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 Important Characters and Terms 
 
    Humans 
 
    Jace Hughes : Renegade, smuggler, gun-for-hire, Captain of the Renegade Star, and the most wanted man in the galaxy.  
 
    Abigail Pryar (Abby) : Kidnapper, assassin, former nun, and Jace’s second-in-command. Abigail risked her life in order to rescue the albino child Lex from a Union laboratory, inciting a series of events that would lead her to encountering Jace on Taurus Station. She now holds full command over the Galactic Dawn. 
 
    Frederick Tabernacle (Freddie) : Former priest and scholar. Frederick is an expert on the writings of Dr. Darius Clare, the founder of the Church of the Homeworld. Despite his obvious fear and anxiety under pressure, Freddie is consistently reliable in the face of danger, willing to do anything for the sake of his friends and allies. He is currently in a serious relationship with a woman named Petra. 
 
    Octavia Brie : Assistant archaeologist, brilliant pilot, combat specialist, and former Union medic, Octavia remains an invaluable asset in the mission to rebuild Earth. After being shot by Fratley Oxanos, Octavia lost the use of her legs and believed she would never be able to walk again. That is, until the crew discovered Titan and restored power to its medical bay. When not on the job, Octavia can be found with her colleague and close friend, Dr. Hitchens, though the true nature of their relationship remains somewhat ambiguous.  
 
    Dr. Thadius Hitchens (The Professor) : Archaeologist with a focus on Ancient Earth Theory. After the discovery of a group of albino colonists, Hitchens has turned his focus to teaching. He remains optimistic and jolly, no matter the situation, and is always looking to the future. He is currently teaching Lex and the other children of Earth and believes that the future lies in their hands. 
 
    Alphonse Malloy (Al) : Former Union Constable and spy, expert military strategist, and stoic thinker. During his time at the Red Tower—the Constable intelligence center—Alphonse discovered detailed information on the experiments that were being performed on Lex. Appalled at what he had found, Alphonse disguised himself as a soldier on a ship that had been tasked with pursuing the Renegade Star, allowing him to ultimately encounter Jace Hughes. After saving Lex and proving his loyalty, Alphonse has become a valued member of the crew and a trusted ally in the fight to rebuild Earth. Considered a traitor by the Union, Alphonse refuses to look back. He has also become close friends with Dr. Dressler, though the details of their relationship remain ambiguous.  
 
    Dr. MaryAnn Dressler : A former Union scientist on Priscilla, Dressler was kidnapped by Jace Hughes when they stole a Tritium Core for Titan. While she was initially highly critical of Jace, she has since reversed her stance, especially after witnessing his protective loyalty for Lex and the other colonists. Always analytical and logical in her approach, she remains distant from most of the crew, the only exception being Alphonse Malloy, whom she has grown quite fond of in recent months. She does not consider others’ feelings when speaking her mind, never one to shy away from stating the truth, regardless of how it makes her look. She is brilliant, even among her own peers, and is driven by both a thirst for knowledge and her desire to keep people safe. 
 
    Lex : Discovered in a small pod when she was just an infant, Lex spent most of her life in a Union lab, due to her unique physiology and strange tattoos. The Union correctly believed that Lex held the key to rediscovering the lost homeworld known as Earth. Due to her Eternal ancestry, Lex possesses advanced healing, a greatly extended lifespan, albino skin, white hair, and blue eyes.  As far as she or anyone else knows, Lex is truly the last of her kind, being the only pureblood Eternal known to exist. Despite this, Lex remains cheerful, often shining a light in an otherwise dark or dire situation. Even when forced to kill to save Jace’s life, Lex managed to maintain her positive outlook and continues to bring joy and love to those around her. 
 
    Bolin Abernathy : A former scrap dealer, he and his daughter were rescued by the crew after being kidnapped by the Sarkonians. Bolin is a skilled pilot and trusted friend to anyone who would have him. Since joining the crew, Bolin has been given command over a squad of pilots, and while he has lost soldiers under his command, he has maintained his bravery and strength, which he attributes to his need to protect his daughter. 
 
    Karin Braid : A young but highly capable leader. Karin’s mother Lucia taught her everything she knows. She and her people are descendants of a group of Eternals, though they do not possess all of their original abilities, such as immortality. Having spent a great deal of time with the Cognitive Janus, Karin is well-versed in ancient technology and remains a highly effective engineer, should the need arise.  
 
    Lucia (Deceased) : Over a century old, Lucia was highly capable and one of the best hand-to-hand fighters on Titan. Her expertise with a staff made her a valued asset on any mission. She passed away saving Jace and countless others from the Celestials. Her loss was felt by each and every surviving colonist on Earth. 
 
    Josef (Jo) : Karin’s father and the husband to Lucia. He spent years living in a cave, far from his family, hoping to find a Tritium core to save his people. After so long in isolation, Josef has chosen to embrace his new life on Verdun, spending as much time with his friends and family as possible. 
 
    Admiral-General Marcus Brigham (deceased) : The former leader of the Union fleet tasked with hunting down the Renegade Star and capturing Lex. He was killed by Jace in one-on-one combat. Upon his death, he promised Jace that the Union would never stop hunting him, no matter how far he ran. 
 
    Vice Admiral Vick : The current leader of the Third Fleet. Vick trained directly under Admiral-General Brigham and held great respect for his old mentor. Upon learning of his death at the hands of Jace, Vick swore vengeance on the former Renegade. Since then, he has joined the fight against the Celestials, but still does not trust Jace. Vick has enacted a ceasefire with Earth for now, but no one knows how long such a thin alliance can truly last. 
 
    Lieutenant Rackham : Vick’s “man on the ground”, Rackham was sent to oversee Jace’s movements and report all activities to Vick directly. Rackham was sent as Vick’s representative with Jace during the first mission through the slip tunnel. During this joint operation, Rackham fought alongside Jace and several other Earth soldiers as they encountered living Celestials on the unknown metallic planet. After being saved by Jace, Rackham has developed an affinity for the former Renegade, but his loyalty to Vick remains firm.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Cognitives 
 
    Athena (current status: unknown): The Cognitive in charge of Titan, a seed colony moon-like ship. Originally from Earth, Athena is a fully sentient intelligence over two thousand years old. Using hard light technology, Athena can manifest a body in any room on Titan, often popping in out of nowhere, surprising the crew. Years ago, when Titan’s Tritium core failed, Athena sent her crew out into space to colonize the stars. In time, they forgot about Titan and the Cognitive who lived there, but Athena did not forget. She waited, remaining in low power, until the day she received a signal from Earth. The transmission said only one thing: “Earth is restored. Initiate Project Reclamation.” With that, she attempted to contact the descendants of her former crew, but no one responded. After decades of unanswered transmissions, Athena decided to awaken the only remaining crew member, a young Eternal infant who had been left behind and discarded by the other humans—a girl who would grow to be called Lex. Athena sent the child away, still asleep, and hoped that whoever found her would follow the trail back to Titan. Currently, Athena is missing, due to Titan crashing into the Celestial planet. All attempts to reach her have been in vain, leaving her status as entirely unknown. 
 
    Sigmond (Siggy) : Originally, a standard artificial intelligence given to Jace upon his acquisition of the Renegade Star. After receiving a personality program and name, Sigmond became a valued asset and long-time companion to Jace. He was eventually given several additional upgrades by Athena, allowing him to become exceedingly more efficient and, shortly thereafter, caused him to show signs of cognition. During the final confrontation with the Cognitive Hephaestus, Sigmond sacrificed himself to save Jace and the rest of the crew. At this time, he was believed to be lost forever. Shortly thereafter, however, Sigmond reappeared on Titan, manifesting himself before Jace as a fully realized Cognitive whose appearance was unlike any other.  
 
    Janus (deceased): The Cognitive in charge of Karin and Lucia’s former home. He was originally created to oversee three facilities on the same planet, each with its own distinct assignment. After the facilities were overrun by an outbreak of Boneclaws (genetically modified Eternals), Janus lost all contact with Earth. He was left with only a few thousand survivors, whose lives became his only priority. It wasn’t until the arrival of the Union that Janus lost his life, defending the colonists during the evacuation to Titan. His final request was for Jace to look after his people and defend them against those who mean to use them. It is a request that has stayed with Jace, always in the back of his mind. After his death, Athena was able to salvage part of Janus’s shell, which she gave to Sigmond in order to give him additional functionality. This was the beginning of Sigmond’s Cognitive evolution. 
 
    Algaia (deceased): The Cognitive in charge of Tiche and several facilities across Earth space. She was killed and her shell absorbed by Hephaestus, granting him access to Algaia’s supply depots. 
 
    Hephaestus (deceased): The Cognitive in charge of the defense network and the drone factories. After two thousand years, Hephaestus is a shadow of his former self. His mind has deteriorated so much that he relies entirely on protocol, defending the Earth from all Transient vessels. After encountering Titan, Hephaestus shows aggression towards the ship, ultimately mounting a major assault against Jace and his crew. Thanks to the efforts of an upgraded artificial intelligence known as Sigmond, Hephaestus and his data storage Capsules are permanently destroyed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Other Terms 
 
    Eternals : Advanced humans who have been genetically modified with advanced healing and extremely long lifespans. After a few centuries, an additional mutation caused the Eternals to develop albino features, giving them a distinct appearance. They are responsible for most of Earth’s advanced technology, including the seed colony ships, such as Titan, as well as Tritium cores, slipspace drives, and Cognitives.  
 
    Transients : Normal humans who do not possess the Eternal gene. After Eternals arose on Earth, Transient humans were delegated to the lower class, unable to accumulate wealth or obtain high-level positions in either business or politics. This stagnation led to a rebellion in which the Transients demanded equal opportunity. To satisfy this need, the Eternals offered them a deal: venture out into the far-flung reaches of the galaxy and colonize distant worlds, taking their lives into their own hands. The Transients agreed, and so began the greatest mass exodus in Earth’s history. 
 
    Celestials: An alien-like race of human descendants, these creatures chose to genetically engineer themselves in order to create what they perceived as the perfect lifeform. It is believed there are many different classes of Celestials, though the exact number is unknown. Not much else is known about them, except that they wish only to exterminate all other forms of human life in the galaxy. Their scientific and technological capabilities are beyond anything the galaxy has ever seen, making them a dangerous and nearly unstoppable threat. Celestials have many abilities that vary depending on the class, but generally they can phase their bodies through solid matter, hide their heat signatures, operate hardlight technology (including artificial wings and swords), and are extremely intelligent. Currently, the only known substance capable of hindering their abilities is Neutronium, the rarest metal in the known universe. 
 
    Slipspace : A dimension beneath our own in which faster-than-light travel is possible. While it is not fully understood, many theorize that slipspace tunnels are in a constant state of nuclear fusion and fission, destroying and creating atoms simultaneously at all times. It was believed that slip tunnels were a naturally occurring phenomenon, but this is incorrect. In truth, the slip tunnel network was created by ancient ships from Earth as they expanded across the galaxy. While some tunnels collapsed over time, many remained to this day, providing modern ships with a faster-than-light means of transportation. Since modern ships cannot create their own tunnels, they must continue to rely on the existing network to travel. Titan is the only known ship capable of forming new tunnels. 
 
    Slip Gap Point (S.G. Point) : The location between tunnels (i.e. the space between two tunnel entrances). Often the location of colonies and refueling stations, they serve as the intergalactic road stops of the slip tunnel network. While the busier S.G. Points are often heavily policed, the less active locations remain somewhat dangerous due to frequent attacks and surprise raids.  
 
    Turn-key : A special communications device created by the Eternals. Only those with the appropriate tattoos can operate them.  
 
    The Sarkonian Empire : A smaller, but still capable collection of planets. Located on the opposite side of the Deadlands from the Union, the Sarkonians are known to claim planets randomly and without warning. Recently, they struck a deal with the Union for the promise of more territory, should they deliver the Renegade Star.  
 
    The Union : The most powerful military force known to exist, the Union has control over dozens of star systems. They remain in pursuit of Titan, hoping to reacquire Lex so that they might use her genes to enhance their own soldiers. They claim to do this to protect their borders and their people, but all past actions show an empire whose only goal has been territorial expansion.  
 
    Earth : Often believed to be a myth, Earth is said to be the original cradle of humanity, home to lost, unparalleled technology, the likes of which have not been seen in nearly two thousand years. Unfortunately, not much is known about Earth’s history after the Great Transient Exodus, resulting in a massive gap in information, but that hasn’t stopped the Union from sending every available ship to find it. At the same time, Jace Hughes and his crew are determined to get there first to keep whatever awaits them out of the hands of their enemy.  
 
    Verdun : The first and only colony on Earth, built and occupied by Jace and his companions. It rests atop an elevated city, which is supported by heavy scaffolding. Not much is known about these platforms, except that they are the last remaining evidence of technology from a lost civilization. It is believed that these cities once housed the Eternals so that the Earth could be terraformed below them, though this remains only a theory. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 One 
 
    I’d never much cared for funerals, but this was a special case. In fact, I could count the number of funerals I attended or would care to attend on one hand, and that was including my own, whenever that day inevitably came. 
 
    The lot of us gathered on the beach of an ocean, near an outcropping of sharp gray rocks. With a heavy, overcast sky above us, this seemed as fitting a place as any to grieve. Chairs covered the sand in neat rows, figures with somber faces in each one, many with tears running down their cheeks. Behind the chairs, a standing crowd had gathered, a lingering memory of the deceased likely still on their minds. I wasn’t one for formal pretense or posturing, so I instead leaned against a nearby boulder, the waves kicking mist and foam onto my boots as I listened with the rest of them.  
 
    With my hands in my pockets, I tried to pay attention to Josef’s speech.  
 
    To Leif’s.  
 
    To Karin’s.  
 
    But mostly, all I could hear was a ringing in my ear as I remembered what had happened on that damned metal planet; of the Celestial as it charged me and an injured Abby; of Lucia’s staff glowing as she initiated the self-destruct countdown; of the way the hangar shook when she selflessly gave her life to save ours. 
 
    The whole thing had been surreal at the time, and the grief of the moment had escaped me, catching up in the coming days, a little at a time. My dreams played the memory on repeat, not letting me forget the horrible tragedy that had befallen all of us.  
 
    “Captain?” asked Karin tentatively, jarring me from my thoughts. 
 
    I looked up, almost annoyed and somewhat surprised to find everyone watching me expectantly. They were silently waiting, eyes wide with tears of anguish and distant thoughts, as if they wanted something I could give.  
 
    As though I could somehow make it all go away and bring Lucia back to them. 
 
    Oh, right, I thought. My speech. 
 
    I cleared my throat and took Karin’s spot on the sand between the mourners and the sea. Silver clouds rolled through the heavy sky, casting a murky glow across the beach as a cold breeze clipped past us all. The day had been kind, providing enough coverage to shade the ceremony, but without the rain. I was glad for that, but not much else.  
 
    I’d never been one for pretty words or even getting up in front of people and spouting out something I had prepared, even though I had prepared nothing, but this was Lucia, and I owed her some sort of gesture. Hell, I owed that woman a lot more than that, but in this moment, I had nothing more to give. I was leading these people, and I owed it to them, too, to help them mourn. And if a bunch of words would help the process along, who was I to deny them? 
 
    How the hell did that happen, though?  I thought, not for the first time. 
 
    Me, a leader. Not all that long ago, I was a Renegade whose only worry was paying back the debt I owed. Now the lives of thousands of people—hell, maybe the galaxy itself—rested on my overloaded shoulders. And by the gods, did the burden feel heavy today with the task I had to complete now. 
 
    As the crash of water on the sand filled the air, I wondered where to start. With her family, maybe. With all the people she left behind. 
 
    I stole a quick peek at Karin, Lucia’s daughter. Karin stood before her father, Josef, stoic as ever, looking so much like her mother I half-expected her to insult me at any moment and tell me to get the hell on with it. She had even taken the news like Lucia would have. Her face had gone pale, and she hadn’t been able to speak except to ask to be alone. Her mother had been stoic as well, never one to show her grief. I didn’t know if that was a result of the place they had both come from or if she’d learned how to be that way by watching the old woman. 
 
    But she couldn’t hide the truth from me. I heard it beneath her words—the agony. The torture. The loss. It was all right there, trying to claw its way to the surface. She held a world of pain in her today, and likely would for months to come. 
 
    Josef set one hand on his daughter’s shoulder in support, the old man acting as the rock she was too proud to admit she needed right then. He hadn’t tried to hide his grief from me. Maybe it was because we could share the pain, man to man. Maybe he thought I would understand, because while she had been his wife, she was also my friend.  
 
    Friend. I let the word linger in my mind, and it brought me back to the years I spent alone on my ship, with only myself and Sigmond to keep me company, when the only friend I had was Ollie, and now he was dead too.  
 
    Still, I had spent most of my time on my own—the bulk of my life—until the day I found Abigail and Lex, and then everything changed. I was no longer an eternal loner. I had people under my command now, most of them depending on me. I had friends that were as good as family, maybe better, and I knew without having to ask that they trusted me. That commitment required that I take on the role of caregiver, and that I provided sustenance, shelter, protection, and in this case, comfort and support. In the face of this tragedy, I had to control my feelings to project an image of strength while the others took their time to get over the loss. 
 
    Feelings had never really been my thing, and I reckoned it wasn’t right to shine the spotlight on them yet, especially not in front of all of these people that counted on me for succor. I’d carry the weight of this loss and bottle it, at least in this moment, and maybe in the weeks to come, for as long as these people needed me to. A bit of peace in all this madness. I would be the rock. 
 
    “When I first met Lucia, I thought she was about to kill me,” I admitted instead, blurting out my first memory of my friend. 
 
    A few loose chuckles rippled through the crowd, and even Karin grinned. Just a little. 
 
    “This was back on that ice world Abby, Dressler, Freddie, and I ended up on,” I said, trying to set the stage a bit. “We were underground, and we ran into someone wearing an animal skull on her face, and I had no idea what was going on with that. Truth be told, I thought she was some kind of monster. Gods know we’d seen enough of those, so another wouldn’t surprise me. On a world like that, filled with things like Boneclaws, it wasn’t such a stretch.” I rubbed my jaw, lost in the memory and going on with my speech almost without thinking about it. “But she risked her life to save us. Strangers. Foreigners. She had no idea if we were friend or foe either, but she took the chance because that’s the kind of woman she is.” I paused. “Was.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, I cracked a few knuckles and briefly stared out at the water, lost in my memories of the deceased. “Lucia was a stubborn old shrew. And, I’ll add, a bit too comfortable telling me what I ought to do.” I smirked and paused for effect, and a few more quiet laughs cut through the assembled crowd, breaking the tense mourning atmosphere just a bit. “But she and I had a sort of—well, I suppose you can call it an understanding. I came to know her not just as a fellow leader, but as a friend. That woman was a warrior, and before her daughter Karin had come of age, I’m told she was a queen.” I paused, my shoulders uncomfortably tense, fighting the surge of grief as it burned in my chest. I fought it down the best I could. “A warrior queen,” I added again, a little softer this time, “through and through.” 
 
    I cleared my throat abruptly, stamping down the feelings that threatened to spill out. “I’m honored to have fought at such a fierce and honorable woman’s side. She died exactly the way she wanted to,” I finished, looking at Karin and Josef to underscore my point. “In battle, protecting her family.” 
 
    Karin’s lip trembled, and she quickly turned her head toward her father, pushing her face into his chest. Josef wrapped his gnarled fingers through hers and squeezed, his pale cheeks inflamed from days of weeping.  
 
    In the silence that followed, I didn’t know what else to say. The speech felt finished to me, but no one moved. They watched me, still silently waiting, as if they wanted more. 
 
    But I didn’t have anything left except the anger bubbling and lurking beneath what I had told them. I had a thirst for revenge, a need to shoot something and cause some damage.  
 
    And I would be damned if I told them that. There was no sense in delivering hate in a place like this, when the memories of the dead were still fresh. It was better for these people to focus on their love, their loss, and their grief, and they wouldn’t do that with anger.  
 
    Me, on the other hand—I was never so noble. I’d find and burn every last Celestial in the entire galaxy, and I’d do whatever it took to prevent another loss like the one I had just experienced. The revenge would be all mine. 
 
    Karin stepped forward again, taking my place in the silence, honoring six of Leif’s brave soldiers who had also fallen in the battle on that planet. They also had friends, associates, maybe even loved ones who mourned them, and they deserved their moment of respect. I admired Karin for her poise; however, even as she spoke, many in the crowd watched me, their curious expressions a little foggy and dazed, as if they waited to get their cue from me. Blue tattoos peeked through gaps in everyone’s clothing, and with a hint of relief, I noticed that even Leif’s people had them now.  
 
    Since their arrival, and after our time in Celestial space, I knew I could trust them to join in our cause. With the added threat of the Celestials at our doorstep, we were going to need as many allies as possible to operate the ancient ships from Titan. That also meant having people on Earth to operate the day-to-day technology that kept us functioning as the colony we were becoming. They couldn’t do most of that without the tattoos, so I’d given the authorization to provide them. It had proven the right decision, and Leif was grateful for the trust I had placed in him. We were friends, the lot of us, but soon we would become a single people.  
 
    As my gaze roamed over those gathered, I caught Abigail’s eye. She and Lex sat in the third row, both dressed in white to signify the light of the gods, a long standing ritual for funerals. Abigail’s piercing eyes focused on me as she listened with the others. It was always like that now. Abigail and I often knew what the other was thinking, and she nodded at me and then glanced at Lex. 
 
    It hit me, then, in that moment. 
 
    A revelation.  
 
    The resolve. 
 
    Lucia’s tragic death was going to count for something. She had saved my and Abigail’s lives back there, given us both the chance to live, and I wasn’t about to squander that second chance at fighting my way through another day. 
 
    Come hell or high water, I was going to live and fight for these women and find a way to make the galaxy a better place for them, especially Lex. After all the hell she’d endured, the girl deserved a real life, with a real family and a decent home. 
 
    A safe one. 
 
    You told me to watch over them, Lucia, I thought, my eyes unconsciously gazing into the sky, as if I were channeling my thoughts to the heavens, wishing she could hear it. I won’t let you down, you grumpy old hag. 
 
    As Karin finished her final words, she lifted a white funeral urn toward me. It was simple and smaller than I imagined might possibly hold an entire person. I took it from her and opened the cap, turning toward the surging ocean as I pulled back my arm, and with a quick thrust, hurled the black soot into the sea. 
 
    It was more a symbolic gesture than anything, since we had no means of recovering Lucia’s body. Still, it felt wholesome, in some raw and primal way. 
 
    A few sobs filtered through the crowd behind me, and I couldn’t deny the gaping hole I felt in my own chest. But Lucia wouldn’t have wanted a bunch of drawn out tears, I knew. 
 
    “Take your time,” I said to the crowd, hoping they would disperse soon so this sadness could end. I knew that getting back to business would be beneficial to many of those mourning. “Make your peace, and when you’re ready, there’s still a war waiting for us. We have work to do, just as Lucia did. We have to honor her memory by moving forward.” I patted Karin on the shoulder as I passed, leaving the funeral to those who needed time. I had to set an example and move on to our collective concern, which was the difficult battle ahead. 
 
    “Sir,” said Sigmond suddenly through the comm in my ear, startling me out of my pensiveness. “Today’s test has concluded.” 
 
    “And?” I prodded, unable to quell the rise of foolish optimism that perhaps, this time, Athena had actually responded to our encrypted signal; that maybe, finally, our daily message through the slip tunnel at the earth’s core wouldn’t go ignored. 
 
    “No response, sir,” said Sigmond, bursting my bubble.  
 
    I sighed, annoyed at myself for expecting a different response than the previous dozen times. “Alright,” I muttered, still trudging through the sand as I made my way to the edge of the beach, finally able to stare into the horizon without any wailing moans to fill my ears. My progress was slow due to the sand filling my boots, made worse by the sea water that had sloshed into them, essentially creating mud inside. My boots had become uncomfortably tight, and I couldn’t wait to dump them out and clean off my feet. Funny the things we focus on at the most inappropriate times. 
 
    “I did, however, detect Titan’s signature,” added Sigmond.  
 
    I perked up at the name of Athena’s ship and my former base of operations. Hope rose in my chest. “What do you mean? You told me last time that it wasn’t transmitting.” 
 
    “It seems the signal is new, sir,” Sigmond informed me. “This implies that the ship itself is intact and partially operational, despite the devastating crash into the planet and the aftermath of—” 
 
    “I know what happened, Siggy,” I interjected testily. 
 
    “Apologies, sir,” he replied with what passed for contrition in an AI.  
 
    I chewed the inside of my lip, thoughtfully. Athena was probably dead. If her systems hadn’t been damaged in the crash, the enemy had probably found and taken her by now.  
 
    No, I couldn’t think like that. If she was gone, then who was sending the signal? What had initiated it? There had to be something else going on.  
 
    Or was it a trap? A ploy to get us to come back through the tunnel?  
 
    I shook my head, trying to derail the track my mind was taking. I couldn’t get my thoughts straight right now, not with everything else going on. I also couldn’t dwell on the maybes when I had plenty of better things I could spend my admittedly sometimes limited brainpower on. 
 
    I had to focus on what I could do. What I could control. What was possible in the here and now. 
 
    “Mr. Hughes?” asked a familiar little voice. One of my favorites, snapping me from my thoughts. She almost always brought a smile to my face, although I sometimes had to hide it when she was doing something that could have the potential to place her in danger. Sometimes, though, that was hard to anticipate, as the child was lightyears ahead of me in intelligence. 
 
    I spun on my heel to find Lex standing behind me with her hands behind her back, swaying side to side as she waited to be acknowledged. Abigail was only a short way off, calmly walking toward us as her boots sank into the sand with every step. What had made me look like a clumsy fool made Abigail appear graceful. Maybe she didn’t have solid mud in her shoes, though. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” I said, kneeling until I was eye to eye with her. “You holding up okay?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” said the girl with a small nod, looking briefly away as she lied to me. Death wasn’t new to her, but I imagined it was still scary to think that people had gone into that slip tunnel, never to return. Lucia was someone she had seen on an almost daily basis for months. Someone who’d been kind to her, so the loss might have been different from others she had suffered previously.  
 
    She always tried to look tough, but she was still just a kid and I usually tried to treat her as such. 
 
    “Will you play with me, Mr. Hughes?” asked Lex. 
 
    “Soon,” I said, ruffling her hair. “As much as I want to abandon all responsibility and goof around, duty calls.” I would rather have been playing, I wanted to tell her. But I had to be a leader, I knew, and set the standard for things getting back to normal. 
 
    The pale girl with the blue eyes frowned, breaking my heart a little more than I expected, but she nodded in a way that said she understood. “Okay, Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    Abigail reached us then and set a comforting hand on Lex’s shoulder. Tenderly, the woman I loved smoothed the loose blonde curls I had messed up. 
 
     “Later, though,” I added. “I promise.” I would make time for her, I vowed to myself.  
 
    “Okay,” said Lex, smiling once again. She knew I almost always kept my promises, unless circumstances beyond my control intervened, and I reckoned that was good enough for her to take comfort in. “I’m going to go play with my goat.” 
 
    “You have fun with that,” I muttered as she ran off merrily. It was good to see someone being lighthearted again after the sadness of the last few days. 
 
    Abigail chuckled as her eyes trailed after Lex, and the former nun tucked her arms tightly around herself as the wind picked up. 
 
    The comm in my ear clicked, startling me. “Captain Hughes,” said a familiar voice. “It’s Lieutenant Rackham. I understand you’re engaged at the moment with a memorial service, but the Vice Admiral requests your immediate presence. He wants to discuss—” 
 
    “Tell him I’m busy,” I said, attempting to pre-empt whatever he had to say. 
 
    “I already did,” said Rackham. “He said to call you anyway. I’m so sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    I turned the comm off and sighed heavily. 
 
    Abigail’s gaze shifted toward me, however, and her smile changed into a knowing look. “Vick?” 
 
    “Vick,” I confirmed. “He wants a meeting. I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Your favorite person,” she added with a playful smirk. 
 
    “My absolute favorite,” I said with a sarcastic laugh. “After Brigham, and gunshot wounds, and hunger pains, and—” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” said Abigail, laughing. “So are you going?” 
 
    I made an audible groan, adding emphasis for some dramatic effect, which caused Abigail to giggle. “I guess,” I told her with a shrug as I curled my arm around her shoulder and dragged her closer.  
 
    We started walking toward my ship, which was parked in the field near the beach with a few others. “Try to play nice,” Abigail cautioned me. “If you can manage it.” 
 
    “No promises,” I said, and then I gave her a kiss on the top of her head. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Two 
 
    I groaned and leaned back as far as possible in my chair as my current thorn-in-the-side nemesis, Vice Admiral Vick, watched me coldly and intently from across the table. He tended to watch me as if I would make an excellent scientific specimen, dissecting me with his eyes as the silence in the room stretched out to more than what was merely uncomfortable. Rackham sat nearby in misery. I could tell he desperately wanted to say something to diffuse the thick tension that was tangibly filling the makeshift conference room. It was almost like a mist emanated from the Vice Admiral, bounced off of me, and then coagulated a bit more. I sighed in frustration and impatience as I waited. I had other things to do with my time than explain my actions to this Union moron. 
 
    The three of us were alone in the meeting room somewhere in the bowels of the UFS Centaurus, waiting for Vick to get his head out of his ass long enough to see reason. We might be here for a while, I mused. 
 
    “And you expect me to just, what, exactly?” he said with a lazy flick of his wrist now that he had processed the update I’d given him. “You want me to simply believe you? Take you at your word?” He acted like such a classic villain. I expected him to sneer at me and twirl an imaginary mustache. 
 
    “We’re friends now, ain’t we?” I asked with a sarcastic shrug, not letting him see that he was getting to me with his downplaying of the events that had occurred. 
 
    “That’s not precisely the word I would use,” said the Vice Admiral, flushing angrily. “You come back from your mission, limping badly, missing your best ship and half my men, and now you’re asking for—” 
 
    “Neutronium,” I finished, saying the word loud enough to drown out his rant. “Lots of it. All you’ve got. All you can make. And I need it right fucking now.” 
 
    Vick scoffed, his nose wrinkling briefly in disgust as he glanced over me, obviously not liking what he was seeing. The man had never trusted me and I wagered he never would. The feeling was basically returned and I was sure he could sense that. It was hard to come back from the fact that I’d killed his old mentor, but I hoped we could at least work together for the sake of our collective survival. If the Celestials showed up in our neck of the galaxy, we’d all be done and dead, and none of the mutual hate we might have for each other would matter. “I don’t know how you’re in charge of anything, Hughes. You’re so blatantly transparent.” 
 
    Like that was a bad thing and a prerequisite for leadership was to be opaque? “Oh, good,” I said sarcastically, adjusting in my stiff metal chair until I could at least pretend to be comfortable. Every time I had the misfortune of coming here, Vick sat me in one of these uncomfortable chairs and I was beginning to suspect he did it on purpose, just to watch me squirm and adjust myself. “This ought to be entertaining. Tell me all about myself, Vick. What’s my dastardly plan this time? What schemes am I scheming?” 
 
    The Vice Admiral shook his head in annoyance, like I was a busy little fly that he couldn’t swat. “You’re just trying to distract me, Hughes,” he said, gesturing again with his wrist. “You know you’ve got no plan of attack against the enemy, no idea of what to do next. I’m no fool.” He leaned toward me, his voice lowering as his eyes narrowed in warning, trying his best to be intimidating. “And I’m not running off in search of neutronium just to give you more time to come up with another round of bullshit.” 
 
    Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help but chuckle humorlessly.  
 
    “What?” he snapped impatiently. “How is any of this amusing?”  
 
    I thought I detected a hint of fear flash in his eyes and debated on how to capitalize on it. “Sorry,” I said without a shred of genuine remorse. “It’s really funny to watch you be so sure of yourself and still so wrong, both at the same time, and so damn frequently.” 
 
    With a groan of disgust, the Vice Admiral stood abruptly. His chair scraped loudly against the floor, and he began to pace the length of the table, turning on his heel as he reached the end, only to pace back to the other end. He kept pacing as he thought, probably carving a little rut in the floor as he did so. 
 
    “Even if you don’t like me or trust my word, Rackham can confirm what we saw on that planet,” I snapped, sick of this Union mouthpiece’s bullshit. “Along with the cams from the suit feeds, might I add. You know, the dead soldiers? The ones who were ripped apart trying to get you a body because you told them not to come back without one?” 
 
    Vice Admiral Vick paused suddenly, glaring at me with silent rage. Talk about transparent. The man was not showing me his poker face. 
 
    “It’s true, sir,” Rackham added, finally breaking his silence to give me some backup. “Once Captain Hughes recommended a route, we—” 
 
    “I saw the feeds,” interrupted the Vice Admiral, curtly cutting off Rackham. 
 
    Rackham, to his credit, merely sat back in his chair. He seemed entirely unbothered by barely getting a word in, and I took that to mean this happened often. I pitied the lieutenant briefly as I considered his day to day existence with this jerk. 
 
    This must be a fun place to work. 
 
    “You sent them down that tunnel,” said Vice Admiral Vick as he leaned his palms against the table, watching me intently. “You knew where the Celestials were, and you sent my men to their deaths.” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes involuntarily, beyond done with this asshole. “Right, I put the entire universe in jeopardy to kill a small group of Union soldiers in the hope of convincing you to trust me. That makes sense.” I pointed to Rackham. “I obviously did a shit job if he lived!” 
 
    “Hey,” the Union soldier muttered, unable to entirely hide his smirk but catching the point of my rant. 
 
    “That’s beside the point,” said Vice Admiral Vick. “You don’t—” 
 
    But I wasn’t done, not yet. 
 
    I stood abruptly, knocking over my chair with a clang of metal as I stared down the jackass in front of me. My temper flaring, I slammed my fist on the table, wishing I could just punch some sense into this idiot already. I had to control myself, though. My crew needed me. The table shook, taking the brunt of my fury and violently rattling as if it were about to break. 
 
    “I lost people too, godsdamn it!” I shouted. 
 
    Lucia. 
 
    Athena. 
 
    The wounds were still fresh. It didn’t take much to rip them back open, if they had even started to close yet. 
 
    With an exasperated groan, I did what no smart Renegade should ever do—I turned my back on the enemy. As I rubbed my eyes, trying to calm myself down, I couldn’t help but think of Athena. My head was spinning as I thought of the enormity of the loss. 
 
    Of the explosions as they ripped through Titan, of the debris that flew into low orbit as the ship crashed into enemy territory.  
 
    Of her last goodbyes. 
 
    With a deep, steadying breath, I glared at the floor in a final attempt to center myself. I vowed that they wouldn’t be her last goodbyes because we were going to get her back. She was alive, and I wouldn’t let myself consider anything less. 
 
    That was why I was here, dealing with this asshole. 
 
    “We have to get Athena back,” I said, finally relaxed again. “Immediately.” I raised my eyes to meet Vick’s, attempting to appeal to some humanity or intelligence that might still be inside. 
 
    To my frustration, the vice admiral laughed. “What’s so special about an AI that you were careless enough to lose in the first place?” 
 
    With deadly calm where I would normally lose it, since there was too much at stake here now, I looked at the Vice Admiral over my shoulder. “Athena’s data drives contain more than two thousand years of information about not only the Eternals, but the Union, the Sarkonians, and Earth.” I paused to let that sink in. “If the Celestials get their grubby hands on it and are able to access the intel, the entire galaxy is fucked. You and the Union included.” 
 
    The Vice Admiral glared at me, his left eye twitching slightly as he simply listened. Ah, he was getting it now, and I had managed to shut him up. 
 
    Huh. That was a first. I allowed myself a second or two to revel in that small victory, as it might never happen again. 
 
    Truth be told, I’d fudged the facts a bit to make him listen, but he would never be able to prove I did. Athena, like most other Cognitives except Sigmond, had a failsafe protocol to wipe all of her data in the event someone tried to obtain unauthorized access, but recovering her was still crucial. 
 
    For starters, she was a tremendously valued part of my crew. That should’ve been enough, but Vick wasn’t one for sentiment or loyalty, except to himself and his own causes. 
 
    More importantly for him, there were just too many unknowns, and for a man in his position, unknowns could get one seriously demoted. 
 
    Unknown number one—she might not have been able to delete all of her data, depending on the damage she sustained in the crash.  
 
    Unknown number two—Celestials might’ve been able to reverse engineer Titan’s architecture and technology to find their way back to Earth, the Union, and all of us. I thought this was pretty damn likely. 
 
    Unknown number three—Celestial technology was unparalleled, which meant they had the ability to do what we’d thought impossible. Things like cloaking organically, phasing through walls, and potentially recovering deleted data from Athena’s drives. So even if all went well in the worst case scenario, we could absolutely be screwed to hell. 
 
    In the end, I reckoned it was better if I kept things simple, since the opaque Vice Admiral Vick wasn’t the sort of man to appreciate nuance. 
 
    Hell, neither had I been for a time. Perhaps Alphonse and his brand of finesse were starting to rub off on me. I had to view that as a positive for now. 
 
    “So, Vice Admiral?” I prodded, figuring I’d left enough silence and time to let his mind wander over what would happen if he didn’t help me recover Athena. “You’ve got an important and career-defining choice to make, between your hate and your own self-interest.” I glanced him over, curious to see which of the two he might choose to take. “What’ll it be, my friend?” 
 
   


  
 

 Three 
 
    To his credit, Vick didn’t launch into another heated, argumentative tangent. He simply stood there glaring at me, frowning as he thought through what I’d told him, weighing his options. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. For someone I’d only known to distrust everything that came out of my mouth, he certainly seemed to take my words seriously.  
 
    This time, anyway. 
 
    Then again, Vick wasn’t exactly a stupid man, just a vain, narcissistic one. For all his faults—and there were certainly many—I could see the intelligence in him. A man like this didn’t rise through the ranks of the Union military without understanding something about the way things worked. He’d developed a distrust of people, certainly, but that distrust had kept him alive and at the top of his field as he honed his sense of self-preservation. He knew just how terrible people could be, and I wagered he was mostly right about his deductions and he likely played them for all they were worth to his advantage. Sure, he’d labeled me and mine as traitors and rebels, despite our shared goals and the fact that we were genuinely trying to do the right thing, but he wasn’t exactly wrong.  
 
    I was a Renegade—a smuggler, thief, and outlaw. A criminal through-and-through.  Alphonse had gone AWOL, left the Constables, and sided with the enemy. Abigail had killed a Union senator and stolen government property. We had some questionable histories. We all had blood on our hands.  
 
    Sure, we had our reasons, and I’d dare say that they were noble, but Vick didn’t care about the why. He only cared that we did it. We stole, cheated, murdered, and ran, and that made us wrong in all the ways that mattered to the law. 
 
    But still, despite all of that, he and I both knew that we were dead in the water if we didn’t work together, and as much as it burned us both to admit it, we each needed the other to survive. 
 
    After watching the gears turning for a few minutes, I could finally see the lights turn on behind those cold, calculating eyes.  
 
