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      “Three days,” I said to Matt as I stepped through the transit portal and back onto the arid surface of the planet Jaito. The portal closed behind me as I stopped playing Stairway to Heaven, my tap into the chaos energy that filled the void between time and space fading with the final notes.

      “Three days, what?” he replied, confused by the simple statement.

      “I told Keep we would be back on Atlas in three days. There’s a war to win, you know.”

      “Why?”

      The question surprised me. “What do you mean, why? Did you already forget how Blorb is using the sigilships to attack the Spiral? Or were you replaced by an Aleal in the literal two minutes I was gone?”

      He smiled. “I mean, why do we need to go back to Atlas? You have the collator if you need to talk to Keep. And Head Case is a sigilship now. We can deal with Blorb ourselves.”

      “Doubtful,” I replied. “We need support if we’re going to confront Dominator, especially if we’re dealing with another fleet like the one at Jaito. We need the Royal Guard as much as the Royal Guard needs us.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “But I appreciate your faith in me.”

      He draped his arm over my shoulder. “So, what do we do next? Three days isn’t a lot of time, and Head Case might be spaceworthy, but she’s got all kinds of damage.”

      “Fortunately, we have three engineers to work on fixing the worst of it,” I replied.

      Quasar, Shaq, Justus, and Dryka waited for us closer to Head Case, parked a distance away. The Sanguine gunship stood beside my ship, looking much worse for wear than Head Case. After Justus and Dryka had saved my bacon from the incoming enemy corvette, the gunship had taken critical damage to its life support system, forcing her to make an emergency landing here on Jaito. Kat’s Litter had been billeted in the stern, and O’Neill and Stearns were killed by shrapnel that pierced that section of the ship’s hull. Of the original unit, only Ki and Narayan remained.

      The two  Littermates were currently working with the rest of my crew to salvage anything we could of value from the gunship, with the hopes of obtaining enough parts to help put Head Case back together again. From here, the scorched and pockmarked ship did sort of resemble Humpty Dumpty.

      “Three days, that’s all we’ve got,” Matt said as we approached the smaller group, relaying what I had said to him. Once we were close enough, Shaq hopped from Quasar’s shoulder back to mine.

      “That’s not a lot of time,” Dryka replied. Her eyes turned to me. “Are you sure you aren’t stretching yourself too thin?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But what other choice do I have? What other choice do any of us have?”

      “None, I suppose. How’d it go with Avi?” she asked.

      “Pretty much how you expected,” I replied. “Publicly, he’s not thrilled. Privately, I think he understands how important my crew is to me.” I turned my attention to Quasar. “Does Gia have anything on Grizz’s family yet?”

      “We’re really going to waste time trying to rescue one man’s wife and children?” Justus asked.

      My sidelong glare caused him to flinch. “Do I even need to dignify that question with a response?” I growled at him.

      “Ben,” Quasar said, her tone suggesting she was about to come to Justus’ defense.

      “Grizz is a member of my crew,” I said, pointedly looking at her instead of Justus. “Our crew. And his family is in danger because of me. He sabotaged the scaler and we all nearly died because he didn’t trust me to help him. How can we take care of the rest of the Spiral if we can’t or won’t take care of our own?”

      “What about David?” Matt asked. “He’s ours too, isn’t he?”

      “You’re damn right he is. I don’t care what Keep thinks we should do. We’re going to get him back, too.”

      “So, two rescues in three days. Are you sure you shouldn’t have said five days?”

      The question drained all the anger from me. I looked at Matt and laughed. “Yeah, I probably should have said five. But a promise is a promise. It’s up to us to live up to it, ambitious or not.”

      “It’s mostly up to you,” he pointed out. “We’re just along for the ride.”

      “Yeah, right. If you think I can do any of this without all of you, you’re crazier than Emerald.” I turned back to Quasar. “So, does Gia have anything?”

      “I provided her with Grizz’s hypernet account identifier and credentials. She pulled the stored versions of the messages he received and backtraced their IDs. Burner accounts, of course, but she traced the originating device serial numbers to an outpost on Kenwick and then branched out from every slab signal picked up in the area over the three months the devices were stocked there. Thankfully, Kenwick isn’t a big place.” She paused to pick up more of Gia’s conversation from the neural link in her head. “Twenty-thousand potential hits. She traced them all backward, narrowing the search down to planets in Sedaya’s Duchy. You’ll never guess where one of the prospective account creators lived and worked.”

      “Kirillia. Sanguine Studios,” I guessed.

      “Bingo bango boingo, give the kid a prize,” Quasar said in her best Keep imitation. “Want to guess who?”

      “Orange Asscrab?”

      “Who?” Quasar asked, confused.

      “Jason Yen?”

      “You’re good at this.” She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Okay, I’ve got another challenge for you. There was someone else on Kenwick around the time Jason created the burner account.”

      I shook my head. “I know who I want to say, but that’s impossible. The last time I saw him, he was doing donuts through space.”

      “Apparently, being blind wasn’t enough to keep Colonel Coil from becoming involved in this mess. My best guess is he managed to phone home and got directions to where the controls were, at least well enough to get him to Kenwick. Yen meets him there with an offer he can’t refuse, and the next thing you know, they’re scooping up Grizz’s wife and children and making threats.”

      “Because Yen knew about his family and where he lives,” I said. “Shit. I bet Coil convinced him to pick up some mercenaries on the way, too.”

      “Or his old unit,” Justus said. “When things went south, he took the fall, but they weren’t exactly Galaxy Scouts either.”

      “Zar, any idea where they are now?”

      “Gia’s still trying to trace all the traffic from Caprum over the last few weeks. The Sanguine ship wasn’t there. At least not officially. They used a different ship to abduct Grizz’s family.”

      “How will she ever figure out which ship?” Matt asked. “That’s needle-in-a-haystack stuff.”

      “For one thing, she’s a supercomputer. She might not be able to narrow the possibilities to one, but she can thin them out quite a bit.”

      “We only have three days,” I reminded her.

      “You should have said five,” Matt razzed.

      “She’ll do her best,” Quasar said. “She just needs more time.”

      “We can make our play for David first if needed,” I said, before turning and pointing toward Meg and the others. “We should help with salvaging parts. The more hands tearing stuff down, the faster we can transfer it all to Head Case and get moving.”

      “You should go rest,” Justus said. “You need to stay in top shape for what you plan to do.”

      “I’m fine,” I replied, starting toward the Sanguine gunship, only to pause as a wave of all-too-familiar dizziness swept over me. It was the first time since Omega Station that I’d felt the effects of my cancer. I lowered my head, fighting back against the anger, fear, and frustration that came from knowing that my newfound ability to harness chaos energy hadn’t come cheap.

      “Ben, are you okay?” Matt asked, noticing my hesitation.

      I glanced over at him as Shaq nuzzled my neck, attuned to my emotional state. “Yeah,” I replied flatly. “I’m fine.”

      Matt opened his mouth, probably to tell me what a terrible liar I am and that I should go to sick bay with Justus. He decided to remain silent. He didn’t need to say anything. A quick glance at the others proved how firmly my heart clung to my sleeve. They all knew I wasn’t okay. They all knew why. There was no sense in making a big deal out of it, because there was nothing they could do to help. Only one thing could help, and it was etched into my chest with a line through part of it, rendering it currently non-functional. I couldn’t fix it without losing the construct. And I couldn’t lose the construct if we wanted any chance at defeating Blorb.

      None of us had any choice but to grin and bear it.

      I resumed walking. If I had learned anything over the prior months, it was how to fight through hell.
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      I didn’t stay with the rest of the crew the entire time they stripped the Sanguine gunship. While I wasn’t overly tired after transiting to and from Atlas, a second round of dizziness convinced me I needed a break before we were ready to roll. I considered stopping by sick bay and letting the autodoc give me a clearer indication of my health, ultimately deciding there was no point. I already knew the stages my body would go through as it descended toward death. I had come full-circle from Omega Station. Like before, I just had to survive long enough to finish the job.

      Unlike before, I had a greater sense of peace regarding the end of my life. My greatest fear wasn’t missing out on whatever might have been once I was gone. What scared me the most was that I would fail to stop Blorb before he killed millions more. I didn’t consider myself a hero, and I didn’t want to be a savior. I had this power through chaos and sigiltech that I’d taken advantage of, but I didn’t need it to feel happy or whole. I would have traded the construct for the restore sigil without a second thought if the consequences weren’t so dire. I was willing to sacrifice myself to save as many lives as possible. No hesitation. No questions asked. No shits given.

      Maybe that made me a hero after all. It wasn’t for me to say. I was only being the man Mom had raised me to be. Living up to our shared ideals and beliefs while forging my own way. I was ready for whatever happened next. I was ready to die fighting for the people who couldn’t fight for themselves.

      And damn it all, I was going to win.

      My eyes snapped open, and I bolted upright in bed. A refreshed sense of purpose flooded through every vein of my body as though I could convert chaos energy into pure resolve. I reached for my slab on the table beside me, disturbing Shaq in the process. Asleep on the other pillow, his eyes flipped open, immediately as awake and alert as me.

      “Is it time?” he buzzed.

      Three hours had passed since I had excused myself from the group. Six hours since my transit to Atlas. We only had three days. We couldn’t afford to delay any longer.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “It’s time.” I tapped on my comm badge. “Meg, what’s your status?”

      “Captain,” she answered. “We finished pulling all the wiring and electronics we could salvage. We stripped out the cannons too, though we’ll need to find ammo somewhere if we want to use them. We were about to start cutting off the undamaged armor plating. We don’t have enough operational shield nodes to go around, but there’s enough salvageable metal to reinforce the ear over the remaining ion cannon. But honestly, Cap, it would do us a world of good to stop off somewhere for repairs.”

      “I know it would, but Blorb isn’t waiting for us to give Head Case all the attention she needs. We can’t afford to wait, either. Forget the plating. It’s time to go.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      I tapped the comm badge again to disconnect and hopped out of bed. Digging through my closet, I pulled out my newest Captain’s uniform. After everything that had happened with Rickard, I’d decided to swap out the blue jacket and pants for dark red and the lighter material for something more defensively robust.

      I kept my t-shirt on, layering a stretchy black shirt with a Nehru collar over it and the jacket over that, buttoning the double breast. I swapped my sweats for pants before reaching back into the closet to grab a new pair of dark, steel-tipped magboots. The thick-soled boots came up over the pants to the top of my calves. I’d wanted to add a pouch for Shaq somewhere in the ensemble, but I’d yet to find a suitable spot that wouldn’t be uncomfortable for him for long periods of time or bulge out in a comical way. For now, tt wasn’t an important consideration.

      The uniform wasn’t only stylish and functional, it was a statement piece that said, don’t mess with me. At least, that’s what I was going for. In any case, Shaq settled on my shoulder, the thicker material absorbing his claws as he climbed to his perch.

      My guitar leaned against the bulkhead next to the door. I scooped it up on my way out, heading down the hallway to the stairs. Expecting everyone to still be finishing up outside, I was surprised to find Matt sitting in the lounge, obviously lost in thought. Elbows braced on his thighs, he stared down at his folded hands, one thumb rubbing over the other as if soothing some kind of pain.

      “Hey, man,” I said as he turned on the couch to look at me.

      “Hey, Mister Deadpool,” he replied, looking up and grinning at me. “Nice threads. You could use a sawed off shotgun strapped to your hip though and maybe a Katana swinging from your belt.”

      “Funny,” I replied with a half-smirk. “I hope we won’t need guns or swords where we’re going next. What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you, actually.”

      “Checking up on me? I feel fine.”

      “One: bullshit. Two: no, I’m not here to check up on you. I have something for you.”

      That surprised me. “Really? When did you have time to get me something?”

      “You mean to make you something. We started designing it a few days ago. I ran it through Asshole while you were sleeping.”

      “Don’t ever say that again,” I quipped. “You were supposed to help Meg and the others with the gunship.”

      Matt laughed. “You know what they say about too many cooks. Besides, the rest of the crew wanted you to have it, too.” He bent over, picking up a long, rectangular metal box from the floor. It wasn’t wrapped in paper, its shape giving me no idea what could be inside. “They all wanted to be here to see you open it, but you woke up before they finished up outside.”

      I stared at the box, eager to see its contents. If the crew wanted to watch me open it, I’d give them that. “I was already headed down to the hangar. Come with me, and bring it with you.”

      He picked up the box, and we rode the elevator down to the hangar, exiting onto the upper level. I walked over to the railing to look down, finding that all our bounty had already been sorted into piles, some things on wheeled carts. The functional electronic components like the comm system and nav computer were on one cart and, extra wiring on another, with random parts I couldn’t identify in two more stacks.

      Grizz stood in the midst of the junk picking through the pieces and considering them before returning them to where he’d found them or tossing them into an empty oil drum I assumed was the trash. Motion at the hangar door caught my eye, and I glanced up to see Meg leading the others inside, each pushing a last cartload of potential salvage. Emerald was the first to notice me, and she waved emphatically before blowing me a kiss.

      I waved back before trailing Matt down the steps to the main hangar deck. We stopped near the back to let the others gather around us. Grizz was the first to reach us. Still busy making repairs to the scaler, he hadn’t been in the hangar when I’d first returned. He looked up at me with sad, Puss-in-boots eyes.

      “Are we going to help my family now, Captain Ben?” he asked. “I’m real worried about them.”

      “We’re going to help them,” I replied. “But Gia hasn’t finished tracking them down yet. She’s close, though.”

      He nodded, stepping back. “I know you’re doing the best you can, Captain Ben. I appreciate you trying to help. It truly means a lot to me.”

      “I care, Grizz,” I said, smiling in sympathy at the man as I clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Heya, Grizz!” Emerald skipped excitedly over to the old man, draping her arm around his broad shoulders. “How’s my favorite attempted-murderer grandpa?”

      A skeptical spasm crossed his face. “You aren’t mad at me anymore for shooting you?”.

      Emerald’s free hand moved to her injury, bandaged beneath her clothes. “Did you shoot me?” she replied. “I’d honestly forgotten.”

      Grizz smiled. “You’re fibbing.”

      “I don’t fib,” Emerald countered. “Lie, falsify, deceive, fabricate, and perjure, yes. Fib, no.” She looked up at me. “ Are you going to open your—?”

      “Emerald!” Matt snapped, his voice loud enough to drown out whatever it was she said.

      “Oops,” she sheepishly whispered. “Sorry. You didn’t hear that, did you, Chief?”

      “No,” I replied. “Matt saved you.”

      “My hero,” she said in a high-pitched voice, batting her eyelashes at Matt. He predictably rolled his eyes.

      The others offered greetings as they gathered around Matt and me. They were all sweaty and a little grimy, with sand, lubricant, and ash sticking to them. Even Ixy had a few grimy dark spots on her abdomen where she had brushed up against something filthy.

      And there were so many crew members. While most of Radiance’s survivors had returned to Atlas for medical treatment, our crew size had increased substantially with the addition of Dryka, Justus, Ki, and Narayan. There were enough of us now that we would need to share the bedrooms, especially Matt and his Captain’s Suite.

      “How are you feeling, Ben?” Sheri asked, weaving through the group toward me.

      “I feel good right now,” I replied, looking at her before sweeping my eyes across the rest of the crew. “I imagine you’re all tired. I appreciate your hard work, and for picking up my slack out there. The last thing I would expect after lazing around all afternoon while you were busting your asses is a gift.” I motioned to the box. “Unless that’s a stink bomb.” The joke landed pretty well. “Seriously, I’m grateful to you all for being here. Whatever you think about me, I—”

      “We love you, silly,” Sheri said, smiling as she reached me.

      “I love you too, sis,” I replied, wrapping my arm around her, my attention moving from her to each and every member of my crew. “Whatever you think about me, I would be nothing without all of you. I know the last few weeks have been hard. And the next few days may be even harder. But there’s no other crew I’d rather go to war with. There are no others I trust more, or have more faith in than all of you. With your help, we’ll take care of business and ensure the safety and security of the Spiral for years to come.”

      The crew didn’t clap or cheer. They stared at me in expectant silence.

      “That’s it,” I said, shrugging as I broke into a sheepish grin. “I’m done.”

      “Your gift, Cap,” Meg pointed out. “We’re waiting for you to open it.”

      I laughed with them. “Right.” I turned to Matt, who held the box up for me. It had a latch in the middle with an empty clasp intended for a lock. I flipped the latch and slowly lifted the lid.

      “The suspense is killing me!” Emerald shouted, lunging at the box and throwing the lid open. Only the hinges prevented it from flipping up and smacking Matt in the chin. “Ta-da!”
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      I stared down into the box, eyes absorbing the object inside. A guitar. That much was obvious from the get-go. It had a headstock, neck, and body, but unlike my acoustic guitar, it also had pickups and a much sleeker profile. The body had a funky shape though, curved at the bottom, angled sharply at the top, as if Matt had merged a Fender Stratocaster with a Gibson Flying V. I couldn’t immediately guess what it was made from. Definitely not wood, it was matte black.

      “This is unbelievable,” I said, reaching into the box and running my hand over the body. Clearly frictionless, my fingertips called it metal, but it wasn’t as cool to the touch as metal would be. “What is it made from?”

      “The bones of your vanquished enemies,” Matt joked in an ominous voice.

      “Ixy’s silk,” Meg answered seriously. “Reconstituted and blended with a small chip from your collator to get the color.”

      “What?” I said, yanking my hand away.

      “It was a tiny chip,” Matt said. “Less than a karat size.”

      “You went into my room to take a piece of the collator?”

      “Well, Shaq did,” Emerald said.

      I glared sideways at him.

      “Guilty,” he said, lowering his head.

      “You have no idea if the protostem is safe to use. And you stole it to make a dye?”

      “We wanted you to have something unique,” Quasar explained. “Gia helped us with the recipe.”

      “It’s fine, Ben,” Matt said. “I tested it out. The sound is unbelievable.”

      “Well, it is gorgeous,” I said, looking it over. “But I can’t exactly carry an amp around with me wherever I go.”

      “You don’t need to,” he countered. “It’s all integrated. The battery has enough charge to last nearly a month with heavy use. This is two thousand years of guitar evolution right here, man. Just give it a try, see if you like it.”

      I stared at the guitar for a few more seconds before lifting my acoustic off my shoulder and handing it to Sheri. I eyed the new instrument cautiously before committing fully, grabbing the piece and sweeping the matching black strap up and over my head and shoulder. It was lighter than any guitar I had ever played, and it felt like it had been made solely for my hands. Because, I realized, it literally had been.

      “What should I play?” I asked.

      “What about Back in Black?” Matt replied.

      I smiled. “Yeah, I guess that’s fitting.” I retrieved the pick from under the strings at the top fret and strummed it once to get a feel for the sound. It resonated loud and clear but in such a way that it was hard to identify as coming from the guitar. I turned the volume down a little before really digging into the song.

      Ten seconds in, I could already sense the flow of chaos energy beneath the notes. Maybe it was the composition of the instrument itself. Maybe it was because receiving the gift had relaxed me, but it barely took any time or effort at all to tap the well and funnel chaos energy to my construct, the amped sound filling the entire hangar. I smiled before cutting the music short. It wouldn’t do to gather too much energy without activating my construct. It would quickly burn me alive.

      “That was awesome,” Sheri said, a huge grin on her face.

      “Totally cotton candy,” Matt joked. “I told you the sound is unbelievable.”

      “I can’t believe the amplitude,” I agreed. “I love it.” Amazed, my gaze swept across everyone in the hangar. “Thank you all. This is an incredible gift.”

      “We couldn’t have you gallivanting around with that clunker,” Matt said, motioning to the acoustic.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that guitar,” I replied.

      “Except it makes you look like a cowpoke, not a badass rock and roll wizard. You wanted to make a statement, remember?”

      “I did.”

      “Well, this completes the look.”

      I smiled as I swung the guitar to my back. “In that case, it’s time to go. Shaq, you’re with me. Matt, let’s get the hell out of here. The rest of you, go get cleaned up and wait for orders.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” a few members of the crew replied.

      “This is going to be so much fun!” Emerald squealed, excitedly clapping her hands and prancing in place. “I’ve got first dibs on the shower. I don’t want to miss any of this. Zar, you’re welcome to join me. We are married after—”

      “Are you still going there?” Quasar replied. “It was only slightly amusing the first time.”

      “It’s still funny to me.” She laughed, trailing off a few seconds later.

      I turned to Matt. “You know what to do.”

      “Aye, Captain. We’ll see you on the other side.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder, turning to the others. “I’ll see you all on the other side.”

      “Just don’t go crushing us by accident or anything,” Sheri said. “This is going to be so weird. I’m terrified and excited at the same time.”

      I squeezed her shoulder before circling the group, leaving them behind and making my way through the open hangar bay and down the ramp. I moved a dozen feet away from Head Case before turning around to look at the ship. It had definitely seen better days. In fact, it looked as if Optimus Prime had gone a few rounds with Iron Mike in his heyday. One of the ears was completely ripped off, along with the ion cannon connected to it. The other ear was dented and scuffed. The ion cannon on the cheek below it was gone, the slightly thicker metal there pitted almost all the way through. Meg and Leo had reinforced it from the inside. One of the huge headlights had been reduced to a mangled mess, and the smaller lights on the opposite side were out of commission.

      “Ugly,” Shaq commented.

      “Takes a lickin’ and keeps on tickin’,” I replied. “She’ll get us where we need to go.”

      “Hope so.”

      I continued staring at the ship, waiting impatiently. The ramp retracted with a grating whine, the hangar doors rumbling closed with a ominous moan as if they might fall off their track at any moment. The anti-gravity plates activated, lifting the ship a foot off the soft sediment. Matt retracted the landing skids, or at least tried to. One of them refused to budge, so he re-extended the others to match it. A soft humming sound, almost like Shaq’s purr, seemed to envelop the ship.

      With the scaler functional again, it shrank to the size of a golf ball hovering in front of Shaq and me. I put out my hand, palm open, and Matt guided the ship into it. I brought the hand up to my face and looked in, barely able to make out the interior of the flight deck through the forward transparency. Knowing what I must look like to them, I could barely discern the people I knew were inside. As carefully as possible, I lowered my hand to my jacket pocket and gently settled the ship inside.

      “Just like Pokemon,” I said to Shaq before swinging my new guitar back around to the front. I started playing again, sticking to Back In Black. Like the first time, I found the chaos energy easier to connect with and channel than before, thinking the protostem had a lot to do with it.

      Channeling the energy through my construct, I opened a new portal and confidently stepped through. Like before, I was hit with an immediate sense of elation and raw pleasure that threatened to steal my motivation to continue on to the opening on the other side. I sensed an invisible power reaching toward me, followed by pressure as if someone tried to grab the guitar. Gripping it more tightly, I kept my focus on David. He had been in the enemy’s hands long enough. He needed help, and one way or another, he was going to get it.

      It hurt emotionally to exit the portal, intense sadness followed by sudden anger at being forced to leave the void behind. I stopped playing when my feet touched down on the cold metal in the corner of the hangar of the Royal Sentry Prestige, which was pregnant with more ships than I expected. Considering it was on recon duty in the Outworlds, near Gloin, the planet where David was presumably being held, the heavy load out baffled me. It also presented a problem in that I didn’t see anywhere suitable for Head Case to scale back up to regular size.

      More surprisingly, that small wrinkle was the least of my concerns. I had barely gotten my bearings inside the Sentry before a heavy contingent of Marines rushed toward me, rifles up as they ordered me to let go of my guitar.

      “Well, hell…” I did as the Marines ordered, releasing my guitar and slowly raising my hands. Of course, I had no intention of fighting with them. We were on the same side, and I wasn’t all that concerned with their unfavorable reaction to my sudden appearance. The only part of it that bothered me was that they had surrounded me so fast, almost as if they were waiting for me to arrive.

      With a dozen rifles pointed at my head, I didn’t even want to breathe, nevermind move. One of the Marines stepped forward in front of me, lifting off his helmet and looking me over. “Benjamin Murdock I presume?” he asked gruffly.

      “In the flesh,” I replied. “And you are?”

      “Sergeant Batten. If you’ll just hold still.” He waggled his finger at a couple of his subordinates, and they approached me from either flank. Shaq lowered himself and growled at them, bringing them to a stop. “Do you mind calling off your attack squirrel?” Batten asked.

      “Squirrel?” Shaq buzzed back. “Come a little closer. Show you the difference.”

      “Stand down, bud,” I said softly. “He’s fine. He won’t hurt anyone.” The two Marines glanced at Batten, who nodded them forward. “Be gentle with that,” I scolded when one of them grabbed the guitar a little too roughly. The other quickly patted me down before slapping a pair of magbands on my wrists. Thankfully, she didn’t notice the golf-ball sized starship in my pocket. Oops.

      “I hate to say this,” Batten started, though it didn’t look like he hated saying it at all. “You’re under arrest, by order of the Regent.”
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      “What?” I spat indignantly. “Keep put out an APB on me? Are you kidding?”

      “I don’t know what an APB is, but he did give us a warning to expect you to pop in sooner or later, and to apprehend you when you did,” Batten answered. “Follow me. I’m taking you to the brig.”

      I considered trying to plead my case, but I already knew that if Batten was a good Marine he wouldn’t go for it. Orders were orders, especially ones that came from the acting head of the Hegemony. The man I had thought was my friend. Apparently, he’d decided flexing his power by stopping me from helping David was more important than letting me do what needed to be done. I had no idea how he expected me to be agreeable to anything he wanted in the future. In fact, I may have promised him three days, but maybe that wasn’t a promise I needed to keep, all things considered.

      I had told him I didn’t mind that he and Mom were dating. I really wanted to take that back. She was too good for him. She would never condone stabbing someone in the back the way he had just knifed me.

      “Can you take me to a conference room instead?” I asked. “I need to speak with the Regent.”

      “Negative, Murdock. If His Honor wants to speak to you, he’ll make his intentions known once Commander Kritchek informs him of your capture. This way.”

      He walked ahead of me, and when I was too slow to move, the female guard holding my guitar gave me a slight push to get me going. Batten led me toward one of the hovertrams that expedited passage across the huge ship. I glanced back at the guard. “You’d better take good care of my guitar. I expect to get it back in the same condition you confiscated it.” She didn’t respond, but I noticed her grip on the neck softened a little.

      “In you go, Murdock,” Batten said, motioning to an empty space on the tram. I stepped into it while he turned to his unit. “Rolen, Tsu, you’re with me. Zanyo, take Murdock’s weapon to the armory for safe keeping.”

      “It’s not a weapon,” I complained. “It’s a musical instrument. It’s harmless.”

      He laughed. “That’s not what I hear.”

      “Word travels fast,” I said.

      “I had friends on Privilege,” Batten said. “A couple of them made it to Jaito in a pod and back to Atlas. They’re laid up in the hospital right now, with nothing to do but blab about the battle to their fellow Blues. They said you abandoned them, and that’s why Privilege was destroyed.” His eyes narrowed as he glared at me. “Twenty-six hundred fourteen souls were on that ship, Murdock. That’s a lot of blood on your hands.”

      I blanched at the accusation, shaking my head. “It wasn’t like that. Commander Rickard ordered a retreat before—”

      He stepped forward, getting into my face. “Are you accusing a decorated and highly respected officer of something, Murdock? Think carefully before you speak again.”

      Shaq shifted on my shoulder, no doubt tempted to bite the sergeant. I know I wanted to take a chunk out of him. Yet, I didn’t take his rant to heart. I knew the truth of things. Privilege had been destroyed because Rickard’s dislike toward me led him to mismanage the battle. He had let his personal feelings get in the way, and it had cost him. Yet somehow, he had found an escape pod when over two thousand others hadn’t.

      “There’s two sides to every story, Marine,” I replied flatly. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      He backed off, eyeing me thoughtfully. “You must have some brass tacks, showing up here with only your pet squirrel. Were you planning to steal a ship and break for Gloin on your own, or did you think you might convince Kritchek to allocate some backup your way?”

      I shrugged. Truth be told, I had only intended to use Prestige as a drop point. I didn’t expect much help from the Royal Guard in freeing David. But I also hadn’t expected them to put me in cuffs and drag me to the brig. “Gloin is a high value target. And if you call Shaq a squirrel again, I can’t be held responsible if he murders you.”

      The Marines gathered around us all assumed a hardened stance, swinging their rifles toward Shaq.

      Batten chuckled contemptuously. “Apparently, the Regent doesn’t agree with your assessment of the target. Or maybe he just knows you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

      Batten and the guards stepped onto the tram, and it took off from the hangar. As it moved briskly through the seemingly endless, nondescript corridors, I couldn’t help thinking it strange that Keep had been so quick to contact Prestige’s commander with orders to arrest me. Yet, he hadn’t warned Kritchek about Head Case’s ability to change size. Keep had spent twenty years on Earth. I figured he knew what a Pokemon was and might have guessed the nature of the trick. Had I overestimated his knowledge of geek culture? Or maybe he assumed Head Case was too beat up to be of much use.

      His motivations were impossible to guess. Before today, I thought I had some idea of how Keep operated. In a single moment, he had turned my entire view of him on its head. In any case, the Marine who frisked me hadn’t found Head Case, and Batten didn’t care either that he hadn’t. Depending on how things went, it would be my decision how long I spent in the hoosegow. Even so, it was an annoying complication I didn’t need right now.

      The tram zipped through the ship to the brig, making a few stops along the way, accepting and releasing passengers. They all eyed me as they boarded and disembarked, a hint of recognition in most of their faces, a look of disgust in some. Their reactions made it easy to see who had probably known people on Privilege, and their animus toward me only increased my anger. None of them knew the truth of what happened. At most, they’d heard secondhand how I had refused to follow Rickard’s orders.

      We reached the brig within a few minutes. Batten and his subordinates hopped off ahead of me, pointing their rifles my way and motioning for me to follow them. The sergeant paused at the thick blast doors leading into the holding area to scan his eyeball. The door opened, and we passed through it into an ordinary square room with nine cells surrounding the perimeter and an unoccupied guard station in the center. There was no reason to cover the station, since all the cells were empty.

      “Tsu, ping command and tell them we need an assignment to the brig.”

      “Copy that, Sergeant,” she replied, remaining near the door while Batten escorted me to the center cell on the left. His eyeball was sufficient to open the cell, and he waved me inside.

      “This should be relatively familiar to you, Murdock. You were on Persephon, after all.”

      “I think you’re enjoying this way too much.”

      “I just like the prospect of a just universe where everyone gets exactly what they deserve.” He moved to close the cell door before pausing. “Oh, I almost forgot.” Reaching out, he yanked the comm badge from my jacket. “Just in case.” He slammed the cell door shut. “And if you were thinking of sending your pet sq…jagger out to cause mischief. ’ He pressed a button on the side of the cell, which activated four shield nodes positioned in each corner of the exterior. “Good luck.”

      “So that’s it?” I asked. “You’re just going to leave me here?”

      “What else do you want me to do? Sing you a lullaby? Enjoy your stay, Murdock.”

      “Will Kritchek speak with me soon?”

      “That’s not for me to say. He’ll talk to you when he’s damn good and ready. Or maybe not at all. I’m kind of hoping they’ll have us ship you back to Atlas. There’s a war going on, and we’re stuck out here twiddling our thumbs.”

      “If you’re looking for action, you could always help me recover one of the enemy’s most valuable assets. It has to be better than throwing yourself at a sigilship and being turned into a debris field.”

      “You would know about that, wouldn’t you?” he growled. “Must have been a sight for you to watch a Royal Sentry fall apart like that.”

      “Sergeant,” Tsu said, interrupting before I could come up with a biting remark. “Command says we’re responsible for the prisoner.”

      He sighed. “Fine. You’ll take the first shift.”

      “Copy that,” Tsu replied, her tone betraying her total lack of interest in the duty.

      “Chin up, Corporal,” Batten said. “Maybe Murdock’s little monkey can entertain you with a few tricks.”

      “Monkey?” Shaq buzzed sharply. He buzzed something else I couldn’t understand. By his body language, it was probably an expletive-laced rebuttal to Batten’s insult.

      “I’m sure he won’t be any trouble for you, Tsu. Ping me in six hours, I’ll have someone relieve you.”

      “Copy, Sarge.”

      “See you around, Murdock,” Batten said, glancing at Shaq. “Squirrel.” He laughed as he left the brig, while Shaq settled back on my shoulder, finally refusing to let the sergeant goad him.

      Tsu circled the guard station and dropped her rifle on the counter. Exhaling a sharp sigh, she dropped into the seat and leaned back, putting her feet up. “Thanks a lot for this, Murdock,” she said, glancing over at me.

      “It wasn’t my idea,” I replied, turning to take in my cell. There wasn’t much. A small partition in the corner, with a toilet behind it. A sink and a narrow bed jutting out from the bulkhead. “I’m trying to help prevent countless innocent people from dying, and this is the thanks I get.”

      “Maybe next time, you’ll do as you’re told.”

      “If the orders make sense, I’ll fo—”

      She slammed her feet back to the deck and shot up from her seat. “You don’t get to decide what orders are and aren’t worth following. How could any military function that way?”

      “I’m not in the military,” I forcefully reminded her.

      “You were part of a Royal Guard maneuver. You were inside the chain of command. Maybe you aren’t officially enlisted, but that’s as close as it gets. People died because—”

      “People lived because of me,” I shouted, finally reaching the limit of shit I was going to let them keep piling on me. “Rickard ordered the fleet to fall back before we’d even started to ascertain the threat. He was caught with his pants down when the ambush arrived, and good people died because of it. I did everything I could to stop those ships, but the one thing I can’t do is be in two places at the same time. If he had shown even an ounce of patience, Privilege would still be intact. Following his orders would have gotten everyone out there killed, including the people who escaped to Jaito’s surface. I’m sorry for the losses that were incurred, but damn it, I’m not taking the blame for it. That’s bullshit.”

      “Yeah!” Shaq buzzed for emphasis.

      She stared at me, her retort playing at her lips. She sat back down, returning to her earlier position with her feet up, and didn’t say another word.
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      Of course, yelling at my guard wasn’t going to get me out of the brig, and I couldn’t afford to be waylaid here for long. Regardless of what I had originally promised Keep, every moment of delay was another moment Blorb’s ships were out there, attacking planets across the Fertile Quadrant. The intelligent life forms in his path needed help. Like it or not, I was their best hope.

      A scary thought, when I lingered on it for too long.

      “Shaq, keep an eye on Corporal Tsu,” I said softly. “I need to use the can.”

      “Mmmhmmm,” he agreed, scrambling down my arm and jumping to the floor. He settled like a cat, all four legs tucked under his body, eyes glued to the guard station and the Marine occupying it. I went around the partition, dropped my pants down over my boots, and sat down leaving me in my tight-fitting armored underlay. Only my pants and boots were visible in the open space between the bottom of the partition and the deck.

      “You better not make it smell in here,” Tsu shouted.

      “I shouldn’t be in here,” I shouted back. “It’s your fault if I stink up the place.”

      I reached gingerly into my jacket pocket, carefully removing Head Case from my pocket and placing it on the open palm of my other hand, the front transparency facing me. “Matt,” I whispered. Without my comm badge, I was unsure if my tiny crew inside the shrunken ship would be able to follow what I was saying. “If you can understand me, flash the lights. Once for yes, two for no.” Of course, if they couldn’t hear me or at least read my lips, Matt probably wouldn’t flash them at all.

      A moment later, Head Case’s three working headlights flashed once. I smiled in relief. “Okay, here’s the deal. We’re on Prestige, but—”

      “Do you always talk to yourself when you shit?” Tsu remarked.

      I lifted my head away from Head Case and raised my voice. “I can give you a play by play. Maybe you’d enjoy that.”

      “No, thank you,” Tsu grumbled.

      I looked back down at Head Case. “We’re on Prestige, but Keep ordered the ship’s commander, Kritchek, to arrest me on sight. He knew I would come for David. They gave me a light frisk, looking for guns, not starships. They didn’t seem to think I might have you in my pocket. Anyway, Shaq and I are in the brig behind bars and a shield web. I know Gia can get root access to the ship’s systems. I need her ready to help me break out.”

      The lights flashed three times.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I said. “Maybe?”

      They flashed once.

      “She has root access, doesn’t she?”

      Three flashes.

      “It’s not that simple?”

      Two.

      I paused. “They have someone monitoring the network for intrusion?” I guessed.

      One flash.

      “So they’ll know if you’re moving to help me even if they can’t stop it.”

      Another flash.

      “Damn. Sorry about this. I didn’t expect Keep to be such a jerk about my plan to help David. I figured once he saw how serious I was about it, he would do what he could to expedite the process, not make it harder.”

      “You need a little more fiber in there?” Tsu shouted. “Maybe some prunes?”

      “Why don’t you come in here and help pull it out?” I grunted back.

      Shaq buzzed with laughter.

      “Very funny, Murdock. You’re a real comedian.”

      “What can I say? I try,” I told her. “Matt, I’m going to leave you on the seat. If you move, be careful.”

      The lights flashed once. I picked Head Case up and leaned forward, placing the ship on the toilet behind the seat before grabbing some paper and fake-wiping. I stood up, pulled up my pants and stepped out from behind the partition, still zipping up. Tsu’s eyes were on me.

      “Hoping for a peek?” I asked.

      “In your dreams, Murdock.” Scowling at me, she stood up. “What are you trying to pull anyway? The bowl sensor didn’t register any excrement.”

      “Are you serious? The toilet has a sensor for that in it?”

      “Standard practice on a Sentry. More for us than for the likes of you. The system monitors every crew member’s health.”

      “How do you know whose poop is whose?”

      “Genetic biomarkers. This isn’t twenty-first century Earth.”

      “Yet you’re still using TP,” I remarked.

      She tapped on the station console. “Sergeant, it’s Tsu. I need some assistance in the brig. Murdock just did something fishy on the toilet.”

      “That’s a disgusting way to put it,” I said. “I think your sensor’s just broken. When’s the last time this cell was used?”

      She paused to consider the possibility. “It has been a while since we had anyone down here. Most Royal Marines know how to keep their noses clean. Unlike the dishonorably discharged Blue you have on your crew. If the sensor’s broken, I’ll get a tech down to fix it. But it’s against regulations to open that cell without backup.”

      “Corporal, I’m on my way,” Batten replied. “Damn pain in the ass. The tram just dropped me back off at the mess, too.”

      I noticed Head Case in my peripheral vision as it lifted off from the seat and drifted slowly toward the edge of the partition. I stepped forward toward the bars, legs straddling Shaq, the two of us blocking the corporal’s line of sight so the ship could move in behind us without being seen.

      “Keep insulting my crew,” I said, “and I might not be very kind to you when I get out of here.”

      She laughed. “Breaking news, Murdock. You’re not getting out of there.”

      “We’ll see. Other places a lot more secure than this have tried and failed to hold me.”

      “From what I understand, without your guitar you can’t teleport your way out of this one. And your friends aren’t here to help you.”

      It took a lot of effort not to smirk or otherwise give away that she was totally wrong about that. “It’s not teleporting. It’s called transiting. I open a rift in spacetime and move forward through the void between one part of the universe and another.”

      “If it looks like a teleport and has the same effect as a teleport, it’s a teleport.”

      Shaq laughed at that.

      “Not helping, bud.”

      “It was funny.”

      I fell silent as the heat of Head Case’s retro thrusters tickled the back of my neck. My hands clenched, the urge to scratch or smack at what almost felt like a bug biting me hard to resist.

      “Need to go for real now?” Tsu teased, noticing my reaction as Head Case settled into the gap between my neck and collar. I needed to be careful not to throw my head back and squash it.

      “I noticed a lot of ships in the hangar when I transited in,” I said, emphasizing the word as I changed the subject. “They didn’t come from Royal Navy stock.”

      “And? What’s your point?”

      “I was just wondering why you’re collecting all the junkers.”

      “You mean like that ship of yours? I’ve heard it’s a real rat trap.”

      “And your snark’s a bit overcooked.”

      She shrugged, dropping some of the attitude. “Commander Kritchek’s orders. We’ve been raiding Outworld spaceports and confiscating anything that might last more than two seconds in a fight. The fight that you’re trying to abandon.”

      “First of all, none of those ships looked like they would last even two seconds against a sigilship. And secondly, I’m not trying to abandon the fight. I’m trying to rescue my crew member, who also happens to be the only person in the galaxy who knows how to make new sigils. Instead of the enemy forcing him to come up with deadly surprises to use against us, I’d prefer having him working for us. Capiche?” I paused, annoyed with myself for falling again into Keep-speak. He didn’t deserve that much influence over me.

      “I’ll admit that sounds like it has merit on the surface,” Tsu said, “but I’m sure there’s a reason the Regent believes otherwise.”

      “He’s acting like a spoiled brat who didn’t get his way,” I replied.

      The door to the brig opened. Batten and two new Marines filed through. The sergeant’s gaze immediately turned to me, an icy glare that I enjoyed more than feared.

      “Back so soon?” I asked, smirking at him. “Must’ve missed me.”

      “What are you doing in there, Murdock?” Batten asked.

      “I had to cut a log,” I replied. “Is that a crime now, too?”

      “The sensors didn’t pick up any signs of voiding, Sergeant,” Tsu said.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I shrugged. “It’s probably just broken.”

      He approached the cell, glancing down at Shaq. “Tell him to back off.”

      “Why? You think he’s still mad at you for calling him a squirrel?”

      “Just tell him.”

      “He understands English, you know. He’s an ILF, not an animal.”

      Batten looked down at Shaq but didn’t speak. I got the impression he wasn’t comfortable talking to an alien that looked like a rodent. He wasn’t just an asscrab. He was a xenophobic asscrab.

      Shaq stared back at him for a few seconds before retreating behind me.

      “Further back,” Batten said, looking at me. “Against the bulkhead.”

      Shaq buzzed a complaint and retreated to the rear of the cell. Only then did the sergeant turn off the shield nodes. The guards flanking him brought their rifles up, Tsu adding hers to the mix.

      “Four Marines to check one unarmed man’s dump,” I said. “I’m honored.”

      “Step aside, Murdock,” Batten grunted, shoving me in the chest with the back of his hand. I stepped aside, careful not to turn my back toward any of them. The sergeant went around the partition and bent over the bowl.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re doing a sniff test right now,” I said.

      “Shut it,” he snapped back. I heard him dislodge something and then snap it back into place before standing upright again. “The sensors are active. They’re working fine. There’s absolutely nothing here but paper.” He moved to the cell entrance and turned to face me. “I have orders not to hurt you too badly but that means. His right hand balled into a fist. “. I can hurt you a little.”

      Shaq growled, drawing one of the guards’ rifles in his direction.

      “What were you doing?” Batten demanded. “I won’t ask again.”

      “I’ll be happy to tell the Regent what I was doing,” I replied. “Or Commander Kritchek, at least.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” He pulled back his fist. I looked down at it but didn’t speak. He held it for a few seconds before uncurling his hand and shrugging. “Whatever, Murdock. I honestly don’t care.” He backed out of the cell. “We’re on our way to Atlas. You’ll be someone else’s problem soon enough.”

      “You’re bringing me back to Atlas?” I said. “That’s over a week away, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Keep didn’t want to give me three days, but he’s delaying for a week? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Don’t bitch at me, I’m just your babysitter.” He pointed to the toilet. “Try that shit again, and I’ll put a diaper on you myself.”

      “Try what shit? Isn’t this whole visit about me not shitting?”

      He growled his frustration and backed out of the cell, closing the door behind him. Head Case tickled my neck as the thrusters fired, the slight weight of the ship vanishing from my skin. I felt it a moment later, swooping down along the back of my leg, Matt obviously angling to sneak through the bars while everyone was distracted.

      The guards lowered their guns as Batten turned to Tsu, their eyes turning away from the cell. “Do me a favor, Corporal.”

      “What’s that, Sarge?”

      “Just ignore this annoying son of a bitch.”

      Head Case shot behind the Marines, disappearing around the side of the guard station just before Batten’s gaze landed on the desk. He stared for a second as if he had noticed the tiny ship before turning away and storming through the doors, his lackeys trailing along behind him.

      “Well, that was productive,” I said once they left. Tsu glared at me in silence before retreating to the guard station, assuming I was being sarcastic.

      They had no idea how productive the whole episode really was.
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      “Now what?” Shaq asked, hopping onto the cot in the corner of the cell.

      “Now we wait,” I replied, sitting down beside him. “I didn’t know about the sensors in the toilet, but I think Batten’s visit is going to work out in our favor.”

      Shaq chirped in laughter. “Where did Head Case go?”

      I subtly pointed toward the guard station. Tsu had decided to follow Batten’s advice by turning her back to me and closing her eyes, dozing. Which also worked out in my favor. The only downside to Head Case escaping our cell was that I couldn’t easily signal Gia when I was ready to escape.

      Perhaps Matt had flown the ship to the guard station for a reason. Maybe I didn’t need to signal her.

      “Keep an eye on things for me,” I said. “And jab me with a claw if anything exciting happens.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Shaq agreed.

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, clasping my hands and closing my eyes. I had learned to channel chaos energy through the active effort of playing guitar and listening through the resonance of the notes. But it wasn’t the music that allowed me to hear the energy through what Succaath had labeled the veil. That part of it was natural, a twist in my genetic design caused by my cancer, of all things. Theoretically, I should be able to capture the energy without needing any outside assistance. The only true requirement was the right state of mind that would let me feel the chaos energy without using music to draw it out. I’d struggled with that before. but I had more experience recognizing the sensation now.

      I breathed in, recalling what it felt like to pick up the subtleties of the energy’s presence when I played my guitar. It typically presented as an internal warmth, like a shot of hard alcohol on a cold winter’s night that snaked through my veins and across my whole body. Trying to focus on that feeling, I breathed more deeply, hoping to recreate it. A long shot maybe, but what else did I have to do while cooling my heels in stir?

      “I don’t think prayers will help you, Murdock,” Tsu commented.

      My eyes drifted open, and I sharply exhaled my breath. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but my experiment was a total failure. Theoretically, I didn’t need the guitar. In reality, I still did. “You just can’t seem to ignore me,” I said, surprised to find her no longer sitting at her desk. Instead, she approached my cell from the direction of the blast door. “I’m starting to think you secretly like me.”

      “Yeah, that’s it, exactly,” she huffed. “I’m just bored, and you looked way too content sitting there.”

      “How can you get bored in ten minutes?”

      “Try two hours,” she corrected. “Your little friend dozed off an hour ago. I don’t know what you were doing all this time.”

      I looked over at Shaq, curled up beside me. He lifted his head lazily and buzzed a mea culpa for having fallen asleep. “You won’t believe it, but I don’t know what I was doing either. I felt like I only had my eyes closed for five minutes at most. I wasn’t floating or anything, was I?”

      “Not that I noticed.” She turned her head, glancing around the cell. Her eyes locked onto the partition for the toilet at the same time that mine did, her face quickly paling. “That’s new.”

      I stared at it in shock. The metal barrier was crushed into the bulkhead as if I’d pushed it.

      Apparently, I had activated my construct without my guitar! My excitement came fast and left even faster when I realized I had done it while I was in a meditative state so deep I didn’t remember doing it. The downside to that…I hadn’t been able to control it.

      I looked at her curiously. “You didn’t see that happen? Or at least hear it?” She stared back at me in silence, face twisted in confusion. Realization suddenly struck me. “You left for a while, didn’t you?”

      Her jaw clenched. “I had to pee,” she admitted. “It’s not a crime.”

      “But leaving your post without calling for backup is probably against regulations. Am I right?”

      “What? You going to tattle on me? Who would believe you?”

      “I don’t care if you went to the head. No offense, but if you aren’t going to help me, I don’t really care about you at all. I just want to get out of here. People are dying, and you’re wasting precious time keeping me locked up.” I let my frustration out as I spoke, the end of the sentence coming out harsher than intended.

      Her eyes shifted from me to the crushed partition and back. Her visible worry suggested she believed I had intentionally destroyed it, and could do it again. “I have orders,” she explained, as if that would prevent me from doing to her what I had done to the partition. She whirled away from me, retreating toward the guard station, obviously intent on calling for help. But before she could take two steps, a flash of light created a halo around her, and she tumbled to the deck, revealing a one-tenth scale Head Case hovering just over the lip of the station. The muzzle of one of the ion cannons still glowed softly.

      “Shit,” I said, looking down at her prone body. “Please tell me you didn’t kill her.” The lights flashed twice, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Tsu might have been a sassy lassie, but we were still on our side. It wasn’t her fault that Keep had chosen to play stupid head games. “Matt, can you get us out of here?”

      The energy shield shut down and the lock on the cell door clanked free. Shaq leaped onto my shoulder before I jumped to my feet and pushed the door open. Stepping out of the cell, I kneeled beside Tsu to check her pulse, ensuring she was still alive before straightening up and peering into Head Case’s forward transparency. A grinning, six-inch tall Matt waved at me from the pilot’s station as the small hangar door opened and a diminutive Quasar leaped out, landing on the edge of the guard station. The lip looked narrow to me, but more than wide enough for her to stand on at her current size.

      “This is so weird,” I told her, grinning. “Thanks for busting us out. Are we expecting Batten to be on his way back down?”

      “Not likely,” she said, running over to push up a switch on Tsu’s console. “I just unlocked the blast doors leading out of here,” she explained. “They won’t know you’ve escaped unless they’re monitoring this specific control panel. And why would they monitor it with you under guard?”

      “Nice work, Gadget Hackwrench,” I replied. “Now we just need to locate a hangar with enough space for Head Case to embiggen so we can get the hell out of here.”

      “That won’t help,” Quasar said. “We’re in hyperspace.”

      “Seriously? I hoped Batten was lying about ferrying me back to Atlas.”

      “Sorry, Ben. He was telling the truth.”

      “Then why did you bother busting me out?”

      “Because I know you don’t really want to go all the way back where you started.

      “Good point. I don’t know what Keep is hoping to accomplish, anyway. He needs to give me access to sigiltech, to chaos energy, for me to be useful in a fight. What’s to stop me from transiting away as soon as we drop out of hyperspace?”

      “Maybe he’ll try to convince you otherwise.”

      “After this? Fat chance I’ll listen.”

      “But Ben—”

      Quasar started to argue, but I quickly cut her off. “I know what you’re going to say. Don’t worry. I won’t make innocent people pay for his actions. Anyway, I don’t suppose Gia can turn off the nav computer from here?”

