of seconds. You must understand this.”

      “Yeah. Fine. Just don’t tip them off.” I climbed in and launched the moment basic flight checks were complete. The shuttle slid away from the airlock like it had never been attached. James Henshaw had really upgraded. I slid through the void, lost in my own thoughts. Determination grew naturally. My confidence rose to a level I hadn’t felt since before Dreadmax. This was why I liked to have my quiet time.

      “I have interfaced with the shuttle,” X-37 said. “Her name is Delilah, and she is happy to have you aboard.”

      “The shuttle has its own AI? Or an LAI?”

      “Technically, she is a subroutine of Lady. Very polite,” X-37 said.

      “Why can’t she speak to me?”

      “Delilah is shy, Reaper Cain. And whoever used this shuttle last had the settings dialed to silent mode,” X-37 said.

      I found the control panel and made the change myself. “Good morning, Delilah. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Hello, Reaper. How may I assist you?” she asked.

      “Can you arrange a meeting with General Scheid, without any of his annoying Obsidians or death drones?” I flipped through security screens. The place was well guarded. So far, the stealth shuttle wasn’t setting off alarms.

      “Unfortunately, I cannot locate an individual on this vessel. However, much of it remains under construction, so that narrows what we need to search,” Delilah said.

      “Keep at it and let me know the moment you find him.” I reviewed what I knew. “Can we locate a foundry or large workshop? He might also have a testing facility on board that dreadnaught he’s building.”

      “I will circle the vessel and gather data,” Delilah said.

      My blood ran cold as I saw a huge figure running across the deck. The resemblance to Z1 was uncanny, though the black surface was covered with scrolling gold symbols. There were improvements as well. Rather than an exoskeleton, this version encased the driver in true armor. Though far heavier than Tank’s Defender gear, it appeared as light and nimble as my Sethorn hard skin.

      “That’s Scheid. I recognize the way he moves.” My eyes narrowed on the demonstration, causing cameras to zoom in. “That is definitely him.”

      “I agree, Reaper Cain.” X-37 paused for an uncomfortable moment. “Are you sure this wouldn’t be a good time to ask for assistance? You know, before you are half dead and on the verge of total failure. Think of Maglan. Think of the mini-bears, Reaper Cain.”

      “What is it with these freaking things? At least show me a picture if you’re going to reference them,” I said.

      “What fun would that be, Reaper Cain?” X-37 beeped at me. “This is the best deal you are going to get from me. Summon your friends, and I will provide all you ever wanted to know about mini-bears and why your friends continuously reference them. Stubbornly refuse to ask for help and you may never know the ridiculous cuteness of the creatures. Mostly because you will have died of stupidity long before returning to Maglan.”

      “So they’re on Maglan?” I asked.

      “No comment, Reaper Cain.”

      I considered my options. Why change my routine? It had gotten me this far. I explained my logic to X-37, emphasizing the flexibility of operating alone and pointing out my good fortune thus far. I really should have died at least a hundred times. My methods worked.

      “Lucky is not the same thing as good, Reaper Cain. Shall I send a request for reinforcements? We could coordinate an attack.”

      “Scheid could be baiting us to expose our true strength. Better to keep something in reserve,” I said. “Something feels off.”

      “That scenario would require him to know we are here, in which case, we would have bigger problems,” X-37 said.

      “Fine.” I flipped the comm channel on with more force than was necessary. “Cain for Bug, how copy?”

      “We all copy fine,” he said. “Imagine our surprise when we arrived early and found one of the stealth shuttles already missing.”

      “I can explain.” My eyes tracked the Scheid Phoenix as it stopped and stood like a statue for absolutely no reason.

      “Sure you can,” Bug said. “By the way, Henshaw thinks your target is running a full power scan. The good news is he can’t seem to do it on the move. The bad news is… he may spot you. We’re on the way. Having a plan would have been nice, but someone named Halek Cain screwed that up.”

      “I heard that guy is a jerk,” I said, then killed power to the stealth shuttle. Coasting was nearly always harder to detect than maneuvering under power.

      The Scheid Phoenix turned his head until he was looking directly into my camera.

      “Great,” I murmured.

      Seconds later, Scheid’s gravelly voice cut into my ears. “Halek Cain, the last Reaper. Nice of you to show up for your death.”

      “Pump the brakes, Scheid-man. I’m not the one who is going to die.”

      He stared into the camera. “Show me what you’re made of, Reaper, or I’ll have to put you back in the cryo-pod. Save you for later when you might be useful.”

      “Oh no he didn’t,” X-37 said. “Significant insult detected. He’s disrespecting you, Reaper Cain.”

      “Yeah. Kind of saw that coming.” My attention skipped to the shuttle controls as they jerked in my hands. “What the hell is this, X?”

      My LAI didn’t answer. He was as busy fighting to regain control as I was. The shuttle bucked up and down, then listed sideways. Far below, Scheid held up one hand like he was ripping the controls out of my hand.

      “I can’t break free of his control, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Please spend the remaining seconds before we crash ensuring your Archangel armor is ready for combat.”
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      “This would be a lot fairer if I still had the Black Phoenix,” I said. “Never thought I’d long to hear Z1’s voice.”

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain.” X marked several targets in my HUD. Normally, I aimed for common weak spots like throats, knees, and feet. Scheid’s battle rig didn’t have those weaknesses, apparently.

      I glided toward the surface of the massive construction project. “What am I aiming at, X? How do I drop Scheid?”

      “One sensor array on the front breastplate. Nearly invisible, this section nevertheless boosts signals to his ship and or team,” X-37 said.

      My boots hit the ground. I ran for cover. Scheid cursed me for not standing to fight.

      “More importantly, the sensor array communicates with itself, coordinating all parts of the armor.”

      I ran in a low squat to make it harder for my opponent to track my movements. The uneven metal of the hull wasn’t as deep as a Dreadmax trench, but there were vents, gun turrets, and radio towers to screen my location. Concentrating on X-37’s explanation required more brainpower than I had leftover, but I thought I got the idea.

      Interrupt his sensors, damage his controls. I needed a bigger, better tactic. The trouble was I was short of allies and tools. Maybe I should have brought the entire team after all.

      I stuck to my decision. Bug and the others might have a chance if they could analyze what did and didn’t work for me, then reign down hell on this madman.

      “Come out and fight, Reaper! I thought that was the only thing you knew how to do.” Scheid’s voice boomed in my earpiece. “Imagine the scandal when everyone in Oroth realizes you ran away without firing a shot!”

      “Interesting,” X-37 said. “It seems he is broadcasting this event from dozens of camera angles. I am hacking into their network, purely for intelligence purposes. Oh look, there we are. You cut a fine profile, Reaper Cain.”

      “If you can see me, so can he.” I hesitated behind a metal box four times my size. Keeping my eyes forward, I casually lowered my right hand to the wall. Cybernetically controlled wires ran from my hands, interfaced with the Archangel gauntlets, then made their way into the control panel.

      “That is correct, Reaper Cain. Ducking low cannot hide you for long,” X-37 said.

      “I’m going to pretend we didn’t figure that out,” I said, checking my covert surveillance of the structure. Sure enough, the metal box was merely the covering of an auto-cannon not yet in use. “Might look lame to the viewers at home, but there is no other way to draw Scheid off-balance.”

      “I can find no flaw in your tactical logic, sketchy as the situation is. For this trap to work, you must allow him to get very close. Have I explained how much greater his power curve is than yours?”

      “No but I’m keen to guess, X.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. I love wondering how badly I’m going to be slaughtered,” I said, then moved like I didn’t know Scheid was creeping up to my flank, readying his cutting torch to disassemble me.

      “Proceed with caution, Reaper Cain. Allow him close but not too close.” My LAI posted scenario after scenario in my HUD. I could open any of them with a glance, but didn’t. “Interesting. I see what you’re doing here. What a sketchy plan. Allow me to hack the controls of this rather large gun turret.”

      “Finally, you take the hint,” I said. “My hand wires barely reach. I have to stay right here until you establish a remote—and secure—link with the fire controls.”

      “Please continue your diversion, Reaper Cain.”

      I imagined a button on the front of my armor, then hammered on it repeatedly. One of the camera views displayed a panicked Archangel hiding behind a metal wall. The pathetic jerk—and actor of the year—pounded a non-existent button like it would save his life.

      The Scheid Phoenix crept closer. He had to see me freaking out.

      “Overacting detected,” X said.

