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      Who are the Celestials?

      

      Captain Jace Hughes is about to embark on a crusade against the greatest enemy any human has ever faced. The Celestials are unrivaled in their brutality, technology, and strength.

      

      But the former captain of the Renegade Star will not be swayed.

      

      With new allies, a joint armada, and a healthy dose of determination, Jace must launch a campaign of exploration through the largest slip tunnel in the known galaxy.

      

      With no knowledge of what awaits him, he must rally his people and learn all that he can about this unknown enemy.

      

      But what terrible secrets await the crew on the other side, tucked quietly in the void so far from home?

      

      Experience the continuation of this sprawling galactic tale in the tenth entry in the Renegade Star series.
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        Humans

      

      

      Jace Hughes : Renegade, smuggler, gun-for-hire, former Captain of the Renegade Star, and the most wanted man in the galaxy.

      

      Abigail Pryar (Abby) : Kidnapper, assassin, former nun, and Jace’s second-in-command. Abigail risked her life in order to rescue the albino child Lex from a Union laboratory, inciting a series of events that would lead her to encountering Jace on Taurus Station. She now helms the Galactic Dawn on a recruitment operation 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 life in a Union lab, due to her unique physiology and strange tattoos. The Union correctly believed that Lex held the key to rediscovering the lost homeworld known as Earth. Due to her Eternal ancestry, Lex possesses advanced healing, a greatly extended lifespan, albino skin, white hair, and blue eyes.  As far as she or anyone else knows, Lex is truly the last of her kind, being the only pureblood Eternal known to exist. Despite this, Lex remains cheerful, often shining a light in an otherwise dark or dire situation.

      

      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.

      

      Karin Braid : A young but highly capable leader. Karin’s mother Lucia taught her everything she knows. She and her people are descendants of a group of Eternals, though they do not possess all of their original abilities, such as immortality. Having spent a great deal of time with the Cognitive Janus, Karin is well-versed in ancient technology and remains a highly effective engineer, should the need arise.

      

      Lucia : Over a century old, Lucia is still highly capable and one of the best hand-to-hand fighters on Titan. Her expertise with a staff makes her a valued asset on any mission.

      

      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.

      

      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.
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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.
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        Other Terms

      

      

      Eternals : Advanced humans who have been genetically modified with advanced healing and extremely long lifespans. After a few centuries, an additional mutation caused the Eternals to develop albino features, giving them a distinct appearance. They are responsible for most of Earth’s advanced technology, including the seed colony ships, such as Titan, as well as Tritium cores, slipspace drives, and Cognitives.

      

      Transients : Normal humans who do not possess the Eternal gene. After Eternals arose on Earth, Transient humans were delegated to the lower class, unable to accumulate wealth or obtain high-level positions in either business or politics. This stagnation led to a rebellion in which the Transients demanded equal opportunity. To satisfy this need, the Eternals offered them a deal: venture out into the far-flung reaches of the galaxy and colonize distant worlds, taking their lives into their own hands. The Transients agreed, and so began the greatest mass exodus in Earth’s history.

      

      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.
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      “This is a joke, right?” asked Octavia. She stood half out of her strike ship’s hatch, one arm looped inside. She and a few others had landed aboard Titan while the rest remained in orbit.

      “I’m afraid not,” I said, glancing around at the rest of my crew as they assembled. I’d called them on my way in to tell them the results of my meeting with Vice Admiral Vick. After showing him the Celestial threat in an up-close-and-personal way by slamming a lifeless head on his conference table, he’d agreed, albeit cautiously, to work with us.

      There was just one stipulation. We would have to allow a group of Union officers access to our facilities on Earth. There would also be a joint operation into Celestial space to investigate the area surrounding the other side of the slip tunnel, all under the supervision of one of Vick’s most trusted officers.

      “It was either this or war,” I explained, looking at Freddie and Abigail before returning my eyes to Octavia. “And I wagered none of you wanted the latter.”

      “That’s the truth,” said Angus, crossing his hefty arms and thumbing the scruff of his chin.

      “All that matters is that the plan worked,” said Abigail. “We’ve averted confrontation.”

      “For now,” inserted Freddie.

      “I’ll take it,” I said, stepping down from my ship.

      Octavia did the same, climbing out and touching the hangar bay floor. “I’m still surprised that worked,” she said. “That man’s distaste for us runs thick enough to cut. I thought he might be too far gone to reason with.”

      “Hate is a powerful motivator, but self-preservation even more so,” said Abigail.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, shaking my head. “I fully expect Vick to screw us as soon as he thinks the threat is gone.”

      “Or if he believes there is no threat,” said Octavia. “Your stunt with the head will only carry this ceasefire for so long. Eventually, he’ll move on us.”

      “We won’t let him forget,” said Abigail.

      “No, we won’t,” I agreed.

      The truth was, even though we’d bartered time with Vick, it was fresh and new, which meant it could easily break. That was the problem with truces. The newer they were, the faster they could fall apart. We’d have to show our enemy that we were better as allies, and that was going to be challenging.

      “They’ve agreed to withdraw half their fleet,” I said. “But I don’t expect them to go far.”

      Sigmond appeared beside Freddie, causing him to flinch. “Which is why I have taken the liberty of scattering the drones.”

      “Scattering?” asked Abigail.

      “I had Siggy keep a reserve behind the nearest planet,” I explained, referring to the world the Titan database called Mars. “Had we fought them here, the drones would have attacked from behind while we engaged the front.”

      “Those drones are now being dispersed to the slip tunnels throughout the system,” explained Sigmond. “I’m also producing more as we speak. I estimate I’ll have another two hundred within the next forty-eight hours.”

      Freddie gawked at the figure. “So many?”

      “Half were already in production,” said Sigmond.

      “In the meantime,” I said, calling their attention back, “we need to figure out how we’re going to handle these visitors. I don’t want them anywhere near the Eternals or the birthing pods. Siggy, tell Dressler to lock up anything related to her research, the animals, whatever.” I paused. “And keep them away from Gaia.”

      “Why Gaia?” asked Freddie.

      “Because she’s too involved with Earth. Gods only know what she’s got inside that broken head of hers, and I don’t want the Union sorting through her code. Siggy and Athena are locked into Titan, but the same ain’t true of her. If they send someone to the Earth’s core, they might be able to extract something,” I said, pausing again. “In fact, best send a few guns down there to watch her Capsule.”

      “I’ll contact Lucia. She’s already down there, along with everyone else,” said Octavia.

      “Perfect,” I said, letting out a sigh. “We’re still on the ledge here, but if we mind our feet, we can keep from falling. Just don’t let your guard down. I want eyes on every Union boot as it hits the ground. Think you can do that, Siggy?”

      “Of course, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      “Who’s the Union officer?” asked Freddie. “The one you said was in charge on their end.”

      I pulled out my pad and brought up the conditions Vick and I had agreed to. “Lieutenant Oberon Rackham,” I said, reading off the screen. “Along with six of his dearest and closest friends.”
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        * * *

      

      The Union ship touched down within an hour of receiving clearance. Abigail and I stood in the field with Bolin’s squad beside us, each of them armed but no weapons drawn. I thought it best to show our strength without exhibiting hostility. The last thing I wanted was for Rackham and his team to feel on edge, but I couldn’t let them think we were soft, either.

      When the door slid open and two Union soldiers stepped down, I felt my hand twitch toward my holstered pistol.

      Easy, I thought, stifling my fingers and taking a breath.

      What can I say? Old habits are hard to break.

      I knew Rackham when I saw him. Blond curly hair, blue-gray eyes, and a splash of freckles on his forehead. He looked young from a distance, though the portrait on the pad showed wrinkles around his eyes. He was late-thirties, by my guess, and according to Sigmond, a military man for half his life. I could only guess why anyone would choose a career like his, but I was sure he had his reasons.

      We all made the best of the cards we were dealt. I know I had.

      “Captain,” said Rackham, approaching me with his team of armed soldiers.

      I kept my focus on him, trying to appear relaxed. “Pleasure,” I said, giving him a nod.

      “I’d like to have a look around your camp before we get started on the rest, if you don’t mind,” he said, eying the area behind me.

      “What for?” I asked.

      “If you’re worried about me spying on you, don’t be,” he said, a casual smile on him. “I’m not interested in that. I simply prefer to have a look at the people I’m working with. In this case, that includes your entire group. Not just you. I want to meet the head of the Eternals you referenced in your report. Leif, wasn’t it? And the woman you called Karin, the leader of another group you assimilated, not to mention your advisory board.”

      “You’ll have the full tour right away,” I assured, motioning for him to follow. “We can go now if you like.”

      “That would be great,” said Rackham.

      He walked beside me as I made my way through the field and toward the nearby homes. Several Eternals worked a small garden beside the dome at the center of the newly-constructed village.

      “How long did it take you to settle here?” he asked, looking around.

      “A month, more or less,” I explained. “We just moved to this spot. Had some trouble with the Celestial I told Vick about. I’m sure you saw the report.”

      “I did.”

      A few children ran by, nearly knocking into Rackham. One of the soldiers behind him stiffened, but then relaxed. Rackham might be calm, but his escort seemed to be ready to attack at a moment’s notice.

      “Is this your entire enterprise?” asked Rackham. “There must be more people.”

      “They’ve been moved to different locations,” I replied.

      “Titan?” he asked.

      “Among others,” I said. “You’ll pardon me if I don’t tell you where.”

      He smiled. “Of course.”

      I was more than open to working with the Union and sharing information, but that courtesy didn’t extend to the whereabouts of my people, most of whom were still inside the center of the planet. They were safer there than on the surface, at least with the Union orbiting the planet, and I had no interest in sharing any of that with Rackham.

      “That dome,” he began. “Is that where the animals are birthed? Your report mentioned the Celestial attacking a similar facility, correct?”

      “It did, but those domes are all over the planet, and each one handles a different set of animals,” I said.

      “Fascinating,” he commented, and the look on his face mirrored the sentiment. “Once we brief your people, I’d love to see the inside.”

      “I’ll check with Dressler and see what we can do,” I assured him.
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        * * *

      

      “Everyone, listen up,” I announced, standing at the head of a table with fifteen seats. “As I’m sure you’ve all noticed, we’ve got ourselves some company. Rackham and his team will be on the ground for the next few days while we put together a plan to explore the other side of the Celestial slip tunnel.”

      I was of course referring to the same tunnel that the Eternals had used to travel to Earth, currently resting inside the planet’s core.

      I looked at Alphonse, giving him a quick nod as I took my seat.

      He rose and cleared his throat. “The away team will consist of key personnel from Earth as well as the Union. Each half will be hand selected by myself and Lieutenant Rackham. Upon arrival through the tunnel, we shall assess the situation and determine our next course of action.”

      “Can you elaborate on that?” asked Octavia. “Do we have a plan A and a plan B, depending on the situation?”

      Alphonse smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Ms. Brie. Should the Celestials be nearby, we’ll evacuate immediately without engagement.”

      “What if they see us when we come out of the tunnel?” asked Abigail.

      A light appeared on the center of the table as Sigmond manifested himself. “I believe I have a solution to that,” he remarked.

      “We have been working on a way to maintain a ship’s cloak ever since our acquisition of the Sarkonian vessels,” explained Alphonse.

      “You’ve cracked it, then?” asked Hitchens. “Very good, sir!”

      “Nearly,” said Alphonse. “The first ship with such technology is currently in development.”

      “If the ship isn’t ready, does that mean we’ll have to wait?” asked Leif.

      “We’ll be using the Sarkonian ship we brought back,” I interrupted. “Well, one of the two. The other had to be disassembled.”

      “Precisely,” said Alphonse. “Using the Sarkonian vessel as a scout, the away team will arrive through the tunnel alone. Should the area be devoid of Celestials, we’ll bring in additional ships.”

      “Specifically, Titan,” I clarified. “Athena and the rest our pilots will wait onboard in case of attack. I’ll need everyone in their strike ships and ready to go as soon as they get there.”

      “Who are we sending on this mission?” asked Octavia.

      “I’ll be going,” I said, leaning forward. “We’ll also need someone familiar with the enemy, which means—”

      “Me,” finished Dressler, who had been largely silent for most of the meeting, probably deep in thought. “I wouldn’t trust anyone else with the task.”

      I nodded. “I wasn’t planning on asking anyone but you, Doc.” I looked around the room. “Besides us, there’s Abigail, Freddie, Karin, and Leif. Once we’ve verified the path is clear, I’ll send for the rest. Lucia and a small team of her best soldiers will be with us as well. We will have additional soldiers on standby, waiting on Titan.”

      Lucia smiled in the back of the room, leaning against one of the walls.

      “I’ll also be going,” said Rackham.

      Everyone looked at him, more in surprise than anything else.

      “I was sent here to observe, which means I’m to go wherever you go,” he said.

      “It might be hairy out there, you know,” I told him. “You sure you can handle it if things go sideways?”

      “I assure you, I’ll manage,” said Rackham.

      “If you say so,” I said.

      “How long?” asked Octavia, her voice pulling my eyes back to the table.

      “What?” I asked.

      “How long are you staying there?” she asked.

      I hadn’t thought much about that part. We’d only recently made this plan, since the agreement we had with Vick was still so fresh and new. I’d been focused more on this ceasefire than the finer details of the job. “A few hours, I’d imagine,” I said, trying to stay a little vague. I looked at Alphonse for confirmation. “Think that’ll do it?”

      “We have no idea what we’ll find,” he replied, a brief look of contemplation on his face. He straightened. “However, I believe a check-in should occur no later than two hours, exactly. At this time, Earth can open the tunnel and receive our update.”

      “We’ve got until tomorrow,” I said, getting back to my feet. “I want that tunnel open by noon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “How exactly do you plan on getting Titan into the core?” asked Abigail. She and I sat together on the ground behind our new home. Lex was in the field, playing with a small animal the records called a goat. It was a silly-looking creature with a beard, two small horns, and beady, mischievous eyes. Lex had taken quite well to him, going so far as to name him Pumi, after Foxy Stardust’s sidekick, a little boy with red hair and a big nose.

      I picked up a small rock and tossed it. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The ship’s too big to fit inside that opening,” explained Abigail. “You must have another idea.”

      “We’ll slip inside,” I said, simply.

      “Can we have two different tunnel entrances on top of each other like that?” she asked.

      “Athena says it’ll work,” I said.

      “I suppose she would know,” said Abigail.

      Lex laughed as she ran after Pumi, chasing him with a small twig. Pumi made a sound like he was getting punched in the stomach—a common noise, as I’d learned.

      “Are you sure you want to come along for this?” I asked, looking at Abigail. “Maybe you should stay behind until we get the all-clear.”

      “Don’t start with that again,” said Abigail.

      “What? I’m just saying if anything happens back here with the Union, we’ll need someone to take charge,” I explained. “I know you can handle yourself. Trust me, I’m not worried about that. I just don’t know about both of us going. If something happens, we’re both wiped in a single shot.”

      “It will be fine, Jace,” she assured me. “Whatever we find on the other side of that tunnel, we’ll see it together, and then we’ll come home together, same as always.”

      “Abby!” called Lex. “Mr. Hughes! Look at Pumi!” She giggled again as the goat turned in a circle and fell on its side. “He’s so silly!”

      Abigail and I both laughed. “Go easy on him, Lex. He’s still just a baby,” said Abigail.

      I glanced to the eastern sky to see a Union cruiser in orbit. Those ships weren’t as large as Titan, but they were still pretty damn big.

      “Don’t worry,” said Abigail, placing a hand on my leg. “Earth will be fine while we’re gone. I’m certain of it. Alphonse will be here to look after everyone.”

      She was right, of course. Alphonse and Hitchens would remain here to keep the line of communication open between our people and Vice Admiral Vick. Alphonse’s experience with the Union made him the perfect representative, even if Vick didn’t like him very much. Hitchens, as it turned out, also made for an excellent diplomat. He’d shown a talent for talking with new arrivals and finding ways to accommodate their needs.

      “Captain,” said Sigmond, his voice coming in through the group line via the comm in my ear. “Pardon my interruption, but there’s a matter of some importance.”

      Abigail leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek, followed by a wink. “Duty calls, Renegade.”
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      I entered my office, which was only a short walk from my living quarters. It was more or less identical to most of the other structures we’d set up for housing—small, ten by eight meters of space, with only a single desk, holo-display, and a few extra chairs. The walls were soundproof, a feature I was especially happy to have when I considered our current guests. Rackham had seemed nice enough, but he was probably taking notes of everything he saw and heard.

      Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if we found listening devices all over the camp once all of this was over.

      An orange light appeared in the holo display, solidifying into a man’s shape on the desk. Sigmond stretched his arms and smiled up at me, standing no taller than twenty centimeters. “Good evening, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      “Where’s Al?” I asked. “He was supposed to meet us—”

      At that moment, the door opened and Alphonse entered. He wore a thin undershirt, the same one he normally wore under his jacket, and his hair was unusually messy. I stared at him for a moment, slightly taken by the change. “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, taking a seat on the other side of the desk. “I was in the middle of something.”

      “Something?” I echoed, raising my brow at the Constable’s appearance. “Did you get in a fight? What happened?”

      “I’d rather not say, if it’s all the same,” he said.

      I said nothing for a few seconds, narrowing my eyes at him suspiciously. “Uh huh,” I muttered, then turned back to Sigmond. “Well, Siggy, let’s hear the news.”

      “As you requested, sir, Mr. Malloy and I have been working on the development of a new transport vehicle,” explained Sigmond. “I am happy to tell you that its construction is well under way. I expect completion within the next week.”

      Sigmond stepped to the side and another orange light formed next to him. This time, a ship formed, although it seemed to be missing a hull. “Is this it?” I asked.

      Alphonse nodded. “We’ve been trying to develop a ship capable of cloaked slipspace travel, and we’re very nearly there, but then I thought, why stop there?”

      “The design allows for multiple additions, such as Eternal energy cannons, like those found on Titan and its strike ships,” informed Sigmond.

      “We’re working on a few more adjustments, but we think we can have a prototype ready for you soon,” finished Alphonse.

      “That’s great,” I said, examining the design. I’d spent enough time on ships to know a thing or two about their guts, but the new weapons and the extra tech from the Sarkonian vessel gave me pause. It felt both familiar and foreign, all at the same time.

      “However,” interjected Sigmond, “I’m afraid that my factories simply aren’t fast enough to provide you an operational vessel within the time period needed for this mission.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said. We were leaving tomorrow morning, which didn’t allow for much time to build an entire ship. I hadn’t even expected to get an update on this before the end of the week, let alone today. I looked at Alphonse. “Whatever you do, don’t let Vick or his people know we’re building this. I want at least ten of these in the air before he knows they even exist.”

      Alphonse seemed to understand, and he didn’t question the request. He was smart enough to know that I’d rather have a secret squad of capable ships at my disposal—something to help play defense in case Vick chose to turn on us. He knew about the cards we’d shown him, but he didn’t know everything. Not yet, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      “And what about the other thing?” I asked, after a moment. “Have you managed to contact him?”

      Alphonse smiled. “I have, indeed,” he answered. “My contact tells me that Admiral Shaw is en route to Earth and will arrive within the week. He’s moving under the name Dredan Gregario, a simple merchant with all the right credentials to get through every checkpoint between here and Union territory.”

      “And you’re sure Shaw will make it to the rendezvous?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Absolutely. I’ve known the admiral for over a decade. He’s always had a penchant for survival.”

      “Still, you’re sending the ship,” I said.

      “Of course,” said Alphonse. “We’ll pick him up in four days and ferry him the rest of the way.”

      “Cloaked,” I added.

      “He’ll arrive without Vice Admiral Vick taking notice,” he told me. “Thank you again, Captain. Having him here will prove a safer alternative to staying in Union space.” Alphonse paused. “He’s also not ready for his forced retirement.”

      “I hope not, because I could sure as hell use his help right now,” I said. “Keeping Vick and Rackham so close feels dangerous. It’ll be good to have someone who understands them.”

      “If there’s one thing I know of Shaw,” said Alphonse, “it is that he sees more of people than any of us can hope to match. He’s the best I’ve ever met.”

      I smirked. “I’m sure the old man would say the same of you, Al.”

      “He very well might,” said the Constable.
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      The following day was filled with activity. Crews bustled from one side of the loading platform to the other, preparing shuttles to escort personnel from the surface to the core. Everyone had a job to do, whether they were part of the away team or not. The people who stayed behind would be busy with other preparations on Titan, readying the ship until the moment we called for them.

      I sat aboard the Nebula Prospect, one of the two Sarkonian vessels we’d stolen, with a small crew of twenty. Abigail and Freddie stood with me, while Lucia and a handful of her soldiers waited at the rear of the bridge, talking amongst themselves.

      Lieutenant Rackham and a team of six waited alone, not far from the rest of us, each of them wearing the same stoic expression. They reminded me of trained dogs, not moving until their owner gave them permission. I imagined Rackham or Vick standing before them, holding out a hand to keep them still, then snapping a finger to tell them it was okay to move, and they would whine and yip at the privilege.

      “System check,” said Chelanah.

      “Operating within normal expectancy,” said McCabe, a young man in his mid-twenties. He was a pilot we’d recruited out of the Deadlands, formerly employed by the Vernise Trading Co. before a wave of layoffs hit. I’d tasked Sigmond with sorting the new arrivals into suggested career fields based on their experience and known aptitudes, which cut down on those initial assessments. Still, we ultimately left it up to the individual to choose their preferred job. McCabe, as it happened, loved to pilot, and he was more than happy to seize the opportunity to sit behind the helm again. After a short time in a strike ship, he had moved to The Galactic Dawn, and finally to the Nebula Prospect. Not bad for a discarded pilot from the Deadlands.

      “Sigmond,” I said, sitting in the captain’s chair at the center of the bridge, its layout a far cry from the Renegade Star’s, capable of seating nearly a dozen crew members.

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond, his voice coming in through my personal line.

      “Are we ready to open the tunnel?” I asked.

      “We are, indeed, sir,” said the Cognitive. “My drone is standing by as well.”

      “Good,” I muttered, leaning back in my seat.

      “Time to pull the curtain back?” asked Abigail from a few meters away, sitting beside Freddie.

      “Are we sure we’re ready?” asked Freddie, nervous as usual.

      “There’s a drone,” I said, dismissing his concern with a slight wave of my hand. “It’ll run a few scans, send back the data, and we’ll see how it shapes from there.”

      “Oh, good,” said Freddie.

      “But I don’t plan on waiting long. As soon as we get the go-ahead, we’re moving in,” I finished.

      He swallowed. “Okay, then.”

      “Gaia is activating the slip tunnel sequence now, sir,” informed Sigmond. “Standby.”

      The holo display came to life directly in front of us, but all we could see was the dark void of the core. Below that, a three-dimensional layout of the surrounding walls and city hovered off the floor, marking our exact position inside the center of the Earth.

      Freddie and Abigail watched the screen, as did most of the others, each of them rife with anticipation for what was about to happen.

      Rackham and his team were especially drawn to the holo, having never witnessed the tunnel before now. I wondered what expectations they had, given what their reports indicated. This rift was the largest ever recorded, taking passengers to the other side of the galaxy, defying what most researchers believed was possible for slipspace travel. Then again, such was the story of Earth, as Dressler had once said. To study this planet was to study the impossible.

      A green light formed inside the darkness of the core’s centermost area—a spark of electricity ripping through the fabric of reality followed by an explosive burst of light as the tunnel roared into being.  

      A flash of light filled the holo as the tear split itself open and the largest tunnel in the known galaxy roared into existence, dwarfing our ship like an insect floating beside a mountain.

      “Send the probe,” I ordered. “Let’s see what’s waiting for us.”

      “Deploying,” replied Sigmond.

      The holo changed to show the probe moving toward the rift and easing into the tunnel, before fading into the emerald storm within.

      The crew waited quietly and patiently for the drone to make its way to the other side of that pathway, though none of us could say definitively how long it might take. The Eternals had come here on a space station, near instantaneously, but none of us had taken the trip from this direction. Slip tunnels operated on two opposite streams, each flowing at a different speed. The journey to Earth might last only a few seconds, but the opposite might take hours, perhaps even days.

      A light blinked on the holo, and a small orb appeared. “The probe has arrived, sir,” said Sigmond, and I felt a sense of relief wash over me. “Performing initial system check.”

      “Get us a visual,” I said.

      “Yes, sir. Working now,” he answered. “The probe is operating within expected parameters. Initializing scan.”

      The holo changed again, this time giving us the viewpoint of the probe—stars and darkness, at least at first, until the probe rotated its line-of-sight to find a cloud of pink, green, and orange in the distance. A vast cloud of space dust once known as the Eagle Nebula.

      The supposed home of the Celestials.

      Continuing its scan, the probe’s line-of-sight adjusted once again, and this time it revealed debris strewn across the void. Twisted metal drifted past the probe, silent and still, roughly two thousand kilometers away.

      Abigail and I shared a brief glance, confirming what we both suspected—this was the splintered remains of what was once the Eternals’ space station. A graveyard, essentially, with who knew how many corpses floating frozen through the wreckage.

      Another holo blinked to life beside the first, this time with a three-dimensional layout of the nearby stars as the probe continued its scan. Lights blinked into existence, several at a time, and soon we had a full chart of the nearby area before us.

      More importantly, a red indicator appeared inside the local system, among the debris—something that did not appear to belong, even among the ruins. It was neither an asteroid nor a planetoid, but something altogether different.

      “What is that?” gawked Freddie.

      As he asked the question, the holo zoomed closer to show a better image, detailed and thorough. A white and reflective strip of metal, smooth and perfect, stood out from the jagged brown of the tattered station.

      “It appears to be a ship,” informed Sigmond. “The readings are nearly identical to those of the Celestial vessel found on Earth.”

      I stiffened, instinctively squeezing my knee with my hand. “Does it see us?” I asked.

      “Unknown,” said the Cognitive. “It appears to be adrift, sir. The ship is neither moving nor emitting any heat.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” said Dressler. “The Celestials can hide their body heat. Their ships may be able to do the same.”

      “I’d say that’s pretty likely,” I said. “Siggy, move the probe closer, but be ready to kill the tunnel at my word.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond.

      The probe ignited thrusters and began its trek toward the other ship’s location. The rest of us waited, barely breathing.

      At any moment, I expected the drifting white ship to burst to life and fly at us like a monster jumping out of the shadows. My hand instinctively tightened into a fist at the thought, but I let out a slow breath to release the tension.

      What remained of the shriveled husk that was once my hopeful, optimistic side said that Sigmond could be wrong. That this was, in fact, just more debris that happened to look like the enemy, and that we were all jittery as hell from all the near-death experiences.

      There was a reason that part of me didn’t steer the ship, though. I knew better than to rely on hope. It got people killed. Better to be prepared with a fist and a gun, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

      As the probe finally neared the small Celestial ship, familiar details came into view on the holo. That perfect, unknown metal glinted in the cold void, flawless and unscannable.

      There was no question in my mind.

      “Confirmed, Captain,” said Sigmond, his sudden voice making a few of Rackham’s men jump. “Though my scans continue to return no relevant data, I would dare say this appears to be a Celestial vessel.”

      We found the enemy far sooner than I intended. This mission had been for recon—to run a few scans of the system and get the hell out.

      It seemed things were about to be a little more complicated.
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      “What are your orders, Captain?” Sigmond asked over the Nebula Prospect’s primary channel.

      I didn’t answer. I needed a minute to think.

      The cushion of the Captain’s chair creaked as I stood, crossing to the holo so I could study it. Arms crossed, my mind raced with the possible outcomes of continuing our recon mission.

      With the Union breathing down my neck and a ceasefire so tense I could cut it with a pocketknife, there just wasn’t much time to relax. Waiting out the Celestials wasn’t an option, not if I let Vick get too comfortable.

      Still, if the ship had so much as twitched, I would have cut the tunnel faster than Freddie would’ve been able to panic. So far, however, the flawless white ship hadn’t moved or given any indication that there was anyone home, and that was a good sign for us.

      Probably.

      An uncloaked Celestial ship raised a few too many red flags for my liking. This could’ve been a trap, easy. A way to lure us in and tempt us with the possibility of getting the information we needed, all so another one of those ugly ass Celestials could have itself a go at genocide.

      Or, like the tattered remains of the space station, this ship could have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. I toyed with the thought, wondering if perhaps the slip tunnel had done our work for us.

      If only. But I didn’t get that lucky.

      “At least it’s adrift,” said Freddie.

      “Maybe,” I said, not convinced as I took a few more steps to get a better look at it on the holo.

      “If it wanted to kill us, it would be cloaked,” said Abigail. “They have the tech, why not use it?”

      “Why not, indeed,” I muttered, more to myself than to answer her. I paused after I heard myself say it, annoyed that I had sounded a bit too like Hitchens for my own liking. “That’s the only reason I haven’t killed the tunnel.”

      Dressler leaned back in her chair. “This could all be a ploy, you know.”

      “You think so, Doc?” I asked, looking at the former Union scientist.

      She hesitated to answer, pursing her lips as she studied the holo with a slight frown. “I don’t know,” she eventually confessed. “Though, I am certain if Mr. Malloy were here, he would advise caution.”

      “We don’t have time to wait it out,” said Abigail, leaning against the wall. “We need to know what we’re up against before the rest of them come for us. We need something to go on, anything at all that could give us even the slightest advantage. Right now…” She trailed off, her eyes glossing over a bit as she stared at the holo.

      I nodded. She didn’t need to finish that sentence for me to know exactly where she was going with the thought.

      Right now, we had next to nothing going for us. No advantages in an upcoming war that felt unavoidable. Killing a Celestial had taken an entire team of soldiers, a Cognitive and his drones, and every ounce of strength we could muster. Neutronium-tipped bullets would probably kill a Celestial, but we had no way of knowing for sure—and if they worked, it was still difficult firepower to reproduce and manufacture.

      Besides, Celestials had technology so advanced it was beyond even the Eternals’ understanding. I suspected we’d only had a glimpse at their full capabilities.

      We didn’t have much going for us, and this could be our only chance to get ahead before an army of these things attacked. If we could get something—anything—it was worth a shot.

      Without more information, we were clueless. Everyone in my crew and every single settler on Earth was at risk until I could figure out how to destroy these things, and I wasn’t about to fail.

      “Captain Hughes,” said Athena, her relaxed voice through my comm shattering my focus. “I’m afraid the tunnel can’t remain open much longer. I’ll need you to make a decision whether to go forward or remain on Earth.”

      “I was thinking I’d grab lunch first, actually,” I said with a smirk as I gestured to the holo. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “Apologies, sir,” the Cognitive said, polite as ever despite my jab. “I will await your decision, though I must implore you to make one quickly.”

      I cracked my knuckles to ease the tension building in my body and scanned the faces around me. I had already made up my mind, but I wasn’t about to choose for the rest of them. It wasn’t my place, not even as their Captain. Not with a mission like this.