    The man rubbed his smooth jaw, his eyes slipping briefly out of focus as his internal debate raged on, and I gave him space to think. He was probably looking for a way to weasel out of this, a way to punch holes in my argument so that he could either get in my way or finally bury me for good, but he wasn’t about to find one. As his inner argument wound down, I could actually tell by his facial expression the exact moment he considered it a loss for his side. His eyes met mine and his eyebrows raised. He bit his lip as he nonverbally conceded this game he was playing with a faint nod. 
 
    Like it or not, he needed me. 
 
    I smirked directly at him. It felt kind of nice to watch him squirm. In this game of cat and mouse, I was the feline while he was the hapless rodent. I had my paw on his tail and I wasn’t letting him go any time soon. 
 
    With a frustrated groan, the Vice Admiral sat once again in the nearest stiff chair. With his shoulders tensed and his back arched, it looked almost like he was sitting on a tack. For him to be that uncomfortable, I figured he really was going to hate whatever he was about to say. And he was blaming me for all of it. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, he glared in my direction. “It has come to my attention that Lieutenant Rackham informed you of the highly classified recipe for neutronium.” The Vice Admiral tilted his head toward the Union officer, frowning deeply. Based on that expression, I’d wager the Vice Admiral was none too pleased by that little tidbit and that there was no love lost between the two officers. “It’s clear you understand the importance of prodium in this recipe.” 
 
    Instead of answering, I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall, glaring at the man in a silent demand that he get the hell on with it. I also wasn’t about to offer any information or tell Vick what I didn’t know. I wanted him to tell me. That was how information was obtained, by not tipping your hand. 
 
    The Vice Admiral’s jaw tensed, and his eye twitched briefly as he forced himself to continue. “I’ve also been made aware that you have been told where to find a considerable stockpile of said prodium.” 
 
    “The Aldera System.” I nodded, giving a little known information in an effort to speed this up. No harm in this one, since it was kind of worthless information. “Which is fairly useless, since it isn’t Union territory.” I should’ve stopped there, but I couldn’t resist the beautiful chance to dig the knife in just a little deeper. “Shame the Sarkonians managed to wrest that away from the Union. Surprising, too, since they’re so underdeveloped in comparison.” 
 
    The Vice Admiral’s nose wrinkled in that now characteristic expression of disgust as he leaned slightly toward me. “There’s quite a bit of strife in the Deadlands, no thanks to you, Renegade.” He set his elbows on the table, shaking his head in irritation. “The Union can’t be bothered with every corner of that useless stretch of space.” 
 
    Ha. 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    I turned my head quick enough to hide my gloating smirk. After I’d killed Brigham—which wouldn’t have happened in the first place if the asshole had just left me alone—I’d unintentionally sent a heavy blow to the Union’s forces and leadership. Every ship in an entire fleet had been displaced or destroyed, and the Union’s flagship vessel, the Galactic Dawn, was taken. That meant a vast section of Union territory could no longer be policed.  
 
    It didn’t help that the Union was so concerned with Earth. The more time they spent here, the longer they left other star systems vulnerable to Sarkonian invasion. They made the mistake of leaving the Deadlands unguarded and now they were regretting it. 
 
    And finally, I realized I really was the largest thorn in their side. Not even because of the Galactic Dawn, though I’d wager that didn’t sit right with them, but because I gave their citizens a way out. A way out of oppression. A way out of Union rule. The more citizens I spirited away from the Union colonies, the more widespread the unrest among those who remained. That was not so good for patriotism toward the Union, that was for certain. 
 
    With somewhere better to go, the common folk could dream again. And dream they did. 
 
    People were less afraid of the Union government than they used to be, and that spelled disaster for a regime based on intimidation and control. The way I’d heard it told, tales of the Renegade were everywhere, giving me some kind of bizarre, mythic stature.  
 
    It was weird as hell, but hey. If that was how they needed to see me to have a bit of hope, I wasn’t going to take that from them. In fact, I felt it was my responsibility to help them all I could. 
 
    “Look, Vick,” I said calmly, trying to break the tension. “If we—” 
 
    “Vice Admiral,” interrupted Vick. “You may call me Vice Admiral, and nothing else.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose and squinted my eyes shut for a second to crush a surge of annoyance and another very strong desire to punch him in his smug face. “Vice Admiral, you don’t like me. I don’t like you. And it don’t matter one bit. Every second we spend arguing and trading insults gives the Celestials more time to get Athena and figure out some high-tech way to come and kill us all.” I paused, staring him down to drive the point home. “You and me, we’ve got to cut the shit and work together.” 
 
    “Eloquent,” Vick quipped with a subtle roll of his eyes. What a conceited jerk.  
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my own sarcastic commentary at bay, because if one of us didn’t get his shit together and act like a man, we were never going to get anywhere. I supposed it had to be me. 
 
    Sometimes I hated being the bigger man and swallowing my pride—especially when I had such a great comeback about where he could shove his curt attitude—but that was just how it had to be. 
 
    The Vice Admiral regarded me for a moment, his eyes a bit more relaxed now. Though his shoulders were still tense, he leaned back in his chair with his hands on the table.  
 
    “Fine,” the Vice Admiral finally said. “The Union will provide Earth and its people with all the prodium you need. You’ll have the resources to create whatever neutronium you require.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth curled slightly, and I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. In my experience, the only time Vick smiled was when he got to screw me over in some way. I wondered if this was going to happen now or when I least expected it. 
 
    I stood taller as I prepared for the worst, my thumb hooked into my belt loop as I stared down the Union man. “Why do I get the feeling there’s a catch?” 
 
    “Not a catch,” said Vick with smug self-importance. He absently rubbed his thumb and pointer finger together as he spoke. “It’s more of a caveat. You see, the Union can’t go to war with the Sarkonians. We have working treaties at the moment for a ceasefire and provisional truce, and we aren’t going to break those for you, of all people.” 
 
    Frustrated, I gestured in the vague direction of Earth. “Then how the hell can you provide us with any prodium?” 
 
    “By telling you where to go,” said Vick simply, milking the moment. “By giving you contacts and stacking the blocks for you to knock down yourself. You can’t expect me to do more than that, can you? We don’t own the prodium, so how can we give you access?” 
 
    I stared at him in disbelief for a moment, my jaw aching as I pieced together what he was trying to say. By the time it all clicked, I desperately wanted to carve him a new asshole. What he had just given me was almost less than nothing. I could have saved myself a trip had he not summoned me himself. 
 
    If I wanted access to the Aldera system, I was going to have to find a way to take it for myself. 
 
    “That ain’t really providing me anything,” I snapped. 
 
    “It is,” insisted Vick with a relaxed shrug. “We won’t contest your ownership in any way, despite our rights to the area. You will simply control, own, and manage it.” 
 
    Sure. Manage it. From X light years away. 
 
    To keep from wringing Vick’s neck, I set my hands on my waist in a combative posture and looked at Rackham, barely able to mask my burning irritation with his boss. Rackham simply shrugged helplessly, and the silent message was clear.  
 
    This was the deal, take it or leave it. 
 
    Oh, I would take it. 
 
    Vick thought he’d given me an impossible task, and I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when I succeeded. 
 
    “You’d better have those factories ready,” I said, pointing at the Vice Admiral as I accepted his challenge. “Because when I get back, I want neutronium production to begin immediately.” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to reply, because if I had, he would’ve said something stupid and just pissed me off even more. Turning on my heel, I headed back toward my ship, letting my rage and hatred for the Vice Admiral propel me every step of the way. 
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    “That went about as well as I could have hoped,” admitted Abigail after I filled everyone in on what had gone down on the Centaurus with the esteemed Vice Admiral Vick. 
 
    Back on Earth, a cluster of us gathered in a lab within one of the many domes that housed the birthing chambers. The facility had clean white counters and a few metal tables, with pretty much every surface almost frighteningly spotless. I sat on one of the metal surfaces, trying my best to get comfortable, bringing to mind Vick’s attempt to disarm me by making me physically uncomfortable in those crappy metal chairs. 
 
    A futile effort in a sterile lab like this, but I was a stubborn man. Probably too stubborn for my own good. But, if I were not so stubborn, the universe might be in a world of trouble. Look at me, emulating my good friend Vice Admiral Vick’s conceit! Peer pressure at its finest.  
 
    “Yeah, well,” I muttered, the cold metal table already making my ass ache as I readjusted my seat. I could not get comfortable lately. When I was a kid, I could sit on anything, anywhere. I supposed I was getting old. Needed padding in my furniture. “I guess I need to learn to lower my expectations when it comes to Vick, because I was hoping for a lot better.” 
 
    I’d had Sigmond relay the recorded conversation to the team as soon as I stepped back onto the Renegade Star. I wanted them to have at least the loose outlines of a plan by the time I got back to Earth. 
 
    Abigail, Alphonse, Karin, Leif, Bolin, Freddie, Octavia, and Dressler leaned against various surfaces in the lab, everyone briefly lost in thought as they weighed our options. 
 
    I squared my shoulders and gave my take on what to expect from our Union “allies.” “I can pretty much guarantee the Union will want to be there when we get Athena back. We can’t—” 
 
    “You mean if,” interrupted Alphonse cautiously. “Captain, I think you should adjust your expectations. There’s no signal—” 
 
    “When,” I snapped, not leaving any room for discussion. 
 
    Alphonse raised his eyebrows skeptically but also turned a palm toward me in subtle surrender. “Fine, Captain. Yes, when we get her back, I suspect the Union will try to steal her out from under us.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I gestured in the vague direction of the Earth’s core. “Everything we do needs to be calculated and careful. We need to make sure they don’t get the chance to so much as look at her. Clear?” 
 
    Around me, several people nodded. Alphonse simply watched me, quiet and observant as ever, and I tilted my head toward him in annoyance. Without a word, he shrugged once again and looked away. 
 
    I had a feeling I’d get an earful from him later, but I sure wasn’t in the mood for it now. He knew not to undermine my authority, not in front of the others. In private, he could tell me all he wanted, but it was important we showed a united front in public. 
 
    “What about the Sarkonians?” asked Octavia. 
 
    “You’ve got to be a tad more specific,” I admitted. “There is a lot about them. I could probably write a book.” I smiled to take the edge off the sarcasm.  
 
    Octavia was a nice lady and had been through a lot since joining up with me. “They’re such a massive unknown in all of this,” she said. “If they join us, they’ll want to be there too. How much do they know about Athena?” 
 
    “I would imagine quite a lot,” admitted Alphonse. 
 
    “They might try to use her as barter for the prodium,” said Abigail with a concerned expression. “If we go after the Aldera system in negotiations, they’re going to try to milk us for everything we have.” 
 
    “They won’t get Athena,” I said curtly. “That’s for godsdamn sure. She isn’t even in the negotiations.” 
 
    “The fact is, we can’t avoid confrontation,” said Dressler. “Whatever our next move is, it will in some way involve the Sarkonians and their fleet.” 
 
    I nodded. “We need to go in with both eyes open.” 
 
    “Won’t they still be upset?” asked Freddie. “You know, since we stole two of their most advanced ships?” 
 
    “And destroyed the third,” pointed out Bolin. “And killed a few of their captains.” 
 
    “Right,” said Freddie nervously. “That too.” 
 
    “All right, all right.” I waved my hand to dismiss the train of thought and to prevent morale from plummeting into the crapper. “Sure. Yes. We’ve pissed them off before. We’re probably not their favorite people.” 
 
    “I think that might be an understatement, Captain,” said Karin dubiously. 
 
    Yeah, maybe. But anything more would be a little too dramatic for my tastes. 
 
    I let out a slow breath, wondering where to start with all of this mess.  
 
    For a while, no one said anything. We were all lost in thought, debating our choices and trying to figure out the best course of action that, ideally, didn’t involve much in the way of explosions or body bags, even though it often seemed to end up that way. 
 
    Frustrated, I rubbed my chin. With the Celestials breathing down our necks and the smoldering wreckage of Titan still fresh in my brain, this all seemed like such a colossal waste of time. Fact was, though, we couldn’t get the neutronium bullets we needed without involving the Aldera system. 
 
    “We’ve got two choices,” I eventually said, listing them off on my fingers as I spoke. “Steal it or ask nicely.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” said Abigail dryly. “Because asking the Sarkonians nicely always works so well.” 
 
    I mock-glared over at her, and she returned a similar face. “I ain’t saying it’s a good option, Abby,” I pointed out. “Just that it’s one of the only two choices we’ve got.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she admitted, pulling one shoulder up in a half-shrug. 
 
    “Well, there is another option—to fight for it, but war seems unnecessary,” said Leif. “We’ve already battled the Union and the Celestials. Do we really want to risk another enemy?” 
 
    “They’re already an enemy, Leif,” I said, pointing out the obvious. “We just haven’t pissed them off as much as the others.” That brought out a few chuckles, which went a long way to diffusing some of the stress we were feeling. 
 
    “Leif has a fair point, though,” said Karin, bringing us back to the serious side of the discussion. “If we can solve this peacefully, we should at least try.” 
 
    “Unless they shoot us the moment they see us,” argued Octavia. “The Sarkonians are of the ask-questions-never variety.” 
 
    “Octavia’s right,” I admitted. “Even if we ask for peace talks and they accept, there’s a chance they’ll shoot us the moment we step off the ship.” 
 
    “They must truly hate you,” said Karin with a smirk. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly. “That helps.”  
 
    She smiled back.  
 
    “What if we place bombs?” asked Freddie, standing a little straighter as he turned to face me. “Like you did when you first went to discuss the Celestials with the Union.” 
 
    I smirked, a flicker of pride in my chest as I watched the former priest talk about bombs and contingency plans. “Not a bad idea there, Freddie.” I had taught him well.  
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” he said, grinning a little at the compliment. 
 
    With my ass starting to go numb from the hard metal table, I slid off and shook out my leg to get the feeling back. “Al, talk to me. I get anxious when you’re this quiet because it usually means things are more complicated than they seem.” 
 
    Alphonse let out a short laugh. “Very well, Captain. I’m inclined to agree that we should at least attempt peaceful negotiations with the Sarkonians before declaring all-out war, but it’s still an immensely risky strategy.” He set his hands behind his back and slowly paced the length of the lab like a professor engaging a promising group of students. “If we succeed, we would acquire access to vast stores of prodium. If we could also convince them of the need to join against the Celestials, we may even acquire additional resources and possibly troops, ships, and firepower.” He paused. “Of course, that’s only the case if all goes well and we get them to sit down and have a conversation with us.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “And how often does that happen?” 
 
    “It’s wise to consider all of the risks and weigh them fully against the possible benefits,” Alphonse continued. “Namely, we would have to work alongside a government that routinely looks out for only its best interests.  For all we know, yes, they could attack the moment you arrive, Captain.” He hesitated, his gaze shifting toward me. “It’s a real and valid concern.” 
 
    “Dandy,” I said. “Anything else that could go wrong in this scenario?” 
 
    “The Union,” said Alphonse. “They have routinely proven a desire to obtain sensitive Earth intel, and they would no doubt jump at any opportunity to kidnap one of Leif’s people.” Alphonse looked warily toward the Eternals’ leader, a cautious expression on his face. “The fact is, they want Earth and everything, everyone on it, and a war with the Sarkonians would distract us enough for them to take it. We would have to split our forces, and that might be the final motivation for Vice Admiral Vick to break our ceasefire and take Earth for himself.” 
 
    I tensed impulsively at the idea, my neck aching from the stress of even considering such a thing. Vick would love it if things fell into place that perfectly. “We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “And we won’t,” said Alphonse with a gentle shake of his head. “But if it comes to war with the Sarkonians, it will place immense strain on all of Earth’s resources, since we will in effect have three enemy forces in three star systems—the Celestials, the Union, and the Sarkonians.” 
 
    The lab went quiet as we all mused over Alphonse’s warnings, but I had already made up my mind. The most sensible option was usually the path of least resistance. 
 
    “I’ll try to barter with the Sarkonians,” I said. “The risk is worth it because it’s the best option we’ve got. They’ve got to want something we have.” I sighed in annoyance. “We just have to find out what.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With a tired groan, I collapsed into a rocking chair on one of the sitting areas surrounding Verdun. The covered gazebo gave us a respite from the elements as darkness rolled through the still-growing fields of Earth and I was finally sitting on something reasonably comfortable. 
 
    “You sound like an old man.” Abigail chuckled and sat in the chair next to mine, placing a hand on my arm and turning toward me with a sweet smile. “You’re not allowed to make noises like that until you’re at least sixty.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m perfect,” I said with a wry grin. “Maybe I don’t make enough old man noises, Abby. You ever think of that?” 
 
    Laughing, she rolled her eyes and leaned back in her chair, its curved legs rocking gently as a breeze wandered slowly past us. It was refreshing and relieving to be able to relax a bit with Abby’s soothing presence. 
 
    After our meeting in the lab, we had come up with what could only be described as a half-baked plan. We would go. We’d barter. We’d hope we didn’t get shot dead the moment we docked. 
 
    Solid and foolproof. The best kind of plan. 
 
    “Where’s Lex?” I asked, scanning the fields and walking paths around us for a little albino girl, half expecting her white hair and blue eyes to peek out from the tall grasses at any moment. 
 
    I’d said I would play with her, and I planned on following through. A man was only as good as the promises he kept, especially those he made to children. 
 
    “She’ll be along,” said Abigail. With her face relaxed and her eyes shut, she breathed deeply in the growing night. It was a treat to see her take a break and even more so that I was able to join her. There was always something going on and I was surprised that our relationship was able to progress as it was, given the interruptions. It had been a long time, if ever, since I had met a woman who was my equal in so many ways, with whom I could be best friends, who didn’t make unreasonable demands on me.  
 
    I smiled, watching the beautiful woman recline in her rocking chair. The wind tugged lightly at her clothes, and I couldn’t help but glance down at the thin line of cleavage peeking from her low-cut shirt. 
 
    “My eyes are up here, Jace Hughes,” said the former nun without so much as peeking through her eyelids. 
 
    I chuckled as I was caught red-handed, and I leaned back in my own chair as I stared out into the night. Bright balls of light dotted the horizon, glimmering like stars on Earth’s surface. 
 
    My smile faded as I studied the mini-suns. Every ball of light had been a city once. They were swallowed up by the fusion reactors when the rogue Celestial had initiated the next phase of the terraforming process, and they had been burning ever since. 
 
    These energy sources were spread across the planet, remnants of the Eternals who had left so long ago, and it irked me something fierce that no one had figured out what these things did. 
 
    If these balls of fire were powering something below the ground, neither Gaia nor Sigmond could tell. There was no data whatsoever as to what these things were actually doing, and that just didn’t sit right with me. 
 
    They were essentially stars, contained within metal orbs, and they never went out. They never flickered. They never so much as dimmed, not even for a moment. 
 
    The Eternals wouldn’t have built them unless they did something important. 
 
    The patter of excited footsteps on a nearby walking path caught my attention, followed by the frantic, happy breaths of a familiar little albino girl. Lex rounded a bend in the path as I shifted my attention toward the noise. With a big smile on her face, she raced toward us, her hair messy from her run. 
 
    After all the death she’d seen, it was nice to watch her just be a kid. Kids were resilient, though, especially Eternals. They had to be. 
 
    “Abby!” said Lex as she finally reached us. “Mr. Hughes! You’ll never guess what we learned in school today!” 
 
    “Did you dissect something?” I asked sarcastically as she crashed into Abigail, hugging the former nun with a cheerful ferocity. 
 
    “Jace,” chided Abigail with a stern look. “Don’t be grotesque.” 
 
    “Better!” replied Lex, unfazed. “We learned about clouds, and the rain, and climate patterns, and—” 
 
    “So you learned about weather,” I commented, lifting one eyebrow in surprise. “And you’re… excited?” 
 
    “Yes!” Lex hoisted herself into Abigail’s lap, her legs dangling as the former nun patted her gently on the back. “The clouds can predict changes in the weather patterns! Isn’t that neat?” 
 
    “Super neat.” I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees as she rattled off more facts about clouds that she somehow found fascinating. The kid was something with that photographic memory of hers. 
 
    The weather sounded dull as bricks to me, but I wasn’t about to kill her love of learning. If it really made her this happy, I could listen to her ramble on about it for a few more minutes. 
 
    Now that the second phase of the terraforming process had begun, it had kicked Earth’s climate into full gear. Gaia and Sigmond had even detected a hurricane in the southern hemisphere, and part of me wondered if Hitchens was going to have the brilliant idea to fly the school children over to observe it.  
 
    A regular old field trip. Why the hell not? 
 
    I figured I might have to break his jolly little legs if he tried. I didn’t want Lex near anything powerful enough to kill her, and they were definitely not going into space to watch it from afar. Not with the Union in orbit. I was getting mad in advance, not even knowing if a field trip was on Hitchens’ mind. I reined in my anger and made a mental note to talk to Hitchens anyway as a precaution. 
 
    I’d let them study this from the safety of the schoolhouse, and no closer. 
 
    “And Dr. Hitchens is teaching us about the new animals that are coming out of the birthing chambers,” said Lex breathlessly as the summary of her day drew to a rambling close. 
 
    “You should call him ‘Professor,’ kid,” I said with a mischievous grin. “He loves that.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Lex with a small smile. 
 
    “Jace,” chided Abigail quietly, her eyes narrowed slightly in annoyance. She couldn’t hide that smirk, though, and she knew it was damned funny. 
 
     “How many animals are there now, kid?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. I wanted to be a part of the conversation and keep her talking. It was nice to see her this excited about something, and it was a right treat to watch her grow up. 
 
    “Over two hundred!” said Lex with a broad grin. “Can I get another goat?” 
 
    “Nope,” Abigail and I said in unison. That goat was noisy, intrusive, and it ate everything in its path. I lost a good pair of pants to its appetite and banned it from my sleeping quarters. I didn’t get mad at Lex often, but I had really loved those pants and she had hidden from me for several hours after I discovered that caprine in my bedroom and let out an explosive expletive. Abby had to coax Lex out of her hiding place, where she cowered with her arms around the goat. Her fear was not for herself but for her pet.  
 
    Lex briefly pouted, but the sour disappointment didn’t last long. It never did, not with her. “Dr. Hitchens says that pretty soon there will be thousands of animals. Is that possible? To have so many?” 
 
    “I can’t think of that many different kinds,” I admitted. “But it wouldn’t surprise me in the least, kid.” 
 
    As Lex launched into yet another summary of what she had learned about the latest animals to emerge from the birthing chambers, I leaned back in my rocking chair and watched her absently fidget in Abigail’s lap. With her eyes closed, the former nun set her feet on the ground, rocking on her heels and smiling as she listened to Lex’s story. 
 
    This small, perfect moment made me think about the future. It made me pause and wonder. 
 
    When all the fighting was done, when I had the peace I’d been after all this time, would I be happy to settle down? Or would the Renegade in me just look for the next fight? 
 
    As the night wore on, the burning cities glimmering on the horizon, I figured I would choose to have more nights like this when it was all said and done. I’d take as many as the gods would give me. 
 
   


  
 

 Five 
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t like this one bit. Asking the Sarkonians for a godsdamn favor, like we were friendlies. Like they hadn’t tried to kill me on numerous occasions. Acting as though I hadn’t taken down several of their captains and stolen some of their finest ships.  
 
    In any other light, this would’ve been asking for trouble, and I wanted nothing more than another option. Maybe fighting them would work better. But no use thinking of that. The crew had agreed on this course of action.  
 
    Sad fact was it didn’t matter what I liked. I just needed to get it done, and I needed to get it done right. 
 
    As the Renegade Star barreled through slipspace, I paced the cargo hold where I could be alone with my thoughts. Nothing was amiss and no one else was down here, so I did it mostly to keep myself busy. It brought to mind Vick’s pacing at the meeting, so I stopped. I sat on a transport case instead, thinking while staying still. 
 
    Seeing as I had managed to piss off the Sarkonians on more than one occasion, it wasn’t really an option to just pop over to their home planet and ask for a sit-down. We had to talk to a middleman first, somewhere on one of the last remaining neutral planets so that we weren’t shot on sight when we darkened the Sarkonians’ doorstep. 
 
    We were meeting up with one of Vick’s contacts, in a matter of speaking, and I had very little in the way of optimism about how all this was going to turn out. Any friend of Vick… 
 
    Never one to go into a possible firefight unprepared, I had pulled together a small fleet of Earth and Union ships to act as our escort through the black. It was hardly enough to protect us in the event of a full-on attack, but it didn’t seem quite peaceful to show up with an entire armada. 
 
    Besides, I wasn’t about to leave Earth unsupervised. Not with Vick in low orbit. 
 
    I paused then, staring at the Star’s floor in disbelief as I ruminated over what we were really doing. I felt like I was caught between a rock and a hard place. Make nice with the Sarkonians with the Union’s blessing? Seemed like a plan that was doomed to fail from the beginning. 
 
    Peace talks with the Sarkonians. I had no idea how this was going to turn out, and I hated the thought of leading my people into something they might never come out of. I didn’t want to lose any more of them. We had too much loss recently as it was. 
 
    “Got something on your mind, Renegade?” asked Abigail, her voice jarring me from my thoughts. 
 
    I looked up to the catwalk overhead to find her leaning against the railing, smiling warmly as she watched me from above. I forced myself to avoid running up to her. She could be a distraction if I let her. 
 
    “Hell yes,” I said, smirking. “I’m loaded with lots of smart thoughts, nun. Why, if I could only share the deep wisdom plodding around in this brain of mine, wars would end and famine would cease.” I tapped my head for emphasis. “Everyone would live in peace and harmony, even the goats of the world.” 
 
    She grinned. “If I didn’t know better, I would say you were nervous.” 
 
    “Blasphemy,” I said, setting my hand on my chest in mock horror at the thought. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.” I was a little nervous, but she didn’t need to hear that from my mouth. And she didn’t need to know that she was right. 
 
    “Forgive me, then.” She chuckled and trotted down the stairs to join me in the empty cargo bay. “Do you know what you’ll say when you meet with the Sarkonian representative?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You know I ain’t one for plans, Abby. Not much one for scripts either. Ruins the spontaneity of the moment.” 
 
    “Well,” said Abigail as she adjusted my shirt collar, “at least try to have a loose idea of what you want to say. It’s not like you’re going up against a motley collection of rogue planets, Jace. We’re trying to convince one of the most aggressive empires in the galaxy to just give us a rare resource that we desperately need. You need to handle this with, well...” 
 
    “With what?” I asked, narrowing my eyes playfully as I challenged her to finish her thought. 
 
    “With grace, Renegade,” she said impatiently. “With a bit of tact. And above all, diplomacy.” 
 
    “Nah,” I said, knowing full well it would rile her. “I think I’ll just wing it. Makes it more exciting.” 
 
    “Jace,” muttered Abigail with a frustrated tone. “Sometimes I just can’t deal with you. Too much rides on this meeting for you—” 
 
    I chuckled, knowing I had pushed about as many of her buttons as I could without her losing her temper. To soothe the former nun’s smoldering irritation, I gently held her shoulders in an effort to keep her calm. It seemed to work, and after a moment or two, her body relaxed as she leaned slightly into me.  
 
    Abigail was clearly worried, and truth be told, I couldn’t blame her. What we were about to do had never been done, at least not by a ragtag group of rebels. Hell, not even the Union had fared well against the Sarkonians. 
 
    The odds were certainly not favoring us on this one. 
 
    “Stop. I got this, Abigail,” I said. “I’m a ruffian and a menace, but in all seriousness, it’s going to be fine.” I pushed her back at arm’s length and looked into her eyes so she could see my sincerity. All I saw in hers was worry. Worry for herself, me, Lex, and everyone else we cared about. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was a lie or not, but I figured it would make her feel a bit better. After all, a comforting thought had the added bonus of not really needing to be true. 
 
    “How do you like the new ship?” asked Abigail in a painfully transparent attempt to change the subject. 
 
    “It’s like being home,” I admitted, choosing to indulge her on the shift in topic. “But it strikes me something fierce that you don’t seem too surprised by the similarity.” 
 
    “I knew Sigmond was building it,” said Abigail. “He, Alphonse, and I planned much of it as a surprise for you.” 
 
    “That’s a kind thing, Abby,” I said, kissing her briefly on the top of her hair. I meant it too. I was excited over the new ship and appreciated it a great deal. 
 
    “It was, but…” 
 
    Abigail sighed as she trailed off, her eyes glazing over as she crossed her arms. She paused for a moment, and in the silence, I figured I already knew what she was going to say.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “With recent events, so to speak, it didn’t feel right to be excited,” she said. “What was supposed to be a moment of joy was overshadowed by loss. It seemed in poor taste to celebrate.” 
 
    With just the two of us in the cargo hold and no one around to spy on us, I let down my guard for a moment and held her tight. She wove her arms around my waist, her fingers digging into my shirt as she pressed her face against my chest, but even then, she didn’t let herself cry. 
 
    Not my Abigail. 
 
    The former nun was a force to be reckoned with, and I’d always respected her for that. But as we stood there, just the two of us, she seemed just a little softer. For a moment, it was utterly silent, both of us feeling the things we could never bring ourselves to say out loud. 
 
    Grief did that to people, though. Even the strong ones. And I was not one for expressing my feelings. 
 
    In the silence of the cargo bay, I gently pressed my lips against her forehead. I brushed aside her hair, tugging a few loose strands out of her face as I let her silently grieve. I lost track of the time we spent not saying anything as the Renegade Star  barreled through space toward an empire that would soon become either an ally or an even greater enemy. 
 
    After a while, I lifted her chin. I had never been one to play games, and as she quietly studied my face, I pulled her chin closer and kissed her. She smelled like roses and honey, and for a moment, I lost myself in the sensation. Abigail held me a little tighter, and I could feel her smile beneath my mouth. 
 
    I’d had about enough feelings for the day, and I was ready to talk about something—hell, anything—else. I racked my brain for a new topic. 
 
    I scanned the all-too-familiar cargo bay for a moment before I noticed a recognizable spot over by the loading area. “Funny how far we’ve come, nun,” I said with a nod toward the door. “This is the same spot where we first fought.” 
 
    “I believe you mean this is the spot where I put you on your ass,” corrected Abigail with a wry smirk. “It seems as though I hit you too hard, Renegade. You’ve gone and forgotten what really happened.” 
 
    “Oh, have I now?” I grinned as I loomed over her thin frame. “That’s quite a memory you’ve got there, nun. Pretty sure it’s a bit foggy from when I knocked you to the ground after you defied an order from the Captain.” 
 
    Abigail laughed, grinning up at me as her hands wandered toward my belt. “Is this an argument you really want to win, Renegade?” asked Abigail as her delicate fingers slipped along the space between my skin and my pants. She pressed her hips against me, those eyes of hers narrowing in challenge as her hands expertly unlatched my belt. 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way,” I said, tugging off the belt and tossing it aside. “I guess not.” 
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    As my ship barreled toward Sarkonian space, I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen when we got out on the other side. My nerves were on edge and I had to breathe to relax myself.  
 
    I made myself a cup of coffee. That usually scraped my nerves so well that they would submit and calm down.  
 
    This plan of ours would either work brilliantly or fail spectacularly, and I had very little control over what the Sarkonians would decide, other than how I presented the plan, showing it to benefit them as well as us. 
 
    We were headed to the edge of Sarkonian space, toward a little trading outpost on a small planet on the edge of the ever-expanding Sarkonian empire. 
 
    In the past, any time I had been to one of these planets, I usually ended up with a gun in my face. My shoulders ached a bit from the tension of wondering what we would find once we docked. 
 
    Everything hinged on the Vice Admiral himself, much to my distaste and disappointment. Vice Admiral Vick had given me the name of a contact who might be able to help us get an audience with the Sarkonian Emperor, and that was where we were headed now.  
 
    It struck me as odd, relying on Vick, especially for something of this magnitude. I was none too fond of it, but I had little in the way of choices. As I had laid it out to him, neither did he. Hopefully, he completely realized this and wasn’t about to screw me over. 
 
    In the meantime, I might as well get to know my new ship. 
 
    I walked the strikingly familiar halls, examining every big and little detail, still astonished at how similar it looked and felt to the Star. It struck me as odd how close Sigmond had come to replicating the original.  
 
    As beautiful as she was, this boat would never be my old boat. The first Star and I had been to the edge of the void together and survived too many scrapes for her to ever be replaced. 
 
    But the Star 2 had a life of her own, and I figured she would do just fine.  
 
    This ship represented a fresh start. A new life for us both. A fair piece of poetry, in a way. 
 
    “Give me a rundown, Siggy,” I said, tapping my knuckles against the wall. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “Where should I begin?” 
 
    “Full technical rundown,” I ordered. “Start with how she’s built.” 
 
    “At once, sir,” said Sigmond. “The base design is reminiscent of the original Star, of course. Naturally, I made a few improvements.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I echoed with a small smirk. 
 
    “I introduced new shields,” continued Sigmond. “The new design also has a refined composite hull, built from the same metal as the Celestials’ pod. I borrowed the energy weapons from Titan and also pulled the cloaking device from one of the stolen Sarkonian vessels to make this a truly remarkable ship.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “That advanced Sarkonian tech will let us travel cloaked through the slip tunnels.” I remembered how I acquired my first cloak for the Star, under very different circumstances.  
 
    “Indeed, sir,” said Sigmond. “Combined, this is easily one of the most powerful ships in the galaxy.” 
 
    I grinned. Of course, it was wonderful and quite a delight to have a new toy like this. Something so shiny that no one else had ever thought of it, much less seen it before. No one would know what to expect. 
 
    But even more than that, I loved that so much power had been combined into such a tiny ship, relatively speaking. This wasn’t some massive flagship like the Galactic Dawn. It was more accessible and easier to maneuver. A ship that looked so unassuming, no one could even dream of what lay under her panels. 
 
    I liked that. It had a certain irony to it for me to fly a ship which, in most cases, would have been flat out ignored—only for her to have firepower enough to take out a Union flagship. 
 
    It felt right. 
 
    “Sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Yeah, Siggy?” 
 
    “We’re approaching the end of the slip tunnel, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Would you like to come up to the cockpit and guide us in?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be right there, Siggy,” I said, jogging off down the hall. 
 
    The path I took was a familiar one, and the surreal sense of disbelief stuck with me as I trotted through the halls. I felt like I was in a dream. To see every nook and cranny, every familiar door, as if the Renegade Star had never left. 
 
    When I got to the cockpit, everyone else was already there. Rackham and Alphonse hovered in the hallway by the door, while Octavia and Freddie leaned against the wall. There was only space in the cockpit for two, and Abigail had already taken her seat next to mine.  
 
    “Everybody ready?” I asked as I took my seat. 
 
    Abigail caught my eye, and I winked at her as I took over the flight controls. 
 
    She let out a slow and steadying breath, but she couldn’t hide the small smile playing at her lips as she turned her attention to the holo. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I said with a grin. “Siggy, get us clearance to dock once we’re through.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” said the Cognitive over the ship’s central speaker.  “Leaving slipspace now.”  
 
    The green lightning of slipspace disappeared, replaced instantly with the vast nothing of the black. A planet appeared on the holo, the small trading outpost that would give us the chance to chat up our Sarkonian contact. If all went well today, it would mean we could finally have the neutronium we needed to defeat the Celestials. 
 
    I sure didn’t like the amount of hoping in this scenario, but it would just have to do. 
 
    “Freddie,” I said over my shoulder. “Get ready to plant the bombs once we dock.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” he said nervously.  
 
    “Siggy, I want you to make sure that nobody sees those explosives, you hear?” I said. “I want those bombs to go on and off without a soul noticing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    “It’s just a trading outpost, Jace,” said Abigail. “Are you sure bombs are the best idea? It’s a neutral planet, even.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s just insurance, Abby. Hopefully, we ain’t even going to need them.” 
 
    Her jaw tensed and she sat back in her seat, more uncomfortable than she was before I said anything. I knew what she was thinking and how she felt, but I couldn’t help that right now. We had to get down to business in the most effective way we could with insurance against failure, and this was the way we agreed upon.  
 
    “We go in, we talk, we get out,” I added. “I want this done quick, and I want it done right. No fuss, no fighting,” I added with a sideways glance toward Rackham. “We’re just talking.” 
 
    He watched me through the open doorway with a strange expression I couldn’t fully read—something between curiosity and agreement. 
 
    As our small fleet sailed toward the trading post, I gripped the controls and waited for the clearance to dock. 
 
    This all hinged on Vick coming through for us, and I didn’t like that. It made me wonder about the types of friends Vick had, and I figured any friend of Vick’s wouldn’t be someone I was likely to get along with...to say the least. 
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    Of course, Vick had sent me to a seedy bar. Because where else would he send one of his favorite people? The location had me questioning again the type of person he was having me meet.  
 
    As I reclined in yet another stiff and uncomfortable chair across the table from a man I’d never met before, Abigail and Alphonse sat on either side of me. Music drifted through the crowded bar, and several women wearing barely a meter of clothing between them strutted across tables at the far end of this fine establishment. I didn’t know who was more uncomfortable, Alphonse or Abby. “So, you been in a strip club before?” I mumbled to Abby.  
 
    She gave me a sidelong glare. The muted chatter of dozens of conversations mingled with the beat of the music, and I figured no one would be able to overhear our conversation in this din.  
 
    But that was kind of the point. 
 
    The man who sat across from me wore a raggedy brown leather jacket and a shirt with a few odd stains around the collar. But as he sat back in his seat, his hand resting lazily on the table between us, I noticed he was a tad too tidy to fit in on this grimy outlier of a planet. His face and hair—hell, even the man’s nails—were too clean for his clothes. They didn’t match. The clean trim along his hair and beard suggested he spent more time in mansions than filthy bars.  
 
    This was a man who was dressed for a part he didn’t quite fit. I wondered who he really was. 
 
    “The great Captain Jace Hughes,” said the stranger, his gaze roving briefly over me as he spoke. 
 
    “The one and only,” I said, crossing my arms as I studied him. “And you are?” 
 
    He paused for a moment, frowning a little as he watched me, as if he had expected me to know everything about him the moment I sat down. “Sparrow Trindar,” he eventually said. 
 
    “Sparrow?” I tried my best not to laugh. “You realize that’s an Earth bird, right? And not something impressive. It’s a little thing, barely the size of—” 
 
    “They’re similar to the Union Constables,” interrupted Alphonse with a wary sideways glance toward Sparrow Trindar. 
 
    Trindar, to his credit, smirked. “To say we are similar, sir, would be to imply we are equals,” the man said. “I can safely say I’ve done what many Constables can only dream of doing.” 
 
    Somehow, I managed to suppress the urge to roll my eyes. Keeping my face as blank as possible, I merely crossed my arms, trying to ignore stereotypical Sarkonian pride that oozed off this man. 
 
    “Let’s get down to business,” I said, leaning forward and tapping my finger on the table. “We want a meeting with the Emperor. Can you make that happen or not?” I wanted to cut to the chase. In and out. Mostly out. 
 
    Sparrow Trindar tilted his head away, quickly surveying the seedy bar around us before answering. “I’m sure you understand that you will not meet with the Emperor without something of value on offer,” he said. “Something too good to refuse.” 
 
    No surprise there. Greedy bastards. 
 
    “Such as?” I pressed, eager to get this nonsense over with. 
 
    Carefully, and with calculated precision, Sparrow Trindar pulled a small black box out of his inner coat pocket and slid it gently across the table toward me. 
 
