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      I stood with my hands in my pockets, which were once again empty and devoid of credits.

      It had been like this for days.

      The money I’d earned from swiping loose items from overburdened tourists had kept me fed for months during the busy season here on Epsy. At sixteen years old, I knew how to take care of myself so long as I had enough good marks.

      Recently, though, the supply had dried up enough that I was on the brink of doing something stupid just to get some food in my belly. I had heard the rumors about how the Union was moving in on the nearby systems, confronting the Sarkonian Empire for control of a mining colony. It had nothing to do with us, but it meant less traffic in the ports and hardly any visitors. A lot of rich folks had shut their businesses down temporarily and left the planet, off to some villa in the Degos system. I wished I could just up and leave whenever I wanted.

      But that kind of freedom took money.

      My stomach growled as I walked along the sidewalk. I’d given up trying to do anything about the pain.

      I had to ask myself if this was all worth it. I’d be eighteen in just over a year. A grown man, legally allowed to apply to leave the planet, whether for work or pleasure. Sure, the jobs might send me to an early grave, but anything was better than this.

      I fantasized often of having my own place—not living with five others in a tiny apartment in the worst part of town. But I couldn’t even afford good food or nice clothes. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday, and that had only been a package of dry noodles.

      If I wanted to eat today, I needed to find something valuable to swipe. No more trying to sell cheap stuff to my fence. He hadn’t said it, but I could see that he was losing patience, since he probably wasn’t making much from me.

      The public transportation station was as good a place as any to find a mark. People had their faces buried in pads and weren’t paying attention.

      That made it a great place for a thief.

      There was security, sure, but I’d been here enough to learn where to stand, how to move so no one saw, and when to make the swipe. All I had to do was find one mark with something worth stealing—something to get me through the next couple of weeks.

      Dozens of potential targets had walked past. Several carried expensive-looking briefcases.

      I was about ready to give up and try a different entrance when I spotted someone I recognized. It wasn’t the perfect hair, the three thousand credit suit, or his garish tie, but more the eyebrows that stuck out and caught my attention. They were well manicured and silver colored.

      His name was Whitaker Reed, and he was a local reporter for the Epsy branch of the Union News Network. Reed was on every night, and several of us sat on the floor listening to his mind-numbing voice as he prattled on about the great things the Union was doing for Epsy’s citizens. “I don’t need to remind our audience of the toll the war has taken on all of us,” he’d said recently. “We here at UNN are with you in this time of need and hardship, and we will keep you informed as the news comes in.”

      He sounded sincere, but so did every other news anchor. And you couldn’t trust any of them.

      I couldn’t imagine how anyone as famous as Whitaker Reed was having difficulty right now, what with all that sweet Union money he must have been taking in, especially when I caught sight of the gleem on his wrist during that broadcast. He’d been wearing a Vitruvius. The way it sparkled and the green ring around the watch’s face gave it away. It wasn’t the most expensive watch I’d ever heard of, but it certainly wasn’t cheap. Crafted from rare elements and sporting its own AI, they were supposed to be a direct replacement for a flesh-and-blood secretary. I instantly hated him.

      “Whitaker,” a woman called from thirty meters away. She looked like she was going to push her way through the crowd to get to him but changed her mind. He turned toward her voice, looked around, then waved in her general direction and smiled broadly, exposing his wrist. He was still wearing the watch.

      Looked like I had my mark.

      Better move quickly, I thought.

      The crowd wasn’t getting any thinner, and if he made it past the turnstile, he could be on the next hovertrain in a matter of seconds. I might not get another chance.

      I lifted my bag and threw it over my shoulder. It wasn’t much—just a cloth sack with some trash I’d found on the street—but it was enough to make me look like I was just another traveler, hardly worthy of a second glance.

      Hurrying through the crowd, I did my best to keep my eyes on the platform so it would look like I was trying to catch a train. I nearly ran into a man when he stopped to pick something up, and then I almost ran into a woman who crossed in front of everyone for no apparent reason.

      Whitaker Reed was right in front of me, distracted by someone talking from what appeared to be a small comms device in his ear.

      I seized my opportunity and nudged an old man to Whitaker’s left, causing the senior to bump into the news anchor’s side. Whitaker shuffled away, an annoyed look on his otherwise perfectly sculpted face.

      I went behind him and shoved him into a larger woman. She swiveled around, huffing as her eyes locked with his. “Hey, watch where you’re going!”

      “It wasn’t me,” said Whitaker.

      “Sure it was, you—” She paused, blinking at him. “Hold on a second. You’re that man from the holo.”

      Finally, someone recognized him.

      “Hey, you’re right,” said a man in the crowd. “It’s Whitaker Reed. I saw you on the news last night. Bunch of propaganda.”

      “Yeah, that’s that Union anchor!” shouted another.

      I slipped in between the fat woman and Whitaker, staying low so that the newscaster didn’t notice me. I gripped his wrist and quickly loosened the watch before slipping the pin through. Then I gave a squeeze to trick his brain into thinking the watch was secure.

      And I was on the move again.

      I fled through the forming crowd as more people swarmed the reporter.

      “Back up!” Whitaker Reed shouted to the group, right as the sound of the arriving train filled the area.

      He wouldn’t notice for at least a few minutes. And with the chaos of this platform drawing his constant attention, I’d be long gone before he realized his watch was missing.

      As I made my way down the stairs, the Vitruvius watch was heavy in my pocket, and I did my awful best not to smile.

      I wanted to touch it—to explore its features and figure out why anyone would spend so much on such a silly thing. But I knew better. It was best to leave it where it was, pretend like you were late for something and hurry away without looking back.

      My heart raced and beat against my ribs. Two security guards looked up from a conversation they were having, but neither said a word.

      A minute later, I was around the corner of a bank building, and I finally allowed myself to relax. My fence was only about four blocks away, and I was about to make both of us very happy.
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        * * *

      

      The fence wasn’t in the worst part of the city but close enough that I was careful.

      He worked in the back of a tattoo parlor. Tattoos had never interested me. It wasn’t so much that I was against them, but I knew myself well enough that I figured I’d regret whatever design I chose. And sure, you could get them removed, but that sort of stuff was expensive, and I’d rather buy myself some bread and a ticket to space.

      The easiest way to get to the building was to walk through the remains of several huge factories. It was safe enough in the middle of the day, so I opted for the quicker path.

      My stomach ached again as I made my way through the side street toward the factory.

      I thought about the buffet—all you can eat for one low price. The hygiene was questionable, what with kids sticking their fingers in everything and plates that weren’t always the cleanest, but I could sit for hours eating all the tasty food I wanted before they finally asked me to leave.

      Or maybe I’d get a steak cooked just enough to avoid food poisoning from a Sarkonian restaurant closer to the station. That and a tall pile of sliced dorrel tubers smothered in gravy would hit the spot. My mind was so focused on food, I failed to notice the odd shadow sticking out from the open doorway. A familiar face stepped in front of me, suddenly blocking my path.

      “Where you going?” asked Caleb. He was taller than me by at least six centimeters and probably weighed twice as much. We were nearly the same age, but you’d never know it by looking at us. As usual, the red-headed, freckle-faced teen wore a satisfied grin that told me what I was in for.

      “Yeah, where you goin’?” another voice said from somewhere behind him. I didn’t have to see his face to know it was Eli, Caleb’s longtime accomplice. Wherever one was, the other was sure to follow.

      I took a step back and cursed as I realized I’d touched my pocket to make sure the watch was still there. Caleb’s eyes flashed as he seemed to take notice, and he took a step forward.

      “Found something good?” he asked, leering at my side. “How’s about you hand it over, and I don’t break your fingers. Sure would be hard griftin’ with broken pinchers, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it would be,” I replied, debating whether or not I should just start running and hope my tired and hungry body could beat them.

      “So?” he asked, holding out his hand like he expected me to drop my prize in it. His other, I noticed, was curled into a massive fist. The threat was clear, so I had to decide.

      “Sorry, Caleb,” I said. “Maybe next—”

      I’d never thought someone as big as him could be so fast, but a hard punch to my belly changed my mind. It knocked the wind out of me and I fell to the ground, clutching my side. The watch hit the gravel with a clatter, pulling all of our attention to it.

      I wanted to reach out for it, but I was slow, desperately trying to pull the air back into my lungs.

      “Oh, look!” hissed Eli.

      I tried to say something but couldn't get air into my lungs. Instead, I snatched the watch from the rocks then turned and scrambled to get back to my feet. As I did, Eli kicked the back of my thigh and sent me onto the gravel.

      “If you scratch it, I’ll make you sorry,” he warned. “Now hand it over.”

      “No!” I hurried to my feet, desperate to get away from him. The watch disappeared back into my pocket as I raised my fists.

      But Eli was fast and well fed. His foot connected with my stomach before I had a chance to see it coming. I dropped back to the ground again, and the pain surged through me so sharp that I thought something might be broken.

      “You’re shit, Jace,” the bully snarled as he kicked me. “You’ve always been shit, and you’re gonna die on the street because you’re too stupid to know how to live.” Eli laughed, adding an extra helping of insult to his work. I was hurt, but not out of the fight. And for the moment, Caleb wasn’t beating on me. I needed it to last a little long—

      He kicked me again. It was a solid hit to my chin, and though it hurt, I was glad he hadn’t hit me in the mouth.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe I was street scum, and maybe I’d die there. But it didn’t mean I’d give up and stop trying. I was determined to get off that godsdammed planet. I was determined to find my father and become a Renegade—just like him—even if it killed me.

      “Hand it over,” Caleb said. He sounded close, and when I lifted my head, his meaty, filthy hand was right in front of my nose.

      “Eat shit,” I muttered.

      Caleb tried to kick me again, but I rolled to the side, stood, and raised my fists, ready to beat him to a pulp or die trying. If this was my last stand, so be it.

      Eli came around the other side to head me off, but one quick fist to the nose sent the skinny kid sprawling. Honestly, he might’ve tripped over his oversized clothes, but I took the credit for it anyway.

      Caleb charged, his mass filling my vision as I tried to backpedal away. I tripped over something and wheeled my arms, trying to stay upright, but I was soon on my back. The bully had stopped to glance at Eli, who was sitting up with both hands covering his face. Blood dripped from between his fingers, I noted with satisfaction.

      When Caleb turned toward me again and took a step, I picked up a handful of dirt and gravel in each hand and slung it at his face. He staggered back, spitting some of it out of his mouth. I could’ve run past him—escaped out the door he’d been guarding—but that wasn’t what Renegades did. They fought, no matter the odds. They won or died trying. Plus, there was the matter of payback.

      I kicked out and connected with Caleb’s stomach hard enough to twist my ankle a little. He coughed and spit out some of the dirt I’d thrown in his face.

      Eli chose that moment to try again. This time I hit him twice. Something in his mouth snapped, and I felt a fresh cut open on one of my knuckles. He pulled back then tried to jerk forward. When he did, he lost his footing on the gravel, slipped, and finally fell on the ground.

      Now was my chance.

      I patted my pocket, and for a horrifying moment I couldn’t find the watch. A quick scan of the ground revealed it had fallen just off to the side, where it lay unharmed. I scooped it up then hurried toward the exit. I nearly fell like Eli had as I threw every ounce of energy I could into my feet.

      “Keep running, shithead!” Caleb bellowed from behind me. “You’d better not stop. Not ever. The second you do, you’re dead! You hear me? You’re gonna be dead!”
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      I took another sip of the dark brew, closed my eyes in satisfaction, and listened quietly to Abigail’s concerns. We were sitting on the bridge of the Renegade Star on our way to meet a supposedly dangerous person of interest. Just meeting the woman might spell the end of the Alliance if any of the Sarkonians learned about it, but it was a gamble I had to take.

      “I’ve been doing some research,” said Abigail flatly. She’d been tapping on her pad since we left the Tartarus just outside the edge of the system to head in alone. I’d given Carl, the Cognitive in charge of the planet-sized ship, instructions to avoid giving any details of our destination to anyone. As far as the Alliance was concerned, we were headed to the surface on a scouting mission. They’d asked questions, but I wouldn’t give a lot of answers.

      “Me too,” I said. “Captain Alyss Cortez, leader of the Solaris Initiative, some kind of anti-government rebellion group.”

      “I went a little deeper than the surface,” Abigail said drily. “She’s number one on the most wanted Sarkonian fugitive list. Accused of murder, domestic terrorism, and treason, just to name a few. If they find out we met with her, the Alliance might fall apart. We can’t afford that.”

      I understood her concern, but we didn’t have a choice. Two Precursors had appeared before me. They’d chosen to adopt the appearance of Ollie and Lucia, two friends who were long dead. Ollie had told me I needed help from another rebellion. Shaw had already told me about them, and they seemed like our kind of people.

      “I was a wanted fugitive,” I reminded her. “So were you. Feels like a lifetime ago now, doesn’t it?”

      “Don’t remind me,” she said, turning her attention back to her pad. “And you’re right. This woman is fighting a similar war, fighting for the freedom of her people. There’s not much on the gal-net until her defection. Now she goes by this Alyss Cortez name. Jace, they accused her of killing a kid.”

      My gut twisted a little at the information, but I forced myself to stay objective. “I talked to her face to face. Nothing about her gave me the impression she was capable of that. Your wanted poster said you kidnapped Lex,” I reminded her, waving the concern aside as I took another sip of coffee. “Besides, people take on new names all the time. I had a few of my own at one time—more than I can remember. She’s basically a Renegade at this point, always moving, adapting, fighting.”

      “That’s true,” she conceded. “And look at you now, Jace. You’re the leader of Earth and the unofficial head of the Alliance. You’ve managed to bring all three factions together to try to save what’s left of humanity.” She paused. “I just don’t like the situation we find ourselves in—going around the others because a god told you to.”

      “Not a god,” I reminded her. “But yeah, that alien said I had to find the one with the key to open the Gate of Eternity, and Eva Delgado, or Alyss Cortez—whatever her name really is—is the one who’s got it. And she’s agreed to give it to me, so there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll be in and out before you know it. I was going to meet with her anyway because Shaw said she could help.”

      Abigail arched an eyebrow at me. “You sound optimistic. We’re headed to the middle of nowhere. Literally a dead outpost in an abandoned system to meet the leader of a Sarkonian rebellion. If anyone finds out what we’re doing, it’ll look bad. I don’t think it’ll be something the Emperor could ignore.”

      I wasn’t sure she was right about that Emperor, given my experience with him. He had, after all, made at least a temporary peace with the Union. The boy was certainly young and prone to stupidity, but there was a glimmer of wisdom in him. If the Celestials managed to wipe us all out, he wouldn’t have a kingdom to rule, and I wanted to believe he saw that.

      Abigail leaned back into her chair, set her pad aside, and stared at the growing planet in the distance. “Do you trust her?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t need to trust her. Just need what she has. For what it’s worth, she seems to understand what’s at stake.”

      “We still don’t know exactly what it is, either.”

      “No,” I admitted before downing the rest of my coffee. “A powerful item that’s supposed to be able to open the Gate of Eternity. I guess we’ll find out one way or another.”

      Abigail nodded. “I suppose there’s no other choice.”

      The new Renegade Star was bigger than the original. It was outfitted with Celestial armor, Eternal beam cannons, the most advanced cloak available, and little Sigmond Junior as the ship’s AI. Since the last ship had crashed and burned, Sigmond had manufactured this one in its place—a fusion of all the best technologies available to us. It represented how far we had come—how far the Alliance had come—and I was proud to call it my own.

      “Pardon the interruption,” said Junior.

      “What’ve you got?” I asked.

      “Sir, I have detected a ship on the surface of the colony planet Tovus. It appears to be a Union vessel. Power signature suggests it is in standby mode. I have identified it as the Second Genesis.”

      “Union?” said Abigail. “Bring it up on the holo.”

      “Right away,” replied the AI.

      The vessel that appeared between us didn’t look Sarkonian. The lines were too clean, and the overall shape was a far cry from the boxy, almost primitive vessels of the Empire.

      “We are being hailed, sir,” announced Junior.

      “Put it through,” I said, still studying the image.

      “Hello, Captain Hughes.” The young woman with the blue hair smiled.

      Like the last time we’d spoken, I was somewhat taken aback at her lack of accent. It told me she likely hadn’t been born on Sarkon. Points for her, in my opinion.

      “Cortez,” I replied with a nod. “What’s with the Union ship?”

      “It was a gift,” she said simply.

      “So, how do you want to do this?”

      “How many people did you bring with you?” she asked,

      “One, same as we agreed on,” I replied. “You?”

      “The same. Just me and my co-captain. Let’s do the transfer in my cargo bay. I’d like to make this quick.”

      Good. She didn’t know how strong this ship was. Probably had no idea it was different from the original. If she had, I doubted the rebel leader would have agreed to connect our ships.

      “Expecting trouble?” I asked.

      “It usually finds me, one way or the other. However, we do have raiders in and out of this region. It’s why I chose this location.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll have Sigmond activate it as soon as we’re off.”

      “Sigmond?” she asked, her voice taking on a pleasant tone.

      “That is correct,” the Cognitive replied. “It is good to speak with you again, Captain Cortez.”

      “What now?” I asked as Abigail and I looked at each other. “You two know each other?”

      “I think so,” said Cortez. “I was at the battle of White Cross. A giant robot named Sigmond saved the day. One of the Celestials had me cornered, and Sigmond helped me out.”

      “I was happy to intervene,” replied the Cognitive.

      “I’m glad you two had a chance to catch up, but we’ve got business to get to. We’ll be over there shortly to get this underway.”

      “Agreed,” replied Cortez. “See you soon.”

      I cut the connection and leaned back in my chair.

      “I knew there’d be a catch,” said Abigail.

      “No catch. Not yet, anyway. She just wants to talk.” I glanced into my empty cup before setting it aside. “Junior, start docking procedures.”

      “Right away, sir,” said the AI.

      He brought the Star level with the Second Genesis and created a seal to the other ship. After the slightest of vibrations, he announced the procedure complete.

      Abigail and I unstrapped, rose from our seats, and headed back to the cargo bay without a word. There, we got into our EV suits and secured our helmets. When she motioned toward a rack of weapons, I nodded. No reason to go unarmed. I doubted Cortez would be. Both Abigail and I selected a pistol and a couple of extra magazines of ammunition and strapped them on.

      “Keep an eye on the ship,” I told Sigmond.

      “Of course,” replied the Cognitive.

      “Listen in to our comms,” added Abigail. “If you notice anything suspicious, let us know immediately. And keep your mobile armor warm, just in case.”

      “Of course, Miss Pryar.”

      “Easy there,” I told her. “Let her be the one to set the tone. We’re just going to collect what she’s offering… see if she has any intel we can use, and then leave.”

      “Just being cautious. It all sounds so easy,” added Abigail. “That’s what has me worried.”

      I took her meaning. Nothing ever came easy for us. That it did made me suspicious, if only due to the unfamiliarity. With both the Precursors and Shaw lending credibility to the mission, I was willing to accept it.

      Lights from the Second Genesis’ cargo bay cast a beam across us as we approached. It made me feel exposed, like we were on stage for some kind of production.

      Two people waited inside, both wearing Union EV suits. The one in front gave a small wave as we stepped onto the ramp.

      “Welcome to the Second Genesis, Captain Hughes,” she said, offering her hand. I noted the pistol she carried on one hip, the combat knife on the other, and the tip of a wicked looking rifle on her back.

      I took the offered hand and shook it.

      “Cortez,” I asked.

      “In the flesh,” she told me.

      The person behind her appeared to be unarmed, except for some kind of short, oddly shaped weapon she carried on her right hip.

      “This is my co-captain, Farah Shahi,” said Cortez, gesturing to her partner without looking.

      The woman nodded curtly at me.

      “This is Abigail Pryar,” I said, not elaborating.

      The hatch to the cargo bay closed. Once it repressurized, Cortez and Shahi removed their helmets. The rebel leader had a shock of dark blue hair falling over one side of her head, and the other side was buzzed almost to the skin. The hard look in her eye told me this woman was no stranger to tough times and she faced them head on.

      The cargo bay was a little smaller than the Star’s, with most of the space holding specialized transport lockers. A crate of explosives tied to the floor against the bulkhead caught my eye, and I hoped that wasn’t the so-called weapon I’d come all this way to collect.

      “Might as well get down to business,” said Cortez, gesturing to her co-captain.

      Shahi reached into a nearby locker and withdrew a metal tube about the size of my forearm. She handed it to Cortez, who held it in both hands and gazed at it like she was trying to recall some long-lost memory.

      “I’ve had this capsule for a while now,” said Cortez, thoughtfully. “We stole it from a Sarkonian research facility. The stuff inside are called replicators—miniature robots capable of breaking down all forms of matter into their most basic elements. They can duplicate themselves by using those elements to create more copies of themselves. I’ve been told that they could destroy whole planets, but that’s just a theory the science team came up with. So far, no one has ever figured out how to actually use them.”

      “Amazing,” whispered Abigail. “Is there a limit to how many copies they can produce?”

      Cortez lifted her eyes and gave us both a meaningful look before answering. “In theory, no. If the Empire got its hands on this and managed to create more of them, we’d be looking at a new kind of war. If any one side had these, there would be no balance.”

      “Hell,” I muttered, unable to tear my eyes from the box.

      “We don’t know of a way to control them,” added Cortez. “Not that we’ve discovered so far, anyway.”

      A click in my ear told me Sigmond was about to speak. “Scanning the capsule now,” he informed.

      “How do you plan on controlling them?” asked Cortez.

      She watched me with shrewd eyes. I had the feeling she knew how to read people, same as me, and I wondered how much she’d gleaned from only a few passing seconds in my company.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Haven’t gotten that far yet. But we’re fighting a war against an unprecedented enemy, and if there’s a way we can use this against them, it’s worth having.”

      Cortez was silent for a few moments as she considered my words. “The Celestials are no small threat,” she began. “I saw that for myself at White Cross. There’s just one thing I want to ask. Don’t let the replicators get into the hands of the Union or the Sarkonians. You know what they’d do with them.”

      I nodded. “You have my word on that. They don’t even know we’re here. There’s no way they’re going to learn about this until I want them to. I don’t plan on letting anyone besides me get their hands on this, not when it could change the power dynamic after the war is over. It’s too much for either side.”

      “But not too much for you?” she asked, studying me again.

      “Wasn’t my choice,” I told her. “I was fine on Earth, and I’d be there right now if I had anything to say about it. If I thought there was another way, we wouldn’t be here.”

      Another click in my ear preceded Sigmond speaking. “I apologize, sir, but I am unable to scan the contents of the container Captain Cortez is holding. It appears to be made of neutronium.”

      “Point is, I’m the only one who will have access to this weapon,” I finished, still talking to Cortez. “We’ll keep it a secret until it’s time to use it.”

      Abigail held up a hand. “Hold on. I have a question. Why are you giving this to us?”

      “Why?” Cortez asked. She stared at the capsule for a long moment before answering. “I saw the destruction the Celestials wreaked on White Cross, and I know they’ll keep going. Freedom means nothing if there’s no one to enjoy it. If you can use the replicators to stop them, that’s enough for me.” She handed the container to me, and I took it with gentle hands.

      As soon as I touched it, I felt a heady, tingling sensation throughout my body.

      I pressed the release button on the little mechanism holding the box closed before she could finish her sentence. Inside was a smaller capsule, no bigger than my thumb. It appeared to be made of the same material that made up Nidus. The internal structure, anyway. Glyphs, like we’d found on Elysia, had been carved into its surface. They glowed faintly.

      Cortez took a few cautious steps back. She looked alarmed and rested a hand on the gun at her hip, but I only saw it in my peripheral vision.

      An image of Ollie passed through my mind, almost like a waking dream. He looked pleased and gestured toward the box in my hand. I understood—or thought I did.

      I touched the capsule with my open palm and fingers. It drew me in, an inescapable well of…power, maybe, but something else. A calling to use it.

      “Jace?” asked Abigail. “Are you...”

      I didn’t hear the rest of her words, but I did hear the sharp gasps as I ripped off my EV suit’s glove and touched the container.
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      Abigail said my name again with an uncertainty I’d never heard from her before.

      It looked like she had stepped back, but it was hard to tell with all the light coming from the capsule.

      Sigmond spoke into my ear. “I am detecting an unusual power surge from the device. Scans suggest the items within are Precursor. Please be cautious, sir.”

      A distant voice said something else, but it became an indistinct background noise to the buzzing in my ears. I could feel what was right—what needed to be done. And it had to happen right away.

      It had to happen now.

      My hand tingled with pins and needles as I let it hover over the container. Suddenly, everything seemed so calm. So relaxing.

      “I suggest you stop whatever it is you’re doing,” said Cortez, her voice a grim whisper.

      “And I recommend you both relax,” said Abigail. “Just take a second and--”

      Something on the surface of the brightly glowing capsule moved.

      “Jace, are you listening?” asked Abigail. “Can you hear me?”

      I had no idea what I was doing. Just a feeling that this was what I was supposed to do. I watched as the device started unfolding. Small rings formed and came apart, a physical kaleidoscope of tiny panels, clasps, and latches unhooking from each other, separating and parting like a metallic sea.

      “I think I can control them.” It sounded crazy, even to my ears, but it felt right. My body was attuned to the microrobots inside this container, even though I couldn’t see them. Somehow, I was acutely aware of them all, and they were as much a part of me as my own fingers.

      With a sweep of my hand, a sparkling white cloud of light rose from the capsule and formed a swirling mass between my hand and the capsule.

      I pictured the microrobots collecting around my hand—getting close, but not touching—and they did exactly as I wanted. The experience reminded me of flying Titan’s strikeships. Was that why this felt so familiar? 

      “Jace?” asked Abigail.

      “I’m fine,” I said, but I quickly realized that answering had caused me to lose focus for a second, and the microrobots responded by expanding like smoke in a gust of wind. I focused in on them again, and soon they were back in-line.

      “What are they doing?” asked Cortez, keeping her voice low, as if being too loud might cause them to leap into action.

      “Whatever I want,” I said, then I glanced at her and smiled. “They respond like our fighters, only these I seem to be able to control with my mind.”

      “Maybe you should put them away,” advised Abigail, and I recognized the uneasiness in her voice.

      “Right,” I said. I hadn’t realized my vision was fuzzy until it began to clear a second later. Then I noticed that the buzzing noise was gone, too. 

      I pictured the replicators returning to the capsule, and they obeyed without resistance. The swirling mass grew smaller, until it slowly formed a thin stream that slithered through the air toward the container in my other hand.

      When I finished, and the microrobots were once again inside the container, Abigail touched the comm in her ear and uttered a curse. “Jace, we’ve got trouble. Junior picked up something on the holo. Sarkonian ships.”

      “It appears we have been tracked to this location, Captain,” Sigmond confirmed.

      Cortez chimed in. “Got anything more specific, like which one of us was followed?” She gave Abigail a sideways glance.

      “Pardon the intrusion,” said Sigmond, his voice projecting from the exosuit’s speaker. “It appears we were both followed into the system, though I cannot say how at this time.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, Sigmond,” said Cortez. Her gaze shot to me next. “Are you satisfied with taking these off our hands?”

      I locked the capsule up tight and nodded. “We’re good. Siggy, how we doing?”

      “Four vessels, Sarkonian Nova class,” the Cognitive replied. “According to my scans, they are under the command of Vice Admiral Kaska.”

      “Those aren’t very big,” I noted, tucking the box under my arm as I reached for my helmet.

      “We can’t, Jace,” said Abigail. “We have an alliance with the Emperor. Or did you forget?”

      “That settles it then,” said Cortez, a wicked grin spreading across her face. “Contrary to what you might have heard, I’m not rebelling against the Emperor. My fight is with Kaska. He prefers killing innocent people to get his way.”

      “Guess that means we’re kind of obligated to help, aren’t we?” I asked.

      “I suppose that’s true,” replied Abigail.

      I pulled my helmet on and bid the two rebels goodbye. Cortez had her cargo bay depressurized a few seconds later, and we hurried down the ramp.

      “Warm those engines, Siggy,” I said.

      “Already primed, sir,” he replied. “Lowering the cargo bay now. Sarkonian vessels are on the far side of the system.”

      “There are only four of them, right?”

      “That is correct, sir.”

      “Sounds like we should be able to handle this,” I said, jogging into the Star’s bay.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were excited.” Abigail chuckled. “It hasn’t been that long since our last fight.”

      “Course not,” I said as I put a hand on my chest in mock hurt as Sigmond raised our cargo bay door. “Just doing my duty as a member of the Alliance.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Get us in position,” I ordered before we even got to the bridge.

      “Right away, sir,” replied the Cognitive. “The ships will be within range in approximately five minutes.”

      I strapped myself in. “Set the cannons to half power. Cortez seems to be authentic, but let’s not show her everything we’re capable of.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Smart choice, Jace,” said Abigail. Her hands were flying over the controls as she focused the holo display on the Sarkonian ships while still keeping the Second Genesis in view.

      “You sound so surprised,” I scoffed, gently placing my hands on the control sticks.

      “Incoming fire,” announced Junior.

      “Here we go,” I said, adjusting our path a few degrees—just enough to avoid taking a hit. “Was that a rail gun?!”

      Apparently so.

      I wasn’t sure how many hits the Star could take from a kinetic weapon, but I decided today was a bad day to test it.

      “They’re firing again,” informed Abigail.

      I pulled the Star hard to the right and away from the Genesis. “Let’s see who wants to play.”

      “I have them,” she replied. “It looks like two are headed for Cortez’s ship. The others are following us.”

      Abigail wasn’t far off. I did sometimes miss the thrill of a smaller skirmish, fighting thugs and bullies rather than the hyper evolved demigods we’d come to know and hate. Compared to the Celestials, a few Sarkonian thugs felt more like a training exercise.

      Abigail didn’t hesitate, immediately responding with a blast straight through the center of one of their ships. The shield instantly shattered as the shot punctured their hull. All at once, in one glorious display, the ship came apart and scattered debris in all directions.

      “The second ship is attempting to return fire,” announced Sigmond.

      “Got it.” I turned the Star again and increased thrusters. “How’s the Genesis doing?”

      “Stand by.” He paused for a brief second. Long enough for me to fear the worst. “I do not detect them any longer, I’m afraid.”

      I brought the Star in behind the second ship, which appeared to be in full retreat, and chanced a look at the holo display. The Genesis reappeared a moment later, suddenly behind her confused target—the fourth Sarkonian vessel. It opened up with its quad cannons, disabling the fighter’s main thrusters before firing a second shot into their hull. The Genesis did not relent, opting for another series of quick, successive attacks from both the quad canons and their secondary guns.

      “Damn,” whispered Abigail. “We’re almost in range of the fleeing ship. Almost got it.”

      I brought thrusters to full power, enough to get us close enough to fire.

      The other ship’s pilot could have been a human or an AI. It was always hard to tell the difference, unlike with Union ships.

      In this case, there was no precision to their flight path, no efficiency. Most Sarkonian gunships had an AI, but even when compared to Junior, they might as well have been coffeemakers.

      Not that it mattered, really. Artificial or not, we had them outmatched.

      The vessel dodged most of our shots, but a well-placed beam struck and disabled their thrusters, then the quad cannons hit their sides in a heavy barrage.

      Still, we took a hit, and the hull shook as the shields weakened ever so slightly.

      “Shields at ninety-six percent,” announced Sigmond.

      Not a bad shot, I thought as I brought us back on target.

      Abigail continued on her side of the console. When she struck the other ship’s thrusters, they began to spin before the pilot could correct. It gave her enough time to put four shots right up the middle.

      I pulled to the right, avoiding the growing debris field. Or most of it, anyway.

      “Shields at ninety-two percent,” Sigmond announced.

      “Damn debris did more damage than their cannons,” I said.

      We settled into a slow drift as I pulled up a scan and located Cortez’s vessel. She had already finished taking out the fourth ship. Impressive work, I had to admit.

      “Incoming transmission from the Second Genesis,” said Sigmond.

      I leaned back in my seat. “Put it through.”

      “That’s quite a ship you’ve got there,” said Cortez as she appeared on the holo, no sign of distress. Her voice sounded casual and relaxed, as though the previous fight hadn’t even occurred.

      “Not so bad yourself… for a bunch of rebels, anyway,” I replied.

      Cortez only laughed and signed off.

      I checked the holo and saw that there were no other ships in sight.

      Abigail let out a sigh of relief and leaned back in her seat.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Let’s just say I’ll be ready for a long break when all of this is over with.”

      I gave her a quick wink. “When this is all over, you’ll get all the quiet time you want. Drinks on the beach or alone in the sheets. All you have to do is say the word.”

      “Once the war is over, you mean.”

      “Once the war is over,” I agreed.
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      Abigail glanced at the replicators I carried as we exited the Renegade Star in its usual bay on Tartarus. “Are you sure we should tell them about that?”

      “I have to,” I replied. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but they’re gonna find out sooner or later. Best to rip this bandage off quickly so they don’t think we’re planning to use it against them.”

      “I suppose you’re right. At the very least, it will show they haven’t misplaced their trust,” added Abigail.

      “You’re reading my mind again,” I said, my eyes narrowed at her in feigned suspicion. “That something they taught you at your little nun school?”

      “This isn’t the time for jokes,” she replied, suddenly serious. “We’re about to show our hand to two formerly hostile governments who could quickly go back to fighting each other as soon as the war is over. If Major Sanchez decides to take it for the Empire, or Vick for the Union, we’ll be fighting yet another war. With each other.”