      Around me, my crew—and Rackham’s men, since I didn’t rightly count them among my people—all stared breathlessly at the Celestial ship as it drifted through the black. I could see the fear in half their faces and stubborn determination in the rest.

      Rackham and his troops seemed to finally realize the dangers facing them, and judging by the way half of them anxiously gripped their rifles, I figured they were none too pleased by the realization. These were hardened soldiers, used to war with other men, but they’d never faced a threat like this. We were facing monsters, and in this we were allies. I hardly trusted any of them, but I had to rely on their support if we’d have a chance at lasting through the coming war.

      My gaze shifted to Bolin, who was standing with his men, and I wasn’t as eager to drag them along—Gustin, Nash, Mackie, and Hugh, the fresh blood brought in to fill Felix’s shoes. The kid nodded to me, fight and fire in his eyes, seemingly eager to prove his worth.

      In unison, Abigail and Dressler leaned toward the holo, though I doubted they realized they were near-perfect mirrors of each other as they studied the screen. Freddie slipped his hand in Petra’s palm and squeezed, but I figured it was more for his own comfort than hers. Behind me, Lucia and her soldiers stood gripping their weapons and ready for battle. The bridge crew watched the holo with bated breath, each of them equally excited and terrified—as they rightly should’ve been.

      With a Celestial free-floating through the void just a few minutes away, every life in this ship was on the line.

      I took a breath. “The way I figure, this ain’t entirely my decision to make,” I finally said, looping my thumb through my belt as I looked each of them in the eye.

      Freddie’s eyes widened, his voice shaking a little as he spoke. “But Captain, this—”

      “I’m going,” I said plainly, making it clear what I meant. “We need the information that’s on that ship and whatever else we can scrape from the rubble. Hell, we need whatever else we can salvage, and I’d wager all the credits I have that there’s Celestials out there hiding somewhere in the dark. But I ain’t leading a death march.” I pointed at the holo, specifically at the debris waiting for us in what was once called the Eagle Nebula. “I won’t force you all out with me, not unless you want to come. When this ship goes through that tunnel, it may never come back. Anyone on this boat may never come back. If you stay, you best keep that in mind.” I crossed my arms and paced in a slow circle as I briefly studied every face on the bridge, making sure the gravity of the situation was laid out as plainly as possible. “If you’re unclear about whether or not you still want to be here, there’s no shame in stepping off. I won’t think any less of you.” I paused, briefly making eye contact with Freddie, giving him the out if he wanted to take it.

      To his credit, the kid sat straighter in his chair, squaring his shoulders as he met my gaze. His jaw tensed with nerves, his face a little paler than usual, but he wasn’t backing down. I nodded, grateful that, like so many times before, he still had my back.

      “the Nebula Prospect will leave in a few minutes,” I said, pausing in front of the holo as I watched the Celestial ship drift before me. “I’m going out there, but none of you need to come if you don’t want to. You’re free to walk away right now, but this tunnel won’t stay open for long. You need to decide here in this moment, one way or another.”

      I let the words settle in the deathly silence of the bridge. It seemed like no one so much as breathed as I waited for choices to be made.

      Deep down, I kind of wanted Rackham and his soldiers to take me up on my offer so I could get them out of my hair for a bit, but I knew better. We would need them, for better or worse, and besides, I didn’t need them snooping around while I was gone.

      I also wanted Abigail off the ship. I knew she wouldn’t even consider it, but it didn’t stifle the fear in my belly, rising at the prospect of her death. That woman was tough as nails and prideful to boot, and I loved her for every ounce of it.

      In the end, no one so much as moved.

      “Get on with it, you damn fool,” Lucia said impatiently, nodding to the holo. “There’s a battle to be had.”

      I grinned, rubbing my jaw to hide the smile as best I could. “Well, all right, then.”

      I sat once more in the Captain’s chair, leaning one elbow on the armrest as I prepared myself for what lay ahead of us. The moment we left slipspace, we’d either be entering the silence of the void or a warzone.

      Rackham took a few quiet steps toward my chair, leaning in as he spoke in a hushed tone. “It seems the rumors about your people’s fierce loyalty are true, Captain.”

      As much as I liked to think of Vick gossiping at a water cooler about the strength of my crew, I didn’t say anything. My shoulders tensed with the thought of what we were about to do, and I needed to focus.

      “Siggy, take us in,” I said, gesturing toward the Celestial ship in the wreckage.

      “Right away, Captain,” said Sigmond. “Preparing to enter slipspace.”

      Nearby, Freddie sucked in a nervous breath as the Nebula Prospect roared to life, steering toward the massive slip tunnel.

      While the ship entered the green lightning of slipspace, my grip tightened instinctively on the armrest as I prepared for the worst. With my eye on the holo, watching the debris drifting through the void, all I could think was: that could soon be us. If that Celestial ship sprang to life once we went through, we could be taken out in just a few short minutes. We’d be nothing but icy corpses floating through the dark.

      But we didn’t come this far to let it end that quickly. Me and my crew—we still had things to do.
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      The green storm of slipspace crackled around us as the Nebula Prospect tore through the tunnel. The stream was fast, faster than I thought it would be, and McCabe made note of the instability. This was the largest slip tunnel ever created, so far as anyone knew, and the scanners showed higher energy readings than normal.

      Not far from the Captain’s chair, Dressler leaned toward the holo, watching in fascination as we sailed through the emerald storm. Unlike Hitchens, this doctor rarely showed emotion—but much like the good professor, she had a fascination with the unknown.

      Me, well, I just preferred to stay alive.

      “The end of the tunnel is near,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “Preparing to exit slipspace.”

      “Siggy, cloak us,” I ordered.

      “Right away, sir,” the Cognitive said. “Initiating cloak.”

      I nodded. The Union were a bunch of power-hungry assholes, but at least they were half-decent with developing new tech. The ability to cloak within a slip tunnel was something else, and I couldn’t lie to myself—I liked playing with their toys, especially while Rackham watched.

      “Bridge crew, prepare weapons,” I ordered, wanting to stay ahead of whatever we met on the other end. “If anything so much as moves, shoot it to hell.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Chelanah, giving me a tense nod.

      Dressler scoffed. “The Sarkonian weapons have no neutronium blended with their cores. They aren’t going to have an effect on—”

      “Our guns might not cause fiery explosions, Doc, but it’ll still slow them down,” I snapped, not letting her finish. “What do you want me to do, Dressler? Just roll over and play dead?”

      She pursed her lips in annoyance but didn’t reply.

      “Preparing to exit slipspace,” Sigmond said, his voice booming through the bridge. “Everyone hold on, please. This might be a tad rough.”

      “Rough?” I raised one eyebrow in confusion. “Why would—”

      As we exited slipspace, the ship shook violently. Metal groaned from the force of whatever the hell had just happened. Several of the bridge crew yelped as they nearly fell out of their seats, and of Rackham’s men, only he remained standing.

      “Everyone okay?” I asked, glancing around as Bolin helped one of his men stand. “Siggy, what the hell was that?!”

      “A bit of interference from the tunnel, sir,” Sigmond said. “Apologies. I’ve adjusted the ship’s settings to accommodate for the unusual conditions of the tunnel’s exit, so it won’t happen again.”

      “Unusual conditions?” Abigail asked. “What the heavens are you talking about?”

      “Unknown,” said Sigmond. “There was an odd pocket of turbulence upon exiting the tunnel. I’m afraid my scanners were unable to discern what caused it, which is why I attempted to notify you all that it would be a tad rough.”

      Lucia gritted her teeth, nursing her shoulder, and I briefly wondered if she’d fallen. She was a tough old bird, though, and she would be fine. “Rough’s a bit of an understatement, don’t you think?” she asked.

      “Apologies,” said Sigmond once again.

      I stiffened. “Wait. Siggy, could something have gone through the tunnel in the other direction?”

      “Negative, sir. My scans indicate there is nothing in the other slipstream, nor anything following us from the core. For now, Earth is safe.”

      I relaxed my shoulders, but only slightly. I didn’t like any of this, not one bit, but at least Earth wasn’t at risk. For the moment, anyway. It seemed like anywhere I went, trouble followed.

      Our ship scanned the void around us, replicating the initial three-dimensional models the probe had sent us. Everything was exactly as the probe had seen—right down to the flawless white ship floating in the ruins.

      “Weapons ready,” I ordered. The bridge crew gripped their controls, ready to fire as I crossed to the holo. “Keep the tunnel open just a little longer, Athena, in case we need to get the hell out of here.”

      “Yes, Captain,” she said calmly.

      I rubbed my jaw as I studied the holo. “Siggy, do a deep scan of the nearby area. Look for absolutely anything that might even hint at another cloaked ship.” I paused. “And I mean anything, you hear that?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      “While you’re at it,” I added, “enhance the image of the Celestial ship.”

      As I spoke, the holo zoomed in on the drifting vessel, and I wondered if we could find anything useful on this thing—or if cracking it open would let all hell loose on my boat.

      Either way, this was why we were here. Intel. Data. Danger was just a part of it, and it was time to get to work.

      “All clear, Captain,” said Sigmond.

      I let out a slow sigh of relief, but I wasn't about to let my guard down.

      “Alphonse, do you read?” I asked.

      “Loud and clear,” the Constable said through my personal comm link. “Emphasis on loud.”

      “Cute,” I muttered. “You and Athena can close the tunnel.”

      “Initiating procedures to close the slip tunnel,” Athena said, and I half expected her to add an exasperated finally at the end of it. She didn’t, though. The Titan cognitive was too damn polite.

      “Best of luck, Captain,” Alphonse said.

      “Thanks, Al.” Neither Alphonse nor I relied much on luck, but I appreciated the gesture all the same. That was the only way I’d gotten this far: grit, blood, and doing what needed to be done. “Hope the Union doesn’t piss you off while I’m gone.” I briefly glanced at Rackham, who watched me with a stoic and mostly unreadable expression on his hardened face.

      Alphonse chuckled, as if he noticed something in what I said that I’d missed. “One last parting thought, if you don’t mind.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Try not to die.”

      I nodded. “That’s the plan, Constable.”

      With that, the green lightning of slipspace disappeared. The tunnel—and our only way back to Earth—had closed almost instantly, which made me figure Athena had been only too eager to cut it. We had two hours before it would open again, and I wanted to have news to bring back. It didn’t have to be good news. I just needed something, anything at all to go on, and at least we had a place to start.

      Hell, with my luck, there was a Celestial armada on the way. We had to crack open the scout ship’s secrets, and fast.

      I studied the Celestial vessel as it floated before me on the holo. “Siggy, any new readings on this thing?”

      “No, sir. My continued scans still show no heat signatures or movement.”

      I nodded, not sure what else I expected, but I couldn’t be too careful. “Bring us in.”

      “Right away, sir,” said Sigmond.

      “What’s the plan, Jace?” Abigail asked, her arms crossed as she watched the holo.

      “Let’s be hospitable,” I said with a grin. “Time to bring this thing on board. Open arms, big welcome party, the whole shebang. Hell, we can have some sweets on standby, too.” Truth be told, I was getting the itch for a hard candy, but I resisted the impulse. I had a stash of them in the captain’s office, which was connected to the bridge by a door only I could open. I could always get one later, if later ever came.

      Freddie’s gaze shifted to me, and his voice shook ever so slightly with nerves. “But Captain, are you sure bringing this ship on board is a good idea?”

      “How else can we get anything from it, Freddie?” I gestured at the holo. “The only way to access its control panels is at close range. I sure don’t want to head out there in a suit, do you?”

      “But you want to bring it onboard?” Dressler asked, incredulous. “What if there’s a Celestial in there?”

      “Then we shoot it.” I shrugged, as this all felt fairly obvious to me. “A lot.”

      “He’s right,” Abigail said, lifting her rifle. “We have neutronium bullets, and we know that will at least slow them down. Whatever information that little ship might have, we need it, and we can’t sit around waiting.”

      At least Abigail understood.

      I gestured to the Celestial ship on the holo. “Siggy, get that thing in the cargo bay.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      I pointed at a few of the bridge crew manning the helm. “You all stay here and keep an eye on the void around us. Anything moves, you call me up here immediately. Everyone else, follow me and have your weapons ready.”

      With that, I turned on my heel and drew my pistol as I headed toward the cargo bay with a small army in tow. I wasn’t going to take any chances—not with my crew, not with Earth’s safety on the line, and not with everything at stake.

      If there was anything alive on that ship, I would stuff it full of neutronium bullets faster than it could take a breath.
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      I lifted my gun at the flawless metal ship that sat in my cargo bay, my finger on the trigger.

      With slow and careful steps, I eased toward it, Abigail at my back with her rifle trained on the cockpit. Our party circled the ship, though I was careful to keep Rackham and his guys in my line of sight. I didn’t need them getting any fancy ideas while I was distracted.

      Dressler stood beside me, a collection of devices and wires in her hands as she studied the small ship before us. “Now or never, I suppose.”

      “Get that thing open, Doc,” I said with a nod to the ship. “We’ll cover you.”

      She nodded tersely and knelt, setting a screen on her knee and tapping her fingers quickly across it as she sorted through the wires in her hand.

      “Pry this access panel open for me, would you?” she asked, tapping her finger against the metal beside her. All the while, she never lifted her gaze or stopped typing along the pad with her other hand.

      I squinted at the smooth metal, wondering what the hell she saw that I didn’t. “Freddie, grab a crowbar and help the good doctor.”

      “Me? Uh—” He gulped. “Oh, uh, yes. Of course, Captain.” The kid disappeared for a moment before returning with a crowbar. With his gun trained loosely on the ship, he took a few wary steps forward. His nervous gaze was trained on the cockpit as he inched closer. Petra covered him, hovering protectively close as she kept her weapon lifted, her gaze laser-focused and ready to fire.

      My attention still firmly trained on the cockpit, I occasionally glanced at Dressler’s work to keep tabs on her progress. Once Freddie had pried open the access panel, she got to it, hooking up wires and tapping on her screen with furious speed.

      Any second now, I expected a Celestial to blast a hole in its own ship and attack, nothing but rage and fury. And every second that didn’t happen, I got more tense. My grip tightened around my gun, my finger itching to pull the trigger even though I didn’t have anything to shoot.

      “Intriguing,” she muttered under her breath.

      “You want to share with the class, Doc?” I asked, not bothering to mask my annoyance as my shoulders tensed with anticipation.

      “No, not yet,” Dressler said dismissively. “There’s not enough to—oh. Hmm.” She narrowed her eyes at the screen, tapping her finger on her chin as she lost herself in thought.

      Sometimes, I swore this woman was worse than Hitchens. “Progress update, Dressler,” I commanded.

      “I’m almost in,” she said impatiently. “Just one more—there.”

      Her screen flashed green, and she looked up at the cockpit expectantly.

      “Step back,” I ordered. “Dressler, get behind me and grab your gun in case it gets past us.”

      “I would think we’d be fairly helpless if that happened, Captain,” she said, gathering her equipment and obeying all the same. “Not sure I would be much help at that point.”

      “Get ready,” I ordered, ignoring her. Around me, dozens of guns shifted aim on my command, all trained on the cockpit. “Fire at the first sign of movement.”

      For a few moments, we all simply stood there, guns trained on the foreign ship as it sat idly in the cargo bay. No one spoke. No one moved.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Freddie standing unnaturally still.

      “Breathe, Freddie,” I said.

      He sucked in a deep breath, confirming my assumption that he had stopped breathing altogether.

      “Siggy, you getting anything?” I asked.

      “Negative, sir,” said the Cognitive. “The ship appears to be empty. I will initialize a deep scan at once to confirm.”

      Good. By now, we would have picked up something to indicate that there was, in fact, something on board. There would have been some small clue that gave it away, and I was beginning to think we had, in fact, stumbled upon an abandoned Celestial ship.

      Thank the gods, because I did not want a firefight in my cargo bay.

      I nodded toward the open door. “Rackham, you and your guys make sure it’s clear.”

      “Are we that expendable, Captain?” Lieutenant Rackham said with a wry smile, his gun still trained on the ship.

      “You want to be a part of this historic moment, don’t you?” I grinned and gestured at the Celestial vessel. “Go participate.”

      He chuckled and shook his head ruefully, but complied with my command. Talk about a surreal feeling.

      Rackham and his team approached the ship, his men a great deal more tense than him as they entered the small ship and quickly scoped every inch of it.

      Yeah, I liked seeing his men flinch as they shoved their way into the tiny ship that should really only handle two or three people at the most—but there was more to this plan of mine. I figured with seven guys in a ship that small, they would bump into whatever Celestial might’ve been cloaked and hidden. There was barely any space to move in there, much less remain cloaked, and that was about the only way I would feel content to say the ship was clear.

      Plus, I liked watching Union soldiers shoved together like an overstuffed sock drawer. It was fun to see them squirm.

      When they confirmed there was, in fact, nothing in there, I sent Lucia and her people in to double check. I mostly wanted to make sure Rackham wasn’t lying to me.

      “It’s clear,” Lucia said with a curt nod, leaning out of the ship as her soldiers continued to scan every inch of the interior.

      “Thank the gods,” Freddie muttered.

      I nodded and holstered my gun while Abigail looped her rifle over her shoulder.

      “Captain,” Rackham said, joining us. “If I may have a word in private?”

      I raised one eyebrow, curious, and decided to indulge him. Abigail and I shared a quick glance, and she knew what it meant—if Rackham’s guys gave her any trouble at all, she would shoot them dead. If it came to that, I figured she knew better than to use the neutronium bullets on Union guys. The neutronium was too valuable.

      Rackham and I headed for the captain’s office, which was thankfully a short walk, so I didn’t have to get into any small talk with the man. As we stepped inside, he closed the door behind him.

      I leaned against the captain’s desk, arms crossed as I glanced him over. “What’s on your mind, Rackham?”

      “Vice Admiral Vick will find this immensely interesting,” said the soldier. “That’s a good sign for you—and for your settlers on Earth.”

      “Oh?” I tilted my head, not bothering to hide my sarcasm. “And what could he find so interesting about an alien ship with impossibly advanced tech? You know, the one I already told him exists?”

      Rackham laughed. “Let’s not play games, Captain. You know as well as I do that the Vice Admiral isn’t, well—the man isn’t very fond of you.”

      “I’m shocked,” I said, deadpanning. “I’m deeply wounded, really.”

      Rackham ignored me, not letting my sarcasm kill the excitement in his eyes. “But this—” The military officer pointed over his shoulder in the general direction of the Celestial ship. “This is very real. I’ve never seen anything like this in my life, and I know the Vice Admiral hasn’t, either. I’m optimistic about this new partnership of ours, Captain Hughes.”

      Interesting.

      I shifted my weight ever so slightly as I studied the man’s face, watching the genuine optimism in his expression. I knew this was a test mission for the Union as well, likely to see if I was full of it and lying to them or trying to play them in some way. It suddenly seemed very clear to me that they were beginning to realize the true military might of the enemy at our door—and, more importantly to them, the threat it posed to their empire.

      I wasn’t an optimistic person at heart, and I still expected them to screw me the first chance they got. But now, I could at least admit to myself that I liked Rackham.

      A little.

      “Sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “My analysis of the Celestial ship has concluded. Would you like the results?”

      “Yeah, Siggy, go ahead. Share it on the group link,” I ordered, referring to Dressler, Abigail, Freddie, Lucia, and me.

      “Very good, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      I nodded to the door. “Duty calls, Rackham.”

      “Did Dressler find anything?” the military man asked, stepping aside to let me through.

      “Nope.” I figured he wanted more than that answer, but he wasn’t fully on my good side yet.

      As Rackham and I walked onto the bridge, Sigmond’s voice piped through the group comm channel in my ear. “I’m afraid the Celestial ship’s log is indecipherable, Captain.”

      “All that build up, Siggy, and that’s all you’ve got?” I asked, absently gripping the back of the Captain’s chair as I glared at the holo. “That’s a bit anticlimactic, don’t you think?”

      “Not quite, sir,” said Sigmond. “While the log itself is indeed indecipherable at the present moment, Dr. Dressler is making notable progress with de-encrypting its contents. In addition, I was able to extract some relevant information from the activity log, though not as much as I would have liked. It appears the ship took damage from something presumably in an attack of some sort.”

      “Now that’s more like it,” I said with a nod. “The ship was probably hit at the same time as the space station, which confirms our theory as to why it was adrift. Anything else, Siggy?”

      “There is one more bit of information worth noting, yes,” said the Cognitive. “The ship broadcasted what appears to be a distress signal to a distant point in space, over twelve billion kilometers away, though initial scan shows nothing to receive.”

      “That’s a fairly useless distress signal, then,” I said, crossing my arms as I mulled over the results. “Do a deep scan of the area. Make sure it’s actually empty.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond. “Initializing deep scan.”

      “And get me through to Abby,” I added.

      “Right away, Captain.”

      “What is it, Jace?” Abigail’s voice piped in through the comm.

      “Keep the team with that ship for now,” I said. “It might be empty, but that doesn’t mean I like having it on board.”

      “Fair point,” she said. “But Jace, if there’s something out there—”

      “I know,” I said, nodding. If there was something out there, we still had a long while before the tunnel opened again—and an advanced ship full of possibly useful information already on board.

      “Scan complete,” said Sigmond. “Though the region is mostly empty, with no stars or other elements of note, I did find one anomaly.”

      “What is it?”

      “It appears to be a planet, sir, but it isn’t orbiting a star. From this distance, my scans are limited. We would need to move closer. Like the Celestial ship, the planet doesn’t register as it should.”

      With a deep breath, I set my hands behind my back and squared my shoulders as I debated our options.

      Fact was we didn’t know what information that scout ship would have—if it had anything at all. We came all the way out here for hard data, the kind that would give us an edge on an enemy that was faster, stronger, and more technologically advanced than us. They were ruthless bastards, but if it came down to a contest, I think we would come out ahead as more stubborn. My crew did what it took to survive, and even with the risk, I wasn’t about to stop now.

      “How far to the anomaly?” I asked.

      “It would take quite some time. Several hours, most likely,” answered the Cognitive. “Shall I proceed?”

      I shook my head. “No, we don’t have that time to waste.” With the Union in Earth orbit, I didn’t trust Vick to resist pulling a bloody coup if we were gone for that long. “Siggy, we need to bring in Titan.”

      I didn’t like leaving Earth without one of its strongest military defenses, but I didn’t have much choice. The best bet would be to create our own slip tunnel for short-range travel and scope this strange planet for ourselves.

      “Why Titan?” Rackham asked, a hint of surprise on his face. “Are we creating a slip tunnel, or do you anticipate an all-out battle?”

      I hesitated, watching the military man’s face as I debated whether or not I should tell him. My gut said no, mostly out of stubborn pride. The Union already knew Titan could make slip tunnels, seeing as they chased me through one before, but I liked the idea of keeping Rackham in the dark. At least for now. After all, the man would see it for himself in a short while.

      “You’ll see,” I eventually said, leaving it at that. “Siggy, are there any signs of movement around this planet? Anything at all?”

      “Nothing detectable, Captain. No movement or heat signatures, but again—”

      “Right, right.” I waved away the warning. I’d heard it so many times before that it was like a mantra repeating in my head.

      “What are your orders, sir?” asked Sigmond.

      “We’re going in,” I said simply. “We get Titan out here and get a few more soldiers to help us out. We’ll scope this planet, grab what we can, and get the hell out.”

      “Very good, sir. While we wait for the tunnel to reopen, I will continue my scans and see if I can gather any relevant data.”

      “That’ll work nicely,” I said. “In fact, start gathering all the data we have on the Celestial ship and this planet,” I ordered. “Get a packet together to send to Earth when the slip tunnel opens. I want everything ready to go so that they have all the data they need in case…” I trailed off.

      Well, in case we didn’t come back, but I didn’t want to say it.

      I cleared my throat to shake the thought. “And Siggy, make sure Dressler updates the packet with anything else she uncovers. And I mean anything.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I turned to Rackham, who yet again watched me with that unreadable expression—I couldn’t tell if it was curiosity or confusion, but it didn’t matter. “Looks like we’ll be taking a bit of a detour, Rackham.”

      “I can hardly wait, Captain,” the military man said with the barest hint of a smirk.
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      When the slip tunnel back to Earth opened for our rendezvous with Alphonse, his voice was the first thing to pipe through my personal comm link.

      “Do you have anything interesting for me, Captain?” Alphonse said with a hint of humor in his voice. “Something to dissect, perhaps?”

      “Afraid not, Al,” I said, sitting back in the captain’s chair. “First, how’s Earth?”

      “Nothing to note. Vick has been behaving himself.”

      “That’s a first,” I muttered. “And Lex?”

      “Safe, happy, and playing with her goat.”

      I chuckled.

      “Also, I’m fairly certain she’s helping herself to your candy supply.”

      “Well—stop her,” I said. “What are you doing, just watching while she scarfs it down?”

      “Maybe,” he said, and I could hear the smile on his smug face.

      I groaned. “Well I guess that’s fine, but keep an eye on her. The last time she wandered off, we had to go to war with the Sarkonians.” I looked around. “Then again, this ship of theirs sure has come in handy.”

      “I’ll try. What have you found?” asked Alphonse.

      “The Celestial ship is onboard. Dressler’s digging into it, seeing what she can uncover. So far, nothing useful, but she’ll find something.”

      “She always does,” said Alphonse, his voice changing a bit. It sounded almost softer, and I tilted my head in curiosity. The Constable cleared his throat, though, not giving me much time to think about it. “I take it the ship was empty, then?”

      “Mercifully, yes,” I said.

      “I would have preferred you find a dead one in there,” he admitted, and I noted the hint of disappointment in his voice. Trouble seemed to find its way to me, but it struck me that perhaps Constables sought it out.

      “Yeah, well, you’re alone on that, Al,” I said, adjusting in my seat. “Dressler found some potentially useful data on board, though she hasn’t deciphered it yet. We’re sending you what we have so far. Siggy?”

      “Transmitting the packet now,” said the Cognitive.

      “Fascinating,” Alphonse said absently, his tone distracted and a little distant as he no doubt began to pore through what little Dressler had discovered thus far.

      “Think you can dig into this while we’re gone?”

      And just like that, I had Alphonse’s full attention once more. “Gone? What are you up to, Captain?”

      “A little errand.” I waved my hand. “See if we can’t find something more useful than an abandoned scout ship. I need to borrow Titan, though.”

      Alphonse hesitated a moment. “Are you sure about this, Jace? With the Union still in orbit—”

      “I’m fully aware of the risk, Al,” I said. “There’s an anomaly in a dead stretch of space—a planet without a star. This ship we found sent a distress signal out there, and I need to know why. As much as I hate to say it, getting Titan out here is just the way it’s got to be unless we want to waste the day ferrying ourselves through this local bubble of empty space. We get ambushed by the enemy that far from the tunnel and we’re done.”

      “Fair point,” the Constable admitted. “I’ll make sure the Union doesn’t think it has an opening to exploit us while Titan is gone.”

      “That’s the spirit. See who you can get me in terms of extra soldiers, too. I’m going to need more guns.”

      “Karin and her people?”

      “No, I need her on Earth to protect the Eternals from whatever Vick wants to do to them. See if you can round me up any other volunteers.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Captain,” Alphonse said, cutting the connection.

      “Siggy, bring the Nebula Prospect away from the tunnel so that Titan can get through,” I ordered.

      “Yes, sir.”

      While Alphonse got Titan ready, I called Abigail, Freddie, and Lucia to the bridge, making sure Bolin and his men stayed with Dressler in the cargo bay to monitor the scout ship—and Lieutenant Rackham’s soldiers, of course. I didn’t want them roaming the Prospect and told Bolin not to let them out of his sight.

      The longer the Celestial ship was here, the less it seemed like the immediate threat—especially with a mysterious rogue planet on the edge of nowhere to worry about.

      Barely ten minutes later, I watched on the holo as Titan barreled through the green storm of slipspace and quickly dominated the black around us.

      “Hello, Captain Hughes,” Athena said through the comm into the bridge, pleasant and calm as ever. “Shall I close the slip tunnel to Earth?”

      “Close it,” I confirmed with a nod. “Let’s seal it up and get this show on the road.”

      “Initializing tunnel collapse,” Athena said.

      “Who’s on board Titan?” I asked as Athena got to work. “Give me the final tally.”

      “My team is here,” Leif said through the line before Athena could answer.

      I stiffened at the sound of the Eternal’s voice, impressed that he and his soldiers had braved the slip tunnel so soon after their near-death experience with the Celestials. As Titan cut through the rubble that was once their home, I wasn’t entirely sure what to say. I hadn’t even considered asking him, not after what they had endured out here.

      “Welcome to the fray,” I eventually said. “Anyone else come with you?”

      “No, just us. Octavia, Hitchens, and Alphonse are manning the front lines back home.”

      I briefly glanced at Rackham, who was too engrossed with the holo display before us to notice.

      On the holo, the green lightning of slipspace disappeared as Athena closed the tunnel. “Process complete,” she said.

      “Shall we proceed, sir?” asked Sigmond.

      I nodded. “Athena, create a new slip tunnel to get us near the anomaly.”

      “Initializing,” she said.

      Lieutenant Rackham’s eyes went wide with intrigue, and he tilted his head toward me quizzically. I tried to hide my grin, though I suspected I enjoyed his surprise a little too much for my own good. He might have known about Titan’s ability to create slip tunnels, but it was altogether another thing to see it in action. It was fun to see his mind blown by something that had become commonplace to me and my crew. Hell, maybe I’d looked the same during my first outing. Hard to say in hindsight.

      A massive rift in space opened before Titan. The tunnel formed amidst the rubble of what was once the refugee Eternals’ space station. This one was far smaller than the path that had led us here from the Earth’s core, though still large enough for Titan to pass through. We would follow behind them in the Nebula Prospect, riding the coattails of the massive seed colony ship as it carved its way through the dark.

      “Siggy and Athena, I want you both scanning the hell out of that planet the second we’re clear of the tunnel,” I ordered. “I want to know what, if anything, is waiting for us. We can’t cloak Titan, but raise its shields as soon as you’re clear on the other side.” I paused. “Siggy, keep the Nebula Prospect cloaked for the duration. It’ll at least give us a slight advantage, should shit go sideways.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond.

      “Punch it,” I ordered, leaning forward in my chair.

      Titan entered slipspace first, and McCabe brought our ship in close behind. Abigail stood next to me, her hand on the back of my chair as she watched the holo.

      As we tore through the tunnel, I waited anxiously for the exit rift to form. The slipstream wouldn’t take us long to pass through, not at this distance.

      After less than four minutes, the green lights of slipspace sparked and shattered across the walls of the tunnel, breaking apart to form the black, and I saw normal space again. With it, the planet came quickly into view, gray and dark as it loomed in the void.

      “Siggy,” I prompted. “Anything? What have you got for me?”