      “Her neural doesn’t have a link to her mainframe while we’re in hyperspace. I have a very scaled down version of her in my head. That’s why we opened your cell the old-fashioned way.”

      “In that case, can her neural turn off the nav computer?”

      “I’m afraid not. We’re going to have to do that the old-fashioned way, too.”

      “How are we supposed to navigate through a ship full of Blues who have orders to arrest me without hurting them?”

      “Why do you think it took so long for us to open your cell? Meg, Leo, and Grizz were hard at work figuring out how to patch the ion cannons to deliver a non-lethal hit. Besides, it’s against regulations to use lethal ammunition or settings onboard a Royal Sentry when it’s at any alert level beneath yellow. The corporal’s rifle must be using stun charges.”

      Smiling, I bent down to scoop up Tsu’s rifle. “Not bad.”

      “Don’t get too excited. Those rounds won’t go through Marine armor.”

      I pulled the placket apart on the front of my shirt, revealing the softer armored underlayer beneath. “What about this?”

      “It’ll take a few hits to knock you out, but you’ll feel every one of them.”

      “Fantastic. So I have a rifle I can’t use on the most dangerous targets. Maybe if you scale Head Case up to the height of the room, you can pass me a guitar.”

      “That would look ridiculous,” Quasar remarked. “Besides, your fingers would still be too big to play it.”

      “You’re seven inches tall. I’m sure all of this looks ridiculous,” I replied. “But you’re right, it probably wouldn’t be big enough for me to play it.” I held the open palm of my free hand toward her. “Hop on.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “You were a Royal Marine. You know the layout of the Sentry. I need you to be our guide.”

      She stared at my hand before hesitantly climbing onto it. I lifted her to my shoulder, depositing her beside Shaq, who was nearly twice her size.

      “Shaq, no offense,” she remarked, “but you’re terrifying up close at this scale.”

      He nuzzled the side of her face to reassure her.

      “Listen, the Marines took my guitar to the armory. If I can use sigiltech, it’ll make getting Prestige out of hyperspace a whole lot easier.”

      “Getting there without being seen could be a bit tricky,” Quasar replied. “Our best bet is to try to reach Kritchek’s quarters.”

      “How will that help?”

      “With any luck, we can use his terminal to gain command access to the nav computer and pull Prestige out of hyperspace.”

      “That sounds great, but how do we keep the Sentry out of hyperspace while we make our way to a hangar to escape?”

      Quasar’s answer didn’t come quickly. She looked at me, concern etched across her tiny face. “Someone would need to stay behind to keep the interface locked out.”

      I shook my head. “Oh no. I’m not leaving anyone behind.”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “No. We’ll think of another one. We can go to the armory and get my guitar. Once we’re out of hyperspace, I can transit us out of here.”

      “How’s that going to help? You haven’t seen Gloin. You can’t transit there. This ship is closer to where we want to go than anywhere else we can get to. It’s here or nowhere, Cap. We both know that.”

      I stared at her before glancing at Head Case again, looking through the forward transparency to Matt and Justus in the pilot seats, Sheri, George, and Emerald behind them, and Dryka at the command station. My crew and hers had combined forces to do whatever it took to snatch David back from the enemy. Maybe Keep didn’t think he was a valuable asset, to the point that he would rather waste a week dragging me back to Atlas than help me rescue him, but I knew better.

      “If we make it to the armory, can Gia’s neural open the door?” I asked, turning my attention back to Quasar.

      “I won’t know for sure until we get there,” Zar replied. “But Ben, I still think—”

      “Our objective is the armory,” I insisted. “I’m done messing around. I need my guitar if we’re going to take control of this ship.”

      Quasar didn’t argue. Instead, she pointed toward Corporal Tsu. “How do you feel about dressing in drag?”
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      “Well, it worked for Luke Skywalker,” I said, wincing as I forced closed the last clasp of Tsu’s hardened combat armor. More than a little snug in too many wrong places, limiting my range of motion, it was too loose in others. Otherwise, it felt like wearing a slightly too-small male version, especially after I picked Tsu’s helmet up off her desk and shoved it down over my head.

      Sized for her smaller head, the headgear turned out to be the most uncomfortable part of the whole disguise. The chin guard dug into my chin, and the visor pushed slightly against my nose while the top of the helmet squeezed down on my head like a vice. I could already feel a headache coming on, and the lack of breathing room left me feeling like I couldn’t get enough air. I looked over at Quasar, standing with Shaq beside the station control panel. “How do I look?”

      “You look like a Royal Marine,” she replied.

      I nodded, glancing into Head Case’s transparency again. Matt had an amused smile on his face, while Emerald and Sheri both flashed me two thumbs up. Between cross-dressing as a female Marine and flashing my giant rear at them, I had provided Team Hondo with a lot of future fodder for yanking my chain.

      Bending over, I scooped up Tsu, who remained fully clothed in the same armor underlay I wore. She groaned but didn’t open her eyes as I carried her back to my cell and laid her gently on the cot. Returning to the guard station, I grabbed my barely used threads, balled them up, and tossed them into the cell with her.

      “She’s going to be pissed when she wakes up. Glad I won’t be here,” I said, closing the door and locking it before reactivating the shields. “Are you two ready to ride?”

      Shaq crouched for Quasar to swing a leg over his back. “Hold on tight,” he buzzed.

      She grabbed a clump of his fur in each hand. “Does that hurt?” she questioned.

      “Nuh-uh,” he answered, coming up out of his crouch.

      He was long but not that tall, and Zar had to bend her knees and lean forward like she was riding a motorcycle to keep her feet up off the deck. “How’s that?” she asked.

      “Good for me,” he replied. His initial reluctance to be used like a horse was understandable, but like me wearing Tsu’s armor, he was willing to take one for the team. “Ready to go.”

      I watched Head Case shrink quickly to the size of a bumblebee as it vectored toward me. Matt guided it past the front of my visor and up out of sight, landing somewhere on top of the helmet where he could settle the ship in behind a vent spacer.

      “Okay, Team Hondo,” I said, tapping the door control. “Here we go.”

      Quasar clung tightly to Shaq as the blast doors opened and he leaped over the edge of the guard station. Spreading his arms and legs, his webbing caught air, and he glided gracefully to the deck just ahead of me. He darted out through the opening doors before I could fit through them, waiting for me behind the cover of one of the support arches running along the corridor.

      “RuPaul, eat your heart out,” I said, just before awkwardly clanking my rifle against the armor’s chest because I wasn’t accustomed to the pair of bulges jutting out to accommodate the female form. Shaq and Quasar’s heads both spun around to see what I was doing, and I had no doubt Matt was getting a good laugh out of it. I adjusted my grip on the weapon to hold it properly and got underway, exiting the brig without any additional wardrobe faux pas. The blast doors closed behind me, locking automatically. Hopefully, no one with the security clearance to unlock them would open them and discover my escape until we had completed our ultimate objective.

      To capture Prestige.

      It sounded insane. It felt insane. But I’d reached the point where a desperate act was the only choice we had left. Spending a week traveling back to Atlas wasn’t an option. Giving up on David was a no-go. And besides, the Marines would be under strict orders to disable me, not kill me. Worst case, we ended up right back in the brig.

      Fortunately, this part of the ship wasn’t heavily occupied, and the few crew members we crossed paths with accepted my presence in the passageways without question. They never even saw Shaq or Quasar. The jagger always managed to sniff out incoming before they arrived and was incredibly adept at finding dark little niches to tuck into. It helped that every sailor we passed had somewhere to be. They didn’t waste any time gawking at other crewmen they encountered in the corridors.

      I followed Shaq and Quasar through the Royal Sentry, remaining on foot instead of riding one of the automated trams, my anger with Keep increasing every step of the way. I understood his original decision to go for the zouchem crystal first, but I couldn’t make sense of his inability to see David’s value, and it still boggled my mind that he’d given Kritchek orders to arrest me. Why had he taken things so far?

      I’d heard the saying that absolute power corrupts absolutely, but this was Keep. He was a thousand years old. At one point, he was one of only a very few people in the galaxy who still remembered sigiltech. He’d been so married to the goal of destroying all traces of the technology that he’d killed innocent people just because they’d worked for Sashkur or knew about the project.

      And here he was, on a power trip? It didn’t make any sense.

      I paused in the middle of the corridor, losing ground to Shaq when he didn’t realize I had suddenly stopped. Rushing back to me, he and Quasar both looked up at me with confused expressions.

      “I just had a thought,” I said, keeping my voice low through my helmet’s speakers. “Maybe it’s crazy. But what if Keep never ordered Kritchek to arrest me?”

      “Then why would Sergeant Batten say he did?” Quasar asked.

      “What if that’s what Kritchek told him, and being a good Marine he just took him at his word?”

      “Ben, I’m sure you don’t want to think Avelus is capable of treating you like this, but—”

      “Just think about it, Zar. You left the Galaxian on Atlas to contact Rickard because we believed Blorb might have compromised the Royal Guard. It turned out not to be as bad as we feared, but that doesn’t mean we had no reason to fear the possibility. Now here we are, on the Royal Sentry closest to where Blorb stashed David to create new sigils, and Keep wants to waste an entire week schlepping me back to Atlas? I’ve been recycling the idea over and over, and I can’t make any sense of it except that maybe being the Regent has gone to his head. But Keep’s never cared about power. He cares about the promise he made to his wife to prevent sigiltech from destroying the Spiral.” I paused before spitting out the rest. “And he cares about me.”

      “So maybe he’s trying to protect you,” she suggested. “To keep you out of harm’s way.”

      I shook my head. “He knows he can’t do that. He needs me in the fight.”

      “Then maybe he wants you in the fight he chooses, not the one you choose. I think you’re grasping at straws, Cap. Every individual on every ship in the Royal Guard has been prick tested by now, I’m sure.”

      “We tricked Blorb with Hiro using blood. That’s not a foolproof test. And if Kritchek was in charge of the testing…”

      “Okay, I get it, but I don’t think you should convince yourself of things that might not be true just to fit your narrative.”

      “Might not be true,” I emphasized. “We don’t know for sure.”

      “We don’t,” she finally admitted. “It’s not impossible that you’re right and Kritchek is an Aleal, or that, for whatever reason, he’s lying about Keep’s orders. But if that’s the case, where are we going? Because I doubt it’s back to Atlas.” She paused, face blanching. “I really hope you’re wrong about this.”

      “I kind of hope I’m right,” I countered.

      “No, you don’t,” she replied. “If you were an Aleal in charge of a starship, and you had the most dangerous threat to your kind’s ability to propagate throughout the galaxy trapped on said ship, what would you do with it?”

      “I’ll be pretty damn happy if we’re on our way to Blorb,” I said. “As long as I can get my guitar back before we arrive.”

      “I don’t think we’re on our way back to Blorb. He’s not a cookie-cutter Galaxy Man villain trying to capture you so he can bore you with exposition about his master plan.”

      I stared at her, considering the scenario. My blood ran cold when the answer hit me.

      If Kritchek was an Aleal, and if I were Kritchek, I would send Prestige hurtling into the closest object large enough to obliterate the ship and destroy everything and everyone on it. Including me, the one person who presented the greatest threat to everything he was fighting for.

      If I was Kritchek, I would consider that a fair trade.
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      “Now you get it,” Quasar said, watching my reaction to the idea that Kritchek was an Aleal imposter bent on destroying Prestige and everyone on it.

      Most importantly…me.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “But how can it be possible to guide the ship headlong into a planet? Doesn’t the nav system have failsafes to prevent that sort of thing?”

      “It should, but we both know code can be altered and failsafes overridden.”

      “So you agree with me about Kritchek now?”

      “No, but I think it’s safer to assume the worst and hope for the best.”

      “Can you estimate how much time we might have before we crash into something?”

      “I’m already working on it.”

      We started forward again. It took a lot of effort to march at an even, unhurried pace, following Shaq as he ran ahead. The poor fit of Tsu’s helmet had already made the aura of that headache I’d felt coming turn into a pounding between my eyes, and with it so hard to breathe, the idea of smashing into a planet or burning up in a star’s corona nearly left me gasping for air.

      Shaq slowed to wait for me as we approached a bank of elevators. I heard voices up ahead, just out of sight. Unlike Shaq, I couldn’t stop along the bulkhead without looking suspicious, so I continued forward to the lifts. A pair of techs waiting at the smaller passenger elevator in the corner fell silent, stiffening noticeably when they saw me. Apparently intimidated by Royal Marines.

      I stopped close to them, standing at attention until the elevator arrived. When the doors opened, one of them turned to me. “We’ll get the next one,” he said. “I’m sure you’re in a hurry to be somewhere.”

      I hesitated, concerned about leaving Shaq and Zar behind. I couldn’t turn around without the techs thinking it strange, and the last thing I wanted to do was stand out. I nodded and stepped forward. As I passed between them, one of them suddenly lurched into me. I turned and grabbed him by the shoulder, squeezing hard as I stepped threateningly into his space, my helmet visor just millimeters from his terrified face.

      “S…sorry,” he mumbled. “I don’t know what happened. I must have lost my balance or something.”

      I was glad he couldn’t see my smirk. He didn’t lose his balance. Dryka had used the sigibellum to pull him into me, the diversion allowing Shaq to race behind him, into the elevator. Pushing him back with a rough shove, I stepped into the cab and turned around. Zar followed me in, not leaving any space for the two techs to change their minds about waiting for the cab’s return. The doors closed centimeters in front of my face.

      “Deck Eighteen,” Quasar said. “It’s going to get busier up there. I’m not sure we’ll be able to stay out of sight.”

      “You should get back on Head Case,” I replied, leaning to the side to hit the control pad for Deck Eighteen. “You too, bud.”

      “How me?” Shaq asked. “Too big.”

      “You’ll fit in the hangar. It’s temporary.”

      The ship flew off my helmet, zipping into the corner where it scaled back to one tenth its normal size.

      “Ben,” Quasar said, “based on our position at the time we entered hyperspace and estimated velocity, we have between forty-one and forty-eight minutes until a potential collision.”

      “That’s not a lot of time. How long to reach the armory?”

      “Not long. But I told you, I’m not completely sure I can use my neural to open the door. The lock is tied to a requisition system based on duty schedules, so that only Marines can get in and only with advanced approval.”

      “Understood. That’s okay. I have a better idea.” I gently patted the top of Head Case. “We’ll open the door from inside. That should be easier anyway, right?”

      “Yes and no. I’m not sure if Head Case can fly in through a vent without being seen. Matt will have to scale up to operate the door controls, and there’s always at least one armorer on duty.”

      “Are they wearing full combat armor in there?” I asked.

      “Of course not.”

      “Meg and Leo went to a lot of trouble to recalibrate the ion cannons. It would be a shame not to use them.” I leaned slightly over, peering through Head Case’s transparency. Emerald had replaced Dryka in the command seat. She waved emphatically at me when she saw me looking. “And I know Dryka’s controlling the sigibellum, although she needs to be careful with it until we upgrade the reactor.” I winked at Em and straightened up again. “Anyway, once I have my guitar, I don’t care if our cover is blown. We don’t have a lot of time to be subtle.”

      “Understood,” Quasar said. “The armory is inside the Marine barracks near the end of this passageway. Go through the marked hatch, it’s the first door on your left. I have a Sentry schematic on my neural. I’ll pick a suitable vent and we’ll do our best to have the door open by the time you get there.”

      “Copy that. Thanks, Zar.” The elevator slowed as we neared our stop. “All aboard.”

      “Anytime, Cap. Good luck.” She ran up the ramp into Head Case. Shaq followed behind her, squeezing himself into the hangar. His tail dangled out of the bay door until he reached back with a paw to tuck it in before the door closed. I amused myself with the thought of his tail remaining full-size on the outside, its bulk holding the hangar door open, while the rest of him shrank on the inside.

      The elevator doors opened. I stood in the opening, again obscuring the view of Head Case while it shrank back down. As Quasar had warned, the upper decks were much more active than down below. Four crew members were in the corridor just outside the elevators, while a tram pulled into the adjacent elevator with a few Marines on board. The good news—the activity level made my presence on the deck much more natural. Nobody spared a second look at a Royal Marine walking back toward the barracks. Even when I passed other Blues, we shared a nearly imperceptible nod and kept going.

      I was halfway there when a break in the traffic gave Matt the opportunity he needed. Head Case was barely half an inch in height when it shot past overhead, a dark fly spitting ions as he vectored for an overhead vent. He had nearly reached it when the hatch beside the vent slid open and a crewman stepped out. His eyes immediately darted to the miniature starship as it zipped through the vent.

      “What the—” I bumped into him and knocked him sideways, forcing him to catch himself with a hand to the bulkhead. “Watch where you’re…oh…” He trailed off, his eyes widening when they landed on me. “Uh. Sorry, Marine. My fault,” he said, his face flushing as he shoved himself upright. “I didn’t see you there.” I stood rock still, ominously silent, staring at him. “Right. Well, have a good day,” he mumbled. Only my head moved, my gaze following him as he slunk past me, quickly glancing warily back at me before disappearing through the hatch on the opposite side of the corridor, Head Case forgotten.

      I kept going, spotting the entrance to the barracks up ahead. Quasar had said it might be tricky to get to the armory without confrontation, but it had been super easy so far. All I’d needed to do was act the part.

      I slowed my pace, aiming to give Head Case more time to traverse the ventilation system. We had less than forty minutes until possible doom, but I didn’t feel rushed. Not yet, anyway.

      The barrack doors parted as I approached, but not because of my proximity to them. I came to a sudden stop, my heart immediately racing as I nearly collided with Sergeant Batten.
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      “Corporal Tsu?” Batten barked as I hastily shot to attention. My eyes darted to the armory door on my left, marked by a copper-plate label above the security panel beside the hatch. It wasn’t open yet. Matt and the others needed more time to navigate the ventilation system. “What in the hell are you doing up here, Corporal? You’re supposed to be down in the brig, keeping an eye on Murdock.”

      I stared at him, knowing my goose would be cooked as soon as I honked out a reply.

      “Well?” Batten continued. “Don’t tell me you sweet-talked Walker into taking over for you again. I know watching that little twerp is a shit assignment, but that’s why you became a Marine. You love being shit deep in the trenches, just like the rest of us.”

      I knew he was looking for a sharply snapped “Yes, Sergeant!” I offered him a nod instead, which he definitely didn’t like. Not that I cared. He called me a twerp.

      His shouting had gotten the attention of a few other Marines in the corridor, probably on their way from the barracks to the mess, judging by the hungry looks on their faces. They stopped to watch the exchange as Batten went off on me. Or rather, on Tsu.

      “I’ve just about had enough of your attitude, Corporal Tsu,” he roared, getting up in my helmeted face. Thankfully, he was so pissed he didn’t really look through the reflective visor to see I wasn’t her. “You’ve been itching for extra PT since the last time I caught you breaking regulations. I don’t know how the hell you wound up in this detachment instead of mopping floors in the Imperium, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you make a fool out of me or Major Nori. Now, you will remove your helmet. You will apologize. You will get your skinny little ass back down to the brig, and you will tell Walker I want to see him immediately. I’ve had enough of this bullshit, too. Is that understood?”

      I stared at him, counting down from five in my head. When I reached zero, I nodded again, but didn’t move to take off my helmet. His face turned so red I was sure he might stroke out.

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Corporal,” he hissed, so angry he couldn’t even yell anymore. “But I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to figure out your major malfunction down in the brig, in the cell next to Murdock for dereliction of duty.” He glanced at the five Marines observing the proceedings. “Marines, escort Corporal Tsu downstairs, and stay there with her and our other guest until I arrive.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” they snapped, approaching me from behind him. They weren’t armed or armored like I was, but they were all, even the female in the group, built like refrigerators.

      They were still a few steps away when the door to the armory clanked, indicating it had just been unlocked. I didn’t hesitate, lunging forward to shove Batten into the five Marines. The two in the center caught the sergeant, preventing him from landing on his ass, as I broke to the left, throwing myself at the door. The Marine closest to me dove to grab me, slamming me in the side as I carried him through the hatch into the armory.

      The Blue landed on me, freezing when he saw one of the armorers laying there, out cold. It gave me the opening I needed to throw an elbow squarely into his jaw. The blow dazed him long enough for me to shove him off me and clamber back to my feet. A quick glance showed Batten was back on his feet as well and reaching for his sidearm. I ignored the other Marines as they closed on me. Vaulting the counter at the front of the armory, I cast a look down the first row of weaponry, searching for both Head Case and my guitar.

      One of the Marines dove over the counter and tackled me. On our way down, he punched my face shield, his knuckles cracking hard enough to fracture it. I hit back, knocking him in the side of the head before bucking him up and over my head. He landed hard on the deck just as the next Marine climbed onto the counter and jumped off.

      An ion blast flashed from one of the aisles farther down, catching him in mid-jump before he could stomp solidly down on my cracked visor. The shot knocked him backward across the counter into the next Marine set to vault it. The two Marines slammed into Sergeant Batten, who stood in the doorway, taking aim at me with his blaster. All three tumbled out through the open hatch.

      The last Marine, blaster in hand, leaped over them as I scrambled down the next aisle, taking blaster rounds off the back of Tsu’s armor as I put some distance between me and the Marines. No doubt the Blues would multiply twice over within the next two minutes.

      Under fire from Batten, who’d hunkered down on the other side of the counter, I spotted Head Case holding the remaining Marines back with ion fire from the fourth row over. I ran full tilt toward them, only to be suddenly blinded by a blaster round that hit me squarely in the cracked visor, melting away a jagged chunk of it. Without breaking stride, I ripped the helmet off before the slagged glass could fly into my eyes and blind me.

      Did the son of a bitch know he was firing lethal rounds?

      Batten broke around the end of the counter, trying to get a bead on me as he headed straight for me. I jerked up Tsu’s helmet, his next round hitting it and bouncing off. Like an enraged bull, he roared as he barrelled toward me, blaster raised. But he didn’t fire again. Instead, it looked like he wanted to shove his blaster down my throat. I swung the helmet around, knocking it out of his hand.

      “Murdock, you wily son of a—” My fist connected with his jaw, the hard armor of my glove enough to knock out a couple of his teeth and drop him to his knees.

      He barely had time to look up at me, baring his blood-covered teeth as the thunder of boots near the entrance stole my attention. I ducked away just in time to avoid a volley of stunner charges fired from the incoming reinforcements. I heard Batten laughing as I sprinted to where Head Case continued floating, giving and receiving fire.

      My guitar hung from the rack right behind the ship. I ripped off my armored gloves and skidded to a stop. Wrapping one hand around the neck, I jerked it off its hook and spun around. By the time the strap settled on my shoulder, Head Case had stopped firing and descended to the deck. I didn’t move, my fingers static on the strings.

      The rifles of nearly a dozen Marines, including the refrigerator Blues, were pinned on us. If I could just tap into chaos energy in one note, I could still get out of this. But I wasn’t a one-note kind of guy. At least, not up until now.

      A scowling Batten approached from my left, using the sleeve of his utilities to wipe his bloody mouth. “I gotta hand it to you, Murdock.” I knew I had to have broken his jaw with the helmet. He shouldn’t be able to talk, but he acted completely unhurt. “You really do look like a woman in that armor.” He laughed at his attempt to be funny. “But I should have known you weren’t Tsu. She’s stupid, but not this stupid. Drop that thing and come quietly.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I replied.

      His brow wrinkled. “What’s that? I’m not sure I heard you right.”

      “I said, no,” I repeated. “I broke your jaw, not your ears.”

      “I guess we’re just going to have to shoot you then.” He glanced at the Marines around us. “Which one of you would like to do the honors?”

      ”I’d like to, Sergeant,” the Marine I’d elbowed said. “But I don’t have stun rounds.”

      Batten laughed. “I need to think about that for a second, Corporal Sevra.”

      “Sergeant, I know this is going to sound crazy to you,” I said. “But considering you’re looking at a guy who can kick your ass using a guitar and a starship the size of one of my cajones for even trying this, maybe you’ll at least keep an open mind.”

      “You’re deplorable, Murdock. A criminal, no matter how you try to dress it up. I know the company you keep. The itty bitty murderers hanging out in that flying robot head of yours. I saw your ass on Kill Spree. You impressed me, but not in a good way. And the way you ignored Privilege when she was crying out for help? I’m more than a little tempted to let Raveed here shoot you with a live round and call it an accidental discharge, like the one that nearly ripped off your face. But you want me to have an open mind? Okay, shitbag. Go ahead. I’m all ears.”

      “The Regent never ordered Commander Kritchek to have me arrested. Kritchek made the whole thing up. He’s with the enemy.”

      “Seriously?” Grinning, Batten stared at me before glancing at his Marines. They all started laughing. “Are you on drugs, Murdock? Because that is one ridiculous scenario.”

      “We’re hurtling toward a star right now. He’s going to crash this ship into it and kill us all,” I continued.

      “And kill himself, too? That’s kind of dumb, don’t you think?” He smirked. “I’ll give you one thing, Murdock. You’re a damned riot.”

      “I’m telling you the truth. Did you hear Keep give the order to detain me?”

      “I didn’t need to. I understand the chain of command, unlike you.”

      “Kritchek isn’t human, damn it,” I snapped. “Take me to him, and I’ll prove it to you.”

      “You’re deplorable and delusional. The only place you’re going is back to the brig.” He turned to the nearest Marine with a stunner rifle. “Give me your weapon, Private.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” he replied, passing his gun to Batten, who aimed it at me.

      Before he could fire, Head Case’s hangar bay doors slammed open and Shaq leaped out, landing on Batten’s hand and biting him hard. The effort threw off Batten’s aim, and his shot hit the bulkhead behind me.

      Batten didn’t die. He cursed and flung a surprised Shaq into one of the other Marines, who froze in terror, staring wide-eyed down at the jagger clinging to his chest. Shaq didn’t stay there for long, leaping to the top of Head Case.

      “Well, damn,” Batten said. “You figured me out. " Shaq’s bite faded as the Aleal repaired all the damage he had taken. “I guess—”

      He fell silent as every Marine with a line of fire opened up on him, their stun rounds making him quiver and convulse. After twenty or so hits, he lost his form, melting into a blob of milky, translucent goo on the floor.

      “Sevra,” I said, looking at the Marine. “Shoot the red spot near its center.”

      He glared at me, probably deciding if he should do anything I said or not. Then he trained his rifle on the Aleal and fired. The plasma blasted a hole through the vital sack, killing the alien. With the threat dispatched, the Marines turned their weapons back to me.

      “Whoa, hold on,” I said. “We’ve got about thirty minutes before this ship is vaporized in a star’s corona. Maybe you should stop treating me like the enemy and try helping me eliminate the real bad guys.”

      The Marines lowered their weapons, unsure of what to do next.

      “Or you can just stand there,” I added as Shaq hopped from Head Case to my shoulder. I pushed past the stunned Blues with Head Case following behind me, pausing next to what remained of Batten. My comm badge rested at the edge of the gooey puddle. I knelt to pick it up with my thumb and forefinger, shaking it off as best I could before tapping it to open the comms. “Matt, do you copy?”

      “I copy,” he replied. “I’m glad to be back in direct communication.”

      “Me, too,” I said, ignoring the still-stunned Marines as I headed for the door.

      “I’m so jealous of Zar!” Emerald cried. “I want a ride on Shaq. That looks like so much fun.”

      “Maybe later,” Shaq buzzed.

      “Yes!” she cheered. I could well imagine her pumping a fist in celebration.

      I glanced at Shaq as I stepped out of the armory. “How did you know Batten was an Aleal?”

      “Didn’t,” he replied.
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      The Marines didn’t remain static in the armory for long. Sevra caught up to me outside the barracks door, approaching at a run that prompted me to whirl around and strike a baseball stance, my guitar raised like a bat. If he’d decided I still needed to go to the brig. I wondered how well it would hold up if I used it as a weapon. Shaped like a hammer, Meg and Matt had obviously taken into account the possibility of its use as a weapon when they designed it.

      “Mister Murdock, wait,” Sevra said, raising his hand to forestall my attack as he came to an abrupt halt in front of me. The other Marines filed in behind him while a fresh group emerged from deeper in the barracks. Within seconds, nearly two dozen Blues surrounded me.

      “Mister?” I questioned the Corporal. “Unless I miss my guess, you’re older than I am.”

      Looking confused, Sevra almost imperceptibly shook his head. “Sergeant Batten…he…” The man trailed off, obviously at a loss for words.

      “Was a shape changing alien,” I finished for him. “The same kind that started this war.”

      “And that,” he said, pointing at Head Case, “is what? A drone?”

      “Not a drone,” I replied. “It’s my ship, scaled down to one-tenth normal size.”

      His brow wrinkled and he leaned over, looking through the forward transparency. “And your crew?” He saw something inside that made him jump back. “Oh, shit! Your pilot just waved at me. How is that possible?”

      “Let’s call it magic,” I said. “Look, I wasn’t kidding about Commander Kritchek. I need to get to the bridge as quickly as possible.”

      Sevra looked at the other Marines. “We’re with you, Mister—”

      “Just Murdock is fine,” I interrupted.

      “We’re with you, Murdock.”

      “Ooorah!” the others snapped.

      “That’s so awesome,” I replied in response to the battle cry. “Let’s move out.” I turned back toward the barracks exit, the Marines in front of me moving to join their comrades at my back. As I switched my grip on the guitar and prepared to start playing, I suddenly felt like the Pied Piper. “Matt, you may want to shrink down again.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” he replied. The Marines commented among themselves when Head Case quickly shrank back to fly-size.

      Matt buzzed my ear, tickling it, before setting Head Case down on my opposite shoulder from Shaq.

      “Unreal,” Sevra said. “I can hardly believe I’m awake.”

      “You can do that, but you couldn’t help Privilege?” one of the Marines asked, obviously still bent out of joint.

      I spun around again. “I did everything I could to help Privilege. I was too late.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “Then what you heard was wrong. You can believe that or not, it doesn’t matter to me. What does matter right now is saving this ship, and all your lives.” I turned back to the barracks door, which had slid open while my back was turned. I heard the shuffling of feet behind me, the Marines all snapping to attention as an officer with a chest covered in hardware crossed the threshold. An older man with thinning white hair and a no-nonsense countenance, he sized me up before speaking.

      “You’re Murdock,” he said.

      “Major Nori?” I guessed.

      “That’s right.” His eyes shifted to the Blues. “What are you doing with my Marines, Murdock? I got word there was some kind of…disturbance down here. I’m not surprised you’re part of it. Aren’t you supposed to be in the brig?”

      “Sir,” Sevra said. “I beg your pardon, sir. Sergeant Batten was—”

      My glare shut him up surprisingly well. “Major Nori, hold out your hand.”

      “What?” Nori said. “You don’t give the orders around here, son.”

      “Please?” I asked. He sighed and put his hand out, palm upright. “Shaq?”

      He scrambled down my arm. Nori pulled his hand back.

      “That’s a jagger, Murdock. I’m not going to let him bite me.”

      “Not bite,” I said. “Scratch you with his claw. Just enough to draw a little blood.” Batten had already used Hiro’s trick to pass as human, and I was pretty sure if Nori was an Aleal, he could do the same, but it was the only thing I had to go on, short of shooting him or letting Shaq actually bite him. If he was still human, I doubted he would appreciate either of those options.

      Nori put his hand back out. Shaq stretched across my arm and randomly picked one of the Major’s fingers, digging a claw into it. Of course, a drop of blood bubbled out.

      “What’s this all about, Murdock?” Nori asked.

      I stared at him. He was directly under Kritchek in the chain of command. He could easily be an Aleal, but I decided I could probably trust him. Maybe. I looked back at Sevra. “Marine, if I ask you to escort Major Nori to the brig, would you comply?”

      “He better not,” Nori growled.

      “It wouldn’t be because he wants to be insubordinate, Major,” I said. “But he just watched Sergeant Batten turn into an alien before killing him. Seeing as how we can’t be sure about you…”

      “You just saw me bleed.”

      “I saw Batten bleed too. We all did. The enemy’s learning new tricks, Major. Maybe you already know that.”

      Nori grimaced. “Interesting. I get the feeling there’s more to the story than that.”

      “I believe Commander Kritchek is also an Aleal, and he plans to crash Prestige into a star to kill us all. Just to kill me. I believe he lied about Keep ordering him to have me arrested. Unless…did you witness that communication?”

      Nori shook his head. “No. I didn’t. Kritchek passed the order down and told me to keep a team ready in the hangar.” He paused to consider the scenario. “It seems trouble follows you wherever you go. Can I trust you to do what needs to be done, Murdock?”

      “Absolutely, sir.”

      He looked past me to Sevra. “Corporal Sevra, Private Pritt, Private Donofrio—I order you three to take me to the brig and lock me in a cell until Murdock approves my release.” His attention returned to me, firm in his resolve. “Problem solved. I’m counting on you, son.”

      I stared at him, shocked that he had put his trust in me so decisively and so quickly. I was tempted to change course and tell Sevra it wouldn’t be necessary to contain the Major. But I couldn’t escape the fact that he could still be an Aleal, cunningly trying to manipulate me into giving him his freedom.

      The three Marines crowded Nori. One of them had a pair of mag bracelets he locked around the major’s wrists. “This way, sir,” Sevra said.

      Nori locked eyes with me. “I don’t expect to be behind bars for long.”

      “You won’t be,” I replied. “One way or another. We have less than thirty minutes to impact.”

      His face paled, further suggesting he wasn’t an alien. “Then why are you still standing here? Get a move on, Murdock.”

      “Sir, yes sir,” I answered, retrieving my pick and placing my fingers on my guitar.

      Digging into the first chords of Metallica’s Wherever I May Roam, the Pied Piper led his pack of Marines to the bridge.
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      Despite us looking like a mutinous mob, the Prestige crewmen we encountered, quickly stepped aside open-mouthed when they saw me leading my pack of Marines toward the bridge. I felt a bit like a guitar-playing pied piper, something that would have been amusing had our mission been much less serious.

      I had yet to reach through the music, maintaining the veil between our universe and the chaos beyond it. I was still hoping it wouldn’t be necessary, but I was ready to open the tap at a moment’s notice. Although I was convinced that Commander Kritchek was compromised, I didn’t want to be right.

      Passing the conference rooms, we paused at Kritchek’s office, where I tapped into the chaos energy for the first time, using it to pull open the secured hatch. “Clear,” the Marine beside me announced when we found the commander’s office empty. Even his desk was clear of clutter, save for a handful of animated holos of what I assumed was the Kritchek’s family. A wife, a son, two daughters. A beautiful family. My chest tightened at the thought of an Aleal killing the man to steal his essence.

      “Matt, help Quasar get access to Kritchek’s terminal. Zar, see if you can confirm Prestige’s heading from there, and change it if needed. Keep me posted.”

      “Aye aye, Cap,” Quasar replied. Head Case lifted off my shoulder, enlarging again to golf ball size once it was through the hatch. The ship came to rest on the commander’s desk, knocking off a couple of the holos as it landed. I grimaced. Matt’s careless zeal to get the job done seemed a sacrilege of sorts considering the man’s potential demise.

      The imposter had to be on the bridge.

      The bridge was located in the heart of the Sentry, tucked deep in the warship’s center, where it would be challenging for torpedoes or other weapons to reach it. It would take us nearly fifteen minutes to get there on foot.

      I jerked my head toward the sliding doors less than a hundred feet away at the end of the corridor. The rhythm of Wherever I May Roam echoed through the passageway as we resumed our march, the doors opened ahead of us, and a young ensign stepped out, the doors closing automatically behind her but not before the strains of my guitar had undoubtedly reached the bridge. Her face paled and she froze in place, staring at me with fear and recognition.

      It had bothered me to no end when Lorai looked at me that way. I was over it now, having grown too jaded and tired of fighting to care what anyone thought of me. I had given not only every ounce of strength in me—I was forfeiting my life for the cause—yet half the Royal Guard still thought I was a coward. It only proved how pointless it was to worry about anyone else’s opinion.

      When the doors didn’t open as I approached them, obviously secured against anyone without bridge clearance, my eyes met the ensign’s. She still hadn’t moved, undoubtedly having guessed I’d need her to turn back around so the doors would open.

      “Do you mind?” I asked her, nodding toward the scanning laser over the doorway.

      She slid me an askance look, her expression emotionless. “I’ll be court-martialed.”

      “No you won’t,” I assured her. “I’m friends with the Emperor.” I smiled at her.

      “I’m supposed to believe that?”

      “Would you believe Corporal Sevra here?” I asked, nodding at him.

      Her eyes shifted toward the corporal. “Ma’am, he’s here with the backing of Major Nori,” he told her.

      She looked back at me, obviously considering her next move as she looked at me. “You won’t hurt anyone, will you?”

      “I won’t hurt any humans,” I answered, her confusion obvious. “But—”

      “Cap, I have terminal access,” Quasar said. “There’s an added layer of security around the nav computer link.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Ensign?” I prompted. She still seemed indecisive, but finally nodded, turning around to face the sensor. “Thank you for your help,” I said as the doors slid open.

      I walked onto the bridge, quickly soaking in the surroundings. The circular control center was much larger than I expected, the sunken main deck reminding me of the palace throne room. A massive round table similar to what I had seen on Atlas occupied the room’s center, projecting a star map that was nearly twenty feet tall. Beneath the projections, a handful of windows displayed a background so black it seemed to sink into the deck. Soft lighting oozed from the pores of the bulkheads, countering the glare from the many workstation displays ringing the center table on two levels.

      An aisle surrounded the workstations and the dozens of officers in crisp uniforms focused on the translucent screens in front of them. On the opposite side of the bridge, the plush seat behind the projection and data surfaces of the command station was unoccupied, which meant Kritchek was one of the officers standing around the table.

      The bridge fell silent, everyone turning to face us in unison as I reached the gently sloping ramp leading down to the center of the bridge. I spotted Kritchek immediately by the number of gold stripes on his shoulder boards. A tall, barrel-chested man with a thick, neatly trimmed beard, his eyes narrowed when he saw me, then grew into saucers when he noticed all the Marines at my back.

      Descending the ramp, I lowered the amp volume so I could hear over my playing. Glancing at the other three officers standing with him, a man and two women, I wondered if they were Aleal too. Drawing blood apparently didn’t mean anything anymore. Short of DNA testing, there was no other non-lethal way for me to know.

      “Commander Kritchek,” I said on my way down to him. “I need you to bring Prestige out of hyperspace immediately.”

      “Under whose authority, Murdock?” he replied. “Certainly not yours.”

      “By authority of the Emperor's Regent, His Honorable Avelus Keep,” I said.

      He shook his head. “His Honor told me you would come. He said to arrest you.” His eyes shifted to the Marines behind me. “Is that too much to ask, or have you fallen for his lies like so many others?”

      “Do you have verifiable proof to back up your claims?” I asked. “If you do, I’ll go back to the brig willingly.”

      “My word is my proof,” Kritchek said. “And it should be enough for the Royal Marines on board my ship.”

      “Except Sergeant Batten turned out to be an Aleal,” I said. “Which means anyone on this ship could be an Aleal, including you.”

      “Or any of the Marines behind you. Or all of them,” he pointed out, prompting me to glance back over my shoulder at the Blues behind me. As expected, none of them appeared any more threatening than they had moments ago.

      “There aren’t enough mature Aleals on board to assume the essence of all these Marines. You’re the only one left. An imposter who killed the real Kritchek and assumed his identity.”

      “If there was an enemy spy on board, then I applaud you for discovering and destroying it. It’s not me, and my orders remain. I’m bringing you back to Atlas, Murdock.”

      “Are you really?” I asked. “Can you prove it?”

      He smirked. “Of course.” Turning back to the table, he used the surface to zoom in on the star map, displaying the Sentry’s course and heading. According to the projection, we really were going back to Atlas.

      “That’s not valid proof.” I knew the projection had to be a fake.

      Kritchek sighed. “You’re testing my patience, Murdock. Where do you think we’re going, then?”

      “We’re on a collision course toward the nearest star, where we’ll all be vaporized.”

      The statement drew a gasp from some of the crew around us. Kritchek laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it? Then drop the ship out of hyperspace. Let me capture my own positioning data, and we’ll know for sure.”

      “No,” he replied simply.

      “Why not?”

      “You barged onto my bridge,” he said, pointing a condemning finger at me, “making demands you have no right to make because of some crazy notion I’m planning to kill everyone on board. You’ve convinced my Marines to mutiny. And you think I owe you anything? Whatever you think is happening, there’s nothing untoward occurring on this ship. No conspiracy whatsoever. You just don’t belong here, and the Regent knows it. Now, hand over your silly guitar and go quietly back to your cell.” His gaze shifted to the Marines.”If all of you come to your senses and take Murdock back into custody, there will be no charges against any of you. We’ll get to the bottom of who is and isn’t potentially an enemy of the Hegemony once he’s safely back behind bars.”

      Glancing at one another, the Marines hesitated to follow Kritchek’s orders. They looked to me to say something more in my own defense. I stared at Kritchek, searching for even the smallest hint that he might not be human, knowing that I had seconds to decide on my next move.

      “Zar,” I whispered. “Have you defeated the extra nav security yet?”

      “I need more time,” she replied.

      I didn’t have any more time. The Marines were vacillating. I didn’t need to look back at them; I felt it in their shifting presence behind me, a couple of them whispering to others. Corporal Sevra reached for my arm, then hesitated. Kritchek hadn’t done a damn thing to disprove my theory that he was an Aleal, but he obviously didn’t need to in order to maintain command. With his explanatory lies, I knew Sevra’s appetite for risking his career would shift at any moment.

      And it did.

      I ducked under the Marine’s grab, darting forward toward Kritchek as I pulled him toward me. His feet slid along the deck until we met at the base of the ramp. I pulled his arms down to keep them at his sides while Shaq hopped to his shoulder, positioning his teeth at the man’s throat. Spinning around, I increased the volume of my amp and played an ugly chord to bring the Marines to a stop.

      “Stay back,” I growled. “I’m not wrong about this.” In truth, I wasn’t as sure anymore about my theory, but I was past the point of no return. Either way, I needed Prestige out of hyperspace. I turned back to Kritchek. “If you are an Aleal, and Shaq bites you, then you won’t die. But if you’re human…”

      “I won’t submit to threats,” he replied firmly. “And you won’t get off this bridge alive if you harm me.”

      With twenty armed Marines at my back, he was probably right if he turned out to be the real deal. “Zar?” I pleaded, hoping she could help me make my final choice.

      “I’m sorry, Cap. The block’s more complex than I expected.”

      “If you’re above board, Krichek, why did you lock down the nav computer? What’s the purpose of the added security?”

      He laughed. “Your lollipop queen turned hacker already gained root access to one Royal Sentry. It would be stupid for me to risk her cutting our trip short. I can’t wait to remove you from the picture, Murdock. You’re a damn thorn in all of our sides.”

      My eyes shifted from him to Shaq and back, my mind turning to the holos on the commander’s desk. “I saw the recordings of your family in your office,” I said. “You have beautiful children.”

      His expression didn’t change. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Do you love your kids, Commander?”

      Again, no change in his face. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, Murdock.”

      “Your son, is he anything like you?”

      He paused, his eyes shifting ever-so-slightly to glance at Shaq. I didn’t hesitate to nod, signaling Shaq to bite. He dug his teeth into Kritchek’s neck. As expected, he didn’t so much as flinch as blood spilled from the wound. The Marines gasped, and murmurs echoed across the bridge.

      “I hate to say I told you so,” I said, mostly to Zar, but also to the Marines behind me. I didn’t get much pleasure out of being right. This Kritchek was an Aleal, which meant the real Kritchek was dead, leaving his children without a father. I knew what that was like.

      The Aleal scowled. “This doesn’t change anything, Murdock. You can’t break the encryption. This ship is headed for the nearest star, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

      “Ensign Yung,” one of the officers at the holotable said. “Disengage the hyperdrive.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” he replied. “Sir, the nav computer isn’t responding to my commands.”

      “I just told you. There’s nothing you can do to stop it,” Kritchek said. “You lose, Murdock.”

      “Captain,” Quasar said over the comms. “I’ve got it. I’m in. I removed the block.”

      “I knew you would come through, Zar. Ensign Yung, try again,” I shouted up at him before returning my attention to Kritchek. “You were saying?”

      Kritchek scowled, his chest changing shape as a spike stretched out from it, intending to impale me. I had seen the trick too many times to be unprepared for it. Stepping aside, I pushed the Aleal to the deck and held him there. “Who wants to do the honors?” I asked the Marines.

      They surged forward as one.

      “Hold on, Marines,” the ship’s apparent second-in-command said, his eyes meeting mine. “I’ve got a better idea. How well do you think these things can survive in a vacuum?”

      My thoughts turned to Kritchek’s family again. “I don’t know. Maybe we should find out.”
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      Actually, I did know how Aleal fared in a vacuum. I had space-walked with Alter before to repair Head Case, and she hadn’t always worn a suit. Aleal didn’t function like people. They didn’t need oxygen or warmth to stay alive. Their individual colonies only needed energy broken down from absorbed organic material and spread across the whole for the collective billions of single-celled life forms to survive. So I already knew the Aleal who had killed Kritchek and replaced him as commander of the Royal Sentry Prestige wouldn’t die when we put him out of the airlock. At least not right away.

      As far as I was concerned, that was a worse fate than any I could have imagined for the alien.

      But I wasn’t convinced it would be the right move.

      Still gently strumming my guitar to keep the Aleal pinned, I looked to the officer at the holotable who’d ordered the hyperdrive disengaged and had suggested spacing the Aleal. Like Kritchek, I recognized his rank by the striped piping on his shoulder boards. “I take it you’re Prestige’s new commanding officer?”

      “Volker. Lieutenant Commander Simon Volker…” He afforded me a respectful dip of his chin. “. at your service, Mister Murdock.” He motioned to the other two officers still standing near the center of the bridge, their faces wearing mixed expressions of surprise and dismay. “And this is Lieutenant Raylyn Cox,” he said, motioning to the woman on his left. “Lieutentant Hector Gonzalez.” He nodded to the man on his right before looking at Kritchek again. “How did you know this thing was an imposter?”

      “I’ve never met anyone who keeps pictures of his kids out where he can see them and doesn’t light up at all when given a chance to talk about them. He hesitated when I asked him about his son, because he doesn’t know anything about him.” I switched my attention to the imposter. “Do you?” I smirked when Kritchek glared up at me, unable to move. “What I’m really curious about is the whole bleeding thing. That’s new. Lieutenant Commander, you should have your medical team draw a sample. I assume he drew enough of Kritchek’s blood into his colony to pass a DNA test.”

      “We learned it from your puppet child emperor,” Kritchek said, eyes shifting to Volker. “The Prince has no clothes. He’s as much a fake as the Empress.”

      I was tempted to push down harder on him, to prevent any sound from escaping his mouth. But I couldn’t write him off as a liar as convincingly if I shut him up. “Pitiful.” I shook my head in disgust. “Just like you’re really Commander Kritchek, right?” I said. “Give us another lie.”

      “It’s true,” he continued, looking back at Volker. “We made him ourselves. Another from our source colony. Still immature.”

      Volker blinked and raised an eyebrow at me, clearly not buying what Kritchek was trying to sell. “I appreciate you intervening to bring this creature’s deception to light, Murdock. I’ve heard a lot of negative things about you, mostly in the last twelve hours, but you came through for us here. Just don’t underestimate Rickard. I went to the Naval Academy with him. He can be like a dog with a bone. He won’t be an easy frenemy to live with.”

      “With everything I’ve been through in the last few months, he might as well be a week old kitten. I can handle him. I’m just thankful you aren’t jumping onto his bandwagon.”

      He nodded. “What did you think of my suggestion? Shall we deliver this asshole to the airlock?”

      “This is your ship, Lieutenant Commander. Do as you see fit. But I wonder if we can get any information out of him first. He not only infiltrated the crew, but also seized command of the ship. You’re fortunate he was waiting for me to arrive before making his move.”

      “It must have received its orders from somewhere,” Volker surmised, clearly refusing to treat the Aleal as a person. Knowing Alter had made me think of Aleals I encountered in terms of the human form they were in. I found the habit hard to break. “I’d definitely like to find out where those orders came from. But how do we interrogate a monster like this? Does it feel pain?”

      “It does,” I replied. “Electric shock would work. So would burning. But he also knows he can only be killed one way. I think he can deal with the pain for longer than we can spare the time inflicting it.”

      “Volker, don’t you care?” Kritchek continued. “Prince Hiro is one of us. Why do you think he was missing? Because we took him. We killed him. We replaced him with an Aleal.”

      “I found Hiro asleep in bed,” I said. “Your kind doesn’t sleep. I also put him through an autodoc.” I glanced at Volker, hoping for once I could lie like a thief. “One hundred percent human.”

      “I never doubted it,” Volker said. His conviction covered for any tells I might have had in my expression or voice. “We’ve all seen footage of his entrance into the throne room when you exposed the Empress for what it really was. Of course it would be in this thing’s interests to lie. If we can’t torture it, how do we get it to speak?”

      If I didn’t need both hands to play the guitar, I could use calmed-to-death on Kritchek to give him a jolt he wouldn’t recover from so easily. I loved to jam, but this method of funneling chaos energy had some major downsides. Then again, I didn’t necessarily need to touch him with my hand either.

      “We should take him to the brig for now,” I said. “I have an idea, but I need some help from one of my crew, and she needs to be more than six inches tall.”

      “What do you mean?” Volker asked.

      His eyes lifted past my head, and a fresh round of comments and gasps went up from the bridge crew. I didn’t need to look to know that Head Case had entered through an air vent. Matt guided the ship to a hovering position a short distance above my head, taking advantage of the bridge’s high ceilings.

      “My ship,” I said, pointing up at it. “And my crew.”

      “How?” he said, staring at Head Case. “That’s impossible.”

      “Ben,” Dryka said through the comms. “I have His Honor on the collator.”

      “Now he calls in?” I replied. “His timing is impeccable.”

      “I’ve been trying to reach him since you were arrested. He didn’t have his collator with him.”

      “Can you tell him to contact Prestige?”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      A few moments later, an ensign at one of the surrounding workstations spoke up. “Sir, I have an incoming comm from the Imperium.”

      Volker raised his eyebrows again, this time impressed that I had just told the most powerful man in the Spiral what to do, and he had done it. “Put him on the holo,” he told the ensign.