      I looked down at the container in my hands. “I know.” It was closed, but I could sense the replicators inside. They weren’t alive—not exactly. They were machines, totally indifferent and dependent on my command.

      The sound of hurried footsteps drew my attention back to the present. I only had a second to pass the box to Abigail before Lex nearly knocked me over with a hug that pinned my arms to my sides.

      Abigail, nimble as always, snatched the capsule and tucked into her pack. 

      “Whoa there,” I wheezed.

      “You’re back!” Lex said, all smiles and sparkling eyes.

      “Ease up, kid. Can’t breathe.”

      “Oh,” she said, and she loosened her hug. “I have to tell you about what I learned in class today.”

      “You had class today?” asked Abigail.

      “Yep! On the holo. Professor Hitchens taught me about something called a platypus. He says Earth has some now because of the birthing chambers. They have a bill like a duck, fur like a cat, and a great big flat tail. They lay eggs, but they make milk for their babies. Isn’t that neat?”

      “Sounds made up,” I said, trying to imagine such a creature. “And you believe him?”

      Abigail gave me a little jab in the ribs.

      “Of course,” Lex said with a little giggle. “He sent a file with images and everything. It’s real! Do you wanna see it?”

      “Love to, but right now I’ve got to take care of something else. How about later?”

      “Okay, sure,” Lex said as she let go of me and frowned. She stared at her feet as we started walking again.

      We walked together for a few minutes in silence, although I knew what was wrong. How many times would we have to go through this? How many times would I have to come and go, leaving her behind or all alone? She was getting older. She knew what I was doing out there, what it meant for all of us, and she understood. But still, the separation couldn’t have been easy on her, and I knew that, too. All I wanted was to stay here and build.

      Build a world worth having, with people I knew and loved.

      “When will the war be over?” she asked once we had gone down three different halls. The question caught me by surprise, even though I should have expected it. She looked so serious now, almost dour, her eyes drifting as she spoke. She was a smart girl. She had to know I didn’t have an answer for her, but still she’d asked it anyway. 

      “Soon, Lex. We’re on our way to do something important. If it works out, the war will end and everything will quiet down.”

      “Then we go back home?” she asked. “To Pumi? To the rest of our friends?”

      I stopped and gently took the girl by the arm to face me. “You know it. I won’t even complain when he eats my socks again.”

      She looked up, her lips forming a serious line before she spoke. “I’ll keep practicing my fighting too. I want to help if things get dangerous.”

      For all my worries, she was right about that. Lex was hardly the same child I’d met in my ship’s hold. She was taller, stronger, and more mature. She’d even learned a thing or two from Hitchens in those classes, which was more than I could say for myself when I was that age.

      “I know you do. And yeah, keep practicing. You never know when those combat skills will come in handy. They’re not just for fighting monsters, though. They’re to keep you safe from people.”

      “I know,” she said quietly.

      Of course you do, I thought. How stupid of me to think otherwise.

      Lex had spent all that time imprisoned and experimented on. She was no stranger to the darker side of men, to the exploitations of unfettered governments with too much power.

      Part of me was glad for that, as horrible as it was, because it meant she’d always be careful.

      And it would keep her alive.
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      “I’m busy,” said Dr. Dressler, not looking up from her work.

      “Too busy to look at new Precursor tech?” I said, holding up the capsule.

      Her head snapped up, and she focused on the container in my hand with an almost manic intensity. “Where did you get that?”

      I shrugged with exaggerated nonchalance. “Nowhere special. It’s the key Mareses sent me after.”

      She reached up to grab it, but I held it out of reach. “Hold on, woman. I’ve been told that the contents of this capsule are capable of great destruction. What say you that we proceed with caution, alright?”

      Dressler shot me a scowl. “I am a scientist, not a reckless child, Captain.”

      “Right, right. All the same, let’s be careful. They’re called replicators. The basic gist is that they can consume any matter and use it to make more of themselves. Sounds like a plague if you ask me.”

      I expected the doctor to say something about how remarkable the technology was, but instead she simply tapped a finger to her chin. “I have heard of this before,” she finally said.

      Shocked, all I could do for a long moment was stare. “You knew about these and never thought to bring them up before?”

      “Of course not. I said I had heard of them. Not long before you came to Priscilla to steal the tritium core for Titan, actually. We were scheduled to receive a shipment of new artifacts, one of which was supposed to be a new weapon.”

      “It never arrived?” I guessed, seeing where the story was going.

      “Correct. The transport never arrived. We always suspected the Sarkonians were behind it. How did you find them?”

      I ignored the question. Not that I didn’t trust Dressler, but I wanted to stay focused. “What can you tell me about them?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid. We only received a few data packets, and the previous scientists had only been able to ascertain what the replicators were. I was interested but didn’t really believe such a thing could be possible.”

      “Mareses didn’t tell me what they did,” I explained. “He just called them a key. Which brings me to why I’m here.”

      Dressler smirked and held out a hand. “You want me to figure them out?”

      I shook my head. “Not just yet. I have to show the Alliance first. Before I do that, I need to know why they react to me.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, tearing her eyes away from the container and looking at me with renewed interest.

      “It’s easier to show you,” I said. “Take a few steps back in case this goes bad.”

      She just laughed at me. “Captain, if these are truly replicators and things get out of control, a few steps won’t save anyone.”

      “Suit yourself, Doc.” I opened the neutronium capsule and removed the container inside.

      Like before, the box glowed in my hand, and I felt the instant connection to each of the microbots. I thought about the box opening, and it began to repeat the same process it had before. When the replicators swarmed around my hand, Dressler could no longer contain herself.

      “Gods,” she said, eyes wide. “The glyphs are unmistakably Precursor, but the technology appears to react like Eternal engineering.”

      “I thought the same,” I said, sending the microbots back to their home. “Abigail couldn’t get the same reaction—we tried.”

      Dressler gestured at me. “It must have something to do with the injection you received.”

      “The thought crossed my mind,” I admitted. “But you checked me over and didn’t find anything.”

      It was true. After the battle on Nidus, I’d allowed myself to be subjected to a number of the doctor’s tests, all of them coming back normal. So much so that I began to feel like a lab rat. By then, much to my disappointment, my enhanced abilities had faded.

      “Captain Hughes, we are dealing with alien technology. I can only perform the tests I know how to run. Your connection with the Precursor tech proves you were altered in some way. I just have to find the right test.”

      I set the box down and rolled my sleeves up. “Then we best get to it. We can’t be late for the meeting.”
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      After Dr. Dressler was done, she, Abigail, and I met with the others on the bridge.

      Octavia and all three Cognitives were already there, waiting. Lieutenant Rackham stood off to one side, his gaze angled up at the main display. On it, Vice Admiral Vick’s head hovered for all to see. 

      “Where’s Major Sanchez?” I asked, not seeing the Sarkonian Empire’s representative.

      “Right here, Captain,” Sanchez said as he entered the room from the outer hall. The Sarkonian officer was breathing harder than usual, as though he’d run part of the way. Over the past few weeks, he’d been tied up with helping Sarkon recover from the Celestial attack on White Cross and many other outposts. 

      “Pardon my lateness,” he said with a curt nod. “I was updating the Emperor on the situation. He’s eager to learn what news you have for us.”

      Abigail handed me the replicators.

      Everyone leaned a little closer to look. Suddenly, they felt very heavy.

      “What is that?” asked Octavia. There hadn’t been time to speak with anyone besides Dressler beforehand, so she didn’t have a clue what I held.

      “It can be a weapon,” I said. “A canister full of self-replicating microbots. They reduce matter to its base elements then use those elements to make more robots.”

      “Quite the weapon,” noted Rackham, giving the capsule an appraising look. “How did you come by it?”

      Major Sanchez looked just as curious, albeit with a healthy dose of alarm. Apparently, Captain Cortez hadn’t stolen the weapon from the Sarkonian Empire proper. This was probably something Vice Admiral Kaska had been doing on his own, then. If that was the case, he wasn’t up to any good. No wonder Cortez wanted him out of the picture. 

      “The Precursors sent me after it,” I replied, keeping the answer vague. “As far as limitations, I’m not sure. They didn’t exactly come with an instruction manual. From my understanding, they eat matter in order to make more of themselves.”

      “Am I to understand that what is in that container could destroy an entire ship?” asked Vick.

      “Yes,” I said. “But that’s small scale. What I’m holding in my hands is enough to destroy an entire planet.”

      The room went silent. A glint came into Vick’s eyes, one that told me was thinking of all the ways he could use something like the replicators to his advantage. Major Sanchez looked at me warily, as though I might decide to unleash it here and now.

      “It’s too bad we don’t know where the Celestial homeworld is,” mused Octavia. “It would change the war to our favor.”

      “No, it’s too dangerous,” said Dressler. “We don’t know enough. It could work, certainly. But the microrobots could escape. Maybe a comet strikes the planet and sends them careening into the system. They fly across the galaxy, infesting and destroying other planets. Just a handful could hit a passing ship, which would then go on to land at a colony. Like nuclear fission, it could mean the end of everything.”

      “If we can’t use them, why are you showing this to us?” asked Sanchez. “Are you planning on sharing this technology?”

      “If you do, I’ll have to insist it is solely with the Union,” said Vick.

      “That is unacceptable,” replied Sanchez. “The Union already controls more worlds and resources. It would shift the balance of power too far in one direction. If anyone should hold this technology, it should be the Sarkonian Empire. We would not use it aggressively. We would only defend ourselves. You know our numbers are already spread thin after the attack on White Cross. Ravagers are a constant threat as well.”

      The room exploded into heated discussion, which only grew in volume. 

      I motioned to Sigmond to quiet them down so I could finally speak.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Sigmond said in a voice several decibels louder than a human could possibly exhibit. The room quieted immediately as everyone turned toward the Cognitive. “Pardon the interruption, but Captain Hughes has something to say.”

      All eyes fell on me. I was center stage, about to disappoint the people I was counting on to save humankind. 

      But it had to be done, and I knew they would understand.

      “Nobody is getting this technology. Mareses didn’t say anything about using it as a weapon, not in the way you’re all talking about. He referenced this thing like a key.”

      “A key to what?” asked Vick, leaning forward.

      “You know that Dr. Hitchens found mention of a place called the Gate of Eternity on the first ring,” I began. When no one asked a question or appeared confused by the mention, I continued. “The Precursor I saw on Nidus, named Mareses, confirmed the Gate was real. He validated what Hitchens already knew and told me that this device would grant us access to it.”

      Vick straightened up and frowned. “Why are we only hearing about this now?”

      “I didn’t know what to tell you before today, so I said nothing. I needed to come to you with a plan of action and the evidence to convince you that it was the right move. Mareses only said the Gate would lead to the weapon that would help us defeat the Celestials. The glyphs gave us coordinates, and now we have this key. All that’s left is to go there and use it, unlock whatever they’ve stored there, and turn it on our enemy.”

      “You’re talking about a possibility, not a truth,” argued Sanchez. “It’s all conjecture. We have a weapon here in our hands—quite literally, in fact. We could simply use it to fight the Celestials ourselves, rather than spend our time searching for a place that may not even exist. Have you considered that the better choice might be altogether different from what this entity told you?”

      Octavia interjected, “I’m afraid I must disagree, gentlemen. We know it exists. The coordinates are real. More to the point, ask yourselves why these aliens would provide us with such intelligence if it wouldn’t prove useful to the war? They’ve shown they can be trusted, and they’ve saved us before.”

      Rackham, who had been listening in silence, raised a hand. “If we stand around and do nothing, the Celestials will overtake us soon and we’ll be wiped out. If we pursue the weapon, we leave ourselves vulnerable, searching one location for however long it takes to uncover the Gate. Can we truly take the risk?”

      “I understand the hesitation,” I said after a moment. “We have a weapon here and now. Truth is, I’m the only one who can, at the moment, control these little bots… and it’s a strain to do it. And I don’t know if I could use them well enough in the middle of a fight. No matter how you look at it, we’re taking a huge risk, so why not trust the Mareses?”

      No one answered.

      “I’ve followed the trail this far,” I continued. “I won’t stop now.”

      “Alright,” Vick finally replied. “If this is your plan, then so be it. I just hope you know what you’re doing, Hughes.”

      His holo disappeared as he cut the transmission.

      Sanchez turned to me, and I expected him to argue that the replicators should be in the Sarkonian Empire’s hands, but he didn’t. “I can’t spare any more fighters right now, but I agree with your assessment. If the Precursors have a weapon greater than the replicators, we have to try.”

      I passed the container to Dr. Dressler. “Work with Carl and learn everything you can without opening it. I want to know if we can stop the swarm once it’s unleashed.”

      Gingerly, she accepted the item and hurried out, presumably in the direction of her lab.

      Once she was gone, I pulled up the coordinates that Hitchens had given me. A star chart appeared on the display, and I walked closer to it. “Athena, do you have any visuals of that region?”

      “Partial images, but local interference and radiation has affected all scans. I apologize.”

      “If we’re doing this, we should go now,” I said. “With the Celestials destroying everything in their path, we don’t have time to waste. Once we have the weapon, we can end this war once and for all.” 

      “And if it’s not there?” asked Sanchez.

      The question was expected, but I didn’t like it. “We use the replicators,” I finally answered. “Carl, open a rift and let’s get moving.”

      “Right away, Captain Hughes.” He began the process, then the Cognitive’s hard light form froze in place, a sign that he was processing data.

      “Carl?” I prompted. 

      He came back a few seconds later, a grim expression on his face. “Attention, threat detected. Activating defense systems.”

      Alarmed, I shot a quick glance at the display for signs of the Celestial fleet. It looked empty, but that didn’t mean the enemy hadn’t found a new way to get past our sensors. Tartarus was their design, after all.

      “A small vessel has detached itself from our hull,” replied Carl. 

      “Show me!”

      The star map changed to an image of our hull. A familiar ship—a Celestial scout vessel—was in the middle of breaking away from us. 

      “How did a Celestial manage to latch to our side without anyone noticing?” demanded Abigail.

      I didn’t get a chance to respond before the ship opened a slipspace tear and began to flee.

      “Engaging with drones,” informed Sigmond.

      A pair of his vessels appeared on the screen, one of them colliding with the enemy ship along its leftmost side right as it entered the tunnel. I’d seen enough of the Celestials to know that one hit would hardly be enough to slow that ship, let alone destroy it. Maybe the blast would send it flying into the tunnel walls and destroy it there, but I wasn’t banking on it. 

      “We should send someone after it,” suggested Rackham.

      I shook my head. “Once it’s in the tunnel, we can’t catch up, and we don’t have time to play that game.”

      Abigail turned to Carl, concern furrowing her brow. “What was it doing?”

      “I believe it was collecting data,” said Carl. “It broke away as soon as we decided on a course. I can’t be certain, but it is very likely they know our plan.”

      “There’s no telling what else they managed to overhear,” said Octavia. 

      “We need to move. Now,” I said,  not taking my eyes off the display. “This just became a race to the finish.”
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      I busied myself by watching Chelanah and her team take her opponents apart in the flight simulator from my pad. Each team was beginning to develop its own maneuvers. They were clever, vicious, and effective. The only problem was, their methods were beginning to diverge. The mock battles against each other were important, but so was learning how to work together as a whole. Alphonse headed the training operation, and I was about to send him a message when my comm went off.

      “Are you busy?” asked Abigail. She sounded excited.

      “Nothing I can’t walk away from,” I said, making a mental note to send the message later. “What’s going on?”

      “I have something I think you need to see. I’ll send you our location.”

      My pad beeped a second later with the update.

      “On my way,” I said. 
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      Abigail was on a deck about ten levels lower into the ship. There wasn’t supposed to be anything important anywhere nearby—just passages and empty storage rooms. 

      When I made the last turn into a long, dimly lit passageway, I heard something up ahead. It sounded like it had come from the room at the end, which was brighter than the passage. At first, I couldn’t make out what it was. After a grunt of pain, I picked up the pace.

      Abigail wouldn’t have sounded upbeat if something bad were happening, but I knew a fight when I heard one. I entered the room and caught sight of her, then I saw a flash of white hair. 

      Lex was fighting a man. At the sight, my hand went to the pistol at my side. Her opponent was a big brute, at least three times her size. He wasn’t dressed like either a Union or Imperial soldier. Instead, he wore a dull black tac suit and had most of his face covered by a mask of some sort. Only his eyes were visible, and they were focused on Lex.

      Abigail grabbed my wrist firmly and stepped in front of me. “Trust me,” she said. “Watch.”

      It took all of my concentration not to step in when the masked man lunged for Lex. When his arms closed, he found nothing but air. The kid had rolled between his legs and popped up behind him. She kicked the back of his knee as he tried to turn around, and as he fell, she delivered a powerful kick to his face.

      The man grunted. The girl’s fist shot out, which her opponent promptly blocked. Not to be deterred, Lex used the momentum to spin around and catch him with her opposite hand. The blow caught him in the throat and sent him stumbling back several paces.

      Everytime she landed a blow, I noticed a quick flash of light, but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. I was about to ask Abigail when Lex raised her little fists, daring the man to attack. He took the bait, charging in again. I felt a surge of pride as she easily sidestepped him. Her leg shot out and sent him flying.

      Quick to recover, the man rolled and jumped back up on the balls of his feet. This time Lex went on the offensive, attacking in a flurry of fists and kicks until he shattered into a million sparkling pieces that faded into nothing.

      Lex stood, straightened the black training suit she was wearing, and brushed some dust off her legs. I’d seen Abigail do the same thing a number of times after sparring. 

      “See?” said the former nun, giving me a smug expression. “Told you. Now wasn’t that worth the wait?”

      “What the hell, Abby?” I rubbed my chest in mock exaggeration. “Almost gave me a heart attack. A little warning would’ve been nice.”

      She snickered. I shot her a look meant to wipe the smile off her face, but she wasn’t buying it. 

      “It was your idea,” she said.

      “My idea?” I asked, staring at Lex, who didn’t even look winded after the fight. “How was this my idea?”

      “You mentioned wanting to apply the pilot simulation elsewhere, so I had a talk with Carl and Octavia, and this is what we came up with. What do you think?”

      I didn’t get a chance to answer because Lex came bounding up. “Mr. Hughes! Did you see how I fought the simulation?” she asked. “I did it just like Abby said to. Except he didn’t fight like Abby said he would. I think she did it to try to trick me, but I didn’t fall for it. Abby says I’m the best student she’s ever had.”

      “Yeah, I saw.” I patted her on the shoulder and grinned.

      At the praise, Lex beamed up at me.

      “What are you supposed to do after training?” asked Abigail.

      “I’m supposed to stretch,” replied Lex. “But I’m not even tired. Do I really have to stretch every time?”

      I noticed that she didn’t whine like she might have in the past. Another sign that she was maturing. 

      Abigail nodded, her serious instructor’s face solidly in place. “You do if you want me to keep training you.”

      “Okay.” Lex walked to the center of the room and began a methodical stretch routine.

      I replayed the fight in my mind. Her opponent had been strong and fast. She had handled him without so much as breaking a sweat. “I can’t say I want her to get into brawls with full grown men, but it’s good to know she can take care of herself,” I said.

      “I won’t put her up against anything she can’t handle, you know that.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “The hard light simulation was a smart move. No way for anyone to get hurt.”

      I thought about Camilla, Bolin Abernathy’s daughter. When I first met them, she was just a young girl, scared and helpless. Now she was an accomplished pilot in her own right. She was capable of fighting alongside the best trained fighters, and she could fly circles around anyone the Union or Sarkonians could bring into the fight. I couldn’t help but think Lex was well on her way to forging her own path as well.

      “Can I do it again?” called out Lex from the middle of the room.

      “Sure, but only once,” replied Abigail. “You have schoolwork to finish.”

      The girl was on her feet in an instant, with a youthful exuberance I hadn’t felt in a long time. “Ready!”

      Abigail glanced up as though looking for someone in the ceiling. “Restart the simulation. Increase difficulty by one percent.”

      “Right away,” the Cognitive said from a hidden speaker somewhere on the ceiling.

      Lex’s opponent popped into existence on the other side of the room, and immediately the two began to circle one another. She danced out of the way of his punches and kicks, delivering hard blows in retaliation for each of them. Nothing that would put the guy down, but enough to make a real person think twice about whether he still wanted to fight or not.

      The construct feigned a kick. When Lex went to block it or capture his leg—I couldn't tell which—he grabbed her by her hair. She let out a little squeak of surprise before raising both arms to block a punch to the face. When his fist got close, she caught it with both hands. 

      Now that I knew it was a simulation, it was easier to fight the urge to come to her defense. I could also see that every time Lex connected, it caused a refraction in the simulation, which was why I kept seeing the flash of light.

      When her opponent tried to yank his hand free, Lex did a backflip, using his grip on her hair as a fulcrum, and captured his arm with her legs. One leg moved to his throat while the other planted firmly on his chest. The move tipped him off balance, and he landed on his knees, his one free hand the only thing preventing him from doing a faceplant on the deck.

      Lex arched her back, and I winced as I saw what her objective was. If she put enough pressure on her opponent’s elbow, she’d break or dislocate it.

      The man lifted Lex straight up into the air, and before I could do anything, he slammed her hard to the floor. Lex was stunned. Beside me, Abigail sucked in a breath, but she didn’t order the simulation to stop as I might have expected.

      Lex grunted, arched her back, and snapped the man’s arm at the elbow. He looked like he’d lost all strength, and he collapsed to his face. When he did, the kid scurried onto his back, obviously meaning to put him in a headlock like she’d done with her last opponent.

      The man answered by grabbing her by the arm and flinging her off his back. She slid a couple meters away then lifted herself to her hands and knees in time to block her opponent’s kick. If she hadn’t managed to turn her head in time, the girl would have caught a hard boot to the side of her head.

      Lex lunged forward, unaffected by the near miss. She caught one of her opponent’s legs and drove forward, putting him on his rear end. At the same time, she curled into a ball then kicked her legs out and wrapped the man’s head between them. He thrashed once and punched at her leg, to no effect. Lex finished what she’d started, almost removing the man’s head when she flexed and rolled to one side. His hard light body shattered, just like last time.

      “Did you see that?” the kid asked. She was smiling, and I could see blood on her lip. The sight of it made my stomach twist into a knot.

      “I did,” said Abigail. Her tone indicated she wasn’t pleased. “What did I tell you about fighting?”

      Lex’s gaze dropped to her feet. She kicked an imaginary rock and wiped the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. “You said that I shouldn't take so long to finish the fight. That it should be quick.”

      “Or?” prompted Abigail.

      “Or someone else might join and help the other person. Then the fight becomes twice as difficult because they can use teamwork.”

      “That’s right,” said Abigail. “Now, how do you feel?”

      “I feel fine,” the girl replied, lifting her eyes as she gave us both a big smile. There was still a little blood in her teeth, but it looked like the bleeding had already stopped. “Can I do it again? I’ll be faster this time.”

      “No time,” replied Abigail. “That’s enough training for today. And you have schoolwork to do.”

      “Oh, right,” replied Lex. “Octavia says I’m going to learn about slip drives today.”

      “You plan on being an engineer?” I asked.

      Lex shook her head. “No. I want to be like you.” I wasn’t sure what she meant by it and didn’t get a chance to ask because she hurried from the room. Abigail and I turned to watch her run down the hallway and out of sight.

      “That kid’s something else,” I said. “But she needs a tactical suit—something she can fight in if it turns out she has to. She needs some armor and places to put weapons.”

      “I’ve already checked,” replied Abigail. “We don’t have anything her size.”

      “Shouldn’t be too difficult to fix,” I replied. “Siggy?”

      The cognitive appeared in front of me instantly. “Hello, sir.” 

      “Tactical suits. I need one for Lex, but Abby says there aren’t any her size.”

      “Unfortunately, that is correct, sir. I have searched all compartments, and I have found none that would fit Lex.”

      “Anything we can do about that?” I asked. “Maybe we could make alterations to one we already have.”

      “There may be a way to fulfill your request, sir. I will need to confer with Carl on the matter.”

      “You do that,” I replied. “Let me know what you two come up with.”
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      As soon as we left slipspace between SG Points, I sat at a terminal on the bridge and contacted Earth to get an update. Hitchens appeared on the holo, looking a little nervous.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing at all, I assure you,” he replied. “I must say, though, many of the residents are a bit concerned. We have seen no sight of the Celestials since your departure, but the longer you’re away, the more people are beginning to worry.”

      “I understand,” I told him. “What else?”

      “The terraforming appears to be progressing as expected. I have identified several new species of plant life, including more than a dozen types of flowers. Those, combined with the grass in this area, produce a remarkable scent and sight, I must say. Also, new animals are emerging from the birthing chambers. Although, not all of them are, shall I say, copacetic?”

      “Copa-what?” I asked.

      “Er, one animal, in particular, has caused some distress among the residents,” he explained.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Is it dangerous?”

      “No, not that we’re aware of. However, this animal, as beautiful as it looks, is capable of producing the foulest odor I have personally experienced in my life. It is almost indescribable, and although Gaia has assured me it is not dangerous, I’m not sure I agree. It is called a skunk.”

      “A skunk,” I said, wondering where I’d heard the name before. “I think Dressler mentioned that once. Well, what does it look like?” I asked, leaning closer to the holo. “Do you have an image?”

      “Oh, yes,” he replied, tapping on something out of view. “Several, in fact. I shall bring them up for you to see.”

      The holo changed from the professor’s face to a long-haired animal with a lush black and white tail.

      “It looks like a cat,” I said.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Though I assure you it is most definitely not a cat.”

      The image changed to one taken at a distance. It gave me a better idea of how big the animal was. I wasn’t sure how something so small could cause so much concern.

      “Any idea what role it’s supposed to fill?” I asked.

      The image switched back to Hitchens’s face. “None that I’m aware of,” he replied. “Learning more about it has not been a priority, and finding volunteers to study the creature has been somewhat difficult due to the… smell.”

      “I can see why that might be difficult,” I said, remembering Dressler’s reaction to the animal. “Say, Prof, how is the goat? Pumi.”

      “Oh he’s very well, Captain.” Hitchens frowned, looking down at something I couldn’t see.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Don’t tell me something happened. Lex loves that thing.”

      “It’s nothing. The blasted animal just insists on eating my socks. The ones that survive all have holes. There’s no stopping it.”

      I laughed. “Let me know if you find a way. And keep up the good work. We’re on our way to the Gate of Eternity. At least I hope we are. With any luck, this war will be over soon.”

      “Let’s hope so,” he replied. “Good luck, Captain.”

      “Same to you,” I said before closing the connection.

      “C-captain?” said Freddie from somewhere behind me.

      I turned around to face him and noticed his posture first. He looked like he’d been chosen to bring me bad news. That was all I needed. “Who broke what?” I asked.

      “Broke? Oh, no, that’s not what I need to speak with you about. It’s, well, something personal.”

      “Oh,” I said, relieved. “Pull up a seat, Fred.”

      Freddie took the one at the next terminal and wrung his hands as he stared at them. I wasn’t in a hurry, so I let him work out what he wanted to say while I waited.

      “I want to marry Petra,” he blurted out.

      I laughed, and his face began to turn red with embarrassment. I fanned a hand at him and said, “I’m not laughing at you. I was worried you were about to give me some bad news. But do you really think this is the best time to be planning a wedding?”

      Freddie shrugged. “I’m not a courageous man, Captain, but I think I need to do this. I don’t want to die without marrying the woman I love.”

      “You think you’re going to die, Fred?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, Captain. Nobody can say for sure one way or the other. All I know is I love Petra and I want to show her that.”

      “By getting married?”

      “I know it doesn’t really mean anything, not since we left the Union, but I’ve thought about it, and it’s what I want. And she’s everything to me. Octavia has already volunteered to do the ceremony, but I wanted to ask you for a favor, if you’ve got the time.”

      “I guess that depends on the favor. Need to bury a body? I guess I can make the time.”

      He didn’t laugh and instead took a long breath. “I’d like you to be my best man.”

      It took me a second to get my thoughts in order before I could reply. “As in, your right hand mate?”

      “That’s right.”

      I was surprised by the request. “Can’t say I was expecting that,” I told him.

      “It would mean a lot to me,” he said. “You’re the whole reason I ever had the chance to meet her, after all. If I hadn’t followed you across the galaxy, we never would have found her people. I never would have come to Earth. I’d probably be in some cave somewhere, studying some ruins, or possibly in a library reading over Darius Clare’s manuscripts for the hundredth time. Instead, I’m here, and I’m with the girl of my dreams, saving the galaxy. You did that for me.”

      I smiled and gave a short nod. “I’d be honored.”

      He returned the grin but twice as wide.

      Before he could say anything, I held up a finger. “Still, I’ve got to disagree with you on one point.”

      “Huh?” said Freddie, his eyebrows raised.

      “You said you weren’t courageous. Stop talking yourself down. That ain’t you anymore.”

      “I know, but—”

      I shook my head. “No, just listen to what I’m saying. The stuff you said about what you’ve done? You’re right. You’ve accomplished things other men could only dream about, but stop saying it was my doing. I didn’t do shit, Freddie. All these people… the ones saying how great I am… they keep propping me up, saying shit about the Renegade, so much you’d think it was all me and no one else fighting this war. But you, Freddie, you were there the whole time, fighting for a cause you believed in, defending Lex and your friends, even when you were afraid. Sure, you were a coward, but you trained to get better, and you stuck around, even when you knew you could leave. That takes guts. It takes courage. I didn’t make you do any of that. Encouraged, maybe, but never forced. You chose the path you walked. So when you say something like that about yourself, that you weren’t brave or strong, it angers me because I know it’s a lie. You’re the bravest son of a bitch I’ve ever met, and if I hear you say otherwise again, I’m likely to bring my boot across your jaw.”
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      “I’ve discovered something interesting, Captain Hughes.”

      We had exited slipspace only a few seconds ago, but Carl already had a completed scan of the nearby system.

      Alphonse and the rest of the pilots were in their fighters awaiting orders, while Sigmond had placed his drones on standby. Meanwhile, Abigail, Freddie, and Dressler remained on the bridge.

      “Talk to me,” I said, bringing up the local cluster on the holo. “What am I looking at?”

      “This system consists of a single yellow star and planetoid, sir,” informed Carl. “My analysis of the planetoid indicates an unusual orbital path based on the available sources of gravity.”

      “Unusual how?”

      Athena answered this time. “It appears the planetoid is orbiting something that is neither visible nor otherwise detectable.”

      “It’s not orbiting the star?” I asked, gesturing at the holo.

      “I am afraid not,” she replied. “Scans show the planetoid has two barycenters. One is shared with the nearby star, but there is a second that remains invisible and undetectable. By all accounts, the other object affecting the planetoid simply does not exist.”

      “Give me a visual,” I ordered. The image switched to a view of open space with the planetoid off to one side. “Based on the gravity pull you’re seeing, how big is this second object?”

      “The planetoid is acting similarly to a moon, suggesting that there is a planet nearby,” explained Athena. “As you can clearly see, however, the space around it is quite empty.”

      “Could it be cloaked somehow?”

      “In theory, it is possible, but nothing like that is known to exist,” she explained. “It would also require an unprecedented amount of power.”

      “More than what it took to hollow out and power the inside of a planet?” I asked, referring to Earth and its underground city.

      “Far more, I’m afraid.”

      “The Celestials have technology we are only beginning to understand,” noted Dressler. “I’ve long since given up traditional views on what should or shouldn’t be possible. If the readings are accurate, we may assume there is a logical reason for it and begin our investigation.”

      “Does Tartarus have any probes available?” I asked.

      “Indeed,” replied Carl.

      “And if we shot one, would you be able to tell if it ran into something?”

      “I think I see where you’re going with this,” said Dressler.

      “Do you?” I asked.

      She gave me a half-smile. “Carl will launch a probe at the area where Athena predicts the center of the hidden mass should be. When it crashes, that should confirm the theory. Once that is accomplished, we can work toward discovering how to uncloak the planet. If there are automated defense systems, they might activate as the probe draws closer.” She paused. “It is a crude but reasonable solution.”

      I hadn’t planned for all of those steps. More the first part, really, but I wasn’t about to admit it. “Good work, Doc. Carl, let’s launch that probe and see if it blows up.”

      He gave a quick nod. “Of course, Hughes. Please stand by.”

      A second later, the soft glow from the probe’s thruster appeared on the holo. I studied the image as I waited for the flash of light that would announce the device had crashed. Even if there was no flash—if the cloaking tech the planet was using managed to hide it from view—the signal we were receiving from the probe would vanish. In the end, we’d know something was there.

      The object could’ve been a planet, or it could’ve been another ship like ours—only bigger. Why such a ship would have a moon, I had no idea. Especially since having one was the only reason we knew it was there in the first place.

      “The probe should impact the surface of the planet within the next two minutes,” said Athena.

      I glanced around the bridge. Everyone was watching, but none as intently as Dressler, who was also holding a tablet. She glanced at the portable device occasionally, sometimes tapping or swiping the screen when she did.

      Abigail was leaning back in her chair, focused on the data. She had one hand tucked under her armpit and the other covering her mouth. Despite his recent declaration of upcoming nuptials, Freddie was just as focused. For him, all of this had started out as an interest in Earth, inspired by Darious Clare. Now it was about the survival of humanity. I had to say, the younger man had come a long way from the nervous priest I’d first met.

