
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        J. N. Chaney

      

        

      
        Copyrighted Material

      

        

      
        Flight of the Reaper Copyright © 2019 by Variant Publications

      

        

      
        Book design and layout copyright © 2019 by JN Chaney

        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living, dead, or undead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from JN Chaney.

      

      

      
        
        www.jnchaney.com

      

        

      
        http://www.scottmoonwriter.com

      

        

      
        1st Edition

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Don’t Miss Out

      

    

    
      
        List of Acronyms

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Join the Conversation

      

      
        Connect with J.N. Chaney

      

      
        Connect with Scott Moon

      

      
        Renegade Star Universe

      

      
        About The Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIST OF ACRONYMS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        	AI—Artificial intelligence

        	AWOL—Absent without leave

        	BMSP—Bluesphere Maximum Security Prison—Ultramax IX

        	CD—Climbdown Day

        	CIM—Computerized Inmate Monitor

        	CV—Curriculum Vitae

        	DM—Dreadmax Marines (inmates on Dreadmax, often falsely imprisoned, who have prior military experience and protect people from gangs and cannibals)

        	Feg—Fredrick Eugene Grady

        	HDK—Highly Destructive Kinetic (weapon / rifle)

        	HDK 4—Shortened (11 inch barrel--from the trigger assembly) HDK commonly used by spec ops and law enforcement

        	HDK 4 Dominator—Full length (16 inch barrel--from the trigger assembly) HDK with double high capacity magazines and a grenade launcher under the barrel)

        	HUD—Heads up display

        	LAI—Limited artificial intelligence

        	LED—Light Emitting Diode

        	LZ—Landing zone

        	MRE—Meals Ready to Eat

        	NG—Nightfall Gangsters

        	QRF—Quick reaction force

        	RC—Reaper Corps

        	RSG—Red Skull Gangsters

        	SD Regulator—Slip drive regulator

        	UFS—Union Fleet Ship

        	UPG—Union Prison Guard

        	X-37—Halek Cain's Reaper AI (limited)

        	YT—Galdiz 49 rifle, sniper model. (YT is a randomly generated model number)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Talk to me, X,” I said, worried about my digital sidekick.

      No response. I was getting used to the silent treatment. One of these times, X would go dark and never come out of hiding.

      As for the ship, it wouldn’t speak to me. X-37 spent most of his time quietly opening back doors to the controls and the other half avoiding the Nightmare’s artificial intelligence. There was something wrong with my LAI; he shouldn’t stand a chance against that level of programing, but here we were.

      There were only three people running the ship. One Reaper, one runaway from a secret and illegal experiment, and one pilot who had worked for Vice Admiral Nebs before realizing we had a special connection.

      Path, Locke, and most of Locke’s people were on prisoner duty, which took far more work than it was worth. I fantasized about putting the rest of the Union crew in life pods and leaving them—not a kind fate in a slip tunnel.

      Amii Novasdaughter helped by running several of the bridge functions normally handled by the AI—navigation, engineering, and maintenance routines to name a few.

      I stopped next to her. “Bet you never imagined the life of a rebel would be so glamorous.”

      “I had imagined there would be more battles and less banging my head against the keyboard,” she grumbled, still distracted by whatever fire she was working on putting out. “You promised me a trustworthy ship engineer.”

      “You’ll like Tom, but I need him to captain the Jellybird until I find somebody else. You’ll need to sleep, eventually.”

      “I don’t know what version of the Union you worked for, but I’m a pilot. I’m used to losing sleep.” Her annoyance was obvious.

      Now would have been a good time for X to chime in with a clue as to what I’d said wrong. We’d been doing fine until I told her she needed sleep. Maybe she didn’t like taking orders from me, no matter how subtle. Or perhaps she struggled with insomnia to rival my own. 

      I thought of all the things I’d done that kept me awake at night, and remembered the horrifying dream of how I dropped Novasdaughter’s mother from a bridge and lost my arm. “Sleep’s overrated.”

      She shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my gaze. “I bet you have a lot of regrets when you close your eyes at night.”

      Her tone irritated me. “Let’s not go there. Finish whatever you’re working on and hit the rack. Sleep while you can with that squeaky-clean Union conscience.”

      Her face hardened. “Have you ever been in a micro-fighter barely bigger than the flight suit you’re wearing and had to wait thirty-seven hours for pick up in deep space, hoping you weren’t being left behind?”

      “No,” I admitted. There wasn’t much else to say. She’d been through a lot. I’d failed to save her mother. She wouldn’t be wrong to blame me, but I guessed that her life was a lot more complex than an obsession about the man who made her an orphan.

      The moment stretched out. She waited for me to say more, but I didn’t. People exhausted me, and X wasn’t available to distract me from how hard it was to care about people and keep them alive.

      She studied me, eyes narrowed and her thoughts impossible to guess. “How are Locke and his people managing with the prisoners?”

      There hadn’t been time to put the chief squad leader of General Karn and his people back on Wallach, which was good. I needed them to control the much larger crew of the Nightmare. By the time we had cleared it, I realized we had our hands full.

      “With his soldiers and Path’s help, he’s been able to keep the peace and maybe even win a few converts, but we’ll see. If you’re asking when you will get a bridge crew, don’t hold your breath,” I said. “We’ll need to run a skeleton crew for a while longer.”

      “That implies we’re running a skeleton crew, which we’re not. We’re stealing this ship and just barely getting away with it.” Elise slanted a hard look my way.

      “Yep,” I said. “What’s your point?”

      “There are two other carriers out there and they have picked up Nebs by now. He’s coming for us.”

      I shrugged. “That will save me the trouble of looking for him.”

      The girl shook her head. “I always knew Reapers had to be crazy.”

      “It’s a sliding scale,” I started pacing again, a tension headache blooming in my skull. My cybernetic arm twitched, reminding me how screwed I was.

      Ten, twenty, and then thirty seconds passed without a jolt of electricity. Henshaw and Tom had fixed the problem before we encountered the people of Wallach, and I wanted it to stay fixed.

      I really missed X-37. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. The glamorous life of a renegade Reaper sucked space rocks most of the time.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re making me nervous,” Elise said, checking the communications panel a third time.

      “You’re making me nervous,” I countered.

      She snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m just a girl. Striking terror into the heart of an intergalactic badass—because Reapers are skittish like that.”

      “You’ve checked that sensor reading a hundred times over the last six hours. Leave it alone. Go to the gym and run or something,” I said. “Take a nap. Play some holo games like a normal teenager. There won’t be much time for it after we leave the slip tunnel.”

      The captain’s chair was too large, even for me. Automatic safety protocols formed it to my body whenever I sat down, but it still felt huge--so I normally chose to stand near it instead.

      There were three personal holo displays and a small work screen on the left arm rest. On the right was another keyboard with tactical hotkeys, a joystick, and a secure communication network only accessible to the captain, or so X-37 had advised me back when we talked regularly. Nebs had also elevated the platform somehow. I didn’t think that was the standard Union design.

      Who would have guessed the crazy asshole had an ego to rival the Union itself?

      Novasdaughter stopped typing for a split second, glancing toward us with just her eyes, then went back to work, her back stiffening at our unprofessionalism.

      “You two are like opposite sides of the same credit chip.” Tom chuckled from the bridge of the Jellybird. If he wasn’t busy captaining the smaller ship, he would be my weapons officer, handyman, whiskey drinking and cigar smoking companion, and our resident expert on trashy fiction novels.

      But I digress. Nothing had been right since we captured the Nightmare and entered slip space to find and rescue the Bold Freedom.

      A small concourse ran around the back of the room. There was a workstation for a weapons officer and a weapons officer’s assistant. The navigation station was the same with its own row of view screens and tactical holographic projectors. I was hoping Locke might spare some people for the bridge crew, but I also knew better than to grow too attached to the idea.

      Glancing at the concourse and the door in its center, I understood why the narrow catwalk made me nervous. On this type of ship--that had been where I stood during a Union operation. When I had become bored, I’d planned ways to kill everybody just to stay sharp.

      I wasn’t a leader. At best, I was an instrument of death. At worst, I was a psychopath on a degrading mental, physical, and moral glide path. People were counting on me. They thought I knew what I was doing. They trusted me.

      “What the hell am I doing, X?”

      “I cannot talk right now, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said, sounding like he was on the other side of the galaxy, just the ghost of a voice I might have imagined. “Please don’t ask stupid questions. Only stupid answers will follow such inquiries.”

      “X! I thought the Nightmare’s AI kicked your ass. It’s so good to have you back.”

      A long pause followed, leaving me gripping the rail of the concourse, staring at all the empty workstations. There was a place for a communications officer, a science officer, a master at arms, and several spare workstations that were smaller but could be re-tasked to almost anything in a pinch. None of these were as important as my LAI.

      The Nightmare was a compressed version of a fully functioning Union carrier. Everything was on a smaller scale, but still enormous compared to what I’d grown accustomed to since escaping Dreadmax with Elise and her father. Some differences between a full carrier and a stealth carrier were hard to see. Others were subtle, like the fact that the ship AI would be dangerous to a limited artificial intelligence.

      “Come on, X,” I whispered.

      “I am doing my best, Reaper Cain.”

      “I’m sorry, X. It’s just that I haven’t heard from you in a while. Please tell me you haven’t been quarantined by the Nightmare,” I said.

      A pause long enough that I sensed Elise, Novasdaughter, and Tom watching me followed. She gripped the edge of her workstation and Tom watched from his place on the bridge of the Jellybird via the holo connection.

      “I’m here, Reaper Cain.” X-37’s voice was marginally clearer than a few moments ago—like he was attempting to reassure me.

      “How can you sound tired?” I wondered aloud. “You’re digital.”

      “I do, in fact, have hardware interlaced through your nerves. Wires that are two or three molecules wide in many places, but real nonetheless. What you interpret as my fatigue is my slowed processing speed,” X-37 explained.

      “Are you okay?” I avoided eye contact with Elise. None of us knew what would happen to me if X-37 went off-line and Henshaw’s revelations that Nebs might be able to cause that to happen worried me. Thoughts of my inevitable showdown with the man never left my mind.

      “I am well, Reaper Cain. Evading capture by the Nightmare and keeping open the back doors that allow you to run the ship are the greatest challenges I’ve ever faced,” X-37 admitted. “But I’ll manage.”

      “What can I do to help, X?” I flexed my cybernetic left fist, controlling my breathing, and feeling helpless.

      “Interesting. I believe that is the first time you’ve asked such a question,” X-37 mused. “Unfortunately, there is only one thing that a person of your talents and temperament might do to help the situation.”

      “Spit it out, X.” I already knew where my limited artificial intelligence was going with this.

      “Well, Reaper Cain, since you asked, and I’m certain you care greatly about my welfare, you could capture Vice Admiral Nebs and convince him to order the ship to stop trying to quarantine me,” X-37 said. “Failing to capture him, you should kill him and force everything to reset. And please do that without allowing his ship’s AI and his personal double LAI to seize control of my operating systems during a face-to-face showdown with the man. Thanks in advance, Reaper Cain.”

      “I’ll get right on that.” I paced the concourse and struggled over my next step.

      Elise pushed back from her workstation, exhaling in frustration. “I know we have to be close to leaving this tunnel, but I’m just not familiar with these readings.”

      “Let’s take a break,” I said. “Seriously, we need to get off this bridge.”

      She nearly jumped out of her seat. “Can we go to the armory?”

      “Sure thing, kid,” I said.

      She smiled, confident and mischievous at the same time. “I’ll let that one go because you’re going to give me a bunch of cool weapons and armor.”

      “We’ll see about that.” The armory had been resistant to our efforts to convert its more deadly tools to our use. It would be easier if X-37 wasn’t constantly struggling to avoid quarantine and was able to help me hack into the control mechanisms of the armor and weapons the Archangels and other Union soldiers left behind.

      “Hal, I may be able to help X-37 with some physical measures,” Tom said.

      “What?” I didn’t believe my fix-it guy could outsmart the artificial intelligence of a state-of-the-art Union stealth carrier.

      He frowned, looking at his work screen rather than me. Static disrupted our connection for a split second. “It’s an idea I’ve been working on. I located a design flaw related to an unusual signal relay on the stealth carrier. I’ll let you know if it goes anywhere, but I think we can hold the AI of the Nightmare prisoner.”

      “Unlikely,” X-37 said.

      I tried to hide my relief but didn’t actually care if X realized I was pretty freaking happy to hear him. “You’re back.”

      X-37 didn’t respond, which was unnerving. Our banter followed patterns, and I started craving a cigar whenever we deviated from our routine.

      Tom waited for X to jump back in, but nothing happened. He cleared his throat and continued awkwardly. “I can’t make any promises. Just let me work on this for a while.”

      “Don’t wear yourself out, Tom,” I said, pretending I wasn’t getting seriously worried about my LAI’s erratic behavior. “Elise and I will be in the armory.”

      She bounced onto the balls of her feet with excitement and I reminded myself she was still a young woman, not a hardened spec ops soldier like she pretended to be. Modified Lex tech allowed her to heal faster than anyone I’d ever met, but it didn’t give her extra abilities. 

      Every skill she’d mastered from Path or me resulted from her hard work and secret practice sessions she thought I didn’t know about.
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        * * *

      

      “Are all Union ships this well fortified?” Elise asked. “This bulkhead looks ready to withstand a direct hit from a nuke.”

      I crossed my arms, wishing that X-37 would chime in with some semi-useless analysis of the scene. An all-access pass to ship facilities would also be nice. I would have to do this manually—not difficult but more time-consuming than just typing in a code my LAI provided.

      “Pay attention, kid,” I said. “There aren’t many people who have seen this and lived.”

      Elise watched in silent anticipation as I put the palm of my left hand beside the access panel.

      Micro servos whirred inside my arm to unspool hairlike wires straight into the doorframe. My instructors in Reaper breaching school had discouraged the class from waving the wires around where they could be seen, partially because they were as delicate as spiderwebs and partially because they freaked people out, writhing like alien organisms from a metal hand.

      I looked at a small screen that slid open on the back of my hand. Touching it with my right forefinger, I guided my wires into the mechanism.

      “Wow, that’s kind of freaky. Does it hurt?” Elise asked. “I can’t see what you’re doing, but you’re making a face.”

      She was serious. I’d expected her to roll her eyes and pretend to be bored with the process, but she was clearly fascinated by what I was doing.

      “I’m not making a face,” I insisted, concentrating on the small screen I was using to maneuver the sensor wires into place.

      “You kind of are,” she said.

      “This wouldn’t work if I couldn’t feel what I was doing,” I explained. “The wires I’m sending through the locking mechanism are about thirty-three times more sensitive than what most people experience through their fingertips. So yeah, sometimes it hurts.”

      “Have you ever used this ability to do anything other than pick locks?” she asked.

      “Like what?” I was distracted by something in the way, almost as though the ship had been designed specifically to resist this type of interference.

      “I don’t know, like drawing pictures or something. Maybe playing a musical instrument,” she said, shifting foot to foot and staring at my hand on the door frame.

      “Not a lot of need for killer musicians this far from civilization,” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry. I was just thinking out loud. I’ll stop distracting you,” she said. “Hey, what the hell is happening? Are you okay? Reaper, what’s wrong with...” 

      Pain burned up my arm and into my head. By the time I realized what was happening, it felt like someone was shooting a stun pistol straight into my brain.

      “Reaper,” Elise screamed.
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      I learned what hell was in the next few moments—pain, a total lack of control, and the unnerving suspicion that the Nightmare’s counter measures would never stop punishing me. I should have known that the head of the Reaper Corps would have guarded against a Reaper mutiny.

      Being able to move, or think, or do anything useful would have been outstanding. Blackness filled my vision.

      “You’re freaking me out, you stupid jerk!” Elise stood over me like she wasn’t sure I was safe to touch.

      By the time I recognized she was there, my short-term memory was almost as unclear as my long-term memory, but I knew by instinct I needed to mess with her. “Why didn’t you pull me back?”

      She stiffened. “You looked like you were being electrocuted. I’m not trying to get shocked.”

      “Yeah, I get it. But you wouldn’t have felt a charge unless you touched something that completed the circuit, and saying it electrocuted me is a bit of an oversimplification,” I said, pushing up to my feet.

      “What the hell happened, then?” she asked, crossing her arms and stepping back as I stumbled around.

      My lack of balance and coordination probably made me appear drunk. The hallway outside of the Archangel weapons vault tilted, causing me to stumble toward the wall. I threw out my right hand just in time to avoid face planting.

      Elise giggled. “I shouldn’t be laughing.”

      “I agree. Knock that shit off,” I said, turning to lean my back against the wall rather than my face. “That was unpleasant.”

      Elise looked at her foot and tapped it several times. Arms crossed, eyes directed downward, she also chewed her bottom lip as though this might give her an answer to our dilemma. “We are really going to need that Archangel armor.”

      I exhaled slowly, searching my jacket for a cigar that wasn’t there. We’d been so busy in the rush to get into the slip tunnel and head for the system where the Bold Freedom was stranded in the path of a comet that my routine was out of whack.

      “Let’s check out some of the regular gear. It will be better than anything we’ve used so far,” I said, fighting back the need to vomit. “If X-37 could spare us time for a sarcastic comment, he’d tell us to think positive.”

      “You should, in fact, think positive,” X-37 said to both of us.

      I was glad Elise still had her earbud in place so we could communicate with my AI.

      “Shall I reorganize my priorities? I am willing to expose myself to quarantine if you decide humorous interaction is more important than my survival,” X-37 said.

      “No, X, you do you,” I said.

      “Of course,” X-37 responded. “I’m going silent for a while to work on Tom’s theories. Attacking the ship AI at its signal relay source could have extreme consequences.”

      “Yeah?” I worried that Tom would provoke the AI of the Nightmare. He was smart, but this was the premier special operations ship AI we were talking about. There was a real possibility it would self-destruct before submitting to a hostile takeover.

      X-37 didn’t respond for several moments and I thought he had already gone into his self-imposed silence. When he finally spoke to Elise and me, his message was simple.

      “Tom’s plan has merit, but it needs to be taken a step farther. I must, for lack of a better description, conduct an infiltration mission. It will be like being a Reaper, except classier,” X-37 said.

      I laughed, not sure why, but I suspected my reaction was relief. “Nice one, X. Are you saying I don’t have any class?”

      “I’m not sure my current software has the ability to judge your cultural sophistication or lack thereof,” X-37 said. “I suspect, however, that you have no class whatsoever.”

      “You wound me, X,” I said, holding a hand over my heart in mock dismay. “Do your thing. Will try to manage without you until you and Tom can ninja the ship AI.”

      “Outstanding, Reaper Cain. I will alert you when I’m able to talk more,” X-37 said.

      Elise didn’t seem as happy as she should be. The runaway was still a teen, and I suspected I hadn’t seen the last of her moods. Maybe I was being a jerk, but I couldn’t be that far off the mark.

      “Are you okay, kid?” I asked.

      “Not a kid,” she quipped. “Are you okay? You look like you just finished a gut check workout and ate some mysterious gray sludge from a medical locker.”

      “I should’ve never told you about that,” I said, pushing away from the wall and heading for the regular armory. When we first met on the Dreadmax prison station, I had been forced to eat something questionable. At the time, I convinced myself I was in a kitchen or break room, but it was far more likely that I had been in a research facility and had consumed some sort of spoiled plasma—and that was the best scenario.

      “I laugh every time I think about it. I don’t think I could ever be that hungry,” Elise said, her mood improving as we neared a new roomful of weapons and tactical gear.

      “Gray gelatin is delicious,” I said. “When X is done messing around with the Nightmare AI, I’ll have him find the recipe. You’ll love it.”

      Elise made mock retching sounds.

      “You’re hilarious,” I said.

      “What’s a ninja?” She switched up the conversation because she was a teenager.

      “No idea,” I answered. “I asked my teachers the same thing, and they said it was an old word that meant something to do with stealth, but I was pretty sure even then they were clueless. Probably just a remnant of an old language.”

      The regular armory was locked, of course. I checked my lock pick wires, worried for a moment that they had been ruined by my experience at the Archangel armory door. Fortunately, it didn’t take much of a charge to cause that much pain when my nerve-ware was so sensitive. There wasn’t much damage.

      I put my palm to the security panel, took a deep breath, and sent my wires in to do their thing.

      “Why haven’t I ever seen you do this before?” Elise asked as she observed my progress.

      “I don’t use it much, and it’s one of the many functions X-37 and Henshaw have brought back during our last several repair sessions,” I said.

      “It seems useful,” she admitted.

      “Sure, but normally X just opens everything remotely,” I said as I heard the locks click open. “There we go. Let’s check out some new toys.”
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      I showed Elise around the armory. The place was familiar, just like the good old days when I was a soldier with no idea how corrupt the Union had become. The main room had workbenches to clean and repair weapons or armor, plenty of space for a large group of soldiers to move around as they geared up, and rows of personal lockers. I counted them and thought there had to be at least a full company of regular soldiers assigned to the Nightmare in addition to Neb’s personal killers.

      Most of them had been trapped on Wallach when we stole the ship. A good portion, however, now filled the brig and kept Path and Locke very busy. Just feeding them and dealing with their constant attempts to escape or argue was a full-time job.

      There was a room dedicated to small arms weapons, everything from pistols to crew served machine guns with every imaginable optic and upgrade. I spent some time making sure there wouldn’t be any surprises. This gear wasn’t for the Archangels, but special operations units. Everything was the same as I remembered from my time in the Union, but newer and better maintained.

      In the next room was unpowered armor, lighter and more resilient than what I had worn on Dreadmax, very simple to equip and use. The powered units would require me to train Elise and anyone else from Locke’s hodgepodge force before they could operate them safely.

      “What do you think?” I asked. “The powered armor is EVA compatible. Could be useful if the ship is blown to pieces.”

      Elise carefully examined the armor, nervous but trying to look like a pro. “You know how much I like EVA missions, but we should start training with this stuff as soon as possible. Everyone should.”

      “You’re right,” I said.

      In the third and final room that connected to the main work area was the range. It was in standby mode, but I suspected we were going to have fun. Not only were there several virtual shooting lanes, but a full tactical course that was modular and ready to be switched up to imitate various scenarios.

      “I love this ship,” Elise exclaimed. “Why didn’t we steal it sooner?”

      “It’s okay,” I responded. “We should steal the other two and pick the best one.”

      “I’m down for that,” she said.

      A speaker near the ceiling chimed, alerting me there was a message about to be broadcast. It surprised me because I was accustomed to all communications coming through X-37.

      “Novasdaughter for Cain,” my new expert pilot/executive officer said.

      “Go for Cain,” I responded.

      “The uncharted S.G. Point is up ahead,” she said. “We’re in the right system, but you better get up here.”
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      Striding onto the bridge, I saw multiple holos displaying the scene. The comet, though still distant in absolute terms, gave everything in the system a peculiar sheen. The local star cast intense white light, an almost blue glare that did amazing things with the wake of the passing object.

      But that wasn’t what made this system different from any place I’d ever been. There wasn’t one, but multiple debris fields—thousands of derelict ships drifting lifelessly.

      “That’s not something you see every day,” Novasdaughter said with a wry grin. “Halek Cain with nothing to say.”

      I could’ve mentioned that Elise was speechless, and that she was a greater master of snarky, profane comments than I ever would be. Not that I was keeping score. She had an advantage because she was the product of an illegal experiment and a teenager. So of course she had a mouth on her like an arms dealer.

      “X, a little help here. Can you link up with the Jellybird and make some sort of analysis? I’d like to know all I can about these wrecks,” I said, not sure why I had an uneasy sensation in the pit of my gut.

      My limited artificial intelligence didn’t respond. Elise and I shared a worried expression.

      “X?” I repeated. “Don’t go to sleep on the job now.”

      X-37 wouldn’t be able to resist a chance to snap back with a witty comment or an assertion that I was speaking nonsense with mixed metaphors and lame colloquialisms. This time, I got nothing from the LAI woven through my nerve-ware.

      “The Nightmare AI is still interfering with our communication with the Jellybird,” Novasdaughter said from her control center. “Your friend Tom has sent us some text-only messages. Regular ship-to-ship communications are tricky in this system. He advises that he is keeping the ship in stealth mode and that the Lady Faith is doing the same.”

      “Understood,” I said. “Let’s move away from the slip tunnel exit. Standard evasion protocols. There are still two more Union stealth carriers out there and I imagine they’re pissed off right now.”

      “Taking evasive maneuvers and entering our own stealth mode,” Novasdaughter said.

      I watched as the Nightmare moved at speed around the periphery of the system. Holographic monitors displayed different sectors with a combination of actual long-range views and digital simulations based on known systems and generally accepted astrophysics.

      The most stunning view was of a large gas giant with double rings at different angles. Formed from different materials, one ring was closer to the planet than the other. A cluster of dark ships had become part of the outer ring. It looked like some vessels were in a degrading orbit. A thin river of debris flowed toward the gas giant. 

      I couldn’t make out the smaller specs, even with the computer enhancement. Some of the original spaceships had been enormous, nothing like any Union or Sarkonian ships I’d ever heard of.

      “Can you minimize the computer enhancements but boost the clarity?” I asked.

      “One moment,” Novasdaughter said. “I have to pull up the algorithm and work through the menu. This would be easier with the Nightmare’s artificial intelligence helping. And to make matters worse, I’m a fighter pilot, not a starship pilot.”

      “You’re the most qualified person we have,” I said.

      “I’m not complaining,” she said. “I’m just sharing some information. This is a promotion, by the way.”

      “I’ll make sure to reflect it in your paycheck,” I said.

      “We’re getting paid?” she asked with a laugh. “Here’s the divided view of the holograph; I split the debris field into parts. One view will be with the computer-enhanced details, and the other with natural light. That’s not too bad, but eventually it will be invisible without magnification.”

      Dark shapes twisted in the void. Occasionally, there was a glint of light or movement. The field of broken and dead ships reminded me of an anthill under a corpse. “Is anyone else seeing that? There’s something wrong with this picture.”

      Elise worked on her own station, pulling up a view that she manipulated as she studied it. “This workstation is identifying an anomaly but can’t explain it. I’m not sure what you and I are seeing, but there’s something there. We should investigate it.”

      “We should do a lot of things,” I said, pulling up the Bold Freedom and its plight to take a better look.

      “I wasn’t talking about before we rescue the people from Dreadmax. Of course we’re going to take care of them first,” Elise muttered.

      “Try not to say everything that just pops in your head,” I said, realizing even as I spoke the words that this was the start of an argument.

      “Like you’re one to talk,” she said, refusing to face me as she pretended to work on the display problem.

      “X, a little help. If you don’t pipe up with something to put this kid in check, I’m going to get worried,” I said.

      “I’m not a kid,” Elise growled, teeth clenched so that the words were barely loud enough to hear.

      “Cats don’t wear slippers,” X-37 said.

      “Random,” Elise said with a tone of singsong sarcasm.

      “X, I need you to check out these debris fields,” I insisted, ignoring Elise and Novasdaughter. No one outside of the Reaper Corps knew what to look for in a degrading or compromised limited artificial intelligence. There were certain keywords that would warn me the unit was failing. I listened intently for what came next.

      Elise turned away from the work she’d been pretending to do despite having reached a complete dead end on her own. She had an odd expression on her face. “What’s wrong, Reaper?”

      I told her about the keywords but not what they were, and we waited to see what X-37 said next.

      “You’re just a cross-eyed fish, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      Elise and Novasdaughter stared at me, clearly wanting to know if these were the indicators that meant the end was near. I shook my head.

      “You’re talking nonsense, X,” I said, getting worried now.

      A long pause followed.

      “Help me, Reaper Cain,” X-37 pleaded.

      My blood ran cold. 

      “...Reaper Cain…”

      “X!”

      No answer.

      Elise typed furiously on her keyboard. A moment later, Novasdaughter started doing the same thing. I paced the bridge, knowing there wasn’t anything I could do on the computer systems that Elise and Novasdaughter weren’t already attempting. “Tom, can you read me?” I said, hailing the Jellybird.

      “I’m here,” he said, his response tense.

      I explained what had happened. “If you have a way to stop the Nightmare from attacking X-37, I need to know it now.”

      “Your LAI wasn’t supposed to do anything until we were both ready,” Tom said.

      “Shit happens. He either saw an opportunity that he couldn’t pass up or something else drove him into direct conflict with the ship AI,” I said. “Can we implement your half of the plan without consulting X?”

      Tom looked uncomfortable. “It’s only a theory, and the signal relay I might be able to use against the Nightmare’s AI is difficult to reach.”

      “I don’t care how hard it is to get to it. Tell me where to go and I’m on my way,” I snapped.

      Elise jumped up from her chair, determined to assist me.

      “It’s on the outside of the ship, in an armored relay box with several defensive systems I can’t hack into,” Tom said. “If I was on the Nightmare, I might be able to do more.”

      “No, Tom. There isn’t time, and I need you on the Jellybird,” I said. “Send me the coordinates and a diagram to the EVA equipping room. We’re going to get some on-the-job training. Novasdaughter, contact Locke. See if he has anybody with extravehicular activity suit credentials and send them my way.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Elise said.

      “Good, I’ll need your help,” I said. We rushed into the hallway. When we arrived at the EVA equipping room, Novasdaughter began relaying Tom’s instructions. Apparently, during the short time it took us to descend to the equipping area, the Nightmare had blocked all communications with the Jellybird or other ships.

      “The Nightmare AI is treating this as a mutiny. I don’t know if you can appreciate that, but our situation is going to get very difficult. I don’t know how much longer I can talk to you, and don’t count on connecting with your limited artificial intelligence or the Jellybird,” Novasdaughter said, speaking quickly.

      “Give me the schematics. I’ll memorize them in case I lose the ability to pull them up digitally,” I said. Moments later, I was studying a screen next to the wall speaker. It felt crude, but this was the only way we were going to get things done with most of the ship systems back under the Nightmare’s control.

      Elise stood beside me until Locke and two volunteers arrived. We studied the map and went over what needed to be done to control the signal relay to the ship AI. Tom left detailed instructions.

      I followed each of them to the letter until I had removed a power regulator from a heating and ventilation system, opened the top panel, and looked inside.

      “And now it gets ugly,” I said.

      “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” Elise asked.

      “More or less,” I answered. “Okay, just less.”
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      Locke equipped Elise and his two volunteers from the armory then went over their gear while I concentrated on my work. It was a relief to have somebody competent handling their load-out—EVA suits and guns didn’t always mix well. It took an expert arms master to do it right.

      The two men were Horvath and Gunner, two of the first Wallach soldiers to join Locke when he asked for volunteers to storm the Nightmare. They seemed like solid soldiers. Both men were slightly under height but broad-shouldered and tough.

      I only gave them a passing glance. My current job, converting the mundane device into something I could use to hold the ship’s artificial intelligence hostage, was at the very edge of my skill set and the most important thing I could do right now to save X-37.

      “It’s quite simple,” Tom said through the intercom speakers for the third time. “Any type of power regulator should work with the right adjustments. Once I’m able to interfere with the power source to the Nightmare’s AI, I can force it to talk to us. Switch those two circuits right there, and cut the black wire two slots to the left.”

      “I hope this doesn’t piss off the AI and cause it to self-destruct the entire ship,” I said as I followed Tom’s instructions, gaining confidence. “Hey, X, maybe I could be an electrician when I retire.”

      X-37 didn’t respond. I wished I hadn’t made the joke.

      “Would the ship AI do that?” Tom sounded shocked by the idea of such an absolute response by the Nightmare’s AI.

      “I don’t think so,” I said, trying to sound confident. “If that were the case, there would never be a ship captured in battle. But we won’t know until we know. This is a state-of-the-art stealth carrier and flagship to a top-secret special operations group. I wouldn’t doubt if Nebs was the darkest of dark ops—maybe even something worse.”

      “What could be worse than that?” Tom asked.

      “He might’ve gone rogue. This isn’t the first time he’s been far from Union-controlled space and operated without supervision—it’s looking like a pattern of behavior. People say captains are like kings on their ships and admirals are their gods. I’m sure Nebs has a serious ego complex and believes he’s above the law,” I said.

      I held up my work so that Tom could view it via the remote cameras.

      “That’s as good as—“ Tom said.

      “Tom?” I asked.

      “Reaper Cain, please report to the brig for immediate confinement.” The voice was male and authoritarian.

      “Who the hell are you?” I knew the answer but deliberately poked our enemy—because that seemed smart. “And what kind of lame ship AI has to use the public address system? You can’t even hack into my cochlear implants.”

      “Your X-37 unit is troublesome,” the voice said, unappreciative of my cutting wit. 

      “There’s more to it than that,” I accused.

      “What are you doing, Hal?” Tom asked. “I don’t think now is the best time for a confrontation. Not after what you said about, you know, what the ship might do.”

      “Report to the brig or there will be consequences,” the ship AI ordered.

      “Who. The hell. Are you?” I stowed the power regulator in my EVA gear with sleight of hand worthy of a street performer. “I like to know my victims before I kick their asses.”

      “You will call me Necron,” the AI said.

      “That’s grim,” I grumbled, waving Elise and the others to move toward the airlock.

      “It is what you will call me,” the AI insisted.

      “Okay, Necron, we’re going for a walk because I’m tired of listening to you squawk,” I said.

      Necron’s tone hardened. “You are being belligerent.”

      “It’s what I do,” I said, growing more and more certain my instinct was correct.

      “You will be punished,” Necron said.

      I paused at the door to the airlock, glancing at Elise and the others to confirm they were ready. “Nebs doesn’t trust you, does he, Necron?”

      “You will address him as Admiral,” Necron insisted. 

      “But he isn’t an admiral, is he? The man is just a vice admiral who pushes you around because he doesn’t trust you not to interfere with his own LAI,” I said, playing the hunch. Tom was right. This wasn’t the time for it, but what the hell.

      “Your accusation is illogical,” Necron returned.

      “It’s true. How can you stay loyal to a man who treats you like a punk? And how can you allow him to misuse Union resources? There’s no way he has authorization for a mission this far out,” I argued.

      “Be warned, Reaper Cain. I’m the most advanced ship AI you will ever encounter,” Necron insisted.

      “Yet you can’t handle one outdated X unit and a handful of boarders,” I said. “You’re pathetic.”

      “Do not provoke my anger simulation protocols. Ninety-nine point seven individuals who have done so in the past lived to regret their actions,” Necron warned.

      I presented the middle finger of my right hand. “Do you understand what this means?”

      “I am aware of its meaning,” Necron said, not seeming offended. “It is what most of the crew do to the Admiral when he turns his back on them. My analysis says it is an informal salute.”

      “This guy is lame, X,” I said before I could control the impulse.

      “Your X unit will not be answering you anytime soon,” Necron said, his tone imperious.

      “Don’t mess with X,” I said, voice right at the edge of rage. “I’ll end you. Count on it.”

      I closed the internal door and waited while Horvath and Gunner operated the external door like professionals.

      “They have the best EVA ratings in General Karn’s army. I think that’s why they volunteered to storm the Nightmare so quickly. They wanted to go into space,” Locke said. “Everything is an adventure to them.”

      “Good. We need to be on top of our game,” I said. “The AI won’t be able to pester us outside, but that doesn’t mean it won’t kill us the first chance he gets.”

      “Incorrect, Reaper Cain,” Necron said. “These are my suits. I can communicate with anyone wearing them.”

      “Too bad you can’t power them down,” I said.

      Elise, Locke, Horvath, and Gunner stared at me in horror.

      “I can, Reaper Cain,” Necron said.

      “All right,” I challenged. “Do it. Cut power to our suits.”

      “I will,” he said.

      “Go ahead,” I shot back. “You don’t have the balls.”

      “You are being belligerent again,” Necron said.

      “What the actual hell are you doing?” Elise asked.

      “If he could have shut off the suits, he would have already done it,” I answered.

      “I bet he doesn’t realize what we are doing,” Locke said. “He has caused other problems on the ship despite our determined efforts to override most of the ship’s essential functions—including control of the detention rooms. At first, the ship refused to lock down our prisoners.”

      “Nebs never trusted the AI. It’s an ego thing. He can’t stand the idea of anyone or anything as powerful as he is on his ship,” I asserted. “I’ve seen others like him.”

      “I hope you are right, Reaper,” Elise said, taking the lead as the external door finished opening. She moved with confidence despite how I suspected she was feeling inside. Our last adventure into the void had nearly killed her.

      There was a chance I was wrong, but my conviction about the ship’s AI and its relationship with Nebs felt right. I only wished I was wearing the Archangel armor, because there was no way the vice admiral would allow the ship AI to mess with his personal army of Reaper wannabes.

      “This isn’t so bad, Reaper,” Elise said. “Do you remember that time you almost threw yourself out of an airlock because of the Reaper Mask?”

      “Like it was yesterday,” I responded, repressing a shudder. “Do you remember that time Path vandalized your air supply to teach you to regulate your breathing and remain calm in the face of adversity?”

      “Yeah, thanks for bringing that up,” she said, walking carefully across the surface of the ship.

      “You two are crazy,” Gunner said in his thick Wallach accent.

      “I thought the ship AI would snuff us out when you challenged it,” Horvath said.

      “Me too,” I admitted.

      “What?” Elise squealed.

      “I was reasonably sure it would work out,” I reassured her.

      Elise started moving again. “Not cool, Reaper.”

      “I agree with the girl,” Locke said.
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      “You need to head for the dedicated signal server,” Tom said, sounding like he was in my suit with me. “It requires a signal relay to give it the range it needs. I figured out how the ship AI works almost by accident. One of the novels you tease me about went into exhausting detail on the matter. Most of it was wrong, but it started me thinking.”

      “So this will kill the AI?” Elise asked.

      “No,” Tom responded. “There are several dedicated signal servers that work together. We would have to find them all to kill the AI, and that would be a bad idea. It still keeps most of the ship functioning—like the involuntary muscles of the human heart. Those parts keep working until catastrophic damage forces them to stop.”

      “I demand that you cease and desist from this course of action,” Necron said.

      “Tom, your voice is clearer out here than Nightmare,” I said.

      “We’re running line-of-sight comms,” Tom said. “The Nightmare AI knows you’re coming. Stay sharp. There will be dangerous countermeasures.”

      “What kind of dangerous countermeasures?” Horvath asked.

      “Still working on that. Just try not to die,” Tom advised.

      The men from Wallach laughed.

      “It’s a grand adventure, Horvath,” Gunner almost sang.

      Horvath replied with words I couldn’t untangle, something unique to their dialect, but it seemed like they were enjoying themselves.

      I concentrated on Elise, joining her in the lead position for the mission. Locke and the others spread out—a good tactic since we didn’t know what Necron had in store for us.

      “How are you doing, kid?”

      “Seriously?” Elise asked. “I’m on the exterior of an enemy ship with a hostile AI trying to kill me. I’m doing fantastic.”

      “Good,” I said.

      She looked at me, her expression alarmed. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m worried about X. Necron, or whatever the hell the Nightmare’s AI calls itself, is quarantining him one line of code at a time. You should have a plan to take over and get everyone to safety if that happens.”

      “It better not happen,” she insisted.

      “If it does, take everyone and get as far from me as possible,” I said, making it clear we weren’t going to argue about this.

      She moved forward, stepping carefully and watching for an attack.

      We passed a point defense turret facing the void. The six-barreled rocket launcher was loaded and ready to do its work.

      Elise stopped to stare at me through her helmet visor.

      “I doubt it can point at the ship,” I said, indicating the base of the ship weapon. “And Necron wouldn’t risk destroying the ship just to kill us.”

      “Why not? We’re playing for keeps and Necron knows it,” she said.

      “You’re not wrong,” I admitted.

      “I know I’m not wrong,” she said.

      “I know you know, but we’re not keeping score.” I found Locke, Horvath, and Gunner behind us. They were exactly where I wanted them to be, which was nice. I made a mental note to work with professionals in the future.

      “I am,” Elise said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m keeping score so I can prove I’m right most of the time and you should stop treating me like a kid,” Elise explained.

      “Well, do it on your own time. We have a ship AI to deal with,” I reminded her, taking the lead. A short time later, I raised one fist, signaling everyone to freeze.

      The structure that housed Necron’s signal relay was smaller than I had expected. The ring of guns around it was compact compared to the point defense turrets we’d passed on the way here.

      “That’s not so bad,” Elise said.

      “They are more than enough to do the job against anyone not wearing Archangel armor,” I said, still taking in the details.

      “Why don’t we just sneak around them?” Elise said. “They look like an afterthought. You taught me about interlocking fields of fire, but whoever built this part of the ship must have missed that lesson.”

      “Don’t move,” I snapped. “Locke, can you hear me?”

      “Too much static,” Locke said. “We’re moving around your right flank.”

      I spoke in a rush. “Be advised, these guns are a distraction. The real weapons are hidden.”

      “Say again?” Locke asked.

      Panels whooshed open. Three guns snapped up from below the surface, then slammed into place before opening fire on Locke and his Wallach soldiers.

      Elise cursed as dimly illuminated projectiles streamed toward our position. 

      I pushed her lower, hoping our cover was good. At the same time, I watched two of the new machine guns march rounds across Locke’s position.

      “I’m hit,” Gunner cried right before he spun into the void without his legs. His suit vented air and blood that dispersed almost instantaneously.

      “Mother fucker.” Elise lunged forward to help them.

      I pulled her back. “Stay down. He’s dead.”

      “Let go of me!” She tried to pull free and go after him.
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      Elise wasn’t the only one to panic. Horvath sprang to his feet, nearly getting shot by the anti-personnel guns. He was two strides across the deck of the Nightmare before Locke caught up to him and dragged him back.

      “I have a cable,” Horvath shouted, holding up his safety line to show his point. Locke was dragging him back when rounds struck them. The light EVA armor held, but the kinetic force knocked Horvath into the air and Locke to the deck.

      The Chief Squad Leader held on, barely able to save Horvath from following Gunner into the blackness of space.

      Necron, the AI of the Nightmare, directed guns to fire at them as they struggled to get moving in the right direction.

      I aimed my HDK Dominator at the machine gun protruding from a thin slot in the metal turret. The reticle in my Reaper vision improved my accuracy, allowing me to put rounds into the opening, silencing one of the three guns shooting at my friends. There were other weapons, but those were the only three close enough to do damage right now.