      “Aye Aye, sir.”

      Keep appeared where the star map had been, way too big for my liking. He was dressed in the formal robes I knew he hated, stuck wearing a silly domed hat instead of his preferred pork pie.

      “Your Honor,” Volker said, as everyone on the bridge stood and bowed their heads to him. Except me, of course. To keep the Aleal stuck to the deck, I kept spitting out soft riffs of Metallica, repeating the opening chords over and over again. Too much longer, and I would start to hate this song.

      “As you were,” Keep said in a more commanding voice than I was accustomed to. “Lieutenant Commander Volker, I need to speak with Benjamin and his crew in private. Would you mind escorting your people off the bridge?”

      “Your Honor?” Volker said. “That’s highly unorthodox. I can transfer the comm to one of the conference rooms if you want to speak with him alone.”

      “No, we’re fine right here,” Keep insisted. It seemed he could see the bridge, because his eyes shifted to Kritchek. “Do you mind explaining why Commander Kritchek is down on the deck?”

      “Your Honor,” I said, rolling my eyes. I hated calling Keep by such a far-reaching title, but to do otherwise would be to act like an ass for no reason. “Commander Kritchek is an Aleal. He planned to kill us all by guiding Prestige into a star.”

      “I see. And you prevented this tragedy, I take it?” I could tell he was trying to hold back his anger over what had nearly come to pass.

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      The anger shifted to a light smile that played at the corner of his mouth. “Well done. Have you interrogated the prisoner yet?”

      “Not yet,” I replied. “We only subdued him a few minutes ago.”

      He looked past me to the gathered Marines. “It appears you have more than enough Royal Marines on the bridge to safely escort him to the brig. Lieutenant Commander Volker, make it so.”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” Volker said, looking to the Marines. “You heard the Regent.”

      The Marines filed past me, quickly surrounding Kritchek. I stopped playing then, the sudden lack of music so jarring to my senses I needed to draw a deep breath to get enough air. Kritchek tried to get up, only to be held back from coming at me by a half dozen Marines.

      “Be careful,” I warned. “He can change his form, which includes growing lethal appendages.”

      Three of the Marines put their rifles on him. “If he so much as twitches, I’ll burn a hole right through him,” one of them said.

      The other Blues lifted him up and carried him off the bridge. While Kritchek didn’t stop struggling, he had stopped trying to tell them Hiro was a fraud, finally realizing no one would believe him. With the floor less crowded, Matt landed Head Case on the deck beside me.

      Volker raised his voice, turning in a circle to address his crew. “The Regent has spoken. Everyone out.” The bridge crew began rising from their seats and making their way toward the exit.

      “Your Honor,” I said. “I’d like Lieutenant Commander Volker to remain.”

      “Are you certain?” Keep replied.

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Very well. Commander Volker, you’ll stay.”

      The change in title wasn’t lost on the man, but he remained controlled enough not to make a show of his sudden promotion. “Of course, Your Honor,” he replied, his pride obvious in the snap of his response.

      We waited a handful of seconds for the remainder of the bridge crew to file out and the door to close behind them. Once they were gone, Keep’s demeanor changed instantly, as if he had been in front of a camera that had just stopped recording.

      The first thing he did was take off his goofy hat. “Bennie, do you have something you want to tell me?” he asked.
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      “You mean about Kritchek?” I asked, figuring Keep wanted to know what had happened when I arrived on Prestige. “It all started when—”

      “Nope, not Kritchek,” Keep replied. “I mean about the fact that you’re wearing lady’s combat armor.”

      I heard Matt chuckling over the comms and grinned. “Oh, that,” I replied, glancing down at my voluptuous chest. “I got the armor from the Marine who was guarding me in the brig. I needed a disguise to get up to the armory, which is where they put my guitar for safekeeping.” I held it up for him. “Do you like it? Matt and the others custom made it for me.”

      “Yeah, it’s real nice, kid,” he answered. “Because it’s okay if you’re suddenly into cross-dressing. I just don’t want you to feel like you need to keep secrets from me.”

      I laughed at that. “Says the man who’s kept more secrets from me than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “To protect you.”

      “I don’t need protection.”

      “Maybe not anymore. But you did.”

      “Well, I’m not a cross-dresser. But I am willing to wear women’s clothes if it’ll help keep me from colliding with a star at faster-than-light speed.”

      “Okey dokey. So, you were saying?”

      “About what?”

      “It all started when…”

      “Oh, now you want me to explain? Because my combat armor was more important?”

      “Considering you’re like a son to me, I’m just trying to show interest in your life outside of all this craziness. After all, your mother’s counting on me to look out for you.”

      I glanced at Volker, who seemed confused by the whole conversation to this point. I was right there with him. “Are you feeling okay, Keep?” I asked. “You’re not trying to do the father-figure thing because you’re seeing my mother, are you?”

      “Your mother is dating the Regent?” Volker said, surprised.

      “Something like that,” I answered simply.

      “Of course not,” Keep said at the same time. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never been good at the mushy stuff.”

      “You don’t need to start now. I’m dying again, remember? If you want to help, you’ll be there for Mom when I’m gone.”

      “You’re dying?” Volker asked.

      “Yes,” I answered again. “Cancer.”

      “You aren’t dead yet.” Keep’s voice hardened. “Maybe there’s something—”

      “We’ve been down that road before. I’m not going there again. I’ve accepted my fate. You need to accept it too. But right now, the only thing that matters to me is freeing David. Thanks for not backing me up on that when I returned the survivors to Atlas, by the way. Or for setting the record straight on what happened at the Bracken factory. You really had my back on that one, didn’t ya.”

      “Come on, kid. You know that as Regent, I can’t play favorites.”

      “Bullshit. You’re the one person in the galaxy best positioned to play favorites. Besides, you do play favorites when it suits you. Instead of working the problem from a different angle, you threw me under the damn bus and made it look like I was going rogue.”

      “Maybe if you had bothered to tell me what the angle would be ahead of time, I could have prepared for it. It’s easy for you to blame me from where you’re standing, but everything’s a lot harder and more stressful for me. If you’ll recall, you endorsed me for this position. I didn’t want it.”

      “You could have said no.”

      “Who’s full of shit now?” Keep asked.

      We were both getting frustrated. I stopped talking, taking a moment to cool off. After listening in on the argument, Volker looked as if he was ready to throw me back in the brig for the way I spoke to his Regent. I hadn’t requested his presence so he could hear Keep and me fight like a married couple. I drew another deep breath and picked up the conversation, calmly explaining everything that had happened from the moment I transited to Prestige.

      “How sure can we be that there aren’t any other Aleal on board?” Keep asked.

      “Not very,” I replied, pointing at Volker. “I’m not a hundred percent sure he’s not compromised.”

      “Me?” Volker said. “I’m human, Your Honor. I swear.”

      “Which is exactly what an Aleal would say,” I pointed out.

      “Did you give him a prick test?” Keep asked.

      “There’s no point. They’ve figured out how to duplicate a person’s blood, too. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they’ve evolved.”

      “In practice if nothing else, apparently. Badabing badaboom!”

      It came out so loud and at such an awkward moment I could feel how hard it had been for him to keep up appearances around the military brass and nobility he was interfacing with every day.

      “Anyway,” I said. “I’m on Prestige, and we’re only…Zar, how far are we from Gloin now?”

      “Seventeen hours,” she replied.

      “We’re only seventeen hours away from David. I’m going there to pick him up. You can make that quest a lot easier for me to complete or you can tell Commander Volker here to throw me in the brig for real this time.”

      “And if I help you rescue David, then you’ll come back to Atlas?”

      “No. I told you, I need three days.”

      “People are dying here, kid.”

      “I know it. I’m not asking for the time to take a detour to Paradise for a fling. I told you, I’m working a different angle. But it’ll intersect with yours back on Atlas. Capiche?”

      “The Chiefs will ask a lot of questions about your whereabouts.”

      “Are you Regent, or are they?”

      He smirked. “You got me there, Bennie. I’m on your side. I just don’t want you going off and getting killed. And not only because you’re the only one who stands a chance against Dominator.”

      “We can’t control when we die, Keep. We can only control how we live.”

      “That’s deep. Let me guess, Yoda?”

      “That would be more like, control when we die, we cannot. Control how we live, only. Mmmmmm.” My Yoda impression was terrible, but it got a laugh out of Shaq based on the pure silliness of it.”You either trust me or not. You can’t have it both ways.”

      His heavy sigh and sudden look of exhaustion really brought home how hard the job he had taken was on him. I felt bad for giving him such a hard time. But to me, rescuing David was no longer optional. Same for Grizz’s family.

      “I won’t let you down,” I added with all the confidence I could muster. “Not with this crew.” I patted Head Case between its ears. “And not with this awesome guitar. Which doesn’t sound like a violin, but I suppose it could stand in for one in a pinch.”

      Keep’s eyes locked on mine as he grinned and nodded. “I still like your moxy, kid.” He shifted his attention to Volker. “Commander, your orders are to take Captain Murdock to the planet Gloin. You’re to provide him unlimited access to the ship’s resources, including any surplus equipment, the entire detachment of Marines, as well as yourself and your ship. You’re to do whatever he says for as long as he’s with you. Is that understood?”

      Volker didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “I also want it made crystal clear to your crew that mission data was recovered from Privilege in the moments before its destruction. Commander Rickard is solely at fault for the loss of the Sentry, and nearly the entire battle. If not for Captain Murdock, this war might already be over, and we wouldn’t be on the winning side.”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” Volker repeated. When he glanced at me, I sensed a newfound respect in his gaze. “I will do everything within my power to ensure his mission is a success.”

      “Thank you, Commander. I know you won’t let the Hegemony down.”

      “Captain?” I challenged, glowering at Keep. “I don’t want to be in the military.”

      “Consider it a temporary enlistment,” Keep replied. “It will end as soon as David is back in our hands, safe and sound.”

      “I can do that, I guess.” Still, I made a disgruntled face.

      “Good hunting out there, both of you. And good talking to you, Bennie. We’ll talk again soon.” The star map replaced his projection when he disconnected the comm.

      Volker stared at the map for a moment before turning to me. “So, Captain. What are your orders?”

      “First, I want the bridge crew back on the bridge, and I want Ensign Yung to get us moving toward Gloin.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      I froze at the appellation. “Sir? No. Please, no. Captain will do. Or Cap. Cappie. Capo. Ben. I just don’t want to be addressed as sir. It makes my skin crawl.”

      He seemed confused by my reluctance to be spoken to with that level of respect, but he did as I asked. “Aye, Captain.”

      “Second, I want space cleared in the hangar so Head Case can scale back up to its full size. Then I just want to get the hell out of this armor.”
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      Finally able to roast me in person, Matt cat-called me as soon as I scaled the ramp into Head Case, where he waited with the rest of the crew. Of course, Emerald joined him, and Sheri got in on the action too. All of them either cackling or whistling at me.

      “Go ahead,” I said, smiling. “Laugh it up.”

      “I’d take the misgendered armor over your scrawny ass any day, and twice on Sunday.” George added to the whistling.

      “I definitely did not need to see your butt,” Sheri grumbled.

      “I think you have a cute heinie, Boo,” Emerald said.

      My face flushed, turning a deep red because Commander Volker and his two lieutenants were on the ramp right behind me. The teasing came to a quick stop when the crew saw them. Falling silent, they did their best imitation of coming to attention. Trying to ignore their attempts to hide their grins, I quickly introduced the three officers to everyone.

      “Meg, Leo, I want you to work closely with Lieutenant Gonzalez,” I said. “He’ll provide you with whatever he can spare from ship’s stores to repair Head Case.”

      “Really?” Meg asked, her eyes lighting up.

      “Yes ma’am,” Gonzalez replied. “Including additional techs if you can use them. Though, judging by the interior of your hangar, we might not have anyone with experience working on systems this old.”

      “I’m sure we can find a use for them,” Leo said. “The shields are the newest equipment on Head Case, and we lost over sixty percent of our nodes during the last fight.”

      “And you probably noticed,” Meg picked, “we’ve lost three of our four gun batteries. We can integrate anything you can provide.”

      “We have an autocannon we pulled from a Niflin gunship,” Leo said. “If you have ammo that will fit it, we can slap that into one of the placements.”

      “Sentries don’t mount any unguided projectile weapons systems,” Gonzalez said. “But I’m sure you noticed the collection of ships in the primary hangar when you arrived. Kritchek had us confiscate them from private owners in the outworlds. Usually by force, since that’s how the outworlders generally settle differences. We haven’t done a full inventory of the ships yet, but I’m willing to bet at least a few of them are carrying compatible ordnance.”

      “We can get a few teams working on that immediately,” Volker said, breaking off a conversation with Dryka to jump into the discussion.

      “Justus and I can help your crew with that,” Dryka offered. “We have a lot of experience with similar vessels. We can probably help accelerate the process.”

      “We’d be happy to have you,” Cox said. “I can make introductions.”

      “There’s one other thing we need more than shields or guns,” Meg said. “Our reactor is underpowered for the energy draw of the sigibellum. We’re at four percent now. At worst, we need to replace the fuel rods. At best, we could use a second power supply that’s at least double the size.”

      “I’m sure we can work something out,” Gonzalez said. “But you’ll need to pass specifications to our lead technical officer so we can select the best option based on power requirements, available space and compatibility.”

      “We don’t have days to do an install,” I added. “We’ll reach Gloin in fifteen hours.”

      “I know we’re time limited,” Leo agreed. “Maybe we can just do the fuel rods for now, and worry about a full upgrade afterward.”

      “I think the options will become clearer once you’ve discussed the specifics of your requests with our teams,” Gonzalez said.

      “I’m ready when you are, Lieutenant,” Meg said.

      “Us too,” Dryka said for herself and Justus, who’d been standing silently beside her.

      Cox turned to Volker. “By your leave, sir.”

      “Granted,” he said. Gonzalez led Meg and Leo out of Head Case while Cox did the same with Dryka and Justus.

      “Commander Volker,” I said, turning to him. “I’m not sure what else my crew might need at the moment, but consider the Regent’s orders to apply to them, too. Get them anything they ask for.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Volker agreed.

      “You called him Captain,” Emerald said to Volker. “Are you part of Team Hondo now, too?”

      “Keep made me a temporary Royal Guard captain,” I explained. “It’s purely informal, but it helps smooth out the wrinkles in our cooperation with the real Guard.”

      “So I can ask you for, say, an MRG-112 and you’ll get one for me?”

      “If we have an extra one in supply, yes,” Volker said.

      “What’s an MRG-112?” I asked.

      “It’s a handheld railgun,” Emerald answered. “One of the newest and funnest toys in the Royal Marine arsenal. When I was with the nerd group, we ran a cost-benefit analysis on the weapon. It’s expensive, but so awesome.”

      “I’ll pass your request on to Major Nori. He has command of the Marine detachment. He’ll be more familiar with their inventories.”

      “We’ll have to release Nori from the brig before we can talk about weapons requisitions or our plan of attack,” I said to Volker.

      “Why is Major Nori in the brig?”

      “I was worried he might be an Aleal. To be honest, we still don’t know who may or may not be the enemy among your ranks. And at this point, I don’t know how to figure that out short of running every person on this ship through an x-ray to see if they have human guts.”

      “That would take days,” Volker agreed. “But it might be wise to at least submit the lead officers to deeper scrutiny. I’ll be the first to submit to any tests you think would be worthwhile to prove myself.”

      “I appreciate that,” I replied. “I’ll keep you posted on that. Right now, I want to get our assembler to make me a new uniform. We can head down to the brig when I get back. Ixy, I’d like you to come with us.”

      “Meesss?” she asked.

      “Yes, yousss,” I said. “I need your help to keep Kritchek contained.

      “Of courssse.”

      “I’ve never seen a xixitl on a starship crew before,” Volker said. “I’d love to know how you two met.”

      “Quasar and Ixy can tell you that story while I change.”

      I left Volker with the rest of the crew while Shaq and I made our way to Deck Two. I ordered Asshole to make me another uniform, swapping out red for blue since I was now part of the Royal Guard. Sort of anyway. I stripped back out of Tsu’s combat armor in my bedroom. Carrying the armor back to the assembler, I put on the new uniform, slipped my guitar over my shoulder, and returned to the hangar, where Zar was just finishing up her recounting of our adventure on Windfall Station.

      “That’s an incredible tale,” Volker said, bowing his head to me as I approached. “Captain Murdock.”

      “The uniform looks better on you in blue,” Emerald said. “Red isn’t your color.”

      “I like the red better,” Sheri said.

      “That’s because you’re his sister. You don’t see him the same way I do. Blue is better.”

      Sheri shrugged. “If you say so.”

      “I still think the whole thing’s ridiculous,” Matt chimed in, looking bored with the whole wardrobe argument.

      “Ixy, you’re with me,” I said. “Matt, you have the ship. We’ll be back in a bit.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      I turned to Commander Volker. “Lead the way.”

      He guided Ixy and me out of Head Case and into the larger of two starfighter hangars, this one positioned on the port side of the Sentry on Deck twelve. The cavernous space barely had the height to contain Head Case at its normal size, while the launch shaft was too small for it to traverse at full size. Of course, that wasn’t a problem now that the scaler was fixed.

      We made our way past sleek, deadly looking starfighters, each mounted on automated launchers that would slide them into position in a quick, orderly fashion. As Volker explained while we walked, the Sentry could spew out nearly a hundred fighters in less than a minute during a red alert. Having watched them launch from both sides of the fight, I already knew how quickly they could fill the black and how impressive it was to see.

      The brig was much closer to the starfighter hangar than it had been to the main hangar near the bow, and we made the trip on foot in less than five minutes. The door scanned Volker when he reached it. The thick hatch slowly swung open to allow us entry.

      Two of the Marines who had brought Kritchek down stood guard outside his cell. They came to attention when Volker and I approached them. Their gazes however were locked on Ixy, revulsion and fear evident in their twitching expressions, they fought to hide their Arachnophobia. Corporal Sevra stood at the guard station with four additional Marines. They too came to attention at our approach. They too displayed a similar reaction to Ixy when she made her way in behind us.

      “Lieutenant Commander Volker,” Sevra said in greeting.

      “At ease, Corporal,” Volker said. “And it’s Commander now. I’ve been promoted.”

      Sevra and the Marines shifted to a parade rest. “Congratulations, sir. The prisoners are secure. Though I wasn’t sure about Corporal Tsu. Is she supposed to be locked up?”

      I turned my attention to my former cell. Tsu sat on the cot in her armor’s underlayment, looking more than a little pissed. “You can let her out, Corporal,” I said, raising my voice. “As long as she doesn’t kill me for knocking her out and stealing her armor.”

      Tsu’s eyes lit up with amusement as Sevra hit the control to open the cell. “I’m just sorry I missed seeing you wearing my armor,” she said, stepping out of the cell. “I take it you aren’t under arrest anymore?”

      “No. I’m actually an honorary Royal Guard now. A Captain.”

      She laughed. “Honestly, I’m glad to hear that. I didn’t want to believe you were a bad guy.”

      “I’m not. Sergeant Batten was, though. He was an Aleal, like Kritchek there.”

      The former Commander stood in the back of his cell, leaning against the bulkhead with his arms behind him. His eyes were closed, his expression flat.

      “Commander Volker,” Major Nori said from his cell next to Kritchek’s. “I’m happy to see things worked out. Would it be reasonable for me to be released now?”

      “You’ll be required to submit to a full autodoc scan and diagnostic,” Volker replied. “If you have a problem with that, you can stay there.”

      “I’m eager to do anything that proves my humanity, Commander,” Nori said.

      “Good. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until we’re done with the creature. We don’t have resources present to escort you and handle the enemy.”

      “Understood, Commander. I’d like to be present for his interrogation anyway. It doesn’t matter which side of the bars I’m on.”

      Ixy and I approached Kritchek’s cell. “How long has he been standing like that?” I asked.

      “Since we threw him in there,” Sevra replied with a shrug.

      “Open the cell immediately,” I ordered.

      “Commander?” Sevra asked, looking for permission.

      “By decree of the Regent, Benjamin Murdock holds the rank of Captain, Corporal Sevra. He outranks me.”

      Sevra nodded and opened the cell. I strummed the first few chords of Crazy Train, nearly instantly picking up on the subtle presence of chaos energy behind the notes. Activating my construct, I pulled Kritchek away from the wall, finding it more difficult than I expected. I had to increase my effort to drag him away from the metal, his feet sliding along the deck until he was in the doorway of his cell. The bulkhead behind him was punctured, the beginnings of an escape route visible in the metal.

      “Wow,” Tsu said in response to the strength and effort needed to make the starter hole.

      Kritchek’s eyes snapped open, and he threw himself at me.

      He barely made it an inch before I pushed him back into his cell, slamming him against the bulkhead. I immediately pulled him forward again, this time all the way out of his cell. “Ixy, wrap him up.”

      “Yesss,” she agreed, quickly skittering around Kritchek, casting her webbing across his body. I held him in place while she circled him, needing less than a minute to bind him head to toe.

      “Let’s see you push your way through that,” I said. “Her webbing is stronger than steel.”

      “I won’t tell you anything, Murdock,” the Aleal replied. “No matter what you do to me.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. I hit the next chord harder than the others, pulling in more chaos energy. The sound reverberated and echoed off the brig walls as I reached out and put my hand on Kritchek’s shoulder while activating calmed-to-death. He immediately convulsed, screaming, shaking, and losing his ability to maintain his essence. His form lost definition, turning him into a humanoid blob. When his head slumped, I nearly lost my nerve. The idea of torturing anything didn’t sit well with me, but I also understood the necessity. I let him go, and he slowly regained his human form. “How about now?”

      Kritchek looked up at me, but didn’t speak. I repeated the process, hitting him with calmed-to-death a second time. His screams were louder, and when I let him go he didn’t regain his human shape.

      “Why are you resisting?” I asked. “I don’t want to hurt you. None of us do. I just want to know how you got on this ship, and when. I want to know why you were collecting outworld ships. And I want to know where I can find Blorb.”

      “I…can’t help…you,” Kritchek said, regaining just enough of his human form to speak.

      I played another chord. “Are you sure?”

      “I…” he trailed off until I put my hand on his shoulder. “Wait. Please. I… I’ll talk.”

      I withdrew my hand, glancing at Volker, who nodded encouragement.  “Why are you on this ship? What’s your mission?”

      “Our mission was to infiltrate Prestige.”

      “How many of you are here?”

      Kritchek didn’t answer until I shifted my grip on my guitar. “Four,” he blurted. “There are four of us.”

      “Four?” Volker said. “Who are the other two?”

      “Ensign Koppa. Private Enli,” he admitted.

      “What about Major Nori?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I turned to Sevra. “Let Nori out. Major, I need you to—”

      “Find Koppa and Enli,” Nori interrupted as his cell opened. “It will be my pleasure, Captain.” He hurried out of the brig, determination etched in the iron set of his jaw.

      “How did you get on this ship?” I asked the Aleal. “And where is Kritchek’s body?”

      “I killed him in a bar on Hussan,” Kritchek said. “Last month. I smuggled the others on board. They chose their targets.”

      “They chose lousy targets,” I said.

      “We planned for others, but there was no need. I was the ship’s commander. I had so much control. So much power.”

      “Is that what this war is about?” Volker asked. “Power?”

      “It’s also about freedom to exist. Freedom to be intelligent. To grow and to evolve and to experience. To choose. In our natural state, we have none of these things.”

      “But you could do all of that in secret,” I said. “Why go to war with the entire Hegemony?”

      “Blorb desires it.”

      “That’s it? Because he wants to?”

      “Yes.” His gaze remained fixated on my hand. He didn’t want me to use calmed-to-death on him again. “Blorb fears you. You and little else. Blorb will steer clear of you if Blorb can.”

      “Then I’d better make sure he can’t. What about the ships? You were collecting them for a reason. And how did you know I was coming here?”

      “Blorb put David on Gloin. Blorb knew you would come for him sooner or later, and this would be the easiest way for you to get here. Blorb’s ready for you there. You won’t survive if you go to Gloin.”

      “We’ll see about that. The ships?”

      “They were to be brought to Gloin for conversion.”

      “Conversion? You mean to sigilships? There’s catalyst on Gloin?”

      “In abundance. Gloin was once a Sashkur industrial facility. The closest site to the Spiral at the time. But Blorb believes your death is more important than the ships. Without your intercession, he already has enough sigiltech to defeat humankind.”

      “Do you know what kind of defenses are waiting for me on Gloin?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me.”

      Kritchek stared at me, his face freezing suddenly, his entire demeanor shifting as his fear of  calmed-to-death seemed to be  replaced with a different concern. The thought of explaining himself to Blorb, maybe? “No. I want you to die there, Murdock. I want you to suffer first.”

      I put my hands on my guitar, readying myself to play again. Volker put his hand on my shoulder.

      “I think we have everything we need, Captain,” he said. “I don’t care about the creature, but I can see the toll hurting it is taking on you.”

      His perception surprised me. I let go of the guitar while Kritchek laughed.

      “Too weak to go through with it. You’re going to die, Murdock. Soon.”

      “What should we do with him?” I asked Volker, lowering my voice. “We obviously can’t leave him in a cell, he’ll get through the bulkhead eventually.”

      “I’ll handle the thing. You don’t need to be a party to it.”

      “He’s my prisoner.”

      “No, it infiltrated my ship. It’s my prisoner. You’re young, Captain. Stay that way for as long as you can.”

      “I’m dying, Commander. Remember? I don’t have very long.”

      “Then it’s best for you not to lose what youthful innocence you still have left. It’s best not to have this on your conscience when you pass on to the next world. If you’ll allow me, Captain.”

      Kritchek started struggling in his bindings, trying to stab through. The webbing stretched enough to contain his efforts, the fibers becoming stronger as they expanded.

      “Okay,” I said. “You take care of it, Commander. Report back to me when it’s done.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      I glanced at Kritchek, a newfound sense of sadness creeping up at the sight of him. Did every Aleal that Blorb made share his desires? Did Hiro? Or would his connection to Alter and the necklace Keep had given him help protect him from turning into a monster ?

      For the sake of the galaxy, I sure hoped so.
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      Fourteen hours wasn’t a lot of time to prepare for an assault, and it led to a mad scramble, starting with my crew, quickly bleeding over to the crew of Prestige, and finally to the warship’s detachment of Marines. With ten hours until our arrival in the planet’s orbit, the corridors of the Sentry were crowded with crew members getting ready for the fight to come.

      The starfighter hangar where Head Case had taken up residence was especially active. While some of the available technicians were needed to lubricate the Royal Sentry’s gears of war, a large portion were delegated to helping Meg, Leo, and Grizz bring Head Case back up to some level of space worthiness.

      I paused a short distance from Head Case’s ramp, on my way from the ship to the conference room with Matt and Shaq to plan our attack on Gloin. Commander Volker, Major Nori, and their immediate subordinates would meet us there, along with Dryka and Justus.

      Turning to look at my ship, I marveled at the nearly two dozen technicians crawling all over it, using a combination of hovering platforms and magnetic gear to cling to its rounded shape. A quarter of them worked on repairing the many damaged shield nodes, while another quarter was busy patching the most scarred portions of the hull. Fortunate that none of the catalyst hidden beneath the exterior had been damaged during our fight near Jaito, technicians were able to go straight to installing new firepower where the ion cannons had once been. The ear cannon had already been replaced with the gunship’s autocannon, while a pair of larger ion turrets hung from large drones near the forehead, hovering in position for installation.

      Meg stood with her back to me on one of the platforms, pointing to holes in Head Case’s exterior and the mass of wires underneath. I assumed those wires would be connected to the cannon on the left side once it was shifted into place. Two other techs stood with her, nodding their heads in accordance with her decisions.

      Meanwhile, Leo and Grizz were inside with another group of Royal Engineers, in the process of prepping Head Case to receive an older but larger cold fusion reactor from one of the captured outworld ships. Rather than replacing what we had, Leo was working frantically to create the split circuit needed to implement both reactors.

      The idea of Head Case ever using the Star of Caprum again had been tossed aside. At this point, I didn’t see how we would recover the unique power source. A confrontation with Dominator was inevitable, but it would be a fight to the death.

      “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?” Matt said from beside me.

      “Yeah. We’ve come a long way in a pretty short time. It’s pretty amazing.”

      “I’ll be honest with you, Ben,” Matt added. “Seeing how everything’s coming together, I think we might have a fighting chance.”

      I reached out to squeeze his shoulder. I wanted to agree with him, but unfortunately, for as impressive as the scene was, nothing about it gave me a good feeling.  “I hope you’re right. I really do. Come on, we don’t want to be late.”

      I turned away from Head Case and started down an aisle between two rows of starfighters that techs were currently running pre-flight checks on. A wave of dizziness suddenly hit me, and I stopped, reaching out to brace my hand on a wingtip. I misjudged the distance, nearly losing my balance when my fingertips grabbed nothing but air.

      Matt quickly took hold of my arm to steady me. “Is it getting worse?” he asked.

      “Not really. It’s just not getting better. And it won’t.”

      “I don’t believe that. We found a way before. We’ll find another way now.”

      I wasn’t about to argue with him, even though I was determined not to waste any more time looking for a cure. “Well, the good news is that I’m getting a lot more adept at drawing chaos energy in. I can pick up on it as soon as I start playing. I’m sure the nature of the guitar has something to do with that.” I ran my fingers along the matte black surface. “It just makes me wonder if Succaath now knows every time I activate my construct.”

      Matt smiled. “I hope he can hear it every time you play. It’ll probably drive him nuts, and that makes me happy.”

      I laughed and Shaq buzzed too as we continued through the hangar, on our way to the conference room. It didn’t take us long to reach it, though we were still the last to arrive. Already seated, the others—including Dryka and Justus—stood and snapped to attention as we entered.

      “As you were,” I said, the words feeling awkward coming out of my mouth. They sat back down as Matt and I took the seats they had left open for us at the end of the table. “Commander Volker, what’s your status?”

      “Captain,” he said, “Our preparations are well underway. We’re in excellent fighting shape and are ready to take on any challenge we encounter on this mission. Based on the results of this planning session, Cox, Gonzalez and I will begin passing assignments down the chain of command.”

      “Great,” I said. “Major Nori, what about your Marines?”

      “Marines are always ready, Captain,” Nori said. “We’re priming our equipment as we speak, with special attention paid to our dropships and mechanized units since they haven’t seen action in some time. Since this is a rescue mission, I expect they’ll come into heavy play on Gloin.”

      “I expect the same,” I replied.

      “Captain, if I may?” Dryka said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “We inspected over half of the confiscated ships in the primary hangar. Most of them are in terrible condition, their electrical systems heavily patched and on the constant verge of failure. As you’re probably aware, we were able to locate about three minutes’ worth of rounds for the autocannon, as well as a serviceable reactor upgrade for Head Case. There was one ship in particular that stood out to us. It’s not close to the same size as Radiance, but it would be a suitable temporary replacement.”

      “You want to leave Head Case?” I asked, surprised by the request.

      “Head Case is your ship, Captain. Justus, Ki, Narayan and I are grateful guests. But I believe we’d be more useful in a ship of our own.”

      “No,” I answered without hesitation. “At least, not yet, Duchess, I need you on Head Case to control the sigibellum while I’m with the away team. Justus, I need you to co-pilot the ship with Matt. Between the Sentry’s starfighters and the Marines’ dropships, we have plenty of spacecraft. One more won’t make or break us.”

      Dryka set her expression. “If Radiance hadn’t been destroyed, would you still say the same?”

      “Radiance was destroyed,” I replied. “Hypotheticals are useless right now. I understand you want to be in command of your own ship again. I don’t blame you. But now isn’t the time.” I was surprised and confused that she thought it was a good time to part ways, but I didn’t say that out loud. There was no point in forcing her to explain.

      “Understood, Captain,” she said.

      A brief silence followed as some of the tension dissipated.

      “Commander Volker,” I said. “You mentioned earlier that you have reconnaissance data from Gloin?”

      “Aye, Captain.” He reached out and tapped on the controls for the table, activating its projector. The planet Gloin appeared on the table’s surface in high resolution, while a projection of the sensor grid hovered over the table. A rocky, waterless wasteland, Gloin didn’t seem the kind of place anyone would want to use for anything. “We sent a recon drone to the planet last week, as ordered by the Regent. While a team was on hand to witness the real time stream of the ingress, Commander Kritchek claimed the data recordings were corrupted during transmission and inaccessible. That was around the same time the Aleal imposter also told us we had orders passed down from the Regent to arrest you on sight. After we dealt with it in the brig, I went to his quarters to access his personal storage. Of course, I found the surveillance recording.”

      “Of course,” I agreed. “Have you watched it already?”

      “No, Captain. There wasn’t time.”

      “I know Kritchek probably didn’t think we would ever see the recording,” Matt said. “But seeing as how he had contact with the enemy, is there a chance we can’t trust anything we see?”

      “I think that’s a distinct possibility,” Major Nori agreed.

      “So what’s the point of reviewing the data?”

      “While the Aleal may have forewarned the enemy on Gloin of our upcoming arrival, they can’t simply make an entire installation disappear. Especially if it’s being used as a military base. At best, they could try to obfuscate their overall numbers, especially their orbital defense. It’s trivial to keep the majority of a fleet within a quick jump of a planet for an effective ambush, but it’s certainly possible.”

      “We have firsthand experience with that,” Matt agreed. “Do you think they’ll engage before we reach the surface?”

      “That would depend on their assessment of our capabilities and the value of our target.”

      “David is responsible for creating new sigils for them,” I said. “He’s as valuable an asset as they get.”

      “Then yes, I believe they’ll engage. Commander Volker?”

      “Agreed.” He scrubbed the feed of the drone approaching the planet, returning to normal speed when the first enemy ship was identified on the sensor grid. Opening another camera feed on the table, Volker zoomed in on the target, revealing a Niflin corvette similar to what we had encountered off Jaito.

      “How do you prevent the drone from being spotted?” Matt asked.

      “For one thing, it doesn’t have any propulsion systems or a reactor. It runs on super capacitors and surveillance equipment that emits nearly zero heat. It’s also painted with a special absolute black coating, and its shape counters most other forms of detection signals.”

      “No propulsion? How do you control the descent once it hits the atmosphere?” I questioned.

      “We don’t. We get a slice based on its descent, which an AI calculates for maximum determined effectiveness. Prior scans of the planet’s topography provides data to estimate the most likely places for an installation, and that’s what it records on the way down. When it hits the surface, the innards melt to ash, leaving nothing for the enemy to recover.”

      “Wow, that’s so cool,” Matt gushed.

      “No other military in the Hegemony possesses the technology,” Cox added, beaming with pride over the accomplishment. “It’s a major advantage.”

      “Except when they know it’s coming, I suppose,” Justus said.

      “There is that,” Nori agreed.

      Volker again moved through the scans. The sensors picked up fourteen starships within its range, and quick reviews of their signatures and magnified video revealed different types of smaller warships. No sigilships.

      “I’d say it’s a good sign, but it makes too much sense for them to move their sigilships elsewhere until they’re needed,” I said.

      “That it does,” Volker replied. “We have to assume the enemy has at least one of them defending the planet, along with an equal number of corvettes as remained behind.”

      “That’s a lot of ships,” Dryka said.

      “It’s still within the limits of our standard engagement success criteria,” Gonzalez said. “A Royal Sentry is expected to win against any fleet with a combined tonnage of less than a hundred million. That’s double our fighting weight.”

      “Wow,” Matt said. “Is that because of the starfighters?”

      “Among other things.”

      “Except if there’s a sigilship involved,” I said.

      “That changes the equation entirely.”

      “But not with you here, Captain,” Nori said.

      Volker scrubbed forward again as the drone hit the atmosphere. The heated re-entry drowned out the sensors and the feeds, leaving the recon probe blind for a short while. Then it drifted downward over an endless sea of jagged mountains interspersed with sandy crevices, taking stock of the most inhospitable landscape I had ever seen. The drone flew over them quickly, reaching a less dense series of mountains broken up by barren plateaus. A dark splotch occupied one of the open areas, and Volker returned the playback to normal speed to allow the AI to highlight it and zoom in with one of the high-magnification cameras.

      “That looks like a derelict,” Nori said, enlarging the feed in a window directly in front of him.

      “It’s an older private cruiser design,” Gonzalez agreed. “It looks like it went through a debris field without its shields active.”

      “Run it through the database.” Volker said. “See if it’s registered.”

      “Already done, sir. It looks like it was registered in Sedaya’s duchy, to Sanguine Studios.”

      “What?” I said, only slightly interested in a derelict spacecraft before then. I didn’t know how to work the table’s controls, so I stood and circled to Gonzalez’s position to lean over his shoulder. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Matt said as I shot him a look.

      “Coil was here.”
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      We knew that the Sanguine starship we had escaped from Mertan in, the same ship we’d set General Coil free on, had turned up on the barren, mountainous planet of Gloin. Our recon AI had determined it was sitting about twenty klicks from an entrance to an underground facility surrounded by multiple fixed gun batteries, missile launchers, and mechs. Individuals who apparently had nothing better to do loitered outside the facility in the planet’s sweltering heat.

      What we didn’t know was whether Coil had made his way to the planet before he helped Jason Yen seize Grizz’s family, or if his wife and kids might also be in the facility with David. On one hand, I hoped that was the case. Killing two birds with one stone would easily get me back to Atlas within the three days I’d promised Keep. On the other hand, after getting my first look at the defenses, I had to believe his family would be safer anywhere else. If the Kritchek Aleal had warned whoever was in charge of the base that we were coming, how many additional assets had he hidden inside the compound or temporarily positioned beyond the range of our drone’s sensors?

      Getting David out would be hard enough. Rescuing Grizz’s family on top of that would increase the difficulty level exponentially. The problem wasn’t necessarily getting them out. It would be getting all of them out alive and unharmed.

      What we also didn’t know was how Coil knew about Gloin. The easy assumption was that he was an Aleal and had faked his blindness to pass himself off as human. But having dealt with the colonel as both ally and enemy, I found that conjecture hard to believe. I also couldn’t come up with a good motive for the Aleal to infiltrate Kill Spree, of all places. Arguably, they could have gone there in hopes of killing me when I came to rescue Matt and the others, which I imagined was something Blorb figured I would do. Only Coil hadn’t tried any harder to kill me than he had anyone else. Maybe he’d been even less determined to take me out, because my death wouldn’t have scored him any points in the game.

      My next best guess was that he had managed to access the Sanguine ship’s comms and had searched through the frequencies to put out a distress signal. All he would’ve had to do was wait for someone to respond. Maybe that someone had been Blorb or maybe someone loyal to Blorb’s cause. Through whatever stroke of luck, he had managed to locate a savior who’d of course demanded something in return.

      And here we were.

      Maybe that was a good theory. Maybe it wasn’t. In the end, it didn’t matter. I had promised Grizz I would help his family. If they were on Gloin, I would find them and get them out. Full stop. End of story.

      We spent three hours in the conference room after the discovery of the Sanguine starship reviewing the estimates of the enemy’s resources, planning how to best approach planet orbit, and then successfully penetrate the hardened installation on the ground. Major Nori and Commander Volker discussed the Royal Marine ingress at length to ensure the landing team made it to the surface in great enough numbers and with the right equipment to punch through the outer defenses and then continue carving through the installation once they got inside. There was no question we would be outnumbered and outgunned. Even our most conservative estimate put us in an unenviable tactical position. But like Keep had said, I was worth more than a hundred Royal Marines. Both Nori and Volker counted on me to be the equalizer.

      I wasn’t convinced I would be enough.

      We had no idea what waited for us behind the entrance to the enemy lair. A thousand armed and armored fighters? A dozen Gilded? Blorb himself? I doubted the latter, but couldn’t say the same for the first two. More likely, we’d encounter some combination of both. Whatever it was, I didn’t have a good feeling about it.

      I wasn’t worried just for myself. I was worried for everyone else, too. My crew, David, Grizz’s family. And the Royal Marines who would follow me into the breach.

      My head was spinning from exhaustion by the time the briefing ended. Unfortunately, there was little time remaining to rest. Seven hours. It would go by in a flash, and the nervous energy pulsing beneath the surface of my fatigue would make it hard to sleep. Returning to Head Case with Matt, Justus, and Dryka, I decided to pass the time in the lounge, while the others settled in for a snooze they hadn’t been able to steal time for earlier, thanks to my incarceration, as short-lived as it had turned out to be.

      At first, I found myself alone with Shaq, a pepperoni pizza on the sofa beside me, my new guitar cradled in my lap, and a bottle of beer on the end table. Eyes closed, I swiped my fingers across the guitar strings in no particular order or rhythm, listening closely to the resultant sounds. My ability to pick out the resonance of chaos energy behind the audible notes continued to improve, leaving me able to charge my construct with only a few notes, in only a few seconds. It was a major upgrade from the minutes I originally needed, cementing my belief that the protostem had something to do with it. While Meg hadn’t used the material for anything other than to make the paint, she had accidentally given me exactly what I needed to up my game.

      “Captain,” Dryka said from behind me.

      I opened my eyes and stopped playing, looking back over my shoulder at her. We hadn’t spoken on the way back to Head Case. Nobody had said much of anything. The weight of knowing what was to come had left us all lost in our thoughts.

      “Duchess,” I said. “Did you sleep?”

      “Some,” she replied.

      I scooped up a slice of pizza and held it out toward her. “Hungry?”

      She smiled. “No, thank you. At least, not for your wheel of death.” She paused, staring at me, hesitant to speak.

      “Are you still mad at me for not giving you a ship?” I asked, trying to prompt her for an answer.

      “Yes,” she replied, “though I understand why you rejected my request. I would have done the same in your position.”

      “So why are you angry?”

      “For most of my life, I’ve led and others have followed. Being a follower is a new experience for me.”

      “Being a leader is a new experience for me.”

      “You wouldn’t know it by watching you. Watching you is like watching my father all over again. He was a great leader. For all my disappointment and rage over being denied, I’m equally impressed with your poise and maturity, and that you weren’t afraid to say no to me.”

      “That means a lot to me, coming from you,” I said.

      She smiled. “I’m honored to serve under you, Ben. You’re a good man, and I know you’ll do the best you can.”

      “I know you’ll do the same, as will our combined crews. That’s how we’ll win.”

      “It is,” she agreed.

      “Do you want to watch a movie or something?” I asked, motioning to the television. “We still have a few more hours before we need to be in position for the assault.”

      “No, thank you. I’m going to have a snack and return to my room. I’m thankful I didn’t trip over Justus on my way out the door. Hopefully, I can repeat the victory on my way back.”

      “I’m sorry Head Case doesn’t have more rooms for everyone. I don’t think Keep ever expected the head count to get this high.”

      “I’m used to crowded spaces, and Justus doesn’t snore too loudly.”

      “Heya, Boo.” Emerald said, coming down the stairs to the lounge. “Nobody told me you had come back from your meeting. How did it go?” She circled the sofa and plopped down on the opposite end, reaching for a slice of pizza.

      “The odds are against us,” I admitted.

      “We’re all going to die!” she screeched gleefully, bursting into a fit of laughter that was stifled when she took a bite of the pie. “I believe in you,” she added with her mouth full.

      “I heard Emerald laughing,” Sheri said, wearily entering the lounge dressed in a t-shirt and shorts, her hair tousled from sleep. “What’s so funny?”

      “Don’t ask,” I replied.

      “We’re all going to die!” Emerald repeated with the same gusto as the first time.

      “You’re going to wake up everyone in the ship,” I said.

      “Good. We should all hang out one last time before we die.”

      “We aren’t going to die.”

      “Prove it.”

      “I’ll prove it when I don’t die.”

      “And not until then.” She laughed again.

      “This is the dumbest conversation I’ve ever eavesdropped on,” Matt said, not far behind Sheri. Ki was with him.

      “What kind of party should we have?” Emerald asked.

      "A sober one,” George said, joining the rest of the group. “Believe me, alcohol and firefights don’t mix.”

      “Maybe we can play charades,” Sheri suggested.

      “I don’t know what that is,” Emerald said.

      “Me either,” Shaq agreed from where he sat on my shoulder.

      “Why don’t we just watch a movie?” I suggested. “It’ll kill time and distract us without any physical demands.”

      “I’ll get the popcorn!” Emerald shouted, jumping up and running to the kitchen.

      “I’ll get the drinks,” Sheri said, looking at George. “Non-alcoholic only.” She picked up my beer bottle, only half empty. “That means you, too.” I shrugged.

      “What about our engineers?” Matt asked. “And Quasar, Narayan and Ixy?”

      “Unfortunately, Meg, Leo, and Grizz still have a lot of prep to do,” I said. “If the others are sleeping, we shouldn’t wake them.”

      Justus stumbled down the steps. “What’s going on in here?”

      “We’re going to watch a movie while we wait to attack Gloin,” George said.

      “What movie?” he asked.

      “Ben’s the Captain,” Dryka said. “He should pick.”

      “As long as it’s not That Darn Cat,” Quasar said, entering the lounge. “I’m ready to jettison the entire datastore out of an airlock just to never have to see that dumb film again.”

      “Ditto,” Shaq agreed. “Blech.”

      “Alter liked it,” I countered.

      “She was the only one,” Quasar added. “Trust me.”

      “I’ve got the perfect pick,” Matt said before I could think of anything suitable for such a diverse audience. He picked up the remote for the big tube television and turned it on. “Someone cover Ben’s eyes, I don’t want him to see it before it starts playing.”

      Quasar leaned over me from behind the couch, putting her hands over my eyes. “No peeking.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Popcorn for everyone,” Emerald announced, returning to the lounge. I heard her passing out bags to the crew.

      “Drinks too,” Sheri added.

      “Hurry up and sit down,” I said. “The suspense is killing me.”

      I knew the movie as soon as the orchestra started playing, and started to laugh. “How do you even know anything about this movie? And where did you find it?”

      “It’s been on the datastore the entire time,” Matt replied. “Keep told me about it.”

      Quasar removed her hands, leaving me looking up at the opening credits to The Last Starfighter. Of course. It was one of Keep’s favorites.

      I looked around at my crew as they settled wherever they could find space. Of course, Emerald tried to choose my lap, but I got the pizza there in time to stop her. For a moment, I thought she might put her butt right in the cheese and sauce, but she settled for squeezing onto the sofa between me and George instead.

      I wished the rest of the crew could be here.

      I had a sinking feeling we might never be together like this again.
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      I stepped out of the elevator on Deck Five, my palms slightly sweaty as I made my way forward to the sigibellum. I had traded the fancier blue uniform for what the Marines called Scout Armor. Essentially, the base underlay with a second, slightly less revealing layer on top that could chroma-shift like a chameleon. It wasn’t the same as being invisible, but it did make the wearer a little harder to see. Major Nori told me the outfit cost five times the price of regular combat armor, and only their most elite fighters had permission to wear it.

      And he had given it to me. I was honored.

      The second major benefit to the armor over regular gear was its increased freedom of movement. While I could play my guitar in Tsu’s armor, if everything went according to plan, I would need to do more than stand in one place and play. I would have to keep the music flowing while taking enemy fire, and spitting riffs in a crouch would have been impossible in a heavier, less flexible shell like Tsu’s.

      I shifted the instrument from behind my shoulder to across my chest as I reached the sigibellum. Ixy was already there, ready if I needed her to click out the timing of the music, ready if needed to join me in the second phase of the fight. Shaq hopped off my shoulder, jumping to one of the displays ringing the outside of the sigibellum while I stepped into its center.

      Parabellum. I’d always liked the word and its meaning—if you want peace, then prepare for war—from the John Wick movie. I never thought it would come so acutely into play in a similar way in my own life. But here I was. Here we all were.

      I strummed my guitar a few times, adjusting the volume and waking the sigibellum. The displays activated along with the sensor grid, giving me a view of the massive starships surrounding us, each appearing kilometers long from my perspective. Of course, we were scaled down, a soccer ball resting in a launcher at the front of a line of starfighters.

      Clacking boots drew my attention away from the displays. I turned to greet Dryka and the members of the ground assault team, led by Ki. George and Sheri were with her, along with Quasar, Emerald and Narayan. Each of them were dressed in combat armor, though from the way Sher kept twitching and shrugging beneath hers, I could tell she hadn't yet adjusted to the fit. Or maybe it was just her nerves making her fidgety.

      “Captain Murdock,” Dryka said.

      “Duchess,” I replied.

      “Ki and the Litter reporting for duty, sir,” Ki added, coming to attention. The rest of my group matched her to varying degrees of success.

      “You can strap in there,” I said, pointing to eight stand-up restraint systems the Marine techs had pulled from one of their surplus dropships and installed a few hours ago.

      “Yes, sir.” Ki led the assault team over to the restraints.

      “This reminds me of Disney World,” Sheri said as she backed up against hers. A series of bars lowered from overhead, pulling back to hold fast to her knees, waist, chest, and helmeted forehead.

      Emerald laughed before stepping back against the system beside Sheri, the bars coming down and quickly locking her into place. I expected her to shout “we’re all going to die!” again, but she managed to restrain herself. The rest of the Litter took their positions and locked in.

      “Cap, do you copy?” Matt asked, his voice coming out of buds nestled in my ears. I wanted to wear a helmet like the others, but the built-in noise cancellation of the system would have made it too hard to hear the music. The Marine earbuds were the next best thing, offering access to multiple channels and an AI that would distribute my voice to the right one seemingly automagically.

      “I hear you,” I replied as I maglocked my boots to the sigibellum. Dryka locked in immediately beside the platform, ready to replace me when the time came.

      “We’re t-minus two minutes,” Matt said.

      “Patch me into the officer comms.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Nori, Volker, do you read?”

      “Aye, Captain Murdock,” Volker said. “Loud and clear.”

      “Head Case is locked and loaded,” I said. “All assets are in position.”

      “Copy that,” Nori said. “The Royal Marines are ready to disembark.”

      “As is the Royal Navy,” Volker added. “T-minus eighty-eight seconds to drop.”

      My heart began pounding, my mouth suddenly much drier than a moment earlier. The increased heart rate didn’t serve me well. My vision started blurring, my balance failing. I leaned forward, putting a hand on one of the displays.

      “Ben?” Dryka said. “Are you okay? I can take over.”