      “Impact in five seconds,” announced Athena. She counted down to zero, but the probe kept going, and the bridge remained silent for several seconds.

      I checked the holo. We were still receiving a signal from the device. What we were seeing wasn’t some kind of optical illusion. It really had just passed through the gravity well of something unexplained and, so far, unexplainable.

      “Any chance your calculations were off?” I asked.

      “No,” replied Athena. “The probe should have struck the source of the gravity well, but it has not.”

      “Any explanations?” asked Abigail.

      “I apologize, but I have none at this time,” explained Athena. “I am continuing to monitor the information from the probe.”

      Dressler made a “hmm” sound.

      “Doc, you got something?” I prompted.

      She shook her head as though she’d forgotten we were all there. “What? Oh. It’s just that this doesn’t add up. Given the data, something should be there, but I don’t see how it could be possible.”

      Abigail waved a hand at that. “If that’s true, then where is it? You can’t have something and nothing at the same time.”

      The doctor snapped her fingers. “Phasing. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.” She paused. “But to phase an object of that size… I just don’t know.”

      I shifted in my seat and tried to logic out the problem. “Somehow, the Celestials managed not only to cloak an entire planet, but to phase the damn thing, too.” I glanced at Dressler, expecting her to be doing something brilliant with her pad—maybe working out the final steps toward the solution to our current dilemma. Instead, she stared back at me and shrugged.

      “The Celestials can cloak for quite some time,” she noted. “However, we have not observed any of them remaining phased for longer than a few minutes. Perhaps, since they did not invent the technology, they have only a limited understanding of its capabilities. The Precursors did invent it, so it could be that they developed a way to use the technology to its full potential.”

      “That’s possible,” said Abigail. “But why leave the moon exposed. It’s like they forgot about it. I can’t imagine anyone as advanced as them forgetting to cloak something that would give away the location of a weapon powerful enough to stop the Celestial threat.”

      “Or the amount of power they’d need to make it happen,” I added, trying to imagine how much energy the task would take. The tritium core that Titan had been running on when we found it had nearly been spent, and that had only been a couple thousand years. So far as I knew, there wasn’t a more powerful source of energy anywhere. The thought that the Celestials had something that dwarfed it made my head swim.

      “It seems illogical,” she admitted. “Yet, here we are. And it’s the best explanation we have.” She looked like she had more to say, but she stopped herself and turned her attention to the holo display. “Unless the reason the moon is not cloaked is so that it may act as a beacon. Something like a signpost. Carl, do you detect anything special or unusual about it?”

      “Yes.” The Cognitive flicked his wrist, bringing up a new image of the moon. “I have located a structure on the moon’s far side. It is different from those discovered on the rings. There are also low-level power signatures consistent with those locations. I apologize for not informing you earlier, but I only detected these anomalies a moment ago and did not wish to interrupt.”

      “What if the moon is actually another ship like the Tartarus?” Abigail suggested.

      “I assure you it is not,” informed Athena. “Scans detect no superstructure or internal power systems. It is a moon, similar in composition and size to that of Earth’s. Beyond the structure on the surface, which has already been mentioned, I detect no other anomalies.”

      I pushed up from my seat and motioned to the display. “We’ll have to go down and take a look for ourselves.”

      Freddie swiveled to face me, looking pensive. “Why not send a drone first?”

      “Because we don’t have the time,” I told him. “The Celestials are on the way. We have to figure out how to unlock the Gate of Eternity before they get here. A drone won’t be able to activate the Precursor technology I suspect is down there.”

      The others nodded in agreement.

      “It’s settled. I’ll tell Rackham to bring a small team of his own so we can split up once we get to the surface. We’ll cover more ground that way.”

      “Are you going to bring the replicators?” asked Abigail.

      I nodded. “Carl, any progress on that front?”

      “None, I am afraid,” the Cognitive replied. “The secrets to this technology continue to elude us.”

      “I guess it’s a trial by fire,” I said. “If this really is the entrance to the Gate of Eternity, I’ll need them to unlock it.”

      “Any idea how you’re supposed to use them?” asked Abigail.

      “Not yet,” I replied. “I’ll figure it out when I get there. I always do.”

      Although she nodded in reply, the look in her eyes told me she didn’t like what we were about to do. Neither did I.

      Ten minutes later, my team was headed through the passageway toward the Renegade Star.

      “Captain, I’m not sure how much help I’m going to be down there,” said Freddie.

      I stopped so suddenly, Dressler almost crashed into me. I took a step to the side to let her pass and stood directly in front of Freddie, then I motioned for the others to continue.

      Once they were out of earshot, I pointed a finger at his chest. “What did I tell you about doubting yourself?”

      “It’s not that, Captain,” said Freddie. “I just think Octavia might be a better one to bring along. Or Alphonse. They have far more combat experience than I do.”

      “That they do,” I admitted. “But you’re the one who’s holding all the knowledge in your head. You said so yourself. You’ve nearly memorized every single word Dr. Darius Clare has ever written. It was his writings that brought us to Earth in the first place and revealed that the Celestials even existed. I suspect we’re going to find something in there we’ll need your help with. You’ve proven you can fight, and you know things. I need you on this one.”

      “Oh, I’ll go, of course, Captain. I was just—”

      “Think about Petra,” I interrupted. “You want to marry her? Then there’s got to be a galaxy for you to get married in. Unless you’re planning on honeymooning out in the middle of deep space about as far from civilization as you can get. But I don’t think she’d like that, do you?”

      “N-no, Captain,” he replied. “You’re right. I can do this.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man, Fred.”

      Just then, Lex came darting around the corner. I motioned for Freddie to go ahead of me. He glanced over his shoulder, spotted the kid, and left without another word.

      Lex was in her training suit again, and I could’ve sworn she’d grown another inch overnight. She was tough, and although I knew she could handle herself in a fight, I had to break the news to her. She was still too young, and we had plenty of muscle already. Or maybe I just wanted her to stay a kid for a little longer. Especially since bringing her along would mean I was the one who’d put her in harm’s way.

      “Hey, Lex,” I said. “Sorry,  but the answer is no. You’re tough. Hell, I saw you beat a virtual enemy even I would’ve had trouble with, but it’s not your time yet.”

      “But—” She tried to interrupt, but I held up a hand, asking her to let me finish.

      “This isn’t a regular mission we’re going on right now. There are all kinds of strange things happening down there—things I don’t understand even a little. Your time will come soon enough, but for now I need you to stay up here, okay?”

      “I didn’t come here because I wanted to go on the mission with you,” she said, smiling broadly. “I wanted to find you before you left so I could say goodbye. And I wanted to tell you that I’m working very hard so I can get faster and stronger. Then I can come with you when you go on missions, and I can help as soon as you need me to. I like helping you.”

      “That’s great, kid,” I said and held my arms out to her. She hurried toward me and hugged me, but not as tight as before. That was good. The last thing I needed was a delay while I recovered in a healing pod. She was learning how to control her strength. “See you when we get back, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, letting go and taking a few steps back.

      I smiled at her and headed up the ramp. Though I wouldn’t say it, I hoped her time to fight never came.
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      Abigail nodded, indicating she was ready. It was difficult to see her face through her EV suit’s helmet. She held her rifle low, and although she looked ready for whatever lay ahead, I could sense the pressure in her posture. 

      The Star was on the moon’s surface at last. Sigmond had detected nothing of note so far, but he couldn't read anything inside the alien structure, either. It was as though it were empty or hollow, but that couldn’t be right. We’d been sent here for a reason, which meant there had to be answers somewhere inside this place, and I aimed to find them.

      Once the ramp was lowered, I moved out ahead of everyone else. Abigail was on my heels, and the rest of our people quickly followed. The moon was gray, craggy, and dead, the same as any other. It was, aside from the single artifact, unremarkable.

      The low gravity meant every step we took caused a small cloud of powdery dust to rise at our feet, creating a fog as we moved.

      “Looks clear,” murmured Abigail. “But I don’t like this.”

      “Agreed,” I answered. “Everyone keep your eyes open. We can’t afford to get lax.”

      Rackham’s team was already waiting at the structure’s far end. He was in the middle of giving out orders to each of them, although I couldn’t hear them since he’d switched to his own channel.

      I studied the building as we approached, noting it was similar to the architecture on the rings, though still different enough to be noticeable.

      “Fantastic,” murmured Dressler, craning her neck to get a better view of the structure. 

      The building looked like it was made from huge blocks of stone, almost like it had been crafted from the moon itself, and it probably had. 

      “It is also remarkable that it is still standing,” noted Dr. Davon as we approached. “The rest of this moon has been pummeled by meteorites, which is to be expected. Yet, this has remained intact without even the slightest damage. I suspect there is more to this place than meets the eye.”

      “You know what doesn’t meet the eye?” asked Rackham. “The entrance. I’m not seeing how to get in.”

      He was right. I checked again but didn’t see a way inside. No door or opening of any kind.

      “It might not work that way,” offered Freddie. “Maybe we’re supposed to do something with the outside. What if it’s a machine and not a structure at all?”

      “Any ideas, Siggy?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, no, sir,” the Cognitive replied. “I am unable to scan past the exterior, but I also cannot find anything worthy of your attention outside, though I will keep trying.”

      I tapped into the open channel to address both groups. “Everyone spread out and see if you can find anything useful.” While they did that, I switched over to a private channel and connected with Dressler. “What do you think, Doc?”

      “It’s difficult to say,” she replied, twisting to get a better look at the building. “I believe I understand why Sigmond is having some difficulty penetrating the outer layer. It is constructed of the same metal I first encountered on the rings.”

      “I remember.” I moved closer to something else that was familiar. “What does this look like to you?” I pointed at one brick that seemed to stick out further than the rest.

      Dressler slowly made her way to me and peered up at the stone. “It looks to be a glyph, like those we found on Elysia. Perhaps instructions for the door, but I’ll have to study and decipher it before confirming.”

      I raised my hand close to the symbol carved into the stone and waited, but nothing happened. Then I touched the glyph. Still nothing. “Maybe whatever power source it uses has run out?”

      “Maybe,” she replied. “Or it is a message from the Precursors, either inviting us in…”

      “Or warning us away,” I finished. 

      The doctor shook her head slowly and tapped her pad. “Unfortunately, I don’t see anything like that in the codex. It will take time to decipher, I am afraid.”

      “Maybe I should have everyone spread out into the surrounding area. We might find an open passage somewhere.”

      “Captain, I think I’ve found something.” Freddie was pointing to another stone protruding from the structure.

      “What is it?” asked Dressler.

      “A glyph.”

      “Yeah, we found one here, too,” I replied.

      “But this one is different,” he insisted. “It looks like there’s another symbol etched inside of the main one.”

      “Can you translate it?” asked Dressler as she made her way over to him.

      “No, not yet,” he replied. “I can’t make it out, but there’s definitely more here than we thought.”

      I backed away from the building, thinking maybe I was a little too close to get the whole picture. There had to be something I was missing, some clue as to how to get inside. 

      I walked a good twenty meters away from the wall before finally stopping. 

      But studying the structure at a distance only prompted more questions. It was symmetrical, with a top, a bottom, and sides of the one wall we could see. The bricks that stuck out from the rest appeared to be evenly spaced, and they held most of both teams’ attention. There were sixteen in total, and then I spotted it. One more brick should have been sticking out to complete the pattern. It was right in the middle—where one might expect a door to be.

      “What do you see, Jace?” asked Abigail as she approached.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I replied. I walked up and reached out to touch the stone, and the others followed. A familiar sensation touched the edge of my mind, and my heart began to race. It felt like I was being drawn to the stone, like it was calling to me, and I wanted to answer. I had the distinct feeling that building was alive—this part of it, anyway. I closed my eyes and focused on it, trying to figure out what it all meant.

      “Are we supposed to touch them in order?” asked Freddie. “Did anyone get theirs to light up?”

      “Neither of the two I was studying did,” replied Rackham.

      “Sir, I am detecting a significant change in your vitals,” Sigmond said through the comm. “Is everything okay?”

      “Captain Hughes?” said Dressler, her tone cautious. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, following her gaze to my hand that had been touching the stone. In it was the capsule full of replicators. I stared stupidly at it for several seconds. I hadn’t realized I’d pulled it out and opened it.

      The tiny symbols on the inner shell began to glow.

      “Jace?” said Abigail. “Maybe you should put that away.”

      “I think she’s right, Captain,” added Freddie. “We don’t even know how you’re supposed to use those yet.”

      “Actually, I think I do,” I said, and I willed the capsule to open. “Everyone back up.”

      The symbols on the device burned with blue energy. Tiny locks, panels, and pieces rapidly began to twist as the mechanism holding the robots at bay started to unlock. People were talking, but all I could hear was a loud buzzing noise in my ears. It seemed familiar and comforting. A moment later, thousands of microscopic robots formed a cloud, climbed up the exterior of my exosuit, and began swirling around me.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Rackham. His voice broke through the buzzing like a beacon through a dark nebula.

      “Me too,” I replied before opening my eyes and focusing on where I felt the entrance to the structure should be. I wasn’t sure what command I should think to control them, so instead I thought about getting inside and hoped they would figure it out.

      The replicators stopped swirling around me and collected near my glove as though I’d just dipped my hand into a cloud. Extending one finger, I touched the block and watched as the swarm vanished into the stone.

      “What just happened?” asked Freddie, alarmed.

      Since I had no answer, I chose to say nothing. I could still feel the replicators—their presence nearby—but in a way I couldn’t comprehend, much less explain.

      “MaryAnn, I think you should take a step back,” warned Abigail.

      The doctor had moved closer, her helmet mere centimeters from my hand. “Amazing,” she whispered, like she hadn’t heard a word Abigail had said.

      “Indeed,” said Dr. Davon as he approached from the other side.

      “What’s happening?” asked Rackham. He and the two soldiers he’d brought with him looked nervous. I couldn’t blame them. This whole thing was like a dream.

      “I’m not sure,” admitted Davon. “What say you, Dr. Dressler?”

      “It appears the microrobots are dissolving this stone. We should begin to see results very soon, I suspect. Ah, there it is.”

      Finally, she and Davon shuffled back, joining the others. I followed suit almost immediately.

      Before us, a small portion of the stone I had touched disintegrated and fell away, suddenly brittle and weak.

      “Do you think this is what the Precursors intended when they built this place?” wondered Abigail aloud.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked.

      “They sent us here with those bots, but I have to imagine there was another way inside. This seems far too complicated for a lock on a door.”

      “There’s no way to know,” said Dressler. “But it is obvious they knew this method of gaining access to this building would work, otherwise we would not be here. I don’t think Mareses would have sent Captain Hughes here with instructions to use the replicators as an access key either. Perhaps it was always meant to be opened this way. Perhaps not. But there is no time to deal in hypotheticals. Not today.”

      The flow from the tiny hole sputtered a few times and began to increase, forcing us all to take another step back.

      “Captain?” muttered Freddie. When I didn’t respond, he continued. “Don’t you think we should put more distance between us and these… things? The robots eat everything they touch, don’t they? Doesn’t that mean there’s a chance they could, uh, lose focus and… attack?”

      Dressler hooked a thumb at me and shook her head. “Captain Hughes is the one controlling them. If we go, who knows what might happen? No, it’s safer for everyone if we remain where we are.”

      “Oh, right,” said Freddie, letting out a nervous laugh.

      “Why is that, anyway?” asked Rackham.

      “I can control them like Titan’s strike ships,” I explained. “They respond to my thoughts. Or my intention, I guess you’d call it.”

      “Look there!” said Freddie, gesturing at the would-be door.

      The symbols on the outside of the building had begun to glow. I couldn’t tell if it was a good thing or if I’d accidentally activated some kind of Precursor defense system. Either way, I figured we’d find out soon enough.

      The symbols had changed, and they now appeared more complicated with extra lines and squiggles here and there. I had no idea what it meant, but it had him excited.

      “No replication as far as I can see,” muttered Dressler, always observing. “They’re all still within this one block, though.”

      “Good. Keep an eye on them and let me know if they spread beyond that block,” I instructed.

      The hole suddenly became wider, the dust flow increasing as it did. Most of the particles were taking their time settling to the surface, creating an eerie fog that billowed around our feet. The Union soldiers kept backing up to stay out of it, but Abigail remained close and unwavering.

      “It’s spreading!” said Davon. He tried to move but lost his balance and fell into the fog. Rackham and another soldier rushed to pull him to his feet.

      I could feel the microbots moving through the front of the building in winding threads as they bore their way through the surface. The symbols on the blocks began to glow bright enough that I grew concerned.

      “Are you doing this?” asked Abigail.

      “I’m not sure. Hold on.” Closing my eyes, I directed all my focus on the replicators. I was sure I could call them back if needed, but what they were doing felt right. That feeling was confirmed when I opened my eyes again and took in the gleaming surface of the structure. The stone portions of the swirls in the blocks were gone. All that remained were the twisted, sharp points of the metal.

      It was the same with the blocks right in front of me. Underneath were more shapes that seemed familiar. I held the container I was still clutching up to the building. The shapes on the outside were too similar to those of the structure to be mere coincidence. The stone was the lock holding the mechanics of the building from moving and the microrobots were the key, just as Mareses had said.

      “I have something,” said Freddie, and I turned to find him staring at the nearest block. “This is the symbol for Mareses, the war god. But it’s layered. Underneath it is the symbol meaning peace. And under that one is the one representing time. There are more, but I can’t make them out. Maybe if I had some time—”

      “We don’t have any to spare,” said Abigail. “Not now, anyway.”

      The microrobots were almost done. I prepared to call them back, hoping I was right about my ability to control them now that they were out. To my relief, they responded immediately.

      “It’s working,” I said.

      Abigail looked doubtful. “Will they all fit in there?”

      I shrugged, unconcerned. “I don’t think the Precursors designed anything without thinking ahead.”

      Rackham spoke again just as the last replicator entered the capsule and the mechanism began closing it back up.

      “Everyone, step away!” he ordered. He and his soldiers had their rifles raised, but I knew what was coming next. 

      Like the replicator’s holding shell, the door began to unravel itself. The hooks, barbs, and pieces on the surface of the building, freed from the stone holding them in place, began to move against each other. The effect started at the outer edges of the structure, and as the pieces slid, twisted, and separated, they slowly made their way to the blocks in front of me.

      “It’s unlocking,” I told them. “Get ready.”

      With the last few movements, hidden panels slid aside, opening a regular-sized doorway that led to a passage.

      “Captain Hughes, look,” whispered Freddie.

      The locking mechanism had stopped, and their chaotic pattern had simplified. No longer was it a confusing web of hooks, barbs, and panels. It now formed symbols.

      “What does it say?” I asked.

      “It’s hard to know for sure,” he replied. “Maybe something about a bond or junction. Do you think the weapon is inside?"

      “I doubt it,” I replied. “But I think it’s time we find out.”
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      Rackham and I led both teams inside. Upon entering, I felt a subtle shift in the gravity around me. Up until that moment, the boots of our exosuits had enabled us to move well enough. Now it seemed as though the entire area was normal, and my body settled in like it was back on Earth.

      “Whoa.” Freddie stuck his arms out as if to balance himself. “Did everyone feel that?”

      “Artificial gravity,” said Dressler. “Not exactly the most revolutionary technology in the galaxy, but appreciated nonetheless.”

      “We should keep moving,” I suggested. We were already running short on time, and I didn’t want to waste any of it on pointless words.

      Rackham spoke up next. “The Celestials can’t be far behind. I’d rather not be separated from the fleet.”

      As we entered the first passage, overhead lights illuminated our path with a soft but functional glow. Like the other Precursor creations we’d seen, the place was clean, almost spartan in design. Though simplistic at first glance, I knew there were secrets here that might never be uncovered. No doubt, when everything was over, Dressler would want to return and excavate. If we could win this war, I’d be more than happy to help her do it.

      After walking a little way down the main corridor, we came to a mostly empty room, except for a single console that had been pushed against the far wall. Stepping in, I saw there were no doors or windows, no opening besides the place we’d come from. I waved a hand experimentally over the console, but nothing happened.

      “Very interesting,” murmured Dressler.

      Dr. Davon made an agreeable sound, and I paused to look back at them. “Doesn’t seem like much, but Nidus had those cube stations. This could be something like that.”

      “You may be right. I’d like to study this technology to see if we can access the system.”

      “If there even is one,” said Rackham.

      “I found more glyphs,” said Freddie, who had taken to one of the nearby walls. “They’re everywhere! I’m recording now so we can decipher them later, but only bits and pieces are showing up from the codex we already have, which means these are mostly new symbols.”

      “It’ll have to wait until later,” I told him. “We’re here to find that Gate.”

      “Fine, fine,” Dressler conceded. “Once we have what we need, Dr. Davon and I will bring a research team.”

      “I figured you’d say that.” I left the room and started moving down the hall. My gaze went to the walls, noticing dozens of new symbols that I’d never before seen. The more I looked at them, the more comforted I felt by them, as though a feeling of understanding had begun to overtake me. Whatever Marases had done must have been the cause, but what did it mean? Would I be able to read these at some point? Or had he reprogrammed my brain to feel more at ease around Precursor writing and technology? The thought gave me pause, however temporarily, and I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of being manipulated, no matter good the alien’s intentions might have been.

      “Jace, are you listening?” Abigail angled her head in my direction, and I got the feeling she had already repeated herself. “There’s a split up ahead. Which way do you want to go?”

      I pushed thoughts of the glyphs from my mind and peered down both sides of the passage. They looked identical to me, but when I thought about going right, my body didn’t want to move. Puzzled, I took a step forward, angling that way. Again, I was met with resistance. 

      “Left,” I said, not knowing exactly why, just that everything inside me knew that was the way to go.

      Rackham looked down each side, then seemed to study the overhead lights before turning to me. “You getting another feeling?”

      “Something like that. It’s familiar, like knowing my way around the Star. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”

      “You haven’t steered us wrong yet. I’ll take my team down the other way and report back. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a hidden armory. What do you think?” The lieutenant snickered and motioned for his men to fall in. 

      “Take Dr. Davon,” I called out. “That way we both have someone with a brain.”

      Rackham paused, giving the Sarkonian scientist a chance to join up. Together, they set off down the right hall, leaving my team to go our separate way.

      The internal pull became more intense the further we went. A low vibration had taken root at my very core, though it wasn’t unpleasant. I followed the tug until we came to the end of the corridor, met by a single door. It stood tall and reflected the lights on our equipment so well I thought I was looking at a mirror. I reached out and touched the metal, and suddenly it began to rise.

      “Should we go in?” asked Freddie, tightening the grip on his rifle.

      “We don’t have much of a choice,” Abigail replied, knowing as well as I did that there could be no going back. “It’s why we’re here.”

      We had come so far to be here. So many lost in the fight to save Earth. So many battles fought. Whatever lay on the other side might have the power to end it all and bring us the freedom we so desperately wanted. I only hoped that Mareses’ promise was not a lie.

      Dressler started to head in, but I put a hand on her shoulder. “Hold on, Doc. You know we need to check it out first. Can’t have anything happen to our resident genius.”

      I could see her raise an eyebrow inside her helmet, but she pulled back. “Very well.”

      Freddie moved out of the way to allow Abigail and me through, quickly following up the rear.

      Inside, we found a cavernous chamber. Opposite from the door, three large devices were mounted to the floor, each shaped like a giant pillar that stretched up to the ceiling.

      I was no engineer, but they looked like they were constructed from the same material as the rest of the building. And inside the different sections, light shined through, illuminating the darkness around them. Electricity flashed and arced between the pillars, and the longer I stared, the more I began to see something inside pulsating with a blue glow, its rhythm like a heartbeat.

      As my eyes lingered, the longing feeling I had seemed to grow stronger, and I walked closer. On the nearest pillar, I found a terminal, but I wasn’t sure how to activate it.

      “I presume this is what we’re looking for?” asked Dressler.

      I turned at the sound of her voice to see that she had entered the chamber and now stood with both hands on her hips, staring up at the devices.

      It took a considerable amount of focus for me to pull my attention away from the machine and answer her. Not because I couldn’t, but more because doing so felt like a distraction. I was supposed to do something else right now…

      A hum had started in my ears, making it even more difficult to concentrate on anything but the pillars. “Yes,” I said, clenching my jaw. “What do you think it is?”

      Even though every atom in my body was telling me this was the place to be, I didn’t really understand what we were looking at.

      “I need a moment.” She paused at the terminal before moving in a circle around the trio of columns.

      “It’s humming,” said Freddie as he leaned close to one of them. “The sound is faint, but I can hear it, sort of. Do you think it could be the power source? Maybe an engine.”

      Dressler shushed him.

      “I hear it,” said Abigail. “It’s definitely a hum, but there’s a rhythm to it.”

      It made me feel better that I wasn’t alone, but there was something else, too—the buzzing sound. Just like I’d heard when I figured out I needed to use the replicators on the outside of the building. The sensation that I was being drawn. It was more powerful and distinct than before, and it kept pulling my attention back to the terminal.

      What was I supposed to do?

      “This appears to be a power source of some kind,” Dressler announced. “I don’t have the proper equipment to know for certain, but my best guess is that we’re dealing with a generator.”

      “Do we need to shut it off to open the Gate?” asked Freddie.

      “Don’t even think about it,” warned Abigail. “We’re not doing anything until we figure out the consequences and what all of this means. We don’t know anything right now.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, still staring at the console. “I’m with Abby on that one,” I said, shooting a quick but meaningful glance at Dressler. “If you see a big red button, steer clear. I don’t want to blow up our only chance to get to the Gate.”

      “We need to figure out how it works,” she countered. “If we don’t attempt to use it, we’ll never understand it.”

      Abigail tapped a finger on her suit. “Maybe there’s another way. Sigmond, can you run a scan?”

      He replied immediately. “I apologize, Miss Pryar, but I cannot scan past the outer surface of the structure.” 

      “That is unfortunate,” Dressler muttered, circling again.

      “You know,” said Freddie, bending down beside the nearest pillar and staring inside. “It kind of looks like a slip drive.”

      “Slipspace drives?” Abigail took a step away from the devices. “If they are, they’re huge.”

      “Yeah, but don’t the aliens live in slipspace?” he asked.

      “Even so, the slipspace drive on the Tartarus isn’t as big as one of these things, let alone all three.”

      Dressler shrugged. “We won’t know until we can study them properly. Right now, all our assumptions are nothing but hypotheses. Sigmond, are you able to scan the moon itself?”

      “Partially,” the Cognitive replied. “I detect nothing on the surface or anything underground that would suggest there are tunnels or hidden rooms.”

      “That doesn’t mean much,” Freddie said. “We’ve never had the best luck with scanning their technology. For all we know, this moon could be a ship.”

      “I suppose anything is possible at this point,” said Abigail.

      When she stopped talking, Dressler approached the console and nudged herself between me and the device. She swept a hand over the top of it, then backed away when nothing happened.

      “Are you okay?” Abigail asked me over a private channel. “You seem distracted.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I told her. “This room feels different than anything else, but I don’t know why and I don’t know what to do.”

      “We’ll figure it out. One way or another. We always do.”

      Dressler shook her head at us. “It’s not responding to anything we do.” She showed us the results on her pad as she held it up to the terminal. “These readings tell me the device is emitting power, but that’s all.”

      The buzzing in my ears drowned out her voice. From the snippets of conversation I caught, it sounded like they were discussing whether or not we should return to the Star for more equipment.

      “Perhaps the console requires a specific biometric signature,” she suggested. “It’s logical that the Precursors would make it so they were the only ones that can operate it.”

      “Then why lead us out here?” asked Freddie. “And why can’t the Captain use it? Wasn’t he given that kind of access?”

      “I don’t know,” Dressler admitted. 

      “Captain?” said Freddie. “What are you doing?”

      I was directly in front of the terminal again, though I didn’t remember walking there. My hand hovered over the top of it, almost of its own accord. 

      “Jace?” Abigail’s voice was calm, but I knew her well enough to know something was wrong. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But I think… I think this is right.”

      I let my hand drop softly onto the buttons on the terminal. Then, just as quickly as it had begun, all three pillars stopped working, and the light inside of them died, along with the buzzing in my ears.

      “Well,” said Freddie, his voice filled with a new kind of awe. “Would you look at that?”
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      The device hummed with life. Lines of glyphs rained down, using what I recognized as a form of holo technology, though far more advanced than even what Tartarus had to offer.

      “I believe you have activated it, Captain,” whispered Dressler. 

      Eagerly, she stepped forward and reached out to touch the display. Her hand passed right through without any effect. The shimmering data continued its flow, simply passing through her glove.

      “They’ve changed pitch,” said Freddie. I looked over to see he had put the rifle to the side and pulled out a scanner. He circled the glowing pillars, holding the scanner out in front of him.

      I stood back with Abigail and let them work. Now that we were in the room, the strange pull I’d felt had calmed some. There was something familiar about them. Like the glyphs on the corridor walls, I felt like I could almost make sense of them—it was as though the knowledge of what to do was right at the edge of my memory, but I couldn’t quite reach it.

      Abigail motioned at the terminal. “How did you do that?”

      “Has to be from my experience when I met the Precursors.”

      The memory of the injection was still fresh. What happened after—when I fought the Celestials—was too.

      Abigail frowned. “Didn’t they say the effects were temporary?”

      “Which they were,” Dressler said over her shoulder. “Most of them, anyway. There was still nothing out of the ordinary after his last scan, but my suspicion is that I lack sufficient data to make a determination.”

      Rackham walked into the room with his team and Davon in tow, halting our conversation.

      “What is this?” the lieutenant asked, moving to the center of the room to stand with us.

      “We’re still figuring it out,” I said, then I explained what had transpired since our discovery.

      Davon wasted no time in joining Dressler at the console. He, too, tried to work with the holo, but he had the same luck.

      “You got it working,” said Davon. “Remarkable. I wonder what the code is for.”

      Both scientists fell into a discussion and began tapping furiously on their pads. 

      “So, can you make sense of what this is trying to tell us?” I asked, turning my attention to Freddie.

      The younger man studied the display for a few seconds before he shrugged. “I have no idea. I recognize a few of them, but not enough to form anything coherent. Once we’re back on Tartarus, we can upload the scans to the codex, but it will still take time.”

      “Of course,” I muttered. “Why would it ever be easy?”

      Not for the first time, I found myself wishing that Marases hadn’t been so cryptic. If the Precursor was so eager to help humanity, why not just give me everything I needed and avoid all this running around? I was tired. Tired of fighting, and tired of looking over my shoulder for an ever advancing threat.

      Dressler motioned me forward, breaking into my reverie. “You should try to interact with it. It responded to you before.”

      The thought had already crossed my mind, I just didn’t have a clue what to do. Shrugging off the uncertainty, I walked over to the console. I studied the lines of code for a few moments, trying to make sense of them and hoping an epiphany would present itself. 

      Nothing did.

      “Do you feel any different?” asked Freddie, his voice jarring in my ear.

      “Shut it, Fred,” I answered. “Trying to concentrate here.”

      He fell quiet, but I could still feel everyone watching me. Rolling my shoulders, I tried to ignore them and focus. I tuned everything out except for the continuous scrolling data in front of me. It moved fast, but it only took a few minutes’ examination to realize that the symbols weren’t random.

      They repeated like they were on a loop.

      When I said as much to Dressler, she made a hmm sound and ran a scan with one of her instruments. After a few minutes of studying the readouts, she nodded. “You’re right.”

      “Try not to sound so impressed,” I said.

      “I’ll be even more so if you can tell me why the sequence is repeating,” she said dryly.

      She had me there, so I went back to looking at the holo. I watched as the symbols fell like drops of digital rain, trying to glean some significant meaning. 

      “It’s a lock,” said a familiar voice. “And every lock needs a key.”

      It sounded like Ollie.

      I turned, fully expecting to see the older man behind me, but all I saw were the waiting faces of my crew. This had happened before, back on Elysia. I had thought it was Ollie, or at least a hallucination of him, but now I knew it had to be Marases giving me a clue.

      That meant I was close. Had to be. Facing the display once more, I reached up to touch the glyphs. Unlike with Dressler and Davon, the symbols didn’t pass through my hand. The stream paused. When I yanked my arm back, it started up again. 

      Putting it together, I realized that I could manipulate the holo, much like a hard light simulation. Quickly and without thinking about it, I began to rearrange the individual lines of data. My hands worked almost of their own accord, like they were on autopilot. I had a vague sense of understanding, but not something I could put into words. 

      It was as simple to me as knowing my name. 

      When the last glyph was in place, I dropped my hand and stepped back. The pull that had been inside me was now gone, apparently satisfied by whatever I had just done.

      Abigail started to say something but was cut off by a sudden rumble beneath our feet. The pillars whined, the hum getting louder until it reached its apex and the glow turned into white hot light.

      “The gate is halfway opened,” an unknown voice said before the light died away.

      “Everybody okay?” I asked, checking over my people to make sure no one had been injured.

      “We’re fine,” said Dressler, twisting to look at the console. “More importantly, what did you do?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

      The only obvious difference was that the glyphs were now stationary, no longer looping. I still couldn’t read them, if in fact they said anything, but my gut told me it was correct.

      Sigmond’s voice came over the comm. “Captain Hughes, you’re going to want to see this. We now have a visual on the planetoid object.”

      I turned on my heels and strode from the room, the others falling into step behind me. “Talk to me, Siggy. Any sign of a threat?”

      “None at this time, sir.”