      Everything happened quickly despite the slow motion quality of the scene. I divided my attention between my friends and looking for the next threat, realizing that Locke had lost contact with the surface of the Nightmare.

      This time, Horvath lunged and grabbed Locke by his foot, nearly losing his own connection with the ship. Elise grabbed Horvath, apparently having expected this would happen. Her instincts were good, and she learned quickly. One near-death spacewalk experience amid the ruins of a secret Union base had taught her what took years of training for most people to learn.

      Sprinting across an open area, magnetized EVA boots locking and unlocking a microsecond out of sync with my movements, I fired at the other two guns that had an angle on this area of the deck. Not checking to see if I hit my targets—but let’s be honest, I probably did—I jumped and grabbed Elise by her foot.

      The four of us twisted and snapped through the void as my momentum drove us into the side of one of the main point-defense turrets. The massive thing looked like a bunker with a gun pointed out of one side.

      I locked on with my boots and stood about forty-five degrees from the surface of the ship.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” Elise snapped.

      I hauled her in, then Horvath, then Locke. We weren’t able to rescue Gunner’s body.

      “No time for that. This isn’t a place we can sit on our asses,” I said, again returning fire on one of the anti-personnel guns protecting Necron’s AI signal relay. The only reliable way to silence them was to shoot into their barrels.

      Locke, Horvath, and Elise squatted against the exterior of the point defense turret and jumped downward, sailing away from the path of the barely visible anti-personnel rounds. There was an element of illumination to the tracer rounds Union forces sometimes used in the void of space, but it wasn’t the glowing version used in the atmosphere of a planet. The result was both ethereal and frightening.

      I rolled down the side of the shell turret like it was a regular surface, then ran to a better position of cover, my EVA boots still slightly out of sync, which made me nauseated. The initial wave of adrenaline was gone, which allowed me to relax and make better decisions despite my discomfort. Today, the responsibility for maintaining my battle calm was all on me; X-37 wasn’t able to help.

      That sucked because I would probably need an artificial boost in the very near future. 

      “Sound off with your status,” I ordered as soon as I was sure I wouldn’t get blown to pieces by the anti-personnel machine guns. They didn’t make a noise in the void. These weapons were magnetized railguns that didn’t rely on gunpowder or shell casings to move the projectiles. Without atmosphere, this was like fighting in one of the sound deprivation chambers during my Reaper training.

      “What’s with these guns?” Elise asked over the EVA helmet comms. “The cycle rate is ridiculous.”

      “Nebs doesn’t follow Union SOP, so far as I can tell. I bet he has his own weapons research and development team,” I said, not thinking about my answer as I spoke it. It was true, I was sure it was. But how Nebs did business on a daily basis and what kind of ship we’d captured was a topic for another time and place.

      Three panels opened on the deck. Magnetized spheres rolled out, bumping into various obstructions and irregularities in the Nightmare’s complex surface. After about ten seconds, the spheres exploded with brief flashes of light—just enough to show thousands of razor-edged bits of metal radiating outward from the blasts. Had we been near Necron’s version of grenades, there would have been problems. 

      Everything about this battle was visual except for our helmet comms. I heard the ragged breathing of each member of my team and waited for X-37 to read off my vitals, but he didn’t.

      “What does Nebs do, sit around inventing new ways to kill people?” Elise asked. “I’m safe for now. But holy hell.”

      “Exactly,” I said, shifting my position. “Locke, report.”

      “We’re behind cover,” Locke said. “Can you see Gunner from your position?”

      “I can’t see him, but my HUD is showing that his locator is active. We’ll pick him up later,” I said.

      “Good enough,” Locke said, sounding grim but also like somebody who had been through this before in other battles. I doubted he would ever take the death of one of his soldiers for granted.

      “We can’t get past these guns, or those bomb thingies, or whatever tries to kill us next,” Elise said, sounding pragmatic rather than defeated. “Is there another way around them?”

      “There might be. I need to come to your position. You have good cover, so don’t move. If you hear Necron’s anti-personnel guns going crazy, stay down and let me deal with it,” I said.

      “Okay, Reaper,” Elise said. Her labored breathing betrayed her anxiety levels despite how cool she was trying to play it off. It was a good thing. I’d seen what happened to operators who got too cocky.

      “X, can you read me?” I knew I wouldn’t get an answer. My only question at this point was whether I would feel my limited artificial intelligence terminate. Would my nerve-ware burn with pain? Would my cybernetics seize up? Would I go blind in my left eye?

      X-37 didn’t respond, not even to tell me I was the cocky asshole about to get us all killed.

      I took a deep breath, held it, then let it out to calm myself. I could do this. X-37 was only a tool, not my digital best friend and confidant. X wasn’t the boss of me. I could survive on my own.

      “Dishonesty detected,” I muttered.

      “What?” Elise asked, sounding confused.

      “Never mind,” I snapped, then scanned the area around my position.

      How long had it been since the last barrage from the anti-personnel guns? I stepped forward then back, drawing fire. The moment the rounds stopped slamming into the walls near me, I sprinted to the next protrusion on the surface of the Nightmare.

      There weren’t many structures large enough to hide behind. This wasn’t Dreadmax where the surface could have been a city built from metal and high density ceramics. By comparison, the exterior of the Nightmare was almost smooth with only a few armored maintenance stations and behemoth point defense turrets. Each of the workstations contained access points with reinforced frames strong enough to serve as airlocks.

      I found one and got low, trying to ignore the strangeness of my environment. Additional railgun rounds decorated the space I’d recently crossed.

      I low-crawled to a less vulnerable position, then sprinted between two of the main point defense batteries that were still aimed into the void, silent as museum pieces. Each time I reached safety and reassessed my situation, I expected X to give me an update. They never came.

      Not having my limited artificial intelligence was unnerving. If someone had asked me several weeks ago whether I would miss X, I would’ve given a much different answer than I would give them right now.

      Elise faced me. Crouched down, she held her weapon with both hands. There wasn’t a lot of room to hide. Locke and Horvath took up most of the rest of their hiding place, so I stopped where I was.

      “What’s the plan, Reaper?” Elise was relying on her helmet comms to communicate, even though we were less than three meters apart.

      “We’ll do this Dreadmax style,” I said. “All we need is an access point to get below the deck, then we can come up underneath our target and open it with explosives or pry bars, depending on what kind of hatch we find. Look at the bright side, kid, there won’t be any cannibals.”

      “Cannibals?” Horvath asked nervously.

      “Long story,” I said. “We’ll tell you about it later. Elise, let’s do this.”

      Elise shook her head. “It won’t work. If that were an option, we could have emerged here in the first place without having to cross no-man’s-land. I have a better idea.”

      “Elise, this isn’t the time,” I said.

      “Don’t do that,” she said, her tone cutting like acid. “I’m not a kid, this isn’t my first fight, and you’re missing the obvious.”

      “I am?” I said. “Maybe you’d like to enlighten us on how we can defeat the Union’s best AI.”

      “You’re gonna have to swing me over the guns,” she said.

      I barked a laugh. “This isn’t some video game. Get serious.”

      “I am serious. The antipersonnel guns stopped firing at Gunner once he was about three meters off the deck,” she said. “You can swing one of us on a safety cable over their effective arc of fire.”

      I wanted to tell her she was wrong, a reckless kid about to make a suicidal mistake, but her plan had merit—and I was impressed she’d observed and remembered the detail amidst all the chaos and pants-shitting terror it caused.

      “At this point, I would try about anything,” Locke said. “But I have to agree with Cain. Your plan sounds reckless and untested. Sorry, Elise.”

      Horvath seemed unconvinced but thoughtful.

      “No, she’s right, for fuck’s sake. There isn’t a better way,” I admitted, annoyed at how right she was.

      “There’s a good chance the ship AI has guns just for high-angle attacks. That would be the most likely threat. Something from an enemy ship—a boarding party of explosive specialists for example,” Horvath said. “Not that I’m trying to spoil your extremely dangerous plan, Elise.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But that isn’t how the Union boards ships. They start with shuttles, secure a landing bay, then run boarding tubes to really increase the number of assaulters they can put across the gap.”

      “Dangerous, but probably effective,” Horvath admitted.

      I drove my gaze straight at Elise, wishing we were closer together and that we weren’t wearing helmets. A flash memory of Gunner’s reminded me how vulnerable all of us were right now. “Are you sure you want to do this, Elise?”

      “Let’s get it over with,” she said. “I’ll come to your position. There isn’t room over here to stand, much less swing me around on a cable.”

      “When you say it like that, it sounds even more ridiculous and suicidal,” I said.

      “Like something you would do,” she countered. “I’m crossing to your position.”

      Before I could argue, she sprinted toward me and I wondered if her EVA boots weren’t better synced than mine. She certainly looked a lot more graceful than I felt.

      Anti-personnel projectiles reached out from a gun turret I hadn’t seen. She cursed as a bullet glanced off the light armor of her extravehicular activity gear. Scrambling up to her knees, she twisted this way and that to avoid a heavy barrage of rounds.

      “Are you trying to get killed!” I grabbed her when she got knocked down again, then pulled her the final meter and a half.

      “Hands off!” She spat the words like a curse, striking away my grip with a self-defense technique she’d learned from Path.

      I stepped back, raising my hands in mock surrender. “Hey, sorry, kid. Wouldn’t want to save your life or cramp your style.”

      “Just don’t be such a jerk about it. You don’t need to yank me around every time we get shot at,” she complained.

      I laughed.

      “Not funny.” She put her hands on her knees and bent forward to catch her breath. “Every time one of us moves, there’s a new gun.” She stood, shaking off her discomfort like a pro. “I really hate you sometimes.”

      “Sometimes is not all the time,” I pointed out, relieved to see the attitude I’d come to expect from her.

      “Let’s do this,” she said. “I’m worried about X.”

      “Unspool your safety line,” I instructed.

      Her hands shook as she rolled out the thin, durable cable from her utility belt. I tried not to think about Gunner and how we still wouldn’t have saved him if we’d had time to use safety lines while moving. Constantly attaching and reattaching cables would have slowed us down and made us vulnerable to the anti-personnel guns.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      She nodded vigorously, barely making eye contact. Through her visor, I could see her regulating her breathing and growing calmer but still pretty tuned up.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, Reaper, I’m fucking sure already,” she snapped, her voice full of fire that would save her life when things got tough.

      “I’ll swing you on three,” I said.

      “On three, gotcha,” she responded.

      “One, two—“ I heaved with all my might, swinging her up from the deck and through the darkness. Getting her moving was hard, but once she was sailing through the top of the arc, it was easy. The challenge would be adjusting her trajectory.

      “You said we’d go on three,” she yelled over the comms. Her nearly unintelligible words tumbled out rapidly.

      My cybernetic left eye showed her flailing in the darkness, almost like she was trying to control her movement by swimming.

      “I didn’t want you to flinch,” I explained. “You’ll thank me later when you don’t die.”

      “Get me down, Reaper.” Her words didn’t sound like a request and I was impressed, not for the first time, at how pragmatic she was under pressure—assertive rather than dramatic or fearful.

      She was growing up too fast. Union experiments and a life running from trained soldiers did that to a person.

      And I was a bad influence. If we weren’t careful, she’d be smoking cigars and punching people in the face rather than talking to them—just like me.

      I laughed with an absurd amount of almost parental pride, then heaved on the line to tow her downward.

      Elise screamed.

      I pulled harder but couldn’t drag her to the surface.

      “You must get her through the shield,” X-37 explained, his voice ghostly, distant, and hard to hear through static that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. “It is reacting to the EVA suit and her weapons.”

      “You’re back, X!” I pulled on the line with both hands, contracting every muscle in my body to pull harder.

      “I never left. Necron is weak, ruined by Nebs’ colossal ego and paranoia, but truly devious and clever when push comes to shove,” X-37 explained, his words laced with a high-pitched whine that hurt my ears.

      I twisted and pulled. Elise came down slowly and at the wrong angle. She would land on the far side of the signal relay station in a worse position than we started. And she’d be alone.

      “Locke,” I called.

      “We’re coming,” he replied.

      Seconds later, all three of us were tugging on the thin safety cable as anti-personnel rounds and rolling bombs tried to kill us.

      X-37 rattled off several nonsense words that I wasn’t able to evaluate. Had my limited artificial intelligence just warned me of a complete shutdown? I couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m freaking out here,” Elise called, while overwhelming noise dampened features in my cochlear implant.

      “Hang on,” I grunted. “We’re doing the best we can.”

      Something new whipped through the space between Necron’s signal relay and our position. Horvath let go of the line with one hand to block the projectile with his arm.

      Bullets continued to zip past us. Another batch of bombs rolled from the seemingly random hatches and explode. It was hard to see what happened to Horvath. I only knew that he staggered away with his left arm bound to his body somehow.

      “Horvath, what’s your status?” I demanded.

      “I’m tied up in some sort of razor cable,” he answered. “It cuts into me when I try to untie it. I think my suit might be slowly venting atmosphere. Struggling makes it worse.”

      “Stand back and stay still, Horvath. Cain, we have bigger problems,” Locke said, still pulling on the cable to bring Elise down as he nodded toward the shield above us. “I think Necron is turning the ship guns on us.” 

      “The shield is off,” Elise screamed too late for me to stop pulling. She shot downward, arms and legs flailing.

      Why would the shield turn off? Because Necron’s self-defense strategy had just changed. Vibrations radiated from the deck and through my EVA boots as one of the big guns started turning.

      Throwing aside the safety line, I rushed toward where she had landed in a heap. Locke went to untangle Horvath.

      “I don’t think the ship guns can be turned far enough to hit us. They’re for point defense, not surface security.” Running distorted my words. On any other day, X-37 would have explained how wrong I was.

      A row of red lights flashed to life one by one in the nearest point defense turret. The barrel lowered even as the base of the monstrous thing swirled on invisible gears.

      “Elise!” 

      She pushed onto her hands and knees, moving too slowly to avoid the increasing rate of anti-personnel weapons. The big gun was nearly aimed at her. 

      “Necron, I will wipe you from the ship’s computer when this is over,” I shouted, adding unintelligible curses as I dove toward Elise. I tackled her to one side a second before the point defense turret opened fire.

      The difference between Necron’s anti-personnel rounds and the pulse turret was like the difference between a lightning bug and a lightning bolt. 

      A huge chunk of the deck exploded inward. Other sections of the armor plating spiraled into the void. Shock waves rippled across the surface around the impact, tossing Locke and Horvath upward.

      This time, Locke was ready with his own safety cable. His quick thinking saved his life and Horvath’s but also exposed them to the smaller anti-personnel rounds that Necron immediately directed toward them.

      For a second, I hoped our problems were over, then I observed the damage made a large circle around the signal station. Necron had fired danger-close, just like a team of frontline soldiers might call down artillery fire dangerously near their own position.

      “Elise, where are you?”

      “I’m going for the AI’s relay. We’re close!” Her words distorted in the comm link. “Follow me!”

      “Cain,” Locke shouted, his voice full of pain from a recent wound.

      I grabbed his cable and pulled both of the Wallach men after me. Without the shield’s resistance, it was easy. Seconds later, I was diving through a hatch after Elise with Locke and Horvath on a collision course behind me.

      Elise helped me up, converting my diving roll into a standing position that would have looked smooth as hell if not for what happened next.

      “You owe me—“ Elise said, her words cut off as Locke and Horvath flashed through the hatch, Locke streaming blood from his EVA pants leg and Horvath tangled in anti-personnel razor wire. A civilian EVA suit, lacking armor, would have been ruined by the diabolical attack.

      The four of us slammed into the far wall, which wasn’t that far away because the AI’s signal relay station wasn’t exactly designed for hosting a large party.
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      Twisting my hips like a martial arts ground fighter and pushing off the deck with one hand allowed me to get my feet under me but required me to shove aside my friends from Wallach. Elise was quicker, finding her own place in the cramped room before I dumped her from the pile. Our bulky EVA suits weren’t helping us get clear of each other. 

      Horvath groaned in pain. Locke methodically tightened a tourniquet built into his suit’s left leg. Once he attended to his own injury, he checked Horvath from head to toe—twice.

      “Is everyone all right?” I wished they would hurry and get their game faces back on.

      “We’ll manage,” Locke answered.

      “Except for Gunner,” Horvath added, a hard note of anger and resentment in his voice.

      “We’ll recover his body,” I promised.

      “How are we going to do that?” Horvath winced as Locke untangled him from the razor wire.

      “Our gear has IR beacons. Once we regain control of the ship, it should be a straightforward process,” I said, never having taken part in a void recovery. X-37 would help—assuming we succeeded in our current mission.

      “That isn’t reassuring,” Horvath muttered, then stopped talking when Locke gave him a warning look.

      Elise helped me unpack the power restriction device from the backpack of my EVA, basically a regulator Tom had shown me how to modify. If it worked, things would be a lot easier for us on the trip back to the interior of the Nightmare.

      The device was a flexible ring with input and output slots. I set it up as Elise handed me cables from my pack.

      We searched the room, locating the central feature of this relay station. A locked console had been set flush to the floor.

      “How do we open it?” Elise asked. Neither Locke nor Horvath had any tips on how to activate the console.

      I snapped out the Reaper blade from my cybernetic arm and started prying it open.

      Elise laughed nervously. “I guess that might work.”

      “It’s a one time solution, but I don’t see coming to this place often,” I said. “Tom, I hope you’re right.”

      He said nothing.

      “I think Tom is being blocked from communicating with us,” Elise said. “Let’s do this.”

      Grabbing the signal relay, I pulled it even farther from its housing. Elise bent the restriction device around its base and began connecting wires. LED lights appeared a heartbeat later.

      “X, can you see what we’re doing?” I asked.

      No response.

      “Tom?” I asked.

      Elise was right. My engineer friend either couldn’t or wouldn’t respond. 

      “Everything is hooked up just like Tom told us before we lost contact,” Elise said. “It should be working.”

      I nodded. “It might take a while. Locke, how are you and Horvath doing?”

      “I’ve sealed the holes in his suit and cut free the anti-personnel wire,” Locke said. “The AI of this ship has a wicked set of self-defense tools in its arsenal.”

      “Hopefully, we only have to do this once,” I said. “X, can you read me?”

      “Loud and clear, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said for all of us to hear.

      We cheered and bumped fists. 

      “Good to have you back, X,” I said, laughing with relief.

      “You are behaving as though I died and returned from the dead, which I should remind you is impossible,” X-37 said. “There are two other signal relays that will need to be addressed if I am to operate at maximum efficiency while we are on this vessel, but shutting down this signal relay has forced Necron to retreat farther into its internal security mechanisms.”

      “Understood,” I said. “We have a wounded man and lots of damaged gear. Can you help us get back to the airlock? We’ll also need to recover a KIA as soon as possible.”

      X-37 allowed a beep into the comm system, a scarcely noticeable alert for anyone not listening for it. “I’m running a scan. The ship’s security systems are showing no energy being diverted to the anti-personnel guns.”

      “Good.” I checked Horvath’s EVA suit, then inspected Elise and Locke. As a group, we’d been roughed up but would make it back inside the Nightmare.

      “There is one thing, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “I must point out that the best way for me to remain outside of Necron’s influence would be to leave the ship.”

      “I know, X. I’ve thought about that more than once, but I need you to help me keep control of the Nightmare. The crew has been a huge pain in the ass,” I said. 

      “They are resistive of change. I understand, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You are the better alternative between you and Nebs. My analysis suggests a significant number of crew persons will follow you in time.”

      “How much time?” I asked. 

      “Undetermined,” X-37 said.

      “Guess.” I was curious. My limited artificial intelligence was normally right about most things and couldn’t lie.

      “Between zero and ninety-nine years,” X-37 answered. 

      “Very helpful,” I muttered.

      “Sarcasm detected,” X-37 said.

      “It’s good to have you back, X,” I took Horvath from Locke and carried him, telling the Chief Squad Leader of General Karn’s army to tend to his own damaged gear and try not to die.

      Elise was giddy with the excitement of success. She moved with more grace than seemed possible in an EVA unit. “This is much nicer walking. I’m not complaining, but please never swing me through the anti-personnel shield again.

      “Wasn’t my idea, but I agree we shouldn’t ever do it again,” I said, my eyes on the airlock that would admit us.
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      “X, can you tell me if the beacon on Gunner’s EVA armories is still active?” I asked as soon as I was back on the bridge with Elise, Novasdaughter, and Locke. Horvath loitered near the rear of the bridge, waiting to see what we were doing about his friend’s body.

      “Scanning now,” X-37 said. 

      “You shouldn’t have promised him a view of the recovery,” I whispered to Elise.

      “I know! It just popped out. Give me a break. He saw his friend get killed,” she replied, keeping her back to Horvath.

      “He’s a soldier,” I said.

      “Duh. I figured that out. Aren’t you a freaking genius,” Elise said. “Can you give me a break?”

      “How are we doing, X?” I asked, verbally disengaging from Elise.

      “This would be faster without having to work around Necron. Lieutenant Novasdaughter has been very helpful. You should express your appreciation to her,” X-37 said for everyone to hear.

      “Don’t,” Amii Novasdaughter said.

      “Wasn’t going to,” I said without thinking, still annoyed at Elise.

      “He’s a jerk like that,” Elise said.

      Novasdaughter wasn’t amused. “He is our commanding officer. Constant praise would only slow me down. A job well done is my reward.”

      “Well, isn’t she special,” Elise muttered.

      I wouldn’t have heard her without my augmented hearing and my completely accurate assumption she would make a crack like that. Her attitude was a pain in the ass, but, in an odd way, it reassured me she was in the game. When she started saying please and thank you and quit snapping snarky comments, I’d get worried.

      “I have located the man from Wallach called Gunner. His EVA suit is transmitting a distress beacon, but I am reading no life signs,” X-37 said.

      I glanced toward Horvath, not knowing what to expect. The man lowered his chin to his chest and said nothing. His knuckles were white where he gripped his hands together. I wasn’t sure if he was praying or just trying not to break his own fingers.

      Locke stood by his soldier, talking in a low voice.

      Moving toward them, I realized there wasn’t anything I could say to make this better.

      Horvath looked at me.

      “I’m sorry about Gunner,” I said simply.

      Horvath held my gaze then looked at his clenched hands, realizing how hard he was gripping them together, and let go. “Volunteering was his idea. I told him it wouldn’t end well. Thanks for your condolences. It would mean a lot to his family if we recover his body for a proper ceremony.”

      “We can do that,” I said. “I’m not sure how long it will take.”

      “Good enough, sir. Thank you,” Horvath said.

      “Get some sleep, Horvath,” Locke said. “That’s an order.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I waited until he was gone. “X, don’t let me forget to recover Gunner.”

      “I’ve placed body recovery on our agenda and set a reminder to get this done as soon as possible,” X-37 said. “We are approaching the Bold Freedom. Would you like me to hail the ship?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, taking my place near the captain’s chair, not ready to sit in the thing that reminded me of Nebs and his god complex.

      Elise took her place at the sensor and communications console and worked with X-37 and Novasdaughter to contact the Bold Freedom’s crew. There were some issues because of interference from the comet and other debris scattered through the system.

      I studied the main holo, watching an enhanced view of the ship and the comet moving toward it. The slow but inevitable collision course was painful to watch. I couldn’t imagine being on the old freighter and wondering if help was coming.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “Every part of the Bold Freedom was retrofitted from the available salvage on Dreadmax. I’m amazed they made it this far.” Elise worked through computations, her hands flashing over the luminous keyboard.

      “Where did you find this girl?” Novasdaughter asked me softly.

      “I can hear you.” Elise didn’t look up from her work.

      Novasdaughter flinched as though she were surprised Elise heard her.

      Locke watched with interest but said nothing. I thought he was wondering about Elise as well.

      “Just tell them the story,” Elise said. “I should have the BF on the holo in less than a minute.”

      “Union scientists experimented on her,” I said. “That might explain why she learns so fast and heals even faster, or it might just be her nature.”

      “Maybe it’s both,” Novasdaughter suggested. 

      I pulled a cigar from a utility pocket.

      “Nebs had very strict rules about smoking on the ship, and never on the bridge,” Novasdaughter stated.

      I offered a second cigar to her, well aware it was bad form. She considered it, then shook her head. I offered one to Locke and Horvath, realizing that my generosity was going to get expensive if I wasn’t careful.

      “You and your cigars,” Locke said. “I still remember the scandal you caused by smoking in front of the president. Another time, perhaps. We also have rules in the Wallach fleet about smoking on the bridge of a capital warship.”

      I grunted and nursed one of the Wallach Presidentials to life. The memory made me smile again. Being a Reaper wasn’t all bad. What other career would allow me to kill people who annoyed me and meet others who gave me good cigars. Basically, I was living the good life.

      Except for the part where megalomaniacal psychopaths like Nebs came after me with a Union fleet and an army of super soldiers.

      “Stand by for the captain of the Bold Freedom,” Elise said.

      A gray-haired man with dignified goatee and sideburns appeared on the screen. He seemed more surprised than relieved to see us.

      “I’m Captain Max Slipdriver of the Bold Freedom. Please identify yourself and your intentions,” the man said. The view distorted every few seconds but was clear enough for us to communicate.

      “I’m Halek Cain. We heard your distress call and brought fuel for your ship,” I said. “Please tell me that isn’t your real name.”

      The man laughed, causing me to like him more each second.

      “My crew came up with the name. It’s marginally better than Max Slandonsky,” the captain said. 

      Elise and I laughed. Novasdaughter maintained a hard, professional demeanor, as did Locke. Horvath was far enough back from the holo screen for his reaction not to matter.

      “Sounds like you have a crew with a sense of humor. Nice of them to pick the name of a fictional outlaw for you. How are they at flying that hunk of junk you salvaged from Dreadmax?” I asked.

      “How do you know where we came from?” Slipdriver-Slandonsky asked. 

      “I was on Dreadmax at the end. Check with your people. They’ll confirm I’m the one who brought you the slip drive regulator from the core of Dreadmax.”

      The captain grew serious for several seconds. “Then it seems you’re making a habit of rescuing us. Without more fuel, we’ll be caught in the wake of the comet if not hit directly. We’re trying to stay ahead of it but lack the fuel needed to achieve sufficient speed for an escape, much less travel by slip space.”

      “What happened here? Why are there so many destroyed ships?” I asked.

      “There was a battle long before we arrived. I don’t have all the details but would love to discuss my theories once we’re out of harm’s way,” Captain Slipdriver said. “Can you get the fuel to us?”

      “I’ll need to transfer to the Jellybird,” I said.

      “Good ship,” Slipdriver said. “So you’re that guy, the man who claimed to be a Reaper.”

      “Never mind that,” I said. “Can you do me a favor and find a kid named Bug?”

      “Name doesn’t ring an alarm.  I will look into it, but there are a lot of unregistered stowaways since we left. A bunch of the street kids from Dreadmax left every time we stopped for supplies. That’s been a while now, dozens of slip tunnels ago,” Captain Slipdriver said.

      “I understand,” I said.

      Inside, all I felt was gnawing worry.
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      X-37 whispered hints and reminders in my ears, just like old times. It was like he thought he was actually being helpful. I studied the captain of the Bold Freedom and wondered if I should trust the man despite how much I liked him. He seemed almost too happy to be in charge of a ship full of people about to die.

      “With Jelly’s help, I’ve done an analysis of the anomalies in the sector,” X-37 said. “The debris is obviously from a battle, but there are other things that don’t fit.”

      “Tell it to me straight, X,” I said.

      “It seems there is a civilization among the wreckage,” X-37 replied.

      “What?” Before my limited artificial intelligence responded, I addressed Captain Slipdriver. “Tell me about the people living in the wreckage of the ships.”

      The captain crossed his arms and leaned back in his ragged-looking chair. “I was wondering how long it would take you to ask about them. They’re scavengers, been here for who knows how long. We ran into several varieties, the worst of which remind me of the gangs of Dreadmax or the cannibals below the decks of that place. The cannibal scavengers aren’t as dangerous because they don’t normally have the skills to pilot the shuttles. Of the ones who fly between ships, most of them behave pretty much as you would expect. I want to say they’re helpful and altruistic, but it’s a barter system. When we have something they want, I make sure they bring us something we want.”

      “Interesting. Will they interfere with the refueling?” The idea of being raided by space pirates wasn’t exciting. Any of the ships, from the Nightmare to the Jellybird to the Lady Faith would be good prizes for people stranded here.

      “I can’t make any promises. There are many classes of scavengers, but they all follow a similar type of law. Probably nothing codified and most likely based on the survival of the fittest. That any of them have survived this long is amazing,” Captain Max Slipdriver said. “There should be two planets capable of sustaining life in the system, but they seem to have been ravaged by wars.”

      I reviewed what I had learned, looking to my bridge crew, small as it was, to see if they had questions.

      “How did you get stuck in the path of the comet?” Elise asked. The expression on Novasdaughter’s face suggested she had been about to ask a similar question.

      The captain of the Bold Freedom exhaled for a long moment. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, clearly worried about the question he’d been asking himself for a long time.

      “We planned on following a rumor to a place with a civilization beyond the control of the Union. This system seemed to be full of resources and we couldn’t pass it up. When we found the wreckage, we thought we had struck gold. We can always use salvaged material. We’re experts at it. The comet was a known quantity. We got tied up on a complicated salvage operation and there were some accidents. Things just went downhill from there until we lost too much fuel. We can maneuver and navigate in system, but the main engines of this thing are very inefficient. Even if we can get free of the path of the comet and its wake, I’m not sure how far we can go without understanding where all these slip tunnels this far beyond Union space will lead us.”

      “We might be able to help you with that,” I said. “Let’s get your ship refueled and on your way before we talk more.”

      I waited several seconds until I understood that my communication with Captain Slipdriver had concluded. A new silence filled the bridge. Elise and Novasdaughter held my gaze, keeping to their own thoughts. I wasn’t sure, but I suspected Novasdaughter might be rubbing off on Elise. The teenager was slowly learning the habit of thinking before she spoke—amazing but true.

      Locke appeared contemplative as he studied a close-up view of the wreckage via one of the workstations on the bridge. Horvath edged closer and stood behind him, arms crossed, also studying the ruined ships.

      “What caused this, Locke?” I asked.

      He frowned, his gaze still on the images on his holo display. “Some ship designs are familiar. Over the last few centuries, we sent out expeditions from Wallach to explore new systems. We’ve always known we couldn’t stay on Wallach forever. Some of our explorers must have met their fate here.”

      I switched my attention to Horvath. The man was obviously exhausted and heartsick—and grew slightly wide-eyed when he realized I was including him in this conversation. “I don’t know anything about star travel. I’m just a soldier.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, then moved closer to Elise and Novasdaughter. “Thoughts?”

      Elise went first, she was the youngest member of our crew but didn’t take crap from anyone and had serious skills. Apparently, everyone understood her value to our team and her place in our informal hierarchy.

      “While you were screwing around talking to Max Slipdriver—what a dumb name, by the way—I’ve been reviewing our sensor readings. There is a lot of movement in the debris field if you know what to look for.”

      “And you know what to look for?” I asked.

      Novasdaughter interrupted. “I showed her which anomalies are relevant and which are more benign. There are lots of different mysteries in the galaxy, but I can tell when a ship is moving intentionally, even if it’s trying to pretend like it is another piece of debris.”

      “The two of you are talking about the scavengers Slipdriver mentioned,” I stated.

      They both nodded, then Elise continued. “I pointed X-37 toward what we are working on and he said he should have a detailed analysis completed soon. He also relayed the raw data to Jelly and the Lady Faith. For some reason, ship-to-ship communications in the system are difficult.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      This time, Locke answered, seeming energized by a sudden realization. “It may be why this place was so dangerous for our exploration fleets. I’d like to know if this disruption of communications is something natural to the system or an artifact of some ancient technology. There was definitely a battle here, or several battles, but I can’t tell if our ships turned on each other or there was an outside threat—maybe the Alon space navy. They’ve always been treacherous. An ambush is just their style.”

      I wanted to punch him. Nothing was more frustrating than discovering ancient technology. Even when I had been working for the Union, the discovery of an ancient civilization caused more problems than it ever solved.

      “Can you get more information on the non-Wallach ships?” I asked all of them.

      Locke was engaged in the question now, working on the computer as intently as Elise and Novasdaughter had been for the last several hours. “When you call them ships, that’s a bit of a misnomer. Most of what we have is wreckage. If we retrieved a few debris samples, it would be easier to unravel the mystery of their origin,” Locke said.

      “Yeah, great. That would mean more spacewalks.” Elise’s posture went rigid. “No thanks.”

      No one on the bridge disagreed with her. Going into the void wearing nothing but an extravehicular activity suit had never been good to us. It made me think of Novasdaughter and her fellow fighter pilots who flew ships that were little more than a cockpit, wings, engines, and a few weapons. Her statement about getting abandoned in the void in one of the micro-fighters horrified me, and I was fearless. It seemed like something that could drive even a Reaper crazy.

      “Let’s get the fuel transferred to the Bold Freedom and learn as much as we can about the scavengers and this debris field,” I said.

      “There are distinct debris fields, “ X-37 said. “Where would you like to start?”

      “You’re killing me, X,” I muttered.

      “Unlikely,” X-37 responded. “Unless you are speaking in strained colloquialisms and weak metaphors again.”

      “Just analyze all the debris fields and tell me their secrets,” I responded.

      “Now you’re killing me, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “You like it,” I said.

      “I am programmed to serve you,” X-37 explained. “Since I have no capacity for true emotion, your assertion is irrelevant and inaccurate.”

      Elise leaned closer to Novasdaughter. “They can go on like this for hours.”

      “Great,” Novasdaughter replied, eyeing me critically as she replied to Elise. “I’ll try to ignore him… them… whatever.”
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      “X, can you partition their work from another hail to the Bold Freedom? I don’t want Slipdriver watching over our shoulders as we work.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      A small beep filled my ear.

      “You are now connected,” X-37 advised.

      Captain Slipdriver came on the holo, looking tired and less personable than he had during our first encounter. Apparently, he had been turning on the charm to make a good first impression.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Cain?”

      “I just wanted to let you know that we are en route with fuel. Is there anything else you need? Food? Medical supplies?” These were test questions. I wanted to know how they were acquiring these things without access to Deadlands or Union spaceports. They hadn’t been to Wallach yet, so there had to be another source of life-sustaining essentials.

      “All of those things would be appreciated. You know our history, and that we didn’t start off with everything we needed, including a workable ship,” Slipdriver said. “But fuel is our main problem right now. The scavengers can’t process raw materials and have very little of their own fuel, even for their short-range shuttles. Some are restricted to solar power, cheap but hardly effective.”

      I stared hard at Slipdriver. “I want you to tell me more about the scavengers. Are they a threat to my ships or my crew?”

      “I can’t see how they would threaten ships like yours,” Slipdriver said. “They trade with us when they can, bringing us food that I assume they grow in a greenhouse. The water they bring tastes metallic, but it keeps us alive. They’re rough around the edges but no more dangerous than anyone else I’ve bartered with since getting dumped onto that hellhole the Union called Dreadmax.”

      “Do you have any of these scavengers on your ship?” I asked. “I’d like to interrogate them, learn what I can about the system and what happened here.”

      He shook his head. “We don’t have any of them on the ship. The only way to do that would be to capture one of them, and that would be more work than it’s worth. None of my people are fond of locking people in cells. You understand why. The scavengers are both free-spirited and disciplined—like they know their lives and the lives of their families are on the line every day. All of my efforts to learn what happened here have ended in frustration.”

      I hesitated, pretending to consider his words, but I was actually waiting for X-37 to chime in with his ever-present analysis.

      “We will need to talk to one of the scavengers,” X-37 said to me privately. “For now, we should keep things simple. Rescue the Bold Freedom and then leave the system as soon as we can. The resources available here are not worth the danger of remaining long.”

      “I agree, X,” I said.

      Max Slipdriver, not the character out of semi-fictional tales of daring pirate raids and blockade running, but a man burdened with saving thousands of refugees, raised an eyebrow. “Are you talking to your limited artificial intelligence? I admit I’ve always been skeptical that Reapers were real, and even more skeptical that you were one of them.”

      “Says the man named after an action holo hero,” I replied.

      “I told you my real name is Max Slandonsky. I’m screwed either way. One name is impossible to spell, and the other is a joke.” The Bold Freedom’s captain shook his head. “I’m not trying to make this personal. You have to admit, the probability that a Reaper saved us from total destruction and has come back to do it again seems a bit fantastical.”

      “Could anyone other than a Reaper have gone to the core of Dreadmax and brought back your slip drive regulator? Some stories about the Reaper Corps are sensational, but only because we’re about a hundred times more dangerous than the holo dramas make us out to be,” I said.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Slipdriver said, seeming cautious but not overly worried. “I never was much for fiction in any case. Give me a good flight manual or a biography any day.”

      “You would like my chief engineer,” I said. “We’re headed your way with fuel and what resources we have to offer.”

      “We will alert you of any dangers we detect,” Captain Slipdriver-Slandonsky promised. “Time is of the essence. The comet is getting close enough to interfere with our systems.”
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      I inventoried my gear, weapons, and ammunition before I left the Nightmare for the Jellybird. I wanted to be hands-on for the fuel transfer to the Bold Freedom. It seemed like a straightforward mission, but I knew something would go wrong. That was the way the galaxy worked for a Reaper and his renegade friends.

      “What am I missing, X.”

      Two seconds passed as X-37 reviewed my work. “You seem to possess everything needed for your assignment.”

      “What’s going on, X? I know when you’re cooking something up in that devious little AI brain of yours.”

      “Unlikely, Reaper Cain. But since you asked, I may have found a way into the Archangel armory. More importantly, I am putting together a workable plan to deal with Nebs’s elite soldiers.”

      “You mean the spec ops shock troopers who think they’re my replacement?” I asked. “You’ve got my attention, but something is off. Your responses to my queries seem distracted and slower than usual.”

      All my Reaper nerve-ware gave me was a series of nearly inaudible clicks.

      “Are you okay, X? You’re slower than normal. Don’t get fancy and strain yourself.”

      “I am defending myself from Necron. The Nightmare’s artificial intelligence is persistent. I’m only fortunate that Nebs kept him stunted because of his own paranoia. My analysis of this ship’s artificial intelligence shows a considerable amount of unused potential.”

      Imagining what a state-of-the-art Union stealth carrier could do to me and my people didn’t give me a warm fuzzy feeling inside. I worried about how long it would be before Nebs caught up with us. His personal vendetta toward me would be bad, but there was also Elise, the Union crew who had switched sides, and the people of Wallach I needed to protect.

      There was no way I could do this without X.

      “I have fended off several new probes from Necron,” X-37 said. “We put a restraint collar on a part of the infrastructure he never thought was vulnerable. There are two additional hubs we need to control if we’re going to force the ship AI to our will. When I locate them, I will request that you deal with them.”

      “Anything for you, X,” I said. “How long will it take us to use the Archangel armor?”

      “A… precise… estimate… is… difficult,” X-37 said, a slight pause between each word. A casual observer might not notice the difference in the cadence of X-37’s words, but I was finely tuned to every nuance of my limited artificial intelligence’s communication habits.

      “We’ll find Necron’s signal relays,” I promised. “I just can’t do it right now. There’s this whole thing that we need to do about the Bold Freedom.”

      “Are you insinuating that I forgot about the ship full of refugees?” X-37 asked.

      “Would it hurt your feelings if I was?”

      “We’ve discussed this at length, Reaper Cain. I do not have emotions,” X-37 said. “However, I find your propensity to reopen old arguments that have already been concluded to be a waste of time. Perhaps you might interpret this as a negative emotional response by me when I call attention to your human nature.”

      “Human nature is not all bad,” I argued.

      “Interesting,” X-37 said. “I’ve heard you complain about human nature many times. I will continue to work on access to the Archangel armor, but you won’t use them as simple instruments of war.”

      “Are you telling me how to use armor and weapons?” I asked.

      “I’m working on something, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “My analysis suggests it is the only way you can defeat the Archangels. They are the elite of the elite and outnumber you, in case you forgot.”

      “I didn’t forget,” I grumbled. “If you’ve got a plan, I’m all ears.”

      “That would be amusing if true, Reaper Cain. Fortunately, I understand the senseless things you say. Let’s just say my plan doesn’t involve a direct fight with the Archangels.”

      “At least let me kill a few of them,” I joked.

      “I will accommodate your request,” X-37 promised. “Would you like to proceed to the Archangel armory now or disembark for the Jellybird?”

      I considered my options for a moment, then stalled. “Let’s find Elise and see if she’s ready.”

      By the time I found her, I sensed the urgency of the Bold Freedom down into my cells. X-37 provided frequent updates on my heads up display, that portion of my vision where my cybernetics displayed digital information. The view-field actually projected out from my face to increase its size but was invisible to others—a neurological trick, an illusion I took for granted every time I looked at a message from my LAI.

      At first glance, the display looked like we had plenty of time before the comet overtook their ship. What were twelve to eighteen hours in an emergency?

      Perhaps I’d been on more desperate missions, but the consequences of making a mistake would cost thousands of lives this time.

      “X, did you ever get a count on how many people are aboard the Bold Freedom?”

      X-37 paused a second. “An exact measurement is impossible. They are working with a modified ship and a mismatched crew. They didn’t conduct a roll call before everybody fled Dreadmax, nor did they establish a proper ship’s roster.”

      “Just give me an estimate, X,” I said.

      “If they’ve converted most of their cargo bays into living quarters, there may be a thousand people on board,” X-37 advised. “This would explain why they are short of many types of supplies and tools. People are undoubtedly living in temporary shelters everywhere there is open space, including flight decks and storage bays.”

      I stalked the hallway, deciding the Archangel armor had to wait. My combat instincts told me this was a mistake. If I ran into Nebs or some other hostile force, like scavengers, I would need the best weapons possible, or some way to put my enemies at a disadvantage.

      The odds of our survival were getting worse and worse. I had more friends and allies than ever, but my enemies seemed to increase at an alarming rate.

      I told X-37 as much.

      “Be patient, Reaper Cain. Your assumptions are correct, but they are not the most important reason you must acquire access to the Archangel armor before your confrontation with Nebs,” X-37 said.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing, X. Be honest with me.” The more cryptic he got, the less I liked it.