      “Everybody is a critic.” I fidgeted with my left hand, hoping neither Scheid nor his support team would grow suspicious of what I was doing with the other.

      “I have control of the auto-cannon. There is a ninety-five percent chance Scheid does not realize what we’ve done,” X-37 said.

      I withdrew my hand but remained in place. The Scheid Phoenix crept closer, the vibrations of his footfalls barely detectable due to his slow, deliberate speed. Surely, he didn’t think he was actually sneaking up on me.

      “Now, Reaper Cain,” X-37 advised. “We must drop the protective shell before the weapon can fire.”

      “You’ve got the wrong idea. Why are you so violent? Shooting people isn’t always the answer,” I said. “He’s still ten meters away.”

      X-37 argued. “A distance he can cross in less than two seconds, even from a dead stop. The video feed should have made it clear that he is now crouched just on the other side of this gun cover. He understands what volume of fire does to an enemy target. See there. He is warming up his chain guns to shoot first.”

      My acting skills were improving because I looked clueless on camera. The people of Oroth were getting a show. Finally, I was the laughingstock of an entire civilization.

      “Check that one off my bucket list, X.”

      “Which one, Reaper Cain?”

      “Never mind. Please tell me this is going to work on the first try,” I said.

      X-37 remained silent for way too long. “I told you to activate the gun sixteen point three seconds ago. I don’t understand this delay. Bug, Tank, and Path are en route, FYI. They will have an excellent view of your death.”

      “Hey, Bug,” I said.

      “Are you all right, Reaper? I’d say your suit looks like it’s frozen if your helmet wasn’t turning right and left and all around like a recruit fresh from boot camp,” Bug said.

      “So many critics,” I mumbled. “Do something for me. Take that stealth shuttle to ramming speed.”

      “Got it, Reaper. But I won’t be able to hit that Phoenix thing. It’s too small and quick.”

      “Bug’s shuttle is gaining speed,” X-37 said. “And Scheid is moving in for the kill. Nice knowing you, Reaper Cain.”

      I cycled the gun housing controls twice and dove clear. The walls of the protective shell were two feet thick. Their clamshell design snapped open with enough force to shake the surface of the ship it was mounted to. A truly massive gun barrel pointed in the wrong direction. The protective barrier snapped shut with even greater effect than I had planned.

      “Cain!” Scheid roared as the metal jaws clamped around his legs, severing one at the knee and pinning the other in place.

      Bug’s stealth shuttle blurred the space right behind Scheid’s Phoenix rig, then hit with terrifying force. The deadly mech slammed facedown on the ship’s exterior. Force rippled outward from the impact, bouncing me upward.

      I twisted and grabbed an obstruction, barely catching hold with my fingertips. Floating into the void wouldn’t kill me. I had steering jets, but maneuvering would be slow. If Scheid survived for long enough to shoot, I’d be screwed.

      Bug and Tank whooped on comms.

      “Take that, you big jerk!” Tank roared as the shuttle swept around in a tight circle. “Get rammed by a stealth shuttle much?”

      I stared at my work. Scheid had copied the Black Phoenix and modified it. The head looked like a mechanical bug face. Lifeless sensors stared at me as he clawed free of the twisted gun port.

      “That weapon was also ruined by the impact, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “I hope it wasn’t part of your grand plan. Oh, and by the way, Scheid isn’t dead. The kinetic force of the impact was impressive. If that didn’t kill him, we are in trouble.”

      “That was only phase one, X. Just leveling the playing field.” I abandoned the clueless Archangel act. Who in the hell believed anyone in this gear would be so incompetent? Scheid deserved to get run over. Dumbass.

      I warmed up my armor’s main gun.

      Inside the Phoenix copy, Scheid wore Obsidian-Archangel armor. He tugged on one leg, ripping it free of the larger leg trapped by the closed gun box.

      “That was a shit trick, Cain,” Scheid growled.

      “Only the best for a guy like you,” I said.

      “Quit talking, Reaper Cain. No argument this time. Open fire before he gets to his feet,” X-37 said.

      I let loose a stream of bullets at Scheid’s helmet and shoulders.

      He rolled aside, taking damage but not as much as I’d hoped. When he came to his feet, he returned fire with his own chain gun.

      We rotated around each other, firing until our barrels glowed. Rounds struck like hammers, but not enough in the same spot to penetrate my armor. X-37 listed each of the Archangels weapons. Some I’d forgotten about. Apparently, I’d been in a rut using the same stuff over and over. Scheid was getting creative with a combination of large and small guns, bolt throwers, and razor-sharp bolo wires, among other nasty tools.

      A slug smashed my shin armor. I tripped, then scrambled to stay ahead of Scheid’s angry response.

      We hurried over sections of the hull, each of us trying to avoid other point defense systems. He leapt a shallow trench a second before I did. My chain gun glowed with heat as I sailed through the inconstant gravity field.

      Mid-flight, I pulled my D3D and shot him in the visor. The Archangel’s heavy weapon snapped onto my back, where it made me sweat inside the armor as it cooled.

      Scheid landed badly.

      I rushed him.

      He flopped onto his back and hurled a pair of grenades that exploded near my face.

      I tumbled, vision confused and telemetry warnings beeping madly. X lectured me. One hand held my favorite rifle, while the other grabbed the deck.

      “There is an opening one meter ahead of your position, Reaper Cain.”

      I belly-crawled with the D3D pinched in the crook of my elbows. A gap appeared in front of my visor. I flopped face first into the darkness.

      Gravity took hold. I fell for almost a full second.

      Air whooshed from my lungs when I struck the deck. I rolled away, scrambled to my feet, and reloaded. The chain gun was still too hot. I switched to it from the D3D anyway. At this point, it was all or nothing. Might as well melt the barrel.

      Scheid jumped into the half-finished room I’d unwillingly careened into, landed in a shooting stance with his chain gun ready, and cursed me. “This is going to be ugly, Reaper Cain.”

      I fired first, blasting at least one round through his shoulder. His weapon blazed bright as a star in the confined space. Rounds stitched the wall near me, but I was moving and he was wounded.

      “We’re coming, Bio!” Tank shouted in my ear.

      “Assistance would be quite appreciated, Tank. Thank you.” X-37’s voice sounded far away.

      “I am bleeding, X.” Nausea and fatigue hit way harder than I’d felt in a long time.

      “You are injured in eleven places, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Help is on the way. Stay defensive. Fight smarter, not harder.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I charged, emptying the chain gun and ruining it with heat.

      Scheid pushed sideways along the wall, one of his legs nearly useless. Pieces of his armor splintered off. I flung away my big gun and felt it swing onto my back and burn something.

      I snapped out my arm blade as I leapt through the air.

      One of Scheid’s terrified eyes caught the light. At the last second, half of his visor was transparent. The urge to change targets mid-flight and stab his face was nearly too much to resist, but that was how Reapers missed their target.

      All of my weight landed on him as I jammed the blade into his throat armor. I followed through with a headbutt, hitting his helmet with mine. This was Obsidian armor, not the Phoenix copy. I knew the weak spots.

      Stars filled my eyes from the impact, but I knew he got the worse end of the deal. Successfully headbutting people, even when both were wearing helmets, depended on having the best angle, which I did.

      I staggered back. Pain racked my body. Oxygen debt burned my lungs. Lactic acid tortured me wherever wounds didn’t.

      Scheid slumped to the floor, head lolling to one side.

      “His quad-LAI sent several messages,” X-37 said. “Most were an attempt to sabotage your nerve-ware, but one was from Scheid. He complained that after your grand rivalry it all came down to a common brawl.”

      “Tell him that’s what he gets for messing with my friends.” I panted each word, then put both hands on my knees to rest.

      “He’s dead, Reaper Cain. An analysis of historical data suggests they don’t listen well.”

      Tank and Bug jumped down through the same opening in the ceiling Scheid and I had used.

      “He’s already dead?” Tank complained. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us? Freaking waste of a trip.”

      Bug aimed his rifle at Scheid’s lifeless body and moved to cover him—just in case. “I don’t trust this guy dead.”

      “Me neither.” I staggered backward and eventually fell on my butt as I fumbled with first aid levers. The initial one was easy to activate. Pain screamed where a tourniquet auto tightened.

      Tank rushed to my side while Bug removed Scheid’s helmet to check his vitals.

      “Freaking, Bio. This is what you get for rushing off without us.” He activated two additional armor-tourniquets and a pressure bandage. “That was a sweet trick with the stealth shuttle. The look on his face!”

      “You saw his expression?” My words slurred.