      When he didn’t offer any other details, I grew curious. “Anything else to add?”

      “Scanning is still in progress. The entirety of the celestial body appears to be covered in a dense fog. I believe you will understand.”

      Outside, I turned my gaze to the sky. Where before there had only been empty space, a bright orb now sat. Even from this distance, I could see it was deep blue and purple.

      “Once you return to the Star, I can provide more detail,” Sigmond offered.

      “I think we’ve done all we can here,” I agreed. “Let’s go.”

      As soon as I was back on my ship, I headed to the bridge, where Sigmond was waiting. He had already pulled up an image of the new world.

      Caligo.

      The name came to me in a whisper, though I didn’t hear it exactly. Apparently, the Precursors were still using me as a conduit. I wasn’t crazy about them being in my head, but it was better than no direction at all.

      “I think they call it Caligo,” I said.

      By now everyone was getting used to my silent acquisition of Precursor knowledge, because none of them asked how I knew.

      “What is that,” asked Rackham, indicating the sheen encasing the planet. “Fog?”

      “That is incorrect,” answered Sigmond. “Scans indicate that the phenomen you are witnessing is closely related to polar lights, commonly referred to as an aurora.”

      “Ah, yes,” murmured Dressler. “I thought it looked familiar, but this is unlike anything that has ever been recorded. At least in any research that I had access to. The way the disturbance acts… it reminds me of slipspace.”

      I saw that she was right. While the planet was a mix of blue and purple expanses, the haze wrapping itself around part of the world was green.

      Her mention of her time as a Union scientist took me back. When Dr. MaryAnn Dressler had first come to be on my crew, it wasn’t by choice. Despite all that had happened since, it really wasn’t all that long ago. We might poke at each other and have the odd argument here and there, but I couldn’t imagine humanity surviving without her. The woman’s intelligence and quick thinking had saved all of our hides on more than one occasion.

      “Wait,” said Davon, interrupting my thoughts. “These readings are quite similar to what we saw with the phasing cuffs as well.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Abigail, her brow creased in incredulity. “The planet was sitting in slipspace and the drives that Jace activated phased it into open space?”

      No one spoke at first, but I could see Dressler doing rapid calculations on her pad.

      In the end, it was Carl who spoke. “I have done several in depth scans since Caligo appeared,” he began, appearing on the bridge. “In the simplest of explanations, I suspect Miss Pryar is correct. I have also made a discovery. There is another structure on the surface.”

      “If that’s the case, why are we still sitting here?” I demanded. “Find us a landing site so we can finish this.”

      Carl inclined his head. “Of course, Captain Hughes. I have already pinpointed several suitable spots. I am also scanning the surface for any anomalies. My sensors are having difficulty, however. I am encountering interference that I have not yet identified. Perhaps—”

      “Hold on a minute,” interrupted Abigail. “We don’t know anything about Caligo yet. Do you think it’s safe to go there?”

      “It’s not like we have a choice,” I replied. “At the very least, it’s Precursor related. That alone makes a trip worth it.”

      “We should be cautious,” she argued. “We have no idea what could be waiting for us there.”

      Dressler nodded. “Abby is right. There are an untold number of possibilities and threats to this mission. We can’t afford to be careless now. What if the planet itself is somehow the weapon, and by not using precautions, we activate it and wipe out half the galaxy?”

      “So long as it’s the half with the Celestials, I think I could live with that,” I muttered. “But, fine. You got a better idea, Doc?”

      “I do,” she replied. “I recommend we return to the Tartarus and wait until an in depth scan can be done. Once we’re reasonably sure that landing there won’t kill us, then we can go.”

      “Yes, I agree,” said Abigail as she rested a soft hand on my shoulder. “How do we know that we won’t end up somewhere we can’t come back from if the planet really is phasing?”

      “I don’t know,” said Rackham, crossing his arms. “Captain Hughes may be on to something. What if the Celestials show up while we’re waiting around thinking about it?”

      “Listen to the lieutenant,” I said, hooking a thumb at Rackham. “He’s got a point.”

      “He does, but at least we know what to expect with the Celestials,” Dressler argued. “We have a fleet ready to engage them if it comes to that. Going to Caligo with no real plan could derail your entire Precursor mission. If you die, there’s no chance for the rest of us.”

      I hated to admit it, but the woman spoke truth. Everything in me wanted to go to Caligo and find the second lock that would get us to the Gate. But I had to consider the possibilities. If something did happen to me, would Marases and the other Precursors still help? It wasn’t a chance I could take. Jumping the gun was a good way to get dead, and I aimed to avoid that at all costs.

      “Fine,” I said, sweeping a gaze over the others. “Carl, start those scans. We’ll return to Tartarus and prepare.”
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      Back on Tartarus’s bridge, I paced the floor. Carl had been scanning the planet for ten minutes, but it seemed like an hour. My crew, including Rackham and Dr. Davon, had reconvened there on our return.

      “Anything yet, Carl?” I asked.

      “As I mentioned the last time you asked, I will inform you when I have anything new.”

      “Hey, don’t get an attitude with me,” I said, stopping to wave a finger at his shimmering hard light form. “I’m asking because every second we wait gives the Celestials a chance to show up.”

      “I apologize, sir.”

      “It’s alright. Sorry, I’m just a little on edge. What’s taking so long?”

      “All incoming data is being compared to the entirety of the archives,” he explained. “So far, nothing matches, at least not exactly. There are similarities to evidence we collected from the rings. Enough for me to say with certainty that we are looking at Precursor technology.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that bit of news. On one hand, the information seemed to indicate that we were on the right path. On the other, it was a big, fat unknown.

      “Have you found any life?”

      “In a sense,” he confirmed. “The planet itself is populated by a biomass in the form of plant life, all of which appears to be mineral-rich in composition. Unfortunately, the minerals are slowing my scans, as penetrating the tops of the tallest plants is proving to be somewhat difficult.”

      “What about the phasing theory?” asked Dressler. She’d been sitting off to the side studying the data as it came in. “Have you discovered if that’s really the case?”

      “Partially,” the Cognitive replied. “I have developed a hypothesis, though I must warn you it is preliminary.”

      “Please proceed,” instructed Dressler. “I’m anxious to hear what you’ve come up with.”

      Carl flicked a wrist and brought up more data on the main display. “This is another comparison using a model you and Dr. Davon came up with for the phasing cuffs. It appears that Caligo has managed to overcome the basic exclusion principle in such a way that it has become a true duality. I am currently examining them and making adjustments to the method my scanners are using to inspect the planet. I am hopeful I will have more results soon.”

      I held up both hands before the pair could descend further into incomprehensible jargon. “Care to explain it to the rest of the class in a way that we might understand?”

      “The exclusion principle is basic physics,” explained Dressler. “In summary, it states that two objects cannot occupy the same place at the same time. It also states that one object cannot occupy more than one place at a time.”

      “And it’s impossible,” added Davon, shaking his head at Carl. “Carl said the planet had achieved duality. It cannot be done, except with phasing technology.”

      “That is not precisely what Carl said,” corrected Dressler. “He said the planet has become a duality. Carl, if Caligo is here, where is the other instance of it?”

      “Based on the readings I have received from my sensors, the second instance of the planet exists in slipspace,” he replied.

      “Wait a second.” I held up a hand to quiet everyone so I could think. “What are you saying—that there are two planets that look like this? That there’s a copy of it flying through slipspace somewhere?”

      “Not exactly,” said Carl. “There is one planet, but it exists in both our dimension and in slipspace simultaneously.”

      “How is that possible?” asked Abigail.

      Dressler tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Think of slipspace as one paradigm, and our dimension as another lying on top of it.” She placed her hands together so both palms were touching. “Although they appear to be making contact over much, if not all, of their surface, on the atomic level, they are not. They are, in fact, as far away from each other as Earth is from its star.”

      “When we travel through slipspace, we must travel between one dimension and the next,” Davon added. “We do this by opening slipspace tunnels. Because the distance between our dimensions is not far, it does not take an incredible amount of energy to accomplish.”

      Dressler bobbed her head in agreement. “Now imagine a blade going through both of my hands. It is a singular object, but from the painful perspective of my hands, it exists in both. This, I believe, is the phenomenon we are witnessing. A single planet existing in two dimensions at once. Because it exists in both, it is a duality, even though there is still only one planet.”

      I still wasn’t sure I understood and shot Rackham a quizzical glance. He shrugged, clearly understanding as much as me.

      Carl bowed a little. “Dr. Dressler’s explanation is sufficient to explain the basic principles of what we are witnessing.”

      “The green lights we are seeing may not be the direct result of slipspace but an indirect result,” added Dressler. “I believe this is an aurora. The energy of slipspace is bleeding over into our dimension and exciting elements in the planet’s upper atmosphere. The elements do not remain excited for long, though. When they return to a normal state, each atom releases a single photon of light, resulting in the aurora.”

      “That appears to concur with my findings,” said Carl.

      Freddie and Abigail started asking questions, but I found myself staring at the holo and the strange green planet it displayed. I’d seen an aurora before but never one that covered an entire planet. It was hard to believe that we were seeing an entire world in a state of phase.

      “What about landing?” I asked, interrupting a new lecture Dressler was delivering to her captive audience.

      “I’m not sure,” she admitted with a shrug. “A usual aurora is just a light show. Here, it’s the visual effect of being in two places at once, or it may simply be how our reality displays the persistent infiltration of another. Carl, what do your sensors tell us?”

      “According to my readings, the planet is made of solid materials,” he answered. “Landing is possible, but I had no idea how your ship might be affected by the phase state.”

      It wasn’t promising, but it was time to make a decision. I couldn’t believe the Precursors would have gone through all that trouble to set a trap for someone to walk into. This had to be the place, and there had to be a weapon somewhere down there.

      Abigail leaned against one of the railings and tapped her foot. “There are a lot of unknowns. What if stepping on the surface sends us into slipspace? Or what if it annihilates us as soon as we get close to it like everything else that gets destroyed if it touches a slipspace tunnel wall.”

      She wasn’t exaggerating. When traveling through slipspace, if a ship veered off course, or if the pilot bumped the controls too hard, the vessel could end up touching the green, swirling walls. Nothing that had ever touched them had survived. Whole ships had reportedly been lost that way, though nobody knew for sure as no wreckage had ever been found.

      “What about sending a drone,” suggested Freddie. “That would give us our answer without risking lives.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Siggy, how do you feel about sending one of your drones.”

      The Cognitive’s hard light form appeared before me and nodded. “Of course, sir. Anything to assist with the mission. I estimate the excursion will take at least a few standard hours.”

      Longer than I would have liked, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. “Good, do it. We’ll take a look around, land it on the surface, and make sure it’s not going to destroy us if we go down there. If all goes well, we’re going.”

      My comm beeped then, indicating I had a call.

      “Captain,” said Alphonse, his face filling the screen. “If you have a free minute, I’d like to show you what we’ve come up with on the offensive maneuvers project.”

      “Sure,” I told him. “I’m on my way.”

      I joined him in one of the meeting rooms a few minutes later. A workstation identical to what they used for the pilot simulations had been set up.

      “What have you got for me, Al?”

      He motioned for me to take a seat. “I’ve been working with Athena and Carl to incorporate the different fighting disciplines we talked about.”

      “Right,” I said, recalling the first run we’d had. “I hope there have been some improvements since then.”

      “Oh, there have. We’ve been running simulations to develop new tactics for the ground fight against the Celestial soldiers. We input all the different tactics from each existing training program we received and classified them, then we ran computer simulations using available data recordings and predictions regarding the Celestials. A sort of dry run was performed, and we’ve since refined it. From there, Athena was able to create a holovid that we used to show how the Celestials might respond.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s damn smart, Al. This could really help our boys out.”

      He nodded. “Exactly. So, I started running volunteers through different scenarios. The soldiers practiced them over and over, learning each time and making adjustments as necessary. They’ve made a lot of progress, Captain. They’re talking to each other, working together, accepting advice, and adjusting on the fly. It’s typical of the last few weeks especially, but still a hell of a thing to see. These different groups and cultures acting as a unit.”

      “Show me,” I said, and I watched as the former Constable brought up a feed on the large display. “We’re not going to watch it in person?” I asked.

      “There isn’t a scheduled run for another half hour. This works just like you’ve seen with Chelanah and the other pilots. Here we can take a look at the big picture. It’s good to review the feed anyway, as it gives me a birds-eye view of the entire scene. Using this system, I can make adjustments to the simulation to make sure the soldiers stay challenged. It’s not as easy to trip them up as it was when we first started.”

      “Good call,” I told him. “Well, let’s see it.”

      He worked the controls, navigating through a few files before he found the one he wanted. An image shimmered to life, showing what appeared to be a storage deck. I could see Union troops outside of a long room with storage crates lining the walls. Another group of Sarkonians were at the far end of the room, crouching behind a destroyed strike ship. Nobody spoke, and each person was only about ten centimeters tall. Alphonse was right—this was an easy way to view all the participants at once.

      A tall, thick-muscled, white-skinned creature appeared in the middle of the room. It was a Celestial Berserker. The brutes were strong, powerful, and immune to almost all of our weapons, even loaded with neutronium bullets. They also had the ability to phase, becoming temporarily immaterial and untouchable. The only thing we discovered that prevented them from doing so was filling them with Neutronium bullets and the pulse cannons.

      “I would have preferred to see them mix it up,” I commented. “As is, the troops are segregated into their home camps.”

      “We’re still learning and trying out different methods,” Alphonse replied. “This formation you see here is something they’ve done before. “It worked well, but they suffered six injuries.”

      “True. And I think you’ll like the results. The Union soldiers are the ones who worry most about tactics. It's what makes them efficient—part of their military doctrine. The Imperial soldiers are more rough and tumble. Streetwise, if you get my meaning. Surprisingly, this works well with the rigid formations the Union employs. It’s difficult for the simulated Celestial to figure out what everyone’s doing when they don’t even know. The Eternals are another matter. Both Karin and Leif’s warriors bring something new to the table, but you’ve seen that before.”

      “They’re starting,” I said, motioning at the holo.

      Four of the Union soldiers in the passageway outside filled the open doorway. Two took a knee, leaving the pair behind them standing. They began firing hard light rounds at the Celestial, but it was clear even with every shot finding its mark that it would take a lot for the creature to go down. That had always been part of the problem. Celestials were tough, especially the Berserkers. Their pale hides were nearly impenetrable to neutronium bullets, and even when one did manage to get through, it never did enough to stop the creatures.

      “Form up!” one of the Union soldiers shouted.

      The Sarkonians adjusted their position a little—two stacking up at one edge of the crates they were hiding behind, and the rest moving to the other side.

      The Celestial raised an arm to protect its expressionless white face and activated its hard light weapons. The blue blades erupted from the integrated bracelets at its wrists, and it began to surge toward the open hatchway and the Union soldiers on the other side. If it was feeling any pain, you couldn’t tell. Then again, nobody was sure if they could even feel pain, or if the Celestials had altered the DNA of their Berserkers so they wouldn’t.

      The team leader surged forward. “Now!”

      Following suit, the Sarkonians leaned out from cover and began delivering bullets into the Berserker’s back and legs.

      The monster paused for an instant, turned a curious glance over its shoulder to peer at the new threat, and hesitated.

      “This is where things get interesting,” said Alphonse. “If the Celestial acts as it did before, it will continue toward the Union soldiers, completely ignoring the Sarkonians until it’s killed everyone in the passageway. Running from them only prolongs the inevitable. However, standing up to them hastens it. Let’s see how their new plan works.”

      So far, it seemed to be going well enough. The Berserker ignored the Imperial soldiers for a few seconds, but when a few of their shots landed home, it turned and started marching back toward them.

      “Ah,” Alphonse murmured. “This is where the Sarkonians have gotten trapped. There’s only one way out of the room, and there’s no way that Celestial is going to allow them to get past. Watch what they figured out to deal with it.”

      The Sarkonians took cover behind the crates again, allowing the Union soldiers to be the only ones to deliver shots into the beast. It looked like it might work. If they confused the Berserker long enough—kept it battling with indecision—they could weaken and kill it. The creature had other plans, though. Instead of heading back toward the Union, it continued to march toward the concealed Imperials.

      Two more soldiers burst out from either side of the Berserker. Though they were dressed like Union, their white hair and pale complexions gave them away as Eternals. I recognized them as a couple of Karin’s people. The pair blasted the Celestial with staves, which seemed to stun the creature. Fresh blood, bright green, ran from wounds on its chest and back, the first real sign that they were doing damage.

      The two Eternals rushed in and attacked the Celestial on the back of the legs near its ankles. It worked—partly. It fell, landing on its back. On the way down, it managed to slash the Eternal to its left. I felt my adrenaline spike for a second before I remembered this was only a simulation.

      The Eternal looked pissed but didn’t fall into two pieces like he would have in real life. Instead, he simply lay down and pretended to be dead. His partner skipped away, avoiding a slash, before blasting the creature again.

      “Interesting,” said Alphonse as he lifted a pad and began tapping notes into it.

      The Union troop kept firing, mostly into the Berserker’s head, as the Sarkonian soldiers spread out to give the others a clear line of fire. The final blow was delivered by the remaining Eternal, who used his staff like a powered club and smashed the Berserker’s skull.

      The Celestial’s body shattered into hundreds of pieces as the simulation came to a close.

      “So, what do you think, Captain?” asked Alphonse, turning to me with a half-smile.

      I grunted. “I think this is damn good work. Each faction has contributed in their own way, and they’ve gone beyond my expectations to use their differences.”

      “Agreed,” replied Alphonse. He tapped a few more times on his pad before continuing. “Based on everything we’ve seen, the Celestials only fight one way. They have their methods and advanced technology, but rather than work at developing new tactics, they developed new soldiers. Any one of our Alliance’s troops can change what they do, but the Celestials are stuck in their ways, so to speak.”

      On the holo, all of the soldiers—even the one who’d been playing dead—were standing in the middle of the room, talking. It was casual, each person taking his turn to go over the battle as they saw it—what worked, and what didn’t. Leave it to Al to figure out a way for everyone to get along.

      “Is this the only scenario you’re running?” I asked. “Celestials don’t always attack one at a time.”

      “Check this out.” He pulled up a new file, this one with a new set of participants.

      This time, instead of a single Celestial in the confined room, there were two. Instantly, one of the Sarkonian soldiers broke cover to peek around the edge of the strike ship. He studied the two enemies before ducking back.

      One of the Celestials noticed and activated its hard-light blades. The fight was on, whether the Alliance team was ready or not.

      Imperial soldiers broke cover and began firing at both of the Berserkers. The Union troops hastily assumed their formation in the doorway and began firing at the pair of targets at the same time. The Berserkers were only confused for a second. Instead of attacking together, one went for the Imperials, while the other charged the doorway.

      When the center of the room cleared, the Eternals jumped out from hiding and began lancing out with blasts of energy from their staffs. The one closest to the door was struck in the back of its head and began to pitch forward as it lost its footing.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw myself and Abigail back on that icy planet where we first met Lucia. She’d used her staff to help save us from the Boneclaw. Though the simulation wasn’t anything like the caves, I could see some of her tactics and training at play.

      The Berserker closest to the Sarkonians crashed into the strike ship they were hiding behind. It scattered them, but they continued to fire. I could see where their more unsystematic way of fighting gave them an advantage. Instead of breaking formation and causing confusion, they rolled with the problem, breaking up and attacking from different angles.

      On the other side of the room, the Eternal closest to the hatchway pressed his advantage and his luck. When the Berserker he was attacking slashed out with its light blade, the Eternal had to dodge away and almost dropped his staff in the process.

      The other Berserker lunged at an Imperial soldier who managed to roll to the side before it could grab him. It took another blast to the back from the Eternal who was chasing it, then it stumbled and landed directly on top of a different Sarkonian soldier. I winced at the sight. If this had been real, I was certain the man underneath would have been crushed. Berserkers were heavy and not nearly as fragile as humans.

      Several Sarkonian soldiers roared as they peppered the downed Berserker with bullets. Spots of green began to form on the creature’s head and back as they did. It took two swings from the Eternal’s staff to finish it off.

      The other Berserker had made it to the doorway and was advancing on the fleeing Union soldiers who were doing their best to pour fire into it over their shoulders. From behind, the Eternal who’d been attacking it fired several shots from his staff. A few seconds later, he was close enough to swing his weapon like a club, but his opponent turned in time to see him.

      The Berserker caught the Eternal by his throat and used the blade attached to his opposite wrist to slice through his opponent’s head, just below his eyes, before dropping him. The horrified Eternal lay still and pretended to be dead.

      The others had made it to the hallway, but the Sarkonians held their fire as the last Eternal whooped a war cry and jumped on the Celestial’s back. It had turned and pursued the Union team again. In a last ditch attempt to take the creature down, the Eternal wrapped his legs around the Celestial’s neck and scratched at its face.

      “Shoot it!” he shouted from atop the creature’s shoulders.

      Both sides rallied and fired round after round into the creature, taking out its knees as it flailed. Once the Berserker fell, its rider rolled away, picked up his dropped staff, and aimed. Shooting wasn’t necessary, though. Their enemy had already shattered into tiny pieces of hard light.

      Impressed, I uttered a low curse. “We can’t fight like that all the time or we’ll run out of soldiers long before they do, but that was a good start.”

      “Sure was,” agreed Alphonse. “This is quite the improvement over the last time we faced the Celestials. With this new way of training, I think we’ll lose far fewer now.”

      I watched the holo as the soldiers gathered back in the storage room and began restacking the crates they’d been hiding behind. Two of the soldiers—one Imperial and the other Union—were teasing the Eternal who’d jumped on the Berserker’s back.

      “Are you sure you didn’t get that from a Reaper action vid?” the Union soldier asked. “I’ve seen that move in holos but never in real life.”

      “It was the only thing I could think of that might distract our enemy long enough for you to finish it off.”

      “It was still funny,” added a Sarkonian. “Effective, but a little unorthodox. Courageous, too. You think you might do that in a real battle?”

      “I would do anything in a real battle if it meant saving the lives of my people,” the Eternal warrior replied. “Nothing is more important to me.”

      The other two met eyes for a moment before turning their heads back to the Eternal.

      “Very admirable,” the Union soldier said.

      “I agree,” the Imperial put in. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that, but I think I’d do the same. If the higher-ups don’t find what they’re looking for, it’s gonna be up to us to win this war.”

      Alphonse shut the feed off. “Any notes?” he asked.

      “They’ve still got some work ahead of them,” I replied. “But they’re better than they were, and the Celestials will be surprised if we ever have to face them face-to-face in battle again.”

      “You don’t think we’ll need to?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out after we finish jumping through these precursor hoops. Carl has scanned this new planet, Caligo, but isn’t sure what he’s looking at. He and the scientists think it’s in a state of phase.”

      “Sounds like a real possibility,” noted Alphonse. “Doesn’t it worry you?”

      “I don’t think the Precursors would bring us this far just to watch us fry ourselves trying to complete our mission,” I told him. “I don’t think they’re the type.”

      Alphonse was quiet for a moment. “All you can do is try. It usually seems to work.”

      “Thanks, Al. You too. Keep training these people and once you’ve got the bugs worked out, feel free to include as many as you can. Let’s hope we won’t need them. In the meantime, is there anything I can do to help?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is, Captain. It might be a challenge, but I’d like to test something out, if you’ve got another thirty minutes or so?”
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      I didn’t care for the way he was looking at me, like he knew something I didn’t.

      Still, I wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, and I knew Alphonse wouldn’t ask something I couldn’t give. “Sure, why not?”

      “Great. I’d like to run a data collection program.”

      “And just what kind of data are you collecting?” I asked, lifting a brow.

      He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “Fighting styles, mostly. Giving our troops different techniques to draw from. You saw them doing it in person, the classes. Now I’d like to create a training program that puts all the information in one place. Then anyone can pick a hard light simulation to fight against in case they don’t have a partner.”

      It was a good idea, one that would help our people advance even further with training. I could picture new recruits learning from the start to think and fight against each and every class of Celestial. It would make for an interesting new method of education, possibly more effective than what we’d already been doing.

      “I don’t mind, but I’m not much of a teacher,” I told him.

      “Well, as it happens, I’m a firm believer that it’s better to learn through observation. A sparring match should work just fine.”

      “You want to fight me?”

      “Oh no, Captain. I have another volunteer on the way.”

      A few seconds later, the door slid open. My eyes narrowed when none other than Lieutenant Oberon Rackham entered.

      “Mr. Malloy,” he said, his usual relaxed attitude ever present in the air. “Reporting as ordered. Ah, Captain Hughes. I hear we’re going to spar together.”

      I swiveled in my seat to face Alphonse before turning my attention back to Rackham. “You knew about this?”

      “Of course,” he said. “What, did you just find out?”

      Alphonse nodded. “You’re both skilled hand-to-hand combatants, each with different styles. You were the obvious choices, particularly because, for the time being, this is classified research. I don’t want anyone to know about it until we have a proper training program in place.”

      I chuckled at the Constable and crossed my leg. “Alright, Al. How do you want to do this? Clock’s ticking.”

      He reached under the desk and retrieved two small bags, then he handed one to me and the other to Rackham. “First, I need you to get dressed. When you’re done, go into the holo room. I’ll be up here, monitoring.”

      Suspicious, I peeked inside the bag. “You better not have me in some crazy getup.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Captain. It’s a modified training suit that will help me pick up your motions easier.”

      “Somehow, I’m even less convinced.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, Rackham and I were facing each other inside the holo room, waiting for Alphonse to tell us what to do.

      The training suit turned out to be standard black and outfitted with a network of sensors that had been added as a separate layer. Despite a snug fit, the material didn’t restrict my movement, which was certainly appreciated.

      Rackham looked at ease, swinging his arms and bouncing on the balls of his feet to keep himself loose. The motions were natural from years of military training—something I admittedly lacked. The Union military was known for its rigid disciplinary style. Every move had a name and was taught by drill rote. I’d grown up on the streets and happened to be fast enough to survive. Sure, I’d read up on fighting techniques and watched my share of holos, but how well would I stack up against two decades of hardened military experience?

      I could see why an organization built upon rules favored a more structured way of doing things. It gave individuals a foundation to fall back on, constant practice built into each muscle’s memory. All good things, of course, so long as you were fast and had the brains to use them. Rackham was both intelligent and experienced, making him more than capable of putting me on my ass.

      Which meant I’d have to stay alert and watch his every move. He was no rookie, but neither was I.

      “Start whenever you’re ready,” said Alphonse over the speaker.

      “You good, Oberon?” I asked, studying my opponent.

      He nodded and went into a semi-crouched position, then he moved slightly to the right in a circle. Or so he would have me think. The lieutenant leaned too far forward, a clear sign he was about to rush me as soon as I gave him an opening.

      And that’s exactly what I would do.

      Angling so my right side was unprotected, I began my own slow circle. Rackham took the bait and closed the distance between us in two strides, swinging out hard with his left fist.

      Having anticipated the move, I strafed left, just out of reach, and delivered a short jab to his side, making sure to pull my punch. It was a friendly sparring match, after all.

      “Good hit,” Rackham said as his eyes locked onto mine and he gave me a wry smile.

      This time he advanced with more care, watching my every move. I had no choice but to back up or meet him directly.

      Retreating was never my thing, so I stepped deliberately toward him. His shoulders tensed, and he was ready for whatever came next. He thrusted his arm forward, only giving me a split second to react.

      I leaned in and grabbed his wrist then quickly drove my elbow into his stomach. Harder this time, but the lieutenant hardly faltered.

      Instead, he pushed forward and made me stumble back.

      Using the opportunity to get a grip on my shoulder, he brought his knee up to my groin.

      I jerked back just in time and narrowly avoided the hit.

      The room echoed with the steady thump of blows being traded and the resulting grunts. As the brawl wore on, I began to appreciate his style a little more. Each attack he made was done with precision, almost artfully, and all those years of dedication and focus became apparent. I had admired him before, but now all the more so.

      My criticisms of the Union notwithstanding, Oberon could fight. I had only seen him in action against the Celestials, and that was a different kind of combat. This was something better, and it proved a growing challenge as each of us adapted to the other.

      Abigail fought much the same, as did Alphonse. Where they were stewards of repetition and practice, I chose to fight with instinct. Or so Abigail had once told me.

      When Rackham went into a crouch to sweep my legs, I saw the move coming and used the opportunity to rush him, counting on my momentum to overpower the seasoned veteran. It worked, and he slammed back onto the mat, hard enough that all of his breath escaped his lungs in a single wheeze.

      Triumphant, I put my knee into his chest and grinned.

      Rackham slapped the mat twice. “I yield!”

      I eased off of him and offered a hand to my friend. “On your feet, soldier.”

      “Nice job, Captain,” Rackham said as he straightened his shirt. “I have to say, there’s something to be said for the street urchin technique. Fighting dirty has its place, I suppose.”

      “Street urchin?” I scoffed, feigning offense. “I’m a Renegade. We adapt. You call it fighting dirty, I just call it fighting.”

      He made a hmm sound then held out his hand in invitation. “Again?”

      “Better not,” I replied, although it was admittedly tempting. “We have a meeting and I’m not showing up dressed like this.” I gestured at the training suit with mild disgust. “I’ll see you back in Al’s control room.”
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      “Did you get what you needed?” I asked Alphonse once I was dressed again.

      He was at the workstation, watching a playback of the sparring match on one of the displays. Rackham had come by briefly to say he had to take care of something, so it was just the me and the Constable.

      “It’s a start. If we had more time, I would have asked you to try the weapons.”

      “The weapons? I don’t know about all that, Al. Seems like a recipe for trouble.”

      He relaxed in his seat and interlaced his finger. “Don’t worry, Captain. All the non-lethal variety. Hard light,” he explained.

      “Pardon the interruption, sir,” said Sigmond in my ear, cutting off my response. “Major-Sanchez is requesting that you attend an urgent briefing.”

      This couldn’t be good. Pascal had been summoned back to Sarkonian space by none other than the Emperor himself. He didn’t have the authority to tell me what it was all about, but at least he’d left most of his ships and nearly all of his soldiers behind.

      Instead of leaving behind a proxy, as Vice Admiral Vick so often did with Rackham, the Major opted to communicate by holo when he was gone. I appreciated the faith he put in the Alliance, trusting that we would keep him apprised of all news. Or, it seemed that way, at least. I was well aware that the major used to be a Sparrow, the Sarkonian version of the Union Constables. I had no doubt he had his own way of making sure he heard everything.

      “Yeah. I’m on my way. Let Abby know.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Alphonse watched my one-sided conversation, then he stood to walk me out. “Sounds like you have to go. I’ll take care of things here, Captain. Chelanah and Bolin have the pilots well in hand, so this will be my focus.”

      “You do that, Al. Get our troops into shape. Much as I wish we didn’t, we’re going to need every last one of them before this is all over.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder in a gesture of friendly support. After taking my leave, I set off to find out what Major-Pascal had to say, following the colored lightpath to guide the way. We’d installed them after taking over Tartarus and realizing how enormous the ship was, making it difficult to navigate.

      The different illuminations made it pretty easy, something I was all for, and I made it to the briefing without getting hung up. Inside, I found Abigail and Rackham, along with both Dressler and Davon. Two holo feeds dominated the central display, showing Vick and Major-Sanchez. From the grim set of their faces, things were going well outside our little bubble.

      Rackham tipped his head to me as I took my seat next to Abigail.

      “Now that we’re all here, we can begin,” said Sanchez. I noticed that his uniform looked as crisp as ever, but his hair was disheveled, and he had a couple days’ growth of beard—something I’d never seen on a Sarkonian officer before.

      While Vick still maintained the appearance of a Vice Admiral, it was clear the war was having an effect on him too. Circles dogged his eyes and he looked to have lost some weight since the first time we’d met. “Go ahead, Major-Sanchez,” he said, taking the opportunity to lead as he often did.

      Sanchez cleared his throat. “As you know, the restoration of White Cross has not been an easy task. Several critical outposts were destroyed and will not be rebuilt until after the Celestials are dealt with.”

      I winced, recalling how we had stood by, helpless, as the Celestials had annihilated some of the Alliance’s assets. They’d been aiming for vital holding in an attempt to weaken us, and destroyed anything unlucky enough to be in their path.

      “The Celestial attacks have decreased in the past week, which has brought some relief.”

      “That’s good news,” said Rackham, adjusting himself in the uncomfortable meeting chairs.

      “I have to disagree, Lieutenant,” said Abigail. “This means our suspicions were correct. The Celestial ship that was attached to the hull and cloaked has indeed been spying on us. They have to be planning a rebuttal. I can’t see another reason for them to stop attacking.”

      The theory made logical sense. If the Celestial assholes knew our plan to come to the Gate and find a way to wipe them out, they would want to stop that at all costs. “They’re headed this way,” I said, looking around at my friends. “That’s what I’d be doing. Question is, what can we do to stop them from derailing our plans?”

      “Unfortunately, the President has ordered that no reinforcements can be sent for the time being,” said Vick though he didn’t look too happy about it. “I believe both the Union and Imperial forces are facing a long road to recovery,” he continued. “Especially because pirates and Ravagers have taken advantage of the situation and are increasing their attacks. As such, we’ve had to dispatch additional security forces to guard our supply vessels as well. The government has apparently decided we need to take care of our own first. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I don’t,” I said gruffly. “That’s bullshit. Tell him that if he doesn’t want to spare some backup for this war we’re fighting, there may not be anything left for the Union to protect. If the Celestials get their way, there won’t be a single human left alive anywhere.”