      “Apologies, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Scans are inconclusive. Thus far, I detect no orbital or surface activity, but there is something deeply puzzling about the planet.”

      I stretched my fingers to ease some of the tension in my body. “What do you mean?”

      “Visual scans show the object has regularly spaced, planet-wide cavities forming layers beneath the surface—a shell within a shell, several hundred times over, though it is impossible to know the exact number. Additionally, the blackbody radiation of the planet is unusual, emitting energy in ultraviolet and radio in the same way that Titan does,” he explained. “It is quite strange.”

      If Sigmond were a man, I might’ve thought he sounded perturbed.

      “Weapons at the ready,” I ordered.

      “Aye, Captain,” several of the bridge crew said in unison.

      “Fascinating,” Rackham said under his breath. “It almost resembles Titan in a way.”

      “It’s an artificial planet,” I said. “Of course it looks like Titan.”

      The Union military officer cleared his throat and nodded, his uniform stretching a bit as he crossed his arms. “Fair enough.”

      “Slip tunnel closing,” said Sigmond. “Maintaining cloak. Titan’s shields are raised. No visible threats detected. Magnifying planet.”

      Within seconds, the holo displayed the massive structure, suspended in the black before us. It dwarfed Titan, and its surface was rigid and filled with crevices that stretched on for hundreds of kilometers. Towers extended from the tallest surfaces, while distant lights pulsed from deep within the darkened ravines.

      “That’s some megastructure,” muttered Abigail.

      “How big is that thing?” Freddie asked from where he and Petra stood near the wall. “It must be the size of Earth!”

      “Not quite,” said Sigmond. “A closer approximation would be that of Mars, the fourth planet from Sol. Historically, it housed—”

      “Save the trivia, Siggy,” I broke in. “Is it armed? Does it see us? It must see Titan. Athena, get ready to open the slip tunnel again in case we need to bolt.”

      “Ready, Captain,” Athena said calmly.

      I was ready to land on an abandoned planet, or maybe encounter another scout ship or two in exchange for a few mercifully useful bits of intel from whatever we could salvage. This was far beyond anything I had expected. A megastructure like this had to have an entire armada of warships ready to deploy at a moment’s notice. There could be an army of Celestials suiting up right now, for all we knew.

      “No movement detected,” said Sigmond.

      “Watch the surface,” I said tensely. “If you see any sign of movement, we’re gone. Whatever they have down there, it’s not worth dying for. Not yet.”

      “No movement detected, sir,” informed Sigmond. “Like the scout ship earlier, it appears abandoned. I will continue to monitor the situation, however.”

      I stood, shoulders squared as I watched the holo. The only reason I hadn’t given the order to retreat immediately was because, thus far, I hadn’t seen the enemy at all. Just hints. Clues. Nothing but proof they had been here at some point in the past.

      These creatures were brutal. They might’ve been human once, but all of that was long gone. There would be no compassion for us, no hand extended in hopes of peace. Only death and slaughter.

      The fact that we were still alive gave me cause to move ahead.

      I studied the planet-sized structure. This thing was huge, and I was certain there had to be something down there. Whether it would save us or kill us—that remained to be seen.
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      A hush fell over the bridge as we watched the flawless construction on the holo before us. I stiffened, studying the surface, expecting it to spring to life at any moment.

      “Why hasn’t it fired?” Freddie asked.

      “You got a death wish all of a sudden?” I shook my head. “Your first thought is hey, why aren’t we dead, yet?”

      “Well, it’s a fair question,” Abigail pointed out.

      I looked at her over my shoulder. “Whose side are you on, exactly?”

      Abigail tilted her head in mild annoyance. “Jace, we’re still alive despite being within weapons range of a man-or whatever-made object larger than any other I’ve ever seen. I didn’t even know something could be built this big, and yet it’s just floating there, not moving or giving any indication of life. That doesn’t raise any red flags for you?”

      “Of course it does,” I said, returning my attention to the holo. “It’s the only reason I haven’t given the order to retreat, Abby.”

      “I wonder if that’s abandoned, too,” said Freddie. “Like the scout ship was.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable with the idea,” I warned as I paced the holo, mind racing while I debated our options. There weren’t many choices to pick from, and I didn’t like any of them.

      One—retreat. Fold and get up from the table, all while hoping to the gods themselves that what we had in the cargo bay wasn’t useless crap.

      Two—land. Set foot in a megastructure that we knew nothing about, except that it had a loose link to the Celestials. And any connection to the Celestials did not bode well for our odds of survival.

      That was about it in terms of choices.

      Briefly, I shifted my gaze toward Rackham, who studied the faces around him on the bridge instead of monitoring the holo like the rest of us. It struck me as a tad odd that a Union officer wasn’t jumping at the chance to shove his opinion into the conversation, but that was just the truth of Lieutenant Oberon Rackham. The man was okay with silence and uncertainty, which I could respect. Right now, though, I wasn’t so sure I liked his silence. He was monitoring us, observing us, seeing what we would do. I suspected he already had a plan in place, were he to steer the ship instead of me. I could see the wheels turning in the man’s head, and the calculating glint in his eye gave me pause. Suddenly, it was a problem that his men were in the cargo bay, out of my sight.

      “Bolin, report,” I said quietly into the comm in my ear.

      “Nothing new, Captain,” Bolin said through the private link. “Dr. Dressler hasn’t made new progress. She keeps mumbling to herself, though. Sometimes it sounds positive, but I can’t really tell with her.”

      “Yeah, she does that,” I muttered. “And our guests?”

      “They’re behaving themselves.”

      “Good. Keep me posted.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      By now, Bolin knew me well enough to know what my command really meant—I had quietly raised the alert, and I wanted him to keep a closer watch on our tense new alliance.

      “We’re in this together, Captain,” Rackham said, his eyes shifting toward me as he stood, arms crossed, on my bridge.

      “That we are,” I agreed, narrowing my eyes slightly to emphasize the warning.

      “What do we do, Jace?” asked Abigail, leaning her palms on a nearby table as she stared me down, quietly demanding an answer.

      I already knew exactly what we had to do. I just didn’t like it, and I wanted to check on something before I gave the order. “Siggy, get me Leif.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Captain?” Leif said through the ship’s comm. “What is this thing? Is it a planet, or—”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” I said. “Was this monstrosity here when you all were on the space station?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said, the barest tremor in his voice. “We would have left immediately, slip tunnel to Earth or no.”

      “So, this is Celestial, then?” I asked, my chest tightening. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m not,” he confessed. “It’s just not a risk we would have taken, Captain. I have no idea who this belongs to, but it’s not Eternal.”

      “And it’s definitely not ours,” Rackham said under his breath.

      “Yeah, no kidding.” I studied the surface of the megastructure. “All right. Thanks, Leif. Ask around your crew, see if anyone knows anything.”

      “Yes, Captain.” The transmission cut out.

      I pointed at the megastructure on the holo. “Siggy, enhance this to the best resolution you’ve got for me.”

      “Right away, sir,” said the Cognitive. “How’s this?”

      The image adjusted until I could see the fine lines of portholes and docking bays along the planet-like ship. Everything was polished and smooth, without so much as a blinking light to indicate there was anyone alive on board.

      “I’ve been implementing every scan I can currently access,” said Sigmond. “So far, I’ve scanned the vessel thirteen times, and the results are consistent. As far as I can tell, there are no heat signatures, no movement, and no life forms anywhere aboard. It appears to be utterly abandoned.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice,” I muttered. “Siggy, get Dressler up here, and loop Leif back in.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      “I’m back,” Leif said. “Any new theories?”

      “A few, I’d reckon.” While we waited on Dressler, I began to sift through what few facts we had about all this. “I’ve got an idea as to what’s going on, but I don’t think I’m right.”

      “That would be a first,” Lucia said, smirking as she leaned against the wall.

      “What is it, Captain Hughes?” asked Freddie, interrupting me as I eyed the old woman, ready to retort with a cheeky response.

      I gestured toward the general direction of the cargo bay. “The scout ship we’ve got on board was damaged by something, right? We assumed it was from the slip tunnel opening, but what if that’s not the case?”

      “You think there’s something out here destroying Celestials?” asked Abigail, looking incredulous.

      “Honestly, no,” I said. “But it’s a theory. We’ve got next to nothing to go on, save for us not being dead right now.”

      “We don’t know of any civilization with that ability,” Leif pointed out, speaking through the comm link to the bridge.

      “I’m not saying it’s likely, just that it’s possible,” I added. “Hell, maybe these are rebels the Celestials took out and left to rot in the void. I’ve got no idea, folks. My point is, we don’t know anything about this mess, but what we do have suggests that megastructure is abandoned.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” said Abigail, frowning slightly. “Something that big is going to have valuable information on it. No one would just leave it floating through the black.”

      “Exactly,” I said with a nod.

      Her eyes widened slightly. “You want us to go down there, don’t you?”

      “Want is a strong word,” I said. “But yeah, that’s the road I’m leaning toward taking.”

      The door to the bridge slid open, and Dressler stormed through with an impatient expression on her face. “Captain? I’m in the middle of—what is that?” Her eyes drifted to the holo, and it took me a moment to remember that Dressler hadn’t seen the megastructure yet, with her continued study of the scout ship demanding all of her attention.

      “That,” I said, casually, “is our next job. Care to head down?”

      “I’m tempted,” she admitted, her eyebrows lifting slightly.

      “We should form an away team, head down, and extract whatever we can while the opportunity is present,” Rackham said, the thus far silent military man finally interjecting his thoughts. He leaned toward the holo, studying it in detail. “There could be something we can use, intelligence that could turn the tide of a war or, at the very least, give us further insight into what the enemy is doing.”

      “Could being the operative word,” Freddie pointed out. “It could also be a trap.”

      “Have you made any progress on the ship, Doc?” I asked, turning my attention toward Dressler. “Anything useful in that busted up piece of shit we’ve got stowed in the hold?”

      “Nothing so far,” she admitted, clearly frustrated. “We’re still working on decoding the system. It’s another species, another language. The good news is that Celestial technology is still grounded in the same original design as old Eternal tech, so I’m confident we can break it soon. Not before we leave, but eventually.”

      “So, you’re coming with us, then?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Of course I am,” she remarked. “I don’t trust any of you to know what to do when you arrive there or what to do when you find what you’re looking for.”

      “That’s fair,” said Freddie.

      “Besides,” continued Dressler, “Sigmond and Athena can continue my work on the Celestial ship’s system. We’ve already developed an algorithm to—” She paused, looking around the bridge. “Never mind. The point is, it’s being handled.”

      “In other words, that ship is nothing more than a pile of scrap for the time being,” I said.

      “For now,” agreed Dressler. She nodded toward the holo. “But this shows promise. That little scout ship is nothing compared to what may lie beneath the surface of this structure. Something as large as this likely holds vast amounts of data just waiting to be extracted.”

      “Well, I guess that’s that.” My shoulders tensed with the weight of what I was about to do, and I leaned on my fists against a nearby table as I watched the megastructure. “We’ll reconnect with Earth one last time before heading down there. After that, we’ll suit up.” I tapped the side of my chair as my eyes danced around the room, everyone else’s fixed on mine. “If ever I needed your best, this is the time to give it.”
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      As we waited beside the slip tunnel opening for the check-in with Earth, I sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge. Lucia and her soldiers were in the ship’s break room, preparing for what would likely be a warzone, while Freddie and Petra discussed additional plans with Leif to ensure his team was ready as well.

      I had sent Abigail and Rackham to the cargo bay, mostly to keep the Union man busy. I didn’t need him sitting in on every conversation I had, especially not the ones I had with Alphonse.

      On the holo before me, the countdown to the scheduled check-in time ticked ever closer to zero. Apart from a handful of the bridge crew, I was alone up here, and that was how I wanted it for the time being.

      The holo came to life, displaying the ship’s line-of-sight. With a sudden burst of crackling green light, the slip tunnel to Earth’s core opened right on time. As the hole in slipspace thundered before us, the connection to Earth was instantly established.

      “Siggy, put me through to Al.” I gestured to the holo. “And let him see my pretty face this time.”

      “At once, sir,” said Sigmond, not getting my joke. I shook my head in disappointment. That had been damn funny, and I hadn’t even gotten a pity laugh.

      Alphonse appeared on the holo, replacing our view of the sizzling green storm of slipspace. “Good to see you’re still alive, Captain.”

      I feigned a sarcastic little bow. “I try.”

      “Any updates?” he asked.

      “Some. How’s Earth?” I replied.

      “Nothing new to report. Vick has been behaving—”

      “Sir,” interrupted Sigmond. “I’ve discovered a transmission going through the tunnel from onboard our ship. Shall I intercept it?”

      “Let it transmit for now, but let’s listen in,” I said, pretty sure I already knew who was sending it. “Mute us so they don’t know we’re listening.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      The voice came in immediately. “…discovered a large structure in the void, Vice Admiral,” Rackham said through the line. “It appears to be abandoned, though Captain Hughes isn’t convinced.”

      “He’s not a total idiot, then,” Vick said, and I could virtually hear him sneering. “Color me surprised.”

      “I think he’s warming up to me,” I muttered under my breath.

      On the holo, Alphonse listened with a tense expression, his eyes glossing over slightly as we monitored the conversation.

      I wondered where Abigail was, since she was supposed to keep an eye on the lieutenant. For Rackham to sneak off and have such a sensitive conversation, she couldn’t be anywhere around, and that gave me pause. “Siggy, is Abby—”

      “She’s safe, sir,” said Sigmond. “It appears Rackham is transmitting from a bathroom, which would suggest he fabricated a bit of a lie to avoid her monitoring his conversation.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “I swear, I’ll attach a drone to that man’s forehead if I have to,” I muttered.

      “Get me a body, Lieutenant,” Vick snapped through the line. “Something viable to dissect. These things could give us the final advantage we need, far superior to even the Eternals. I don’t care how you get it, just get it. Don’t come back without one. That’s an order.”

      Rackham hesitated, and the silence felt far longer than it really was. I could practically hear the steam coming out of Rackham’s ears as he bit back all the things he wanted to say to the Vice Admiral. “Yes, sir,” the Union officer eventually said, cutting off the transmission.

      I raised my eyebrows, admittedly none too surprised by this little development. “I really hate that guy.”

      “I’m fairly certain that feeling is mutual, Captain,” Alphonse said.

      Truth be told, I didn’t blame Rackham for the secret conversation. The man had to work with the cards he’d been dealt, and that unfortunately left him at the whims of an asshole.

      “So, you encountered an abandoned megastructure?” asked the Constable.

      “It would appear we did,” I said with a nod. “It seems as though that’s where the Celestial sent its distress signal. Dressler says the scout ship is no good, which means this thing is the only lead we’ve got.”

      “And you intend to land on this ship?” asked Alphonse, lifting one eyebrow in mild surprise—or disappointment. With him, sometimes I couldn’t tell.

      I scoffed. “Well, I certainly don’t intend to come back empty handed, Al.”

      “It’s better to come back empty handed than not at all,” Alphonse said easily.

      “Okay, Ma,” I said, gesturing sarcastically at the Constable. “The plan is to stay alive, after all.”

      “I should hope so,” said the Constable. “Regardless, I have to confess that it sounds like the best decision. If the scout ship can’t tell us anything, perhaps this ship can. Are you sending Titan back through, now that you have a slip tunnel made?”

      I shook my head, frowning at the choice I had to make on this one. “No. Titan stays. As much as I hate to leave Earth without Titan’s defenses, I need the firepower and extra soldiers. We don’t have the space on board this boat to host them.”

      “Athena’s locked into Titan,” Alphonse pointed out. “If anything happens to that ship, we lose her.”

      “I’m aware of that, and like I said, the plan is to not die. I need Titan and the Nebula Prospect both out here, at least for now.” I hesitated, glancing at Alphonse with concern. “Unless Vick’s getting ideas?”

      “He seems patient,” Alphonse said, waving away my concern with a flick of his wrist. “For the moment, anyway. We’re fine without Titan for the time being.”

      Good, because I really needed that ship if this plan of mine was going to work.

      “However,” added the Constable, “I suggest you allow Sigmond to bring over some of his drones for protection.”

      “Not a good idea,” I said, lifting my hand to emphasize my point. “Those drones need to guard Earth from the armada in our orbit. I don’t trust Vick, even if he is pretending to play nice so he can get a Celestial. He’ll settle for the Eternals we’ve got back home if he gets the chance, and he’ll carve them up same as the Union tried to carve up Lex.” I gritted my teeth at the thought of the kid shackled to one of those Union medical bays as doctors in white coats stabbed her with needles. My grip instinctively tightened on the armrest, and I took a slow breath to release the tension. She was safe on Earth, and I needed to focus.

      “I agree that Vick’s a threat, Captain,” the Constable said calmly. “However, this megastructure you found concerns me. With your permission, I’m going to send a few extra drones through in a moment. Vick won’t even realize they’re missing from the fleet, so you don’t have to worry about him trying anything. We have twenty on standby near the tunnel already, and they will appear on your end shortly.”

      “Okay, I’ll trust your judgement,” I conceded. “You’d just better hope this doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass.”

      “I just sent them through, Captain.”

      I would’ve been lying if I didn’t say I was grateful to have a bit of extra firepower on a mission like this. For that reason, and only that reason, I could admit defeat on this one. After all, it was only twenty drones out of several hundred.

      With that, the transmission cut out and was replaced by the ship’s line-of-sight as twenty drones appeared out of the slip tunnel and flanked Titan.

      “Let’s be on our way, then,” I muttered, standing. “No use delaying the inevitable.”
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      As Titan left the emerald storm of the slip, I studied the holo with a grim frown on my face. I stood on Titan’s bridge, as we had landed the Nebula Prospect in Titan’s loading bay to conserve fuel.

      Shoulders tensed and arms crossed, all I could do was watch as the strange Celestial planet loomed before us once more. The metal planet dominated the void before us as we settled into its orbit, the megastructure brimming with danger and the unknown.

      “Initializing drone scans,” said Athena. As she spoke, the twenty drones Alphonse had sent spread out, running their continuous scans of the planet. “Sigmond and I will run additional scans while they deploy.”

      Now, I had to wait. Wait for results. Wait for something to move. Maybe even wait for this metal giant to spring to life and eat us. Hephaestus’ big-ass, impossible construct all over again, but worse.

      The bridge was full of people. Pretty much everyone wanted to witness the megastructure once again, so I indulged them as long as they didn’t get underfoot.

      Abigail and Rackham stood beside me, while Freddie and Petra sat near Dressler. Lucia stood nearby with her back against the wall, her hands on her hips as she stared at the holo. I could virtually feel the tension radiating off of her as she readied for war, but each soldier had their own way of preparing for a possible bloodbath. If silent brooding was how she wanted to handle this, I wasn’t about to get in her way.

      Lucia’s soldiers kept Rackham’s men company in the cargo bay, since I wanted Bolin and his team up here to review and discuss options, should the need arise.

      In the silence on the bridge, all of us itched for battle. All except maybe Freddie.

      This was it—possibly our only chance to obtain vital intel that would save Earth from not one, but three pending invasions: the Union wanted basically everything and everyone on the planet for one reason or another; the Sarkonians wanted the Deadlands and would do whatever their new Union masters told them because they couldn’t see the bigger picture; and the Celestials just really liked killing anyone who wasn’t them.

      As I monitored the flawless metal edifice before us, I knew what had to be done. It was that deep-down feeling, the intuitive sort of knowing that’s never wrong. Somewhere on this megastructure was the information we needed to shift this mess of a war in our favor, for once.

      But getting it—now, that was going to be a feat unto itself. My crew’s safety mattered most, and even if it came at the cost of losing what we’d come here for, I wasn’t about to risk their lives for it.

      “Siggy, give me something,” I said, pacing in front of the holo. “We’ve got to have results by now.”

      “Inconclusive, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Thus far, the drones have yet to uncover anything substantial. They did, however, confirm that the entire framework appears to be made from the same materials as the two Celestial ships we’ve encountered.”

      “So, the Celestials built this thing,” I said, with equal parts relief and apprehension. It was a guarantee, for me, that the information we needed would be on this metal planet. It also meant we were virtually guaranteed to run into more of those all-too-lovely Celestials we’d met before.

      “Correct, Captain,” said Sigmond. “The drone scans have not detected any additional movement, heat signatures, or signs of life.”

      “That don’t mean much,” I said with a grimace. “Siggy, keep those scans going. You find anything, even a hint of something breathing down there, you tell me quick. I don’t care what I’m doing.”

      “I shall interrupt you at once should I discover anything,” promised Sigmond. “Even if you’re… preoccupied.”

      “This ain’t a vacation, Siggy,” I said. “What could—” With a glance toward Abigail, I realized what the Cognitive had meant. “Cute, Siggy. Just keep the scans going.” I ended the conversation with a wave of my hand and let it go. I had enough to think about as it was.

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond, and I could’ve sworn I heard a bit of a smile in his voice.

      I shook my head at the Cognitive’s gall, but Abigail seemed to think the whole thing was hilarious. She chuckled and tilted her face away from me to hide her small smile.

      “Don’t you start on me too, nun.”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea what you mean,” she replied, still grinning even as she had her eyes glued to the holo.

      On the other side of me, Rackham chuckled. It was a sobering sound because, in the moment, I had briefly forgotten he was even there. The man was so damn quiet, sometimes—just watching. Observing. Taking notes to bring back to the Union. It unnerved me something fierce.

      Part of me wondered how much of this would get back to Vick, and worse, what the man who hated me so much would find most interesting. With Lieutenant Rackham here, I had to assume the answer was everything. It raised a concerning thought, the idea of Vick knowing the ins and outs of how I made decisions, of how my crew and I debated options before I gave the final word. I doubted Vick had that sort of camaraderie with his people, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t find the information useful. I wondered how much of what felt commonplace to me would seem like fodder for the Vice Admiral, or if he could find a way to use it all against me somehow.

      Tension built in my neck at the realization, and I shook out my shoulders to relieve it. “Abby, a word.”

      Her eyes flitted to me, narrowing slightly in uncertainty as her smile faded. “What is it?”

      “Just… come on.” I nodded toward the captain’s office.

      “All right,” she said with a hint of reservation, no doubt trying to figure out what had me on edge.

      As we left the bridge, Rackham followed. The reflective fabric along the hem of his crisp Union uniform glinted in the lights of the bridge, reminding me where his loyalties would be at the end of all this. He was on my ship, and that meant I had a duty to keep him and his men safe, but he wasn’t one of my crew. Once we landed back on Earth—if we made it out of this scrape—he would return to Vick’s ship and turn over everything he’d discovered about me and my people.

      “Hold on, now,” I said, gesturing for him to stop. “As much fun as you are, Lieutenant, this party is invite-only. Wait here.”

      He frowned at the order, his gaze shifting briefly between me and Abigail, but he eventually nodded. “Of course, Captain Hughes.”

      As the door to the captain’s office shut behind me and Abigail, she smirked. “You just like ordering him around.”

      “Well, yeah,” I said. “What’s the point of having a Union officer on board if I can’t tell him what to do?”

      Her smile widened, but as she looked back at the door leading to the bridge, it quickly fell. “Jace, we’re between a rock and a hard place.”

      “I know.” I sighed and set my fists on the desk, my knuckles cracking as I leaned into the surface. “That’s why we’ve got to think through every way this could go utterly and terribly wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That thing—” I nodded in the vague direction of the holo, referring to the metal planet hovering before us. “You and I both know it’s not abandoned.”

      “I didn’t think for a minute that it was,” she said with a firm shake of her head. “But, we could be pleasantly surprised. Celestial tech is highly advanced, after all. Maybe they developed a way to build automated stations.”

      I huffed, not buying it. “Yeah, and maybe Lex will stop stealing my hard candies.”

      Abigail chuckled and shook her head.

      “If it were automated, it would’ve shot at us by now,” I said. “We ain’t alone out here, Abby, and it irks me that there’s no signs of life on this thing. Something that big has to have a crew, even if it’s just a skeleton crew. Nothing that size could be fully automated.”

      “You’re right,” she admitted, resting one elegant finger on her cheek as her eyes briefly shifted out of focus. “Leif said it wasn’t here when they were waiting on the slip tunnel. Perhaps the Celestial scout ships chasing the Eternals to the slip tunnel signaled for this planet to come out here.”

      “That’s a fine thought,” I said with a nod. “I agree, and that’s what sets me on edge. I don’t want to lead everyone into a slaughterhouse.”

      “You’re saying we should go back?” asked Abigail, her eyebrows lifting in surprise.

      “No,” I admitted. “As much as I want to send everyone else back, I can’t tackle this solo, and we can’t go back empty-handed. Not with Earth’s safety on the line.”

      “This does certainly feel like our last chance,” Abigail said, leaning against the wall as she let out a slow breath. “I’m not one to walk away, but I’m not too prideful to admit when I’ve been backed into a corner. We have nothing else to go on. The scout ship is useless, and we don’t know enough about the Celestials. We need to better understand their physiology, their abilities, and their strategies if we want any hope of figuring out how to kill them and stop this onslaught.” She bit her lip. “It’s just a matter of time before they find Earth.”

      “I don’t like it, but it’s true,” I agreed, nodding. “We need pretty much anything we can figure out about them. It took everything we had to take down the one. You, me, Siggy—everyone gave everything they had, and it still almost got away. We can’t face the fleet coming after us unless we find a better way to kill these bastards.”

      “If only we could find a way to make Vick retreat, even just for the moment,” she added wistfully. “He’s not going to budge. On top of everything else, we also need proof of just how powerful these Celestials are to make him see reason.” Abigail nodded toward the bridge, where Rackham waited with the others. “The Union isn’t known for their patience, and I don’t like that their fleet is in our orbit. They’ve been after Earth for a long time, and now they’ve found it. I imagine it stings their pride to not be able to raid it for tech.”

      “And Eternals,” I added, gritting my teeth in anger. “They hunted Lex to the ends of the Universe, and now there’s a whole mess of Eternals for them to chop up if they get the chance. You know every one of Leif’s people would be on a slab right now if Vick had his way.”

      Abigail frowned, her eyes narrowing in disgust and loathing, and I imagined we were having the same unpleasant thought.

      “If they so much as touch Lex,” Abigail said, her voice hard with hatred, “I’ll kill everyone wearing a Union uniform.”

      “And you wouldn’t do it alone,” I promised. We shared a tense glance, the dread of that very-real concern settling across the room. “We’re in a bind, Abby. If we don’t prove to Vick that the threat is real, we’ll be surrounded. Vick in our orbit, Celestials in our core.”

      “That would be the end of Earth,” Abigail said, voice breaking. “The end of us, too.”

      I nodded, hating to admit my hands were tied on this one. “Everything rides on this mission,” I eventually said. “Everything rides on us finding something on the Celestials down there, on figuring out what we’re really up against. You know as well as I do that there’s more to this than a few scout ships and a looming threat. These things are brutal, and there’s more of them out there than we know, with tech we don’t rightly understand and a vendetta against everything that ain’t them.”

      Abigail balled her hands into fists as she gestured toward the bridge. “Let’s do this. Now.”

      “Soon,” I promised. “When—”

      “Pardon my interruption,” said Sigmond.

      “Go ahead, Siggy,” I said.

      “The scans show absolutely no movement, but we have identified a possible point of entry,” said the Cognitive. “A loading bay. One of many, by my estimates.”

      “Good work,” I said, stretching out my arms as I turned my attention toward Abigail. “Let’s break some noses, Abby.”

      The former nun cracked her knuckles, a grim expression on her face. “I can hardly wait.”
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      It didn’t take long for the team to suit up and board the shuttles that would take us down to the planet. Leif would be manning one of Titan’s strike ships, while I figured it was best to take the Nebula Prospect’s detachable shuttle. The Prospect would remain in low orbit around the planet, cloaked and secure.

      Though most of us brought rifles, Lucia and six of her soldiers still carried their favored weapons. Rackham cast a few confused and wary glances at her people, not quite sure what to make of the arms, but I didn’t bother explaining. Lucia and her people were hardened warriors, and I had a feeling he would see what they could do soon enough.

      As much as I would have liked keeping soldiers aboard Titan, Athena insisted on moving everyone to the Nebula Prospect for safety reasons. She was a Cognitive, after all, and could man both defensive and offensive systems with ease, should the situation call for them, and having a human crew would add very little to her own capabilities. Our people could be better utilized on the Prospect.

      I stood by the open bay door of one of the shuttles, scanning the loading platform as Leif and his soldiers boarded the other ship. He gave me a curt nod as the door began to close, and I returned it.

      We divided into three groups, each taking a separate shuttle that would make its way to the planet. Rackham joined me on mine, along with a handful of his men. Bolin and his team took another, each of them carrying about twice as many weapons as the rest of us. I tilted my head as they boarded their ship, smirking a bit at the firepower, but I wasn’t about to tell him to tone it down. Not with what might lay ahead of us.

      Seconds later, Dressler entered my shuttle with a heavy pack filled with cables and tablets. Petra and Freddie joined us a moment later. Freddie swallowed nervously as he stepped onto the ship.

      I leaned toward him and grabbed his shoulder. He flinched, quickly looking at me as if he were expecting a Celestial to drop from the ceiling at any second.

      “You’ve got this,” I reminded him, lifting one eyebrow briefly to emphasize my point.

      He nodded, his fingers curling briefly into a fist as he stood a little straighter. “Thanks, Captain.”

      “Sure, kid.” I patted his back, ushering him along.

      Abigail was the last to board, and she tossed me a rifle. I caught it midair, looking it over as the shuttle doors closed behind her. “I already have my guns, Abby. What’s this for?”

      “Insurance,” she said as she buckled into her seat along the wall. “I know you like your pistols, Jace, but please just take it.”

      “Fine,” I muttered, throwing the strap over my shoulder as I turned to the crew standing with me in the cargo bay. “Listen up, all of you. We have one mission—get in, do the job, and get the hell out. We clear?”

      “Aye, Captain,” several of them said in unison. Only Lucia and Abigail remained silent, watching me as I spoke.

      “You all have neutronium bullets because that’s all we know of that can affect the enemy,” I said. “Yeah, they’re expensive as hell, but don’t skimp on using them should the need arise. They can work against Celestials, but it’s not a certain thing. We have no idea how effective the bullets will be, and I want you all to get back on this boat in one piece. You hear me?”

      Everyone nodded, and I noticed a few hands grip their rifles tighter. Lucia frowned, her hand tightening around her staff as she listened.

      “We have one goal today,” I repeated. “Gather intel. I want everyone’s recorders on at all times. Sigmond will log everything you see so Alphonse and the team back home can analyze it later. Dressler’s with us, too, and she’ll try to get into any systems we find, which means it’s up to us to keep her safe. But you all have eyes and ears, and that’s enough to gather something useful on your own. Look for anything and everything that seems even remotely valuable. Grab screens, tech, devices, whatever you spot that’s portable and won’t slow you down. We’re raiding this place of everything we can carry, and we’ll figure out what’s useful later.”