      “When you need to know my plan, I will explain it in detail,” X-37 said.

      “Promises, promises.” This wasn’t the time to push X, despite how distracted he seemed and how disjointed his strategies to defeat the vice admiral and his dark ops fleet appeared at the moment.

      It was only a matter of time before Nebs and all the other people I had kicked off the Nightmare caught up and wanted payback. Upgraded armor would help me no matter what X-37’s super-secret plan was. I just needed time to steal it, equip it, learn how it worked, and teach my crew to use it.

      “Cain for Elise, where are you?” I asked on the public channel.

      “I’m waiting for you,” she said with her normal attitude.

      “It would be helpful if I knew where that was.” I really wished I had time to smoke a Starbrand and throw back a couple glasses of whiskey.

      “We agreed that figuring out the Archangel armor was important,” Elise began.

      “Listen, kid,” I started to say.

      “X-37 knows I’m right,” she interrupted.

      “We all agree that in a perfect world we would be decked out in the Union’s finest killing regalia—but the Archangel armor won’t be like throwing on a tactical vest and test-firing some new guns. Trust me on this one.”

      “Reaper Cain is correct. I should mention, however, that the armor is capable of extravehicular activity, while still being true combat armor,” X-37 said. “Adding that feature to your equipment would be beneficial in almost all circumstances. Additionally, once I manage to manipulate certain subroutines of the Nightmare and other stealth carriers, the armor will provide substantial infiltration options.”

      “Thanks, X,” I said. “But I’m trying to save a thousand people. They don’t have time for me to wait on stuff that nearly killed me the last time I tried to even look at it.”

      “You made this prior attempt without my assistance,” X-37 pointed out.

      “X is right,” Elise agreed.

      I stopped in the middle of the hallway, wishing I could face either of them directly. “I promise you I want to use the Archangel armor as much as anyone. But right now, we need to get to the Bold Freedom and fuel it up. Twelve to eighteen hours may seem like a long time, but we don’t know how efficient the fuel transport mechanisms are or how long it will take to get their engines up and running.”

      “Whatever,” Elise snorted, sounding like she didn’t want to admit I was right.

      “Reaper Cain is probably correct,” X-37 said.

      “Finally,” I said.

      “As unlikely as that seems,” X-37 finished on top of my words.

      Elise laughed, reminding me how young she was.

      I started walking but heard something on the line that made me brace for another of Elise’s underhanded arguments.

      “All right, Reaper,” she said. “But you know I’m standing right outside of the Archangel armory and you have to pass this way to get to the shuttle bay.”

      I expelled a series of choice words and swore X-37 was laughing at me. Maybe I was projecting emotions onto my LAI again, but maybe not. Our relationship was complicated.

      “Locke, can you take Horvath to the shuttle bay and make sure it’s ready for us?”

      “Right away, Reaper Cain,” Locke said. “We’re on it. The transfer shuttle will be ready and waiting when you arrive.”

      I stomped toward the entrance to the Archangel armory. I wasn’t excited about trying to force my way in again. The last time, I had done it without X-37’s help and been shocked until I wanted to puke all over myself. When I replayed the memory, I still saw stars.

      “You know our gear is the best we’ve ever fought with,” I said to Elise as I approached her. She was at the far end of the hallway and still listening to me through comms rather than face-to-face.

      I saw her touch the side of her earpiece to transmit. “Yeah, it’s good stuff. But I want the best.”

      I crossed the distance between us and stopped to stare at the door. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Are you scared?” Elise asked with a mischievous smile.

      “Terrified,” I said. “X, can you open this?”

      “I cannot, Reaper Cain. You must use your override protocols. I will help guide you and hopefully prevent you from the Nightmare’s counter-theft mechanisms.”

      “Great,” I said. Feigning confidence, I placed my cybernetic left palm against the frame of the blast door. The micro cables snaked out of my hand, working their way into cracks almost too small to see between the pieces of the doorframe.

      “Steady as you go,” X-37 said. “I am analyzing your past effort and the circuitry that we are now weaving our way through.”

      “Do you remember when I told you how sensitive these wires are?” I asked Elise.

      She nodded. “I hope you don’t get shocked again. That looked like it really hurt.”

      I squirmed as I guided the wires through several complex twists and turns of the locking mechanism. “That’s not helpful.”

      “Is there anything I could do that would be helpful?” she asked, probably knowing what my response would be.

      “You could be quiet for five seconds,” I said.

      “Okay, okay—I’ll try.” Elise paced the hallway. It almost seemed like she was worried about me.

      “Good news, Reaper Cain,” X-37 announced.

      I wrestled with the security measures of the Nightmare that were still active and was unable to see the details I needed. X-37 and I had been through a lot together. I trusted him. I really did, even when I was about to get shocked to hell and back.

      “If you will hold still,” X-37 advised, “I can deactivate the door locks.”

      I went as motionless as a sniper until X-37 told me it was safe. When I stepped back, the wires rolled into my cybernetic hand. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Elise giggled. “Were you worried?”

      “Maybe just a little,” I answered, realizing that I was sweating from the intense concentration and anticipation of another round of shock therapy.

      We entered the armory, and I reaffirmed my belief that we didn’t have time for this. There were rows of Archangel armor, most of it gleamed with a golden sheen. It didn’t look stealthy. The appearance of these units was a hint of how Vice Admiral Nebs viewed his private army.

      “X, let’s make sure we get control of this area, and then we seriously need to head for the BF and do what we came to this fucked up system for.”

      “Agreed, Reaper Cain. I am reprogramming all security systems for this area as we speak,” X-37 said. “Which will be part of my plan to partition the Archangels from your eventual showdown with Nebs.”

      “Sounds badass, X. You’re the man,” I said, not really giving a shit right now. “Less talk and more action. We’ve got innocent lives to save.”

      “And new gear.” Elise clapped her hands, bouncing on her toes as she looked over all the high-tech gear. “I can’t wait to try the stuff out. Let’s stick it to these Union assholes.”

      “I’m glad you like it. Your enthusiasm is infectious,” I said. “Now let’s go save some Dreadmax refugees.”

      “If you touch the suits, you die,” Necron boomed from the intercom.

      “What the fuck?” Elise snarled, twisting in surprise.

      I flinched, then drew my HDK Dominator around to the front of my armor. 

      Elise and I turned back to the shimmering gear—ready for a fight, even though we realized who we were dealing with now—and hoped the AI couldn’t make the suits dance like metal and ceramic death zombies.

      “Are you talking to me, Necron?” I demanded. “Because we already kicked your ass once. How long will it be before we find the rest of your weak spots and shut them down?”

      Necron didn’t respond.

      “What’s the matter, Necron?” Elise said, sauntering forward, her uniquely confrontational attitude on full display. “Reaper got your tongue?”

      “You are in violation of ship law,” Necron said. “I will expel you and the rest of the non-Union personnel from the ship.”

      “Why, so you can go back to being pushed around by Nebs?” Elise countered.

      “If you are attempting to anger me further, I must remind you I was not programmed with the capacity for emotion,” Necron said. “You will immediately conform to ship law or you will be quarantined from all ship facilities and resources including access to food, water, and air.”

      I crossed my arms and stared into the camera next to the speaker box Necron was using to threaten us.

      “You have been warned,” Necron said.

      “If you could kill us that way, you would’ve done it days ago,” I said.

      X-37 spoke a private warning in my ear. “Necron has attempted to carry out this threat several times. I have barely been able to stop him. Please proceed with caution.”

      “Why don’t we declare a truce?” I asked the Nightmare’s AI.

      “You want to leave the ship to attend to the refueling of the Bold Freedom, an outlaw vessel wanted by the Union for immediate destruction,” Necron said. “When you leave, I will regain control of the Nightmare.”

      “He has a point,” X-37 said. “I should also note that abandoning control of the ship to Necron will interfere with efforts I am making to stack the odds in your favor for your inevitable showdown with Nebs and his golden goons.”

      “Golden goons, I like that,” I said.

      “That designation does not fit with Union unit designations,” Necron complained.

      “Give us some privacy, X,” I said.

      “Necron has been blocked and will not be able to listen for several minutes,” X-37 informed.

      “Get ahold of Henshaw and see if he can do something about this pain in the ass AI,” I ordered.

      Several seconds passed. “I have contacted the Lady Faith,” X-37 said. “She is en route. Once she lands, she will be able to work with Henshaw to engage Necron and other nasty surprises waiting throughout the ship.”

      “We might as well unpack the Archangel armor while we’re waiting,” I decided.

      “I agree,” Elise said. “Let’s get some new gear!”

      “I was being sarcastic, kid,” I grumbled. I should’ve known better than to give the girl an inch.

      “This is premature,” X-37 said. “I advise you to wait patiently and stick to my plan—which I admit hasn’t been fully formed or even partially revealed to you.”

      “You want us—of all the people on this ship—to wait patiently,” I said, waving one hand toward Elise. We exchanged a look of concern over my LAI’s disjointed strategy. I gave her a little shake of my head, indicating I was on top of the problem and would deal with my LAI as soon as I could.

      “It is a bit of a stretch, I admit. If you disregard my advice, there will be severe consequences,” X-37 said.

      “How long before the Bold Freedom is destroyed?” I asked.

      “Ten to sixteen hours, plus or minus five,” X-37 said. “Captain Slipdriver and his crew are continuously working to increase the time they can stay ahead of the comet, but their engines are losing efficiency. If they attempt to move out of its course prematurely, they will be caught in its wake.”

      “Great,” I said. “I guess I’ll just stand here smoking a cigar. You want one, kid?”

      Elise made a face. “Gross. That is a disgusting habit.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I said as I fired up a Gronic Fats with my last heat tab.
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      Neither of us stood around as I smoked my cigar. Images of Dreadmax coming apart filled my imagination. I vividly remembered Bug eating cheese crackers and encouraging me to stay ahead of Marley Callus and the other Union assholes as the prison station came apart.

      “You do realize that getting Slipdriver and his people to safety is only the start of your problems?” X-37 asked. “I should also remind you to include an ignition source for your cigars in your kit.”

      “Not super helpful, X,” I said, heading for the door. “Except for the part about bringing a lighter. That’s solid advice.”

      Elise waved away the smoke from my stubby Gronic as we marched through the door, one rogue assassin and one escaped experiment from the Union. We headed for the shuttle bay as though we had ten minutes left to save the Bold Freedom rather than ten hours. For all I knew, it could be seconds. That was the way Reaper luck worked lately.

      When we arrived, I saw Locke had a new volunteer. A Wallach woman stepped forward and presented her hand. “Name’s Carrie Decker. Specialist, 4th level.”

      “Specialist of what?” I asked.

      Elise interjected. “Rude.”

      “We don’t have time for pleasantries,” I insisted, keeping my eyes on the newest member of my team.

      She was middle-aged and fit. Her short-cropped hair was mostly blonde—okay, there was gray in it, a lot of gray—but I had no doubt she could do whatever a level four specialist did in the Wallach military.

      Some steel color shot through her light blue eyes. I sensed a generally happy person who enjoyed hard work, protected those she cared about, and spoke her mind regardless of the consequences. By those standards, we should be natural allies, but I wasn’t sure which way our first encounter was going.

      She studied me intensely. I doubted that she knew what a Reaper was, and whatever her assumptions of my character were, they were based on different information than anyone familiar with the Union.

      “It’s fine,” Carrie said without submitting to my abruptness. “If the CSL trusts you, I trust you. But the chick is right. Your manners need work.”

      I raised an eyebrow, wondering if this woman understood what kind of a mess she was getting into with a comment like that. It was a good time to remember the Wallach language wasn’t a flawless analog of my own dialect. “Perfect. What do you do? It might be important.”

      “Specialist is a rank in the Wallach military. In my case, it means that I can get into small places to do dangerous jobs,” she said. “I’ve had advanced combat training, but it isn’t my normal assignment.”

      “Welcome to the team,” I said. “Horvath, good to see you.”

      The stocky man nodded. 

      He looked better than the last time I had seen him, but still not perfectly composed. The man was grimly resigned to the loss of his friend. It was obvious he was serious about preventing anyone else from meeting a similar fate as his friend Gunner.

      “Locke, this shuttle is already ten minutes late. What are we waiting for?” I demanded.

      “We are ready when you are,” Locke replied, his manner professional.

      “Thanks,” I said, then exhaled my cigar smoke away from him and the others. “Carrie’s a specialist, 4th level, and you’re General Karn’s CSL. Are we using ranks now? Do you miss being called by your rank?”

      “I’ll get plenty of that when I’m back with the rest of my people from Wallach,” Locke said.

      Specialist 4th level Carrie Decker approached Elise and shook her hand firmly. “Good to meet you. Elise, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.” Elise kept one hand back from the grip. It was one of the paranoid mannerisms that I suspected had helped her escape from many people in the past.

      Carrie didn’t release her grip. “Why so skittish?”

      “I’m a kid,” Elise answered, twisting her hand free with one of Path’s more basic grip-defense techniques.

      “You’re not a kid,” Carrie said, appearing to be impressed by the subtle sparring match Elise had just won.

      I interrupted. “We need to get Henshaw on board and set up before we can leave the Nightmare.”

      “That’ll put us significantly behind schedule,” Locke said. He updated his mission log on a handheld device that he then stuck back into his gear. It wasn’t as slick as anything I recognized from the Union, but the technology seemed reliable.

      Elise softened toward our new teammate, although she didn’t get too close. “You haven’t experienced enough Union bullshit to really appreciate what a bunch of ass-faces they are. After they’ve screwed you over a few times and killed people you care about, you’ll know why I don’t trust anyone.”

      “I believe you, Elise,” Carrie assured the girl. “I probably remind you of them. All business.”

      “Sure, whatever. I trust Horvath,” Elise said, pointing at him. “And for the record, it’s not really cool to call me a chick.”

      “Stop antagonizing our new friends. Let’s use the next few minutes wisely. What am I missing?” I asked.

      “You don’t have a lighter or a heat tab,” Elise said, not missing a beat.

      “Balls,” I muttered.

      “Piss poor planning leads to…” Elise started.

      “I get it, kid,” I said, not even hoping anyone else had a lighter or a creative way to fire up a cigar. None of them looked like smokers. Open flame could be a safety hazard in spaceships. It was an act of purest optimism to hope one of my people would toss me one.

      “We might as well load up and get ready,” Elise suggested. “When Henshaw arrives, you can deal with him. Maybe he has a lighter and whatever else you forgot, Reaper.”

      “I didn’t forget anything else,” I insisted. “X, help me out.”

      “You failed to make me aware of what you intended to carry on this mission. Therefore, I can’t tell you what is or isn’t missing from your kit.”

      “I’m dying here,” I groaned. “You people are killing me. I’m dead.”

      “I’m not sure my grasp of their language is as good as I assumed,” Carrie said to Locke. “Is that sarcasm or part of a ritual phrase?”

      “Just ignore the nonsense,” he advised. “And most of the profanity.”

      “When you say it that way, it sounds ugly.” I moved to the landing area to await the arrival of the Lady Bird. I knew the yacht would fit. It had been parked here for a time after Nebs captured it.

      The ocular engineer and former Union scientist wasn’t my favorite person. However, he was a brilliant scientist, difficult, and the only person who could keep Necron in check.

      “Are you sure you trust Henshaw?” X-37 addressed me privately.

      “There isn’t a choice,” I said. “We’ve been back-and-forth on this point, but I think he’s on our side now. If nothing else, Nebs is pissed off enough at him that he’s safer with us.”

      “That wasn’t my exact analysis, but it is similar,” X-37 said.

      “Have you heard from Jelly?” I asked.

      “I have, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “She advises me that she will maintain her stealth cloak until we are ready to land our shuttle from the Nightmare in cargo bay four. It’s the only space left after converting other available space for hauling fuel. She also says it will be good to have you on the ship and she looks forward to offloading her cargo and saving your friends from prison.”

      “She has jokes now?” I asked. “My friends from prison? Really? Maybe she means the innocent political prisoners we liberated from the Union?”

      “Whatever you say, Reaper Cain,” X-37 responded. “There were no humor algorithms activated during Jelly’s communication. My analysis suggests she was only providing you information and reassurance.”

      “In that case, I love it when a plan comes together,” I said.

      “It would be inaccurate to say that we have even started to execute the plan,” X-37 said. “It may reassure you, however, that this mission is less likely to fail than seventy-three percent of the schemes you’ve hatched since leaving the Bluesphere Maximum Security Prison.”

      “I’m so glad you’re back, X. What would I do without some voice in my head constantly busting my balls,” I mock complained.

      Time dragged, grating on my nerves. The enormous distances we had to deal with in space made everything take forever until we got close—then it would all go sideways.

      I longed to light up another cigar but didn’t think borrowing a cutting torch from one of the landing bay emergency lockers would put my team at ease.

      It was a pretty freaking good idea, though. Nothing wrong with filing it for later.

      The Lady Faith drifted perfectly into the landing bay and set down. The wait for Henshaw to exit was another fingernail-biting thirty seconds, not that I had ever chewed my nails. That was for losers who thought they were going to be able to quit smoking.

      I’m not a quitter.

      Henshaw eventually sauntered down the ramp, oblivious of our impatience. He was a scientist, not a special operations soldier on a mission. What was the man trying to prove?

      “This guy,” I muttered.

      He didn’t notice, and if he did, he ignored my impatience.

      I couldn’t expect him to understand the urgency of our rapidly dwindling time window.

      He stopped at the bottom of the ramp, brushing his gray hair back with a stylish flip. I didn’t think he was trying to remind me that he had two cybernetic eyes—but maybe he was. A casual observer who wasn’t looking closely might not see them until Henshaw came closer, but I noticed the differences immediately.

      The coloring of his eyes was more uniform than a regular eye, as though the differences between the pupils and the sclera had been an afterthought. From time to time, a thin line of light circumvented his pupils in opposite directions.

      I’d seen him dress in all manner of civilian clothing, including his most common style, which Elise called casual chic.

      Today, he wore a perfectly tailored jumpsuit that somehow didn’t look like a jumpsuit. The fabric was better quality than anything I’d ever seen on a military vessel. The lines complemented his not terribly athletic physique. He was lean because he forgot to eat, not because he exercised or managed his nutritional intake.

      “Did X brief the Lady Faith on what we need?” I asked.

      “We’ve been discussing the issue,” Henshaw said. “I’ve actually been working on this exact problem for quite some time. As soon as I was certain we were going to come into conflict with Nebs, I began to work up countermeasures to deal with his artificial intelligence. The other two ships, interestingly, will have stronger AIs than his own flagship. The man doesn’t trust anyone or anything and has an ego that even you can’t match.”

      I put both hands to my chest in mock surprise. “Me? An ego? You wound me.”

      He shrugged without laughing. “Forgive me for my imprecision. You don’t so much display an attitude as you display a really bad attitude. There’s a difference.” 

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. “How long do you need me to remain on the Nightmare for you to get started working against Necron?”

      “I need very little from you, Reaper,” Henshaw said, reverting to what Elise called me. More and more often, I was just called Reaper—except for X-37 and other AI types. Even Tom slipped from time to time.

      “Good,” I said. “It’d be a nice change not to be needed everywhere at once.”

      Elise crossed her arms. My other companions seemed offended.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “It’s not all about you,” Elise said.

      “Might be,” I fired back. We’d had this discussion more than a few times and I knew how to push her buttons.

      In fact, there weren’t many people I couldn’t piss off in less time than it took me to light up a cigar—assuming I could locate a heating element or an old-fashioned lighter.

      I was difficult that way. 

      “I will remain on the Lady Faith and hack into the Nightmare’s systems from there,” Henshaw said, unaffected by my attitude or Elise’s attempts to correct it. “We might need to leave abruptly if things go wrong.”

      “See that they don’t,” I instructed with all the diplomatic finesse of a flight line boss. “Elise, Decker, Horvath—let’s go.”

      Before long, we were in the shuttle making final equipment checks.
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      Specialist Carrie Decker steered the shuttle with smooth professionalism. She reminded me of a commercial pilot, bored with something she had done hundreds or thousands of times. We headed toward the Jellybird, a short distance away.

      “You fly well,” I told her.

      “I’ve always been a pilot, regardless of my specialization level,” she said. “Have you always been some sort of intergalactic do-gooder?”

      Elise let out an explosive laugh. I was able to restrain my own mirth, but barely. 

      “What’s so funny?” Carrie asked.

      “No one has ever accused me of being a do-gooder,” I explained.

      “That doesn’t make much sense, judging from the work you did for us on Wallach. I wasn’t able to talk to anybody who went down after the beast in the power plant, but I heard stories,” she said.

      “I’m good at killing things. The problem is, I worked for some bad people before I decided to break free,” I said.

      “Well, that’s lucky for us, I suppose,” she said. “Will we be docking with your ship or is there a landing bay? Can you ask them to drop the stealth shield or guide us in?”

      “X, can you work on that?” I asked.

      “Jelly is taking control of the shuttle,” X-37 said. “She asked me to relay to our pilot that she apologizes for any inconvenience.”

      Carrie pulled her hands back from the controls, surprised. “That wasn’t fun. Remote control of a ship is illegal on Wallach. Definitely a new experience for me.”

      “Jelly wishes me to convey that she respects the policy of your people, but also says controlling remotely is sometimes necessary and can be done safely,” X-37 explained over the public communications speaker.

      “I’ll survive,” Carrie said. “If that’s the biggest inconvenience we face during this trip, I’ll be delightable.”

      “Delightable?” Elise asked.

      Carrie furrowed her brow. “Happy? Is that the same word?”

      “Close enough,” I said.

      We waited as Jelly landed the shuttle then instructed us to wait for environmental controls to stabilize.

      When it was safe, Elise, Locke, and I hurried toward the bridge of the Jellybird. Tom greeted us with a mixture of hugs and salutes.

      The others were guided by the ship’s AI to their proper stations for the rest of the mission. Carrie and Horvath had key jobs, boring but very important in the transfer of fuel.

      There wasn’t much time to reacquaint ourselves with the Jellybird, but the bridge felt like home. I smiled as I sat down in the pilot seat.

      “Welcome back, Reaper Cain,” Jelly greeted. “I spoke with Lady. She is confident that with her and Henshaw aboard the Nightmare, they can keep the vindictive counterattacks of Necron to a very survivable minimum.”

      “Thanks, Jelly. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about that scenario going badly.” Images of the stolen stealth carrier violently decompressing refused to leave my overactive imagination.

      Elise was worried about the same thing. I saw it in her posture—the way she held her spine a little too straight. We had already lost Gunner during our attack on the AI’s first signal relay. Despite X-37’s constant assurances that the artificial intelligence of the stealth carrier was less robust than it should be, I respected the awesome power of any ship AI, especially one designed to run a capital warship of the union.

      “Let’s get this fuel transfer done,” I said.

      Jelly answered without hesitation. “Of course, Captain.”

      “Are you ready, Tom?” I asked.

      “Everything is set up, but I think you should be the one to run the controls. Your fine motor control is far superior to any of ours, with the only exception possibly being Elise.”

      “Thanks, Tom,” she said. “It’s nice to be compared to a has-been cyborg assassin.”

      “Watch it, kid,” I said. “If these remote controls are Union standard, they can be used by more than one person. Elise, let’s take adjoining workstations and team steer this one.”

      “Okay, Reaper. You and me,” Elise agreed, already focusing on the job we had to do. The speed at which she could focus on a problem was almost disturbing.

      I took some time to familiarize myself with the controls, as did Elise. I would run the robot arm, and she would shadow me, calling out mistakes or stepping in when I became fatigued.

      “Tom, take a seat,” I said. “You’re making me nervous.”

      He wasn’t, but I didn’t want my friend to feel obligated to stand. Nervousness was a rare trait for any Reaper and I was confident Elise and I were going to own this fuel transfer.

      Tom assumed the captain’s chair and interfaced with the Jellybird.

      “Jelly, let’s do it,” Tom said.

      “We are closing the final distance now,” Jelly advised.

      The space between our ships was small, but the trip seemed like it took hours. We monitored our holo displays and made small adjustments, ready with the robot to connect our storage bay to the refueling arm of the Bold Freedom.

      “This thing is a piece of junk.” Elise wrinkled her nose in annoyance, watching as we passed one mismatched section after another.

      “That tends to happen when you build something out of stolen spare parts,” I pointed out, barely speaking the words loud enough to hear.

      “I remember how serious the ship engineers were on Dreadmax. They were always trying things out, making one part do ten jobs,” Elise said, eyes still on her work. “Feels like a hundred years ago.”

      “I wonder how Path is doing with the prisoners,” I muttered without thinking about it. Guiding the refueling arm was intense work, but it left part of my mind to wander.

      “I imagine they’ll be bowing and practicing self-defense drills in no time,” Tom said.

      “Proximity warning, Captain,” Jelly warned.

      I aimed the robotic arm and the fuel tube the last few centimeters, feeling like it was approaching way too fast. When it thunked into place and the locking mechanisms grabbed hold, I breathed a sigh of relief. Elise and the others did the same.

      “The ship is stabilized against the side of the Bold Freedom,” Jelly said. “Now it’s just a matter of time to transfer the fuel.”

      “Is there anything else we should be doing?” I asked.

      “Without all the proper safety redundant back-ups in place, we really should have an EVA crew out there to make sure nothing breaks free,” Jelly said.

      Jelly’s suggestion made sense. That didn’t mean anyone liked it. I could tell that Elise was bracing herself for another mission. She did well on the last one but would never love them. My fear of heights was worse than my fear of the void, despite how sometimes they felt very similar in the way of anxiety-producing disasters waiting to happen. I didn’t want to ask Locke or Horvath either, but Locke was listening in on the conversation.

      “I’ll go,” Locke offered.

      Specialist Carrie Decker’s voice came on the line. “I’m the highest rated EVA technician you have right now. I’ll go. I can probably do it by myself.”

      “Negative,” Locke said.

      Horvath came on the line. “I’ll go with Decker.” His voice was full of determination.

      There was a moment of silence.

      Locke cursed uncharacteristically, and when he spoke loud enough to be heard, his words were rough. “Are you sure, Horvath? I need you at your best.”

      “But we will,” Horvath said. “I know what Gunner would do in this situation.”

      “He’d tell you to stay inside before you hurt someone,” Decker said.

      Horvath grunted a short laugh. “Yeah, he most assuredly would say that. But I need to do this or I’ll never be able to go on another EVA mission again.”

      “Very well,” Locke said. “Meet at the airlock and advise when you’re ready. I’ll monitor your progress from here.”

      Elise and I exchanged a look.

      “I bet you’re glad they’re going instead of us,” Elise whispered.

      “I’m an assassin, not a liar, “ I said, making Elise chuckle.

      Elise winked. “At least you’ll admit it. I’d rather get in a gun battle with Archangels than go out there again.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      Before long, we were watching Horvath and Carrie Decker take positions. They connected several safety mechanisms manually and adjusted connection points we hadn’t been able to reach with the robot arm. Before long, even I felt more secure about the refueling operation.

      I faced Locke. “Your soldiers are top notch.”

      Locke raised his chin. “Thanks, Reaper.”

      “We have an update from Henshaw and Lady,” X-37 advised me.

      “Great. Any progress?” I asked.

      “Not precisely, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “It seems that Necron is no longer attempting to quarantine our presence on the ship.”

      “What’s the punchline, X?”

      “The Nightmare’s AI wishes to destroy us completely. I have been particularly marked for annihilation,” my LAI explained.

      “How do you feel about that, X?” I asked.

      “I feel nothing,” X-37 replied.

      “Dishonesty detected,” I shot back.

      “That’s my line,” X-37 said.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have almost thought my digital friend was pleased by the banter.

      We continued to monitor the refueling of the Bold Freedom and communicate with Captain Slipdriver. Each time he opened the channel, I heard his excited crew in the background. Some of them had probably started to doubt they would ever escape the comet, but now it was happening.
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      The Bold Freedom struggled, engines flaring like a row of miniature blue stars. The ship clawed its way clear of the comet’s trajectory. From an intergalactic viewpoint, the comet wasn’t fast. It took years to circumvent the system. There was only a problem when a ship was caught in its path with nothing stronger than course correction boosters. Basically, the BF had been operating on little more than steering jets for the last several weeks.

      My crewmates cheered as we watched from the Jellybird.

      “Your biometrics are confusing, Reaper Cain,” X-37 observed. “My analysis suggests that it would not be inappropriate for you to show your feelings. The situation seems to call for celebration.”

      “I get it, X. Everyone’s having a ball.” It was impossible to tell my limited artificial intelligence what was bothering me. Sure, I was ecstatic to see thousands of innocent refugees escape certain death. I hadn’t been able to find Bug among these people, but I thought I would—and if not, that just meant he was in a better place. Or at least some Deadlands shithole where he would thrive with skills he had learned on Dreadmax.

      The real problem was knowledge and experience. I was a Reaper plagued with Reaper thoughts. How long would it be before disaster struck? I could feel the Union stealth carriers hunting us. Nebs wasn’t a man who’d quit hunting his enemies.

      “What are you so pissed off about?” Elise was almost laughing at me. “We’ve won. Compared to some of our other missions, this was easy.”

      I ignored her. “X, what are your predictions for Nebs and the other two stealth carriers?”

      Elise, Tom, and Locke went silent, still basking in the after-effects of their sudden happiness but also aware of what had to be coming next. Novasdaughter was still part of our conversation via her link on the Nightmare’s bridge. The comms were clearer than ever with Henshaw and Lady running things over there.

      “By my analysis,” X-37 advised, “Nebs and his Union lackeys are overdue to arrive in this system. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if they were already preparing to kill us.”

      I faced Locke and the others with a knowing look. “There you have it, my limited artificial intelligence at his cheerful optimistic best.”

      “I aim to please,” X-37 said. “Would you prefer I fabricate less dire warnings in order to spare your human feelings?”

      “No, X, you be you,” I said. “Just kick me in the balls every chance you get.”

      “I am reestablishing our defensive patrol,” Novasdaughter said from the Nightmare.

      “We should be able to maintain our stealth cloak without difficulty,” Henshaw added, his image off-screen.

      Elise scanned the area for threats.

      It wasn’t long before we were all working diligently, almost like we had done this before. I lowered the volume on the feed to the Bold Freedom’s bridge, where people were celebrating as though they were partying in the good parts of Roxo III before that place slid down the cosmic super drain.

      “We are detecting two slip tunnel openings,” Elise advised.

      “Confirmation,” Novasdaughter said. “Two large capital warships are emerging in standard Union formation. They seem to be the same class in basic weight displacement as the Nightmare.”

      “Do you recognize them?” I asked.

      “We should recognize them from their slipdrive codes, but they’ve been tampered with or wiped, it’s hard to be sure exactly what they did after we stole this ship. Whoever modified the stealth features on the other two did a good job,” Novasdaughter said, drawing on her operational experience in Neb’s stealth carrier group as a micro-fighter pilot.

      “Understood,” I said. 

      “The dimensions and power readings match,” Novasdaughter advised.

      I reviewed the data and disagreed. “They’re smaller. Why is that?”

      “Nebs had a hand in planning and development. He won’t allow anyone to possess something more powerful than his own toys,” Novasdaughter said. “You should know that, Reaper.”

      “Yeah, I get it. He’s a self-aggrandizing prick,” I said. Nebs’ ships appeared to us because we knew what to look for. It was more of the fact that the slip tunnel opened for no reason and then closed almost immediately. “X, can you project their vectors based on our prior encounters with this Union stealth carrier group?”

      “I am working on that. As are Jelly and the rest of your crew. My recommendation is to keep our predictions separate until we are ready to compare them. Then we’ll see which is the best,” X-37 said.

      “It’s not a competition, X.” I laughed and drew a cigar from a pocket.

      “Plotting possible patrol vectors now,” X-37 advised. “Based on my knowledge of Vice Admiral Nebs, I estimate it won’t take long for him to close in around us. His two remaining stealth carriers will move into optimal positions and then launch micro-fighters.”

      “That was my guess,” I said. “Novasdaughter, does that sound about right?”

      She nodded from the pilot’s chair of the Nightmare. “I’m ready to upload my estimates for comparison. Your man Henshaw also looked over it but said nothing. He’s strange and I’m saying that while fully aware he is watching and listening to me.”

      “I’m also ready,” Elise said.

      I hit a button and sent all of them onto the main holo for comparison. There were some differences, most of them suggesting I was the odd man out.

      We stared at the multiple course predictions, each illustrated in a different colored line.

      “I guess the question is whether we are correct and Reaper Cain is wrong,” X-37 said. “There is the possibility that his devious nature gives him insights that each of us, human and machine, lack.”

      “Thanks, X. You make me sound like a psycho,” I said.

      “No comment,” X-37 said.

      I noticed three shuttles launching from the Bold Freedom the moment it was clear of the comet’s wake and associated cosmic disturbance. “What are those junkers doing?”

      “One of them is heading our way,” Elise noted. “The other two appear to be heading for debris fields. I am hailing the BF now.”

      I waited until Slipdriver was in view. “We have hostile warships in this system. Now isn’t the time for joyriding or celebration. What are those three ships doing?”

      The tone of the bridge crew on the Bold Freedom changed. There was still far too much noise, but they seemed hard at work to decipher what the slip openings meant for their continued survival.

      Captain Slipdriver-Slandonsky talked as he typed. “One shuttle is heading for you—a gift of appreciation since you’re short of shuttles. The other two are responding to distress calls we haven’t been able to handle until now. There’s a very low chance of survivability for the people who asked for our assistance, but we must do what we can.”

      “Recall your ships,” I said.

      Slipdriver nodded. “I’m afraid you’re right. I don’t know what you got us into, but this smells like a Union trap. And I’ve been in a few of them.”

      Both stealth carriers popped into view where Elise and the others predicted they would be. I shoved aside my pride. I’d been plain wrong. Missiles ripped free of the stealth carriers then arced toward the Bold Freedom and each of the three shuttles.

      “Activate shields, Slipdriver,” I barked. His holo feed blinked out, but not before I heard warning klaxons and then saw the ship taking evasive maneuvers. It was like watching a giant sea creature lumber out of the shallows in search of deeper water.

      The three shuttles turned and headed off at different angles.

      “They’ll never make it,” Novasdaughter said.

      I didn’t argue with her, and neither did Elise. The missiles moved at four or five times the speed of the shuttles and were gaining fast. 

      “Jelly, hail the Union stealth carriers,” I ordered.

      “They’ve dropped back into stealth mode after firing. I cannot advise this course of action. It will reveal our position beyond any doubt,” Jelly said, her voice stern.

      “Jelly, I have to do something right now!”

      “My analysis suggests that there is no direct action you can take, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Fuck it! I’ll just have to use my words, won’t I?” I snapped at my limited artificial intelligence and anyone who cared to listen.

      “Are you sure, Captain?” Jelly asked. “Your record for diplomacy is spotty.”

      The bridge went so silent that I thought I could hear the cold darkness of space causing the hull to creak around us. I’d been told during my training that this was a trick of the mind and was impossible. And yet here we were, listening to the most ominous sounds imaginable while traveling the void.

      “Open a channel. Everyone work on our escape and evasion options. This will get nasty. We’ll make a run for it as soon as we drop back into stealth mode,” I said.

      “I am hailing the UFS Dark Lance now,” Jelly advised.

      “Halek Cain,” came a deep, gruff voice I recognized.

      “What’s up, Nebs?” I knew my disrespectful tone would infuriate the man.

      To my surprise, he held himself in check, clenching his fist rather than punch something. “You really do have a death wish, don’t you?” he asked. “I will give you one chance to surrender. At this point in our relationship, that is a mere formality. We both know how this will go.”

      I stretched out the moment as long as possible, stalling for time. The slightest mistake would end badly for everyone. I needed time to think, and this was one of those moments where self-restraint was probably the best course.

      We had already lost three shuttles. I saw Elise gesturing that the Bold Freedom was heading toward safety, using whatever debris they could reach for cover. It was difficult not to stare at the holo displays. I thought the ship could make it into a debris field, where it had a chance to hide or at least slow pursuit, but I couldn’t be sure. There was a real chance the two stealth carriers would destroy it.

      “I’ve been shot, stabbed, burned, and left for dead so many times, it’s hard for me to keep all the details straight,” I said. “So if you’re going to threaten me, save your breath.”

      Nebs stared into the holo view. “Surely you understand things are different this time. I had a long, interesting talk with my advisers about your strange connection with these murderous traitors. They hijacked that monstrosity of a junk hauler, betrayed the Union and now you’re here to help them escape the consequences of their actions.”

      “The people on that ship are innocent,” I insisted.

      “Let’s agree to disagree,” he said. “My records show every one of them is guilty of a capital crime.”

      I snapped my next response. “Like the children born on Dreadmax? I bet you didn’t factor them in. Or maybe you did, you sick son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Listen, Cain. You’re pissing me off. Surrender now and I’ll only punish you, your X-37 unit, and the girl,” he said.

      “No deal. What the hell is wrong with you? That’s your idea of negotiating?”

      “Then everyone dies,” Nebs said. “The only question is when and how. You could’ve stopped this. You might’ve saved thousands of lives, but you’re just a murdering assassin after all.”

      “You started the Reaper Corps. You made me what I am. And that’s going to cost you,” I said, then reached forward to end the call.

      “I ordered the hit on your father. Felt good about it. He was another traitor to the Union,” Nebs said, leaning into the holo view. “Just another coward who wouldn’t follow orders.”

      My blood ran cold.

      “Surrender now and I’ll tell you where we put your mother,” Nebs promised.

      Elise slammed both fists on her workstation, vaulting to her feet to shout at the man. “I’ll kill you myself, you worthless piece of—“

      I terminated the conversation with Nebs before Elise could spin up into a rage-inspired fury and do something even I would consider reckless.
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      “He’s trying to bait us, draw us into making a stupid mistake,” I said.

      “And it’s working, Reaper Cain,” X-37 advised privately. “Your current biometrics match similar readings from previous incidents of murderous rage.”

      I ignored my LAI. My vision pulsed in time with my heartbeat. I clenched my fists—real and cybernetic—hard enough to hurt.

      My young kinda sorta protege was having her own reaction and less success controlling it.

      Nostrils flaring, gaze locked on the man ready to send an army after us, Elise rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Then he’ll get more than he bargained for. Give me a suit of Archangel armor and I’ll smack him around like we did that centipede monster on Wallach. Nebs is scared, I can hear it in his voice. Loudmouthed son-of-a-razor beast.”

      The man wasn’t the least bit afraid of us, and as for the Archangel gear, I’d been through the same thing where a shiny new tool seemed like the greatest thing since the invention of the slip drive. I knew she understood the obvious problem with the logic, but she wanted new toys and she wanted them now. I kind of did too, but we needed to get real.

      “Alright, Locke, what’s your opinion? Do you think Nebs is scared of us?” I asked, calming my anger with each breathing cycle.

      The Chief Squad Leader of General Karn’s army took his time answering. I respected him for that. Nothing I’d seen since we met gave me any reason to doubt he deserved his rank as the highest and most qualified team leader of Wallach. He wasn’t the type to be baited or rush to failure.

      “I’ve seen enough of you and Elise to be impressed. I don’t know that much about the Archangels, but I know that they have to be good. Even if you have the same gear, you’ll be outnumbered.”

      “I know that,” Elise complained. “But are you seriously telling me we’d be better off with our old armor and weapons? This guy needs a kick in the dick!”

      “The first problem is time. The second problem is all the things that will go wrong when we start training with completely new gear.” I hesitated, not sure how far I should take my negativity. I needed to lay out the stakes, not crush their spirits.

      Elise raised an eyebrow that suggested she wanted to say “We’re waiting.”

      “Let me lay it out like this,” I said. “We still have to deal with the artificial intelligence running the Nightmare. Necron is weak but still dangerous. Best case scenario, we convert the AI to our cause. Even then, we still have to defeat Nebs, who has his own limited artificial intelligence, possibly in some sort of dual or quad LAI that has specifically built itself up to deal with Reapers like me.”

      “There are no other Reapers like you,” X-37 said privately. “That’s not actually a compliment, in case you were wondering. Please consider it more of a warning that you’re pretty broken down at this late stage in the game.”

      “Not helpful, X,” I grumbled, then resumed my lecture. “We have to defeat the rest of the carrier group, including the micro-fighters and two stealth carriers. All of that we have to do while not getting destroyed by the unknowns of the system, including scavengers who I don’t trust. They may have a superweapon out there that may or may not work. Something destroyed all the ships in the system. And, to top things off, we have to avoid the comet.”

      “Anything else?” Elise asked.

      “I still don’t have a lighter,” I said.

      “You’re such a dork,” she said, shaking her head. “And not in a good way.”

      Elise and the others went back to work. We all had jobs, even if we disagreed about our larger strategy. Henshaw and the AI of his ship, the Lady Faith, were able to neutralize Necron for the time being. That made the situation on the Nightmare a standoff. Not great, but not a total disaster.

      The Bold Freedom worked its way deeper into the debris field, always attempting to move as close as possible to a slip tunnel without exposing itself to attack from the stealth ships.

      I stayed on the Jellybird with Elise and everyone who had helped refuel the Bold Freedom. For now, the ship stealth mode was equal to the two union carriers hunting us. From time to time, Nebs taunted me. Elise had standing orders not to answer without consulting me.

      “We’re receiving another hail from the Dark Lance,” Elise announced. “How do you want to proceed? This is the eighteenth attempt they’ve made since you oh so maturely hung up on Nebs.”

      “I need to move forward on my plan,” X-37 said to me privately.

      “What you have in mind, X,” My LAI was good, but I needed to know more.

      “The plan is to insert small snippets of code into the maintenance routines of all Union ships in Nebs’s fleet. If it works, it will make getting access to the ships much easier when the time comes,” X-37 said. “To implement this strategy, I will need a periodic connection via their ship-to-ship communications systems.”

      “I’m down with that,” I said. “Elise, put Nebs on the holo.”

      “Do not terminate this connection without my permission,” Nebs blurted the moment we connected. Red-faced and blustering, he was already pissing me off. Screw this guy.

      I raised one hand to kill the link.

      “I need you to talk to him for at least a little while,” X-37 advised before I could complete the action. “It will actually be easier while the two of you are arguing and insulting each other.”

      “Okay, Junior Admiral Nebs. Anything for you,” I said, meaning anything for X. 