    I didn’t touch it. Only a fool would take something from an enemy without first knowing what it was. But as I studied it, the small device looked increasingly familiar. The ornate design on the outside of the ancient box reminded me of something I’d seen once before in Dr. Hitchens’ office. 
 
    Earth tech. 
 
    I lifted one eyebrow in curiosity, studying Trindar’s face as I tried to mask my surprise. “And how did you get this little trinket?” 
 
    The Sparrow leaned back in his seat, arms crossed as he watched me with cunning and calculating eyes. I could see now how he and Vick were buddies. They were cut from the same lousy, greedy cloth. He didn’t say a thing, and I figured I was a bit too optimistic to expect him to. 
 
    Every bit of Earth tech in this part of the galaxy was a closely guarded secret, held and protected by the highest levels of government. It was something worth preserving and protecting in this day and age. 
 
    He wasn’t going to tell me a godsdamn thing. 
 
    Fine. I could play games too. 
 
    I rubbed my jaw, though, debating how I wanted to play this. Fact was it didn’t matter how he got ancient Earth tech all the way out here. He had it, and he wanted to know one thing—if I could operate it. 
 
    I could, of course, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to know that. 
 
    For a moment, we simply watched each other in silence, each of us waiting for the other man to speak first. 
 
    “Pick it up,” the man ordered. 
 
    Despite the terse command, I grinned. “You have no idea what it is, do you?” 
 
    “Do you?” the man pressed, unfazed. 
 
    “Jace,” said Abigail. “Don’t—” 
 
    Before she could finish, I lifted the small box into my hands, tilting it every which way in my fingers as I studied it from all sides. 
 
    The Sarkonians didn’t understand the depths of what my crew and I could do. They had no way of knowing how and why the Earth tech reacted to us, spoke to us, how it listened. They didn’t know why it worked, and if they’d heard rumors about what we could do, they probably weren’t even sure if those rumors were true. It was almost like we were mythical legends to them and I wanted to exploit that notion in this case. 
 
    The way I saw it, it was high time to enlighten them. 
 
    I figured with all that was facing us, the Sarkonians needed to understand that we had access to technology, weapons, and power that they could only dream of.  
 
    They needed to regard us with a bit of awe, and if it meant making a few jaws drop, I would play this man’s little game.  
 
    As I toyed with the small box, Abigail breathed heavily in frustration behind me. I ignored her. Here, in the presence of a potential enemy, I didn’t have the luxury of giving her a reason why. 
 
    This thing in my hands—it wasn’t anything new, anyway, and it certainly wasn’t something special. It had taken me a moment to remember why it looked familiar, but from what I could recall, it was nothing fancier than a jewelry box. 
 
    If making myself clear meant I needed to play a pretty little tune for the Sarkonians, I would indulge it for now. I had to have some fun in these so-called negotiations. 
 
    As I held the small bit of Earth tech, it glowed, interacting with the tattoos along my skin. Moments later, it opened on its own, turning the delicate gears and bits of metal like a flower slowly blooming. A hundred metal hinges attached to the smallest bits of metal unfurled and spun as the box sprang to life. Before long, there lay a flower in my hands where the box once had been, the metal bloom as intricate and beautiful as the real thing. 
 
    Trindar leaned forward in his seat, elbows resting on the table as he could barely contain his excitement. With his calm composure fractured, he reminded me of a kid about to open presents. This was the moment of the exhilarating unknown, the second or two before he discovered the truth, when anything was possible if he only dared to let himself hope for something astonishing to happen. 
 
    Shame I had to puncture that. 
 
    This man had clearly hoped there was something important inside, something worth coming all this way and talking to strangers from Earth. 
 
    Moments later, a small figurine of a ballerina popped through the middle of the flower, her leg curled and her arm outstretched in an elegant pose. The small figurine began to move, her arms and legs drifting and dancing as a gentle tune piped through from the flower. Abigail smiled in amusement. Although a delightful gadget, it was not what this Sarkonian had obviously been hoping for: weaponry, a communication device, something more than simply a toy. 
 
    Trindar groaned and grabbed the box from my hand, leaning back in his seat. The moment the box left my palm, the flower crumpled in on itself, folding away to be opened another day. 
 
    I tried not to laugh at the Sparrow’s disappointed expression, but I couldn’t help the grin that got through. 
 
    “The rumors are true then,” said the Sparrow with a begrudging nod toward me. “About what you can do.” 
 
    I never much liked rumors, especially when they were about me, and I didn’t want to confirm or deny anything. In most cases, I had found it was best to let folks speculate. Their imaginations usually far exceeded the truth, and more often than not, it had worked out in my favor. 
 
    Instead of answering, I simply sat there and waited for the Sparrow to get on with it. That was why we had come all the way out here, after all—so he could give me what I needed. What was contained in that box and how I had activated it should not have an impact on that. 
 
    “What else can you do?” asked the Sparrow. “What else can you interact with? What—” 
 
    “Now that I’ve passed your little test,” I interrupted with a bored twang to my voice, “how about we get the hell on with it and talk business?” 
 
    “Very well,” the Sarkonian said, frowning. “You want to meet with the Emperor.” 
 
    “You catch on quick,” I said. 
 
    “The Emperor needs—well, let’s call it a token of good faith from you to make sure you have the best intentions.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said doubtfully. “And what sort of ‘token of good faith’ are we talking about here, Trindar?” 
 
    The Sarkonian frowned, apparently unhappy with the fact that I didn’t use his title. “He needs you to retrieve something for him. An ancient artifact that was intercepted by ravagers.” 
 
    I didn’t bother suppressing my groan as I studied the man’s face. “So he wants us to run an errand for him when he has the entire Sarkonian army at his disposal.” 
 
    Trindar shrugged. “He can’t send an entire army after ravagers, Captain. Certainly you know what they do to their ships when they’re under fire.” 
 
    I sure did. Ravagers were scum. Pirates who would blow themselves to hell before they gave up their spoils. I had had my share of encounters with these nutjobs when I was pulling work as a renegade.  
 
    “You do this, you get your meeting with him,” said Trindar. “An errand, a favor—you can call it whatever you want, but it needs to be done. Those are the terms.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw, wondering what I was about to get myself—and my crew—into. “And what exactly is this ancient artifact we’re supposed to go, uh, rescue?” 
 
    “It’s important,” said Trindar. “That’s all you need to know. We’ll provide you with a picture of the artifact and some details on its location, but that’s as much as I can do.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, gesturing for him to give me whatever he had on this thing. “We’ll go steal from space pirates, all to get a meeting.” 
 
    “If you can get it back to us unlocked,” Trindar said, emphasizing the last word, “you’ll get what you need.” This was turning into a real quest now and I had to say it smacked of unprofessionalism. 
 
    “And how do you know what I need?” I asked, my gut flaring in warning. I was not, in any way, shape, or form, fond of the man’s choice of words. 
 
    “Vick,” said Trindar contemptuously. “He and I had a, well, I guess you could call it a chat.” 
 
    I grinned. “He’s a real piece of work, ain’t he?” 
 
    “That’s a kind way to put it,” said Trindar. 
 
    I managed to relax, if only a little, and it surprised me that even the Sarkonians could understand my distaste for the man. I had thought they were friends, but that was not the case, it seemed now. It made me trust Trindar a little, but only a little. 
 
    “This is all you need in order to find the artifact,” Trindar said, sliding a data stick toward me. “As well as how to contact me once you’ve completed your mission.” 
 
    “It’s a mission now,” I said absently. “How fancy.”  
 
    I picked up the data stick, flipping it through my fingers as I debated whether or not I would be able to get any more information from this man. Most times, I simply had to figure out the right question to ask, and it was the verbal equivalent of punching a man in the stomach—he would say anything, sometimes without even realizing it. 
 
    But if the good Sparrow was the Sarkonian equivalent of a Constable, I probably wasn’t going to get a thing out of him. 
 
    “And, Captain,” added Trindar, almost as an afterthought. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked with a hint of caution, uncertain of where this last trail of the conversation was about to head. 
 
    “If you fail,” said the man, “it would be wise to never return.” 
 
    I tilted my head, admittedly taken aback at his brazen threat. I opened my mouth to tell him off and put him back in his place, but I never got the chance.  
 
    Before I could so much as mutter a curse word in his direction, Trindar disappeared into the crowd, just another body weaving through the dozens of others. 
 
    Shaking my head, I leaned back in my seat and handed Alphonse the data stick. 
 
    “Well, Captain,” said Alphonse as he took it from me. “This should certainly be fun.” 
 
   


  
 

 Eight 
 
    “Siggy, close the doors,” I commanded as we walked into the cargo bay.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    Abigail and Alphonse followed me as the doors closed behind them, but I didn’t slow down. My thoughts were racing, and I needed to come up with a plan. I had to see what was contained on the data stick first. 
 
    “Patch through the recording of the meeting to the others,” I added. “Tell them to meet me in the central hub.” 
 
    “Already done, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Mr. Tabernacle, Miss Brie, and Lieutenant Rackham will join you shortly.” 
 
    “Thanks, Siggy,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
     “That went well,” interjected Abigail with a heavy sigh as we jogged up the metal stairs. “Now we’re running errands for the Sarkonians?” 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do, Abby,” I said. “I’m not an errand boy, but we don’t have a ton of options here.” 
 
    “I feel like we’re wasting time,” said Abigail impatiently. “And it’s getting complicated.” 
 
    “That’s because we are wasting time,” I said.  
 
    Alphonse trailed behind us in silence, a slight frown on his face. I’d seen that expression before—he was deep in thought, and that usually meant a fair bit of decent advice for me if I left him to it long enough. 
 
    I returned my attention to Abigail as I led the way through the familiar ship. “Like I said earlier, nun, what choice do we have? Either we go to war or we make a little shopping trip and save a lot of bloodshed.” 
 
    As I reached the central hub, I found Rackham already sitting on the dining table. 
 
    “You realize your ass goes in the chair, right?” I said with a nod to the seat beside him. “Not on the place where the food goes?” 
 
    “Apologies, Captain,” said the Union man absently, barely glancing my way as he spoke. 
 
    I frowned, a bit caught off guard by his sudden sullen behavior. This was a quiet man who often kept to himself, sure, but he was acting unusually strange. Even for him. 
 
    Too bad I wasn’t in much of a mood to press for his thoughts right now. I had bigger fish to fry, whatever that meant. 
 
    “Siggy, take a look at this,” I said as I plugged the data stick the Sparrow had given us into the nearest port.  
 
    “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive. “My initial scans show the data stick harbors no viruses, so I believe it’s safe to access.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said as I reached into the fridge and grabbed a few bottles of water. I tossed one each to Alphonse, Rackham, and Abigail before I leaned against the counter and took a swig of mine. 
 
    Abigail opened her water and lifted it to her lips, but she didn’t so much as take a sip before she grimaced. “But stealing, Jace?” She watched me incredulously. “From ravagers, no less?” 
 
    “This is faster in the long run,” I said, partly to myself. “War ain’t exactly a speedy thing, Abby. Even though we have ships and a fleet and plenty of tech, I don’t really like the idea of waging war against one of the universe’s empires just to get a bit of ore. What matters most right now is saving time, and even if I don’t like the idea of stealing from pirates, this is the faster way.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Abigail with a weak shrug, “but that’s assuming they can even be trusted.” 
 
    “Sir,” interjected Sigmond, “I’ve located the ravager ship a few S.G. Points away. Shall I set a course?” 
 
    “I appreciate the eagerness, Siggy, but no,” I said with a frown. “Hold off for a moment. We need a plan before we go soaring wildly into the black.” 
 
    The clatter of footsteps along the metal floor caught my attention as Octavia and Freddie finally joined us from their positions at the cockpit. 
 
    Freddie smiled weakly, his shoulders tense. “Should I call back the bombs, Captain?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said, downing the last of my water. “Let’s have a bit of insurance for the moment.” 
 
    “The Sarkonians may be assholes,” Rackham finally said, breaking his long silence, “but I swear to you, Captain. They keep their vows.” 
 
    “Oh, do they now?” I said, not bothering to mask my sarcasm. “Well, if they’re good for a promise, then what are we waiting for?” 
 
    Rackham cast me an irritated glare, rubbing his jaw as he thought through what he wanted to say. “All we have to do is watch out for loopholes. They may be less civilized than the Union, but they sure know their way around a contract.”  
 
    I tossed my bottle into the bin and crossed my arms. “I’m not sure how you define ‘civilized,’ then, Rackham. Given the Union’s track record and all.”  
 
    The Union soldier just smirked, casting a sidelong glance toward me as he gently shrugged in answer.  
 
    “Besides,” I added. “If the Sarkonians renege, I’ll just destroy their precious little toy.” 
 
    Octavia scoffed. “You want us to risk our lives over something we might blow up?” 
 
    “I might, yeah,” I said, squashing that hint of dissent with a withering glare before it could gain much steam. “Regardless of what we’re willing to do, destroying this thing shouldn’t be necessary. As long as we have something they want, the Sarkonians will play along.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan, Captain?” asked Alphonse, finally breaking his painfully long silence. 
 
    What’s my plan—that always felt like a loaded question coming from Alphonse. I knew he probably had seven ideas already bouncing through that skull of his, and he just wanted to see which I had come up with on my own.  
 
    I paused, debating our options and wondering what the best course of action was going to be. 
 
    “We go solo,” I said. “One ship, just the six of us. We don’t want to attract attention, not with ravagers. These bastards would rather destroy their own ship than let an enemy take it or anything they’ve got on board. That means we go in quiet. We’ve got to use finesse.” 
 
    Abigail chuckled. “Well, I suppose we’re a mite screwed then, aren’t we, Renegade?” 
 
    Feigning insult, I set my hand on my chest. “I’ll have you know I am the king of grace and beauty, nun.” 
 
    She grinned, watching me playfully as she took another sip of her water. 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” interjected Alphonse. “We use the cloak. Sneak aboard. It buys us some time. Once we’re inside, depending on how lucky we get, we might even be able to find it before we come under fire or are discovered.” 
 
    “Hope like that costs men their lives, Al,” I warned. “Let’s suit up and bring a shit load of guns instead.” 
 
    “That works too, Captain,” said Alphonse with a chuckle. This was why I liked having Alphonse on my team. He could see the humor in most situations and went along with me. 
 
    “Siggy, give the other ships the order to stay here,” I commanded. “We’re going to go run a little errand on our own for our dear new friend.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Alright, then.” I drew my pistol and nodded back toward the cargo hold. “Time for a bit of shopping.” 
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    As I tightened a strap on my suit, I noticed Freddie fumbling with one on his. For a minute or two, I just paused to watch him fiddle with and drop things, wondering what the hell had gotten into him. It was like the former priest hadn’t seen gloves in a while, and he struggled to get them on his hands.  
 
    Before long, I noticed the stiffness in his shoulders and the tension in his jaw. Sweat trickled down the sides of his face. He kept dropping his gloves because his hands were shaking, and he couldn’t quite seem to keep a grip on the cloth long enough to tug it on. I imagined that his palms were sweaty too, making it even harder to get the tight-fitting gloves on his trembling hands. 
 
    As I clicked the final latch into place on my suit, my helmet still sitting on a chair nearby, I yanked the glove out of his grip and tugged it onto his hand for him like I would a recalcitrant toddler. 
 
    He let out a frustrated groan as I tightened a few of the other buckles along his shoulders, making sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. After all, I didn’t want the kid to walk out onto an enemy ship and suffocate before he even got into the hatch. That wouldn’t make us look too tough. 
 
    “This ain’t nothing new for you, Freddie,” I said calmly. “Gunfire, enemy combat—you’ve been through this before, and you lived. You’ll do fine.” 
 
    He gulped loudly and looked at me with his eyes wide and scared. “Thanks, Captain,” he eventually said, his voice a little shaky.  
 
    I was having second thoughts about sending him out to face the enemy, but I needed him there. We were low in numbers for this mission. Every available body counted. 
 
    Once I finished with his suit, I grabbed my pistol and revolver, checking the chambers to make sure they were fully loaded before I holstered them. I shoved extra ammo into every pocket I had, watching out of the corner of my eye as Freddie messed with his rifle and loaded a few extra rounds of ammunition in his pockets as well. 
 
    In the very real chance he’d forgotten the final step on the checklist, I grabbed two shields off a nearby shelf and slapped one on his shoulder. He jumped a bit at this action. I should have warned him first, I thought in a slight flash of dark humor. A little light appeared, blinking as it waited to be turned on and fully activated. But we weren’t going to do that just yet. I slapped my shield on my own shoulder as well while we finished getting ready.  
 
    “Do you really think it’s worth it, Captain?” asked Freddie nervously. He turned to me, his face still strained with worry and concern. “Stealing from ravagers? Going on this treasure hunt for a spoiled Emperor?” 
 
    “I won’t lie and say I like it,” I admitted. “But this is what we have to do, Freddie. We need the prodium to make neutronium. We need neutronium to make bullets. Without those neutronium bullets, we won’t be able to kill any Celestials. It’s an unfortunate circumstance, but it’s the one we’ve got.” 
 
    He frowned, as if I hadn’t given him the information he really wanted.  
 
    Huh.  
 
    As I loaded the remaining ammunition into my pocket, I wondered what his real question was. He knew why we were here as much as I did. What could his problem possibly be?  
 
    “Spit it out, kid,” I finally demanded, hands on my hips. 
 
     “Do you really think we’ll get Athena back?” asked Freddie. 
 
    That was a huge concern, and basically the reason we were here now. It was a valid question, but I tensed impulsively, not expecting that subject to come up right now, and let out a heavy sigh. “You’re asking the big questions, kid. Truth be told, I don’t really know. But I have to try.” 
 
    At that, Freddie squared his shoulders, a determined expression crossing his face as he nodded. “I know. We all do, Captain. I just hope we are successful.” 
 
    “Sir,” interrupted Sigmond. “We’re approaching the ravagers’ vessel now. With our active cloak, it appears we have not yet been detected. The enemy is making no attempt to attack or retreat.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Let’s get on with it. You ready for this, Freddie?” 
 
    Even though Freddie swallowed hard, he lifted his rifle and took a deep breath, ready to follow. I nodded at him, giving the kid credit for having the guts to go on despite his apprehension. 
 
    I led the way toward the cargo bay where Alphonse, Octavia, Abigail, and Rackham waited, already in their full suits and armed to the teeth. Octavia looked like the least likely Renegade I could imagine, but the woman was fearless, despite her matronly demeanor. Alphonse appeared mild-mannered and unassuming at first glance, but inside lurked the heart of an assassin and the steel-trap mind of a cold-blooded genius. I was glad to have them on my team. My own personal killer nun, Abigail, could hold her own against the best or worst of them, depending on your view of things. Rackham was proving himself dependable, though I still wasn’t completely sure of him and his alliances. 
 
    “Listen up,” I said from the catwalk, overlooking them as they waited below. “This trinket we want is probably in the cargo bay. These ravager boats treat their cargo bay like a treasury, so it’ll be locked up tight and damn near impossible to get into.” I waved my pistol briefly in the air to emphasize my next point. “There’s going to be lots of gunfire and lots of watching men die, so get ready to see a lot of blood, hopefully theirs.”  
 
    There was a little uncomfortable laughter from below. Behind me, Freddie cleared his throat nervously and fiddled with his rifle. So that it didn’t go off from all that playing with it, I gave him a warning glance over my shoulder, looking at the rifle first, then at Freddie. He took the hint and stopped. 
 
    “There’s only one way in,” I continued, unwilling to derail the conversation to soothe the kid’s nerves. “We’ll be accessing the vessel from an external maintenance hatch, so make sure you’ve got your magnets on your boots and are ready to do a little spacewalk.” I nodded toward Abigail and Rackham. “The three of us are going to be in the cockpit, while the rest of you wait here. We’ll join you once we land this boat.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said Alphonse with a nod.  
 
    As Freddie trotted down the stairs to join Octavia and Alphonse, Abigail and Rackham followed me toward the cockpit. On a ship this small and familiar, it didn’t take long to get to the driver’s seat. A wave of gratitude toward those who had made this possible stole over me. Maybe it was an inopportune wave right now, but it was almost automatic, becoming more so every time I came to this spot in particular. 
 
    After I slipped into the familiar chair, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of rightness as I settled in and watched the ravager vessel slowly approach on the holo. This cockpit was only slightly larger than the old one, now with room enough for Abigail to sit shotgun beside me. I acknowledged her welcome presence with a nod, and she nodded back. 
 
    Rackham leaned against the doorframe, one arm resting against the wall as he watched the holo from behind us. His company was reassuring, as a military man’s should be on a mission like this one. 
 
    We approached the ship at a slow pace as it drifted through the black, a massive vessel that easily housed hundreds of ravagers. I’d only seen a few of these big ones in my time as a Renegade, and encounters with this many ravagers never ended well for me. I wished we could have planned for them all, but there hadn’t been time.   
 
    So much for an easy mark. Hopefully, there would be some element of surprise on our side, since we had a strategy and the time to plan and the ravagers had not. 
 
    With my hands on the controls, I took us closer, feeling the buzz of a good fight burning in my blood. This was my element, the thing I did best, and it reminded me of my time as a Renegade. It didn’t seem proper to be excited about a chance to steal something, but I couldn’t help feel a bit at home with the idea. It reminded me of all the near misses and odd jobs I used to take just to scrape by. Sure, I wasn’t wealthy and it hadn’t exactly been a comfortable life, but it had been a free one. Although I hadn’t tried to tie myself down with the demands my life now had on me, they were there, and while I didn’t have an urge to leave the people I had committed to, I did sometimes feel a pang for that wild Renegade I used to be. 
 
    With a quick glance sideways at Abigail, I couldn’t help but be grateful I’d taken a job as a Renegade for her, too. If it hadn’t been for her past and the fact that she had hired me for a certain assignment, I would have never met her. It felt a tad too sentimental for my liking, but I couldn’t suppress the thought. 
 
    “These ravagers are savages,” said Rackham from behind me, breaking my train of thought. 
 
    “I can’t rightly argue with you there, Rackham,” I admitted. “Aside from the fact that that’s a real tongue twister.” 
 
    He smirked and then shook his head in frustration. “I don’t understand these men. They have no moral code, they don’t fight fair. No sense of honor among them. They’re the shoot, kill, and never ask questions sort of fighters.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve had a few run-ins with them?” I asked. 
 
    “A few,” admitted Rackham. “Mostly I’ve just been reading reports. The number of attacks from ravagers has gone up lately, especially in the Deadlands, although no surprise there. They’re a major problem for the Union. They’ll board any ship they pass and kill any passengers in terrible, brutal ways.” 
 
    Rackham paused, and in the silence I figured he was thinking back over all the reports he’d read, of all the gruesome murders that had been photographed. This was probably his way of reminding himself of the sort of folk we were about to go up against.  
 
    “I figure the lucky ones are those they leave to die, adrift in space,” Rackham added somberly. 
 
    “I figure you’re right,” I said, although I thought that maybe he was putting way too dark a spin on it, more based on reports than real encounters. The ravagers were by no means nice people, but they were beatable if you knew what to expect and how to fight back. We were well-armed, and even though I was worried about the numbers we were facing, the fact that we were boarding them rather than vice versa was a benefit to us. The shields would help a lot as well in giving us longevity. “And I know about them plenty. I’ve had more than my fair share of scrapes with their lot, and I intend to keep this as clean as possible.”  
 
    Even though we were cruising over a ravager ship, I couldn't deny the thrill, the hum of excitement that went through me as I guided the Renegade Star through space. It took hold of me yet again, and a good bit of me didn’t care that we were going up against ravagers.  
 
    This right here was like old times—when I was at one with the void and up to mischief.  
 
    It was for the good of humanity this time, but it still counted as mischief. 
 
    As I drifted my ship the last few meters toward the ravager boat, I let out a slow breath. "Buckle us in, Siggy," I ordered. 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Sigmond. 
 
    There was a gentle thud as the ship's grappler hung tight to the ravager ship, but I could barely feel it as it latched. This new ship was smooth, and Siggy was as skilled as they came. 
 
    "We been spotted yet, Siggy?" I asked. 
 
    "No, sir. The cloak is holding, and there are no signs of movement toward our position." 
 
    "Good. That's the way I want it,” I said with a curt nod. “Siggy, hold us steady. I'm going in.” 
 
    With a gesture toward Abigail and Rackham, I ushered them both out of the cockpit and led the way back to the cargo bay.  
 
    “Get it done,” I said as I reached the rest of my crew and jogged down the steps. “In. Out. Do it right, and do it quick.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said Alphonse and Freddie in unison. Freddie seemed to be steady now, the nervousness gone.  
 
    I punched the red button next to the airlock—the one you really weren't supposed to push unless you were determined to spacewalk or drift aimlessly through the black until you ran out of air. But in a situation like this, we didn't have a ton of choices at our disposal. 
 
    It wasn't like we could knock on the front door, after all. 
 
    There was just enough room in the airlock for the six of us, and as the door shut behind us, I took a deep and steadying breath. 
 
    "It's going to be slow going," I warned everybody. "Don't worry about holding on to your guns until we get inside. The moment you drop onto the floor, though, make sure you're weapons-up." 
 
    "Yes, Captain," several voices chimed through the comm. All sounded confident and charged with adrenaline. 
 
    I nodded, double checking the locks on my suit before I hit the final red button to let us out into the black. I took in a deep breath. Here we go, I thought to myself. 
 
    The suits protected us from the hiss of air that flushed out into the nothingness beyond the Star, and before long, nothing stood between us and the ravager ship. With sheer determination we prepared to walk across the hull of a boat floating through the nothingness of space. I hoped everyone was up to the challenge. 
 
    I took the first steps along the ravager ship, the magnetic boots making for slow going as I painfully clumped my way across the metal hull. I hated this kind of spacewalk, but it was better than drifting off into the vacuum. Almost anything was. 
 
    "How far to the maintenance hatch, Siggy?" I asked. 
 
    "Ten meters to your left," answered the Cognitive. 
 
    I gestured for the others to follow and, one slow step at a time, trudged my way along the hull. 
 
    With each step, I noticed more and more of the worn edges to the ravager vessel. It was a piece of shit and had clearly had a long life before the ravagers stole it—and I only knew it was stolen because buying things wasn’t exactly the ravager way. I briefly wondered who had owned it before and if they had suffered much giving it up. 
 
    I was a bit surprised it was managing to hold itself together at all, to be frank, and I wondered how many of the bolts and screws were held together with nothing but grit and determination. 
 
    The maintenance hatch seemed to almost blend into the rest of the worn and tattered ship, and for a moment I didn't even recognize the broken handle amongst the rust and grime when I reached it. 
 
    Oh, this would be fun. 
 
    “Isn’t there something bigger, Siggy?” I asked, looking down at the one-man hatch. 
 
    “Negative, sir,” answered the Cognitive. “I’m afraid that’s our only option for the moment.” 
 
    “Damn it all,” I muttered. "Wait right here," I ordered my crew. "We have to go in one at a time and wait for the airlock to clear each of us. I'll go first, and as soon as you're down the ladder, make sure you have your weapon drawn. You hear?" 
 
    The figures around me nodded, and I noticed Abigail flexing her fingers eagerly. 
 
    I knelt and brushed off the latch panel, my gloves scraping across the worn and weathered screen as I tried to see the words and lettering along the faded cover. This was a hell of an old boat, but thankfully it was similar enough to ones I'd dealt with in the past for me to feel at least a bit at ease. It shouldn’t be that bad. 
 
    "Siggy, get me an override," I said. "This one shouldn't be too hard for you to—" 
 
    "Override complete," interrupted the Cognitive. He was too much sometimes. 
 
    I smirked. "Showoff." 
 
    "I aim to please, Captain," replied Sigmond. 
 
    "There's clearly still a bit of Renegade left in you, Captain," said Rackham, and I could hear the hint of an impressed smile in his voice. 
 
    I briefly glanced over my shoulder at the Union soldier, not entirely sure how to respond to that other than a shrug and a smile he most likely couldn’t see between the dark and his helmet, then I opened the hatch. 
 
    A ladder led deep into the ship, and the airlock between me and the floor far below would clear as soon as the atmosphere had stabilized. I hated the idea of going in one at a time, but there just wasn't any other choice. 
 
    "Alright, crew," I said, "activate your shields and don’t die." There were a few chuckles at that, which lifted my spirits a bit more. If their sense of humor was there, it meant they felt confident, and that was good news. 
 
    "An inspiring speech, Captain," said Alphonse. 
 
    “It’s what I do, Al,” I said. 
 
    I carefully drew my pistol before climbing down inverted, head first and feet behind me while Alphonse held my ankles. This allowed me to shoot first and potentially get the jump on whoever was waiting.  
 
    Thankfully, no one was there, and I eased my way off the ladder and steadied myself.  
 
    The seconds ticked by as I waited for the airlock to clear, each one more agonizing and drawn out than the last as I waited to be allowed inside. 
 
    Gods help me, I wasn’t going to die trapped in a ravager’s airlock. 
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    This was where it could all go to shit. Well, the first place in a series of potential shit-going-wrong-moments. There would likely be more opportunities for that in the near future. 
 
    I had left my crew standing on the hull of a ship in the dark with nothing but the magnets in their boots to keep them rooted. And here I was, locked in a small airlock at the mercy of ravagers who didn't know to keep a close eye on their boat.  
 
    Just waiting.  
 
    A little green light flashed—finally—and the latch beneath me opened automatically, letting me inside. 
 
    I let out a hasty breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and climbed down the final few meters into the hallway below.  
 
    With my pistol drawn and raised, I listened. The dark hallway was clear and quiet. Even if that might have been somewhat unusual, I counted myself lucky that this was the case. 
 
    My shoulders relaxed slightly and I turned, only to find a man standing about five meters down the corridor, his back facing me. 
 
    I didn't give him time to notice or turn around. 
 
    To avoid the noise, I lowered my pistol and drew a knife from my thigh, quickly getting behind him and grabbing the scruff of his hair as I simultaneously cut his neck open. I’d never been one for blades, but today the situation called for a quiet approach.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around his head and covered his mouth, letting the blood pool out of him as he died before me, all his strength quickly going with it.  
 
    His body fell with a thud to the floor, which I hoped was only audible to me. A pool of blood leaked from beneath him and through the grated metal walkway. I let out a short breath as my adrenaline surged. 
 
    "All clear," I said through the comm. "Siggy, you got a place I could store this guy?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," said the Cognitive. "There's a small panel in the wall to your right. It's one of many small storage areas throughout this kind of ship. He should be safely out of the way there." 
 
    I peeled off the siding as the airlock flashed green once more, and Abigail dropped almost noiselessly to the ground beside me. Her rifle raised, she looked down at the body and then toward me, one eyebrow quirked in surprise, as if to say killing already? 
 
    I shrugged in response and lifted the man into the storage compartment. Hopefully, we hadn’t yet attracted anyone else’s attention and hiding his body would give us a bit more time. 
 
    We were still a fair way from the cargo hold, and I didn't need to tip off the ravagers that we were here. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    As I closed up the storage panel, the rest of my crew dropped down—Freddie, followed by Octavia, then Alphonse, and bringing up the rear, Lieutenant Rackham—silent as ghosts and ready to steal from pirates. 
 
    I lifted my pistol, aiming down the hallway, my shoulders tense as I prepared for somebody to round it at any moment. No one had yet, and that was giving me a small case of nerves. Nothing like suspense to make you feel on edge. 
 
    "Siggy, take us to the cargo hold," I ordered. 
 
    "Yes, sir," said the Cognitive in his calm, gracious tone. 
 
    We followed Sigmond's directions as he led us through the maze of passages that tunneled through the ravager boat. He was scanning the ship as we walked, carefully leading us through the least congested areas, but I tensed more with every step. Our only luck so far was in not being seen yet.  
 
    Didn't mean it wasn't going to happen. 
 
    A fight was inevitable, and I wouldn't have a hint of cover when it took us. 
 
    I hated this. The excitement was wearing off as the anticipation increased. The thrill I’d felt in acting like a Renegade was not as great when there were others’ lives at stake. 
 
    "The cargo hold is around the next bend," said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. "Scans indicate it is heavily guarded. Six armed individuals stand outside, with a dozen more on the inside on standby." The Cognitive paused. "Correction, sir. I actually see at least two dozen on the inside." 
 
    "Oh, how lovely," said Abigail, lifting her rifle. 
 
    "Siggy, try to hack the doors," I ordered, having had enough inaction on this mission. I was ready to go in and get it over with. "On my go-ahead, we move. Let's get this done, and let's get it done quick." 
 
    "Yes, Captain," said Freddie through the comm, a hint of nervousness in his voice. Another reason to get moving, before Freddie cracked. 
 
    "Get ready, everybody," I said, making a last attempt at boosting morale and pumping up my crew. "Today, you're honorary Renegades, and we have the dubious pleasure—nay, the honor—of stealing from stinkin’ pirates. Now let's go steal the Emperor's shiny toy back." 
 
    Without missing a beat, I stepped into the hallway and opened fire.  
 
    My first shot hit one man's shoulder. He groaned and buckled to his knees as my second shot struck true right between another man's eyes. This one fell to the ground like a bag of wet clothes while the others raised their guns in response. The element of surprise had ended. 
 
    In seconds, the hallway erupted in gunfire. 
 
    Without any cover, we had to make this quick. The shields would hold, sure, but not forever. When they were done with, so were we. 
 
    Bullets whizzed past my head in both directions as the guards and my crew fired at each other—with me in the middle of them all. Abigail stepped up alongside me and took out one of the guards, while Rackham came up on my other side and shot another. 
 
    A bullet ricocheted off my shield with a ping, and I had to thank the gods for the tech Athena had given us. 
 
    "Shield strength at 83 percent," said Athena's voice in a calm, soothing tone. 
 
    Hearing her voice threw me off. Despite myself, all my training and all my time in battle, I hesitated with my finger on the trigger at the sound. A variety of emotions uncharacteristically coursed through me—sadness, longing, hope, anger—and I stayed motionless for a split second. 
 
    I'd forgotten these shields had a copy of her voice in them. It had been long enough since I'd used them that, for a flicker of a moment, the shriveled husk of the optimist in me thought maybe she was somehow back. 
 
    It was a fleeting instant, the kind of distraction that can get a man killed, and I didn't let it linger. I stuffed the emotions down where they belonged, hidden from everyone, and took action. 
 
    I fired again, a shot to the leg of the last of the soldiers outside the doors. He screamed, propped himself against the wall, and fired back, the bullets zinging off of my shield, doing no damage. I aimed and he took a shot to the chest. He crumpled to the ground, his rifle sliding across the metal floor of the hallway. 
 
    "Opening cargo bay doors," said Sigmond as the doors obeyed him, a little prematurely. 
 
    I groaned. "Well, not yet, Siggy! Let us recover and regroup first!" Then again, we did have the life of the shields to think of, so maybe he was doing us a favor. 
 
    "Apologies, sir," said the Cognitive as a hail of gunfire erupted through the now-open doorway. Okay, it wasn’t much of a favor. I would have to get on him about it later, though. No time now to worry about it. 
 
    I cursed under my breath and continued, keeping low as I tried to get a handle on what waited for us in the cargo bay. My crew moved behind me, a seamless unit as we inched closer to what we'd come here for. I hoped it was marked clearly with a label that said “Sarkonian Emperor’s Toy” with big neon arrows pointing toward it.  
 
    As luck would have it, the cargo bay doors opened onto a catwalk, and that catwalk was lined with crates. Big ones. Big, hardy, aluminum ones that gave us a shitload of cover. We wouldn’t be total sitting ducks up here. 
 
    It seemed as though these ravagers had quite a time of thieving, and they had a bit too much for even their cargo hold to contain. As I peeked through the opening, gunfire still hitting the ceiling above me as the pirates inside fired on us, I noticed crates everywhere—on the catwalk, even on the stairs. They really needed some form of inventory control. 
 
    Bullets ricocheted across the cargo bay, splintering the lighter and smaller crates, all while sending their loot flying into the air. Ready-to-Eat meals, trinkets, electronics, even some boots spilled out of the containers as they split open. 
 
    These idiots were shooting their own cargo, destroying it in the process. 
 
    I led the way in and knelt by the nearest box, while the others took up cover behind the various others spread across the catwalk. Bullets ricocheted across the walls, and the echoing boom of gunfire rattled through the space like never-ending thunder. 
 
    I tried to peek cautiously around the box I was using as cover, but every time I so much as moved, a bit more of the frame was blown to bits. I hoped I wouldn’t lose it entirely. Even with the shields, the more protection we had, the better. Besides, whenever the shields were hit, the power reduced. 
 
    "Can anyone get a read on these guys?" I asked through the comm. "How many are we looking at?" 
 
    "I count twenty-three," shouted Rackham as he lifted his rifle, firing off a few rounds into the space below us. He must have been as deafened as I was by the noise, as I could barely hear his shouted reply, and he most likely couldn’t hear his own voice well. 
 
    To my left, Alphonse looked up and fired above us. A man dropped to the ground, landing hard between us.  
 
    "It was twenty-four," said Alphonse. "Now, however, you are correct, Rackham." 
 
    To his credit, Rackham just smirked at Alphonse and returned his attention to firing on the two-dozen-minus-one soldiers below us. 
 
    Gunfire hit the crate I was hiding behind, piercing the metal and causing its contents to break apart--quick clot, as I quickly learned, which was a substance one should avoid inhaling. There was some coughing, adding to the noise. For some reason, these bastards seemed to hate me the most, and my crate was taking the bulk of their shots, as were its contents. They appeared focused on it, intent on driving me out from behind my cover, and as the hail of gunfire slowly ripped the box apart, I felt a shot ricochet off my shoulder, causing the shield to flicker. 
 
    "Shields at 73 percent," said the monotone voice in my ear. 
 
    I grimaced. I'd had just about enough of this not-being-able-to-shoot-anyone thing. I needed to see what I was doing and make some progress.  
 
    Keeping low, I carefully rolled out from behind the box and paused for only a second as I took aim and fired off two shots. Both landed true, one in the man's neck and the other in a second man’s ear. Blood flowed immediately from the wounds, pouring over their necks and down the front of their clothes. 
 
    As the two ravagers screamed almost in unison and fell to the ground, I rolled again behind another crate and checked my ammo. 
 
    I regrouped and tried to focus, casting a quick glance to the others to make sure they were okay.  
 
    Abigail had her usual focus, her rifle constantly moving, her trigger finger firing off shot after shot as men groaned and fell to the ground. Octavia was the same, and her shoulder barely moved despite the recoil from the rifle.  
 
    Rackham and Alphonse never missed a beat, each of them firing consistently as they unconsciously took turns shooting the enemy guards, covering each other as they needed to reload. 
 
    Only Freddie hesitated, and I wondered if his nerves had finally gotten the better of him. But as I watched, he lifted his rifle and fired off four rounds. Down below, a man groaned, and I heard a meaty thud. It was progress. 
 
    I’d never much enjoyed killing, and even now, even with men as horrible as I knew ravagers to be, it wasn't exactly a point of joy for me to end their lives. Still, I wasn’t about to lay down and die.  
 
    Gunfire erupted against my crate again. This crate wasn't as sturdy as the last one, and it was quickly breaking apart.  
 
    With no other choices available, I darted across the catwalk, trying to find cover again. Most of the crates had been shot to hell, contents dispersed all over the catwalk, including several bags of quick clot. The air in here was about to become very unsafe. 
 