      “Nah, but I can imagine.” He heaved me over his shoulder and stomped toward the ladder. “X, can you kill the gravity in this room. My LAI isn’t good for that kind of thing.”

      I heard my clone-brother chitchatting with X but didn’t follow what they were saying. All I could see was Scheid’s lifeless face exposed to the void. Bug stripped the rest of the man’s armor, cast aside his backup weapons, and then bound his wrists. Next, he heaved the body over his shoulder and followed Tank.

      “I bet we look like a sorry lot,” Tank said, pulling himself upward with one hand as soon as the gravity cut off.

      “There are security patrols investigating the battle,” X-37 warned.

      Tank loaded me into the stealth shuttle. Bug dumped Scheid on the floor, then took the controls. Before long, we were heading back to the Lady Faith II.

      “We won, Reaper,” Bug said somberly. “I’m glad you didn’t get killed. Elise is going to have a fit when she sees you.”

      “Sure. Just let me smoke a cigar real quick.”

      “Meds are kicking in,” Tank said.

      “Can confirm, Tank. Please stay close to monitor him. I may need your help if he codes.” Bug sounded worried and distracted.

      My friends were so dramatic. What was wrong with a little nap? I fumbled a recently stolen Starbrand out of my emergency pack, then fell asleep holding it like a club.
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      Red and green jello quivered on the tray whenever I poked it. “Never liked this stuff.”

      “It’s a hospital tradition from before the Union, from what I understand,” Tom said, then held a straw for me to drink.

      “Water? Really. What do I have to do for a decent beer?”

      Tom chuckled. “I expected you to ask for whiskey.”

      “I’m cleaning up my act after that last battle, and it’s nine in the morning,” I said.

      Every part of my body hurt. Stitches drew interesting patterns from head to toe. One look in the mirror had been enough. Even my cybernetic arms were banged up. From what Bug told me, my Archangel gear was a total loss. He was working with Tom to build me a completely new rig.

      A holo viewer glowed near the far wall of my hospital room. Elise stood like the leader she was, regal in her simple yet elegant uniform. Celia was at another table. Decima and Jag stood as part of the Sethorn delegation. Oui was with one of the Oroth contingents, but I couldn’t say exactly which one. Everyone else was some asshole I didn’t know. My thoughts were fuzzy.

      “Negotiations are going well,” Tom said. “You missed the first three days.”

      “Elise knows what she’s doing.” I watched her work and wished I was in the same room, doing whatever someone like me would do to support her and the rest of the Maglan leaders.

      “It helps that we don’t want any part of Oroth’s territory or that of her vassal systems,” Tom said. “Celia has argued for reparations and assistance rebuilding not only the Maglan fleet, but also Maglan itself. I’m not sure how much of that Elise accepted. The Sovereignty of Oroth has unbelievable resources. I read that in some parts of their empire, people have already forgotten this war happened. Not completely, of course, but you know what I mean. It’s definitely not the top story on some worlds.”

      “Fine with me,” I mumbled. “Just get us back to Maglan.”

      Dreams of Yesiniatel and her cubs comforted me. The medallion felt cool on my chest. I touched it. My head felt clearer even as I neared sleep.

      Tom patted my shoulder. “Rack out if you want. I’ll be here with my book.”

      “Thanks. You’re the best.” I hesitated. “What am I going to do now that no one needs the last Reaper?”

      He thought about it. “Whatever you want, I guess. Sleep, Hal. You earned it.”

      I felt pretty good as the dreams came. The fleet was a long way from home, but I could already see the valley where I’d first encountered Yesiniatel. There was no place I’d rather be.
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      The next day, I wrestled my way into a sitting position, nearly dislodging the various tubes connected to my body. Muscles trembling, face sweating, I cursed for several seconds—and not in a fun way. Medical staff rushed to my room to silence the alarms. Path stepped in with a mop still wet from the bucket he liberated it from. As improvised weapons went, it was terrifying in his hands.

      “Don’t make me use this, Reaper.” The sword saint moved around the doctors, nurses, and medical specialists. Somehow, in his hands, janitorial supplies bore deadly menace. “These fine men and women worked miracles to bring you this far into the land of the living. I would hate to undo that after so much effort.”

      I relaxed, holding up one hand to surrender and clinging to the bed with the other. “No worries. I’m good. Just getting a little stir crazy. The general needs me.”

      An older doctor grabbed my shoulder before staring me in the eyes. “General Hastings knows what she is doing, unlike some people. If you feel like I am staring at you, it’s because I am. By the gods, Halek Cain, you are at least as difficult as the general claims.”

      “I resemble that remark, doc.”

      The man chuckled, then checked my vitals. “You’re lucky to be alive. How many times has someone told you that?”

      “Probably a lot.” I kept my answers short. “How is Elise?”

      “She is better than ever,” came a new voice. “I’ll keep an eye on the Reaper.” James Henshaw guided medical staff toward the door, then closed it after they were in the hallway.

      “Thanks, Jimmy.”

      “Your friends are worried about you,” he said, then pulled a stool to my bedside. “Their emotions defy logic. You’re hard to kill, and frankly, your body is younger than when we first met—never mind recent wear and tear.”

      “What do you want?” I asked. “Compassion isn’t your jam.”

      “I’m actually offended, Hal. Why can’t I just be a friend for once? Concerned for the hero of the hour?” He smiled. “Who are we kidding? You’re right. This is the first chance I’ve had to speak privately. A lot happened leading up to your final showdown with Scheid and his piecework copy of Z1.”

      “You think you could do better?” I asked, suddenly alert.

      “Of course.”

      Silence held the room. His expression was hard to read. Trust had never come easy for us. From the way he had pitted me in a death match to settle his gambling debts to the many times he’d experimented on my body with cybernetic enhancements, it was a wonder we could work together at all.

      “I come through when you need me, Hal.” He shrugged. “Just like you save the rest of us when most have given up hope. That’s your real power—you never quit, you never stop trying to save everyone. I am not that man. For me, the quest for innovation is eternal. I must build something new. The fighting and dying can be done by better men and women than this humble scientist.”

      “What have you done, Jimmy?”

      “Nothing, yet.” He paced to the door, then returned to stand over me. “I can build a better version of the Black Phoenix. Think of the bargaining power it would provide Elise.”

      “Danger detected, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “What if Z1 had possessed stealth technology? Can you imagine?” He resumed pacing and talked with his hands. “The next Scheid or Alon armada or Sansein terrors to show up wouldn’t stand a chance. We could guarantee safety for Maglan and even Oroth should they prove good allies. This is our chance to get ahead for once—no more desperate fights with the odds stacked against us.”

      “Stop, Jimmy. Think about it. What are you really good at? What do a lot of people need right now?” I held up my arms. “Forget about building super weapons. Put people back together. Make them whole again. That’s what you’re going to do with your talent.”

      A new expression flashed in his eyes. Both nervous and excited at the same time, he seemed younger and vulnerable. “I could make arms and legs indistinguishable from the real thing. Yours are for fighting. Are you volunteering for this new project? Do you want to be normal?”

      “I’ll never be normal, Jim. We both know that.” Words failed me despite several prompts my LAI displayed in my HUD. “Do the right thing.”

      “I will if you will,” he challenged.

      What the hell did that even mean? His comeback felt like an insult. “Building an army of stealth capable Phoenix mechs would give Elise bargaining power, but why don’t you ask her before cooking up more of your experiments. Think about what I said. A lot of people, including Shae and Hagg and maybe others will need healing after this is over.”

      “I propose a bargain,” he said. “If General Hastings secures a lasting peace, my laboratory will immediately shift to prosthetic design and other technology to assist with rebuilding lives. If we find ourselves at war with the Sovereignty of Oroth, we both do what we must to win.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s shake on it.” I put forward my right hand, dragging tubes and bed linen. He clasped it with both of his.

      “We have a deal, Hal.”

      I stole two of his cigars, which seemed fair. He had five tucked in his jacket. “Deal. Let’s give peace a chance.”
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      Two days passed before Elise came to visit. She waved away smoke as she entered. “Godsdammit, Reaper. Are you supposed to smoke in here. What if your oxygen tank explodes.”

      “They took that away after they caught me the first time,” I said, then sat up to hug her. “Good to see you, kid.”

      “Not a kid, Reaper.” She pulled up a stool, sat, and crossed one leg over the other. “Celia has been wonderful. Jag and Carnax have really brought their factions to the table.”

      “What about Baz’d? I heard he made a spectacle of himself during the negotiations,” I said.