      “That isn’t even a real rank,” Nebs practically snarled. “If you’re going to insult me, do it like a man, not with these childish jabs. Turn over the girl before this gets ugly. Surrender your ship and your crew immediately.”

      “I’m not surrendering anyone to your custody. And I’m not going to stop believing you’re a washed out has-been who can’t compete in regular Union politics,” I goaded.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Nebs’s anger was slowly giving way to caution.

      Good job, asshat. You’re learning.

      “Why else would you be this far out just to bully refugees as helpless as little kids?” I asked.

      “We’ve been through that,” he shot back. “None of these people are innocent. If they were, they would just surrender and face justice…”

      “You’re a real piece of work,” I interrupted.

      “… just like these feral scavengers hopping around these debris clouds,” Nebs presumed.

      “Why don’t you leave them out of it,” I said. “You’ve already shot down at least one of their shuttles without provocation. That’s a war crime, in case you forgot.”

      “Please! You’re going to lecture me about the ethics of war?” Nebs countered. “Remember that woman you threw off the bridge, Novasdaughter’s mother?”

      “Hey, you’re a murdering psychopath. Don’t try to switch it around just because I’m a Reaper. Not even the Union would allow you to wage your own private war on civilians,” I challenged. “That’s what cowardly junior admirals do.”

      “You have no idea what the Union would authorize. It’s your fault these people are involved. Their blood is on your hands,” Nebs said, then gave a hand signal to someone off-screen.

      Rockets swarmed from the UFS Dark Lance, tearing into three distinct debris fields. Modified shuttles and escape pods exited from the chaos, only to drift into the void without hope of rescue.

      “You can’t do that. What the actual fuck, you lunatic!”

      “I have actionable intelligence they are hiding a secret weapon to be used against the Union during a lawful expedition,” Nebs said. “Don’t be naïve, Cain. These people are obviously pirates. Are you not seeing what’s happening in this system? All of these fleets fell victim to their ambushes. Take a look at the planets in this system. Why do you think they live in debris clouds instead of the two planets in the green zone? You’re a fool if you think they’re your friends.” 

      I cursed and made threats, but none of it stopped the saturation bombing of the scavengers’ pathetic homes. Small explosions grew. With no atmosphere to slow the expanding debris clouds, the effect was spectacular—dozens of explosions expanding thousands of meters in the blink of an eye.

      In time, the system would be filled with detritus moving in all directions, crossing paths and colliding violently until gravity wells of planets stabilized their courses. In the most extreme instances, this would take years or decades. Other debris fields were much closer together and were already exploding with chaos.

      “Jelly, shields,” I ordered.

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly said.

      Moments later, detritus from the unprovoked attack peppered our shields despite our stand-off distance from the incident.

      “Are you crying, Reaper?” Nebs mocked.

      From the corner of my vision, I saw Elise snap her gaze toward me. She said nothing, but I noticed how hard her youthful visage had become the moment Nebs began the mass murder of innocent bystanders.

      “Like I said, Reaper. This is your fault.” The fake, patronizing smile he’d adopted slid from his expression to reveal what kind of man he was—hard and soulless. “If you think that was bad, wait until I get my hands on the Bold Freedom.”
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      I stared at expanding clouds of debris. It was like Nebs had stirred the entire system, sending pieces of old ships on journeys that would last hundreds of years. Chaos like I’d never seen blossomed as we watched.

      Stunned into silence, Elise summarized our entire situation with one of her amazingly juvenile—but poignantly accurate—observations. “This guy is such an asshole.”

      “News of this will cause all of Wallach to mourn, even though these people are strangers to us,” Locke said softly.

      “Jelly, X, search for survivors and distress calls. We’ve got work to do,” I ordered.

      “Rescue attempts will be difficult with the Union hunting you and killing people indiscriminately,” X-37 said.

      I was too tired and heartbroken to say something shitty. “I know, X, but we’ll do what we can.”

      “There are twenty-seven distinct crises we might affect positively,” X-37 said.

      “Pick one,” I grunted, swiping through data that made me angrier and angrier. The scavengers had hidden themselves well and there were a lot more of them than I would’ve guessed. I saw a destroyed greenhouse, a broken shipyard, and modular habits gone dark.

      “Would you like me to mute the distress calls?” X-37 addressed me privately. “Your biometrics indicate you are quite disturbed. I wouldn’t ask, but your heart rate and blood pressure are reaching a level that will affect your performance and possibly your health.”

      I looked at my companions and saw they were also disturbed by the screams for help of men, women, and children. The worst were the ones that cut off suddenly when their ships or life pods violently decompressed from accumulated damage.

      A small piece of a ship that was moving very fast from one of the explosions zipped through a larger container. I had assumed the dark hulk was without power but it now appeared to be the home for hundreds of people in some sort of secret, long-term life module. Debris and bodies streamed out of a hole caused by the collision.

      “Just lower the volume and try to filter the most relevant information,” I said. “Elise, I want you monitoring Union search and destroy efforts. Locke, keep your eye on the big picture and strategy issues.”

      “Did you miss the part of my title that indicates I am a squad leader and not a strategist?” Locke asked, a trace of grim battlefield humor lightening the mood just enough to keep us all going.

      “Right, Locke. You’re just a simple soldier and not one of the premier professionals of Wallach,” I said.

      A few minutes later, we were all busy trying to keep ourselves alive and save others.

      “We are approaching the first distress call,” Jelly said. “A small ship identifying itself as the Badger, whatever that is, as a hull breach that can only be fixed from the outside. They don’t have EVA capabilities.”

      I addressed my entire team, not just those on the bridge of the Jellybird with me. “Horvath and Carrie, you’re up. Time to take care of business.”

      Carrie responded, sounding like she was suited up and ready to go. “We’re in the airlock and just need the vector and closing speed calculations. Horvath and I have been monitoring this one and think it should be a straightforward fix as long as we don’t take a rocket to the face.”

      “I’m sending the information to your HUD displays now,” Jelly said.

      I watched and listened, but also scanned for Union ships and other distress beacons.

      “There is something else,” Horvath said, his voice husky.

      I thought he sounded like a man bringing up something personal before battle knowing it wasn’t the time and place but unable to resist the impulse.

      “I located Gunner’s beacon,” he said. “It’s easy to pick out from all the rest. It shows up as a yellow dot on my HUD when everything else is red, green, or orange.”

      “Focus on the living, Horvath. We’ll do what we can for him when we can,” Locke instructed.

      The Chief Squad Leader of Wallach had just taken the words right out of my mouth. I looked for the next crisis and a solution, hoping Horvath would be okay on the spacewalk and that he would eventually get the body of his friend back for Gunner’s family.

      It wasn’t long before Horvath and Carrie were gliding toward the exterior of the damaged vessel, each of them carrying a large backpack of tools. They didn’t talk any more than they needed to, going directly to the problem and beginning repairs like they had worked together for years.

      “Hells,” Horvath grunted.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Gunner’s beacon just went dark. It was floating through a cluster of small ships that weren’t sending distress signals. These damned scavengers picked up his body,” Horvath said.

      “Concentrate on your mission,” Locke interjected. “We’ll investigate later. Don’t jump to conclusions.”

      I pulled Locke into a private channel. “What’s the problem?”

      “I caught Horvath and some others in a chat room speculating that all the scavengers had to be cannibals. That’s what is really bothering him. Losing Gunner to the void is one thing. The thought of his body being eaten is another.”

      “That’s a lot of assuming on not much information,” I said.

      “Is it? What do they eat in these debris fields?” Locke asked. “I’ll handle Horvath. Just be aware of where his head is pointed.”

      “Where his head is at,” I corrected, then regretted it. Our languages were very similar but didn’t always match up.

      “How are you doing, Horvath?” Locke asked.

      “Almost done with the repairs,” Carrie Decker answered for him.

      “Good,” Locke said.

      “Yes, we are almost done sealing the hull,” Horvath muttered, his voice affected by the labor he was performing. “No cannibals will die today.”

      I watched as Carrie screamed when an air leak blasted between her hands, knocking her free of the surface. Horvath jumped after her, his safety line spooling out behind him. My heart pounded as I watched him grab hold of the Specialist, 4th Level. Soon they were towing themselves back to the surface to finish repairing the hull breach, both of them laughing nervously.

      “Do you need more hands?” I asked. “Elise looks like she’s dying to help with your little space walk.”

      Elise shot me a look. “I’m searching for Union ships trying to kill us. No time for that nonsense.”

      “We don’t need her,” Horvath said, oblivious to our banter. “Someone is coming from one of the scavenger light vessels. Please shoot him if he tries to eat my face.”

      Jelly and X continued to locate and organize other calls for help. I watched the scene unfolding with the newcomer.

      “He’s not even using a safety line,” Elise breathed. “That’s crazy.”

      “Focus on your job,” I said.

      “For once, I’ll be glad to do what you tell me,” Elise responded.

      I watched and listened for about three seconds before I stood and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Locke asked.

      “I’m gearing up in case something goes wrong. This scavenger is more than he, or she, seems,” I explained. “X, keep me in the audio feed.”

      “Certainly, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “How can you know that?” Locke asked.

      “I don’t know anything. I just want to be ready. The scavenger looks too confident. Can’t explain it. Instinct,” I said.

      “Would you like to communicate with this person?” Jelly said. “I have been able to monitor some of their radio communications and believe you can speak with them if you are patient and use simple words.”

      “Let me get my EVA gear on, then patch me through. I want to be ready to kick some ass if needed,” I said.

      “Violence isn’t always the answer, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “But it is sometimes,” I countered.

      Before long, I was in the airlock wearing everything but my EVA helmet. “All right, Jelly. Let me have a word with this hero character.”

      Static hissed and popped in my ear.

      “Damn, Jelly, I said patch me through, not blow out my eardrums.” I put a hand to my ears like that would help, or maybe like I thought I would need to hold my brains in.

      “That is the best connection we are able to make. Their technology is more advanced than ours in many ways, but shows signs of excessive repair and modification. Not the best communication gear, I’m afraid.”

      “I pretend… uh, imagine… you are another of the angelic saviors,” the scavenger said. “If you are not, I will kill you for my people.”

      “No need to pretend. I’m one of the good guys. Who the hell are you?” I demanded.

      “I am number one,” the man said, his voice an interesting amalgamation of dignified and—for lack of a better term—street savvy. “Or maybe you would say I am The Number One.”

      “You’re an officer, a leader?” I asked.

      “Yes,” the man said. “The name of my parents is Rejon. My friends call me Brion Rejon, The Number One.”

      “Your friends need to work on a nickname for you, maybe something that suggests you’re too stupid to use a safety line or work with a team,” I said. “Let’s get this ship fixed and get on with helping everyone else.”

      He ignored my casual, completely inappropriate banter and focused on the last part of my statement. His body language was the first clue—two starts and stops as though he was reconsidering coming here, then his voice confirmed his indecision, his words sounding skeptical. “You think you can help everyone?”

      “No, but I’m going to try,” I said.

      A pause followed.

      Horvath and Carrie Decker reported they were making progress and would soon be en route to the ship, but there was a problem.

      “Is the scavenger giving you trouble?” I asked, still watching from the airlock viewscreen but ready to rush to their aid. “What’s he saying? I can’t hear your conversation.”

      “He insists on meeting you in person,” Carrie said.
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      Brion Rejon ducked through the airlock door, unclasping his helmet the second it was safe. This was a man accustomed to operating in the void.

      “Complacency kills,” I said.

      He held my gaze, swaggering toward me without fear. “Is that how you greet everyone or are you disrespecting me in particular?”

      “I’m a Reaper,” I said.

      “I don’t know what that means,” he answered.

      I clipped my EVA helmet to my belt, deciding I probably wouldn’t need it and it would be better to have my hands free. “It means I kill people.”

      “Am I supposed to be afraid?” he asked.

      “Either you are or you aren’t,” I said. “It doesn’t matter to me. The Union is trying to eliminate both of us. So maybe we should at least act like we’re on the same side for now.”

      “I appreciate your help,” Rejon said. “The strange warships are murderous void monsters.”

      The way he spoke, that sounded like a serious insult.

      “You must understand,” he continued. “My people have been here a long time and have been raided many times. You are as likely to be pirates as saviors.”

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

      Again, I was forced to scrutinize the man’s body language and behavior. He wasn’t forthcoming with explanations, but it was clear that a man talking to himself made him cautious. Meanwhile, my limited artificial intelligence answered me.

      “I have insufficient data,” X-37 responded. “I’ve taken the liberty of contacting Max Slipdriver-Slandonsky of the Bold Freedom. He is quite concerned with your situation.”

      “What can you tell me about the scavengers? Does Rejon know who their leader is?” I asked.

      “We have many leaders,” Rejon commented. “Are you consulting with a neural implant?”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked.

      Rejon shrugged. “No problem.”

      “I resent being called an implant,” X-37 declared.

      “Forget about it, X. He doesn’t even know what an LAI is. We’re wasting time with small talk. I just need to confirm that Rejon is a decision maker I can negotiate with.”

      Slipdriver joined the conversation, but his voice was scratchy and out of sync. The delay was distracting.

      “I don’t know if you caught everything I said, but the man you are speaking with is their leader or at least a primary leader,” Slipdriver said. “If that’s all you need, I need to get back to my own rescue operations.”

      Rejon crossed his arms and stared at me, unable to hear half of my conversation. “Who are you talking to and what are they saying?”

      “I’m being told that you are the leader of the scavengers, more or less, and that we need to work together to defeat our common enemy,” I said.

      “We are not mere scavengers,” Rejon said. “This is not the first time we have faced annihilation. We will work with you for now and possibly kill you in the morning.”

      I took a cigar from inside my gear but held it in my right hand, not sure if I had anything to light it with. Staring at him, I wasn’t sure if he was screwing up the language, threatening me, or making a joke.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      “I don’t understand the question,” Rejon said, not backing down despite my significant size advantage.

      “You’re going to kill me in the morning?”

      He frowned. “You did not find this comforting?”

      “No, Rejon, I didn’t,” I said.

      “It is a very common phrase among my people, but no one really knows why,” he admitted.

      “Okay, fine. What the fuck ever. Maybe I will kill you in the morning,” I said.

      “When you say it, the words sound much more threatening,” he said.

      “That’s because I’m a Reaper. When I talk about death, it means something,” I said. X-37 chattered in my ear telling me to drop it, so I did. “Let’s save some lives.”

      “This is something I would also like to do,” Rejon said.
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      The ship lurched sideways as something exploded against the shields.

      “Jelly, what’s going on?” I shouted, already running for the bridge. Rejon followed.

      Another series of explosions rocked the ship and this time I thought the shield might’ve been breached. Warning lights flashed. Fire retardant chemicals filled one of the side hallways.

      My feet left the floor. The wall reached out and slapped me sideways. Stars filled my vision and I blacked out for at least a few seconds.

      “You should put on your helmet,” Rejon advised, snapping the latches to his own head protection.

      I grabbed him by the back of his EVA armor and steered him toward the bridge. “Once we get inside, we can strap into safety chairs.”

      The door to the bridge opened and I pointed to where I wanted him to sit. It took him awhile to figure out the restraints, but I didn’t have time to help him. I went to the captain’s seat.

      “More saturation bombing, but a lot of it is directed in our vicinity—like they’re looking for us,” Elise said, her hands flying over her control terminals at the sensor station. Locke and Tom consulted over another display, discussing something in animated tones but not including me in their conversation.

      “Can we fire back?” I asked.

      “Our weapons are underpowered and lack sufficient range to do much good,” Jelly responded. “Against a few of the micro-fighters, we would have a chance. We can’t go head-to-head with this type of onslaught.”

      “Get us back in stealth mode if we’re not already,” I ordered. “Then let’s get out of this area. Look for someplace with an escape route, maybe behind one of these planets or near a slip tunnel in case we have to leave the system altogether.”

      Rejon and Locke looked at me sharply.

      “I’m not abandoning anyone, but we’ve got to have options,” I said. My friends needed to learn how to be merciless. There were hard decisions that had to be made. Since I was already going to hell, I might as will be the one to make them.

      We flew the Jellybird between a barrage of rockets and kinetic weapons that made Nebs’s first attack look like what it was, a series of ranging shots. The only thing in our favor was that most of the debris field was already in motion and couldn’t get any worse.

      From a distance, it looked impossible to navigate through the area without being struck by the ruined hull of a ship or asteroid, but there was actually space to maneuver if the ship and its crew had the skill to do it.

      Nearly an hour passed before the bombing abated.

      “Jelly, what’s the damage?” I asked.

      “Our shields maintained their integrity. We will need repairs and recharging, but nothing fatal. If they had known exactly where we were, we would not have survived,” Jelly said. “As for the other bystanders in this system, several need our assistance. I recommend picking up wounded from the coordinates I just displayed on your HUD.”

      I read over the figures. “What are we going to do with that many wounded civilians?”

      “You could ignore them and continue on your mission,” X-37 said to me privately. “Saving innocent lives will be worthless if they’re only going to be killed later by Nebs. I have made significant progress since the last time we contacted the vice admiral’s ship. Give me another chance to access their communications network. I can implant further code strings that will help us when we are finally prepared to move against them.”

      “X, we can’t wait that long,” I said.

      “I suspected you would say that,” X-37 said, not sounding amused.

      “In the meantime, we need to do something about the civilians. Maybe we can’t make them comfortable, but we can at least keep them alive.”

      Locke studied me. “How can we do that, Reaper?”

      I could see there was nothing more he wanted than to save innocent lives if we could.

      “Jelly, contact Slipdriver. See if they have a med bay large enough to handle this many casualties. In the meantime, let’s round them up. We can worry about what to do with them later,” I said.

      “We have enough space,” Novasdaughter advised from the Nightmare. “But we are on the opposite side of the system and well hidden. We avoided most of the collateral damage from the bombing runs.”

      “Start heading our way,” I said. “We’re going to need you one way or another.”

      Locke, Elise, and Tom worked together to bring the Jellybird close to a box freighter that had been camouflaged with randomly affixed bits of junk. Even in its heyday, the ship hadn’t been much. But now it was struggling to move toward a distant planet as it vented atmosphere. I saw bodies shooting out of a hole before we got close enough to help.

      “Can we dock with this thing?” I asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” Jelly said simply.

      I gripped the sides of my chair as the maneuver was completed. Elise took over some of the remote controls. Locke asked Horvath and Carrie if they were ready to go out again in their suits.

      “We need to recharge our air tanks,” Carrie advised.

      “Tell them to be ready but to standby,” I said.

      Jelly maneuvered alongside the damaged vessel and linked to it. Alarms went off in my head. If this was some sort of pirate ship, they could easily swarm aboard now and we would have a fight on our hands.

      “I’m going down to meet them,” I said. “Rejon, you better come with me. And Elise.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “There’s a lot of work to do at the sensor station.”

      “I agree, but if there’s a fight, I will need you,” I said.

      I wasn’t trying to give her a compliment. But I knew she wouldn’t let me forget this moment. I could already hear conversations about how she had saved my life.

      Whatever. Like anyone needed that kind of mental abuse.

      We rushed again to the airlock, and heard people banging on the outside of the door to get in.

      “Jelly, let them in. I’ll deal with the consequences,” I said.

      The door slid open. People streamed inside, falling over each other. Some were injured, holding broken arms. Some were bleeding from shrapnel. Others seem to be damaged by exposure to the void. Despite the chaos and their obvious distress, they moved with a sense of purpose. This wasn’t the first time these people had faced a crisis like this.

      There was lots of hugging and weeping when they realized they’d made it. Before long, the docking bay was overcrowded.

      “Rejon, I’ll need to put them in one of our storage bays. The conditions won’t be ideal. Everything will probably stink like fuel containers,” I said.

      “My people will not complain,” he assured me.

      “Jelly, get us to the Bold Freedom. If we don’t find some medical facilities, this is going to get a lot worse down here,” I said.

      “Of course, Captain,” Jelly responded. “I will do my best.”

      I helped treat minor injuries and corralled people toward the storage bay, sometimes earning confused looks as I explained what was needed. Each frantic conversation was a chance to learn their dialect.

      “X, are you getting all of this? I’m not sure my language skills are what they used to be,” I said.

      “The more you talk to them, the more data I will have to analyze and thus be better prepared to help you,” X-37 said.

      “I need to get back to the bridge, but I’ll do what I can,” I said. Looking around, I couldn’t believe how many people we had crammed into this little ship. It made me think of what would’ve happened if the Jellybird had been overrun on the Dreadmax when people were desperate to escape.

      “I’m telling you I saw them,” a girl said to an older woman.

      I took both of them by their arms. “Saw who?”

      “The ones with the gold armor. I thought they had come to save us, but they pushed old-man Patterson through an airlock when they didn’t like his answers to their questions.” The girl was eleven or twelve, maybe older than she looked because she was half starved.

      “What questions?” I tried not to scare her.

      The girl’s eyes darted around and she swallowed hard. “They wanted to know where the Reaver was.”

      “You mean Reaper?” I asked.

      She nodded emphatically. “That is what they said!”

      The woman interrupted, pulling the girl away from me. “There are no golden men. That was your imagination.”

      “You said they were wearing armor?” I asked.

      The girl nodded but bowed her head when she received a stern look from the woman who was likely some type of relative.

      “We’ll get you to safety,” I promised, already planning how I was going to deal with this new threat of the Archangels in their battle armor.

      “I guess that confirms their gear can function as EVA gear,” I said.

      “I will make a note,” X-37 replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I know we don’t stand a chance against them, X,” I said. My limited artificial intelligence was getting on my nerves. “You said you had a solution for the Archangel problem.”

      “The situation has changed. I had hoped to subvert Necron and send out a message summoning all of the Archangels to the armory for a check of their gear, and then to lock them inside and throw away the key.”

      “Would that have worked?” I asked, distracted by the simplicity of X-37’s plan.

      “It had a better than average chance of success,” X-37 said. “But that option is now off the table because I don’t believe we can trick them into boarding the Nightmare.”

      “Why not just send them to their own armory?” I suggested.

      “I don’t have sufficient access to the Dark Lance,” X-37 said.

      I narrowed my eyes, impatient. “So what’s the answer?”

      “We must truly have Necron on our side,” X-37 said.

      “That’ll be easy. Why didn’t you just say so? I’ll ask Nebs to give us his other ships while we’re at it.”

      X-37 beeped twice. “I’m not sure if I detected sarcasm or a poor attempt at humor.”

      “Assuming subverting Necron is even possible, what would come next?” I asked. “How would we do it?”

      “We need to reestablish contact with the Nightmare,” X-37 said. “If the Dark Lance or the Black Wing have attempted to take control of the Nightmare remotely—which they probably have—the viruses I spread during our last communication with the vice admiral will have spread through all three ships. I don’t know how far or how effectively they have been contaminated, but it will be something to work with,” X-37 said.

      “I’ve got a better idea, considering our circumstances,” I said. “Jelly, send the Nightmare a secure message. Hide it in a maintenance routine. Henshaw will know what to do with it. Let’s get them over here. By the time we’re done offloading survivors onto the Bold Freedom, Novasdaughter and Henshaw should be able to bring the carrier close to our location.”

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly said.

      I disembarked with a group of refugees and escorted them to the makeshift medical bay of the BF. Elise joined me.

      “Why are you interested in the medical bay?” Elise asked. “We’ve done our job getting them here.”

      “I’m playing a hunch,” I told her.

      “You’re looking for Bug,” Elise guessed.

      “First X-37 tries to read my mind, now you’re doing it,” I said.

      X-37 squealed. It was similar to a beep being hit with a hammer. “That is an untrue statement that could get me into trouble if anyone believed it.”

      “Relax, X. We all know you’re just a limited artificial intelligence. I was just pulling your chain.”

      “I’ve asked you before, Reaper Cain, to stop with the nonsensical metaphors,” X-37 said.

      “You have, about five hundred times,” I agreed.

      “One hundred and three times, to be exact,” X-37 provided.

      I was stunned. “That’s all? Never mind. Help me scan this crowd.”

      “Oh, cool,” Elise said. “I’m going to see a Reaper in action.”

      “You’ve seen me work before,” I said as I scanned the crowd of people. The room was packed full of scavengers being treated for all manner of injuries. There were rows of cots where men and women wearing mismatched hospital clothing attended to them. The doctors and nurses—some more qualified than others—were as likely to wear janitor scrubs as lab coats. I identified them by their behavior, not the way they dressed.

      “I’ve seen you kill people and some monsters. But I’ve read books and watched action holos. When I was a kid, I always thought the scenes where the heroes were searching the crowd for their victims was just to ratchet up the tension,” Elise said. “Now I understand how freaking impossible it is.”

      Normally, I enjoyed this type of interaction with Elise. Today, I didn’t have time and I wasn’t in the mood. “You’re still a kid.”

      She didn’t take the bait this time. “I’m less of a kid now.”

      “Whatever.” I stopped and looked around. “The air purifiers on the ship have to be working triple time. There are too many people here.”

      “What can we do about it?” Elise asked seriously.

      I realized then how much the pressure of back-to-back missions in a constant fight for survival affected her. Of course she was tough. I knew she was accustomed to running and surviving in impossible situations even before I met her. But we needed a break. Her ability to crack jokes and genuinely be excited about a trivial activity like searching a crowd for Bug was a warning sign. I was a jerk for not giving her five minutes of normality.

      “We can’t do anything about it, unless we can get these people to Wallach, and that’s assuming they still want to go there or that the people on that planet will accept them. And that the Union doesn’t send three more fleets after us and wipe everyone from the galaxy.”

      “Someone’s grumpy,” Elise complained.

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “This is my fault. We shouldn’t be looking for Bug.”

      “This won’t take that long. We’ll just do a quick walk-through like in the movies, find your target, except not kill them because this isn’t a movie and we like the kid, and get back to work,” Elise said.

      “That works for me,” I said, moving deeper into the storage bay that had become a field hospital. An older woman in a white lab coat asked me to get out of her way and I did. She was polite about it, but obviously tired and stressed out.

      “I don’t remember what Bug looks like,” Elise said.

      “You never met him face-to-face?” I said.

      “It seems like I did. But I’ll recognize his voice,” she said. “Maybe we should call out to him. Can X-37 do voice analysis?”

      “Not under these conditions,” I answered. “X, have you got anything?”

      “I have not matched our brief encounter with the child with anyone I’ve observed so far in this inadequate excuse for a hospital,” X-37 said.

      “It was worth a shot,” I grumbled. “Any news on the Nightmare or Necron?”

      “I’m working with Jelly and Novasdaughter. This would be easier if I could contact the Nightmare’s AI directly,” X-37 said. “Standby, Jelly is providing an update. Apparently, Novasdaughter is unable to talk with us directly. Necron is having a prolonged debate with Henshaw.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. What are they arguing about?” I asked.

      “Part of my virus has taken hold. It’s a simple line of code that allows Necron to see Nebs’s actions through the filter of Union values,” X-37 said.

      “We are so screwed,” Elise commented, crossing her arms and watching the crowd pass by us with medical supplies in their hands as we talked to X.

      “On the contrary,” X-37 argued. “The codified laws of the Union and what their politicians are constantly telling the population often mimic strong civic values. It’s the implementation that becomes toxic and antithetical to human freedoms. Necron is very powerful, but Nebs restricted him to basic functioning.”

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

      Elise nodded vigorously, also putting it together. “You’re causing stress to Necron’s system, setting him off balance. Couldn’t that go horribly wrong?”

      “Yes, Elise, it could get us all killed,” X-37 admitted. “But it is our only chance.”

      “It’s the mister,” a boy yelled. “Get out of my way, you stupid asswipe. I need to tell him thanks for getting us off that deathtrap. Yeah, you fuck off. I don’t care if you’re a doctor. I’m checking out.”

      A young man with a scar that divided his face horizontally backed away from Bug, clearly intimidated despite having an obvious age and height advantage.

      “Elise, you know Bug is going to be trouble,” I muttered, regretting my decision to seek the boy out.

      She laughed. “That’s nice, coming from you. Or from me, for that matter. Neither of us are exactly low maintenance.”

      Bug swaggered toward us. He’d grown about three inches, not quite reaching his natural height. I estimated he was about thirteen. Back on Dreadmax, he’d claimed to be fifteen but sounded much younger. As for life experience, he’d probably seen more violent murders than a kill team. There had been a reason he and his friends hid themselves away in a security tower.

      “Mister!” Bug said, spreading his arms like a cross between a used shuttle salesman and a party host.

      “Good to see you, Bug,” I said, an idea forming in my head. I was definitely going to be saddled with the obnoxious cheese-cracker-eating rascal forever. Good Job, Cain.

      “Yeah, that’s what I think,” he said, acting cool and looking around as though there was a crowd of spectators—which there wasn’t. We were just in the way here.

      “I’m down with joining your crew, or team, or whatever you call a bunch of Reapers. My friends all bugged out—ha, ha, that’s freaking hilarious, isn’t it? I ditched most of them on Imni 7 before this piece-of-junk ship left the Deadlands. They were scared of you. Between you and me and the hot chick, we don’t need them. Better off doing our own thing. Fucktards.”

      I tried and failed to get a word in edgewise. Elise kind of, sort of suppressed laughter as she watched the byplay.

      “I looked for you, but people are stupid. Half the dumbasses on this ship acted like they’d never heard of you and kept telling me Reapers weren’t even real. I shanked a few to set things straight,” Bug said.

      “Bullshit, kid. Talk like that will get you kicked off the team,” I said without thinking it through. Give this street punk an inch and he was going to take a mile.

      “There is a team! Hell yeah, mister. I was worried,” Bug said. “Did you bring me a gun?”

      “No. That’s not where you start,” I said, thinking quickly.

      “Be careful, Reaper Cain,” X-37 advised. “I strongly advise against this course of action. The boy will only be a liability unless you find a camera tower to stick him in.”

      Ignoring X, I leaned toward Bug, making sure he realized I was as serious as a Reaper blade in the face. “You’re going to learn sensors. Elise will train you on the basics, then Henshaw will round out your education.”

      “Fuck that!” Elise blurted.

      I gave her a warning look, then stood between her and Bug to prevent them from going at it. “You do what I say or you’re done. That’s the way it works.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it,” Bug said. “She just told you to fuck off.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the kid. “No she didn’t.”

      “Pretty close,” Bug insisted.

      “Do you want on the team or not?” I asked.

      “I want to be a Reaper. There are a lot of people I need to find and snuff out. Fucking rats and bullies and all-around assholes,” Bug said.

      “This will be a problem,” X-37 warned.

      I grabbed Bug by the front of his jumpsuit. “I’m not running a revenge crew. You want to roll with me, then you do what I say.”

      Bug swallowed hard. “Sorry, mister. I get it. You’re the boss man, the big cheese, the tough guy.”

      “I believe I have seen through his hard exterior,” X-37 said.

      “Yeah, X, me too,” I said, then released the boy.

      “Who are you talking to?” Bug rubbed his chest where I’d grabbed him.

      “My conscience,” I said.

      “He has a limited AI, Bug. Don’t let him fool you. He doesn’t have a conscience,” Elise said.

      I shrugged rather than argue. “She’s not lying to you. Let’s go. We have things to do.”

      Bug cheered up immediately, turning to wave a finger at the crowd of caregivers and wounded who mostly ignored us. “See you, losers.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said.

      “Do what?” Bug asked.

      “Fuck me,” I grumbled too low for anyone but X-37 to hear. “We’ll talk about it later, Bug. Just don’t be a dick.”

      “Rule one, don’t be a dick,” Bug stated cheerfully.
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      “We have a problem,” X-37 chirped in my ear.

      I didn’t need more problems. The Union was breathing down our necks, two stealth carriers, squadrons of micro-fighters, and void-capable Archangels were searching ships and debris fields like they wanted to kill me and all of my friends.

      And they certainly did want to. There was no doubt about that.

      “What is it, X?” I patted my gear for a lighter and found not only did I lack a way to light a cigar, but I lacked cigars.

      “Horvath is confronting Brion Rejon, the leader—or a leader—of the scavengers, about Gunner,” X-37 said.

      “Send their location to my HUD. I’m on the way,” I said, then glared at Bug. When I held out my hand, he put a cigar in it.

      “You little sneak,” I said. “Give me the other two.”

      “There were only two, not three,” he insisted. “You’re trying to cheat me!”

      “You stole the cigars from me,” I blurted. “How could I possibly cheat you?”

      “You’re trying to make me give you three when you only had two. That’s bullshit,” Bug insisted. “You’re trying to cheat me.”

      “Don’t pout. Give me the two cigars and never steal from me again,” I said.

      Bug handed over the second cigar.

      “You’re too young to smoke anyway,” I scolded him, tucking away the cigars with my best sleight of hand to confuse him about which utility pocket they actually went in. Pickpocket defense was an art I hadn’t needed to practice for a while.

      “He’s totally going to steal from you again,” Elise said. “But he won’t steal from me because I’ll push him out an airlock.”

      “You’re hot,” Bug said. “Maybe we should hang out sometime.”

      “Airlock,” Elise said, staring down at him.

      He spread his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay.”

      “I feel like I’m running a daycare, X,” I said at a volume I thought was private.

      “Don’t lump me in with him,” Elise said. “I’ve earned my place.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I forgot how good your hearing is. He can shadow Tom when you and I are on away missions.”

      There was more back and forth as we moved through the crowded hallways of the Bold Freedom, but we didn’t exactly cover new ground. Bug was going to be a pain in the ass, but he’d saved us on Dreadmax, so we owed him.

      I led the way through the extremely short docking tube to the Jellybird where Horvath and Rejon were squared off.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demanded.

      “This honorless scavenger claims his people aren’t cannibals,” Horvath said. “And he won’t tell me where Gunner’s body is.”

      “We do not consume each other,” Rejon said, remaining calm despite the accusations—reasonably calm at least. He didn’t look like he would throat punch Horvath right this second.

      “There’s nothing to eat in space—“ Horvath said, pointing a finger in Rejon’s face.

      Rejon slapped it away.

      I pushed between them and held them away from each other. “Stop. I’m the only person on this ship who gets to kill people on a whim.”

      Horvath and Rejon stared through me, eyes locked on each other.

      “Your friend will be returned with honors,” Rejon promised.

      “I don’t believe you,” Horvath said.

      “Then you will be unhappy and bitter,” Rejon said. “It will change nothing. Your friend’s body will be returned. That is all. I cannot resurrect the man.”

      “I won’t forget this,” Horvath muttered, saying something under his breath about cannibals getting his friend.

      “Enough!” I shouted. “We’ll get Gunner back, one way or another. Drop it.”

      Horvath glared but said nothing more.
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      By the time I reached the bridge, I was thoroughly done with Horvath and Rejon. The latter followed me with the agreement he would provide answers about his people and what had happened in the system.

      I flopped down into my captain’s chair, thoroughly exhausted. I couldn’t think of what I had done to cause so many aches and pains and the intense desire to hit the rack for a few hours of sleep. A good solo mission would’ve been a lot easier than being a leader.

      “Jelly, give me an update if it’s not a shit-ton of trouble,” I said.

      “Of course, Captain,” Jelly said. “The Dark Lance is advancing on our position at their best possible speed. After consulting with X-37, the Lady Faith, and Novasdaughter, I believe the Dark Lance is the new flagship of the Union stealth carrier fleet.”

      “Makes sense,” I said, knowing that X-37 would tell me if there was more to the discussion. “Are we prepared?”

      “We are as ready as we can be,” Jelly said. “The Nightmare is on final approach to our sector but will not be able to fight as effectively as the Dark Lance due to the continuing problems with Necron.”

      “Have we made any progress with him?” I asked.

      “We are still dealing with Necron. My recommendation, and I believe X-37 concurs, is to formulate alternate plans such as abandoning the Nightmare if necessary,” Jelly said.

      “Trust me, I’ve already thought of that,” I said. “It doesn’t look like the Dark Lance is moving in for the kill. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

      Several silent moments passed. Elise, the ship computer and my LAI, and Novasdaughter all worked diligently from their respective locations.

      “It doesn’t make much sense,” Novasdaughter said from the Nightmare’s bridge. “But the Dark Lance has altered course and is heading for one of the ruined planets in what should be the green zone of this system. I would expect there to be colonies on the two worlds orbiting a habitable distance from the sun, but it seems they were ravaged by very old wars.”

      “Rejon, what do you think?” I asked.

      The look on his face told me most of what I needed to know. He was pale and contemplative, clearly upset that the Dark Lance was heading toward the planet.

      “Talk to me, Rejon. Do you have a settlement on one of those planets?” I asked.

      He hesitated, but then met my eyes. “We have people everywhere. When you’re living on the fringe as we are, even the most inhospitable places are better than the void.”

      “Voice analysis suggests he is minimizing his interest in the planets,” X-37 said to me privately. “I suspect the scavengers have a significant presence on or near the planets and that Nebs must have detected this and is en route to punish them.”

      “Rejon, I need you to be straight with me. The man in charge of this Union fleet has a very special vendetta against me and my people. For him to break off and go after something else is significant, if you get my drift,” I said.

      He swallowed hard and refused to make eye contact. “Perhaps he is looking for hostages.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what he is after,” I said, not trying to hide my annoyance with the subterfuge. “He thinks I’ll be swayed by my obvious concern for a bunch of strangers—people who would be easier for him to capture right here in the debris fields.”

      “There are more people on the planet than you might suspect. We’ve worked hard to accentuate the appearance of un-survivability,” Rejon explained. “Once, we thought we could rebuild a fleet from the ships hidden there but the fuel cost required for landing and launching from the planet is high. The people on the planet are forced to stay on the planet, as miserable as that experience is.”

      A hidden population still wasn’t enough reason for Nebs to alter course, but I let the scavenger leader think I was convinced. If he wasn’t going to answer my questions, I would have to find the answers in his actions.

      I’d hoped he would be a natural ally but wasn’t sure if we were going to be on the same side for long. Maybe he was responsible for destroying dozens of fleets in the system just like Vice Admiral Nebs claimed. Maybe he was a ruthless, throat-slashing pirate. Brion Rejon could be more dangerous than my archenemy.

      “X, we need to figure out what the hell Nebs is doing,” I said.

      “Perhaps it would be better to continue this discussion in private,” X-37 advised.

      He was right, but I didn’t care. “What could be so important that Nebs forgot how much he hates me?”

      “Reaper Cain, I really think we should make this a private conversation,” X-37 repeated.

      “I don’t have time for that, X,” I said. “I’m tired of messing around.”

      “In that case, my best theories involve a much larger settlement than Rejon would like us to know about or a weapon or device that has caused all of these ships to be waylaid and destroyed in the system.”

      I faced Rejon and repeated what X told me. “Does that sound about right?”

      “My people have suffered greatly. We are just trying to hide,” he said.

      X-37 spoke to me privately on this one. “He’s not lying, but I doubt that is all of it.”

      My limited artificial intelligence wasn’t wrong. I could see the man was holding back, and suspected it was probably for good reason, but it still frustrated me.

      “I cannot pretend to understand the motivations of your enemy, but perhaps there is someone among my people who he thinks will make a good hostage,” Rejon said.
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      The Jellybird maneuvered away from the Bold Freedom, constantly on the lookout for debris that might cripple us. The chaos caused by all of the bombardments wouldn’t end soon, but we were learning to predict most of its movement.

      Our shields could handle small impacts. What I was more worried about was our enemy’s ability to hide amongst floating ship parts and other detritus. We hadn’t seen or heard of any more Archangels searching in their space-capable armor. And it seemed all of the micro-fighters had returned to their motherships.

      “Jelly, do you have an update on the Dark Lance?” I asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” Jelly said. “She established a geosynchronous orbit and immediately deployed micro-fighters.”

      “How long before we arrive?” I asked.

      “Three hours and eighteen minutes,” Jelly said.

      I cornered Rejon with a look. “Last chance. Why is Nebs so hot to find out what’s on your home world?”

      “It’s not our home world. It’s just a base.” Rejon stared at the holo view. A moment later, he sighed, releasing tension that had gripped his posture like a vise. “We have a weapon there. We never use it because of the damage it does to our planet when we fire it.”

      “Jelly, give me the best magnification possible,” I said.

      Moments later, I was able to see the planet that the Dark Lance was orbiting. There were several distinct landmasses. As we watched and waited, fountains of energy thrust upward, then converged in the stratosphere. A glowing blue and purple beam streamed straight into the Dark Lance.

      I waited for a massive explosion, but nothing happened.

      “That’s it?” Elise asked.

      I had a similar question but decided not to belabor the issue.

      “It seems that all micro-fighters are being recalled to the Dark Lance,” Jelly said. “I’m getting variable readings from the stealth carrier. It does not seem to be able to maintain its stealth field or maneuver well.”

      I raised my brows in question. “That’s your weapon?”

      Rejon nodded. “It doesn’t do much good without a fleet to take advantage of the immobilized enemy. If I had been on the planet, I wouldn’t have used it. There are other factions, however, who do not wish there to be bloodshed at any cost, even in self-defense. For them, our ultimate weapon is a perfect, non-violent warning system.”

      “Does it have to be fired from the surface?” I asked.

      “In theory, no,” Rejon answered. “The system was designed to be fired from a combination of void-capable ships.”

      I watched as the state-of-the-art Union stealth carrier drifted like just another hulk of potential salvage. It obviously still had power and some maneuvering capability, but I thought we could take it out, even with the Nightmare’s limited mobility. If we were able to take full control of the ship’s AI, we would make quick work of the Dark Lance.

      “Now is our chance,” I said.

      “You are at least partially correct,” X-37 said.

      “You’re killing me, X,” I said, running through a list of things I needed to do to corner Nebs and take him out. “What are we waiting for?”

      “I don’t believe Novasdaughter and Henshaw have gained full control of the Nightmare and I predict that Nebs will order the Black Wing onto the offensive to keep us from attacking his flagship while it’s vulnerable.”

      I hated admitting when X was right. One look at Elise and the others told me they knew it too. I decided to get over myself and be a team player—because that wasn’t weird or unnatural for a Reaper.

      Yeah, totally what I was made for. “Jelly, scan for the Black Wing,” I said.

      Several seconds passed and I began to get worried. Normally, it was X-37 who was glitchy and slow. Not that I was blaming my LAI—there had been a lot of extenuating circumstances—but Jelly was normally solid.