    The artificial voice resembling Athena’s popped into my ear. "Shields at 60 percent—Shields at 52 percent—Shields at—" 
 
    "Yeah, I get it. I get it! Quiet down and let me focus!" I finally got cover behind some more boxes. 
 
    “Shield strength at 48 percent,” said the copy of Athena’s voice. 
 
    "Godsdamnit," I muttered under my breath.  
 
    Enough of this. 
 
    From this angle, I had a better view of the men below, and there were only about three left. I stood, abandoning cover, and dove straight off the catwalk.  
 
    I slammed feet first into one of the men, my shield taking most of the damage as I crushed the soldier beneath me.  
 
    As I landed, and with a quick pull of the trigger, I sent a bullet into the next man’s leg, causing him to drop to one knee. He tried to get his weapon up to meet me, but I followed with a second shot to his head.  
 
    My shield flickered as the third soldier shot me, drawing my attention. I replied in kind, firing my revolver into his stomach. He fell backward, grunting as he hit the floor. He twisted on his side, trying to reposition his weapon, but it was too late. 
 
    Freddie was already there, following my shot with one of his own and ending the man’s life.  
 
    The one beneath my feet groaned, still conscious. He tried to move, but I could see he was barely conscious. As I raised my pistol to his forehead, his eyes closed and he passed out. 
 
    I lowered the gun, content to let him sleep.  
 
    "Siggy, close the doors," I ordered as I stepped off the soldier. I scanned the room for any other visitors. We were in the clear right now, but more were sure to come soon enough. 
 
    "Yes, sir," said the Cognitive. "Though, I'm sorry to inform you that backup is indeed on the way. I’m afraid I won’t be able to keep the doors closed indefinitely." 
 
    "That's fine, Siggy," I said. "Do what you can and keep them out of here as long as possible." 
 
    "Of course, sir," said the Cognitive. Too bad I couldn’t give him a gun. He was certainly cool under pressure. 
 
    "Octavia, take whatever looks valuable," I ordered, giving her a stern look as she started to protest and gesturing to the massive cargo bay with my pistol. She went to war with her morals every time I asked her to do something like this. Killing bad guys, no problem. Stealing from them, big mental block. "Everyone else, go look for the Emperor's toy." 
 
    We split up, each of us sorting through crates and piles of stolen cargo from across the galaxy. We all knew what we were looking for, but I hadn't expected such a massive treasury. I didn't think there would be this much to sift through. For all I knew, we or the pirates had shot up what we were looking for. That would have been a major kick in the pants. 
 
    As Rackham rifled through a nearby crate, I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye. One ravager, the one I had shot in the ear—I guessed it wasn’t a serious wound after all—lifted his head from the floor, reaching with slow and deliberate movements for the rifle beside him as he glared daggers at Rackham's back. 
 
    Not on my watch, oh no. 
 
    I aimed my pistol at the man's head, and, to his misfortune, he didn't see me until I fired. My shot hit true, and he collapsed to the ground, dead. He hadn’t even been able to get his hand on the rifle before I shot him. 
 
    Rackham flinched at the gunshot, raising his rifle on impulse without knowing what there was to shoot. He pivoted into a low shooting stance, then glanced between me and the now-dead ravager. After a moment, he lifted his eyebrows in surprise and nodded to me in thanks. 
 
    I gave him a silent nod in return and got back to my work. 
 
    Time was not our friend right now, and we needed to find this godsdamn artifact for the Emperor and get the hell out of here. 
 
    As the urgency of the situation hit me, my temper came to the surface and I began throwing crates sideways just to get them out of my way faster, then I finally noticed something familiar in a glass case set on a pedestal not too far from me. I ran to it, sighing with relief as I recognized the thing we'd come here to get. As delicate as the object was, encased in glass as it was, I was surprised and pleased to see it had survived the gunfire and chaos from the battle. 
 
    With a hearty, guttural groan, I pulled off the glass case and lifted the artifact into the air to examine it in the light, just to confirm that it was the real deal. 
 
    The artifact activated the moment I touched it, reacting to the tattoos across my skin. It projected stars across the entire room, casting a dazzling display of light and shadow. It looked a bit like a holographic map filled with bright balls of light, but it wasn't any star system I'd ever seen. The others with me stopped what they were doing and watched, fascinated at the sight before them. 
 
    "You getting this, Siggy?" I asked, quickly scanning the stars and wondering what the hell it was. It was spectacular, certainly, but not familiar. 
 
    "Yes, sir. But I'm fairly certain this is not a map of any known star system." 
 
    "Then what the hell is it?" 
 
    "Well, sir," said the Cognitive, "as far as I can tell, it merely projects a visually attractive scene across the room around you." 
 
    "So it's a toy?" I asked, not bothering to mask the disbelief in my voice. “For all the shit I’ve given him, the idiot truly sent us against ravagers to get a toy?” 
 
    "Yes, sir," said the Cognitive. "It appears so." 
 
    I let out a long string of curse words that I knew would have Abigail and Freddie covering their ears, and shoved the thing into my pocket. It irritated me to no end that my crew came under fire for a literal plaything, but if this would get us the resources we needed, then damn it all, I would get it to the Emperor one way or another. The rough part was over. 
 
    "Alright, Octavia. I need to end your shopping trip a little early," I said, gesturing for her to wrap up what she was doing.  
 
    She nodded with and zipped up her pack, the edges bulging with corners and odd shapes as I figured she had found more than enough. Once she turned to the dark side, she was like a machine, plundering and pillaging for all she was worth. I hated to interrupt her because she had an eye for both the valuable and for what might be needed back at our home base. That, and she always seemed to find something for the children. 
 
    "Sir, I'm sorry to report it appears backup has finally arrived,” said Sigmond. “I won't be able to keep the ravagers from entering the cargo hold for more than another twenty seconds." 
 
    "Great warning there, Siggy," I said, not bothering to mask my sarcasm. He was really cutting it close for us today. "That gives us lots of time to come up with another plan.” 
 
    “Apologies, sir,” said Sigmond. “I may be able to grant you another five seconds, depending on how their AI operates.” I felt bad for chastising him, since he always tried his best to follow orders, and I couldn’t really blame an AI for not having the timing right, could I? Especially if his abilities were also dependent on how another AI was carrying out its orders. 
 
    “Get us what you can,” I said, cocking my pistol as I turned to my crew. “Alright, you lot. Let's get the hell out of here." 
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    It was time to get the hell out of here, but that was easier said than done. I took a look at my crew. Freddie seemed to be shell-shocked, coming down from his adrenaline high. Abigail was watching me, ready to take a cue whenever I gave her one. Alphonse and Rackham were starting to bond it seemed. Octavia was weighed down with goodies and made a slight clanking noise as she walked. We had to move it along, though, as more pirates were on their way. 
 
    After taking a quick pause to reload my gun, I aimed it ahead of me and began to climb the stairs back up toward the doors we'd come through.  
 
    “Caution, sir,” said Sigmond. “I do not recommend going out the door you used to enter the cargo hold.” 
 
    “Why not, Siggy?” The best way to go back was always the way you came in, wasn’t it? 
 
    “With reinforcements on the way, I suspect you won't have the opening to escape.” 
 
    “Are you sure there's no chance we can get out the way we came in?” 
 
    A hail of gunfire erupted against the cargo bay door from the other side, and a few dents formed in the metal as it barely held back the gunfire. It wasn’t looking good. 
 
    “That would be a negative, sir,” said the Cognitive in a neutral tone.  
 
    “Dammit,” I muttered under my breath. “Alright, Siggy. What else you got?” 
 
    “There appears to be a hallway accessible through a port on the lower side of the cargo hold,” said Sigmond. “I've scanned that particular set of hallways, and to the best of my knowledge, there's not currently anyone in that section of the ship.” 
 
    “Move,” I ordered, gesturing for the crew behind me to follow Sigmond's lead. “Al, do you see the door he's talking about?” I hoped he did so we could start the process of getting the hell out of here. 
 
    “I see it, Captain,” answered Alphonse, gesturing us over to the far wall. “There are a lot of crates in front of it, though. I’ll need some assistance getting to it.” 
 
    “Freddie, Rackham, help him out,” I said as I trotted down the last of the stairs toward them. “Abigail, Octavia, help me keep cover while they move that.” 
 
    Octavia trained her rifle, aiming it at the cargo bay doors above us. Abigail did the same. “Yes, Captain,” Octavia said. 
 
    “Do you have a plan, Jace?” asked Abigail as she leaned in toward me, speaking under her breath. “Because we need a way out.” Her large, concerned eyes stared into mine, as if by doing so I would offer a way out. 
 
    “I'm working on it,” I said, my eyes roving over the cargo hold, trying to come up with a plan. “Siggy, once we're through, is there another way back to the maintenance hatch we used?” 
 
    “Negative, sir,” said the Cognitive. “However, I did find an airlock that may still be functioning. I can navigate the Renegade Star over toward your location.” 
 
    “May still be functioning?” echoed Abigail, an incredulous tone in her voice. “What do you mean, may?” Abigail had the potential to get excitable, and I had to shut that down and get her back on track so she could function with the team. I had seen this happen before. Someone panicked and they stopped taking orders, endangering others. Short of slapping her, there was no immediate way to stop her from letting hysteria take over, so I decided to ignore her to avoid her thinking I was feeding into it. 
 
    “Siggy, is there a docking port?” I asked, talking over her. “Or are you just going to propel us through vacuum and hope we land on the ship?” 
 
    “I'm afraid we need to go with the propelling through vacuum option, sir,” answered the Cognitive. 
 
    “Oh, well, ain’t that wonderful?” I said under my breath. 
 
    “Heavens above,” muttered Abigail, grimacing. “What are we going to do!” 
 
    There were a lot of maybes in this plan, but as the gunfire continued to rail against the cargo bay door, I figured this was the best option we had. 
 
    The clatter of crates hitting the ground and splintering caught my attention, and Alphonse waved us toward the side door as it began to open. Judging by how many crates had been stacked in front of it, I figured these ravagers might have entirely forgotten this hallway was even here. Who knew how many years they had been hoarding all this stuff. Many ravagers traded or sold what they stole. The ones on this old, decrepit ship didn’t seem to. But maybe they wouldn’t think of coming here to find us because of the hoarders they were. 
 
    A man could dream anyway. 
 
    “Rackham, you go through first,” I ordered, nodding toward the side hallway and propelling Abigail to the opening just in case she had other ideas.  
 
    “You just want a Union man at the front to take all the bullets for you,” said Rackham with a grin. “Don’t you, Captain?”  
 
    I didn’t agree or disagree with him, but I chuckled as the gunfire on the other side of the cargo bay door doubled. “Think of it this way, Rackham. You're the first off this boat.”  
 
    A massive explosion rocked the cargo bay doors, twisting the hunks of metal and destroying the last line of defense we had between us and the hundreds of furious ravagers that were out for our blood. 
 
    I looked back at Rackham. “So, you're welcome,” I added, gently guiding Abigail in front of me while the others followed through the door. 
 
    We ran through the side hallway as Sigmond closed the door behind us, but I knew that wasn't going to hold for long. The pirates were breathing down our necks. It was harder to defend yourself as you were running away, unless you were skilled at running backward. 
 
    “I'm repositioning the Renegade Star now, sir,” said Sigmond. “I will meet you by the airlock and close the distance between you and our ship as much as possible.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Siggy,” I informed him. I urged everyone to run faster. 
 
    A gunshot ricocheted over my head, and I looked over my shoulder as a ravager arrived from an adjacent hallway. He slid across the slick metal floor in his haste to get us, losing his balance even as he glared daggers at me. 
 
    Once he had recovered, the ravager aimed his gun at me, but I was faster. 
 
    I lifted my pistol and fired off a shot, hitting him square in the chest. He flew backward, landing on his back and getting out a shot that hit the ceiling.  
 
    I ran forward while also keeping a constant watch over my shoulder in case more ravagers showed up, but I had to cover my crew. I wasn't going to leave a single person behind, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let anyone die in this place.  
 
    Alphonse ran just ahead of me, constantly looking over his shoulder as well, and if there was one man I trusted to fire backward with me between him and his target, it was a Constable. We fell into a sort of rhythm, each of us taking turns looking behind us as we ran, doing our best to cover ourselves. It wasn’t ideal, but it was effective. 
 
    As I charged around the next corner, Alphonse ducked and grabbed my suit, throwing me against the wall as three bullets dug into the metal panels behind me, where my head had been moments before. Getting hit in the head with a bullet even with the shields protecting us hurt, jarring one’s skull within the helmet. With the shields getting low, three hits would have reduced my protection to nearly nothing. 
 
    “Thank you, Constable,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Any time, Captain,” replied Alphonse as we once again took off running. 
 
    “You're approaching the airlock, sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “I'm waiting just outside with the cargo bay door open.” 
 
    “Good,” I said between breaths as I ran. “Freddie, you and Rackham go first. Once you're in, you bolt as fast as you can to the cockpit and get ready to fire on my signal.” 
 
    “Fire what, Captain?” asked Freddie nervously. 
 
    “What do you think, Freddie?” I asked incredulously. “The damn energy beam!”  
 
    “R-Right,” he said breathlessly as he ran. 
 
    When we reached the airlock, I found that it was admittedly a bit larger than I had expected. I slammed my fist against the red button to open it as I sized it up, and I figured at most three people could escape through at a time. I had to split us into groups. One to leave and one to stay and fight as we left. I wondered how far off the Renegade Star was from the pirate ship.  
 
    Not willing to send my crew blindly into the black, I charged in and peeked through the small window that revealed the darkness outside.  
 
    Much to my delight, I discovered that Sigmond had, in fact, brought the Star around. It waited a little too far for my liking, hovering about 100 meters away. The cargo bay doors sat open, beckoning, waiting for us to take the dive. 
 
    “Scratch what I said earlier,” I said. “Abigail, you're going with Rackham and Freddie in the first group.” 
 
    “I'm not leaving you,” said Abigail, glaring at me. It seemed she had decided to go from panicked to defiant protector within fifteen minutes, and I reconsidered my vow to leave her here when I saw what was coming down the hall. 
 
    The clamor of men and metal echoed from around the corner as shadows appeared on the wall. Seconds later, scowling faces and raised rifles rounded the bend. 
 
    “The hell you aren't.” I lifted my pistol, aiming down the hallway as I fired off several rounds. A half dozen ravagers raced down the hallway, closing the gap between us and shooting through the air, and we just didn't have time to argue. “Get in!” 
 
    She grimaced, glancing briefly between me and the ravagers as if she were about to change her mind. I practically shoved her through the doors as she acquiesced, expecting her to argue with me some more. 
 
    The moment she was through, I hit the red button, and the doors closed. That left Alphonse, Octavia, and me to guard the way while the first three escaped. It was going to be very close. 
 
    Abigail watched me through the glass that separated us, her shoulders tense and her rifle looped around her shoulder as she waited to be launched. Moments later, the external doors opened, propelling her into the black and—hopefully—into the Star. 
 
    If this plan failed, I’d find a way to come back from the dead just to wipe Sigmond’s data drives. 
 
    Alphonse and Octavia were next. They quickly stepped into the airlock, and I once more closed it from the hallway. Guns raised, my eyes locked on the corpses in the corridor, I waited for one of them to move.  
 
    An alarm sounded through the hallway, piercing as it blared through the air. I winced as the shrill sound cut through my brain, and for the life of me I couldn’t even tell where it was coming from or what it was for.  
 
    Another ravager joined the rest, and before long I had an open firefight in a closed hallway with no cover and a rapidly draining shield.  
 
    Pistol and revolver raised, I began firing again, all while the airlock opened and my two friends catapulted themselves toward my ship.  
 
    Both triggers clicked. I reached for more ammunition but found my pockets empty.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered while the voice in my ear told me how low my shields were getting.  
 
    Five percent. 
 
    I was out of time and out of luck. I ducked next to the airlock, letting the extended outer wall take the gunfire in place of my shields. A few more hits and I’d be done.  
 
    “Captain,” said Sigmond. “You’re the only one left. Please prepare yourself.” 
 
    A surge of ravagers rounded the corner, and at the same time I heard the clatter of men and boots racing down the hallway from the other direction as well. They were coming at me from all sides, guns raised, ready to kill me on sight.  
 
    I was ready to go.  
 
    “On my fucking way,” I said, slamming my palm against the red button that would let me into the airlock. A bullet whizzed by my head, piercing the nearby wall inside the airlock and causing me to fall back on my ass. “Siggy, lock the godsdamn door!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive as the doors closed. Several shots hit the glass, cracking it, but it didn’t shatter. 
 
    I didn't like the idea of turning my back on the enemy, but I didn't have much of a choice. If I was going to launch my happy ass into space, then at least I’d try to aim.  
 
    Shoulders squared, I planted my feet and held the walls.  
 
    “Proceed when ready.” 
 
    The airlock fully opened and I felt the pressure pull me for a brief moment as I adjusted to the weightlessness of space. 
 
    Behind me, I could sense a dozen men trying to get the airlock open.  
 
    But they were too late. I launched myself away from the ravager ship and toward the Renegade Star, head aimed at the open cargo bay, arms extended.  
 
    “They’ve opened the door,” informed Sigmond. 
 
    “Fire, Freddie!” I shouted. “Do it now!” 
 
    “But the blast might knock you away,” said Freddie. 
 
    “Just do it!” I snapped. 
 
    Instantly, the cloak dropped. The full, beautiful, shiny hull of the Renegade Star glimmered in the darkness, a beacon of safety just out of reach.  
 
    The cannons glowed briefly blue before beams of light fired on the ravager ship. They cut through it instantly, causing the guts of the ship to come flying out. The interior atmosphere combusted into zero-g flames, like glowing blood from a wounded metallic beast. Several bodies followed, ejected into cold space, though I suspected they were already dead.  
 
    Small explosions rocked the hull as fire tore through the hallways, and the ship quickly split in half. The explosion raced down the hallway behind me, swallowing the ravagers still stuck in the corridor before it shattered the last of the glass in the airlock door. It was a sight to see—some of the ravagers were thrown out into space, others were consumed by fire, and the rest, who knew. Good riddance to them all, I thought. 
 
    The explosion propelled me forward, hurling me through the empty space, and there wasn’t much I could do except go along for the ride and hope I’d aimed myself properly. I felt the rush of air behind me and the wind was knocked out of me. I zoomed toward the Star faster than I could ever remember being propelled in space. 
 
    In seconds, the explosion tossed me into the cargo bay. I hit the metal floor hard, rolling over and over with no sense of up or down as I slid along the metal like a discarded ragdoll. 
 
    A firm hand grabbed mine, slowing me until I slid to a stop and looked up from my back, the world still spinning, even though I was finally stationary. 
 
    Abigail knelt beside me, still holding my hand from where she had grabbed me to slow my fall. “Talk to me, Jace,” she said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    For a moment, I just lay there, not quite understanding what anyone was saying. 
 
    As the shock of yet another near-death experience quickly began to fade, I started laughing. It was the uncontrollable kind, the kind that made my face hurt, and I just let it take me. 
 
    “Heavens above, he's gone mad,” said Abigail under her breath. 
 
    “That was great,” I said, pumping a fist in the air. “Who wants to go again?”  
 
    *** 
 
    With the ancient Earth artifact in my hand, I leaned back in the chair of the cockpit and studied the little black box. We were headed back toward the neutral planet, back to Trindar and his seedy little bar to deliver the token we had just risked our lives for. 
 
    As I tossed the device back and forth between my hands, I wondered how I wanted to play this. What I wanted to say, and what I wanted to do. I wanted to get the upper hand, but how? 
 
    Plans weren't really my thing, though. I figured that, for this at least, it was best to just wing it. 
 
    “Siggy, call the good Sparrow,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    Praise be—I didn't have to wait even one second, because Trindar picked up instantly. 
 
    “Do you have it?” he demanded breathlessly, not bothering to so much as say my name. 
 
    “I'm quite fine. Thanks for asking,” I said with a smirk. “And yes, my good birdie, I think you’ll be quite pleased with what we found.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” said Trindar, and I could practically hear the exhilarated smile in his voice. “We'll meet at the same location. Then we can talk about—” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, interrupting. “No can do.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked the Sparrow, clearly offended that I would do something so grotesque as disagree with him. 
 
    “I'll be needing a treaty, outlined and signed, before you get this,” I said firmly. “Once that's taken care of, the artifact is all yours.” 
 
    In the silence that followed, I wished I could’ve seen Trindar’s face. The subtle expressions of a man’s eyes and mouth betray a lot, far more than words ever could, and I wanted to know what he was really thinking. I figured it had a lot to do with my disposal in the fastest and most efficient manner. 
 
    “Very well,” said Trindar reluctantly. “I'll patch through coordinates and security permissions so that you can meet the Emperor himself, as he's the only one who can sign that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I figure that'll do fine,” I said calmly. “I'll expect those coordinates immediately, Sparrow.” 
 
    With that, the line went dead, and I adjusted happily in my seat. I lifted the little artifact, chuckling to myself as I studied it. It was strange to me to think that stealing a toy for a grown man might well have just saved the universe. Not for the first time, I wondered what exactly the Emperor wanted with this toy. As wondrous as it was, it was still just a useless trinket. 
 
    I chuckled and tossed the ancient Earth artifact onto the dash in front of me. 
 
    Well, at least my life wasn't boring. 
 
   


  
 

 Twelve 
 
    A dozen members of the Sarkonian Sky Claws, the empire’s elite guards, each of them clad in red and black, whose entire purpose was to protect the Emperor himself, led us down an opulent hallway.  
 
    Towering ivory-white marble walls rife with painted portraits hung along each side, pure gold embedded in the intricate designs sculpted into the masonry. The furniture had claw feet and decorative carvings in the dark wood, each piece probably costing a fortune all on its own. The fabric covering the chairs was like a tapestry in royal blues, rich reds, and the darkest blacks.  
 
    I didn’t know much about the Sarkonian Emperor, but I could tell this was a man who didn’t understand the phrase “tone it down.” 
 
    Not long ago, we had docked on Sarkon and were met immediately by these dozen armed Sky Claws. It was nice to have an escort right to the Emperor. That kind of attention made a man feel important, and I was sure to tell them. Those soldiers now led us through the ornate hallways of a palace rich with color and tapestries. A little tacky for my tastes, but I wouldn’t insult them by saying so.  
 
    We were finally going to meet the Emperor, and this would either succeed brilliantly or be an utter failure. It tended to go one of the two ways with me, generally speaking. So far, despite the setbacks, I was succeeding. 
 
    With six guards ahead of us and six behind, nothing we did went unnoticed.  
 
    When meeting with the head of an empire, I figured a typical man would wear something like a suit, something prim and proper, with collars and ties and bows and whatnot.  
 
    But that wasn’t exactly my speed. And we hadn’t packed for meeting with royalty either.  
 
    My crew and I wore our full battle suits, and though the guards had confiscated our weapons, we still had a few tricks up our sleeves. Sigmond was keeping a close eye on everything, and through the comm in my ear he was ready to update me at a moment’s notice if we needed to bolt. 
 
    Should things turn south, we also each had fresh shields, active and ready, in case anyone tried to put bullets through us. I didn’t expect as much shooting in the Sarkonian palace as I did on a pirate ship, but you never knew. 
 
    Most people in my shoes probably would have felt safe. After all, we had the Emperor’s word that a treaty would be signed, and we had passed his test, acquiring his object through very difficult conditions. Hell, I figured some men would feel honored, even, at the thought of being escorted to meet the man so few people ever had a chance to even see.  
 
    But I wasn’t most men, and optimism, more than not, got men like that killed. I preferred to prepare for the worst and expect the worst. A pessimist all the way. 
 
    To a Sarkonian, a contract was as good as law and not to be broken. Sure, they’d try to weasel out or find a loophole, but if the contract was sound, they would follow through. All I needed was that piece of paper, and my crew and I would be as good as safe. 
 
    Hell, so would Earth and the Union, and if all went well, the entire godsdamn universe. 
 
    Until then, I would treat this place like a war zone. I trusted no one with my life except for my crew.  
 
    Not to put any undue pressure on this meeting, of course. 
 
    Truth was, I had a few other things to discuss with the Emperor than this little toy he’d sent me to fetch. But I wanted him in a good mood before I started asking for favors, and that meant biding my time and being patient and diplomatic. I cringed at the thought of it. 
 
    Politics weren’t really my strong suit, but I did know people—and people were more agreeable when you gave them something they wanted first. 
 
    If the Emperor was willing to give up an entire planet with a very rare, very important resource on it, all for a little artifact from Earth that didn’t even do anything useful, that meant I already knew one of his weaknesses. 
 
    Earth tech. 
 
    Something, much to my delight, I had quite a lot of. 
 
    On a hunch, I’d sent one of the ships in my escort fleet back to Earth in full stealth mode to recover as much useless Earth junk as possible. I wanted the rejects, the things we didn’t need or couldn’t use. The things that were safe to give to a possible enemy. The things the enemy could study without affecting us in any way. 
 
    If we had enough of that to give, perhaps the Sarkonians would do more than just hand over a resource. Perhaps we could be allies and then a lot of this ridiculous fighting could stop. I wouldn’t mind a better life for my people, and the children in particular. Especially Lex. 
 
    I didn’t want to get ahead of myself, though, and first I had to convince him to hand over the prodium. 
 
    The hallway bent sharply to the left, and around the next corner it opened up to the beautiful day outside. The walls became nothing but columns, and a breeze flowed through the passage as we walked between buildings in the palatial estate. The air was refreshing and breathable for us.  
 
    The covered walkway led us through a lavish garden, and somewhere in the distance I heard the thundering crash of a waterfall. Beyond that, I could also hear the ocean, the rolling of waves on rocks and beaches that the Emperor no doubt kept entirely to himself, free and unspoiled from the masses. The scent of honeysuckle wafted past, and as I walked through a sunbeam, I couldn’t help but appreciate the perfect weather. 
 
    It felt like a sin to live this nice all the time and not share it with the people who served you. 
 
    The hallway ended in a set of massive sixteen-foot doors. Eight guards stood in front of it, their rifles raised but thankfully not pointed at us. 
 
    For the moment, at least. 
 
    One of the soldiers—a high-ranking one I assumed from the white stripe along his arm—lifted a hand and gestured at me to follow him. 
 
    “You’ll go in alone, Captain Hughes,” he said with attitude. 
 
    “I’m not going in without my crew,” I said firmly, giving him a curt shake of my head and equal if not greater attitude. “No compromise on that either.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking,” said the soldier as he took a menacing step closer. 
 
    Oh, dandy. I loved these kinds of soldiers, always out to make life difficult in an attempt to prove themselves worthy of something. 
 
    We had ourselves a right proper stare-down, neither of us blinking. He frowned, wrinkles in his face as he no doubt tried to look imposing, but I’d faced a lot worse than him in my time. 
 
    After a moment or two of silence, and without breaking eye contact, I nodded gently toward the door. “You going to open it, son?”  
 
    He was easily my age. I’d only added the “son” to piss him off. 
 
    For a moment, the man didn’t move. He didn’t answer, and he didn’t so much as look away.  
 
    At this point, many men in my shoes would’ve given in and let the nice soldier have his way. But at any point, my crew could’ve been used to barter against me. We were heavily outnumbered and outgunned, in a foreign land and on an estate that we knew almost nothing about. Until I knew otherwise, we were on hostile terms, and until we had a contract in our hands, nothing could be taken for granted. 
 
    The only thing keeping us alive out here was a loose promise made by a Sparrow and the fact that one of us had the coveted Earth artifact in his pocket. 
 
    Those weren’t the best odds, and there was very little in my favor right now.  
 
    All that considered, I refused to let my crew out of my sight, because the moment I did, they were in danger. I had enough on my plate to deal with as it was. I didn’t want to put them in jeopardy, and I didn’t want to have to pull them out of jeopardy. We all had to stay together. The fact that they wanted me in by myself was suspicious enough. 
 
    The soldier’s gaze shifted slightly to the left, and his eyes shifted momentarily out of focus. He lifted his hand toward his ear, and I figured he was listening to someone speak through the comm. 
 
    His frown deepened, and as he looked back at me, he finally nodded reluctantly. “Alright, Captain,” he said begrudgingly. “You can all go in.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” I scrunched my nose a little to accentuate my forced smile, all while not bothering to mask my sarcasm. He was too professional to reciprocate with a similar expression. Maybe he was afraid that I would tell the Emperor on him. 
 
    The giant doors opened into an equally oversized throne room.  
 
    Now I’d seen plenty of ships in my day, and this room was bigger than the Star itself. The ceiling towered overhead, an intricate and expansive mural painted on every inch of the plaster. From distant worlds to imperial conquests, the mural seemed to fade from scene to scene, seamlessly blurring between a dozen worlds or more as it recounted some epic tale I hardly understood. 
 
    Much to my delight, the walls were covered and decorated in ancient Earth artifacts that had either been turned into art or set on display around every edge of the room. Although it wasn’t exactly a tribute to Earth, it was fantastic to see the representation of the ancient planet’s contribution to the universe. 
 
    I was suddenly all the more grateful I’d sent one of my ships back to Earth to recover what it could because it seemed as though this guy would do practically anything for a bit of Earth tech. 
 
    Finally, something was working in my favor. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the room aside from a dozen or so columns sprinkled throughout the space to support the massive dome overhead and a platform with elegantly curved steps leading up to a throne. Two guards that looked like twins of those outside the door stood to either side of the throne, silent and imposing. 
 
    A young man, baby-faced and possibly in his late teens, sat on the plush red cushion of the throne, his arms draped over the elegant chair. He smiled broadly as we entered, lifting his hands in welcome as he stood. I was expecting someone older. Didn’t all the pictures show an older man with white hair and a scar across his chin? Who was this kid and why was he on the throne? 
 
    That couldn’t really be him, could it? 
 
    “Lord Hughes!” he said triumphantly, as if I had returned from some great crusade. “You’ve finally arrived! I’ve been waiting for half an hour.” He clapped his hands together.  
 
    It took everything in me not to drop my jaw at what I was seeing. I glanced at Alphonse for a sign of confirmation, which I promptly received by way of a nod. 
 
    “It’s just Captain Hughes,” I said. “No lordship or any such title needed.” 
 
    “Do you have it?” the boy asked, gesturing toward me and talking as if I hadn’t spoken at all. 
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the little device he’d hired me to find. “Right here.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” said the Emperor breathlessly. “Activate it. What are you waiting for? Please, show me!”  
 
    He leapt out of his seat as I began to walk toward him. We reached the bottom of the steps at the same time, and he leaned forward with his eyes wide, reflective of his age. It was strange to see this kind of excitement over a trinket so small. The child was at odds with the Emperor I’d heard about. 
 
    It threw me off guard, and for a moment—just a brief one—it felt familiar, bringing me back to all those jobs I’d pulled for rich and powerful folks with the most eccentric hobbies. 
 
    No matter what people called me, though, I wasn’t really a Renegade anymore. I lived for something bigger—hell, something better—than just myself now. I was actually this boy’s equal, in a sense, although I was certain our approaches differed. For example, I couldn’t imagine sending someone to a pirate ship to recover a useless piece of tech to amuse myself. 
 
    For a child, however, a job like that made a strange kind of sense. 
 
    With a reluctant sigh, I adjusted the device in my hand until it reacted to the tattoos along my skin. Just as it had back in the ravager cargo hold, the little device activated and sprang to life.  
 
    The hologram erupted around us, casting a map of stars and space in a small circle that engulfed me and the man standing before me. 
 
    The Emperor crept closer, and I let him examine the map in whatever detail he needed. He nearly went cross-eyed as he looked closer at the some of the stars in the hologram in wonder, but all I watched was his face.  
 
    The intrigue. 
 
    The curiosity. 
 
    The need to know more. 
 
    I had this guy hooked. 
 
    “What is it?” asked the Emperor, his eyes almost bulging from his head with childlike wonder. “Is this a map?” 
 
    Gods above, this idiot had no idea what he’d sent us into ravager territory to retrieve. 
 
    “To be honest, Emperor, I’m not really sure,” I lied. 
 
    The man had put my crew in danger for a useless trinket, so I wasn’t feeling particularly inclined to tell him anything. 
 
    I decided I’d milk this situation for all it was worth, for all the real reasons I had, and because it was fun to mess with him. 
 
    “Several of the experts on my team have asked for a look,” I lied again, feigning interest and excitement. I leaned toward him a little, lowering my voice conspiratorially, as if I was about to share some great secret. “If I hadn’t made a barter with you, Emperor, I think I might’ve kept this one for myself. This looks like a map to someplace important.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Abigail glaring at me as I talked up this toy map of a star system that didn’t exist. I smiled a bit inwardly at her reaction. It wasn’t as much fun if I was the only one in on the joke. 
 
   


  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    By adjusting the small object in my hands, I turned off the holographic map. The projection of a star system that didn’t exist faded into nothing, and once more we had only the grandiose throne room and the soldiers to keep us company. 
 
    The Emperor looked disappointed, as if I had taken away his candy, and his eyes roved back toward the artifact in my hand. 
 
    “What say you we get down to business, Emperor?” I asked, waving the little artifact in my hand for emphasis. 
 
    “I suppose so,” said the boy with a reluctant nod. “Which of you is Lieutenant Rackham? I was told you represent the Union.” 
 
    “I am, sir,” said Rackham, lifting his hand to signal his presence. 
 
    “Good, good,” the Emperor said with a few small waves of his hand, ushering the man closer. “This way. The rest of you stay here.” 
 
    I hesitated, not willing to leave my crew, but the child didn’t seem to notice my reservation. He walked toward a small archway that led onto a patio overlooking the ocean. An elaborate marble table sat outside under the covered walkway. Six ornate chairs sat around it with soft cushions to protect the delicate rear ends that I figured often found themselves sitting there. It was the perfect setting for a tea party, not for negotiating the terms of securing powerful materials for making bullets. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to find Abigail already watching me, and she nodded once. It was a subtle motion, almost imperceptible, but it said everything I needed to know. 
 
    They wouldn’t be far, and they wouldn’t get into trouble. Abigail would see to it herself. Alphonse with his level head was there too. He and Abigail could keep Freddie calm and Octavia safe. 
 
    I followed Rackham and the Emperor onto the patio as they took a seat at the table. Rackham and I sat on each side of him, and I was careful to keep my back to the ocean, preferring to keep an eye on the guards as they carefully monitored my crew.  
 
    Abigail, to her credit, set her hands behind her back and pretended to curiously observe the various artifacts set on display around the throne room. There was certainly a variety of them, a small museum that was enjoyed by a select few. Heads of state, wealthy Sarkonians, and negotiators like us. 
 
    There were two soldiers for every one of us, and I figured more lurked somewhere just out of view. Every Sarkonian soldier stood ready, a gun in his hand and his eyes locked on one of my people. After a minute, I began to relax. 
 
    “Now then,” said the Emperor with a heavy sigh. “Let’s hurry and get this over with. I’m ready to sign and I’ve already talked to your superior.”  
 
    “Oh,” said Rackham with a hint of surprise. “That's fantastic news.”  
 
    “There are things I need first,” added the Emperor. I should have known he wasn’t going to simply hand over the prodium. The stupid toy was probably only the beginning. 
 
    I smirked. “I had a feeling the conversation would tilt this way,” I said.  
 
    “What are your demands?” asked Rackham, leaning his elbows on the table.  
 
    “My father used to tell me about the Union. Oh, he’d go on for hours.” The boy waved his hands around in an exaggerated motion. “The Union this and the Union that. So boring, but he’s dead now. Cancer, you know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.  
 
    “No, you’re not,” said the boy, smirking. “He never would’ve agreed to this. If you had come here two months ago, he would have shackled you immediately.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, he was your father,” said Rackham. “And for your loss, we extend our condolences.”  
 
    The boy-king rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say. Now, the Union has offered several planets in exchange for the prodium mines,” he said with a lazy flick of his wrist. “They're not good enough. I want Adalia, before I can even consider it.”  
 
    I'd heard of Adalia before, but I'd never been there myself so I didn't know much about it. Middle of nowhere kind of planet, but for all I knew the Union might’ve had a secret facility in that system. Hard to say. All I knew was the Union owned it, and it was in the Deadlands.  
 
    But that was, in the end, all that really mattered. The Sarkonians and the Union had been at war over the Deadlands for decades. Over all the years, no one could even count the souls who had died in the useless battles in that region. Many considered the Deadlands a useless place, but every so often, something of value would pop up and it was game-on. 
 
    It would seem the Emperor was trying to leverage the situation for more control and, subsequently, more planets.  
 
    And I couldn't quite blame him.  
 
    “I'll do you one better, Emperor,” replied Rackham. “Forget one little planet. We will offer you two systems in the Deadlands.” 
 
    The Emperor paused, narrowing his eyes a bit in suspicion as he waited for the catch. I had to admit, the boy seemed impatient on the surface, but below that childish exterior beat the heart of a methodical leader. I hadn’t been sure about it at first, but the more I observed him, the more convinced I became that he was smarter than he looked. Maybe that went with the territory. Maybe the boy had been taught by a team of educators to debate and negotiate for his entire life. I had no idea how these things were done. All I knew was what I could see in front of me, and right now I saw something resembling a king. 
 
    “Why would you give up two systems?” asked the Emperor. “Especially when I only asked for one?” 
 
    “A sign of trust, sir,” said Rackham, displaying a relaxed smile. “There is much to do, and quickly, and I’d like you to understand that I am not here to waste your time.” 
 
    I wondered if the systems Rackham was offering had any real value to them or if he was just throwing empty worlds and over-harvested moons at the Sarkonians in the hopes they wouldn’t notice. Lucky for us all, the Sarkonians didn’t care about the quality of the planets they took. They just wanted the land. 
 
    “That might be okay,” said the Emperor with a nod toward Rackham. “You can talk to my advisor about the details.”  
 
    “Thank You, Emperor,” said Rackham with a smile, ever the diplomat.  
 
    That was easy, I thought. 
 
    “We're not through yet,” said the Emperor, tilting his head toward Rackham. His eyes were more focused now than they were during the discussion about the planets. 
 
    “Ah, right,” I said out loud. Careful not to activate it again, I lifted the small toy and nodded as I set it on the table.  
 
    To my surprise, the Emperor didn't so much as pick it up. For something he'd been so eager to examine and hold just moments before, he seemed somewhat disinterested.  
 
    Had I read him wrong? Wasn’t this what he was after? 
 
    He continued to watch me, his gaze never wavering, and gently shook his head. “No, Captain Hughes, that only got you a meeting with me. For the prodium mines, Earth must offer something bigger.” 
 
    “But we already gave you those two star systems,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head. “That was the Union’s offer,” he explained. “And I don’t want land from you, so think of something else. What does Earth have that I might want?” 
 
    I knew it couldn’t be this easy, I thought. Damn kid is smarter than he looks. He knows we need those mines. I thought this godsdamn toy that I'd gone to the edge of the system to fetch was enough, but that was just the opening act. 
 
    “If I may interrupt, sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “I have an update on the ship you sent to Earth to fetch the miscellaneous artifacts. I was going to wait until you returned to the Renegade Star to discuss this, but it would seem this is a prime opportunity to go through what they found.”  
 