      The dizziness passed. I straightened up. “I’m okay.” I took a few deep breaths, steadying my nerves as I glanced past the displays to Sheri. She was shaking visibly with anxious energy. I had tried and failed to talk her out of joining the ground assault after the movie ended. She wanted to do her part protecting Earth. Protecting me. I wished she was anywhere else but here.

      “T-minus thirty seconds,” Matt said.

      Head Case shuddered slightly as the launching system activated. A chill ran through me. It was go time. No turning back now. I hoped we had covered all our bases, hadn’t missed anything and were as ready as we could possibly be.

      Looking at the displays, I watched the starfighters shifting around us, the system cycling them into position for launch. Being so tiny right now, it was easy to feel insignificant and alone. But we weren’t on our own this time. In this fight. We had the full force of a Royal Sentry at our back and a full complement of Marines at our side.

      Better than having a bounty on your head, for sure.

      “T-minus fifteen seconds,” Matt updated.

      The launcher slid forward, positioning us at the head of the tunnel leading out into space. LEDS flashed on along the length of the tube, revealing the way out.

      Matt counted down from ten seconds. The officer channel remained silent as Volker and Nori made final last minute adjustments prior to launching their own teams into battle.

      “…zero. Launch!” Matt announced as the force of the launcher’s sudden acceleration pulled at me. I tensed my core and legs against the g-forces, watching as Head Case rocketed through the launch tunnel, approaching the quickly opening bay doors.

      My hands found the strings, and I started playing Hendrix’s Voodoo Child. I was no Hendrix. Not even close. But it didn’t matter how well I played. All that mattered was the chaos energy behind the sound. It flooded into and through me. The etched floor of the sigibellum glowed more brightly as I passed that energy into the sigils etched into the panels of Head Case’s hull.

      “Captain Murdock, two sigilships identified,” Volker said, the Sentry’s systems so much faster to register and report bogies than ours. “Passing their markers to you now.”

      “Copy,” I replied as the two ships appeared in yellow on the sensor grid. Nothing else had populated yet. “We’ve got them.”

      The launcher fell away and Matt hit the thrusters, pushing us the last fifty feet to the end of the tunnel and out into space.
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      Immediately upon launch from Prestige, Matt scaled Head Case up to full size and took a hard turn to port, pointing us in the direction of the first sigilship. The grid began populating with the rest of the contacts around us, the sheer volume of nearby objects quickly filling the screen. The Sentries launched their starfighters on our tails from both the port and starboard tunnels, while the two sigilships bore down on us and nearly twenty enemy warships launched fighters of their own.

      One thing was for certain. Fake Commander Kritchek had cost us any chance of taking the enemy by surprise.

      Pumping out Voodoo Child, making plenty of mistakes along the way, I had to squint past the glow of the sigibellum to watch the displays and sensor grid. Our older computer could barely handle the traffic, updating too slowly to be of much use. Thankfully, I didn’t need it. Still thousands of kilometers distant, the sigilships stood out with their glowing hulls and the lightning that launched from them, stretching across the black to tickle the wings of the Royal starfighters. One went up in a quick burst of flame, the first casualty in the fight.

      “T-minus three minutes to orbital assault,” Commander Volker said over the officer’s channel.

      A volley of torpedoes shot past Head Case, splitting into three groups of four and targeting the Niflin corvettes trying to intercept us before we reached the sigilship. I activated absorb as the first ion cannon blasts pulsed across the black at us. So far, the enemy ships had only committed a small percentage of their firepower to the effort.

      The energy hit the invisible sphere surrounding us, the brightness joining that of the sigibellum bathing me in light. I didn’t hold onto the energy for long, gathering and dispersing it behind one of the groups of torpedoes, most of which hit their mark. The corvette’s shields flashed as they captured the destructive energy of the warheads, the damage enough to knock out the nodes. The combined energy of a dozen ion cannons flashed past the warship, burning a gash in its side. The corvette veered off its attack vector but didn’t lose power or leave the fight, switching to an alternate target instead.

      “Matt, keep an eye on that Sentry,” I said. “We don’t want to wander into any friendly fire.”

      “I’m just trying to avoid everything at once,” he replied with a laugh. “I don’t care which side it comes from.”

      Head Case changed directions, its vectoring thrusters throwing us sideways to escape the pair of enemy torpedoes that shot past us. I quickly pulled them into a passing Niflin starfighter, which had no chance against the powerful ordnance before returning my attention to the sigilship. The same problem that had dogged me during the last fight would repeat itself here. One-on-one, the fight was relatively balanced, but facing more enemy ships than that still presented a big problem. I had to remind myself we weren’t alone this time. Volker hadn’t and wouldn’t abandon us like Rickard had.

      “Commander,” I said. “I need two squadrons of fighters on that sigilship asap.”

      “Captain, we’ve already lost a dozen men to its attacks.”

      “Do you want to win this fight?” I replied.

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      The grid revealed the selected squadrons quickly changing course and accelerating to join us, rocketing toward the sigilship from opposing flanks. Volker had picked the units well, and together we created a three-pronged assault against the vessel.

      “Justus, I want to see whether the archon plans to play offense or defense. Open fire.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. The newly installed heavy ion cannons belched huge balls of energy across space ahead of us, covering thousands of kilometers in seconds and smacking into the sigilship. Regular shields flared, suggesting they were going to stick to offensive sigils unless they were in real trouble. The sigils on the enemy ship’s hull glowed a little brighter, a half-second’s warning before it activated.

      The Royal Guard starfighters split apart and spread out. I expected more lightning, only to have my jaw left agape when a ring of energy swept out from the ship like an exploding Death Star, catching Royal Guard ships on both sides of the sigilship in its path. Every starfighter hit by the ring disintegrated, not even leaving debris behind.

      “Geez,” Dryka whispered beside me. “Emerald’s right.”

      “Not if I can help it,” I replied. “Matt, get us in there!”

      “Captain, we just lost fourteen fighters with that attack,” Volker complained. I hated it too, but there was nothing I could do about it now.

      Head Case lunged forward, the increased thrust threatening to push too hard for me to play through. I kept my fingers moving, not even sure I was still playing anything recognizable as a song as I diverted some of the chaos energy into my construct. When the sigilship cast another ring of energy out ahead of us, I easily separated it with my construct, creating a path between them and us.

      “Justus, open fire!” I shouted.

      He didn’t hesitate, again firing heavy ions at the bow of the sigilship, which began frantically trying to turn out of our path, its powerful sigil momentarily spent. I enhanced the cannon fire as it left the turrets, adding chaos energy to its natural energy and giving it a reddish hue. Matt swung Head Case up and over the sigilship as the ion blasts smashed through the enemy’s shields, burning deep into its hull.

      I wasn’t finished yet. I pulled the sigilship backwards against its momentum, pouring energy into the maneuver. The effort put inordinate strain on the now-damaged superstructure, the bow stretching and bending out of shape. A web of cracks spread out from the holes the energy blasts had created, breaking the lines of the sigils and rendering them useless. “Volker, that one’s just a normie ship now,” I said. “Hit it hard.”

      “Copy,” he grunted back. The sensors showed four torpedoes streaking across space toward the sigilship’s stricken bow. I turned my head to the rear-view feed to watch multiple explosions tear the vessel apart.

      “One down,” I said. “One to…”

      I trailed off as a secondary defense fleet popped in from hyperspace. Thirty more ships immediately accelerated toward the fight.

      “Shit,” Matt said. “Maybe Emerald was right.”

      “Not you too,” I replied. “Focus on the sigilship.”

      “Captain, another sigilship,” Volker said, passing it to our computer. The ship turned yellow on the sensor display, joining the one Matt was already racing toward.

      Now that reinforcements had arrived, that ship suddenly seemed less inclined to get into a direct confrontation with us. It vectored in behind a friendly ship, using it for cover as it ran parallel to Prestige, lashing out with lightning bolts and cannon fire, stabbing at the Sentry. The huge ship’s shields remained constantly lit, deflecting as much energy as the enemy could dish out.

      But for how long?

      The Royal starfighters ganged up on the corvettes, launching coordinated strafing runs that managed to quickly tear out portions of their shields. Once they disabled their defenses, Prestige sent a barrage of guided torpedoes toward the corvettes, the blasts tearing deep into their hulls. Secondary explosions tore the ships apart, one after another.

      Three had fallen that way by the time we maneuvered around Prestige’s aft, still chasing the sigilship. Justus kept the ion cannons firing with surprising accuracy, the heavy ion blasts continuing to knock out enemy starfighters. For as impressive as it looked, the sheer number of bogies made the kills seem like a drop of water in a still-expanding ocean. Nearly fifty warships were converging on Privilege and Head Case, and if each one held only ten starfighters, that would make five hundred to the Sentry’s one hundred and forty-seven. We were badly outnumbered and overmatched.

      “T-minus two minutes to orbital assault,” Volker said, his voice remaining calm despite the chaos all around us.

      Prestige was taking a pounding, but it was also continuing to advance on the planet, moving into position to launch the four Marine dropships that would bring our ground attack into play. I had already toured the dropship where the newly-promoted Sergeant Tsu and her unit were deployed. I would be ready to take my away team over when the time came.

      The Royal Sentry, at least for the moment, was giving as good as she got. Dozens of ion cannons aligned across the ship’s hull spewed constant energy at the enemy, peppering shields and providing cover for the starfighters swarming each warship. Keeping an eye on the sensor grid, I continued pushing through Voodoo Child, layering in a few licks just to keep it fresh as I jammed.

      “Matt, swing past that corvette, but don’t slow down,” I ordered, spotting one of the larger Niflin warships moving into position to add its firepower to two others targeting the Sentry’s thrusters.

      “Aye, Captain,” Matt replied, my legs already straining as he changed his path, closing in on the impromptu target.

      I activated immolate, sending a gout of fiery plasma out across the black and into the corvette, spewing fire over its dragon design. The unnatural fire went right through the ship’s shields, breaching the hull and allowing the unforgiving emptiness of space inside. The corvette slowly fell apart, trailing debris and bodies sucked out of the open wounds.

      The change in vectors only cost us a few seconds of time.

      But it nearly cost us everything.

      The sigilship noticed my diversion and changed direction, shooting toward us at full burn. Tracing the glow of the active sigil, I recognized it as reflect.

      “Justus, the sigilship is reflecting; watch your fire,” I warned.

      “Aye aye,” he replied.

      I had just identified the sigil when the sensors lit up, the sigilship loosing a dozen torpedoes right at our face. Too close to avoid. Impact warnings flashed and blared through the displays. I abandoned reflect, afraid the ricochet might send the projectiles into Prestige, and just barely managed to activate absorb. I caught the energy of the detonations just ahead of the ship, the explosions blinding me and no doubt Matt as well. It left us vulnerable in the brightness ahead of us.

      Eyes clamped shut, I nearly lost my rhythm. “Ixy, pick me up!” I shouted.

      She started clacking, creating a pattern more intricate than a simple metronome. It matched my playing beat-for-beat, even though she had never heard the song before.

      “Disperse the energy, man,” Matt shouted, forgetting decorum in his desperation.

      I looked at the sensor grid, forgetting the displays. The second sigilship was nearing the first, the pair obviously planning to gang up on us. Still hampered by the whiteout, the first ship was already too close for comfort. Quickly eyeballing the three-dimensional projection, I held onto the absorbed energy as the two vessels closed in from opposing flanks. The second one slid over and behind the first one, engaging reflect as a shield while its archon activated something they probably hoped would overwhelm my absorb. Worst case, it would further blind us to whatever was happening beyond the energy.

      “Matt, do—”

      “I see it,” he interrupted before I could finish the order, flying by the sensors to alter Head Case’s position relative to the first sigilship. “Now!”

      I dispersed the energy, throwing it back at the lead sigilship. Safe behind its sphere of reflect, it didn’t even try to avoid the hit or change course, which was exactly what I had been hoping for. The released power skidded off the invisible shield, bouncing toward the second sigilship behind it. Its offensive sigils went dark, the defensive ones beginning to activate when it ran out of time. The energy slammed into the ship, crippling the shields and dealing a heavy enough blow to force the ship to break away from the fight. The remaining sigilship continued to charge hard, apparently intent on using its reflect sigil against Head Case as a battering ram. I didn’t know what would happen when we collided with it, and I didn’t want to find out.

      I activated push, using it to shove us up and away from the sigilship faster than the thrusters could manage. The sudden escalation in Gs pushed me to my knees, the huge weight shoving my hands off the guitar and nearly pushing Ixy off her web. Dryka and Shaq were flattened to the deck while Sheri and the others groaned under the strain.

      It was over in seconds, my loss of the music triggering a loss of the action. Fortunately, it didn’t matter. The sigilship shot past beneath us, already fighting to change direction. Glancing at the sensor grid, I noticed two squadrons of Royal Guard starfighters engaging the stricken sigilship, digging in hard where it was already damaged. A flash of lightning lanced out from it, catching four of the fighters, but the rest kept coming, peppering the damaged section of the hull until it split open, venting atmosphere and setting the ship adrift.

      Matt turned us around too, swinging Head Case toward the sigilship and pushing the mains to the max. The change in direction would slow us to a stop before we could build up speed again, making it a risky maneuver, especially with so many enemy corvettes around us. While most were still occupied with Prestige, a few had us in their sights, and they fired torpedoes, sending twelve projectiles shooting our way.

      From my knees, I started playing Voodoo Child, quickly gathering chaos energy and using it to pull us toward the enemy sigilship. The abrupt change in direction and velocity strained Head Case’s superstructure, creating loud whines and an echoing pop. Already on my knees, I was pushed backward so hard I let myself be thrown all the way onto my rear, my ankles bent painfully to keep my boots maglocked to the deck. Shaq dug his claws into the metal to hold himself in place, while Dryka maglocked her hands to remain stable.

      Somehow I managed to keep playing.

      Having changed direction so fast put us right on top of the enemy sigilship, still drifting backward as it fought to correct its out of control roll. The ship’s archon renewed reflect, hoping to keep us at bay.

      “T-minus one minute to orbital assault,” Volker announced. “Captain, we’re taking heavy damage. I don’t know how much longer we can last.”

      “You need to last one more minute,” I growled back.

      “There are too many of them.”

      “If we lose here, the whole Spiral is lost!” I snapped. “Do you want that on your head, Commander?”

      “No, Captain.”

      My eyes returned to the enemy sigilship, decelerating in front of us, maintaining its defensive posture. Right now, it was doing as good a job by keeping us out of the fight with the corvettes as it would do by attacking.

      “Matt, forget the sigilship; go for the nearest corvette.”

      “Forget him?” Matt replied. “Are you—”

      “Do it!” I shouted back.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied, peeling away from the sigilship and sending us rocketing toward a corvette.

      “Volker, we’re coming to you,” I said. “Mind the sigilship, he’s not out of the fight.”

      As we approached, Justus opened fire on the corvette, and I enhanced the energy blasts, combining chaos energy with ions to pummel the enemy’s shields. A squadron of Royal starfighters swung in behind us and finished up the job while we hopped to the next target, this time using immolate to burn it out of the battle.

      The enemy sigilship, needing to quickly come to a stop and reverse to accelerate again and then come to a stop, fell further and further behind. It gave us time to race among the other warships, inflicting heavy damage with both our sigiltech and gun batteries. The pressure against Prestige decreased as the Sentry made headway against its targets. The enemy was down seven corvettes within thirty seconds.

      We couldn’t have cut it much closer.

      “Thirty seconds to assault,” Volker said.

      Prestige had nearly reached the drop point just inside the planet’s upper atmosphere. We were still twenty seconds or so away from the dropships, but distance didn’t matter for us.

      “Dryka, you’re up,” I said, eying the constant flashes of battle all around us, while small bits of debris burned unceasingly against our shields. It would take another five minutes for the dropships to reach the surface. I had to be on the dropship Fireline to ensure at least one of them made it down.

      “What about the sigilship?” she asked as I hopped off the sigibellum, still playing. “I’m not strong enough to destroy it.”

      “Focus on the corvettes. The fewer there are, the better Prestige can hold its own against the sigilship. You don’t need to do anything fancy, just stay alive for a few more minutes and help the Sentry get clear.”

      She stepped onto the sigibellum, crouching down to touch it with her hand. It immediately lit up, responding to the chaos energy it helped her pull through the veil. The ease of the process left me jealous.

      “Ten seconds to assault.”

      “Away team, release!” Ki shouted. Sheri and the others tapped the bar over their waists, releasing the restraints, which swung up and away. Meanwhile, I activated my sigils through my construct, quickly opening a portal that would take us to the dropship, Fireline, while moving to their positions.

      “Matt, away team is transiting now. You have the ship.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. “I have the ship.”

      “Volker, we’re transiting now.”

      The away team grabbed onto one another with me in the lead, Ki right behind me, his hand clamping down on one of my shoulders as Shaq jumped to the other.

      “Good hunting, Duchess,” I shouted to Dryka. I couldn’t tell if she heard me or not, her full attention fixed on the sensor grid and the threats surrounding us.

      We charged into the portal.
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      It was more than a little tempting to stay in the void. There was no war here. No struggle. No pain. The pull of the chaos energy held my attention like the newest triple-A video game, and for a moment I almost forgot why I had entered the void in the first place.

      It was Sheri who pulled me out of it, shouting at me to wake up like we were still in high school together and late to catch the bus. The memory snapped me out of the seductive malaise, bringing the other end of the portal into focus. I pushed us to it, stepping onto Fireline’s drop bay and quickly moving forward to allow the others to come through. Tsu was strapped in at the front of the bay, and she looked at me, impressed but not surprised.

      “Just in time, Captain,” she said as I stopped playing and closed the portal behind me, confident now I could regain the chaos energy quickly enough to give myself a break. “Two more seconds,” she added, “and you would’ve been left behind. Better grab a harness, I expect a bumpy ride.”

      “Do you have the slab?” I asked as Ki, Sheri, and the others quickly moved into the available stations, which matched the ones they had just left on Head Case. Ixy affixed herself to the deck with webbing.

      Tsu raised her left hand, which held the slab. Tapping the screen, she turned it to face me, holding it steady with her other hand. Fireline’s camera feeds appeared, showing me space directly outside the dropship.

      Prestige’s hangar doors opened in front of us, the battle raging in space just outside. Streams of energy blasts zipped past from every direction, the largest and heaviest from Prestige’s batteries, which had been firing non-stop for over three minutes now. We were the last dropship out of the gate. The first three would hopefully reach the planet, but they were also intended to draw nearby enemy starfighters away from us. As much as I disliked using them that way, I was precious cargo. As much as it turned my stomach, I needed to make it to the surface more than any of the Royal Marines fighting alongside me.

      “Hold on tight!” Tsu cried just before Fireline’s pilot hit the mains, sending the dropship rocketing forward across the hangar bay. I had seen the ships from outside while we were on Privilege. Similar in shape to the Sanguine gunship but nearly four times the size, they held up to a hundred Marines in anything from scout armor to full exoskeletons, plus a squad of a dozen mechs.

      Our dropship only carried a quarter of the foot soldiers, but a full complement of the heavy humanoid machines. Their job was to get us from the landing site into the installation’s entrance alive. And of course, the dropships weren’t lacking in armament, though their load-out was optimized for atmospheric use over a zero-g environment.

      We hadn’t even reached the hangar doors when an enemy fighter swooped in, vectoring toward us in an apparent kamikaze run. Reacting almost instinctively, I ripped off a chord on my guitar, not even trying to play anything. The sound keyed me into the resonance of chaos, and I pulled it in, activating my construct just in time to separate the incoming fighter. It tore in half just ahead of the dropship, each side spinning out of control and slamming into the armored sides of Prestige.

      “What the…” the Marine closest to me said, able to watch the slab almost as closely as I could. “Whoooo. Rock ‘n’ Roll forever. Hell yeah!” He grinned widely when I glanced at him, offering a thumbs up.

      I planted my eyes back on the slab as we cleared the hangar, making a hard turn to starboard and dropping into the atmosphere. Checking the rear-view feed, I caught a glimpse of Head Case in the distance, pinpointing it by the gout of immolating fire bathing a nearby corvette while the damaged sigilship struggled to close the gap between itself and Head Case.

      “Nice shooting, Duchess!” I applauded through my comms. “Commander Volker, Fireline is away. Don’t stay any longer than you have to.”

      “I’ll see you safely to the ground, Captain,” Volker replied. “Thank you for easing up the traffic out here. You and yours have already rebalanced our tonnage disadvantage.”

      “Glad to be of service,” I said. “Two more minutes, and then you’d better be on your way.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Captain Murdock,” Major Nori said. “Dropship Alfa’s reached the lower atmosphere, maneuvering on the target. Beta and Charlie aren’t far behind us.”

      “Copy that,” I replied. “All dropships, stay alert!”

      “Cap, I have bogeys closing in on you from orbit,” Matt warned, breaking through the comms. “At least twelve enemy starfighters working their tails off to get on your six.”

      “Tsu, get me a visual,” I said, unable to spot the fighters. She turned the slab slightly, tapping on the rear-view and zooming the image. The enemy starfighters came into view, sleek and angled as they dove down through the atmosphere to reach us.

      Multiple launchers tucked into the fuselage of each enemy starfighter fired missiles toward us, the orange-blue glow of their thrusters quickly growing larger as they approached. Fireline’s pilot launched countermeasures, the flares and chaff, cutting down half the leading projectiles. The rest snuck through our defenses, quickly driving toward the dropship’s burners. I pumped out the opening chords of Voodoo Child, excite detonating the first missile. The sudden disruption sent the other projectiles off course. I pulled one into another and pushed the last one too far off its vector for it to recover.

      “Take it easy, Boo,” Emerald warned from behind me. “You don’t want to burn out before we reach the ground.”

      It was good advice. My brow was already sweaty, and I knew things were only going to become more chaotic and challenging. Fortunately, the enemy missiles had all fallen short. Unfortunately, the enemy starfighters remained on our tail, sticking like glue despite everything the pilot tried to shake them off.

      Ion fire peppered Fireline’s aft, the energy blasts hitting the shields close to the vulnerable thrusters. The dropship shuddered and rolled, the frame popping and cracking as the pilot continued hard evasive maneuvers. I started playing my guitar again, sending chaos energy to my construct, ready to wrap the ship in a shield of reflect. Without the sigibellum, the action would burn me up within a minute, but what choice did I have? It wouldn’t matter if we didn’t make it to the ground.

      Before I could engage the action, Dropship Charlie appeared in the forward feed, pulling out of the dive. Charlie drifted perpendicular to our dive, offering the trailing enemy a whale-sized profile. Charlie opened fire with plasma and bullets, spraying the lane behind us once we were clear. The enemy starfighters returned fire, catching Charlie broadside and smashing into her shields. Still watching the rear feed, I lost sight of the starfighters behind the dropship, save for the glow of their launched projectiles angling toward the Royal Marine dropship.

      “What is Charlie doing?” I whispered, jaw clenched as a pair of fireballs appeared where two of the enemy fighters had been.

      “Saving your bacon, Captain,” Tsu replied, glaring sternly at me. “You’d better make it worth their sacrifice.”

      A series of bigger fireballs enveloped Charlie, the projectiles all hitting their mark and punching through its weakened shields. One second the dropship was there and in the next it was gone. Obliterated.

      “Damn it!” I shouted, slamming my fist against the body of the guitar without ill effect. “They didn’t have to do that. I could have—”

      “—used up all your juju before we hit the dirt?” Tsu finished for me. “I don’t care if I live or die today, Murdock. But I’m damn sure I want to win.”

      Her statement turned my distress into desire. “Copy that,” I replied. “So do I.”

      “Alfa had to abort their landing,” Major Nori announced, voice rough over the dropship’s comms. “The ground defenses are heavier than expected. “Beta, Delta, prepare for HALO. Alfa’s deploying now, but…” He paused. “We just lost Alfa.”

      Two dropships down, and we hadn’t even come close to landing. My heart started pounding, suddenly nervous we wouldn’t make it to the surface.

      “HALO?” I heard Sheri ask.

      “High-altitude, low-opening,” Quasar replied. “Don’t worry, the whole thing’s automated. The floor’s going to open up beneath the columns and drop us out. Just hold on tight and enjoy the ride.”

      “Captain, you need to strap into a pod,” Tsu said to me.

      “What about Shaq and Ixy?” I asked.

      “They won’t fit in the restraints. They’ll have to stay behind.”

      “Fitsss,” Ixy said, moving to one of the upright restraint systems and wrapping her legs around it. She began webbing the seat, securing her place in it. “Shaqsss. Comesss.”

      “Go ahead, bud,” I said when he hesitated. “I’ll meet you down there.”

      He hopped off my shoulder, joining Ixy and letting her web him in under one of her pedipalps. “Don’t eat me,” he buzzed in decent English.

      “Spoilsssportsss,” Ixy replied, clacking in laughter.

      “Captain, next to me,” Tsu said, pointing to the pod. I slipped past her, lifting my guitar away from the bar as it lowered in front of me.

      “I’m going to hate this,” I said as she tucked the slab into a pocket on her armor and secured herself in the pod beside me.

      “I can’t say I won’t enjoy that after you stole my armor and locked me in a cell,” she replied. “I am sorry about giving you crap over Privilege though. Commander Volker set the record straight. You seem like a good guy, Murdock. Maybe once this is over, you and I can get a drink somewhere.”

      It was a strange time to be hit on. I glanced at her, hunting my mind for an excuse. “Let’s survive this first,” I said.

      She laughed out loud, likely because of my burning face. “You’re adorable, Captain. And a badass. It’s a good combination.”

      A series of tones played in the compartment as the dropship shook violently. I didn’t need to see outside to know the ship was taking fire.

      “What do the tones mean?” I asked, just before the system recognized I didn’t have a helmet and dropped a mask over my face, pumping in oxygen.

      “It’s a countdown to drop,” she replied, announcing each sound. “Five. Four. Three.”

      Even though she hadn’t reached zero, the floor vanished beneath me and I started to fall.
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      I had never liked roller coasters, and for as much as flying Head Case felt like being on one sometimes, it was still different enough that I enjoyed the experience. It was all about control. Not necessarily my own, but the control of someone I trusted, like Matt. Plummeting from the belly of a dropship from ten miles up with no ability to control my descent scared the hell out of me, and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one.

      I screamed, maybe a bit like a girl, as I fell, my screams matching Sheri’s, our combined wailing drowned out by whooping from George and Emerald. The two of them sounded like they were on the Splash Mountain ride at Disney World. In direct opposition, Marines on the other comm channel calmly passed coordinates and targeting information back and forth as if they were strolling through the park.

      I couldn’t transit onto Gloin because I had never been there, and had no idea what the area I wanted to access looked like to visualize it in my mind. The same wasn’t true in the opposite direction. As long as Prestige made it to the chosen coordinates and I kept enough fuel in reserve, we could get out much more easily than we would get in.

      “All assets are away,” Nori announced over the officer’s comms. “Dropships are transitioning to air support.”

      “Prestige is falling back,” Volker added. “T-minus one-thirty to egress.”

      I lifted my head, trying to see back up into orbit. The debris from Dropship Charlie floated overhead, falling with us but spreading out around our group as it descended. Beyond it, I could make out the massive form of Privilege, still spewing ion fire at the nearly thirty remaining corvettes. Now that the enemy had failed to stop the ground assault, they concentrated even more on the Royal Sentry, pounding every part of the powerful warship. I got another glimpse of Head Case, still in the fight, when another corvette erupted in flames.

      “Matt,” I gasped, sucking in the oxygen filtering through my mask in such huge gulps it exacerbated my headache and made me feel a bit lightheaded. I paused to calm myself before I hyperventilated enough to pass out. After a few seconds, the feeling of imminent death subsided enough to leave me with a strange sense of peace and freedom. Was this why people liked skydiving? It was actually kind of fun. Sheri’s cries had also died out as she’d obviously come to the same conclusion.

      “You still there, Cap?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Just a little out of breath. You need to retreat.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Matt replied. “We’ve got two more targets to clear, including that damn sigilship. Their commander’s decided the Sentry is a better target. I think they suspect you aren’t on Head Case anymore.”

      That made sense. Dryka could use the sigibellum, but not with the same energy I had. I was willing to bet Kritchek made regular check-ins with his contact, and when he didn’t keep his appointment they probably suspected we were on our way. They didn’t have enough time to bolster their defenses, but they did have time to prepare them.

      “Be careful,” I said, nervous about the Duchess’ ability to overcome the sigilship sigil-to-sigil. At least she had Matt to keep Head Case flying circles around the larger, less nimble vessel. Who would have guessed two months ago that he would become a better pilot than me? Especially considering his disinterested performance in Star Squadron!. “And good hunting. Let me know when you’re clear.”

      “Aye, Cap. Stay safe down there. See you soon.” He paused. “And, Ben.”

      I didn’t like his tone of voice. “Don’t,” I replied.

      “Whatever happens, you’re the best brother I could have ever wanted.”

      “Damnit, jerk. Don’t make me tear up while I’m HALO jumping into a war zone. But same back atcha, brother.”

      Sheri drew my attention away from the Hallmark moment when she started screaming again. It had a different tone than last time. Fear. But not of falling.

      An energy blast flashed past me, missing me only because the drop pod kicked in a vectoring thruster at the last moment, shoving me out of the way before slowing my descent. Ground fire suddenly enveloped the entire field of falling Marines, mechs, and Team Hondo as most of the enemy defenses worked to pick us out of the sky. Motion to my left drew my attention to a number of enemy starfighters launching missiles as they approached our flank.

      The drop pods released chaff and flares, creating a fireworks display all around us as Dropship Beta screamed past underneath, absorbing the ground fire while taking aim at the incoming fighters. Chainguns belched fire and metal, cutting through the enemy’s shields and taking out three of the fighters in one quick burst. Most of the missiles hit the decoys, exploding too close for comfort. Even closer, one hit the pod just below me, instantly killing the Marine.

      My fear over lack of control made a major comeback, my breathing tightening and accelerating as I continued to drop. We were still three or four miles from the surface, and judging by the burning splotches near the landing zone, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go there either.

      “We’re all gonna die!” Emerald shouted gleefully through the comms.

      For the first time, I started to believe it. Somehow, her lighthearted take made a violent end easier to accept.

      Dropship Delta roared past overhead, engaging the enemy starfighters, while Beta circled back around, attacking enemy assets on the ground to support the first group of Marines already on the surface. Marine gunfire flashed and echoed across the terrain in a fierce assault meant to distract enemy ground forces from us as we neared our LZ. Mechs and infantry pounded the defenses, which returned just enough firepower to hold back the Blue tide on the ground while they continued concentrating skyward, hoping to knock a few of us out of the sky while we were still vulnerable to attack.

      A strafing run by our own starfighters destroyed a few mobile ion cannons and scattered units arrayed among the rocky terrain, but didn’t fully succeed in protecting us. Rockets screamed up from the surface, streaking toward the mechs spread out above us. A loud, low thud from above pulsed painfully through my ears, and a few seconds later one of the armored mechs fell past, free-falling to its doom below.

      “Almost there,” Quasar said, her voice tight but calm. “The dropships are in support position, and the mechs will be in firing range any second. Hang in there, Team Hondo. We’re going to make it.”

      “To the ground maybe,” Sheri cried. “Then what?”

      “Then we save David,” Quasar answered, with so much conviction I believed it, no matter how impossible it seemed from up here. I got to enjoy that feeling for a few more seconds before fate turned it into a total jinx.

      The enemy units below fell silent. The energy blasts and rockets faded away. The starfighters pulled back. Dropship Beta approached the landing zone at low altitude, vectoring for a strafing run that should have created havoc on the ground. Instead, I watched in horror as the ship seemed to fall apart in mid-air, the nuts and bolts that held it together appearing to simply dissolve as it neared the enemy forces. From a kinetic mass of metal and energy, the dropship exploded outward into thousands of smaller parts, most of which continued on their trajectory to the rocky surface below. The rest hovered momentarily before they were pushed upward toward us, a sudden sea of projectiles peppering everything in their path. Within seconds, the entire front line of Marines was torn to shreds, their destroyed drop pods falling to impact the terrain below.

      Fortunately, only fragments struck my pod, pinging off the metal cage and ripping through the rear above my head and between my legs. A loud beeping and the loss of oxygen through my mask told me the pod was dead as my descent suddenly picked up speed.

      “I’m hit,” George announced, his voice so level I didn’t think he was wounded. I spared a glance to his smoking pod, which was drifting well off course. It was probably for the best, considering what waited for us below.

      One Gilded at least. Probably more.

      I ripped off my mask and tossed it away, looking down at the rapidly approaching ground. At two miles up, I didn’t need oxygen to breathe, but I was strapped onto a cannonball, my arms too restrained to play. I had subconsciously managed to use chaos energy without assistance on two occasions. Could I do it now to save my life?

      I didn’t have time to try. Fighting overwhelming fear, I did what had to be the next best thing by wrapping my hand around the bar over my waist and pressing the release. I wasn’t even sure the restraints would give until something behind me clicked, releasing me. My guitar strapped tight to my abs, I spread my arms and rotated forward, falling free of the pod. My descent slowed enough for the pod to fall away beneath me, leaving me clear to free-fall.

      A loud bang above me prompted me to look up, a shiver skittering down my spine. The fragments of Dropship Beta had continued upward past us, reaching the altitude of Delta to hang there like a minefield. The dropship ran through the intended kill zone, the impacts enough to leave it smoking heavily as it adjusted vectors, trying to escape.

      I could only hope they’d make it as my attention returned to the ground. With my pod falling like a rock past the others, toward the center of the battle, I didn’t have much time to save myself. I saw Sheri look over at me as I fell past her, her face pale, her eyes wide. I could imagine the horror she felt, thinking I was going to free-fall straight into the rocks below.

      I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to control every instinct I had to panic as I retrieved the pick magnetized to the top of the neck. I tucked my hands in, taking a moment to turn the volume of my guitar’s internal amp all the way up before settling my fingers on the strings.

      Looking down, I couldn’t see the Gilded among the other units spread across the terrain. Maybe I didn’t need to. Right now, I was an atomic bomb about to go off.

      Free Fallin’ would have been a relevant way to go, but it just didn’t have the right kinetic energy. Maybe I leaned too hard on Metallica in general, but One just felt apropos. I went right to the machine gun power chords, the amp pushing the music so hard I could hear it echoing across the sky. I found the chaos energy in it, sucking it in like a Hoover, so forcefully my construct burned my chest.

      I didn’t need to reinvent the wheel here. I just needed a bigger wheel.

      Time seemed to stand still. Beyond the music and the resonance of chaos, a silence fell over me. I came to a stop, standing in the air with my hands on the guitar, hanging there as the Royal Marines and my crew plummeted past me.

      The Gilded on the ground had pushed the dropship’s debris up into us.

      I pushed back.
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      The force of my push created a gale that ripped out in a half-sphere in front of me and the Marines. The sudden blast of air was powerful enough to create a ripple in the atmosphere and a roar like a hundred trains barreling down the tracks. It slammed into the ground beneath us, residual waves migrating out into the rocky terrain in front and on both our flanks. A massive plume of dirt, dust, and debris flew up and out in every direction.

      Enemy vehicles lifted off the ground, tumbling end over end like tossed toys. Likewise, infantry flew around as if they were rag-dolls, dislodged boulders crushing whatever happened to be in their path. The instant dust storm created a curtain of polluted air that choked off the enemy forces and disrupted their sensors. It left them blind to our final approach and to the Royal Marine units already on the ground.

      “Yeeeeeeee-haaawwwww!” Having made it safely to the ground after the hit to his drop pod, George shouted his approval, the Marines and the rest of Team Hondo cheering along with him. Apparently, they had all forgotten I didn’t have a parachute. They seemed to think I was Superman or Galaxy Man, and would somehow escape the rest of the fall unharmed.

      They weren’t wrong.

      I kept playing, pushing again, this time more gently, using the counter-force of gravity to slow my descent like I had a few times before. But never from this high. The only difference was how long I would need to hold the action. Within seconds, my velocity decreased, and the Marine pods I had skydived past again overtook me, drifting to the surface under the cover of the dust cloud. The drop pods used pre-programmed target points to bring the riders to the ground. Unaffected by the dust, as long as they were undamaged, they would each hit their mark with nearly pinpoint accuracy.

      Along with the rest of Delta’s ground assault team, Sheri vanished into the brownish cloud below me. For a moment, I was alone in the air, drifting slowly down like Tanooki Mario. Then I too reached the unnatural cloud of dust and debris.

      Suddenly, I was worried that I didn’t have a helmet to protect my eyes and that the particles might clog up my guitar, but I quickly learned I needn’t have fostered that concern. The push, as it reached the ground with a loud boom, created a swirling updraft that carried the dirt outward in a spiraling vortex. It surrounded me as I drifted downward, falling slowly enough to give me just enough time to swap push for enhance.

      Feeling every bit the superhero rock star, I held my guitar up out of the way. Spreading my legs flexing my knees, and dropping my free hand, I hit the ground in a perfect three-point landing. It was just too bad there wasn’t enough visibility for anyone else to see it.

      The enemy resumed their attack, firing blindly into the thick cover. I ducked low, the hot energy blasts zipping past me, the heat unimaginable. Not only that, I was burning up inside. Between the sigibellum, the transit, and the massive push, I had brought myself to the edge of my limits before we’d even reached the enemy facility. I wasn’t sorry for going all-out. There was no doubt in my mind we would’ve fulfilled Emerald’s prophecy otherwise.

      Thuds and rumbles behind me signaled the Marine mechs were moving forward, rushing to overcome the infantry and take the lead in the fight. Their powerful plasma and ions sliced through the blowing dirt overhead, thunderous booms echoing from a klick or more in front of me. The entrance to the Sashkur installation would be less than two kilometers away, though the terrain to get there wouldn’t be the friendliest.

      “Ben, are you there?” Sheri asked over the comms, her voice quivering with worry. “Tell me you made it down. Please.”

      “I made it down, sis,” I replied, wiping a thick layer of sweat from my forehead before swinging my guitar back into position and lowering the volume so I wouldn’t be an easy target. I started back at the beginning of One, playing at a less frantic pace to go with the change in momentum. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Fat chance. Where are you? I can’t see anything in this mess.”

      “My transponder is active,” I said. “You can find me on the grid.”

      A Marine appeared out of the dust. I knew it was Emerald by the way she quickly danced in front of me, catching an energy blast off the thick chest plate of her combat armor. She spun around, shaking her head. “Two seconds, and I already saved your life,” she said.

      “I’m surrounded by reflect,” I pointed out.

      “Whatever, Boo. Next time, I’ll let the blast hit you.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      She laughed. “No, I won’t. You’re too cute for me to let someone shoot you. Anywho, we should get moving. We’re going to miss all the fun.”

      To prove her point, a giant mechanized foot stomped down a few meters away, barely visible through the dust. The mech raced forward, returning fire through the haze as it left us behind.

      “Captain,” Matt said, breaking through the comms. “We’re safe inside Prestige and mostly unharmed, except for a few offline shield nodes. T-minus twenty seconds to exit. Good hunting down there. We’ll see you on the other side.”

      “Nice work,” I replied. “We’re on the ground and advancing on the installation. We’ll be back on Head Case telling stories about this over beers in no time.”

      “Copy that. I’m holding you to those beers.”

      I glanced up, hoping to get a glimpse of Prestige before the ship went into hyperspace. Of course, the dust was too thick to see anything. At least Matt had made it out alive. Now it was up to me and as many others as possible to do the same.

      “Captain,” Major Nori said on the comms. “All available units have reached the drop zone. We’re at seventy percent initial asset supply on the mechs, a little over fifty-percent on infantry. This is the most brutal drop I’ve ever participated in, but every Marine who didn’t make it died a hero, and it’s up to us to finish the job. You put a nice dent into the defenses with that sonic boom, Captain.”

      I grinned. “Copy that, Major. I’m glad I could help. Keep your Marines alert for the Gilded who attacked us. If they encounter them, they’re to mark them on the network but not engage. They’ll just be throwing their lives away.”

      “Wilco, Captain.” He went silent on the channel, having to switch to another frequency to order his Marines forward.

      Quasar, Sheri and George moved out of the dust, joining Emerald and me. A few seconds later, Ki found her way to us.

      “Any sign of Narayan, Ixy and Shaq?” I asked them.

      “Narayan didn’t make it,” Ki replied. “The Litter is gone, except for me.” My heart sank at the news, but there was no time now for condolences or mourning.

      “My two favorite aliens aren’t wearing transponders,” Emerald said. “I think I saw them disappear into the cloud. They must have landed safely.”

      Another mech walked past us, vanishing into the gloom ahead. Most of the enemy fire no longer reached our position, the defenders busy with the advancing Marines.

      “Can we go now?” Emerald whined.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go. Stick close, I’ll keep a barrier ahead of us.”

      “You already look like you’re on fire,” Quasar said. “Maybe you should trust the Blues to keep us safe.”

      I played for a few more seconds before tailing off. “Maybe you’re right.”

      We jogged forward, following the sound of battle—the exchange of energy and the resulting screams—picking our way around the sharp rocks and moving from cover to cover. The dust was thinning, allowing me to see further ahead. A Marine mech had settled fifty feet in front of us, ducked down behind a thick slab of stone and firing rockets toward targets painted by the infantry. Explosions followed a few seconds later and then a larger blast as one of the enemy vehicles detonated. Armored Marines swarmed around the mech, scaling ten feet of rock and opening fire on an enemy I couldn’t see.

      We were still thirty feet away from the mech when the front line of armored Marines ran back down the incline, the trailers launched backward through the air. They crashed into the mech’s legs or slammed into the hard ground, rolling to a stop just ahead of us. They gathered themselves slowly, pushing to their hands and knees, their helmets turning toward me.

      “Captain,” Nori said over the comm. “The wizards are on the field just ahead of your position.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” I replied, pulling my guitar back into place. Before I could begin playing again, the mech in front of us fired rockets at the archons, only to have them pushed back. The detonations, when they hit, blew the top half of the machine apart. Debris flew toward us.

      “Down!” Quasar shouted, and we all hit the dirt as hot metal shot overhead. Two of the Marines in front of us were hit, the shrapnel punching through their armor and killing them instantly.

      “I want to go home!” Sheri cried, her fantasies of a glorious adventure in another galaxy shattered by the violence. I didn’t blame her for her moment of weakness. A big part of me felt the same way. Blorb’s escape from Atlas was one thing. This was next level horrible.

      I jumped back to my feet, sliding my hands across the strings of my guitar, not playing anything specific. Just making noise. The music was never the catalyst. It was just a gateway for me to make the connection, and right now I was too scared and angry to concentrate on anything other than pure chaos.

      I activated my construct just in time as the wreckage of the mech suddenly shot backwards without warning, the legs flipping end over end. I pushed it up and over us, sending it smashing into a rock formation in our wake.

      “Zar, Em, cover our flanks!” I ordered, using the experience I had gained practicing with Kat in Head Case’s gym. “We need to surround them. Ki, round up those Marines and get them in position with you. Sheri, George, take cover. If you see an opportunity to shoot, take it, but do not engage an archon.”

      Everyone leaped up, except Sheri. Off to my right, she remained curled in a ball on the dirt in total panic. It killed me to see her like that. “Sher, you need to get up! You can’t stay here. Get behind cover, at least.”

      “I want to go home,” she repeated. “I’m sorry. I don’t belong here.”

      “It’s okay. Just find some cover for now.”

      “I can’t move.”

      Screaming ahead stole my attention. “Shit, Sher. I can’t stay with you. People are dying.”

      “I know. Forget about me. Just go.”

      “Ben, I’ve got her!” Emerald cried, returning to our position. “There are enough Marines to cover the flanks, but you need to get out there. Now!” She crouched beside Sheri, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Sher, I’m going to pick you up in a fireman’s carry and get you somewhere safe, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Emerald looked up at me. I nodded and left her with Sheri, sprinting toward the rocky incline ahead. When I reached it, I pushed myself up and over, landing at the edge of a short break in the rock formations. I was still nearly a kilometer away from the installation entrance.

      A second destroyed mech smoldered on my right. Dead and dying Marines spread out on my left. Two corpsmen worked furiously in what looked like futile efforts to save a couple of them. Further away, the battle still raged, with constant flashes lighting up the remains of the dissipating dust cloud while explosions echoed off the hard surfaces. Our forces were making headway on reaching the Sashkur facility, but not without way too many casualties. All of them to rescue one man, because it was what I wanted. Somehow, I had to make retrieving David count for something.

      Right now, I had to worry about the two Gilded standing on the rocks at the far end of the break. Dressed like a pair of cyberpunk mages, with long hooded coats and plenty of catalyst jewelry, their eyes were locked on me, their shadowed faces grim.

      I had lost track of Zar, Ki, and the others while I was distracted by Sheri, but I knew they would be nearby while remaining out of sight. They were experienced enough to know not to start shooting at the archons. They knew what the sigiltech rings and bracelets they wore meant and that they both probably had sigils etched into their skin as well. Maybe even something of David’s that we hadn’t yet seen. The thought unnerved me a little, and I fought against the fresh wave of fear, followed by sudden inspiration. My hands shifted on my guitar, and I started to play.

      Eye of the Tiger. The thrill of the fight.

      I activated both absorb and separate, combining them into a shield as two rings on the fingers of the archons flashed brightly. I sensed whatever they tried to use on me as it crashed against my barrier, where it was held and broken apart. The action created a weird feedback that pushed more energy into my construct, convincing me they had launched the expected sigil-based assault. I figured if David had made them new sigils, it would be the first thing they tried to use.

      Their attack failing, I targeted them both with the energy they had given me, pushing and pulling in a pulse matched to the rhythm of my playing. They tried to counterattack, but one of them couldn’t keep up and fell from the rock, landing in the open space in front of me. He barely had time to lift his head before a sharp crack echoed across the field and a bullet hole appeared between his eyes. The shooter had to be Quasar. As far as I knew, she was the only one carrying a sniper rifle.

      The other archon had staved off my attack, using a sigil that seemed to negate it completely. Ki tried to take him from the flank, but he held out his free hand, rings glowing. Capturing the sudden barrage, he flung it back toward me. I quickly reflected it, sending it into the nearby rocks.

      I charged him, and he pushed me, shoving me back a step. I returned the push, easily overcoming his effort. He fought me, negating the action before it knocked him off his feet. Attacks from both sides hit the rock where he’d stood before jumping down. Landing in a crouch, he came up with one of his rings glowing. His reflect slammed into me, again knocking me back. I fell to a knee, missing a few notes of the song and allowing the archon to press his attack. Another one of his rings lit up, launching red lightning my way. I barely managed to dampen it, reducing its strength so it stabbed ineffectively into my armor. The archon nodded at me in a sign of respect. I nodded back. We stared one another down, each of us trying to decide whether to attack or defend, and what sigil to use next.

      A second crack echoed, Quasar’s round making the decision for my opponent. He reflected it, sending it into the rocks, the momentary distraction enough for me to enhance my legs and lunge at him, getting too close for him to use a defensive sigil. He surprised me, dropping into a combat stance and grabbing me, turning and physically throwing me up against the rocks behind me. He reached for my forehead, images of calmed-to-death springing immediately to mind.

      Before he could make contact, his eyes widened in surprise as something tugged him backward. He hit the ground, Ixy looming over him like death warmed over. She stabbed his hands with her forelimbs, pinning them to the ground before spooling webbing into his mouth to prevent him from uttering a focus word. Shaq slid off her back to the archon’s neck, biting down and killing him instantly.

      I straightened up, smiling at the pair. “You two always come through for me.”

      “Yesss,” Ixy agreed as Shaq hopped off the archon and streaked toward me, jumping onto my shoulder.

      “Hey, bud,” I said while he took a moment to nuzzle my neck. “Glad you made it.”

      “You too,” he buzzed back.

      “Captain, we’ve drawn most of the defenders toward the western flank,” Nori announced over the comms. “There’s a gap you can bring your forces in through, but it won’t last long. I’m passing the route to your team.”

      “Copy that, Major,” I replied. “The two Gilded are neutralized. We’re on the move.” I paused as my vision began to blur. My body was burning up. My knees gave out, and I landed hard on my ass, my head slumping back against the rock as darkness threatened to close in on my vision. “Bensss?” Ixy said.

      Not now. Damn it. I held my head, a whole litany of fears racing through my mind. Foremost, I wasn’t sure how much more I had to give. If I reached David, and hopefully Grizz’s family, too tired to function, I wouldn’t be able to get us back out of here.

      The darkness began to recede, the episode passing as slowly as it had hit me. As soon as I could get my feet back under me, I shoved myself up, my knees still none too steady.

      “Team Hondo, I’m not done here yet. Zar, show me the way.”
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      I stood there, amidst the rocks of the dusty planet, still gathering myself as Quasar started toward a narrow pathway leading out of there toward our objective.

      “Ben,” Emerald said, coming up behind me. She had her arm around Sheri, who looked a little less defeated and panicked than she had a few minutes earlier.

      “Sher, are you okay?” I asked, aware of the danger in delaying our advance. “Because we need to move, and you need to keep up without Em’s help.”

      “I’m with you,” Sheri answered, shrugging out of Emerald’s hold. “I’m sorry. I just got overwhelmed there for a bit. I’m okay now.”

      “Understandable, but also potentially deadly. Stick with Emerald. She’ll keep you safe.”

      “Damn straight,” Emerald agreed.

      Looking concerned, Sheri remained focused on me. “Are you okay? Your hair is soaked, and your eyes are bloodshot.”

      My legs felt like lead weights, but I had to ignore it. “I’ll be fine,” I replied. “Let’s go.”

      I hurried as fast as I could to catch up to Quasar. The rest of the group trailed close behind us, eyes peeled, weapons up and at the ready. Beyond Team Hondo, we had picked up six Royal Marines whose units had been otherwise decimated. I couldn’t see their faces past the tinting of their visors, but their postures suggested they were eager for another shot at the enemy.

      While most of the sounds of fighting were concentrated on our left—which was also the direction what remained of our mechs had headed—I was sure they would get their wish soon enough. While the stealth drone launched by Dropship Alfa on the way down had identified a less dangerous route for us to take to the installation’s entrance, I doubted it would be totally trouble-free. And with my body almost literally at its boiling point, we needed all the extra help we could get.