      I hesitated, scanning the anxious faces before me. Freddie looked paler than usual, and several of Bolin’s men had white knuckles from gripping their rifles so tightly.

      The sheer facts weren’t going to cut it, not today. I needed to add a little something to make this more of a pep talk and less like dry orders with a list of to-dos.

      “In a single day, we’ve flown across the galaxy through the largest slip tunnel ever created, then found and boarded an artificial planet unlike anything to ever exist. For most, either of those two things would be a once in a lifetime event, spoken about for decades as a truly outstanding accomplishment.” I squared my shoulders, taking a deep breath. “But all of this is just another day in the life for this crew. The people of Earth accomplish miracles daily, and when I look at that planet below us, the job feels almost routine.”

      “Damn right,” blurted out Abigail.

      I smiled at her. “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure everyone on this ship goes home.” I glanced at Rackham. “Even you lot.”

      The lieutenant chuckled.

      “Siggy, take us out,” I ordered.

      “Yes, Captain,” said the Cognitive.

      I sat in the last empty seat next to Rackham as the Nebula Prospect roared to life.

      “Nice speech,” he whispered out of the side of his mouth. “I hope you’re as good with a gun as you are with your words.” He paused. “You know, in case something goes terribly wrong and we all die.”

      “Let’s just hope you don’t have to find out,” I said, leaning back in my seat.

      The ship shook, vibrating with the power of its thrusters, and I took a deep breath to prepare myself for what lay ahead.
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      As our shuttle soared toward the metal planet, leaving the Nebula Prospect behind, I couldn’t help but stiffen at the possibility of what we might be walking into.

      Still, it gave me a modicum of comfort to know Titan would be in orbit, at a safe distance and ready to attack should the need arise. We would have cover going to and from the planet, but we would be on our own once we landed. After all, I didn’t rightly want Athena firing Titan’s massive guns at our feet.

      “This is quite exciting,” Lieutenant Rackham said, adjusting in his seat as we barreled toward the megastructure. He scanned the inside of the shuttle, and I could barely tell if he was talking to me or to himself. The way he spoke, he could just as easily have been talking about picking out what shirt he was going to wear today.

      “You do a good job of hiding it,” I admitted.

      “Is this what your life is like?” asked Rackham, apparently missing my sarcasm.

      I chuckled. “I can’t say that I race off to metal planets every day, no.”

      “Not that,” Rackham said, waving away the thought with his hand. “I’ve been to most of the known galaxy, Captain Hughes. I’ve been under the direction of captains who knew what they were doing and many more who didn’t. I can tell when a man is out of his depth, and you—well, Captain, you certainly aren’t.”

      “Well, ain’t that a pretty thing to say.”

      “You can joke all you want, Hughes,” Rackham said. “You may not have seen anything exactly like this before, but it’s not too far out of the familiar for you, either.”

      “My life has certainly gotten far more interesting in recent months,” I admitted. “So, sure, I’ll give you that.”

      “You and I both know this is more than some interesting new development,” he said with a sidelong glance toward me. “I’ve read the reports on you and your crew,” he added, his tone changing slightly as he quickly scanned the faces around us.

      “Have you, now?” Even though I kept my tone light, I narrowed my eyes with suspicion, not liking where this was headed.

      Rackham gave me a curt nod. “You’re a Renegade who kept to the Deadlands, defying the Union every chance you got. Illegal cloak, dealings with raiders—Captain, you’ve never been a man to take orders or abide by a law you didn’t agree with. You cut through Sarkonian territory, carving a path through the void and outwitting anyone who got in your way.” Rackham paused, watching me as he spoke. “Even Brigham,” he added, clearly impressed, even as he tried to hide it.

      I waited, my expression hard and set as I let Rackham talk. The man was walking a thin line with me—one I didn’t think he wanted to cross. This conversation was starting to go south, and it was beginning to sound like there was a threat to my crew buried between his words.

      The gods help the fool if he tried.

      “You got a point, Lieutenant?” I asked, a hard edge to my voice.

      He scanned my face, appearing to choose his next words carefully, which meant he was a smart man. He knew I wasn’t in the mood for games.

      “I’ll be honest, Captain,” Rackham said, leaning in and lowering his voice. “I suppose I envy you, if only a little.”

      I leaned back a bit out of surprise, not entirely sure what the hell to say to that. It wasn’t something I expected to hear out of a Union grunt, much less one of Vick’s cronies.

      “I’ll deny it if you tell a soul, of course,” Rackham said with a smirk, looking away for a moment. “But this is why I joined the fleet. The thrill of discovery. The allure of the unknown. I’ve never had the pleasure of exploring something so… alien.” A bit of excitement finally cracked through the hardened shell he wore by default, and he grinned at the thought.

      “Careful, Rackham,” I said, a tad bewildered at the sudden change in the Union officer sitting next to me. “You’re starting to sound like a Renegade.”

      The man laughed, but to my surprise, didn’t deny it. “I’ll confess, Captain, this is perhaps the most exhilarating mission I’ve ever been given. To be on a ship barreling toward a foreign megastructure filled with mystery and the unfamiliar—well, it feels like something out of a story from my childhood.”

      “How so?” I studied the officer’s face, not entirely sure what I was seeing. Perhaps being dumbstruck by the magnitude of what lay before us made him share these things—with me, of all people—or maybe he was conning me, trying to play the situation and wriggle his way into my good graces so he could screw me later. I couldn’t quite tell, but I had to admit the glint of excitement in his eyes looked very real.

      Rackham opened his mouth to elaborate, but he never got the chance.

      “Captain,” said Sigmond over the speaker in the shuttle. “We’re entering the loading bay.”

      “Good work, Siggy. Dressler,” I added with a nod to the doctor.

      She returned it and stowed a tablet back into her bag.

      The ship slowed, the sudden shift in speed throwing us forward in our seats. My chest pushed against the harness, and I gritted my teeth at the abrupt force pulling on my body.

      “Smooth landing, Siggy,” I grunted.

      “My apologies, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Stabilizing the ship now.”

      As quickly as the force had hit us, it was over. I let out a quick break as the ship landed.

      “Helmets on,” I instructed to the soldiers around me, slipping on my own helmet and unbuckling my harness. The flow of recycled oxygen in my suit rushed over my face, and I took a deep breath to steady myself for what we might find out there. I stood and grabbed my rifle as my crew followed suit, preparing to unload. “Remember—get in. Get intel. Get out. Nothing in here is worth dying over, you hear?”

      “Aye, Captain,” my crew said in unison.

      A red light along the wall flashed in warning as the cargo bay door prepared to open. I stood at the front of the line, shoulders squared as my crew filled in behind me.

      Abigail appeared at my side, and we lifted our rifles in unison as the doors slowly opened.
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      We stepped off the shuttle and my finger hovered over my rifle’s trigger as I scoped the world before me scanning for threats.

      We stood in a cavernous loading bay suspiciously devoid of any other ships but ours. Long narrow structures jutted out over a deep pit, suggesting this was where the Celestials docked their ships, though I saw none at the moment.

      As my crew fanned out around me, the Titan shuttle carrying Leif and his people landed nearby. The bay door began to open before it even fully hit the ground, and a flood of Eternal soldiers jumped the short distance to the floor.

      I had to admit, I was impressed with their courage and eagerness to take down the Celestials, given all they had faced. I wouldn’t have begrudged them staying on Earth and letting us do the heavy lifting on this mission, yet here they were. Stubborn, resilient, and hard-headed—these were definitely my kind of people.

      Most of the walls around us were sleek and flawless, with nothing in the way of doors or entry points. Only one wall of glass stood out from the otherwise solid metal, and was sectioned into windows that curved at the far end of the hangar. From this angle, I couldn’t see much in the way of an interior, but I figured it had to be a command center of some sort.

      “We’ll start looking for intel up there,” I said into the group link, angling my rifle toward the windows. “Before we do, establish a perimeter. No one wander off.”

      My crew dispersed instantly, fanning across the hangar at the command, their rifles scanning every inch of the loading bay as I hovered near the Nebula Prospect. I took the chance to scope the rest of the loading bay, looking for any high ground that might give an enemy sniper the advantage. So far, nothing—lucky for us. Out in the loading bay, with no cover to speak of, we were easy targets.

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed Rackham kneel beside one of his men. Together, they set up a small tripod, no more than a meter tall. At the top was a small silver device with a touch-screen. The other soldier went to work as Rackham fiddled with the base, securing each leg to the ground.

      “New toy?” I asked with a nod toward the device.

      “Very new,” Rackham answered. “It’s a piece of Union tech fresh out of R&D, used to detect movement within one hundred meters.”

      “How fancy,” I said, not bothering to hide my sarcasm. “You realize—”

      “We know the Celestials can mask their heat signatures and cloak themselves, of course,” Rackham added, not pausing long enough to let me finish my thought. “This sensor accommodates for that. It can detect sound as well, so its highly sensitive microphones should be able to pick up even distant movement. Our tests indicate a range of between one hundred and twenty-five hundred meters.” The military man smirked. “See, Captain? There are perks to working for the Union.”

      “You ain’t going to convert me with a shiny toy, Rackham,” I laughed.

      “Can’t say I didn’t try,” Rackham answered with a grin.

      “Is that thing going to get a false positive from us moving around?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s adjusted for our suits and will track our movements as long as we’re in range. That should filter out our movement and account for our presence.”

      “Nice,” I admitted, swallowing my pride long enough to allow them to finish setting it up. “Even though we haven’t seen any Celestials yet, doesn’t mean we won’t. It’s a good precaution to take.”

      “Agreed, Captain.” Rackham gestured toward the device, all business once more. “We’ll have someone monitoring this at all times, so unfortunately that means I’ll need some of your soldiers to remain here with my crewman.”

      “Granted,” I said, making a point to pretend he had asked instead of going about demanding things of me. “Lucia, I want you and your soldiers standing by to protect the ships, anyway. Make sure Lieutenant Rackham’s man doesn’t die, will you?”

      “You get to have all the fun,” she complained through the comm link. I couldn’t see her from this vantage, and I figured she had gone into one of the many alcoves along the wall to make sure it was clear.

      “Aye, Captain,” I said, mocking her with a wry smirk. “You know that’s how we say yes around these parts, right? Have you not picked that up yet?”

      “Don’t get cute with me, boy.” Her tone was dry, but I thought I detected a hint of fondness too. “Help me clear this section. Or do you prefer to loaf around while your soldiers do the work?”

      “Nag, nag, nag,” I said. “Siggy, private link, will you?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “We’re now talking securely. How can I be of service?”

      “Track everyone down for me,” I said. “Are they all staying close? Any stragglers?”

      “None yet, sir, though Miss Pryar is tracking dangerously close to the only entrance into the planet’s interior that we’ve discovered thus far.”

      “That woman loves trouble, doesn’t she?” I muttered.

      “Well, sir, she is rather fond of you,” said Sigmond. “So, yes, I would argue that she does.”

      “Funny,” I said with a shake of my head.

      “I aim to please, sir.”

      “Dammit. Tell Abby to hold at the entrance,” I said. “Don’t let her go in without backup. She should know better.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      “What do we have in terms of maps?” I asked. “Anything useful, yet?”

      “Nearly. Now that we’re inside the loading bay, my scans are beginning to map out the surrounding area. That should give us additional maps to work with.”

      “Good. Get those through to each of us so we all have one on our personal screens.” I tapped the screen on my wrist for emphasis. “Oh, and point me toward Lucia,” I added, rolling my eyes. “Apparently the old lady needs help.”

      Sigmond guided me toward Lucia’s location, and moments later she and I stood before an empty section inside the hangar. She set the butt of her staff against the floor, shoulders back as she surveyed the darkness.

      My helmet adjusted to the gloom automatically, and I trained my rifle across the shadows. The world before me flashed green as my helmet’s visor cleared away the darkness. At once, I could see into the depths of the alcove. There were a few spots to hide in, but this place seemed as suspiciously devoid of life as the hangar.

      “Ms. Lucia has requested a private channel with you, sir,” Siggy said in my ear.

      “Put her through.”

      “Don’t get comfortable,” Lucia warned as soon as the line opened, her tone serious. “This place isn’t as empty as it appears, and you know it.”

      “Of course I know it, woman.” I nodded back to the dozens of soldiers combing through the loading bay. “What did you think all this was for? Pomp and pride?”

      “There’s nothing human left in these things,” she said, ignoring me. “Celestials—what a joke of a name. Nothing celestial about them. They won’t stop. They won’t show mercy. They won’t show empathy. They have almost no weaknesses. They’re unlike anything we’ve ever seen and killing them off is going to be a beast of a task.”

      “I know, Lucia,” I said gently, the weight of it all settling between my shoulder blades. “I know.”

      As we cleared the final stretch of the alcove, she paused and grabbed my shoulder, tilting me toward her. “And because of all that, you need to listen closely to what I’m about to say.”

      I lifted one eyebrow in curiosity, wondering where the hell this conversation was going. If it was her version of a pep talk, she was doing a piss-poor job of it.

      “You cannot be afraid of sacrifice. None of us can.” She frowned at me through the visor of her helmet, her intense eyes narrowed as her grip on my arm tightened.

      “I ain’t going to let anyone die, Lucia,” I snapped, stepping back. “No one’s life is worth trading for some lines of code or a shiny box.”

      “Dammit, boy,” the old woman snapped. “Why do you think we’re all here? You said it yourself—everyone who crossed through that slip tunnel knew they might never come back. We came here knowing the risks because even if we die, the knowledge Titan brings back will be worth the loss.”

      “That might be so, but it doesn’t mean I have to let anyone die,” I said, stiffening slightly. “I’m not about to argue with you on this, lady. This isn’t about heroics, and it isn’t about pride. I protect my own, and everyone here is my crew.” I hesitated. “Except maybe Lieutenant Rackham’s men. They’re… tourists.”

      “This is not the time for jokes,” she snapped. “Listen closely, boy,” the old woman said, her voice lowering. “No one wants to die. Not today, not ever, but some of us know how to accept when it’s our time, especially if it means saving innocent lives. You put these people in front of an army and tell them they can save millions by doing it, and you can bet they’ll stand up and do what needs done.”

      I groaned. “Look, if you’re trying to—”

      “No one wants to be the hero and go down in a blaze of bullets and glory,” interrupted the old woman, clearly not having it. “Not really, and certainly not today. But if the moment comes where you have to choose between saving a life and getting information back to Earth that could give the rest of us a chance at living, no matter how small, I want to know you’ll make the right choice.”

      I watched her, frowning even as I refused to answer. I had a feeling we had very different ideas of what the right choice would be in that situation.

      “Think of Lex,” Lucia said, poking me hard in the chest. “Think of that little girl, of—”

      “That’s low,” I snapped, practically growling. “Don’t you dangle her over me, woman.”

      “Think of all the Eternals, colonists, children—everyone on Earth,” she said, ignoring me yet again. This conversation was starting to become extremely one-sided, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d let it go on. “Think of everyone looking to you for answers,” Lucia said. “For guidance. For safety.” She took a careful step toward me, her eyes shifting as they continued.

      They took on a faraway look and I wondered about her past. I realized it was still mostly a mystery. “You aren’t just the Captain of the Renegade Star anymore, Jace. You don’t just look out for your crew. The hopes, dreams, and future of an entire people rest on your shoulders, and yours alone. You’re a leader. And with that responsibility comes the weight of making cruel and unfathomable decisions.”

      She paused, letting her words settle into my bones, and I hated every minute of it. Most of all, I hated that she was absolutely right.

      “Not every hole has a way out,” she said, tapping her staff against the ground for emphasis. It briefly glowed blue, fueled by the energy core in its center, but it didn’t fire off a blast. “And not even a Renegade can get out of every mess they find themselves in. You’ve been lucky so far, but at some point that luck is going to run thin.”

      “Listen—”

      “Just be ready,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt today, same as you. I’ll do my damnedest not to let a soul die. But don’t you for one second think this will be easy.”

      “I never said it would be.”

      “I didn’t mean the mission,” she snapped, glancing me over in annoyance. “I meant the war. These creatures are going to test you. Maybe not today, but they’re going to test all of us. We stand the real chance of losing people.” She sighed and adjusted her grip on the staff. “You might have to choose between saving one… or saving many.” She poked a bony finger against my chest again. “Be ready for that moment, boy. You won’t have the luxury of time when you have to make that choice.”

      Without another word, she returned to the opening of the landing bay, leaving me sifting through everything she had just said. That old woman was tough as nails, willing to say and do what needed to be said and done. Despite the points she’d made, I didn’t altogether agree with her outlook.

      Out in the void, all a man had was his crew. If he took care of them, they would watch his back. If he kept them safe, they would come for him in a bind. That belief—that knowing—was all that had kept me alive thus far, and I wasn’t about to throw it away.

      We would make it back to Earth. All of us. I would see to it myself or die trying.
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      After the disconcerting talk with Lucia, I didn’t want anyone to split up. Not yet. Fact was, we would eventually have to. A ship, or station-I hadn’t quite worked that out yet-the size of a planet was hardly something we could traverse en masse, and the narrow passageways left us at a disadvantage if we were attacked from one end—or worse, from both sides at once.

      Before I went off sending smaller teams through the halls of this place I wanted to know if we had stumbled across anything useful right from the get-go.

      As I’d ordered, Lucia stayed with her soldiers by the ships, keeping watch over our only means of getting out of this place, as well as our only means of monitoring the surrounding area for possible proof that we weren’t alone. She wasn’t happy about it, but she obliged me, and that was about as much as I could expect from her on any given day.

      Abigail, Freddie, Petra, and I led the rest of the soldiers up a stairwell Sigmond had picked up on his scans. Each stair was double a traditional size, as though this place had been built for giants.

      And perhaps it was, since Celestials were so much larger than humans. My thoughts raced with images of the scout we’d fought on Earth and whether the Celestials who’d once inhabited this place were the same size and stature. From what I recalled, it had been enormous, perhaps more than this space would allow. Did that mean the Celestials who had lived here were different?

      I wished I had more answers.

      The longer we were inside, the better the Cognitive’s range was getting. He’d gotten maps of a thousand-meter radius so far, and every second meant another few meters of mapped terrain. I certainly wasn’t going to complain about that. The more information we had, the better, especially of anything even remotely related to the enemy.

      I trained my rifle ahead of me as I cleared the stairs, my finger hovering near the trigger and ready to fire. The dim hallways had sparse lights every three meters or so—hardly suitable lighting to avoid an ambush, but the night vision in our visors made up for what our eyes couldn’t make out.

      The stairs ended in a hallway that stretched into the distance, disappearing behind a sharp curve. As far as I could tell, the walls were impossibly smooth, without a single crack or crevice to divide them into panels. A wide entryway blocked by a closed door was the only gap in the flawless wall in either direction. A small, discolored square was embedded in the wall by the door, nothing but a simple slab of gray metal a few shades lighter than the rest of the space around it.

      “I like their decorator,” Petra quipped. “Great sense of style.”

      I chuckled. “Might want to take a few cues. Bring this back home.”

      “Definitely.”

      Once I was sure the coast was clear, I stood in the hallway to give Dressler some cover while she did her thing and opened the door for us. “Doc, it’s your time to shine. Get up here.”

      The shuffle of boots over the stairs caught my attention, but with all the firepower at my back I didn’t turn to look. I needed to keep my attention trained on the hallways in case we got any surprise visitors.

      “Would it kill you to add a please every now and then?” Dressler said as she passed me.

      “Would you please open the damn door already so I don’t have to haul my ass up there and kick it down for you?” Lucia grumbled through the shared link, listening in from where she waited by the ships in the hangar.

      Dressler paused, staring off absently down the hall with a slight smirk on her face as she listened to the old woman. After a moment, she tilted her head toward me. “See, Captain?” Dressler asked dryly. “Lucia has manners.”

      “All right, all right.” I gestured toward the door, wanting to move this along. “Get to it, Doc.”

      Dressler stood by the pad as the rest of us kept watch. She shrugged the bag of gadgets off her back and rifled through them, pulling out wires and devices I hardly recognized. At least she was handy with all this nonsense because it didn’t make a lick of sense to me. The pad was positioned above us, forcing Dressler to stand on her toes and reach over her head. A slight grunt suggested she wasn’t pleased with the setup.

      “Bolin, anything going on down there?” I asked, shoulders tight in the tense and chilling silence of the pristine hallway. My body burned for a fight, my trigger finger itching to let loose on the first thing unfortunate enough to charge us.

      “Not a breath, Captain,” Bolin said, his voice as tense as I felt. “I don’t like all of us isolated in a stairwell, though. Leaves us vulnerable.”

      “Agreed. Everyone, get up here and fan out.” I locked eyes with Abigail and gestured down the other end of the hall, signaling for her to spread out ahead of the others. She and I would take point at the front of the line in each direction, giving the rest time to join us despite the vast bottleneck this created. “Siggy, keep an eye out for anything on the scans. Lucia, keep us posted on the device. It so much as shivers, you tell me.”

      “Obviously,” said Lucia into the shared link.

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond barely a second later, a bit more polite than the Descendant currently guarding our ships.

      “Interesting,” Dressler muttered, her shared link apparently still on. “Of all the—hmm. But what if—no. Huh, curious…”

      “I swear to the gods, Doc,” I muttered as I continued to scope the empty hallway before me. “You’re spending too much time with Hitchens.”

      “Stairwell clear,” Bolin said. I looked over my shoulder to find him at the top of the stairs, his rifle trained down the steps as his men flanked him.

      Everyone now stood in the hall, and I gripped my rifle tighter. It was the perfect place for an ambush, and if Dressler didn’t get that door open soon, we could all very well end the day with far fewer of us leaving this place than had arrived.

      “There,” Dressler said with the barest hint of pride in her voice. She kept her arms raised, still on the device. “Give the word, Captain, and we’re in.”

      “Is there anyone in there, Doc?” I asked.

      “None that I can tell, no,” she answered.

      “Lucia?” I asked, wanting to confirm. “Is the Union’s shiny new toy going off?”

      “Nothing,” the old woman said.

      “Traps? Detectors? Cameras? Anything?” I asked.

      “Confirmed, sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “All current scans show no movement, sound, or heat signatures in that room or the surrounding hallways.”

      I took a deep and steadying breath. “All right. Leif, you and your soldiers take the lead. Lieutenant Rackham, follow with your men. Bolin, lead your guys in after Rackham, and the rest of us will follow. Dressler, stand by until I get to you. Let’s do this.”

      “Let’s see what we find,” said Dressler. Seconds later, the double doors slid open. In seamless fashion, the soldiers around me funneled into the room.

      I kept my back to them, trusting Abigail to secure the other end of the hallway as we both slowly backed toward the doors. “After you, Doc,” I said with a nod to Dressler.

      She swung her pack over her shoulders and obliged me, leaving only me and Abigail in the hallway. I gestured with my rifle for Abigail to follow the others, and once she was in, I finally joined the rest of them.

      The doors slid shut behind me, and I found Dressler by another pad near the wall. She typed furiously on her tablet, ignoring me and the world around us, so I decided to leave her to her business.

      Windows stretched along the wall to my left, the curved glass overlooking the hangar beyond. A row of screens covered the space beneath them, and I figured they might have been some kind of communications center once. The chairs were long gone, if there ever were any, and it was clear this space hadn’t been a communications center for a long time.

      The massive room was littered with medical pods, and most of them looked newer than the screens. The pods had sleek white metal instead of the polished gray of everything else, and most of the glass lids were closed.

      I leaned toward the nearest one to find a puddle of metallic blue goop at the bottom. As I shifted my weight, the liquid shimmered, brilliant and beautiful, almost glowing with a light of its own.

      “What the hell is all this?” I asked, scanning the rows upon rows of identical pods. “I was expecting screens. Computers. A Cognitive, maybe. But this…”

      “How strange,” said Abigail, peering into a nearby pod.

      “More like unnerving,” added Bolin, his voice tense. “All this evidence of Celestials, and yet we haven’t seen a single one.”

      “Odd,” said Rackham, a strange and almost musing tone to his voice. I looked for the Union officer in the sea of identical suits, only to find him leaning over a pod nearby. He tilted his head toward me instinctively, and our gazes briefly met. As always, he wore that stoic and unreadable expression, and I wasn’t sure if he was doubting the existence of Celestials entirely, or if he’d seen something in his pod that I’d missed in mine.

      Dressler leaned over the pod next to me and tapped something on her screen. Her device glowed green, and the lid hissed as it released its pressure. Slowly, the glass dome lifted, exposing the contents inside.

      “Doc, that seems like a bad idea,” I said, lifting my rifle toward the pod on impulse.

      “Yes, yes,” she said, dismissing my concern with a few flicks of her wrist. “One moment, and we’ll know for sure.”

      “Well ain’t that a healthy attitude,” I said, backing away and giving the good doctor space.

      Down the row of pods Dressler was working on, one of Rackham’s guys smacked his fist on the one nearest to him. It rattled, clanking and groaning as the metal shifted under the force. Seconds later, the clear lid popped open.

      “What the hell are you doing, Tanner?” Rackham snapped, beating me to it by a fraction of a second. “You don’t know what—”

      “Everyone stay back!” Dressler barked. I tensed at the command, tightening my trigger finger on instinct and shifting my focus in her direction. She leaned over her own open pod, her eyes narrowed as she stared down at the blue goop. “This substance appears to be highly unstable. If this interacts with our suit or skin, it could easily and instantly decompose everything it touches.”

      “Then why are you leaning your head in it?” I snapped.

      “Because I am a professional,” retorted Dressler. “Unlike that gentleman over there,” she added with a disdainful glare at Tanner, who still stood by his open pod with a blank look on his face.

      “Close the damn lid,” Rackham muttered, gesturing at Tanner’s pod.

      Carefully, Dressler fished out a vial from one of the pockets in her suit and uncorked the top.

      “Oh, that’s a smart thought,” I said with a frown. “Let’s bring the unstable goop home with us. What could go wrong?”

      “We’re here to gather intelligence, Captain,” Dressler said dryly, never looking up from her work. “That includes intelligence and data of the dangerous sort, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m just saying maybe there’s a better—”

      A shrill scream interrupted me. It pierced through the comm link, painful and loud, and I grimaced on impulse as the sound nearly ripped apart my eardrum. I flinched, almost falling to my knees but recovering before I hit the floor. Even Dressler flinched, nearly dropping the vial into the pod, and I was amazed she managed to hold onto it without getting any of it on herself.

      “Siggy!” I yelled. “What in the hell—”

      Instantly, the sound dimmed, becoming quiet enough that I could think again. I wanted to rub my head, to ease the splitting headache that was already starting, but I could deal with a little pain. Adrenaline surged through me as I prepared for war, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

      “Apologies, sir,” said Sigmond. It appears that Mr. Tanner ignored the previous order from—”

      “Get it off!” screamed Tanner, his voice still piping through the shared comm link at a reasonable volume this time.

      I trained my rifle behind me, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from, only to find Tanner still standing beside the open pod. He stared in disbelief at his hand, as the blue goo spread across his fingers like water in zero G. Smoke billowed from his fingertips as the substance ate away at him. He grabbed at his elbow, shaking it violently, sending drops of the goo flying. Everyone stepped back, out of reach as he tried desperately to get the slime off of him. He screamed relentlessly, and I figured that had to be the sort of pain that drove a man mad—for him to make that noise, he had to be in the purest agony.

      Tanner screamed bloody murder as the smoke got thicker, and he continued to wildly fling his hand around as he tried to get the goop off. Something fell from his good hand, and seconds later, the crack of splintering glass broke through the room.

      I adjusted my position to get closer and see what that had been, only to find a shattered vial at his feet.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I demanded to know. “Was he trying to take that back with him?”

      “Tanner, you’re going to be okay,” said Lieutenant Rackham, lifting one hand toward the soldier to try to placate him. “Remember your training. You prepared for pain. Get a hold of yourself, soldier!”

      “You did this!” Tanner screamed, his eyes dilating as he yelled at Rackham. “You did this to me!”

      “What are you talking about—” Rackham took a step back, genuine confusion in his voice. “You’re the idiot who tried to steal from—”

      “You and Brigham!” Tanner continued. “You and Vick! All of you! All of you!”

      Through a gap in the smoke, I saw white bone and bright red skin blistering through a hole in the suit. This blue goop had burned right through his suit and was eating away at his body. He had to be leaking oxygen like crazy. In just a matter of seconds, it would likely find its way into his bloodstream—if it hadn’t already.

      “Heavens above,” Abigail muttered, her eyes wide with horror at what we were all witnessing. Her rifle lifted, aimed for Tanner’s heart, and I felt like that was a good call. I wasn’t sure where this was going, but I knew it wouldn’t end well.

      “Rackham, get him under control!” I snapped. “Before this gets out of hand, you hear me?”

      “I hear you, Captain,” Rackham said quietly, lowering his gun as he began to take careful steps toward the Union soldier.

      “Captain Hughes, can we help him?” Freddie asked. “He needs medical attention.”

      “Abby, you have the med kit, right?” I asked, even though I wasn’t about to let her go anywhere near this guy.

      “Yes,” she said simply, narrowing her eyes as her finger hovered near the trigger on her rifle.

      “Hold your fire,” I ordered. “Maybe there’s something we can do. I don’t know how to stop the progression, but...” I groaned, not liking where my mind was going. “We might need to amputate—”

      “No!” Tanner screamed, smashing his head against the open pod door in what almost looked like an involuntary movement. The lid shattered from the force, its glass sprinkling over the ground beside the remains of the vial. The screen in Tanner’s visor cracked, and I figured that was probably another oxygen leak this man couldn’t afford right now. The rest of his helmet held up, though, and only the pod took any additional damage.

      “Tanner,” Rackham said calmly, lifting his hands once more to placate the soldier. “It’s going to be okay. You prepared for this. You know what to do when—”

      “It was you!” Tanner shouted, his voice shrill with madness and fear. Deep down, the man knew death was close, and it seemed like he couldn’t rightly handle it coming for him. Sweat pooled along his brow, running down his nose like he was in a sauna. “We have our orders, all of us, Rackham! But you couldn’t do it. You couldn’t—you can’t…” Tanner looked at me, a crazed expression on his face as his eyes slipped out of focus.

      I knew that look. I’d seen it before, and it never ended well for me or anyone involved. It was the expression of a man who had lost his mind. Who had seen things no one should see, done things no one should do. He was unhinged, and an unhinged man at the brink of his sanity was a dangerous thing.

      I kept my rifle at the ready, my finger hovering over the trigger. Abigail took a few careful steps toward me, holding her own weapon across her chest.