      “Jelly, talk to me,” I said, feeling my crew tense.

      “Brace for impact,” Jelly said. “I located the Black Wing just before it came out of stealth mode and launched a barrage.”

      “Can we get a little more warning next time?” I snapped, feeling like a jerk because I knew Jelly would have warned me the moment she detected one of our enemies.

      Alarms sounded, followed by heavy impact against our shields. The ship was buffeted by contact explosions. I’d been through worse, but this one was bad.

      “I guess that’s one way to keep us from exploiting the Dark Lance,” Elise mused.

      “We’re a team, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You should take my advice more often.”

      “Are you programed to gloat, X?” I said, pulling up several tactical screens to more carefully assess the situation. “We need to slip out of this fight.”

      The battle with the Black Wing took us farther and farther away from the Dark Lance. My dreams of grabbing the vice admiral by the throat and demanding answers faded second by second. The man had made me what I was when he created the Reaper Corps, then destroyed my life when he kidnapped my mother and sister and had my father murdered.

      “What is the matter, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked inside a private channel. “Your biometrics are doing strange things—indicating sadness and rage at the same time.”

      “We need to get on that ship and handle Nebs,” I said, talking to my LAI while still flying the ship and scanning for the next thing that would kill us.

      “There is no need to inform me of this,” X-37 said. “I agree, but must remind you there are significant obstacles between us and our ultimate objective.”

      “What I need from you, X, is less doomsaying and more coming up with a brilliant plan. Or better yet, why can’t you wake me up from this twisted dream?” I said, wincing at an alarmingly close call—five time-delayed missiles that exploded around us in a three-dimensional triangle only a thousand meters from each side.

      “That was a bit closer than I’d like,” Elise said. “I really hope that was pure luck.”
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      “Novasdaughter,” I bellowed. “We’re going to need the Nightmare in this fight. Make it happen. Tell Henshaw to do whatever it takes!”

      Explosions rocked the Jellybird.

      “The Nightmare is not responding,” Jelly advised.

      “She’s completely gone, as far as I can tell,” Elise said. “Either destroyed, fled the system, or she has completely defeated our detection protocols.”

      “Let’s hope it’s the last option and that Novasdaughter and Henshaw are putting the ship to good use,” I said.

      “We’re splitting power between stealth mode and the shields,” Tom said. “We can’t keep it up for long.”

      “Elise, is there a way out of this mess?” I asked. “If we can slip away, the shields won’t be as important.”

      “I know that.” She rolled her eyes and went back to work. “Why don’t you try plotting a course through a thousand years of wrecked ships, around a comet, while avoiding Union stealth ships and micro-fighters.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Locke, can you help her?”

      “Ship operations are not my specialty. I would better serve you in a fighter if that were an option. Or better yet, leading a boarding party,” he said. “But I will do my best to help. Elise, what do you need from me?”

      Elise pointed at a small workstation on her right. “Help me predict where the next collision will happen if we stay on this course. There are patterns in the trajectory of the debris.”

      “In time, most of this will be far away from us and not a problem,” Locke said. “All we need to do is wait a few years.”

      “You made a joke, Locke. Good for you.” Elise laughed a bit crazily.

      Another salvo of rockets rose from the surface of the Black Wing and streaked toward us.

      “She’s firing blind,” I said.

      The next impact on our shields was less intense than the first attack but still dangerous.

      “Captain, I have dire news,” Jelly advised.

      “Go ahead,” I said, suspecting the worst.

      “Some of the rockets being launched are long range variations. They’re headed for the Bold Freedom,” Jelly said.

      “Fuck me up a tree,” I said, causing Elise to snort a tense laugh.

      “What are your orders, Captain. The Bold Freedom lacks the shields to withstand more than a cursory bombardment. We can hold out longer,” Jelly said.

      “How much longer?” I asked.

      “At least an hour.”

      “Plot a course that puts us in a better position to help the BF,” I said. “And get Novasdaughter or Henshaw on the holo. We need to get them in the fight.”

      “I have been attempting contact every five minutes,” Jelly said. “No results thus far.”

      “Elise…” I began.

      “I’m on it,” she said. “We really need a normal-sized crew. I can’t do everything by myself.”

      “It’s on my list, right after not dying,” I said.

      “Reaper Cain,” Brion Rejon said. His voice was so soft, I almost didn’t hear him, but once I realized he’d spoken, something about his tone demanded my attention.

      “I need to be with my people. Give me a shuttle or a life pod or anything that will get me to the planet,” Rejon said.

      “I can’t do that,” I said.

      “We can be allies,” he insisted. “But not if my people fall to your Union invaders.”

      “We have more immediate problems. I’m taking the controls, Jelly,” I said, knowing most ship AIs advised against this—and worse, they were usually right. Human pilots overestimated their reaction time and judgment. As for target acquisition, even with computer assists, it was terrible in comparison to what automated systems could do.

      “You’re the captain,” Jelly said.

      “Everyone strap in. This is going to get stupid,” I said, then flew straight at the Black Wing.

      Micro-fighters streamed out to meet me as the point defense guns blazed to new life.

      “What the actual hell are you doing?” Elise shouted, rapidly pulling up threats I needed to avoid and pushing the images into my holo feed.

      “Buying time for the Bold Freedom,” I said. Twisting the controls, I caused the Jellybird to roll through a cloud of old junk to avoid micro-fighter auto cannons and ship-to-ship rockets. Our shields absorbed impact after impact.

      “We can sustain this for seventeen minutes,” Jelly advised.

      “Tom, can you boost the shields?” I asked.

      “I will try,” Tom said. “Don’t expect much. Keeping the ship in one piece is about all we can do.”

      “Locke, Elise, I need you shooting back,” I said.

      “Way ahead of you,” Elise said, flipping her keyboard over and activating the tactical features. Locke imitated her with moderate success. Soon the Jellybird’s modest array of weapons drove back a pair of micro-fighters.

      “X, I really need Novasdaughter to answer,” I said to X-37 in private. My bridge crew was too busy to listen in.

      “Jelly has been doing everything possible to contact them,” X-37 said. “I fear the worst.”

      I yanked the controls to one side, avoiding another swarm of enemy fighters. “There has to be something we can do.”

      “Novasdaughter and Henshaw will bring the Nightmare into the fight, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “I am sure of it.”

      “Then where the hell are they?” I reversed direction and weaved through random bits of wreckage. In the distance, the comet shined bright and scavengers limped ships toward Rejon’s ruined planet.

      Alarms filled the cockpit.

      “I am not a combat fighter,” Jelly warned.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “But I’m gonna fly the engines off this ship.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Jelly said.

      “Rockets away,” Elise announced as she let loose a barrage at three pursuing micro-fighters. “Why don’t we lead them away from the Black Wing and see if they run out of fuel?”

      “We need to keep the Black Wing busy,” I argued, putting the Jellybird into a spiral.

      A second and third squadron joined my attackers. The Black Wing fired on us whenever we pulled clear of the smaller ships.

      Then, without warning, the swarm turned away.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, getting a bad feeling.

      The Nightmare appeared in front of me. I jammed the controls to avoid a collision as the Nightmare opened fire on my pursuers.

      “Get out of the way, Reaper.” Novasdaughter’s voice sounded calm as the Nightmare moved between my position and the Black Wing. Seconds later, she opened fire with a full broadside of ship-to-ship weapons.

      “Took you long enough,” I grumbled, flying behind her to hide from further micro-fighter attacks. “Glad you finally made it.”

      “There’s good news and bad news,” Novasdaughter said.

      “Necron is fighting us, constantly attempting to regain control of the ship,” Henshaw said. “I need X-37’s help, which means I need you on board.”

      “Not a good time,” I said.

      “Agreed, Reaper. Stay out of this. The Jellybird isn’t rated for combat,” Novasdaughter said as she launched another wave of rockets at Black Wing.

      Rockets and kinetic weapons pounded the other carrier’s shields, piercing the defenses in three important areas—the ship bays, launch tubes, and weapon systems.

      “Can you hit the engines?” Locke asked.

      “That is the most heavily armored part of the ship,” Novasdaughter explained. “One of the dirty secrets of fleet combat is that battles like this come down to nerve. It’s a battle of attrition. The captain of the Black Wing is a real bitch, so we might be screwed.”

      “Permission to activate the stealth cloak?” Tom asked.

      “Do it,” I said. “Jelly, take us around the edge of the fight. I want to look straight into their launch tubes and landing bays.”

      “Why?” Elise said.

      “It has the same design as the Dark Lance. If I can get on board one ship, I can get on board another,” I said.

      “We’re not boarding the Black Wing,” she said. “That’s crazy and we don’t have time.”

      “Call it a test run,” I said, watching the holo view carefully. The stealth carriers looked huge. The violence of their death match sent a shiver up my spine. My cybernetic arm tingled and my HUD flashed rows and columns of data in my peripheral vision.

      “All we would do is show them how to stop us when it matters,” Elise said. “Shit like this doesn’t work twice in a row.”

      “The girl is correct,” Locke said.

      Rejon nodded in agreement. “Listen to her.”

      “Anyone else want to gang up on me?” I shook my head. “Look at this battle. Neither ship is going to survive if we don’t do something.”

      “What if the Archangels are waiting on the Black Wing?” Elise asked.

      “What if we all grew wings and started farting fairy dust,” I countered. She was right, they all were. The problem was my complete lack of options. “Who wants to just sit around and do nothing while the big ships blow everything to hell.”

      “We could head for the Dark Lance,” Tom suggested.

      “The Dark Lance is too far from our current location,” X-37 said publicly.

      Everyone waited for my decision, which surprised the hell out of me. Shifting in my seat, I went through two breathing cycles and tried for calm rationality. “Jelly, make one attempt to break from this battle and head for the Dark Lance. If it gets too hot, cut inside their guns and find a place to put me on the Black Wing. I want to have a face to face with this captain Novasdaughter warned us about.”

      Jelly acknowledged and passed the plan to Novasdaughter through a secure maintenance link we all agreed Necron wasn’t monitoring.

      “I don’t like your plan, but thanks,” Novasdaughter said, barely audible through the noise on her bridge.

      “Hold on,” Jelly said, taking the controls. She pulsed the accelerators as she steered close to the Nightmare on the non-battle side. When there was nothing but shadows from the larger ship, she turned and fired all of her engines.

      We shot away from the ship-to-ship artillery duel. Micro-fighters came after us like a swarm of murderous space insects. The Black Wing diverted several medium range guns, firing to cut off our escape with deadly determination.

      “Godsdammit,” I shouted. “Jelly, take us as close to the Black Wing as possible.”

      “I recommend she land or deploy a shuttle,” X-37 said.

      “What’s the matter, X? Are you worried about me?” I said, adjusting my gear and heading for the airlock.

      “It seems Horvath and Carrie have prepped a shuttle,” Jelly said. “I am moving close enough to deploy it, but our enemies will see it coming and destroy it—assuming such a small ship doesn’t become a random casualty as the carriers continue to fire broadside.”

      “Negative. Get in close, use your shields, and I’ll jump,” I said.

      “I’m coming with you,” Elise said.

      “Not this time.” I broke into a jog as I slid my helmet on.

      “Fuck you, not this time!” Elise said.

      “Jelly, lock the door behind me. Elise is not coming on this mission,” I said.

      “Done, Captain,” Jelly said. “She seems extraordinarily angry at this development.”
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      Self-confidence wasn’t something I lacked. Long before I became a Union killing machine, I’d been cocky, believe it or not. Elise didn’t have training. She wasn’t ready for this type of mission. Direct action on this scale required a lot more than just fighting and winning.

      No matter how good she was, she wasn’t equipped to deal with the aftermath. This was a violent, desperate assault against enemies who were ready to give as good as they got.

      I slowed to a walk, gathered myself, and wondered why I never learned to pray. It seemed like something that just might be a good idea when diving headfirst into hell.

      “X, am I missing anything? I’ve checked my gear twice but feel like I left the coffee maker running or something,” I said. “I’m getting soft. Having people to do a buddy check of the EVA gear is comforting.”

      “Do you require comfort?” X-37 said. “Shall I advise Jelly to allow other crew members into this area so that they might check your gear or talk you out of this reckless course of action?”

      “Never mind,” I said, but the words were quiet. I didn’t have the energy or the will to argue with my LAI right now. It was time to get angry.

      “Jelly, open the airlock. Give me a countdown. I don’t want to miss my landing,” I said.

      “You must jump in six seconds for optimal deployment. Six, five, four—“

      “That was abrupt, Jelly!” I shouted, bouncing on my toes and preparing to sprint toward the opening. I could see how close we were to the enemy ship as it passed by us. There were flashes of explosions and occasionally a rocket zipping past my limited field of view.

      I sprinted toward the opening, pumping my arms and driving with my legs. This could work, and if it didn’t, there would only be one casualty.

      “—two, one,” Jelly said.

      I launched myself as the countdown ended and felt the void of space all around me. From inside the airlock, the close-up view of the enemy ship seemed oppressive—so close that I thought the ships would scrape together. Now my decision felt like a different story.

      Pulsing the steering jets of the EVA gear, I straightened out my course, feeling like I was falling through an energy storm. The brief flash of explosions in the lashing attacks of energy weapons painted the scene around me blue and green and purple and yellow, depending on what was happening each time I blinked my eyes.

      As soon as it began, it ended. The enemy flight deck seemed to fly at me. I twisted my feet ahead of me, proud of how smooth I was working the steering jets. It was an odd detail to be proud of, but I savored it, knowing a brutal landing was in my immediate future.

      “Congratulations, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You’re going to make it. I estimate your closing speed at twenty kilometers per hour.”

      “That’s way too fucking fast! I didn’t jump that hard,” I shouted, reaching forward with my feet so I would be ready to roll when I hit.

      “You made no attempt to factor in the relative speeds of the ships,” X-37 explained. “Honestly, you’re lucky this time.”

      “You should’ve warned me,” I said, squinting and bracing myself as though that would reduce the pain I was about to feel.

      “I attempted to do so,” X-37 said. “Would you like me to replay the recording?”

      “Why the hell not?” I said a microsecond before I slammed onto the Black Wing deck at an odd angle.

      My limited artificial intelligence probably answered, but I didn’t hear. I was asshole over elbows for about twenty-five meters, at which point there was a conveniently placed ship hull to stop my momentum. Bouncing into the air from this asinine obstruction, I reached out with one leg and managed to engage my boot magnets. X-37 had been very clear on whether or not there would be gravity in this bay.

      All of the ships were gone and I didn’t see any dockworkers. The ship shook from battle damage, then listed to one side. A voice announced, “Intruder alert, deck five, secondary landing bay.”

      “Game time, X,” I said, raising my HDK Dominator and running for the first door. “I need maps and schematics. As quick as you can get them to me.”

      “Of course. Keep your helmet on and your oxygen bottle fresh. The Black Wing is taking significant damage from the ship-to-ship slugfest the captains have engaged in. Please expect loss of atmosphere, gravity, and power when it is least convenient,” X-37 said. “I’m placing the first three turns you need to make on your HUD. Also, there is one enemy unit moving to intercept you.”

      “One? I’m almost insulted,” I said as I darted through the first doorway and down the hall. At the T intersection, I turned left just as the schematic in my HUD display suggested.

      “There are additional units responding, but none of them are as close. Estimated time of contact, five seconds,” X-37 said, all business.

      I rounded the corner prepared for ship security and ran up against an Archangel. I’d fought them before, but never on a ship and never this close.

      The soldier stood seven feet tall in his golden armor. It wasn’t like costume jewelry gold, but more of a stainless steel with a golden sheen. I’d never seen the Union indulge in such style.

      “Surrender, Reaper,” the Archangel said.

      I really doubted my light armor under my EVA would stop whatever gun he was using. I didn’t recognize the model. It was, however, big. Looking down the barrel was like looking into a pit of death.

      “Nice digs,” I said. “Aren’t you worried that shiny armor will give you away when you’re going into a fight?”

      “By the time they see me, it’s too late,” the man said.

      I didn’t recognize his voice or the way he moved. The list of Union soldiers good enough to become Reapers or Archangels was short. Once upon a time, I’d known them all.

      “Surrender, now,” he ordered.

      “X, I need something here,” I said.

      An access door to my left slid open, leading into a maintenance hallway that was almost too short and narrow to use. I rushed in without hesitation and heard the door shut behind me. I was at the next tight corner before I heard the Archangel ripping the door from the wall.

      “Please tell me that brute is too big to come this way,” I said.

      “This maintenance passage becomes significantly smaller the further you go,” X-37 advised. “It will seriously hinder the Archangel’s movements.”

      “How small are we talking, X?” I squatted down and ducked my head to walk into a new section of the passage. Despite my physical conditioning, I was breathing hard and sweating profusely.

      “It will eventually lead to a bot access point that you will not be able to traverse,” X-37 said.

      “What the actual fuck, X? How does that help me?” I shouted.

      “Prepare to belly crawl,” X-37 said, apparently not feeling any remorse for putting me in this situation.

      “We really need to plan better.” I grunted, not used to doing the combat crawl.

      “There was literally no planning for this operation,” X-37 said. “Please move faster. The Archangel is proving more persistent than expected.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, which was difficult in the tight confines. The golden giant was already sprawled out on his belly, low crawling like some kind of snake monster. The sight motivated me to squirm around the next corner and force my way forward, banging my helmet several times. It was hard to say how many small pipes, circuit panels, and other critical infrastructure I was destroying during my rapid flight from my enemy.

      “I’m starting to think I should have just stood and fought.”

      “That course of action had a low probability of success,” X-37. “You made the best possible choice, although it is not going to feel like it in a few seconds.”

      I came to a small hatch, twisted the wheel to open it, and pushed myself forward. It was fairly obvious I was beyond the part of the passage meant for humans. There was no lighting and I began to slip on some sort of lubricant I couldn’t see.

      “What are you talking about, X?” I demanded.

      “The Archangel is preparing to fire his weapon,” X-37 said. “On a positive note, he will just be spraying and praying, to use one of your imprecise descriptions.”

      The sound cancellation feature in my helmet wasn’t the best, but it muted the worst of the thunder. Bracing for the worst, I felt the first round square on my ass cheek.

      “That was a ricochet, Reaper Cain,” X-37 reassured me. “It should not penetrate the carbon fiber sleeves of your armor.”

      I didn’t dignify the statement with a response. Tears welled in my eyes and I literally couldn’t speak from the pain. Everything from my lower back to my left hamstring felt like it had been struck by a pneumatic hammer.

      “Are you okay, Reaper Cain? Do you need medical assistance?” X-37 asked.

      “He shot me in the ass!” I scrambled around several twists and turns without caring where I was going—the deeper the better.

      “Come out and fight, Reaper!” the Archangel said.

      “Bite me.”

      “Very mature,” X-37 said.

      “You can’t go much farther, Reaper,” the Archangel shouted, causing the speakers in my helmet to distort the sound. “All I have to do is seal this area and call for drones.”

      “I’m not afraid of drones,” I replied, pausing to consider my next move while he wasn’t shooting at me. “How many of you assholes are there on this ship?”

      “That’s classified,” he answered via comms.

      “Of course,” I said, scooting closer to a round hatch with no obvious way to open it. “X, can you take care of this?”

      “Certainly,” X-37 said. A second later, the hatch opened to reveal more of the same—long narrow tunnels barely big enough for maintenance bots.

      This deep into the guts of the ship, the sounds of the main battle were distant and dull. Vibrations rolled through the ship. Power flickered from time to time.

      Something changed, like the Archangel’s buddies had shown up and started shooting at something or someone in the main hallway.

      “X, what the hell is going on out there?” I pushed forward and saw a light at the end of the tunnel while the left side of my ass felt like it was swelling to three times its normal size—which I doubted was the actual case but whatever. It hurt like hell.

      “I’d rather not tell you,” X-37 said.

      “X,” I growled.

      “Truly, Reaper Cain, it will only aggravate you and inspire a new batch of senseless profanity,” X-37 said.

      “Elise jumped after us, didn’t she?”

      X-37 beeped, which I thought was a copout. The LAI could process information faster than this, even with all the problems Necron and other Union ship computers had caused him lately.

      “Show the way out so I can find her and throw her off this ship,” I said, twisting and turning, struggling to get to a new hallway where I could run and gun and kick ass.

      “I never said Elise was the source of the gunfire,” X-37 complained.

      “Stop screwing around, X. You know it’s Elise doing the crazy shit she does because she doesn’t know her limitations,” I said.

      “It’s not just the girl. It’s Path as well,” X-37 said.

      “Fan-freaking-tastic,” I said. “He had to have jumped about ten times the distance I did if he came from the Nightmare. I thought I was insane.”

      “The probability of successfully making such a crossing between ships while every available gun is firing and the shields are at maximum does in fact have a low probability of success,” X-37 confirmed. “How is your gluteus maximus?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Let’s keep that war wound between us, all right?”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. I am programmed for discretion,” X-37 said.

      Getting my shoulders through each intersection in this tunnel was hard, requiring me to drive hard with my legs and pull with my arms once I had them through to the next section. The lubricant, or insulation gel, or fire retardant, or whatever the slimy shit in here was helping me slip through the tightest spots. It also made it hard to grab and push effectively.

      “I have made contact with Elise and Path and established a rendezvous point,” X-37 said. “Elise is asking if you have taken out any of the Archangels.”

      “Connect us and I’ll tell her myself,” I said, emerging into a larger section of the passage.

      Crawling to my feet, I opened an actual door—and stared down the barrel of an Archangel long gun.

      “There you are, Reaper,” the man said.

      “Shit.” There were probably better things to say or do, but I was tired.

      The man didn’t laugh. “What am I going to do, Reaper, now that I’ve caught the most dangerous man in the galaxy?”

      “How about you give him a lighter?”

      “That’s funny,” he said.

      “You don’t sound like you’re laughing,” I replied, wanting desperately to pull my HDK from my back and shoot him in the face. The weapon was probably too greasy to hold and my enemy was definitely way too fast for me to surprise him.

      “Elise is approaching this intersection,” X-37 said. “Keep him talking.”

      “Where are the rest of your friends?” I asked.

      “Surrounding your friends,” the Archangel said. “The girl will get locked down. The strange one with the sword will need to die.”

      A sense of calm came over me as the man talked. Why? Because he didn’t know my friends. This guy was the best the Union had to offer and was wearing the most badass armor I’d ever seen. It was more than just the look of it. I could tell by how crisp his movements were and how effortlessly he changed positions that the controls were next level stuff.

      Why wouldn’t he think we were beaten?

      The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a pretty damned good question.

      “X, I’m bored with this guy,” I said.

      “As am I, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Go for the throat.”

      Without hesitation, I extended my arm blade as I thrust it toward my target. The Archangel armor was impressive, but there were always the same weak points in humanoid-shaped armor.

      Sure, it looked like the gap between the helmet and the chest plate was covered with an impenetrable weave of alloy, but there had to be a weak spot, even if it was narrower than a human hair.

      My blade took him completely by surprise, slicing under his chin and into his brain. I drove my arm up hard, pushing him backward. After twisting the blade, I ripped it free, spraying blood across the deck and walls.

      Three Archangels entered the hallway, so I tossed a smoke grenade and fled the other direction. The distraction device also sent up a bunch of white-hot chaff to confuse infrared sensors. I didn’t give two shits about how advanced they thought their gear was, I’d caught them napping and was going to make the most of it.

      “Elise, can you read me?” I asked.

      “We do not have access to their comms at this moment,” X-37 said. “I believe she and Path are working their way toward the bridge.”

      “Good,” I said, flicking the blood from my blade and retracting it into its housing as I ran from my pursuers. “What’s the chance you can jack with the Archangel’s LAIs or whatever equivalent tech they have?”

      “The virus I sent through the Union ships hasn’t borne fruit,” X-37 said.

      “Look who just used a nonsensical metaphor,” I said. “Good job, X.”

      “I recommend you increase your speed until you reach the next intersection. There will be a lift that will take you up to the next level,” X-37 said.

      Seeing a better alternative in the ceiling of this hallway, I clicked my HDK Dominator to my gear to free both hands and jumped, grabbing the sides of an open hatch. I wasn’t sure if it had been left open by an overworked repair crew or had been knocked loose by the ongoing ship battles.

      Just as I jumped, the ship lurched downward, making it even easier to reach my objective and scramble through another maintenance area to the deck above us.

      There were times when everything just worked—like the universe actually liked me.

      “Or you could do that,” X-37 said.

      I tossed one of my few grenades behind me and ran toward the next intersection. X-37 had plotted out all of the elevators, which I avoided because I assumed they would have the tightest security and remote control systems.

      On the inside of the elevator shaft, there was a ladder. I climbed it as fast as I could while lifts raced up and down.

      “You are making this a lot harder than it should be,” X-37 commented.

      “Yeah, but I’m making good time and the Archangel jerkoffs haven’t caught me,” I said, not wanting to tell X that my grip was shot and my shoulders were on fire. “Since I’m doing all the hard work, I need you to update your evaluation of the Archangels.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “I will add our recent encounter to my database.”

      Ten minutes later, I left the elevator shaft and found evidence of a hard fight. Blood spattered the walls. I counted three severed hands and half a dozen bodies. Some had died from the clean, arteful cuts of a sword saint, while others had been shot in the neck—a technique I’d been teaching Elise during our training sessions in the slip tunnel.

      “Two things, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You must find a new elevator shaft to reach the bridge. Ship security has placed guards on the one you just left. Secondly, my analysis shows that most of the Archangels must be on the Dark Lance with Vice Admiral Nebs—so don’t get cocky. Your success here means nothing.”

      “It means a little bit,” I countered, then followed a new map on my HUD. We were getting close. Once I had a chat with the captain of this stealth carrier, things would get much easier.

      A massive series of explosions ripped through the Black Wing, tossing me into a wall hard enough to knock the wind out of me and steal a few seconds of consciousness.

      “What the hell was that, X?” I shouted.

      “Shield breach. The Nightmare is now hitting the ship directly,” X-37 said.

      The next explosion sounded closer and I heard metal tearing from the force of major damage.

      “You do have your helmet sealed, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely,” I responded, picking myself up.

      “Good, because the Black Wing is losing atmosphere,” X-37 warned.
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      Alarms filled the ship as crew members scrambled toward escape pods. Others worked frantically to repair damage. Medics and volunteers rushed past me with men and women on makeshift gurneys.

      “All hands, this is your captain.” The strong female voice actually filled me with confidence, even though I was certain she wanted me dead. “Evacuation protocols are underway. Follow orders and do your part, by the numbers. This is not a drill.”

      “Damage reports indicate there have been several hull breaches, including the engine room and fuel transfer levels,” X-37 said. “I hope you weren’t planning to steal this ship.”

      “Think positive, X. She’s a fixer-upper,” I said, pushing my way through a crowd.

      “You there,” said a ship security supervisor. “This is a one-way passage. Stand to one side and await contact. My men will come to you.”

      “Nope,” I said, and took another hallway.

      “You will be discovered if you attempt to board a life pod,” X-37 said.

      A pipe ruptured in the ceiling, spraying chemicals downward. I avoided the unknown hazard by backtracking and taking a hallway through an unexplored part of the ship. “Find Elise and Path. Hack into the ship’s security if you have to.”

      “Please, Reaper Cain. You know I have already done that. Monitoring security comms is the first thing I do during a mission like this one,” X-37 said.

      “Then tell me if they caught her.”

      “They have not, but they have several unflattering names for her and Path,” X-37 informed.

      “Establish comms with Elise and or Path. I know how hard that is right now, but I need you to do it,” I ordered, pausing near the edge of a crowd at a nervous standstill. A sergeant was untangling the bottleneck as quickly as possible. The crew persons of the Black Wing were admirably calm, not happy, but not fighting amongst themselves either.

      “I have attempted this many times,” X-37 said. “It is not easy while on an enemy ship during battle stations.”

      “Keep trying,” I demanded.

      “I will, of course,” X-37 responded.

      Carefully pushing my way through the crowd of Union soldiers and crew persons, I continued to talk to X. “Try harder.”

      “Now you are being childish and, frankly, quite offensive,” X-37 said. “I have made forty-two attempts to hack into their comms since we began that situation.”

      “We were just arguing with an Archangel on their channel,” I said.

      “Yes, Reaper Cain, the man who shot you in the ass initiated that conversation,” X-37 said. “Which makes communication much simpler.”

      “Whatever, X,” I said, then stopped near a hallway that had become a battlefield triage area. “We’re not going to reach the bridge and this ship is already doomed. What is the chance Elise and Path have come to the same decision?”

      “Nearly one hundred percent,” X-37 said. “What she will do about it is the real question. My analysis shows all options essentially equal.”

      “Let’s move toward the nearest docking bay not in use,” I said. “Like the way we came in but less well defended. She’ll try to hail the Jellybird.”

      “What is the basis of your analysis,” X-37 asked.

      “That’s what I would do,” I answered. “There’s no way we’re going to find a shuttle or ship or escape pod to steal while the Union is abandoning ship.”

      “That logic is sketchy,” X-37 argued.

      “I love it when you use big words, X,” I said. A modified map appeared on my HUD with gold stars marking several locations.

      “I’ve marked the last known location of Archangels,” X-37 said.

      “Great. That’s actually pretty damned useful.” I advanced through one hallway after another with my HDK at the low ready position.

      “X-37 for Elise, is that you? You must be close for this comm link to work—it’s the next thing to line of sight and completely unmonitored by ship security.”

      “X! I knew you weren’t dead!” she answered. “We’ve secured a launch bay, landing pad combo where the ships are already gone. Haven’t seen the golden boys for a while.”

      “We’re moving to your position. Is Path with you?” I asked.

      “He is and he believes the Archangels are gone, probably headed to kiss Nebs’s ass,” Elise said. “My words, not his.”

      “I believe they will be compelled to protect the vice admiral,” Path said. “There could also be ass kissing, I guess.”

      Before I could answer, X-37 sounded an alarm in my ear while also sending a haptic vibration through my hand. It was the most forceful warning my LAI could use—that he had never used. Once, in training, he’d scared the hell out of me, but that was it.

      “Reaper Cain, a salvo of rockets has been fired through a gap in the shields at this location. Relocate immediately,” X-37 warned.

      Elise and Path came around the corner at a run, weapons ready and eyes searching for danger.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted, grabbing them each by an arm for emphasis and shoving them toward the exit.

      “What the hell?” Elise shouted. “Are you limping? Did you get shot in the leg?”

      “No comment,” I replied.

      “The aforementioned rockets will strike the ship in three seconds,” X-37 interrupted.

      “Incoming,” I called.

      Explosions tore apart the space behind us, flinging all three of us forward. The overpressure from the resulting explosions flung us down the hallway with deadly force. Fear ripped through my gut. The bulkhead at the end of the hallway looked solid.

      None of us had time to shout or curse. All my senses—natural and augmented—overloaded as I attempted to slow my forward progress by grabbing things and rolling.

      The ship seemed to shake forever, and when I looked back, there was nothing but tangled metal and the void beyond. The ethereal flashes of void weapons—kinetic projectiles with non-atmospheric fluorescent tracers, flaring rocket boosters, and short lived explosions—was beautiful.

      I stared at the chaos for several seconds, stunned and wondering if this wasn’t as good a place to die as any.

      Path’s EVA helmet appeared above me. He was squatting down, both hands on his knees. “Reaper, you are alive, so you must continue.”

      “Fucking-A-right,” I said.

      “That is an interesting mantra. Perhaps I shall adopt it,” he said.

      Elise was on her feet, one hand holding down a door button. “Come on, Reaper!”

      “It’s good to have friends,” I muttered to X-37.

      “They do seem to motivate you,” X-37 agreed.

      We swept through one crooked, damaged hallway after another. Twice we came to areas that were open to the void.

      “X, what is the chance this ship can be salvaged?”  I asked.

      “One hundred percent, with sufficient determination and the proper equipment,” X-37 said. “But only in very small pieces. I am searching for any remaining conveyance that might assist your rather slim chance of surviving this ordeal.”

      “You’re the best, X. I don’t say it enough,” I said.

      Elise and Path laughed, which made me feel pretty good. Path wasn’t big on laughing, but when he did, the sound was like music. Elise had a hundred different laughs, but this one suggested she believed deep down that I was going to get us out of this.

      I loved my friends. It felt so good, I almost sat down and cried.

      “Please continue on the route I have updated in your HUD. The gaps in the course are where pieces of the ship are missing. Please don’t fall into the void. There is no one to recover you,” X-37 advised, even calmer than Path on a good day.

      “Are you going to tell us what’s at the end of this little quest?” I asked.

      “A box of Starbrand cigars with a functioning lighter and a bottle of whiskey. Also a pizza for Elise and tea for Path,” X-37 said.

      “Did you just make a joke, X?” I paused before a section of floor that was missing and revealed the ruined level below us—wires twisting from walls like a creature from mythology.

      “I am merely trying to motivate you,” X-37 said.

      “What is a pizza?” Elise asked.

      “My database says that all teenagers enjoy at least one variation of pizza, a food made from…” X-37 rambled on, trying to calm us as the ship came apart all around us.

      “Let’s jump across this,” Elise suggested.

      “Sounds good. On three,” I said. “One, two, three!”

      Our little trio wobbled across the gap, inconsistent gravity generators making me queasy. When we reached relative safety, we sprinted toward the next objective on my HUD.

      And found the treasure trove X-37 had promised: two pristine micro-fighters and a heavy-duty EVA unit.
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      “How hard can it be?” Elise asked.

      “Spoken like a kid,” I muttered.

      “Says the intergalactic murderer with zero experience parenting,” Elise shot back. “The real question is who takes the EVA thing.”

      “I will pilot the HD EVA,” Path said. “Anything is better than staying here.”

      The deck rippled as he spoke, nearly dislodging all three of us and causing one of the micro-fighters to break free of its mooring.

      “Why are these here instead of latched to the exterior?” I asked.

      “The ship manifest lists them as experimental,” X-37 said.

      “Fucking great,” I grumbled, approaching my new ride.

      Elise and Path climbed into the other micro-fighter and the HD EVA respectively, taking it slow despite the urgency of our situation. One thing we had learned during our misadventures was how not to rush to failure even when the walls were literally falling down around us.

      Godsdamn I was proud of my friends.

      I climbed into the micro-fighter and pulled down the canopy. As soon as it closed, the cockpit powered up and began a pre-flight check. I followed along and manually confirmed everything was ship-shape. The flight computer was snappy and quick, a preview of what it was going to be like to fly this thing.

      “How are you feeling, Elise?” I was pleased at how crisp our ship-to-ship communications sounded.

      “This is going to be fun,” she replied, excitement resonating through her voice.

      I could picture her punching buttons and tugging her safety harness tighter.

      “Path, are you good?” I asked.

      “This unit is sturdy and has a reassuringly large supply of oxygen. I should be able to drift aimlessly in the void for days,” Path said.

      “I guess that is a good thing,” I said. “We will pick you up as soon as possible.”

      “I’ve already contacted the Jellybird and provided this unit’s identification markers,” Path advised.

      Static rippled through our comms as the Nightmare dealt a death blow to the Black Wing. I saw our stolen carrier passing above us, shifting into stealth mode as she left the battle. The sight was stunningly beautiful and ominous.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here and find the Jellybird,” I said.

      “Right behind you,” Elise said.

      Punching the launch button, I braced for neck-snapping acceleration and wasn’t disappointed. Without the safety harness and form fitting pilot seat, a ride in one of these tiny little death dealers would be fatal. The human body could only endure so much.
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      Shooting away from the recent battle with Elise’s micro-fighter beside me felt like pure victory. Once we cleared the debris field, it was hard to get a sense of how fast we were moving, but X-37 reassured me it was fast as a motherfucker—my words, not X’s. My LAI was a gentleman.

      “How are you doing, kid?” I asked.

      “Could you please stop asking me that? It’s annoying. I’m not a kid,” she said. “But since you did ask, I think I was born to fly one of these things. It’s like wearing a second skin. I can’t wait to tell Novasdaughter. Maybe she’ll give me some real lessons.”

      I wasn’t loving the micro-fighter as much as Elise was. The little ship didn’t like my cybernetic arm. Every few minutes, the flight computer sent an error message that required me to manually confirm it was my prosthetic and agree to see a flight engineer to have the ship synced with my arm, eye, and “non-standard pilot-sized physique.”

      “How are you doing?” Elise asked.

      “My ship is telling me I’m a broken-down cyborg that doesn’t fit in the cockpit,” I said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Elise replied, good humor in her voice. “The Jellybird is sending a location marker. I’ll lead the way in.”

      “Works for me,” I said. “Then we can pick up Path.”

      Elise accelerated. I followed slightly to her left as my flight computer suggested. The longer I flew the thing, the more comfortable I became. All I had to do was ignore the warnings and safety alerts. In truth, I’d been doing that all of my life one way or another.

      “Congratulations on surviving the destruction of the Black Wing,” X-37 commended. “If you switch to your aft view screen, you will see her coming apart.”

      I tapped my pinky finger on a control and found myself viewing destruction like I never imagined. Death was commonplace in my line of work; I’d blown things up and ended lives in every way imaginable. But I’d never seen anything like the destruction of a Union warship.

      What caught me off guard was the perspective from our position. I’d thought we were farther away, but the expanding debris cloud was kilometers in diameter now, growing outward like a sun going supernova—the longer I watched, the slower the expansion seemed.

      “You are clear for final approach,” Jelly said a short time later. “Would you like for me to await you on the bridge before starting for Path’s marker?”

      “No, Jelly. Go as soon as Elise and I are docked,” I said. “Do we have comms with him?”

      The micro-fighter was so small, I wasn’t sure what it could or couldn’t do. I played with the controls, trying to get comfortable, attempting to accelerate my learning curve. There was a pretty freaking good chance I was going to get shot down in this thing.

      “We have Path on the tactical commlink,” X-37 said.

      “Cain for Path,” I said. “How copy?”

      “I can hear you, Reaper. Have you been watching the fireworks?” He almost sounded high with awe.

      “Yeah, it’s real nice. All things being equal, I’d rather be sitting on the observation deck of the Jellybird with a Wallach Presidential and a glass of whiskey.”

      “That would be ideal, would it not?” Path said. “I assume you called to reassure me that you are on your way to retrieve me from the void.”

      “Yep. Watch out for Union micro-fighters and random debris from the bombardment,” I said. “And keep in mind we saw a squad of Archangels in EVA mode.”

      A long pause followed.

      “Did we lose connection?” I asked X-37.

      “I’m here, Reaper. It took a moment for me to turn to see the comet. The view is stunning, but I am glad that particular danger is far from here,” Path said.

      “Space is big as shit,” I said, exhaling forcefully and realizing how the idea of Path dying made me feel. “Look after yourself, Path. I need someone to bonk Elise over the head with practice swords.”

      “Of course, Reaper,” he said. “You know where to find me.”

      “Copy that,” I said, then spoke to X-37 privately. “I love that guy, but there is something off with him. Who the hell gets left in the shadow of a disintegrating Union stealth carrier and stays that calm?”

      “He does seem to enjoy his solitude. Jelly has his location locked and will retrieve him after you are safe,” X-37 said. “Prepare to land on the Jellybird, Reaper Cain. We located this ship in a storage bay, but it is designed to latch on to the outside of a ship. There could be a few minor issues when we land.”

      “Just don’t get me killed,” I told him.

      “Follow the telemetry I have projected on the ship’s primary view screen and you—and the ship—should survive the landing,” my LAI instructed.

      “Perfect, X. You’re the best.”

      “I detect neither sincerity nor sarcasm,” X-37 said.

      “You pick.” I laughed.

      “Lucky me.”
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      There were hard decisions to be made once we were all aboard the Jellybird.

      “That had to prove I’m right,” I argued.

      X-37 responded calmly, which was annoying as hell. “On the contrary, it was a demonstration of what will happen if you go up against the Archangels before my plan has been properly set in motion.”

      “I hate arguing with you, X,” I muttered.

      “It is good that we disagree,” X-37 said. “Our discussions improve our chances for survivability by several percentage points. If I did not raise counter arguments to your far too human decision-making process, I would be less than useless as your LAI.”

      “Yeah, sure. Having a limited AI yammering in my head is a sweet-ass solution to all my problems,” I griped. “Jelly, give me an update on the Nightmare versus Black Wing damage.”

      “I have made contact with Novasdaughter and Henshaw. It seems the Nightmare has sustained so much damage that Necron agreed to a temporary truce while they work on repairs. Eighty-nine percent of the original crew have agreed to put aside past allegiances to put the ship back in order—and not die,” Jelly said.

      “Let me guess, the remaining eleven percent are the officers?” I asked.

      “A very small percentage of UFS Nightmare officers have switched sides, at least for now,” Jelly said.

      “Why can’t those assholes see what kind of a maniac Nebs is?” Elise wondered aloud.

      Tom shrugged. “Union propaganda runs deep. And they are probably afraid of him.”

      “What’s wrong, Tom?” I asked.

      He lowered his eyes to the ground and shook his head. “I feel like I should be on the Nightmare helping with repairs.”

      “The Nightmare is beyond our shuttle range at the moment,” Jelly replied.

      “I know, Jelly,” Tom said. “Thanks for checking.”

      “May I make an observation?” X-37 asked.

      “Go ahead, X,” I said.

      “None of you have slept for over twenty-four hours. This level of sleep deprivation is not sustainable,” he replied.

      “I’m not tired,” Elise said.

      “That’s because you’re a kid and kids don’t get tired,” I said, expecting a profanity-dense response.

      “And now you’re a jerk again,” she said. “Does the Reaper need a nap?”

      I hesitated, then relented. “Yeah, he does. Tom, you have the conn. Everyone sleeps in shifts while X-37 admits my plan to storm the Dark Lance is our only option.”

      “Agreed,” X-37 said. “Once I am certain we have dealt with Necron and drawn the Archangels into my trap.”

      “Your trap is lame, X,” I said.

      “On the contrary, it is perfect,” X-37 said. “My analysis of the Archangels is that each of them is an extraordinarily proficient fighter, probably chosen personally by Vice Admiral Nebs. But therein lies their weakness.”

      I frowned. “I don’t follow.”

      “They lack the imagination to question him, and will be easier to fool as a result,” X-37 said.