      The Vice Admiral sighed and pushed a frustrated hand through his hair. “I’m aware, Captain Hughes, and happen to share that opinion. The issue at hand is that we are now supporting both the Empire and Earth in terms of security. With the havoc the Celestials have brought down on our heads, a number of systems now require more patrols. Added to the fact that we have taken substantial losses since this began…”

      I held up a hand, indicating I understood. “Point taken, Vice Admiral. You’re saying that you don’t have the manpower.”

      He nodded.

      “The Empire is having the same problem,” Major-Sanchez added. “Ravagers and pirates are taking advantage of the situation and attacking undefended territories. If we don’t keep them in check, there won’t be much worth saving.”

      I could just picture a galaxy run by the likes of Ravagers and their ilk. It wasn’t a pretty image. The space-faring criminals were known for their brutality, and there was a rumor that they had a penchant for human flesh when they got to feeling peckish. Once they pillaged an area, they just moved on to the next, leaving nothing but ruin in their wake.

      The Alliance was right to be concerned. Even with the Celestial threat breathing down our necks, we couldn’t just leave the rest of the cosmos undefended.

      Abigail must’ve noticed my frustration because she laid a soft hand on my shoulder. “Don’t forget, we have our own defenses,” she said. “With Tartarus, the remaining Union and Sarkonian vessels and soldiers, the Centaurus and the Dawn, we have a fighting chance.”

      I couldn’t argue with that rationale. We’d survived with less in the past. “Alright, then we need to start a plan for the Celestials’ arrival. Dressler, have you come up with anything from all the data?”

      She sat up straighter and smiled at me. “Yes, as a matter of fact. We already have the firepower to destroy Celestial ships. Dr. Davon and I have been working with the Cognitives on more powerful shielding. If we can manage to increase the efficiency or effect of our shields, we would be able to increase our survivability in battle.”

      “Dr. Dressler is correct,” said Athena as she materialized into view next to me. “With her and Dr. Davon’s suggestions, Carl and I are enhancing shielding applications. This will provide the Tartarus with more protection, along with our smaller crafts, and of course the flagships.”

      I fanned a hand at her. “That’s great. Now—”

      Vick cleared his throat, bringing me up short.

      I shot him a look but noticed his face. “What happened?”

      “I have just received a report from one of our patrols,” he said. “They were attacked. One of the vessels managed to escape, but it was more chance than anything else. The Celestials didn’t stop to finish the entire group off. They just kept going.”

      “How many?” I asked, pushing up to my feet.

      “The patrol ship couldn’t say,” he replied. “It happened too fast. All they got was a vector.”

      “How long do we have?” I already knew what their destination was.

      “Less than a day,” he said. “Though I can’t give you an exact time frame. The crew had to repair their comm equipment, so the report was delayed. We’re still working on getting footage. Once we have that, I’m sure one of the AIs can provide a more precise answer.”

      “We got lucky,” Abigail said. “That can only be one small part of the Celestial forces. I’d say there are more coming.”

      “Will you have enough time to get our shields upgraded?” I asked Athena.

      “Some, but not all,” she said, her tone apologetic.

      I cursed under my breath, not liking how this was playing out. It was always something, right when things were looking up. “Then we’ll have to fight with what we’ve got.”

      “With this new development, I may be able to request relief destroyers to join us from the adjoining system,” offered Vick.

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but there’s no way they’ll get here in time. Whatever happens, it’ll all be over before they could even arrive. This will be up to us to deal with.”

      “Does Sigmond have any drones left?” asked Rackham. “They might make a difference.”

      “The majority are still with Earth’s defense network. However, I do have a few hundred remaining,” replied Sigmond. “They are ready, should they be required.”

      “I’ll let you know,” I told him.

      “If it came down to it, we know the Celestials are attacking Tartarus,”said Davon. “Perhaps we could borrow the Earth drones?”

      “This might be a distraction,” said Abigail, spreading her hands. “Something to get us looking one way while they attack from behind. We can’t afford to leave Earth defenseless. Not with the slip drive built into the planet. They could bring forces from all over into battle with it. We have to keep it secure and protect the people living there.”

      “Couldn’t Sigmond make more?” the scientist pressed.

      “I am already producing more drones,” said Sigmond. “However, if the timeline suggested by Vice Admiral Vick is accurate, they will not arrive in time either. As Captain Hughes has stated, we have to fight with the resources at hand.”

      For me, the path ahead was clear. We needed to get our asses down to the surface of that Caligo, find the Precursor weapon, and blow the Celestials out of existence. No mercy, no quarter, just complete and utter destruction. I allowed myself a moment to imagine what the weapon might be. A ship, armed with advanced weaponry that even the elite Celestials had never seen. Maybe something cloaked and phased on the other side of the system—out of sight until I turned another machine off. Hell, I’d take a fleet of AI-controlled ships. Thousands of them swarming out on autopilot. They could do all the fighting while we sat back and watched. Whatever it was, it had to be worth our time.

      I cleared my throat and spoke. “I think everyone understands what we’re up against. This isn’t just a fight for Earth, it’s a fight for everyone. If we don’t stop the threat, I think it’s pretty safe to say we’re all doomed. I’m going to take my team down to the planet and try to find this godsdamned weapon. The rest of you just have to keep the Celestials from shooting everything to shit before we get it.”
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      When Octavia found me, I was busy checking my exosuit for holes, tears, worn spots—anything that might get me dead if Carl was wrong about the conditions on the surface. My last brush with an unknown atmosphere had made me wary.

      “How long do you expect to be gone?” she asked.

      The former nun, now turned medic and instructor to the Alliance forces, had been kept pretty busy as of late. I’d delegated the bulk of the medical training to her, with good results. Now it seemed she had something more for me to consider.

      “No idea,” I admitted. “You know how these things go, Octavia. I won’t know until I get down there and figure out what I need to do to get the weapon. Even then, there always seems to be a wrench that gets thrown in our plans. Hell, whatever it is, it has been down there a long time, so I might need to fix it first.”

      “Yes, I thought as much,” she said easily, stepping further into the room. “I’d like to work on a way to provide the defenses you might need to keep you safe while you recover the Precursor weapon.”

      My eyes shot up to her face, searching for some clue as to what she was talking about. “You don’t need my permission to do that.”

      “I do for what I have in mind,” she replied. “I’ll need Athena’s complete attention for this one, which means I need to pull her off her task of upgrading the shields. Carl should be able to manage the project on his own, but this new task is daunting.”

      I stopped what I was doing and gave her my full attention. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. What are you thinking? I’ve been racking my brain trying to come up with something myself, but I don’t think we have enough information. There could be twenty Celestial ships on the way, or twenty thousand. I wouldn’t put it past them to have some we’ve never seen before, either.”

      “Which is why I need Athena,” she explained. “Like armor suits, it will take a considerable amount of processing power. We’ll load this system into her memory and start running scenarios. I want to factor in every variable relevant to this system, and Caligo in particular. Then I’d like to practice the ones that seem most viable. I’m hoping we can come up with something to surprise our enemies. Something that might even win the day.”

      Based on what I’d seen Alphonse accomplish, it didn’t sound like a bad idea. He’d managed to provide the soldiers with the opportunity to figure out battle plans on their own. Each Alliance faction used their individual strengths instead of being forced to learn how to fight the way they were taught before. Hopefully, it would translate into ship warfare the way it had for ground tactics. It gave me some hope that we might actually be able to get out of this in one piece after all.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Athena can stay and work on this. Carl will stay here to deal with the shields and run Tartarus. Siggy is all I need for this mission. Do whatever you have to.”

      “I will,” she assured me. “Just find that weapon. We’re counting on it.”

      With that, she exited the room, leaving me staring at the suit in my hands. She was right. If I didn’t come back with the Precursor weapon, returning would be a bleak affair indeed.

      Octavia had scarcely been gone a full minute before I was hailed again, this time over the comm.

      “Captain, can you come to the Boneyard? I have something to show you,” reported Dressler.

      “Can it wait?” I asked. “We’re kind of short on time, Doc.”

      “It could, but I believe you will want to see this. It’s good news. Abigail’s on her way too.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “I guess I could use some good news right about now.”

      I wasn’t sure what she could possibly want to show me in the hangar that was currently full of Celestial ships. We’d been working on repairs and retrofitting the vessels there. Most were functional, though.

      Abigail appeared in a side passage, so I stopped and waited for her. “Any idea what this is about?” she asked.

      “Nope. But with Dressler, it could be anything.”

      “Oh, good, you’re here!” Chelanah said as we entered the hangar known as the Boneyard. She grinned, clearly excited about something.

      “You gonna tell us what this is about, or are we waiting until the Celestials arrive so we can make it one big party?”

      She chuckled and winked. “Oh, don’t worry. We’ve been very busy trying to get this done in time.”

      I looked around pointedly, unsure what she was referring to. “This being?”

      “The Celestial ships,” she said, gesturing at the hangar. “Every last vessel has been fixed, plus a few more.”

      “Even the ones we thought were inoperable? How?” I asked, shocked. “Last I knew, we were just modifying the working ships to accommodate humans.”

      “That right,” said Chelanah. “But after the attacks on White Cross and Priscilla, we started hauling in all the wreckage. Let’s just say they were more than just space junk.”

      “Spare parts,” guessed Abigail. “A smart move.”

      I spun a slow circle to take in all the starships around me. Now that I was looking closer, there were more than before. But that brought me to another question. “Hold on. Extra ships are great and all, but where are we going to find pilots to fill them all?”

      To my surprise, Chelanah grinned again. “Remember the rescue ops we were pulling while you guys were fighting? Plenty of Alliance pilots survived, even if their ships didn’t. They’re eager for some payback. Anyone with flight experience and no craft was sent our way before we left. You’ve got plenty of men, Captain Hughes.”

      “You got all these working?” I waved a hand around us, still not quite believing it.

      She shrugged. “Not by myself, but yes, they all work. And they’ve all been retrofitted. Once we got the parts we needed, it was pretty easy.”

      Dressler walked up then, looking a little harried. “I see you made it. Captain, I know we need to get going, but I thought you might want to see what we’ve been able to do. What do you think?”

      I stared at the ships and allowed myself a rare smile at the sight. “I’d say it looks like our odds of not dying just improved.”
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      Sigmond’s drone hadn’t found anything interesting or dangerous about Caligo. That was good enough for me to green-light the trip to the surface, and I’d ordered my team to be ready within the half hour.

      Now we were on the Star and almost to our destination. Everyone was wearing exosuits as a precaution, even though Carl assured me that the air was, in fact, breathable. Still, I’d heard that before and wasn’t taking any chances.

      For this particular excursion, Rackham and Davon would stay aboard Tartarus, working to prepare the Alliance forces for when the Celestials eventually showed their ugly faces. Alphonse was coordinating, and Shaw was watching Lex again. That left me, Abigail, Petra, and Freddie to explore the single building that the drone had picked up.

      “Sir, we will be landing in approximately four minutes,” announced Sigmond.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “Is everyone ready? Check your weapons and suits. I don’t want any mistakes if we can help it.”

      A sudden rattle prevented anyone from answering and forced me to grab a railing for support. “What the hell, Siggy?”

      The ship shuddered around us, and I wondered if we’d activated the planet’s defense systems. If that was the case, I was going to be mightily pissed. Why would Marases send me here if he wasn’t going to make sure I could reach the destination?

      “Apologies, sir,” said Sigmond, saving me from that line of thought. “We appear to have encountered some turbulence.”

      “Turbulence?” asked Freddie, his voice taking on a higher pitch. “Is something wrong with the Star?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with my ship, Freddie,” I snapped. “Right, Siggy?”

      “Unknown, sir. Stand by.” The Star began to even out after a few seconds before finally settling again. “Recalibrating complete. I believe the issue has been solved, Captain Hughes.”

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked.

      Abigail did a cursory check of her suit. “I’m okay,” she said.

      “We’re fine,” said Freddie, letting his fiance look over his suit before doing the same for her.

      Petra sat next to him when they were satisfied and laid a hand on his knee. Freddie smiled at her and rubbed a hand between her shoulders. I had to hold back a grin at the sight of the two. They’d been through a lot together, and I was happy that they had a bright future ahead.

      I planned on getting everyone home safely so Freddie could have his wedding and I could be his best man. It might mean I’d have to wear a suit, but I decided I could live with that.

      Dressler was studying the display. “That wasn’t atmospheric turbulence, was it?”

      “No, Dr. Dressler, it was not,” confirmed Sigmond. “The turbulence appeared to be energy-based. I detected several power surges as we entered the atmosphere.”

      “I see,” said Dressler. She sounded intrigued. “I believe it was the auroras we witnessed. The charged elements in the atmosphere must have overcharged this ship’s guidance systems.”

      “Though I am still running diagnostics, that does seem a likely reason,” said Sigmond agreeably. “Thirty seconds, Captain,” he added.

      I braced myself for a rough landing, but the Star slid smoothly through lower orbit and continued down to the surface coordinates that Sigmond had pinpointed.

      “We have successfully landed on the planet,” informed the Cognitive. “I do not detect any activated defense measures, and the surrounding area remains habitable.”

      “Good enough for me,” I said. “Everyone move out.”

      “Why is it so bright?” asked Abigail once we were standing outside.

      The visors had adjusted to filter out the brightness, but the place did have an ethereal glow that would have been blinding otherwise.

      “It is the aurora,” Dressler explained. “Combined with the nearby star, it is far brighter than one might expect.”

      She was right. We only saw the green from space, but now that we were on the surface, streaks of orange and blue filled the sky. It drowned out the stars, and I was pretty sure there was no such thing as darkness anywhere on this planet’s surface.

      “Look at the sky,” said Petra as she joined us. “It’s beautiful.”

      I hadn’t thought about it before, but she was right. The colors swirled, soared, and crawled through the sky like they were alive. If Lex ever got a chance to see this place, I was sure she’d love it.

      “It is,” I agreed. “But that’s not why we’re here. Don’t get distracted.”

      The grass was blue and springy. Most of the trees and shrubs were purple, but some were pink, and most had stripes. They swayed a little in the gentle breeze.

      “Dressler, is there any chance the plants could be deadly? I don’t want it to burn holes in my suit or something.”

      “I’m not picking up anything dangerous, but we have no idea how the plant life here behaves. It could produce a compound that eats through our boots, but by the time we realize it, it’ll be too late.”

      Freddie swallowed audibly, his nerves making an appearance. “That doesn’t sound good, Dr. Dressler.”

      She shrugged. “Try not to disturb anything. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      Hardly comforting words, but I let it slide. “How are things looking, Siggy?” I asked.

      “I am detecting no hostile activities, dangerous objects, or other hazards within five hundred meters,” he reported. “I believe I will be able to expand my scans another hundred meters within the next few minutes.”

      The building didn’t look too different from the last one, with shiny blocks about a meter wide and tall. As we advanced, I felt the same familiar pull from within, telling me we were on the right path.

      “Siggy, can you see inside?” I asked.

      “Negative, sir. It appears the building is shielded from scanners. I am unable to detect anything past the surface.”

      “I expected to see another puzzle or lock when we got here,” noted Abigail as she set her box next to mine.

      “So did I,” added Freddie. “Does that mean we’re in the wrong place?”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “This… feels right.”

      “Just in case, I brought some of my equipment,” said Dressler, patting her pack.

      I heard the words she said, but it sounded like they’d come from far away, like I’d heard it with my ears covered. A nagging tug in my mind urged me forward toward the entrance, distracting me so that I barely heard her.

      The pull was getting stronger, and I got a strange sensation of buzzing in both my head and ears. It hadn’t led me wrong yet. I wanted to answer it—to rush inside, find the weapon, and get back to the Tartarus before the Celestials arrived. I wanted to be ready to deliver justice the moment they appeared.

      “Not really,” I said across the comm. “Anything that looks like it might be a weapon, but the Precursors weren’t specific. It might be a bomb, something to attach to a ship, or even a high-powered god-pistol for all I know. If you find anything that looks portable, call it out and we’ll come take a look.”

      “And for gods’ sake don’t push any buttons or even stare at anything that looks like a trigger,” Abigail added.

      All eyes went to Dr. Dressler, whose faceplate turned to regard us all individually. “It was one time. And an accident.”

      “I think you’re misremembering, MaryAnn,” I said, deadpan. “Doesn’t matter. Point is, no one touches anything or goes off on their own. I don’t expect any opposition, but there’s no sense being unprepared.”

      No one argued.  With nothing left to do, I turned back to the building and walked through the entryway. The lights came on as soon as my boot passed the threshold, and I paused a moment to examine my new surroundings. Unsurprisingly, more glyphs adorned the walls.

      I studied them, trying to unravel the language in my head. Similar to my previous experience, I could almost make sense of it, like reading a riddle. They seemed to be telling a story, something about the Precursors.

      “Um, Jace?”

      The concern in Abigail’s voice drew my attention, breaking my concentration. I looked back and saw that she and the rest of my team were still outside.

      “What are you waiting for?” I asked, confused as to why they were just looking at me.

      “We can’t, Captain,” Freddie piped up.

      “Why the hell not?”

      Dressler put her hand through the doorway. Or, rather, she tried. An invisible force stopped the motion with an audible thunk. “There’s a shield preventing us from coming through. How did you manage it?”

      I frowned, thinking back. “I just walked in. Didn’t feel a thing.”

      “Perhaps you triggered a silent alarm,” offered Petra. Her gaze swept the building’s exterior with abject suspicion.

      Alarmed at the thought, I hurried the few paces back toward the entrance. When I reached out to touch the barrier, I didn’t feel anything in the way. Abigail grabbed my hand and pulled the rest of my body across the threshold.

      Once I was safely back on the other side, I turned back to the entrance and passed my hand over the threshold. “Maybe the barrier is gone now.”

      Freddie tried to do the same, but his hand stopped like he’d touched an invisible pane of glass. “Fascinating. It behaves like a ship shield, but one that can choose what—or who—to let through.

      “I believe Mr. Tabernacle is correct,” added Dressler, who reached out and found the same invisible barrier in place. “According to my scans, the technology is similar to what we use to protect our vessels, but far more powerful.”

      The feeling that I needed to go inside washed over me again. I didn’t know that I could continue to fight it. Leaving my team behind didn’t sit well with me, but the need to find whatever waited inside the structure was powerful.

      “I guess it’s just me then,” I murmured.

      “Not so fast,” said Abigail as she stepped between me and the entrance. “What if something happens to you in there? What if you get stuck like you did on Nidus?”

      This was different, but she was right. If I got stuck again, there’d be no way for anyone to help. Maybe there was another entrance we hadn’t spotted yet. “Siggy, how far away is your drone?” I asked.

      “Approximately twenty minutes, sir,” the Cognitive replied.

      “Good. Bring it back and get a closer look at this structure. See if you can find another way in.”

      “Right away, sir,” he replied.

      “I need to examine this shield,” said Dressler. “Perhaps I can find a way to deactivate it. Then we can all proceed inside.”

      “How long do you need?” I asked.

      “No more than an hour, I suspect,” she said.

      The building continued to call to me. What I needed was inside. I could feel it, but if she could deactivate the shield, we could discover the weapon together. Tamping down on the internal urge, I nodded.

      “Hop to it, Doc,” I told her. “I don’t think we have a lot of time before the Celestials arrive. I’d like to be ready for them when they do.”
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      While Dressler got down to business trying to find a way for the rest of the team to get through the Precursor shield, I checked in with Bolin on Tartarus.

      “Captain, I have additional flight squads ready to dispatch,” he began.

      “How many?” I asked.

      “Two hundred strike ships in total. It’s about half of everything we have on hand. After some discussion, Alphonse and I decided it was best not to show our hand. The Celestials aren’t going to be intimidated by the likes of us, so it’s better to keep them in the wings.”

      I understood what he was saying. Maybe if we were going up against an armada of Ravagers and pirates, it would make sense to try a display of force to make them stand down. The Celestials, however, were a different story altogether.

      They didn’t fear us. Quite the opposite, in fact. They hunted us. With them, strategy was the name of the game. Better to hold back some and bring them out if we needed to. Which I hoped we didn’t.

      “Works for me. Let’s hope it’s enough,” I told him. “Get everything into position while we have the time to do it.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Bolin replied. “I’ve been coordinating with Athena. The squads are already within Titan’s shields.”

      “Good man,” I said. “Keep me updated. I want to know the instant the Celestials show up on a scan.”

      I had scarcely cut the transmission when Dr. Dressler came up to me, scanner in hand. “I believe I have found the source of the shield,” she said. “It is similar to our current technology, but it contains a second component as well—something I have never seen before. It appears the shield is resonating at a very specific frequency. It is digital, but it is activating and deactivating so quickly, there is no possible way that we might pass through it before it activates again. That’s the basic explanation, of course.”

      “Then how did Jace get through?” asked Abigail.

      “I have a theory on that. Just give me one second...” The scientist spent nearly a minute running the scanner around me. “Ah, here it is. It is faint, though. Very interesting.”

      “What is?” asked Abigail, sounding wary.

      “It appears Captain Hughes is resonating as well—not physically, but electrically. Perhaps this is why he is able to pass through the field yet no one else can.”

      “Is there a way to make us all ‘resonate’ too?” asked Abigail.

      “Perhaps, but it would take far more time than we’ve got,” she said, waving the question away. “I suspect it has something to do with the injection he received at the hands of the precursors.  I can’t recreate that yet, not without more data. It’s a better use of energy for me to find a way to disable the field on site.”

      I recalled how Mareses had said I would be the only one who could handle the supposed weapon. It seemed like that extended to the building housing the weapon as well. It wasn’t that I doubted Dr. Dressler’s abilities—far from it, in fact. But as good as she was, it was hard to expect her to dismantle Precursor defense shields.

      Considering her words, I crossed my arms and glanced at the scanner in her hand. “I don’t know, Doc. Sounds like either way is going to be tough. We’re working with hours here, not days. Every minute we’re not in there looking is more time we give the enemy to show up knocking.”

      Just then, Freddie walked up. He and Petra had decided to patrol the building and see if there might be another entrance. Since they hadn’t informed us over the comm, I took it to mean they hadn’t found anything.

      “What about the microbots?” said Freddie, coming to a stop with his fiance.

      My mind turned to the replicators I had aboard the Renegade Star, and I wondered if I should have brought them after all. Mareses had said they were the key, so once I used them on the moon, I’d figured that was it. I didn’t think they’d work on the alien metal the building was made of, but I felt like part of me was missing. The replicators seemed to be built for a specific task when it came to the Precursors, so hopefully leaving them behind wouldn’t prove to be an error. Sure, they might be capable of consuming a planet, but I got the feeling they wouldn’t work the same here.

      It was the kind of knowing I had when it came to understanding how they worked. The same way I knew my own limitations, I knew theirs. Whatever was in the building, they couldn’t consume.

      “No, they don’t work like that,” I said, shaking my head. “Besides, it’s a shield. Energy, right? They consume matter.”

      “Then we’ll keep working,” Dressler decided. She motioned for Freddie and Petra to follow her, leaving Abigail and me alone.

      “I think Lex would love this place,” she said, gesturing to the neon flora and multi-colored sky. “What do you think?”

      “She’d have a blast. If none of the plant life tried to kill her,” I replied.

      “That’s true, I suppose.” The former nun chuckled then fell silent.

      Her helmet visor was clear, giving me a good look at her face. I saw worry etched into her features, so I put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about the kid, Abby. You know she’s in good hands with Shaw. If something bad goes down, they’ll be safe.”

      “I know,” she said. “It’s just the waiting. I’m unsettled, is all.”

      I nodded. “I get it. We’re standing around while the Celestials close in on us. It’s making me itchy too. I know there’s something important in there, but we’re stuck out here.”

      Abigail didn’t respond to that, she just turned her face up to the sky again. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Sir, pardon the interruption,” said Sigmond over the comm. “I have word from the Vice Admiral. The Celestials have been spotted.”

      My gut clenched at the news. It was sooner than I had expected. We hadn’t even made it inside the damn building yet and our enemy was bearing down. Couldn’t we ever catch a break?”

      “Patch me through,” I said, signaling to Abigail that something was happening.

      There was a click, then the transmission switched over and Vick’s voice came on the line. “Hughes, this is Vice Admiral Vick. We have a problem. Celestial activity has been detected by our scout ships.”

      I sensed there was more from the grim tone in his voice. “What are we looking at? Hundreds? Thousands?”

      “Two,” he replied.

      I was stunned. “Two ships, that’s it? Now I’m insulted.”

      He grimaced, telling me I’d spoken too soon. “Don’t be. They are roughly the size of Tartarus and no doubt carrying reinforcements.” The Union officer paused as though he didn’t quite want to continue. “Captain Hughes, I’m afraid that if you don’t find something to help us on that planet, humanity may not survive. Those of us in this system certainly won’t.”

      “Hey, don’t get all fatalist on me now, Vice Admiral,” I said, using his title for once. “I’m working on it. They haven’t shown yet, and I ain’t going to just give up.”

      Vick snorted. “No, I didn’t expect you would. Just find that weapon, Hughes. I’ll take care of things out here.”

      “You do that. Consult with Carl. See if he can help out. There’s bound to be data in the archives about what kind of ships we’re dealing with.”

      “Good idea,” he said, surprising me. “I’ll keep you updated.”

      Usually, Vick wanted nothing to do with the Cognitives. Especially Carl, since he was Celestial made. But, as the saying went, desperate times.

      I ended the call and turned to fill Abigail in. “The Celestials are making their move,” I told her. Two ships, roughly the size of Tartarus, are inbound. It’s too early to tell how many of their fleet must be inside, but we have to assume the worst.”

      “All we can do is get inside as fast as we can,” she said, lips set in a grim line.

      “We know at least I can get in. If Dressler can’t find the rest of you a way in, I’m going to have to go it alone, Abby. It’s the only way.”

      Her hands curled into fists and she shook her head. “No it isn’t. I’m going to talk to Dressler.”

      Holding back a sigh, I went with her. We found the good doctor engrossed in her pad, studying a dizzying array of symbols.

      “I have found the power transmission line,” she announced.

      “Does that mean you can shut it down?” asked Freddie, looking up from his post with Petra.

      “Possibly,” she said. “I will need to locate a power junction. Then I may be able to sever it and provide a simple solution to our dilemma.”

      “The drone has returned, sir,” announced Sigmond in my ear. “I am beginning the close examination you ordered.”

      “Good. Let me know if you find anything.” The pull toward the front door tugged at me again. I knew something was in there.

      We let Dressler do her thing for a few minutes, then I stepped over to her. “How’s it looking, Doc?” I asked.

      She looked up with an annoyed expression. I usually like to take a poke at her every now and then, but this wasn’t one of those times. “Sorry to interrupt, but we just had an update that the Celestials have been spotted.”

      “I see,” she said, still stiff. “If you are referring to my success at locating the power junction, it is not looking good. I don’t have the right tools—they may not even exist. This is all new technology, like nothing we’ve seen before, even on the rings.” Her tone was a little severe with a slight edge to it. It seemed the stress of the situation was starting to wear on her, too.

      “I have finished the inspection of the outside of this structure,” announced Sigmond.

      “Any good news?” I asked hopefully.

      “Unfortunately not, sir. I have not been able to locate any other entrances. Would you like me to check again?”

      “No, don’t bother,” I replied. “Set your drone to patrol the area around us.”

      I had a feeling that when the Celestials did arrive, they’d head straight for Caligo and attack. I had no idea how the Precursor energy shield would hold up against that kind of power, but I wasn’t optimistic.

      “Of course,” the Cognitive replied. “Carl is keeping me apprised of all incoming data. I must say, Captain, we are in for a perilous fight.”

      Siggy, you ain’t kidding.
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      The Celestial ships were moving fast. Faster than any of us had expected. Within thirty minutes, they had closed the distance from the scout sighting and were mere hours away. I didn’t know how long it would take to get the Precursor weapon up and running, but I could feel the seconds draining away with terrifying speed.

      When they entered the far side of the system, I knew it was time to act. I called Alphonse and Bolin and told them to be prepared. Now that we had real scans of the behemoths, it was clear we would need every available ship to have even a glimmer of a chance.

      “You got it, Captain,” the former Constable replied. “All ships moving into position.”

      “What about the Alliance forces?” I asked.

      “Too far out to be of any help,” Bolin answered. “They are a day’s worth of slip travel away in most cases. For now, we are on our own. For heavy hitters, we have the Galactic Dawn, Centaurus, Tartarus, and the Sarkonian war ship… I can‘t remember the name, but Major-Pascal is on that vessel.”

      “That’s alright, Bolin. What about smaller crafts?”

      “In addition to our four hundred strike ships, we have one hundred of Sigmond’s drones on hand. The Union claims seven hundred fighters, and the Imperial fleet comes in at a combined force of five hundred Nova class ships.”

      I let out a low whistle. “That’s a hell of an armada for only being a fraction of the allied forces. If we weren’t going up against Celestials, I wouldn’t be worried in the least. Unfortunately, it is the Celestials. I hope what we have can just get us through until the weapon is activated.”

      “Me too, Captain, me too,” said Alphonse.

      “We’ll give it everything we have,” Bolin added. “No matter how it ends, the Celestials won’t escape unscathed.”

      We ended the transmission after a few more tactical decisions, then I turned to my team on the ground.

      “Listen up. The Celestials are in the system now and closing fast. It’s time to get ready for a hell of a fight.”
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      “What do we do, Captain?” asked Freddie, tightening the grip on his rifle. “Should we head back and join the fight?”

      “I need more time,” Dressler cut in before I could answer. “I am making progress. I have located the power junction, but I need time to cut through the metal so I can sever it.”

      I had my doubts that anything she did would be able to cut through the Precursor architecture and shield technology, but I didn’t say so.

      “We’re out of time,” I said, sweeping a gaze over my team. “The Celestials are on their way here. Now. Reports are coming in that they have two ships the size of Tartarus.”

      “Gods,” whispered Freddie, a dour expression sweeping over his face. “How can we compete with that?”

      “We can’t, Fred,” I said. “Not without the Precursors.”

      “I know what you’re thinking, Jace. It’s too dangerous to go in alone,” said Abigail.

      “She’s right,” added Petra. “You don’t know what else might be in there. Defense measures, maybe.”

      I started to argue, but Dr. Dressler held up a finger. “If the Precursors were going to attack him, they would have done so on the moon. The building already let him through the shield once. There’s no reason to think whatever is inside will harm him. From what we’ve seen so far, the Captain appears to be their chosen representative, which means they should take notice when he approaches. With the Celestial sighting, we have no choice but  to move up our timetable here.”

      Abigail shook her head. “But if he’s the only one the Precursors associate with, what happens if we need to communicate with them again or relay information? If he goes inside and we lose contact, the whole plan could be put in danger.”

      There was an edge to her voice, fear maybe. On some level, I could understand that, even empathize. I sure as hell wouldn’t have wanted her or Lex going in alone, but there was no helping it.

      “I agree with Dr. Dressler on this one. If there was another option, I’d take it. But the feeling I get isn’t hostile. As the good doctor pointed out, the Precursors don’t have a reason to harm me. It seems maybe they even want me to go in alone,” I said, trying to give Abigail some reassurance.

      She didn’t say anything, but Freddie twisted around to look at the building behind him. “I hadn’t thought of that, Captain. Could be if we try to break in that we trigger defense measures.”

      “Fine,” Abigail finally relented. “We’ll be on comms the whole time. Just watch yourself in there. If you run into trouble, we can’t do much.”

      “I know. Don’t worry. It’s not the first time I’ve faced danger alone.”

      She smirked a little at that. “Oh, I’m aware.”

      The urge to follow the internal tug welled up again inside me. This time, I gave in. With one last nod at my team, I moved to the entryway.

      “Jace, wait!” Abigail moved behind me, but I didn’t stop.

      “Sorry, Abby. I have to do this.”

      I was through the shield in the next second. The thud of the barrier stopped her, and it was followed by a stream of expletives, which were followed by echoing in the empty corridor.

      Like before, the lights came on with my arrival and illuminated the hall.

      Wanting to give my people some peace of mind, I hailed Abigail on the comm and got nothing but a garbled response.  After a few more failed attempts, I tried for Sigmond.

      “Damn it, I don’t have time for this,” I muttered when he didn’t answer either. The shield had to be preventing communications.

      Frustrated, I turned back to the doorway.

      It had changed from transparent to opaque. Already knowing in my gut that the entrance was now sealed to me, I let out another sharp curse. Still, I gave it an experimental nudge with the toe of one boot and met solid air.

      The choice made for me—and I had to wonder now if that was by design—I journeyed farther into the facility.

      We needed whatever the Precursors had hidden on this godsforsaken planet, preferably before the Celestials showed up.

      As far as I could tell, it was the only thing that could save us, and I aimed to get it, even if that meant tearing the place apart with my bare hands or dying.
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      I continued deeper into the building, following the walkway as it hooked to the  left. The feeling inside me settled, a sign that I was on the right path. As I continued my exploration, my eyes tracked to the walls and their many symbols.

      Again, I got the sense that they told a story. A beginning of sorts, though whose was anybody’s guess. During our last meeting, Mareses had made it clear that he and the other Precursors liked to watch from the shadows.

      Vaguely, I wondered if the rise and downfall of Earth was chronicled in these halls somewhere. If I didn’t save humanity, would we be saved at all?