      Truth be told, Tanner wasn’t one of my men. He had tried to steal from me, and if he so much as lifted a hand against any one of my crew, he would be dead before he hit the floor. With the pain he was in right now, that almost seemed like a mercy he didn’t quite deserve, but I didn’t know his story. I only knew what he’d done here—and the risk he posed to my crew. In the end, that was all I cared about.

      “You know what they said, Rackham?” Tanner said, grinning madly as he gestured to the other Union soldiers nearby. They slowly backed away, their rifles aimed toward their fellow soldier, no doubt as wary of him as I was. “We were promised ships,” Tanner continued. “Promotions. Creds. All we have to do is bring back what you can’t. First one with a Celestial wins,” Tanner added in a sing-song voice. He lifted his still-burning hand, some of his fingers now gone. His suit hung open at the wrist, slack as it pulled and burned his skin in places, deteriorating more with each passing second. “Guess I win!” he said, laughing, and his eyes went wide. “I win! I win I win I win!”

      “Gods,” I muttered. “Everyone get back. Back!” I barked, tilting my head to make sure my people were clear of this steaming madhouse in the middle of the room. Abigail hovered nearby, stubborn and refusing to back down. “Abby, move!” I snapped, stepping in front of her to urge her backward with the others. I heard her hiss in frustration, clearly battling between obeying the order and her need to help, but she stepped back beside Freddie.

      Only Rackham and I remained within ten meters of Tanner, and I wasn’t about to let anyone get an inch closer until we knew what the hell was happening. “Siggy, private line.”

      “The line is now secured, sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear.

      “Give me an update,” I ordered as I watched the Union soldier in front of me slowly lose his mind. “Give me something. What’s happening to this guy?”

      “I’m afraid the foreign liquid burning through his suit has damaged many of the sensors monitoring his vitals,” said Sigmond. “Based on the readings I can still gather, he appears to be experiencing strange fluctuations in brain activity. His breathing is accelerated, and he appears to be going into shock.”

      “Tanner,” Rackham said sternly, the soothing tone long gone from his voice. “Stand down. Get ahold of yourself!”

      “Pipe in Dressler,” I commanded, referring to the secured line Sigmond and I currently shared.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      “Captain,” Dressler said, her voice tense. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.”

      “What’s happening, Doc?” I asked.

      She hesitated as Tanner screamed once more in agony, and part of me wanted to look at her to snap her out of whatever she might be experiencing. I needed her to focus, but I also needed to keep an eye on the crazy man in front of me.

      “Dressler!” I shouted.

      “I knew the liquid would burn on contact,” she said abruptly, as if I’d shaken her awake. “But it seems that perhaps it’s entered his blood stream as well, and it seems to be slowly dissolving his cells from within, turning his body into a kind of hydrocarbon soup.” She hesitated a moment, and I heard her gag softly at the idea. “It also seems to be affecting his brain the most immediately. Before you ask, no, there would be no coming back from that, and he poses a huge risk with that gun at his side. There’s absolutely nothing we can do for him.”

      “Dandy,” I said through gritted teeth. I didn’t need a deranged soldier on this mission—or ever. “Siggy, pipe in Rackham.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “…don’t have to do this,” Rackham said as I came in on the middle of the private conversation he was having with Tanner.

      “Rackham, listen to me close,” I snapped. “You have ten seconds to either get him to stand down or put a bullet in him. This ain’t going to end well for anyone if he keeps carrying on like this, you understand me?”

      “He’s injured, Captain,” Rackham snapped back. “What do you want me to—”

      “That may be so, but he’s also armed and losing his godsdamn mind!”

      “I’m going to make Vick proud,” Tanner cackled. His eyes were still wide, and I couldn’t see the irises to them anymore. Steam hissed from his nose and mouth, fogging the visor. The Union soldier lifted his gun and held it to Rackham’s head, crowing. “I’ll do what you couldn’t do, Rackham. I’ll be better.”

      “Rackham!” I bellowed, my finger on the trigger as my rifle snapped up and I took aim on Tanner’s forehead.

      “Tanner, put the gun down!” Rackham shouted.

      Tanner didn’t budge. With the barrel of his pistol pressed against his lieutenant’s helmet, steam grew thicker with every passing second as the entire hand burned away.

      “Or maybe…” Tanner said ominously, trailing off as his eyes scanned the faces around him. “Or maybe I’ll take you.” He aimed his gun at Bolin, his pointer finger wrapping around the trigger.

      With my rifle aimed on him, I went to squeeze the trigger. Before I could fire, however, Rackham shot off a single round. The neutronium-tipped bullet sliced through Tanner’s throat before the man could get a shot off at Bolin. Blood splattered against the polished white pod behind him as he bled out on the floor, sputtering in his final breaths. Tanner’s gun slid along the floor toward Bolin, and I released the pressure from my own trigger to keep from wasting a second bullet.

      It burned me, though—that Lieutenant Rackham had saved my crewman’s life, and not me. Still, I could swallow my pride enough to be grateful Bolin hadn’t been hurt. “Bolin, are you—”

      “I’m fine, Captain,” he said, breathing heavily. I briefly tilted my head to check on him, never letting Rackham or Tanner out of my sight. The burly man stood nearest to me, his rifle trained on the corpse before us all. His men flanked him, all of their fingers on their triggers, ready to defend their friend and leader.

      This could have ended in a firefight of wasted neutronium and a lot of blood, maybe even damaged intel. I shook my head in anger and walked around the destroyed pod to find the steaming body of what was once Tanner now lying on the floor. Smoke billowed from him, faster now, and I motioned for everyone to stay back. “Leave him,” I ordered. “Get what you can, but no one touches him.”

      “We don’t leave men behind, like you Renegades,” sneered one of the Union soldiers, disdain dripping from every word. “He’s our friend, and we’re not leaving him to rot on some godsforsaken metal planet!”

      I turned on my heel, lowering my rifle only slightly as I glared at the other Union soldier. “You will because if you so much as touch him, you stand the very real chance of sharing the same fate as your buddy.” I took a few steps closer, never shifting my gaze from the foolhardy idiot before me. “But we both know what you really want, right? A promotion. You want to know what else he has on him. You want something to bring back to your boss. Was he really your friend? Did you even know him before this mission?”

      The soldier squared his shoulders, and I saw the hand holding his rifle twitch as though he wanted to aim it toward me.

      “Sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “I apologize for the intrusion, but the Union soldier you’re speaking to experienced an erratic change in his pulse when you accused him just now. The evidence strongly suggests he’s lying to you.”

      I’d figured as much. I didn’t need a suit scan to tell me that. I could read it on the asshole’s face—he thought I was some gullible and sentimental fool, and I didn’t mind righting that wrong.

      “Rackham, you and your men wait in the hallway,” I ordered, never breaking eye contact with the soldier standing before me. “The rest of you, gather what you can find and return to the ships.”

      “We’re taking him,” insisted the Union soldier, nodding toward the smoldering corpse at our feet with a grim frown.

      “You try, you join him,” I warned, my voice dangerously low.

      “Stand down, Barkley,” Rackham ordered.

      “Both of you,” I added, tilting my rifle toward the other Union soldier nearby who was getting a little too close to angling his rifle toward me.

      The four of us faced off, glaring each other down, daring the others to move first. I kept a careful eye on Rackham, not quite believing the Union officer would have my back should the moment call for it.

      Before I could so much as give the order, Freddie and Abigail appeared on each side of me, their guns trained on the soldiers. I heard my two friends ready their rifles and pistols from behind me, and I knew without having to look that all of the barrels were trained on the idiots trying to disobey the joint orders of their commanding officer.

      “Hey, had to try,” the soldier named Barkley said. He lowered his gun, admitting defeat, and the other followed suit shortly thereafter.

      “Now get,” I said, gesturing toward the door with my rifle.

      The soldiers walked past Tanner’s corpse without so much as looking down at his body as the remains sizzled and smoked. Rackham followed, the last to leave, his shoulders squared as he joined his soldiers in the hall. As the doors shut behind them, he shot me one last somber look.

      “Siggy, do me a favor,” I said.

      “Of course, sir,” said the Cognitive. “What can I do for you?”

      “If I ever agree to a Union alliance again, find a way to smack me with something,” I ordered. “Hard.”

      “Of course, sir,” said the Cognitive. “I’m sure Ms. Lucia would be happy to assist.”
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      After an hour or so of rummaging through the strange room with the pods, the walk to the ships was a quiet one. None of us spoke as we hauled what we could find back to the shuttle, though I was mostly quiet because I was keeping a close eye on the Union soldiers marching ahead of me, pretending they didn’t feel my glare on the backs of their necks.

      Thanks to Dressler’s direction, we’d managed to scrounge up some useful bits of tech from among the pods. Hard drives, mostly—at least as close to them as we could figure, as Celestial tech was truly unlike anything we’d ever seen before. They had been connected to some kind of supercomputer, and while we didn’t have all the details yet, Dressler had apparently managed to scrape together and download quite a bit of what promised to be useful information. I wasn’t so confident, however. There was a time when we had banked on the scout ship having useful data, and all it did was bring us here.

      My crew looked antsy as we loaded the new cargo. We weren’t done here, not yet, even though everyone seemed about ready to leave. Though Freddie especially looked set to jump on the ships and bail, I wasn’t about to give the retreat order until I was sure we had something undeniably useful. We might never get another shot at getting intel off this planet, and I had to play it safe. Well, as safe as possible on a metal planet created by the enemy.

      I thought of Tanner’s corpse, still smoking on the floor back in that room up above us, nothing but boiling blood and bones by the time we’d left. Truth be told, I still couldn’t believe Dressler wanted to bring back samples of that disgusting goop that had fried him. I hated the thought of the Union ever getting hold of it. Were they to weaponize the blue slime, it could easily make them unstoppable. Most of all, though, I hated the idea of that poison being on my ship, but she knew more about this stuff than me. On this, I had to just trust her word that it would be useful and hope she was right.

      There was that word again—hope. I sure didn’t like how often I’d been using it lately. So much of even this mission relied on it: the hope we would find something useful; the hope we would be able to decode it; the hope we would be able to actually figure out how to use it as a weapon against the Celestials before they crushed us all to dust.

      I didn’t like it. Not one bit. I hated being backed into a corner, but the gods help the fool who tried to keep me pinned.

      We had outfitted one of our shuttles to act as a storage container, which was operated entirely by Sigmond. Once secured, no human passenger would be aboard, and the equipment and supplies would be ferried back to the Nebula Prospect at once.

      I remained by the door until the last person left, careful to ensure everything Dressler had catalogued so far made it. I didn’t trust these Union soldiers and their sticky fingers, not after what we’d witnessed upstairs. Not that I trusted them before, but I liked them a hell of a lot less now, and that was saying something.

      “Lock it up, Siggy,” I said, smacking my palm against the wall.

      “Yes, Captain,” said the Cognitive. The door to the storage shuttle closed, and I knew I could at least rest easy that what we’d found so far was safe.

      I made my way back out to the hangar, careful to check my suit locks and oxygen levels before I stepped into the Celestials’ vacant loading bay. My crew mingled about, armed and ready for my next orders. A little green light blinked on the Union device nearby as it tracked the movement—or lack thereof—around us. Rackham’s tech guy knelt beside it, reading something on a screen and ignoring the rest of us.

      I surveyed my crew as they clumped in groups, somber and silent. Abigail checked the magazine on her rifle for the sixth or seventh time, clearly just trying to distract herself. Bolin’s men circled around him, debating something and gesturing now and then toward the Union soldiers, who stood off on their own on the outskirts. Freddie and Petra huddled together nearby, talking in hushed tones. I briefly debated telling Siggy to let me listen in, but I didn’t want to interrupt an intimate moment if they were having one. Not so much out of courtesy, mind you; I just didn’t care for those kinds of talks. Besides, my people would loop me in if it was something important.

      Contrary to popular belief, I had a heart. I knew none of them had enjoyed watching a man dissolve alive, even if he was a former—and potential—enemy. He’d trained a gun on my crew and threatened even his own commanding officer, and that set us all on edge. We had expected the people trying to kill us would come from outside our ranks, not within, and it left everyone unsettled to say the least.

      This mission came with more risk than I cared for, and I needed my people to focus. They had to be sharp, resilient, and clear on the goal or we would never make it out of here alive. One mistake could cost us everything and everyone here, and I couldn’t let them continue without knowing for sure they were clear on that.

      Besides—given what they had all just endured, I figured they needed a reminder of why we were here.

      “Keep in mind what’s at stake,” I said through the shared link between all the suits. Everyone’s head turned toward me as I walked into the center of the landing bay, and I could see the carefully guarded expressions on those standing nearby. “We’re here because Earth needs us to be strong. To push past the limits of everything we think we can do and be better. For them. To keep them alive and give them a real shot and a life that ain’t all blood and death.” I pointed up toward the curved glass above us. “We were reminded, up there, of just what the enemy can do. Everything about them is deadly, and we’re on this gods-forsaken metal planet for only one reason—to find a way to end them. All evidence points to that answer being somewhere on this megastructure, and dammit, I aim to find it.”

      I paused, wondering if I needed to go on, but there was a distinct shift in the energy buzzing through my crew. Bolin and his men all stood a little taller as I spoke, adjusting their grips on their rifles. Freddie squared his shoulders as I finished my pretty little speech. One by one, my people stood taller, and I knew they’d recovered well enough to continue.

      Good. I needed them to focus because the most difficult parts still lay ahead.

      “We can’t search this place as one unit,” I continued. “Not with so many branching hallways. Just like we experienced on the stairs, we’re sitting ducks in a group this big. That’s why we’re splitting into squads. Thanks to Siggy’s map scans, we’ve discovered there are three hallways branching off from this hangar, which in turn branch again at deeper points. First, I want Lucia—”

      “Babysitting,” she said curtly, interrupting as she gripped her staff tighter. “I figured.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I groaned inwardly, choosing to just move on instead of engaging the irritable old woman. “Leif, take Tunnel One. It’s the one we’ve best mapped thus far, and our scans show it has three other tunnels branching off after a short distance. Split your soldiers into three groups to accommodate that. I’ll leave assignments to you.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the Eternal leader said, turning away from me so he could address his soldiers. With a few taps on his helmet, he switched over to another comm line so that he and his people wouldn’t talk over me.

      “Abby, Freddie, Petra, and Dressler, you’re with me in Tunnel Two,” I said, pointing to each person as I spoke. “Bolin, you and your guys come with me for now. There are a few forks in the road, and I may have you branch off later should the need arise.”

      “You got it,” said Bolin, nodding as he adjusted the slew of weapons strung over his back. I had to admit—having a walking armory on my team was a nice bonus in a place like this.

      “And us?” Rackham said, arms crossed as he once more studied me with that unreadable expression of his. “Tunnel three, I take it?”

      I let out a slow breath as I debated what to do with them. Part of me wanted to tie them to something in the hangar to make sure they didn’t wander off, collecting more goo and boiling alive. The smarter bit of me knew we needed the boots on the ground to explore the planet and continue mapping the tunnels. Even if they did steal something, I could always make sure Sigmond gave them the special treatment before they left my boat. I could make sure he scanned every cavity they had in the most unpleasant ways possible to ensure they weren’t taking anything with them that didn’t need to enter Union control.

      I briefly debated sending Bolin’s men to keep an eye on them, but I didn’t want to send any of my people with the folks who had just considered leveling their weapons at my face. After that one soldier’s little stunt upstairs, I wouldn’t put it past any of these guys to orchestrate a little accident involving any of my crew.

      “Yeah, you lot take Tunnel Three,” I said after a brief pause, gesturing between Rackham’s remaining men. “Since you all get along so well and everything.”

      The soldiers behind Rackham shifted uneasily, none of them looking at me now that they’d been properly put in their places. Only Rackham held my gaze.

      I gestured over my shoulder in the vague direction of their scanner. “With your tech guy monitoring the device, that leaves you with a team of five, including yourself,” I pointed out. “Think you can handle it with a team that small, Rackham?”

      “Of course,” the Union man said coolly, shrugging as if we weren’t about to enter impossibly dangerous territory.

      “Peachy,” I said, forcing a thin smile, but I was no idiot. “Siggy, private line,” I added quietly, tilting my body away from them so Rackham wouldn’t be able to guess what I was talking about.

      “Yes, sir,” answered the Cognitive.

      “Watch their every move, you understand me? If they deviate or so much as look at something valuable, you tell me right away. Don’t interrupt me with the lesser stuff, but keep your body cams going and record everything,” I added. “If they so much as scratch their asses, I want to know once I get back.”

      “Of course, Captain, though I assume that would be a very unpleasant thing to watch.”

      “Not now, Siggy,” I chastised, hardly in the mood for jokes.

      “Apologies, sir,” said Sigmond. “Oh, how interesting…”

      “What’s that?”

      “It would seem Lieutenant Rackham desires a private line with you. Shall I patch him through?”

      “Do it,” I said with a nod.

      “I know you have your Cognitive stitched through to our suits,” Rackham said calmly. “I figure you want to keep tabs on us.”

      “And?” I prodded, wishing he was a bit less smart.

      “And that’s fair,” Rackham finished. “I really can’t blame you, considering your history with the Union.” He hesitated. “And considering what we witnessed upstairs.”

      I turned to face the lieutenant, arms crossed as I studied him, wondering if he was playing a game with me or not. He merely watched me with that same unchanging glint in his eye, never giving me a damned thing to go on.

      “Best of luck to you, Captain,” Rackham eventually said with a small nod. “Be careful out there.”

      “And to you,” I said, not entirely sure if I meant it. The Union as a whole could rot for all I cared, but I surprisingly found myself on the fence about Oberon Rackham.

      The lieutenant turned his back to me and signaled to his men, who fell quickly into line. It seemed as though he’d had a bit of a talking-to with them while we were loading Dressler’s finds on the ship, and whatever he’d said had whipped them back into shape. For now, anyway. Men like that had no spines and no loyalty except to themselves. I had to admit I was grateful not to be going into enemy territory with them watching my back, but Rackham was used to Union politics. It was clear the man knew exactly how to play the game—and the other players.

      “Siggy, patch me through to the group comm again,” I ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Go ahead when you’re ready.”

      “Listen up,” I said, gripping my rifle as I spoke. “Stay in the perimeter of the Union’s new toy. That’s between one-hundred and twenty-five-hundred meters. Report on the comm if you find anything. Look for whatever you can steal that won’t slow you down, anything that looks like it might be valuable or important. A storage drive, a computer system, whatever. Gods know what the Celestials’ version of that is. I don’t care if it turns out to be a lunchbox once Dressler digs into it—for now, if you’re not sure about the value, just assume it’s all worth a grab. Understood?”

      “Aye, Captain,” most of them said in unison.

      “Good,” I replied. “Move out. Stay sharp. Try not to die.”

      With that, we broke off toward our various branching halls, as ready as we would ever be to face whatever lay ahead.
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      A tense silence settled across my team as we made our way through Tunnel Two. This place was a metal labyrinth, the architecture perfectly uniform in every corridor we took. Every twist, every turn looked the same. The flawless, polished metal walls had no creases or slits in the surface, making for what appeared to be a single, smooth facade that went on for eternity. This was what I figured an insect must feel like, burrowing into the ground, carving a route through the dark in the hopes of finding an end to it all.

      “Continuous scans have nothing to report, Captain,” said Sigmond. “The Union device remains unchanged.”

      “Yeah, well, that don’t mean we should go and get comfy,” I said, the butt of my rifle digging into my shoulder.

      “It’s odd,” remarked the Cognitive. “Despite my maps to give us ongoing guidance, our constant drone scans continue to show little to no results of the megastructure as a whole. Every sensor we have is acting as if most of the planet isn’t even here.”

      “Great,” I muttered, even less confident than before at placing our safety and security in the hands of Union tech.

      “I wonder what this place is,” said Freddie, his helmet tipping back as he the metal covering the ceiling above us. “Or what it was, I suppose, since it’s so empty. What brought it out this way? Why is it here?”

      “And why was it abandoned?” added Petra.

      “Don’t go getting comfortable with the idea that there ain’t no one home,” I cautioned. “You get comfortable, you let your guard down. You let your guard down, you die.”

      “Thanks,” Abigail said wryly. “Good pep talk, Jace.”

      “It’s true,” I insisted.

      “This reminds me of Spiketown,” Bolin said quietly, referring to the colony where we had met him and saved his daughter from a life in a Sarkonian prison camp. “The silence in the old scrapyards at night. The tunnels below.” He paused. “We never knew who might’ve been watching.”

      “Yeah,” I remarked, a bit surprised to realize he was right.

      “It could be an outpost,” Dressler considered. “Maybe sent to survey a potential threat before the rest of the fleet is sent for extermination protocols.”

      “You’re a real treat, Doc,” I said, frowning. “You know that? So perky. A real delight to have around.”

      “It’s a valid hypothesis,” insisted Dressler, shrugging and adjusting her grip on the pack slung over her shoulder.

      “Maybe it’s a warship,” said Freddie nervously as he scanned the empty hallway ahead of us.

      “A warship with no warriors?” asked Abigail, lifting one skeptical eyebrow.

      “Maybe they’re asleep,” he said.

      Bolin laughed. “Sleeping? What, in a big pile at the core?”

      Freddie shrugged. “We don’t know. This place is huge, so what if—”

      “All right, that’s enough,” I interjected. “Let’s not get worked up over a whole lot of nothing. Bolin, let’s pick up the pace.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the soldier said with a nod, his smile fading as he abruptly got to work.

      “Sir,” said Sigmond through the comm in my ear. “If I might have a word?”

      “Yeah, Siggy. What’s going on?”

      “I’m having trouble maintaining the connection with Lieutenant Rackham and his men,” said the Cognitive. “It’s quite peculiar, but theirs is the only connection that cuts in and out. It’s as if there’s something blocking their signal at random intervals.”

      I gritted my teeth at the news, not entirely sure of what to make of it. “You think they’re the ones blocking the signal?”

      “Perhaps, sir,” admitted the Cognitive. “For all intents and purposes, Lieutenant Rackham seems to be complying with requests for additional information. It’s just that his replies cut in and out, and I’m unable to make out most of what he’s trying to say.”

      I hesitated, and the soldiers around me paused, turning to face me they waited for orders. I debated my options—either Rackham was up to something that could compromise the mission, all in the name of bringing back a Celestial for Vick to carve up, or they were in trouble. I really wasn’t sure which one unnerved me the most.

      “Sir?” asked Sigmond. “What would you like me to do?”

      “I don’t want to go rushing off to babysit the Union,” I said. “Keep an eye on them. If you get anything useful or manage to re-establish a clear signal, you let me know right away.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I pointed ahead of us. “Let’s keep moving.”

      My team and I followed the corridor for another hundred meters, eventually coming to the fork in the path I had previously mentioned to Bolin. We paused when we reached it, and I half-expected to see something different. Different walls, or maybe even doors. So far, it had been nothing but the solid, unyielding walls of the corridor, and I hated having so few options should an ambush hit us.

      “Should we take one of the hallways?” asked Bolin, pointing his rifle to the path on the left to emphasize the suggestion.

      “No, not yet,” I said, frowning. “Something doesn’t feel right. For now, we stick together.”

      “Sir,” said Sigmond. “It appears as though there is an anomaly nearby, roughly fifty meters away down the path to your right.”

      “An anomaly?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “My scans have discovered a distinct layout that varies significantly from the rest of the tunnels we’ve mapped so far. In addition, there seems to be some unique readings that I haven’t quite managed to pinpoint. I will continue attempting to decode them.”

      “Well, that ain’t vague at all,” I muttered. “Send us over the updates when you have something.”

      “At once, sir.”

      Before I had a chance to pull up the maps, Abigail lifted her wrist and tapped a few keys on her suit. The small holo embedded in her suit’s forearm projected a three-dimensional map in front of her.

      “Ain’t you helpful?” I asked, smirking.

      She ignored me and returned her attention to the holo. “What is that?” asked Abigail as she pointed to a spot on the map ahead of the blue dot that indicated where we were in the corridors. Her finger hovered over a large square space unlike any of the other areas we’d passed so far.

      “A room, perhaps?” suggested Freddie.

      “It has no entry door,” Dressler pointed out. “There are no walls to contain it. It appears to be an alcove of some kind, or perhaps a storage unit.”

      “With fancy, unreadable signals shooting out of it,” I muttered. “I say we take a quick peek.” I lifted my rifle as I led the way.

      When we reached the anomaly, it true to form had no doors of any kind. There was simply a large gap in the hallway wall on our left that led into a large space as big as the Nebula Prospect itself. The room contained nothing, and only a few rectangular indentations on the otherwise flawlessly smooth walls gave any indication that this space had any unique value.

      “What is this place used for?” asked Abigail as she lifted her chin, surveying the vast room around us.

      “I got no idea, Abby,” I said, wondering the same thing. “This place is full of the sort of mysteries I’m altogether fond of solving, to be frank.”

      We spread out across the room, each of us looking for anything of value or note. Dressler hovered near a small circular hole in one of the indentations, the metallic dip in the wall’s surface sitting above her head. She got on her toes again, which was becoming habit by now, and her eyes narrowed as she studied the irregularity, seemingly fascinated and confused all at once.

      “Any theories, Doc?” I asked, adjusting my grip on the rifle in my hands as I kept a careful watch on the room around us.

      For a moment, Dressler didn’t so much as move, and I wondered if she had perhaps not heard me. Science-types could get like this, sometimes—so consumed in their work that they forgot there was a whole other world around them. I took a few steps toward her, determined to figure out if this place was worth the time or if we needed to move on, when she finally stirred out of her daze. “This is nearly identical to what I found along the spine of the Celestial we killed on Earth.”

      “Is it now?” I asked, intrigued and feeling like we were finally getting somewhere.

      “It is,” she said with a nod, stepping back to study it from afar. “The Celestial ship also had something similar to this near its control panel and the door. I suspect it’s how the Celestial interacted with the ship.”

      “Like how the Eternals and all of us have tattoos to interact with old Earth tech?” I asked, trying to piece together her theory.

      “Precisely,” she said with a nod, pacing in front of the small metallic circle as she continued to study it from new angles. “I believe it may also be a terminal of some sort, which would imply it could have some data I can access.”

      “Why would it be in a room like this?” asked Abigail, gesturing to the empty room around us. “There’s nothing here. Not even a door to protect it.”

      “Maybe there was, once,” Dressler suggested with a flick of her hand at the vast nothing around us. “Truthfully, I have absolutely no idea. I could be wildly wrong, and perhaps this is just a waste of time. However, we’ll need far more information before I can make a hypothesis of any substance. For now, I suggest we simply try.”

      “Can you get anything from that terminal, Doc?” I asked, nodding to the painfully plain circle.

      “Maybe,” she said, not sounding altogether confident.

      “Give it a shot,” I ordered. “The rest of you, spread out and look for others like this, or something else we might be able to drag back with us in Dressler’s bag. Stay close. Abby, Bolin, stay with me to guard the Doc.”

      Instantly, my crew obeyed. As Freddie, Petra, and Bolin’s men fanned out, they began to slowly head toward the far wall, away from the corridor we’d just taken. Freddie and Petra hovered by a gap in the wall that led to another hallway, and he nodded once before they disappeared from view.

      “Stay close,” I repeated into the group comm link, not altogether pleased they were no longer in my sight.

      “Of course, Captain,” said Freddie. “There’s nothing back here so far. Just more of the same.”

      “That doesn’t mean I like it,” I answered.

      Bolin, Abigail, and I remained by Dressler to act as a guard and keep an eye on her progress. She slid her bag off her shoulder and rummaged through it, hunting for another set of wires and screens from the overflowing pack. Carefully, she hooked a shiny silver device into the terminal, frowning as her fingers typed furiously along the pad in her lap.

      I kept my rifle at the ready, not one to get too comfortable in enemy territory. Now and then, I looked down at Dressler to make sure she didn’t get too carried away, as she was utterly consumed in her work. It was great when she uncovered important details, but it was less desirable when she lost track of time and had a little too much fun playing with her toys. I had to make sure every second was spent wisely, which was tough since I had little to no idea what the hell she was even doing. Frowning, her eye twitched as she stared at the screen in her lap. A moment later, though, it flashed green, and I caught the barest hint of a smile across her face.

      Victory. It seemed as though the good doctor had granted us access—whatever that ended up meaning.

      Symbols I didn’t recognize flashed across her screen, and her gaze quickly scanned each of them with focused knowing. A hint of excitement burned in her eyes, and I had to admit I was pleasantly surprised—for Dressler to show any emotion at all was a very good sign.

      “You get something good, Doc?” I asked.

      “I have no idea,” she said, that look of excitement never leaving her face.

      “Ah, peachy,” I said as Abigail and I shared a bemused glance. “Dressler’s having a field day while we all sit out in the open, waiting to get shot.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Dressler chided. “I’m downloading it and will send this to Titan at the earliest opportunity. I’m making a copy of everything I can find, anything at all I can get access to. It will take some deciphering to truly understand and decode, but this is promising.”

      Good. I could grant her that. At this point, any information at all was a step in the right direction. If we’d stolen all of this data from one of their access terminals, it posed a good chance of teaching us much-needed secrets about the enemy. Maybe ones that were even big enough to turn the tide in a war—the kind that would make all this worthwhile.

      “Siggy, give me an update on the others,” I said as I waited for Dressler to finish what seemed to be a massive intelligence download.

      “Mr. Leif and his team are making excellent progress through the tunnels,” said Sigmond. “Thus far they have uncovered several strange objects, each of which seem to glow with an odd purple or blue light. No one is certain what they are, however.”

      “Good work,” I said with a nod. “How deep are they?”

      “Approaching the eight-hundred-meter range, sir,” said Sigmond. “Shall I tell them to loop back?”

      I hesitated, wondering how far we needed to push this exploration. I didn’t want to go back empty handed, but I didn’t want to put anyone in added danger, either. “Yeah, bring them back. We’ll regroup shortly and decide what to do from there.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      “Is Lucia behaving herself?”

      “Begrudgingly so,” said Sigmond. “But yes, she and her team continue to monitor the hangars by the ships, as well as the Union soldier who remained behind to survey the device.”

      “And Rackham?” I added, grinding my teeth at the idea of Union soldiers weaving through the hallways.

      “Unfortunately, I’ve still been unable to maintain a connection with Lieutenant Rackham and his men,” said Sigmond. “Scans are inconclusive as well, but he seems to be roughly one thousand meters into his corridor.”

      “Already?” I stiffened at the idea of Rackham and his men moving through the halls with such a focused mission. They were most definitely up to no good, and so help me I would cuff them all to a chair the moment we got back to the ships. “I don’t like that, Siggy.”

      “Nor do I, sir,” confessed the Cognitive.

      And there it was. The final knowing, for me, that Rackham was up to something. Sigmond could communicate with the other teams, and yet by some strange turn of events, I was supposed to believe Rackham and his men had the only faulty signals of us all?

      I wasn’t buying it.