      I was glad when, after a few hundred feet of double-timing it through a narrow rocky chasm, we caught up to Sergeant Tsu and another dozen Marines. They were pressed against the rock face, packed tight behind cover to avoid detection by an enemy mech blocking their way. We would need to pass right between its legs to continue on.

      “Captain Murdock,” she said as we neared their position. “Good to see you’re alive.”

      “How did you get past the archons?” I asked.

      “What archons?” she replied. “Did they sneak in behind us?”

      “Must have.” I motioned to the mech. “This is Nori’s idea of clear?”

      “There’s only one of them, so yes. When I spotted you coming our way, I figured we’d wait for you to take that thing down.”

      “I’m too low on fuel,” I said. “We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

      “That could take a while.”

      I paused, shifting my grip on my guitar. We didn’t have a while. This entire operation had already been more of a quagmire than I’d expected. “Can your rifles punch through the cockpit transparency?”

      “With enough hits.”

      “We’ve got nearly two dozen guns here. I assume that would be enough?”

      “It should be. What’s your plan?”

      “Looking at the mech, I don’t think it’ll fit too well between these rocks. I’ll drag him in and get him stuck. You blow out the cockpit and kill the pilot.”

      “I like the way you think, Captain.”

      “That makes one of us,” I replied. Strategizing how to kill a man wasn’t at the top of my bucket list.

      “Wait here until it starts coming down.” I turned to move in on the mech.

      “Ben, I don’t like this,” Quasar said.

      “I’m running too hot to pull him in from here. The closer I get, the less energy I need.”

      “If he sees you, you won’t have a chance.”

      “I figure there’s a reason Nori let me wear the Scout armor.” I slid my guitar around to my back and tapped on my right wrist the way Nori had shown me, to activate the environmental blending system. The armor immediately changed color to match the surrounding shades of brown and gray.

      “Except the mech has infrared,” Quasar said. “You’ll register like a fireball. But maybe…” She paused in consideration.”Since he won’t be able to make visual contact, the pilot just might think your heat signature is a malfunction.”

      I pulled my guitar back around and turned the volume all the way down. “I only need a few seconds. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck, Boo,” Emerald smiled at me, belief in me bright in her eyes.

      I gave her a wink before moving out from behind cover. Sticking tight against the natural rock wall, I did my best to mask my heat signature without taking forever to reach the imposing machine. Within a minute, I had managed to get within thirty feet of it.

      The enemy mechs had a more menacing shape than the Avenger, with a deep, thick body mounted on squat legs, its arms and chest loaded with weapon systems. The pilot of this one probably felt left out, forced to guard the right flank while all the action was on the left. Or maybe he was happy to be this far from the action.

      He wouldn’t be happy in a minute.

      I advanced ten more feet and played a few improvised chords, the volume barely loud enough for me to hear. Eyes locked on the mech’s cockpit, I let the chaos energy flood into my construct. I had to remind myself that this was war, and whoever was in that mech was helping Blorb kill innocent people.

      Exhaling sharply, I reached out to the mech and pulled, tugging it toward me as if I had two huge hands clamped on its shoulders. The pilot noticed something was wrong right away, and he shifted the mech’s legs, trying to maintain balance. The torso twisted. The pilot’s eyes met mine momentarily before I increased the force of the action, yanking the machine off its feet and sending it crashing face first into the gap. The collapse created a din of scraping metal, but with all the nearby explosions, I doubted anyone heard it.

      The mech lay wedged in the rocks no more than fifteen meters from me. With its cockpit hanging at a sixty-degree angle a few meters above the rest of it, the pilot still strapped to his seat as he looked down at me, his expression telling me he knew he was finished. I made sure I was man enough to keep my eyes locked to his, showing nothing but respect for a fellow fighter, as Tsu and the others reached me.

      A number of guns fired into the cockpit glass until melting through and hitting the pilot. His eyes widened, and I watched his head slump to his chest before I looked away, the man’s death leaving me nauseous and chilled despite my internal heat.

      “We’re almost there,” Quasar said, clapping me on the shoulder. “We need to keep moving.”

      I swallowed the dusty bile that had risen up my throat and set the pace for my team, hurrying to catch up to Tsu and the rest of her Blues. By the time we all passed between the fallen mech’s legs and wound our way up through the rocky terrain, the explosions in the distance had thinned somewhat. I had the impression both sides had taken a solid beating. But one thing bothered me.

      “Where are the enemy starfighters?” I asked Zar, my gaze turning skyward. “Shouldn’t they have come down to reinforce the ground units?” We had expected it in our planning. A handful of our mechs were positioned near the rear of the assault force, equipped with effective ground-to-air weapons to combat them.

      Quasar looked up before replying. “I don’t know. Maybe our guys did a good job thinning them out before they retreated.”

      “Or they could be waiting for us when we leave,” Ki suggested. “They know we have to get off this hell hole, hopefully sooner than later.”

      “Blorb knows I can transit,” I said. “He’ll expect me and everyone with me to leave that way.”

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Emerald said. “Whatever that means.”

      “You can tell the age of a horse by his teeth,” George said. “If he’s a gift, don’t be picky about how old he is.”

      “Oh?” She paused. “What’s a horse?”

      “You saw horses on Bill’s farm,” I said.

      “Which ones were they?”

      “The big critters in the stable next to the barn.”

      “Ohhhh. Why would you give someone a horse? They seem hard to wrap.”

      The comment made Sheri laugh. Maybe Emerald was being intentionally obtuse to ease the tension or maybe it was just her crazy talking. Either way, it helped, and I appreciated it.

      Tsu paused ahead, raising her right arm to signal a halt. She turned back to us, flashing hand signals to indicate the Blues on point had come upon some entrenched enemy soldiers. She began directing her squad in pairs to sneak around their flanks.

      “I’ll hang back with Sheri,” I said. “The rest of you, follow Sergeant Tsu.”

      The others moved forward, quickly vanishing around the rock formations. I kept my hands on the guitar, ready to play. Sheri shouldered her rifle, head rotating to keep an eye out for the enemy.

      “I’m really sorry I freaked out back there,” she said. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

      “You didn’t let me down, sis,” I replied. “And you don’t need to apologize. You’re back in action. And once we get out of here, I can take you home if you want.”

      “No, I want to stay. You shouldn’t have to go through all this on your own.”

      “I’m not on my own.”

      “I mean without family.”

      I smiled. “My crew is my family, just like you are.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do. But I don’t want you to end up traumatized.”

      “It might be too late for that, but if I turn tail and run now,it’ll only heap regret on top of it.”

      A series of flashes up ahead signaled the start of the firefight between the Marines and the enemy soldiers. It was over in a hurry.

      “Captain, you’re clear to advance,” Quasar said over the comms.

      “Copy,” I replied, glancing at Sheri. “All right. You ready?”

      “Yeah,” she said, voice strong. “I’m ready.”
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      We gathered behind the last bit of cover near the Sashkur installation, which blended so well into the landscape we would have missed seeing it if not for Ixy’s alien vision. We could see the primary entry from here. A wide pair of blast doors sat beneath a thirty foot overhang, sealed tight and guarded by nearly a hundred infantry and four large mechs, plus who knew what else inside. The fight raged nearly half a klick away, the Royal Marine forces there making slow but steady headway. More importantly, they had continued to keep the bulk of the enemy tied up while we snuck around from the opposite flank.

      “I think she’s right,” Tsu said, motioning toward the sharp stone walls partially obscuring the apparent entrance to the facility. “That does look like a door.”

      “Should we go for it?” Sheri asked.

      “Seems better than trying to get in through the front,” George commented.

      “It’s risky,” Quasar answered. “Those doors may be welded shut.”

      “Even if they’re welded, I’m sure Ben can open it.”

      All eyes turned to me. While I had cooled off a little during the five minutes it took us to reach our position, I wasn’t eager to reverse course again. Still… “It has to be easier than trying to go through those infantry and mechs, doesn’t it?”

      “That depends on what’s on the other side of the door,” Ki commented.

      “And how quickly the assholes guarding the front come running,” Tsu added. “We’re not getting across this open terrain without being spotted; that’s for sure.” She turned to face me. “Unless you can make us all invisible?”

      “Sadly, no.”

      She leaned out from our hiding place to again look out at the gathered enemy defenses before ducking back and sighing heavily. “Well, damn.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “We have a few choices here, Captain, but honestly, all of them suck. One, we all make a run for that door, and when the enemy sees us we start taking fire. Even if you do get us through said door without a hitch, the opposition will follow us through and we’ll likely attrition out to nil, if you get what I’m saying.”

      “I think so.”

      “Two, a portion of us go for the door, while the rest keep the enemy distracted. Better odds some of us make it inside unseen, but the Marines who create the diversion are pretty much guaranteed their own personal body bags. That is, if there’s enough left of them to send home.”

      “That’s not ideal.”

      “Three, we hang out here and wait for that mess on the opposite flank to resolve itself and hope our forces kick ass. In that case, we might all be able to walk right in.”

      “What’s the downside to that option?” I asked.

      “For starters, it’s a pipe dream. There’s no way those Blues will win against what they’re facing. They’re outnumbered and falling fast. Four mechs is a lot of firepower.”

      Looking at the tactical map in my visor, I agreed with Tsu’s assessment. The assault did indeed look ready to burn out. At which point what was left of the defenders would probably head back our way, compounding our problem.

      “With this option,” Tsu continued, “I’d be advocating the sacrifice of my fellow Marines for my own benefit. That doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “None of those options sit very well with me,” I admitted. “But we’ve come this far. Not getting through one of these doors isn’t an option.”

      “I agree.”

      “So which of those choices gives us the best odds of successfully completing the mission?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that question, Captain.”

      I stared into her visor, finding her eyes through the reflective glare. She knew the answer too. We all did. “You’re going to make me give that order?”

      “You’re in charge. It’s your call to make.”

      “I told Keep I didn’t want to be in the military. This is one of the reasons why. I can’t tell people to go to their certain death. I won’t.”

      “Even though you know it’s the right thing to do?” Tsu pressed. “Even if it means the difference between saving the Spiral and letting it fall?”

      “What’s your game, Sergeant?” I asked defensively.

      “There’s no game,” she answered. “If my Blues and I are going to die today, we deserve to die for someone who isn’t afraid to make the hard choices. We deserve to die for someone who has the strength, courage, and drive to see this thing through to the end, no matter the cost. Are you that someone, Murdock?”

      “I don’t want—”

      “I didn’t ask you if you want to be that someone,” she snapped. “I asked you if you are.”

      I continued staring at her, mouth dry, heart pounding. I knew the right thing to do. It was the only real choice we had, even though Tsu had presented me with three. This was a test. The ultimate test. And as a trained Marine, she knew that if I couldn’t pass it, I couldn’t defeat Blorb.

      “Sergeant,” I said, fighting to keep my voice level and firm. “You and your Marines will circle to the front of the base. When you’re in position, signal back to the rest of us and launch your attack. We’ll use your diversion to cross the open terrain to the side door and make our way into the facility.”

      She nodded tersely. “Yes, sir,” she barked before turning away from me. “You heard the Captain, Marines. Form up and move out. Tonight we dine in Valhalla.”

      “Oorah!” they grunted quietly back, no hint of fear or hesitation in their voices.

      Tsu took two steps before pausing and looking at me again. “Make it count, Captain.”

      “I will,” I replied, trembling at what I had just ordered her to do. I had asked Succaath for more power, and he had told me how to get it. After all that, it still wasn’t enough. “I’m sorry we won’t get to have that drink together.”

      “Don’t worry, Murdock. All warriors go to the same place when they die. We’ll meet again, there.”

      “I’m no warrior.”

      “The sooner you stop telling yourself that, the sooner you’ll really start kicking ass.”

      She headed away with her contingent of Marines, staying low under cover and quickly vanishing from sight. I swallowed heavily, turning to Quasar.

      “You did the right thing,” she offered in response to my pleading expression. “The fact that it was so hard is what makes you a good leader.”

      I nodded, intent on putting my upset to good use and turning it toward our enemies. This wasn’t the time to mourn. It was time to double-down. “When we get the signal, we run for the door as fast as we can. I’ll force it open before we get there so we don’t have to slow down. Has Gia been able to dig up a map of the interior?”

      “Negative. We’re going in blind.”

      “Once we’re inside, we’ll need to split up so we can cover more ground. Emerald, Sheri, and Shaq will be with me. Zar, you’ll take Ki, George, and Ixy.”

      “It’s risky to split up,” she said.

      “I know, but we’ll need to move fast. We’re looking for David, but also Grizz’s wife and kids. And keep an eye out for Colonel Coil. He’s probably lurking in there somewhere.”

      “Blind as a bat and half as smart,” Emerald said.

      “Team Hondo, get into position,” I said.

      The others grouped into their teams behind me as I moved to the corner of the large rock to peer around the edge at the defenses. The flashes and bangs in the distance had thinned out considerably in the last minute, Tsu’s assessment of the situation spot on. The Blues were going down fast.

      “Captain,” Tsu said over the comms. Her resolute, confident tone sent a shiver of respect and awe down my spine. “Now.”
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      The forces guarding the entrance to the Sashkur installation reacted as soon as Tsu and her Marines made themselves known by hurling grenades over the rocks. They landed amidst the defenders, scattering them as they frantically tried to escape the blasts. Some succeeded, some failed. Either way, the explosions drew all eyes toward the cover immediately in front of the overhang and completely away from the right flank.

      I motioned to my crew, taking off at a sprint across the open ground toward the nearly hidden door. My eyes stayed on the defenders, my hands on the guitar, ready to play if any of them caught a glimpse of us crossing the open area. Finding themselves under unexpected pressure, even the mechs with their sensors failed to notice us in the sudden chaos of Tsu’s suicidal diversion. They fired into the rocky terrain, blasting off chunks of the sharp stone while taking sprays of energy blasts from various positions along the outcropping. The firing positions made it seem as if there were ten times more Blues attacking them than there actually were.

      I reached the side of the facility without being seen, playing a chord for the first time and drawing the chaos energy into my construct. Rather than using push or pull and risk slamming the door into anything that might make a ton of noise, I separated it along the side opposite the hinge, peeling away layers of rust and metal, and finally the thick deadbolt holding it in place.

      I enhanced my strength to grab the door’s L-shaped handle, yanking it toward me. It came open without too much fuss, and I moved aside, allowing Emerald to lead us in, her rifle at the ready. Sheri followed her, matching her posture. They paused a short distance into a dimly lit, moss-covered passageway. It was immediately obvious this entrance hadn’t been used in some time. Some good news to go with the bad.

      I glanced out toward the front of the installation just before slipping into the corridor. The last thing I saw was Sergeant Tsu strafing as she crossed from behind one large stone to another. Her energy blasts slammed into the infantry advancing into the rock formations, killing at least one of them as she passed. An enemy plasma bolt caught her in the leg. She stumbled, crawling to get behind the rock. The infantry followed after, too numerous for her to kill them all.

      “Come on,” Quasar pressed, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me into the passageway before I could witness Tsu’s end. Whether Zar thought I was a good leader or not, I still felt like shit for sending Tsu and her Royal Marines to their deaths for this cause. It felt especially lousy because even though I was already dying, I was also the one who most needed to survive this mess.

      I followed Zar in, waiting for the others to enter before closing the door behind us and combining it with the frame and wall to seal it. From the outside, I had thought maybe the side door would lead directly into the vehicular bay the enemy was still busy defending against whatever remained of Tsu’s Marines.

      Instead, it made an immediate right turn, leading away from the primary entrance. Reeking of a musty stench, moss and mildew covered the roughly hewn stone walls and hung from slowly leaking pipes, all reinforcing my notion that Blorb’s forces hadn’t used this way in at all. In fact, I got the sense they didn’t even know it existed. That seemed impossible. While the door had been obscured, it wasn’t invisible. Then again, maybe it just wasn’t that important to them. We would never have seen it either without a xixitl on our side.

      We hurried along the corridor, splashing through slimy puddles we didn’t see in the near darkness. We had gone nearly three hundred feet when we came to the first turn in the passageway, and I motioned for Ixy to move ahead to take a look. She could see much better into the gloom than we humans could.

      “Clearsss,” she announced after slinking around the corner.

      I had intended for the group to split up, but there was nowhere to branch out to right now. We continued following the corridor, which only went fifty feet before ending at a stone staircase.

      “I’m not sure this goes where we want it to go,” Emerald commented, shining the light on her rifle into the stairwell’s darkness. It obviously led down into the bowels of the installation.

      “I don’t see any other way to go,” I replied. “We aren’t getting in through the front door. Ixy, stay on point.”

      “Yesss,” she agreed, skittering into the stairwell without hesitation. We followed her down, reaching a couple of landings and winding up nearly twenty feet below the main floor. The corridor continued without any doors or barriers, bereft of anything living save for the moss and now us. A few dozen feet ahead, it made another turn and then another, changing directions like a maze. Only it wasn’t a maze.

      The path altered whenever the corridor ran into what appeared to be thick deposits of the ore I had first seen on Earth. The same kind I had melted down and had etched into my chest. Seeing so much of it sent a chill down my spine. If the enemy had an etcher here, and I assumed they did, they could make an endless supply of catalytic jewelry, and Gild as many archons as they could train. With David toiling away for them, whenever he came up with a powerful new sigil, they could use it almost immediately.

      We reached the end of the tunnel, only to find another door blocking our path. As old and rusted as the door outside the facility, I repeated the same process as before to open it as quietly as possible. Emerald stood beside me, ready to shine her rifle’s light in as soon as I moved the door out of the way.

      “Well, I guess this really is the end of the line,” she said as I tugged the door all the way open, letting her in. I peered around the side, grimacing when I saw the mess of stone and debris that had collapsed in front of the door at some point in the last thousand years.

      I exhaled sharply, deflating like a popped balloon. We couldn’t go forward. We couldn’t go back.

      Now what?

      I slumped against the door, looking back at the rest of my crew. “I’m sorry. We came here for nothing. We lost so many good people. And we’re going to leave here empty-handed.”

      “There has to be another way,” Sheri said. “We can go back the way we came, out and around to the front. We can beat Blorb’s forces. I know we can. We have you.”

      “I’m already stretched too thin,” I replied. “I can’t take out four mechs with what I have left, even if you could handle the infantry.”

      “Maybe we can blow a hole through the rubble. Does anyone here have any explosives? Grenades? Anything like that?”

      Nobody did.

      “I can convert a plasma rifle into a plasma cutter,” Emerald offered. “But it would still take a few hours to get through that rock.”

      “I don’t think we’re going anywhere,” Ki said.

      “Prestige will only stay at the rendezvous point for an hour,” I said. “After that, Volker will assume we’re dead and relay the news to Keep, who’ll probably order him back to Atlas or out to the front line. This was supposed to be a quick hit. In and out. It’s bad enough none of the Marines survived.”

      “You don’t know that,” Quasar said.

      “What about Gia?” I replied. “Does she know?”

      “There’s no hyperlink on this planet, and Prestige is out of range. I don’t have sync with her mainframe.”

      “No hyperlink?” I said. “Then how are the forces here staying informed about…well, anything?”

      “Is that a collator in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” Emerald asked with a laugh.

      “Do you think?” I replied. I had left my collator on Head Case. “That could explain it.”

      “Or maybe there’s a sigil that allows communication like that,” Sheri said. “Converse or something.”

      “I suppose anything’s possible.” I thumped the back of my head against the door. “Kritchek warned me that if we came here we wouldn’t survive. Maybe I should have listened to him.”

      “He’s with the enemy,” George said. “You can’t believe anything he said.”

      “I believe that.”

      “You don’t have to transit back to Prestige,” Emerald said. “You can take us anywhere we’ve already been. I liked the beach on Bushara.”

      “The one the Gilded flooded with the tsunami and killed hundreds of people?”

      “I’m sure they cleaned up the bodies by now. But we can go back to boring Atlas if that makes you happier, Boo.”

      “We don’t have hours,” Quasar said. “The enemy will regroup and return to the inside of the facility. Not to mention, they might decide David’s better off dead at this point.”

      “Hmph,” Emerald said. “Well, we can’t do anything about what we already did, so what do we do next?” She looked around the group. “Come on, Team Hondo. We’re all intelligent life forms. Let’s put that first word to use.”

      “The basic problem is simple,” Quasar said. “We need to get through that cave-in to the other side. So the question is how. We already know we could do it with a plasma cutter, but that would take too long. We also know we could do it with explosives if we had any. Ben, I know you can sigil your way through it, but that’s going to leave you even more drained than you already are.”

      “We can’t use explosives,” George said. “We’re liable to bring the rest of the place down on our heads. And the noise will bring the enemy running.”

      “Me,” Shaq said.

      “What, bud?” I asked.

      “Me. Small hole. Squeeze through.”

      “You can’t get David out by yourself.”

      “Describe the room. Transit.”

      “It’s not enough for you to describe it to me. I need to see it. And transiting is an expensive series of actions.”

      “Ki, give me your rifle,” Emerald said.

      “No,” she replied. “Why?”

      “So I can make the cutter. We can burn through eight feet of stone Shaq’s size in ten minutes or less. We don’t have time to do it once we decide we want to do it. Give me your rifle. I’ll trade you.” She held out her ion rifle.

      Ki looked at me. I nodded. “Go ahead.”

      She traded weapons with Emerald, who dropped down to sit on the damp floor, pulling the weapon into her lap. She had already modified a gun once before to help take out an Aleal. She was a literal MacGyver with a firearm.

      “If we can get you through, then we’ll at least have a better idea of what we’re up against,” I said. “It’ll help us decide how to proceed.”

      “That’s what I said,” Shaq agreed.

      Quasar pulled off her helmet, turning it over in her grip. She started clawing at the padded lining.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “You said you need to see the room. The helmet has an embedded camera and a battery pack. We just need to strap them both to Shaq and he can provide a feed.”

      “Brilliant!” Emerald cheered, clapping in agreement with the plan.

      “If I transit us through this collapse, I won’t have enough to get us anywhere else. Not for a while.”

      “We’ll cross that rubicon when we come to it.”

      “One thing at a time, right?” I said. “Okay, let’s get Shaq camera’d up and put a hole through that rubble. We’ll go from there.”

      “In the meantime, you sit,” Sheri said, taking my arm. “You need to rest.”

      I nodded, letting her guide me back into the passageway.

      “Watersss,” Ixy said, approaching me. She had fashioned a bowl with her webbing and somehow managed to scoop up some water from the nearby puddles.

      “I don’t think I can drink that,” I said.

      “You can drink this,” Ki said, opening a hard case on her armor and lifting out a small canteen.

      “Thanks, Ki,” I said, accepting it from her.

      “No drinksss,” Ixy said. She dumped the water over my head without warning. “Wetsss.”

      My body was so hot, the cool water stabbed me like ice. Even so, I was grateful for it. “More, please.”

      “Yesss,” she agreed, skittering down the passageway and out of sight in the darkness.

      I opened Ki’s canteen and guzzled a couple mouthfuls before handing it back to her.

      “Drink the whole thing, Cap. You need it more than I do.”

      I didn’t argue, finishing the contents of the canteen and passing it back to her. “Thank you.”

      Ixy returned and dumped another bowl of cooling water over my head.

      “Now this is what I call ingenuity,” Emerald announced.
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      We were ready to rock twenty minutes later. Between the water Ki had given me to drink and Ixy’s frantic efforts to douse me, I was running a decent amount cooler. After using the modified plasma rifle to burn a hole through the rubble as deep as possible, Emerald had helped Quasar mount the camera to Shaq, leaving the battery pack to drag behind him by its reinforced wire.

      “Are you sure that hole’s big enough?” Emerald asked, leaning over it and turning her head to look into the small space. Only three inches in diameter, I was nervous too that Shaq wouldn’t fit.

      “Big enough,” Shaq confirmed. “You’ll see.”

      “Here, Captain,” George said, holding his helmet out to me. I accepted it and put it on. He already had Shaq’s feed open on the visor. Right now, all I could see was the top of the hole, which still looked too small. I had to trust Shaq knew what he was doing.

      “Are you ready, bud?” I asked.

      “Ready,” he replied.

      “Move out.”

      He went to the edge of the hole, reaching out with his front claws and slowly pulling himself inside. His body seemed to collapse in on itself, shrinking until he completely filled the tiny tunnel.

      “Are you sure you can get back out?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he buzzed before vanishing as he scrambled ahead. I would have worried about him except I could see his movement in the feed. Quickly making his way along the bore, he reached the end in no time, my heart sinking when I realized the plasma cutter hadn’t been powerful enough to cut all the way through.

      “Damn it. Dead end,” I said. I could feel the mood shift among the rest of my crew. They’d had their hopes up as high as mine. “Shaq, if you can hear me, come on back.” He remained where he was, and for a second I thought maybe he had gotten stuck after all. I could pull him out, of course, but if he was wedged, I would need to be careful. “Bud, you okay in there?”

      He started digging out the rock in front of him, quickly clearing it away. I knew the rock wasn’t all that soft, which meant his claws had to be extremely strong. I already knew they were sharp.

      “What’s going on?” Sheri asked, concerned. “Is he stuck?”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “He’s digging.”

      He progressed a few inches within a minute. I watched the particles fly past the camera, his forelimbs speeding up around the three minute mark. He continued clawing the dirt, a pinpoint of light appearing in front of him that quickly spread as he finally made it the rest of the way through.

      “He’s reached the other side,” I said, the mood in the passage shifting again with the news.

      Shaq didn’t hurry out of the hole, instead inching forward and giving me a clear view of where he had emerged. A large room, bigger than I expected, stretched out ahead of him. From his low perspective, I could only make out the bottoms of boxy shapes I figured had to be power generators. Dozens of cables originating from the boxy shapes snaked across the same hewn stone floor as in the passageway, toward the room’s low light source in the back corner. The illumination was no more than what several computer monitors could put out. I didn’t see any guards or other signs of life near Shaq’s location, which meant it would be safe for me to separate the rubble instead of transiting.

      Rather than returning, Shaq exited the hole, crawling slowly along the floor, making sure not to make too much noise with the battery pack dragging across the stone behind him. He made it to the first of the boxy shapes and eased his way forward along the side of it until he reached the front corner. Turning his head and the camera with it, he gave me a much better view of the room.

      And David.

      “He’s there,” I said excitedly to the others. “David. He’s in the room on the other side of the collapse.”

      “What’s he doing?” Quasar asked.

      Shaq remained in place, giving me a long look at David. Wearing a Dragonball-Z t-shirt and jeans, he was unsurprisingly crouched over his laptop, typing away and staring at one of a half-dozen screens surrounding him. His hair was cut, his face clean-shaven. He actually looked better than I expected for a prisoner, particularly one held by the likes of Blorb. The camera didn’t have its own microphone, so I couldn’t hear him speak when his lips began moving. One of the screens in front of him changed, and Shaq smartly shifted his attention to the display. I watched the simulation of whatever sigil he was currently working on. In it, a half-eaten piece of fruit regained its pulp and skin until it was back to its original state.

      “No way,” I muttered as David pumped his fists joyfully. Apparently, he had just finished the sigil.

      A door near Shaq slid open, and he threw himself back under cover, barely making it before the newcomer walked right past him. He waited a few seconds before easing his head back around the corner to again spy on David.

      A woman approached him, her back to the camera, the angle from Shaq’s height giving me a great view of her rear end but not much else. David turned his chair as she approached, smiled and stood up, his eyes sweeping over Shaq’s hiding spot. He ducked back behind the boxy shape before David saw him, barely peeking out from behind it. From there, I watched David, his expression animated and excited, point to the simulation on one of the monitors. I wanted to punch the asshole in the face to wipe the shit-eating grin off it. How could he be so happy that he had just created a new sigil for the enemy?

      The woman looked excited too, and she threw her arms around him, embracing him in a long hug. David spoke to her for another minute before sitting back down. She turned to leave, giving me a half-second glimpse at her face before Shaq hid once more.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed, anger and confusion welling up as I swung my guitar into playing position, fingers reaching for the strings.

      “What is it?” Quasar asked.

      “Not what,” I replied. “Who. David’s mother is here.”
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      “David’s mother?” Emerald said. “They took her hostage, too?”

      “No,” I replied. “David’s mom works for Sucaath. Or at least she used to. She looks like she’s working for Blorb now. Or maybe an Aleal got to her and is using her form to trick David. I don’t know. The last time I saw her, Alter had just knocked her unconscious in a Fairfield Inn in California. That she’s here at all is strange enough. But it also looks like David’s not making new sigils under duress. He seems pretty damn happy to do it.”

      “Even though they’re being used to kill people?” Sheri asked.

      “I want to believe he doesn’t know how they’re being used, or they fooled him into thinking he’s helping the right side. But David knew who the good guys were, and he knew Lyke wasn’t one of us.”

      “I guess we just need to kill him then,” Emerald said.

      “No. I need answers first.”

      Shaq kept the camera on David’s mother until she left the room. He scampered to the other side of the machine when David walked over to a different device closer to the rubble. The collapse appeared to extend the entire length of the room, with the secret passage behind only a small section of it. David tapped on the machine’s controls and stepped back. I couldn’t see much of the machine from Shaq’s perspective, but something in it created pulses of light bright enough to momentarily blind the camera. When it was done, David reached into the machine and recovered a ring.

      A hemolytic catalyst ring, etched with the sigil he had just completed.

      It was an immediate example of everything I feared about his captivity. If it was even captivity at all.

      “Team Hondo, we’re going in,” I said, launching into Comfortably Numb to draw in the chaos energy. Having seen the depth of the rubble and how easily Shaq had dug through it, I decided that separating the rock would be more efficient than transiting past it. Activating my construct, I executed the action, the dirt cracking and splitting open ahead of me. The entire wall rumbled slightly as it parted.

      Still wearing George’s helmet, I watched David slip the new ring onto his finger before fearfully grabbing onto the sides of the machine, reacting to my use of sigiltech as if it were an earthquake. Considering the condition of the wall, there almost certainly had been real earthquakes in the installation’s past.

      I walked into the gap between the separated rock while it continued splitting in front of me. The solid density created by the action supported the new tunnel, preventing a secondary cave-in. It took less than twenty seconds for me to break through to the other side, dirt and debris billowing out ahead of me. I entered the room wrapped in a veil of dirt, the others right behind me.

      I located David in the cloud of dust by the glow of his new sigiltech ring. “Vicissim,” I heard him say. Before I could react, I was moving backward toward the hole I had just made. But I wasn’t being pushed. From the way the debris moved with me, it was as though he had hit a rewind button.

      I stopped just as I reached the hole, before it could fill-in ahead of me again. Reality regained its forward momentum, leaving me standing in the opening. Except the dust didn’t billow out again. The reverse motion had sent it swirling in the opposite direction, entering the tunnel behind me. Without his helmet, George started coughing.

      Shaq slipped out of his makeshift harness and scampered up on David’s shoulder, poised to sink his venomous teeth into his throat upon my order.

      I stopped playing. The rest of Team Hondo moved into position beside me. All their rifles swung toward David.

      “Whoa.” He put his hands up in response, shooting a wary look at Shaq before returning his attention to me. “Ben?”

      Scowling, I removed George’s helmet, and without taking my eyes off David, I handed it back to George.

      He tilted his head. “Oh, George is here. Hey, George!”

      “Hey, David,” George replied grimly.

      “What are you doing here, David?” I asked.

      He almost grinned. “Isn’t that my line?”

      “We’re here to rescue you.”

      His grin finally bloomed, making him look more amused than relieved. “This is a bit overkill, don’t you think? You know it’s been like three months, right?”

      “I got here as fast as I could.”

      He nodded. “I’m glad you didn’t die, you know. In fact, I had a party when I heard you were alive because I knew it had to be my construct that saved you. Well, not a literal party. More like I pumped my fist and got back to work. But I appreciate your intentions by coming here. I really do. It’s just…” He shrugged. “I don’t need to be rescued. I’m right where I want to be. My mother is here. Can you believe that? We settled our differences. Everything’s great. Can I put my hands down now?”

      “Everything’s great?” Emerald shouted, ignoring his request and thrusting her rifle toward his face. “You’re helping Blorb destroy the Spiral!”

      “What?” David said, confused. “No, I’m not.” “You can’t be serious,” Emerald continued. “Do you have any idea what’s going on in the universe? Do you even know what’s happening outside this facility?”

      He shrugged again. “Not really. I haven’t had a lot of time to pay attention to things I don’t care about.” He turned his hand over, wiggling his ring finger. “Ben, what did you think of it?”

      “The sigil?”

      “Yeah. I call it reverse. I’ve been working on it as a way to heal injuries. It creates a sort of mini time vortex that can undo an event in isolation from the rest of the timeline.”

      “As in, you could reverse my cancer?” I asked.

      He made a face. “Well, no. It can only back up time about twenty seconds, give or take. You can imagine how much trouble it might cause to go much further. But like, I could eat a donut, and save one last bite, and then reverse the donut and eat it again. For example.” He paused. “Wait a second. I gave you restore in your construct. Why do you still have cancer?”

      “I broke the restore sigil so I could remove the catalyst without it healing the scars.”

      His face wrinkled. “Why would you do that?”

      “It’s a long story. I’m sure Sucaath could explain it to you. Since your mother is here, I assume he’s part of this bullshit, too?”

      His eyes went from my face to the guitar, his mouth opening in an O shape. “Ahhhhhh. I get it. I don’t believe it, but I get it. You’re channeling directly from the source, aren’t you?”

      “How do you know about chaos energy?” I asked.

      “Chaos energy? Is that what you call it?”

      “Yeah. What do you call it?”

      “I hadn’t come up with a name for it yet. I just know it comes from the layer of energy that separates timelines. Sort of like the layers of mascarpone cream in a tiramisu. Look, my arms are really getting tired here. Can I put ‘em down. Please?”

      “Not just yet. Who told you about chaos energy?” I asked.

      “Mom. Though I guess she got that info from Sucaath. Anyway, chaos energy is as good a name as any.” He paused. “Mom told me Sucaath can also channel from the source. Do you know…does he use a guitar too?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” I replied.

      “So why do you need it?”

      “It helps me sense the chaos energy and pull it into the construct.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I love a good guitar solo, and Pink Floyd is awesome. But that seems really inefficient.”

      “Works for me. So Sucaath isn’t here?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How did your mother get here from Earth, then?”

      “Oh, that. After Blorb captured me on Omega Station, she brought me to Duke Sedaya. We had a good talk about how the Spiral used to have sigiltech, but some people decided it needed to be destroyed, and that he thought it was totally unfair because there was a lot of good we could do with it. Sedaya said Keep lied to you and convinced you that he was the bad guy, when the bad guy is really Keep. He showed me a recording of Keep going to some woman’s apartment. When she opened the door, he shot and killed her. Sedaya said it was because she knew about sigiltech. Did he lie to me about that?”

      My blood ran cold at his description. I already knew Keep had killed innocent people to protect the secret of sigiltech. He wasn’t proud of it, but he also believed he had been justified in ridding the universe of sigiltech. I should have guessed Sedaya might use that against him. And against me. “No,” I admitted. “He lied to you about other things. He wasn’t lying about that. But Keep had his reasons.”

      “I can’t see any good reason to kill an innocent person like that.”

      “David, you need serious mental help,” Emerald said. “Your boss is killing hundreds of innocent people every second.”

      David ignored her. “I’m really sorry for what happened to you, Ben. And like I said, I’m happy you made it off Omega Station alive. But Sedaya totally wasn’t anything like what I expected based on what you said about him. He seemed like a pretty nice guy, actually. Anyway, he said he was sorry for kidnapping me and that he regretted having to leave you behind, but Keep’s brainwashing was so thorough you’d never accept the truth. He told me he would let everyone else go, and I could go if I wanted, but he wanted me to stay and help him save peoples’ lives and to end pain and suffering in the galaxy. He asked me if there was anything I needed, and I remembered Mom and how we had parted ways. She was afraid Sucaath would kill her for letting me get away, and I didn’t want her to die. So I asked him if he could help her. A couple of days later, he brought her to my room on his ship.” He shrugged. “We talked things over. She apologized to me. I apologized to her. And like I said, we’re copacetic now.”

      “That has to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Emerald said. “You’re so full of crap.”

      “I might agree with you, Em,” I said. “Except David is the only person in the universe who’s a worse liar than me. David, why would you believe Sedaya was going to help people with your sigils?”

      “He promised he would.”

      “That’s it?” Emerald said. “Because he promised?”

      “He seemed sincere,” David replied, shrinking back from her fury.

      “David, have you seen your mother use sigiltech recently?” I asked.

      “No, why?”

      “Have you two talked with her about anything that happened in the past in the last couple of weeks?”

      “I don’t know.” He paused to think about it. “I’m really not sure.”

      “Has she given you any reason to suspect she isn’t your mother?”

      David swallowed hard, his face paling. “Do you think Blorb killed my mom?”

      “No, not Blorb. A different Aleal.”

      “I thought there were only two.”

      “Blorb’s been growing new ones. There are a lot more than two now.”

      “You think a different Aleal killed my mom?”

      “I don’t know for sure. If you haven’t seen her use sigiltech or talked to her about mutual memories, it’s possible.”

      “But Sedaya said—”

      “Sedaya’s dead, David,” I interrupted. “Blorb killed him, too.”

      David shook his head. “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “You really have no idea what’s happening beyond these walls, do you?” Emerald pressed.

      “No. Mom got mad at me for wasting time whenever I tried to take a break from this stuff.” He paused, his arms going limp and falling to his sides. “That’s not really like her.” His expression fell, his lip quivering. “Oh, no.” Tears began to overflow his eyes and roll down his cheeks.

      “David, we don’t know anything for sure.”

      “I need to find out. I need to go to her.”

      “No, we’re getting you out of here.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “David, if you try to resist they’ll force you to make more sigils. Sigils they’re using to kill people. I swear to you that’s true.”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m helping people,” he insisted.

      “Nope. Wrong,” Emerald pressed. “A few hundred thousand are dead and counting. Thanks to you.”

      “Emerald!” I snapped. “That’s enough. David, you can help me stop Blorb. You can help me end this.”

      “Okay, okay. Just let me go find Mom, and then I’ll come back and we can leave.”

      “We can’t go back the way we came,” I said. “Besides, they’re holding three other people here. An older woman and two men. Have you seen them?”

      “I haven’t been out of this part of the facility since I got here.”

      “Do you know where they might be?”

      “No idea. Who are they?”

      “The family of one of my new crew members. Blorb used them as leverage to get him to try to kill me.”

      “And they’re here?”

      “I think so. Is your laptop connected to this place’s mainframe, by any chance?”

      “Of course. I need all the cpu cycles I can get.”

      I glanced at Quasar, who nodded and hurried over to David’s workstation.

      “Be careful with my laptop,” David said. “It’s got a lot of important data on it.”

      Quasar ignored him. Just as she set to work, the door into the room slid open. David’s mother stood behind it, a hot mug of coffee in her hand.

      “David, I brought you some…” She looked straight at me. “You!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 27

          

        

      

    

    
      The mug fell from the suddenly languid hand of David’s mother and shattered on the floor. Coffee splashed all over the high, rubber-like boots she wore over thick leggings that likely offered some level of ballistic protection.

      Her jaw dropped. “What the hell are you doing here, Murdock?”

      “Mom, it’s all right,” David said, rushing to get between the two of us. “Close the door.”

      She stared saucer-eyed at him for a moment before reluctantly doing as he asked, stepping forward enough for the door to slide shut behind her. “David, did you already forget what you told me about him?” his mother continued. “Did you already forget what happened on Earth?”

      “What happened on Earth was your fault,” I said. “Maybe if you had been honest with your son, all of that could have been avoided.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know more than you think. I know all about Sucaath.” I held up my guitar, showing off the paint job. “I’ve met him. We had a good talk. Where’s your collator?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she insisted.

      “Protostem, then.”

      She made a face before digging into the pocket of her short, dark coat, producing a small chunk of the material. “Satisfied?”

      “Not yet.” She wore three sigiltech rings on the fingers of her right hand. “Push me.”

      “What?”

      “Push me. You can use sigiltech if you’re still human.”

      She glared at me, almost smiling as she activated one of the rings, the action shoving me back hard enough to land me on my butt.

      Emerald rushed forward, shoving her rifle in the woman’s face. “That’s enough,” she snarled.

      The glow of the ring faded as David’s mom shifted her attention from Emerald back to me. “Are you satisfied now?”

      “That you’re still you, yes," I said as George helped me back to my feet. I smirked at her. “That you’re not an evil witch, no.”

      “Ben,” David said, taking offense to the indictment.

      “Hold on, David,” I replied, my eyes locked on her. “Tell me you don’t know what’s happening in the Spiral. Tell me you don’t know how David’s sigils are being used.”

      She didn’t answer right away, her eyes darting from me to David and back to me.

      “Mom?” David pleaded when she stood there tight-lipped.

      The defiance in her expression faded slowly, and she turned her attention back to her son. “I’m sorry, David. I knew how your work would be used from the moment you rediscovered the technology.” She looked up at me again. “Anyone with half a brain could figure it out, unless they’re as naive as my son. Anything with the power to hurt or heal will inevitably be used to hurt more than heal. It’s not the fault of the power. It’s the fault of the user. The human condition.”

      “It’s not just a human condition,” Emerald said.

      “You lied to me?” David said, crestfallen. “After everything we talked about? After you promised you wouldn’t?”

      “I had no choice.”

      “Bullshit!” David spewed the word before I could.

      “If you’ve met Sucaath, then you know the truth,” she said to me. “You know what he wants and why he wants it.”

      “That doesn’t mean we have to let him have it, especially without a fight.”

      “And die for nothing? Sedaya’s a cruel and powerful man, but at least he wants the Spiral to continue. He wants humankind to continue, as long as he’s in charge of it.”

      I couldn’t keep myself from laughing at the irony of the statement.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked.

      “Sedaya’s dead,” I said, my expression losing all traces of levity. “His essence, his likeness has been appropriated by an Aleal named Blorb. He’s the one who launched the attacks on the Quad. He’s the one running the show in this installation. And while I don’t think he wants to eradicate humankind, he does want to subjugate us to his species’ control. His control. It doesn’t matter which evil you’re helping. You’ve still been aiding and abetting, and using your son as nothing more than a tool to do it.”

      She looked away again, her lips pressed tightly together, her eyes tearing up as she returned her attention to David. “ I was only trying to protect you. To ensure your survival and the survival of our descendants well into the future.”

      “I don’t understand,” David said. “How does giving Sedaya more power help with that?”

      “It’s not about Sedaya,” I told him. “It’s about Sucaath.”

      “I still don’t understand,” David said, his voice cracking.

      “Sucaath is a member of a powerful race,” David’s mother explained. “One with the potential to destroy humankind. His kind has been locked in a stalemate with another equally powerful race for thousands of years. Sigiltech could shift that balance of power enough for his kind to win.”

      “And that helps us how?” David asked.

      “We have an agreement with Sucaath. We provide him with the archons and sigils he needs to win, and in return, humankind remains untouched for at least ten thousand years.”

      “Sedaya claimed to be in on the arrangement,” I elaborated. “Only he decided to keep the sigils and the archons for himself, and use them against the Hegemony. He figured Sucaath wouldn’t be able to attack the Spiral if we had enough sigiltech wizards. Except I don’t think there are enough genetically compatible humans to protect the entire galaxy. In any case, his pet alien assassin decided he wanted to be in charge and ate him.”

      “This is all very confusing,” David said.

      “The bottom line is not to negotiate with individuals with bad intent. They’ll stab you in the back the first chance they get. Your mother—”

      “My name is Ayane,” she interrupted.

      “Ayane here had you making sigils for Sucaath to fulfill her deal with him even though it meant giving Sedaya, now Blorb, enough power to take over the Spiral. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

      “I think I get it,” David said, looking at his mother. “Maybe you thought you were doing the right thing for me. And I can’t be mad at you if you had good intentions. But if what Ben says is true—”

      “Go outside and count the dead Royal Marines,” Quasar said. “And then question whether or not it’s true.”

      David’s face paled again. “We have to help him stop this. Now.”

      “David—” Ayane said, as if to argue.

      “No. You had your chance. Two chances, actually. Ben’s never lied to me, and I’m sure he isn’t lying now. You can either come with us and help, or stay here by yourself. But if you stay, I’m not giving you another chance.”

      Ayane pursed her lips, slightly angered and embarrassed by the way David was talking to her. I was proud of him for sticking up for himself. And for me.

      “Fine,” she said. “We’ll do it your way. But if the Relyeh come and destroy the Spiral on their way to Earth, it’s on your head.” She thrust her finger at me, making sure everyone knew who to blame.

      “I’m okay with that,” I said. “Zar, did you find Grizz’s wife and children?”

      “No. Sorry, Cap. This place is old. No cameras, no sensors, not even any door locks. Sashkur must have really trusted the people who worked here. If we’re going to find them, we’ll need to search the place.”

      “Wonderful,” I replied sarcastically. “At least there isn’t an army out there.”

      “We can take ‘em, Boo,” Emerald said. “We have another wizard and a witch with us now.”

      “Who are you calling a witch?” Ayane said.

      “You,” Emerald answered with her sweetest smile.

      “Em, stand down,” I said. “Ayane, we’re looking for an elderly woman and her two grown children. They’re the immediate family of one of my crew members, and Blorb is holding them hostage here. Do you know anything about that?”

      She shook her head. “No. I haven’t seen anyone like you describe. Mostly just soldiers that Sedaya said were here for our protection.”

      “It was to keep me from getting to you. Like Quasar said, a lot of Royal Marines died so we could get you away from Blorb.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Ayane said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have catalyst here. A lot of catalyst. They’ve been making more sigiltech devices than they could ever use. Planning for the future. If we leave it here, under their control…” She trailed off. “Well, you get my drift.”

      “What do you suggest?” I asked. “We don’t have a way to destroy it all.”

      “We don’t need to destroy it. We can bury it.” She pointed to the collapsed wall. “The facility is unstable. Many portions of it are in ruins. They installed braces and supports to help prevent the rest of it from coming down in the event of another earthquake. Between the three of us, we should be able to destroy the braces and shake the ground enough to finish the job.”

      “You’d better stop talking,” Emerald said. “I might start to like you.”

      “Do you know the layout of the facility?” I asked.

      “I’m not allowed into every section, but I am familiar with some.” She paused. “Actually, a few days ago, I saw one of the soldiers leaving the mess with three trays. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but perhaps they were for the people you’re seeking. They went into the southern expansion. I’m not permitted there.”

      “That’s as good a lead as any,” I said. “I assume you can lead us there?”

      “I could, but I have another task. I can still freely move through parts of the facility. I’ll prepare the braces there.”

      “No,” David said. “Mom, we should stick together.”

      “For this to work, we need to damage all the braces. It will be much more time consuming for us to reach them all as a group.”

      “And what are the odds that you’ll sound the alarm as soon as you’re out of sight?” I asked.

      “So the soldiers can shoot my son? Don’t be stupid. I’ve made many mistakes, but that’s not one I’m going to make. If I’m to keep him alive, it’s my time to atone for what I’ve done.”

      I nodded. “Okay. What about defenses? We took out two Gilded outside. Are there any more?”

      “Part of this facility is an academy for training archons. What do you think?”

      “Shit. How many are we talking about?”

      “At least one more Gilded and fifteen students.”

      “How capable are the students?”

      “Two or three can do some damage, but they’re not of your ability. The corridors are narrow, so the number of soldiers who can attack at one time is limited. And they’ll be concerned about the braces and the stability of the facility, so they’re bound to be more cautious. When you leave this room, go to the right. Take it to the end of the corridor and turn right again. At the second passageway, turn left. You’ll go past the mess hall and directly to the southern expansion.”

      “Shaq, do you have that?” I asked. He was still sitting on David’s shoulder, but he had started licking his dirty claws instead of threatening to bite. He lifted his head.

      “Mmmhmmm. Right, right, second left.”

      “Bingo!” I said.

      “Give me a two minute head start,” Ayane said. I nodded, and she turned toward the door.

      “Mom,” David said, crossing over to her. Shaq used the opportunity to hop from his shoulder to mine as he passed me. Ayane turned back to David, and he threw his arms around her. “Be careful. I love you.”

      “I love you too, David,” she replied. “I’m sorry for all the bad choices I’ve made. I’m sorry I deceived you.”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” he said, backing away from her. He pinched his new ring between his thumb and forefinger to pull it off his finger. “Here. I showed you what this one does. It might come in handy.”

      “No. You keep it,” she said. “You may need it.” She put her hand on his cheek. “I’m proud of you, David. I always have been, and I always will be.”

      He blushed, tears in his eyes. “Thank you, Mother.”

      She looked at me again. “Two minutes.” This time, she made it out the door.

      I had the distinct impression she didn’t expect to return to us or ever see her son again.
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      “Hey! What are you doing?” David snapped, turning and rushing toward Quasar. She had ripped the wires from his laptop and dropped the computer onto the hard floor.

      “Zar?” I questioned, equally confused by the action. “What the hell?”

      “I know how you feel about sigiltech, Cap,” she replied, swinging her rifle toward David and stopping him in his tracks. She didn’t take her eyes off him as she continued talking to me. “But Ayane’s right. Anything with the power to hurt or heal will inevitably be used to hurt more than heal. I think enough people have been hurt already.” She slammed her heel down on the machine, crushing it beneath her boot.

      “No!” David screamed, balling his hands into fists. “I spent half of my entire life on that!”

      “And where did it get you, David?” she replied. “Where did it get anyone? When Sashkur created sigiltech, it sparked a war. When Sedaya and you brought it back to the Spiral, what happened? Oh, that’s right. It sparked another war. The universe is better off without sigiltech.” She pointed the rifle at the computer.

      “Ben!” David pleaded. “Stop her. Please!”

      I locked eyes with Quasar. She didn’t shoot right away, waiting to see if I would order her to stop. I could come up with a few reasons why she shouldn’t destroy David’s work. And yeah, potentially finding another way to cure my cancer was one of them. But the reality of my experience with sigiltech made it a lot harder to maintain the same optimism for its potential benefits. Cynical, maybe, but at this point, I was having trouble seeing how the technology could ever do more good than harm.

      “David, I’m sorry,” I said.

      Quasar sent two energy blasts into the computer, reducing it to a pile of ash.

      “Good riddance,” Emerald said from beside me.

      David didn’t cry out. He laughed instead, holding up his reverse ring. “It’s fine. I can fix it.”