      Mareses had recreated a moment from my past with almost perfect precision. It wasn’t a stretch to believe that they had recorded others.

      With only one direction to head in and my boots echoing hollowly through the space, my thoughts drifted to the past. Back to when it was just me and the only worries I had were paying back Fratley and keeping my own hide out of trouble.

      Then Abigail and Lex came into my life, changing it forever. I pictured the little albino girl waiting on the escape ship with Shaw in case things went wrong. She had matured in ways that no kid should have to, and she had shown me what true strength was. Abby, with all her fierce protectiveness of Lex and her belief in the impossible had unknowingly drawn me into their fold. Now, even with all of our trials and the Celestials bearing down, threatening to end our existence, I wouldn’t change a thing.

      My attention was brought sharply back into focus when the corridor opened into a large room. As I entered, lights in the ceiling came on, but instead of illuminating the whole room at once, they shone down in bright beams like spotlights.

      A creature appeared next to me, huge and alien. It looked like a horse, if a horse had six legs, three eyes perched on tentacle stalks at the top of its head, and a mouth full of razor sharp teeth. On instinct, my hand went to my pistol when it seemed to charge.

      I wasn’t fast enough, but it turned out that I didn’t need a weapon. The animal, or image of the animal, went through my body without me feeling a thing. Stunned, I stood there trying to process what the hell had just happened.

      Before I could figure it out, another animal took its place, this one aquatic in nature. Strong flippers propelled it toward me, but this time I didn’t react. When it got closer, I realized that I was seeing some advanced version of a holodisplay. While the image looked corporeal, it was more like a mist that I could pass my hand through and only momentarily disrupt the shape.

      All around me, more images materialized.

      Despite my initial reaction, I soon relaxed and began to navigate the room, looking for an exit. As I moved through the alien wildlife milling about, I couldn’t help but think this was someplace I’d bring Lex. The kid loved animals, and I could just imagine her reaction to seeing the creatures.

      I found another door and made my way into the hall. The next passage split, and I took a moment to choose which path to take. When I turned left, the tug came back, pulling me to the right. I followed it to another room, this one with a number of consoles situated on the floor.

      When I stepped close to one, it sprang to life, the base glowing as it powered up. Seconds later, a shape took form, the light particles rearranging themselves into a simple, single-story structure. The next few were more complex and added more buildings to the constructions.

      Near the end of the room, a city began to build itself, and I recognized the architecture as matching what I’d seen while in slipspace—the place the Precursor named Mareses admitted was his home. But this one was detailed. I could see running water, and there were tree-like plants blowing in a silent breeze.

      I wondered if this place was a museum or if it just housed records, like Carl’s archives. The sheer knowledge housed here might well hold secrets that could catapult humanity into an evolution that might rival the Celestials. Was that why Mareses had brought me here?

      The idea was disappointing. Knowledge wouldn’t help us with the impending attack. Frustrated, I paused to take in the rest of the room. As soon as I stopped moving, the feeling inside me rose to a fever pitch.

      So, this wasn’t all the outpost had to offer.

      An image appeared to my right and caught my attention. I recognized it immediately as a place I was intimately familiar with, especially given that half my body had been stuck in its bowels. The ringworld Elysia spun, a mere fraction of the real thing’s true size. As I looked on, it began to break apart.

      When a tiny blip broke off from the debris, I realized with a jolt that I was watching our escape from the ensuing destruction. It threw me, the understanding that the Precursors not only watched the event, but recorded it here.

      Much as I wanted to know more, another tug propelled me forward. Breaking into a trot, I had to ignore the next console. It displayed ruins. Smoke rose from craters of what must’ve been a huge city. Stepping closer to the glass moved me through the streets. The craters displayed evidence of war. Strange objects stuck out from buildings here and there. They might have been part of the structures, but I guessed they were ships. Each was shaped like a seed with only minor variations between them—some being a little longer or thinner than others. Several had obvious battle damage, but more than a few looked like their pilots had done a pretty shitty job of parking.

      This had to be their history. I was witnessing what a whole other species of people had gone through in order to achieve greatness. They’d been just like us—fallible to a fault. They’d experienced war, just like we had. Then they had outgrown it, had evolved.

      The next room held more productions for me to marvel at, rows and rows of bipedal beings. I assumed it showed a natural progression of the Precursors development and tried to jog past without stopping, but a face drew my attention. It was elongated and ended in a pointy chin, but it had two eyes just like humans did. They were large, with huge, round pupils that seemed to glow bright blue.

      “So, this is what you looked like before you ascended,” I murmured, forcing myself to move past without stopping.

      If we survived this, Dr. Dressler and her techs could come through and examine everything to her heart's content. For now, I had to get my ass in gear. All the distractions were slowing me down, no matter how I tried to ignore them.

      With the doorway and passage I somehow knew were on the other side of this room, I blocked out everything else, lowered my head, and marched toward it.

      The new passage turned sharply, taking me down what I hoped was the final leg of my journey.

      Every museum had to have a main attraction, I supposed. Something to get the people in, get them to hand over their credits and spend money at the gift shop on the way out. Sure, something like the Galaxy’s Biggest Diamond might bring a few people in, but that was also the reason people like me didn’t visit museums. We wanted pizzazz and excitement. I wasn’t interested in hanging around with stuffy rich folk who tried to interpret deeper meanings behind paintings.

      What I saw had to be the biggest glass sphere in the galaxy. Fifty meters in diameter, it almost completely filled the room. That wouldn’t have been impressive enough for me, but it was also floating, and unless I was losing my mind—a distinct possibility—it represented an entire damned planet.

      Every detail was present, including clouds, mountains, great bodies of water, and continents. Like the panes of glass in the previous room, the closer I got, the more the image zoomed in. When I’d entered the room, all I could see was what I might be able to spot from orbit. One step closer revealed vast sprawling cities that seemed to take up most of the continents and some of the oceans. Another step closer and I could make out roads, large buildings, and forests. This wasn’t Earth, nor was it any other planet I recognized.

      I took yet another step closer and spotted things moving on the surface. Another step, and I was sure of what the moving things were. They were people. Even with my nose pressed against the glass, I couldn’t tell if they were human, but I could see they were humanoid, each with a head, a pair of arms, and a pair of legs. I was spying on a planet that probably didn’t even exist anymore.

      This, I realized, might be the final step the Precursors achieved before transforming into whatever they were now. I made a slow circuit around the huge glass sphere, searching for any sign I might be wrong. There wasn’t a single sign of war. No fires. No bomb craters. No destroyed buildings. It looked like an entire world at peace.

      Hitchens would get a thrill out of this place, what with him being a historian and all. So would Lex, though I wasn’t sure if she’d understand the big picture she was looking at. This was more than eye candy. It was a promise that what the Precursors had done was available to everyone. I hoped it was true, and that Lex could grow up in peace. She couldn’t be a kid much longer, but I wanted her to have some sort of real childhood. I sure hadn’t.

      Reluctantly, I turned away from the orb and went through a doorway. I was still being summoned by that feeling. This wasn’t the weapon. I needed to keep moving before I lost everything I cared about.
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      I’d known the last chamber would be the largest, but what my imagination had come up with paled in comparison to the truth. It was completely empty—aside from the huge machine in the center of it. The device took up most of the room’s volume and was surrounded by what looked like a floating ring. When I stepped closer, I noticed it was supported by glass poles. The surface was flat, black, and angled in a way that if the room was a little brighter, I might’ve been able to see my own reflection. It looked just like the terminals my team and I had found on the nearby moon.

      This was it, if my gut was any indication. The feeling that had been drawing me forward had stopped. This thing, whatever it was, had to be the weapon, and there was no way I’d be able to get it back to the Star. Whatever this Precursor technology did, it had to happen from inside this room.

      The terminal was dark, and the machine it apparently controlled appeared to be dormant. I began walking around it, searching for a power switch or loose plug. I needed to get it turned on so I could try to figure out how it worked and what it did.

      “This has to be the center,” I murmured, and I reached out to touch the ebony surface.

      An alarming feeling washed over me. For a moment, I thought I was going to be sick. When I pulled my hand back, the sensation faded. Something—or someone—didn’t want me touching the device.

      Not sure just how I was supposed to stop a Celestial onslaught without touching the very thing that was supposed to save us, I began to circle it, looking for some kind of clue. I studied it from every angle, getting as close as I dared.

      Although there were no glyphs or visible markings of any kind, I began to get a sense of what I was looking at. It wasn’t as clear as, say, an instruction manual, but I thought I had it figured out.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said under my breath. “It’s a godsdamned slip drive.”

      “Very astute, Jace Hughes,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

      I spun around and found myself staring directly into the eyes of my old friend, Ollie Trinidad. It didn’t take long for the shock to wear off this time.

      “Mareses, nice of you to show up.”

      He inclined his head, a pained expression knitting his brows together. “We had intended for you to make this discovery on your own. A test, so to speak. But the Celestials have forced our hand, it seems.”

      It didn’t surprise me in the least that he was aware of our current predicament. Judging by what I had witnessed inside this place, the Precursors knew everything that was going on in the galaxy. Maybe the universe.

      “Tell me what I’m supposed to do now,” I said. “I jumped through your hoops and made it here, but it looks like your machine doesn’t have any power.”

      He nodded, his features still pinched. “Yes, that is why I’m here to help guide you, Jace Hughes. The consequences of this device’s misuse are far too serious to leave it vulnerable. You must use the key.”

      “The key,” I repeated, mentally kicking myself. “You mean the one I left on my ship?”

      “The very same. Do not be dismayed, however. As I’m sure you will recall, the key responds to your whims. Simply call them and they will come. Yes, even at this distance,” he said, answering my next question as though I’d spoken it aloud.

      I was stunned. It had never occurred to me that I could summon the replicators. Unwilling to waste anymore time, I closed my eyes and focused on the microbots. I felt something shift inside me, a tug that wasn’t pulling me anywhere this time, but like a line being reeled in.

      Even though I was concentrating on the task at hand, it didn’t escape my notice that Mareses seemed to be talking faster than usual, like he was in a hurry. Not that I was complaining; last time it had taken a lot of talk before he sent me on my way.

      Putting that to the side for the moment, I kept up the mental acrobatics of calling the key. The second they entered the building, I sensed them. Mareses didn’t speak again until the replicators had entered the room and congregated around me.

      “Good work, Jace Hughes.”

      I waved a hand at the gigantic slip drive. “So this is the weapon, right?” I asked. “What am I supposed to do with it? Throw the nearby star into their homeworld?”

      “The Celestials do not have a homeworld,” replied pseudo Ollie. “Not in the way you do. No stationary home planet, though they do favor a particular system. They believe themselves to be the pinnacle of the organic evolutionary ladder. This arrogance has bred a pride that will not allow them to reproduce beyond a certain number.”

      “So, they just live in a flotilla?”

      “It’s a bit more complex than that. It rivals the Precursor civilization before our final civilization phase, though my kind would never attempt such a waste of materials or leave ourselves beholden to such opulence.”

      I remembered what Carl had said about the Primus. They were the overlords of the Celestials, commanding everything in the chain and standing at the very top of their hierarchy. It made sense that they controlled the population count. Couldn‘t have too many underlings or people might start getting ideas. Revolting, maybe... if Celestials even thought about that.

      “There are two ships the size of Tartarus headed this way,” I said. “Is that their fleet?”

      Mareses shook his head. “Only half of their forces, though it is formidable enough for your forces. The other two have remained in reserve  as a defense measure for their larger vessel, which they call the Colossus.”

      It was hard to imagine a ship bigger than Tartarus. Then again, as the Precursor had mentioned, the Celestials were intelligent, highly evolved beings. If we hoped to stand any sort of chance against them, it would take everything we had, including whatever help we could get from the Precursors.

      “How is this going to work?” I asked, gesturing at the drive. “The Celestials are on their way here and I want to make sure I understand how to use it.”

      “Correction, Jace Hughes. The enemy is already here.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I haven’t been in here long enough for their fleet to show up.”

      “Though this is not a pocket like the one we previously met inside, the planet can still experience time differently than what you understand. Two hours have passed since you entered this facility, and the Celestials have since arrived on the far side of the star system. By the time you leave, they will have landed.”

      I cursed, barely able to contain my fury. “Then let’s get a move on, dammit.”

      “Yes, we will. However, there are certain issues that must be resolved first.”

      “Like?” I said, putting some growl into my voice.

      Mareses didn’t even blink. “This device is a slip drive, but it can only be used once. It draws power from slipspace itself, and once it is used, the connection it has to your reality will be severed forever.”

      “Sounds like a fair trade to me,” I retorted. “Why is that an issue?”

      “I am saddened by this. If you use this device, your kind may never achieve what we have achieved. Humankind may end up destroying itself in its constant wars—its continuous striving for power and glory. Once the drive has been used as a weapon, it will shut down for good. Since the Celestial’s have only sent half of their forces here, you will have to contend with the remainder on your own. My kind will be unable to help you further, no matter how much we wish to.”

      Of course. It was always something.

      “Why the hell did you send us all the way out here then?” I jabbed a thumb at the slip drive, which almost felt useless to me now. “Doesn’t seem like it’s going to do a hell of a lot of good. Did you even intend for me to use it?”

      “Yes, we did, Jace Hughes,” he replied. “Our intention was to help you understand the nature of the device. We planned on helping you draw the Celestial forces to a single location so they could be destroyed in one fell swoop. A final event that would secure the future, not only for humanity, but for all sentient life in the galaxy.”

      “All sentient life?” I asked. “You mean there are other aliens out there?”

      “Yes, but remain focused,” he said. “That knowledge does not concern you at the moment.”

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms and locked eyes with him. “You’re right. That’s not important right now. What do we do?”

      “Unfortunately, the Celestials are cunning and swift,” he replied, his expression suddenly growing dark. It wasn’t a face I’d ever seen the real Hitchens make. The real one was usually jovial and happy. This looked dangerous.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “As I explained, we no longer have the time required to prepare for a final battle.” He looked at me with regret filled eyes, a clear plea in them. “The Celestials that have arrived to fight against the Alliance will be far too powerful to destroy. There is no way your fleet will be able to stand against them. You and the others gathered in this system will be utterly destroyed. I am sorry.”

      “I don’t understand. Why can’t we just turn this thing on and wipe the Celestials out? They’re here now, so it doesn’t seem like we have a choice.”

      I couldn’t help but feel that Mareses had more to say and that I wasn’t going to like it.

      “There are more forces gathering elsewhere. The Celestials are planning a second attack against Earth.”

      “Does Earth stand a chance?”

      “As things stand now, no,” he replied. “Not without the slip drive.”

      “So you drew the short straw?” I asked. “Your buddies picked you to tell me that since I only get one shot, I can either destroy the fleet that’s here or the one getting ready to attack Earth?”

      “No. I am here to inform you of the decision you must make.” With that, he waved his hand, instantly transforming the walls, floor, and ceiling into displays.

      A battle raged around us. I recognized the Galactic Dawn. It had suffered heavy damage but looked like it was still in the fight. A cluster of drones closed on a Celestial strike ship. They were damaging it, but two more were behind them, picking them off one at a time. The Tartarus was blasting a huge Celestial ship with its beam cannons, but the enemy was delivering just as much as it was taking.

      Athena, I knew, would be doing what she could. Probably providing Alphonse’s squads with tactical data to help keep them organized and make them as effective as possible. Based on the numbers, it looked like Mareses was right. There was no way we could win. Not with a couple thousand of their ships swarming around ours, and not with the losses we were suffering.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked, afraid I already knew the answer.

      “This is the battle you have been expecting, Jace Hughes,” fake Ollie replied.

      “This is a simulation, right?” I asked, holding out some semblance of hope. “This is the outcome your people think is going to happen?”

      “No, Jace Hughes. This is what is happening now.”

      I was afraid of that, and I winced as two Celestial strike ships collided right in front of my nose. They annihilated each other, and I was sure one of them had been piloted by a human. People were dying, and there I was standing next to the weapon I’d promised would be able to save them.

      One of our strike ships was being chased by two Celestials. It spiraled out of the way as purple beams lanced out toward it. It spun the other way and dove through a cloud of debris to try to lose its pursuers, but when it emerged from the other side, it was sliced into thirds by their purple beams.

      “So, what you’re telling me is that I only get one shot with this thing,” I said, gesturing toward the slip drive.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “And if I use it now, I can’t use it later.”

      “That is correct, Jace Hughes.”

      “So if I use it here to save myself and the rest of the Alliance, I won’t be able to save Earth.”

      “Yes, but furthermore, the Celestial forces will descend upon your home and will be able to move on to destroy others. Do you really think the Celestials will stop once they have decimated your kind? It isn’t just humanity at stake, Jace Hughes. It is the fate of the universe.”

      “You guys sure have gone through a lot of trouble only to give up now,” I snapped, jabbing a finger at his face. “This can’t be the only tech you left behind capable of kicking some Celestial ass.”

      “No, Jace Hughes, you are not right,” he said, looking sad again. “This device was never intended to be used as a weapon, but we decided it could function as one. It represents the most powerful object we have created, and it is with sorrow that we have decided to allow it to be sacrificed.”

      “There’s got to be something else you can do,” I demanded.

      “There is not,” he replied. “You must make a decision, and it must be made quickly or it will be made for you by your enemy. You may choose to use this device now and destroy the enemy forces attacking your own, but if you do, it will not be available to defend Earth.”

      “What’s my second choice?” I asked.

      “Allow the Celestials to destroy your fleet. When they do, we believe they will bring their ships to join the others for their attack on Earth. We will find one of your kind and guide them here. The original plan will play out by luring the Celestials to Caligo. When the attack commences, the entire Celestial fleet will be destroyed, thus securing the immediate future of all sentient life in the galaxy.”

      It was a shitty choice. A flash to my right drew my attention. A Sarkonian cruiser was taking heavy damage from about twenty Celestial strike ships. They were taking turns diving at the vessel, and purple beams cut deep furrows in its hull. Two Union ships looked like they were on their way to back it up, but it didn’t look like they would arrive in time.

      Mareses wanted me to choose between the Alliance and Earth. Between Abigail, Lex, Alphonse, and the others, or the thousands back home who’d trusted me to keep them safe. It was a choice between everything I never knew I’d wanted, and everything else.

      It was too much. I almost leaned against the terminal surrounding the slip drive for support, but that sick feeling washed over me again.

      I was staring at the Galactic Dawn, hoping the Precursor’s calculations had been off. If they were, even a little, I wouldn’t have to decide. But as I watched, the Dawn began taking damage. Its shields were down.

      “It’s a stretch to think that luring the Celestials to this location after they defeated the Alliance here will work. What are the chances that your plan will be successful.”

      “Slim,” he admitted. “Slightly less than our calculations about the outcome should you use the device now. With your leadership and the Alliance forces working together, I believe chaos may descend on the surviving people. They will not be able to pull together and win. It is possible that defeating the Celestials that have come today may do more. It will strike a blow to the Primus and give your people a victory. There is a chance humanity can win. I do believe that if anyone can find a way, it will be you. Now, Jace Hughes, you are out of time. Make your choice.”

      I turned back to the terminal. “Slightly less is better than not at all. I can’t believe that humanity is better off without us. We’ll just have to deal with the fallout later. Show me how this damn thing works.”
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      "Well?" I asked, gesturing to the console and machine—both of which were just as dark and silent as before. Mareses was just standing there staring at me like he was waiting for me to do something.

      "Interesting choice, Jace Hughes," said the Precursor. "But a good one. Strategic. And noble. Your species continues to fascinate me. It is a shame we will no longer be able to converse after this is complete."

      I twirled my hand, indicating he needed to hurry up. “Yeah, that’s great, thanks. How do I get the process started?”

      The displays winked out of view, giving me a break from the chaos.

      The Precursor stepped closer and pointed at the replicators still hovering around me. "I will assist you," he began. “While the first lock required the key to consume in order to allow you access, this time they will be consumed. When you direct the replicators to the machine, think of them as an injection of energy. A jumpstart.”

      “Ah, I get it,” I said as understanding settled in. “That’s why the drive is one use only. Once the replicators are gone, no more key.”

      Mareses nodded. “That is part of it, yes. The rest is too complex to explain in the time we have. However, the device only requires about half of what you have in the container. The rest may be of some use to you once you join the battle”

      “Got it,” I muttered, trying not to be bitter.

      We were going to use all of our best weapons in a single shot and only take out half the enemy. It didn’t seem fair, but such was the life of a Renegade.

      I closed my eyes and tried to envision half of the microbots moving away from me and into the machine. The tug turned into a push, and I sensed them dispersing to follow my unspoken order. I could almost feel them entering the machine, heading to specific points and sacrificing themselves to power the device.

      "It is done. You do not have long, Jace Hughes," the Precursor replied. "You must move swiftly, as the initiation process is now complete. The device will continue to accelerate its amplification until it reaches critical mass. When that is achieved, the weapon will activate."

      "Sounds a lot like a bomb," I replied, opening a compartment in my suit and willing the replicators inside. I knew they wouldn’t do anything unless I asked them too, though it was still so unsettling to have something so dangerous on my person. "I thought it was a slip drive."

      "It is a slip drive," Mareses confirmed. "However, my alterations will harness the power and focus it on the enemy."

      Suddenly the three-cylinder-shaped device in the center burst to life. It thrummed, glowed blue here and there, and emitted a green crackle of electricity from other spots.

      "Is it supposed to do that?!" I asked, realizing I was having to yell to be heard over the buzzing in my ears. It was intense enough to make me feel dizzy, and I narrowly avoided leaning against the console as I tried to clear my head. I tried not to think about what might have happened if I accidentally touched it.

      "Yes," replied Mareses. "It is supposed to do that. And now the initiation and alignment sequences are complete. The drive is fully powered, targeted, and cannot be terminated.”

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “You run, Jace Hughes, and you try your best to live. Please proceed to the exit with haste."

      "Exit?" I asked, shielding my eyes as the glow turned into a burning brightness that my helmet couldn’t compensate for. "I can’t even see my hand in front of my face."

      "You must," urged the Precursor.

      With that, he disappeared.

      The ground shook beneath my feet, nearly toppling me. I looked at the slip drive once more, unsure if I should try to get some kind of data for Dressler.

      “Run!” said Mareses’ voice in my head.

      Deciding not to ignore the command this time, I took off at a dead run, retracing my steps through the facility until I found the exit.
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      I arrived outside to pure chaos.

      The rapport of weapons bit out, followed by the bellows and grunts of humans and Celestials alike. Above, ships screamed through the sky, their beams lancing out, missiles booming in the air.

      Things had gotten damned messy while I’d been in there with the Precursor.

      Scanning the immediate area, I looked for my team and saw a Celestial dropship had landed in a nearby field. In a copse of trees to my left, I spotted Abigail and Rackham. When I ran over to join them, I saw her helmet was off, lying on the ground at her feet with a large crack in the visor.

      “Drones have arrived to assist,” said Sigmond’s voice in my ear.

      “Thank gods,” said Rackham.

      “I’m back,” I said over the open line.

      Both Abigail and Rackham spun, surprised to find me behind them.

      “Jace, we were starting to worry,” said the former nun, nodding at me.

      Before I could respond, a flash of light lit up the planet’s surface like it was daylight. I looked up, wondering if the Celestials’ two warships were unleashing some new hell, and found a sight that filled me with awe and wonder.

      A rift had appeared in the sky, larger than I had ever seen, including the ones that Tartarus opened when it was traveling through the slip.

      “Is that what I think it is?” asked Abigail, her eyes wide in amazement.

      “Yes, Miss Pryar,” said Carl. “My scans have detected a massive rift forming in the vicinity. This is the largest slip tunnel ever recorded, three times the size of one in Earth’s core.”

      “It’s working,” I said. “No time to explain, but that’s what was in the facility. The Precursors are taking care of the rest.”

      “That’s all I need to know,” said Rackham, relief evident in his tone.

      The rest of whatever he said was lost in the sound of explosions and gunfire. A roar filled the night air and the thump of heavy footsteps had me jerking my weapon up as I scanned for what I knew had to be a Berserker.

      The purple forest and blue grass nearby were charred, and smoke filled the air. Small craters marked where projectiles had hit, scoring the ground. The wreck of a Celestial strike ship popped and sparked some twenty meters away. Based on the damage, it looked like it had received several hits before going down.

      “There!” Abigail pointed to an area where the smoke was thick, but a flash of light revealed the outline of a hulking body moving toward us.

      I didn’t have to say anything. As one, the three of us hit the Berserker with neutronium rounds. It didn’t do much against the tank of a Celestial, who continued to advance, but someone above was watching out for us. A blue beam struck out, ripping into the enemy. It fell, shaking the ground as it’s bulk hit, smoke curling up from its burnt body.

      I looked around, but the Star was nowhere in sight.

      "Junior, where are you?" I asked, my voice strained and hoarse.

      "I am currently nine hundred meters away, pursuing a Celestial drop ship, Hughes. A Celestial remains in its transport bay. The creature is currently attacking Alliance forces on the ground. Classification is Ranger, and I am attempting to destroy it. Dr. Dressler is safely on board with me."

      “Okay, keep at it.” I couldn’t pull him off his task. The ranger had to be dealt with as quickly as possible. Even if he didn't kill the creature right away, pressing his attack would keep it from being able to take the easy shots and might end up saving some lives. We couldn’t stay where we were, either. Union and Imperial troops were fighting a ground battle that could go either way at the moment.

      "Captain!" Freddie shouted through the comm. "You’re alive! Did it work? Did you get the weapon activated?"

      "That I did, Fred," I said, still watching the sky. Three explosions illuminated the smoke.

      "I don’t think it worked, Captain," he replied. "The Celestial ships are still up there fighting."

      "Yeah, I know," I growled, wondering what the hold up was. “Where are you, Freddie? We need to group up and get back on the ship.”

      “Right here,” he replied. “At the Celestial crash. We’re headed your way.”

      Both Freddie and Petra poked their heads out from the wreckage and started jogging to our position.

      They were only ten meters out when disaster struck. Celestial fighter beams shot down, hitting the ground on their right side. Thinking fast, Freddie shoved Petra forward and out of harm's way. The enemy fire struck him, throwing his body to the ground in a violent show of force.

      “Freddie!” I screamed, running forward to my friend's side.

      He wasn’t moving.

      "Siggy, status, now!" I ordered.

      "Of course, sir," replied the Cognitive. “I am detecting a pulse from Mr. Tabernacle’s suit. He is still alive but in critical condition. He requires immediate medical attention. I have just taken out the Celestial fighter and am on my way back to you. Please stand by.”

      I willed him to hurry as a small Sarkonian fighter flew by overhead, trailing sooty black smoke. It went over the tops of the neon trees and disappeared from view. A second later, an explosion rocked the forest, adding fuel to the already-burning fires.

      "That’s right, you bastard!" shouted one of the Imperial soldiers on the ground. He stopped talking when a huge Celestial Berserker charged out of the fire, smashing trees to both sides as it did, and grabbed him by the throat.

      The corpse-white beast staggered when the two Eternals I’d seen earlier blasted it in both sides of its head. It hesitated like the one in Alphonse’s simulation had, but instead of turning on one of its attackers, the beat focused on me.

      I fired my rifle as fast as I could. “Help Freddie!” I shouted to Abigail and Rackham, then I turned all my attention to the oncoming Berserker.

      "It’s not stopping!" one of the Eternals bellowed, his voice filled with fear.

      I was out of ammo and needed to reload, but the Celestial was close. I had to back up to keep some distance while I fumbled with my last spare magazine.

      Giving up, I switched to my pistol, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough. My back suddenly hit the exterior wall of the Precursor facility and I swiveled to get my bearings. The entry was to my right, just centimeters away. I dove in, hoping like hell the barrier was still active.

      The Celestial crashed into it a moment later. Grinning, I holstered my pistol then slammed the rifle magazine home. Ready once more, I dove through the force field straight into hell.
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      I gritted my teeth with effort as I trained my sights on the Berserker. It was somewhat injured, but I was only one man.

      A shot from behind grazed the side of the Berserker’s head, drawing its attention. I looked around it to see Abigail, Rackham, and the Sarkonian soldier advancing. Okay, it wasn ‘t just me. I had backup.

      “Keep it distracted but hold your fire,” I said over the comm. “I’m going to take him out.”

      Once the brute had turned completely, I touched the cuffs at my wrists to activate my hard light blades. I drove them into the Berserker’s back then yanked them back out. It screamed in pain, then it twisted around faster than I’d expected. Its own set of hard light blades struck out and I rolled to avoid them.

      A sharp pain in my leg told me I hadn’t been entirely successful. Together, Abigail, Rackham, and the Sarkonian finished the Celestial off then came to me. Blood seeped out of my ruined suit. The wound felt like it was on fire, but I forced myself to stand.

      “Freddie?” I asked, fearing that he was dead.

      Abigail nodded, quick to assure me. “Petra’s with him. He’s holding for now.”

      “Captain,” said Sigmond in my ear. “The Star is headed your way. Please prepare for extraction.”

      I cast a glance around the battle torn area. Things were calming some, and though the sounds of combat still rang out, I could see that the Celestials on the ground were thinning.

      The destruction around us was grisly, but our people weren’t down yet. Inside, even with my head buzzing about the future, I had to believe it had been the right choice to save the Alliance.

      “Copy that, Siggy,” I said. “Come and get us.”

      “With pleasure, sir.”

      The rift in the sky was still glowing, a gash in the void that almost hurt my eyes to look at. We just had to hope like hell the Precursors’ slip drive did what it was supposed to.

      Because there would be no second chance today.
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      Inside the Star, I attempted to stand, only to have Dressler place a hand on my shoulder. "You’re not going anywhere, Captain. If you move around too much, the damage could worsen."

      "Someone’s got to fly this ship," I returned as the ship rattled and shook, knocking me lightly against a nearby wall.

      “For once in your life, do as I tell you,” she snapped.

      Another blast to the side of the ship forced the nearby Sarkonian to his knees. "Siggy, get a drone out here to get whatever that is off our tail!" I barked.

      "I apologize, sir, but I do not have any drones in the immediate vicinity. I have redirected two, but it will be several minutes before they arrive. I will attempt to delay them through the use of my mobile armor. Please excuse me.”

      His hard-light form vanished as soon as he finished talking.

      I understood what he meant to do, but the chance of success felt low. Celestial ships were tough. Maybe too much for Sigmond to do any significant damage with only the armor. I couldn’t let him take this on by himself.

      Sigmond stepped forward in his mobile armor, his heavy legs banging against the floor. “Opening cargo bay doors,” the Cognitive announced.

      “Hold on a minute,” I ordered.

      Abigail hurried through the hatch and into the cargo bay, and I saw she had on one of the spare helmets. “Sigmond’s going out there?” she asked.

      “Yes, but I’m going to give him some help,” I said. “Siggy, give me a second.”

      Closing my eyes and concentrating, I opened my suit compartment where the replicators were stashed. I mentally connected with the machines inside. It was an indistinct, cloudy feeling, but they were there, coming alive at once. They swirled and spun within the capsule but made no attempt to leave.

      “I suggest all of you move to a safe distance,” said Sigmond. “I have activated your magboots as well.”

      Abigail laid a hand on my arm, but I gently pushed it away. I had to focus if I was going to be of any use. The replicators were acting sluggish, and I wondered if it was because there was only half the usual amount.

      The noise of wind and thrusters grew louder as the hatch opened all the way.

      Sigmond stepped closer to the edge as chaos grew inside the bay. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said. “I shall return shortly.”

      The Cognitive leapt from the bay, toward the pursuing enemy ship.

      The hatch immediately began to close, leaving me little time. I screamed in my mind for the replicators to move, and then they did.

      A swarm emerged from their hiding spot, following after Sigmond as he slammed into the hull of the nearby ship.

      Abigail sucked in a breath beside me. "Did you just—"

      I said nothing, eyes closed and focusing on the replicators. Without seeing them, I knew their location, and I imagined them devouring the Celestial ship, taking it apart piece by piece. They surrounded the other vessel, then they attached to the hull and began to disassemble the materials. They fed and multiplied—an unthinking cloud of destruction hell-bent on turning the ship into something altogether different.

      The hatch was closed now, blocking out the noise from outside, but I could still feel the chaos unfolding beyond the metal walls of my ship. People were talking. Around me, whispers and voices reverberated in the air, but I blocked them out. There was nothing for me here, not at the moment. I was in the swarm.

      Together, we burrowed deep within the guts of the ship, creating tunnels like insects building a nest. Stress fractures formed as pieces started coming loose and rattling against one another, all before falling to the planet below.

      The replicators multiplied as they went, tripling in number until half the ship was theirs. The vessel slowed soon, its power failing as breaches formed along the hull, and the further away we grew, the weaker my connection became.

      I couldn’t turn them loose on the planet, and we couldn’t go back.

      Now was where I left them.

      With a final push, the replicators came together and moved to the engine of the enemy ship. They ate away at the core, causing it to collapse, and then—

      The Star rattled with another hit, nearly knocking me off my knees. I sensed a sudden loss, a break in my connection.

      "I apologize, sir," said Sigmond as he manifested before me. His golden aura snapped me out of my trance, causing me to open my eyes. "The mobile armor unit was destroyed, along with the enemy ship."

      "The Replicators did it,” murmured Abigail. “Can you call them back?”

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered.

      “Won’t they attack the planet?” he asked.