      The megastructure interfered with our scans, sure, but the jammed signals on his team’s suits were clearly an isolated case. That meant the Union dogs were intentionally blocking Sigmond’s signal, and I didn’t like that one bit. Not with multiple ships sitting in the hangar, ripe for the stealing.

      The thought of them swiping one or all of the ships and leaving us to rot on this floating metal ball sent cold dread clear to my toes, and I frankly wouldn’t have put it past them. I wanted to think better of Rackham, but such was life when it came to the Union.

      I whistled sharply to get my crew’s attention. “Time to—”

      “Everyone, come look!” said Freddie, excited. “I found something!”

      I hesitated, wanting to get back to the ships sooner rather than later, but we had already come this far. I had a strong suspicion we wouldn’t be back near these parts, and this was probably our only shot at getting whatever it was Freddie had just found. I could indulge him with at least a quick look. “Siggy, you lock down those ships and warn Lucia about what’s happening with Rackham and his men,” I ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      “Bolin, you and your guys cover Dressler,” I added. “Doc, you’re out of time. Get everything out of that you can but wrap it up quick. We’ve got to go.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Bolin said, his gun at the ready as he surveyed the open stretch of the walls that led into the hallway. Gustin, Nash, Mackie, and Hugh jogged toward the doctor, the metal of their guns brushing against their suits as they took their stances around the terminal. Dressler didn’t acknowledge me, lost as she was in her work.

      “Doc,” I prompted, not in the mood to play nice.

      “Yes, fine,” she muttered. Dressler waved me away with a few flicks of her wrist as she dove deeper into her discoveries, her fingers like lightning across the pad as she accessed more and more of the Celestials’ sensitive data.

      I frowned at her dismissive tone, not entirely convinced she’d truly heard me, but I didn’t have the time or energy to correct her manners.

      Abigail and I ran to Freddie, ducking through the opening where I’d seen him disappear earlier. He and Petra stood a short distance off, beside the first door we had seen in the entire stretch we’d explored thus far. A circular terminal identical to the one Dressler was currently studying was mounted to the wall beside it.

      “I wonder if we can get in,” Freddie said, reaching for the pad in the middle of the terminal’s circle.

      “Wait,” I snapped, the hair on my neck standing on end as every warning bell in my body went off at once.

      But it was too late.

      His fingertip grazed the surface of the pad, barely touching it as he tried to pull back in time. His touch made the pad glow purple, and a ripple of light buzzed through the surface of the terminal. Instantly, the door in front of us slid open, and the overhead lights came online. I lifted my gun, half-expecting a Celestial to be brushing his teeth on the other side, but the room was empty. Nothing of note stood out to us as we scanned the open space, save for a similar door cut into the far wall, another identical terminal sitting next to it.

      We paused, all of us ready to fire at a moment’s notice. Silence settled on the air, eating away at me as I expected the world to erupt into chaos at any second.

      After a moment, Abigail smacked Freddie on the shoulder. “Honestly, Frederick. You should pay more attention to what you’re—”

      An ear-splitting noise—possibly an alarm—cut through the space around us. We all grimaced as it blared, shrill and piercing.

      “Hughes,” Lucia barked into the shared link. “What the hell did you do?”

      “It wasn’t me,” I snapped back, glaring at Freddie.

      “Sorry,” he said with a deeply apologetic look on his face. “I’m really, really—”

      “Siggy, tell everyone to get back to the ships!” I ordered, interrupting the kid’s excuse. We didn’t have time to sit there apologizing to each other. “Go, go, go!” I ushered my crew ahead of me, making sure everyone was out of this space before running toward Dressler. Bolin and his team still stood at her side with their rifles trained on the hallway, tense and ready to run.

      “What’s going on?” asked Bolin, his eyebrows pinched with concern.

      “No time. Move!” I shouted, pointing after the rest of the team as Abigail led them into the hallway. “Dressler, cut the cord and let’s go!”

      “Fine,” she muttered, frowning as she quickly unhooked the cables from the terminal. “I didn’t get nearly as much as I wanted, Captain.”

      “It’ll have to do. Now move!” I raced after her, monitoring the back of the line to make sure nothing followed us as we raced back toward the hangar. “Siggy, see if you can cut through whatever Rackham is using to block the signal. If we have to evacuate, I’m not waiting around for them to drag a body through the halls!”

      “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive. “What should I tell him if—”

      “Hughes!” Rackham shouted through the line, the connection crackling as he talked over Sigmond.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I snapped at him. “Blocking signals, and when—”

      “I know,” he admitted, breathing heavily. The thunder of gunfire cut through the connection. “Hughes, I need backup. I’ve finally disabled the jammer Barkley had on him, but we’re—” He groaned in pain as more gunfire erupted around him. His gun went off, the loud pops of his rifle nearly splitting my eardrum. “Hughes, please—”

      “Oh dear,” said Sigmond as the line cut out. “It appears I’ve lost the connection to Lieutenant Rackham. I shall try to repair it, but I’m not optimistic that I can.”

      “It’ll have to do, Siggy,” I said. “Just try to get him back.”

      As we raced through the halls, I had a decision to make—either I left Rackham to die, or I risked none of us getting off this planet at all. I eyed Dressler’s pack, knowing full well that what we’d found thus far might’ve been the key to cracking the Celestials’ weaknesses, and I had to ensure it made it back to Earth.

      Whatever decision I made, I had to choose quickly. I briefly wondered what the Union man would’ve done in my shoes, but that didn’t matter in the end. I’d never made choices with the Union’s morals at heart, and that alone had saved my skin countless times before.

      Now, I had to decide—with the safety of Earth, Lex, and all my people on the line, was Rackham truly a part of my crew? Or was I going to leave these tourists to die?
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      With Abigail at the front, leading my team as we raced back toward the hangar, I remained at the back as I debated what to do about Rackham. The man could already be dead, for all I knew, and I didn’t have time to waste in deciding what to do. Lucia’s warning repeated in the back of my mind, and I had a pretty clear idea of what she would do in my shoes. But I didn’t get this far by leaving men behind, especially not men who needed help.

      “Siggy, get me Rackham’s last known location,” I ordered.

      “At once, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      At the front of the pack, Abigail turned her head abruptly toward me, overhearing the command. “Jace, are you really going to—”

      “Yes, and you’re going to lead everyone back to the ships,” I ordered, knowing full well she was going to ignore me. But hey, a man could dream.

      “Nonsense,” she said curtly, slowing her pace as she shifted her attention toward Petra. “You have the maps fully loaded on your suit, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” confirmed Petra with a quick nod.

      “Good,” said Abigail. “You lead Dressler and the others back to the ships. Make sure to get her information piped through to Titan as soon as possible so that we have a backup copy.”

      “Hey, now,” I snapped. “I’m the Captain here, godsdammit!”

      “Petra, go!” Abigail ordered, gesturing for the woman to continue on regardless of my objections.

      “Captain…” Bolin said cautiously, his attention shifting between me and Abigail.

      “Just go,” I said with a wave of my hand, ushering them onward and admitting defeat at the hands of the former nun. “All of you, get to the ships.”

      Petra nodded and raced ahead as Abigail fell behind, joining me. To my surprise, Freddie followed suit, and the three of us kept pace at the back of the pack while we waited for Sigmond’s direction.

      “Frederick, go,” Abigail ordered, gesturing up at the group quickly leaving us in the dust.

      “No way,” he said with a snap of his head. “I got us into this mess, and I’m going to do my part to get us out of it.”

      Abigail glared at him. “But you don’t—”

      “He stays,” I interjected, giving him a brief pat on his shoulder as we ran. The kid had always managed to impress me, one way or another, even after he screwed up.

      “Thanks, Captain.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” I said. “We’re running into a warzone, after all.”

      “Right,” said Freddie, his voice a little shaky at the reminder.

      “Signal recovered, Captain,” said Sigmond. “Turn left at the next fork in the path.”

      “Any vitals?” I asked, needing to know if this was worth the detour.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Things do not bode well for Rackham’s crew, and had he not jammed our signal, I could have perhaps assisted him.”

      “Yeah, well, scold him later,” I said. “Give me an update, Siggy.”

      “Lieutenant Rackham is still alive, though his elevated heart rate implies immense stress,” said the Cognitive. “I can no longer detect a pulse on one of his men, though I do have some indications that the remaining three Union soldiers may still be alive.”

      “It’s a start,” I said, racing through the tunnels as fast as my legs would carry me. “Any idea what happened to them?”

      “No, sir. They seem to have been attacked by something, but they haven’t indicated what it was.”

      “A Celestial?” asked Freddie, swallowing.

      “It’s quite possible, Mr. Tabernacle,” agreed Sigmond.

      “Should we call for backup?” asked Abigail. She turned to me, briefly studying my face as we ran.

      I toyed with the idea, and it wasn’t a new one. After taking down the Celestial on Earth, I knew it would be useful to have more firepower than just the three of us. Lucia’s team would be invaluable right now, but I had to make the call against it. “No, Abby. It’s just us. I need Lucia guarding those shuttles, and if there really are Celestials on this planet, they’re going to need Leif’s help. Protecting Dressler and whatever intel she scraped off this metal rock are more important than this detour.”

      “You have a point,” puffed Abigail, her arms pumping at her sides as she kept pace with me.

      “Turn right in twenty meters,” said Sigmond, still guiding us to Rackham.

      “Siggy, are Leif and his soldiers headed back?” I asked.

      “Yes, sir. Thus far, they have yet to encounter anything of note, but they’re quite far in their tunnel.”

      “Tell them to hustle,” I commanded. “They need to get back to the ships as quick as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Patch me through to Lucia,” I ordered.

      “Right away, sir.”

      “Where are you?” Lucia snapped into the comm. “Petra just brought the team, but you aren’t here!”

      “I’m well aware of where I ain’t!” I snapped back. “Get that cargo shuttle out of here and back to the Prospect. Wait for Leif and his people but hound them like hell to hurry. I want you to get everyone you can on that boat and get out. Leave a shuttle for the rest of us and anyone who feels generous enough to guard it until we can get there.”

      “You’re the Captain, Hughes,” the old woman said. “We’re not leaving you.”

      “I ain’t about to argue!” I replied. “It doesn’t matter if we get this info off this rock because Dressler is about the only one who can understand this nonsense. If she’s not back on Earth to rifle through it all, none of this was worth doing,” I reminded her. “Lucia, that’s a direct order. You get that cargo and the Doc off this planet. You know what’s at stake.”

      “Siggy, cut the transmission.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Ms. Lucia is quite displeased with that decision.”

      “Yeah, I bet you’re learning some spicy new words from her,” I muttered, not wanting to deal with this. I had to focus on what lay ahead, and none of it was going to be pretty.

      We followed Sigmond’s directions, racing through the corridors as the shrill alarm continued to blare around us. I was getting really sick of that noise, and I wished I could shoot whatever was powering it to turn the damned thing off.

      “How close are we, Siggy?” I asked after a while. “Tell me we’re close!”

      “Yes, Captain,” said the Cognitive. “Lieutenant Rackham’s locator device pinpoints him roughly ten meters away, around the next corner.”

      I lifted my fist, giving the silent order for the other two to slow down. They complied, and together we inched along the corridor, ears sharp and guns raised as we prepared to find a gory aftermath and probably a couple of corpses.

      All I could hear was the labored sound of a man breathing what could’ve been his final breaths. He groaned in agony. The metal of a gun tapped against the hard floor, but there was no gunfire. No screams. The silence set me even more on edge as I cautiously turned the corner, finger on my trigger and ready to fire.

      Two bodies lay on the ground, and the first I instantly recognized as one of Rackham’s guys. His torso sat at an unnatural angle, bent backward in the middle like a snapped twig. Blood dripped from his mouth, oozing out of the shattered glass of his visor and into a smoking puddle—a little fluid sitting on a thick layer of dried residue. His leg had been thrown across the hall, a trail of blood splattered along the walls and floor to mark its trajectory.

      A bit farther away, the other body fidgeted, still alive. I saw his head arch backward as the groan of a man in pain filtered through the comm in my ear.

      “Rackham, is that you?” I asked, nearing the downed soldier.

      “Thank the gods,” Rackham muttered, letting out a sigh of relief. “By my lucky stars.”

      “Might be a little early to go thanking anyone just yet, officer,” I retorted, kneeling beside him as Freddie and Abigail kept a lookout. “But I’ve been told I am quite godlike.”

      “Literally no one has ever told you that, Renegade,” said Abigail as she kneeled next to me.

      I smirked at her. “Freddie, keep watch.”

      “Yes, Captain,” he said.

      Abigail remained kneeling at my side, but she trained her gaze down the far end of the hall, keeping watch at Freddie’s back with her rifle at the ready.

      Rackham held his side, and blood pooled in his palm from a deep wound in his abdomen. As far as I could tell, the suit had attempted an emergency seal that was only functioning at half capacity, at best. From the hissing I could hear as I leaned closer, it seemed as though he was quickly leaking oxygen.

      “Siggy, give me the status on our friend here,” I ordered.

      “We’re friends, huh?” Rackham asked with a lopsided smile, though he sucked in a pained breath a second later.

      I grinned. “That was what the sciencey folk among us call sarcasm, lieutenant. But, hey, don’t let anyone kill your dreams, sport.”

      “Sir, his suit sustained moderate damage,” interjected Sigmond. “He’s leaking oxygen at an alarming rate, and he’s lucky you arrived when you did. A quick medic seal from the emergency kit should suffice as a protective barrier until he can return to the Nebula Prospect.”

      I gently nudged Abigail in the side to get her attention. “Abby, you still have the medic kit?”

      “I do.” She unhooked a small bag from her belt and rifled through its contents. “How much, Siggy?”

      “Rackham needs the everything available in the kit, I’m afraid,” answered the Cognitive. “We will have to restock the kit later.”

      “You hear that?” I asked him. “You’re bleeding my supplies, lieutenant.”

      “I’m sure the Vice Admiral will repay you in full,” Rackham said with a strained groan.

      “Make sure he throws in something shiny,” I said with a grin. “For all the trouble.”

      As Abigail got to work tending the hole in Rackham’s suit, I leaned toward his helmet, checking for additional cracks or holes. He seemed in the clear, though I had to confess I was also looking for any more of that blue goop. Who the hell knew what that even was, or if the Celestials had figured out how to weaponize it yet—I didn’t need a man with Rackham’s skill or smarts going insane on my watch, or against my crew.

      “We have to get out of here, Hughes,” Rackham said, his tone surprisingly panicked. “We have to evacuate.”

      “We are,” I said as the alarm continued to blare overhead. “We have to get you moving. Any of the other Union soldiers make it?”

      “Three ran off down there,” he said, nodding toward the other end of the hallway. “They broke the line after that—that thing attacked Grant.” Rackham nodded to the corpse down the hall. “When they saw what it could do, they all panicked.”

      “What thing?” I asked, confused. “The Celestial?”

      “That wasn’t anything like the pictures in your reports, Hughes,” Rackham said, his eyes wide with what could almost be considered fear on a lesser man. “It was big and white, but I couldn’t get a solid look at it. It moved like a ghost, too fast to even see.”

      “All right, take it easy,” I said, taking a moment. I recalled Dressler and Alphonse mentioning the possibility that there might be other Celestials that were different from the one we’d taken down on Earth. That one had been designed perfectly to be a scout, capable of hiding in plain sight and built to move quickly. If the others on this planet were somehow different, it meant dealing with a new enemy of unknown capabilities, and I wasn’t a fan of going into anything blind.

      “There,” said Abigail with a contented nod. “That’s everything we have, lieutenant. Let’s get you back.”

      Unnerved at the thought of something even more dangerous out there than I had expected, I lifted my gun and helped Rackham to his feet.

      He gripped my shoulder, trying to balance despite the gaping hole in his side. Carefully, I looped his arm around Freddie’s shoulders. “Take him back to the ships,” I said, gesturing the way we’d come. “Siggy, keep an eye on them and make sure they get back. Let me know when they’re safely aboard the shuttle.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Lieutenant Rackham, do you have any ammunition remaining?”

      He shook his head. “I emptied every bullet I had into that thing, and it didn’t even flinch.”

      I gritted my teeth, an unnerving dread rippling through me at the idea. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, clearing my throat to distract myself from Rackham’s ominous comment. “We have enough, don’t we, Abby?”

      “I suppose so,” said Abigail, sounding a bit unsure as she warily studied the lieutenant.

      “Wait, Hughes,” gasped Rackham. “My men—”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” I asked gesturing down the other end of the corridor.

      “I have to help,” he said, trying to stand on his own. “It’s my duty as their commanding officer to—” He stumbled, hitting the wall hard as Freddie once more grabbed his arm to give the injured officer support.

      “Get to the ships, you stubborn idiot,” I said, swinging my rifle across my back as I drew both my pistols. “You’re in no condition to finish this.”

      “I have to try,” insisted Rackham. “I need to—”

      “No, you need to stop wasting time,” I snapped. “You’re going to slow us down if you come with us. Freddie, you keep your rifle at the ready in case you get any visitors,” I ordered turning my attention to the kid. “You don’t hold back, and you aim for the head. We clear?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Freddie said with a nervous nod. He lifted the man’s arm over his shoulder before adjusting his grip on his rifle, ready to go.

      As Rackham grimaced in pain, the Union man finally nodded, admitting defeat. Freddie tilted the wounded man back down the hallway, and the two staggered off as fast as they could hobble.

      I squared my shoulders, scoping out the bloody corridor before me and noticing a trail of blood that led around the corner. I slung my rifle and unholstered my pistols, lifting them in front of me as I checked on Abigail. “Ready, nun?”

      She smirked, cocking her rifle and setting the butt of the gun into the crook of her shoulder. “As much as I’ll ever be, Renegade.”
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      The trail of blood smoked along the polished floor as Abigail and I raced through the identical corridors. Truth be told, I was starting to believe this would be a waste of time. After stumbling across the broken body of Rackham’s man Grant, I was beginning to wonder if there would be anything left of the rest of his soldiers to bring back with us. Regardless, I was in this mess to the end, and I prepared myself for a bloody battle should the need arise… and I had the feeling it soon would.

      “Have you tried out the neutronium-tipped bullets, yet?” asked Abigail, adjusting her grip on the rifle in her hands as the polished metal of the sleek walls buzzed past us.

      “A few,” I admitted. “I tested a few back on Earth, but I didn’t want to waste them.”

      “Same,” said Abigail. “I only fired one.”

      “Something tells me we’ll get to fire a few more than that,” I said, slowing as we passed a thick puddle of blood. A dismembered hand lay in the middle of the floor. What remained of the Union soldier’s glove had been torn to shreds, the metal and fabric strewn across the floor in front of us.

      “Delightful,” said Abigail under her breath, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

      “Sir, please be advised,” said Sigmond through the comm link. “There appears to be movement ahead of you. Three life forms are currently engaged in—oh, actually, make that two. My sensors indicate that one of the Union soldiers has perished, unfortunately.”

      “Thanks for the warning, Siggy,” I said, grimacing at the details in it I hadn’t really wanted.

      Abigail and I took careful steps, cautious not to make a sound as we made our way down this stretch of corridor toward the next corner.

      “Seems a bit odd, don’t you think?” asked Abigail quietly.

      “What’s odd about this?” I asked, not bothering to mask my sarcasm as I gestured to the blood-strewn hallway.

      “Not the blood,” said Abigail impatiently. “It’s odd that, of all of us, it was the Union folks who encountered the Celestials. We were all exposed and vulnerable in smaller groups. Why didn’t we all come across them?”

      “I don’t think for one minute it’s odd,” I confessed. “Vick had them gunning for a body to carve up.”

      “You think they went hunting for the Celestials?” she asked, eyes widening at the idea.

      “I don’t think it,” I said curtly. “I know.”

      “Captain, Lieutenant Rackham and Mr. Tabernacle have boarded the shuttle,” informed Sigmond through the comm in my ear.

      “Good,” I said, letting out a slow breath. “It’s nice to get at least a bit of good news amidst all this mess.”

      As we rounded the next corner, I found another one of the Union soldiers lying on the floor by a terminal similar to the one Freddie had touched. A bloody handprint covered most of the pad, and a thin trail of blood smoked and boiled down the base—thanks to the lack of an atmosphere in this place—implying the man had died touching it and fell to the ground.

      I sighed in disappointment. “It seems like we might owe Freddie a bit of an apology, Abby. I’m beginning to wager that perhaps he didn’t set off the alarm after all.” I nodded toward the dead soldier as Abigail turned the corner.

      She grimaced in revulsion but pressed onward, never one to let a bloody death faze her.

      “Sir,” interjected Sigmond. “You’re nearing the location of the movement I detected earlier. My scans indicate there are still two living beings there, and I believe one of them is the last Union soldier that has been unaccounted for.”

      “Siggy, we’re missing two of them,” corrected Abigail. “Not just one.”

      “I’m afraid not, Miss Pryar,” said the Cognitive. “The other Union soldier perished a short while ago in that same hallway up ahead. Currently, Lieutenant Rackham and Private Barkley are the only remaining Union soldiers with active vitals. However, I believe Private Barkley is in immense danger. Based on his elevated heart rate and brain activity, as well as the screaming, it would seem there is an unknown entity currently accosting him.”

      “What screaming?” I asked.

      A chilling shriek tore through the air, almost inhuman and drenched with raw fear. Both Abigail and I lifted our guns on impulse, angling our bodies toward the noise. The wet, slushy sound of ripping meat followed shortly thereafter, and the agonizing screech of a man in mind-numbing pain echoed through the corridor.

      “That screaming, sir,” said Sigmond.

      “Thanks, Siggy,” I quipped under my breath. I pressed my back against the wall at the corner, pistols raised as I prepared to see what we were up against. Abigail stood next to me with her back to the metal surface behind us, rifle at the ready as always. She nodded once to let me know she was set to go.

      Carefully, I leaned only just far enough around the corner to gauge the threat. True to Sigmond’s word, one of the Union soldiers lay on the ground closest to us, still as death. Of the five, that was dead man number three.

      I sighed with disappointment, swallowing the growing lump in my throat as a bead of sweat ran down my cheek.

      Thick sheets of blood coated the walls on both sides of the hallway, dripping toward the floor like gory works of abstract art no one wanted. His body was angled away from us, but I noted the helmet—and head—were missing. It took a quick minute to find it a meter or so away in smoking blood and splintered bone.

      “Godsdamn,” I muttered at the brutality of it all, unsure of what else to say.

      “What is it?” asked Abigail quietly, leaning around me. I set a hand on her chest and slowly shook my head, warning her to stay back.

      That was when I saw it.

      A looming white creature stood in the middle of the hallway with its back to me, Private Barkley in its massive appendages. Its backside was round and heavy, two sets of arms protruding from its humanoid body. Attached at its neck, almost like a cloak, another layer of something protected the backside. Finally, two tusks protruded from its head, almost like the horns of a beetle. It was as Dressler had predicted—this was not the same kind of creature we had encountered on Earth. It was similar, but very different, and I suspected far more dangerous.

      Barkley looked like an oversized doll in the towering Celestial’s arms as it lifted him, turning him every which way, as if it were looking for a secret compartment on its new toy or trying to figure out exactly what he was.

      It lifted his leg in its other hand, raising it to the light, the limb severed at the femur. As Barkley continued to scream, the Celestial tilted the still-dripping appendage this way and that, carefully examining the white bone amidst the shredded muscle and torn veins.

      I wrinkled my nose in disgust at its calm study, at the way it seemed indifferent to the pain it caused the man in its grip. We wouldn’t have long before the Union soldier bled out, and I had no idea how we were going to get him to the Nebula Prospect in time. I didn’t think there was a spray in the medic kit for that.

      But we didn’t come this far to give up on him while he was still breathing.

      Abigail’s head suddenly hovered beside mine as she stole a peek over my shoulder at the grisly hallway. “What in the heavens is that?” she whispered. “Don’t tell me that’s a Celestial.”

      “That’d be my guess,” I muttered.

      Just like Rackham had said, the creature was big and white.

      This thing was a whole new breed of ugly. The beast didn’t have any wings to speak of, but it made up for that with its stout body, which towered a good two meters over Barkley. It was built like a tank, its metallic skin resembling the smooth exoskeleton of an insect. As I studied its fearful symmetry, I suddenly felt as though we might be outmatched.

      “I don’t think we brought enough bullets for this,” said Abigail, taking the words right out of my mouth.

      The creature angled toward us ever so slightly, and I could finally see its horned face as it studied the still-screaming Barkley’s loose limb. If it heard him at all, it didn’t show a hint of annoyance—in fact, its perfectly expressionless face reminded me of a corpse. It had the same features, almost to the exact detail, as the Celestial we killed on Earth—and that cemented it for me.

      There was more than one kind of Celestial, and it seemed the one we had faced on Earth was just the beginning. That Celestial had been nimble and quick on its feet, not weighed down by much in the way of muscle. But this one we faced right now—this one was clearly a warrior, built for battle and blood. I figured where there was one, there were many, and it was fairly obvious that these things didn’t care to play nice.

      Beside me, Abigail lifted her gun and shifted her weight, ready to rush the Celestial while it was distracted, but I set my arm across her body and pushed her back into the other hallway where we had cover and a moment more to think this through.

      The former nun watched me for a moment, clearly frustrated by my decision. “Jace, he’s dying,” said Abigail in a hushed voice as Barkley screamed bloody murder behind us.

      “It won’t do any good for us to join him,” I pointed out. I hesitated, briefly debating our options, and eventually nodded to my pistols. “We’ve got to surprise it, Abby. Quick and done. We hit this thing with everything we’ve got, or we might not get a second chance. Once it’s dead, we can help Barkley. I can’t have you distracted helping him while this thing tries to kill us all.”

      She frowned, but ultimately nodded. Abigail knelt, propping her rifle against the corner to remain unseen. Together, we angled ourselves so that most of our bodies remained hidden as we took aim at the creature in front of us. Just a few shots, and hopefully we should be able to take it out.

      Neutronium-tipped bullets gave us the advantage—or so we suspected. It was time to find out the truth of our little theory.

      I fired the first round, and it sailed through the air, true to my aim.

      The round hit the Celestial square in the middle of its bizarre carapace, digging into the polished white skin. I fired off two more, each hitting its left side.

      To my disappointment, the bullets just sat there. The damn thing didn’t even bleed.

      I had expected it to fall to the ground—or stagger, at the very least—but it simply turned its expressionless face toward us and tossed Barkley’s body aside.

      The Union soldier screamed in anguish as he hit the wall and bounced to the ground, rolling toward a dried puddle of his comrade’s blood.

      Abigail fired off several shots, hitting the Celestial’s bare chest. Same as my bullets, they just sat there, not doing a thing.

      The creature curled its massive arms, flexing. Two shimmering blue blades made of hard light slid out from metal devices around its wrists, the semi-translucent objects glowing as the Celestial charged, ready to slice through us.

      “Oh, now that’s just wonderful,” I said, jumping out of the way and dragging Abigail with me as the Celestial swung at where we had been standing. The hard light blade cut effortlessly through the metal wall, slicing it as easily as a knife through a piece of fruit. “It has swords! The last one didn’t have godsdamn swords!”

      “Jace, this just isn’t the time!” said Abigail in a severe voice, instantly firing off six more rounds into the creature’s back. There was already a smattering of bullets in the thick skin along its shoulder blades, which I guessed must be the remains of Rackham’s spent ammo. True to his word, it seemed to have done a whole lot of nothing.

      “Swords!” I shouted anyway, incredulous as I fired off more rounds into its neck.

      “Sir,” interjected Sigmond. “Leif and his people managed to regroup, but they encountered two of the enemy on their way back to the hangar.”

      “Godsdammit,” I muttered as I ducked another swing from the Celestial’s blade. We just couldn’t catch a break. “Tell them to get out of there!”

      “They’re trying, sir.”

      I scurried back and away from the Celestial, still firing while Abigail reloaded. Once she was set, she raised her weapon and let a string of shots loose upon the creature, giving me the opportunity to expend my own magazine.

      “Send—I don’t know, Siggy, can you send a drone? Do something!” I barked, reloading the pistol.

      The Celestial went for Abigail, only barely missing her arm. We had one advantage, and that was the size of the enemy versus the size of this room. The confined space gave us little area to maneuver, but the same was true of the enemy.

      I gasped as the Celestial rammed an elbow hard against my chest, knocking me backward. I rolled several meters along the polished floor, momentarily unable to breathe.

      I stumbled to my feet, torn between rushing to save Leif and the cold dread of knowing we would never be able to outrun this Celestial.

      If I had to choose between Barkley and Leif, there wasn’t really a choice to make at all. Leif was one of my own, and Barkley just wasn’t. But Abigail and I couldn’t leave this hallway, not until this Celestial was dead. I had no doubt it would hunt us to the ends of this giant metal planet if it had to, and it would never, ever stop.

      “Siggy, do whatever it takes to get Leif’s team out of there,” I ordered. “Abigail and I will get to them as soon as we can.”

      I fired again as I spoke. Another dead shot in the creature’s body.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Due to our numbers, they’re holding their own. But, sir, several have already been lost. I’m uncertain of whether or not they can maintain their advantage.”

      “I—” I gritted my teeth, trying to quiet my mind and focus on the bloody battle Abigail and I had to finish. One thing at a time. Just breathe. Focus. Fight. Kill. “Do whatever you can and help them, Siggy!”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond.

      With the massive Celestial still trying its hardest to kill me and Abigail, I fired off four shots with my pistols. Each bullet lodged into the back of its knees. This time, its legs buckled, giving out as the sensitive joints took the brunt of the attack.

      For the first time, I saw the thin trickle of blue liquid seep from around the bullet wounds.

      Blood.

      “Aim for the joints!” I shouted. “There’s thicker skin in the muscled regions. Aim for anything with thin skin!”

      On cue, Abigail fired three shots into the back of the creature’s thigh as it turned around to face us once again. Its form shimmered, and bits of it briefly disappeared. First the head and arms, then the legs—but, thankfully, I could still see its torso.

      “It’s trying to cloak!” shouted Abigail, firing her rifle as the Celestial charged us once again, those glowing blue swords swinging with deadly precision.

      It swung at me, and I slipped the cut just enough to watch the blade pass centimeters in front of my visor. I carried the movement through into a roll as the second blade cut through the wall behind me. Kneeling, I fired off another few rounds as the Celestial repositioned toward me, its body shimmering in and out of the malfunctioning cloak. “The neutronium is working, Abby,” I said, excited as I ducked another swing from the creature. “It can’t cloak!”

      “It might still be able to phase through the walls,” she warned, firing off a few rounds into its back. The creature pivoted toward her, a low growl building in its throat, and I took the chance to fire at its neck. The bullets dug into the skin, and this time, a bit more of the creature’s blue blood seeped down its white body.

      We were finally wearing it down. I just didn’t know how much longer we could hold out—or how much ammo we had left to finish the job.