    Praise be to the Cognitive. I had forgotten about the artifacts that were coming from Earth. 
 
    “Of course, Emperor,” I said with a relaxed shrug. “Earth would never dream of coming to the table empty-handed. We have several gifts for you.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, shifting in his seat like a child who couldn’t sit still. “So, what do you offer?”  
 
    “Only the best for a man such as yourself, Emperor,” I said with a nod. I tilted my head slightly to the side, trying to hide my mouth as I quietly added, “Siggy, tell me what we’ve got.”  
 
    “We have thus far secured five hundred and thirty-seven Earth artifacts, sir,” said Sigmond. “These are merely the artifacts that meet your very strict criteria, and we will likely continue to unearth another six hundred or so, should the need arise.” 
 
    “Nice pun, Siggy,” I said under my breath.  
 
    “Thank you for noticing, sir,” said the Cognitive. “My puns do not get nearly enough recognition.” 
 
    I returned my attention to the Emperor, a dead stare on him as he no doubt wondered what was causing my delay. 
 
    The Emperor was going to get these artifacts anyway. So, instead of giving them to him in one lump sum, I figured I needed to roll with it and split them in two.  
 
    “What would you say if I offered you two hundred artifacts from Earth itself?” I asked, playing up the significance of the junk I was giving him. “Artifacts of immense archaeological value, worth more than any planet,” I added with a small smirk toward Rackham, as if we were competing for the boy’s favor.  
 
    The Emperor's eyes lit up, and he leaned forward. “So many?” he asked, dropping his mouth in surprise. 
 
    I grinned, nodding as I tapped my finger on the table to emphasize my next point. “They're all yours, Emperor, all two hundred. You just have to sign over the system with the prodium.” 
 
    “Done!” he declared without any hesitation. He grinned and snapped his fingers. A nearby soldier bowed and quickly hustled out of the room.  
 
    The soldier returned moments later with a beautiful woman in red robes. She walked gracefully over to us with a stack of papers under one arm and a quill in her hand.  
 
    The Sarkonian Emperor certainly was one for theatrics. He’d probably seen too many holos and thought this was how things were supposed to be done. It wasn't every day I saw real paper or a pen. But if it made him happy, I'd go along with it.  
 
    The Emperor was first to sign, of course, writing each letter of his name with pronounced loops and intricate details, including three small dots above the middle. His name read as Joden Proscerios IV. He wrote it swiftly and fluidly, as though he had practiced and rehearsed each motion a thousand times, and maybe he had. He was the Emperor, after all, and it seemed likely that an elaborate signature was necessary so as to avoid forgers. 
 
    “All done,” he said as he passed the pen to Rackham.  
 
    The papers went around as we each read through the fine print and signed.  
 
    As I finally set down the pen, I leaned back in my chair and put my ankle on my knee. With my hands in my lap, I studied him for a moment, wondering how to best introduce my next train of thought. 
 
    The Emperor watched me for a moment with curiosity before he, too, leaned back in his chair. “It would seem you aren’t finished, Lord Hughes,” he said with a curious twinge in his voice. “Do you have anything else you'd like to discuss?”  
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do,” I admitted. “I’d like to make you another offer. A separate one,” I added, tapping the pile of papers with my finger. 
 
    “Another offer?” The Emperor wove his fingers together, his eyes narrowing in slight suspicion, but also with a gleam of anticipation as he waited for the catch. “What else do I have that you want?” 
 
    I grinned. “What if I were to offer you three hundred more artifacts from Earth?” 
 
    Much to my delight, the Emperor held his breath for a moment. His eyes went wide, as if he might pass out from the sheer joy of the thought. “Tell me what I would have to do,” he demanded. 
 
    “Hear me out on another matter,” I said. “That's all you have to do.” 
 
    His eyebrow lifted subtly in either confusion or doubt. I couldn't quite tell, but it didn't really matter. 
 
    “I'm listening,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “I have some holo footage to show you.” 
 
    “Of what?” he asked, leaning forward in curious expectation.  
 
    “Celestials,” I said, pushing a small pad to the middle of the table between us. “You need to see them for yourself to believe any of what I'm about to tell you.”  
 
    *** 
 
    I lost count of the hours my ass sat on that feathery cushion in the marble chair on the Emperor's patio. Before long, the bright day became a dark night with two moons shining over the ocean water like twin suns in a black sky. It was a brilliant sight to see, but I would have much preferred to have spent the time with Abigail in this setting. 
 
    Over the course of the evening, the rest of the crew had slowly joined me on the patio. I could sense the distrust in the guards as they watched us casually mingling amongst ourselves and their beloved Emperor. The boy seemed far more relaxed than his subordinates, but he had the naivety of youth behind him, and I had just given him enough toys to last him for a while.  
 
    Well, for as long as someone like him could stay interested in anything, I supposed. 
 
    The Emperor sighed wearily as he finished watching the last of the holo footage. The boy leaned back in his chair to absorb everything I had said, and he yawned. I nearly expected him to call for his nanny to bring him to bed. 
 
    He had seen the footage, heard the screams, and watched men die. He knew the stakes at this point, and now I just had to wait to see if he’d come to his senses faster than the Vice Admiral had. 
 
    After a long pause, the Emperor spoke again, but this time there was something in his voice. A certain tone that reminded me of how young he was. A kind of fear. “They're coming for us all?” he asked, not looking at anyone in particular. “You're sure?”  
 
    I slowly nodded, keeping my eyes on his. “I'm sure.” 
 
    “All evidence suggests they have no intention of stopping at Earth,” added Rackham.  
 
    For a moment, the Emperor stared blankly at Rackham.  
 
    He wiped his eyes, which had grown tired by now and reflected the glow of the nearby lamps. “I'll help you,” he said, firmly. He looked at me, a serious and somber expression in his gaze. “My empire stands between Earth and the Union. If the Celestials come through you, we will be next, and then the Union. If everything you’ve said is true--” 
 
    “It is,” I interjected. 
 
    “Then we have to stop them,” he finished. 
 
    “Smart man,” I admitted. “And a wise choice.” 
 
    “I will send a fleet of my best ships,” he added, standing. “I may even have a new weapon that can help,” he said, tilting his head as he seemed to recall something, almost too quietly to hear. He snapped his fingers, summoning the woman in the red robes. “Fetch Davon,” he ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Emperor,” she said meekly, curtsying briefly before she ran off into the throne room and out into the hallway we'd come through. 
 
    “Who's Davon?” I asked, picturing another soldier. Perhaps a general of some kind. 
 
    “The creator of the weapon I mentioned,” answered the Emperor. “He calls it a pulse cannon. It's nearly complete, but we think it can be used to disable cloaked vessels.” The Emperor paused briefly, looking warily at Rackham before he continued. “I think it may be of use here.” 
 
    “I'm not following,” I admitted. “How does this help?” 
 
    The patter of footsteps interrupted us, and a middle-aged man with dark hair barged his way through the line of soldiers. His face was flushed red, and his shoulders heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. 
 
    If the Emperor noticed Davon could barely breathe, much less speak, he didn't care. “Explain the pulse cannon to them,” the boy said with a nod to us. 
 
    As his breath slowly and painfully returned to normal, Davon cast a hesitant look across the six of us at the table. “My dear and esteemed Emperor,” he said cautiously, with a hint of trepidation in his voice. “Isn't there a Union officer among—?" I felt a little sorry for the guy and could understand his confusion. He had most likely been pulled out of bed and hustled to stand before the Emperor to explain himself. 
 
    The child snapped his fingers, interrupting the scientist with a few quick gestures. “I gave you a command, Davon!” he barked. “Get on with it!” 
 
    “Of course, Emperor. Yes, absolutely,” said Davon as he turned toward the rest of us. “The pulse cannon we developed can determine whether an object is in front of you and cloaked by sending out neutrinos that can normally pass through most forms of matter, unless such objects are cloaked. The reason for this is because cloaking taps into slipspace on a micro-level, disrupting the movement of the neutrinos in their path. Once released from the cannon, these neutrinos encounter the cloaked object and are sent back, revealing its location. ” 
 
    “Like a radar or sonar,” said Rackham. 
 
    “But far more complicated,” said the scientist.  
 
    “Well, that all sounds very fancy,” I said. “I don't know much about that side of things, but I know a certain scientist who might want to have a word with you about that. She might even be able to do something with it, but let me remind you that we’re not dealing with cloaked ships. We’re dealing with phasing.” 
 
    The scientist tilted his head, curiously. “Pardon?” 
 
    “They can disappear, but they can also move through solid objects, including gunfire,” I explained. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” he said, sounding more intrigued. “That is quite the feat, I must say.” He paused a moment. “Still, if what you say is true, then the cannon should still work, although we may need to make a few modifications.” 
 
    “What sort of modifications?” I asked. 
 
    “I truly can’t say without examining their technology. The only way I was able to create what we have was by using an existing cloaking device,” he explained. “I would need one of those...creatures, in order to--” 
 
    “I’ll do you one better, Doc,” I said, interrupting him. “That scientist I mentioned? She’s got all the data you could ever want, and I’d bet she’ll be more than thrilled to go over the details with you. She might even smile.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    “Now leaving slipspace,” said Sigmond over the ship's central comm. 
 
    Abigail and I sat in the cockpit, eyes on the holo as the green lightning of slipspace disappeared and the black void of the great nothing took its place. That was a sight that never failed to stun and awe me. I wondered if the Sarkonian Emperor had ever been through slipspace. Probably not or those toys and artifacts that he found so fascinating wouldn’t delight him as much. I could picture the boy commanding his royal pilot to go back and forth through slipspace just for his amusement. The thought made me chuckle and Abigail glanced over at me with a question in her eyes. I shook my head, thinking I would share the joke later.  
 
    As we left the tunnel, dozens of ships appeared behind us. I grinned as I watched the massive fleet. 
 
    As we cut through the Sol system, finally headed home, my smile slowly fell. Even as more and more ships appeared, I had to admit there was a real concern this wasn't enough. That no matter how many ships we had, we didn't stand a chance against an enemy like the Celestials. They were too advanced, too powerful. After what we had experienced last time, I wondered if there were enough ships in the known galaxy to handle the threat this enemy posed. 
 
    Within seconds, Earth loomed closer on the holo, a great blue marble among the black and the vast nothing of the universe around it. I couldn’t wait to reach it, its beauty returning—oceans, forests, and mountain ranges, all of them slowly becoming what they once were, so many centuries ago. The terraforming process had come far since I first found this place, and I wondered what other surprises awaited us when the whole thing was said and done. 
 
    I leaned forward in my chair. All I could think of were all the people down there who needed this to work. I had to do right by them, by everyone the Celestials would eventually reach. I couldn't even count the number of people that had died at their hands to date.  
 
    Next to me, Abigail adjusted in her seat and set a hand on my leg. “Hey,” she said softly. “Gone away again, have you?” 
 
    “I was just thinking,” I said. “Nothing important.” 
 
    “It’s always important,” she corrected. “You don’t have time to think about anything else.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I guess that’s true.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to get some tea. Want me to get you a cup of coffee?” she asked. 
 
    “You know me too well,” I said, winking at her. 
 
    As she left the cockpit, I pressed a small button on the dash to activate the microphone that would let my sultry voice float through every room on the ship.  
 
    “Attention, all of you,” I said in the most authoritative voice I could manage. “Would Lieutenant Rackham please get his ass up here so we can have a chat with his boss?” 
 
    “Beautiful announcement, sir,” said Sigmond. “Elegantly stated as always.” 
 
    “Thank you, Siggy,” I said, ignoring the sarcasm. 
 
    “Sir,” said the Cognitive. “We're receiving a video transmission from the UFS Centaurus. Shall I patch them through?”  
 
    That was quick. I was glad I was a step ahead of the snarky Vice Admiral. I hoped this call would be fast and painless, but that probably wouldn’t happen. I was also curious to see how Rackham handled or reacted to Vick, given how much time he’d spent with us. He was still Union, so I wagered he’d take their side if it came to it, but I hoped I’d earned a little trust by now to yield some results.  
 
    Before I could answer, the thunder of footsteps in the hallway caught my attention. I paused and looked over my shoulder as Rackham leaned his head through the doorway, one elbow resting on the frame. “Shall I take a seat?” 
 
    “So good of you to join us, Rackham. You're just in time.” I returned my attention to the holo and settled into my seat. “Siggy, patch Vick through.” 
 
    Seconds later, Vick's face appeared on the holo as he reclined in his chair, his fingers pressed together. He really had the classic villain mannerisms down. 
 
    “I see you’ve managed to convince the young Emperor to send his fleet,” said Vick. 
 
    “I can’t take all the credit,” I told him, giving a side nod to Rackham. “Your boy here helped.” 
 
    “Well done,” said Vick, and for all the world, it sounded like a genuine compliment. 
 
    “I do believe you just said something nice to me,” I said, grinning. “I’m not completely sure I like it. Doesn't feel right.” I made a show of squirming in my chair and shrugging my shoulders exaggeratedly.  
 
    Vick adjusted in his own seat, fixing his collar as he sat upright. “Well, don't get used to it, Hughes,” he said, recovering from his momentary lapse of control. “I was mostly speaking to Lieutenant Rackham.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he replied. 
 
    “Come to the UFS Centaurus at once for debriefing, Lieutenant. We have much to discuss,” said Vick. “Hughes, I’ll meet with you again once I’ve held the debrief. We have much to do in the days ahead. Working with the Sarkonians is not an easy task. I hope you’re prepared for the challenge.” 
 
    With that, the transmission ended abruptly.  
 
    For a moment, Rackham and I didn't say anything. I looked over my shoulder to find him already watching me, a thin smile on his face. 
 
    “I think he’s starting to like me,” I said. 
 
    “Compared to the Sarkonians, you might be correct,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Because it sometimes takes a man a few times to learn a lesson, I sat on the uncomfortable metal table in one of the dome’s sophisticated labs, same as I had before I left for Sarkon. 
 
    Karin, Leif, Bolin, Alphonse, Dressler, Octavia, Abigail, and Freddie all joined me, everyone leaning against or sitting on a different surface as I finished briefing them on our little adventure into Sarkonian space. 
 
    “Ravagers?” asked Bolin, astonished. “He had you steal from ravagers?” I thought his eyebrows were going to slide up into the ceiling, he had them raised so high. 
 
    “That he did,” I said with a frown. I found myself alternating between annoyance, anger, elation, and amusement over the mission the Vice Admiral had sent me on. 
 
    “I can't believe you told the Sarkonian Emperor a toy was some important ancient map,” said Karin.  
 
    “Really?” I asked, genuinely surprised. “I thought you knew me better by now.” 
 
    “How many ships does this bring us to?” asked Leif as he pointed toward the ceiling, vaguely referencing the dozens of vessels in low orbit.  
 
    “That would be eighty, or thereabouts,” I said, crossing my arms as I adjusted in my seat. “And a hundred drones, thanks to Siggy.” 
 
    “Is that enough?” asked Freddie.  
 
    I paused, wanting to answer honestly. “I'm not really sure.”  
 
    “What's the plan?” asked Dressler, probably wanting to get straight to the point.  
 
    “Well, Doc, I figure it hasn’t much changed,” I said. “The production on neutronium has already started, thanks to our friend Vick. Earth owns the prodium mines now, so we're golden in that department. The Emperor has a shipment being processed as we speak. It will go straight to Vick’s labs, fashioned into neutronium, and then shaped into ammunition.” 
 
    “Yes, but how long will production take?” asked Dressler, trying to dig deeper and pin me down to specific details. “How long until we have the neutronium bullets that we need?” 
 
    “Not long,” I said, knowing it was too vague for her liking. I couldn’t give her the exact answers she needed yet, because I frankly didn’t know. “Once we have the bullets, we go through the slip tunnel with our entire fleet. Hell, I guess at this point, it's probably more of an armada. After that, it's easy. We blow up anything we find, save Athena, and win some prizes along the way.” 
 
    “So simple,” said Dressler dryly as she rubbed her temples.  
 
    “Any news from Athena?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Dressler. “Same as before. Titan is still transmitting a signal, but it’s just a location beacon. No direct message from Athena.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw. It irked me something fierce that we couldn't contact her. We didn't have the slightest indication that she was even still alive, and a dark, dreary part of me wondered if we were too late.  
 
    “Tell me more about the pulse cannon,” said Dressler. “What have the Sarkonians developed exactly? Give me all the details you have.” 
 
    “I can't really do that, Doc,” I admitted. “You’ll have to talk with the man who made it. The good news is that they’ve promised to let you tinker with it, which means you’ll have a shiny new toy in the very near future. All you have to do is work with their guy, show him the data you have on the dead Celestial, and go from there.” 
 
    “I assume there was no alternative to this little arrangement?” she asked. “Very well. When can I see the device?” 
 
    “Soon, I’m guessing, but you’ll want to reach out to Davon yourself. See if you can arrange a meeting with him. I’d like you to get started immediately,” I told her. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Bolin. 
 
    “That's all for now,” I said, dismissing everyone. “You have any questions, come talk to me or Al. Head out, rest up, and we'll talk later.” 
 
    As everyone dispersed, Abigail walked toward me and set a hand on my arm. “I'm going to go check on Lex,” she said.  
 
    “That’s fine with me,” I said. “Tell her I'll be over there soon.”  
 
    I missed the kid and wanted to see her too, but there was still so much to do with hardly the time to do it in.  
 
    “Where's this pulse cannon, Captain?” asked Dressler, stirring me from my reflection. 
 
    “The Sarkonians are moving it to the Star as we speak,” I said, gesturing for her to follow me. “Al, you wanna tag along on this one?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say no,” said Alphonse, eyeing Dressler for a brief moment. “Besides, I’m curious about it, myself.”  
 
    * * * 
 
    In the cargo bay of the Renegade Star, I examined the pulse cannon the Emperor had given us. Davon had said he would bring more with him, noting that each of the Sarkonian cruisers would house its own pair of devices. For now, this was all we were going to get, so I hoped Dressler knew what she was doing.  
 
    The doctor leaned in, inspecting it, her eyes almost crossing as she focused on its design. The minutes ticked by in silence as I waited for her assessment.  
 
    She was so quiet, her focus entirely on the machine, that I could barely hear her breathing. Alphonse was equally silent, his eyes fixed on the scientist as she worked.  
 
    At this point, I would’ve taken a few nonsensical murmurs over whatever this was. 
 
    “Well?” I pressed after a while.  
 
    Dressler said nothing. She was crouched, her head tilted as she went back and forth between looking at her pad and the machine in front of her.  
 
    After nearly a minute, I asked her again. “Anything?” 
 
    “Perhaps we should return later,” interrupted Alphonse, speaking in a hushed tone as he leaned toward me.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “She seems absorbed in the work. Best to give her space when she’s like this,” he commented. 
 
    “You're both very loud,” said Dressler, still not looking at either of us. “It's rather distracting.”  
 
    “See?” asked Alphonse.  
 
    “The machine is certainly unique. I’ve never seen anything like it,” admitted Dressler. 
 
    I glanced down at the doctor. “Let me know when you have something,” I said before looking back at Alphonse. “Al, try to rope Davon over here to help her. I get the feeling we’re about to need all the help we can get.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    For three days, dozens of Sarkonian and Union ships hovered in low orbit above Earth. 
 
    Three days of the people we recently called enemies looming over our home, each of their ships armed and capable of an unprecedented amount of killing. How easily could a fight occur between our three sides? How quickly could a truce devolve into a war? 
 
    I tried not to think about it. 
 
    Arms crossed, I stared up into the crisp blue sky as a Sarkonian shuttle took off from the landing pad in the field nearby. It teetered for a moment, rocking briefly as its gear retracted into the hull before it bolted into the clouds above.  
 
    Every day, I woke up wondering if today would be the day all our efforts were wiped clean because one soldier got it into his head that they hated the other side enough to pull a trigger.  
 
    Gods help them if things went that way.  
 
    I stood on a grassy knoll just outside of Verdun, watching Karin’s people and Leif’s own Eternals working side by side with former Sarkonian and Union citizens alike. It was a sight to behold—a positive one that I hoped reflected our future. Ferrying supplies between buildings, lifting crates, fixing the ships as they landed in the nearby hangar. The only question was how long this could work before someone chose to end it.  
 
    My jaw tensed impulsively as I glared once more into the clouds above me, in what I figured was the general direction of Vice Admiral Vick’s ship. Unsurprisingly, Vick wasn’t one to sully his feet by coming down to the surface, and he’d yet to visit the planet himself. He was more than welcome, of course, but he would have to keep his condescending attitude to himself. 
 
    I had a meeting with Vick and the Sarkonian emissary in less than an hour. As much as we all hated agreeing on things, I needed to make those men see reason long enough to decide on a plan of action. They could agree to disagree after we got what we needed. 
 
    “Siggy, I need an update,” I said. “Give me stats on the neutronium production.” 
 
    “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive. “True to his word, Vice Admiral Vick has secured the Union’s neutronium factories and has them at full production. It seems he was able to move things ahead faster than anticipated.” 
 
    “How much are they telling you and how much of that did you learn on your own?” I asked. 
 
    “The Union has provided light access, but nothing in regards to the day-to-day operations of the factories,” said Sigmond.  
 
    “I take it you hacked them,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said the Cognitive. “It was difficult to break into the system without the Union AIs noticing, but I’ve managed to find ways to improve performance. I’ve been doing what I can to subtly nudge production forward.” 
 
    “Good work, Siggy,” I said, only partially surprised at his forward thinking. With Sigmond in the system and taking an active hand in production, it stood to reason we’d get those neutronium bullets faster than expected. 
 
    “You’re too kind,” said the Cognitive. “As I said, it wasn’t easy. It’s nice to be appreciated.” 
 
    “Just don’t let it go to your head,” I told him. “So, what are we looking at in terms of a timeline?” I didn’t want to rely on Vick for those numbers, not only because he wouldn’t give them to me accurately, but also because I wondered if he had the most up-to-date information. “When will we have enough neutronium to move?” 
 
    “Quite soon, I expect,” said Sigmond. “I estimate the first ammunition to see completion within 48 hours with a delivery time following a similar timeframe. The wait is due largely to travel time. I may be able to hasten the efficiency of these factories, but I can’t change the laws of physics when it comes to slipspace travel, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Maybe one day,” I mused. “So, that’s it, then?” 
 
    “I should say so, sir,” agreed Sigmond. “Provided we don’t encounter an equally sized armada on the other side, I anticipate a sufficient amount of weaponry will be ready to combat the Celestial threat within the week, perhaps sooner.” 
 
    “I can’t reasonably tell the future, Siggy,” I muttered, rubbing my tired eyes as I tried not to imagine what was waiting for us on the other side of the slip tunnel at the Earth’s core. “But yeah, let’s hope we’re not walking into something we can’t come back from. It’d be a shame if all this preparation was for nothing.” 
 
    Behind me, the crunch of grass under boots caught my attention. I looked over my shoulder to find a familiar little albino girl running up the hill toward me, her loose black jacket open and flapping in the wind. 
 
    “Hi, Mr. Hughes!” said a breathless Lex as she reached me. 
 
    “Hey, kid.” I ruffled her hair, grinning as she gave me a quick hug. Her tiny arms pinched my waist for a minute, and seconds later she held my hand, glancing up at me with adoration I hoped I had earned. 
 
    “Are you headed off to another meeting?” asked Lex. 
 
    “Soon, yeah.” I pointed up into the clouds. “I leave in under an hour. Why, what’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Oh, um, nothing,” she said timidly, bouncing back and forth between her heels and her toes as she surveyed the world around us. “I was just wondering, um—well, can I get on your schedule, too?” 
 
    I tilted my head toward her, both confused and a little flattered. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I guess you’ve just been gone a lot,” said Lex, some hesitation in her voice. “I was hoping we could play a game or something, or maybe go on a hike. Gaia says there’s a whole field of flowers we can visit. She called them sunflowers.” She perked up, smiling broadly as her eyes lit with excitement. “Or, um, we could bake some cookies. Did I tell you I learned how to do that? Dr. Hitchens taught the class how and they were really good! They’re chocolate and gooey and just amazing.” 
 
    I laughed. “I can’t say I’m much of a baker,” I admitted. “But for you, kid, I guess I can try. Worse case scenario, we get some sugar in us, right?” 
 
    She lifted onto her tip-toes, leaning toward me as she barely kept her balance. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” I knelt until I was at her eye level and smiled. “Lex, you’re one of my top priorities. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” asked the girl, smiling and radiating enthusiasm. 
 
    “Yeah.” I set my arm on my knee for balance and leaned in, like I was going to tell her a deep secret. “Besides, I’m not nearly popular enough to even have a schedule for you to get on.” 
 
    She laughed, her eyes bright and cheerful. “You’re funny, Mr. Hughes. Abby says you’re busy, and the other kids talk about you a lot. They all think it’s neat that I know you.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, you tell them I said I’m the lucky one,” I told her, placing my hand on her shoulder. “I’m just a guy, but you’re--” I paused, stopping myself from calling her an Eternal. “Well, you’re the special one,” I finished.  
 
    Lex wasn’t just an Eternal. She was one of the originals, the last remaining of them still alive. Out of everyone on this planet, she was probably the most unique among us, and that included the Eternals that had come through the slip tunnel and found their way here. They were special enough, certainly, but none of them had Lex’s genetic purity. She healed faster, would live longer, and she was the only one of her kind. 
 
    But I couldn’t tell her that. Not really. Sure, she’d already been told where she came from and who she was--what she was--but she didn’t need reminding.  
 
    Besides, none of that mattered anyway. She was with us now, and she was family.  
 
    “Mr. Hughes?” called Lex. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, perking up at the sound of my name. 
 
    “Can I have another pet?” 
 
    I made an audible sigh. “Not this again,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not a goat this time!” she added. “It’s this fluffy little thing called a cat. It’s got a tail and little claws and—” 
 
    “You want a pet with claws?” I asked, incredulous. “What the hell is Hitchens teaching you down here?” 
 
    “It’s snuggly!” she insisted. “It makes a noise like this: ‘mew mew!’ And when I pet it, it rumbles, and—” 
 
    “You literally just mentioned claws, Lex.” I held out a hand, pretending my fingernails were sharp to emphasize my point. “Great, big, pointy things that will slice your face clean off and—” 
 
    “Please, Mr. Hughes?” asked Lex, her lip pouting ever so slightly as she looked up at me with wide, wistful eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, pal, that’s not gonna work. You have to leave some animals for the Earth. We don’t need them all living in our house,” I told her. 
 
    “Aw,” she muttered, her shoulders drooping as she looked at the grass. 
 
    “Let them be animals,” I said, setting my hand affectionately on the back of her neck as I absently looked back out at the bustling landing pads. “Do what you can to help them grow, and then give them space to be themselves. To thrive on their own.” 
 
    “Then what?” asked Lex, still pouting a little. 
 
    “Then you’ll know that you did everything you could for them,” I said. “That’s when you know you did it right—when they’re living and growing and happy, all on their own.” 
 
    “Okay,” said the girl, giving me a small smile and a hug.  
 
    I messed up her hair again just to play with her. “Schedule some time for me on your calendar, will you? I need those cookies.” 
 
    “Sure!” Her smile broadened, and she gave me a little wave before running back off into the grass. I had a feeling I had not heard the last of this “cat” business. I had to remember to pay a visit to the birthing chambers to see what this creature was like and if I had anything to worry about. It sounded horrible and dangerous, not really a plaything for a little girl. 
 
    “Captain,” interjected Sigmond, pulling me from my thoughts as I watched Lex make it safely back to Verdun. 
 
    “What is it, Siggy?” I asked. 
 
    “Mr. Malloy would like a word with you, if now’s a good time,” he replied. 
 
    “Al? Sure, patch him through.” 
 
    “Hello, Captain,” said Alphonse. “I have an update if you’ll lend me a moment.” 
 
    “Ready,” I muttered, adjusting my coat as I began the long walk toward my ship. “What update is that?” 
 
    “You asked me to check in with you regarding Dr. Dressler’s progress,” he reminded me. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I stepped onto the tarmac. “How’s our resident mad scientist?” 
 
    “I will keep that jibe between the two of us,” he said with a laugh. “She’s making progress and seems to have discovered a way for the pulse cannon to interact with Celestials, but she requires a bit more time before she can be certain.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said absently. A few Eternals waved at me in welcome as I neared, big smiles on their faces as we passed each other, and I gave them a nod in return. “Is this the useful kind of progress, or the ‘it might eventually turn into something after a few decades’ sort of progress?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely certain yet,” he admitted. “But I’m hopeful it’s the former.” 
 
    “Despite what Foxy Stardust says, hope doesn’t win wars, Al,” I muttered. “Meantime, we had best move forward with the assumption that those cannons won’t be ready. I would rather be prepared for the worst and pleasantly surprised than rely on something that ends up failing.”  
 
    “Fair enough, Captain,” said Alphonse. 
 
    “That said, Al,” I added. “Please, in the name of the gods, get her to make it work. I don’t care if you need to take her out for some private time to clear that head of hers, you do whatever you have to.”  
 
    He seemed to go quiet. “I’ll, uh, do what I can, sir.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’ll do just fine,” I said. “Just be careful. That woman seems like she’s got a wild side.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you—” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I interrupted. “Talk to you soon, Al.” 
 
   


  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    “You sure about this?” I asked under my breath as I walked the halls of Vick’s ship, trying to hide the fact that I was talking into the comm in my ear. I barely moved my lips as I surreptitiously spoke. 
 
    On a vessel with this many cameras, shoved in seemingly every corner imaginable, I had to play coy. Not my forte, I had to admit, but I could make it work. 
 
    “Absolutely, Captain,” said Alphonse. “I believe this is the best course of action, given those involved.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I muttered.  
 
    I walked solo through the hallways of the UFS Centaurus with no company except for the voices streaming through the comm in my ear. That was the plan, however much I doubted this whole mess, but Sigmond and Alphonse seemed intent on it. 
 
    Fine. I respected their opinions and would do as they suggested. 
 
    I was on my way to meet with two of the biggest blowhards in the universe, and I needed this meeting to go off without a hitch. Sigmond and Al’s plan seemed to make the most sense. 
 
    As I rounded the corner, two guards at the end of the corridor snapped to attention. They looked straight ahead, as if they couldn’t see me at all, their hands raised to their brows as they lifted their rifles in salute. Backs arched and totally immobile, they looked more like statues than men. What an existence. 
 
    Before I could say anything to them, the door behind them slid open to reveal a massive meeting hall with a table that ran the length of the room. A dozen empty chairs sat around it. The only occupied chair was at the head of the table, and that seat was taken by a scowling Vice Admiral Vick. 
 
    “The great Captain Hughes,” said Vick unenthusiastically as he sat a little straighter in his chair.  
 
    “Vice Admiral,” I said with a lazy nod in his direction. “You look well.” 
 
    “So good of you to finally arrive.” Vick gestured impatiently to the chairs, as if ushering me to hurry up and sit already. 
 
    “Let the record show that I’m ten minutes early,” I pointed out. My eye twitched a bit in impulsive annoyance. 
 
    Godsdamn it all, this man rubbed me wrong. I wasn’t sure why he was giving me this attitude when I had proven—well, not “proven” since I was not trying to impress him, but rather best him at every endeavor—myself to be more than capable of leading a planet and running errands for the other so-called leaders in the universe. 
 
    “This is a confidential meeting,” snapped Vick. “There isn’t a record of it. Obviously.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, admittedly a bit surprised. 
 
    I figured men like Vick kept minutes and records of everything they did, right down to brushing their teeth and the women they slept with—if they got laid at all. 
 
    “Well, give me credit anyway, then,” I said as I took a seat on the far end of the table. “And don’t go getting used to me being prompt either.” 
 
    “Moving along,” said Vick impatiently. “Now that you’re here, we can contact the Sarkonian Emperor. His emissary should be along shortly as well. David, patch us through,” Vick ordered, his eyes flicking upward as he addressed his ship’s AI. 
 
    “At once, Vice Admiral,” said a robotic voice. Though vaguely male, the AI spoke in a monotone that was slow and methodical. It lacked any character or personality, and I felt a sudden surge of gratitude for Sigmond. Even prior to his becoming a Cognitive, he was full of personality and kept me company when I was a lone Renegade as no human at the time could. 
 
    The lights dimmed as a holo materialized in the space above the conference table, initially nothing more than a smooth blue screen as we waited for the connection to Sarkon to finalize. 
 
    The doors slid open, and a clean-shaven man who appeared to be in his sixties bowed as he entered, first to the Vice Admiral and then to me. 
 
    After all I’d done for this lot, I figured he should at least bow to me first, but I decided that wasn’t a hill I wanted to die on and let it go. Abigail would probably tell me my reward would come in heaven. Whatever that meant. 
 
     “Welcome, Emissary Grennet,” said the Vice Admiral with a terse nod of his head. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “What, you’re not going to tell him he’s late?” I asked, pointing my thumb over my shoulder at the emissary as he entered. “You saved all the grief for me, is that it?” 
 
    In answer, Vick just groaned as if I were a petulant and difficult child he had to deal with on a daily basis. 
 
    I did my best to hide my satisfied little smirk, actually living up to that childishness he was seemingly bemoaning. In a time of war and tension, where I never knew when the next enemy would appear from thin air, messing with the Vice Admiral was one of my few joys in life. I just couldn’t resist. 
 
    The Sarkonian Emperor appeared on the holo, sitting at the head of the ornate marble table on his patio overlooking the ocean. A gentle breeze rolled through the palms behind him, and he reclined contentedly on the lavish plush, and I could say from firsthand experience, very comfortable chair. Unlike these ass-numbing hard ones that Vice Admiral Vick consistently supplied. He must have gotten them at a wholesale discount from the hard-ass chair suppliers warehouse. 
 
    “Lord Hughes!” he said jovially, his gaze shifting toward me as he flat-out ignored the Vice Admiral. “It’s nice to see you again!” He seemed genuinely excited. Must have been enjoying the toys more than I thought he would. 
 
    “Emperor,” I said with a smile. “You look well.” His boyish cheeks were flushed and his smile huge. 
 
    “Never better, never better!” he said happily, resting his jaw on his fist. “I still haven’t gone through everything you brought me. I’ve never seen a finer collection of Earth artifacts in all my life!” 
 
    “A costly price to pay,” I lied, smiling broadly this time at our little charade. “But a worthy one. Now that we’re friends and all,” I added with a sidelong glance at the Vice Admiral. 
 
    By some miracle, the man’s scowl actually managed to deepen. 
 
    Although the whole thing was childish, I counted that as a win. 
 
    “Now, gentlemen,” Vick said tersely, interrupting us in a blatant attempt to recapture control of the meeting and bring it back to an adult level. “It’s time we discuss a pressing issue.” 
 
    “Recovering Titan,” I finished for him, lest he try to suggest anything else as our core topic for debate today. 
 
    “An unfortunate loss,” said the Emperor. “But this metal planet you found seems like a problem. Maybe we should destroy it.” 
 
    “Doing so would jeopardize Titan, and it holds a wealth of intelligence and resources that I’m not in a hurry to lose,” I said, choosing my words carefully and cautiously around the Emperor.  
 
    Vick and my relationship was tense at best. But, for now at least, the Emperor seemed to like me somewhat, which was progress.  
 
    The boy probably didn’t give a rat’s ass about Athena or my crew, and I wouldn’t pretend he and I shared the same priorities. But I could at least talk in terms he understood—namely, his self-interest and whatever would preserve his empire’s safety. 
 
    “That is why it must be destroyed,” said the Emperor, lifting his finger to emphasize his point. “We stage a preemptive, brutal, and swift attack on the planet, destroying it and the downed ship before they can access your Titan.” 
 
    I tensed my jaw impulsively at the thought of destroying my old home. “That isn’t going to happen,” I said simply, shoulders tensed as I leaned my elbows on the table and tried to think of a reason why that would appeal to him. 
 
    I frowned, keeping steady eye contact with the Sarkonian child on the holo, doing my best to make it clear without using words that we were, in no uncertain terms, never going to sacrifice Athena. 
 
    Vick tapped his fingers impatiently on the table. “As much as it pains me to agree with Captain Hughes, I must concur.” 
 
    “Well, color me shocked,” I said, raising my eyebrows in surprise. “Are you warming up to me there, Vice Admiral?” 
 
    “Hardly,” he muttered. “I couldn’t care less about your precious ship. Losing Titan was your fault alone, and it certainly puts us in a precarious position.” Vick shot an icy glare at me, as if trying to drive home his point. “If it were merely a matter of the ship itself, I would agree and order it and the planet destroyed. However, a preemptive strike on the planet, especially one ending in such mass destruction, would shatter any chance we have of obtaining additional intelligence about the enemy.” 
 
    Vick could call it what he liked—I still called it agreeing with me. 
 
    “That’s fine and all, Vice Admiral,” I said. “But you’re not going to get anything useful out of hopping down there and rummaging around. Or did you forget how that went the last time?” I tilted my head. “It didn’t go too well.” 
 
    The Vice Admiral scoffed at my contention. “If we arrive with an entire armada—”  
 
    “Just blow the thing to bits!” interrupted the Emperor. “Why are we still discussing this?” he looked incredulously between me and Vick. He was a cut to the chase kind of guy when it was something he didn’t want to deal with. 
 
    “Gentlemen, pause for a moment,” I interjected, lifting my hands to placate them both. “Blowing up that planet destroys the potential for further intel, just as the good Vice Admiral pointed out.” I gestured toward Vick, who narrowed his eyes. “However, I can see why the Emperor would want to wipe it out and be done with it. Can we focus on the attack first and decide afterwards? We don’t want to get too ahead of ourselves.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Vick.  
 
    “Whatever,” said the Emperor. 
 
    “I have never been much of a strategist,” I admitted, reclining comfortably in my seat. “Instead, I’ve brought just the man to help us.” 
 
    Vick paused. “You don’t mean—” 
 
    “Come on in, Al,” I said into the comm in my ear, not letting the Vice Admiral finish. 
 
    The doors to the conference room slid open, and Alphonse took a few steps inside. As the doors shut once again behind him, he stood at parade rest, set his hands behind his back, and lifted his chin. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Vick said sarcastically. He leaned back in his chair, practically sneering as he and Alphonse locked eyes. “Let’s ask the traitor.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    In the windy dusk, I stood on a platform in the heart of Verdun, overlooking a vast stretch of grass. Several domes littered the horizon, scattered across the growing green fields of an Earth that was quickly waking up, but the whole of Earth’s citizens stood before me. 
 
    The hush as they waited expectantly for me to speak told me everything I needed to know about their nerves. Their fears. Their breathless anticipation for the war that was coming. 
 
    They already knew. They just didn’t know when we were leaving or how the hell we were going to win. I wanted to tell them all kinds of fantastical things, like we were going to win, no problem, but I wouldn’t lie. Reassure, tell the truth, be transparent, but give them hope. That was what a good leader would do. I had to give it to them straight. Chances were we would take on huge casualties, but it was for the greater good. 
 
    But these were sturdy people. Fighters. Maybe not soldiers, not all of them, but they were most definitely warriors. Resilient and strong, unwavering and unwilling to fail. 
 
    Guns were fine. Neutronium would help. The warships and advanced tech we had secured from across the universe would also help us win. 
 