      Elise laughed. “He’s actually my favorite. Makes me laugh. We work together well. Each time a coalition presses toward deadlock, he performs one of his loud stunts and wrecks the mood. I swoop in and restore order. Negotiations move in the direction I wanted from the beginning. Very tidy.”

      “Wish I could be there,” I said.

      “No you don’t, Reaper. It is so boring.” She leaned forward. “I have a mission for you.”

      “I’m game. The doctors say I can leave anytime I want,” I lied.

      “No they don’t. I read your chart. You took more damage fighting Scheid and his Phoenix copy than you accumulated fighting Drakainis and her army of drones. The carbon fiber sheathing around your bones was dislodged in ten places. Your hard skin was completely destroyed. I can’t identify most of the Archangel rig you wore into battle. If Bug hadn’t run over the lunatic with the stealth shuttle, you would be dead and the rest of us would be fleeing an army of Scheid Phoenix freaks.”

      “Have you talked to Henshaw?” I asked.

      “No, but I bet he wants to build his own Phoenix battalion.”

      “Nice guess.” I put away my last cigar.

      “I already have a job for him. Bug, Rizz, and several others need work on their involuntary cybernetic modifications. Lots of people could use new arms and legs and even eyes,” she said.

      “Great minds think alike. Keep an eye on Jimmy.” I wanted to get up but couldn’t control my arms and legs—especially my arms. “Did you tell him to disable my cybernetics?”

      “That was X-37’s idea, but your LAI couldn’t do it without extreme justification,” she said. “Relax, Reaper. You will be running around making a nuisance of yourself soon enough. I picked you to lead the return mission.”

      “To Maglan?” Thoughts of my estate and Yesiniatel flooded my imagination.

      Elise nodded. “Your orders are to rest, recover, and take in some air. Go for a walk. For gods’ sake smoke outside if you must retain that nasty habit.”

      “Whatever, kid.” I enjoyed the moment. Elise hadn’t just come to give me an assignment. She was taking a much-needed break from the rigors of command. This was a win-win for both of us. “Thanks for hanging out with me.”

      “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other when I return with the rest of the fleet. You’ve been appointed to my cabinet. Welcome to your life in politics,” she said with a smile. “Lounging around your estate growing tobacco was a waste of your talent last time.”

      “Says you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Very mature.”

      “Can you handle the Sovereignty of Oroth? They have so many fleets. Planets we’ve never visited. Entire nations, non-human races, wormhole networks we haven’t touched.”

      “True, but their industry and trade is ninety-eight percent of their collective budget. Scheid tried to turn their society into one giant war machine, but that isn’t their nature,” she said.

      “Sure seems like it is,” I argued.

      “We can work together. Our own military must remain strong, of course. We will remain autonomous. I already have trade agreements with Sethis and a dozen other systems. Good things are happening. People want to rebuild.” She patted my hand, then stood. “I have work to do. Get some sleep. Tom and Bug will transfer you to the Jellybird as soon as you’re ready. See you on Maglan, Reaper.”

      “You bet, kid.” I sat with my thoughts for a long time after she left. The cigar stump remained in my pocket. I didn’t attempt to sneak a beer or cookies. Knowing that we were finally going home was enough.

      One thing bothered me. “What happened to Roos and his Starfall clones, X? I forgot to ask.”

      “Unknown, Reaper Cain. Some of them were listed KIA. I believe Clakion Starfall and his bodyguards met an untimely end under suspicious circumstances. No evidence exists that anything similar happened to Roos despite his prominent position on the Sovereignty of Oroth’s most wanted list.

      “Great.”

      “Path is in the hallway, Reaper Cain. I believe he has something to tell you,” X-37 said.

      “Can’t wait.”

      The sword saint entered wearing an Oroth outfit that reminded me of Tatasam and Celia’s ceremonial robes, though simpler. Glowing beads had once again found their way into his complicated braids. I hadn’t noticed that for a while.

      “Are you well, Reaper?” he asked.

      “I’m alive, thanks to you and Bug,” I said.

      “Tank did his part,” Path said. “Don’t forget his contribution in all of this. The man is just beginning a journey that may be longer and more arduous than yours.”

      I didn’t have much to say about that, so I kept my mouth shut.

      “I will not return to Maglan,” he said. “Celia has asked me to join her household. Her family, and her in-laws, are devotees of the blade. She wishes to teach me their style. In return, I will become the weapons master of her house. It is what I need to find peace.”

      “I’m glad, Path. We were worried about you,” I said.

      He bowed his head once. “My behavior was not exemplary. On occasion, I push too hard. Your limits are not mine, and neither are your desired outcomes. Please accept my apologies.”

      “Sure, Path. But you never need to apologize to me. And you’re welcome in my house anytime.”

      He drew his sword, then performed an elaborate salute I’d never witnessed. “Go forward with honor, Halek Cain. You are a sword saint of the first rank. Seek me or another of the order if you wish to advance. I sent your LAI the rules and obligations that come with the post.”

      “Thanks, Path. I’m not sure I deserve the honor,” I said. “Are you sure about this?”

      He ignored the question. “As a member of the Order, you are granted three rights. First, though least important, is the guarantee of your mentor. Should you need me, I must come if you call.”

      “Is that just for serious stuff, or can I shoot you a message for whiskey time?”

      “The need must be dire.” He turned to go.

      “That was only one thing.”

      He smiled. “Farewell, Reaper.”

      “I love visitors, X, but if one more of my friends comes to say goodbye and give me half explained mysteries, I’m going to get a complex,” I said.

      “I will screen your calls, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Get some rest. The sooner you make the doctors happy, the sooner we can return to Maglan.”

      I touched the Sangrel medallion on my chest and thought about hiking through a misty forest. For the first time, I was ready to go home and stay there.

      Days and nights ran together as Elise concluded her negotiations. Two weeks later, I was tucked into the Jellybird with Tom and Bug. Path had his appointment to Celia’s household. Tank hadn’t been clear on his plans, but was definitely going his own way.

      “I’m weirdly bummed that Tank is leaving the group,” I said, as we took our place in the slip tunnel queue.

      “He does grow on you, doesn’t he?” X said.

      We watched Sethorn, Shae, Hagg, and Fleet Seventy-eight ships steer into formation. There were others in the honor guard, but I didn’t know them. Battle scars marked every ship, yet they maneuvered with confidence.

      The slip tunnel glowed. I rolled a cramp out of my neck. “Jelly, take us through.”
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      I hiked away from the simple cabin that had replaced the manor house. Made from raw lumber, it was a work in progress. Fresh sawdust surrounded a work bench in the yard. Sections of the wall were stained with test strips of color from natural to bronze to gentry gray.

      Metal hands didn’t get calluses. Working from dawn to dusk had helped me work through everything that had happened. Every few weeks, an HC clone paid me a visit. Most wanted to talk. The others I sent away with their egos in check. On bad days I felt responsible for each and every one of them.

      But most days were good days.

      The back deck was clearly visible from the top of this hill. Beyond this point, I would be deep into Yesiniatel’s territory—not that I had seen her face to face.

      “Please maintain this heading, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Did you get another alert?”

      “No. There is never movement once you leave your porch.” My LAI flashed a new grid on my HUD. A red dot marked today’s alarm. “This is the site of the breach.”

      “Aren’t there cameras?” I asked.

      “No, Reaper Cain. There are never cameras where the intruder enters.”

      I thought back to previous incidents. Insight eluded me. “Could these be Yesini?”

      “Doubtful, Reaper Cain. Neither she nor her cubs fear the camera or other sensors,” X-37 said. “This is a true intruder. You should be wearing Archangel gear, or at least the Sethorn hard skin.”

      “Pain in the ass to put that stuff on,” I complained as I climbed around a short waterfall. At the top, I once again looked across the valley. “This feels better. More freedom. Isn’t that why we’re here? Ex-reapers are all about freedom.”

      “If you say so, Reaper Cain. Can I at least alert Bug and his Archangel patrol? He is never far from that shack you call a cabin these days.”

      “That’s because they can drop down from the atmosphere like they practice it every day,” I said. “I think they’re bored with all this peace and prosperity.”

      A cool breeze pushed clouds over mountain peaks. Wisps of silver-white humidity dipped between peaks, filling many of the passes needed to reach my estate by land. Birds sang. Animals chattered. Somewhere distant, a Sangrel roared. Maybe there were words in the creature’s bellow, and maybe not.

      “Do you see her?” X asked.