      "No, they won’t," I replied, forcing myself to my feet. “They’re gone. I can’t sense a single one of them."

      "Gone?" asked Dressler. She sounded disappointed, almost mournful. "Are you absolutely certain?”

      I took a second before answering, waiting for a feeling, any sort of connection to reestablish. But there was nothing. Finally, I shook my head.

      “Pity,” she said in a low voice. “I would have liked to study them more. Such a waste of good technology.”

      “If you call saving our asses a waste,” I said.

      Sigmond froze momentarily, no doubt processing more data than he could handle.

      “What is it, Siggy?” I asked, taking a step toward him. “What’s going on out there?”

      He moved again but didn’t answer right away. Instead, he extended a hand and manifested a holo against the wall, showing the enemy fleet. "It appears the slipspace rupture is consuming the Celestial ships."

      "What?" asked Dressler. "Are they flying into it?"

      Several others gathered near the holo with us, including Sarkonian, Earth, and Union troops. They looked on with awe and reverence as the slip tunnel drew the Celestial ships into itself.

      Sigmond took a step back, raised his other hand, and doubled the size of the display.

      Tendrils of green energy reached out from the tunnel, snapping chaotically around the fleet. A few struck the ships, causing their shields to break. Was this the weapon? Had we turned the tunnel itself on our enemy?

      Someone gasped when the first Celestial ship exploded. The other ships attempted to flee, but the pull of the tunnel was strong. Only a few managed to escape, though they were already on the edge of the battlefield.

      Meanwhile, our own ships seemed oblivious to the chaos, maneuvering with ease as the Celestials continued to get pulled into the tunnel. Smaller attack vessels entered the rift first, followed by the larger ones.

      Now was our moment to strike.

      “Siggy, send the order out to coordinate an attack on all Celestial ships attempting to leave the system. Don’t let them get away,” I ordered.

      Sigmond froze again, but this time for only a brief second. “Done.”

      “Get us out of range,” I commanded. “In case something happens to this planet, I don’t want to be nearby.”

      "Captain, this is Alphonse," said a voice in my ear. "Are you seeing this?"

      “Sure am, Al. Looks like the Precursors actually delivered on their promise,” I said, my eyes fixed on the holo in front of me. More ships broke apart from the lightning, including a larger cruiser-type vessel. The tunnel pulled the debris inside itself, and I looked on with both delight and horror.

      "Is this the weapon they promised us?" asked the Constable.

      "Sure looks like it," I murmured. "This isn’t what I expected, but I’ll take it. Have any of our ships been destroyed by this thing?"

      "None so far as I can tell, Captain," replied Alphonse. "I asked Carl the same thing, and he’s monitoring the situation as it unfolds. I’ll let you know if anything changes. See you soon, sir."

      A click ended the conversation.

      "By the stars," whispered Dressler. "Sigmond, zoom in on that ship there." She pointed to one of the planet-sized Celestial vessels near the back of their fleet. Its shield had already been broken by the tunnel’s electric attacks.

      Sigmond made a motion with his hands and the image of the capital ship filled the hologram.

      "Fascinating," said Dressler.

      "Fascinating?" asked Abigail. "I think you mean horrifying. What is even happening? How is that tunnel doing this?”

      "I do not know, Abigail," replied Dressler as she began tapping on her pad. “Though the implications of this are staggering. If slipspace can be manipulated to this degree, then I dare say we could be looking at the tip of a metaphorical iceberg.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Extending the tunnel’s energy beyond the opening should be impossible, but clearly it isn’t. The aliens have harnessed the true potential of slipspace, probably more than any of us can fathom. They’ve even found a way to live inside of it. If they can do this, then what else are they capable of? What else is slipspace capable of?” She stared, her eyes wide with disbelief and wonder. “Now that mankind has witnessed its potential, it is only a matter of time before our species follows theirs in the pursuit of knowledge and perfection.”

      “Are you saying we’ll end up doing this on our own someday?” Abigail wondered.

      “Oh no,” she remarked, glancing at Abigail with a smile. “I am saying that we will do far more, and I believe it will happen sooner now than it ever would have before.” She looked back at the holo again and smiled. “When people see the impossible happen, they seek to achieve it for themselves. We are witnessing a turning point, here and now. The next stage of discovery is upon us. Mark my words.”

      "All of that aside,” I said, motioning to the holo. “How many Celestial ships are left?”

      "It is difficult to say," replied Sigmond. "The amount of debris in this area of space is preventing a thorough scan, but from what I can tell there are no more than twenty Celestial ships remaining. Many have been pulled inside the tunnel. Some were intact, others were partially or fully destroyed.” He paused. “Correction, sir. There are ten remaining."

      Several lights appeared on the screen, indicating the enemy vessels that had yet to be eliminated. Most were smaller, hardly a threat to anyone. Still, the tunnel pulled them, and the Alliance ships remained unaffected.

      Finally, only one of the behemoth’s remained. It tried to leave, even slowly started pulling away, but the Precursor tunnel wasn’t done just yet. The entire rift began to twist like a funnel, all power directed at this last task.

      The Celestial ship visibly slowed then came to a halt. A ripple seemed to flow over the surface as the vessel faltered and tried to break free but couldn’t. In a show of power that had my attention locked onto the holo, the massive war ship was drawn into the tunnel.

      At once, the rift began to shrink, getting smaller and smaller until it was closed.

      Everyone took a deep breath at the same time. "It’s over then," one of the soldiers remarked.

      I shook my head. "Not yet. There are still more Celestials out there, and they won’t be happy about what happened here today.”

      “Sir, I am receiving reports that Bolin’s squadron has successfully destroyed the fleeting vessels, except for two small strike ships,” remarked Sigmond. “They managed to escape by opening a new slip tunnel.”

      "Doesn’t matter. We got most of them. How’s Freddie?"

      Dressler tapped on her pad a couple of times, quickly reading over something. "Alive, though his condition hasn’t improved, only stayed the same. The healing pod is not functioning properly, and I cannot perform repairs on it while he is in it. Petra is with him and keeping a close eye, but we’ll need to get him back onboard Tartarus." She glanced pointedly at my injuries. "We should have your injuries attended to while we—”

      "No," I said firmly. "I’ve got too much to do. The battle is over, but we've got to salvage as many ships as we can. Siggy, set a course for Tartarus and order everyone to their stations. And open a channel to Vick."

      "Channel to Vice Admiral Vick is open, sir," replied the Cognitive. "Speak when ready."

      "Vick, this is Jace. What’s your status?"

      His voice was gruff when he spoke, like he’d been coughing. "I’m still alive, if that’s what you mean. But I can’t say the same for the rest of my fleet. The Centaurus has suffered heavy damage to its thrusters, which means we’ll need a tow. Rescue teams are out collecting escape pods. Others are hauling in our disabled strike ships. All of that said, it could have gone worse."

      "Do we still have people on the planet?" I asked.

      He was quiet for a few seconds as he checked. "Sixteen personnel. I’m sending a transport to pick them up now."

      "I’m on the Renegade Star, but we’re headed back now. Send any injured personnel to Tartarus and we’ll get them into healing pods as soon as we can. I have some new information for you and the rest of the Alliance."

      "I take it this won’t be good news?" he asked.

      "No, it won’t be. I’ll tell you more soon.” I disconnected the channel. "Siggy, how many more Celestials are on the planet?"

      "I am uncertain, sir," the Cognitive replied. “Five, at least. According to scans, there could be others.”

      "How many drones do you have on the surface?"

      "Eight, but I can send more if you would like," replied the Cognitive.

      "Send what you can, and keep them there until the last minute while we continue to evacuate."

      I thought about ordering the Galactic Dawn to bombard the planet’s surface once the survivors were clear, just to be sure that nothing survived. But we didn’t have time to stay here and clean up.

      The Celestials were still out there, and now that they knew where Earth was, they would come with vengeance and great prejudice. Every moment we wasted here was one we’d lose later when we had to prepare.

      “Are you okay?” asked Abigail, staring up at me. Dressler worked on her pad, ignoring both of us.

      I was in the middle of the bay, pacing without realizing it. “I’m fine,” I said, quickly going to sit beside the former nun. “My head’s just full right now.”

      “Understandable,” she said, casually checking over her pad. “If you’re right about the Celestials and Earth, we have little time to prepare for what’s coming.”

      “I’m right,” I told her. “Mareses told me what the Celestials are planning.”

      Dressler, who must have been listening with half an ear, looked up. “What did he say?”

      I filled them both in, making sure to leave nothing out. When I was done, Dressler nodded. “It makes sense for you to be concerned. I wouldn’t take his warning lightly.”

      There was a long pause before I spoke again. During that time, Dressler continued to work, going over data that appeared to relate to the slip tunnel we had encountered along with scans of the building on the planet.

      “Do you think I made the right call down there?” I asked several minutes later.

      Abigail didn’t hesitate to answer. “Of course you did. If we had lost the Dawn, Centaurus, and Tartarus, not to mention all of the Alliance leaders? I don’t think humanity could have recovered.”

      I squeezed her hand, thankful for her support. “What about you, Doc?”

      She tapped the device before lowering it, then she swept a finger through her bangs and pulled loose strands of dark hair behind her ear. “Do you?”

      “I’m too invested to know,” I said, trying to be honest with her. “I think Abby might be too.”

      Abigail shook her head but stayed silent.

      “But you don’t think I am,” Dressler said.

      I shrugged. “You’ve always had a way of staying objective.”

      She paused, slowly setting the pad on her lap and turning to look at me. Her eyes locked with mine. “I’m only objective when I have to be, but don’t assume it means I don’t care,” she remarked. “If I were placed in your position, given a choice between saving the people I know, here and now, or letting them die with the chance that others might survive later, I don’t know what I would do. That kind of decision happens in the moment. It is impossible to know beforehand, and it is irrational to question it afterward. We can theorize and postulate all we want over the value of one life over many. We can debate moral philosophy and contemplate our values, but no one knows with any certainty whether they would sacrifice their own child to save six others, whether they would give up their wife or husband to save a dozen. They do not know until the second they are asked, and it is only then that our true nature forces our hand to act, whether rationally or not, for that is what it is to be human. If I’m honest and, as you say, objective with myself, then I must concede that I am, like you, a human being. I am bound by affection, hate, attraction, and adoration, the same as everyone else. Would I allow everyone I know to perish if it meant the chance at saving the rest of humanity? I don’t know that I would.”

      “Even if it is for the greater good?” I asked.

      She scoffed. “The greater good. What does such a thing even mean, I wonder? The man Petra loves is resting in a pod right now, barely clinging to life as a result of what happened today. Would her world be better or worse without him? Would the galaxy? Those effects have yet to play themselves out, so to say which decision led us to a better outcome is still premature.”

      “So, you’re saying we don’t know which path was right until we see where it leads us?”

      “Precisely,” she told me. “Theoretically, Mr. Tabernacle’s life is worth no more than anyone else’s, but at the same time, the long term effects of his being alive may shape the galaxy at large, saving hundreds of people or performing extraordinary acts of change. Each moment is a variable, unknowable and increasingly unpredictable, so it is difficult to predict whether or not the decision to save her is going to leave a greater impact than if she had died. In other words, his value is dependent on what follows and how it changes what is to come. As Abigail said, choosing to let us all die may have had detrimental effects on the outcome of the war.”

      “You’re saying I won’t know whether I made the right decision until after the war,” I said.

      “It goes deeper than that, truthfully. Justifying one’s decision is also relative to the one making that decision. You see, you were the one standing in that place today. You decided which path you would take, and suddenly, for no objective reason, the lives of everyone here had more value than the whole of our galaxy. The same is true of Lex, Mr. Tabernacle, and—”

      “And you,” I added.

      She nodded. “And everyone else you hold dear. You gave those lives an even greater importance today, for better or worse. What comes next will decide whether they were worth the cost or not.” She paused, looking back down at her pad, a slight smile forming. “All of that being said, I do appreciate the fact that we’re alive.”

      Abigail spoke up again, meeting my eyes with a serious gaze. “Don’t count yourself out in all of these calculations, Jace.”

      I made a pfft sound and flapped my hand. “I’m just a reformed Renegade, Abby, you know that. Hell, my decisions could be why all of this is happening in the first place.”

      Her lips quirked up at the corner in a smile. “Oh, you’re far more than that. Regardless of what steps brought us to this moment, you are still the man responsible for bringing three warring nations together. People don’t see you as some criminal. Like it or not, you’re a leader.”

      I said nothing, and instead chose to leave the bay. Taking Abigail’s hand, we made our way down the hall to check in on Freddie. Maybe it wasn’t the best time to do it, and maybe going there would do little to help him, but I wanted to see my friend.

      Freddie was strong. Though we had only known each other a short while, I had come to regard the younger man as family. His confession about wanting to marry Petra was at the forefront of my mind, and I was sorry that hadn’t happened before the battle. Looking at his fiance's tear streaked face through the door, I felt anger sweep over me. We couldn’t lose him. Not today.

      I imagined it was Abigail in there, fighting to hold on, and the thought made me sick.

      When I’d met her, she was in the middle of kidnapping Lex from a Union laboratory, putting her life on the line to save a kid she didn’t know from being experimented on. She was selfless and true, and so much better than me. Since then, she and Lex had become everything to me, as had Freddie and the rest of my crew.

      I stopped just outside the medical bay and turned to Abigail. “Lex. I haven’t had a chance to check on her since the fight started.”

      She was on Tartarus, which meant she was probably safe, but still, I should find out for sure.

      I tapped the comm in my ear. "Carl, where’s Lex?"

      "She is currently located aboard Tartarus, Deck 131-B, Section 2. She is watching a cartoon on her pad with Mr. Shaw."

      I wasn’t sure if I had ever been to Deck 131-B or not, but I knew it was fairly deep within the ship, far removed from the bridge or living quarters. The only reason they’d be that far away from the outer decks was if Shaw had insisted on it. Smart, since that would be a far safer location to holed up in. Once this was over, I’d have to buy Shaw a drink and thank him.

      “Thank gods Shaw has taken to her,” said Abigail. “Despite his being Union, I feel much better about him staying with her.”

      “Me too,” I agreed.

      Entering the medical bay, I found Freddie’s pod, Petra sitting vigil beside him, and a handful of injured personnel. Two medics tended to the soldiers while the pod remained isolated, as though they were afraid to go near it. I walked to the free side of the glass, looking inside to see Freddie’s face, his eyes closed and motionless. He looked the same, no better or worse than when he’d been placed here. I wanted to curse the pod for being damaged, but I quickly reminded myself that it was probably keeping him alive, weak as it might be.

      Coming around to the chair on the opposite side, I laid a hand on Petra’s shoulder. “He’s going to make it.”

      She nodded then burst into tears. Abigail hugged her then stepped back. “We’ll give you some space. Let us know if you need anything.”

      We left quietly, not wanting to disturb the poor woman, and headed back to the captain’s quarters. The weight of the day was pulling me down and all I could think about was sleep, even if it was just for a few minutes.

      “Come to bed, Jace,” said Abigail, helping me strip down.

      Content with my woman at my side, I fell into a deep sleep.
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      Solitude. That is what I craved.

      Too bad it would have to wait.

      I was two weeks into my new life as a Renegade, having received my ship from Fratley Oxanos and been given my first real job. It was a simple one: transport some cargo across Union lines to some rich prick’s estate. Don’t ask questions.

      The last thing I wanted to do was shake the cage, so I’d do as I was told and get paid. The more money I made, the faster I could pay off this ship and get myself some new equipment. Fratley had promised he could connect me with an AI vendor to help me navigate, but that would only be the first of many additions to my new ship.

      I had plans. Big plans, and plenty of time to do them. Sure, I was green to the job, but I’d spent my whole life learning how to play this game. That had to count for something.

      “Hughes, step up,” said an officer standing behind a large metallic desk. He had the expression of someone living in a fog, almost half asleep, and the tone in his voice reflected it.

      I got up from my seat in the waiting area and casually made my way to his station, then I sat across from him and nodded. “That’s me,” I said, placing my thumb on the scanner right below the bulletproof glass.

      “What is the nature of your visit to the Union?” he asked.

      “I’m from Epsy. It should come up on your screen there.”

      “Your destination says Dredos,” he remarked, examining what I had to imagine was my ID on the holo behind the glass.

      “Oh, uh, I’ve got friends there. One of them asked me to come spend the weekend, so I thought I would. I was just in the Deadlands to see my nephews.”

      I wanted to smack myself for talking so much. The more lies I told, the greater the chance at getting found out. Was I this stupid? Did I even deserve to be here? If I wasn’t careful, someone would eventually pick up on what I was doing, whether it was today in this office or not. I needed to be more careful.

      The officer slowly looked up at me, his droopy eyes providing no insight into his thinking. “Sounds like you’re a busy man,” he said, smacking his lips. He tapped the keyboard below the screen. “Verification complete. Your ship has been registered and authorized. Have a pleasant trip, sir.”

      “Thanks,” I said, finally getting back up. “Have a good one.”

      I quickly left the desk and made my way to the back of the lobby before checking my pad. Sure enough, the document had come through and I was cleared to cross through the border.

      I had received no inspection this time, lucky for me, but that wouldn’t always be the case. Fratley had shown me the hidden compartments in the ship, and I had already made quick use of them, storing his cargo inside one. If they had tried to inspect me, they would never have found what I was carrying. Not without a deeper clean, which supposedly only happened at the larger checkpoints.

      The little station I was on had two restaurants: a shithole of a diner and a food stand. Not exactly gourmet living but better than the crap I had on my ship, so I took this as an opportunity to get some warm food, flash frozen, prepackaged, and insta-heated as it might be.

      The food stand also sold Mako beer and Starbrand cigars. I wasn’t much of a smoker, but I wasn’t about to turn down a drink.

      I took a seat near the food stand and downed the sandwich faster than I meant to. It was sticky and full of grease, but it was better than anything on my ship. The beer would take longer. Better to savor a bottle than guzzle it, I figured.

      “Was that good?” asked a voice.

      “Hm?” I said, swallowing and turning to see who it was.

      “The sandwich.” It was a woman, dressed in Union attire. She sat beside me on the bench, a plate in her lap with food I hadn’t seen from either vendor. “You inhaled it. Must have been pretty hungry.”

      “I was,” I said, trying to act casual. “Sorry if it bothered you.”

      “It was no bother,” she said, taking out a small fork and stabbing her food with it.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “This? Oh, just some cubed steak and rice. A little verulian approcoto on the side. Would you like some? The other restaurant makes it, but you have to ask. It’s a new item on the menu.”

      “How did you find out about it?”

      “My sister works there,” she explained, smiling.

      “Well, like you said, I just inhaled that sandwich, so I’m fine on food.”

      “Ah, I just assumed you were famished since you ate it so quickly. You’re sure you don’t want a plate of this? My sister’s in the kitchen now and could probably get some for free if you don’t have the money.”

      “I have enough to pay for my own food, thanks,” I said, taking another swig of my beer.

      She took a bite of her steak and didn’t speak again until she swallowed. “I’m sorry if that was offensive. What’s your name, anyway? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Captain Hughes,” I said, simply.

      “Is that a first or last name?”

      “Jace Hughes.”

      “Well, Jace Hughes, what are you doing in the middle of nowhere, I wonder?”

      “Just off to visit some friends of mine over in Dredos, that’s all.”

      She continued eating. “That’s a long way for a man to fly. Where’s the rest of your crew?”

      “Back on the ship,” I said, nodding toward the landing bay.

      She giggled. “Do you always lie so easily?”

      I looked at her, expecting some sort of reaction, but she just continued to eat her food, keeping her eyes on the fork and smiling.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “It’s okay,” she assured me. “I don’t mind if you want to play pretend with me, but you should know I’m in charge of the landing bay scans.”

      I put the beer down. “I should get back to my ship.”

      “You could,” she said, twirling her fork between her fingers. “Or you could tell me why you lied. I know you’re the only one on that ship, but I’m not sure why you’d lie about it, unless you’re doing something illegal. Is that what it is? Are you a smuggler?”

      I said nothing.

      She giggled again. “You must be new to this.”

      “What?”

      “New,” she repeated. “Do you know how many people come through this port every day with a ship full of stolen or illegal contraband?”

      I sat back down beside her, placing my arm over the back so I could face her. “Is that a fact?”

      “It is, yes,” she said, taking yet another bite of her food. “And certain people keep the wheels greased, if you get my meaning.”

      “Certain people?”

      She nodded. “Your employer, for one.”

      I paused, almost frozen. Who the hell was this woman? A cop of some kind? Was I about to have to shoot my way out of this place? And on my first job, too.

      “Oh, would you relax, Mr. Hughes? Mr. Oxanos and I have a special arrangement. Why do you think he sent you through this station, all the way out in the middle of nowhere? The more direct path is a day shorter, after all.”

      She was right. I’d gone far out of my way to come here. “You work for Fratley?”

      I swallowed hard at my own question. That was stupid. I shouldn’t have said his name or even implied that I knew what she was talking about.

      “I wouldn’t say I work for him. We have an arrangement. He sends me credits, and I make sure his runners get to where they need to go. Been doing this for about four years now.”

      “What about your sister?”

      She tilted her head. “Huh? Oh, she really does work at the diner. I brought her here when I got this job.”

      My eyes dropped to her collar and the Union rank. She was an officer, ranked well enough to be in charge of—

      “Do you—” I hesitated, uncertain of how to continue. “Are you in charge of this place?”

      “Correct you are,” she said, a little bit of pride shining through her voice. “It’s not much, but I received command six years ago.”

      I couldn’t believe it. How the hell had Fratley managed to turn a Union officer? And someone in charge of an entire facility. How deep did his pockets go?

      “Now then,” she continued. “I have something for you. You lack a proper RBO agent, from what I was told, so Mr. Oxanos asked me to procure a new ID for you while you’re inside the Union.”

      “An ID?” I asked, blinking stupidly at her.

      “That’s right.” She withdrew a small device from under her plate and handed it to me. “Your ship is registered as the Calibre. Your name is Jace Perkins.”

      “Perkins?” I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that.

      “It’s temporary. Every time you make a run, you’ll have to change it. That pad has an encrypted list to choose from. Same with your ship’s name. You’ll want to find yourself an agent soon so that Mr. Oxanos doesn’t have to keep helping you. He might be nice about it now, but stall too long and you’ll find him very disagreeable.”

      “Right,” I said, looking down at the pad she’d given me. “Thanks.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem. Now, you should probably get back to that crew of yours, don’t you think? Those packages won’t deliver themselves.”

      She stood, giving me a quick smile before calmly walking to the trash and dropping her plate in it. “One other thing,” she said, hands behind her back. “If this isn’t the job for you, I would decide now.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Not many last in your line of work. Being alone on a ship, doing what you do. It takes a lot from you.”

      “I’m fine by myself… and I can handle the work.”

      “If you say so, Mr. Perkins.” She turned around. “Good luck out there.”

      As she left, I felt the room get a little smaller. Had I made a mistake, getting into bed with someone like Fratley? How widespread were his resources that he could buy someone in the Union? Officers were well paid, after all, so what amount of credits was she getting on the side to justify risking her life and career?

      An unsettling thought.

      I decided to wait ten minutes and head back to the ship, then I parked in the first of eight docks. Three of them were empty. This station was small, nestled in a Slip Gap Point that saw very little traffic, unlike the main tunnels that ran out of the Deadlands. Now I knew why I was sent here, rather than a station that made better sense.

      The docks had no attendants. Just a sign in pad beside each of the airlocks. I tapped it and gave my thumb print, causing the door to unlock and provide access to my ship.

      I stepped inside, ready to depart and be on my way. The ship was better than anything I could have imagined. Sure, it smelled like rust and feces, but it was mine. Every day, I woke up, cleaned a section of a room, and got to work on repairs. If I didn’t know how to fix something, I’d spend hours on the gal-net researching how to do it.

      But to have it, I had to go heavy into debt with someone who clearly had more power than I understood. If I was going to last in this business, I’d have to start taking it more seriously. I needed an agent, connections, and people I could rely on. People like that Union woman, maybe.

      I took a seat in my cockpit and strapped in, then I tapped the holo to contact the station. A robotic voice responded with, “Clear for departure, vessel 131.”

      The sound of the docking clamps detached and released me, and I pushed out and away from the airlock.

      I soon activated thrusters and set a course for the nearest slip tunnel. As the rift opened and the light of the tunnel walls illuminated my cockpit, I activated the autopilot to bring the ship inside.

      It would take eighteen hours to reach the end and arrive at the next SG Point, which gave me plenty of time to work on the ship, rest, and have some time with my thoughts. That woman, the officer, had said something about most people failing at this job, but those people had been weak.

      I aimed to have more jobs after this one, and I would succeed where all the others failed.

      As a Renegade.

      It might be tough, and I’d have to do it all alone, but I’d wanted this my whole life. And I wasn’t about to let some stranger in a uniform stop me from having it. I would make my fortune entirely on my own.

      And unlike so many others in this universe, I would be free.
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      My eyes opened at the sound of Sigmond’s voice. "Sir, I am encountering obstructions that may prevent my ability to land.”

      "Obstructions?" I asked, turning to find Abigail gone.

      “Traffic is quite high in the main landing bays. Crowds have formed as personnel attempt to leave their ships. Every landing bay is full.”

      “Is there anywhere else we can land?”

      “Yes, sir. The repair yard for the Celestial ships is mostly clear. I can set us down there.”

      "I don’t care what you have to do, Siggy, but just push us through and get this ship landed."

      "As you wish, sir," he replied.

      I got to my feet and made my way back to the cargo bay. Dressler and Abigail were in the middle of a conversation when I found them again.

      “You’re finally awake,” said Abigail, giving me a cheeky smile.

      “We’re about to land,” I explained. “Had to go around to another deck, though. The others are too full.”

      “The Boneyard,” said Dressler. “I was just informed.”

      “Of course you were,” I remarked.

      The ship rumbled, causing me to grab the nearby rail.

      "We have landed, sir," informed Junior. "Opening cargo hatch now."

      “Have the doctors move Freddie to the med bay and transferred to a working pod,” I ordered. “I want him taken care of immediately.”

      "You need to get to a healing pod as well," said Dressler. "My last scan showed you have some bruising around your lung. That needs attention. You also have a fractured tibia and several damaged tendons."

      "I will, Doc," I promised. "But first, we take care of our historian."

      “Of course,” she said, walking toward the open gate and down the ramp. “If you need me, I’ll be in my workshop.”
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      "I don’t think I have to tell you how busy we are, Hughes," Vick complained. He frowned, the hologram sitting atop the far wall. "This is no time to pat ourselves on the back, so let’s make this quick. We’ve all got work to do."

      Rackham did a good job remaining expressionless, but the others—Alphonse, Abigail, Davon, and Dressler—looked deeply concerned. The only one who seemed genuinely curious was Major-Sanchez.

      "The Sarkonian Empire has work to complete as well," said Sanchez. "Not only do we have facilities and cities to rebuild, but our people are in need of food and medical supplies. What are we doing here, and why couldn’t it wait?"

      The pain meds Dressler had given me were wearing off, and the throbbing in my leg provided just the right level of motivation for me to try to hurry this meeting along. I was bandaged, but I still needed some time in a healing pod. Maybe later.

      "I’ll just come out and say it," I began. "The fight isn’t over. Not even close. The Celestials we saw today only represented a portion of their fleet. I have no idea how much, but the Precursors told me there were others, at least two more of the massive war ships. At this moment, they’re probably gathering the rest of their ships and troops from across the galaxy. Once they do, their next attack will be on Earth, and they’ll bring everything they have against us."

      Alphonse scratched his chin thoughtfully, stoic as usual. Abigail and Dressler looked at one another, one of them more concerned than the other.

      "You’re telling us now?" asked the Major.

      "This is the first chance we’ve had to meet," I explained. "You know, what with all the fighting and trying to stay alive. I only found out about it when I met a Precursor face-to-face down on that planet."

      "A Precursor was there?"

      I sighed, ran a hand through my hair, and took a moment to clear my thoughts. "It wasn’t a Precursor in the flesh. It was something… else, but that’s not the point. He said there were two attacks that were going to happen. The first was the one we saw today. The second was an attack on Earth. I didn’t have time to ask him for details."

      “Because you had to activate that weapon,” said Vick.

      "Yes," said Sanchez. "Please tell us more of this weapon. I believe the Emperor would like to send scientists to study it."

      "I bet he would," I said. "But it wasn’t so much a weapon as a slipspace engine, and now it’s gone.”

      “What do you mean by gone?” he asked.

      “One and done. That thing was one-time-use only. It consumed itself after we activated it, and I don’t expect we’ll be able to get it back online."

      "Do the Precursors have another one?" asked Dr. Davon, a hopeful look in his eyes.

      I shook my head. "No, and we won’t be getting any more help from them, either. The Precursors used that tunnel to communicate with the outside world. Now that it’s sealed, we won’t be able to rely on their help again. It’s up to us now… and no one else."

      Vick exhaled sharply, and the image of his head grew a little smaller as he leaned back in his chair aboard the Centaurus. "Then it’s over. This is how humanity gets exterminated. We all saw those ships. If there are two more, I don’t see how we can hope to beat them."

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, not right away, so I let his words settle in the air. The pain in my chest and sides had grown worse over the last several minutes as well. I felt like every other centimeter on my body was raw and exposed. Even breathing hurt, and if I inhaled too deeply, my collarbone ached. Dressler had offered me another dose of painkillers, but I couldn’t come into this meeting with a foggy head, so I’d declined.

      "This doesn’t have to be the end of humanity," I finally said, leaning a little more on my left leg and holding the nearby chair.

      Major-Sanchez answered this time. “Had it not been for the Precursor weapon, we would not be standing here. And you yourself said the weapon has been destroyed. We can’t contact its creators ever again to see if they have anything else they can offer—even advice or guidance. Without them or another superweapon, our chances of survival are less than they were previously. We may outlast the war, but I must admit today’s events leave me pessimistic."

      I turned to the Imperial officer and studied him for a moment. We hadn’t had a lot of time to speak, but the man seemed reasonable, even despite the Sarkonian arrogance. “If we commit ourselves to this cause, and I mean fully, then we may yet outlast them. I suggest we start by bringing all available ships to Earth and beginning preparations.”

      "If you are suggesting I ask the Emperor to send every ship and soldier we have, leaving the entire empire defenseless, I’m positive he’ll decline. We are currently engaged with numerous conflicts all over the Deadlands and Sarkonian space. Moving those ships will mean heavy losses to our colonies."

      "All fair points,” said Alphonse, finally speaking up. “But the Celestials know where the Empire is, and they know that once Earth is taken out, the rest of human occupied space will follow. What good will those ships do if you’re faced with a Celestial invasion?"

      The Sarkonian shot him a withering glare.

      "Keeping your forces at home might buy you a little time," I added. "But how much time, really? In the end, the Empire will fall. We only get one shot at this."

      "This is not something that has to be explained to me," replied Sanchez. "I am not in command of His Imperial Majesty or the majority of his fleet. I will forward your concerns and this disturbing news to Major-Pascal Sanchez at the conclusion of our meeting, but I can promise nothing."

      "That’s all we can ask," I said.

      "Major-Sanchez," Alphonse said, giving the Sarkonian a slight bow with his head. "I don’t know if you’re aware of my personal history—"

      "If you are speaking of the fact that you were once a Union spy, I am aware. What of it?"

      If Alphonse was bothered by the interruption, he didn’t show it. His face remained as calm and cool as ever. "Thank you for your candor. Part of my duty was keeping an eye out for any new technology the Sarkonian Empire might have been working on. I’m aware of your research laboratories on Vollun and the moon in the Creshid system. I am also aware of what kind of research was being performed at these facilities."

      Vick raised a brow and leaned forward in his chair.

      Alphonse motioned for Sanchez to wait a second before he responded. "There’s no reason to deny they exist, sir. Nor should you be surprised we are aware of them. I only bring it up because of the nature of the work you were doing. I know that they are weapons development facilities. I also know each has made substantial progress toward their respective goals, though perhaps not quite enough to call them successful. Given our available resources, Earth might be able to assist in these projects. All I ask is that you mention the facilities to Major-Sanchez and ask him to speak to your Emperor about cooperation."

      The Imperial Captain studied each of our faces in quick succession before finally speaking. "I will forward your request to the Major about these supposed facilities."

      "What do you think, Vice Admiral? Any chance the Union would be willing to send more ships and soldiers?" I asked.

      Vick nodded. “Whether or not the Sarkonians decide to contribute, you can count on the Union to be there. I’ve seen what these creatures can do firsthand, and I don’t plan on letting them succeed with their proposed genocide. Of course, I will confer with my superiors first then give you specifics later.”

      Each government was in the middle of dealing with rebellions and conflicts of their own. This much, I knew. The Empire was at risk of being overrun by an internal faction within their own ranks—the one Alyss Cortez and Farah Shahi were fighting against. I just hoped they could come together to see the bigger picture, even if it was only temporarily.

      “We’re all still part of the Alliance, and I expect us to all bring everything we’ve got to this fight, whatever it takes. Please, everyone, you know what’s at stake. You’ve seen the enemy. Tell your governments that their politics and treaties don’t matter. If Earth falls, so does the rest of the galaxy."

      "How long?" asked Vick.

      "Carl?" I said.

      The Cognitive appeared in the center of the room. "According to Sigmond’s defense network, there are no Celestial forces within detection range. No other Celestial ships have appeared inside human occupied space."