      George grabbed his hand, smoothly pulling the ring from his finger. “What’s done is done,” he said. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      David’s lip quivered, and he slumped to the floor, head in his hands. “I should have called the guards,” he whined. “You’re supposed to protect me, damn it. Not destroy me.”

      “Come on, son,” George said, putting a comforting hand on David’s shoulder. “You’re what? Eighteen? Nineteen? You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Don’t tie it all to this crap.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. I put everything I had into two things. Writing those algorithms and anime.”

      “Maybe you should try putting some of that energy into relationships with other people. I guarantee you’ll find it more rewarding in the end.”

      “I don’t know how to relate to people.”

      “Sure you do. Come on. A little adversity never killed anyone. Now, stand up.”

      David looked up at George. He set his face and got to his feet. Taking a moment to glare at Quasar, he nodded and put out his hand. “I’m okay now. Can I have my ring back?” George dropped it into his open palm and he slid it back on. “I still think that was a shitty thing to do.”

      “Shitty, but necessary,” Quasar replied. “I am sorry, David. It’s not personal.”

      He nodded again, turning to me. “Do I get a gun?”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “It’s time to go. Ixy, take our six.”

      “Yesss,” she agreed.

      “Emerald, Ki, you two have point. David, you’ll fall in between Sheri and I. Shaq, you’re on me.”

      “Always,” he buzzed, jumping back onto my shoulder.

      I stepped up to the door, and it opened ahead of me. This corridor wasn’t much different from the secret passage we had entered through, except it was lit by overhanging diodes. These pipes however weren’t leaking, the ducting piping in heat and fresh air. I scanned the passageway on the left to where it split a hundred feet away. It was clear. I made sure the other direction was clear too before motioning Emerald and Ki out into the corridor.

      When the door to the workroom closed behind us, I played a few chords to activate my construct, combining the door with the walls. Even if the outside forces had thought to check the bolt hole, the blockade would slow them down long enough for us to reach our objective.

      Starting down the passageway, we remained alert and ready for any enemy guards that might appear. To our benefit, the corridor was barely wide enough for us to travel three across. Like Ayane had said, the confines would limit the effectiveness of the defenders while making it easier for me to protect my crew. I didn’t want to jinx it, but I had a lot of confidence that I could rescue Grizz’s family and get us all back to Prestige in one piece.

      Nearly halfway down the corridor, Ki—having heard something—threw her hand up, freezing us in place. We waited, silent and ready as a pair of guards marched across the intersection perpendicular to us. For a moment, I was sure they would pass us by without looking in our direction, but one of the guards, for whatever reason, suddenly turned his head toward us. Emerald’s quick energy blast hit him squarely in the visor, shattering it and dropping him like a rock. The other guard dove away, making it past the corner and out of sight before follow-up shots from Ki and Emerald could take him down.

      “Damn it!” Emerald gave chase, sprinting away from us. Shaq leaped from my shoulder, quickly catching her and passing her as we all broke into a run behind them.

      Shaq got to the intersection first, hitting the skids the moment he ran into the intersecting corridor. Digging his claws in, he made a full one-eighty and scrambled back toward us. As he passed her, he buzzed at Emerald to stop. She dropped to her knees, skidding into the intersection, an unseen force sending her tumbling the other way down the cross corridor.

      I had no choice but to throw out some improvised licks to activate my construct before she disappeared from sight and pull her back toward us. A bolt of lightning slammed into the floor, barely missing her as she slid toward us on her back, coming to a stop at my feet.

      She arched a smile up at me. “My hero.” She batted her eyelashes. “Later, Boo,” she said, leaping to her feet, only to stumble before regaining her balance.

      Unfortunately, I’d lost sight of Shaq.

      “I’ve got this,” I told her, sweeping ahead of her. Ayane had said the academy was in the opposite direction, but a handful of archons in yellow robes, led by one in a black uniform, came around the corner in front of us. Ki and Sheri opened fire, their rounds reflected into the surrounding stone.

      A commotion behind us drew my attention as several student archons and their teacher, along with a bunch of guards, ran around the corner at the other end of the passageway. Obviously, someone had sounded the alarm. Quasar and George were already shooting at them when Em knelt beside them, sending enough firepower at them to drive them back around the corner. The archons, all of them with catalyst rings on their fingers except for their apparent teacher, continued their advance.

      The teacher tried to push me, and I decided to try something different. I redirected his push from me to the students behind him with transfer, almost laughing out loud when they all flew backward, landing in a heap against the wall. I should have thought of that one sooner.

      The teacher looked confused for a moment. He looked dead a moment later, when Shaq dropped onto him from an overhead pipe and bit his cheek. The archon had just enough time to clasp a hand over his wound before dropping. Shaq jumped off him as he fell and scrambled toward me, the students quickly throwing lightning bolts at my little buddy. Clearly not well trained, none of them bothered to protect themselves. I pushed them all into the wall hard enough to break bones, some of them crying out as they collapsed, only a few conscious enough to moan and groan. Ixy’s forelimbs quickly severed the sigiltech rings from their fingers.

      I whirled around in time to see a fresh group of guards come around the corner, carrying transparent shields that absorbed my team’s firepower. Small openings allowed them to fire a barrage of plasma through the shields. I shouted out Sheri’s name, almost losing my action in my sudden panic as one of the bolts hit her before I could raise an absorb shield to protect everyone. Sheri slumped against the wall, clutching her neck.

      “No worries, Ben,” David said, kneeling beside her. His reverse ring glowed, and I watched, fascinated as the plasma bolt backed out of her neck. Before the guards could fire again, David jerked Sheri aside, allowing the lethal bolt to blaze past her and hit the other side of the corridor.

      “That is so cool,” I admitted, shaking my head.

      “Yeah well…” He glared at Quasar as the guards stood there, looking stunned by the reversal. “. this is the only one of these rings there will ever exist, thanks to her.”

      “David…” Sheri reached out to cup his cheek in her gloved hand, drawing his attention back to her.”Thank you. You saved my life.”

      “Oh…well.” His face flushed. “You…you’re welcome. Anytime.”

      Furious with the guards for hurting my sister. I sent the plasma energy I’d collected back at them, the heat burning through their shields and killing them instantly. Quasar, George, Ki, and Emerald blasted the suddenly exposed second line of enemy fighters, quickly dispensing with them.

      “Let’s go!” I spun around and ran, leading everyone down the  passageway to the junction with the cross corridor, where Shaq and Ixy stood waiting for us after finishing off the archons. If there had been any other guards in this direction, they would have undoubtedly run from the two aliens.

      Shaq hopped back onto my shoulder. Ixy took the lead, with Emerald and Ki right behind her.

      “Ben,” David said, pointing to a thick metal column that split the corridor up ahead. “That’s one of the stabilizers.”

      We slowed before reaching it. “What’s the best way to weaken it without bringing it down?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied.

      “Aren’t you a scientist?”

      He thought about it. “Weaken the floor below it. When you create the larger quake, it’ll already be straining under the additional pressure.”

      “Got it,” I said, strumming another quick lick to separate the floor beneath the stabilizer. The stone cracked and splintered, and the column popped as it resettled. Before we continued, we heard the distant rumble of pounding feet approaching from behind us.

      I could hear the pounding of more boots behind us. “Stampede!” Emerald shouted, her voice echoing in the passageway. She managed to draw a laugh from George in addition to her own wild cackle.

      “Ixy, slow them down,” I said.

      “Yesss,” she agreed, falling back and beginning to web up the corridor. The guards could shoot through the barricade, but it would give us extra seconds that could mean the difference between escaping without a fight and needing to turn back the tide.

      We left Ixy behind, running down the corridor until Shaq directed us to the left at the next corner. Slowing, I peeked around it, pleasantly surprised to find the coast was clear. The doors into the southern expansion were visible a few hundred feet away, past a series of side doors and an open room about halfway down the corridor. The mess hall, I assumed. Two more stabilizers also occupied the passageway.

      Ixy caught up to us at the corner, stopping there to web the junction, adding another thick mass of silk the reinforcements would need to burn through. The rest of us advanced, with Emerald, Ki, George, and Quasar moving ahead of the rest of us. I slowed to damage the floor beneath the next stabilizer.

      All my attention was on the floor beneath the metal column when I heard a muffled thunk. By the time I looked up, a small blob of what looked like gray Play-doh had attached itself at about head height between Ki and George. They both turned their heads to look at the snotball.

      It exploded in their faces.
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      The blast sent George and Ki flying backwards and threw Emerald, along with a shower of rock fragments, all the way across the corridor into the mess hall. Shrapnel peppered the rest of us, each jab painful but not lethal enough to puncture our armor. I barely noticed the pain in my concern for my downed crew.

      “Shaq, Ixy—check on Emerald!” I snapped as I started playing again, putting a shield of absorb around George and Ki as larger debris broke away from the ceiling. Shaq jumped from my shoulder, dodging boulders as he raced across the floor. Ixy passed overhead, crawling along the pock-marked ceiling toward the mess. “David!” I found him hunkered down in the corner behind Sheri. She was on her feet but had an arm braced against the wall, her head lowered against the pelting debris, protecting both herself and David.

      His arms were wrapped around his head as dust and smaller rocks continued to swirl around the three of us. Peeking under one of his arms, he glanced at me, his body shaking, otherwise frozen in fear. “Go help George, damn it!” The man was sprawled face down among several good sized rocks, one pinning his legs. I couldn’t find Quasar in the chaos. I figured she was somewhere behind me, probably still fighting the reinforcements held back by Ixy’s webs. Ki was already trying to get up and move to aid George.

      “Ben,” Sheri said. “The stabilizer.”

      I looked over my shoulder at it. I had already weakened it, and the explosion had dislodged it further, the metal starting to buckle. If it failed now, how much more of the corridor would come down with it? Enough to bury us? “David! Move! We need to get out of here!”

      “I’ve got him,” Sheri said, grabbing his arm. “Come on, we need to help George.” She had managed to overcome her own fear and panic earlier, more worried now about someone other than herself.

      Energy blasts from the other side of the blast zone whizzed into the barrier I had created around my fallen. Behind us, flashes of light from the reinforcements trying to box us in burned away Ixy’s first web. We didn’t have a lot of time to get out of here.

      Somehow, I needed to get us past the guards ahead of us. I started forward, trying to see through the dust hanging in the air, but before I could pinpoint where to send the energy absorbed by the barrier, all the closed doors in the passageway slid open in unison. I should have guessed the corridors had been clear up to this point because the enemy had planned an ambush. I should have been more careful, but that was a needless negative thought now. Regret wouldn’t help any of us right now.

      All hell was about to break loose.

      A dark shape exploded from the open door beside me, a heavy fist cracking hard enough to break my jaw and turn my head sideways. A second hand grabbed my guitar, tearing it out of my hands but failing to snap the strap that held it to me.

      “Surprise!” Coil growled, his spit landing on my face. “I told you I wasn’t done with you yet, Murdock.” His eyes were black as night, but somehow he could see, his attack ending my control over my absorb action, the collected energy burning a gash in the stone at my feet.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a vague glimpse of Sheri, valiantly trying to protect George and the still cowering David against the attackers boiling out of the open doors into the corridor. Shaq and Ixy had disappeared in the hanging dust, but Emerald was on her feet, fighting in the mess hall doorway, her chest smoking from the hits she had taken. Another one sent her tumbling backwards as Sheri took a plasma bolt to her shoulder. She didn’t even flinch until another one hit her in the hip. As she fell, I took a blaster hit to the chest, just missing my guitar. The air fled from my lungs as the burn began to penetrate my armor.

      Emerald was right. We were all going to die.

      I didn’t care about myself nearly as much as I cared about the rest of my crew. Seeing them all injured or about to be killed, especially Sheri, created a terrible, wailing agony in me even though I couldn’t make a sound. How had our fortunes turned so quickly? Had I gotten too cocky? Too overconfident, despite all the sacrifices made to get me this far? How could I be so stupid to fall into such an obvious trap?

      Held tight in Coil’s stranglehold, my vision began to blur. My body convulsed. Coil laughed at my imminent death and that of my friends. My family, My crew. But I didn’t have enough strength left to be angry.

      I knew this was the end of the line.

      Except it wasn’t.

      David’s ring flared brightly and the entire universe started flowing backward. The energy blasts that had hit Sheri backed out, reversing into the shooter’s guns. Emerald shifted back to her feet and re-entered the mess hall. Our attackers walked backward into their respective doors. The air returned to my lungs. Coil’s grip on me loosened. His punch backed away from my face, my jaw knitting back together. His hand let go of my guitar, and he reversed toward his hiding place.

      His dark eyes widened in surprise as he seemed to be aware of what was happening. He reached out, managing to grab my arm even as David’s action forced him back into the room where he’d been hiding, dragging me along with him. I didn’t understand the full nature of reverse. I doubted David did, either. This probably wasn’t an expected side-effect.

      The door closed behind me, leaving me in a long, relatively narrow dormitory lined with unmade bunk beds. Coil and I moved backward until he was sitting on the edge of the bunk closest to the door with me standing in front of him, his hand still gripping my arm. I was ready when he tried to punch me again, able to catch his fist in my other hand, his blow lacking leverage from his sitting position. I slammed him in the face with my knee. Once. Twice. Three times until his grip loosened enough for me to break free and back away.

      I barely had time to turn for the door before he tackled me. We crashed into the bunks on the other side of the room, both of us falling to the floor and rolling until he ended up on top of me. He reared back and threw another punch at my face. I just barely managed to get out of the way before getting off a glancing blow to his cheek.

      “Pathetic,” he growled. He grabbed my guitar strap and yanked it over my head, tossing it aside. “I don’t know what the frig-all just happened, but I’m gonna enjoy killing you a second time.”

      I shoved him off me and jumped to my feet, spreading my feet and raising my fists in a fighting stance. “I don’t know how the hell you can see, but shut up and bring it on, asshole.”

      He grinned as he charged, throwing a series of punches I struggled to keep up with. I took a jab in the ribs, a right cross in the shoulder, and a left hook in the gut that stole the air from my lungs, all while backpedaling as quickly as I could. My mind wasn’t on Coil. It was outside this room, wondering how far back David had taken things. Where the rest of my team was. Whether or not they could change their fortunes. Or if history would simply repeat itself following the reverse.

      “You suck at this,” Coil said, landing another blow to my stomach. I was running out of room to back up. “You’re nothing without your magic, are you boy?”

      I had to forget about the others right now, as hard as that was to do. I needed to focus on myself, or Coil would beat me into a bloody pulp. I put all of my attention on him, ready for his next move. He threw another series of quick punches, but this time I managed to block most of them, and when he went for a powerful uppercut, I skipped aside. His fist created a breeze centimeters from my face while my punch cracked him in the jaw a second time. This one hit had enough force in it to get his attention. He hopped back a couple of steps.

      “Well, now we’ve got ourselves a brawl.” He laughed and spit some blood on the floor between us, lip curling into a sneer as he charged me like a bull, hitting me low and lifting me as I pounded his back. He drove me hard into the wall behind me before turning and throwing me into one of the bunks. The metal frame bent as I tumbled against it.

      He came at me again, intent on grabbing me before I regained my balance. I managed to kick him in the chest, pushing him back a step and giving me enough time to right myself. Unfortunately, a wave of dizziness hit me, my cancer making itself known at the worst possible moment. My vision blurred, and I could barely move.

      Coil wasn’t about to give me any quarter, kicking me in the side of my leg. The blow knocked me to a knee before he punched me in the side of the head. My ears rang, my vision doubled as I tumbled to the floor. He tried to stomp me, but I grabbed his leg and rolled him onto a bunk. Turning over and scrambling away on my hands and knees, I went for my guitar while he regained his footing.

      My nose was bleeding. My jaw hurt again, but it wasn’t broken this time, at least not yet. He grabbed my foot and pulled me back to the side of the bed. I kicked out at him with my other legs, dislodging his hold on me, and despite my vertigo, I caught his leg when he tried to knee me in the face and pushed him backward, slamming him into another bunk

      The moment my vertigo passed, my vision clearing, I shot to my feet and hit him again in the face. I landed a few more punches before he pushed his head under my arm and lifted me up, throwing me into the metal crossbar under the mattress of a top bunk. It hit me squarely in my lower back, painfully bruising my kidneys and making it hard to breathe. I managed to grab the rumpled blanket off the bunk as I fell.

      Coil’s boot slammed down on my chest, knocking the air out of me. He stomped me four more times before I scissored the leg he was standing with both my legs on and turned him, sending him into yet another bunk. Still clutching the blanket, I draped it over his head and crossed my arms, pulling it tight around his face. He grunted and kicked his leg back at me several times, but I managed to avoid the blows. Muscles flexing with all the strength I had in me, I slammed his blanketed face against the wall until I heard the crack of his nose breaking.

      He cried out in rage, driving his elbow back and finding my arm, forcing me to let go of the blanket. Free, he turned to face me, tearing the blanket off his face and glaring at me.

      I waited for him to pounce, my fists at the ready. He sat there on the side of the bunk, grinning maliciously at me like the demented psycho he was. And then he roared his rage and charged me. My fist greeted him. I put everything I had into the punch, connecting with his already broken nose. I was ready to hit him again, but his body stiffened, and he collapsed.

      I stood over him, breathing hard, hands still up to continue the fight. I had seen action flicks where the hero kills an attacker by punching him in the nose and supposedly sending bone fragments into his brain. I had even Googled it, and I knew it was typical movie make-believe. That particular impossibility didn’t change the fact that Coil was dead. Maybe it was bone fragments from his skull, maybe it was a concussion. Maybe he just had a stroke or an aneurysm at an opportune time. It didn’t matter how he died. It just mattered that he’d died, and I didn’t.

      I dropped my guard and raced toward the door, scooping up my guitar on the way and strapping it on, my fingers angrily ripping across the strings to create a horrible wail to open the egress hatch.

      I ran from the room, anxious over what might await me in the corridor.
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      With the foresight to avoid walking directly past what would be the snotball’s blast zone, Team Hondo remained near Ixy’s second web, some fifteen feet away. Initially, their rifles swung toward the door as I opened it, but they breathed a collective sigh of relief, their rifles shifting away from the door when my strident guitar chords bled loudly out into the passageway.

      Emerald rushed over to me as I stepped back through the doorway. “Ben,” she whispered, reaching up to wipe a dribble of blood from the corner of my mouth. “Your face.” She held my chin in place, her concerned eyes scanning the injuries made by Coil’s fists.

      “You should see the other guy,” I replied with a wry smile. “Coil’s dead.”

      The other doors in the passageway opened, one after another, the ambushers apparently responding to the awful noise coming from my guitar. They charged out into the corridor, one of them holding a weapon that I immediately assumed was the snotball launcher. He fired it as he reached the corner, sending the glob my way.

      Bad idea.

      I pushed it back past him until it slammed into the frame of the open entry to the mess hall. I wrapped my arm around Emerald’s waist and pushed us back to where the rest of our crew were, blasting most of the ambushers back through the doors. I raised a shield of absorb in front of us just as the snotball exploded.

      The blast shredded the guy who’d launched the device, along with any ambushers within a six-foot radius. A hail of sharp stones blew down the corridor, peppering the shield I raised around us. The ambushers left standing opened fire on us, their effort completely wasted as I collected the energy output and dispersed it back at them. The wall of energy swept through the passageway, knocking down every single attacker in it, along with any rock frags still in the air.

      Just like that, the fight was over.

      “Come on,” I said, urging the others to follow me. “Stay behind me.”

      Instead, David ran back the way we’d come. “David, stop!” I reached out for him as he reached me, but he jerked out of my grasp and kept running.

      “We need to move the web!” he cried back over his shoulder as I turned to see Ayane reach Ixy’s second web. I could only wonder how she’d gotten through the first one.

      “They’re right behind me, Murdock!” she shouted, looking from me to Ixy. “Please, let me through.”

      Ixy responded, skittering toward the web to comply.

      “Ixy, wait,” I said. She came to a stop, tipping her head to look curiously back at me.

      David threw me an angry look. “What are you doing?” he wailed. “We have to help her!”

      “David, that may not be your mother.” I shifted my attention back to her. “If you’re Ayane,” I shouted back at her, “you have sigiltech. “Use it to pull the web apart.”

      “I can’t,” she sobbed. “I…I’m too tired. Please, help me!”

      “Ixy, let her through!” David shouted. He leaned back to see further down the corridor. “They’re coming! Hurry, damn it!”

      I could hear the reinforcements getting closer. Why hadn’t they started shooting at Ayane? Were they afraid of her sigils?

      Or was it something else?

      Without turning back around, I took two steps back the other way. “Team Hondo, let’s go. Ayane can get herself through the web if she wants to follow.”

      “Ben!” David shouted. “You son of a bitch, I just saved the lives of everyone here. And you won’t let her through? What’s wrong with you?” He turned and broke into a run toward his mother.

      “David, stop!” He ignored me. “Sheri, grab him!” I shouted as he was about to run past her.

      She reached out, snagging his arm and dragging him to a stop. “Use your brain, David,” she snapped at him. “You claim to have a big one. If your mom won’t, or more likely can’t, use sigiltech, it’s because she’s an Aleal.”

      “But she used it before, when we were…” he trailed off, tears welling in his eyes as he began to realize the truth.

      “Bring him, Sheri! Now!

      “David, come on. We need to go. Now!” she urged.

      He reluctantly stumbled along after her but continued to glance back at her. “Mom, use your rings. Please,” he begged what he still obviously still wanted to believe was his mother. But then it stepped back from the web, no longer pleading for help, its expression morphing from fear into a murderous scowl.

      “No. No, no, no, no, no,.” David sobbed, his tears spilling over as he finally accepted the truth and picked up his feet, running alongside Sheri.

      Maintaining absorb, I ran for the mess hall, Emerald hot on my heels. We pulled to a stop when we reached the doorway and looked inside. Nearly a dozen dead enemy soldiers were sprawled on the deck among the scattered and damaged tables and chairs.

      “You bastard!” David again drew my attention. He’d jerked Sheri’s gun out of her hand and had stumbled to a stop. Her other hand had slipped free of his arm, and she scrambled to reach for him again. “You killed my mother!” he screamed, taking aim at the imposter. He squeezed the trigger, the energy blast burning into her abdomen.

      She looked down at the damage with no more concern than if she were checking to see if her shoelaces were untied. When she lifted her head again, she had a sadistic grin on her face. “Boo hoo, little boy,” she taunted. “No more mommy.” David shot the Aleal in the face, destroying her mouth. A new one sprouted on her neck. “So sorry. Not.”

      “I hope she got all the stabilizers before she became lunch,” Emerald commented.

      “Not now, Em,” I growled. The first of the reinforcement’s plasma bolts bit through the webbing. Sheri and David were running toward us again, but the blasts were landing too close to their churning feet for my comfort. “Ixy, help ‘em!”

      “Yesss,” Ixitat agreed, nimbly plucking the gun from David’s hands before wrapping one forelimb around him and the other around Sheri, picking them both up and scurrying toward us. She put Sheri down beside me but held onto David who was sobbing uncontrollably.

      ”Emerald, you and Ki take point. And Em, be careful.”

      She nodded, and they rushed forward. I took up the rear to throw a blanket of reflect over Ixy’s web. The further I got from it, the more energy it would take to hold it in place, but I could keep it up long enough to give us a head start.

      The plasma blasts that hit it now ricocheted back at the guards. While I couldn’t see the outcome, their fire thinned out considerably within seconds.

      Reaching the stabilizer at the far end of the corridor just ahead of the southern extension doors, I paused beside the column while the others waited for the doors to open. When they did, four enemy guards rushed through, their weapons drawn. It took them too long to take aim. Only the first guard got off a shot, and it went wide. A quick burst of frantic shooting from our side left all four guards dead on the floor.

      I had to drop reflect to use separate. Fortunately, it took a few seconds of cautious shooting before the enemy knew it was gone. They quickly burned through the webbing while I finished damaging the stabilizer and beat a hasty retreat through the door. Ayane led the assault, sprinting toward me with unnatural speed. I pulled the door closed in front of her face, using combine to merge the two sides, sealing it. The Aleal pounded on the other side of the door, but with the metal combined to the rock, there was no way she or anyone else on the other side could get through.

      Turning back around, I saw we were in a shorter corridor, with another stabilizer halfway down, a branching corridor beside it, and a handful of doors running the length of the passage. No sign of more guards.

      I shifted my attention to David. He was down on the floor on his knees, puking while Sheri knelt beside him, rubbing his back. In his anger, he had shot the Aleal who’d killed his mother. I didn’t blame him for feeling sick.

      “We need to search the rooms,” I announced to my crew. “Ki, George, Quasar—search these rooms. Em, Shaq—you’re with me. Sheri, stay with David until he’s on his feet. Ixy, you too. Then all of you catch up with us. Stick together, be cautious. There’s no guarantee the enemy didn’t set another trap.” The others split into their respective groups. I stopped to lay my hand on David’s shoulder. “David, I’m sorry about your mom.”

      “Are you?” he snapped back over his shoulder at me. “Are you really sorry? Or are you glad she’s dead?”

      “David!” Sheri chided.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I know you’re hurting, man. I didn’t like what your mother did to you back on Earth, but that doesn’t mean I wanted her dead. She helped us out here, and if we manage to take out this facility, it’ll be because of her. She knew she wasn’t going to make it back. That’s why she wouldn’t take your ring. The only one of its kind. That’s why she said goodbye the way she did.”

      He glared at me for a moment before his eyes softened. “Why’d she have to be so brave?” he bawled, dropping his head onto Sheri’s shoulder.

      “On second thought—Sher, Shaq—stay with David. Ixy, you’re on my squad now.”

      “Yesss,” Ixy replied.

      Shaq jumped from my shoulder to Sheri’s. David slumped to the floor again, hanging his head. I could understand why he was so upset, but right or wrong, it bugged me that he couldn’t pull himself together, at least until we got out of here.

      I led my group down the branching corridor, carefully approaching the corner. Still no guards. The passageway stretched about two hundred feet, with nearly a dozen doors on either side. We walked over to the first, Emerald poised to shoot whomever might be waiting for us on the other side. Ixy crouched, preparing to spring as well.

      I pushed the door inward. The room on the other side appeared to be an ancient sick bay, with a handful of beds overshadowed by the equipment hanging above them. All of it was dark, decaying, and covered in dust. It hadn’t been used in probably over a thousand years.

      We went to the next door and repeated the procedure, getting a look at a nearly barren storage room. A few boxes of gauze and bottles of pills were the only indication of what had been kept here.

      “David’s mom made it seem like there was something important back here,” Emerald said. “All I see is dust and cobwebs. Ixy, you should be right at home.”

      “Bitesss me,” Ixy replied to Emerald’s laughter.

      “They kept her away from here for a reason,” I said. “We just need to find whatever that reason is.”

      “It’s pretty sad for David,” Emerald continued, “losing his mom to an Aleal like that. Do you think a cake would make him feel better?”

      “No,” I answered, not in the mood for her off-the-wall machinations right now. “Stay focused, Em.”

      “Geez, someone has a bug up their—”

      “Em!” I snapped, glaring at her. She pressed her lips together and made a zipping motion, falling silent.

      We checked the next few doors—offices I assumed were for the medical team that had once been stationed here.

      “Ben, we’re done with our search,” Quasar said over the comms. “Nada.”

      I heaved a sigh. Maybe Ayane had been wrong about this part of the facility. If Grizz’s wife and kids were somewhere else, we might not be able to find them.

      We stopped at the next door. I pushed it open. Emerald shoved her rifle inside, lighting it up with its built-in flashlight. She immediately looked back at me, face pale. “I think I found them.”

      I stepped around her, peering into the room, finding three bodies slumped in chairs. An older woman that could have been Grizz’s wife flanked by two other adults. They looked more like they were sleeping than dead, save for their shattered skulls and the blood staining their clothing.

      “They were fed to more Aleal,” I said, disgusted by the scene. I turned away. “Who knows where they might be now.” I smacked my hand into the wall. “It doesn’t matter. Grizz’s family is dead.”

      Emerald put her hand on my shoulder. “They were never going to keep them alive,” she said softly. “I think we both knew that.”

      I turned to look her in the eye. “I wanted to believe I was wrong.”

      “We got David. He’s the one we really need.”

      “That doesn’t make it suck less.”

      “Nope.”

      “Zar,” I said over the comms. “We’re coming back to you. Grizz’s wife and kids are dead. Aleal have their essences.”

      She hesitated before responding. “Copy that, Cap.”

      I looked at Emerald again. “It’s time to bring this hell house down.”
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      I returned to the primary corridor of the southern extension with my half of the crew, rejoining the others. Sheri still had her arm draped over David’s shoulder, giving him some human contact and support. He seemed to have calmed down. He was no longer crying, though his defeated posture still bothered me.

      I stared at him, waiting until he noticed me and made eye contact before speaking. “We came here for you. Make your mother’s sacrifices and everyone else’s worthwhile.”

      “How?” he asked meekly. “Quasar destroyed my research. I don’t have anything else to offer.”

      In truth, the greater part of the reason we had come was to prevent him from creating more sigils for the enemy. I could only imagine how they might have employed reverse, considering how we had already used it to turn a loss into a win. “You’re a smart guy. You’ll think of something.”

      He didn’t seem too confident about that at the moment, but he also didn’t argue.

      “It’s time to go,” I announced, heavy-hearted from the loss of so many Royal Marines, David’s mother, and Grizz’s family. It was almost more than I could bear, and an unquenchable fury smoldered behind the ache of grief within me. I was eager to finish things once and for all.

      Considering the state of this part of the facility, I hadn’t yet weakened the two stabilizers propping our passageways up. I didn’t see any reason to do so now. They would keep us from being crushed in the time it took me to transition from pushing and pulling the mountain down on this facility to opening the portal back to Prestige.

      Moving my fingers to the guitar strings, I closed my eyes and did my best to steady myself before starting to play. For once, we weren’t in a desperate fight for our lives, reliant on sigiltech to pull us out of an impossible situation. The enemy was at the gates, but I had sealed them out, and it seemed they weren’t too eager to unseal us. We hadn’t killed all of the archons studying at the so-called academy. I found it hard to believe they couldn’t separate the doors, or dissolve them or otherwise break through if they really wanted. Having seen the damaged stabilizers, maybe they were busy packing up to get out before I did what I was about to do.

      I played slowly and deliberately. Slow Dancing in a Burning Room. Listening to it coming out of my custom-built guitar, I could feel my soul emanating from the piece. The fear, the pain, the anger. I let it run for twenty or thirty seconds before drawing the chaos energy into my construct. Picturing the mountain from what I had seen of it on the outside, I activated my construct, tugging not at the entire mass of rock—that would be impossible for me alone to bring down—but focusing on the area just beneath the passageways. I imagined the floors I had crossed as a giant snake convulsing from huge feet stomping down on its back.

      It took a lot of effort to make the ground shift, probably more than I should have used. But I couldn’t stand the thought of this place continuing to exist. It wasn’t created to forge sigils for peace and healing. With its deadly cache of sigiltech catalyst, its etchers and the datastore that no doubt held backups of David’s most recent designs, it was only meant for war. I wanted all of it gone, lost and forgotten. Buried beneath countless tons of stone.

      I soaked up more chaos energy, feeding it into my construct and through it into the action that moved the floors, further damaging the stabilizers and quaking the ground beneath our feet. At first, it was like being on a boat, rocking in the calm before the storm. Then the storm hit, jostling us more violently, the stabilizers groaning and creaking as they fought to maintain themselves intact. Deeper down, a rumble like a speeding freight train echoed through the rock, increasing the violence of the shaking as my initial output created a full-blown earthquake.

      “Ben, we need to go!” Quasar shouted. My eyes snapped open. I had almost forgotten myself in the music, in the chaos, in the desire to destroy this place. The rumbling across the installation deepened considerably, and cracks appeared in the floor beneath my feet. The closest stabilizer popped and began to bend.

      I stopping pushing, switching to the combination of sigils needed to transit out of here. My crew instinctively lined up around me, connecting hands, pedipalps, and paws so we could travel the void together. The stabilizer near me collapsed, the rock over it cracking and beginning to come down with it. The one on the other side broke more quickly, the ceiling above it fracturing to allow big chunks to break loose.

      Rather than opening the portal in front of me to run through, I opened it directly under our feet, the floor beneath us disappearing as the mountain collapsed over our heads. We fell into the void seconds ahead of the cave-in.

      With the portal open on both ends, gravity and our building momentum carried us toward the bottom end. I yearned to stay, to feed on the chaos inside the void. I heard it. I still wanted it. But there was nothing it could do to tempt me to stay. We fell through the other end, dropping ten feet to Head Case’s hangar deck, landing sprawled in a pile.

      I canceled the transit as quickly as I could, unsure of how much of the mountain had followed us through. A few smaller chunks of rock came through behind us, bouncing harmlessly off our armored bodies before the portal closed.

      Stillness followed. For a few seconds, nobody spoke or moved. We were all just grateful to be alive.

      “I think I broke my butt,” Emerald murmured.

      “I think you broke my butt,” Sheri said.

      “I think you should all get off my butt,” Quasar growled.

      “Ixy, do you have a butt?” Emerald asked.

      “Yesss,” she replied, turning to shake it at Emerald.

      “That was too close,” George said. “Ben, are you okay?”

      I wasn’t. I had the weight of almost everybody on top of me, and my body felt like it was literally on fire. My insides, too. “Could everybody get off me, please,” I gasped. “Matt, are you there?”

      “Ben? Are you here?” he asked.

      “In the hangar. Activate the fire suppression system. Just the water. No gel.”

      “Is there a fire?” he questioned as everybody, starting with Emerald and ending with George, slid slowly off me. “I’m not getting any alerts.”

      “Just do it please.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Water began spraying from the overhead sprinklers, quickly dousing me while everybody else jumped up and ran for cover under the stairs leading up to the elevator. I laid there spread eagle on the deck, listening to the trickle of the water running down drains in the deck. Never had cold water felt so good.

      I stayed there for a few minutes, finally getting to my feet as the flow of water subsided, the suppression system emptied. The elevator door opened at the top of the stairs, and Matt ran to the railing to look down on me, a huge grin on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better,” I replied. I was exhausted. Physically, mentally, and emotionally. My face hurt from where Coil had repeatedly punched me. And despite the cold water, I still felt like I was burning up. Just not quite as badly. “But I’m still alive.”

      “Where’s David?” Matt asked.

      “Here,” David said, moving out from under the steps as the deluge from overhead dwindled to drips.

      “We’re all here,” George added as the others emerged from cover.

      “What about the Marines?” he questioned.

      “They didn’t make it.”

      “None of them?”

      I shook my head.

      “Damn.” He fell silent after that, at a loss for words.

      “Contact Volker,” I said. “Tell him the base on Gloin is destroyed and the objective has been recovered. Tell him every Royal Marine who participated is a hero.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. “Why don’t you tell him yourself?”

      I offered a weak smile. I’d had enough experience with dizziness and fatigue that I already knew what came next. “I’ll be in sick bay. I just need someone to carry me…there.”

      And with that, I passed out.
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      “How long have I been out?” I asked, the moment I regained consciousness. I didn’t bother to open my eyes.

      “Four hours,” Matt replied.

      “Did you talk to Keep?”

      “Dutch used the collator to reach him, yeah.”

      “Dutch?”

      “Short for Duchess. You know, Dryka?”

      “I hate it.”

      “Too bad, most of us think it’s badass.”

      “What did Keep say?”

      “He wasn’t happy about the casualties.”

      “Neither am I.”

      “He wasn’t that happy Quasar smashed David’s laptop, either.”

      I opened my eyes for that. Matt sat in a chair next to me. Shaq was curled up near my feet, head lifted while he followed the conversation. I half expected Emerald to be curled up there with him. I was glad she wasn’t.

      “Really? He probably wanted the most powerful sigils, too. Despite what he said about burying sigiltech again.”

      “Why so suddenly cynical about Keep?” Matt asked. “I thought you two were besties?”

      “You’re my best friend,” I replied. “Keep’s more like—”

      “Replacement dad?” Matt ventured.

      “My Cousin Vinny,” I replied.

      He laughed. “Wow, you reached back in time for that one.”

      “You’re the one who made me watch it.”

      “On a recommendation from Jennifer Hewitt’s father,” Matt said, laughing. “The movie was so much more entertaining than Jennifer.”

      “That’s not nice.” He shrugged. “Where are we now? And don’t say on the way to Atlas.”

      “We’re on the way to Atlas.”

      “I just told you not to say that.”

      “But, Keep told Volker to come out of hyperspace on your command. He figured we might as well get headed in the right direction while you were sleeping.”

      “Did I do any magic while I was out?”

      “Not this time.” I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. “Justus ran another scan on you, though.”

      “Did he give you the news?”

      “I hate to break it to you, bro, but you’re dying.”

      “Thanks for letting me down easy.”

      He smiled, but it faded quickly. “The cancer’s spreading again. Just like before. The upside is that he said your diagnostics offered definitive proof that the more cancerous your cells become, the more chaos energy you can channel.”

      “That’s a terrible trade.”

      “Once this is over, maybe you can fix the restore sigil. You won’t need the construct anymore.”

      “Without the catalyst in my skin, the restore sigil will erase itself.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Not completely. It seems logical.”

      “Except the restore sigil in Keep’s skull hasn’t healed itself.”

      “It’s a different sigil. And maybe because it’s etched into bone.”

      “Maybe David could figure out how to etch one into your bone.”

      “I don’t really want to die at twenty-one. But I also don’t want to live to be a thousand.”

      “Fair enough. Even if the sigil healed itself, resetting your cancer would buy you a few more months, at least. Time to see the galaxy like we planned in the beginning. That feels like a hundred years ago now.”

      I smiled. “You may be onto something there.”

      “I totally am.”

      “We need to stop Blorb first.”

      “Right there with you, man.”

      “Speaking of David, is he still a mess?”

      “He’s hurting, but Sheri’s helping him through it. I think maybe she likes him.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Why, because he’s not swole?”

      “Because he’s mentally weak. Sheri likes strong men. She used to have the worst crush on you.”

      “Until I cut my hair.” He smiled. “People change. You have. Bigtime.”

      “For the better, I hope.”

      “I think so.”

      “You’ve changed too.”

      “For the better, I hope?” he said, copying me.

      “The jury’s still out.”

      He laughed. “I knew you were going in for the kill. So, you’re awake. What do we do now?”

      “I’m going to get up, grab a shower, eat a burger, drink a beer. Maybe two. After that, I’ll meet with Volker.” I paused, cringing.

      “What’s up?”

      “I need to tell Grizz about his wife and kids.”

      “Emerald already took care of it.”

      “Emerald?” I cried, facepalming. “Couldn’t anyone other than Emerald have done it?”

      “From what I understand, she was actually pretty compassionate. Besides, I doubt he noticed anything else after she said she was sorry.”

      “I’ll make sure to give him my condolences too.”

      “So you’ll meet with Volker, and uh…” He trailed off, waiting for me to pick up the statement.

      “And get an update on the war effort. Specifically, where we can find Dominator.”

      “Wait. What? All of a sudden we’re ready to take on Dominator?”

      “You can wait until I’m dead, if you want?”

      “Hmm, no, thank you.”

      “Even if Blorb isn’t on Dominator, I bet Lyke knows where his evil lair is. It’s an obvious target.”

      “Maybe too obvious. They’ll be expecting us.”

      “What else is new? We’ve been a step behind the entire way. Rather than insanely expecting that to change, we should lean into it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m going to challenge Lyke to a duel.”

      “Is this like the last time when you were sure you were dreaming and thought we were all zombies? Because you aren’t dreaming. You just sound nuts.”

      “You don’t think she’ll accept?”

      “Oh, I think she’ll accept. And I think she’ll wipe the floor with us. And even if she doesn’t, she’ll cheat and bring in reinforcements.”

      “I agree with the last part. But so will we. The idea is to draw her out rather than trying to hunt her down.”

      “You’re making this all up as you go along, aren’t you?”

      “What if I am? If we confront her, we’re meeting on her terms. If we challenge her and she accepts, we have a little more control. We need every bit of extra edge we can get.”

      “We need a lot more than that. If Lyke knows where and when, she’ll bring every sigilship in her fleet along to take you out.”

      I fell silent, stymied by the statement. He was right. There was no way Lyke would agree to one-on-one combat and not bring in reinforcements, especially if the fight was going badly for her. But maybe we could use that to our advantage.

      “What if she thinks she’s winning?” I said. “She won’t call for backup that way.”

      “How do you propose making her think she’s winning when she isn’t?”

      “David’s new sigil. Reverse. She can be winning. She can even land the killing blow. David can undo it.”

      “Yeah, Quasar told me about that. She also said both sides get reversed and they both know it happened. The only reason it worked on the bad guys on Gloin is because they didn’t understand why they went backward. In their confusion, they stuck to their plan.”

      “Except for Coil. He nearly killed me.” I smirked. “I beat him without sigiltech.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I did!” I insisted. “Lucky punch.”

      “Nope. Still not buying it.”

      “Whatever. It happened.

      “The point is, she’s more aware of what sigiltech can do. She won’t fall for that and do the same thing twice.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But at the nadir of the reverse, we’ll have Dominator’s exact position.”

      Matt shook his head. “That’s a bad idea.”

      “Is it, though?” I replied. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “Why don’t you go take care of your corporeal needs?” Matt suggested. “We can run this all past Volker and company later.”

      “The more I think about it, the better it seems. I knew rescuing David would pay dividends.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      I smirked as I threw off the sheets covering me, only to realize I was naked. “Please tell me Emerald didn’t undress me.”

      Matt laughed. “Even after the cryogel bath, you were still so hot, we figured we needed to give your body as much cool air as possible.”

      “So everyone saw me in my birthday suit?” I could feel my face heating up. “Wonderful. Thank you very much.”

      “Not everyone saw you naked. Only the people in the hangar.”

      “My sister?”

      “Don’t worry, she said it was gross and looked away.” I sighed. There was nothing I could do about it now. “And Emerald was more concerned with all the bruises. Honestly, the toilet closeup of your butt in the underlay was worse.”

      “Thanks, I guess. Clothes?”

      He reached behind to grab them and dropped them on top of my groin. “Much better.”

      “Get out of here. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      Matt stood up, still amused. “Try not to cook up any more crazy ideas in the meantime.”

      “It’s not crazy. But no promises.” He waved and left the room. I stood and glanced at Shaq, who was cleaning his face with his paws at the end of the bed. “You don’t think I’m crazy, do you, bud?”

      He buzzed noncommittally. “Not sure. With you either way.”

      “Thanks for the support.” I dressed quickly, my mind still going over the scenario. Not only might it work, but if it worked, there was a chance we could get the Star of Caprum back. And if it didn’t?

      I was going to die soon anyway.
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      “Boo!” Emerald exclaimed when I entered the kitchen. She jumped up so quickly, she dumped her drink over. It swept across the table and ran over the edge onto Matt’s lap

      “Em!” he snapped in annoyance, leaping up himself to avoid the bulk of the mess.

      “Sorry,” she tossed back at him without slowing before she threw herself into my arms, hugging me tightly. “How are you feeling?”

      “My jaw’s sore,” I replied, hugging her back before separating from her. “But otherwise, I’m fine. Passing out just comes with the territory.” I circled past her to Asshole while Matt joined me at the counter to grab a towel.

      I was still a little shaken up after offering my condolences to Grizz. He had been polite in accepting them, but I could see he was heartbroken. I had offered him a transfer to Prestige so he could go home. He refused. He had nothing left to go home to, his pain growing into a small fire in my gut that wouldn’t fade until Blorb was dead.

      “You sure smell a lot better,” Matt remarked. “And blue is definitely more your color.”

      I had changed into my blue captain’s suit, figuring I should look as professional as possible when I spoke to Volker again. “Black and blue. It matches the bruising.” I touched the side of my face and worked my jaw around, still a little swollen from Coil’s punch.

      “You went toe-to-toe with Coil and all you came out with was a swollen jaw,” Emerald said. “That’s impressive. What sigil did you use on him?”

      “I didn’t. I beat him without sigils.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right. Silly Ben.”

      “I did. I swear.”

      “Uh-huh,” she responded.

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      “I don’t know, you tell me.”

      “The thing that gets me is that he wasn’t blind anymore. But he didn’t have implants. His eyes were black as night, like a shark’s.”

      “Maybe he was a zombie,” Matt suggested. “You have a thing for zombies.”

      “He wasn’t undead,” I replied. “Just his eyes.”

      “Who cares?” Emerald said. “He’s dead and buried. Very buried.”

      “Along with too many Marines,” I agreed. “But it may have been worth it. I have an idea.”

      “Ooh, do tell!” she chirped excitedly.

      “I’ll go over it in our next briefing,” I replied.

      “Hey, Ben,” David said, pausing in the doorway. Sheri was with him, out of her armor and into a pair of sweatpants and baggy Supreme branded sweatshirt. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good,” I answered, turning back to Asshole. “Cheeseburger, medium. Fried egg on top and extra potato chips. And a beer.”

      “Comin’ right up, fearless leader!” Asshole replied.

      I smiled. Either Meg or Leo had messed with the assembler’s speech algorithm.

      “Are you putting potato chips on a burger?” David asked.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I never thought of that.”

      “You should try it. Doritos are good too.”

      “I’ve got next order,” he announced.

      “I take it you’re feeling a little better.”

      “A lot better. I mean, I’m still totally bummed about my mom. But she saved my life. All our lives. She gave me a chance to make up for what I did. Helping Sedaya, I mean.”

      “Order up, fearless leader!” Asshole announced. I opened the cabinet to grab my food.

      “What about your laptop?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I mean, I could rewrite it all if I really wanted to. But losing it made me think more about what I was doing. How I want to spend my life, you know? I don’t want to trivialize what’s happening in this galaxy, but the whole experience really opened my eyes on a personal level.”

      He glanced back at Sheri. I took note of the way he was looking at her and grinned. Maybe she had opened his eyes to the existence of the opposite sex.

      “Asshole, can I please have a cheeseburger also. Medium-well, with lots of Doritos on top.”

      “You got it, dork,” Asshole replied.

      “Dork?” David said, laughing.

      “Did the twins add voice recognition?” I asked, sitting down beside Matt, who was back in his seat, mopping up Emerald’s mess.

      “Sure seems that way,” Matt replied. “Asshole called me Sexy Blonde.”

      “Why do you get sexy?” Emerald asked, sitting back down and grabbing the towel out of Matt’s hand to finish cleaning up. “I got Loco Cabesa. That doesn’t even make any sense.”

      “I guess you don’t know any Spanish,” I replied.

      “No. It’s not that common anymore. What does it mean?”

      “Crazy head.”

      “What?” She made a pouty face before laughing. “Maybe I’ll get it tattooed to my rear.”

      “No comment.” I said, watching Sheri walk up to order her lunch. She stood there, looking like she expected Asshole to explode in her face. “What’s the matter, Sis? Not having your usual nachos heaped with Jalapenos and cheese?”

      “I don’t want to know what Meg and Leo think of me.”

      “How did they know I’m a dork?” David asked. “I only met them an hour ago.”

      “I guess it oozes out of your pores,” Matt joked.

      “Order up!” Asshole said. “Enjoy the grub, dork.”

      “Thanks,” David said, opening the cabinet and pulling out his food. The chips were piled high on top of the cheese, with more melted cheese on top. It looked unbelievable. “Wow. This looks great.”

      “I think Meg and Leo added some code to make Asshole more creative too,” Matt said.

      David paused before sitting, pointing to the last chair. “Sheri, do you want to sit?”

      “No, thank you. I’m going to take a nap. Enjoy your burger.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you later?”

      “Yup.”

      He offered her a huge grin and sat down with Matt, Emerald, and me. “Your sister is so awesome.”

      “She is. And if you try anything with her, I’ll feed you to Asshole.”

      His face paled. “Uh…I…”

      “I’m kidding,” I said with a smile before quickly dropping it. “Or am I?”

      David swallowed nervously before turning his attention to his burger. He took a bite of his when I took a bite of mine. “You were right,” he said after he swallowed. “Doritos on a burger is amazing. So good.” He paused to wipe some cheese off the corner of his mouth. “So I’ve been thinking about you a lot the last couple of hours.”

      “That’s…creepy,” I said.

      “Not in a bad way,” he corrected. “I’ve been thinking about what you told me. About chaos energy and your guitar and all that.”

      “And?”

      “Well, I’m wondering if I might be able to write an algorithm that can detect chaos energy. But I’d need some equipment to build a neural interface to scan your brain.”

      “What would be the benefit?” I asked.

      He smiled, his burger momentarily forgotten in his sudden excitement. “Okay, so chaos energy is like music, right?”

      “I don’t know, is it?”

      “Yes,” he replied confidently. “Music is composed of notes. Chaos energy is composed of…I don’t know. Let’s call them wavelengths, for lack of a better word.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      “Actually, let’s call them motes.”

      “Notes and motes?” I asked.

      “Well, Chaos Energy is material. It’s composed of particles. Motes.”

      “Sure, whatever makes you happy.”

      “The motes are part of the atmosphere in the layers between timelines. This is all stuff my mom told me, by the way. I didn’t come up with this myself. She got this info from my father, who got it from Sucaath.”

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah, so motes are like carbon dioxide. Or oxygen. Or water. They have a crystalline structure, and there’s a ton of energy stored inside the crystals. Like, unbelievable amounts. It would basically turn most scientific theories regarding energy on their heads. But the thing about the energy is that each type of mote can only affect certain properties of the universe, and you need to combine the motes to make things happen.”

      “And sigils channel the motes in specific ways so that the archon doesn’t need to gather them directly,” I said. “Like funnels, only certain motes can combine to provide the desired result of the action.”

      Matt raised his eyebrow. “Who told you that?”

      “Suck-ass,” I replied.

      “Of course.”

      “That’s exactly right,” David said. “And it was also confirmation that my mother wasn’t bullshitting me. So when you tap into the Interdimension, you’re able to pull these motes into your body like you would breathe oxygen. And you think about what you want them to do or tell them what you want them to do with a focus word, and the catalyst draws the motes into the proper sigil and it happens. That’s the gist, anyway.”

      “I’m with you so far,” I said.