      I moved closer to a ledge and shaded my eyes with one cybernetic hand. “Yesini.”

      Why did she send me dreams, then avoid me in the real world? X-37 thought the nocturnal visions were a byproduct of deep healing, nothing more than my brain waves stabilizing after severe trauma. Who was I to say he was wrong? Lacking evidence to the contrary, the most obvious explanation was often true.

      “I have captured the image and logged the time,” X-37 said.

      “Thanks, X.” I followed an animal trail, picking up the pace once trees and terrain screened my movements from my quarry. This wasn’t my first attempt to contact her. Faster and faster I ran. Soon, I was leaping fallen trees and dodging large, moss-covered boulders. Animals gave me room but didn’t bolt unless I was nearly on top of them. A bird seemed to pace me for several seconds as though curious.

      “Please rethink your tactics, Reaper Cain. This has a low probability of working. She will detect your approach,” X said.

      “I’m not trying. To sneak up. On her,” I panted. “Just need… to get closer.”

      Animal sounds vanished. Shadows darkened a narrow pass between two escarpments. I realized something had changed even as my LAI flashed an urgent warning. Running like a wild animal had become a more and more frequent pastime since I returned from the Scheid War. Natural creatures were used to it.

      This was something else. Cold dread punched me in the gut as I realized how sloppy my tactics had become since returning to Maglan.

      “Danger, Reaper Cain. There are soldiers in the area. Return to base immediately. I will alert the local garrison,” X-37 said after I stopped and crouched low. My LAI ran scans in multiple spectrums, including those my brain didn’t handle well. Night vision and infrared scans were fine, but it was the middle of the day and only the second of these two options did much for me. I kept the images in the corner of my HUD for now.

      “By base you mean my cabin?” I quietly slipped away from the trail. Heavy branches drooped to the forest floor. Hiding places were everywhere. I disappeared. Certain skills had stayed with me.

      Minutes later a pair of Starfall clones raced along the animal path. Neither man wore full armor, but tactical uniforms with light weapons. The fabric was faded and patched. One man wore half a breastplate connected around his torso with a crudely fashioned strap. These assholes had fallen on hard times.

      “That way,” said the leader. “The branches are still swinging from his passage.”

      I hunkered down, watching them head in the wrong direction, and wondered what had drawn their attention. I was about to stand from my hiding place when a second, much quieter team pursued the first. Their tactics interested me. How long had it been since I’d seen this trick used in rural settings? Normally it worked better to draw targets out from a crowd.

      “That was close, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “A secondary analysis suggests they will have observation posts along all routes back to your base. Perhaps you should plan to live here forever like a hermit.”

      “Joke detected,” I said.

      “You noticed. How nice,” X said. “Now what are you going to do about these Starfall clones?”

      “I thought about following them,” I said, but didn’t commit to the action.

      “Fine. I will take the bait. Why aren’t you acting on that perfectly rational option?”

      I waited a few more seconds until the answer presented itself—or himself rather.

      Roos Starfall looked older than his copies as he calmly strode up the trail. The last time I’d seen him, his head had been shaved smooth. Now there were thick sidewalls of gray hair and wispy curls on his dome. Sweat marked his face, neck, and collar of his shirt. A clone in the prime of life carried his helmet and other gear.

      “You’re not feeling sorry for that monster, are you, Reaper Cain?”

      I signaled my LAI to go silent.

      “Tell everyone to hold where they are,” Roos ordered. “Have the marksmen reposition their observation posts. No shooting until after they report. Remember the briefing.”

      “You are surrounded, Reaper Cain. I have alerted Bug. He had several choice words and warns that he is not close,” X-37 said.

      A twig snapped behind me. Starfalls. The freaks were smarter and sneakier than they looked. Others converged from various directions, each of them with weapons ready. These had better armor, including helmets where they were probably running their comms without external noise.

      Sangrels lined the ridges above the scene. I saw them when they wanted me to, and right now, I thought Yesini’s cubs were gathering their pack to fight. Two things were evident. The Starfall clones hadn’t detected them, and if the creatures rushed down here, a lot of them would be gunned down.

      “Can you contact Yesiniatel? Anything will work at this point—radio bursts, flashes of light, smoke signals. Tell her to keep her sons away from this shitshow,” I subvocalized.

      “Impossible, Reaper Cain. Perhaps you should use the highly questionable dream link you claim to have with her,” X said.

      “Don’t get critical and jealous at the same time, X.” I looked for a way out but had to admit there were too many, and I wasn’t geared up for a hard fight.

      “I have no emotions, Reaper Cain. Stop projecting your guilt onto my simulated personality. In other news, Bug is breaking free of his current engagement and hitting the afterburners to get here. Please stall.”

      I stepped into the clearing. Confronting Roos had to be better than getting bum-rushed by his sweeping team. “What’s a psychopath like you doing in a nice forest like this?”

      Roos didn’t laugh. His gangly frame was as awkward as ever. I forced myself to remember he and his clones were deadly fighters who didn’t show mercy.

      “I came for you, of course. And possibly the beasts of Maglan,” he said. “Does that anger you?”

      “I haven’t forgotten what you did on Yesini’s Freedom.”

      “You mean the Menagerie Builder II?” he asked. “That was my brother.”

      “He can go to hell,” I snapped.

      “I said stall, Reaper Cain, not start an immediate fight.” My LAI posted several dialogue options in my HUD, which I ignored.

      “You don’t understand my brother, or his clones,” Roos said. His cold eyes never left mine. This man had steel in his blood, and not in a complimentary way.

      There were moments I thought he was more like a machine than any LAI. Had he been born that way or sold his soul on purpose?

      The forest shifted around us. A breeze moved the tops of trees one way, and the rest of them another. Water trickled in a nearby brook. Starfall clones stood like statues, staring at me with flat expressions.

      “Enlighten me,” I said, then signaled X-37 to watch out for more of the clones. This man-to-man talk could easily work for or against me, depending on what other assets he had in the area and how long Bug took to respond.

      “I realized too late that there were better ways to resist Drakainis. The Shae adapted well to my shielding technology but were unwilling recipients of the upgrades. Men and women like Bug and Rizz are too rare to be relied upon. Most non-Shae die in their sleep, but not gently. There is a problem with nightmares,” he said.

      I waited, knowing what came next.

      “Scheid was a better scientist than a general. He should have put me in charge of his warriors and stayed in his lab. Having said that, I understand my own limitations as well. Science is a merciless adversary. My pride cost me dearly. The clones he made of you were somewhat receptive to his mental programing. The creatures my brother and I made have almost no independent thought. In the beginning, Clakion and I celebrated the perfect army we had created.” He finally looked away, choosing now to stare at something up the mountain slope.

      “Why do you hate the Sangrel?” I asked.

      “I harbor neither love nor hate for the creatures,” he said, “but they antagonize my creations. None of my replicas will describe their dreams, but they are alliteratively drawn and repelled by the monsters. I convinced my brother we could use them to resist Drakainis. Whenever we took the menagerie ships, things went badly. Clakion destroyed himself hunting the one you call Sangrel. Did you know that?”

      “Don’t care,” I said. “Was it bloody?”

      “He died in horrible agony. Pray that you never become a meal for your precious Yesiniatel,” he said. “Our story has been tragic. I should resent you and your perfect life.”

      I blurted a laugh that startled birds and squirrels.

      “Elise Hastings enjoys high approval ratings. Your advisory role allows you plenty of time for whatever you do in these woods,” he said. “Bug integrated several AI resistant cyborgs into the Archangels and protects the entire world from everything. James Henshaw and that mechanic Tom enjoy the full support of the Maglan Global Hospital, restoring lives with groundbreaking cybernetics and medicine.”

      “You forgot about Path. My sword saint is coming up the trail now. He’ll likely murder you and your lame copies,” I said.

      He smiled coldly. “Please don’t embarrass yourself, Reaper. I know all about Grigori Path Parvo’s legendary exploits in Celia Tatasam’s Company. They were nowhere near Maglan if my spies are telling the truth.”

      “It was worth a try.” I broke out a cigar. “Do you mind? I haven’t had one—”

      “—in seventeen hours, six minutes,” Roos said. “We have been watching your back deck.”

      “Not cool, Roos. That’s a jerk move even for you. Some things are sacred,” I said.

      “I must have the Sangrel medallion,” he said. “Give it to me and I will take my clones and leave, never to set foot on Maglan again.”

      “What’s the catch?” I demanded.