      Abigail had a fair point about the creature possibly phasing through a nearby wall. Even though I ached to help Leif and his people face off with their own Celestials, losing track of this one was the last thing I wanted right now. If this creature escaped now, it could easily surprise us at the worst moment and catch us off guard—something we couldn’t afford. “Don’t let it phase out, Abby!”

      “That’s the goal, obviously!” she shouted, firing off a dozen rounds into the creature’s thick hide.

      “Leif and his people have successfully killed the Celestial,” said Sigmond. “They’re en route to the Nebula Prospect now.”

      “Thank gods,” said Abigail through the shared line as her rifle spit out another three shots.

      “They have any tips for us?” I asked, moving into the nearest hallway. I motioned for Abigail to follow, only partially retreating.

      “I will ask, sir. It does appear you could use the help.” It didn’t take him long to come back with an answer. “My apologies, Captain. Leif and his team took a similar approach. I believe their success was due largely in part to their numbers.”

      “Hughes,” said a man through the shared group link, his voice raspy and soft. “Can… can you…”

      I tilted my head to find Barkley staring at me from the other side of the room, a large crack in his visor. The thick layer of blood pooled around his body, still pumping from his torn leg, told me he was likely bleeding out. I could barely see his eyes from this far away, but I knew the moment his body had gone limp, and he was still. There was no more life left in him now, and there would be no saving him.

      “It appears Private Barkley is dead, sir,” said Sigmond.

      “Are the shuttles gone yet?” I asked, my eyes still on the Celestial, who quickly deactivated its hard light sword so that it could navigate the small space with more ease.

      Abigail backed up toward me, breathing heavily and licking her lips. “It just won’t…stop,” she panted.

      “Yes, sir,” said Sigmond. “Only one shuttle remains. However, I’m afraid I couldn’t keep Ms. Lucia from—”

      The Celestial reactivated its light blade, locking its dead eyes with my own.

      “We have to do something about those weapons!” said Abigail.

      Whatever Sigmond was saying would have to wait. I had other things to worry about. As long as those shuttles were on course for the Nebula Prospect, I was happy. Well, relatively speaking, anyway, considering the circumstances.

      I raised my guns. “Agreed!” I barked. “Let’s shoot the godsdamn thing off its godsdamn arm!”

      We unloaded on the monster, our bullets raining on the creature’s appendages. It tried to move out of the way, flinging its hands away from us, only to brush against the nearby wall. As it did, a series of hard impacts fell upon its wrists, and pieces of metal tore themselves from the place where the light had come.

      I fired my pistols into the Celestial’s side as Abigail and I started walking backward, going deeper into the hall, toward the next room.

      I reloaded, or tried to, when the Celestial decided to lunge in my direction.

      Before I could react, I felt its hand—or whatever the hell it was—strike me in the chest, sending me nearly two meters back where I slid on my ass and into the far wall. I gasped for air as my eyes bulged from the shock.

      Abigail screamed, and gunfire cut through the air around me as she emptied her rifle into the beast. It took me a moment to find my pistols in all the blood and chaos. They had slid across the hallway, a good four meters off.

      The click of an empty magazine caught my attention as Abigail dove out of the way of a fist aimed right for her face. She rolled across the floor away from me, the Celestial no longer bothered with me in the slightest.

      The rifle Abigail had given me on the way down to the planet was still strapped across my back, so I left the pistols on the floor for the time being and proceeded to draw the heavy weapon.

      I fired off round after round as I slowly rose to my feet, steadily closing the distance between us, not caring what part of the monster I hit as long as I didn’t tag Abigail in the process.

      The four-armed monster looked over its shoulder, that emotionless face watching me like a corpse with shifting eyes, and I never once stopped firing. It charged me as I unloaded the last of the bullets in the magazine. With close to four dozen bullet holes in its chest alone, the Celestial swung its arm at my neck. I barely ducked the blow. “Abby, get one of the other rifles and check for extra ammo!”

      “On it,” she barked, racing toward the nearest corpse as I distracted the Celestial.

      It swung again, and this time I lifted the empty rifle to block it.

      The sword came back to life, manifesting in thin air as it cut effortlessly through the metal gun, and the back half of the rifle clattered onto the floor.

      Before I had a chance to check on Abigail, a hail of gunfire cut through the room as she fired into the creature’s back. A loose bullet whizzed over my helmet, digging into the metal wall above my head.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Hit the big white monster, not me!”

      “Deeply sorry,” she said as she unleashed another hail of gunfire.

      The Celestial wailed in pain, not willing to just keel over and die already. It cocked one of its arms, ready to either swing its blade or punch one of us, I couldn’t rightly tell with this thing. Abigail shifted her aim, firing one round at the metal device on its wrist with expert precision. The blue sword began to malfunction and its hard light blade retracted, but that didn’t slow the Celestial down.

      From this angle, I couldn’t tell what it was going to do until its fist was flying toward my face. Its massive knuckles cracked against the side of my helmet. The snap of the visor’s glass echoed in my ear. I flew backward, my body careening down the hallway toward Barkley’s corpse. I rolled, my head spinning, a splitting headache tearing through my skull as vomit burned in my throat.

      Abigail shouted something, but I couldn’t hear it through the sharp ringing in my ears.

      “Sir, you’re at risk of compromising the suit should you endure another attack like that,” said Sigmond, his voice oddly muffled and distant. “I suggest you avoid getting punched in the face in the future.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” I muttered, shaking my head in an attempt to reorient myself. I could feel the hot blood rushing down my cheek, but I couldn’t stop, not with this thing still attacking us.

      “Jace, I’m out of ammo,” Abigail said through the comm in my ear as I slowly got my senses back.

      “You and me both,” I muttered, slurring my words as I fought what felt like a concussion. “No wait,” I added, getting an idea. “My pistols.”

      “Behind you,” said Abigail, grunting with effort as she smacked her empty rifle hard across the Celestial’s face.

      Nearby, I could make out the hazy outline of my pistol. I grabbed for it, missing the first few times before I was able to finally wrap my hands around the handle. A few meters away, I found the other one and holstered it, not sure which of these still had bullets.

      The Celestial cornered Abigail as I tried to stand, backing her against the wall as it lifted a blue blade to end her. I stumbled, my shoulder hitting the wall as I fought to regain my balance.

      I had to save her.

      She skillfully ducked out of the swords’ paths, using what little ground she still had to her advantage to avoid a deadly blow. The blue light of the creature’s swords cut through my blurred vision, one of the blades still erratically slipping in and out of the metal device as the monster tried to cut her open.

      I needed to kill this thing, and I needed to do it quickly. As disoriented as I was, though, I didn’t want to shoot Abby by mistake.

      “Find yourself some cover,” I ordered, trying to stop the world around me from spinning. “Stand down so I can take another shot.”

      “I can’t, Jace,” she said, grunting with effort as she ducked its blows. “This thing has me pinned. I can’t—” The Celestial swung, and she screamed in pain as the malfunctioning blade suddenly sprang to life, stabbing her sharply in the abdomen. The angle cut through her right side, and she arched her back in pain as the blade pierced her suit.

      “Abby!” I shouted, a cold shot of dread tearing through the disorienting agony thundering in my brain.

      My vision finally cleared. Fueled purely by instinct and adrenaline, I lifted my gun and fired. The bullet landed square in the back of the Celestial’s head, the force so strong it nearly fell over. It raised its head and clawed at the back of its skull, the blades retreating momentarily into its wrists as it tried to remove the bullet now embedded in its body. A thin line of blue blood dripped down its bald head, all of it smoking due to the lack of air, but I knew this thing wasn’t out for the count just yet.

      I ran to Abigail as she lay on her side in the hallway, her hand covering the wound on her torso. “Abby, are you all right?”

      “Fine,” she said through clenched teeth, the pain obvious in her expression.

      “I thought nuns weren’t supposed to lie,” I said with a smirk, trying to take her mind off the pain.

      She chuckled, wincing as blood pooled over her gloved hand.

      “Siggy, help us out,” I ordered, eyeing the blood with concern.

      “Initializing suit containment,” said Sigmond. “Since the wound is far smaller than Lieutenant Rackham’s injury, I was able to remotely patch it using the suit’s inherent backup system.”

      “Thanks, Siggy,” said Abigail, her voice softer than I was used to hearing it.

      “Abby, this ain’t good,” I said. “We need to get you back to the ship, and fast.”

      Quickly, I checked my pistols. One was empty, and the other had only a single bullet left. I checked my pockets, but I was fresh out.

      I had one bullet left, and I was going to make it count.

      The Celestial turned on us and summoned its swords once again, swinging at Abigail. With no better ideas to my name, I yanked the wounded nun with every ounce of strength I had left in me, pulling her out of the way as the Celestial’s blade dug into the ground where she had been mere seconds before. I hurled her empty rifle at it, more as a distraction than anything else. The heavy gun smacked the creature hard in the face, and it paused only long enough to roar at me.

      Good. As much as I hated looking at the thing’s ugly face, this gave me a chance to take proper aim. I raised the barrel of my pistol and took the shot, hitting the disabled creature square in its eye.

      It jerked, falling backward as it clutched its face. It staggered through the hallway, disoriented as it tried to put distance between us. A blast of blue light sailed from one of the devices and bore into the ceiling, leaving a smoking hole in the otherwise flawless metal.

      “Abby, get Barkley’s gun!” I shouted.

      She nodded, grimacing in pain as she clutched the wound at her side, stretching to reach the rifle. I frowned, her injury obviously worse than I had realized, and grabbed it for her.

      “I nearly had it,” she snapped, sitting up against the wall as the creature screamed before us. Blood coated her gloves, and her grip slid once or twice as she cradled the rifle weakly in her hands, trying to get the butt of the gun up to her shoulder.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, patting down the Union soldier’s corpse for more bullets. “He’s out.”

      Abigail lifted the rifle, aiming it toward the Celestial, and pulled the trigger—only for us to realize the magazine was spent.

      She snarled and tossed the weapon aside. “Delightful,” she muttered.

      “Stay behind me,” I ordered, standing between her and the Celestial as it smashed against a wall, still disoriented and holding its face. My gaze flitted again to the hole in the ceiling, my mind racing with ideas on how I could get this thing to stab itself. It was a risky move full of doubt and dumb luck, but it was all we had left.

      The Celestial’s form shimmered again as it tried once more to turn invisible, only this time a bare whisper of blue light flowed over its skin.

      It couldn’t cloak. We’d loaded the creature so full of neutronium that we had completely disabled its ability to hide itself.

      “Jace, we’ve got to finish this,” Abigail said, wincing in pain as she moved a little too suddenly. She held her side, glaring at the monster at the end of the hallway.

      My mind raced. If its cloak was malfunctioning, maybe its phasing ability was, too. That meant I could corner it, make it panic, and maybe—just maybe—get the damned thing to stab itself in the face. Or neck. I wasn’t picky.

      I only had one option left, and I didn’t quite like it, but just maybe I could pull this off.

      Time for a good old-fashioned bluff.

      I lifted my empty pistol, aiming for the Celestial’s other eye, and swiftly closed the gap between us. This thing didn’t understand our language. It didn’t know we were out of ammo, and it was clearly in a panic after my last shot to its eye.

      This was either going to work brilliantly or get me killed, but I was fresh out of other ideas.

      As the Celestial noticed me stalking toward it, the creature scrambled to back away. Its cloak engaged once more, and this time it tried to phase through the wall behind it.

      And, much to my dismay, the phasing worked.

      Its body hummed and shimmered, disappearing into the wall. But as it darted through the metal surface, its chest wouldn’t pass through. The creature’s torso was too riddled with neutronium, and it abruptly lurched backward. The cloak malfunctioned once again, and the phasing failed. The Celestial returned to its normal, ugly self halfway through the wall, its body instantly cut in half. The creature released a loud, wailing as the wall cut it in two. The top half of the creature hit the ground before us with a wet thud, its eyes slowly fading out of focus as it stared at me in its final seconds.

      For a moment, I could only stare at the corpse, not quite believing it was dead. My pulse beat in my temple as the alarm continued to light up the area around us. Blood slowly trailed down my jaw from the wound at my temple, and I breathed heavily as I kept my empty pistol aimed at what was left of its body.

      Abigail’s soft groan of pain snapped me out of my daze, however. As the world flooded back to me in a rush, the alarm was suddenly louder. I quickly returned to Abigail, kneeling by her as I checked her wound.

      “I’m fine,” she said, refusing to lift her hand as she clutched her side. With a grim frown, she leaned her head back against the wall.

      “That don’t look fine,” I said, pulling back her gloved hand as I studied the sharp gouge in her suit. A buzzing blue light covered the hole, containing her oxygen, but it didn’t do a thing for the wound itself. I had to get her help, and fast.

      “It’s minor, Jace, honestly,” she said, too proud to admit she was in agony. I grabbed her arm to help her up, and it struck me as worrisome that the proud woman actually let me help her stand. Once on her feet, she gestured for me to give her the empty rifle, then she held it at the ready.

      “You aiming to shoot the air with that empty gun?” I asked, nodding toward the rifle in her hands.

      “Maybe I just like holding a gun,” she snapped impatiently. “Let’s get back to—”

      A crash beneath our feet interrupted her, but I couldn’t tell where it had come from. Instantly, the alarm turned off, and in the dim that followed, the hair on my neck stood on end. “Siggy, what—”

      The ground beneath us rumbled before I could finish, throwing both of us off balance. I caught Abigail before she could fall, hands gripping her shoulders tightly as I kept her upright. She grimaced, almost dropping the rifle, but I held her in place as the world around us shook.

      “Siggy, what the hell is that?” I asked, shouting over the din.

      “Sir, I would suggest you make your way to the remaining shuttle as quickly as possible,” said the Cognitive, not really answering my question. “I’m afraid everything just got quite a bit worse.”
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      “What do you mean, worse?” I yelled into my comm as Abigail and I hobbled our way through the hallway, trying to get back to the last remaining shuttle in the hangar. Abigail gripped her side, limping as she leaned heavily on my shoulder. I debated carrying her, wondering if that would just be faster and cause her less pain in the long run, but every now and then my world still spun from the concussion. I could barely walk straight, much less keep from dropping Abigail on her head.

      The world around us rumbled, the metal walls groaning from the vibrations of whatever the hell was going on.

      “I’m picking up very peculiar readings,” said Sigmond. “It’s as though the megastructure instantly came alive the moment the alarm was shut off. I’m picking up movement at the furthest reaches of the twenty-five hundred meter radius on the Union’s scanner.”

      “Rackham’s tech guy is still here?” I asked, mildly impressed by the soldier’s courage.

      “Oh, no, sir. Not at all,” corrected the Cognitive. “He was the first aboard the Nebula Prospect the moment he got word we were evacuating. He didn’t even think to bring the Union’s device, oddly enough—he simply left it in the hangar. Dr. Dressler took a moment to grant me access to the device’s internals, which has allowed me to scan and analyze its design. I’m quite confident we can replicate this on our own once we return to Earth.”

      “I like your optimism, Siggy,” I admitted as the planet shook violently around us. At this rate, I wasn’t completely convinced we were going to make it back in time. A sudden surge in the rumbling quake threw me against the wall, and Abigail groaned as she fell to the floor. I quickly threw her arm over my shoulders and lifted her again, moving us as fast as I could through the shuddering metal halls. “How much farther to the hangar?”

      “Not far,” said Sigmond. “You’re only about four hundred meters from the nearest entrance.”

      “Is there any movement nearby?” I asked, trying to gauge how screwed we were.

      “Thankfully, no,” said the Cognitive. “A few isolated pockets of movement are unnervingly close, their trajectories all suggesting they’re moving quickly toward the hangar, but you should arrive before they do.” Sigmond paused. “Barring any distractions, of course.”

      “Distractions?” I asked. “Care to elaborate?”

      “One Celestial in particular seems dangerously close to beating you to the bay entrance,” admitted Sigmond. “I suggest you move as quickly as possible, as it may be a very close call even if you get to the ship before it does. Thankfully, most of the enemy activity is moving toward your previous location, and they don’t appear to be deviating despite your change in direction.”

      “I bet that Celestial sent out a signal to them,” I muttered, shaking my head in frustration. I hadn’t seen it pause to fire off any distress signals, but perhaps it had sent something before we arrived. “How many Celestials are we talking, Siggy?”

      “I detect four individuals moving as a unit,” he answered. “However, an additional three appear on the outer parameter of my scans moving in the same direction.”

      “Ain’t that lovely.” I adjusted my hold on Abigail’s arm, careful to keep a tight grip on her waist to give her as much support as possible. Her face was quickly going as white as a sheet, and I could hear her breathing heavily through the comm as she tried to keep up with me.

      “I’m worried about Miss Pryar,” admitted Sigmond. “Her vitals are erratic.”

      “I know,” I said, gritting my teeth as I pressed onward. “Let’s save her, Siggy.”

      “It’s not just her, sir.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Captain, your vitals are even more concerning,” said Sigmond.

      “We don’t have time to worry about me, Siggy,” I snapped.

      “Quite the contrary, sir. Based on my current scans, you appear to have a concerning amount of internal bleeding,” corrected the Cognitive. “Any additional trauma to the head could—and probably will—kill you.”

      “Thanks,” I quipped. “I’ll keep that in mind next time I’m being tossed around like a ragdoll. Maybe if I ask nicely, they won’t throw me at the end of it.”

      “Sir, this is not a joking matter,” said Sigmond. “I’m quite serious. You could—”

      “Cork it, Siggy,” I interrupted. “I’ve got enough on my plate right now. Let’s focus on getting out of here alive before we go worrying about head trauma.”

      “Very well, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Now that I’ve been able to re-establish a connection to Titan, I shall ensure Athena prepares a med pod for both you and Miss Pryar.” He paused. “Again.”

      “Sounds like you have some opinions about this,” I said, my head throbbing as we raced through the rumbling metal planet.

      “Sir, be warned,” said Sigmond, his voice suddenly urgent. “The outlier has begun to track in your direction, deviating from his original path toward the hangar. I’m concerned he somehow detected your location.”

      “Fantastic,” I snapped. “Find me a way to avoid him, will you?”

      “Attempting to do so at once, sir,” said Sigmond. “He’s closing in quickly. I suspect he’ll be at your location in two minutes.”

      “What do we have, Siggy?” I asked, looking over my shoulder. “Cover? Alternate routes? Anything at all? Our guns are empty.”

      “Nothing, sir,” said the Cognitive. “I’m looking for anything that can be used to your advantage.”

      “I appreciate the effort, but I suggest you work a little faster, pal,” I said as I barreled through the hallway with Abigail at my side, the two of us limping as fast as our legs would carry us. I struggled to come up with a plan as Abigail slowly went limp in my arms, and every moment that passed only made my head pound worse.

      I needed to come up with something, anything at all. A Renegade always had a way out—certainly there was a way out of this mess, same as all the others.

      There was always a way out.

      “One hundred yards remaining to the hangar entrance,” said Sigmond in my ear. “There is a slim chance of this Celestial phasing through the wall behind you. If you’re able to move any faster than your current speed, that would give you an opportunity to outrun him and reach the shuttle in time.”

      “You ain’t giving me a lot of hope there, Siggy,” I said, picking up the pace all the same.

      About twenty yards ahead of us, a Celestial phased through the wall and paused in the center of the corridor, blocking our path. I skidded to a stop, holding Abigail tighter and shifting her body until she was behind me. “Siggy, you got any suggestions on getting out of this one alive?”

      “One,” said the Cognitive. “I would recommend you duck.”

      “Duck? What—”

      A hailstorm of blue blasts of light hit the Celestial’s back, sizzling and burning its skin on impact. A few missed as it flailed, the loose shots hitting the ceiling and leaving smoking holes, marring the previously perfect surface. The Celestial fell against the wall, nursing its injured arm. As it shifted out of the way, turning to stare at its attacker, I could finally see past it—only to find Lucia standing at the far end of the hallway.

      The stubborn old woman ran toward the Celestial, two rifles strapped across her back as she fired mercilessly at the creature with her powered staff.

      Never in my life had I been so simultaneously furious and grateful, all rolled into one.

      “There’s a ship full of hyper-sensitive data you’re supposed to be protecting!” I yelled at the stubborn old woman. “Why in the gods’ names are you here?”

      “I sent my team with them, you old nag,” she snapped back, sliding the rifles across the floor toward us as she continued to fire blue bursts of light at the Celestial. “I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

      I grabbed the rifles and handed one to Abigail. With one arm still draped over my shoulders, she tossed aside her empty gun and grabbed the fresh one.

      The Celestial cloaked, but I wasn’t about to let it get the drop on us. I shot at where it had been a moment before, unleashing a firestorm of neutronium into the bastard. It screamed in pain, the bullets disabling its cloak as it fell against the wall again, one leg riddled with bloody blue holes.

      “Get to the shuttle,” Lucia ordered. “Can’t have it leaving without the damn Captain.”

      “Age before beauty,” I said, gesturing for her to lead the way. “We’re not leaving without you either.”

      “Oh, get your stubborn ass to the ship and tend to that woman of yours,” snapped Lucia. “Let an old lady have her fun.” She bolted toward the Celestial, forcing me and Abigail both to abruptly cease fire to avoid hitting her.

      “Lucia, dammit!” I snapped. “Do as I godsdamn tell you for once in your life!”

      The Celestial summoned its swords as Lucia swung her core-powered staff at it, ignoring me. The creature’s blue blades sliced at her, and for the briefest second, I thought she might succumb to the same wound that disarmed Abigail. At the last moment, however, the old woman deftly flipped out of the way.

      She landed lightly on her feet, never pausing long enough to rest. Instantly, she jumped out of the way as the Celestial swept its blade at her again.

      She might well have been 162 years old, but not even I could move like that.

      I tried to inch past the Celestial, Abigail in tow, but the beast swung at us any time we came near it.

      The monster’s blue blades carved through the air, blurring lines of light as it tried wildly to kill us.

      Lucia fired off two more blasts from her staff, one of them hitting the device on the Celestial’s left wrist.

      The blade began to malfunction, same as it did on the other Celestial.

      “Careful,” I warned. “When it—”

      “I’ve got this, boy,” she griped, firing the device again with four consecutive shots. It shattered, ripping apart the Celestial’s hand in the process. “I have fought my fair share of monsters, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “That you apparently do have,” I admitted with a contented tilt of my brow as she continued to dance and evade.

      I waited until the woman had rolled out of the way, finally taking a moment to recover, and unleashed yet another volley of neutronium-tipped bullets into the Celestial’s neck. It screamed, the combination of neutronium and power core blasts slowly eroding its ability to fight back.

      Beside me, Abigail teetered, accidentally dropping her rifle on the floor. The last of the color drained rapidly from her cheeks, and she clutched at her wound as she very nearly fell to her knees.

      “Abby, talk to me.” I held her arm, keeping her close as I tried to keep her on her feet. “Abby!” As Lucia dove back into the fray, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and set my palm against her helmet, trying to keep her head steady as it drooped to one side.

      “Sir, Miss Pryar is sustaining considerable internal bleeding,” said Sigmond. “We need to get her to a medical bay at once.”

      “My gun,” Abigail said, a dazed tone in her voice. “Jace, hand me my gun.”

      “That would be a no from me,” I said, grabbing it off the floor and taking it in my grip as mine remained slung over my shoulder. “You just focus on not dying.”

      “Don’t be a fool,” she said, weakly grabbing for the rifle as I easily held it out of reach. “Give it here, Jace.”

      A blinding flash of blue light cut through the hallway as Lucia dug her staff into the Celestial’s side and fired a bolt directly into its body. The creature flailed, swinging its remaining blade at her face. The old woman shuffled back, dodging the blow by mere centimeters, and pointed toward the hangar entrance. “Get your foolhardy self to the shuttle!”

      While I was focused on Abigail, Lucia had managed to clear a path for us—a single, narrow space through which we could escape, but it would likely be open for only a moment. The Celestial staggered, dazed and unbalanced from whatever she had just done to it. Backed against the wall, bullet holes and blue blood riddled its nearly impenetrable ivory hide.

      Not in much of a position to argue, I guided Abigail through the gap and all but dragged her toward the hangar opening about fifty meters away. “Lucia, follow close behind. We don’t need to kill it, you hear? Just keep it at a distance until we can get on board.”

      The three of us slowly made our way toward the landing bay, with Lucia shooting blasts of blue energy from her staff any time I wasn’t firing bullets into the monster’s face. I kept aiming for its eye, but with Abigail on one arm and blurred vision from the multiple blows to my head, I couldn’t quite land the shot.

      “Captain Hughes,” said Athena calmly through the comm in my ear. “Do you read?”

      “Please tell me you have good news, Athena,” I grunted, my trigger finger firing off another few rounds into the Celestial’s head as it followed our movements toward the hangar.

      “My apologies, sir, but I’m afraid it’s quite the opposite.” She hesitated. “Unless you would like me to lie?”

      “What is it?” The trigger clicked, the magazine empty, and I tossed it aside. Careful not to jostle Abigail, I swung the other gun off my shoulder and resumed firing.

      “A slip tunnel is currently opening nearby. Based on what little scans we have of it and its location, I can safely say it is not related in any way to Earth.”

      A cold shot of dread tore through me. Somehow, some way, this mess went from worse to worst.

      True, I didn’t have any real facts of the matter. Everything had to be assumption and quick decision making right now, but after the life I’d had and the scrapes I’d survived, my gut was not often wrong about these things. Everything in me warned that the enemy was here, ready for war. That spelled a heap of trouble for us when we could barely stave off one at a time. If they arrived en masse, we were dead in the void. No way in hell would we survive against a fleet of these things, not with the tech we’d seen them use thus far. Even Titan’s beam weapons stood a snowball’s chance against the hulls of these bastards’ ships.

      If we didn’t get to the hangar right this minute, we would be leaving the Nebula Prospect and Titan both in vulnerable positions. I could give the order to retreat without the three of us, but I knew my crew too well to think they would leave me behind, even under a direct command. If they hesitated for even a moment to debate what to do, what they might see as a noble gesture would end up killing them.

      It would mean the end of Earth, the end of everything we’d set out to build, the end of Lex and everyone else I’d sworn to protect.

      I wouldn’t let that happen.

      We couldn’t hold this line any more, but this Celestial wasn’t going to let us go, and the damned thing just wouldn’t die.

      With Lucia keeping the Celestial distracted, I reached to scoop up Abigail’s legs so I could hoist her into my arms for the final stretch. She pushed away from me as I tried to hold her, the stubborn woman staggering against the wall as she lost her balance. “Carry me, Jace, and I will beat you to death with a broom the moment I’m coherent enough to hold one.”

      “Such’ll be my fate, then,” I retorted, hoisting her into my arms. I gripped the gun tighter, her legs draped over the rifle as I fired whatever ammo I had left.

      “You’re out of time. Get to the ship!” Lucia shouted as my trigger clicked, indicating yet another empty magazine. She gestured toward the hangar entrance, now just thirty meters off. With a strained grunt, she fired off another blast into the Celestial’s face as it wailed in pain.

      “We leave together!” I shouted back, not willing to let this obstinate old woman stay behind.

      “No,” she said simply, giving me a somber glare over her shoulder as the beast paused to nurse a deep wound on its forehead. “We don’t.”

      She raced toward the Celestial as it regained its composure. The monster raised its remaining blade, angling it to impale her if she got too close. Lifting her staff, she leapt at its torso, shoving the tip of her weapon deep into the monster’s chest.

      At that exact moment, it skewered her in the side, the blade stabbing clear through to the back of her body. At that angle, it would have easily punctured her lungs, stomach, and possibly even her heart.

      “Lucia!” I shouted, momentarily frozen at what I was seeing.

      The old woman turned toward me as she fired her staff into the Celestial’s body. “Move, you damned fool!” she yelled, blood staining her teeth and bubbling from her mouth with every word.

      Abigail went limp in my arms. Her head draped over my elbow, and her legs dangled over my empty gun. If I didn’t get her to a med pod now, I’d lose her.

      I took a few reluctant steps backward as Lucia tapped a small screen on her staff.

      “Core overload initiated,” said a mechanical voice, coming through from her comm. “Detonation in thirty-nine seconds.”

      Lucia didn’t so much as pause, firing wildly into the beast that had her pinned to its chest. Her blood dripped from the point of its glowing blue blade as it held her, speared through with her feet hovering over the floor.

      The warrior queen yelled as the adrenaline took over her, the monster’s skin slowly starting to glow blue from all the energy it was absorbing from her relentless attack.

      In a brief, suspended moment, the old woman stared at me as the Celestial’s blade twisted in her body.

      Never—not once—did she even so much as wince in pain.

      This was a hardened warrior, a leader who knew what it meant to sacrifice for the whole of her tribe, and she had made this choice. She merely locked eyes with me, silently demanding that I not try to save her.

      With the self-destruct on Lucia’s staff threatening to kill us all, I bowed my head, held her gaze for more moment, then turned away, running.

      Abigail’s breathing became erratic, snapping me into action. With every step away from the fight, I hated myself more.

      As I rounded the corner and raced into the hangar, I had tunnel vision. All I could think of was the shuttle, and all I could see was the floor in front of me. It left me vulnerable, perhaps, but it was all I could do to make myself put one foot in front of the other. I shut out everything else—I had to.

      “It’s about to get loud,” Lucia said through the comm in my ear. I could hear the blood gurgling in her mouth as she paused. “You’d best be on that shuttle before it does.”

      “Lucia…” I didn’t know what to say.

      “Spare me the sentiment, boy,” she said, choking on a bit more of her blood. “If you want to do right by me, then save Earth. You save Josef and Karin. Tell them...” The old woman’s voice cracked for the first time with emotion before she cleared it. “Tell them I died with honor and I loved them with my last breath."

      I hesitated, sitting in the weight of what she was asking for. “I will,” I promised after a moment.

      “Ms. Lucia has terminated the transmission,” said Sigmond. “Would you like me to reestablish it?”

      “No, Siggy,” I said, my jaw tensing as I tried to shove aside the grief shredding through my chest. “Let her have her peace.”

      The shuttle door was open and waiting for us as I raced toward the ship. Without so much as slowing down, I charged onboard to find McCabe waiting with a gun fixed on the empty landing bay behind us, just in case. He scanned the bay and waited, no doubt expecting Lucia to follow. With a deep frown, I simply shook my head, not quite able to put any of this into words just yet. He paused, seeming to understand, and hit the button to close the door before running to the cockpit.

      Carefully, I set Abigail in one of the chairs by the closing door, wishing I could lay her on a table instead of sitting her upright. But I needed to strap her in—as I was fairly sure things were about to get really rough. To be safe, I left her helmet on so that Sigmond could continue monitoring the full range of her vitals and brain activity.

      “Siggy, how’s she doing?” I asked.

      “Not well, sir,” answered the Cognitive. “We need to get her into a medical bay as soon as possible.”