    And yet, the sheer force of will it took for us to stand here, preparing to wage war against an impossibly advanced race that aimed to exterminate us all like vermin—that was raw, human tenacity. That, not neutronium, was going to be the powerful thing that would give us an edge over the Celestials. The bit of humanity they had cut out of themselves and tossed away lived inside each of us. We wanted to preserve that for generations to come. That was the overall and glaring difference between us and our motivation to win this war. 
 
    It was my job to make sure each and every one of these fine people understood the importance of their gumption. Of their courage. Of their willingness to face the impossible and refuse to stop until we won. 
 
    I cleared my throat and squared my shoulders, not quite certain of what I wanted to say or how to say it. With a brief glance over my shoulder, I surveyed those gathered behind me. 
 
    Vice Admiral Vick, having set his first steps on our good green planet, frowned slightly as he surveyed the crowd, his gaze lingering a bit too long for my liking on a gathering of Leif’s Eternals standing toward the front. 
 
    Rackham stood behind him, the Union lieutenant standing at attention with his hands behind his back as he, too, surveyed the crowd. Rackham looked far more at ease than Vick, shoulder to shoulder with Alphonse and Bolin like old friends. 
 
    The Sarkonian emissary and Davon stood not far off, their attention also trained on the Eternals, and I figured this was all a bit much for them to take in. 
 
    “What we’ve got ahead of us isn’t easy,” I said, returning my attention to the crowd of citizens gathered below me. “We’re going to war with monsters who think they’re gods, who cut and trimmed their genes until they lost touch with what it meant to be human. They can’t stand the sight of anything else but themselves—and that means us.” I was emphasizing the fact that the Celestials were cold and unfeeling, and I knew that would work on these people, who had more heart than anything else. Except Vick, of course. 
 
    In the gathered crowd, several people frowned deeply. Quite a deal more stiffened on impulse, their eyebrows raised as they watched me with mixed expressions of trepidation and fear. Maybe I was overdoing it a bit. I didn’t want to create a panicked situation. But I moved on, hoping that the speech would ignite rather than frighten them. 
 
    I paused, setting my hands on my waist as I meandered through the memories I had of these things. “Every interaction we’ve had with a Celestial has ended in blood. Every time they come near us, things explode. People die. And I hate to be the one to tell you, but we have to go and encounter these beasts yet again.” 
 
    A gust kicked through the air, stirring a bit of dust and casting it across the lot of us. “Tonight, our first shipment of neutronium arrives, and you better believe a hell of a lot more than that is on its way. Overnight, our factories here on Earth will be refining it into bullets. By midday tomorrow, we’ll have enough neutronium for our initial onslaught.” 
 
    Gasps and murmurs of disbelief bubbled through the crowd, and I lifted my hand to silence them. To allow them to escalate into hysterics infecting each other would not work well. 
 
    “Enough!” I barked, pausing until the bubbling fear began to ebb, waiting until every eye was trained on me because they knew I meant it. “This trip into the empty beyond Earth is a real one. A dangerous one.” I let my words linger before continuing. “We have a single purpose—find Titan and rescue Athena. We do this right, and it won’t just be a feather in our caps. When we win—” I emphasized the word to ensure they had faith in themselves, despite the fear “—it will finally give us the advantage. We cannot, and we will not fail.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” several people in the crowd shouted. Though I didn’t recognize their voices, I was grateful all the same, as they served to encourage the rest of those assembled. 
 
    “Al, come on up,” I said, gesturing to the former Constable to join me front and center on the platform. “Al is our chief strategist,” I added as he joined me. “He’s going to lay out the plan for us.” 
 
    Well, he would lay out only the general plan. There were some things only a few of us needed to know, and neither of us had any intention of sharing all the details. 
 
    “This is what will happen,” Alphonse said, clapping his hands once together as he faced the crowd. His voice carried easily across those gathered, and I figured perhaps he had a flair for theatrics in him after all. “Between the Sarkonians, the Union, and Earth, we have access to twelve carrier ships. These twelve will be outfitted with the most highly advanced cloaks in existence, which will allow us to travel through the slip tunnels and arrive undetected.” 
 
    Several people in the crowd whispered and shifted where they stood, but not nearly as many as I had expected. Either the advanced Sarkonian cloaks were a bit more common knowledge than I thought, or they just didn’t understand the strategic advantage of this revelation. 
 
    “Now,” continued Alphonse, unfazed by the lack of response. “As this is still highly advanced and relatively new technology, we do not possess enough of these cloaks for the full roster of ships in our various fleets. Dozens more are in production, but they won’t be ready for tomorrow’s onslaught. Therefore, these carriers will ferry the smaller ships in our fleet through slipspace to the Eagle Nebula.” 
 
    With his hands behind his back, Alphonse slowly paced the edge of the stage, leaning forward to make it more personal to those listening in an attempt to engage them further. “The moment we arrive, we will immediately travel to the enemy planet and attack. The strategy is highly focused—the twelve carriers will enter low orbit, releasing our ships and immediately attacking every Celestial ship that arrives. In addition, we will destroy any and all surface weaponry, as they are a considerable threat to the carriers.” 
 
    Alphonse paused, his gaze shifting briefly toward me as we both thought of the massive purple beam of energy that had nearly destroyed Titan. The memory of Athena barreling toward the metal planet scalded me like a hot iron on my skin, and I grimaced with hatred for what the Celestials had taken from us last time we were there. My fondest wish was that we recovered Athena and destroyed the Celestials. Although the latter was not supposed to be part of the goal, I was starting to see that I could not have one without the other. 
 
    I intended to make the bastards burn for what they’d done. 
 
    The former Constable cleared his throat to refocus himself, and the rough sound jarred me from my own anger too. “Meanwhile,” continued Alphonse, “a recovery team will drop onto the planet and comb through the ruins of Titan, if possible. Their aim is to retrieve Athena’s data drives, which are housed in her Capsule.” 
 
    “A few of you will stay here,” I interjected, addressing the crowd once more. “We need to ensure Earth is safe and protected, but most of you will be joining us.” 
 
    “Find your squad leadership to get your assignments,” added Alphonse with a nod. “This is not the time for fear, nor is it the time for doubt. Today, we’re citizens of three different empires—but tomorrow, we fight as one.” 
 
    Quite a few concerned expressions crossed the faces gathered before us, and a tense murmur trickled through the air. Several people shifted uncomfortably, and I figured that was not the rousing pep talk they had expected—nor the reaction Alphonse had prepared himself for. He usually did better than this at explaining and motivating others. But I guess I had to consider the audience. Usually, he had a more receptive crowd to speak to, but to some of these men he was a traitor. To others, they simply had not heard of Constable Alphonse Malloy. 
 
    I cast a glance his way. “That didn’t seem to do much.” 
 
    He surveyed the crowd then looked at me. “Perhaps they’d rather hear from you, Captain.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re the Renegade,” he said, a slight smile forming at the corner of his mouth. “Remember?” 
 
    He was right about that. I was famous, for better or worse, and my words would likely carry more weight to these people than anyone else’s.  
 
    I sighed, licking my lips and squaring my shoulders. I had no idea what to say, so I just started talking. “Tomorrow at midday, we depart for what may become the beginning of the greatest war humanity has ever had,” I explained, my eyes flicking from one person to the next in a crowd of hundreds. “That gives you tonight to prepare yourselves. I want you fresh and I want your heads clear when we leave tomorrow. Drink, play, and screw around. Get rowdy and have fun. Fight each other, bed each other, do whatever it takes to get your head where it needs to be. Have a night you can remember, because when the morning comes and we step through that tunnel and across the galaxy, there can be no more regrets. Each and every one of us must go with the knowledge in our hearts that we did so willingly and unapologetically, because in order to win this war we must be confident in our aim. We must know that our cause is just, and I tell you today that it is. Our enemy cannot be reasoned with. Our enemy cannot be bought or won. It is the incarnation of hate, and it moves against our whole race, no matter the place we come from or the government we serve. No matter the loyalties we’ve sworn or the gods we serve. They are unified in their shared notion that each and every one of us, whether we be Eternal, Transient, or something else, is worth the killing of.” I looked around the crowd. “And so we must be unified in equal measure. We must stand together in our cause, and we must not falter. Tomorrow, we face the devil in his own land, and we must kill him dead where we find him. It is in this victory that we will reveal our strength. The same strength that has united us in this field and brought our empires together. The strength of humanity. I have, myself, full confidence that if each of us does our duty, if every soldier performs their best, and if every will is true, we will prove our right to life is as valid as theirs, and we will endure.” 
 
    Cheers tore through the massive crowd of gathered citizens from across the galaxy. Half of them lifted their fists to the sky, yelling in agreement, ready to go to war. 
 
    I stole a glance at Alphonse, who smiled at me again. “There we are,” said the Constable. “The Renegade of Earth, alive and well.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    With one elbow propped on my knee, I sat on the front steps of the house I shared with Abigail and Lex. In the warm night, something hooted—a large bird, from the sound of it. Silence followed, and I sat there, waiting for something to happen. 
 
    There came a rustle through the tall grasses surrounding the house. A few of the blades shivered as something ran through them, the grass easily three feet high as it grew unchecked in this part of Verdun. 
 
    I shifted in my seat, resting my bare shoulder against a raw wooden pillar. A few splinters poked at me, but I brushed them away. Bolin said he would add a veneer and stain to the finish of all the porches, but I’d probably have to lend him a hand once we got back. I didn’t want Lex getting a splinter from these rough railings, nor from the three or four stairs that led down to the path. The stairs could use a nail or two in some places as well, being that they were a little loose. 
 
    There were lots of little projects here and there for me to do, once things died down. Once we had calm. Little things that would feel big to Abigail and Lex. Little things that would make them a touch happier here. 
 
    For those two women, I would make the time. They were everything to me.  
 
    Something screeched, and a shadow dove into the field. The grasses shivered more violently this time, and though I expected to witness a hunter snag its prey tonight, the shadow flew off with nothing in its talons. Not used to seeing this sort of event, an involuntary chill went down my spine. Everything I had seen and done, and this was what fazed me. I chuckled to myself. 
 
    I turned my attention to the horizon, toward the steady white glow of lights shining through the windows of an active factory. Though I was too far away to see any detail, I knew everything about the automated production lines inside. 
 
    As I sat here in the silent night, thousands of neutronium bullets were rolling off the factory lines and into ammunition crates. Dozens every second—and hopefully enough of them to give us an edge tomorrow. I anticipated that it would be enough, although so much could go against us. I stopped the negative thoughts, though, as soon as they appeared. They were counterproductive to our progress. Be positive, I told myself. 
 
    I sighed and set my hands on top of my head, then rubbed my thumbs against my tired eyes as I wished for sleep. With this many thoughts buzzing through my mind, though, my damn brain just wouldn’t shut off. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” asked Abigail from behind me. 
 
    I twisted around and caught her leaning against the open doorframe, a thin shawl wrapped around her shoulders as she smiled down at me. I smiled back and beckoned her to come join me. 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted, returning my attention to the fields as I leaned my elbows on my knees. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Renegade?” she asked as she sat on the stoop beside me. “Wars to be waged? Battles to be won?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I said with a shrug. “We’ve got a hell of a war ahead of us, Abby.” 
 
    “That we do,” she agreed. 
 
    “I mean, have we covered every alternative?” I rubbed my jaw, frowning. “The Celestials are smart and brutal. What if they’re waiting on the other side of the slip tunnel? What if they try to come through when we open it to attack them?” 
 
    “It’s a risk. One Alphonse considered,” Abigail reminded me as she surveyed the field around the house. “One we can’t control, I might add. Being aware of it is smart, but some things you can’t always prevent, even if you plan for every eventuality.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted, still swept up in the thought. “But, Abby, if even one of the Celestials sneaks through…” I hesitated and, after a moment’s pause as I considered the worst case scenario, found myself looking over my shoulder toward Lex’s room. 
 
    “It won’t come to that, Jace,” said Abigail quietly, reading my thoughts for the millionth time. 
 
    I frowned, returning my attention to the fields. “You don’t know that for sure, nun.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said with a little shrug. “But we’ve done all we can do, Jace. Lex and the Earth are safe. For now.” 
 
    “Say they are,” I indulged her. “And I’d like to think as much while we’re away. But once we’re on the other side, we have three armies who were, until a few days ago, at war with each other. The Union wants a few of Leif’s Eternals to dice up and study,” I said, listing off all the things that could implode on us tomorrow and counting them on my fingers as I spoke. “I suspect they wouldn’t mind carving up a few of Karin’s Descendants too. The Sarkonians want the tech we have stored throughout the planet. The Union and Sarkonians say they have a peace treaty, but they’ve been dueling each other over the Deadlands for the better part of the last few decades whenever something new is discovered and it’s convenient.” I paused, groaning a little under the weight of all the uncertain variables in our tenuous alliances. “You think all that hate is going to slide off because we’ve got a few monsters to kill first?” 
 
    “No,” admitted Abigail. “I truly don’t.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work if we fight amongst ourselves, Abby,” I said with a slow sigh as I leaned back on my palms. “We lose focus for even a second, it could cost us everything. I don’t much like the idea of our success hinging on Vick getting along with anyone.” 
 
    She chuckled. “That will never happen, you know. Another thing you cannot control.” 
 
    “Fact is, I’ve got no idea how tomorrow will go,” I admitted. “We’ve got the neutronium finally, and we’ve got bullets. All that, and there’s still a chance it’s not enough.” With a groan, I just shook my head and surveyed the fields. 
 
    “You’re thinking too much, Renegade.” Abigail leaned back on her palms as well, tilting her head toward me as she smiled knowingly. 
 
    I looked down at her with a wry smirk. “Am I now?”  
 
    “You are,” she said, nodding firmly and quite sure of herself. “You need to relax.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve got advice on how I should do that, of all things?” I laughed and shook my head. “You make it sound easy, nun.” 
 
    “It is easy, Jace.”  
 
    “How in—” 
 
    Without letting me finish, she straddled me. With her delicate fingers on my jaw, she leaned down and kissed me. As her mouth pressed against mine, I impulsively held her waist to ensure she wouldn’t fall. 
 
    Her legs spread a little wider as she leaned into the kiss, her body pressing against my chest as her loose—and I’d imagine quite forgotten—shawl brushed against my arm. Her fingers traced their way down my chest, toward my abdomen. 
 
    With a few quick tugs on my pants button, she made her true intentions quite clear. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, my words muffled by the kiss. “I suppose I could do with a bit of distraction, after all.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” she said, grinning. 
 
    Before she could move, I stood and hoisted her up with me. Her legs wrapped around my waist as I held her tightly, and she laughed as I carried her back to the room. 
 
    A much needed distraction indeed. 
 
   


  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    Midday came far more quickly than I was expecting. I had finally fallen asleep last night with Abby’s gracious attempt to relax me. It had been a deep and amazingly dreamless sleep, one that saw me refreshed when I awoke, ready to kick some Celestial butt. 
 
    I leaned on my fists against the railing of an observation tower in the middle of the airbase, watching the buzz of thousands of people below as they got ready for war. It was a sight to see, so many with one common goal working in tandem to get this thing done and over. 
 
    As a heavy gust rolled through the fields surrounding the gray tarmac, Bolin jogged past the tower’s base. With two rifles strung crossed over his back, he paused when he reached an overturned hover cart and helped the two Eternals who were trying to re-stack everything that had fallen off. He hoisted the largest crate effortlessly onto the cart, smiling warmly as he said something to them that I couldn’t hear from this distance. The two albinos laughed, their pale skin and white hair shining in the sun. 
 
    Bolin had begun packing last night before I told him to stop. He and his team had been selected to stay behind and protect Earth, something he had the gall to argue with me about. He wanted to help fight the Celestials and felt he wouldn’t be doing his part here on Earth. He was under the impression that his place was in the battle. But I was the Captain, and in the end, he’d seen reason. Earth and its remaining population needed a capable leader with a good heart in case things went south and I didn’t come back, and Bolin was it. 
 
    While I liked to think I would somehow stumble out of my ship again when the rest of the fleet returned, probably battered to hell but still in one piece, I was smart enough to plan for the worst and hope something better happened.  
 
    Bolin was my backup plan, and I knew he wouldn’t let me down if the worst came. He was trusted here, and people gravitated toward his good nature and willingness to help. 
 
    Alphonse would remain behind as well, and though he’d put up less of a fight than Bolin had, the former Constable was none too happy about it. I needed his brains here to make sure that our research continued, that Earth was renewed, more than I needed his fighting skills. There were plenty of competent fighters coming along that were trained in using the weaponry. Between him and Bolin, Earth would be looked after, and I could focus on what lay ahead.  
 
    “Are all the neutronium bullets loaded?” I asked Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “The Sarkonians and Vick got theirs too?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Every ounce of neutronium available to us has been converted, and the last of the crates of ammunition are being loaded onto the remaining carrier ships as we speak.” 
 
    “Good,” I said quietly, more to myself than anything else. It seemed we were on track with our plans. “How’s morale?” 
 
    “Tense and nervous, but prepared,” answered Sigmond. “Well, as prepared as possible, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “Right,” I muttered, rubbing my jaw as I thought over the hell we were about to launch ourselves into and knowing that it was too late to try and make the troops feel a bit more positive and motivated. Tense, nervous, and prepared would have to do for the moment until we had some victories under our belts. I was sure that was coming soon enough. It had to be. “All right, Siggy, let’s wrap this up. Give the countdown alert.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    Seconds later, three short horn blasts cut through the bustling air. Most of the people below looked up, toward the observation tower—toward me—and momentarily froze as they listened. It was as if they hadn’t realized the time and couldn’t believe it was already nearly launch. The reality of the situation started to descend upon them and they were paralyzed by fear as the implications made them aware that things could go terribly wrong or wonderfully right from here. So much was unknown right now and that caused most of the fear. 
 
    I was also surprised the time was upon us, but unlike some of them, I was ready for the bloodbath to come. I hated that I had to bring them along, and more than that, I hated that I had to ask them to risk their lives at all.  
 
    Unfortunately, this wasn’t something I could tackle with just the Renegade Star and my own sheer stubborn force of will. 
 
    “The one hour countdown has initiated,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “I also notified Vice Admiral Vick and the Sarkonian emissary, who will relay the message to their own troops. I will of course remind everyone of the remaining time at fifteen-minute intervals. In one hour, everyone will be on their ships and at their stations.” 
 
    “Thanks, Siggy,” I said, tapping my knuckles on the railing. “I think I’ll go check in on Lex and say goodbye one more time before I go.” 
 
    “A sound idea, sir,” said the Cognitive. “I suspect she’ll quite enjoy that.” 
 
    I took the elevator down toward the tarmac and jogged out into the sun. As the hot rays hit my face, I briefly closed my eyes and took a deep and steadying breath, relishing the warm light as it washed over my skin. As I passed, people stared at me and allowed me through, talking about me amongst themselves. Hate me or love me, I was in charge for now and was going to do my best for every one of them. I had come to call Earth my home, and I wanted to stay here for the rest of my days. 
 
    This was what we were fighting for. This planet and all it represented—a fresh start, a new home, and a second chance. 
 
    With all the chaos around us, I’d ordered the children of Earth to remain in the massive school building for now with a group of select adults who had more parenting ability than fighting skills. In a building this large, they wouldn’t even be able to see us preparing for war. It was better that way, keeping them apart from the nerves and bustle of the base. They didn’t need to be subjected to the stress any more than they already were. It also ensured none of the older ones got the bright idea to hitch a ride, should they be feeling foolhardy enough to try. I know that would have been my goal as a reckless teen. 
 
    I shoved open the door to the school building’s central hallway and walked quickly through. “Siggy, do you know where Lex—” 
 
    “Mr. Hughes!” shouted Lex happily as I passed an open set of doors.  
 
    I paused, skidding a little on the slick floor, and peeked around the door to find her and Abigail in a room with Hitchens. A wall of windows let in the bright daylight, casting sunbeams through the otherwise dim space. 
 
    As I entered the room, the doctor smiled warmly from the room’s only chair—which was the only furniture I could see in the room at all. I set my arm around Abigail’s shoulder, and she set her arm around my waist as I joined them. 
 
    “Mr. Hughes, are you really leaving?” asked Lex as she tugged on my free hand.  
 
    “Afraid so, kid,” I said, kneeling in front of her until we were eye-to-eye. “But you know me. I’ll be back in two shakes.” I grinned and playfully pinched her nose to keep things light. I didn’t want her to worry unnecessarily. “Can I get on your schedule once I’m back? I know you’re a very busy person.” 
 
    She laughed and batted my hand away, scrunching up her nose as her eyes lit with laughter. “Sure, Mr. Hughes. I’ll see if there’s time for you once you’re back.” 
 
    “Abby, you hear that?” I looked up at the former nun, pointing at Lex. “The cheek on this one.” 
 
    “You walked into that one,” said Abigail, crossing her arms as she chuckled. “You’re fair game when you make it that easy. She is quick with a comeback, as you already know.”  
 
    I groaned dramatically, shaking my head as if I were resigning myself to my fate and surrendering to Lex’s sharp wit. “Yeah, well, you take care of yourself, kid. Stay out of trouble.” I leaned in and lowered my voice as I nodded toward Hitchens. “Except with him. Give him as much grief as you want.”  
 
    Hitchens heard and smiled. He knew there was only affection in what we were plotting against him. 
 
    “Jace,” chided Abigail as she smacked my shoulder. 
 
    Lex giggled, hiding her broad smile behind her small hand as she followed my gaze and watched Hitchens. Considering the playful way she narrowed her eyes, I figured she already had a few mischievous plans up her sleeve. 
 
    It would seem I was rubbing off on her after all. I considered that a mark in my book of wins. 
 
    “You two shouldn’t worry one bit,” said Hitchens warmly. “Lex will be well cared for and looked after, as always. I can assure you she will be here waiting with bated breath for you both to return,” he added, emphasizing the word as his gaze shifted between me and Abigail. 
 
    Originally, we had debated if Abigail would even go with me for Lex’s sake, but decided that not only was that negative thinking, but Abby felt that if she let me out of her sight, I would not come back. As much sense as that didn’t make, I allowed it. I didn’t want Abby to spend however long it would be in a constant state of worry. As Hitchens had pointed out, Lex would be safe and well taken care of. Less worry on that front. 
 
    “Bye, Abby,” said Lex as she pulled us both into a tight hug. “Bye, Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    “Bye, Lex,” said Abigail, her voice soft and gentle. Eyes closed, Abigail set her brow against the little albino girl’s forehead. It wouldn’t be long before Abby had tears in her eyes if I didn’t do something to stop it. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, kid.” I messed up her white hair, as I never was much one for displays of emotion, and she giggled as she tried desperately to rescue the now-frayed mess of her hair. 
 
    Abigail sighed lightly as we stood, watching while Lex took Hitchens’ hand and led him out the door and into the hallway. Before they disappeared around the corner, Lex shot one last glance at us over her shoulder, smiling all the way and waving. 
 
    As Abigail stared after Lex, long after the girl was gone, I wrapped my arm around the former nun’s neck until the inside of my elbow pressed against the base of her skull. With a gentle tug and not a word shared between us, I pulled her into me and kissed her forehead. 
 
    She leaned into me while I held her, the soft locks of her hair cascading over my hand and through my fingers as we stood there in silence. 
 
    With just the two of us in the room, I lifted her chin with my free hand. She watched me with those big eyes of hers, and I just enjoyed the moment. I memorized her face—the curve of her nose, the way her lashes fluttered in the light when she blinked. 
 
    “Thirty minutes until departure,” said Sigmond through the speaker system that ran through the entirety of Verdun. “Repeat, thirty minute warning.” 
 
    As I held her chin, Abigail set her hand on the back of mine. She opened her lips to say something, but I didn’t give her the chance to finish. I pressed my mouth against hers, kissing her in the quiet, secluded schoolroom as we prepared to head off to war. 
 
    “See you up there,” I said quietly. “And, nun, try not to crash your ship.” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head as she playfully swatted my chest. “You worry about the Renegade Star, Jace. Let me worry about the Galactic Dawn.” 
 
    With that, she walked into the hall with only a brief glance back at me over her shoulder as she disappeared around the corner.  
 
    I gave her a head start, letting her have a few moments to collect herself, and preferring a moment alone before I charged out into the chaos of the final war preparations. 
 
    “Siggy, final count on the school kids,” I ordered through the comm in my ear. “No one’s playing hero?” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Sigmond. “All are present and accounted for.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment, but eventually decided to ask the question anyway. “And Lex?” 
 
    “With Hitchens, sir,” said the Cognitive. “They’re playing with her goat.” 
 
    I laughed. “Glad it’s him and not me, then.” I hoped Hitchens had better luck in that respect than I did. “Maybe I should have told him to watch his pants.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sigmond agreed. 
 
    With the final countdown nearing zero, I headed across the base and toward my ship. It took a  bit of time, as I passed a fair number of folks who either wanted to shake hands or wish me luck, but I indulged them. I wanted them to be sure to remember me as a symbol of unity. Maybe that sounded a bit conceited and self-centered, but that was not how I meant it. I thought of other leaders, people I’d watched lead for selfish reasons, always trying to get what they wanted and stay ahead of everyone else. I wouldn’t be that way, not if I could stand it.  
 
    When I finally reached the Renegade Star, the cargo bay door opened for me without me having to even ask. 
 
    “Thanks, Siggy,” I said as I hopped onto the ramp.  
 
    “Of course, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Preparations are nearly complete.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I made my way to the cockpit and stood beside the pilot’s chair. With my hand on the headrest, I took a deep and steadying breath as I watched facts and figures displayed on the holo. 
 
    Briefly, I glanced at the empty copilot’s chair, feeling an odd sort of emptiness at the fact that Abigail wasn’t sitting in it. But she had her own ship, and they needed her. Besides, she would be too busy bossing people around to sit by me. 
 
    My shoulders tense, I took this moment of quiet for what it was—the last bit of peace before the storm. I had said my goodbyes, in my own way, but I had no intention of letting this life of mine end just yet. I had so much to do that had nothing to do with war and fighting. 
 
    I meant what I had said yesterday, and I believed it in my bones. Failure wasn’t an option, not on this mission. Not for the thousands of soldiers who would fly through the slip tunnel, and not for me either. 
 
    “Let’s go, Siggy,” I said as I took my place in the pilot’s seat. “It’s time to send those Celestial bastards back to whatever gods they believe in.” 
 
    “I believe that would be themselves,” Sigmond retorted. 
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    It was going to be quite a feat to orchestrate three fleets of ships through the Earth’s core and into the slip tunnels that would take us to the Celestial planet. 
 
    But, thanks to Alphonse, we had a solid plan. 
 
    As the Renegade Star tore through lower orbit and toward the stars, the hazy blue of the Earth’s atmosphere faded into the black. The darkness stretched on into eternity in every direction, but that wasn’t our course. 
 
    From my place in the Star’s pilot seat, I angled the controls toward the Galactic Dawn as it loomed ahead of me. I scanned the holo, counting each of the carriers in my head as they sped toward us. I wished I could see inside to the cockpit at Abby and give her one last smile before moving out. 
 
    …eight, nine, ten. I paused, frowning as I couldn’t find Vick’s ship or the Emissary’s carrier. 
 
    “Siggy, where are—” 
 
    As I spoke, the two vessels appeared at the edge of the holo, speeding toward us as the ten other carriers spaced themselves at safe distances from the others. 
 
    “Fashionably late,” I muttered under my breath as I flipped a few switches on the control panel. “If I weren’t the bigger man, I might give Vick grief for that.” 
 
    “You’re the pinnacle of honor, sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you just bristling with sass today?” I grinned as I finished preparations. “Siggy, create a shared communications channel to patch me through to all the carrier ships. Be sure to patch in Al down at the command tower on Earth.” 
 
    “Right away, Captain,” said Sigmond. “Shall I broadcast your live camera feed to them as well?” 
 
    “Audio only is fine,” I answered with a smirk. “They don’t need to be distracted by my pretty face.” Video always made me self-conscious, as if I were being judged by every little gesture and twitch. And it was a distraction. I knew I would be watching Abby way too much, worrying about her. This way, out of sight, out of mind. 
 
    “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive. After a short pause, a little green light blinked to life on the dash. “Whenever you’re ready, Captain.” 
 
    “Listen close,” I said, my voice booming through my chest as I squared my shoulders. “There isn’t really room for the lot of us in the core, at least not to keep a safe distance before we launch into the slip tunnel to the Eagle Nebula. That’s why we’ll be going down in teams. Al’s going to coordinate from here, so don’t you move a hair until he tells you.” I adjusted in my seat, getting comfortable for the journey. Finally, a seat that didn’t hurt. No butt falling asleep on this trip. 
 
    As a matter of precaution, the UFS Centaurus and the Emissary’s carrier would be going through the slip tunnel first, with the Renegade Star and two other carriers. Alphonse had referred to it as leading the charge, but I called it what it was—making sure the Vice Admiral didn’t get any ideas once I wasn’t there to keep an eye on him anymore. 
 
    “That’s your cue, Al,” I said, gripping the controls as I turned the Renegade Star to face the blue planet below us. “Give the order when ready.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said Alphonse. “Team one, open your slip tunnel to the core.” 
 
    On command, the Galactic Dawn activated the slip tunnel, and the green lightning of slipspace stormed before us in all its wondrous splendor.  
 
    “For glory,” I sarcastically muttered under my breath as I pushed the Star into the emerald chaos. 
 
    In moments, we appeared in the core, the four carriers taking up a vast portion of the limited space in the center of the Earth. I hovered in front of them, waiting for Gaia to activate the slip tunnel that would take us toward the battlefront. 
 
    “Activate your cloaks, please,” said Alphonse through the shared line. “It’s imperative you remain undetected upon entry.” 
 
    In unison, the ships on the holo began to disappear as their cloaks activated. When it seemed as though I was in the vast core alone, I activated mine as well. It was an eerie feeling to not be there and yet still be there, along with all the other “ghost” ships. 
 
    “Captain,” said Alphonse through our private comm line. “A word before you go.” 
 
    “What is it, Al?” I asked, eager to get on with it already. 
 
    “I still think I should be on that ship with you, but I understand why you wanted me here,” said the former Constable. “Bolin and I are fine backups, Captain, but the Earth needs you more than it needs us. Do us all a favor and try not to explode.”  
 
    “You really ought to leave the rousing speeches to me, Al,” I said with a shake of my head. “But noted, yes. I’ll try not to die.” I was touched, though. I knew this was his way of wishing me luck and saying goodbye if needed.  
 
    “Good man,” said Alphonse. “Initiating slip tunnel momentarily.” 
 
    Once again, the green lightning of slipspace appeared before us, and I led the way inside.  
 
    I was familiar with this route, and I knew we wouldn’t have long until we appeared in the Eagle Nebula. Shoulders tense, my hands aching from my tight grip on the controls, I gritted my teeth as I steered us through the emerald storm. 
 
    “Exiting slipspace,” said Sigmond before long. 
 
    “Get ready,” I added. 
 
    We tore into the black, speeding through the void as we appeared on the other end of the slip tunnel. 
 
    “Scan for the planet,” I ordered, not wanting to waste even one second.  
 
    “Scanning, sir,” said Sigmond. “I detect the metal planet in much the same location as before. It has barely moved, which puts us at an advantage since we won’t have far to travel from the next slip tunnel.” 
 
    “It also means they have quick access to get to us,” I pointed out. “I figure that was their intention—to hang around and wait for us to come back.” 
 
    “That’s possible, sir,” admitted the Cognitive. 
 
    “Any ships?” 
 
    “None appear on my scans, sir,” said Sigmond. “But, as we’ve noticed before, that doesn’t necessarily mean there aren’t any nearby.” 
 
    I sighed, tense and wary. “Very reassuring.” 
 
    “Titan’s signature is still there,” added Sigmond. “However, I’m afraid I cannot detect any trace of Athena.” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean she isn’t there,” I said, trying to hold on to the last few shreds of optimism I had in my jaded soul. I kept telling myself we would find her, but the longer we went without any sign of her, the less likely it felt that we would be successful. I warned myself again not to lose hope. 
 
    Behind us, the slip tunnel to Earth closed, signifying the last of team one had made it through. With as many giant ships as ours, all cloaked, we had decided to move in our original groups to prevent any collisions or friendly fire as we took our positions. 
 
    “Activate the last slip tunnel,” I ordered. “Team one, prepare to take your positions around the enemy.” 
 
    Once again, the Galactic Dawn opened a slip tunnel before us. Not missing a beat, I led the charge and dove in first. 
 
    This tunnel was a little longer, and I had some time to prepare myself as we coasted through the green storm of slipspace.  
 
    I stood and headed toward the armory to get ready. There wasn’t a ton of time, but it would be enough. 
 
    In my head, I counted the crew I had on board—Freddie, Dressler, and Octavia. Just the four of us. These were people I knew and felt comfortable with. I was fortunate in that respect, that there would be no surprises in personalities and conflicts over who was leading the mission. They might not be perfect, but I was familiar with each one’s strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    Alphonse had very deliberately laid out the plan to recover Athena, and he had insisted time and time again that it not include me. When he wouldn’t shut up about it, I’d agreed—with every intention of ignoring him once we got here, which he probably also knew. 
 
    The rest of the team aboard the Renegade Star had the all-important mission of leading three dozen ground troops in recovering Athena, but I wasn’t about to let them down on the planet with me. They would stay here while I led the recovery team alone. 
 
    They’d be pissed about it, sure, but they would be alive. Angry, but breathing. 
 
    I could live with that. 
 
    I smacked my fist against the first suit locker, and the auto-release opened the door to reveal a full suit. I tugged it on, familiar with every buckle and tie. In mere moments, I had on everything but my helmet. 
 
    Dozens of cases of neutronium bullets lined the far wall, and I helped myself to everything I could carry. I didn’t want to be in the same position I was in last time—no way would I let myself run out of ammunition on this little venture. I stuffed my suit full. 
 
    As I holstered my loaded pistol and began to load my revolver, Freddie leaned through the doorway. His gaze lingered on me, and for a spell, we shared a long and silent look. 
 
    “What are you doing, Captain?” asked Freddie. 
 
    “You know damn well what I’m doing,” I answered as I placed the final bullet in my revolver and slid the chamber closed. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re planning to go down there yourself,” he said, incredulous. He didn’t know me as well as I thought he did. 
 
    I tilted my head toward him as I holstered my gun. “I am.” 
 
    “Captain, we need you up here,” said Freddie. “You’re directing the battle. Octavia, Dressler, and I are to take the recovery team—” 
 
    “I know what Al said.” I walked past Freddie and into the hallway.  
 
    Freddie chased after me, barely keeping pace as I walked through the corridor. “Why would you break ranks now, Captain? When we all need you too—” 
 
    “Because I owe it to Athena,” I said, stopping abruptly as I turned to face him. “Because she’s part of my crew, and because that’s what a captain does.” I took a step toward him, my broad shoulders squared as I looked down at him. “A captain leaves no one behind. That includes her.” 
 
    For a moment, Freddie just watched my face. He opened his mouth several times to speak, but he couldn’t seem to form the words he wanted to say. 
 
    That was fine with me. The less said the better. 
 
    “You’re staying here,” I ordered, pointing at the floor for emphasis. “I need you to pilot the ship and keep things running smoothly until I get back. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “To hell with that,” Freddie finally said. 
 
    I frowned, feeling the lines in my face as I glared at him. His timing in testing the defiance waters was poor to say the least. “You want to try that answer again, kid?” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly, his jaw tensing with nerves even as he stood a little taller. “We’ve gone through too much together, Captain. I’m going too.” 
 
    For a second or two, I just watched him in surprise. It was like watching him step into himself, like watching a man come into who he really was deep down.  
 
    A soldier, and a brave one at that. His nervousness from the last mission was gone and it was evident that he was ready for this one. 
 
    I took a deep breath and stepped backward, hands on my hips as I looked him over. “Get dressed then,” I said with a nod back toward the armory. “Once the battle gets under way, we’ll be moving quick.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Freddie said with a hesitant smile, as if he couldn’t quite believe I’d agreed to let him go along. 
 
    Hell, I was a little surprised at myself, but damn it if the kid hadn’t impressed me. 
 
    “Captain, we’ll be leaving slipspace momentarily,” said Sigmond through the central speaker. 
 
    “I’m coming, Siggy,” I said as I walked through the hallways once more, headed for the cockpit. “What’s the status on the other two teams?” 
 
    “Team two is through and will be entering our slip tunnel momentarily to join us,” said the Cognitive. “Team three should be entering the core tunnel soon.” 
 
    Good. We wouldn’t have long to wait. 
 
    When I reached the cockpit, I settled into the pilot’s seat as the green storm of slipspace bubbled on the holo.  
 
    “Leaving slipspace,” said Sigmond. 
 
    In seconds, the emerald lightning was replaced with the black void of the universe stretching on forever. The infamous metal planet loomed nearby, massive and imposing. As I piloted the ship toward it, surveying the ground below as I flew, I came across what I had been searching for. 
 
    The wreckage of Titan. 
 
    “Hang in there, Athena,” I muttered. “We’re coming for you.” 
 
    I hovered in position above the planet, waiting for the cue that the others were in position. 
 
    “Tell me what we’ve got, Siggy,” I said, tense as ever. 
 
    “Seven Celestial ships are in lower orbit,” said Sigmond. “Though I suspect they detected the slip tunnel opening, it would seem as though they have yet to detect us.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “That means the cloaks are working. Give me updates on our people.” 
 
    “Team one’s carriers are in position,” said Sigmond. “Everyone is at their assigned station, with their weapons already tracking their designated targets.” 
 
    “How much longer until we can engage?” 
 
    “Not long,” said Sigmond. “Team three is through the core tunnel, and team two will be joining us momentarily.” 
 
    As Sigmond finished speaking, the slip tunnel opened once again. The thundering crash of green lightning stormed across the holo briefly as our second team snuck through. As quickly as it had opened, the tunnel closed. Team two began to take their places, all without a hint of detection. 
 
    Any minute now. 
 
    “Siggy, open a shared channel,” I ordered. 
 
    “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive.  
 
    Yet again, a little green light appeared on the holo, and I didn’t wait for him to tell me to proceed. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked. “Sound off.” 
 
    “The Galactic Dawn is armed and ready to fire,” said Abigail through the line. 
 
    My hand tightened impulsively on my leg at her voice, but I thrummed my fingers along my thigh to get the blood moving. “Good. All ships prepared for launch?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said, and I could hear the smirk in her voice as she addressed me by my title instead of my name. 
 
    One by one, the eight gathered carriers sounded off and gave me updates as we waited for the remaining four. Before long, the slip tunnel opened one last time, and we were joined by the last of our soldiers. 
 
    We waited in breathless silence as the last four carriers took their positions. One by one, they each gave the all-clear. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, the sky above the metal planet appeared empty of all but the seven Celestial ships that hovered, still and quiet, in low orbit. Only one sprang to life, speeding toward the slip tunnel, no doubt off to inspect it and try to figure out what was going on. 
 
    I waited to see what the rogue ship would do, my hand balled into a fist as I sat on the edge of my seat. If it opened the tunnel, if it went through toward the core, I figured I might have to change a bit of the plan. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    The ship returned to its post in low orbit, nearly clipping the Renegade Star’s wing on its way. I let out a slow breath as it settled back into place, blissfully unaware of the danger lurking nearby. 
 