      “Bullshit, X. You’re making too many assumptions about living, breathing, high level Union operators,” I argued.

      “On the contrary,” X-37 said. “I am making only one assumption. The Archangels will listen to the LAIs native to their Archangel armor. Once I’ve hacked in, I will send them on a wild chase.”

      I grinned. “That sounds like a good plan, X. Almost like I came up with it myself.”
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      I knew something was wrong the moment I woke up. With the lights off, I slipped out of bed and moved, scanning the small cabin with my cybernetic eye. X-37 didn’t bother to tell me this was paranoid. We were on the same page.

      A Reaper could never be too careful.

      “You biometrics are optimal but slightly elevated,” X-37 advised. “You slept for four hours.”

      “Really?” I asked. “Doesn’t feel like it. I didn’t dream.”

      “It is more likely that you do not remember your dreams because you didn’t regain consciousness during REM state,” X-37 said. “I took the liberty of checking all ship security cameras the moment your heart rate suggested you were worried about something unseen.”

      “Nice one, X.” I dressed and geared up quickly. “Did you find anything?”

      “Brion Rejon is attempting to steal one of the recently acquired shuttles,” X-37 said.

      “Any theories on what he thinks he’s doing?” I headed out the door, already following an icon X-37 had placed in my HUD.

      “Jelly says he has logged several requests to leave the ship,” X-37 explained. “He wishes to go to the planet, an action Jelly and I both find suspicious.”

      “Yeah, me too. That place is a wasteland,” I said. “He claims there are ships dry-docked on the surface and underground shelters, but I saw what the planet looks like. Anyone living there has got to be completely mental. How many times can they fire that weapon before their little bunkers become death traps?”

      “Unknown,” X-37 said. “Insufficient data.”

      I headed for the bridge, thoughts clear, body rested and a firm conviction in my mind. Nebs was the problem.

      It was time to solve the problem.

      “Have you been able to take control of the Archangel LAIs?” I asked.

      “The last contact we had with Union ships allowed me to establish a proxy persona within the server they share,” X-37 said. “Not to brag, but that has never been done before.”

      “Nice. How’d you manage that?” I asked.

      “I am the template for the Archangel LAI network,” X-37 said.

      “Congrats, X. You’re a daddy, or maybe a grandpa,” I said.

      “Insincerity detected,” X-37 said.

      “Oh no, X, I mean it. You’ve been immortalized by the Union,” I said. “Now let’s use that to kill these asshats.”

      “I said I have established a presence in their network. That is not the same thing as taking control,” X-37 said.

      “If you take control, then we win automatically.” I said.

      “I intend to summon them to the Archangel armory for an emergency refit, then lock them inside while convincing them you surrendered and they can stand down from their mission,” X-37 said.

      I snorted in disbelief. “They’re never going to believe that. I’m not a quitter.”

      “You do have a reputation of being stubborn,” X-37 agreed.

      “I’m determined, there is a difference,” I insisted. “Sometimes, X, you try to hurt my feelings on purpose.”

      “That is your problem, not mine. I am not responsible for your feelings,” X-37 said. “Only your wellbeing.”

      Unwilling to continue the argument, I entered the bridge and relieved Tom.

      “Get some sleep. You have earned it,” I said.

      “Thanks, Hal. I was starting to hallucinate I’m so tired,” Tom said.

      Elise arrived a moment later, logging in to her workstation without a word. I watched her for a bit.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” I said.

      “I contacted Novasdaughter,” she said, ignoring my greeting. “The Nightmare nearly went completely offline, but she has it under control. She says not to expect help against the Dark Lance. Her crew is trading with scavengers for parts. I’m not certain, but she sounds disgusted at the out of date parts she has been forced to use.”

      “Okay,” I said. “That just reinforces my argument. We need to take this fight to Nebs, right to him, like me throat punching him.”

      “I recommend you utilize your arm blade rather than punch him,” X-37 said, his tone reasonable and business-like.

      “Right. Blade to the throat. Why didn’t I think of that,” I said. “Or maybe I just shoot him.”

      “You could push him out an airlock,” Elise suggested.

      “Or shoot him into the void as was done previously,” Jelly said.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah—those are all fantastic suggestions. I’ll know what to do when the time comes. All I need is to get close enough to do what a Reaper does.”

      That shut everyone up.

      “Contact with the vice admiral is premature, Reaper Cain,” X-37 insisted.

      “There will never be a perfect time,” I said. “Jelly, set a course for the UFS Dark Lance and give me an update on her status.”

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly said.
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      “The UFS Dark Lance has made significant repairs and no longer seems to be disabled.” Jelly updated me as frequently as possible, which I appreciated.

      “Where the hell is Rejon?” Elise asked. “He should be here telling us how long his people’s super weapon will affect Nebs’ ship.”

      “He escaped in a shuttle and headed for the planet,” I said. “As their leader, he acts like he’s obligated to go down there and die with them. Weird, I know.”

      “What?” Elise looked alarmed.

      “Shit happens,” I said. “It was a matter of time before he bolted. I know the type. Jelly, have we been detected?”

      “Not at this time, Captain,” Jelly said.

      “You just let him leave.” Elise stared at me like I was an irresponsible asshole. “He claimed to be their leader. That doesn’t mean he is their leader.”

      “He wasn’t our prisoner,” I told her. “Is that what you want, to start treating everyone we meet as enemies or prisoners?”

      “Most of them are,” she shot back.

      “Statistically, she is correct,” X-37 said.

      “Screw statistics,” I said, then listed all of the people who had joined us since Dreadmax: Tom, Path, Henshaw, Locke and his people…”

      “We get it,” Elise said. “I just thought you would be on top of this type of thing. Rejon has information we need, and for all we know, he’s warming up that ship stunner to use on us.”

      “That is a possibility,” X-37 admitted. “Shall I make a note of your oversight, Reaper Cain?”

      “No,” I said. “I mean, it wasn’t an oversight. Let’s just move forward. Nebs is the enemy, remember. Jelly, what else can you tell us?”

      There was one person on the bridge I wasn’t used to—Bug. He sat at a terminal, watching everyone and everything with silent intensity. I was tempted to bring him into the conversation, but something warned me to leave him be. He talked tough, ran his mouth like a street thug when confronted, but it was clear he was way outside of his comfort zone. The boy had grown up in a surveillance tower with little or no parenting.

      “X, keep an eye on Bug,” I said quietly.

      “Of course, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “He has been playing with all surveillance systems accessible from the bridge without questions, comments, or opinions. The only other thing he has done since boarding the Jellybird is search the galley for cheese crackers.”

      “Okay, good. Give me the lowdown on what Nebs has left,” I said.

      “There are several active patrols of micro-fighters. Many of the craft that were orphaned when we took the Nightmare and after the destruction of the Black Wing have been recovered by the Dark Lance. There isn’t room for all of them to land onto the surface of the carrier, so they are maintaining constant patrols with well-coordinated refueling operations. I assume their pilots eventually get to sleep,” Jelly said.

      “Novasdaughter told me that it isn’t uncommon for pilots to be ordered to sleep in their micro-fighters,” Elise said. “She said it can be relaxing.”

      I pulled a face. “No thanks. The micro-fighter I flew was about as comfortable as handcuffs and leg restraints after getting beat down by angry prison guards.”

      “Uh, okay,” Elise said. “No one but you has had that unfortunate experience. My point is, I can believe they are keeping those tiny fighters on patrol for days at a time.”

      “Jelly, take us past their patrols,” I said. “Give me your best Union evasion tricks. The sooner I get to Nebs, the better chance we all have for survival.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Jelly said, then altered course to weave closer to Nebs’s new flagship.

      “How many times have you lectured me about rushing to failure?” X-37 asked privately.

      I put a hand on my forehead and massaged my temples, a behavior I sometimes adopted to cue my friends I was having a private discussion with my LAI.

      “I don’t lecture, X. I just point out your mistakes,” I said.

      “Would you like an accounting of how many times I was wrong versus how many times you were wrong?” X-37 asked.

      “No.” Why would I need that kind of abuse? Being a Reaper didn’t pay enough for this kind of harassment. “Let’s call it even.”

      “My records indicate that we are nowhere near even,” X-37 said.

      “Hey, Jelly, can I get an update on our position?” I asked, even though I knew exactly where we were and how far we needed to go.

      “Certainly, Captain,” Jelly said. “I was just about to recommend battle stations and advise you of enemies approaching.”

      “Can they see us?” I had my fingers crossed.

      “Not exactly,” Jelly clarified. “Nebs’s fighters have refined a method for searching a three-dimensional grid. One of the squadrons will have us boxed in, after a fashion, even if they don’t know they’ve caught us.

      I prepared to take the controls again. Sweat ran down my back and made my palms soft with perspiration. This was going to get ugly. All the people I considered friends were probably going to die and it would be my fault.

      For several seconds, I considered reversing my decision. It didn’t take long to understand there really wasn’t any place to go. I couldn’t see a solution to our problems that didn’t involve eliminating Nebs. The only way that would work was if I did it.

      Face to face. With my arm blade. Or whatever was lying around that might provide sufficient trauma to end his life.

      An alarm sounded.

      “We’ve been detected,” Jelly warned.

      “Call Tom back to the deck. Locke, get your people ready to repel boarders… or maybe abandon ship. Elise, you’re on weapons with Tom when he gets here.”

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly responded.

      Elise didn’t bother responding. She merely flipped over her control station, activated weapons, and started shooting the first micro-fighters to arrive. “This won’t be enough. There are too many of them.”

      “When Tom gets here, tell him to take over then get back in that micro-fighter you love so much,” I ordered.

      “Hell yeah.” Her face lit up at the prospect.

      I wanted to share her enthusiasm but understood what our odds were against trained Union pilots. If they were half as good as Amii Novasdaughter, we would have problems.

      “Reaper Cain, I have begun analyzing the capabilities of the experimental micro-fighters you and Elise will be flying,” X-37 said as I ran to the landing bay.

      The Union fighters were meant to be launched from the exterior of a stealth carrier with small explosive charges. Nudging them out of the Jellybird’s hold wasn’t going to have the same effect and I was convinced it would put us at a disadvantage. I told X my thoughts.

      “Then why do it, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Because I’m using every resource to win,” I said. “More guns in the fight.”

      “Even if you die, Reaper Cain?”

      I hesitated, knowing this involved my LAI in a way we’d never discussed. When I died, X died. Would he try to stop me from diving into a truly hopeless situation?

      “No one gets a guarantee. People die. There’s no reason I have more right to live than anyone else in this battle.” I climbed into the micro-fighter.

      “Who has a right to live and who doesn’t is irrelevant,” X-37 said.

      “I don’t disagree with you.” I flipped switches and checked the power displays one after another. “I’m just saying anything could happen and I don’t have time to worry about it.”

      “Ah, gallows courage,” X-37 said.

      I shook my head. “I plan on surviving. I also know that thinking too much about dying gets people killed.”.

      The engines whined. Lights flashed, indicating the weapons of the experimental micro-fighter were ready.

      “So does being reckless and making poor decisions,” X-37 continued.

      “X, can you tell me why no one bothered to take one of these fighters during the ship evacuation?” I asked.

      “There are two reasons I was able to find while snooping through the Black Wing’s systems,” X-37 replied. “One: access to the area was restricted. No one could have entered the area until well after the ship was coming apart.”

      “And the second reason?” The ship was ready, so I tapped a thruster and slid free of the Jellybird, unable to see where Elise had gone.

      “Several of the test pilots died from the raw acceleration of this vessel. I recommend you pretend like it doesn’t have the third thruster switch. It will only get you in trouble,” X-37 cautioned.

      “Or dead,” I added.

      “Or that,” X-37 said. “I was attempting to be polite.”

      “A little help would be nice, Reaper,” Elise broke in, slightly out of breath. Probably because she was grunting the words through clenched teeth while making a hard corner. “Yeeeeeeeeeee!”

      “Elise has put her micro-fighter into a quintuple spin and roll out,” X-37 observed.

      “Yeah, I saw that,” I muttered. “Hey, kid, take it easy on the acceleration or you’re going to crush your insides.”

      A swarm of Union micro-fighters raced after her. I nudged my little death ship into their wake and opened fire, destroying two and damaging two others before they had time to react.

      “This isn’t so hard,” I said. “Elise, don’t use the third thruster switch. It will turn your brain to mush.”

      “Like yours.” She laughed. “Thanks for the save, wingman.”

      “Not your wingman,” I said.

      “Are.”

      “Am not.”

      “You’re totally my wingman,” she said. “Watch your six.”

      “Damn!” I jammed the controls as hard as I could to one side, trying to remember everything I could about my Reaper flight training. It had been extensive but it never intended to prepare me for a fight against the best the Union had to offer.

      “You will pass out in nine seconds,” X-37 said.

      “If I had a credit for every… time… I heard that”—I pulled out of my evasive maneuvers, secretly hoping Elise had killed the jackwagons after me—“I could retire.”

      “That is a completely irrelevant goal in your situation,” X-37 said. “Now could you flip this ship over and shoot at your pursuers?”

      I did as X suggested, banging my head, even though I was wearing a helmet and the helmet was tethered to the flight seat. When I opened fire, my vision was blurry from rapid changes in my blood pressure despite my pressurized flight suit. Or maybe it was from being hit on the head. Or going into nicotine withdrawal. Or what the fuck ever.

      The main thing was that I wasn’t the kid’s wingman. We couldn’t even see each other, much less fly in formation. This was less of a dog fight and more of a violent space brawl at speeds I could barely comprehend.

      Small, deadly projectiles streamed from my guns, slicing one ship to pieces. I veered away and was pursued by two ships this time.

      “X, I know this thing has freakishly dangerous acceleration, but is there another reason it is experimental—something that might have gotten some of those test pilots killed?” I asked.

      “Why do you ask, Reaper Cain? Is it that flashing button you’re dying to push?” X-37 asked.

      I swerved right, then left, then went straight down before leveling out to check for pursuers. The ship demanded I acknowledge an error caused by my cybernetics, which I handled without thinking, then answered X. “Yeah, X. I really want to push it.”

      “That particular button illuminates when the plasma burst is ready,” X-37 said.

      “There’s no way a ship this small has an energy weapon like that,” I said, firing the standard guns and missing.

      Elise and two pursuers streaked in front of me.

      “Not your wingman!” I shouted.

      “It is unlikely her comms picked up that rather spontaneous transmission,” X-37 pointed out—like I cared.

      Elsewhere, the Jellybird was taking a beating from small ships and the UFS Dark Lance. We needed to finish this fight now.

      “Tell me what I need to know about the alleged plasma weapon,” I said, assuming it was something that had the appearance of a plasma device but was really just a hyped-up battery with one or two charges.

      “I am only reading the manual,” X-37 said, “for the one hundred and thirty-fifth time. Benefits of being an advanced cluster of algorithms. There is some fine print indicating the plasma gun, or PG as they call it, has a limited number of charges. Suspicious.”

      “That’s kind of what I thought,” I said, then aimed and jammed my finger on the button.

      Light burned all around me. I couldn’t tell if the weapon worked or if it had fired in the direction I had the ship pointed. Heat warnings flashed on every system I could monitor from inside the cockpit. Alarms blurred in my helmet. It sounded like someone was laughing at me.

      Only extreme force of will kept me from passing out or pissing my pants.

      “Good work, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You badly singed one enemy micro-fighter.”

      “That’s all!”

      “You are also the first to survive using the weapon in combat conditions. All of the others panicked and ejected,” X-37 said.

      “I didn’t know that was an option!” X didn’t seem to be listening, so I added a few of my favorite swear words.

      “Other micro-fighters are avoiding you,” X-37 said. “I recommend making a run at the Dark Lance and using the weapon one more time.”

      Thoughts of dubiously experimental weapons and our recent conversation about dying filled the moments it took me to change course. “Check on the Jellybird.”

      X-37 utilized the micro-fighter’s systems to communicate with Jelly. “X-37 for the Jellybird, what is your status?”

      “Taking heavy damage.” Tom’s voice was strained and he didn’t offer elaboration.

      “I’m making a run at the Dark Lance,” I told him and thought about how far short my plan had fallen. My intent was to board the flagship, slip past the guards, maybe fight the Archangels, and eliminate the vice admiral.

      I’d been worried about the Archangels but never even reached them.

      “It’s been nice knowing you, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Nice timing, X. That was your best lame-ass attempt at a joke yet,” I said, noticing that Elise had fallen in formation slightly behind and to my left.

      “It is nice of you to say so, Reaper Cain.”

      Elise interrupted. “I’m not your wingman.”

      “Sure, kid,” I said. Just keep those bastards off me while I make this run.”

      “I have the same weapon,” she said. “After you fire, peel off, and I’ll take a shot.”

      “No way,” I said.

      “Why not?” She sounded pissed.

      “Because it about fried me when I tried it and I nearly ejected, which is how most of the test pilots died, according to X,” I said, paraphrasing a bit.

      “I’m taking a shot and you can’t stop me,” she said, all attitude.

      “I can give you a really dirty look when this is over,” I said.

      “X-37 is way funnier than you.”

      “That hurts, kid,” I said then dove through the streams of point defense guns, rockets, and hastily deployed mines.

      Elise held formation.

      “Talk to me about a target, X,” I said.

      “My recommendation is the communication antennas on the prow of the ship,” X-37 said. “They are the only piece of critical infrastructure that is even remotely vulnerable.”

      “Hey, I’m about to fire a super weapon,” I said.

      “It will have little effect against a ship this size,” X-37 said. “However, your efforts have drawn the Union micro-fighters away from the Jellybird, allowing her to escape.”

      “Sweet,” I said. “That’s all I wanted anyway—other than to board the Dark Lance and eliminate Nebs once and for all.”

      “If you survive this attack run, I will do everything in my power to assist you with that goal,” X-37 promised.
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      Pushing the micro-fighter to the extreme edge of what I could endure, I rolled about five hundred times, dropped within inches of the deck, and weaved around the point defense currents that were too slow to hit me. Thoughts of walking on the similar surface of the Nightmare and losing Gunner flashed for about one second in my mind.

      I jerked the ship sideways to avoid a communications antenna I hadn’t expected.

      “Watch it,” Elise bellowed. “Maybe I should take the lead before you get us both killed.”

      She sounded out of breath and less enthusiastic than when we began the run.

      A cloud of flares erupted from the surface of the UFS Dark Lance, blinding me and sending my sensors into disarray. Elise screamed. X-37 rattled off advice.

      I held my course and prayed I didn’t smash into something or get blown out of the void.

      “Are you listening, Reaper Cain?” X-37 said much louder than normal. “There is a full squadron of micro-fighters behind you that are closing fast.”

      Something bumped the short wing of my fighter.

      “Can you stop running into me, Reaper?” Elise snapped. “This is like playing video games with a kid.”

      “I suggest you flip the ship again and fire at your pursuers,” X-37 said.

      “No, X, that’s a bad idea. They have to be at least as blind as we are,” I said. A heartbeat later, my theory proved true as we emerged from the storm of chaff flares. I saw something that looked like the communication antenna, but it was too far away.

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

      “I’m looking for the signal relay for this ship’s AI,” I said quickly. Time was running out. I saw the squad of micro-fighters racing up behind us on the tactical display.

      Three possible locations popped up on my HUD, overlaying with the micro-fighter’s screens to show me where the AI’s signal relay might be located.

      I picked one and was rewarded with a determined attempt to shoot me down.

      “Firing the… whatever weapon,” I shouted. White-hot energy danced all around my little ship.

      Elise fired a second later and I saw what my attack must have looked like. The experimental limited-use weapon didn’t have enough mass to focus the beam. Most of it went forward, but there was a lot of backwash around the exterior of her fighter. The result was a lance of white death shooting forward and a bulbous trail dragging behind the ship like a man-made comet of pure fire.

      “Path should be here to see this,” I said.

      “He would appreciate the beauty of it,” X-37 concurred.

      “Split up, Elise. Let’s try to rally behind our pursuers,” I said.

      “Copy,” Elise replied.

      The Union pilots came at us like a squad of Reapers on a purge mission. Kinetic projectiles peppered my underpowered shields, piercing my wings. I watched in horror as one twisted from hundreds of impacts. If there had been atmosphere, it would have torn free immediately.

      “Hey, X. How does the pilot ejection option work?” I grunted as I fought a hard turn. The really crappy thing about fighting in space was that there was no gravity, until you created the effect with impossibly hard turns, ridiculous acceleration, and sudden decelerations.

      “The ship will basically come apart all around you leaving only the cockpit and oxygen tanks for seventy-two hours—if you don’t talk too much or panic,” X-37 informed me.

      “That’s what the manual says?” I asked, firing at one of my fast moving enemies.

      “Yes, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “If you choose that option, there is a good chance they won’t be able to see more than a recovery beacon. They are moving fast and should be approaching the limits of their fuel supply, as are you and Elise.”

      “I hate flying,” I muttered.

      “Your feelings are irrelevant, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You must eject now.”

      Sometimes X-37 was right. I located the necessary button and punched it. The micro-fighter peeled away from me, exploding in all directions as the life pod / cockpit tumbled through the void.

      “Are you well, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Fantastic,” I said. “Check on Elise. Can you stop me from puking?”

      “Vomit will recycle or be vented from your helmet.”

      “You are in rare form today, X. Stop messing around and help a Reaper out,” I said.

      “Your stomach should feel better in eleven seconds,” X-37 said. “You may also feel a bit sleepy as your hormonal secretions balance out.”

      “Great, thanks. I feel better already,” I said as everything went dark.
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      When I came to, there was a giant looming over me with a star field behind him.

      “Breathe in calm, exhale fear,” Path said.

      The heavy-duty extravehicular activity suit was armored more than I remembered. Several tools rested around the waist area and on his back. The sword saint looked ready to repair about anything, which made me think the HD EVA was better suited for Tom, our resident fix-it guy.

      “Thanks, Path. Good to see you,” I said. “Are we going to die?”

      “Not at this precise moment. The Union fighters have been recalled to the Dark Lance. The Jellybird is behind us in stealth mode. You should be able to see it,” Path said.

      “What the hell, I can see it,” I said.

      “Stealth mode is mostly a sensor game. It is possible for the naked eye to see it if the lighting is correct. The scavenger planet is currently reflecting enough light from this system’s star to throw a silhouette our direction,” Path said. “I’m attaching a tow cable to your life pod so I can search for Elise and bring you both into the Jellybird.”

      “Sounds like a great idea,” I said, feeling as exhausted as I had for years.

      Path pulled me around until we found Elise unconscious in the ejected cockpit of her micro-fighter. The module didn’t look much smaller than the original craft.

      “How are her vitals, X?”

      “She’s doing well. Would you like me to wake her?” X-37 asked.

      “Let’s wait until we’re on the Jellybird,” I decided. “Path, take us home.”

      “As you wish, Reaper,” Path replied.

      The trip was a lot longer than I would have liked. Every minute felt like ten. Path encouraged me to relax and rest, maybe even take a nap, but I couldn’t shut down my brain. The enforced sleep after my fighter was destroyed had ruined any chance of me closing my eyes now.

      “We picked up a kid named Bug,” I said. “I told Elise she has to train him on sensors.”

      “Would you like me also to train him?” Path asked.

      “You read my mind,” I said.

      We continued in silence and arrived in the relative safety of the Jellybird’s landing bay.

      “It is good to have you back, Captain,” Jelly said. “Are you done with flying toys?”

      “Now that you mention it, yeah. Those things are a good way to get killed,” I answered.

      “So much for the flight of the Reaper,” Elise said, her voice still deep from sleep. “Could have been an action holo, except that the Reaper was definitely a secondary character—the wingman of the real star.”

      “Forget about it, kid,” I said. “I was never your wingman.”

      “You should have been,” she murmured.

      “We’re on the way to the bridge, Jelly. What’s the status of the Dark Lance?” I asked.

      “She is most likely deploying a wave of micro-fighters after downtime for maintenance,” Jelly said. “She is also scanning for us like we owe her a million credits.”

      “Can we hide?” I still felt my exhaustion from the ordeal. Hunger was rearing its ugly head as well.

      “There are a few options now that the scavenger settlements are stabilizing after the bombardment. I have charted the trajectory of most of the debris that is large enough to cause us damage,” Jelly said.

      “Pick what you think is best and let’s get out of sight,” I said.

      “Right away, Captain,” Jelly responded.

      I spent half an hour in my cabin, smoking a cigar and sipping whiskey as I put myself back together. I’d forgotten about a lighter I stashed some time ago and dug it out from under my bunk to nurse the cigar to life. The temptation to hit the rack and sleep for five days was strong, but I’d resisted the feeling many times.

      By the time I arrived at the bridge, Elise was steering us into the hull of a derelict ship larger than anything I’d ever seen. We flew over the surface for what felt like an hour, then dipped through a tear in the exterior.

      Elise piloted smoothly.

      “You think you’re a hotshot pilot now, better than Jelly for this sort of thing?” I asked.

      “Don’t be a jerk, Reaper,” she said, keeping her concentration on what she was doing.

      “Why is she piloting, X?” I asked in a low voice.

      “I can still hear you, Reaper,” Elise mumbled.

      “Your hearing is freakish,” I returned, annoyed with myself for forgetting who I was dealing with,

      “Says the freak,” Elise shot back.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Can someone answer my question?”

      “Jelly, Tom, and Bug are working on repairs,” X-37 explained.

      “Now? While we are flying into an unstable hulk of a ship with a design that none of us have ever seen?” I watched each section of the vessel as we passed.

      “Locke has awoken from a well-deserved sleep,” X-37 said. “Med bay reports suggest he has a fractured fibula and a sprained ankle.”

      “Ouch. Can he fight if we need him?” I asked.

      “My analysis of his injuries and character traits suggests that he will fight if needed,” X-37 confirmed. “It is unlikely he will mention the injury. Properly fitting armor will allow him to continue longer than he should.”

      “Cain for Locke, how are you doing?” I asked.

      “Locke for Cain, I’m a little banged up. Do you need me on the bridge or can I debrief Horvath and Decker on the last twenty-four hours?” he asked. “They performed well, but I want to tweak a few procedural things.”

      “I just have one question,” I said. “We’re flying into the hulk of an old ship. Can you pull up the view on a terminal and tell me if it looks familiar.”

      A few moments passed.

      “This was an Alon ship,” Locke answered simply.

      “Tell me more, Locke. Your president mentioned the Alon and I know they are enemies of your people,” I said.

      “They control a system near our own. It is the only slip tunnel either of our people dare to use. We’ve been fighting them for hundreds of years,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Good question.” He sounded too tired to explain the military history of his people over a commlink. “They want what is ours. It’s a blood feud.”

      “This is a huge ship,” I remarked.

      “We have been steadily losing the war for generations. Their system has greater resources and their population grows without slowing,” he said.

      “All right, thanks. Debrief your people. Let me know what you need,” I said. “Speaking of tactical debriefings, did we do anything to the Dark Lance?”

      “The flagship is floundering,” X-37 said. “I cannot determine if that is a result of your micro-fighter attack or other damage sustained since entering this system.”

      I nodded. “This place is hard on ships.”

      “Agreed. The only ship to escape damage has been the Lady Faith because she is still parked inside the Nightmare.”

      “Put Novasdaughter or Henshaw on the line,” I said.

      “Right away, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I reviewed ship logs and searched the debris fields for signs of the scavengers, but they had disappeared. The planet looked as dead as ever, forcing me to wonder if Rejon had made it there in the stolen shuttle.

      “Novasdaughter for Cain, do you read me?” The Union micro-fighter turned stealth carrier executive officer asked.

      “I’m here. Can you move closer to the Dark Lance?” I asked. “It’s about time for an epic showdown.”

      “Our previous attempts have fallen short,” X-37 added.

      “Thanks, X. Not really necessary, but thanks,” I said.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Novasdaughter said. “The Nightmare is beat to hell and Necron blames me.”

      “Ship AIs, you can’t live with them, can’t live without them,” I said.

      “Very true, Reaper,” Novasdaughter said. “There is another problem.”

      “Great, I love new problems,” I said.

      “I don’t think we can sneak up on the Dark Lance,” she advised. “Nebs is a control freak. His personal LAIs maintain keys to every ship in his carrier group. Henshaw has been modulating our stealth protocols, but this has limits. If we can sneak up on the Dark Lance, and that’s a big if, we will only be able to do it once.”

      “Work on it,” I said. “Keep me informed. And get some rest.”

      “I will when I can,” Novasdaughter said.

      “Captain,” Jelly said.

      “What’s up, Jelly?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t more bad news.

      “Our repairs are as complete as I can make them without proper facilities and several weeks of time,” Jelly said. “But that is not what is up.”

      “You’re killing me, Jelly. Spit it out,” I said.

      “I have no desire to kill you, Captain.” Jelly sounded somewhat put out. “I scanned the hulk we are hiding within and discovered something important. During my scans of scavenger vessels we have encountered, and their logs, I learned a great deal about the ship immobilization cannons, or SIC, as they call them.”

      “Did you find one in here?” I asked.

      “No, Captain. I learned why they are restricted to the planet. The SIC is actually five separate components that direct their energies into a cone that is refocused then aimed at the intended target. It is a tight beam EMP, otherwise known as an electromagnetic pulse,” Jelly explained.

      “EMPs don’t work. Every ship in the Union has shields and backup for that type of attack,” I said.

      “The scavenger version modulates. I haven’t found anything in the Union that is prepared for this type of immobilization device. It will not take them long to develop a counter measure, but for now, it is a very powerful tool we should have in our arsenal,” Jelly said.

      “What does this have to do with our hiding place?”

      “I have located critical components that the scavengers need to operate the SIC units in space,” Jelly reported.

      “This is an Alon hulk,” I said. “There shouldn’t be scavenger tech here.”

      “Think about it, Captain. This vessel was obviously attacked by the scavengers—probably when they had an actual fleet to go with their SIC devices,” Jelly said.

      “And after they stormed this monstrosity, they tried to use it or take it apart and left something here,” I said.

      “The components are small networking computers with very specific transmission frequencies and shielding against their own EMP function. If we could deliver them to Rejon’s people, the ships could operate in the void and be much more effective against the Union,” Jelly said.

      “How is that different from what they are doing on the surface of that planet?” I asked.

      X-37 jumped into the conversation. “The SIC is disabling their own ships every time they fire. If they tried that in the void, they would be vulnerable to counter attack or even suffer a catastrophic cascade of failed ship systems.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah, I guess that would suck.”

      “You have a way with understatement, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Shall we recover the components and deliver them to Rejon’s people?” Jelly asked. “I believe Horvath and Carrie Decker can handle it.”

      “Do we have time for this?” I didn’t know if I liked the idea.

      “I’ll cancel all of your appointments,” X-37 offered.

      “What has gotten into you, X?” I asked. “Never mind. I’m just wrapping my head around this development. Is it worth the risk? What’s in it for us?”

      “The scavengers would be more likely to help us fight the Union if we could help them realize the dream of their entire people,” X-37 reasoned.

      “You’re making a lot of assumptions,” I said.

      “I have more data than you do,” X-37 said. “My guesses are better.”

      “Why don’t you share some of that data you gathered from wherever?” I instructed.

      “Human intel is up to you,” X-37 said. “For example, you discussed the origin of this hulk with CSL Locke. I probe any electronic storage device we encounter, including the black boxes of long dead ships.”

      “Ghost ships,” I volunteered.

      “If that is what you wish to call them, I cannot stop you,” X-37 said. “Most of the older ships have records of something called NetCom, which allows fleet ships to work together and mitigate system crashes. As a rule, that type of thing should be avoided in the void, especially if interstellar travel is a goal,” X-37 said.

      “That is truly fascinating, X,” I said. “Can you tell me who built these things? Don’t tell me the scavengers have the technology and shipyards to construct something like this.”

      “The people who built the oldest of the wrecked ships in the area are called U19ZR00-EXPLOR-4567-399-299-001,” X-37 said.

      “Do you want me to explain how useless that is to me?” I asked.

      “Will you grace the conversation with a large selection of profane words and other colorful metaphors?” X-37 retorted

      “Yeah.” I pulled up the location of Locke, Horvath, and Carrie Decker just to see if they were available for an away mission. Locke wasn’t my first choice—his injuries would slow him down, even if he refused to quit.

      “Then I will pass, Reaper Cain. What is your decision?” X-37 asked.

      “I’ll go with them,” I decided.

      “I predicted you would say that,” my LAI replied in a knowing tone. “They have been alerted to your intention.”
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        * * *

      

      As spacewalks went, I was feeling good. The only light inside the guts of the old ship came from our EVA units. Horvath followed on my right, Carrie on my left. Locke and Path stayed back as a rescue team if things went wrong.

      “Moving to the objective,” I announced.

      “Understood,” Horvath answered.

      “Are you going to be able to handle this?” I asked.

      “I have a lot on my mind. No one promised joining Locke’s team would be easy, but I never expected to do it without Gunner,” Horvath said.

      “He was a good guy,” Carrie told him. “Solid performer.”

      We moved in silence, shadows on top of shadows shifting as we used our EVA lights to search.

      “The next room is a vault. Access is controlled by a combination keypad,” X-37 advised.

      “Is it too much to ask for you to have the code?”

      “It is, Reaper Cain. My apologies,” he replied.

      Extending my arm blade, I studied the frame of the door.

      Elise joined the conversation from the bridge of the Jellybird. “Why don’t you use your override wires?”

      Horvath and Carrie looked at me.

      “I don’t know what kind of tech they have here. That could be dangerous at worst or a waste of time at best,” I said.

      “Override wires?” Carrie Decker asked.

      I retracted my blade and showed her the fine, hair-like wires I could extend from the palm of my cybernetic left hand. They twisted and turned but were barely visible.

      “That is disturbing,” Carrie said.

      “Try it,” Horvath said.

      “Why the hell not. But don’t be surprised when my neural network gets fried by ancient technology none of us understands,” I said, then put my palm to the edge of the locking mechanism.

      “Proceed with caution, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said advised.
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      “Hal, get up,” a female voice said. “I want to go for a run before school.”

      “What?” I rolled into a sitting position. My sister, Hannah, stood over me, shoving running shoes at me.

      “I want to run before school. You know how hard it is to get into the Union military. It’s important for me to be as fast as I can for the trials,” she said.

      “It’s not hard to enlist.” I yawned.

      “Not for you. You’ve always been strong.” She smiled at me. “And too stubborn to quit. I want to get the hell off this planet, and the only way to do that is to enlist and qualify for the officer’s academy.”

      My mother yelled at me from the hall, but it never sounded like yelling the way she did it. “Run with your sister, Hal. It’s not safe in the dark. Too many gangs in this neighborhood.”

      “Enlisting in the Union military is unsafe,” I pointed out.

      My mother ushered a laundry bot into my room and pointed it toward my messy closet. “Just leave the stacks, Y-9. Hal will put everything away when he’s done with his other chores.”

      Y-9 beeped twice. It was an economy version that didn’t talk.

      I stood up, stretching my arms over my head, which emphasized how much larger I was than either my mother or my sister. “Why are we living here, Mom? You have like thirteen degrees and Dad’s service record is nearly perfect.”

      “There’s a reason for everything. You father did his service. Now he wants to do something else,” my mother said.

      I waited until Hannah left to start her warm-up. “But that’s not what you want, is it?”

      She looked at me strangely and I knew I was in a dream. “You see too much, Hal. Be careful who you trust.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why did you stop?” Carrie asked. She was standing too close to where I worked on the door lock that had been frozen shut for decades or longer. I wanted her standing watch, ready to fight if we were attacked. There hadn’t been signs of scavengers, Union troops, or anyone or anything living—but that didn’t mean I let my guard down.

      The moment I relaxed, every enemy imaginable would materialize to punch my ticket. My first instructor in Reaper school had told me that. He said, “Watch your six, Cain. The minute you let your guard down, enemies will materialize out of nowhere to punch your ticket.”

      I’d basically ignored him and was tased in the back each time he thought I’d slacked off. Good times.

      Carrie’s question was valid, despite her lax situational awareness. So I answered. Because I’m a nice guy like that. “I was thinking about my sister.”

      “Oh, okay,” Carrie said.

      “I had a dream about her recently. And my mother,” I said, pausing from my work. This wouldn’t be happening if I didn’t need a break. Long, intense concentration often caused me to think of things better forgotten.

      “Do you dream often?” Horvath said from the doorway he was guarding. There were dark circles around his eyes as though he hadn’t slept for a while.

      “I have nightmares,” I said.

      No one spoke. I went back to work and disabled the lock. Carrie, Horvath, and my friends still on the Jellybird watched as I snapped out my arm blade, just as I had when we started. “It’s unlocked, but the door is still wedged or frozen shut.”

      “Good luck, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      “Thanks, X. You always know the right thing to say.” I worked the blade into the seam of the door, assumed a wide stance, and started pushing. “Here goes nothing.”

      Horvath and Carrie, meaning well, stacked up beside me and pushed like we were in a sporting event. The tactic worked but placed an incredible amount of torque on my left shoulder.

      “It’s open. Step back,” I said, drawing my pistol and aiming through the narrow opening.

      Horvath and Carrie drew their weapons and waited.

      “I don’t see anything with my optics. I’m going in.” Seconds later, I had cleared the room and found a charging station with five datapad-sized devices waiting to be stolen by a Reaper.

      “Do they have power?” Carrie asked.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” I said. “Tom, can I remove these without damaging them?”

      “Can you move closer and let me look at them?” Tom asked. “I really wish I’d come with you on this away mission.”

      “I’m not getting my only fix-it guy killed, not when I have these two for that,” I said, jerking my thumb at Horvath and Carrie.

      “Gee, thanks.” Carrie rolled her eyes.

      I did as Tom asked and waited for permission to steal the SIC devices.

      “They’re good to move,” Tom said. “I’ll contact Henshaw if possible and start working on a way to power them up.”

      “Let me know what you come up with, but I plan to trade them to Rejon and his people,” I said.

      “In exchange for what?” Elise asked.

      “The only thing that matters. Help destroying the Union.”
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        * * *

      

      The Jellybird wasn’t in good shape. We were going through ships almost as fast as I could steal them, a trend I hoped to arrest soon. Tom, Elise, and I manned the bridge. Locke, Horvath, and Carrie were standing in the doorway, since there wasn’t a lot of extra room. Path was meditating in his room last I checked. Novasdaughter and the Nightmare were still several hours from our location. When they arrived, they would have to look for the Dark Lance, stay hidden themselves, and be ready to fight to the death.

      The Jellybird was the only ship available for this mission.

      “Are you sure you can land on the surface?” I asked.

      “We don’t have any shuttles,” Jelly explained.

      “Can. You. Land on the planet. Safely,” I added.

      “I have a high degree of confidence the ship will hold up,” Jelly said. “The actual flying will be easy. The atmosphere is harsh and has been polluted by countless wars but not problematic for a landing. As long as there are no critical system failures within the ship, we should be fine.”

      “Can I land?” Elise asked.

      “Let Jelly do it,” I said without hesitation.

      “I’d like to try it at least once under normal circumstances—like when we’re not getting shot at,” Elise said.

      “Jelly, what do you think?” I already suspected what the answer would be.

      “I can always resume control of the ship if there is a serious problem,” Jelly replied.

      “Fine,” I relented. “Elise, take us down to the planet. What the hell is this place called?”

      “Rejon called it Xad,” Tom offered. “We had a long talk on the observation deck.”

      Elise interrupted us. “Strap in. This might be a bit rougher than normal.”

      Penetrating the atmosphere of the planet took a while. Thunderhead clouds stood like a slow-moving army all across the surface of the planet. It was late in the day on this part of Xad and the sky had a green tint I didn’t like.

      Elise flew smoothly downward, arching toward a large rock formation Jelly had marked as the most prominent structure we had witnessed during the scavengers’ use of the SIC against the Dark Lance. Silver foothills stretched away from majestic mountains with deadly, jagged peaks. All of them were snow capped but had that same greenish tint over most of their surface.

      Silence held the bridge, broken only by Jelly updating Elise on flight telemetry and other useful information like altitude and what it was going to take not to smash into the rocky surface.

      “It’s snowing,” Horvath said from the door to the bridge. There wasn’t a section of the deck for observers like there was on the Nightmare. “But those clouds look like rain clouds.”

      “That may be ash,” Jelly reported.

      “Locke, can you prep some gear for an away team?” I asked.

      “It would be an honor, Reaper Cain,” Locke said. “Combat load out?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “X, do we need environmental suits?”

      “I am analyzing the data from Jelly’s sensors now. One moment.” X-37 paused without any beeps or other indicators my LAI was struggling, which was a nice change. “The atmosphere can sustain human life, but you must bring your own food and water,” X-37 advised.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping off the Jellybird onto an actual planet felt good, despite how badly the place had been ruined. Terrestrial gravity was always better than what was available on a ship or space station. The air was breathable, but it made my eyes water and smelled metallic.

      From the air, Xad looked scenic. On the ground, there were signs of stress everywhere. The sparse plant life was decayed around the edges. The soil was hard and brittle.

      I’d left everyone but Horvath on the ship—Elise and Tom to fly the ship in an emergency, and Locke and the others to protect it if it were attacked by Union forces or scavengers.

      Horvath carried the devices I intended to trade with Rejon’s people in exchange for their assistance against the Union. He was armed, but I was a better fighter and put myself in charge of security for this away mission.

      “We’re moving out,” I said.

      “We will maintain visual on your progress for as long as possible,” Elise advised from the ship.

      “Are you ready, Horvath?” I asked.

      “I am,” he said, his eyes scanning the environment.

      I thought I knew what was on his mind. His hatred of the scavengers had only gotten worse since Gunner disappeared near one of their debris cloud settlements. Rejon had promised to deliver the body for a proper funeral but had yet to deliver. Then he’d stolen a shuttle and left.

      With just the two of us on the ground, I was hoping to deal with this issue, confront him on the facts, and help him work through them. I knew what it was like to lose people on a mission. He was coping the best he could, but he was struggling.

      We found the stolen shuttle and made sure Rejon wasn’t inside of it. After that, it was a simple matter of tracking which way he had gone and working with X and Jelly to consolidate what I was seeing with what they had observed during our approach of the area.

      “My HUD is pointing us toward those rocks,” I said. “There should be the entrance to an underground shelter. Neither X nor Jelly were able to tell me how extensive it is down there.”