      “Hang in there, Abby,” I said softly, squeezing her hand. With the former nun safely strapped into her seat, I jogged toward the bridge. “You got a seat up there for me, McCabe?”

      “Yes, Captain Hughes,” said the pilot.

      I jogged through the shuttle to join him in the cockpit, buckling into the nearest chair as soon as I sat down. The moment the shuttle was pressurized and oxygen once more flowed through the cabin, I broke the seal on my helmet and tossed it aside so I could see better.

      “Talk to me,” I ordered the pilot. “Where is the Nebula Prospect? Have they docked with Titan yet?”

      “No, sir,” said McCabe. “They’re en route and nearly there.”

      “Tell them to fly faster,” I said. “And while you’re at it, get us the hell out of here.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the pilot. He messed with the controls, quickly mobilizing the shuttle as he prepared to leave. “Initializing—”

      A violent explosion rocked the ground as McCabe powered the engines and slowly began to lift us from the platform. Blue fire rolled out of the tunnel Abigail and I had just left, and a bit of me died as I watched the entrance crumble around the remnants of the blast. I balled my hands into painfully tight fists at the thought of Lucia in that corridor. My throat tightened as the tunnel slowly receded behind us.

      Even after the fire receded into smoke, however, the tremors only seemed to grow harder with every passing second.

      “Tremor detected,” said Sigmond. “It seems to be growing.”

      “Sigmond,” I said, clearing my throat. “Tell me what in the gods’ names is happening. What do you see?”

      “I’m afraid it’s unclear, sir,” said the Cognitive through the shuttle’s main speaker. “My sensors detect possible energy transference deep within the planet’s core, which would suggest it’s preparing for something.”

      It clicked for me, then—the rumbling didn’t have anything to do with the alarm the Union soldiers had fired off. The entire planet knew we had been here, and it was about to send us a little parting gift to remember.
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      “Give me something to go on, Siggy,” I said, arms crossed as I glared at the shuttle’s holo. It displayed the ship’s line-of-sight, giving us a looming view of the massive metal planet beneath us. The small shuttle couldn’t even rightly fit the whole planet in view, not from this angle, and the glimmering metal surface instead dominated a good portion of the holo. Titan remained in orbit at a safe distance above the planet, ready to take us and the Nebula Prospect onboard. The former Sarkonian ship blazed toward Athena, quickly closing the gap. Another few minutes, and they would be safely on Titan, as they’d gotten a head start on us.

      McCabe flew the shuttle into low orbit, angling us toward the seed colony ship that had brought us back to Earth. As Titan neared on the holo, Athena’s voice piped through the bridge. “The loading bay is ready for you, Captain Hughes,” she said.

      I rubbed my eyes, the weight of the day almost too much to bear. “Just get us out of here, Athena. When—”

      “Captain!” McCabe interrupted, his voice panicked.

      I lifted my gaze in time to watch a massive purple beam erupt from the planet. It tore through space toward Titan, the beam as wide as the Nebula Prospect itself.

      “Abort!” I yelled. “Athena, defensive—”

      The blinding beam pierced Titan through its heart, the blast carving deep in the center of the ship. Explosions rocked through the vessel, orange and red fire burning through its center. The massive ship tilted and slowly began to spin, spiraling out of control as it fell toward the planet far below.

      “No!” I yelled, unconsciously trying to stand even though I was still strapped into my seat. I yanked wildly on the harness until I shook it free. “Athena!”

      Ahead of us, the Nebula Prospect abruptly angled away from Titan and the planet below, mirroring the same evasive measures McCabe was now taking as we escaped the planet. A chunk of the metal hull flew through the air as explosions continued to rock Titan, the debris sailing directly toward the Prospect’s current trajectory.

      “Nebula, copy,” McCabe said, his voice tense and urgent as he tried to contact the other ship. “Take immediate evasive action to avoid the debris. Look—look out! By the gods, man, dive!”

      “Siggy, help them!” I ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive.

      The pilot steering the other ship didn’t reply to me or McCabe, but it abruptly changed direction. It spun, flipping upside down as it avoided the debris hurling toward it. With a sudden and violent punch from its blasters, the ship sailed abruptly to the left and raced into the black, away from the planet and finally out of reach of the debris.

      “Thank the gods,” McCabe said, briefly squeezing his eyes shut with relief.

      “We ain’t out yet,” I snapped, smacking him in the shoulder. “It’s coming for us next.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, quickly snapping to attention as he angled our shuttle clear of the floating metal hurling toward us. With the Nebula Prospect clear of the immediate danger, Titan still hurled toward the planet. The bottom half of the vessel was charred black as it plummeted, the fires within its hull quickly spreading through its oxygenated halls.

      “Athena, get out of there!” I shouted. “I know you can salvage this, Athena. You’ve still got defenses that can save you from this.” When no one replied, I slammed my fist on the dash in front of me. “Siggy, can we contact her at all? Is there any connection?”

      “Attempting to reestablish communications, Captain,” said Sigmond. “I have the Prospect online and am attempting to bring Titan back as well. We should have the connection as soon as—”

      “Captain Hughes,” said Athena, the line crackling as she spoke.

      “Athena, retreat immediately!” I commanded. “We will rendezvous with you later. Whatever you have to do, whatever power you have to allocate, just get out of the line of fire!”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Captain,” she said calmly. “My engines have been completely disabled. Short of falling toward the planet below us, there’s absolutely nothing I can do.”

      “Is your slip drive operable?” Dressler asked through the open line we shared with the Prospect.

      “It is,” confirmed Athena.

      “Open a tunnel in front of Titan before it crashes,” suggested Dressler. “You can avoid impact with the planet that way, and we’ll follow you through.”

      “We would have little to no way of knowing our trajectory,” Athena pointed out, calm as ever.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I snapped, refusing to let Athena fall to her death. I was responsible for her being here, and I was determined to salvage this disaster in any way I could. “We’ll figure it out as we go. Athena, do it. That’s an order.”

      “I must politely decline Dr. Dressler’s suggestion,” said Athena.

      “We ain’t asking, Athena!” I yelled. “You have a way to save yourself, and I ain’t leaving you behind in a fiery explosion on some godsforsaken metal rock! You activate that slip tunnel, and you do it now!”

      I had already lost one of my crew today, and I wasn’t about to lose another.

      Athena didn’t reply, and for several tense moments as Titan fell to the metal planet below us, I wondered if she had terminated the connection just like Lucia had. To my relief, however, the slip drive activated at the bridge. I sighed with relief and gestured to get McCabe’s attention. “Prepare to take us—”

      Instead of opening a slip tunnel in front of Titan, as I had ordered, Athena opened one behind her. The emerald storm of slipspace cut through the void, beckoning us away from danger.

      I leaned forward in my seat, furious. “Athena, what do you think you’re—”

      “This tunnel will take you back to the exit point for Earth,” she said as Titan careened out of control. “Please hurry,” she added as the line crackled. An explosion rocked through the upper decks of Titan, carving its way through toward the bridge.

      “Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “Athena, I ain’t going to say this to you again. You got about three minutes before I—”

      “Very well, Captain,” she said, interrupting my tirade. For a brief and blissful moment, I thought she was going to finally comply with my order, and I relaxed into my seat with a hint of relief.

      Instead of a slip tunnel opening before her, however, McCabe let out a string of curses as he pressed uselessly on the controls. “Captain, I’ve lost control of the shuttle.”

      “What?” I asked. “But we didn’t get hit.”

      “I’ve taken control of both your shuttle and the Nebula Prospect,” said Athena, steering both vessels toward the slip tunnel. “You will regain command as soon as you’re safely in slipspace.”

      “Enough of this,” I snapped. “Siggy, take control of the ships and Titan. I don’t care if you have to lock her away for a moment, but don’t you dare let her do this.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” said Sigmond. “I’ve been attempting to regain control of Titan, but you must remember that Athena is the one who initially restored me to the empty shell onboard Titan in the first place.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Siggy, you mean to say you’re more loyal to her than me?”

      “Absolutely not, sir,” assured the Cognitive. “Quite the opposite, in fact. Athena built in overrides when bringing me back online. I’m afraid she has shut me out of Titan quite completely.”

      “It truly is nothing personal, Sigmond,” said Athena calmly. “It’s for the best.”

      I leaned toward the holo, quickly realizing I needed to change my approach. “Athena, don’t you do this,” I said, pleading with her in my own stubborn way. “You can come back with us. We can save you.”

      “I’m afraid we are beyond that now,” said Athena. “My last power reserves were used to open the slip tunnel back toward the rendezvous point with Earth. While I do indeed have some energy remaining, I must immediately revert to low power mode to conserve what little is left. I cannot open another slip tunnel, and with my engines destroyed, neither can I steer away from the planet.” She paused. “I believe this is goodbye, Captain Hughes.”

      “No, Athena, just wait a damn second,” I said, my grip instinctively tightening around the armrest as I refused to let this be. “There’s a way out of this. You just have to think. What else—”

      “Take care of yourself, Captain,” interrupted Athena, calm as the day I had met her. “I must say, it has been quite a pleasure to operate at your command, even if I must unfortunately disobey this final order. I hope you will understand.”

      As Athena steered our shuttle toward slipspace, McCabe no longer in control of the ship, I could only watch as Titan crashed into the metal planet beneath us.

      Plumes of dust and debris scattered from the blast as the two orbs struck one another. The collision sent metal and dust into orbit from the force of such a massive ship hitting the solid metal megastructure. Plumes of gray burst from the destructive edges of the vessel, disabling the very boat that had brought us to Earth in the first place.

      As the green blizzard of slipspace enveloped us, all I could do was set my head in my hands.

      Today had carved a hole in me, and I would carry it with me all the days of my life.

      Abigail sat not far from here, on the brink of death. Our largest ship—no, our home—had crashed into enemy territory, lost to the void. And, worst of all, I’d lost two of my crew—Lucia and Athena, both taken without warning.

      All in the same day, on the same mission, by the same enemy.

      Back in the loading bay on the megastructure, back before all of this mess had started, I’d told Lucia I wasn’t going to let anyone die today over some lines of code or a shiny box.

      I had failed in that promise, and I would never get the chance to make it right.
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      True to Athena’s word, McCabe was able to regain control of the shuttle once we were in the slip tunnel. As he steered us through the rippling green storm, I rubbed my eyes and took a moment to regain my composure. Everyone on the Nebula Prospect would have heard the entire exchange and seen Titan crash onto the Celestial-made planet. When we exited slipspace, my crew would need a clear direction and plan of action, and they would look to me for both. Their lives depended on the orders I gave next, as did the lives of everyone currently on or orbiting Earth. I couldn’t hesitate, and I couldn’t let myself be distracted. Not by Athena, and not by Lucia—though grief speared through me all the same at the thought of them both.

      “We’re about to exit slipspace, sir,” said Sigmond. “What are your instructions?”

      I sighed and leaned back in my chair as the pilot sitting next to me sailed us through the green tempest of slipspace. “The second we’re out, McCabe, dock with the Nebula Prospect.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the pilot.

      I crossed my arms, debating our choices after that. “Siggy, how much longer until the tunnel to Earth reopens?”

      “Upon arrival, we will only have to wait an additional three minutes before the scheduled check-in time with Mr. Malloy.”

      At least something was going to go right for me today. “Is the medic bay on the Prospect going to work for Abigail?” I asked.

      “Yes, sir, though the medic bays on Titan would have been preferable.”

      I gritted my teeth at the stabbing reminder of who we had lost today. Even though I knew Sigmond hadn’t meant anything by it, I chose to ignore the comment entirely. “McCabe, you get Abigail to the Nebula Prospect’s medic bay the second we land. Siggy, have Dressler waiting down there by the time we dock. I know she doesn’t have Octavia’s skills, but it’ll be enough for the moment.”

      “Yes, Captain,” McCabe said with a nod as he focused on the swirling green storm before us.

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I worked through the final kinks of the plan. “Once the slip tunnel opens and we establish a connection to Earth, contact Octavia immediately. I want her on the Nebula Prospect, seeing to Abigail immediately. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” answered the Cognitive. “I’ll ensure they have a medical pod ready for you as well.”

      “Don’t you start with me,” I warned the Cognitive. “I’ve got other things to tend to.”

      “As you wish, sir,” said Sigmond. “Though I suspect Miss Brie will chase you through the halls with a sedative if you don’t allow yourself treatment.”

      I said nothing.

      “Approaching the end of the slip tunnel,” said Sigmond, after a short pause.

      Moments later, our shuttle cut through into the void, leaving slipspace behind. Without missing a beat, McCabe steered toward the Nebula Prospect, signaling my orders to them as we approached. Knowing he had the commands handled for the moment, I went to check on Abigail. I knelt in front of her and lifted her chin, peering through her visor to find her face unnaturally pale.

      “We will be able to revive her, Captain,” assured Sigmond.

      “We’d better,” I said, tense and furious.

      The moment the shuttle docked with the Nebula Prospect, I unbuckled her harness. Within seconds, McCabe stood before me, ready to take her to safety. I lifted her into the pilot’s arms as the shuttle doors opened, revealing the Sarkonian ship’s small loading bay. He raced toward the medic center with Abigail’s head resting on his shoulder to protect her neck, and I forced myself toward the bridge.

      Abigail was a strong woman, too stubborn to die. Now that we were docked, she was in capable hands, and it wouldn’t do any good to fret over her. The next few minutes would determine the fate of Earth and my crew, and I had to be there to guide them through it.

      As the doors to the bridge opened, I did a quick survey of those present. Freddie and Petra sat by the holo, an empty seat beside the kid that I could only assume had belonged to Dressler. Leif and one of his soldiers stood by the wall, their arms crossed as they waited for me, but none of Lucia’s people stood on the bridge.

      “Where are Lucia’s soldiers?” I asked, concern prickling through me.

      “Spread out,” answered Freddie with a nod to the doors off the bridge. “Most are waiting for Lucia in the cargo hold.”

      I sighed and crossed my arms, none too pleased with the bad news I had to share with them all. I considered waiting, not entirely certain if it would do to have them in grief while we tried to outrun the enemy.

      I finished my scan of the bridge. Rackham sat near the door, his back against the wall, his shirt gone, and a thick bandage wrapped around most of his bare torso. A second bandage covered a good portion of his scalp. His head rolled toward me as he watched me enter, his eyes drooping as they slid in and out of focus. It seemed as though Dressler had given the man quite a few drugs to see him through the next few hours, and he didn’t seem to mind it much.

      To my surprise, Rackham’s tech guy stood with his back to a nearby wall, quietly observing everything on the bridge as if he belonged with the rest of the crew. I pointed at the coward. “You,” I said tensely. “Out.” My hand in a fist, I angled my thumb over my shoulder and gestured at the door behind me to drive my point home.

      “Me?” The Union soldier pointed to himself in confusion. “It’s not a big ship, Captain. Where should I—”

      “Freddie, Petra, go babysit,” I said curtly, nodding toward the Union’s tech guy.

      Rackham sighed, trying to stand despite the drugs pumping through his body and the wounds that had stained the white bandages red. “I suppose I should join my last remaining soldier in—”

      “Sit,” I ordered, interrupting whatever noble bullshit he’d been about to say.

      After a bewildered pause, Rackham obeyed and plunked himself back on the floor. Petra and Freddie led the other Union soldier out of the bridge, and I shared a brief glance with Rackham. I didn’t rightly know if it was a good thing to let him stay, but it felt right for the moment.

      As the seconds until the slip tunnel opened ticked by, I turned to Leif. “I heard what happened,” I said quietly, closing the gap between us. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it to you in time.”

      Leif watched me for a moment with a stoic expression, never moving so much as an inch. Eventually, he nodded without a word, watching the holo and the ship’s empty line-of-sight instead of me.

      “How many did you lose?” I pressed.

      “Half,” he admitted, his voice breaking at the admission.

      I let out a short, frustrated sigh and set my hand on his shoulder in solidarity. We allowed ourselves a brief moment of grief as we waited for the tunnel to open, but I knew it couldn’t last long. Those who had survived our mission still needed us, and we had to remain focused to save them.

      “I’m sorry about Athena,” Leif said quietly, finally meeting my eyes.

      My grip tightened impulsively on his shoulder. “We’re going to get her back, Leif. Titan, too, one way or another.”

      He nodded. “I expected nothing less from you, Captain.”

      “Sir,” interrupted Sigmond. “Sensors indicate that enemy ships have arrived back at the Celestials’ planet. They’ve tracked the slip tunnel’s course, and I expect they will be here soon.”

      “Cloak us,” I ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “Cloaking activated.”

      “Be ready to run,” I said.

      Moments later, the doors to the bridge opened, and McCabe bolted through.

      “I believe you had a job,” I said, a dangerous warning in my voice as I frowned at him.

      “Dressler ordered me out,” answered McCabe. “She said I was an adequate pilot but a useless assistant.”

      I groaned, hardly in the mood for Dressler’s antics. “So be it. Take your seat,” I eventually said with a nod to the pilot’s chair.

      I studied the holo, a thought passing through my mind that I didn’t rightly want to consider. The enemy was on the way, and if they arrived before the slip tunnel to Earth opened, it would mean we had to run. But it would also mean leaving the back door open to Earth and everything we’d built thus far on the planet, and I wasn’t about to invite the enemy in to save my own hide.

      Arms crossed, I already knew what I had to do—I just really, truly did not want to do it. If the enemy arrived before we could make it through the tunnel, I would send the order to collapse it from Earth’s side. It would mean the others would be saved from the Celestials, for a time—but it also meant we might never make it back.

      I thought of Lex, of leaving her without me or Abigail, and it felt like a treasonous thing to do to the kid. In the end, however, I shoved the thought from my mind. I wouldn’t make the call until the situation required it, and truth be told, I was very much banking on it not being required.

      “Sir, a slip tunnel has opened at our previous location,” said Sigmond. “It would seem the enemy is en route.”

      “Can they see us?” I asked.

      “Unknown, sir,” answered Sigmond. “All scans and sensors indicate that they do not, but I can’t be certain.”

      “Be ready,” I ordered. “One of two things is about to happen. One, the slip tunnel opens. If that happens, we got to move fast. The moment you detect slipspace, Siggy, you get us through and establish a line to Alphonse. We need to close the tunnel the second we’re through to the core.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the Cognitive. “And if the enemy arrives before we have the chance?”

      I sighed. “Then you blow the tunnel with every mine we’ve got, Siggy, and we run like the gods themselves are chasing us.”

      Everyone on the bridge except for Rackham gasped in horror at the idea, but I ignored them all and kept my focus on the holo. No one questioned me, and rightly so. They knew it was the only thing we could do and, same as me, they all hoped to hell it didn’t come down to that.

      “Sixty seconds until the rendezvous with Earth,” announced Sigmond.

      “Siggy, patch me through to the entire ship for a second,” I said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Listen up,” I said, and my voice boomed through the halls outside the bridge doors. “You all best hold tight to something. Strap in to whatever you can be strapped into. This is about to get rough.”

      Around me, Leif and his fellow Eternals buckled themselves into nearby seats, and several others did the same.

      “Cut it,” I ordered.

      “Disconnected from the ship line, sir,” said Sigmond.

      “Good,” I said with a nod. “No one else needs to hear the rest of this.”

      The sixty second countdown to the slip tunnel check in was the longest sixty seconds of my life. I sat in the Captain’s chair, prepared for the full throttle bolt. McCabe itched at the controls, chomping at the bit to punch it through the green lightning of slipspace with the enemy hot on our heels.

      “Prepare the mines,” I ordered.

      “Sir?” the crewman manning weapons asked, a concerned look on his face. “But we still have time—”

      “Just prep them,” I snapped, not in the mood to explain myself. “Don’t fire unless I give the signal, but when I do, you’d best not hesitate,” I added.

      “Yes, sir,” he said, returning his attention to his screens with a shaky breath.

      “Everybody strap in tight,” I ordered. “And somebody tape Rackham to the wall or something,” I added with a brief look over my shoulder at him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, slurring as the drugs hit his system.

      The countdown timer ticked by, painfully slow.

      
        
        
        10…

        9…

        8…

      

        

      

      “Come on,” I muttered, my grip tightening on the chair’s armrests.

      
        
        
        7…

        6…

      

        

      

      “Sir,” interjected Sigmond. “The enemy ships will arrive at any moment.”

      
        
        
        5…

        4…

      

        

      

      “I’m well aware, Siggy,” I said, teeth practically grinding with the building tension.

      
        
        
        3…

        2…

        1…

      

        

      

      The fiery storm of slipspace cracked open before us as the impossibly large slip tunnel to Earth cut through the void.

      “Punch it!” I ordered.

      McCabe thrust the ship forward, hurling us into slipspace almost faster than I could even give the order. Within seconds, the blindingly fast lightning of the emerald stream landed us dead in the center of Earth’s hollowed out core.

      Alphonse’s face appeared on the holo before me. “Captain—”

      “Close the tunnel!” I ordered, standing. “Close it, Al!”

      “But Titan—”

      “Do it now!” I yelled, my voice thundering through the bridge.

      With a slight frown and an expression brimming with questions, Alphonse nodded. “Right away, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours after we arrived back on Earth, I stormed through the halls of the medical bay. I’d already checked on Abigail, who was sleeping soundly and going to make a full recovery, thanks to the joint efforts of both Dressler and Octavia. Both had tried to strap me into a bed of my own, but I’d managed to wriggle away for the time being. I wouldn’t be able to duck it much longer, but as I had told Sigmond earlier, I had things to tend to first.

      Namely, I needed to have a little chat with the Union officer currently occupying the most secured room in the central medic bay. I’d had Siggy keep a close watch on the man and listen in on the inevitable broadcast he sent to Vick, but thankfully it didn’t contain any information I didn’t already know. The last thing I wanted right now were any more surprises.

      The door to Rackham’s medical bay slid open as I arrived. He sat on the bed across from me with his back against the wall and an IV drip in his arm.

      “This is truly unnecessary,” the officer said with a nod to the drip.

      “Yeah, probably,” I admitted, grabbing a nearby chair and dragging it closer to him. I twirled it on one of its legs and turned it around, straddling the seat as I leaned my elbows against the backrest. “You pissed off Octavia, didn’t you?”

      Rackham smirked. “Is it possible not to?”

      I chuckled. “Any word from your boss?”

      The lieutenant watched me with a curious expression on his face, as if he was trying to figure out what game I was playing with him. “The Celestial threat has been proven real,” Rackham eventually said. “Made evident by the men I didn’t bring back, as well as the footage Sigmond provided from my suit cam.”

      “Yeah, Siggy’s the helpful sort,” I said with a smirk, knowing full well we had vastly limited the footage provided. “Shame about your buddies,” I added, crossing my arms as I watched his face. “Except for the tech guy, all of them died out there—all but you.”

      “Yeah,” Rackham said without a hint of remorse on his face. “It’s a damn shame, Captain.”

      “You lot went hunting for a Celestial,” I said plainly, making it clear I wasn’t asking. “You woke up the beasts. You realize that.” I studied the soldier’s face, wanting to make sure he felt the weight of everything he had to bear on this one.

      Rackham let out a long, slow sigh. “They were already awake, Captain,” the man eventually said. “Long before we got there.”

      I hadn’t had a chance to review all of the footage yet, so I couldn’t confirm what he was saying. His conviction sure was convincing, though. “Siggy?”

      “He’s correct, sir,” said the Cognitive through the personal comm in my ear. “After processing the footage in full, it’s clear that they did stumble across a Celestial that was—”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” added Rackham, probably not realizing he was interrupting Sigmond. “We wanted to kill it and retrieve the body. I didn’t know quite how to do that, but it had to be done.” He ran a hand over his bandaged head, tenderly touching the gauze. Maybe it was just the drugs making him talk, but I rather liked Rackham when he was speaking the truth.

      “Guess that’s what happens when your boss says not to come back without one,” I quipped. “You get stupid.”

      “You listened in on—” Rackham pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “That was a secure transmission, Hughes.”

      “Not that secure, obviously,” I said without smiling.

      He studied me, equal parts concerned and impressed. “Aren’t you full of surprises.”

      “A few,” I said.

      “Well, I didn’t bring one back, and he hasn’t taken my access away yet,” Rackham said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Which means I might be sticking around, after all.”

      “Guess you never know with a man like Vick.”

      Rackham didn’t answer, choosing instead to stare at the white sheets draped over his legs. A dip formed in his cheek, though, and his jaw tensed as I figured he bit back all the things he truly wanted to say to that. “You and Vick might hate each other, but you’re fighting on the same side now, Captain,” Rackham said. “And, as such, I’ve been cleared to grant you resources to aid the fight. What do you need, Hughes?”

      “I’ll be needing more neutronium,” I said, not bothering to mince words. “But seeing as that’s the rarest metal in the galaxy, I know there’s not much hope in my getting that.”

      Instead of a witty quip or a dismissive laugh, Rackham crossed his arms and stared off at the wall, his eyes slipping momentarily out of focus. I thought perhaps the second round of drugs had kicked in, but after a moment, he tilted his head toward me with the barest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “The Union may not have a surplus of neutronium, Captain Hughes, but we might know the recipe if we were able to find the right ingredients.”

      “What ingredients?” I asked, perking up.

      “Most of them aren’t too hard to find,” replied Rackham, giving me an easy shrug. “Except for prodium.”

      “And you know where this elusive material?” I guessed, getting a little annoyed by his games.

      “Have you ever heard of the Aldera system, Captain?” asked Rackham, answering my question with one of his own.

      “Don’t the Sarkonians own that?”

      Rackham flushed slightly. “They took it from us, as it happens, but yes. I don’t imagine they’re likely to give it up, either.”

      I leaned back in my chair, happy with the direction this little visit had taken. “Then I guess we’d better go and have ourselves a talk.”
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      I stood with my boots in the dirt, outside under Earth’s vast blue sky. I sucked in a deep breath as I allowed myself to enjoy the day. I wasn’t far from Verdun’s encampment, standing just far enough away so as not to be spotted by any Union eyes I didn’t want watching me at the moment. I would be leaving for Sarkon in just a few hours, but not without a ship.

      Specifically, the ship Sigmond had promised me.

      I tilted my head backward, scanning the clouds for any sign of it, wondering why Sigmond had brought me to this remote area in particular if he was just going to land it regardless. “Where is it, Siggy?”

      “It’s already here, sir,” said the Cognitive through the comm in my ear.

      I scanned the empty field before me and gestured toward the vast stretch of nothing. “It’s gorgeous,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I can see that all my waiting and patience really paid off.”

      As I spoke, the ship decloaked in front of me, and I stared up at a vessel designed with delightfully familiar curves along the hull. The vessel’s polished metal shimmered in the sun, the ominous glint of Celestial metal giving me pause even as I admired the rest of it.

      “As promised, your new ship has the top-of-the-line, fully developed Union cloak,” said Sigmond as the main door opened to let me on board. “In addition to the advanced cloak, you also have Titan’s beam weapons and the metal hull of the Celestial ships. It’s by far the most powerful vessel we have in our fleet.”

      I entered and stood in the cargo bay, surveying the ship around me. I patrolled the memorable halls, every corridor, every room reminded me of the ship that had started this whole journey for me. “Siggy, did you base this on the Star?”

      “Correct, sir,” said the Cognitive. “I thought you would appreciate it feeling a bit more like home. However, this version is larger than your original vessel to accommodate extra rooms and the engine is far superior”

      “Sounds good. Though, I have to say, I never figured you one for sentiment, Siggy,” I said, grinning as I patrolled my new ship. Save for the size and absence of furniture and a coffeemaker, it was identical in every way to my old vessel. I finished my brief tour on the bridge, crossing my arms as I watched the holo, and took in a satisfied breath.

      “Do you have any ideas for a suitable name, sir?” asked Sigmond.

      “Oh yeah,” I said, a wide grin on my face. “That’s easy, Siggy.”

      “What’s that, sir?”

      I sat back in the Captain’s chair, already at home. “Welcome aboard the Renegade Star.”
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        Jace, Abigail, and Lex will return in Renegade Descent, coming in June 2019.

      

      

      

      
        
        Read on for a special note from the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Here we are at last. It’s been a few months since we left Jace, Abigail, and Lex, but I hope the wait has been worth it. I’ve been working hard on getting more content out and increasing my production cycle. That means more books to keep you reading, including a faster turnaround on additional Renegade Star books.

      Speaking of, I am hoping to get book 11, Renegade Descent, out by the end of June. We will also see the second Constable book, The Constable Returns, as well as the second Fifth Column book, the third Reaper story, and much more. It’s been quite the productive year and I’m hoping I can continue to deliver more adventures to you.

      So, where do we go from here? With Jace dealing with the loss of Lucia, Athena’s status unknown, and a brand new Renegade Star, the future is looking to be an interesting one. When we pick back up with our heroes, we’ll find a mission to gather resources, grow their forces, and finally strike back. This is the start of the war, and our heroes will face challenges unlike anything they ever seen.

      Finally, I’d also like to note that I’m currently working on a Lucia trilogy that will cover her life before encountering Jace. The first book will be titled Warrior Queen and will release sometime in June.

      In the meantime, let me know your thoughts on this new entry in the series and where you’d like to see the story go in the future by posting in the Renegade Readers Facebook group or emailing me directly. I’d love to hear what you think!

      As always, thanks for reading, Renegades,

      
        
        
        JN Chaney

      

        

      

      PS. Amazon won’t tell you when the next Renegade book will come out, but there are several ways you can stay informed.

      1) Fly on over to the Facebook group, JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers, and say hello. It’s a great place to hang with other sarcastic sci-fi readers who don’t mind a good laugh.

      2) Follow me directly on Amazon. To do this, head to the store page for this book (or my Amazon author profile) and click the Follow button beneath my picture. That will prompt Amazon to notify you when I release a new book. You’ll just need to check your emails.

      3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. This will allow me to stay in touch with you directly, and you’ll also receive a free copy of The Amber Project.

      Doing one of these or all three (for best results) will ensure you know every time a new entry in the Renegade Star series is published. Please take a moment to do one of these so you’ll be able to join Jace, Abigail, and Lex on their next galaxy-spanning adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: The Amber Project

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance

        Play Audio Transmission File 021

        Recorded April 19, 2157

      

        

      

      

      CARTWRIGHT: This is Lieutenant Colonel Felix Cartwright. It’s been a week since my last transmission and two months since the day we found the city…the day the world fell apart. If anyone can hear this, please respond.

      If you’re out there, no doubt you know about the gas. You might think you’re all that’s left. But if you’re receiving this, let me assure you, you are not alone. There are people here. Hundreds, in fact, and for now, we’re safe. If you can make it here, you will be, too.

      The city’s a few miles underground, not far from El Rico Air Force Base. That’s where my people came from. As always, the coordinates are attached. If anyone gets this, please respond. Let us know you’re there…that you’re still alive.

      End Audio File
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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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