    If we had done this right, the Celestials wouldn’t know what hit them until it was far too late for them to run. 
 
    “Hughes?” Rackham called through the otherwise silent comm link. “Are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Rackham,” I said. 
 
    There was a bit of silence before the man continued, and I briefly wondered if he hadn’t heard my answer. 
 
    “I think everyone’s waiting on you, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a pleasant little grin. “Well, ain’t that a treat?” 
 
    I briefly glanced down at the green light on the dash, knowing full well that it was an indicator that my next orders were about to echo through the bridge of twelve different carriers and down into the cockpits of dozens more ships. Sigmond waited on standby with his drones, and in mere moments, the world above the metal planet would erupt with gunfire. 
 
    This wasn’t just my fleet, not anymore. This was an armada, and they waited for my signal. 
 
    I cleared my throat, shaking out my shoulders as the buzz of battle simmered beneath my skin. “All allied forces—attack!” 
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    On my order, every ship de-cloaked. What was once empty space surrounding the planet became a warzone in a matter of seconds. 
 
    As my grip tightened on the Star’s controls, the holo before me displayed twelve massive carriers, each appearing from the emptiness above the Celestial’s planet. The carrier doors opened immediately, and swarms of smaller ships flew out from within and spread across the surface like flies over a corpse. 
 
    Every group had its target. 
 
    Thanks to Alphonse and his decisive planning, each of us had been given a specific mark to focus on, allowing for a strategic and swift attack. The less time the enemy had to react, the better our chances of victory would be. The key, as with any fight, would be to minimize our own casualties while maximizing theirs.  
 
    Still, we had our own problems to sort out. For starters, we had three armies attempting to come together that had never worked in unison before. We also didn’t know everything about the enemy’s capabilities or whether there were any reserves in hiding, possibly cloaked in the empty space nearby. All we could do was focus on the enemy in front of us, use the element of surprise to our advantage, and try our best to end this as quickly as possible.  
 
    Everything else would depend on luck. 
 
    The Celestial ship that had nearly clipped me on its way to study the slip tunnel sat in low orbit around the planet, and for a baffling second, it didn’t move, giving little indication that it even saw us despite our cloaks dropping. 
 
    I’d never imagined the Celestials to be the panicking sort, but the momentary pause as it presumably surveyed us made me wonder if, perhaps, they might actually have a bit of humanity still in them. 
 
    In this case, an overwhelming fear of what to do next. 
 
    But even as I thought about it, I had a hard time believing it was true. Even if these monsters shared a certain hesitation or a mild anxiety with the rest of us, it didn’t make us the same. More than any enemy I’d ever faced before, the Celestials were deserving of the kill. 
 
    And I was damn sure happy to give it to them. 
 
    “Fire!” I shouted. 
 
    The Renegade Star’s energy beams caught the edge of the Celestial’s ship as it finally moved its ass into the fray. It darted out of the beam, dragging for a split second as its tail was caught inside, only taking what I guessed was minor damage, its trajectory unhindered. I continued firing after it, the blue beam from my ship sweeping through the darkness, missing the retreating ship, and striking the planet’s surface—thankfully missing the ruins of Titan by a wide margin. 
 
    All hell had broken loose at last. 
 
    Abigail’s Galactic Dawn and Vick’s UFS Centaurus fired on the Celestial ship with me as dozens of smaller attack craft flew into battle. Sigmond’s drones clashed with the enemy ships as we swarmed the Celestials in unison, a collective of different forces brought together by a common fear—the complete extinction of humanity. It was a melee of offensive strikes designed to bring down a common enemy. 
 
    If the enemy vessel had been anything else, it wouldn’t have stood a chance—not against all of us gunning for it at the same time. A normal ship would have been toast with all of these forces striking against it. 
 
    But normal was not a word I would ever use to describe the Celestials. A tiny vessel, no larger than a single strike ship from Titan or the Galactic Dawn, had enough firepower to take down two dozen of ours. Together, they were the equivalent of an armada. 
 
    I preferred not to imagine how this fight might go if more of them showed up. 
 
    The hail of beams, bullets, and ballistics clattered across the enemy ships’ hulls, barely denting the metal as they raced toward us. The foremost vessel fired in response, its violet beams slicing three of our smaller ships to pieces in short time. The technology was similar to the Eternal weapons that Titan had used, though I imagined they were far more deadly. I was starting to panic when I realized how useless our weapons were against them. The neutronium bullets we had risked our lives for and, even worse, made nice to Vick and the Sarkonian Emperor for, were not effective against the Celestials’ technology.  
 
    My chest tightened as I watched the shattered wreckage of allied ships being pulled into the gravity well of the metal planet below. “Abby, Vick, focus on a concentrated attack!” I barked. “Order your crew to target that lead ship.” 
 
    “How hard is it to use a man’s godsdamn title, Hughes?” the Vice Admiral snapped through the comm line, his voice strained and distracted, like he was gritting his teeth in the middle of a fistfight. 
 
    What an idiot. “Save the sass for later!” I returned. “On three. One!” 
 
    “Jace, it’s getting close,” said Abigail tensely. 
 
    “Two!” I said. 
 
    “Reserving fire in a battle like this?” asked Vick. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Three!” I shouted. 
 
    The three carriers released a simultaneous burst as the little Celestial ship dodged and weaved through the various blows of the smaller ships around it. Several of Vick’s missiles missed, but the proximity triggers of a few managed to go off nearby, the force of each blast disrupting its flight path. Abigail’s beams struck next, followed by my own, and together we dug a measured breach through the hull. That was progress.  
 
    “Again!” I yelled. “On three. One...two...three!” This time, we all aimed for the side of the ship, catching it in a glancing blow.  
 
    The vessel keeled and spun, the ship still somehow holding together despite the concentrated blasts. For a moment, the little ship stopped accelerating and firing its thrusters, but continued moving in a steady low decaying orbit. It was disabled, and if left alone for long would likely fall into the planet and crash.  
 
    Cheers came through on the open comm line. 
 
    “Don’t celebrate until that thing’s in pieces!” I shouted. “Abigail, fire—” 
 
    Before I could finish the command, the ship sprang back to life. It zipped away, putting a bit of distance between us before it came back around and fired on two of our smaller ships. Explosions rocked their hulls, scattering them both—and the soldiers inside them—to dust in the void. 
 
    Before I had time to react to this outrage, it fired on another, reducing it to nothing but debris. I was losing fighters and craft, and we weren’t making any type of headway in destroying their vessels.  
 
    “Godsdamn it!” I smacked my palm against the dash. “Vick, Abby—” 
 
    “Captain!” Dressler shouted from the hallway behind me. “Captain, I need you to—” 
 
    “Not now, Doc,” I interrupted. “I’m a bit busy!”  
 
    I attempted to give the command again, but she elbowed her way into the cockpit and sat in the copilot’s chair, pointing to the Celestial vessel as it began to cloak. The vessel flickered in and out of view, the transition jarred and messy, and I wondered if we had hurt it enough to keep it from cloaking at all. 
 
    Just as I had the thought, however, the ship disappeared into the black. 
 
    “No!” I yelled. 
 
    “Fire the pulse cannon where you saw it last,” said Dressler, a bit of anticipation in her tone. “Do it! Quickly!” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” I replied. I tapped the holo display, activating the recently installed weapon. “Glad to see you got these up and running.” 
 
    “I’ve been making modifications the entire time,” she said. “I haven’t tested them, so let’s call this the alpha.” 
 
    My finger hovered over the holographic activation button. “Wait a second,” I muttered. “Do I need to worry about exploding?” 
 
    “There’s no time to debate this,” said Dressler rather insistently. “Hurry! They’re going to move and we will lose them!” 
 
    I shrugged and pressed the holo. If I died today, I was going to be pissed. 
 
    A blast shook our ship, the beam coming from the nothing in front of us. I gritted my teeth, my grip tightening around the control sticks. “This is some test!”  
 
    They fired again, and the cockpit rattled. At least we knew where the blast was coming from, but it was somewhat painful. 
 
    “Fire the cannons!” yelled Dressler, her voice barely audible over the roar of the pulse cannons as they shot the pulse out. The ship shook as the stabilizing thrusters kicked in to offset the force of the jerry-rigged cannons. The lights kept flickering and the power was intermittent. The jarring motion was nauseating and Dressler was having trouble staying upright, despite being buckled into the seat. 
 
    With my body vibrating, I slammed my finger on the trigger and fired, having trouble aiming with all the movement, knowing full well I had a decent chance of missing the godsdamn thing entirely, since it could be anywhere by now. It had stopped firing for the time being, maybe seeing that we were in trouble and assuming that our time in the fight was limited. 
 
    The Star shook even more violently as the pulse cannon performed its first attack. For an agonizing second, nothing happened—and then, much to my surprise, the flicker of the Celestial ship appeared out of the dark.  
 
    There was a brief moment of silence. 
 
    “Holy damn, did you see that?” I muttered. “Everyone, fire!”  
 
    Seconds later, at least five energy beams sliced through the already damaged hull of the Celestial ship. The metal came apart like toy bricks, and in a single moment, it exploded into dust and debris. The ship scattered across the holo screen and disappeared into the darkness, as though it had never been there to begin with. 
 
     “What the hell just happened?” a man’s voice chimed through the open line. “Why did it just—” 
 
    More voices joined his, wondering what had happened and getting no immediate explanation. Even with a victory, confusion reigned. 
 
    “As I suspected,” said Dressler calmly. “Captain, it seems the experiment was a success. You can now disable the enemy’s phasing capabilities. Based on my calculations, the interruption won’t hold for long, but it will prevent them from staying phased for a short time. Long enough to stage an attack, it would seem.” 
 
    “That’s fine work there, Doc,” I admitted, still a little bewildered. “Are our pulse cannons the only two in the fleet? Or did you install others?” 
 
    “We installed them on every ship,” she answered, “but I’ll need to make a few small calibrations to the software.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” I asked. 
 
    “A few minutes and a quick update should do the trick,” said the doctor. “In fact, it’s already sending. I’m switching to another channel to talk this over with Davon.” 
 
    There was a click as she left the channel. 
 
    I hesitated. “Siggy, how many pulse cannons do we actually have?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight,” answered the Cognitive. “Every Sarkonian carrier has two installed. The Galactic Dawn has four. It would seem Dr. Davon gave Dr. Dressler access to each ship in the Sarkonian fleet.” 
 
    “Now that’s a smart man,” I muttered, adjusting in my seat as I scanned for a new target. The Union cruisers were currently engaged with three of the remaining Celestial ships. “Give the doc what she wants. “What’s the status on the battlefront?” I asked, squinting as I surveyed the wreckage floating above the metal planet. 
 
    “It would seem the UFS Centaurus has left to join another firefight,” said Sigmond. “Vice Admiral Vick gave no indication as to why.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath. “Of course, he did.” 
 
    “The Galactic Dawn is actively firing on a surface cannon, which is itself turning its attention toward this vessel,” the Cognitive added.  
 
    “That’s kind of an important detail, Siggy!” I snapped, tilting the controls and angling the Star toward Abigail’s ship.  
 
    Sure enough, the cannons on the surface had primed themselves and were preparing to fire. The massive barrels tilted, moving in a painfully slow arc toward my ship and the dozens of smaller boats floating around the Galactic Dawn. The Dawn was retaliating in kind, firing on the cannons and taking out several before they fired, probably saving the Star in the process. However, once the surface cannons were positioned and in place, some aimed again at the Star and some at the Dawn, it seemed we were in a dire position, at risk of being taken out from the ground. 
 
    “Siggy, get us organized,” I shouted. “Every carrier, every ship, every drone needs a purpose. Use that high functioning brain of yours to formulate some kind of unified strategy and have each group go after a target. Order them to do exactly as you tell them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. He paused briefly, no doubt scanning through the vast amounts of data available to him through the connected ships. “We currently have five remaining Celestial ships and eight cannons on the surface left to destroy.” 
 
    “This is taking too long,” I muttered, quickly igniting thrusters and moving the Renegade Star toward Abigail’s ship, which caused the surface cannons attempting to fire on us to change their angle. I noticed they were slow-moving, so the faster we moved, the more difficult it was for them to get a good fix on us. I had no idea if the surface cannons were manually or automatically operated.  
 
    As I approached the Galactic Dawn, another of the Celestial ships accelerated from the planet’s orbit. It fired on us, the beams barely missing as I dove out of the way. 
 
    “Sir,” said Sigmond. “The nearest surface cannon is about to fire.” The Cognitive paused. “I’m afraid it’s changed targets and is now locked on to Miss Pryar’s ship.” 
 
     “The gods will take me before I let them have her,” I said through gritted teeth. I took aim at the surface cannons and squeezed the trigger. 
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
    The cannon on the surface of the planet fired a bright beam of purple energy into the side of the Galactic Dawn, sweeping through the hull and cutting quickly through it. The orange shields around the ship broke apart with ease, like they were vapor-thin, and in a single moment, the Dawn was exposed and vulnerable.  
 
    I felt my heart sink at the sight of it. With a single attack, the enemy had crippled one of our strongest ships. 
 
    “Get us some backup, Siggy!” I shouted. 
 
    “Right away, sir,” said the Cognitive. “I’m delegating assignments and targets as we speak.” 
 
    Some of the Union and Sarkonian vessels were slow to move, still immersed in their own fights. Octavia’s squad, along with several others from Earth, arrived in short time. “Firing on the target,” she announced through the comm. “All ships, attack!” 
 
    The darkness lit up as the strike ships followed suit, blasting the surface of the planet, each focused on the same gun.  
 
    A purple shield lit up around the defense cannon, stopping the beams. “Keep it steady!” ordered Octavia. 
 
    “Why aren’t the Union and Sarkonian ships moving?” I asked, speaking to Sigmond. 
 
    “Unknown,” he answered. “They aren’t responding, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Open a channel to Vick,” I ordered. 
 
    As soon as I said the words, I heard a click. “What is it?” asked Vick, his voice tense and impatient.  
 
    “Why aren’t you responding to Sigmond’s orders?” I asked. 
 
    “We have our own problems to deal with, Hughes,” said Vick.  
 
    “If we act together, we’ll take less casualties in the long run,” I explained. “I thought you were supposed to be a strategist, Vick. What the hell kind of strategy includes leaving your allies to die?” 
 
    “I’m responsible for my own people, Captain,” he said, almost shouting.  
 
    “My calculations limit the risk of loss,” informed Sigmond, speaking to both of us. “Going against my suggestions will disrupt the chance of success.” 
 
    “I’m not taking orders from an A.I.!” barked Vick. 
 
    “If we lose that ship, it won’t just hurt us. It’ll affect everyone in this alliance,” I told him. 
 
    There was a short pause, followed by a click. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked, tapping my ear. I checked the holo to see if the comm line was still active. It wasn’t. “Did that asshole just hang up on me?” 
 
    “I believe he did, sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    I was about to shout something obscene, when I saw the lights on my holo begin to move, indicating that more ships were on their way toward my location.  
 
    The Union was moving. Or at least a fraction of them were, including two cruisers and a few dozen of their attack ships.  
 
    “It’s about godsdamn time,” I muttered. “Sigmond, send the command to fire to every arriving vessel. Put all available firepower on that surface cannon. Rain fire on it!” 
 
    The Star’s energy beam continued firing. We weren’t doing enough damage yet. The cannon was holding, even with all of the fire blasting it. 
 
    The holo beeped, showing another incoming charge from the cannon. It would fire in 3…2…1… 
 
    At that moment, a barrage of missiles struck the purple shield around the cannon, bombarding it with enough firepower to take out a small moon.  
 
    The shield finally cracked—a simple break at first, but it quickly spread, until the crack filled the shield and finally came apart. As it did, the combined blasts of the blue energy beams from Earth’s ships flooded the weapon and ripped it apart.  
 
    The attack tore the surface area around the cannon into a crater, casting pieces of debris into space and decimating a small section of the planet.   
 
     “Enemy gun destroyed,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Nice work,” I said, turning my attention to the Galactic Dawn. “Abigail, can you hear me? What’s your status?” 
 
    “We’ve taken heavy damage, but engines and weapons are still operational,” she replied. “We—” 
 
    “We’re hit!” a man said through the open channel, his voice terrified and rife with panic.  
 
    “Siggy, who’s that?” I asked, tilting the Star as I scanned for who could be hit and still alive to talk about it. 
 
    “It appears to be one of the Union fleet ships, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    “Well, get me over there! Get—” 
 
    “Evacuate. Evac—” 
 
    Before he could finish, the line went dead. 
 
    The fiery debris of a Union carrier came into view above us. Explosions rocked through the massive ship, burning through the oxygen and the hallways as it roared toward the surface below. The bridge came apart before my eyes, and I had no words. 
 
    I tensed impulsively, my grip tightening on the controls. We’d lost a whole damn carrier and hundreds of troops—all in one blow. 
 
    Godsdamnit. 
 
    One of the few remaining Celestial ships sailed through the debris as it fell, banking as it soared off to its next target. It opened fire on the smaller ships around the downed carrier, destroying several of them in an effortless hail of energy. One split apart in several pieces, large chunks colliding with several other ships, damaging them and causing two to fall into each other. One exploded and then ignited the other, triggering that one to combust. They were much too close to the Galactic Dawn for my comfort. 
 
    Briefly, I paused, my gaze shifting back and forth between the dying carrier and the ruins of Titan far below. 
 
    But my mind was already made up. 
 
    I gunned it, driving the Star into the fray of battle. 
 
    “Siggy, where’s Vick?” I asked.  
 
    “On my way there,” said the Vice Admiral through the open line. “These ships are fast, Hughes. How the hell—” 
 
    The sound of explosions rocked the line, and I couldn’t tell where they’d come from.  
 
    “Who’s hit?” I demanded. 
 
    “We’re fine,” answered Abigail. “It was a love tap, at best.” 
 
    “Sir,” interrupted Sigmond. “Vice Admiral Vick and the Sarkonian Emissary are converging now on the loose Celestial ship. I’ve sent Lieutenant Rackham to assist Miss Pryar as they address another of the surface cannons. It would seem you are needed on the Celestial vessel, as you have one of the few remaining functional pulse cannons.” 
 
    “I thought Dressler sent the modifications to the carriers!” I said in frustration. 
 
    “The nearest cannons were on that carrier,” said Dressler. “You’re the closest in range.” 
 
    I growled in annoyance and pressed the Star forward, taking aim on the ship as it began to phase once again. Before it disappeared, I fired the pulse cannon. The Star shook violently from the force as the cannon struck the black, quickly catching the Celestial before it had a chance to disappear. The monster’s phasing paused, flickering in and out of view. 
 
    “We don’t have long!” I shouted into the line. “Fire everything!” 
 
    In unison, the Renegade Star, the UFS Centaurus, and the emissary’s ship fired onto the small disabled spacecraft. Our beams hit from three directions, trapping the ship in place as it evaporated into ash. That it was a combination of all three factions coming together as allies was not lost on me. 
 
    Cheers filtered through the line. 
 
    “Well done,” said Vick to no one in particular. 
 
    I smirked. “Are you congratulating yourself there, Vice Admiral, or were you paying the rest of us an actual compliment?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the Vice Admiral just groaned. 
 
    “Only two ships and one surface cannon remain, sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “That’s more like it!” I said, clasping my hands together. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “Rackham and I will handle the surface cannon,” said Abigail through the line. “Focus on that other ship.”  
 
    “You’re just letting me have all the fun, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    She chuckled. “Always.” 
 
    The Galactic Dawn angled away, the dozens of smaller ships around it keeping time as they sailed toward the other side of the planet. Rackham’s carrier and two other Union cruisers, along with a Sarkonian carrier, joined her. 
 
    The rest of the armada soared toward me as one of the two remaining Celestial boats raced over the metal planet, its guns aimed directly at me. 
 
    It would seem the Celestials realized I could disable their phasing, and they seemed intent as hell on taking me out first.  
 
    “Hold on!” I shouted into the ship’s private channel as I twisted the controls, gliding through the black with the Celestial ship on my ass, firing as it chased me. I had to dodge as I gunned it, avoiding the lethal blasts and any serious damage. 
 
    I raced past Vick’s carrier, the massive ship looming on the holo as we passed each other.  
 
    “Need some help, Hughes?” asked the Vice Admiral, his voice dry. 
 
    “If it’s not too much trouble!” I shouted as I quickly banked left, trying to get out of the line of fire as the Celestial ship released another volley on me from behind. Vick was not well-positioned to assist in stopping this ship. His angle was all wrong.  
 
    “Another Celestial ship has been destroyed,” interjected Sigmond. “This is now the final vessel, as no additional ships have taken off from the planet since the battle began.” 
 
    “Thank the non-existent gods,” I muttered as another blast rocked the Star.  
 
    “The enemy is phasing,” informed Sigmond. “Five seconds.” 
 
    “We have another pulse cannon en route, Captain,” said Dressler.  
 
    “There’s not enough time for that,” I said. 
 
    I pulled the controls, swinging the Renegade Star around, quickly repositioning myself so that I was drifting backwards and facing the oncoming Celestial.  
 
    A purple beam erupted from the enemy ship, striking the Star and breaking the shield. The ship rocked and the lights flickered. I nearly fell out of my chair from the attack, but the harness across my chest kept me in place. “Holy damn, that was—” 
 
    “Shields are down,” informed Sigmond.  
 
    No kidding, I thought. That much was obvious. 
 
    I reached for the controls, trying to activate the pulse cannons, when a red light came on the holo.  
 
    “Fire!” shouted the Sarkonian emissary.  
 
    The holo showed a Sarkonian cruiser shooting its pulse cannons on the Celestial as it began to phase. The Celestial ship quickly reappeared, only having been able to partially disappear. I took the opportunity to grab my control sticks and lock on to the enemy craft, and I fired. 
 
    Every available beam cannon on the Renegade Star blasted straight into the Celestial vessel. As they did, the Sarkonian cruiser and its assigned attack ships joined in the assault. In a single, unified moment, our attacks met, destroying the last remaining Celestial ship. It exploded into a cloud of smoke and twisted debris. 
 
    “Enemy vessel is destroyed!” someone shouted through the open line.  
 
    “Additionally, the last of the surface cannons has been disabled,” added Sigmond. 
 
    Cheers echoed through the open comm line. 
 
    “We haven’t won yet,” I reminded them, but I couldn’t suppress the surge of victory burning through me. “But still, good job, the lot of you.” 
 
    “Carriers, maintain equal spacing around the planet,” commanded Vick. 
 
    “Give us a status report, Siggy,” I ordered. 
 
    “We lost one of the Union carriers and thirty-seven smaller ships,” answered Sigmond. 
 
    “I have also lost a third of my drones.” 
 
    I shook my head in frustration—that was a lot more blood and a lot more damage than I had bargained for, but I tried to remind myself that it could’ve gone a lot worse. “Can you detect anything moving down there?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Dr. Dressler is currently requesting access to the Galactic Dawn so that she can modify the pulse cannons herself.” He paused. “She expressed that she was ‘fed up with half-witted fools who couldn’t solve their way out of a plastic box.’” 
 
    I chuckled and rubbed my eyes. “Fine, Siggy. Give her what she wants. We’ll dock with Abby’s ship, but she has ten minutes, tops, before we move. In the meantime, prepare the ground troops to drop into Titan. It’s time to get Athena back.” I took a short breath. “Let’s just hope we aren’t too late.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
    Thirty minutes after the last Celestial ship was destroyed, the shuttle finally docked with the ruins of Titan. 
 
    The last half hour had been a confusion of barked orders and shuffling people around the various carriers and ships that hadn’t been destroyed during the battle. I’d acquired a great deal more of my crew, and though Abigail had remained aboard the Galactic Dawn to coordinate troop descents to the planet, I had everyone else on my ship. 
 
    On the holo, the Star’s cameras scanned the remains of Titan’s central docking port. There wasn’t much left, mostly just shrapnel and twisted beams, but enough of the core structure had survived to give us a relatively clear passage into the bowels of the ship. 
 
    “Siggy, status,” I ordered, half-distracted as I adjusted the controls for our final descent to Titan.   
 
    “Troops are ready to deploy,” said the Cognitive. “All ferries and vessels are waiting your command to land.” 
 
    “Do we have enough soldiers?” I asked as the shuttle jostled, its landing gears locking us into place. “It’s a big planet, after all.” 
 
    “It is,” agreed Sigmond. “However—” 
 
    “He’s going to tell you that our pulse cannons are in the process of targeting the surface,” interjected Dressler. 
 
    I looked at her. “What?” 
 
    “We’re using the cannons to locate the remaining Celestials,” she informed me. “It should take several hours. Maybe longer. I can’t say exactly until they start.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Sigmond. “In the meantime, twenty-eight shuttles are in the process of departing the different carriers in a joint operation to locate and neutralize the Celestials as they are located.” 
 
    “Good.” I leaned back in my chair as we made our approach to Titan. “With any luck, this whole thing will be over soon.” 
 
    “That depends on what’s down there,” said Dressler. 
 
    I grunted, saying nothing. Of course, she was right. There could be an ambush waiting for our troops at any point once their boots hit the ground, but if the pulse cannons delivered on Dressler’s promise, there was a chance we could avoid that. 
 
    The lack of a surprise attack wouldn’t mean we’d walk away clean, however. Far from it. We were about to hunt down Celestials. 
 
    We’d already lost some of our people in the fight, but the fight was hardly over, and even more would not come back alive. That was simply the reality of it. 
 
    My shoulders tensed for what might come next. “Siggy, give the all-clear as soon as we have our first location on the enemy. I want boots on the ground immediately. Even after those scans finish, I want our people combing through every possible meter of that planet. Let’s make the enemy dead, and let’s do it quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw. “No one relaxes,” I added. “No one slows down. No one gets too comfortable or thinks we’ve won until the full-planet sweep is complete. That clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Good. You’re in command while I’m topside,” I finished. 
 
    *** 
 
    I raised my pistol as we rounded the first corner into Titan. My crew walked slowly behind me. Inside the helmet, I could hear myself breathing, and it was distracting. 
 
    Two dozen soldiers walked beside us, each of them moving in fluid step with one another. These were Union professionals, trained for every breed of war. I never expected us to be on the same side, let alone storming Titan together in search of a Cognitive. 
 
    You’d think I’d be used to the unexpected by now. 
 
    “Rear security, mind the corridors,” I ordered, keeping my voice steady and clear. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” several voices chimed in. 
 
    “Any movement?” asked Rackham from beside me. His ship had joined with mine as we docked and boarded Titan. 
 
    “None,” answered Dressler as she monitored a pad in her hands. “Continued scans show nothing.” 
 
    “Yet,” I added. “That doesn’t mean a thing. Doc, you sure those pulse cannons are going to work?” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the modified pulse cannon two of the soldiers behind me carried between them. They hoisted it through the ruins, grimacing from the weight they bore and gripped the handles tightly. 
 
    “Gotta say, I was surprised when you suggested bringing it with us,” I admitted. 
 
    “It’ll work,” said Dressler as she, too, looked back at the men. “I personally modified that one, so I know it’s operational.” 
 
    “Where’d you get it?” I asked. “Wait. Did you take it off my ship?” 
 
    “I may have,” she conceded. 
 
    I looked at her. “Stop taking apart my boat!” 
 
    “It’s for the greater good,” she answered, giving me a little shake of her head. 
 
    “It’s too quiet,” said Freddie nervously, only a few paces behind me. “This is eerie.” 
 
    “It’s wreckage, kid,” I reminded him. “It’s not going to be lively.” 
 
    “Up there,” said Dressler, pointing to a hallway just ahead. “Through those doors, and down a passage to the left. That’s where Athena’s Capsule will be.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope she’s still in there,” said Rackham. 
 
    My jaw tensed involuntarily, and I simply nodded. 
 
    “Wait,” said Dressler, her eyes trained on the pad. “There’s something—it’s moving. It may be an echo, but everyone be ready.” 
 
    “That’s no echo,” I said, lifting both my pistol and revolver as I aimed them both at the doors ahead. 
 
    We paused in the hallway, and my eyes strained for any hint of movement. The heavy silence weighed on us, fraying our nerves, and more than one soldier shifted anxiously as they waited for something to happen. 
 
    The double doors ahead of us slid open. Guns clicked as everyone took aim. 
 
    But it was empty. 
 
    The doors sat open for a moment, letting a whole lot of nothing through from the empty hallway on the other side. 
 
    I cocked the revolver, ready to fire. 
 
    The doors shut, and out of the corner of my eye I saw several of the soldiers flinch. 
 
    With a few slow, deliberate steps, I moved gently out of the range of the pulse cannon. “Arm that thing,” I said quietly into the shared line. “Fire at the doors.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” one of the two soldiers whispered back. 
 
    As the rest of us stood still in the empty, dead-silent hallway, I kept my guns trained on the now-closed doors. 
 
    “Charging,” said one of the soldiers. “Three seconds. Two. One.” 
 
    The pulse-cannon fired, and the two soldiers holding it fell backwards from the force. The pulse was invisible to the eye, but each of us felt the wave pressure as it struck and reverberated off the nearby surfaces, shaking the very floor we stood on. It was a small earthquake, only I felt it in my chest and head too. 
 
    I half-expected the blast to hit the doors, proving me and my nerves wrong. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    The pulse hit something just two meters in front of me, knocking it back as it slowly became visible. Its phasing stuttered, the form of something massive, white, and ugly as sin starting to appear. Its perfectly expressionless face reminded me of a corpse as it watched me, its eyes already locked on mine the moment it shimmered into view. The muscled beast towered a good four feet over me. It had two legs, each as thick as a man’s waist, and two arms of equal size. Its face, while not human like some of the others, resembled something else with the slitted green eyes of a wild carnivorous animal.  
 
    A beast with the mind of a Celestial. 
 
    “Fire!” I shouted. 
 
    With nearly fifty of us crammed into a hallway only wide enough for ten men, we had prepared for a moment like this. The front lines knelt, giving those behind them free rein to shoot this thing to hell. It was an instant moment of obedience, and every soldier did exactly as they had prepared to do—it was seamless, fluid, and flawless. 
 
    The Celestial tilted its head in mild curiosity at us as we opened fire, the neutronium bullets hitting the thick hide, barely piercing its skin. 
 
    But that was nothing new—after what Abigail and I witnessed the last time we were here, I had expected as much. 
 
    The creature bolted toward us, moving first to Dressler. I shoved my shoulder against her, throwing her against the wall and taking the hit. The Celestial slammed into my visor, throwing me ass over head into a row of soldiers. They caught me, thankfully not shooting me in my back, and I quickly rolled onto my knees so I could open fire on the monster. 
 
    “Doc, you okay?” I asked as I fired off a quick succession of rounds. 
 
    “Fine,” she said breathlessly. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed her scrambling to grab her pad from where it had fallen on the ground. 
 
    “Arm yourself, Doc!” I shouted. “Get behind the lines!” 
 
    “I’m fine—” 
 
    “That’s an order!” I barked over her, firing off four shots into the Celestial’s forehead. 
 
    The sheer volume of our fire slowed the Celestial down. It moved quickly, but our combined firepower provided enough suppression to keep the creature from covering much ground. The bullets finally began to rip through the thick hide of its body, blood finally beginning to stain its white skin. 
 
    The Celestial snapped its arms, revealing hard-light blades as it attempted to move again, this time to Rackham. 
 
    “Watch out for the swords!” I shouted. 
 
    “Swords?!” Rackham shouted back at me. 
 
    Before he could move, the Celestial curled its massive arm, flexing sinuous, roped muscles and wielding a glowing set of blue, razor-sharp blades of light. 
 
    “It has swords!” Rackham shouted, as incredulous as I was when I first discovered that for myself. 
 
    As I reached him, the Celestial swung at the Union officer. Rackham ducked, the blade slicing effortlessly through the wall barely above his head. 
 
    Rackham dodged another blow, rolling toward me as I fired off a few rounds into the Celestial’s chest to give the man cover. It barely reacted, holding its hand to its head as the neutronium bullet lodged itself inside the monster’s flesh. 
 
    It swung again, this time managing to hit one of the Union men, taking out the poor bastard’s leg in a single swipe. 
 
    The man screamed so loud that it caused half the team to cringe, his cries filling our helmets. 
 
    I raised my gun again to fire, but I didn’t get the chance. 
 
    The Celestial speared two soldiers together with its sword, that expressionless face tilting toward me as it threw them off the blade. 
 
    “Come on!” I shouted, daring the thing to try. 
 
    It charged me, its whole body covered in blood, and like the foolhardy man I was, I met it head-on. 
 
    The Celestial swung as I neared, but I ducked and slid between its legs, firing both guns into its flesh as I went. My personal shield flickered as it grazed its body. 
 
    Gunfire erupted along its back, the creature’s whole focus on me even as the others shot at it. 
 
    “Fire the cannon!” shouted Dressler. 
 
    The pulse cannon hit the Celestial as I fell away and onto the floor, then another barrage of gunfire struck it as it stood there, disoriented from the cannon. This time, it seemed sufficient. 
 
    With enough metal in it to take down a small starship, the monster soundlessly collapsed onto the floor before us. It gave no sign of discomfort. It released no cries of pain or shouts for mercy. It didn’t shut its eyes or cower in fear. 
 
    Instead, it only died, motionless, with half its body torn apart from the mix of steel and neutronium that had ripped into it from all sides. 
 
    Chest heaving, I stood, stumbling a little as I regained my balance. I leaned against the wall, trying to catch my breath. My grip on my guns loosened slightly as I relaxed, giving myself just one second to recover. 
 
    The Celestial twitched. 
 
    Instantly, we all opened fire again. A storm of bullets from roughly four dozen guns fired simultaneously on the corpse, leaving no room for the thing to so much as breathe its final breath. 
 
    When we were done, the Celestial’s body looked like a Boneclaw had got a hold of it, a barely recognizable pile of meat as it lay in a pool of its own blood. 
 
    “I think it’s dead,” I said as I stormed past it to help Dressler to her feet. 
 
    She took my hand when I offered it, her gaze trained on the Celestial’s body as it lay, now motionless, on the floor. 
 
    I let out a tense breath and cracked my neck. “Any other glitches we’ve got to worry about, Doc?” 
 
    “No,” she answered from where I’d shoved her against the wall, briefly lifting the pad to glance at it before returning her attention to the dead Celestial at our feet. “Not for now, anyway.” 
 
    We continued toward the Capsule, everyone a little more on edge than before. Behind me, the clink of guns brushing against gloves and helmets jostling as the soldiers anxiously trained their weapons in every direction had me grateful they weren’t jumpy enough to shoot at every little thing, but I still wasn’t entirely fond of having forty guns at my back. 
 
    Especially when over half of them were Union and Sarkonian fighters—soldiers who, until recently, had been ordered to shoot at me. 
 
    We reached the Capsule before long. It had been awhile since I’d seen one, and the wall of computers struck me as oddly out of place in the vast room. It seemed like too much, even to house a Cognitive. Imposing and powerful, it looked identical to the one that had belonged to Hephaestus. 
 
    But something was wrong. 
 
    “Doc, why aren’t there any lights?” I asked with a nod toward the tower of blank computers. “They’re dead. Everything’s dark.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Captain,” admitted Dressler. “Cover me while I figure it out.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, grip tightening on the guns in my hands as the soldiers filed into the room with us. 
 
    “Fan out,” I ordered. “Cover the doc and keep her alive while she works. And if anything so much as breathes on you that isn’t one of us,” I added with a look toward the Capsule, “shoot it to hell.” 
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
    I stood over Dressler, watching and waiting for answers as she crouched beside the Capsule, her head and arms inside the panel. 
 
    “Well?” I prodded, glancing repeatedly back at the doorway where we’d fought the Celestial only moments ago. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “it doesn’t make me move faster just because you’re staring into my back.” 
 
    I wanted to ask how she knew I was staring at her with her head inside that console, but I said nothing. Instead, I went to check on Rackham. 
 
    He raised a hand at me. “I’m good,” he said, though the heavy breathing gave me pause. “That was something else, though.” 
 
    “It always is,” I replied. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way those things look,” he said. “And to think there are different kinds.” 
 
    “A whole species of varying degrees of ugly,” I answered. “With any luck, that’ll be the last one we encounter on this little excursion.” 
 
    “Captain, this is bad,” said Dressler with a weary sigh as she rummaged around the computers, fussing with wires and drives. 
 
    “What’s bad?” I asked, placing a hand on Rackham’s shoulder before turning back to Dressler. 
 
    She sighed deeply, then turned her head to face me. “Athena’s Capsule has been deliberately shut down,” the scientist said. “At this time, it doesn’t appear as though she was destroyed, but she’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” I asked. There was a flutter in my chest, an anxious fear that took me by surprise, followed by a brief moment of rage. I clenched both my guns until my fingers hurt from the pressure. 
 
    “Completely gone,” confirmed Dressler with a weary nod. “Her drives are missing, and whoever removed them did so expertly and with care. They didn’t want her dead.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, not with words anyway. I just stood there, trying to process what I was hearing. If Athena was gone, if she’d been taken, it meant we likely stood no chance of getting her back. The Celestials would break her apart, piece by piece, all in an attempt to extract her secrets. She was as good as dead. 
 
    “I suspect,” Dressler went on, “that care was taken in order to preserve Athena’s core memories. Who knows what they’ll do to her code during the extraction process?” 
 
    “Is there a way to track her?” I asked, trying to shake off the feeling I had in the moment. This was Lucia all over again, but I couldn’t let it get to me. I had to stay focused. 
 
    “Not at the moment, no,” said Dressler. “I’ve tried to ping her a few times since we arrived, and I’ve received no response.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” I ordered. 
 
    “I will,” she promised as she packed her things and stood, removing a few components from the Capsule in the process and stowing them away. 
 
    “Captain,” interrupted Sigmond. “Mr. Davon would like a word with you and Dr. Dressler. Shall I open the line?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Siggy,” I said, holstering my pistol as I leaned against the dead Capsule towers. 
 
    “Captain Hughes,” greeted Davon. 
 
    “Tell me something good, Davon,” I ordered with a sidelong glance at Dressler. “I need some good news right about now.” 
 
    “That I can actually provide,” the Sarkonian scientist said cheerily. “Thanks to Dr. Dressler’s modifications, our attempts to track the remaining Celestials is proving successful. We’ve also managed to amplify the pulse cannons through the carrier ships and are performing regular, highly-accurate scans to track the enemy. But that’s not why I’m contacting you.” 
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s almost no movement on the planet,” said Davon, an excited tone behind his words. “We encountered twelve Celestials upon our first scan. Since the troops were deployed, that number is down to only four. Those four remaining signals are the only ones currently detected on the entirety of the planet, though we’re continuing our scans.” 
 
    “Four?” I asked, frowning in confusion. “That can’t be possible. Your scans must be wrong.” 
 
    “I initially considered the possibility,” admitted Davon. “However, we’ve been immensely thorough, and the interactions thus far with the Celestials we’ve encountered have confirmed my readings. The cannon only has an effective range of 1200 meters, so we’ve only managed to cover 38 percent of the planet so far.” 
 
    “I don’t for one moment believe there were only twelve Celestials on the planet when we attacked,” I said. “Not for one minute, Davon.” 
 