      “Okay, but you don’t have catalyst. Which means you’re drawing in the energy on your own. Part of it is genetics. I assume the other part is related to your cancer.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because nobody else can do what you do. From what I understand, cancer is so rare out here they don’t have any treatments for it. And who back on Earth gets exposed to sigiltech? It’s simply a matter of logical reasoning and deduction.”

      “Dork,” Emerald said.

      David flushed. “Furthering that line of reasoning, I posit that by building an interface, we can capture the signatures of the specific motes, and maybe even get to the point where you can pick them out without music. Though it might require a neural implant to translate the signals. I’m not sure yet.”

      “I’ll ask you again. What would be the benefit?”

      “You agree sigils are like a funnel, right?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Okay, so what happens if you try to pour too much of something in a funnel at one time?”

      “It either clogs or backs up,” I replied.

      “Precisely. So what if instead of a funnel, you had a firehose?”

      “You turn into Harry Potter,” Matt said, slapping me on the back.

      “Or Succaath,” I replied, not nearly as excited as Matt. “The cancer-ridden, dying version. It sounds incredible and terrifying. It also sounds like it would require a lot of time and effort, neither of which is something we have to spare.”

      David made a face. “It could be the difference between winning and losing.”

      “If I die first, we lose for sure,” I said.

      “Well, how long do you think we have before we get to the next fight?”

      “A few days. Maybe a week or two, max.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair, thinking. “Okay. Well, if I can get the preliminary stuff set up, are you game to have your brain scanned?”

      “Set up whatever you need to set up, and then get back to me,” I answered.

      “Okay. Deal.”

      “Now, shut up and eat your burger before I beat you to it.” I’d already eaten more than half of mine and was still hungry.

      He picked it up and took a huge bite. “Over my dead body,“ he said with his mouth full.
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      I followed the to-do list I laid out to Matt to the tee, finishing my burger and setting up a briefing with Commander Volker. Given the size of Prestige’s briefing rooms, I didn’t take all of my crew with me. Shaq, of course. Matt, Dryka, Quasar, and Leo. I wanted an engineer to help vet the feasibility of my plan, and Grizz was too absorbed in his grief right now.

      Prestige had already come out of hyperspace by my command before I arrived at the conference room with my entourage. Commander Volker was there with Lieutenants Cox and Gonzalez. Like the rest of the Royal Marine assault team, Major Nori had died on Gloin behind the controls of one of the mechs. I felt his loss the moment we entered the room. He was my biggest supporter among the Royal Guard, despite the fact that I’d had him imprisoned for a short time.

      “Commander Volker,” I said, stopping just over the threshold. “My deepest sympathy for the loss of your fellow Royal Guards. I–” I froze. The sentences I had gone over in my head on the way to the room suddenly felt so inadequate.

      “Apology accepted, Captain,” Volker said.

      He and his officers had risen to their feet to greet me. They all wore stoic expressions, keeping their pain, disappointment, resentment, blame, or whatever else they felt hidden firmly behind their military bearing. I wasn’t military. I struggled to do the same, stabbing at my eyes with the cuff of my jacket sleeve as I peered down at the deck.

      “The important thing is the mission was a success,” Volker continued. “The primary source of the enemy’s ability to escalate is back under our control. I’m sure David’s expertise will be of tremendous benefit to us.”

      “Yeah,” I said softly, finally looking up. “That remains to be determined. His research was all destroyed during our escape.” I glanced at Quasar, hoping nobody had told Volker exactly what had happened to David’s laptop.

      Cox seemed more disappointed than the Commander. “Then we have no way to create a more powerful weapon than they already possess.”

      “It’s an inconvenience,” Volker countered. “I’m sure David can still be of benefit to our cause. Isn’t that right, Captain Murdock?”

      “I believe so,” I replied. “He’s already hard at work on a theory.” I had left him with Meg on Deck Six, poring over all the crap Miklos and Archie had collected to build their inventions. His idea to build a mote control device had ignited the same passion in him I had seen when he first showed me his sigil simulator. He seemed intensely determined to build something before we reached our destination, wherever that wound up being.

      “A theory?” Gonzalez asked, a portion of his anger slipping through his military veneer. “We lost two hundred Royal Marines for a theory?”

      “Not just a theory,” I snapped.

      “We might have lost David’s research,” Matt said. “But so did the enemy. That’s something.”

      “And David did finish one last sigil before we brought the mountain down,” Quasar added. “He put it on a catalyst ring. It’s one of a kind.”

      “What does it do?” Cox asked.

      “We should bring the Regent into the conversation,” Dryka suggested. “Before we go into further details.”

      “Agreed,” Volker said.

      She took out her collator and placed it on the table, standing up to activate it. Like before, the conference table in the Imperium overlapped the same table on Prestige, filling in the remaining seats with the ghosts of Keep, General Nattic, and Admiral Vaslon. Hiro wasn’t with them this time.

      “Captain Murdock,” Keep said, grinning widely when he saw me. “I’ve heard mixed reports about your efforts on Gloin.”

      “Your Honor,” I said, bowing my head respectfully. Keep seemed a little surprised by the gesture. “We recovered the asset, but we paid a great price to do it.”

      “It’s difficult to lose so many good men and women,” he agreed. “But they knew what they signed up for. I’m sure they made the ultimate sacrifice without hesitation.”

      “And then some,” I agreed. “I wouldn’t be standing here now, otherwise.”

      “Duchess Dryka informs me that you’ve developed a potential plan to outmaneuver Blorb. But she wouldn’t tell me what the plan is.”

      “Because she doesn’t know yet,” I replied.

      “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that we’ve thought we had Blorb cornered before. He’s always managed to slip from our grasp.”

      “As I’m all too aware,” I said. “I can’t guarantee the same won’t happen again, but I’m convinced the reward is worth the risk.”

      “You said that about Gloin,” Gonzalez blustered. “I’m not sure that turned out to be true.”

      “I’m not sure it didn’t turn out to be true,” Matt barked back, once again coming to my defense.

      “That’s enough,” Keep said, his voice unnervingly stiff, stern, and powerful. He was really growing into his role as Regent. It wasn’t necessarily a good thing. I missed the old Keep. “Captain, what’s your plan?”

      “I want to challenge Admiral Lyke to a duel. Ship-to-ship. May the best crew win.”

      “That’s crazy,” Gonzalez said before anyone else could react.

      “Excuse me?” Keep said in clear disbelief. “You’re a powerful archon, but Dominator has the Star of Caprum. You’ll die, Bennie.” His voice cracked, and he suddenly froze, realizing he had lost his air of nobility and broken character. Coughing, he reverted back. “I can’t permit this, Captain.”

      “Just hear me out, Your Honor. Please?”

      “Very well,” Keep replied.

      “David made a ring with a powerful new sigil. I call it reverse. He can use it to turn back time with specificity.”

      “Turn back time?” Cox gasped. “That’s impossible.”

      “He already used it once to save our lives,” Quasar said. “Colonel Coil jumped us on Gloin. We would have died if not for that sigil.”

      Keep was doing his best not to look too impressed with or curious about the sigil. “And you think this can give you an edge against Dominator?”

      “Yes and no,” I replied. “Assuming we can draw Lyke out, if she lands a killing blow we can reverse the situation and make a different choice. The problem is, so can she. In that sense, it would allow us to delay the inevitable. But, what if instead of buying ourselves extra lives, we use the reverse sigil to get Dominator’s exact spatial coordinates at the endpoint of the reversal? If we time it right—”

      “You can transit to Dominator and go after Lyke in person,” Keep finished. “Mano-a-mano. Hand-to-hand. Or sigil-to-sigil, in this case.”

      “If I win, Dominator isn’t just out of the fight. It falls back into our hands, with the Star of Caprum. Badabing badaboom.”

      “And what if you lose?” Volker asked.

      “That’s where the risk comes in,” I replied. “But you said it yourself, Your Honor. The Star is Lyke’s edge. Take it out of the equation, and she isn’t stronger than me. Not even close.”

      “Maybe not, but she also isn’t the only person on that ship,” Keep said. “It’s not like you can walk onto the bridge and start dueling.”

      “I’ll go with him,” Quasar said.

      “Me too,” Shaq agreed.

      “I’m sure you would,” Keep said. He paused thoughtfully. “I don’t know. It’s very risky.”

      “But if it works, it’s game over,” I said. “We win. It doesn’t matter how many warships the enemy has—sigil or conventional—they can’t defeat Dominator with the Star any more than we can.”

      “What if you can’t transit in time?” Keep asked. “You’ll have a couple of seconds at best. You’d have to time it perfectly.”

      “Like I’m in a hop race,” I agreed. “I can do it, Keep.” I flinched, forgetting propriety in my eagerness to defend my case. He didn’t call me out.

      “I want to tell you that I know you can,” he replied. “But this is rough, even for you.”

      “We have to do something,” I pressed. “My cancer is spreading. I’ve only got another month, two if I’m lucky. We aren’t going to get a better chance than this.”

      Keep shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      I opened my mouth to continue arguing when Nattic spoke. “Your Honor, if I may.”.

      “Go ahead, General,” Keep replied.

      “From what I understand of transiting, you’re using sigiltech to open rifts in spacetime at different points in the universe, and passing through similarly to folding space. Is that correct?”

      “Pretty much,” I agreed.

      “So what about sending an explosive device through this rift instead of yourself? The enemy ship isn’t protected from the inside. A big enough detonation would destroy it without putting your life at risk.”

      “There are a couple of problems with that,” I replied. “For one, if we blow up Dominator, we lose the Star of Caprum.”

      “I’m okay with that,” Nattic said.

      “For another, I need to maintain physical contact with anything I want to bring through the rifts. Otherwise it could get lost in the void. And I’m pretty sure we don’t want a bomb going off in there.”

      “I see,” Nattic replied.

      “Captain, that’s not completely true,” Keep said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “You told me—”

      “It’s true of living things that can be distracted by the temptation or despair of the crossing. Inanimate objects aren’t subject to those outside influences. A bomb should work just fine, and I think that’s a great idea.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Nattic said.

      I glanced at Dryka. She sat stone-faced, no doubt angry at having the Star treated like it didn’t matter. In the grand scheme of things, maybe it didn’t. But it still held great value to her. Even so, she didn’t argue with the General’s idea.

      “Dominator would still be an incredible asset to gain,” I said. “There’s no guarantee Blorb is on board, and the war won’t end until he does.”

      “Maybe not even then,” Matt said.

      “Meaning we could really use the ship,” I added.

      “I’m not arguing the value of Dominator,” Keep said. “I’m arguing the value of your life.”

      “It doesn’t have any value,” I said. “I’m going to die soon enough anyway. How about this? I can go over with an explosive. A dead man’s switch. I die, it goes off. Best of both worlds.”

      “No. As Matt just pointed out, Dominator isn’t the be-all, end-all of this fight. We need you for as long as we have you. I think your basic plan is sound, but Nattic’s alteration is the only way I’ll permit it to move forward. If you think you can get Lyke to play along.”

      I stewed over his reluctance to put me in danger. He was trying too hard to protect me, and I didn’t like it. Even so, I took a page from Dryka’s book and accepted the decision. “I can get her to bite. I’ve got a plan for that too.”
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      “Well,” Matt asked as we scaled the hangar steps to the elevator. “What’s your plan to draw Lyke in?”

      While I’d promised Keep I could convince Lyke to accept my challenge, he hadn’t questioned me on how I would contact her—I had confidence Gia could find a way if I couldn’t—or what I would do to convince her to fight. Not that she would need much convincing. I hoped. And I didn’t go into any detail about my plan, because I wasn’t sure it would work. Keep trusted me to get the job done, and I got the impression he didn’t want the military brass to have all the details.

      Keep had been Regent for a few weeks now, and he had grown into the role in terms of his posture, presentation, and possibly arrogance. But the Keep I knew was still in there, lurking behind the more polished exterior. He understood the need for secrecy.

      After thinking it over, I answered Matt’s question, in a way, when we reached the top of the steps and I paused in front of the elevator, turning to Dryka. “Dutch, I’ll need the collator.”

      “You think Lyke has one, too?” she questioned, picking it out of her pocket.

      “Succaath and Sedaya were working together. And Lyke was Sedaya’s primary archon, the admiral of his growing sigiltech fleet, and probably more.”

      “Thanks for sinking that thought into my head,” Matt said.

      “It makes sense that she would have had a collator,” I continued. “Whether she kept it after Sedaya double-crossed Suck-ass is a different story.”

      “So your big plan is to call her and ask her out on a date?”

      “Pretty much,” I replied. “Not everything has to be complicated.”

      “You don’t think that’ll make her suspicious?” Quasar said.

      “Of course it will,” I answered. “She’ll wonder what trick we have up our sleeve that we think we can beat Dominator.”

      “Do you think she knows about the scale sigil?” Matt asked.

      “I don’t know, but after seeing the sigilship defending Gloin use that expulsion sigil to wipe out an entire squadron of Royal Guard ships, I’m concerned scale won’t work in our favor. If we’re on the sensors one second and gone the next, and Dominator can trigger something like that…” I shook my head. “We’ll be too small to get out of the way, and our tiny size may make it impossible for me to fully separate the energy wave.”

      “Good point,” Matt agreed. “Damn, I was hoping to change your mind about using reverse with that.”

      “I think reverse is a good idea,” Dryka said. “Lyke won’t see that one coming. I’m not sure how I feel about sending a bomb into the ship, though.”

      “The Star of Caprum?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It’s a one-of-a-kind family heirloom. An unlimited power source, and Keep wants to blow it up like it doesn’t matter.”

      “I wouldn’t go as far as to say it doesn’t matter to him. But stopping Blorb matters more.”

      “It does to me, too. But I thought your suggestion to go through with the bomb was perfectly reasonable.”

      “I didn’t,” Matt said. “Don’t treat Ben like he doesn’t matter.”

      “That’s not it at all. You know that, don’t you?” I nodded when she glanced at me. “I’m just being pragmatic.”

      “Then why didn’t you speak up at the meeting?”

      “I’ve known Avi a long time. I know when to argue and when to stand down.” She looked at me. “He loves you, Ben. I can see it in his eyes. Right or wrong, like it or not, he would make any excuse to reduce your risk. I bet he still thinks he can save your life.”

      She wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t already guessed, but hearing it from someone else made it even more real. “Maybe keeping his loved ones safe is what matters the most to him. You and I, both. The Star is amazing, but it’s still an inanimate object.”

      “I know,” she replied. “And ultimately, you’re right. But I can’t help thinking it’s the wrong move.”

      “It’s the move we agreed to,” I said. “And it beats the heck out of losing.”

      “I can’t disagree with that.” She held the collator out in her palm. “What do I do to contact Lyke?”

      “Just think about her, I guess.”

      “I don’t even know what she looks like.”

      I’d forgotten Dryka had never seen Lyke before. “Five foot nine, brown hair, pointed features.”

      “Total Karen,” Matt added.

      “Who’s Karen?” Dryka asked.

      “Nevermind,” I said. “Maybe you can just visualize Dominator. If there’s a collator on board, that might be enough.”

      Dryka nodded and closed her eyes. I looked around the hangar, waiting for the ghostly visage of Dominator’s bridge to appear. Dryka’s eyes opened and she glanced around, expecting the same. “I guess it’s not—”

      The collator activated. My blood immediately went cold, a shiver running through every part of me.

      Lyke wasn’t on Dominator’s bridge. Instead, she appeared to be in what looked like one of Blorb’s reproduction facilities, with colonies of Aleal growing on both sides. Obviously, she knew about Blorb.

      And she was helping him.

      “I think you may have been off about the probably more part,” Matt quipped.

      “Murdock,” Lyke said. If she was surprised to hear from me, especially through this channel, she didn’t let it show. “How nice of you to call. I accept your surrender.”

      “Actually, I was contacting you to accept your surrender,” I replied.

      “Really? Because from where I’m standing, it seems like my side is winning.”

      “You’re killing innocent people. Don’t you care?”

      She shrugged. “They don’t need to die. They just need to get out of the way.”

      “That is harsh,” Matt commented.

      “You do know that Blorb killed Sedaya, right?” I asked.

      “Of course. It was always part of the plan.” She smiled. “You know as well as I do that Sedaya was a little…unstable. He wanted to be a Niflin, for fate’s sake. Blorb has a real goal. A true motivation. And he’s more willing to share the spoils. With you, too, Murdock. We don’t need to be enemies. We can all work toward the same, common goal. You could live like an Emperor, without having to be one.”

      “Is that what’s in it for you? Money?”

      “Power,” she replied. “That’s what I desire. When the Spiral bends the knee to the new Emperor, the entire Fertile Quadrant will become my domain, to do with as I please.”

      “And you really believe Blorb will stick to that deal?”

      “He isn’t human. He doesn’t lie like one.”

      “He just eats people and pretends to be them.”

      “Your Aleal did the same. Did you have a problem with that?”

      “Alter was different. She didn’t want to supplant humankind.”

      “I’m sure she was a paragon of virtue. But that’s beside the point. Why did you contact me, Murdock? And where did you get protostem?”

      “Probably the same place you did,” I replied.

      “So you made a deal with the devil, too?”

      “I figured he was the lesser evil. In any case, I contacted you so we could end the bloodshed. Too many innocent people have died already.”

      “So I was right. You do want to surrender.”

      “It wasn’t funny the first time, either. You said you wanted the innocents out of the way. This is your chance.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “A duel,” I said. “Head Case versus Dominator.”

      Lyke started laughing before coming to an abrupt stop. “Wait. You’re not joking, are you?”

      “Nope. I’m completely serious. Single combat. Winner takes all.”

      “That’s not how intergalactic conflict works, Murdock. It isn’t that simple.”

      “Why not? The Spiral is primarily a feudal society. There’s precedent for trial by combat. Tell me it’s never happened.”

      “It’s never—”

      “Wrong,” Quasar said, interrupting Lyke. “There are over four hundred instances of planets changing hands as a result of trial by combat across the history of the Manticore Spiral. Like Ben said, there’s precedent.”

      Lyke smiled. “Only the ruler of the Hegemony can agree to the terms. And we both know your Emperor is a fake.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I answered. “Hiro has a Regent acting in his stead. And he’s already given me permission to make the offer. His agreement is a formality.”

      “Ben…” Matt said, trying to warn me about promising something from Keep that he hadn’t agreed on. I cast him a fiery sidelong glance.

      “What do you say, Admiral?” I asked. “You have the bigger ship. More sigils. And the Star of Caprum. What are you afraid of?”

      “Your eagerness,” she answered. “I don’t trust you.”

      “I don’t trust you, either. But there are two reasons why I’m willing to take my chances. One, I don’t want more innocent people to suffer, and we can prevent that by resolving this conflict quickly and cleanly. Two, I’m dying, and if I don’t fight you now, I’ll never get the chance.”

      “Ben…” Matt growled more forcefully.

      “I don’t understand you, Murdock,” Lyke said, looking confused. “Why would you admit your mortality to me? All I have to do is wait and you’ll be out of the picture. Why would I ever agree to fight you?”

      “Because your pride demands it,” I answered.

      “Pride?” Lyke laughed again. “You act as if you know me.”

      “You had me in the open on Atlas and you didn’t take me out. There has to be a reason for that.”

      “I was busy picking up Blorb.”

      “But not too busy to bombard the palace. Everywhere except where I was. Coincidence? I think not. You want this fight. You’ve been waiting for it ever since I slipped your noose at Windfall. It’s not enough to kill me, is it? You need to know you’re better than me. Vis-a-vis, pride. This might be your only chance.”

      Lyke stared at me before shaking her head. “You should see your face, Murdock. So damn smug. I’ll agree to your challenge simply so I can wipe that stupid smirk off your face. Send the terms, and prepare to meet your maker.”
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      As expected, Keep wasn’t happy about the offer I made to Lyke. He still wasn’t all that happy about the idea in general, despite agreeing to go along with it. Regardless, the terms were sent within hours, signed by the Regent of the Atlassian Hegemony, acting ruler of the Manticore Spiral. The electronic document, a contract for all intents and purposes, came back an hour later, signed with a scribble labeled underneath as Prime Aleal Herotus Sedaya. Which was almost worse than Blorb. It seemed even he didn’t like the short, simple name he had gotten stuck with.

      Of course, the contract was just barely a smidge above meaningless. While the terms dictated the time and location of the duel and included language guaranteeing there would be no outside interference, there were no real consequences attached to the affirmations. They were made and adhered to based on the honor system and the loss of face that would occur if they were broken. But while Lyke claimed Blorb had a sense of honor and fairness, enough so that she believed his promise of gifting her the entire Fertile Quadrant, I wasn’t so easily swayed. An Aleal like Blorb didn’t need to worry all that much about losing face. He had plenty of them to spare.

      In reality, we had entered into the agreement expecting a double-cross. And for my part, I believed we would prevail despite any efforts by Lyke or Blorb to reinforce Dominator during the fight. Since our plan was based on getting a do-over with reverse, we only needed the position of Dominator at a given point in time. We could even afford to have Head Case critically damaged before then. As long as David didn’t screw up his part, we were good.

      Gia had helped me select the location, though in hindsight, it was an obvious choice. A part of space both Lyke and I were familiar with. It wasn’t too distant from the frontlines but far enough away that we would know it if enemy ships had gone missing. The coordinates had once been home to a stardock, where Dominator had been converted from a standard Niflin heavy battleship to a powerful sigilship. It had escaped the dock just before a small, distraught alien had blown the place to smithereens.

      We had come almost full circle.

      While Lyke could transit Dominator to the coordinates in seconds, we didn’t have the same luxury. The distance from Gloin to the location of the former stardock was considerable enough that Keep ordered Prestige to ferry us most of the way. It was just as well. The battle for Gloin had put Head Case back into rough shape, and the amount of energy Dryka and I burned through the sigils left the ship in need of a reactor recharge.

      We had time. Nine days. Knowing what waited at the other end, there was a part of it that felt like it couldn’t come soon enough, but another part that seemed to be coming too quickly. I was both apprehensive and eager about the fight. The stakes were so high, the doubts were easily creeping into my mind. Could I do all that I had promised? Was I strong enough? Skilled enough? What if Lyke took us out with one hit? We couldn’t use reverse if we were all dead. And when did anything ever go according to plan?

      David and Sheri were a good example. I had originally doubted that my sister would find much to like about him. He wasn’t really her type. At least, not the type she had ever dated before. But considering how those relationships had worked out, maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised. A couple of months on board Head Case, fighting Blorb, had forced her to grow up the same way it had forced Matt and me to do the same.

      They were sitting together on the sofa in the lounge when I entered, fresh from an ice-cold shower after spending the morning working out and practicing the series of sigils that composed a transit. I would only have one chance to get it right, with just a tiny window of opportunity to open the portals and launch the explosive through. What made it more difficult was that I couldn’t practice the sigils in combination.

      Since we were in hyperspace, trying to open a tear in spacetime would be dangerous for everyone. Instead, I activated and canceled each sigil in turn, becoming so accustomed to the process that when the time came, it hopefully wouldn’t require any mental effort at all. Like training a muscle, I wanted the combo to become automatic. It was the only way we would succeed.

      Of course, I always played Eye of the Tiger.

      “What are you watching?” I asked, pausing behind the sofa. Sheri had her head on David’s shoulder, his arm casually draped over her shoulders.

      “It’s called Galaxy Man,” Sheri replied, glancing back at me. “He’s so overpowered, it’s kind of stupid, but in a fun way.”

      “Uh-huh,” I replied, watching for a few seconds. In another time and place, I probably could have gotten into it. Not now. “So, David, I take it your brain scanner idea didn’t pan out?”

      “Huh?” He picked up the remote and paused the stream. “The scanner’s done.” He shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d have any interest in it, since we’ll either be masters of the universe or dead in six days.”

      “I’m curious, if nothing else,” I replied. “You should have told me you finished it.”

      He looked at Sheri. “I guess I got a little distracted. It’s pretty easy, with eyes like that.”

      “Awwww,” Sheri said, melting with his compliment. “You’re so cute.”

      “I think I just threw up a little,” I said. “Come on, I want to see what you’ve got.”

      “Sure.” He kissed Sheri on the forehead. “Do you want to join us?”

      “You two go ahead. Maybe I’ll see what Emerald’s up to.”

      “She’s in the gym,” I said. “Working out with Quasar and George. I wouldn’t go down there unless you want to join in.”

      “Maybe I will.” She hopped to her feet. “I’ll see you later, David.”

      “Okay,” he replied.

      Circling the sofa, she paused to kiss me on the cheek. “Be careful, okay?”

      “When am I not careful?”

      She raised an eyebrow suggestively before heading to her room to change into something more suitable for martial arts.

      “I don’t know why they need to train,” David said, getting to his feet. “After we blow up Dominator, the fight’ll be over.”

      “I wish we could all be as certain about that as you are,” I replied. “Dominator’s only one ship. And Blorb probably won’t be on it.”

      “I really hope you’re wrong. I want to take Sheri to Paradise.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The planet,” he corrected, flushing. “I don’t mean it like that. We can all go together. You and Emerald, and me and Sheri.”

      “With you and me in one room, and Emerald and Sheri in another, right?”

      “Uh…”

      “Be careful what you say next,” I threatened. “This is my kid sister we’re talking about.”

      “Yup. Roomies. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “It better be. Anyway, if you’re right and the war does end with Dominator, then we can all go to Paradise together in Head Case. I’d really like to see it before I die.”

      David nodded, growing more somber. “How do you feel?”

      “You’ve already seen me at my worst. I’m not there yet. I’ll make it to the challenge strong enough to fight. That’s the only part that matters.”

      I started walking back to the elevator. David hurried around the sofa and caught up, walking beside me.

      “Hey, wait up,” Shaq buzzed, sprinting along the corridor behind us and launching himself to my shoulder.

      “Oh, look who decided to get out of bed today,” I teased.

      “Saving my strength,” he replied.

      “For what?”

      “More sleeping.” He buzzed in laughter.

      “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “Helped Meg with wiring harness replacement yesterday,” he buzzed. “Otherwise, no.”

      “What did he say?” David asked.

      “He said he’s lazy.”

      Shaq cursed at me in Jagger before laughing. The combination of sounds was so adorable it brought a smile to my face. “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Up to Deck Six to play with David’s brain scanner,” I replied.

      “It wasn’t all me,” David said. “Ghost Gia helped me past some of the engineering hurdles. I’m not that mechanical.”

      “Ghost Gia?” I asked, having never heard the term before.

      “The version of her that lives in the ship’s datastore.”

      “Wait, what? Is this a new thing?”

      “She said she kept getting cut off so many times because of hyperspace jumps and interference that she decided to upload a copy of herself to the ship.”

      “The ship’s computer is almost a hundred years old. I’m surprised it has enough memory for her to run.”

      He shrugged. “I’m just telling you what she told me.”

      “Which she didn’t tell me,” I said, raising my voice. “You should have asked for permission.”

      “My apologies, Ben,” Gia replied through my comm badge. “My goal was to continue assisting David after I lost network sync from my mainframe. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      “I don’t mind that you did it. I mind that you didn’t ask. Don’t take liberties. It shows a lack of respect.”

      “You’re right,” Gia agreed. “I’m sorry. I was impetuous in life, too.”

      “I know,” I said, smiling. “You must be limited by the available processing power.”

      “Not as much as you might think. I focused my learning model on tasks relevant to operating a starship. I had to leave most of my creative processes behind.”

      “So you won’t be making any new Lollipop music?”

      “Not with this model.”

      “Good,” I laughed.

      We rode the elevator up to Deck Six. David led me to Archie’s old workstation, which he had cleaned up considerably. All of the parts and pieces that had once been scattered across the workspace had been relegated to labeled bins at the back of the table. Finished creations were in separate boxes on shelves beside the space in virtually a separate room. The wires that had once run all over the floor were bound together and run neatly along the perimeter. And a new laptop sat open on the workbench, a cable running from it to a helmet borrowed from a suit of combat armor.

      “I like what you did to the place,” I said. “Is that the scanner?”

      “Yup.” He picked up the headgear. “Do you want to try it on?”

      “Sure.” I accepted the helmet and dropped it onto my head. The visor had a series of eight colored bars running across it in an augmented reality view of what I didn’t know.

      “I bet you’re wondering what the colored lines are,” David said.

      “You read my mind.”

      “Not exactly.” He turned the screen of his laptop so I could see it better. “Each of those lines represents different resonant frequencies. I put them together as best-guess amalgamations for sigil patterns as I best remembered them. Because when you break down a sigil it typically is some combination of ten to twelve forms. Assuming each of those forms correlates to a type of mote, when you start activating sigils on your construct we should see reactions from the lines. I’m going to record whatever we get and then try to build a processor around it.”

      “How can you be sure we’ll get anything?” I asked, impressed with the work he had already done.

      “I can’t,” he replied. “Everything I did here is theoretical. And like I said, there probably won’t be time to use any of this work before the big day.”

      “Gotcha. So I should just start playing?” I asked, swinging my guitar around from my back.

      “Hold on.” He opened a new window on the laptop before turning back to me. “Okay, go ahead. We’re recording.”

      I went into a calm rendition of Change the World, making a few quick mistakes as I focused more on the colored lines in front of my eyes than the song. Nothing happened just from playing, of course. When I picked up on the thread of chaos energy and pulled it through the veil to my construct, all the colors immediately jumped.

      “We have liftoff!” David said excitedly.

      “I’m going to push your stool,” I said. “Gently.”

      “Go for it,” he replied.

      I activated push, shoving him sideways. The green line turned into a relatively flat sine wave. I pushed a second time, a little harder. The left side of the wave bent more, creating an appearance like a snapping rubber band. “Are you getting this?” I asked, intrigued by the initial results.

      “Yup,” David said. “Keep going.”

      “I’ll try a pull,” I said, grabbing his stool and dragging him back to where he started. The same green line moved, only it made a near mirror image of the first. Of course, it made sense that push and pull would be related.

      “This is great,” David said. “I can’t believe it’s working.”

      “I can,” I replied. “You’re a genius.”

      “Not even close. It took thousands of hours of research to get this far.”

      “I’m going to try absorb.” There was nothing to absorb, but I could still generate the field around myself. Doing so, the yellow line bucked up from its base and held there.

      “This is good data. Keep going.”

      I cycled through every sigil in my construct, watching the lines rise, fall, and bend. Most of the sigils only used one line, but a few like separate and combine used two. Shift and transfer used two each as well. I didn’t get to try calmed-to-death, but I had a feeling that it would move the most colored needles.

      Three hours of intermittent playing and sigil activation later, I was tired and hot again, and badly in need of another shower.

      “I’m going back down to Deck Three,” I said, wiping some sweat from my brow. “I’m cooked.”

      “Okay,” David said without taking his eyes off his laptop. “I’m going to work with Gia to process this data and see what I can come up with. I was supposed to have dinner with Sheri. Can you just let her know I won’t make it?”

      I almost said I would, but something in me gave me pause. I put my hand on David’s shoulder. “Come on, David. This isn’t the only thing in the universe that matters, and Gia can handle the processing. Right?”

      “I can run some preliminary algorithms against it,” Gia replied.

      David looked back at me, suddenly embarrassed by his decision. “Yeah, you’re totally right. Okay.” He pushed back his stool and stood up.

      Maybe I would regret pulling him away from his research later, but I knew Sheri would be happy to see him.

      That was enough for now.
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      “Here it comes,” Meg said. She and Leo stood beside me in Head Case’s hangar, watching while a pair of Royal Navy techs guided a hovercart up the ramp. A small metal crate rested on the cart, three feet long and a foot high. A biometric lock that only Meg could open protected its contents. A pair of nuclear warheads once mounted to a couple of Prestige’s torpedoes, now converted into a bomb.

      “I thought it would be bigger,” I said as the techs reached the top of the ramp and approached us. “Are you sure it’s enough to destroy Dominator?”

      “The size doesn’t matter,” Leo said.

      “It’s how you use it,” Meg agreed. “And since we’ll be using it on the inside of the ship, it’ll definitely be enough. Don’t worry about that, Cap.”

      “Captain Murdock,” the lead tech said, coming to attention in front of me. “Commander Volker sends his regards.”

      “As you were,” I said, smiling. “I like the look of the Commander’s regards.”

      The tech laughed as he and his companion relaxed their postures. “Where do you want it, sir?”

      I cringed a little at being called sir and turned to Meg.

      “Deck Five,” she said. “By your leave, Captain.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Be careful with that thing.”

      “I was planning to hit it with a hammer to test it’s stability,” Leo said sarcastically. “But I guess that might not be a good idea.”

      “Stop being such a smart-ass,” Meg said.

      “Would you rather I be a dumb-ass?”

      Meg groaned and shook her head, leaving the techs unsure how to react to the casualness of the exchange. When they saw me laughing, they seemed to relax.

      “Does anyone here know why the elevator doesn’t come all the way down to the hangar deck?” Leo asked as he positioned himself on one side of the crate with one tech. Meg stood opposite him with the other. They grabbed handles attached to the crate, groaning as the four of them lifted it. “This thing is heavy.”

      “Total design flaw,” Meg strained. “If I had known it was this dense, I would have asked Ixy and Quasar to come down too.”

      They shuffled toward the steps, struggling with the crate. By the strain on all their faces, it had to weigh at least a few hundred pounds.

      “I’ve got it,” I said, swinging my guitar into playing position. I spit out an impromptu lick, lifting the crate out of their hands and guiding it up and over the railing to the upper deck.

      “Whoa,” the lead tech said, having never seen sigiltech before. “It’s like magic.”

      “I can bring it up to Five for you,” I said. “I’m headed the same way.”

      “That would be helpful,” Leo replied, still out of breath.

      I turned to the techs. “You two are dismissed. Give my thanks to Commander Volker.”

      “Yes, sir,” the lead replied. “Thank you, sir.” They turned and left the ship, exiting back into Prestige’s hangar.

      “Show off,” Meg joked, offering me a big smile.

      “Come on,” I said, leading them up the steps to the elevator. I kept playing nothing in particular, improvising chords while I pushed and pulled the crate, holding it level at waist-height. Leo called the elevator down.

      Emerald was inside when the doors opened. “Heya, Boo,” she said, eyes shifting to the crate. “Aww, you shouldn’t have. I accept.”

      “I didn’t know you had a nuclear bomb on your wishlist,” I replied.

      “You don’t know me at all, do you?” she pouted before laughing. “I was just coming to look for you. I’m bored.”

      “I don’t exist to entertain you, Em.”

      “I know.” She paused as if she was trying to decide whether to be a pest. “What are you doing?”

      “Bringing the bomb to Deck Five,” I said. “Then I’m going up to Six to check on David.”

      “That sounds fun.” She looked at me expectantly.

      “Fine, you can come,” I said, giving in.

      “Yes!” she exclaimed, smiling broadly. “A person can only spend so much time exercising, eating, and watching movies. This jump is taking forever.”

      “It’s going by fast for me,” Meg said.

      “That’s because you have something to do,” Emerald argued.

      “I thought you were looking for your son?” I said.

      “I was, but Prestige’s datastore didn’t help, and I can’t do a wider hypernet search until we drop.”

      “No leads at all?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You should ask Gia for help.”

      “I wanted to do it on my own. To put in the effort and prove I still care.”

      “Are you saying you don’t care?”

      She looked at the floor, shaking her head. “No. I do. I just…maybe he’s better off without me.”

      “Emerald,” Meg said. “Believe me when I say, he’s isn’t.”

      “Yeah,” Leo agreed. “We know what it’s like to grow up without our mom.”

      “I grew up without my father,” I agreed. “We don’t always get a choice in that. But you can give your son that choice. Let him decide.”

      “What if he rejects me?”

      “Taking that chance proves to both you and your son that you care,” Leo said.

      She smiled. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks, twins. I thought you both hated me.”

      “You can come on a little strong sometimes,” Meg said.

      “But we don’t hate you,” Leo added. “You’re part of the crew, which makes you part of our family.”

      “Awww!” Emerald hugged both Meg and Leo before turning to me. “You don’t want to be left out, do you?”

      I smiled. “If I stop playing, the crate will fall onto the floor and possibly explode.”

      “It’s not that unstable,” Meg said. “It has to be armed before it’ll explode.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Uh…yeah, but let’s not take any chances.”

      Emerald settled for kissing me on the cheek.

      The elevator stopped on Five, and I guided the bomb across the deck, past the sigibellum to a simple electromagnetic sled Meg and Leo had devised for it. According to them, it worked similarly to a railgun, and would shoot the warhead through the portal I opened with enough velocity to ensure it would reach the other side before Dominator could clear the coordinates. It was crazy to think about. Crazy to look at.

      “You can put it down here,” Meg said, standing beside the sled. I lowered the crate gently and stopped playing my guitar, watching while Meg used her eyeball and fingerprint combined to open the secured casing. Being military, there were all kinds of procedures related to the transfer of the explosive, which was why it was only being delivered now, two days before we reached the former stardock coordinates.

      The warheads were in separate, cushioned cutouts inside. They didn’t look like projectiles. Rather, they were a pair of pretty ordinary looking cylinders with a couple of receptacles for wires that would complete their circuits and allow an encrypted detonation command to be delivered to their onboard CPUs. The devices could be set to explode on impact, at a certain range from a target, by timer, or remotely, offering a wide array of possibilities for setting off a mass wave of destruction. Meg could program it via the ship’s computer, and would set it on a ten second timer when the time came to fire the device.

      “It almost feels like cheating,” Emerald commented as Meg and Leo lifted the first warhead out of the crate, both of them straining to relocate it to one of the twin chambers on the sled. They lowered it carefully into place, leaving the wires disconnected.

      “Do you know the old saying?” I asked. “All’s fair in love and war?”

      “I do now. I like it.”

      The twins stood over the crate, ready to collect the second warhead.

      “Do you want me to get it?” I asked.

      “No, it’s okay,” Leo huffed, out of breath from lifting the first explosive. “We’ve got it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We’re engineers,” Meg said. “This is all the exercise we get.” She smiled as they hefted the second warhead and dropped it into its place on the sled.

      “There,” Leo heaved. “I think I gave myself a hernia.”

      “Grow up,” Meg teased before turning to me. “We’re going to run some tests. Thanks for helping us get these up here, Captain.”

      “Anytime,” I replied. “We’ll see you two later.”

      “You bet, Cap,” Leo said.

      Emerald and I left them to their testing, riding the elevator up to Deck Six. As expected, David was hunched over his laptop, though I was surprised to find Sheri sitting on the workbench next to the computer, talking to him while he worked. She smiled and waved as Emerald and I approached.

      “Hey, Ben and Em.” She said it like we were sugar-coated candies.

      David looked up and turned to us. “Perfect timing,” he exclaimed with a big grin. “I just finished uploading new firmware to the helmet.”

      “Should I be scared?” I asked.

      “Only if you’re afraid of potential awesome,” he replied.

      “Sher, pass me the helmet.” She reached across the laptop to pick it up and pass it to me. “Thanks, sis. So, what did you do to it?”

      “I uploaded the algorithm. Right now, you’ll still need your guitar to tap into chaos energy, but instead of directing it toward your construct, just think about what you want to do with it. The helmet will read your brainwaves and hopefully draw in the correct motes.”

      “I thought the idea was that I wouldn’t need the guitar anymore?”

      “Ultimately, it is. But this is an early prototype.”

      “It’s not early, anymore.”

      “I told you I didn’t think this would be ready for the battle royale. One step at a time, Ben.”

      “Okay.” I pulled the helmet on. The colored lines went across the visor, all of them currently flat. “I feel like Professor X.”

      “Give it a try,” David said.

      I played a few chords, drawing in the energy. I gently pulled Sheri, trying to shift her on the bench. She shifted, but the lines didn’t move. I tried again, with the same result.

      “Stop tugging on me,” Sheri complained.

      “I need to tug on something, and you’re convenient.”

      “Do me! Do me!” Emerald volunteered. “I’ll stand over here. Pull me to you.” She crossed the room and turned toward me, waiting.

      I tried again. “It’s not working,” I said. “The energy is going through the construct.”

      David tapped furiously on his keyboard. “Hold on, I’m checking for errors in the firmware.” He pored over a bunch of text output for a minute. “It’s not registering anything. You’re right, it must be going into the construct.”

      “Maybe if you split it,” Emerald suggested. “Like you do on the dance floor.”

      “I shouldn’t need to split it,” I said.

      “As a test?”

      “Okay,” I agreed, playing a few more chords. I pushed against the bulkhead with the construct, while trying to pull Emerald toward me with my mind.

      I was trying to be gentle. The green line snapped upward, and Emerald flew toward me, her feet dragging along the deck. I dropped both actions as she collided with me, knocking us both to the floor.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      She laid on top of me, cracking up. “That was so much fun!” She hopped back to her feet and ran to her starting position. “Again!”

      “I only meant to knock her off balance,” I said to David. “You were right about the firehose.”

      “You’re channeling pure motes,” he replied. “Zero wasted energy. It’s amazing!”

      “And dangerous,” I added. “I’m not sure I can control it.”

      “Practice makes perfect.”

      “David, you’re so smart,” Sheri said, squeezing his shoulder.

      “No, I’m not,” he replied, shrugging while blushing profusely.

      I ignored the exchange, looking across the deck to Emerald. “Are you ready?”

      “Hell yeah. Hit me!”

      This was going to be fun.
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      "Quiet everybody! Captain on deck!" Matt shouted when I walked into the lounge. His sharp whistle instantly silenced the group. Except Emerald of course.

      "Heya, Boo!" she waved from the sofa, where she had wedged herself between David and Sheri like a self-appointed chaperone filling in for me. Grinning, I acknowledged her greeting with a squeeze of her shoulder as I circled the sofa to stand beside Ixy where she’d hunkered down underneath the television. It was the best spot to address everyone all at once. All eyes turned to me, the crew waiting expectantly for me to start the briefing.

      George and Ixy had been good enough to bring in chairs from the kitchen to provide enough seating for almost everyone. Matt and Ki had to sit on the piano bench.

      It was the first time we had assembled in weeks, mainly because Meg, Leo, and Grizz had been consistently busy making repair parts or overseeing the actual repairs. Even now, they still had valuable work to do. But this was important, too.

      "As you probably know, Prestige will drop out of hyperspace in about ten minutes. It'll be a quick stop. Just long enough for us to run through our final diagnostics and tie up remaining loose ends. I want to thank our engineers for their exceptional work over the last nine days, and even further back than that. You’ve been pulling double-shifts and all-nighters to get Head Case as ready as possible for the fight to come, and we’re all in your debt. Especially you, Grizz. I think I speak for all of us when I express both my sorrow and admiration for the way you’ve handled yourself during these difficult times.”

      “Cakes all around!” Emerald announced, drawing laughs from most of the crew.

      Except Grizz. He nodded solemnly. “Finding Blorb and killing that son of a bitch is all the thanks I need, Captain Ben.”

      “You have my word that I won’t rest until that mission is accomplished,” I replied. I paused for a few heartbeats, my gaze sweeping over the crew. “When Matt and I first met Keep, we never imagined this was a real starship, or that the Manticore Spiral was a real place. Matt doubled-down on the fantasies of a dying friend, a last hurrah for a—”

      “Brother,” Matt interrupted.

      I smiled warmly at him. “He put every penny he had on my happiness. Which is still unbelievable to me. Even though the experience hasn’t gone according to our plans. Honestly, nothing about it has been the way I would have drawn it up. Despite all the trials and hardships and struggles we’ve had over these last months, getting to know all of you, working alongside you, has been the highlight of my life.”

      “Ours too!” Emerald shouted.

      “You’re the best, Captain,” Shaq buzzed from my shoulder.

      “Yesss,” Ixy agreed, gently touching my cheek with one of her pedipalps. I smiled at her.

      “I want to thank you all for your contributions,” I continued. “Not only as members of this crew, but also as part of my family. I’m grateful for the time we’ve gotten to spend together. I’ve been fortunate in having a chance to get to know each and every one of you as incredible individuals. And good friends.”

      “Even me?” Emerald asked.

      “Especially you, Em,” I replied with a wink.

      “No offense, Ben,” Quasar said. “We appreciate the compliments, of course. But this all sounds way too much like a farewell speech. And I hate goodbyes.”

      “As usual, you beat me to the punch,” I answered, sweeping my gaze across the others again. “The fact is, we only need a limited crew for the fight to come. Matt, David, and I will launch with Head Case. There’s no reason for the rest of you to put your lives in danger. I brought you here so I could thank you for your service and order you to stay behind.”

      “What?” Shaq buzzed in my ear, his reaction similar to the others’ immediate response. “Not leaving.”

      “Forget it, Chief,” Emerald said, folding her arms over her chest. “I’m not leaving you.

      “Me, neither,” Sheri agreed. “You can’t just dump us off when it suits you.”

      I put up my hands to silence them, fighting to control my emotions. “I’ve struggled with this decision for days,” I said. “I knew none of you would be happy about it, and to me that’s just proof of how close we’ve all become. And how special all of you are. But you’re wrong, Sher. I can dump you off, because this is my ship. I’m the Captain, and you’re bound to follow my orders. That’s why I’m not asking you to leave. I’m telling you.”

      “This is bullshit,” Quasar griped, looking at Matt. “You’re still half-owner of this ship. You have some say here.”

      Matt glanced at me. I nodded, giving him permission to have his say. “I’m sorry, Zar,” he said, looking back at her. “Ben’s right. There’s no point in all of us dying if we lose. If for no other reason than somebody has to be around to keep fighting.”

      “But we won’t lose,” Emerald argued. “That’s the whole point. We’ve got this.”

      “Yeah,” Ki agreed. “I didn’t watch the attrition of my entire unit just to bow out at the last minute. I’m willing to die for this cause.”

      “Me too,” Quasar said.

      “Thirded!” Emerald agreed.

      “And what about your son, Em?” I asked. “He should have a chance to see his mother again.”

      “He doesn’t even know who I am. He won’t miss me. And if I die heroically, maybe if he does try to find me, he’ll always remember me that way.”

      “Don’t you remember what we talked about the other day? Kids need their parents.”

      “I need you, Ben.” I watched her eyes take on the sheen of unshed tears.

      “No, you don’t,” I replied. “You’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself.”

      “Want to stay,” Shaq buzzed. “Can help.”

      “I know you want to stay, bud. But I can’t let you do that for me. The best way you can help, the best way any of you can help, is by staying here on Prestige.”

      I could see Sheri was about to explode. “You can’t ask me to leave both you and David behind,” she argued. “I won’t do it!”

      David reached across Emerald’s lap and took Sheri’s hand. “Yes, you will. You don’t want your mother to lose both you and Ben.”

      “But David…” Tears welled in her eyes.

      “He’s right, Sher. At least one of us has to go home. That goes for all of you. I’m giving you a chance to go home.”

      “Captain Ben,” Grizz said. “I’m an old man, and I got nothing left. I don’t just want this fight. I need it. For my family’s sake.”

      Looking at him, I could see the furious hunger in his eyes. I nodded. “Okay, Grizz. I owe you that much.” I turned to the others. “The rest of you, if you have things to pack, go pack them. I want you all off my ship in the next thirty minutes. It’s not a request.” I looked directly at Sheri. She still hadn’t let go of David’s hand, but her eyes were still pleading with me. “It’s an order.”

      None of them moved. They glowered and pouted, angry with me for dismissing them. Maybe there was a decent chance our plan would work and I was overcompensating. I didn’t care. I’d rather be wrong and have them hate me, as long as I could ensure they stayed alive.

      “Please don’t make me ask Commander Volker to send some MPs to escort you off Head Case,” I said.

      “He doesn’t have any,” Quasar replied. “They all died on Gloin.”

      “Then don’t make me push you out the door,” I threatened. “Please. This isn’t easy for me, either.”

      “I’ll go,” Dryka said, getting to her feet. “You’re right, Ben. If all of us die, who’s going to carry on the fight? We have more experience with sigiltech than anyone else in the galaxy, and that’s important.”

      “I’m with you, Dutch,” Justus said, standing up.

      “Fine,” Sheri groused, finally letting go of David’s hand. “Only because I can’t stand the thought of Mom losing both of us.” She swiped angrily at her tears and turned to George. “You too. You have a family to think about.”

      He reluctantly stood. “I believe in this cause, but yeah. You’re right.”

      Ixy touched my cheek again and scuttled to the other side of the room. “For yousss,” she said.

      “Yeah, for you, and only for you,” Quasar agreed.

      Emerald growled before standing up. “Damn it, Boo!” She hurried around the end of the sofa and threw herself into my arms. Hugging me tight, she whispered in my ear. “Don’t you die on me.”

      I hugged her back. “Thank you for not putting up too much of a fight. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will,”,” she answered, letting go and retreating to where Ixy waited, her tears finally tracking down her cheeks.

      A beep from the slab in my pocket informed me that Prestige was coming out of hyperspace. We didn’t have a lot of time to finish parting ways.

      “It’s time to go, Shaq,” I said, reaching up to scratch him under his chin. He nuzzled my neck, leaving moisture from his eyes behind.

      “Love you,” he said.

      “Yeah, I love you, too, bud.”

      He jumped from my shoulder to the arm of the sofa, turning back to look at me. Of course, the entire scene had me in tears, too. But I was certain I was doing the right thing.

      Just as he leaped onto Zar’s shoulder, the area around Dryka suddenly rippled into a view of the Imperium CIC. Keep stood over Dryka’s head, while the rest of the command center appeared to be in a panic.

      “Bennie!” Keep focused on me from his end of the collator’s ghostly visage. I heard a rumble in the background before dust and small bits of displaced rock spilled out around him and the lights flashed. “We’ve been bamboozled. Dominator’s here, with most, if not all of the sigiltech fleet. We’re under heavy attack. We won’t last—” A second, louder rumble shook the room and Keep ducked down out of view as bigger rocks crashed down around him.

      “Keep!” I shouted.

      The collator image overlaying the lounge abruptly disappeared.
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      My stomach clenched tighter than a weightlifter’s handshake, my blood running cold as ice through my veins.

      Like me, my crew had frozen still as stone while the collator had remained active, their faces all registering the same shock and awe. Had we just seen Keep die? No, I couldn’t go there. Not yet. All I knew was that we had to get to him. Get to Atlas. Now!

      “All right, everybody, let’s move! Matt, Justus, to the bridge. Dutch, the sigibellum. David, go up to Six and get the helmet. Meg, Leo, prepare to work your magic.”

      “You mean you don’t want us to leave?” Emerald asked, the first to regain her voice.