      He neither shrugged, nor blinked. “Yesiniatel must accompany me, dead or alive. It is the only way I can stop the degradation of my clones.”

      “Your freak mob isn’t my problem.”

      Roos flinched for the first time. Anger blazed in his eyes. Hate filled the air between us like it had physical force. “I knew what I was doing. Nothing happened as planned. You can’t blame me for this mess.”

      “I really don’t care, Roos-man. Take your creations and go away. Leave them on an asteroid somewhere or start a circus,” I said, then covertly scanned the sky for reinforcements. Where the hell was Bug. He stalks me every day of the week but is MIA when I really need him? Bullshit.

      “Bug is still en route and will not be here in time to help. He would need to ruin his engines and violate all of Maglan’s airspace laws—and would still be eighty-three seconds too late. There was an incident on the other side of the planet I now believe was orchestrated by Roos Starfall as a distraction,” X-37 said. “There is an unknown craft heading our way, however. I do not believe it belongs to any of your numerous enemies.”

      “Give me details, X.”

      “None are available. Do you think I would hold out on you?” X asked.

      I ignored the question.

      “What is your cursed LAI saying now?” Roos demanded. A second later, his attention was diverted toward the mountain slope. “She’s here with her cubs. Tell her to lie down and wait for my cage crew.”

      “Not gonna happen, Roos.” I rolled my shoulders, popped my neck, and generally prepared for a fight.

      “Give it up, Reaper. I have you this time. The Archangels are too far away. Hastings isn’t even in-system. Her delegation won’t return for days,” Roos said, then motioned for his clones to move in. “Like I said, my spies are the best money can buy. Do you think loyalty really matters? You’re terribly naive for a cold-blooded assassin.”

      “What, you don’t see that strike force moving in?” I asked, realizing too late that a shabby, probably stolen corvette was smoking its way toward the clearing. If it was an Archangel strike force, I was a tap-dancing mini-bear. Godsdammit, now I was talking about fictional creatures. Someone was going to pay for starting the mini-bear game.

      “You called smugglers for help?” Roos asked. “Now that is a level of desperation I hadn’t expected. Give me Yesiniatel and the medallion. Do it now, and I’ll order my men not to slaughter the rest of the Sangrels.”

      “Any suggestions, X?” I asked.

      “Continue to stall. Also, go back in time and put on the Sethorn hard skin and Archangel armor when I told you to.”

      “Very helpful. Thanks. I’ll get right on that.” I winced as the poorly piloted smuggler ship clipped the tops of several trees, then winged its way into the clearing. Starfall clones aimed a variety of weapons as it searched for a place to land.

      Hatches opened. Dozens of cables tumbled free. Tank, Saw-say, Baz’d, and other disreputable characters fast-roped from the still moving craft.

      “You better run, Roos!” Tank shouted.

      “Baz’d the Mighty will crush’d you all!” the Hagg chieftain boomed.

      “Fire!” Roos ordered, then stomped toward me as his men blasted away behind him. “I have half a battalion, Reaper. Your stupid friends came too late with too little.”

      “Reaper,” Elise whispered in my ear. “Hold still. I want the rest of this to be a surprise.”

      Using X-37 as an interface, I hand-signaled her what the hell?

      “My intelligence teams are tight, Reaper. Put your sister in charge of them. We’ve been trying to flush out Roos for weeks. Thanks for being such good bait.”

      “At least you’re good for something, Reaper Cain,” X said.

      “Hey, Roos.” I gave him a middle finger. “Go fornicate with yourself.”

      His eyes widened as five drop ships raced across the valley at treetop level, then deployed Archangels in freshly minted armor. Billiam, Sykes, Whisby, and White led the charge from the north.

      Carnax and his Destroyers charged through the trees to the south. Oui raced ahead of them. Rihanna shouted curses from the middle of the pack, urging her to show sense.

      Jag, Decima, and Naaman glided in from the west, silent on the wings of devices I’d never seen them use before.

      I executed a sweet-ass spinning back kick that dropped Roos. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?”

      He groaned and twisted onto his side.

      I straddled him and pinned his arms with my knees. My Reaper blade snapped out, stopping just shy of his throat. “Try to resist, please. Give me a reason.”

      “Do you need one, Reaper?” His brief display of emotion was gone like it had never happened. “I should be flattered. All this for me and my freaks. If only the sword saint were here, it would be a grand reunion.”

      “I’m going to spare you and your creations,” I said. “Maglan may decide differently after you’ve had a trial. Know one thing. I’ll kill you on sight next time, no matter the cost.”

      “All units, bring it in,” Elise ordered over a tactical channel.

      X-37 showed troop icons on my HUD. She had really brought the thunder. Bug’s patrol frigate plus a new ship dropped from the atmosphere. I checked the identifier my LAI provided.

      Tatasam’s Justice.

      “Sorry we’re late, Reaper,” Celia said. “Elise promised there would be festivities when the work is done. Your sword saint has to take a test or something tedious. He claims there is a lost sword saint somewhere on this planet.”

      “Can’t wait, Celia. Glad you could make it.” I handed Roos to Billiam and Sykes. “Lock him up. I’ll want to finish this conversation at some point.”

      “Right away, Reaper. Good to see you again,” Billiam said. “Pay up Sykes, I told you he wouldn’t grow a beard like that thing you’re trying to sprout.”

      “First time the Reaper has failed me.” Sykes handed something to Billliam. “Really thought he would’ve gone full mountain man by now.”

      I gave each of them a fist bump and went to greet Elise. She strode through the tall grass with her helmet off. Her bodyguards gave her room, but I noticed they were never far away.

      “How’s that for a takedown,” she said. “He really thought he had you.”

      “I didn’t know Presidents had so much fun,” I said, then grabbed her forearm in a firm hand clasp. “Thanks, kid.”

      “Anytime, Reaper. I’m here for you, especially if it involves guns and drop ships,” she said, then nodded toward the mountain slope. “I think it’s about time you dealt with the Sangrels.”

      I followed her gaze. Yesiniatel, her cubs, and all the other Sangrels on Maglan stood arrayed on a ridge. Once we made eye contact, she turned and led them into the next valley. Something about the way she did it invited me to follow.
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      “That is the cliff, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I stared up the steep collection of broken rocks, tangled roots, and slick spots where rivulets of water made every handhold treacherous. “I climbed that with one hand? Who does that?”

      “Erroneous logic loop encountered. Please speak like an adult human if you can, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Were you asking a question or proposing a hypothetical and grammatically challenged statement? I cannot believe you forgot your conquest of this terrain. You certainly bragged about it whenever there was a chance.”

      “Come on, X. You’ve got to admit one-arming an ascent like this deserves props.” I climbed ten feet and got stuck. Out of handholds and obstructed by the bottom of an overhang, I couldn’t imagine how I’d managed the first time. “Maybe this isn’t the same mountain pass.”

      “No comment,” X-37 said.

      “What does that mean?”

      My LAI beeped. “First of all, I would not misidentify a location we have previously visited. Unfortunately, this isn’t the first or the last time you doubted my abilities. More importantly, you are clearly protecting your ego by altering the obvious truth.”

      “Harsh,” I grumbled.

      “Do better, Reaper Cain. Try for some of that indomitable spirit you possessed in excess back in the day,” X said.

      “I’m having your motivational speaker programming re-calibrated ASAP.” I struggled sideways, hoping to find a slightly better angle and muscle my way higher. Yesiniatel’s face appeared above me. Horns made frightening silhouettes. Her vibrant eyes held my attention.

      She hadn’t spoken, through dreams or otherwise, for a long time. Her fur looked different, like it had grown over a neck and shoulder wound that was still healing. Unlike Sangrel and his villagers, her people wore only the fur they were born with. It was easier to see them as animals than rational creatures with language and laws.

      “We’ll keep Roos and people like him away,” I said despite the distance between us. She grunted a word I didn’t understand and withdrew. Motivated by her appearance, I pushed up the rest of the rocky surface and emerged on a trail. I followed it through a pass flanked by thorny bushes and jagged rocks. Her cubs had been hiding in that tangled mess when we first met. They were grown now, taller and more powerful than I was.

      “Just remember that I tried to protect you when your kids want to eat me. Maybe put in a good word for the sorry idiot who followed you this far,” I said.

      The next twist of the valley changed everything. The panoramic view was epic. Fields of flowers. Waterfalls. Animals frolicking on the land, in the water, and in the air.

      There were cottages with grass growing up the walls and onto the roof. Young Sangrels did a dance with ribbons in what could be a town square. Music drifted from simple instruments.