    “There may still be others,” he admitted. “We won’t know until the scans are complete.” 
 
    “How long for that?” I asked. 
 
    “An hour, perhaps,” he said. “Two at most.” 
 
    “This could easily be a trap, or a trick designed to make us lower our guard,” I told him. “Keep me informed as you continue the scans.” 
 
    There was a click as Davon left the line. I turned to Dressler. “Thoughts?” I asked. 
 
    “If what he says is true, there’s a good chance whoever extracted Athena’s drives has already fled,” she theorized. “Possibly before we even arrived.” 
 
    I nodded. “If there are really so few of them left, then this planet seems like an awful waste of space,” I added. 
 
    My guess was they found Athena, extracted her, and took her to wherever they call home. She was the definition of raw intelligence, so it wouldn’t make strategic sense to keep her here for long, especially given that we’d already attacked this facility once before. 
 
    “Doc, is there anything else on Titan that you need?” I asked, trying to clear my thoughts and stay focused. 
 
    “Of course there is,” she quipped, gesturing at the ship around us. “It’s Titan, Captain. This entire ship is full of valuable equipment, all of which—” 
 
    “Let me clarify,” I interrupted. “Is there anything you need right now? Because we’ve got somewhere else to be and not a lot of time to get gone.” 
 
    With a reluctant pause, she quickly scanned the Capsule, finally shaking her head. “It can wait.” 
 
    “Good. You tell me when Davon’s readings come through so we can clean this planet of every godsdamn Celestial we can find,” I reminded her, pointing at her pad for emphasis. “Siggy, open the line again to the rest of our squad.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Done.” 
 
    “Move out,” I ordered the soldiers around me, gesturing back the way we’d come. “We’re getting the hell out of here. There are still Celestials elsewhere on this planet, and it’s our duty to make them not.” I extended a hand to Dressler, helping her to her feet. “Let’s pack up and move out.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
    As much as I wanted to be on the Star, I left Freddie in charge while we docked with the UFS Centaurus, joining a handful of soldiers as they prepared to drop to Titan and search for more Celestials. 
 
    I hurried through the halls so quickly that my thighs began to hurt, dragging the heavy exosuit with every step I took, but not stopping to rest a single moment until I was well aboard the shuttle. 
 
    As soon as the engines primed, I gave the order to move. “Siggy, is the pilot ready? What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Apologies, sir,” replied Sigmond. “I have full control over the shuttle’s piloting systems. We’ll depart momentarily.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” I urged him. 
 
    Even with just four Celestials left on the surface, according to initial scans, we didn’t have the luxury of time. As long as just one of those creatures was alive down there, I wasn’t going to let myself relax. 
 
    “Right away, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    “Captain?” interrupted Dressler. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, looking over to her as she unlatched her helmet. 
 
    She lifted her pad toward me as she held her helmet under one arm. “Davon’s readings finally came through. This is the live feed of all current scans.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” I said, grabbing the pad. 
 
    On the screen was a three-dimensional map of the entire metal planet. I dragged my finger along the image, zooming in to get a better look as needed. With every adjustment, the map updated, giving me a live view of the enemy’s current movements. 
 
    Rackham leaned closer, silently looking at the map over my shoulder. I paused, raising my eyebrow at him as he invaded my personal space. He hesitated a moment, as if he weren’t quite sure what to make of my expression, and eventually took a careful step backward. 
 
    I returned to the map, spinning it this way and that until I finally saw activity. 
 
    Blue dots swarmed the tunnels, moving in perfect time through every corridor they encountered. They kept close, funneling through the planet with precision and focus. 
 
    “I take it we’re blue,” I muttered, not really needing a confirmation. 
 
    “Gods help us if we aren’t,” quipped Rackham. 
 
    As I watched the feed, the blue dots encountered a red one. I tensed, the engines of the shuttle finally roaring to life as we disembarked from the ruins of Titan. 
 
    “Red are the Celestials,” said Dressler, apparently seeing something in my expression I hadn’t said aloud. 
 
    The dots on the screen didn’t do justice to the war that must have been raging down below. I cursed under my breath, wishing I was there to help, realizing some of these soldiers might die. 
 
    Knowing that, if they did, all they would have to show for it was a little light on my screen blinking out. 
 
    I refused to think of these soldiers as numbers on a screen. They were people with families and dreams, hopes and drive, and each of them had come to the edge of nowhere to fight for a galaxy that wouldn’t remember their names when they were gone. 
 
    Even if Vick and the Sarkonian Emperor didn’t care about these people, I did. 
 
    As the blue dots swarmed the red one, it didn’t snuff out. It held strong for far longer than I liked. As I watched, a blue dot disappeared. 
 
    Man down. 
 
    I grimaced as three more disappeared, all while the red one remained. 
 
    “Siggy, get me the hell down there!” I snapped, my grip on the pad tensing with anger and bloodlust. “Get me to the surface now!” 
 
    “We’re en route, sir,” said the Cognitive. 
 
    I held onto a pipe in the wall as the ship jostled, the thrusters engaging on our way to the fight. The pad continued to blink and beep, representing an over-simplified version of the bloodshed below. 
 
    I opened my mouth, ready to cuss, but the red light snuffed out the moment I did. 
 
    “Sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “It appears all of the Celestials have been terminated.” 
 
    “Check again,” I snapped, preferring to be careful rather than dead. “Run the scans again.” 
 
    “We’ve run continuous scans from the moment we discovered Dr. Davon’s method of tracking the Celestials,” said the Cognitive. “I can confirm that the final Celestial on the planet has been eliminated.” 
 
    Rackham and I shared a tense glance, both of us a little too battle-hardened to relax just yet. 
 
    “Patch me through to Davon,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond. 
 
    “Captain Hughes?” asked Davon. “I take it you’ve heard the good news.” 
 
    “About that,” I said cautiously. “Tell me, is there any chance these scans are missing anything? Any way the Celestials could be hiding in a blind spot?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” said Davon. “We’ve assembled every still-functioning pulse cannon we have, except of course for the one you possess. We have consistently found no further signs of movement. If there are any remaining Celestials, they’re either in deep stasis or deceased.” He paused. “Or, well…” 
 
    “Or what?” I pressed. 
 
    “Or they’ve left,” he finished. 
 
    “Sigmond, tell the ground teams to hold their positions and establish perimeters then begin surveying. I want visual confirmation from each team that their areas are clear of any threats. Those cannons are useful, but we don’t want to rely on them entirely.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied the Cognitive. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Davon. 
 
    “I’ll tell you as soon as I know,” I said. 
 
    “You think we’ve missed something?” asked Davon. 
 
    “I can’t say yet,” I admitted. “But something about this just doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Search and rescue operations began immediately. Shuttles had been dispatched to pick up life pods from around the planet’s orbit, while others had been sent into the drifting remains of the larger debris. Reports had already come of survivors, some in critical conditions.  
 
    By my request, most of the captains of the surviving carriers were meeting in Vick’s central hall, although a few had to remain on their ships to oversee field operations. 
 
    I turned the corner toward the meeting hall, spotting two soldiers outside the doorway. Each gave a nod as I walked past them to go inside. 
 
    The doors slid open and I found the room completely full, an ass in every chair but one. 
 
    I did a quick scan of those present, my eyes landing first on Abigail. She gestured at the seat next to her, which could only be for me. 
 
    Vick sat at the head of the table, talking with the Sarkonian emissary. Rackham stood behind them but nodded once toward me as I took my seat. Dressler and Davon were both by the far wall, deep in conversation, and Dressler frequently shook her head as he spoke. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here,” said Vick, his eyes finding me, “we can begin. We’re here to discuss our next move and assess damages.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” I added. 
 
    All eyes fell to me. 
 
    The Vice Admiral frowned deeply, his nose wrinkling ever so slightly. 
 
    “There are far fewer Celestials present on the ground than we expected. Given what we saw the last time we were here, there should be more,” I explained. 
 
    “They ran away,” said one of the captains, a man named Peters, who I recognized from the profile I’d been given before we left Earth. 
 
    A few of the others smirked and nodded. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, not bothering to argue with him. “We can’t know that for sure yet, though. Not until we search the rest of the planet.” 
 
    “We have all available ground troops combing through the instillation at the moment,” said the Vice Admiral, recovering control of the conversation. “If we really have achieved victory here, then a discussion needs to be had regarding what to do with this planet.” 
 
    “It sounds like you already have a thought on that,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “I believe it’s in our best interest to use the planet as our forward base of operations for all additional military movement into Celestial space.” 
 
    I let his suggestion hang in the air before I spoke, waiting to see if anyone else had something more to add. When they didn’t, I leaned forward. “I’m not usually one to say this to you, Vice Admiral,” I admitted. “But I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Heavens above,” said Abigail under her breath as she straightened in her seat. “Did you just agree with him?” 
 
    “It’s been known to happen,” I whispered back with a slight grin. “Not often, but once or twice.” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “Every time we open the slip tunnel, we put Earth at risk,” I went on. “Operating from out here leaves us with less of a gaping hole in our defenses. If we hold this location, we can stave off an invasion.” 
 
    “Or at the very least, get ahead of it,” said Abigail. 
 
    “We don’t know this planet,” said one of the captains gathered at the table. “We know nothing about its defenses, possible traps, or the technology assigned to it. The entire facility could be a deathtrap.” 
 
    “True,” I admitted, crossing my arms as I surveyed the various faces in front of me. “However, I feel confident in our people to unlock the secrets of this station. Specifically, those two.” I pointed at Dressler and Davon, who were watching the rest of us debate. 
 
    “Dr. Dressler understands the Celestials better than anyone else alive,” I continued. “I haven’t known Dr. Davon for long, but from what I’ve seen, he’s just as capable. With those two leading our research teams, I’d say we stand a fair chance at turning this planet into a capable and maybe even fully operational base.” 
 
    “We also have the feeds from your last visit,” added Vick with a small frown. “After some of your… encounters, I think we can all agree to limit where our people are authorized to go. I recall some kind of chemical turning one of my men into a deranged psychopath and that is something I’d like to avoid revisiting.” 
 
    Ah, right. The goop. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, remembering the way it had driven one of Rackham’s soldiers mad as it dissolved him from the inside out. 
 
    “All the more reason to destroy this facility immediately,” said the Sarkonian emissary. He turned to the group of captains. “Leaving it intact invites the opposition to use it against us.” 
 
    “If we do that, we’ll lose our best chance at intelligence,” said Rackham, taking a step forward from behind Vick. “I’ve seen what those Celestials are capable of firsthand. Believe me when I tell you that, as it stands, we may not be able to withstand a full attack. A single one of them has the strength to hold back a dozen men. What happens when an army comes at us?” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Captain Peters. “They only had a handful of ships when we arrived, yet they still managed to take out two of our cruisers.” 
 
    “We should secure the site,” said another Union captain by the name of Wilhelm. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Captain Versi, a Sarkonian. She glanced over to the emissary. “I believe the Emperor would concur.” 
 
    Given the last conversation I had with him, I wasn’t sure he would, but I decided to go along with it. “We can distribute defense ships and drones around the planet,” I said. “Siggy has enough drones to give us a heads-up should the Celestials come back. He can act as an early warning system.” 
 
    “I did not come this far to turn around and run home,” Vick continued, tapping his finger on the table for emphasis. “This is the perfect time to learn and master whatever we can of the Celestials’ technology. We must study everything.” 
 
    I nodded. “If things go badly, we can always return home and lock down the slip tunnel.” I glanced up at Davon. “How long do you think it’ll take for us to search this planet?” 
 
    “A while,” said the Sarkonian. “The scans are complete. We’ve run them several times now, but if you want a manual search, you’re probably looking at months. Maybe longer.” He looked at the nearby window. “It’s not a small planet. Still, I’m confident we can do it.” 
 
    Dressler crossed her arms. “And in the meantime, we can begin analyzing the facility’s technology. We will not rest until we have hard results.” 
 
    “The Celestials are powerful,” I said. “But that’s why we have to study this planet. That’s why we have to learn everything about them that we can. We take the time we’ve got and we make the most of it, simple as that.” I gestured behind me, in the vague direction of the debris that now orbited the facility. “We lost friends today. Soldiers and allies we’ll never get back. Those bastards only had seven ships and they managed to take out a third of Earth’s drones and a dozen of our smaller ships. Not to mention two carriers, one Union and one Sarkonian.” 
 
    I leaned my fists against the table, pressing my knuckles into the synthwood as I looked each person in the eye. “We’ve got a lot to learn and hardly the time to do it. We stay united and we stand a chance of surviving this war. We divide ourselves and we’re dead. Look around you. Did any of you ever expect to be working with the rest of us? Sarkonian, Union, and Earth forces combining into the greatest alliance in human history. It’s unprecedented, but look”—I got up and went to the window, tapping my knuckles against the glass—“look at what we’ve done. We’re in uncharted territory, both figuratively and literally, but think of the possibilities here. If we can do this, what else are we capable of?” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement bubbled through the room, and I could feel the shift. We had come into this as tense allies, but if cooler heads prevailed here, we might end as something else. 
 
    For now, the truce was solid. Earth, the Union, and the Sarkonians were allies through to the end of this, and we were safe from each other. 
 
    “The captain is right,” said Vick, locking eyes with me. 
 
    The words took me by surprise, so much that I didn’t even respond. The look on Abigail’s face told me she was equally shocked. 
 
    “None of us have to like each other,” he continued. “But each of us needs the rest if we’re to survive.” He looked at the Sarkonian emissary. “What say you?” 
 
    “I must speak with the Emperor before I can give a definitive answer,” said the man. “However, for now, I believe we will stay.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said, walking back over to the table. “This is where we plant the flag.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
    It took nearly a full week, but with the Celestial threat so far neutralized and with no sign of additional forces on the ground, Vick and I agreed to begin establishing an outpost inside one of the planet’s extensive layers. From what we could tell, there were hundreds of them, each placed on top of the other, going all the way to the center. It would take a long time for us to scout the facility in full, but I was confident we would find a way. 
 
    For now, we moved resources and personnel to the surface, assigned teams to seal off a deck and provide clean air, and then set up shop. 
 
    During the renovations, I decided to take a walk through the halls of Titan alone, docking my ship in one of the old airlocks and making my way to the bridge. 
 
    The eerie silence of the ship settled over me, same as it had on our initial descent into the carrier when we’d come to rescue Athena. I walked the same path now, more out of a sense of morbid familiarity than anything else. 
 
    With my guns loaded but holstered, I had my hands on my hips as I slowly perused the rubble of Athena’s ship. My suit weighed on me, pumping recycled air through my lungs, but Titan wouldn’t have its atmosphere fully repaired until a few days from now. 
 
    But I didn’t want to wait. I needed to be here. I needed some space to think. 
 
    The corridor meandered past Athena’s dead Capsule, and I followed it without completely knowing where it would take me. Twisted beams littered the walkway, and more than once I had to step over piles of cracked bulkheads and flooring that had fallen from above. Holes dotted the ceiling, and I couldn’t find a single door that hadn’t been blown to shit in the crash. 
 
    I lost track of the time I spent walking Titan’s halls, wondering what the hell I was going to do. How I would do right by Athena. How I would get her back, and if we were all fucked anyway. 
 
    If the Celestials had her, there was a good chance they had managed to de-encrypt her drives. 
 
    I paused as I raised my hands to the back of my head and looked at the floor in frustration. In anger. In hatred. 
 
    When I glanced up again, it took me a moment to get my bearings. With all the rubble and debris, everything felt so foreign. So out of place. 
 
    So wrong. 
 
    But as I continued through my old home, I noticed a few familiar passages. The corridor to the mess hall. The passage to my old office. In my head, I could imagine the hallways bustling again, filled with life and drive and focus. 
 
    Those were dreams, though. Memories that might never come again. 
 
    I followed the route until I found myself on the bridge, surveying the shredded remnants of what was once the ship’s central command. It was in shambles, with chairs and equipment strewn about. Nothing was where it should be. 
 
    Something glinted out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    A little black box, sitting among the rubble. 
 
    I knelt, examining the familiar trinket for a short while before I finally recognized it. It was the music box that Hitchens had given Lex when I’d first met them. The one she’d kept until we arrived on this ship, all the way up until she’d met Athena. As I learned much later, Lex had given it to the Cognitive as a gift. 
 
    The girl had always had a special connection with her, as though a small part of her remembered that Athena was the one who had looked after her in the birthing pod for all those centuries. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, I tugged off my glove and held the little black box in my hand. I twisted it around in my palm until my tattoos began to glow a pulsing blue and the box activated. 
 
    It sprang to life, the lid popping open as a tune filled the dead-silent ruins of the bridge. The song floated over the rubble and ash, beautiful and somber all at once. 
 
    A ballerina slowly rose from the middle of the box, spinning and dancing in its place as the music continued. I sat on the floor and placed the device in front of me, letting it play until it was done. 
 
    When silence came again, I reached down and touched the box a second time, unable to stand the quiet of this empty place. I let the song play, and I let it go on playing until I lost track of time. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    I spent most of my days asking for updates. 
 
    With reports coming in from across the fleets, each delivering a steady downpour of information about the planet, its different subsections, and the status of the crew, I found myself inundated with work. 
 
    And not the good kind either. 
 
    Gods knew I would’ve rather been out there, hunting the enemy and flying my ship, but this was the job I’d signed on for. 
 
    I walked into Dressler’s lab to find her leaning over her desk, scribbling as she poured out her thoughts before she lost them in the vast sea that was her brain. 
 
    “Titan’s life support system is finally stable,” I said, knowing full well I was interrupting her train of thought. “Siggy’s drones have sealed off the exposed sections, which means your teams are cleared to go back inside and move freely without the need for exosuits. That’ll make repairs and recovery much easier.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she muttered in a distracted tone without looking up. 
 
    I tilted my brow, watching her take note after note, her back still to me as she swiped through a few screens on the four other pads spread out on the table. 
 
    “There are goats infesting the Star,” I said, trying to gauge whether or not she was actually listening to a thing I said. “They’ve eaten Siggy’s Capsule and I’m afraid he’s gone forever. We may need to bring in the sheep to combat them. I’m thinking a full-on war is inevitable between the two sides.” 
 
    “Okay,” she muttered, squinting as she lifted a glass tube to the light. She didn’t so much as tilt her head my way. 
 
    I crossed my arms, the guns holstered on my hips jostling slightly with the movement. “Doc!” 
 
    Dressler flinched at my voice, nearly dropping the glass tube when she turned around. “Is there a fire?” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied. 
 
    “Then why did you interrupt my research?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you asked me to,” I reminded her. “Don’t you remember? It’s check-in time. You said you had something to show me.” 
 
    Her eyebrows pinched together in confusion for the briefest of moments before she tapped one of the pads nearby to check the time. “Oh, well look at that.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I said, stretching my arms out in a grand gesture. “As requested.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, rubbing her face as she stood. “This is what I wanted to show you.” 
 
    She led me around a few tables and toward the back of her lab, where several large cages sat arranged on the various surfaces. Most were empty, but a few had some critters I recognized as being from Earth. 
 
    “You realize,” I said as I pointed to one of them—a fox, I was pretty sure, “these are highly valuable, rare species that Gaia has been slowly reintroducing to a planet most of the known universe thought didn’t even exist before we found it?”  
 
    The creature was curled up on a comfortable-looking bed of blankets in its cage. A tall machine made of silver and black metals sat beside it, the top curved over the open cage. 
 
    “They’re fine,” muttered Dressler dismissively. “None of my experiments are that dangerous.” 
 
    “I think you and I have different qualifiers of what that means,” I told her. “But fine, go on.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying something new,” she said, lifting her pad and typing something onto the screen. 
 
    “And that is?” I asked. 
 
    She hovered a finger over a nearby button. “This.” 
 
    She tapped it, and a small machine beside the cage whirred to life. It hummed and buzzed, the small stretch at the top glowing faintly white. 
 
    The fox looked lazily up at the device, not bothering to so much as move, as if it had endured this a thousand times before and simply didn’t care about it happening again. 
 
    The machine flashed a bright beam of light down on the fox, engulfing it with a flash. 
 
    As the light began to fade, I was surprised to find the animal had disappeared along with it. 
 
    “What the—” I leaned forward, gaping as I stared at the empty cage. “Where did it just go?” 
 
    Dressler’s eyes fell to the floor, causing mine to follow. 
 
    The scamper of claws below the table caught my attention, and I peeked down to find a little orange tail sticking out from underneath it. 
 
    The fox stuck its head out, locking eyes with me before whining. 
 
    “Captain,” said Dressler, placing a hand on top of the device at her side. “I give you the phasing technology.” 
 
    I stood back up and looked at her, almost dumbfounded. “When did you find the time to—” 
 
    “When the rest of you were sleeping,” said the good doctor. She walked to the table next to me, bent down, and picked up the fox, then placed it back in its cage. “And now, if you’d be so kind as to humor me,” she continued, a smile forming across her lips. “I believe I am ready for human testing.” 
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 Author Notes 
 
    Here we are again, folks!  
 
    It’s been a busy couple of months, but I’ve made some great progress.  
 
    Renegade Descent has arrived in full force at last. As you’ve just seen, we are moving into some unprecedented territory. Our heroes will soon begin exploring the Celestial station/planet in full, while also learning more about their enemy and this region of space. It’s going to make for quite the adventure, full of twists and crazy surprises that I think you’ll really enjoy. Expect a ton of action and some huge revelations as we uncover some truly unique discoveries that promise to change the landscape of the Renegade Universe forever. 
 
    The 12th book in the series, Renegade Rising, is being written right now and should release 6-8 weeks after this one (possibly sooner, but we’ll see). In the meantime, I’ve been releasing origin stories for several characters, including Alphonse, Abigail, and Lucia. If you’re interested in learning more about these characters and how they came to meet Jace, give these spinoffs a try and let me know what you think. 
 
    I’ve also been hard at work developing some new series, some cowritten with other authors, but a few written entirely alone. Most of these are set in the Renegade Universe and allow us to explore different regions and time periods that would otherwise not be possible. If you would like to stay up to date with these projects, you can join the facebook group (linked below).  
 
    Some readers have asked how long the Renegade Star series will last. My answer is that I’m currently looking to end the series somewhere between 16-18 entries. I’ve got one more major story arc after the Celestial storyline ends, the basis of which has been hinted at throughout the series and will make for an epic conclusion to this journey. Each entry in this series is a necessary step toward that end goal, so I hope you’re looking forward to the continued experience. 
 
    For a better look at the different stories that have already been released in the Renegade Universe, please turn to the next page.  
 
    Until next time, Renegades, thank you for reading, 
 
    J.N. Chaney 
 
    PS. Amazon won’t tell you when the next Renegade book will come out, but there are several ways you can stay informed. 
 
    1) Fly on over to the Facebook group, JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers, and say hello. It’s a great place to hang with other sarcastic sci-fi readers who don’t mind a good laugh. 
 
    2) Follow me directly on Amazon. To do this, head to the store page for this book (or my Amazon author profile) and click the Follow button beneath my picture. That will prompt Amazon to notify you when I release a new book. You’ll just need to check your emails. 
 
    3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. This will allow me to stay in touch with you directly, and you’ll also receive a free copy of The Amber Project. 
 
    Doing one of these or all three (for best results) will ensure you know every time a new entry in The Renegade Star series is published. Please take a moment to do one of these so you’ll be able to join Jace, Abigail, and Lex on their next galaxy-spanning adventure.  
 
   


  
 

 Preview: The Amber Project 
 
      
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Play Audio Transmission File 021 
 
    Recorded April 19, 2157 
 
      
 
    CARTWRIGHT: This is Lieutenant Colonel Felix Cartwright. It’s been a week since my last transmission and two months since the day we found the city…the day the world fell apart. If anyone can hear this, please respond. 
 
      
 
    If you’re out there, no doubt you know about the gas. You might think you’re all that’s left. But if you’re receiving this, let me assure you, you are not alone. There are people here. Hundreds, in fact, and for now, we’re safe. If you can make it here, you will be, too. 
 
      
 
    The city’s a few miles underground, not far from El Rico Air Force Base. That’s where my people came from. As always, the coordinates are attached. If anyone gets this, please respond. Let us know you’re there…that you’re still alive. 
 
      
 
    End Audio File 
 
      
 
    April 14, 2339 
 
    Maternity District 
 
      
 
    MILES BELOW THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH, deep within the walls of the last human city, a little boy named Terry played quietly with his sister in a small two-bedroom apartment. 
 
    Today was his very first birthday. He was turning seven. 
 
    “What’s a birthday?” his sister Janice asked, tugging at his shirt. She was only four years old and had recently taken to following her big brother everywhere he went. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Terry smiled, eager to explain. “Mom says when you turn seven, you get a birthday. It means you grow up and get to start school. It’s a pretty big deal.” 
 
    “When will I get a birthday?” 
 
    “You’re only four, so you have to wait.” 
 
    “I wish I was seven,” she said softly, her thin black hair hanging over her eyes. “I want to go with you.” 
 
    He got to his feet and began putting the toy blocks away. They had built a castle together on the floor, but Mother would yell if they left a mess. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get home. I promise, okay?” 
 
    “Okay!” she said cheerily and proceeded to help. 
 
    Right at that moment, the speaker next to the door let out a soft chime, followed by their mother’s voice. “Downstairs, children,” she said. “Hurry up now.” 
 
    Terry took his sister’s hand. “Come on, Jan,” he said. 
 
    She frowned, squeezing his fingers. “Okay.” 
 
    They arrived downstairs, their mother nowhere to be found. 
 
    “She’s in the kitchen,” Janice said, pointing at the farthest wall. “See the light-box?” 
 
    Terry looked at the locator board, although his sister’s name for it worked just as well. It was a map of the entire apartment, with small lights going on and off in different colors, depending on which person was in which room. There’s us, he thought, green for me and blue for Janice, and there’s Mother in red. Terry never understood why they needed something like that because of how small the apartment was, but every family got one, or so Mother had said. 
 
    As he entered the kitchen, his mother stood at the far counter sorting through some data on her pad. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Something for work,” she said. She tapped the front of the pad and placed it in her bag. “Come on, Terrance, we’ve got to get you ready and out the door. Today’s your first day, after all, and we have to make a good impression.” 
 
    “When will he be back?” asked Janice. 
 
    “Hurry up. Let’s go, Terrance,” she said, ignoring the question. She grabbed his hand and pulled him along. “We have about twenty minutes to get all the way to the education district. Hardly enough time at all.” Her voice was sour. He had noticed it more and more lately, as the weeks went on, ever since a few months ago when that man from the school came to visit. His name was Mr. Huxley, one of the few men who Terry ever had the chance to talk to, and from the way Mother acted—she was so agitated—he must have been important. 
 
    “Terrance.” His mother’s voice pulled him back. “Stop moping and let’s go.” 
 
    Janice ran and hugged him, wrapping her little arms as far around him as she could. “Love you,” she said. 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    “Bye,” she said shyly. 
 
    He kissed her forehead and walked to the door, where his mother stood talking with the babysitter, Ms. Cartwright. “I’ll only be a few hours,” Mother said. “If it takes any longer, I’ll message you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about a thing, Mara,” Ms. Cartwright assured her. “You take all the time you need.” 
 
    Mother turned to him. “There you are,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on, or we’ll be late.” 
 
    As they left the apartment, Mother’s hand tugging him along, Terry tried to imagine what might happen at school today. Would it be like his home lessons? Would he be behind the other children, or was everything new? He enjoyed learning, but there was still a chance the school might be too hard for him. What would he do? Mother had taught him some things, like algebra and English, but who knew how far along the other kids were by now? 
 
    Terry walked quietly down the overcrowded corridors with an empty, troubled head. He hated this part of the district. So many people on the move, brushing against him, like clothes in an overstuffed closet. 
 
    He raised his head, nearly running into a woman and her baby. She had wrapped the child in a green and brown cloth, securing it against her chest. “Excuse me,” he said, but the lady ignored him. 
 
    His mother paused and looked around. “Terrance, what are you doing? I’m over here,” she said, spotting him. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    They waited together for the train, which was running a few minutes behind today. 
 
    “I wish they’d hurry up,” said a nearby lady. She was young, about fifteen years old. “Do you think it’s because of the outbreak?” 
 
    “Of course,” said a much older woman. “Some of the trains are busy carrying contractors to the slums to patch the walls. It slows the others down because now they have to make more stops.” 
 
    “I heard fourteen workers died. Is it true?” 
 
    “You know how the gas is,” she said. “It’s very quick. Thank God for the quarantine barriers.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud smashing sound, followed by three long beeps. It echoed through the platform for a moment, vibrating along the walls until it was gone. Terry flinched, squeezing his mother’s hand. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said. “Terrance, relax.” 
 
    “But the sound,” he said. 
 
    “It’s the contractors over there.” She pointed to the other side of the tracks, far away from them. It took a moment for Terry to spot them, but once he did, it felt obvious. Four of them stood together. Their clothes were orange, with no clear distinction between their shirts and their pants, and on each of their heads was a solid red plastic hat. Three of them were holding tools, huddled against a distant wall. They were reaching inside of it, exchanging tools every once in a while, until eventually the fourth one called them to back away. As they made some room, steam rose from the hole, with a puddle of dark liquid forming at the base. The fourth contractor handled a machine several feet from the others, which had three legs and rose to his chest. He waved the other four to stand near him and pressed the pad on the machine. Together, the contractors watched as the device flashed a series of small bright lights. It only lasted a few seconds. Once it was over, they gathered close to the wall again and resumed their work. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Terry asked. 
 
    His mother looked down at him. “What? Oh, they’re fixing the wall, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Probably because there was a shift last night. Remember when the ground shook?” 
 
    Yeah, I remember, he thought. It woke me up. “So they’re fixing it?” 
 
    “Yes, right.” She sighed and looked around. “Where is that damned train?” 
 
    Terry tugged on her hand. “That lady over there said it’s late because of the gas.” 
 
    His mother looked at him. “What did you say?” 
 
    “The lady…the one right there.” He pointed to the younger girl a few feet away. “She said the gas came, so that’s why the trains are slow. It’s because of the slums.” He paused a minute. “No, wait. It’s because they’re going to the slums.” 
 
    His mother stared at the girl, turning back to the tracks and saying nothing. 
 
    “Mother?” he said. 
 
    “Be quiet for a moment, Terrance.” 
 
    Terry wanted to ask her what was wrong, or if he had done anything to upset her, but he knew when to stay silent. So he left it alone like she wanted. Just like a good little boy. 
 
    The sound of the arriving train filled the platform with such horrific noise that it made Terry’s ears hurt. The train, still vibrating as he stepped onboard, felt like it was alive. 
 
    After a short moment, the doors closed. The train was moving. 
 
    Terry didn’t know if the shaking was normal or not. Mother had taken him up to the medical wards on this train once when he was younger, but never again after that. He didn’t remember much about it, except that he liked it. The medical wards were pretty close to where he lived, a few stops before the labs, and several stops before the education district. After that, the train ran through Pepper Plaza, then the food farms and Housing Districts 04 through 07 and finally the outer ring factories and the farms. As Terry stared at the route map on the side of the train wall, memorizing what he could of it, he tried to imagine all the places he could go and the things he might see. What kind of shops did the shopping plaza have, for example, and what was it like to work on the farms? Maybe one day he could go and find out for himself—ride the train all day to see everything there was to see. Boy, wouldn’t that be something? 
 
    “Departure call: 22-10, education district,” erupted the com in its monotone voice. It took only a moment before the train began to slow. 
 
    “That’s us. Come on,” said Mother. She grasped his hand, pulling him through the doors before they were fully opened. 
 
    Almost to the school, Terry thought. He felt warm suddenly. Was he getting nervous? And why now? He’d known about this forever, and it was only hitting him now? 
 
    He kept taking shorter breaths. He wanted to pull away and return home, but Mother’s grasp was tight and firm, and the closer they got to the only major building in the area, the tighter and firmer it became. 
 
    Now that he was there, now that the time had finally come, a dozen questions ran through Terry’s mind. Would the other kids like him? What if he wasn’t as smart as everyone else? Would they make fun of him? He had no idea what to expect. 
 
    Terry swallowed, the lump in his throat nearly choking him. 
 
    An older man stood at the gate of the school’s entrance. He dressed in an outfit that didn’t resemble any of the clothes in Terry’s district or even on the trains. A gray uniform—the color of the pavement, the walls, and the streets—matched his silver hair to the point where it was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. “Ah,” he said. “Mara, I see you’ve brought another student. I was wondering when we’d meet the next one. Glad to see you’re still producing. It’s been, what? Five or six years? Something like that, I think.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, this is Terrance,” said Mother quickly. “I was told there would be an escort.” She paused, glancing over the man and through the windows. “Where’s Bishop? He assured me he’d be here for this.” 
 
    “The colonel,” he corrected, “is in his office, and the boy is to be taken directly to him as soon as I have registered his arrival.” 
 
    She let out a frustrated sigh. “He was supposed to meet me at the gate for this himself. I wanted to talk to him about a few things.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Terry asked. 
 
    She looked down at him. “Oh, it’s nothing, don’t worry. You have to go inside now, that’s all.” 
 
    “You’re not coming in?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said the man. “She’s not permitted.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Mother said, cupping her hand over his cheek. “They’ll take care of you in there.” 
 
    But it’s just school, Terry thought. “I’ll see you tonight, though, right?” 
 
    She bent down and embraced him tightly, more than she had in a long time. He couldn’t help but relax. “I’m sorry, Terrance. Please be careful up there. I know you don’t understand it now, but you will eventually. Everything will be fine.” She rose, releasing his hand for the first time since they left the train. “So that’s it?” Mother said to the man. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good.” She turned and walked away, pausing a moment as she reached the corner and continued until she was out of sight. 
 
    The man pulled out a board with a piece of paper on it. “When you go through here, head straight to the back of the hall. A guard there will take you to see Colonel Bishop. Just do what they say and answer everything with either ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir,’ and you’ll be fine. Understand?” 
 
    Terry didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    The man pushed open the door with his arm and leg, holding it there and waiting. “Right through here you go,” he said. 
 
    Terry entered, reluctantly, and the door closed quickly behind him. 
 
    The building, full of the same metal and shades of brown and gray that held together the rest of the city, rose higher than any other building Terry had ever been in. Around the room, perched walkways circled the walls, cluttered with doors and hallways that branched off into unknown regions. Along the walkways, dozens of people walked back and forth as busily as they had in the train station. More importantly, Terry quickly realized, most of them were men. 
 
    For so long, the only men he had seen were the maintenance workers who came and went or the occasional teacher who visited the children when they were nearing their birthdays. It was so rare to see any men at all, especially in such great numbers. Maybe they’re all teachers, he thought. They weren’t dressed like the workers: white coats and some with brown jackets—thick jackets with laced boots and bodies as stiff as the walls. Maybe that was what teachers wore. How could he know? He had never met one besides Mr. Huxley, and that was months ago. 
 
    “Well, don’t just stand there gawking,” said a voice from the other end of the room. It was another man, dressed the same as the others. “Go on in through here.” He pointed to another door, smaller than the one Terry had entered from. “Everyone today gets to meet the colonel. Go on now. Hurry up. You don’t want to keep him waiting.” 
 
    Terry did as the man said and stepped through the doorway, his footsteps clanking against the hard metal floor, echoing through what sounded like the entire building. 
 
    “Well, come in, why don’t you?” came a voice from inside. 
 
    Terry stepped cautiously into the room, which was much nicer than the entranceway. It was clean, at least compared to some of the other places Terry had been, including his own home. The walls held several shelves, none of which lacked for any company of things. Various ornaments caught Terry’s eye, like the little see-through globe on the shelf nearest to the door, which held a picture of a woman’s face inside, although some of it was faded and hard to make out. There was also a crack in it. What purpose could such a thing have? Terry couldn’t begin to guess. Next to it lay a frame with a small, round piece of metal inside of it. An inscription below the glass read, “U.S. Silver Dollar, circa 2064.” Terry could easily read the words, but he didn’t understand them. What was this thing? And why was it so important that it needed to be placed on a shelf for everyone to look at? 
 
    “I said come in,” said Bishop abruptly. He sat at the far end of the room behind a large brown desk. Terry had forgotten he was even there. “I didn’t mean for you to stop at the door. Come over here.” 
 
    Terry hurried closer, stopping a few feet in front of the desk. 
 
    “I’m Colonel Bishop. You must be Terrance,” said the man. “I’ve been wondering when you were going to show up.” He wore a pair of thin glasses and had one of the larger pads in his hand. “Already seven. Imagine that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Terry said, remembering the doorman’s words. 
 
    The colonel was a stout man, a little wider than the others. He was older too, Terry guessed. He may have been tall, but it was difficult to tell without seeing his whole body. “I expect you’re hoping to begin your classes now,” said Bishop. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
    “You say that, but you don’t really know what you’re saying yes to, do you?” 
 
    The question seemed more like a statement, so Terry didn’t answer. He only stood there. Who was this man? Was this how school was supposed to be? 
 
    “Terrance, let me ask you something,” said the colonel, taking a moment. “Did your mother tell you anything about this program you’re going into?” 
 
    Terry thought about the question for a moment. “Um, she said you come to school on your birthday,” he said. “And that it’s just like it is at home, except there’s more kids like me.” 
 
    Colonel Bishop blinked. “That’s right, I suppose. What else did she say?” 
 
    “That when it was over, I get to go back home,” he said. 
 
    “And when did she say that was?” 
 
    Terry didn’t answer. 
 
    Colonel Bishop cocked an eyebrow. “Well? Didn’t she say?” 
 
    “No, sir,” muttered Terry. 
 
    The man behind the desk started chuckling. “So you don’t know how long you’re here for?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Bishop set the pad in his hand down. “Son, you’re here for the next ten years.” 
 
    A sudden rush swelled up in Terry’s chest and face. What was Bishop talking about? Of course Terry was going home. He couldn’t stay here. “But I promised my sister I’d be home today,” he said. “I have to go back.” 
 
    “Too bad,” said the colonel. “Your mother really did you a disservice by not telling you. But don’t worry. We just have to get you started.” He tapped the pad on his desk, and the door opened. A cluster of footsteps filled the hall before two large men appeared, each wearing the same brown coats as the rest. “Well, that was fast,” he said. 
 
    One of the men saluted. “Yes, sir. No crying with the last one. Took her right to her room without incident.” 
 
    Terry wanted to ask who the last one was, and why it should be a good thing that she didn’t cry. Did other kids cry when they came to this school? What kind of place was this? 
 
    “Well, hopefully, Terrence here will do the same,” said Bishop. He looked at Terry. “Right? You’re not going to give us any trouble, are you?” 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to do or what to say. All he could think about was getting far away from here. He didn’t want to go with the men. He didn’t want to behave. All he wanted to do was go home. 
 
    But he couldn’t, not anymore. He was here in this place with nowhere to go. No way out. He wanted to scream, to yell at the man behind the desk and his two friends, and tell them about how stupid it was for them to do what they were doing. 
 
    He opened his mouth to explain, to scream as loud as he could that he wouldn’t go. But in that moment, the memory of the doorman came back to him, and instead of yelling, he repeated the words he’d been told before. “No, sir,” he said softly. 
 
    Bishop smiled, nodding at the two men in the doorway. “Exactly what I like to hear.” 
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