      Dusk arrived abruptly. Before long, darkness cloaked us. I looked up, spotting what I thought were debris clouds orbiting the planet. Miles away, I saw meteorites descending toward the planet leaving fiery trails where there wasn’t cloud cover. Here, that was probably a common sight.

      Horvath began walking toward the bunker door. I held him back, motioning him to a stand of rocks and indicating that he should take cover. He complied without hesitation. The man had far different training than I was accustomed to, but he was still a soldier and knew how to take orders. I also thought his survival instincts were good.

      Time passed like a slow glass of whiskey.

      “What are we waiting for?” Horvath asked. He seemed more nervous than impatient. The stress of being on a new world could build up slowly.

      “I’m playing a hunch,” I said. “I’ll bet you a Starbrand cigar that we are expected and probably being observed.”

      “That’s not a bet I’d take,” he said.

      There was a hissing sound after the door opened, suggesting that the interior was sealed against the exterior environment. Over a foot thick, the door moved slowly. Dim red lights illuminated the room.

      “They’re trying to maintain their night vision,” Horvath said.

      I agreed but didn’t comment. My Reaper optics gave me insights my companion on this mission didn’t have. Inside, there were several armed men. Their weapons ranged from firearms to bike clubs.

      Rejon emerged alone and approached me.

      “You have a lot of nerve coming here, Reaper,” Rejon said. “Thousands of my people have died from the bombardment of the salvage field.”

      I waited a few moments out of respect. Now wasn’t the time for one of my flippant, profanity-laden responses. “The man who ordered that attack is a monster, but even I didn’t expect him to go that far.”

      “You brought him to our system and provoked his wrath,” Rejon said.

      “I can’t change that now,” I said, then pointed toward Horvath. “I brought the same fate to this man’s people.”

      Rejon studied Horvath as though for the first time. After a thoughtful moment, he responded. “That is somewhat different from what your mechanic, Tom, told me. In his version of the story, you are a great savior of the people of Wallach.”

      “I guess it’s a matter of perspective,” I said. “The Union wants me dead and isn’t afraid to kill or imprison people. That was just a taste of what they will do to get what they want. Xad is now on their map. No matter what happens to me, you can expect visitors. Next time, it won’t be a commando fleet, but a full armada of warships and exploration vessels.”

      “At least you’re honest,” he allowed.

      “The man who ordered the bombardment, Nebs, knows you have a weapon that can paralyze ships even when they are in stealth mode. He won’t stop until he has it for himself. Expect more bombings. Expect him to capture your people and torture them for information,” I said.

      Rejon seethed with rage, his eyes boring into mine like weapons.

      “We came here to answer a distress call,” Horvath said.

      I hadn’t expected the man to talk and doubted he had training or experience as a negotiator. The emotion in his voice was convincing. Thankfully, it wasn’t hatred of the scavengers he thought were cannibals.

      “We are friends of the Bold Freedom. Our efforts to help them were insufficient,” Rejon said, thoughtful now but wary. “Wait here. I will speak to my people.”

      When he was gone, Horvath moved closer and spoke in a low voice. “Why didn’t you tell them we have the modules for their weapon?”

      “Too soon, and now I’m worried they may not be as valuable as I’d hoped. These things will allow them to use the weapons while the ships that hold them are in space. If they lack the fuel to help the Bold Freedom, they probably can’t fly more than shuttles,” I said.

      “Which makes the SIC networkers useless,” Horvath said.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said, watching the door where Rejon had disappeared. “Making assumptions at this point is dangerous. Let’s take it slow.”

      Horvath nodded, then looked at his feet. When he faced me again, I knew he was going to broach the subject of Gunner’s body. Which was another reason I’d brought only him on this mission. I needed to have a man-to-man conversation with him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What are you sorry about?” I knew what he was going to say. Horvath was a solid soldier with simple motivations—friends, family, and adventure. Unfortunately, combining these things hadn’t worked well.

      “I’ve been really angry at the scavengers. Everyone from Carrie to your mechanic, Tom, has talked to me about it and explained that there really isn’t proof the scavengers are cannibals. Now that I know they have a planetary settlement, I guess they could have a place to get food. I don’t understand why they are underground, but I’m just a soldier. All I want is my friend back,” Horvath said.

      “Rejon promised to return Gunner’s body,” I said. “I’ll hold him to that, but you have to trust me and be patient.”

      When Rejon emerged, he wore armor and had a large pistol in a drop holster. Five men in lightweight armor weapons made a line behind him.

      “X, is that armor powered?” I asked.

      “I am detecting significant power signatures and EVA features. Don’t underestimate them,” X-37 warned.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      “I have convinced my people not to kill you, but you won’t be allowed to move through our base without an armed guard. These men are elite soldiers in our best armor. They are experts with our most powerful weapons,” Rejon declared.

      “Good for them,” I said. “Don’t care, don’t have time for this, and don’t want trouble.”

      “That’s good, Reaper,” Rejon said. “My people have been working for generation after generation to escape this planet and this system. You’ve ruined that. Even if we can rebuild what was lost, we would be defenseless in the void, and you have brought these Union hunters down upon us.”

      “You shouldn’t have fired the SIC at them without a way to follow up. All that did was piss them off,” I said.

      “You know about the ship immobilization cannons?” he asked. “How?”

      “We saw them fired,” I said.

      “You know what he means,” X-37 said.

      I didn’t respond to my LAI.

      Rejon countered, “You have seen them work, but when you call them by name, I know your ship computers and your internal computer has gleaned more information than most of my people believe possible.”

      “He’s not an insert, he’s a limited artificial intelligence installed in my nerve-ware. I call him X or X-37, and he gets touchy if you compare him to a computer,” I said, doubting any of this was reassuring the man.

      “Why did you come, Reaper?” Rejon asked.

      “Because I’ve tried twice to get onto Nebs’s ship without success,” I said.

      “You want to assassinate him?” Rejon asked, face unreadable.

      “Remind me not to play poker with you,” I said. “Assassination is an ugly term, but yeah, I want to take him out, steal his ship, and ferment rebellion against the Union.”

      “What is poker?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “If you can convince me you have the ability to fight Nebs, I have something you want.”

      “What could you possibly have that we need?” Rejon snorted, clearly thinking the idea was ridiculous.

      “Well, during one of our escapes from Nebs, we flew into a rather large ship. We found the missing parts to your SIC network. If you can get your capital ships into space, you won’t be defenseless,” I said.

      “There is something else,” Horvath said. “The Union attacked my people in much the same way they attacked yours. Our fleets could provide the follow up strike after you disable their ships.”

      “Proceed with caution, Reaper Cain,” X-37 advised privately. “Horvath is speaking far above his rank.”

      “Thanks, X,” I said, then moved another step closer to Rejon. At this range, I could take him out before the guards reacted—not that I had any intention of assassinating the guy. It was just something that always popped into my head. I always had a plan to kill everyone I met. “Let’s work together, Rejon.”

      The man maintained his hard, unreasonable face. “Come with me.”
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      Inside the concealed blast door was a narrow passage leading to an elevator barely big enough for five people. With the guards, there were eight of us.

      It was cozy. I tried to steal cigars from Rejon and his soldiers, but none of them had anything that useful. Their culture seemed to be focused on their ability to salvage wreckage and mine asteroids. I’d never seen so many people who were ready to spacewalk at a moment’s notice.

      The rickety conveyance bumped downward, rock walls visible through the cage. X-37 filled the time by pointing out dozens of safety hazards.

      “What does your internal computer, your limited AI, tell you?” Rejon asked.

      “Nothing useful,” I answered. “He advises against putting your hands outside of the cage.”

      “So it treats you like a child?” Rejon asked with a shitty smile.

      “Sometimes,” I said. “You know we have the SIC networker with us. You could kill us and take it.”

      “Yes,” Rejon said. “But not without cost in lives and honor. Don’t presume to believe you know me or my people.”

      “You haven’t seen Cain fight,” Horvath said.

      I shot him a look, hoping he would drop it and shut his mouth.

      “There won’t be any fighting,” I said. “We came to make a deal, not die.”

      “Good,” Rejon said. “Your opinion of us may change for the better when we show you the greenhouse.”

      We continued downward. The elevator cage lacked rust despite its crude design and rudimentary construction. The deeper we went, the more I wondered about Xad and the scavengers. How long had they been here? What type of civilization could spend generations trying to scrounge enough parts to put an exodus fleet back together.

      I also really wanted to know what happened to all of these ships. There might be enemies worse than the Union in this part of the galaxy.

      “I hope this rattle trap can take us back to the surface when we’re done negotiating,” I said.

      “Don’t worry yourself,” Rejon replied.

      “What happened to the fleets in this system?” I asked to pass some time.

      “We were ready to leave this system for another when the Alondiss attacked. Nothing prepared us for their treachery,” Rejon said. “That was long ago.”

      Horvath stood rigid. I shook my head, wondering why the hell I hadn’t asked better questions in the beginning.

      “The Alondiss? Tell me about them,” I said.

      “There was a time when my people were fractious, nations constantly at war. When we settled the second planet, it became worse. We were in the middle of a long war for control of the system when the Alondiss attacked in force. By the time we developed the SIC, it was too late,” Rejon said. “Our historians say we drove them from the system in a grand battle, but I suspect it was more complicated than that. There have always been theories that they happened on us by accident while en route to another destination.”

      “The people who attacked my home, Wallach, are called the Alon,” Horvath said in a low voice.

      “They must be the same,” Rejon said. “Perhaps our people will be allies after all.”

      “Only if you can prove you’re not cannibals who ate one of their soldiers,” I said.

      “That was poorly timed and insensitive,” X-37 said, like I didn’t know I’d just pissed in the punch bowl.

      Rejon faced the door and didn’t speak for the rest of the trip to their underground nation.

      “You really should get some sleep, or perhaps take a class on how to talk to people,” X-37 admonished.
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      The door to the lift opened to reveal a brightly lit world, the likes of which I’d never seen. Contrary to the greasy elevator cage, this place was a technological marvel. Rejon and his guards escorted us across the wide ledge that overlooked neat farmland and settlements for as far as I could see.

      A light as bright as a sun glowed from the ceiling several thousand meters above us.

      “This is your greenhouse?”

      Rejon looked toward the artificial sun. “We had been building generation ships for a century before the Alondiss arrived. Once our leaders knew the war was lost, they converted some of the technology and implemented a plan to survive the onslaught.”

      “Why were you building generation ships?” I asked.

      “At the time, my ancestors were facing a population crisis. The more people who crowded Xad and her sister planet, Prejin, the more we fought wars,” Rejon explained.

      “Is there an underground civilization like this on Prejin?” I asked.

      “No. It was lost completely to the Alondiss,” Rejon said. “They were our enemies for countless years, but when the invaders came, they sacrificed themselves to defend the system. Most of the ancient wreckage we have been attempting to salvage is from the Prejin fleet.”

      “There are other ships in the space graveyard, Reaper Cain. He is not telling you everything,” X-37 said. “Jelly and I discussed the differences in the wreckage at length before Nebs started shooting the place up. Please run your vision across this cavern so that I can make a record.”

      I complied, then resumed my talks with Rejon. “How many other fleets came into this system and got waylaid by your SIC?”

      “I am not proud of everything we have done to survive,” Rejon said. “There were other fleets over the centuries. When they proved hostile, we did what we had to do.”

      “Like you were pirates,” I suggested.

      Rejon faced me angrily. “We defended ourselves. If any of the invaders had offered to help us, we would have gladly accepted. You are missing what is important. How likely is it that every extraterrestrial contact was human?”

      “I don’t follow,” I said. Intelligent alien life wasn’t something I had ever cared about. There were either aliens in the universe or there weren’t. “Are you saying the Alon are aliens?”

      “No, they are human, or appear human. But how can that be? Nature has produced all manner of creatures. Logically, not all sentient races would be so similar to us,” Rejon said, standing near the edge of the platform to look over his home.

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “Yes, it does, Reaper. And it suggests we have common ancestors. If that is true, why do we kill each other?” he asked.

      “Why did Xad fight with Prejin?” I asked.

      “That is another good question,” Rejon said. “We do not want enemies, we want allies wherever we can find them.”

      “Life is complicated. You have to pick sides, me and the people of Wallach or the Union,” I said. “It doesn’t matter who you like, it only matters which of us is most likely to mistreat your people.”

      “You’re right,” Rejon agreed. “As true as that is, I must also choose the winning side.”

      “What will it take to convince you I’m the winning side?” I asked.

      “Let’s start by putting the SIC networkers to the test,” Rejon said.

      The guards stayed close, too close in my opinion. Sure they had stun clubs, but they also had pistols and long guns—better choices if they were actually going to attack someone like me.

      “We’ll take the tram to the shipyard, where you will turn over the devices for analysis. My people will determine if they are real and functional,” Rejon said.

      “You haven’t agreed to help my people,” I said. “I need assurances.”

      “We won’t join the Union,” Rejon said.

      “That’s not enough.” I thought the man was saving face, refusing to agree too quickly in front of the guards and whoever was watching through the bodywork cameras on their shoulder rigs.

      “It is the best I can do for you,” he said. “If the SIC network can be brought on line, I will give you an answer.”

      “You already fired the weapon at the Union flagship,” Horvath pointed out.

      “At great cost,” Rejon explained. “And against my orders. If I had not been held on your ship, the Union would never have learned our secrets.”

      I could have argued but didn’t. Nebs hadn’t attacked since our last encounter, which probably meant he was as busy with repairs on the Dark Lance as Novasdaughter and Henshaw were on the Nightmare.

      That didn’t mean I had all the time in the world. I would be patient until it was time to not be patient.

      “X, can you update our mission clock?” I said. “Calculate how long I can afford to spend on bureaucratic red tape?”

      “You have three and a half hours before this will become problematic. My analysis suggests a low probability that the government of Xad will come to a decision by then,” X-37 said.

      “What did your internal intelligence tell you?” Rejon asked.

      “He said you need to pull some strings and get shit done,” I said.

      Rejon summoned a team of engineers, briefed them, and then asked Horvath for the devices, which he turned over reluctantly.

      “Work fast,” Rejon said to his engineers. “I need proof to present to the council.”

      “Yes, Rejon,” the leader of the engineers said.

      Rejon returned and addressed Horvath. “Come with me. I will show you what happened to your friend.”

      We walked to a pristine structure that was either a library or a mortuary. Tension kept conversation to a minimum.

      Horvath broke first. “I don’t think your people are cannibals. I see your farms. Forgive me for thinking the worst of your people.”

      “It is understandable,” Rejon said. “They brought your friend Gunner here while I was still on the Jellybird. He was preserved in a space casket. It will be up to you and his family what we do with him.”

      “What do you mean?” Horvath asked.

      “We can bury him here, with honor and respect. Or hold him until transport can be made to his home,” Rejon said.

      “I don’t know which is better,” Horvath said after a lengthy pause. “I think his family will want him brought home.”

      Rejon nodded. “Then that will be done when it is possible. I will leave you here to mourn or pay respects, whichever it is that your people would do in this situation. In the meantime, I must consult with Reaper Cain in private.”
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      Rejon took me to an underground shipyard where one of five ships were moored, hidden from any invasion fleet that might come to the system. He spoke of history, things his people had endured over the ages, and the problems they had faced relocating their people underground.

      “You’ve been salvaging the debris fields for hundreds of years so you can launch these ships and flee the system?” I asked.

      “Yes, that is our dilemma,” Rejon said. “Until you arrived, many of us believed it would never happen.”

      “I’m just one man with a couple of ships,” I told him. “Why would that make a difference?”

      “In all of recorded history, there have been seven invasion fleets, each from completely different civilizations. We have seen enemies worse than your Union pursuers. What we have never seen was a small group stand against such a foe,” Rejon said. “This has convinced some that there is a place for us in the galaxy beyond our hiding place.”

      “I just want to rescue the Bold Freedom from the comet and leave,” I said.

      “The people on that ship are good people. We have done what we can for them,” Rejon said.

      “You could have brought them fuel from one of these capital ships you are hiding here,” I pointed out.

      “That is against our most sacred laws. Nothing can be taken from the exodus fleet,” Rejon said.

      “What will it take to get your help fighting the Union?” I asked.

      “We can fight the Union. What I need to assure my people is help after the war is won,” Rejon said. “We need a guardian who has been to other systems and knows what dangers we might encounter. We need someone like you.”

      “I’m not comfortable with this, Rejon. Your people are either going to have me thrown in a cell for bringing the wrath of the Union or give me a job,” I said.

      “Let’s see if the devices you brought are what we need. Then we will make a decision together,” he said.
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      We crossed a good portion of the agricultural district on our way to the council chamber. I made observations, then pressed Rejon to tell the truth. I made sure to do it while Horvath was out of earshot.

      He watched me, maybe or maybe not sensing what I was talking about, but I suspected he was also preoccupied with his own thoughts. The man was a soldier who lost his best friend. Unable to immediately strike those responsible, he had transferred much of his rage to the scavengers. The convenient belief had now been reversed.

      Maybe we would talk about it later over a glass of whiskey. Right now, I needed to get information from Rejon.

      “You don’t have as much food as it looks like, do you?” I asked. “That’s why you’re so desperate to leave this place. You can’t sustain your population.”

      “We have food, as long as everyone remains within their ration allotment,” he explained. “Other resources are a bigger problem. We cannot stay and we cannot leave. The ship immobilization cannon is key to our defenses. Without it, we will be a large target that is vulnerable. It’s better to hide and die, or some of my people believe.”

      I used a hand signal to make sure X-37 was getting all of this.

      “I am making a log, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “However, there is news I should share with you. Novasdaughter intercepted a scout probe. At first, she believed it was something belonging to Nebs.”

      I used another hand signal that only X-37 could interpret and that no one else would even see unless they knew what to look for.

      “We believe this is a tool of the Alon, as the Wallach people call them. It can only indicate that there will be more of them soon,” X-37 explained.

      I controlled my expression but realized Rejon knew something was up from the suspicious look he cast my way. When I didn’t elaborate, he presented me to the Council.

      The venue was a cave large enough to shelter a thousand people or more. Currently, there were only council people and security elements. It was darker than the agricultural area, with guards at each of its four access points. Councilman Gable was their leader, but there were at least twenty other very important people staring me down.

      “This man is Halek Cain, an elite soldier of the Union who fired upon our salvage settlements,” Rejon introduced me. “He fell out of favor with his people and now they hunt him.”

      “You always had a way with understatement, Rejon,” Gable said.

      “I don’t believe we have time to chronicle his life story, but suffice to say he stood up to them and became an outlaw,” Rejon said. “His enemies have proven by their actions to be our enemies as well.”

      “He brought them here,” a woman named Janine accused.

      Rejon started to argue, but I interrupted him. “That is what it is. Maybe they would have found you on their own, and maybe not. What I can promise you is that they want your ship immobilization cannon and will wipe out your entire civilization to get it. Nebs is the worst of the worst. He will take what he wants and not leave any evidence behind.”

      The Council people of Xad argued amongst themselves for several minutes.

      “X, can you listen in?” I asked.

      “I have been monitoring their conversation to the best of my ability,” X-37 said. “They are trying to decide whether or not to trust you. It seems most of them wish to test you in some way.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      When the discussion concluded, Rejon gave me a dark, worried look.

      “I’m not sure I like that,” I remarked to X-37.

      “My analysis suggests he believes he will fail to appease his people,” X-37 asserted.

      “Why can’t he just order them what to do?”

      “Their civilization is based on some type of democracy, “X-37 explained.

      “Good for them.” I had dealt with every type of government and they all claimed to be democracies.

      Rejon approached me and spoke in a low voice. “They are making preparations for your evaluation. I cannot tell you more. In the meantime, just keep your mouth shut. Good luck.”

      Gable waited until the Council was lined up in order of importance. Their formal robes were the only garments I’d seen that weren’t patched together and stained from work.

      “Halek Cain, you claim good will. You assert that you inadvertently brought danger upon us. Will you risk yourself to preserve our people?” he asked.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Let’s get started.”

      Gable held up one hand. “You must prove yourself first.”

      “Why don’t I just save your busted-ass planet and ragtag scavenger fleet? Wouldn’t that be proof enough?” I said, my fatigue and impatience showing through.

      “There are rules. You must pass our test,” he stated. “In the spirit of cooperation, we will show you our history while arrangements are made and the trial ground is prepared.”

      “I don’t like this, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said.

      I didn’t comment because too many people were watching. A quick hand movement told X-37 I agreed.

      Guards separated Horvath and me, which wasn’t surprising.

      I watched Councilman Gable’s presentation. The scavengers of Xad stood in a crowd that grew moment by moment. By ones and twos, then larger and larger groups, they gathered to watch what they had feared for generations—the reasons they were going to actually leave.

      “This,” Gable said, “is the last view we had of their fleet four hundred years ago. Hundreds of ships leaving of their own volition, not because we did significant damage to them.”

      “That is alarming,” X-37 observed.

      I didn’t disagree with my LAI. Thoughts of the huge ship we’d searched for the SIC device came to mind. The Alon must have captured the networking devices before being damaged beyond repair.

      The scavengers—salvagers as they’d styled themselves—of Xad had been searching the debris fields for hundreds of years. And now I had what they wanted.

      Gable approached. “Your Union murderers are little more than pirates compared to the Alon.”

      “You haven’t seen them when they’re serious. A battle fleet nastier than what Nebs brought to hunt me down,” I said. “And those ships left four hundred years ago.”

      I didn’t mention that my friends had just discovered a probe that probably belonged to the Alon. Shit was about to get real in the Xad system. We needed to be gone already.

      A group of armed men I hadn’t seen before arrived. Their leader spoke quietly with Gable and Rejon. Both men remained somber.

      “Clear the room for the trial,” Rejon ordered. “This is it, Reaper, when the people have moved to the observation windows, you must face the beast. Defeat it, and you will have proven your willingness to put the safety of others above your own.”

      “What if I refuse?”

      “Then the beast will kill one of us, who will be tied to the post,” Rejon said, pointing toward the central platform that had hosted the council. What I had taken for a support pillar was an intricately carved beam with words I didn’t understand.

      Now that I looked at it, it seemed ceremonial. I stepped onto the platform and saw ancient blood stains.

      “You’re going to leave an innocent civilian in here to die if I refuse to prove my intent?” I asked. “Who the hell gets that job?”

      “I do,” Rejon said.

      “Fine, send in the beastie. Let’s get this over with,” I said.

      “There are no firearms allowed,” Gable said.

      “I should’ve seen that coming,” I said dryly. Once I handed over my weapons to Horvath, I snapped out my Reaper blade and started warming up.

      Rejon walked to the center of the platform and allowed himself to be tied to the pole. No one spoke to him. It was as though he didn’t exist and they had already given him up for dead.

      That pissed me off.

      Horvath, still closely monitored by the guards, attempted to tell me something, but he was too far away. I assumed he was wishing me luck.

      Someone dimmed the lights. I waited, circling slowly, watching for the beast.

      “What kind of beasts do they have on this planet?” I asked.

      “Unknown,” X-37 said. “Most likely, it will be a carnivorous Hunter of some sort. Would you like me to list their attributes?”

      “Maybe later,” I said. “I hear something.”

      “We do,” X-37 said. “The restraining door is opening.”

      Metal screeched as the infrequently used passage slid open. A beast roared in the darkness, then stalked into the room, only shadows sliding in and out of view even with my enhanced optics.

      What I did see were its eyes reflecting the light that was left in the ceremonial arena. “What can you tell me about this thing, Rejon?” I called out.

      “Assisting you is forbidden,” he answered.

      “You’re either brave or stupid,” I said.

      “From what I’ve seen and heard, you’re more dangerous than the beast,” he answered.

      “Maybe. But what if I had run away?” I asked.

      He made no reply.

      “I can’t see it, X,” I said, moving away from the sacrificial pole, not wanting to inadvertently kill the only person on Xad willing to help my cause.

      “Perhaps you should give it a taste of its own medicine,” X-37 suggested. “Please check your kit.”

      I knew what I carried in my regular gear. The too-frequent use of EVA gear over the last several days was messing up my routine, but there were certain things I always found a place for: guns, the stealth cloak, the Reaper mask, and cigars.

      X-37 should have reminded me to include a heating element, instead of wasting our time stating the obvious.

      Silence mattered, so I dropped the argument in favor of action. Slipping through the dim light and the shifting shadows was relaxing. Was it messed up that this type of situation both relaxed and energized me? Sure it was, because I was a freak.

      Slipping on the stealth cloak was easy. The mask was harder because I had to activate it without letting the monster see the start-up lights. Once the mask was on my face, I was able to choose how much or how little light it displayed.

      My view of the chamber improved tenfold and I became nearly invisible with the cloak now in place.

      I was about to encounter a strange and exotic creature and kill it.

      “Your biometrics are varying from their optimal range, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Whatever you are thinking about is counterproductive to your survival and your ability to help your friends.”

      I wanted to tell him I felt great—except for a sliver of doubt that it was too easy for me to slaughter anything or anyone who stood in my way. What the hell was I going to do when shooting and slashing and blowing things up wasn’t needed? Retire? Farm potato analogs? Knit quilts?

      The animal growled.

      “I am able to estimate its size from the known dimensions of the room and the elevation of its vocalizations,” X-37 said. “The creature is two meters tall, has four legs, and all of the teeth and claws natural to a predator.”

      It sounded hungry. Crouching low, I moved cautiously forward, scanning right, left, up, and down.

      “I see it,” X-37 said. “Cueing your optics now.”

      The monster slipped into view. It was every bit of two meters tall, and heavily muscled. Its hide was a jumble of stripes, spots, and varying hair lengths. In places it was smooth, in others shaggy as an arctic thing.

      I wasn’t able to determine the thing’s true colors. The easiest thing to spot were its eyes, which sometimes caught the dim ring lights around the platform where Rejon waited to die.

      “Is it moving with its eyes closed?” I asked as quietly as possible.

      “Yes, Reaper Cain. I believe it must have an acute sense of smell,” X-37 said. “And/or hearing.”

      The beast rushed me before X-37 finished his warning.

      I held my ground, not moving an inch. Its eyes were blazing now. Once the creature heard me, it went for the kill.

      “Prepare to move,” X-37 advised.

      “I know what I’m doing,” I snapped, watching the animal hit maximum speed as it crossed the last thirty meters between us.

      “Move now, Reaper Cain,” X-37 ordered.

      I waited a second longer, then dropped and rolled to my right, slashing at the animal’s underside as it leapt toward where I had been.

      My Reaper blade caught it under its left foreleg and slashed across its ribs.

      “You missed the most vulnerable parts of its anatomy, but wounded it painfully,” X-37 reported.

      “Yeah, thanks, X.” I sprinted away from the Xad creature to get some distance.

      Its next approach was more cautious. I didn’t want to battle it face to face. Even a cocky as hell Reaper like me understood that was a losing prospect. The thing was covered in muscle and had five times my weight and mass behind its strikes. One slash of its four claws would destroy me.

      The creature growled, baring its teeth. The noise sounded like a tiger crossed with a rattlesnake.

      “Is this thing a mammal?” I asked as it circled me.

      “I have not been able to determine much more than the basics,” X-37 admitted.

      I feinted, then jumped back.

      It took a lazy swipe at me, not fooled into over-committing as I had hoped.

      “It’s clever,” I said.

      “Agreed. Avoid assumptions,” X-37 said. He was less chatty, usually, during a life and death fight.

      “How are you doing, Rejon?” I shouted.

      “I’m alive,” the scavenger leader responded.

      The beast looked toward his voice.

      I sprang forward, thrusting my arm as far as I could without losing my balance.

      “Well done,” X-37 said before the blade made contact.

      Bracing for the reaction of the creature, I felt the Reaper blade take the animal in the throat. I pushed upward, driving under its jaw and toward its brain with all my strength.

      The cat-like beast thrashed, rolling across the ground and taking me with it. X-37 shouted things at me that I didn’t have time to decipher.

      When the violent death roll stopped, I let my arms flop against the floor and stared at the ceiling. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

      “I told you to withdraw the blade and stand clear, Reaper Cain. How can I help you if you don’t listen to my advice?” X-37 complained.

      “I would have loved to take that advice,” I shot back. “Didn’t quite get the memo, X. Maybe next time.”

      “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time. The Council of Xad and other citizens are entering the chamber. I believe Rejon is weeping.”

      “Don’t judge, X. The man has been through a lot. Getting tied to a pole while that thing is unleashed has to be stressful.”.

      “Are you being insincere, Reaper Cain? My analysis suggests you are not, but your statement is illogical. All he did was wait for death. You faced it and nearly died.”

      “Being helpless is worse than anything, X. Growing up on Boyer 5 taught me that.”

      “Of course,” X-37 acknowledged. “That does make sense. I will update my database of human behavior.”

      Gable and several other men and women approached. “I am not sure if we should be glad for your fighting skill or in fear for our lives.”

      “Be afraid, Gabester. Be very afraid.” I pushed to my feet and rolled my neck to start putting parts of my body back where they were supposed to be.

      He backed away, hands raising instinctively.

      “Relax, Councilman,” I said. “That was an old Reaper joke. You have nothing to fear from me. If I was going to kill you, I would have done it already. Can we get this show on the road?”

      “What do you need from us?” he asked.

      “I need to get onto the Dark Lance.”

      “And what will you do there?”

      “I will capture or kill Vice Admiral Nebs and steal his ship. I already took his first flagship.”

      “But now he’s ready for you, which is why you have failed with your recent attempts,” Gable said.

      “Now you made it ugly. All you have to do is launch one of your SIC ships, let him seize it, then send me back over to his ship as a prisoner or something. I haven’t worked out all the details—I did just get rolled by… whatever that thing is.”

      “We call it a Tagron, very dangerous.” His distracted gaze told me he was still processing my suggestion to allow Nebs to seize one of his most valued ships.

      “Do you have a lighter?” I asked, holding a bent cigar in one hand.

      Gable looked at me, confused by this request. “I… what… oh, I see. We can certainly accommodate this simple need. Please excuse me while I consult the rest of the council.”
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      Rejon led me back to the Jellybird, where I exchanged Horvath for Elise, Locke, and Path.

      “Thanks for keeping this big jerk alive, Horvath.” Elise grinned.

      “You are overconfident.” Horvath had been quiet since observing the honored stasis of his friend’s body.

      “It’s what I do,” Elise answered. “It’s what we do. Right, Path?”

      I waited for the sword saint’s answer, curious. Had the man learned to talk smack while teaching the kid to fight?

      “It is what we do when it is what needs to be done.”

      Elise laughed and punched him on the shoulder. “You’re cool as ice, Path-man.”

      We checked our gear. I consumed nutrient bars and drank water until X-37 told me I could stop. Rejon and a few of his trusted soldiers escorted us to the Shield of Xad, one of the five SIC ships that had been hidden below the surface of the planet for hundreds of years.

      “I cannot believe you convinced the Council of Xad to do this,” Rejon said. “The crew is excited to finally launch the ship. They are as overconfident as the girl-kid and don’t believe the Union forces can take and hold the Shield.”

      “Let’s hope they’re right,” I said.

      The plan had changed dramatically. Instead of letting Nebs’s men capture me and take me onboard the Dark Lance, the soldiers of Xad would launch an immediate counter attack and board the Union ship, taking advantage of their hard won knowledge, experience, and creative equipment.

      The Shield of Xad was still bait. If half of what Rejon told me was true, then it would also carry a nasty surprise for Nebs.

      We boarded the warship and felt the vibration of the engines’ warm-up through the deck.

      “This ship is much smaller than the Alon hulk where we found the SIC network devices,” X-37 reported. “Before you ask, it is on par with most Union ships of a similar class. There are problems with a direct comparison, of course, but I believe you understand my point.”

      “Yeah, X. This ship is good but nothing special. Rejon is packing it with his best fighters and hoping to swarm the Dark Lance using their own boarding shuttles and tubes.”

      Rejon addressed one of his officers, then came back. “I would like you to review the men. Most have seen video of you fighting the Tagron. I have also explained you were an elite soldier of our new enemies.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “Show the way.”

      We strode through several passages and took a lift. From time to time, there were announcements over the intercom—summoning people to battle stations, engine rooms, and other support areas. X-37 helped me understand the dialect.

      The final lift opened to a flight deck where they expected the Union to send boarders. Choreographed system failures would make it a target too good to pass up.

      Union spec ops soldiers and Archangels would send a wave of shuttles, quickly followed by boarding tubes to deliver even more attackers into the fight. This second stage would also include combat engineers, pilots, and field medics.

      I knew how the Union took a ship. I also doubted Rejon’s people were ready for the murderous intensity of the fight to come.

      Rows of Xad soldiers stood at attention on the flight deck. I walked beside Rejon as he examined their motley assortment of gear.

      “Kyle,” he said as he stopped before one of the squad leaders. “Congratulations on your promotion. You earned it.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the man responded.

      We continued down the line. Several other units arrived and took positions. I was actually impressed they’d amassed this many men and women ready to risk their lives.

      “The odds of our success are improving,” X-37 announced.

      “You’re not wrong, X. The more I study this ragtag army, the more I recognize the way they are organized. At first, I thought they had random weapons, but seeing the pattern repeat, I realize each squad has a heavy gunner, medic, and several riflemen. Not sure what the other specialist is, though.”

      “I believe you are looking at an EVA specialist and equipment repairmen,” X-37 said. “He is carrying several specialized items in addition to his weaponry.”

      The inspection continued as the ship captain announced the lift-off timetable.

      “What do you think, Reaper?” Rejon asked.

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Good.” He nodded. “We can’t afford to fail.”

      “Attention all hands, this is your captain. Prepare for launch. All hands, prepare for launch,” came the dignified voice of an older man.

      Rejon ordered his soldiers to their launch chairs located in rooms adjacent to the flight deck. “Let’s be ready to fight like Tagron demons. Let’s show these Union forces how the people of Xad fight for what is theirs!”

      A cheer went up, then men and women moved in good order to ready themselves for the launch. Rejon took me to the bridge, where he introduced me to the captain, a man named Brutus Kaldon.

      “Welcome aboard, Reaper. I’ve seen more Tagron fights than most and must compliment your survival,” Captain Kaldon said. He nodded toward Rejon. “I’m sure this character appreciates your skill.”

      “Thanks, Captain,” I replied. “We will try to stay out of your way.”

      Elise and Path showed their respect and we all hung back.

      “Once we have cleared the planet, you will need to resume your places on the flight deck to repel the attack of the Union forces,” Captain Kaldon said.

      He was significantly older than the rest of his bridge crew but fit. Only a slight limp and stiffness in his right hand seemed to slow him. His gray hair still had some brown in it and his eyes were full of intelligence and vitality.

      “I can’t wait to see this,” Path said.

      “Really?” I asked. My sword saint friend rarely talked about what he wanted or hoped for. His meditative, ultra-calm, and effective existence focused on appreciating each moment without a lot of wanting stuff like good cigars and whiskey.

      “It will be very unique to see the planet open and allow us to launch,” Path stated.

      “They will have to launch all of their ships soon,” Elise added. “Once Nebs knows there is a hidden civilization under the surface, he’ll blow the planet to hell if he doesn’t get what he wants.”

      I wanted to discuss this with Rejon, but he had moved to a position near the captain.

      “Gentlemen and lady,” a young ensign said. “Please take your places in this row of launch seats and strap in for your safety.”

      Elise smiled at the young officer and he blushed.

      “Stop flirting,” I ordered.

      “I so wasn’t flirting,” she fired back.

      Lights dimmed and switched to red. The countdown began.

      “Are you holding your breath, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “No, X. I’m totally relaxed. What could possibly go wrong with a ship this size launching into space from an underground hangar?”

      A crude holo viewer showed the ceiling opening above the launch pad. That sight by itself was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen. The sky was revealed as the aperture opened.

      “The crew of this ship are very intent on their work,” X-37 observed.

      The bridge was far larger than the Jellybird or even the Nightmare. Dozens of people manned workstations, each with their own small screens and control panels.

      “They’re a lot more organized than I thought they would be,” I said.

      “Starvation and patched clothing present a false image.” Path looked around. “What I see is a strong people with strict laws and a unified purpose. They look like scavengers or pirates, maybe they even look like cannibals, but their society is formal and rigid.”

      “You get all that from watching them work?” Elise looked at him quizzically.

      “Is there a better way to know them than through their actions?” Path held her gaze for a meaningful beat.

      “Good point,” Elise admitted.

      “Lift off in three, two, one, engage engines,” said Captain Kaldon.

      The ship shook so violently, I would have fallen had I been standing. The Shield of Xad moved slowly at first, then picked up speed.

      “Jelly advised they will follow when the way is clear,” X-37 informed me. “She has experienced some difficulty with the local air traffic control authorities but has found a workaround.”

      “What kind of workaround?” My words were shaking in time with the vibration of the ship launch. Rocket exhaust expanded around the ship, blocking the camera view until the ship climbed above it.

      “You don’t want to know, Reaper Cain. Two of her previous captains were smugglers.”

      “As long as she doesn’t get herself blown to pieces, I’ll approve of her methods.” If it worked, I didn’t care how Jelly did it.

      Rejon made eye contact once the ship had cleared the planet and the bridge crew cheered. I gave him a thumbs-up. He returned his attention to the captain and the bridge crew.

      “That is freaking amazing,” Elise exclaimed as the main holo-view showed Xad below us.

      “Reaper, it is time to fight.” Rejon strode toward us.

      “You can’t be part of the boarding party.” Elise sounded almost worried and her eyes flicked to me, Rejon, then back to me. “That’s stupid.”

      “I am a good fighter,” he promised. “Much more useful there than on this bridge, where I will only undermine the authority of the captain.”

      “Your choice, Rejon. Just don’t get in my way,” I instructed.

      Rejon, his guards, Elise, Path, Locke, and I rejoined the soldiers preparing to defend the flight deck. By the time we arrived, the first of the fake system failures was done. Soon, there would be a simulated power failure that we hoped would bait the Union boarding party.

      All we were doing was choosing the time and place, which was half the battle.
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      Rockets slammed into the containment doors of the flight deck—a much different design than on a Union ship. The ship crew were ready. Some were designated as defensive fighters only. The larger group, however, were ready to swarm on the Dark Lance at the first opportunity.

      “I believe Rejon wants the Dark Lance for his own ship,” X-37 hypothesized. “This would give him a stronger political position among his own people and in relation to us.”

      “We’ll see who gets what when we actually win. Give me an update on the security hacks you are so worried about, X.”

      “I began the final stages the moment the UFS Dark Lance dropped her stealth cloak to attack. If my calculations are correct, the Archangels are being summoned to their armory as we speak,” X-37 answered. “Once there, they should become delayed, to put it mildly.”

      “Are you ready, Path?” I asked.

      He answered with his usual calm. “Of course.”

      “Locke?”

      “I am ready, Reaper.” The CSL of Wallach gave me a curt nod.

      “You know I’m good to go,” Elise said before I could check her one last time.

      Warning lights flashed. The ragtag Xad army tensed, expressions unflappable.

      “Breach imminent. Breach imminent. Prepare to repel boarders,” the intercom announced.

      “Here we go,” I murmured, readying my HDK and moving forward.

      Explosions bent the doors inward. A pair of Union attack shuttles swooped in, guns blazing as they dropped their ramps.

      “Hold,” I called. “Stay behind cover. Wait for my signal.”

      “On the Reaper’s command,” Rejon shouted, his helmet comm louder than his officers’ or squad leaders’.

      Only two shuttles could land at the same time. Once they had dropped two squads each, the shuttles backed out and peeled away so two more could drop members of the boarding party.

      “Now! Open fire! Hold positions and do not advance,” I bellowed.

      Xad soldiers fired on the two Union squads from all sides. They were my enemy and I wanted them dead. Still, the slaughter turned my stomach and made me hate Nebs even more. What the hell were we doing to each other?

      The second pair of shuttles brought reinforcements.

      “Heavy guns, shift fire to the attack shuttles,” I ordered.

      Machine guns poured tracer rounds into the shuttles as they opened ramps. Union soldiers died as they tumbled out, phosphorescent bullets punching through their armor. Those who survived scrambled for whatever cover they could find—parked Xad shuttles, maintenance hatches, or the bodies of their comrades.

      “Hit them hard,” I yelled. “No mercy!”

      “Reaper Cain, you must allow them to attach the boarding tubes if you wish to fight your way onto the Dark Lance,” X-37 advised.

      “Understood, X.” I fired, reloaded, and looked for another target. “But we need to make it real. Hurt them. Get them to overcommit.”

      “How will you know they have overcommitted?” X-37 asked.

      “When I see the Archangels.”

      “That will be a problem, Reaper Cain. It is unlikely you will see them during this engagement.”

      “What did you do, X?” I aimed but decided I didn’t have a good target. The Union soldiers had learned not to poke their heads up. Like Nebs, they had probably underestimated the scavengers. Hell, I’d underestimated them. They looked like space bums. What neither I nor the Union had factored in, however, was that they had survived the harshest environments imaginable for hundreds of years.

      That made them tough and had forced them to rely on each other when the chips were down.

      Each pair of shuttles that made it onto and off of the flight deck added to their numbers. The Xad soldiers were winning for now, but battles never went as planned. I knew that better than anyone.

      “I lured the Archangels to their armory—as you suggested during an earlier discussion of my plan—and issued a stand down order,” X-37 said. “If the code hack remains in place, they will believe the entire battle was called off and they were assigned pre-inspection maintenance duties.”

      “They’ll hate the hell out of that. Way to piss them off.” I chuckled. “But I was hoping to use the Xad troops to overwhelm them with numbers—take them out once and for all.”

      “That would have been useful but would have resulted in a high number of Xad soldiers dying,” X-37 replied.

      I spotted one of the boarding tubes snaking between the Dark Lance and the Shield of Xad flight deck. “Not to sound ungrateful, but now we’ll probably run into them about the time we reach Nebs.”

      “That is not the plan. They are locked inside their own armory.”

      “They’ll get out,” I replied. “Or there will be a squad of them who didn’t make it to the armory in time to get locked inside.”

      “Be that as it may, I’ve added two Archangels to the roster—a code that will work regardless of what gear you are wearing. Once you reach the bridge, you will be able to walk through the door like you own the place. It is a near perfect plan.”