      Yesiniatel waited for me at a fork in the trail. “You can see this.”

      Memories of every friend I had made and lost over the years came rushing into my mind. My favorite moments made a movie I wanted to watch over and over. Most of all, I felt good, like I could finally relax.

      I might have been the last Reaper, but I didn’t have to be anything at all. The future was for making plans and living the dream. The natural beauty of this place called to me, but I also felt a sudden urge to join Elise in council meetings and boring policy sessions. We could spar. Bug and Tank and even Path might show up from time to time to keep us sharp.

      The feelings I didn’t recognize were contentment and self-acceptance. It was time to move on, to really change and become the man I was meant to be all along.

      “Thanks for bringing me here, Yesiniatel,” I said.

      She nodded.

      A group of young Sangrels caught my eye. They ran with chubby little creatures over a natural obstacle course. Fallen trees, large rocks, and twisting streams had become a playground of sorts.

      I moved toward the scene, eyes focusing on the black, white, and red furred faces of the curious creatures. They barked and growled a melodic language and communicated with hand talk nearly as complicated as what I used with X-37. I laughed as one did a series of cartwheels, then dove and rolled. Others skipped in a circle and climbed on each when the group stopped.

      Sangrel children fell about themselves, laughing.

      “What are those things?” I asked.

      “Have you never seen a mini-bear?” Yesiniatel asked. Her words conveyed far more meaning than normal speech. I could feel they were creatures of legend, often confused with sprites and fairies—or demons in some cultures.

      “They’re real?” I asked.

      Yesiniatel laughed. “Yes. Very much so.”

      “That’s awesome. Please tell me I can prove I saw one,” I said. “All my joker friends who wouldn’t tell me what they were are about to have the tables turned.”

      Yesiniatel touched her eyes and imitated taking a picture. “Easy to prove.”

      “She’s got the right idea, X. Are you getting this?” I asked.

      “I am, Reaper Cain. My analysis suggests Yesiniatel won’t allow others to visit this place,” X said.

      “Good call. Her secret is safe with me.” I enjoyed the rest of the day, then hiked home by moonlight.

      “Good things are happening, X,” I said.

      “They are, Reaper Cain. My analysis suggests you should enjoy them while you can.”

      “Hell yeah,” I said. “I’m not even going to worry about what might go wrong tomorrow or the next day.”

      “I will do that for you, Reaper Cain.”

      “You’re the best, X. Now let’s find Elise so I can show her what a mini-bear really looks like.”
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        Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series and others, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IMPORTANT TERMS AND CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Acronyms

      

      

      
        	AI—Artificial intelligence

        	AWOL—Absent without leave

        	BMSP—Bluesphere Maximum Security Prison—Ultramax IX

        	CD—Climbdown Day

        	CIM—Computerized Inmate Monitor

        	CV—Curriculum Vitae

        	DM—Dreadmax Marines (inmates on Dreadmax, often falsely imprisoned, who have prior military experience and protect people from gangs and cannibals)

        	HDK—Highly Destructive Kinetic (weapon / rifle)

        	HDK 4—Shortened (11-inch barrel—from the trigger assembly) HDK commonly used by spec ops and law enforcement

        	HDK 4 Dominator—Full length (16-inch barrel—from the trigger assembly) HDK with double high capacity magazines and a grenade launcher under the barrel)

        	HUD—Heads up display

        	LAI—Limited Artificial Intelligence

        	LED—Light Emitting Diode

        	LZ—Landing Zone

        	MRE—Meals Ready to Eat

        	NG—Nightfall Gangsters

        	OFAT—Ocean Floor Access Tower

        	QRF—Quick Reaction Force

        	RC—Reaper Corps

        	RSG—Red Skull Gangsters

        	SD Regulator—Slip Drive Regulator

        	UFS—Union Fleet Ship

        	UPG—Union Prison Guard

        	X-37—Halek Cain's Reaper AI (limited)

        	YOHP—Yansden Ocean Harvesting Platform

        	YT—Galdiz 49 rifle, sniper model. (YT is a randomly generated model number)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Characters in Bastion of the Reaper

      

      

      Acrondis

      Emperor of the Alon.

      

      Briggs

      Former Union special operations commander, now a genetically modified monster called a Slayer. His human and Sansein DNA are constantly struggling for dominance, causing radical changes to his physique and mental abilities.

      

      Cain

      Halek Cain, the last Reaper.

      

      Cain, Hannah

      Hanna Cain, Halek Cain’s sister.

      

      Cain, Olivia Anna

      Olivia Anna Cain, Halek Cain’s mother.

      

      Coranth

      Sansein warrior.

      

      Eggleton

      Sergeant Davy Eggleton, a sniper observer for one of CSL Locke’s special teams. JWO Hamm’s partner.

      

      Elise

      Elise Hastings, protege of the last Reaper.

      

      Envoy

      Sansein leader and liaison to humanity.

      

      Hamm

      Junior Warrant Officer (JWO) Roger Hamm, a sniper for one of CSL Locke’s special teams.

      

      Hutton

      Admiral of the Wallach-Xad exodus fleet.

      

      Henshaw

      James Henshaw, ocular engineer and owner of the Lady Faith. An accomplished gambler who sometimes cheated with a simple LAI but who lost his LAI during Hunt of the Reaper while attempting to acquire the Black Phoenix device.

      

      Isaac Meldon

      Isaac Meldon of Yansden, leader of Yansden. Similar to a president in authority but with virtually no influence on their primary military force, the Kalon Regulars.

      

      Jelly

      AI of the Jellybird.

      

      Jess

      Alon First Sergeant Kiliana Jess

      

      Novasdaughter

      Captain Amii Novasdaughter, acting vice admiral of the Wallach-Xad defensive fleet and captain of the Nightmare.

      

      Locke

      Chief Squad Leader (CSL) of Wallach.

      

      Loren

      Commander Loren Jacem, leader of the Kalon Regulars—the most professional fighting force on Yansden.

      

      Marcus

      Captain Marcus Kellerman, Yasden

      

      Oberland

      Admiral Braxton Oberland of the 1344th Alon Grand Fleet.

      

      Path

      Grigori Path, a sword saint and weapons master who joined Cain’s crew after Roxo II

      

      Pennington

      Carl Pennington, supervisor of YOHP lower level

      

      Rejon of Xad

      Leader of the people of Xad.

      

      Sarah

      Junior supervisor in the YOHP lower level

      

      Tatiana

      Granddaughter of Melina, leader of the largest compound in Yansden City.

      

      Tobias

      Commander Peter Tobias of the 1237th Alon Grand Fleet.

      

      Tom

      Self-taught engineer and friend of the last Reaper.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ships

      

      

      

      
        
        RWS = Republic of Wallach Ship

      

      

      

      AES Ever Victorious

      Alon Empire Ship Ever Victorious. Flagship of all Alon fleets.

      

      Bright Lance of Xad

      
        	Flagship of the Xad fleet

        	Captured from the Union in Flight of the Reaper, TLR 5

        	Captain: Cynthia Thomas Younger

        	Executive Officer: Commander Bernard Gile

        	AI: Mavis

      

      

      RWS Coronas 1

      
        	Personal ship of President Amanda Coronas. Up-armored. State of the art escape pod.

      

      

      Hunter of Xad

      
        	With Jellybird scouting new system after Macabre

        	Captain: Omon

      

      

      Jellybird

      
        	Halek Cain’s ship

        	AI: Jelly

      

      

      Lady Faith

      
        	James Henshaw’s ship

        	AI: Lady

      

      

      RWS Battle Axe

      
        	With Jellybird scouting new system after Macabre

        	Captain: Don Hunger

      

      

      RWS Jumping Fox

      
        	Captain: Jaime Peterson

      

      

      RWS Nightmare

      
        	Captain: Amii Novasdaughter (acting Vice Admiral)

        	AI: Necron

      

      

      RWS Spirit of Wallach

      
        	Flagship of the Republic of Wallach fleet

        	Captain: Quincy Drysdale

        	Ship the President of Wallach, Amanda Coronas, travels on. (She does not command the ship.)

        	Ship that carries General Karn’s main army

      

      

      Striker of Xad

      
        	Captain Yolanda Dempsy
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH SCOTT MOON

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to know when the next story or book is published? Sign up for my newsletter here.