      "In other words, you have no idea," grumbled Vick.

      The Cognitive inclined his head. "That is correct, Vice Admiral,"

      "We could already be too late," said Davon.

      "That is certainly possible,” said Alphonse. “The Celestials believe themselves to be the superior beings in the galaxy, but they have been defeated. That defeat may cause them to reassess their own forces, causing a delay. This is both a good and a bad thing, as it gives us additional time to establish a defense plan, while also providing them with the time they need to build a more effective attack strategy."

      "How much time do you think we have?" asked Davon.

      "However long it is,” muttered Alphonse. “It won’t be nearly enough.”
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      Freddie was still in a healing pod when I went to check on him.

      I’d been barred from visiting for a full twenty-four hours, even after my time in the pod. During that period, I was with Abigail and Lex.

      As it turned out, the kid had gotten pretty good at drawing. I joined her with my own pad, and together we attempted to replicate an image of a cat, while Abigail looked on. The one I drew was passable—if you squinted and kind of turned your head to one side. Lex laughed at it but told me I did a great job, and for a brief moment I felt like our parental roles had reversed.

      For the most part, we didn't talk much. It just didn't seem to be what she needed. Instead, we drew animals, ate sweets, and watched cartoons. Not exactly a bad day spent, I had to admit, but we both knew it would have been better without the uncertain future looming.

      I stepped out of the shower and dried myself, thinking about some of the animals Lex had drawn. Skunks weren’t ugly, but they certainly weren’t pleasant to be around. Then there was something called a giraffe—a dog with a long neck and a whacky tongue that looked like a toddler’s painting come to life.

      After hanging up my towel, I stretched my newly healed leg, kicking it out a few times. The memory of the pain was still fresh, even if the pod had completely taken care of it. The wound on my leg was gone, too. According to Dressler, if that Berserker’s blade had cut a millimeter deeper, I might have lost it for good.

      The experience, like so many before, was a reminder that the pods had their limits. Sure, you could fix just about anything, but it wasn’t 100%. Hopefully, Freddie’s results would be more optimistic and he wouldn’t suffer with lingering pain.

      "Mr. Hughes," a muffled voice said from outside my room. "Can I come in? Are we going to see Freddie soon like you said?" It sounded like she had her mouth pressed right up to the door.

      "Pretty soon, kid," I replied, hurrying to my clothes I'd laid on my bed earlier.

      Abigail chuckled as she pulled on clothes too.

      "But not now?"

      "Give me a second, Lex. I just got out of the shower and I need to get dressed."

      Lex was just anxious, I reminded myself. Knowing someone so close to us had come close to dying had upset her, no doubt about it.

      I fastened my belt, fixed my shirt, and opened the door to my room.

      "Do you think he’ll wake up?" Lex asked as she entered. “I bet he misses us.”

      "I’m sure he does," I replied as I pulled one of my shoes on. "Just remember, if he’s asleep when we get there, we can’t wake him up. We’ll have to come back later, so don’t get your hopes up."

      "Oh, okay," said Lex, not bothering to hide her disappointment.

      “Don’t worry, Lex,” said Abigail, going to the girl. “Petra is watching over him. She won’t let anything else happen to him.”

      The girl’s eyes lit up. “Because of her superhero arm?”

      “That’s right,” said Abigail, winking.

      Once I was fully dressed, we led Lex out into the corridor, and we made our way over to the medical bay.

      Freddie’s pod was still closed when we arrived, much to Lex’s disappointment. Meanwhile, Dressler and Petra were nowhere to be found.

      According to a nearby tablet, Freddie’s vitals were steady. I could see his chest slowly rise and fall under the clean white sheet he was covered with.

      His wounds looked completely healed, and even though the inside of the pod was illuminated, I didn’t see any scarring.

      We were nearly back home, almost at the edge of Earth’s territory. I was about to be extremely busy preparing our people for an invasion, and the last thing I wanted was for Freddie to be stuck in this box when he should be celebrating his new union with Petra.

      The fight ahead was going to be ugly. At least as bad as the one before it. Fifty percent of the Celestial fleet, while better than the full force, was still a daunting task.

      What I did know was that the people we’d left behind to defend Earth hadn’t been slacking. In fact, they’d exceeded all my expectations. They were up to three thousand drones and counting. The problem was, the supply depots were so far out, it took a lot of time to bring them to the factories.

      Bolin had come up with an interesting idea to use drones as bombs in conjunction with his squadrons. He and the rest of the pilots could use their ships to blow holes in the Celestial capital ships. Then, a drone could carry a bomb inside the hull and detonate from within.

      Not a bad idea, but I’d have to run it by Alphonse, Sigmond, and Dressler to see how viable it actually was.

      "I wish he’d wake up," said Lex, snapping me back to reality. "He looks fine, so why doesn’t he open his eyes?"

      Abigail wrapped an arm over Lex’s shoulder. "Sometimes it takes a while, and Freddie was hurt pretty bad when he went in there. I’m sure it won’t be much longer."

      "Ah, you’re here,” said a familiar voice. Dressler stepped into the little room from the larger waiting area outside. She spotted Lex and gave her a small smile.

      "Hey, Doc. How much longer do you think?" I asked.

      "As soon as I activate the wake-up process," said the doctor, stepping over to the pod. She tapped something into the screen beside it and examined Freddie. “I was going to wait for Petra, but she needed to rest. This will give Mr. Tabernacle a chance to wake up and acclimate.”

      The sealed portion of the pod opened, and Freddie’s eyes soon followed. He groaned, moving like an old man.

      “Freddie!”said Lex. She bounced excitedly at the foot of the pod.

      “H-hey, Lex,” rasped Freddie, then he immediately started coughing.

      “Oh, here you are,” said Dressler, handing him a glass of water. “Drink this.”

      I watched as he gulped down the water and gasped.

      Dressler took the cup and set it on the table beside the pod. “It will take a few minutes for you to regain your senses, so take things slow for now.” She glanced at me. “I’ll be back shortly to check on him. Don’t let him leave the pod.”

      I nodded.

      "Hey, Captain," Freddie said, trying to smile. “Good of you to come see me.”

      "Hey, Fred," I replied. "About time you woke up. We’ve been worried, you know. Plus, you’ve got a wedding to plan.”

      Abigail motioned for Lex to go over and give Freddie a hug, which she promptly did. I watched carefully, waiting for any sign of pain, but it looked like Lex had learned some control over her strength.

      The kid gently pushed him to arm’s length before speaking. "I brought some new drawings I made to show you. Me and Mr. Hughes both made some while we waited for you to wake up.”

      “Is that so?” he asked. “I really appreciate that, Lex.”

      “I may have drawn something called a porcupincle,” I said.

      “Porcupine,” Lex corrected.

      “Let’s just say Jace isn’t winning any awards for his artistry,” said Abigail.

      “These are great,” said Freddie, smiling warmly.

      “We can do it again. I told Abby she can help Mr. Hughes with his drawing,” said Lex. She leaned in closer and whispered, “He isn’t very good.”

      Freddie chuckled.

      I scoffed. "Don’t laugh. I have my own talents.”

      Abigail laughed and placed her hand on mine. “That you do, like getting rid of Celestials. It looks like we’re all still alive. I take it things went well down there?”

      “The mission was a success,” I told her. “But as usual, it’s just gotten more complicated. Tell you what. How about we get you out of here, grab some breakfast, and then I can tell you all about it.”

      “That sounds exactly like what I need. Maybe some bidon steak and eggs.”

      I laughed. “I’ll see what we can do.”

      “Freddie?”

      A watery voice from the doorway drew my gaze. Petra stood there, looking far more tired than I had ever seen her. Still, happy tears shone in her eyes, and the three of us scooted back to let her hug Freddie.

      He grunted a little when she squeezed too hard, but he didn’t complain. I nodded at him over Petra’s shoulders, then we left to give them some privacy.

      Leaving the room, I took Abigail’s hand in mine and squeezed. It was a good day.
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      The next day, things started to go back to normal. Or, as normal as they could, all things considered. Abigail went to see how Octavia’s side project was going, and Lex began her studies for the day with Shaw, leaving me to my own devices.

      As I passed by the cafeteria in the following section, I heard someone call my name.

      “Captain Hughes!” It was Freddie, sitting with Petra. Gingerly, he got up from the stool and came to meet me in the hall. “You’re up early.”

      "Just woke up," I replied. "Moving a little slow this morning. But, we’re all alive.”

      Freddie smiled. “Yes we are. I have you to thank for that. Dressler told me the choice you made.”

      I fanned a hand, not really wanting to hash it out here. “We’ll see how things play out. What about you? Looks like you and Petra are doing alright.”

      "Me? Oh, I’m fine, Captain. A little stiff and sore, but like I said, alive. Speaking of Petra, there's something else I wanted to talk to you about. I don't want you to worry about the wedding—at least for now. I was going to tell you before, but Petra came in and I didn’t think it was a good time. Petra and I have decided to wait until this war is over before getting married. We agreed it would be too much trouble for everyone if we tried, and the last thing we want to do is add stress to all of you."

      "Nonsense," I said. "Don’t be stupid."

      “Stupid?”

      "Or dumb. Or whatever you wanna call yourselves for running scared and giving up. This is something you want. It’s important to you. I say get married, and not after the war. Do it as soon as you can, and stop being a damn coward about it."

      “Where’s this coming from?"

      I took the man by his shoulders and looked him square in the eyes. "Listen, Freddie. We could all die next week. Do you really want to go to your grave without marrying the one-armed badass of a woman you claim to love?"

      “O-of course not, but—”

      “Then don’t wait. Take that plunge and marry her ass. You hear what I’m saying?”

      He nodded. “I think so, but what about everyone else? Won’t this distract people from more important business?”

      “A wedding takes a few hours. We can hold the ceremony in the evening. It’s easy.”

      Freddie smiled broadly. "Okay, if you think it’s a good idea.”

      I smacked him on the back. “Trust me. Don’t wait on it, not if it’s what you want.”

      “Okay, then we’ll do it,” he declared, loud and proud. “And you know, Captain, if you decide you want to do the same thing, I’ll have your back, too. You can count on—"

      “Alright, go on now,” I said, then I cleared my throat. “Get back to your woman. I’ve got somewhere else to be.”

      He turned and hurried away, a bounce in his step I hadn’t noticed before.

      I quickly made my way to our room, hoping to avoid another interruption. Dropping into the captain’s chair, I mulled over the recent events. In a few days, maybe a couple of weeks, Abigail or I might wind up in one of those pods, clinging to what little bit of life we still had.

      The thought was horrifying, and I hoped I’d live to see the day when I wouldn’t have to see my friends hurt or buried. When we could just be left alone in our little corner of the galaxy, free to live however we liked.

      But that dream wouldn’t come today, and certainly not tomorrow, but maybe someday. If we were lucky.

      Until then, I’d fight to keep these people safe, whether that threat came in the form of Celestials or some other force. Earth was my home, and I would sure as hell die to protect it.
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      I stood on the bridge, waiting for the transmission from the Vice Admiral and Major-Sanchez.

      Vick showed up first, appearing on the holo in front of me in full officer greys. During our brief but intense time together, I felt I had come to know the man on some level. His jaw was set in a look of determination, but not defeat, making me think he had managed to convince the Union of our needs.

      “Captain Hughes,” he said, nodding once in greeting.

      “Vice Admiral,” I said, returning the gesture. “Tell me you have some good news.”

      "I do," he replied, getting right to it. "Major-Pascal is delayed, but he asked me to convey both decisions. The temporary treaty has been signed, though I believe the Sarkonians may have gotten the better end of this deal. According to my sources, they have lost a good number of their forces and are struggling to regroup so quickly.”

      "We need to keep the pressure on them to deliver," I replied. "I’d bet they’ve got more ships than they’re letting on. Even if they don’t, it’ll have to be enough. We’re in the final stretch now, which means every single ship counts, as does every soldier we can have on the ground."

      "Agreed," he replied. "I’ve routed the remaining fleet to Earth, as you requested. It will take several days for the first ships to arrive, and up to two weeks for the rest. At the moment, they are spread out over three sectors, hunting for the pirates who have been harassing and robbing merchants in the area. Militias have been called up to protect the localities, but I expect there will be a lengthy recovery period, should we be successful with the Celestials. They are the last of our forces, Hughes. If this fails, we will have nothing left."

      "I understand.”

      "And you’re sure that you understood the Precursor correctly? No chance there might’ve been some, I don’t know, translation issues?"

      "No chance. The Precursor was clear. He specifically told me that the forces we had around Tartarus wouldn’t be enough to defeat the Celestials, and he was right. We’ll need everyone to help us. The Union, the Sarkonians, rebels, Renegades, and outlaws. Whoever we can find."

      “Rebels and outlaws? Are you suggesting we invite criminals to fight alongside us?”

      I smiled. “You act like you haven’t done that before.”

      “That’s a different case,” he said dismissively. “You’ve proven yourself, but the people you’re referring to can’t all be vetted, and each one is different. We don’t have the resources or the time. How many of them are opportunists looking for an easy payday?”

      “Quite a few, I’d imagine,” I admitted.

      “Then why should we ask them for their help?”

      “Because we will give them an enemy that forces them to make a choice. A choice with consequences. We won’t convince them all, but it’ll be enough to make a difference. Trust me, Vick. We can sway them. Release every  bit of footage we have on the gal-net, put out the call. Tap every resource in the Deadlands. Every Constable, every Sparrow.”

      He laughed. “Ever the optimist. Fine. I suppose if there was ever a situation that called for such a desperate move, this would be it."

      "Ain’t that the truth.”

      The only way to win this was going to be with superior firepower. Vick knew that, and I was willing to bet I could convince the others to believe it, too.

      “Do you have enough sway with your government to convince them to send medics and engineers?” I asked.

      Vick smiled. "Don’t you know who I am yet? Give me a little credit, Hughes. I’m still working on it, but you’ll get your support."

      "Find a way," I told him. "I’ll reach out and work on the rest.”

      “If anyone can convince the other Renegades and thieves to join us, it’s one of their own,” said Vick. “Or have you allowed those old connections to fade?”

      “I’ve kept some channels open,” I said.

      The thought of trying to talk or force a bunch of Renegades to join our cause was a difficult one. Renegades were used to working on their own, but if I could convince them to see the bigger picture, surely some of them would join us. I already had a few that I could try reaching out to, not to mention the Sarkonian rebels I’d met recently.

      “Some of them might want pardons,” I went on. “Think you can accommodate?”

      “If they dedicate themselves to the cause, I’m sure we can work something out,” said Vick easily.

      "I know some people," I admitted. “The rest might ask for money.”

      "Consider it done," he said. "Contact your people. Offer ten thousand open contracts so we can get as many ships as possible, but use your judgement on which to prioritize. We can work out logistics.”

      A fleet of Renegades would be a sight to see.

      “And what of Earth?” he asked. “Where do we stand on the ground?”

      "Sigmond is working his drone production plants as fast as he can, but he can only move so fast. Our facilities are being repurposed on the surface for combat readiness while civilians and refugees are moved underground to the Core. I have every available person working overtime to build temporary homes and bunkers. They’re doing their best, all things considered."

      "We’ll load our cargo holds with medicine and food, as much as we can. What else?"

      “That’s it for now,” I said. “We’ll try to reach out to as many people as we can while Earth prepares for more arrivals.”

      “Understood. Very good, Hughes. I’ll relay our new directives to the rest of the fleet, or what’s left of it.”

      I nodded as the holo cut out, then I turned to the two individuals who had been listening but stayed out of the feed range. With Vick gone, both Shaw and Alphonse joined me in a tight circle.

      "Getting the Sarkonians to agree to work with criminals may prove difficult,” Shaw mused.

      “Desperate times,” I said.

      “Amnesty for Renegades and rebels,” said Alphonse. “All they have to do is save humanity.”

      "It won’t be a thing you can ask for," said Shaw. "It will be something you’ll need to enforce. A guarantee that will have to come from you. These people don’t trust the Union or the Empire, but they may trust a former Renegade.”

      “Especially the Renegade himself,” said Alphonse, half smiling. “The most wanted man in the galaxy.”

      “Formerly most wanted,” I reminded him.

      “Regardless, we’ll need to expect the worst of both sides,” Shaw put in. “They’re unlikely to uphold whatever promises they make for these outlaws, which means you’ll need to assure them that you can protect them.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” I asked.

      “By giving them refuge, should the need arise,” said the old man.

      I understood what he meant. No reasonable outlaw would agree to join ranks with the Union or the Sarkonians unless they knew there was somewhere they could go. That place would have to be Earth, or at the very least one of its systems.

      As difficult as that would be, I knew Shaw was right. The galaxy was growing smaller. The Deadlands, even more so. Both governments would likely resume their conflict as soon as this war was over. If not tomorrow, then in a decade or two, and it would further weaken the space between them. There would soon be nowhere that free men could live and do as they pleased. I would have to make them see that their only option would be to join us.

      "There are, of course, other options as well," said Alphonse. "Smaller governments that currently exist outside of known space. They are associated with neither the Union nor the Sarkonians and may come to our aid if we can contact them. Some of them have wise leadership who would know the value in the Alliance. We could convince them to join. Not all of them, but enough to matter."

      "What systems?" I asked. "Are you talking about rebel factions like Cortez and the other Sarkonian rebels?”

      "That’s one, yes," Shaw acknowledged. "There are many others, some of which are quite powerful, from what I know of them.”

      “And you know how to reach them?” I asked.

      “I’m still owed some favors," replied Shaw. I waited for more, but he didn’t elaborate.

      "Call all your so-called favors in," I told him. "Put the screws to any who resist. Whatever you think it’ll take to convince them.”

      "What about that group you mentioned some time ago, the one giving the Union some trouble?” Alphonse asked, looking at Shaw. “I believe you mentioned the leader was a Reaper.”

      Shaw smiled, a mischievous glint lighting his eyes. "Ah, yes. He’s being called The Last Reaper in some circles. His real name is Halek Cain, and, according to my contacts, he can be… unpredictable.”

      “Unpredictable could be good,” I mused. “But you mentioned before that he was an experiment. Something about cybernetic upgrades. While I’ve seen Petra do some damage with her bionic arm, I’m not sure one man will be that helpful.”

      “The Union experimented on humans before Lex. The Reapers were one such program. Most are wiped out now, but Cain remains alive. He’s not just a soldier with cybernetics, Captain Hughes. This man is the best at what he does.” Shaw paused, readjusting so he could lean against the nearby railing. “My sources report that he has gone past our furthest borders and made contact with settlements we were not aware of. He’s managed to build a fleet of his own. I’m not sure this group would be willing to help, but I can try reaching out."

      This was unexpected news. An untapped source of ships? It was too good an opportunity to pass up.

      "Politics and borders don’t matter anymore," I said. "Mobilize every capable group and convince them of what needs to be done. We have a war coming to our door… Not just Earth’s, but humanity’s. Make the call.”
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      Greetings Renegades,

      It’s been a little while since I released a new Renegade book. As you can imagine, the world has been a little crazy these last few months (I’m writing in this in the middle of a pandemic, riots, protests, and so much more), but I also moved to a new place, which is always time consuming.

      That said, I hope you enjoyed Renegade War, the penultimate chapter in the Renegade Star saga. There’s only one more book to go, which will wrap up the entire story of Jace Hughes and his ever-growing crew of misfits from across the galaxy.

      That’s right, Renegade Peace is coming soon and aims to conclude this 16 book series with one last explosive finale. But don’t worry, it won’t take me nearly as long to write. I’ve already started and plan to finish within two months.

      And what comes next? Well, I’m scaling way back on cowriting projects in order to have more time for my own work. I’m diving straight into a brand new series as soon as Renegade is over. That series will be called, Exodus Ark. It’ll be my first new series in over three years.

      2020 has been a whirlwind year for everyone, but I hope we can all still appreciate the feeling of getting lost in a good story. Nothing has brought me more joy than writing these books and sharing them with you, so I’m not going anywhere, especially when the series ends. You can expect a few more Renegade Universe stories, including a prequel series about Jace (the first of which is already written and awaiting publication).

      If you want to keep up with these books, discuss them, or ask me questions about what’s coming next, be sure to join the Renegade Readers facebook group. We have over 6,000 members, focused on sharing our love of science fiction (but mostly just the memes).

      Renegade Peace is right around the corner, and it will show us a world unlike any that we’ve seen before. You’ll get more Jace, Abby, Lex, and all the rest, but most of all, everything will wrap up (and then some), so get ready.

      Until then, thanks 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 or heading to my website jnchaney.com. 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.
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        HUMANS – VERDUNIANS

      

      

      Jace Hughes: Known as the Renegade, he is a former smuggler, gun-for-hire, currently the captain of the Renegade Star and the leader of Earth.

      

      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 often helms the Galactic Dawn on various recruitment missions in the Deadlands, searching for new colonists to bring to Earth.

      

      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.

      

      Octavia Brie: Assistant archaeologist, brilliant pilot, combat expert, 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.

      

      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.

      

      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 weeks.

      

      Lex: Discovered in a small pod when she was just an infant, Lex spent most of her early 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 of humanity 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.

      

      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 team, he has been given his own command and remains a valued squadron leader in the battle to defend Earth.

      

      Camilla Abernathy: Teenage daughter of Bolin Abernathy.

      

      Angus: Jace first encountered Angus on Z-28K, a Union controlled mining moon. He bartered with Jace for his people’s safe passage to Earth. He is now a trusted part of the community and helps to keep things in line when Jace is busy offworld. Angus is a master computer technician. He also has four daughters, all of whom share the same red hair as their father.

      

      McCabe: A former employee of the Vernise Trading Co. and current Alliance pilot, loyal to Jace.

      

      
        
        HUMANS – UNION

      

      

      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 leader of the Union fleet in charge of the Union’s activity within the Alliance. He and Jace’s relationship started off strained due to Vick’s friendship with Marcus Brigham, though it has since become more amiable. Vick continues to largely distrust both the Sarkonians and Jace, but he has, thanks to the influence of those around him, begun to see the value in his former adversary.

      

      Lieutenant Oberon Rackham: Vice Admiral Vick’s righthand man and go-to proxy for any missions involving Earth. Rackham has developed a strong respect for Jace and remains an advocate for the treaty between their two people. He is open minded and keeps a calm head in tense situations.

      

      Patrick Shaw: The former Admiral-General was pushed into early retirement when he sided with Jace in the conflict against the Celestials. He is a former Constable leader and Alphonse’s mentor. Due to his experience, he has accumulated a wealth of knowledge during his time in the Constable training. This, coupled with his many contacts across the galaxy who funnel him information on current events, he stands ready to prove his value even to the most cynical of critics.

      

      
        
        HUMANS – SARKONIAN EMPIRE

      

      

      Emperor-Joden Proscerios IV: The teenage leader of the Sarkonian Empire. He has a slight obsession for all things related to Earth, particularly ancient relics. Because of this, he was more than willing to give Jace the entire Aldera system in exchange for a few hundred Earth artifacts.

      

      Major-Pascal Sanchez: The proxy sent by the Sarkonian Emperor to oversee the Empire’s interests when it comes to Alliance activities. He’s quite astute, respectful, and highly capable. For these reasons (and more), Jace suspects him to be a Sparrow, the Sarkonian equivalent of a Constable, though no true evidence has ever come to light.

      

      Dr. Davon: Sarkonian scientist with working knowledge of old Earth technology. He has been working with Dr. MaryAnn Dressler side-by-side and remains one of the only other scientists that she respects. His main concern is learning and understanding anything and everything to do with Earth, the Eternals, and the Celestials.

      

      
        
        HUMANS – NEW ETERNALS

      

      

      Leif Wisand: Leader of the Eternals who have been roaming uncharted space to escape the Celestials for hundreds of years. Leif arrived in a broken space station with his people through the slip tunnel at the center of the Earth, immediately warning Jace of the Celestial threat. Leif often works directly with Karin, assisting in managing Earth’s growth and day-to-day operations.

      

      
        
        HUMANS – DESCENDANTS

      

      

      Karin Braid: A young (relative to other Descendants) but highly capable leader. Karin’s mother Lucia taught her everything she knows. She and her people are descendants of a group of Eternals from a lost scientific research colony, though they do not retain all of their ancestors’ genetic abilities. 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 still highly capable and one of the best hand-to-hand fighters alive. Her expertise with a staff made her a valued asset on any mission, though she died defending her friends as they escaped the invasion of Tartarus. Lucia is survived by her husband and daughter. She was a good friend to Jace, despite their banter, and he continues to think of her often.

      

      Josef (Jo): Karin’s father. 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.

      

      Chelanah: Capable pilot and fighter who is tasked with teaching new trainees.

      

      Petra: Freddie’s fiancé. She lost an arm to the trilobites and was outfitted with a cybernetic replacement. This gave her superior strength though she is still getting used to it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        COGNITIVES

      

      

      Athena : 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.

      

      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.

      

      Gaia: The Cognitive in charge of Project Reclamation, which includes the re-terraforming of Earth’s ecosystem.

      

      Carl: The Celestial Cognitive who is tasked with running Tartarus. He turned against his people after interacting with Athena and seeing that other lifeforms were important as well.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        OTHER TERMS

      

      

      Celestials: Genetically perfected humans who believe all inferior life should be eradicated from the cosmos. They will stop at nothing to ensure they are the only beings to exist. Four classes of the Celestials have been discovered.

      Primus: The highest class, considered the smartest, and those that most closely resemble their human ancestors. They control all other classes and oversee genetic manipulation.

      Scouts: Tall, thin, and light, they are built for reconnaissance missions. Their main hard light weapon is a pair of wings.

      Berserkers: Hulking creatures built for heavy combat. Their primary hard light weapon are two swords from cuff embedded into their forearms.

      Rangers: Sniper class who favor hard light projectiles in the form of glowing blue orbs that shatter into a dozen lines of deadly light.

      

      Descendants: Survivors from the destroyed ice planet. They are hardy survivors and deadly warriors who have harnessed the power of fusion cores, a smaller version of the larger Tritium cores. Fusion cores are used in their weaponry.

      

      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.

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Renegade Star Universe

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Renegade Star Universe

        Click the titles below to reach the book’s Amazon page
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        The Renegade Star Series

      

      

      They say the Earth is just a myth. Something to tell your children when you put them to sleep, the lost homeworld of humanity. Everyone knows it isn't real, though. It can't be.

      

      But when Captain Jace Hughes encounters a nun with a mysterious piece of cargo and a bold secret, he soon discovers that everything he thought he knew about Earth is wrong. So very, very wrong.

      

      Climb aboard The Renegade Star and assemble a crew, follow the clues, uncover the truth, and most importantly, try to stay alive.
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        The Last Reaper Series

      

      

      

      When a high value scientist is taken hostage inside the galaxy's most dangerous prison, Halek Cain is the only man for the job.

      

      The last remaining survivor of the Reaper program, Hal is an unstoppable force of fuel and madness. A veteran amputee-turned-cyborg, he has a history of violence and a talent for killing that is unmatched by any soldier. 

      

      With the promise of freedom as his only incentive, he’ll stop at nothing to earn back his life from the people who made him, imprisoned him, and were too afraid to let him die.
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        The Orion Colony Series

      

      

      

      Humanity’s Exodus is about to begin.

      

      When half of mankind revolts and demands more opportunity, those at the top decide on a compromise: they will build the first colony ships and allow those who are willing to discover new worlds to leave and start over.

      

      Twelve ships are built, the first of which is called Orion. Many are eager to go, but only one hundred thousand are chosen for each vessel. Far from Earth, a new life awaits, and it promises the prosperity they’ve always wanted.

      

      But still, resistance stirs, eager to sabotage this new expansion effort, threatening the promise of a new life. As Orion moves through the void of space, towards a distant world, its passengers must fight for survival in an unprecedented conflict. 

      

      Win or lose, their future will be forever changed.
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        The Fifth Column Series

      

      

      

      After a soldier is left for dead, Eva Delgado's life begins to unravel.

      

      The truth of what happened remains a mystery, and the government will stop at nothing to keep it buried.

      

      Together with the unit's medic, Eva finds herself branded a terrorist and enemy of the State, hunted by two opposing governments.

      

      When the pair uncover a plot that could have ramifications for the whole galaxy, they know they have to act, but it will take all of their training, cunning and just a bit of luck to do what no one else has achieved.

      

      But what do you do when every secret begets another? And how far will you go to find the truth?
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        Nameless (Abigail’s Story)

      

      

      

      Abigail and Clementine were just a couple of orphans looking for a home. 

      

      But when the two girls witness something terrible, they have no choice but to leave their orphanage and go into hiding. The only person willing to take them in is a man named Mulberry, but his home isn't the safest place for two innocent children.

      

      Abigail and Clementine quickly discover that their new caretaker is the head of a guild of assassins, and the two are thrown into a whole new world of danger. To survive, they'll need to adapt, focus, and learn how to survive in a world of killers.
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        The Constable (Alphonse’s Story)

      

      

      

      My name is Alphonse Malloy, and I see everything.

      

      From a simple glance, I know your hobbies, what you ate for breakfast, how well you slept, and whether or not your wife is secretly seeing the high school biology teacher when you're not around.

      

      I can't explain how or why I get these feelings, only that I know they're true. 

      

      All the little secrets you're too afraid to tell.

      

      Sometimes, that means helping people. Other times, it means staring down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      

      I wish I could tell you I was using this ability for good.

      

      I wish I could tell you a lot of things.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Constable Returns

      

      

      

      Alphonse Malloy may just be the smartest man alive.

      

      A year has passed since Alphonse joined the Constables, but his work is only just beginning. In order to graduate and achieve full Constable status, Alphonse will need to complete one final mission.

      

      When new information about an old enemy arises, Al and his mentor Dorian must head deep into the Deadlands in search of answers.

      

      But in a galaxy of secrets, the truth is often more elusive than it seems.

      

      As the search continues, Alphonse's talents will be pushed to their absolute limit, and he'll need everything he's learned to make it out of this one alive.
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        Warrior Queen (Lucia’s Story)

      

      

      

      On a lost world, far removed from Earth, a group of humans struggle to survive.

      

      Two thousand years after their ancestors lost control of a hidden genetics research facility, the descendants of mankind have been reduced to a tribe of two hundred survivors. They fight, kill, and die in an endless cycle, all in the hope that things will get better.

      

      Lucia is one of these colonists and the daughter of the tribe's leader, the Director. Together with several other candidates, she must soon undergo a trial to decide her father's replacement. The winner will shape the future of the entire colony.

      

      But the trial is dangerous, meant to test each candidate's wits and strengths to see who is truly worthy. To claim victory, Lucia will need to venture out into the tunnels near the city to search for lost artifacts known as Cores--small but powerful devices capable of harnessing endless energy.

      

      But there are monsters here, waiting in the dark, and they are always hungry. Beware the Boneclaw, Lucia's father use to tell her, for it lives only to kill and to feed.

      

      Lucia must do whatever it takes, learn as much as she can, and fight with every ounce of strength if she hopes to make it through the day.

      

      Forget winning the trial. The real challenge is staying alive.
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        Resonant Son Series

      

      

      

      30 floors of nightmare fueled action. An ex-cop with nothing left to lose.

      

      After losing his job and family, Flint Reed finds himself in the middle of a terrorist attack. With nothing but his wits and experience as a former Union police officer, he must do everything he can to stay alive.

      

      As he soon discovers, however, there are also hostages, and no one is coming to save them.

      

      All hope falls to Flint.

      

      But as he fights to navigate the building, the real answers begin to unravel. What are the terrorists really after, and why are they so intent on getting into the vault?

      

      Experience the beginning of the Resonant Son series. If you're a fan of Die Hard, Renegade Star, or the Last Reaper, you'll love this epic scifi thrill ride.
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        Galactic Law Series

      

      

      

      Lethal force is authorized.

      

      In the wild space of the Deadlands, Taurus Station is where miners and tourists come to play, and the ravager gangs follow close behind. Out here, far from the civilized world, the Law has a name.

      

      Gage Walker is the son of hard-nosed asteroid miners. Brash, rough, and crude, he's one of the few deputies working the station.

      

      Still a rookie, Walker is tasked with the security of a mining magnate's daughter, an easy job that quickly takes a turn for the worst.

      

      The ravager gangs want her, and it falls to Walker to find out why.

      

      In a chase across Taurus Station, Deputy Walker must prove he's fit to wear the badge and issue his own form of justice...one body at a time.
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        Deadland Drifter Series

      

      

      

      When a dental appointment goes sideways, former Union Operative Jack Burner wakes to find himself drugged, and imprisoned.

      

      And he's given a choice: assassinate an Admiral... or allow himself to be killed.

      

      With no other option, Jack reluctantly accepts the mission, only to find himself being trailed by a mysterious blonde woman... and she may or may not want him dead.

      

      As if dealing with a terrorist group wasn't enough.

      

      With the fate of the Admiral and thousands of lives on hanging in the balance, Jack stands in the middle of an event that could ignite a war on the edge of the Deadlands and Union Space.

      

      Despite his exceptional abilities, training, and tenancy, even Jack has little to no chance of preventing this particular powder keg from exploding.

      

      He's going to need a miracle.
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the Facebook group called “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.” This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group

      

      

      

      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.
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      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit the link and enter your email address.

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

      

      Enjoying the series? Help others discover the Renegade Star series by leaving a review on Amazon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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
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        * * *

      

      
        
        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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