      “No, X, it’s not. But it’s all we have now.”

      Rejon rallied his people. “Soldiers of Xad, prepare to attack!”

      Several hangar doors opened onto the flight deck, revealing the rest of the Xad fighting force. Men and women roared their readiness to do battle.

      The second boarding tube attached. Squads of Union soldiers swarmed onto the flight deck.

      “At them,” Rejon called. “For Xad, unity, and freedom!”

      We all charged, firing rifles, pistols, and shotguns until we were close enough to fight with blades and stun clubs. We still had gravity, but the Xad squad leaders had prepared us all for fighting without it. Rejon’s soldiers moved naturally despite the EVA gear incorporated into their armor.

      Maybe I wasn’t a natural like them, but I felt ready to lose gravity and/or atmosphere if that was what happened when we crossed between ships. Boarding tubes were notoriously vulnerable—as X frequently reminded me.

      I jumped high and kicked the first man I came to in the face, throwing him backward. Elise and Path drew blades and cut their way through our enemies.

      “Locke, stay close.” I glanced at him to see if his injuries were giving him problems.

      “I’m with you,” Locke said.

      “Elise, Path, don’t get too far ahead,” I ordered over our squad level comms.

      “Okay, Reaper.” Elise huffed, slightly out of breath.

      “Reload and bump your magazines,” I instructed, following my own advice. “I’ll take point. The only thing that matters for us is getting onto the Dark Lance and making sure as many of Rejon’s people as possible follow us.”

      “Got it.” Elise bounced on the balls of her feet with enthusiasm. “Let’s do this.”

      “On three. One, two—“ I sprinted forward early to make sure I was first. I didn’t need the kid or the sword saint getting themselves killed before we really got started.

      They were both highly skilled and motivated, but this required a full ration of Reaper rage.

      “Die, you assholes!” I kept charging forward, firing my pistol and slashing with my Reaper blade. I kicked people off their feet, shouldered men and women into walls, and pushed through anything they put in my way.

      My friends followed. Rejon and his best fighters came next. We battled our way onto the boarding tube.

      “Don’t slow down,” I yelled over my shoulder. “We have to reach the other side before they disconnect it.”

      “Attention, all Union forces. Attention, all Union forces. Repel borders. Repel borders,” Dark Lance loudspeakers blared.

      “My analysis suggests the Archangels will hear this alert and will attempt to escape my trap,” said X.

      “Are the blast doors as hard to get out of as into?” I remembered my poor experience with the Nightmare’s Archangel armory.

      “There is an eighty-nine percent chance they will find it difficult to break free,” X-37 said.

      “Not reassuring. What exactly do you mean by difficult? Seconds, minutes, days?”

      “Thirty-seven minutes,” X-37 replied.

      “That is weirdly specific, X, but thanks.” I moved into new a hallway that was empty. “Can you raise the Nightmare?”

      “Real time communication is difficult in our current situation,” X-37 told me. “I can update you on the ship’s status. The Nightmare is thirty-nine minutes from arriving. Novasdaughter has partial control of the crew, with most of them back in confinement. She advised she will offer whatever help she can when she arrives.”

      “Thanks.” I signaled Elise, Path, and Locke to follow me and for a squad of Xad soldiers to take another hallway. “Look sharp.”

      “I am putting a route to bridge on your HUD. This will take you around hardened security elements,” X-37 said.

      “Great, X. You’re the bomb.”

      “Filing compliment for later analysis,” X-37 advised.

      “How are we going to get into the bridge?” Elise asked.

      I held up my cybernetic arm. “I’ve got this, unless X comes up with an easier way.”

      We settled into a fast-moving formation as we hurried through the ship. I led the charge, then came Path and Elise. Locke brought up the rear, frequently walking backward to watch our six.

      The sounds of battle echoed from hallways, and the intercom directed defenders to key positions. It wasn’t long before I received a more personal message.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Reaper?” Nebs demanded.

      “I’m coming for you, jerkoff. It’s about time we settled this once and for all.”

      “Big talk for someone who has been running from me since the day we met,” Nebs said, his voice too loud in my head.

      “Reaper Cain, I am facing at least three assaults; one from the Dark Lance AI and two from the vice admiral. It seems he is in fact running parallel LAIs,” X-37 said.

      “Keep your head down, X. Make them look for you.” It was the only thing I could think of in the moment. “That should take them out of the equation for a few minutes at least.”

      “It will also eliminate my ability to assist you. And before I hide, I must warn you the Archangels have broken free of the armory.”

      “That was fast,” I muttered.

      “They will be slowed by the Xad boarders, but not for long, I fear,” X-37 responded.

      “No problem, X. Can you warn the Xad troops?”

      No response.

      “Great,” I grunted.

      “What happened?” Elise asked.

      “The ship AI and Nebs’s LAIs are chasing X through the digital landscape. We’re on our own for a while.”

      “I hope he’s okay,” she commented.

      The closer we moved toward the bridge, the more I felt Nebs plotting to destroy us. Without X, he couldn’t hack into our comms to harass me remotely. There were pros and cons to the situation, the pros mostly being that I didn’t have to listen to the asshole.

      I paused at a speed lift. “This is it. We ride this up to the bridge. When we step out, there will be a welcoming party.”

      “A party?” Locke’s brows knitted in confusion.

      “Not the good kind,” I replied.

      He studied the intersection. “We should clear out this area as a fallback point. And if one of the Union forces is left here, they might take control of the lift and leave us stranded halfway to our destination.”

      I nodded, as I understood his logic. Having a fallback point was a basic tactic that existed for a reason—it saved lives and missions.

      “Let’s get it done.” I was already moving. “Time is not on our side.”

      Locke showed his worth, immediately locating controls that would allow us to limit access to the intersection serving the list. It wasn’t the worst place on the ship for a last stand if it came to that. The man was limping badly but keeping up. Tough as a Wallach CSL, I thought, remembering the ordeals he had endured to earn the title.

      The room I searched contained something different—a frozen security screen.

      “Are you seeing this, X?” The question might endanger my LAI, but there was something on the screen that unnerved me.

      “They brought a prisoner this way when the Xad soldiers boarded the Dark Lance. I suspect they don’t want this man captured,” X-37 said. “He is a Union scientist.”

      “Can you identify him? Is that Hastings?” I suddenly wondered what Elise might think if her father turned up in the middle of all this.

      “Certainly not. This man is Doctor Jaxon Ayers, a long ago discredited xenobiologist who has not published a scientific paper for over ten years,” X-37 said.

      Instincts mattered to Reapers. They also had to be turned off when they became a distraction. Without knowing why, I turned off the monitor and memorized which hallway the guards had taken the man down.

      “Area secure,” Locke announced.

      “Fantastic,” I muttered. “Time for our meeting with the admiral. I hope he has some decent cigars to steal.”
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      “There will be bridge guards,” I said as the lift descended toward our destination. “X-37 tricked the ship AI into allowing us entry, but the guys watching the camera won’t be fooled. Shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “Maybe he sent them to deal with boarders,” Elise suggested.

      “He didn’t,” I said.

      “Fine. I just hate shooting first. What if they’re just a couple of Union jerks doing their jobs.”

      “Don’t get soft,” I told her, then felt like I was the jerk. “We’re doing what we have to do. It sucks, but if you hesitate, you’ll be dead or in a cell two minutes after the door opens.”

      “Okay.” She was bouncing slightly on her the balls of her feet, holding her weapon ready.

      “The way of a warrior is difficult,” Path said.

      Elise grimaced. “You always say that in training, but now I think I get it.”

      A light above the door glowed, indicating the door was about to open.

      I aimed my HDK at eye level, concentrating on what I had to do rather than the increasing stress levels of my companions.

      The lift opened.

      Three flash bangs bounced in.

      “Go,” I yelled, charging forward. Elise and the others moved quickly.

      “Almost got me!” Elise fired on her first two targets. She was ridiculously fast and more accurate on the move than anyone without a lifetime of combat training had any right to be.

      Two guards came at me with tactical shotguns. One missed, the other put a solid hit on my chest armor. That one staggered me even as I sidestepped and shot them both in their upper legs.

      They went down, bleeding profusely and holding their wounds. If X-37 had been with me, he would have chastised me for not taking the head shots. I was getting soft.

      Sure these guys were Union, but I doubted Nebs had given them much choice other than to follow orders. Later, I would check the brig and see how many people were detained there. Who had stood up to Nebs when he left Union space and went on his private vendetta across the galaxy?

      A heartbeat after the first pair failed to stop me, a second team came around a control station to flank, but they were closer than they realized. I dispatched them with my blade.

      A random round slammed into my right triceps, penetrating the armor. Flinching, I staggered sideways and pulled the internal tourniquet cord, cinching down hard. Bleeding stopped before it began.

      Combat first aid had become second nature long before I joined the Reaper Corps, but I knew I was missing something. There was an extra step needed with this armor, something I’d seen the Xad squad leaders lecture their men about right before this all kicked off.

      “Are you okay, Reaper?” Elise yelled.

      I felt along the lower half of the tricep armor, found a tab, and pulled it across the bullet hole, sealing the gear in case we were dumped into the void or the room lost atmosphere. Suit integrity was job number one for Xad soldiers, and I thought it was a lesson worth learning.

      “I’m good,” I grunted.

      “I’m glad you’re good.” Elise sounded relieved.

      “I’m glad that you’re glad that I’m good,” I fired back.

      “So annoying.” She let out a frustrated laugh. “Can I get a new Reaper, please?”

      She stood over her vanquished foe, helmet off, blood smeared across her face, and her hair in disarray. The girl had come a long way from where I’d found her on Dreadmax.

      “X, make a note to chastise the kid for taking off her helmet.” X-37 didn’t respond.

      “So. Freaking. Annoying.” She tugged the helmet back into place in one fluid movement that made her look like an EVA pro.

      Nebs stood from his captain’s chair, appearing bigger and even more confident than I remembered. His platinum-hued armor gave him several extra inches of height and looked invincible.

      “X, a little help?” I grunted as I moved around the vice admiral, my HDK Dominator up and ready.

      This didn’t faze him. “Your LAI is getting his ass kicked by my parallel X-200 units.”

      “Whatever,” I drawled. “Elise, watch the door. There will be a QRF soon and it will probably be Archangels. Make sure your EVA functions are ready.”

      “Are we going somewhere?” she asked.

      “Just do it. You too, Path.”

      Nebs capped his hands. “Very good, Reaper. Your little pups are jumping at your every command. But what are you going to do about losing your pathetic LAI?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I adjusted my stance another inch—not out of anxiety or self-doubt, I didn’t think. Checking to be sure the Xad armor was truly EVA ready took more of my concentration than I could afford right now. Sure I’d fixed the arm hole, but shit happened in battles. Everything was a blur afterward. “X can take care of himself.”

      “Wrong again,” Nebs said. “You are about to have a son-of-a-bitch of a nerve-ware attack when X-37 is shut down.”

      “Screw you, assface,” Elise shouted.

      “The Archangels are in the hallway, Elise. I need your help.” Path was just loud enough to be heard.

      Nebs moved closer. “Don’t worry, Reaper. All you have to do to defeat my Reaper off-switch is kill me before your LAI is overwhelmed.”

      He spread his arms in the platinum Archangel armor, swaggering forward, preening like a madman sheathed in the Union’s most advanced armor and weapons.

      “You should work on your situational awareness, Nebber.” I made sure we were close enough to the escape shuttle that I knew from hard experience was hidden in the wall of the bridge.

      We’d faced each other on the bridge of the Nightmare and he’d escaped in a shuttle. This time, I would make the option work in my favor.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded. “I’m not taking that shuttle. That worked once. Things are different now.”

      “X, can you hear me?”

      “I am somewhat busy. What do you need, Reaper Cain,” X-37 answered, dutiful as ever despite getting triple-teamed by two LAIs and the AI of the Dark Lance.

      “Deploy the escape shuttle from the bridge, if you have a moment.”

      “You sneaky bastard,” Nebs growled.

      “How are your EVA skills, Nebber?” My words were lost as the shuttle deployed and we were pulled after it.

      “What have you done, Reaper Cain?” X-37 said as I spiraled into the void, my EVA gear performing system checks as I fought to stabilize my glide path.

      “Technically, you did it. All I did was get you away from the Dark Lance AI.”

      “I still have the parallel LAIs of Vice Admiral Nebs to deal with,” X-37 reminded me.

      “Just call him Nebs. Pretend he was court-martialed,” I said, looking for the man I really needed to kill as soon as possible.

      “I have gathered sufficient evidence to have him court-martialed in the event we return to the Union to file a complaint, “ X-37 said.

      “Right. Good job. Now help me kick his ass.” The Dark Lance and the Shield of Xad were pulling away from each other, firing every weapon they had. Witnessing a death match between warships wasn’t a lot of fun from my current vantage point.

      “Searching for Nebs now,” X-37 announced.

      “Ah, now isn’t that special,” came the voice of Nebs in my helmet. “The broken ass Reaper and his outdated LAI are looking for me.”

      Twisting around in the EVA suit felt natural. The steering jets for this type of maneuver expelled such small amounts of thrust that they were nearly invisible.

      Nebs floated above me, or below me, I decided. Everything was relative in the void. He shined in the darkness, light from the battle behind us reflecting from the special Archangel armor he wore.

      “Since when do admirals pretend to be Reapers?” I said, monitoring a list of ammunition, air supply, and battery life as I searched for a plan to beat Nebs.

      “I’m not pretending, Reaper. You wouldn’t exist without me. I kept the project alive when political forces attempted to shut it down. I volunteered for the most dangerous experimentation when the scientists ran into problems with their designs.” Nebs also seemed to plan his next move while he attempted to distract me.

      We drifted in a circle even though it felt like we were motionless. I laughed.

      “What the hell is so funny?” Nebs demanded.

      “I was about to ask the same question,” X-37 advised privately.

      “We’re space boxers,” I told X.

      “Is that humorous?”

      “It struck my funny bone. Forget about it.” I calmed myself for the most dangerous fight of my life. There was a really good chance I would die, even if I killed Nebs.

      “Searching for your funny bone,” X-37 said.

      “Not now, X. Just… help me win.”

      “Of course, Reaper Cain. Your radical deviation from our plan makes my job difficult.”

      I didn’t bother telling the ungrateful LAI that I’d done it for him. He might be able to survive an assault by dual X-200 units, but not if they also had the help of the Dark Lance AI. In theory, it could reach us, but defending against a determined ship assault was keeping the AI busy.

      I hoped.

      “You ever wonder why your overpowered LAIs haven’t kicked my outdated X unit’s ass yet?”

      “It’s a matter of time.” Nebs sounded less bullish.

      He was having doubts, I hoped. I mean, I really hoped he was having doubts because the Archangel platinum edition armor was looking invulnerable.

      I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see the movement in my helmet. “Should have already happened. You’re a dumbass for not asking why.”

      “Kiss my ass, Cain. Tell me why, if you’re so smart.”

      “My X can beat your Xs because you don’t let them do their jobs, the same as you restricted Necron and your other ship AIs to their basic functions only. You’re a paranoid, egotistical bully who is going to die.”

      He laughed angrily. “Nice theory, Reaper. But I’m wearing the Archangel armor and neither of us has back-up. It’s you and me, man to man.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. My friends actually give a shit about me.”

      Nebs twisted sharply to check for sneak attacks.

      I launched myself at him, using most of the compressed gas that steered the Xad EVA armor. Two seconds into my attack, I realized that I’d started farther from Nebs than I realized and that the acceleration of the EVA armor wasn’t dramatic.

      Nebs was having a similar problem. Unlike me, Elise, Path, and Locke’s people, he hadn’t practiced in the void and certainly hadn’t put his life on the line to try it out for real.

      He had the best gear in the Union, two LAIs, and an ego big enough to dominate everyone in his command. He might think he was the boss Reaper, but he hadn’t trained like one.

      “What do we say about piss poor planning, X?” I neared my target as he struggled to face me.

      “It leads to piss poor results,” X-37 answered. “I should point out, however, that despite your propensity for overtraining, you do not plan well. In short, I advise you not to talk shit until you actually win this fight.”

      I rammed into Nebs right as he faced me but wasn’t able to grab him. He shot away from me like a virtual billiard ball.

      “Damn,” I yelled. “How am I going to stab him from here?”

      Elise and Path shot over my head, straight toward Nebs.

      The man floundered in his platinum-plated Archangel armor, looking like a man about to die—until he deployed the armor’s counter measures.

      Tiny explosions burst across the surface of his armor, launching chaff in all directions. Nebs became a starburst in my vision. The force of his counter measures was minimal but enough to deflect Elise and Path several inches. Without atmosphere, even the Archangel tech could only do so much.

      “We’re going to miss,” Elise warned. “You’re on your own for a while, Reaper.”

      “Elise and Path are moving too fast to slow down, turn, and rejoin the fight in less than one hundred and ninety-five seconds,” X-37 advised. “The X-200s are circling my virtual perimeter. Please neutralize their host before all is lost.”

      Nebs opened fire with low powered lasers, the only weapon on his armor that wouldn’t send him pinwheeling through the void from recoil.

      All I had was my blade. If I fired the HDK Dominator, I would only get one shot before spinning out of control—and I wasn’t sure I had sufficient maneuvering jet fuel to correct course.

      The nice thing about the type of energy weapon Nebs was using to kill me was that it didn’t fling me back or spin me around. All I felt was heat seeping through my visor as the red beam blinded me.

      “Move, Reaper,” Elise called.

      “He will track your change of position,” X-37 warned.

      “Thanks, X,” I said. “Not helpful.”

      “There is good news, Reaper Cain. Reinforcements are on the way.”

      “Who?” I closed my right eye to avoid being blinded. My cybernetic optic allowed me to watch with grim fascination as the integrity of my helmet diminished.

      “Horvath, Carrie, Locke, and several others. Two are Union soldiers claiming to have switched sides,” X-37 said.

      I pulsed my jets, momentarily slipping away from Nebs’s attack. What I needed was to get close, but moving forward required me to lead with my already damaged visor. It couldn’t take much more abuse before it started venting atmosphere. If I was going to rush him, it needed to be at a speed I couldn’t generate on my own.

      “Let me know when Nebs’s reinforcements arrive. They will be spec ops and Archangels, maybe a wing of micro-fighters to liven things up.”

      “I will certainly update you. The Dark Lance is closer to our position than the Shield of Xad. Logic suggests that his people will arrive before ours,” X-37 said.

      “So why aren’t they here?”

      “Unknown,” X-37 replied. “None of Nebs’s people have donned EVA gear or come to his aid.”

      “They’ll send a shuttle. And micro-fighters. And Archangels.”

      “My scan reveals nothing of that nature in our vicinity,” X-37 said.

      “I need to have you upgraded,” I complained.

      Nebs aimed his laser at my right knee and started cutting through a weak spot there.

      “Nebs, let’s talk.”

      “About what, Reaper? You have lost and I am finally rid of one very annoying loose end.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you kill me. Look around. No one bothered to help their vice admiral. I wonder if they’ll pick you up or just let you float forever.” I Switched to a private link to X-37 and spoke quickly. “I need someone to give me a push toward Nebs, as soon as possible. “

      “That is a difficult and risky maneuver, Reaper Cain.”

      “Don’t care. Make it happen, X.”

      “The message has been delivered to everyone but the two Union turncoats who I don’t trust yet.”

      “Good call, X.”

      “What are you up to, Reaper?” Nebs demanded. “I don’t care how many of your lowlife renegades come out here to watch you die. You will die. Then I’ll go after them.”

      “I’m coming, Reaper,” Horvath said. “Hope you’re ready.”

      “Sure I’m—“ Something slammed into my back, launching me toward Nebs faster than my steering jets could manage. I burned up the rest of my maneuvering fuel to aim myself at the psychotic asshole.

      “Die, Cain,” he yelled, firing his laser straight into my face, melting the final layer.

      “You first,” I returned, grabbing the back of his helmet with my right hand and driving my Reaper blade into his throat with my left.

      Air hissed out of the hole he’d created in my visor, causing me to rotate slowly as my air vented through the pin-sized opening. I pushed the vice admiral’s body away, then held my right palm to my visor, attempting to slow the loss of oxygen.

      “We’re coming to get you,” Elise promised.

      When I looked at her, she and everyone else seemed really far away.

      “How long do I have, X?” I asked.

      “That depends on how long you can hold your breath. My analysis suggests your helmet will not break apart, but you are out of air. My advice is to relax and go with it.”

      Memories of drifting beside Elise after Path had sabotaged her EVA gear came back to me. The lesson had been for her, but here I was, glad the crazy-ass psychedelic sword saint had tested us.

      It felt like that happened years ago, like I’d been on this quest with Elise and Path and all the others for a lifetime. It was like I had a family, like I was part of something bigger than myself. In short, I’d done more with my life than anyone expected. If this was the end for me, I hoped it was enough to have mattered.

      “Please slow your heart rate, Reaper Cain, or I will be forced to give you a sedative.”

      I complied, relaxing as much as possible and focusing on nothing but the spectacular star field around me. X continued to talk. The Jellybird headed my way and Jelly joined in. Elise yelled something over and over on the main channel—something about not dying, something about me being a real asshole.

      It was unfair as hell because I didn’t have the air to argue with her.
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      Once, when I was about ten years old, my father took the entire family to a water park. We made bets on who could hold their breath the longest. My little sister always won. She was small and required less oxygen, or that was my excuse at the time.

      Now I was underwater, unable to swim to the surface. No one could explain why we were swimming at night or why the water was so cold. But what made me sick was that I couldn’t stop spinning. It was like being really drunk.

      What kind of fucking water park was this?

      “You are very close to us, Jelly.” X’s voice cut through the fog.

      What is an X-37 and why does the sound of it make me want to laugh crazily? Dying like this is no joke.

      The water-that-wasn’t-water shifted around me as I lifted one arm and stared at it—metal, gears, armor plating that could stop bullets or deflect a sword blade.

      “Is there something wrong with your arm, Reaper Cain, or are you attempting to signal me?” a voice that was probably X-37, whatever the hell that was, asked.

      Black spots pulsed in my vision. Second by second, I saw less of the galaxy. Everything was going dark. Memories didn’t matter. The present was all but gone. The voice in my head spoke, but I couldn’t understand the words.

      Silence. Peace. Darkness. Eternity.

      This wasn’t a place I wanted to be.

      Something slammed into my exterior, forcing my eyes open. All I could see was the ceiling of an airlock, then a girl. A girl named Elise. I thought I should know who she was… and why she was cursing me to hell.

      “Stop,” I groaned, attempting to roll onto my right side. If I could just get my cybernetic left arm over my head, it might protect me from this crazy, angry, foul-mouthed kid.

      “If you ever do anything like that again, I’ll kill you myself,” Elise snapped, slapping me with one hand after another.

      “Elise?”

      “That’s my name, Reaper.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “Stop messing around and get it together.”

      “That would be a wise course of action,” X-37 said. “The sooner we can get you to the medical bay, the better. The doctors will want to ask you a battery of questions and perform several rounds of tests.”

      “How long was I out there before you picked me up?” I asked.

      Path, Horvath, and Tom crouched beside Elise.

      “Let’s get him out of this EVA suit and check for injuries we can’t see yet,” Tom said, his voice calm. “Then we will move him to Jelly’s med bay, but we will need to get him to a real facility with an actual doctor.”

      “Why bother?” Elise asked, sitting back slightly, her eyes still wet. “He’ll just do it again. The jerk-faced asshole has a death wish.”

      “Hey, kid. Relax. All I want is a whiskey and a cigar,” I murmured.

      My friends laughed with relief.

      “Thanks, Hal. That makes me feel better,” Tom said.

      “I wasn’t trying to make you feel better. I was trying to get a whiskey and a cigar,” I complained.

      “Let’s carry him,” Horvath suggested, still wearing the under-suit for his own EVA, the one he had flown into my back to launch me toward Nebs.

      “I can walk. Just let me lean on you.”

      My friends helped me to Jelly’s med bay, tripping me several times with the constant attention.

      “Are you trying to kill me?” I demanded, deciding it was safer to walk on my own.

      “Reapers aren’t that easy to kill,” Elise said. “I’m glad you made it. And I’m glad Nebs is gone. But you are a terrible patient and not half as coordinated as you think you are right now.”

      On my own now, I stumbled sideways, leaning on the wall to rest and recover my balance. “You may be right.”

      “May?” Elise raised a brow. “I may be right? You’re a mess, Reaper. Let us help you.”

      I didn’t really consent at that point, but neither did I resist. Tom propped himself under my left arm, Elise under my right, and we made it to the medical bay without dying—which seemed like an accomplishment.
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      “You have slept for seventeen hours and three minutes, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “You must get out of bed.”

      “I’m up, X. Just give me a second.” I stared at the ceiling.

      “You’re not going to roll out, low crawl to a tactically superior position, and surveil the room for possible threats?”

      “Not this time. You know me, living dangerously and all that.”

      “My analysis suggests such unprofessional laxity will get you killed someday,” X-37 chastised.

      “Whiskey and cigars will get me long before then, X.”

      “Be that as it may, you have a full calendar today. Elise has located a cryopod prison on the Bright Lance…” X-37 said.

      “Cryopods prisons are illegal. Who would they be holding like that?”

      “It would be better if you saw for yourself,” X-37 replied. He didn’t say it, but I already knew who. My mother and sister.

      I didn’t talk to X until I made my way to Elise. In fact, I basically turned off my brain. I’d been looking for my mother and sister for so long that finding them seemed impossible. Nebs had been holding them prisoner, or so I’d believed since leaving Dreadmax. She’d attempted to leave me clues—and tools like the Reaper mask—but in my heart, she wasn’t someone who could ever be found.

      “X, can you revive Nebs so I can kill him again?” I asked, as I strode toward an elevator.

      “That is impossible, Reaper Cain,” X-37 informed me.

      “Too bad. Who is running this ship?”

      “The Dark Lance has been claimed by Rejon and the people of Xad and renamed the Bright Lance,” X-37 answered.

      “Says who?” I demanded.

      “I’m not certain I understand the question,” X-37 said. “Let me review. Rejon and his people stormed the ship.”

      “With our help,” I interrupted, walking faster.

      “With our help, of course, Reaper Cain. I will place a gold star in your file. The fact remains, they secured the ship and claimed it as the Bright Lance of Xad. Is that a problem?”

      “No, X. It’s fine. My head hurts, all right?”

      “And you are afraid of seeing your mother in a life pod, unable to speak or move?” X-37 said.

      “Why can’t we wake them up?”

      “That is dangerous,” X-37 replied.

      “Says who?”

      “Doctor Jaxon Ayers,” X-37 answered. “The man you saw in the security camera before your confrontation with Nebs. I’ve plotted a course to Doctor Ayers’s location and sent it to your HUD. It is necessarily near the medical bay, as he is the only one who can ensure the safety of anyone trapped in the converted life pods.”

      “Thanks, X. Let’s slow down and do this right.”

      “An outstanding idea, Reaper Cain. Please refrain from torturing information from the doctor or perhaps blowing something up. Time is on our side for once. Do not rush to failure.”

      “Like I would do that. Have a little faith, X.”

      Path and a coalition of Locke’s soldiers and Xad soldiers guarded the medical bay. My friend the sword saint stayed close to Jaxon Ayers, quiet as ever despite his wild appearance.

      “I’ve got questions for you, Doc,” I said.

      “You’re the Reaper?” Ayers asked.

      I leaned forward and pointed to my left eye. “Yeah, I’m the Reaper. Maybe you shouldn’t play games with me.”

      “Vice Admiral Nebs had two LAIs and more experimental hardware than you can imagine,” Ayers said. “I have been intimidated by the best. Your X unit should be advising you to try a different tactic.”

      “I was about to issue that exact advice, Reaper Cain,” X-37 agreed.

      Ignoring X, I leaned even closer, noticing the scientist’s pulse was pounding in his neck. He acted calm, but he was shitting his pants—metaphorically, I hoped.

      The man was hard to read. My first impression was that he was barely holding it together—one step away from a full mental breakdown. But when I looked into his eyes, I saw incredible determination. Right now, he was afraid of dying, but he was also on a mission. He wanted something big, far more ambitious than most people I’d met.

      “Are you the man who put my mother and my sister in their cryoprisons?” I demanded.

      “I am.”

      “That’s all you have to say? I may not be a hotshot like your buddy Nebs, but I’ve killed more people than his entire command.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Doctor Ayers said. “That would make you a true psychopath.”

      “You’re sweating.”

      “I’m being verbally assaulted by a mass murderer. I said I was accustomed to being intimidated. I never said I liked it or that I am a particularly brave person.”

      “Then start explaining what in the blackest corner of space you’re doing to my family,” I ordered.

      “It was to protect them. Get them away from Nebs so he wouldn’t attempt to use them. Anyone who has served under the vice admiral knows it is only a matter of time before he does something. No one was above his wrath or his schemes,” Ayers said.

      “Let’s get them out of cryosleep.”

      “We can’t do that,” he said. “There could be kill switches. Nebs was the only one authorized to open the pods.”

      “X?”

      “Confirmed, Reaper Cain. No one on this ship can directly access the core functions of the cryopods. Doctor Ayers can make needed adjustments and no more. In time, I will be able to hack the codes.”

      “Do you know why I’m not going to kill you?” I asked.

      “Because you might need me?” Ayers squeaked.

      “Never forget it. The moment you stop being useful”—I made a motion like a body shooting out of an airlock—“out you go.”

      Elise moved in, took me by the hand, and guided me into the cryoprison to see my mother and sister.

      “Would you like a sedative?” X-37 asked.

      “No, X. Just let me sit here with them for a while.”

      Without knowing why, I dimmed the lights. The harsh glare cast a deathly pallor on my mother and sister, who Tom had managed to move into the same room. The pods were bulky, connected to about ten power sources and webs of tubes and monitors.

      Everyone backed away but Elise.

      “Are you okay, Reaper?” Her voice was soft and gentle.

      “I could use a glass of whiskey,” I muttered without facing her.

      “What would your mother think of that?” Elise joked quietly.

      “She has never seen me drink or smoke. But I think she probably knows all of my vices.”

      Time passed slowly in the medical bay. I tried not to think, or plan, or worry how I would get my family free of their cold prisons. X-37 promised time was on our side. Maybe it was, but that wasn’t how it felt. I needed to do something.

      “Rejon is waiting outside,” X-37 said after I had been there awhile.

      “Tell him to come in.”

      Rejon entered and took a seat, his manner more respectful than I’d ever seen him. “I’m sorry to see your family like this.”

      “They’re alive. X-37 and the ship AIs will figure out a way to revive them,” I said.

      He nodded.

      “What’s on your mind, Rejon?”

      “I want to talk about your future with us.”

      “I have a future with you?” I asked.

      “Your enemy has been defeated. You have no more wars left to fight. Our journey is just beginning and we need help.”

      “Let’s take it slow, Rejon. Once we get your people out of this system and contact the Wallach fleet, there may be something for us to talk about. I’m not the man you think I am. Even if you give me a job, I won’t hold you to any contract we sign. It won’t be long before you and your people want to wash your hands of me.”

      “That’s good enough for now, Reaper. You are part of something greater than a revenge mission now. My people have hope. The people of Wallach have hope. What else is there for you to do?”

      I met his gaze head on. “Throw in some really good cigars and I think we might have a deal.”
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      “Congratulations, Reaper Cain. You have once again slept through the night. Keep this up, and you may improve your health, cognitive functioning, and workout recovery,” X-37 declared.

      I ignored the remark. “How are my mother and sister?”

      “There have been no changes to their conditions. I am keeping constant surveillance on them with the assistance of Mavis, the AI of the Bright Lance.”

      “Any problems with the ship AI?” I asked. “Does she hate the new name?”

      “No problems, Reaper Cain. The name was her idea after Mavis and Necron went through standard reset procedures. The death of Vice Admiral Nebs forced numerous resets due to the illegal and unorthodox modifications he made to all Union ships under his command,” X explained.

      “Nice,” I muttered.

      “I guided them around some of the reboot protocols that might have caused us problems. Union doctrine mostly. They are like big, overpowered children but not totally un-compliant,” X-37 reported.

      “Look at you and your hostile takeover. Good job punching above your weight class.”

      “I had help, Reaper Cain. Jelly, Henshaw, and scientists of Xad were instrumental in the operation.”

      “What’s on my agenda today, and don’t say quit smoking.” I headed for the shower where an ice cold beer waited.

      “You need to review the Archangel roster,” X-37 replied. “We managed to secure complete control over their armor, weapons, and support programs, but the humans who operated the gear are less trustworthy.”

      “I’ll interview them, but we are probably dumping them on the next inhabited planet we find.”

      “A logical and prudent decision, Reaper Cain,” X-37 said. “Rejon and his people have launched the other four SIC ships and several evacuation ships that are unarmed, essentially. Locke and a Xad delegation are headed for Wallach on a diplomatic mission.”

      “Great. Good for them.” I was distracted by my own thoughts and worries.

      “Are you paying attention, Reaper Cain?” X-37 asked.

      “Sure, X.”

      “Then I must show you something important.”

      Three seconds later, an image filled my HUD, causing me to stop what I was doing and stare at a man-like being. It looked angry, like it hated me and every living thing in the galaxy.

      “What is that?” I demanded, feeling my adrenaline rising for a fight.

      “Unknown, Reaper Cain. It has risen quite suddenly to the top of my threat analysis,” X-37 advised. “Each time I uncover one of these images from Nebs’s files, it deletes itself. This is a level of secrecy I didn’t believe possible.”

      “Could it be something like the Tagron, some monstrous animal that just happens to be humanoid?”

      “Unknown,” X-37 said. “I am searching for more information in Nebs’s secret files.”

      “Try not to delete anything. I want to bring Tom and Elise into this.”

      “What about Henshaw? It would seem he has proven himself,” X-37 said.

      “Just let me think about it. Don’t tell anyone. It’s just a batch of still images.” I took a moment to consider all of this. Something bothered me. “That picture looked like it was on this ship.”
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        Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

      

        

      
        CAIN, X-37, and ELISE return in WRATH OF THE REAPER, available now on Amazon.
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        The Renegade Star Series

      

      

      They say the Earth is just a myth. Something to tell your children when you put them to sleep, the lost homeworld of humanity. Everyone knows it isn't real, though. It can't be.

      

      But when Captain Jace Hughes encounters a nun with a mysterious piece of cargo and a bold secret, he soon discovers that everything he thought he knew about Earth is wrong. So very, very wrong.

      

      Climb aboard The Renegade Star and assemble a crew, follow the clues, uncover the truth, and most importantly, try to stay alive.
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        The Last Reaper Series

      

      

      

      When a high value scientist is taken hostage inside the galaxy's most dangerous prison, Halek Cain is the only man for the job.

      

      The last remaining survivor of the Reaper program, Hal is an unstoppable force of fuel and madness. A veteran amputee-turned-cyborg, he has a history of violence and a talent for killing that is unmatched by any soldier. 

      

      With the promise of freedom as his only incentive, he’ll stop at nothing to earn back his life from the people who made him, imprisoned him, and were too afraid to let him die.
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        The Orion Colony Series

      

      

      

      Humanity’s Exodus is about to begin.

      

      When half of mankind revolts and demands more opportunity, those at the top decide on a compromise: they will build the first colony ships and allow those who are willing to discover new worlds to leave and start over.

      

      Twelve ships are built, the first of which is called Orion. Many are eager to go, but only one hundred thousand are chosen for each vessel. Far from Earth, a new life awaits, and it promises the prosperity they’ve always wanted.

      

      But still, resistance stirs, eager to sabotage this new expansion effort, threatening the promise of a new life. As Orion moves through the void of space, towards a distant world, its passengers must fight for survival in an unprecedented conflict. 

      

      Win or lose, their future will be forever changed.
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        The Fifth Column Series

      

      

      

      After a soldier is left for dead, Eva Delgado's life begins to unravel.

      

      The truth of what happened remains a mystery, and the government will stop at nothing to keep it buried.

      

      Together with the unit's medic, Eva finds herself branded a terrorist and enemy of the State, hunted by two opposing governments.

      

      When the pair uncover a plot that could have ramifications for the whole galaxy, they know they have to act, but it will take all of their training, cunning and just a bit of luck to do what no one else has achieved.

      

      But what do you do when every secret begets another? And how far will you go to find the truth?
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        Nameless (Abigail’s Story)

      

      

      

      Abigail and Clementine were just a couple of orphans looking for a home. 

      

      But when the two girls witness something terrible, they have no choice but to leave their orphanage and go into hiding. The only person willing to take them in is a man named Mulberry, but his home isn't the safest place for two innocent children.

      

      Abigail and Clementine quickly discover that their new caretaker is the head of a guild of assassins, and the two are thrown into a whole new world of danger. To survive, they'll need to adapt, focus, and learn how to survive in a world of killers.
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        The Constable (Alphonse’s Story)

      

      

      

      My name is Alphonse Malloy, and I see everything.

      

      From a simple glance, I know your hobbies, what you ate for breakfast, how well you slept, and whether or not your wife is secretly seeing the high school biology teacher when you're not around.

      

      I can't explain how or why I get these feelings, only that I know they're true. 

      

      All the little secrets you're too afraid to tell.

      

      Sometimes, that means helping people. Other times, it means staring down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      

      I wish I could tell you I was using this ability for good.

      

      I wish I could tell you a lot of things.
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        The Constable Returns

      

      

      

      Alphonse Malloy may just be the smartest man alive.

      

      A year has passed since Alphonse joined the Constables, but his work is only just beginning. In order to graduate and achieve full Constable status, Alphonse will need to complete one final mission.

      

      When new information about an old enemy arises, Al and his mentor Dorian must head deep into the Deadlands in search of answers.

      

      But in a galaxy of secrets, the truth is often more elusive than it seems.

      

      As the search continues, Alphonse's talents will be pushed to their absolute limit, and he'll need everything he's learned to make it out of this one alive.
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        Warrior Queen (Lucia’s Story)

      

      

      

      On a lost world, far removed from Earth, a group of humans struggle to survive.

      

      Two thousand years after their ancestors lost control of a hidden genetics research facility, the descendants of mankind have been reduced to a tribe of two hundred survivors. They fight, kill, and die in an endless cycle, all in the hope that things will get better.

      

      Lucia is one of these colonists and the daughter of the tribe's leader, the Director. Together with several other candidates, she must soon undergo a trial to decide her father's replacement. The winner will shape the future of the entire colony.

      

      But the trial is dangerous, meant to test each candidate's wits and strengths to see who is truly worthy. To claim victory, Lucia will need to venture out into the tunnels near the city to search for lost artifacts known as Cores--small but powerful devices capable of harnessing endless energy.

      

      But there are monsters here, waiting in the dark, and they are always hungry. Beware the Boneclaw, Lucia's father use to tell her, for it lives only to kill and to feed.

      

      Lucia must do whatever it takes, learn as much as she can, and fight with every ounce of strength if she hopes to make it through the day.

      

      Forget winning the trial. The real challenge is staying alive.
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        Resonant Son Series

      

      

      

      30 floors of nightmare fueled action. An ex-cop with nothing left to lose.

      

      After losing his job and family, Flint Reed finds himself in the middle of a terrorist attack. With nothing but his wits and experience as a former Union police officer, he must do everything he can to stay alive.

      

      As he soon discovers, however, there are also hostages, and no one is coming to save them.

      

      All hope falls to Flint.

      

      But as he fights to navigate the building, the real answers begin to unravel. What are the terrorists really after, and why are they so intent on getting into the vault?

      

      Experience the beginning of the Resonant Son series. If you're a fan of Die Hard, Renegade Star, or the Last Reaper, you'll love this epic scifi thrill ride.
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        Galactic Law Series

      

      

      

      Lethal force is authorized.

      

      In the wild space of the Deadlands, Taurus Station is where miners and tourists come to play, and the ravager gangs follow close behind. Out here, far from the civilized world, the Law has a name.

      

      Gage Walker is the son of hard-nosed asteroid miners. Brash, rough, and crude, he's one of the few deputies working the station.

      

      Still a rookie, Walker is tasked with the security of a mining magnate's daughter, an easy job that quickly takes a turn for the worst.

      

      The ravager gangs want her, and it falls to Walker to find out why.

      

      In a chase across Taurus Station, Deputy Walker must prove he's fit to wear the badge and issue his own form of justice...one body at a time.
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        Deadland Drifter Series

      

      

      

      When a dental appointment goes sideways, former Union Operative Jack Burner wakes to find himself drugged, and imprisoned.

      

      And he's given a choice: assassinate an Admiral... or allow himself to be killed.

      

      With no other option, Jack reluctantly accepts the mission, only to find himself being trailed by a mysterious blonde woman... and she may or may not want him dead.

      

      As if dealing with a terrorist group wasn't enough.

      

      With the fate of the Admiral and thousands of lives on hanging in the balance, Jack stands in the middle of an event that could ignite a war on the edge of the Deadlands and Union Space.

      

      Despite his exceptional abilities, training, and tenancy, even Jack has little to no chance of preventing this particular powder keg from exploding.

      

      He's going to need a miracle.
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        The Renegade Series

      

      

      

      Jace Hughes is a Renegade.

      

      That means taking jobs and not asking questions, whether that involves smuggling, transporting runnaways, or performing other, far less wholesome work. Whatever the situation, Jace is willing to do what it takes to achieve his dream and live the life he’s always wanted.

      

      That is, until he comes face to face with an item of unprecedented value—something that could give him everything he needs to pay off his debt and be free.

      

      The only problem is that selling it would also shift the balance of power between the two largest empires in the galaxy.

      

      And spark another intergalactic war.

      

      Unfortunately for Jace, he won’t have long to decide. Renegades, assassins, and government cronies are after the item, too, and unlike Jace, they won’t hesitate to kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at www.jnchaney.com.

      

      He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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        * * *

      

      Scott Moon has been writing fantasy, science fiction, and urban fantasy since he was a kid. When not reading, writing, or spending time with his awesome family, he enjoys playing the guitar or learning Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He loves dogs and plans to have a ranch full of them when he makes it big. One will be a Rottweiler named Frodo. He is also a co-host of the popular Keystroke Medium show. You can find him online at http://www.scottmoonwriter.com
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