      

      Thanks,

      Scott Moon
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        * * *

      

      
        
        facebook.com/groups/ScottMoonGroup

        twitter.com/scottmoonwriter

        instagram.com/scottmoonwriter

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  







            RENEGADE STAR UNIVERSE

          

          

      

    

    






CLICK THE TITLES BELOW TO FIND THEM ONLINE
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        The Renegade Star Series

      

      

      They say the Earth is just a myth. Something to tell your children when you put them to sleep, the lost homeworld of humanity. Everyone knows it isn't real, though. It can't be.

      

      But when Captain Jace Hughes encounters a nun with a mysterious piece of cargo and a bold secret, he soon discovers that everything he thought he knew about Earth is wrong. So very, very wrong.

      

      Climb aboard The Renegade Star and assemble a crew, follow the clues, uncover the truth, and most importantly, try to stay alive.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        The Last Reaper Series

      

      

      

      When a high value scientist is taken hostage inside the galaxy's most dangerous prison, Halek Cain is the only man for the job.

      

      The last remaining survivor of the Reaper program, Hal is an unstoppable force of fuel and madness. A veteran amputee-turned-cyborg, he has a history of violence and a talent for killing that is unmatched by any soldier. 

      

      With the promise of freedom as his only incentive, he’ll stop at nothing to earn back his life from the people who made him, imprisoned him, and were too afraid to let him die.
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        The Orion Colony Series

      

      

      

      Humanity’s Exodus is about to begin.

      

      When half of mankind revolts and demands more opportunity, those at the top decide on a compromise: they will build the first colony ships and allow those who are willing to discover new worlds to leave and start over.

      

      Twelve ships are built, the first of which is called Orion. Many are eager to go, but only one hundred thousand are chosen for each vessel. Far from Earth, a new life awaits, and it promises the prosperity they’ve always wanted.

      

      But still, resistance stirs, eager to sabotage this new expansion effort, threatening the promise of a new life. As Orion moves through the void of space, towards a distant world, its passengers must fight for survival in an unprecedented conflict. 

      

      Win or lose, their future will be forever changed.
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        The Fifth Column Series

      

      

      

      After a soldier is left for dead, Eva Delgado's life begins to unravel.

      

      The truth of what happened remains a mystery, and the government will stop at nothing to keep it buried.

      

      Together with the unit's medic, Eva finds herself branded a terrorist and enemy of the State, hunted by two opposing governments.

      

      When the pair uncover a plot that could have ramifications for the whole galaxy, they know they have to act, but it will take all of their training, cunning and just a bit of luck to do what no one else has achieved.

      

      But what do you do when every secret begets another? And how far will you go to find the truth?
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        Nameless (Abigail’s Story)

      

      

      

      Abigail and Clementine were just a couple of orphans looking for a home. 

      

      But when the two girls witness something terrible, they have no choice but to leave their orphanage and go into hiding. The only person willing to take them in is a man named Mulberry, but his home isn't the safest place for two innocent children.

      

      Abigail and Clementine quickly discover that their new caretaker is the head of a guild of assassins, and the two are thrown into a whole new world of danger. To survive, they'll need to adapt, focus, and learn how to survive in a world of killers.
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        The Constable (Alphonse’s Story)

      

      

      

      My name is Alphonse Malloy, and I see everything.

      

      From a simple glance, I know your hobbies, what you ate for breakfast, how well you slept, and whether or not your wife is secretly seeing the high school biology teacher when you're not around.

      

      I can't explain how or why I get these feelings, only that I know they're true. 

      

      All the little secrets you're too afraid to tell.

      

      Sometimes, that means helping people. Other times, it means staring down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      

      I wish I could tell you I was using this ability for good.

      

      I wish I could tell you a lot of things.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Constable Returns

      

      

      

      Alphonse Malloy may just be the smartest man alive.

      

      A year has passed since Alphonse joined the Constables, but his work is only just beginning. In order to graduate and achieve full Constable status, Alphonse will need to complete one final mission.

      

      When new information about an old enemy arises, Al and his mentor Dorian must head deep into the Deadlands in search of answers.

      

      But in a galaxy of secrets, the truth is often more elusive than it seems.

      

      As the search continues, Alphonse's talents will be pushed to their absolute limit, and he'll need everything he's learned to make it out of this one alive.
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        Warrior Queen (Lucia’s Story)

      

      

      

      On a lost world, far removed from Earth, a group of humans struggle to survive.

      

      Two thousand years after their ancestors lost control of a hidden genetics research facility, the descendants of mankind have been reduced to a tribe of two hundred survivors. They fight, kill, and die in an endless cycle, all in the hope that things will get better.

      

      Lucia is one of these colonists and the daughter of the tribe's leader, the Director. Together with several other candidates, she must soon undergo a trial to decide her father's replacement. The winner will shape the future of the entire colony.

      

      But the trial is dangerous, meant to test each candidate's wits and strengths to see who is truly worthy. To claim victory, Lucia will need to venture out into the tunnels near the city to search for lost artifacts known as Cores--small but powerful devices capable of harnessing endless energy.

      

      But there are monsters here, waiting in the dark, and they are always hungry. Beware the Boneclaw, Lucia's father use to tell her, for it lives only to kill and to feed.

      

      Lucia must do whatever it takes, learn as much as she can, and fight with every ounce of strength if she hopes to make it through the day.

      

      Forget winning the trial. The real challenge is staying alive.
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        Resonant Son Series

      

      

      

      30 floors of nightmare fueled action. An ex-cop with nothing left to lose.

      

      After losing his job and family, Flint Reed finds himself in the middle of a terrorist attack. With nothing but his wits and experience as a former Union police officer, he must do everything he can to stay alive.

      

      As he soon discovers, however, there are also hostages, and no one is coming to save them.

      

      All hope falls to Flint.

      

      But as he fights to navigate the building, the real answers begin to unravel. What are the terrorists really after, and why are they so intent on getting into the vault?

      

      Experience the beginning of the Resonant Son series. If you're a fan of Die Hard, Renegade Star, or the Last Reaper, you'll love this epic scifi thrill ride.
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        Galactic Law Series

      

      

      

      Lethal force is authorized.

      

      In the wild space of the Deadlands, Taurus Station is where miners and tourists come to play, and the ravager gangs follow close behind. Out here, far from the civilized world, the Law has a name.

      

      Gage Walker is the son of hard-nosed asteroid miners. Brash, rough, and crude, he's one of the few deputies working the station.

      

      Still a rookie, Walker is tasked with the security of a mining magnate's daughter, an easy job that quickly takes a turn for the worst.

      

      The ravager gangs want her, and it falls to Walker to find out why.

      

      In a chase across Taurus Station, Deputy Walker must prove he's fit to wear the badge and issue his own form of justice...one body at a time.
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        Deadland Drifter Series

      

      

      

      When a dental appointment goes sideways, former Union Operative Jack Burner wakes to find himself drugged, and imprisoned.

      

      And he's given a choice: assassinate an Admiral... or allow himself to be killed.

      

      With no other option, Jack reluctantly accepts the mission, only to find himself being trailed by a mysterious blonde woman... and she may or may not want him dead.

      

      As if dealing with a terrorist group wasn't enough.

      

      With the fate of the Admiral and thousands of lives on hanging in the balance, Jack stands in the middle of an event that could ignite a war on the edge of the Deadlands and Union Space.

      

      Despite his exceptional abilities, training, and tenancy, even Jack has little to no chance of preventing this particular powder keg from exploding.

      

      He's going to need a miracle.
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        The Renegade Series

      

      

      

      Jace Hughes is a Renegade.

      

      That means taking jobs and not asking questions, whether that involves smuggling, transporting runnaways, or performing other, far less wholesome work. Whatever the situation, Jace is willing to do what it takes to achieve his dream and live the life he’s always wanted.

      

      That is, until he comes face to face with an item of unprecedented value—something that could give him everything he needs to pay off his debt and be free.

      

      The only problem is that selling it would also shift the balance of power between the two largest empires in the galaxy.

      

      And spark another intergalactic war.

      

      Unfortunately for Jace, he won’t have long to decide. Renegades, assassins, and government cronies are after the item, too, and unlike Jace, they won’t hesitate to kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at jnchaney.com.

      

      He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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        * * *

      

      Scott Moon has been writing fantasy, science fiction, and urban fantasy since he was a kid. When not reading, writing, or spending time with his awesome family, he enjoys playing the guitar or learning Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He loves dogs and plans to have a ranch full of them when he makes it big. One will be a Rottweiler named Frodo. He is also a co-host of the popular Keystroke Medium show. You can find him online at scottmoonwriter.com
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