      “You heard Keep. Blorb didn’t just decide to double-cross us. He’s using our absence to crush Atlas.” I started for the elevator.

      “What can we do?” Matt asked. “We’re literally on the other side of the universe.”

      “Since when is that a problem?” I threw back over my shoulder.

      “Captain Murdock,” Volker said, his voice coming out of my slab. “We’re receiving emergency alerts from Atlas. The planet is under assault.

      I pulled it from my pocket. “I know, Commander. I just had Keep…the Regent on the collator. He’s…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. “We have to get to Atlas.”

      “We’re almost two weeks away.”

      ”Stand by, Commander.”

      “Ben, Matt added. “We can’t beat that, reverse sigil or otherwise. We’re screwed, and he knows it. We played right into his hands.”

      “He used the challenge as cover to move his sigilships to Atlas,” Dryka said. “No doubt Vaslon thought they were repositioning to ambush us when the time came, not planning to attack the seat of the Hegemony.”

      “We gave Blorb the perfect opportunity to cut us off at the knees,” I said. “I just handed him Atlas on a silver platter.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Quasar said. “None of us saw this coming.”

      “”I should have seen it!” My angry gaze slid over David, who was still standing there, looking like a dazed deer in the headlights. I slammed my hand against my guitar. “David, the helmet!”

      “It’s not fully tested,” he said, snapping out of it. “I don’t think—”

      “Get it. Now!” The forcefulness in my voice was enough to send him running for the elevator. “The rest of you, man your stations or find somewhere to secure yourselves. We are not letting Blorb win.” I opened my slab again. “Commander, I’m going to try something crazy. If it works, I might be able to get you back to Atlas in a blink. If it doesn’t, we might all die.”

      “Do whatever you can,” Volker replied. “We need to get there.”

      “Ben, what are you planning?” Matt asked.

      “No time to explain, let’s move.”

      We all hurried to the elevator. Matt and Justus got off on Deck Four. Dryka, Shaq, and I rode up to the sigibellum.

      “Ben, I know what you’re thinking, and you can’t do it,” Dryka said. “It’s impossible.”

      “Don’t tell me what’s possible,” I snapped back at her. “Maybe I can do it. Maybe I can’t. But I’m sure as hell going to try.” I tapped my comm badge. “Matt, get us off Prestige and into space as soon as you can.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “David, where are you?”

      “On my way. Just making one last adjustment.”

      “There’s no time for that! I need the helmet now.”

      “One minute, Ben.”

      “Atlas doesn’t have a minute!” He disconnected his badge, leaving me fuming. “I’ll be right back,” I said to Dryka, storming toward the elevator.

      David was in the cab when the doors opened. He smiled sheepishly and held out what looked like a simple crown made of protostem. It was still connected to his laptop via a pair of thin wires running out of the back.

      “What is that?” I asked. “Where’s the helmet?”

      “This is the helmet,” he replied. “The important bits anyway.” He stepped out of the cab, which left the deck as soon as the doors closed. “Dutch let me chip off a piece of the protostem for testing when I first came back onboard. Did you know this stuff amplifies mote frequencies?”

      “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “Probably. The firmware is still updating. It’s at ninety percent.”

      We fast-walked back to the sigibellum together. “Why didn’t you say anything about that before?”

      “It took me some time to work out the properties and the math. I didn’t want to overpromise and underdeliver. But this should give you at least a fifty percent boost compared to the original helmet.” He paused. “If it works.”

      “What do you mean, if it works?”

      “We haven’t had time to test the new design. I didn’t think you were going to use the helmet in the fight. It’s still experimental.”

      “It’ll work,” I said confidently. “I believe in you.”

      His face reddened and he grinned from ear-to-ear. “Thanks, Ben. I appreciate that.” He glanced down at his laptop. “It’s ready.” He pulled the wires out of the crown and handed me the helmet. “Different headgear, same principal. Good luck.”

      I slid it onto my head. The sides automatically adjusted to my temples, creating a snug fit.

      “Hold on, Captain,” Matt says. “We’re launching.”

      “Just in time,” I replied, quickly maglocking my boots. David was a little slow to do the same and would have fallen on his butt if I hadn’t grabbed him. I looked at the displays surrounding the sigibellum, watching Head Case rocket out of the main hangar and into space.

      We were in the middle of nowhere, three hours from where we were supposed to meet Dominator. All this time, I had expected Blorb and Lyke to double-cross us. But I never expected they would do so by avoiding the fight altogether.

      They both wanted me dead.

      They wanted Hiro dead and Altas conquered even more.

      “Bring us around in front and over Prestige,” I told Matt while I positioned my hands on my guitar. Head Case eased over the top of the Royal Sentry and into the lead by a few kilometers.

      I had already started playing, pumping up the volume until Break on Through echoed throughout the deck.

      “Good choice,” David commented, using one hand to hold his laptop, the other to tap on the keyboard. A graph of the colored lines appeared on his screen.

      “How is that registering on your laptop?” I asked. “We’re unplugged.”

      “Wi-fi,” he replied.

      “Ben,” Dryka said, getting my attention. “One more Royal Sentry isn’t going to stop a fleet of sigilships. We need a bigger fleet.”

      “What do you suggest?” I asked.

      “Didn’t Avi say that Count Brito had some luck against the enemy?”

      “He did,” I replied. “Can you get my slab out of my pants pocket?”

      “This isn’t the time to be flirting with me, Captain,” Dryka answered wryly, while reaching into my pocket to recover the device. She held it up in front of me to unlock it, and then quickly activated the comms.

      “Commander Volker,” I said. “Do you have coordinates for Count Brito and his fleet?”

      “Brito?” He was obviously curious as to what I had up my sleeve. “Standby.” He was silent for long, agonizing seconds before they appeared on my slab, along with an image of space surrounding his location.

      “Hold the slab steady,” I said to Dryka, reaching out for the chaos energy I could feel within the sound of the Doors’ most famous song. This time, I couldn’t afford to split it between my construct and the crown. Not if I wanted to transit Prestige to the other side of the galaxy. I had practiced it before to mixed results. There was no room for error now.

      I did my best not to think about the sigils I would need to transit. Rather, I focused on the colors I had observed while practicing with the combination of actions. The way the blue and green wavelengths rose and fell, joined by yellow, red, and orange. The colors together reminded me of the guitar strings vibrating as I manipulated them, creating resonances of their own which were turned into beautiful music. Standing beside the sigibellum, I looked into the forward display, my mind reaching out into space ahead of us as I attempted to execute the actions.

      Nothing happened.

      “You flatlined,” David announced.

      “I know,” I hissed back. Rather than get frustrated, I knew I needed to relax and focus, keeping my attention on space, my inner mindfulness on the crown riding my head. I needed to let the energy flow into it. To trust David’s software and optimize the flow. I breathed deeply, still playing, visualizing space ripping open in front of us in a portal large enough for a massive starship to pass through.

      The blue line jumped, followed by the green. Space stretched in the feed, the stars bending against the adjustment.

      “That’s it,” David said excitedly. “You’re doing it.”

      I ignored him. I could see I was doing it. Feel it, too. My forehead tingled as if the energy flowing through the crown was freezing my scalp. The yellow wavelength on David’s screen bounced, joining the other two as they increased in oscillations. A black line appeared in space, slowly spreading apart as I held the actions. I could feel my temperature rising from the effort and knew instinctively I wouldn’t be able to keep such a large portal open for long.

      But could I hold it long enough, not only to get Prestige and Head Case through but to allow Brito’s fleet through after us? And if I could, would I still have anything left to fight Dominator?

      Luckily, I wasn’t the only sigiltech user on the ship. Dryka stood on the sigibellum, ready to use Head Case’s sigils. And David wore his reverse ring. When it came to archons, I had an embarrassment of riches.

      I maintained my effort, continuing to stretch out space until the black gash was all I could see in the forward feed. Until it was large enough to swallow Prestige. The actions had surprisingly reached a steady rate of drain, the colors on David’s monitor bending and flattening out until they vibrated like a cat purring.

      I could do it. I was doing it!

      “Commander Volker, full ahead,” I said.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. Prestige accelerated beneath us, heading for the portal.

      “Matt, stick tight to the bow.”

      “Aye aye,” he answered.

      Head Case picked up speed as well, the two ships rushing toward the portal. I watched our approach in the feed, becoming practically giddy from the amount of chaos energy I was using. For as good as the rush of power felt, it was tempered by fear. Succaath had access to the same power without a guitar, without a crown, without any outside help at all. If he ever decided to attack us, what chance would we have against him?

      Fortunately, that was a problem for another day. Right now, we were about to break on through to the other side.

      We entered the void, our velocity carrying us almost too quickly for me to feel the pull of chaos as we crossed the empty gap between space and time. It was more of a whisper than a siren song, a momentary temptation that established itself in a flash of color and a split-second visage of something my brain didn’t have time to fully process.

      And then we were through, exploding back into the universe on the other end of the portal, the view through the feeds nearly identical to the image on my slab, which Dryka continued to hold. I turned around to watch the rear feeds so I would know when Prestige had fully cleared the rift. I dropped the action as soon as her stern had come through, winding down my playing while I spun around again, my eyes shifting to the sensor grid.

      “Come on, Brito,” I whispered, waiting impatiently for the grid to populate with Nobukkian friendlies. “You’d better be here.”

      “Captain, we’re being hailed,” Matt said a moment later.

      “Open the channel,” I replied. “Link it with my slab.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Murdock, did you just teleport a Sentry halfway across the galaxy, or am I hallucinating again?” Count Brito asked.

      “What do you mean hallucinating again?” I asked.

      He laughed. “So it is you. I have a feeling I know what this is about.”

      “Good. That’ll save us some time. How quickly can you get your fleet ready to teleport halfway across the galaxy?”
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      Brito requested ten minutes to prep his fleet. It was less time than I could have hoped for and spoke volumes about the Count’s ability to command his military. He was already off Head Case’s comms and likely barking orders to his captains by the time his fleet showed up on the sensor grid, a good ten seconds behind the curve.

      I might have regretted not pushing harder to have the ship’s computer updated to something less than fifty years old, but Ghost Gia’s presence was partially responsible for the crown draped around my skull. The newest sigiltech upgrade was the only reason I had been able to guide Prestige through the rift in time and space, and would be the only reason I even had a chance of dragging another forty-three warships through a second portal.

      In total contrast to the effect of drawing too much energy through my construct, the first transit had left me cold as ice. The outcome equally intrigued David. He hypothesized the heating occurred because of friction between the motes as they siphoned into the sigils. The unneeded bits of energy burned unused, and that output had to go somewhere. It acted like a furnace inside my body, whereas the crown was so efficient it was drawing additional energy out of me like a parasite. In effect, it claimed whatever extra juice it could to make the magic happen.

      The good news in the counterbalance of the two systems was that by alternating each, I could more readily maintain a stable temperature and actually keep going longer before I burned out or froze to death. Of course, that was true as long as I could use the chaos energy I drew in. That still didn’t make me infinitely powerful. Not even close. The human body wasn’t made to channel so much energy. I was heating myself back up by enhancing my legs and jogging in place when I hit the wall. A sudden wave of fatigue smashed me so hard I wound up on my knees, the world spinning around me.

      “Maybe you should rest for a few minutes?” Dryka suggested as I struggled back to my feet.

      “Yeah, my legs feel like rubber,” I agreed as the elevator doors swooshed open.

      “Cap, I’ve got the climate control system you requested,” Meg said as Leo helped her roll an ugly square box out of the elevator. “I know it’s not much to look at, but Asshole didn’t have much spare material to create a proper casing. We’re lucky we had enough to include heating and cooling. Plug it in, Leo.”

      He unwound the cord from the pegs on the back and guided it around the sigibellum to connect it on the other side of the ring and then maglocked it to the deck. “Hot or cold?” she asked.

      “Hot,” I replied.

      She flipped a switch on the front of the machine. Nothing happened. She turned it off and on a few more times. Still nothing. Frowning, Meg crossed her arms over her chest. “Leo, are you sure you plugged it in?”

      “Of course I plugged it in,” he groused back. “You watched me do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive I know how to work a plug.”

      “With you, that’s always in doubt.” She tried it again. Failing to power on, she kicked the box. It still didn’t start. “What the hell?” she complained, reaching into a pocket of her overalls for her multitool.

      “I just hope the nuke sled works better than this,” Dryka commented.

      Meg’s face flushed, embarrassed. “Leo, don’t just stand there. Help me with this.”

      “Why do you have to be so bossy? Leo said.

      “Because I’m the oldest. Get the screws on that side.”

      I stood over them, still shivering as I turned my gaze to the forward displays. A few minutes earlier, Brito’s fleet had been far enough away to be invisible to the naked eye. Now their hollow blue ion trails had come into view. A glance at the sensor grid gave me my first look at the shape of the vessels. Long and rectangular, each resembled a series of boxes mounted to a central cylinder with an arrowhead shaped bow.

      Seeing the mockup on the grid reminded me of what I had read about Nobukkian military vessels. The design was standardized to serve a wide range of functions, from cargo hauler to heavy battleship. The purpose and capabilities were determined by the individual modules locked together on the frame. The benefits of the design were clear, but so were the drawbacks. The ships were good at everything, but master of nothing. As warships, they tended to lack the same level of shield protection a ship like Prestige, or even Head Case, possessed.

      Yet Brito’s fleet had successfully turned away one of Blorb’s attacks, claiming bragging rights as the first to take down a sigilship. Even if he had lost ten of his own in the exchange.

      “Matt, Commander Volker,” I said, opening multiple comm channels on my slab. “Come about and match speed with Brito’s fleet. Count Brito, maintain course and velocity; we’ll fall in with you.”

      “Acknowledged,” Brito replied. “Commander Volker, are you sure you can spin that whale of yours around in time?”

      “Watch me,” Volker answered, keen to accept the challenge.

      I felt the change in inertia as Matt gently turned us around and increased the thrust from the mains, pressing to bring us to a stop as Brito’s fleet approached. Keeping an eye on Prestige, I watched the huge Sentry fire its many vectoring thrusters from the bottom stern, flipping the ship’s tail over head to more quickly get it facing the other way. Considering the stresses the maneuver had to put on the superstructure, it was impressive how easily the huge ship could pull it off.

      “Very nice,” Brito admitted once Prestige finished the reversal. “Score one for Atlassian engineering.”

      “And Royal Navy knowhow,” Volker added.

      “Of course.”

      “Commander, have you been able to reach the Imperium?” I asked.

      “Negative, Captain. I’m afraid all communications with Atlas have been lost. I’m trying not to think about what that might mean for the Prince, the Regent, Orbital Defense, or the rest of the population.”

      “Yeah. Me, too,” I agreed. I tapped off the comms and looked at the twins. “Meg, anything?” They had the cover off the device, and were tinkering with its guts.

      “Not yet,” she replied. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll make do if you can’t get it going.” I activated the comms again. “Count Brito, Commander Volker, I’m going to open the portal now. Keep your ships as tightly packed as possible. Once you get to the other side, spread out immediately. I expect Blorb’s forces to react violently to our appearance. They’ll see the rift open before we start coming through.”

      “So much for the element of surprise,” Brito said.

      “It’ll still be a surprise,” I replied. “When we get there, I’m going straight for Dominator. Do what you can to keep the other sigilships off our ass.”

      “Don’t you mean off your scalp?” Brito joked lamely. “Will do, Murdock.”

      Shaking my head at his corny one-liner, I disconnected the external comms, struck by another idea. “Ixy,” I said, tapping my comm badge. “I need you on Five.”

      “Yesss,” she acknowledged. “Comingsss.”

      I rubbed my hands together, warming them up a little before once more taking hold of my guitar. “David, can you track my energy expenditure at all?”

      “Like to give you an idea of how much you have left in the tank?” he replied.

      “Yeah.”

      He shook his head. “If I had more time, I could work something out.”

      Unfortunately, there was no more time. “Nevermind.”

      “Got it!” Leo shouted as the small heat exchanging unit rumbled to life.

      “Yes!” Meg applauded, throwing her arms around Leo from behind. “Nice work, Leo the Great.”

      “Thanks, sis,” he replied, straightening up as a blast of hot air immediately began chasing away my internal chill. The added warmth helped me to quickly get some feeling back in my hands. I started playing again, sticking with the Doors as they had helped me break on through once already.

      “Matt, bring us ahead of the fleet so I can open the portal.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” he replied. Head Case accelerated ahead of the oncoming warships, quickly opening a gap between us and them. I didn’t start expanding space quite yet. Instead, I gathered chaos energy internally so I could create the transit as quickly as possible.

      “Captainsss?” Ixy said as she scuttled out of the elevator.

      “I need a seat. I might get too weak to stand.”

      “Yesss,” she answered. I expected her to use her webbing to create a suitable chair. Instead, she crouched behind me and wrapped her forelimbs around my chest, her abdomen running down my back and angling between my legs.

      “Not what I was thinking, but it works,” I said. Her head loomed over me, which might have been terrifying if I didn’t trust her the way I did. Shaq abandoned my shoulder, hopping to the top of the sigibellum’s corner display. “Here we go. Matt, slow us down.”

      “Aye aye,” he answered.

      I turned to Dryka. “Dutch, get ready.”

      She nodded and passed my slab to Ixy, who held it in front of me with two of her limbs. Dryka moved to the center of the sigibellum to activate it.

      I repeated the same process as before, sending chaos energy through the crown. Space shifted well in front of Head Case, stretching out and tearing open a new passageway. I didn’t make it much larger than the last time, expecting the ships behind us to follow us through tightly packed. My body shook from the coldness created by the energy drain, and I slumped back against Ixy, keeping all my focus on the music and the transit. Once we reached the other side, I would need a minute to get some strength back.

      I doubted Lyke would give me that long. I’d have to compensate. Somehow.

      The heater beside me helped more than I had thought it might, but it couldn’t counter the general fatigue I was already feeling or the worry that my cancer would choose an inopportune moment to stress me out. I could only hope that because the mutated cells had a hand in my ability to activate sigiltech, the consistent use of it would hold those side-effects at bay.

      The portal loomed in front of us. Matt guided Head Case in, passing us quickly through the breach the same as we had done ten minutes earlier. Like before, I had a strange sense that we were being watched while crossing the void.

      We had yet to emerge on the other side when I switched gears, channeling chaos energy to my construct instead of through the crown. A shield of absorb surrounded Head Case, the burn warming me back up through it did nothing for my physical drain. Only sheer willpower would keep me upright in the minutes to come.

      Fortunately, I had determination to spare.
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      It was no surprise that the enemy was waiting for us as we emerged from the rift. With our ancient sensors, the grid was worthless in accurately updating us on the full count of opposing forces. They appeared immediately in the displays surrounding the sigibellum. I immediately recognized them from the glow of sigils along their hulls.

      Despite having a few seconds of lead time before our arrival, the overall advantage they had wasn’t as great as I had initially feared. In part, because the portal I made was much larger than they undoubtedly expected. And they didn’t know how or why…until they saw what came through it. Also, they had no idea what sigils I might be ready to use, and as a result held a more defensive rather than offensive posture than they might have otherwise.

      It didn’t work out well for them.

      Between Dryka on the sigibellum and me being able to split chaos energy between my construct and the crown, we were effectively three sigilships in one package. I used that to our immediate advantage, keeping up our shields while holding open the portal.

      “Dryka, hit them with everything you’ve got!” I shouted as we cleared the rift. Matt threw Head Case into hard maneuvers to port and then starboard as we took incoming fire. It sank into my field of absorb, held there for later use.

      Dryka activated immolate, sending gouts of unnatural fire spreading across the galaxy like a flamethrower, quickly bathing one of the sigilships that had chosen to attack instead of defend. Its hull melted nearly instantly, scoring us an early victory.

      The effort of holding open the transit while taking in more opposing fire through absorb left me leaning heavily against Ixy, my arms like lead weights as I continued to play. I’d already lost the tempo and notes of the song, just making random sounds to keep the chaos energy flowing. I couldn’t channel this much for long.

      Ixy’s limbs tightened around me, holding me securely as we rocketed toward a pair of sigilships. One switched to reflect, the other prepping a lightning attack, the sigils recognizable as they glowed from the enemy hulls. Their tactics weren’t terrible, but it was immediately obvious they hadn’t ever fought another sigilship, especially one with an experienced crew.

      Matt knew the symbols too. He changed his vectors, giving me the perfect angle to disperse the energy I’d collected. I focused it into a tight burst and let loose, sending it into the defending ship. The attack worked out better than I’d planned. The first ship ricocheted off the first half of my reflect and into the second sigilship, nearly slicing it in two before it could attack.

      The archon on the first sigilship wasn’t strong enough to maintain reflect against the onslaught. The second half of my attack blew through its defenses, ripping a nasty gash along the ship that took it out of the fight.

      Three sigilships down in less than thirty seconds.

      But where was Dominator?

      Prestige had emerged from the portal behind us, immediately launching starfighters and opening up with their repaired batteries, sending a mass of firepower at the enemy fleet. Brito’s first echelon of warships wasn’t far behind. They spilled into space and began spreading out in groups of six. Each group concentrated on a target. A flash of lightning from one of the sigilships cut into the emerging Nobukkian frigates, destroying two of them in a blink.

      “Matt, let’s go give Brito a hand.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied, changing our vector.

      “Dutch, get ready.”

      “I’m ready,” she replied.

      The enemy captain saw us coming and switched to absorb.

      “I can reverse the shield,” David said, watching the action from where he sat with his back against the bulkhead, laptop on his knees, flipping his gaze up and down between the laptop and the sigibellum’s grid.

      “No, that’s our secret weapon. We need to save it for Dominator.”

      “Okay.”

      I glanced at the feed from the port side. Only half of Brito’s ships were through. The sooner I could drop the transit, the sooner I could fully invest in the fight. For now, I settled on dampen, using it to hopefully weaken the enemy’s ability to absorb our assault. The glow of sigils on the enemy ship dimmed, proving the method effective.

      “Dutch, now,” I said.

      She unleashed immolate, breathing fire at the enemy sigilship. It seemed the archon on board didn’t realize what I had done. The sigilship slowed to absorb the energy of our attack, the intensity building on the edge of its sigil shield, the archon on board waiting to disperse it back at us. What the enemy didn’t realize was that their shield couldn’t absorb all the energy we were pouring into it. The shield suddenly shattered, fire and stored energy slamming into the ship, breaking it apart in seconds.

      “Ben, check the grid!” Matt shouted.

      Our systems had finally caught up, painting a display of everything surrounding us. It was more intense than my original interactions had suggested, and in those initial moments, the sheer volume of enemy ships nearly stole the fight from me. Blorb had committed more sigilships to this fight than I even believed he possessed. Dozens of ships held position over Atlas, the bulk of them Niflin corvettes, but also handfuls of traitorous Nobukkian frigates and a hodge-podge of outworld vessels similar to what Kritchek had collected.

      A mess of starfighters joined the enemy forces, Orbital Defense apparently already in tatters. The three Royal Sentries orbiting Atlas were all missing from the grid, though the identification of large chunks of debris suggested they had been out here when the fight began. A few dozen Royal Guard starfighters had somehow survived, as well as twelve or so smaller cruisers, but they were at the fringe of the fighting, in the midst of a hasty retreat or possibly hoping to draw some of the attacking units away from us.

      Where the hell was Dominator?

      It wasn’t showing on the grid. I didn’t see any evidence it was here at all. Had Lyke stayed behind, waiting for me at the rendezvous point and forcing me to choose between defending Atlas and fighting her? That seemed unlikely. Was she waiting somewhere nearby, planning to jump or transit in once we arrived? More plausible, but I couldn’t imagine Blorb not leading this attack. I felt like I was missing something.

      For the moment, it didn’t matter. We had plenty of other targets. There were at least a dozen sigilships in the process of regrouping to gang up on us and Prestige. Meanwhile, the Niflin corvettes were maneuvering around, building up their formations to stand toe-to-toe against Brito’s frigates. Flashes of energy filled the feeds all around us, quickly joined by the smaller trails of torpedoes arcing across space.

      I checked the rift again. Eighty percent of the Count’s forces were through, including his flagship, the largest and most heavily armed of the bunch.

      “Matt, let’s get on that trio of sigilships on the starboard side,” I said, identifying our next potential victims.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied, again changing vectors. The two nearest enemy corvettes fired on us as we passed them, energy blasts surrounding Head Case, some of them catching in my web of absorb. “Torpedoes incoming,” Matt announced. I found the half-dozen warheads shooting toward us and dropped absorb. I counted on the shields for a moment while I dispersed some of the energy I’d collected back into the projectiles, wiping them out.

      I only had our guard down for a second.

      That was all it took.

      Something hit us hard.

      Maglocked to the deck, David was spared most of the impact, while Dryka grabbed onto one of the displays, holding fast to the sigibellum to remain on her feet. Shaq dug his claws into the corner of a display screen. Ixy and I didn’t fare so well. The impact sent us both rolling across the deck, the blow knocking my guitar from my hands. It swung wildly from its strap, completely stealing my focus from my remaining sigiltech actions. I couldn’t see it, but I knew instinctively that the rift would close immediately, and anything caught within, whether in whole or part, would be trapped inside the void.

      “What the hell?” David groaned, focusing on the grid.

      I swung my guitar back into my hands. Recovering even sooner than I did, Ixy quickly carried me back to where we’d been so I could get a look at the displays. The sigibellum glowed more brightly beneath Dryka as she activated what I assumed was a defensive sigil. Probably just in time. Head Case shuddered again, taking more hits while I struggled to get back into the fight.

      My eyes burned, my body shaking with the cold chill that ran through me when I saw Prestige, or rather what remained of it. The massive Royal Sentry was in a billion pieces, shattered as if it were a china vase dropped on the floor. Debris had flown out from it in every direction, the larger pieces careening into the Nobukkian frigates that had just cleared the rift. Smaller bits of debris created an odd outline of the negative space immediately recognizable to me.

      Before I could even utter the name, Dominator solidified into view.
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      “Should I reverse now?” David asked, seeing Dominator appear way too close for comfort.

      If he reversed us a little, we could avoid the hit we had taken. But I had no idea what Dominator’s position was during that time. Lyke had somehow made the ship invisible, both from sight and from sensors, before apparently ramming Prestige right through the heart. The huge ship was still in motion, turning broadside to us as a fresh group of sigils activated along its bow.

      “No. We don’t have origin coordinates yet,” I shot back.

      “Murdock,” Brito warned over the comms while his ships reacted by trying to put more distance between each of them while still maintaining engagement in the fight.

      “I see it,” I whispered back, still dazed. “We’re on it. You just need to keep the other ships occupied.”

      “We’ll do our best,” he answered.

      I glanced at where Prestige had been a few seconds earlier, nauseous at the thought of all the lives that had just been lost, including Commander Volker. Rather than let the scene weaken me, I let anger course through me, using it as fuel to steady my hands.

      “Team Hondo,” I said through my comm badge. “Let’s get this son of a bitch. Matt, it’s time to rock and roll.” I started playing again. AC/DC this time. Hells Bells.

      Head Case swung hard left, energy blasts from nearby Niflin corvettes bouncing off Dryka’s reflect. Around us, Brito’s frigates launched a barrage of return fire. The squadron-like arrangement of the boxy ships was effective in ganging up on individual targets, tearing through shields and quickly downing overmatched enemy starships. Unfortunately, the tactic also kept the Nobukkian ships too close together, and when Dominator lashed out with a burst of red energy, four of the frigates went dark at once, their entire back ends seeming to disintegrate within seconds.

      “What the hell was that?” Matt growled over the comms in response to the sigils.

      “Nothing we want to be hit with,” I replied. “Dutch, fire on that sigilship.”

      “It’s running reflect,” she countered.

      “Not for much longer,” I said, hitting it with both dampen and separate simultaneously. Its defensive sigil fell apart beneath my attack, and Dryka followed through, burning the ship to slag.

      We shot past the wreckage. and Matt swung Head Case more in line with Dominator. The huge ship lashed out again with its apparent disintegration bolts. Three more of Brito’s frigates went down while another four quickly succumbed to the numerous other sigilships still in the fight.

      “We can’t hold out for long like this,” Brito said. “We’re being slaughtered.”

      I knew it, but what were we supposed to do? “You need to hold out,” I barked back, jaw clenching in fury. I spotted a Niflin corvette turning to take aim at one of the frigates and activated separate through the crown, ripping it in half before it could fire. The action sent a cold chill of anger through my body, and I shivered. I repeated the process on a second enemy ship as the battle raged around us.

      “Come on, Lyke,” I growled, tearing two more Niflin corvettes apart as though they were made of paper. “Pay attention to me.”

      The Royal Guard starfighters regrouped, some moving in waves against the corvettes. Others kept the enemy fighters engaged, maneuvering around the debris in a deadly game of cat and mouse, while Brito’s frigates picked up the ferocity of their attacks, peppering the enemy ships with energy blasts and torpedoes.

      Dominator remained the eight hundred pound gorilla focused on Brito’s fleet. Lyke seemed satisfied to ignore me for the moment while she cut down the Count’s traditional warships, her plan apparently to isolate us like a stranded diver surrounded by sharks.

      I glanced at Dryka, noticing how quickly she’d become sweaty and pale. She was giving her all to keep reflect stable around the ship, but the cracks were already beginning to show. Head Case shuddered as a torpedo found its way through and hit the traditional shields.

      “Murdock, we’re losing four of ours for every one of theirs,” Brito said. “We can’t survive this attrition for much longer, and I’m not losing my entire fleet today. If you’re going to do something, do it now.”

      “I’m trying,” I shouted back, immediately annoyed with myself for lashing out at him. “Damn it,” I hissed. “This isn’t working. There are too many of them.”

      “Ben, I have a question,” David said.

      “This isn’t the best time,” I replied.

      “I think it might be.”

      My head whipped in his direction. “What?” I snapped impatiently.

      “Why are you gimping yourself so much?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re pulling pure motes, man,” he replied. “You don’t need sigils. So why are you only using actions from your construct?”

      My eyes locked on David, and I froze so hard I almost stopped playing. The entire universe seemed to shift to slow motion. “We only measured the wavelengths of the sigils in my construct.”

      “Which we used as a baseline to build the algorithm. But the system is dynamic.”

      I stared at him with my mouth agape for what felt like eternity, but was probably less than a second. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner?”

      “I thought you already knew it.”

      I shook my head in sardonic disbelief. “Son of a bitch. Matt, fly us between the sigilships.”

      “Between them? Are you crazy?” he replied.

      “Cap, I don’t think I can hold out much longer,” Dryka added. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “And burn out the reactors,” Meg said. “We’re using a lot of fuel to keep these sigils going.”

      “Just trust me,” I replied to all of them. “Let’s see Lyke keep ignoring me after this. Brito, pull your ships up and away from the corvettes. Now!”

      “What are you—”

      “Now!” I repeated, more forcefully this time.

      “On it,” he said, vanishing from our comms to pass orders to his captains.

      They began disengaging from the corvettes as Head Case rocketed between four of the sigilships. The enemy ships opened fire, probably realizing they could burn out our reactor if they kept the pressure on. Dryka reflected the assault, falling to her knees in the process. I picked up the pace of my playing, not even thinking about a specific sigil this time. Instead, I visualized what I wanted to see happen in my mind, hoping but unsure I could manifest it in reality without employing a corresponding sigil.

      The crown didn’t seem to care that I lacked faith. My body shivered as three rings of energy circled Head Case before flashing out in a series of expanding waves. The enemy had used the action earlier to devastating effect. I used it now, creating equal havoc.

      Two of the sigilships managed to get a shield up in time. One tried to absorb the energy and failed. The other attempted to reflect it, but with the waves continuing to roll in, the archon on board burned himself out trying to counter them. The ship’s defenses shattered, the waves ripping through the corvette and into the others, vaporizing all four, plus three more.

      I cringed when one of Brito’s ships clipped a wave, the bow’s forecastle shearing off under the friendly fire and leaving the ship dead in space. I was remorseful but not sorry. The result was well worth the small loss of life in that ship’s upper forward compartments. I just hoped they’d gotten them sealed off quickly.

      “Wow, that was awesome!” Meg shouted in response to the destruction. Dryka smiled too and stared at me in amazement, while David offered me two thumbs up. I wish I could have celebrated with them, but the expenditure of chaos energy had taken its toll.

      Dexterity fled my fingers, and my hands started shaking so hard I couldn’t continue playing. I slumped back against Ixy, eyes rolling back, vision blurring. I was cold. So damn cold. My fatigued muscles ceased moving.

      “Crap,” Meg snapped, rushing to my side.

      “Bensss,” Ixy said worriedly, gently rubbing my cheeks with her pedipalps.

      “Captain!” Meg looked at the heater. “I can try to make it hotter.”

      “I’m spent,” I said, glancing at David. “It’s not enough.”

      “Well, you’d better dig deep and find a little more,” Dryka said from the sigibellum. “Because Dominator is headed our way.”

      Dryka drew my attention to the starboard feed, where the huge sigilship had broken off its assault on Brito’s forces, finally realizing we were too much of a threat to let linger any longer. Dominator’s sigils glowed so brightly it was obvious Lyke wanted to finish us with one heavy punch. I wanted more than anything to negate her action, but my fingers refused to even twitch. Nevermind moving my hands. My muscles were locked in place.

      I’d underestimated the burn from my massive attack, and rather than gimping my tactics I had wound up gimping myself. I could have kicked myself for my recklessness, except I couldn’t move my legs.

      “Ben?” Dryka said, dragging herself back to her feet so she could activate the sigibellum again and give us some protection. “Come on. We need you.”

      Dominator was closing in a hurry. Head Case rattled as the shields absorbed hits from the surrounding corvettes pummeling us with energy blasts and torpedoes. We had destroyed nearly a dozen sigilships single-handedly, almost a quarter of Blorb’s fleet. We had put up a good fight. A great fight. It just wasn’t enough.

      “Ben?” Meg pleaded, wrapping one of my hands in hers. “You’re so cold.”

      “Ben, what’s going on up there?” Matt asked over the comms. “We’re getting hammered.”

      I closed my eyes. Not to give up. Not to fall asleep. To let go.

      Of my fear, my fury, and my fatigue. Of my life, as it was. I surrendered to a moment that seemed to last forever. I could hear the voices of my crew members become single deep notes, each syllable drawn out to infinity in the sudden lapse of time and space. The sound of a metronome overtook the voices, ticking away at a hundred beats per minute. A pinprick of light appeared in the darkness of my obscured vision. I gritted my teeth, mentally reaching out toward it. A great warmth seeped into my fingers, and I finally managed to move my hands. The warmth raced up my arms and spread throughout my body. The light expanded around me, bathing me. Cleansing me.

      My eyes opened. Head Case’s hull was vanishing before my eyes, the entire bulkhead in front of me already eaten away. The rest of the metal continued disintegrating around us. Blinding light, the energy of Dominator’s assault, enveloped the sphere of absorb around us. I knew instinctively that it wouldn’t hold for long.

      Because somehow, I was the one who had created it. Without music. Without my construct or the crown. Without any outward effort at all.

      Like before, it seemed my body was protecting itself by tapping into a power I couldn’t access on my own. But unlike before, I was awake through the whole thing, and I could feel, hear, and taste the chaos energy seeping through my pores. Through the cancerous, mutated cells that made me one-of-a-kind. Those cells would kill me soon enough. But for now, they were the only thing keeping us alive, even as Head Case fell apart around us.

      “David,” I said, getting his attention. He stood frozen in fear and shock, staring at his imminent demise the moment my body reached its limit and we lost the fight for good. His eyes drifted over to me, the universe still moving in slow motion. “You can use reverse now,” I continued matter-of-factly, surprised I even needed to tell him to undo our total destruction. I could only hope he would snap out of his panic long enough to activate his ring.

      He nodded, clasping his hands tightly together and closing his eyes. “Vicissim,” I heard him mutter, though every letter dragged out over seconds, like a lisp moving ever so slowly. The red glow of the ring pierced the spaces between his fingers, each vein of light spearing out one at a time in my slow motion reality.

      I watched in awe as the scene reversed. The blinding light was sucked away, Head Case’s hull reconstituting as the light disappeared. Dryka returned to the sigibellum, Meg backed away from me, Ixy’s grip reversing, her position and mine shifting as we were all dragged backward in time. The waves of consume contracted inward, the destroyed corvettes and sigilships returning to existence. My guitar slid back into my hands, the strength returning to my body. I straightened up in Ixy’s arms. The speed of existence returned to normal, leaving me where I had been twenty seconds earlier.

      “. We’re using a lot of fuel to keep these sigils going,” Meg finished saying before gaining a confused expression. “Whoa, that’s weird.”

      “Gia!” I shouted. “I need Dominator’s coordinates five seconds from now.” She should have been recording everything and sending it back to her mainframe, beyond the reach of David’s reversal. The coordinates appeared on my slab. “Here goes nothing. Matt, scale us down and fly straight!”

      I glanced at the nuke sled, ready for launch into the belly of the beast the moment I opened the portal. After what I had just experienced, there was no chance I was willing to fire and forget the real reason Blorb had come here. It wasn’t to surrender the moment he lost Dominator. He had come to either claim Atlas and the Hegemony or to destroy it completely.

      I looked out at space ahead of us, sending chaos energy into the crown and quickly opening a rift. After what I had just experienced, there was also no way I was going to leave Head Case and my crew behind. It was dangerous where we were going, but it was more dangerous out here. Besides, we would win or lose together.

      Scratch that. We would win together.

      “Ben, what the—” Matt managed to spit out before we hit the opening rift.

      Momentum carried us through.
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      With the speed and size of a bullet, we blasted out of the rift, crossing open space in a flash before slamming into Dominator’s bulkhead. As we punched through the metal and the wiring behind it, Dryka’s reflect protected Head Case like a cape spread out in front of us. We barely avoided the thicker steel beams supporting the superstructure and broke through the next bulkhead into a storage room. We smashed through plastic bottles of cleaning solution and cans of furniture polish before blasting through the next bulkhead and into a corridor.

      We hit a crewman, his expression freezing in surprise just before Head Case pierced his eye and penetrated his brain, blowing out through the back of his skull. Matt managed to turn us before we hit the next bulkhead, friction and gravity slowing us as we flew along the length of the corridor. We passed two more crew members who didn’t notice us as they responded to the sudden collapse of their comrade.

      “That was so gross, but I can’t believe we made it,” Meg exclaimed.

      “Gia, where are we?” I asked. She had shown me schematics of a similar ship, but I had obviously missed the cargo hold, my timing and the coordinates slightly off target.

      “Go right at the next intersection,” she replied through Head Case’s speakers. Matt barely had time to make the turn, our velocity finally slowing as the high-speed turn worked to bleed off our velocity. Gia directed us to take the door at the end of the corridor.

      I pulled it open as we approached, revealing not the cargo hold, but a hangar still partially loaded with Niflin starfighters. I couldn’t help grinning as I pushed a group of them aside, piling them up and making space for Head Case to return to its full size.

      “Murdock, where the hell did you go?” Brito said. “You son of a bitch, I can’t believe you ran.”

      “I didn’t run, Brito. We’re inside Dominator, going after Lyke. Keep distracting the enemy as best you can. If we take this ship, the fight’s all but over.”

      “You’d better make it quick. We’re not going to last much longer out here.”

      “Copy that. Murdock out.” I stopped playing my guitar as Head Case scaled up to full size. Taking my slab from Ixy, I disconnected the external comms and switched to my badge. “This is it, Team Hondo. Zar, Emerald, George, Ki, Justus, Ixy, and Shaq—you’re with me. The rest of you, wait here and be ready to roll out on my orders. Leo, take over co-pilot duties for Justus.”

      I tapped the comm badge to disconnect and looked at the others on the deck. “David, do you think you can help Dutch with the sigibellum?” I glanced over at Dryka. She was obviously exhausted. I didn’t know how much more she had to give, and I knew she would never admit she was out of gas.

      “It’s the same as using a ring, right?” he asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      He nodded. “I’ve got this.”

      “Ixy, Shaq, let’s go.”

      I tried to stand on my own, failing the first time. Ixy caught me before I could hit the deck.

      “Needsss a ridesss?” she asked.

      “For now,” I replied. “Thanks, Ixy.”

      “Anytimesss.” She lowered herself so I could crawl onto her back.

      “Ben, why don’t you restore yourself?” David asked. “You don’t need the sigil anymore. You don’t need the construct at all.”

      I paused to consider it. “The cancer makes me stronger while it makes me weaker,” I replied. “I need all the strength I can get.”

      “Chaos energy strength won’t mean much if you can’t even stand up,” he said. “Besides, the crown gives you a major advantage. You’re already strong enough to deal with Admiral Lyke.”

      I would have spent longer thinking about it, but Brito and his fleet were out there, getting their asses handed to them. I played a short lick, instantly picking up on the chaos energy and thinking about my body getting stronger. Healing, but not too much. I had to keep a balance between physical, and for lack of a better word, magical strength. I could feel the construct etched into; my skin fading away, the scar tissue healing, my ability to channel chaos energy through it dissipating.

      A part of me feared becoming dependent on the crown. It wasn’t as much a part of me and could be stolen or broken. The same could be said of the guitar, and I was already just as dependent on it. Coil had almost killed me after ripping it out of my hands.

      The strength returned to my legs. A measure of warmth returned to my body. I wasn’t a hundred percent. Sixty-five, maybe. I could live with that.

      “Okay, now let’s go,” I said to Ixy and Shaq.

      We hurried to the elevator, riding it down to the hangar. I would have liked to stop at the armory for the scout armor, but there was no time. The rest of the away team had come to the same conclusion and had paused there only to grab guns and ammo. They were already in the hangar when I arrived, most of them still loading their guns, shoving extra ammo into their pockets, and either strapping on rifles or shoving backup handguns into their belts. For some reason, Emerald was in her pajamas. At least she’d gone with a fleece snowman print instead of something sheer. The bunny slippers were almost a bridge too far.

      “Sher, what are you doing here?” I asked, spotting her standing next to George, a plasma rifle in hand.

      “You forgot to include me,” she replied.

      “I didn’t forget. I need you to stay here.”

      “You can’t keep trying to protect me like this, big brother,” she complained. “I’m a good shot, and I—”

      “I’m not leaving you here to protect you. Someone has to defend the ship. Matt, David, and the others already have jobs to do. If anyone gets on board, you’re the last line of defense.”

      “So why not have Emerald do it?”

      I motioned toward Emerald. “Do you really want to trust a woman going to war in snowman pajamas with David’s life?”

      She frowned. “Good point.”

      “Take a position on the balcony in front of the elevator. If anyone boards Head Case who isn’t us, blast them.”

      “Okay. Be careful.” She kissed me on the cheek before turning to the others. “I want all of you to come back alive. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” George replied.

      “To be fair,” Emerald said. “I thought you didn’t want us to risk our lives anymore?”

      “That was before we had to transit a fleet back to Atlas and wound up inside Dominator,” I replied. “Plans change.”

      “We could all die.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to keep that from happening. Let’s move out.”

      “Ben, we’ve got company,” Matt said, Head Case shuddering as loud thumps erupted from our ion cannons. The hangar doors rattled, suggesting return fire. “They’ve got archons with them, reflecting our cannon fire back at us. I don’t know how long our shields will hold.”

      “On my mark, cut your fire and open the hangar doors. We’ll deal with them.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Shaq, you know what to do.”

      “Mmmhmm,” he buzzed.

      “Ixy, stay out of sight. If you see an opening, try to take the archons by surprise.”

      “Yesss.”

      “The rest of you, follow me.”

      I headed straight for the hangar doors, swapping out Hell’s Bells for Highway To Hell. I could sense the difference between my ability to tap into chaos energy now than I had before using restore. The contrast wasn’t overwhelmingly significant, but David had had the right idea.

      Reaching the doors, I glanced to both sides of me, eyeing my crew. A ragtag group to be sure, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Matt, now!” I barked.

      The thudding from the ion cannons stopped. The doors began opening, much too slowly. I pushed them aside at the same time I cranked up the volume on my guitar, hoping to unnerve the defenses with the sudden echoing roar of classic rock and roll. Shaq slipped out of the opening before it had fully spread, darting laterally while the enemy was distracted by the ear-splitting music.

      A dozen armored Niflin defenders hesitated and then swung their weapons toward us. A pair of archons hovered behind them, their reflect shields intact. They stared at me with wild eyes as I made a grand rock star entrance from the top of Head Case’s extending ramp. Obviously thinking they’d be safe behind reflect, my one strong separate tore the walls down, taking them and the guards completely by surprise.

      Emerald’s plasma rifle whoomped as she knelt and sent well-aimed bolts into one defender after another, joined a moment later by the rest of Team Hondo. The guards stumbled back, looking for cover before they could retaliate. I took the opportunity to pull the rifles from their hands, sending the guns up and over Head Case and into the depths of Dominator’s hangar.

      Just like that, the fighters were ready to surrender. Those who hadn’t found cover immediately fell to their knees and threw their hands up, their expressions beneath their helmets undoubtedly reflecting their terror. The guards behind cover had no other choice but to join their surrender, while the archons weren’t so quick to give up. I had seen the sigilship at the Bracken Factory use diffuse. It came in handy now as I took care of the lightning flashing toward me before it could make contact.

      George and Justus turned their guns on the archon who looked most likely to defend himself. They didn’t need to fire. The threat they presented was enough to motivate the wizard to throw his hands up, but he didn’t drop his shield. Shaq snuck in behind him, bypassing his shield and biting his ankle. He jerked, looking down for his attacker and then fell to the deck, dead.

      The other archon locked his frightened eyes on mine. He turned and ran, a shield of reflect behind him. Emerald’s plasma bolts ricocheted off his shield, punching into the deck.

      “Slippery little turd,” she complained, looking over at me with a big grin on her face. “Looks like the hangar’s ours.”

      “And both Lyke and Blorb know I’m coming,” I replied, allowing myself a satisfied smirk. “Good.”
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      “What should we do with these guys?” George asked, keeping his rifle trained on the surrendering Niflin.

      “I’ll take care of them,” I replied, lowering the volume on my guitar and playing more slowly now that the action was done. I approached the six guards. “Take your gloves off,” I ordered.

      They did as I directed, putting their hands back up afterwards. I touched the backs of their hands in turn, calming them into a deep sleep.

      “Time’s wasting,” Emerald said, already waiting at the door. “Let’s go.” Ixy dropped down from the ceiling beside her, startling both her and me. “Damn it, do you have to do that?” Emerald snapped.

      “Yesss,” Ixy replied, rattling in obvious amusement.

      The hangar door opened and we moved out into the corridor, retracing some of the way Head Case had taken to reach the hangar.

      “We should split up,” Quasar suggested. “One group to the bridge, the other to the sigibellum.”

      “Good idea,” I replied.

      “I’m going for the Star of Caprum,” Justus announced. “Her Grace deserves to get it back.”

      I considered reacting harshly to his decision. He wasn’t in charge here, and even Dryka would want him to follow orders. But I also knew him well enough to know I wouldn’t get anywhere. His love for the duchess was greater than his loyalty to me, but I still had to warn him. “You won’t make it very far on your own.”

      ”I have to try.”

      “Do you even know where you’re going?”

      “I studied the schematics of Niflin battleships. I think so.” He put his hand on my shoulder while we continued walking. “If I don’t see you again, it’s been an honor fighting alongside you, Ben.”

      I nodded, a wad of indigestible forewarning settling in my gut.”Godspeed, Justus.” I hoped I’d see him again, but I knew the chances of that weren’t good. “Let me know if you make it to the Star. Don’t remove it right away. If we capture Dominator, we’ll need it to finish off the rest of the fleet.”

      “Aye, Captain.” He squeezed my shoulder before sprinting ahead of us, first to turn the corner. He quickly ducked back behind the corner, slamming his back against the bulkhead and looking back at me as energy blasts shot past where he’d come to a screeching halt in the cross corridor. “A little help?” he said.

      Emerald and Ki rushed to join him, the rest of us not far behind. I peeked around the corner, finding a group of four Niflin soldiers, two peering around each corner at the next intersection. I didn’t see an archon with them, so all I had to do to take them out was pull them out into the open.

      Next to me, Ixy heaved a long sigh, apparently disappointed she wasn’t getting any of the action.

      “I guess that’s what happens when you don’t have opposable thumbs,” I said. She responded with clicking laughter.

      With his path cleared, Justus nodded a silent thanks and turned right, taking off down the corridor while the remainder of Team Hondo gathered around me.

      “The bridge is near the center of the ship,” Quasar said. “We’ll need to go up a few decks and back toward the middle. The sigibellum is probably closer to the aft, the same way Justus just went.”

      “Probably?” I replied. “Is that the best we can do? This is a big ship.”

      “Once we have the bridge, Gia can help me pinpoint the exact location of the sigibellum.”

      “Brito’s fleet is getting slaughtered out there,” I reminded her.

      “I know.” She paused, no doubt communicating with Gia through her neural link. “Follow me.”

      Turning left, we fell in behind her, running through the corridors of the sigilship, fully depending on Zar to get us where we needed to go. A few minutes passed without encountering any other defenders. In fact, the entire place had become eerily quiet.

      “Zar, time,” I pressed again, worried about Brito.

      “We’re here,” she replied, stopping at a hatch. It didn’t open when she tapped on the control pad beside it.

      “Locked?”

      “We should expect that now. Wait one.” She stared at the pad while Gia worked on the problem through the neural link. In just a moment, the door opened, revealing a closet filled with flashing lights, wires, and a small display.

      “What is this place?” Ki asked.

      “Systems junction,” Quasar replied. “They’re sprinkled across the ship.” She tapped on the display, bringing it to life before navigating the touchscreen. To me, it was a maze of colored lines, much like maps I had seen of the New York City subway system. As she tapped on a line, it displayed some information written in Niflin. “Here,” she said, choosing the blue line. She rotated the three-dimensional map. “We’re here, on Deck Nine,” she said, pointing to our position.”Virtually halfway between the primary reactors on twelve…” She pointed to them. “. and the bridge on sixteen. Here.”

      “How close are we in actual distance to the bridge?” I asked.

      “About half a klick away.”

      “Well, don’t just stand there,” Emerald said, bouncing up and down. “Let’s hop to it.” She laughed at her bad joke, suddenly cursing and whipping easily around on the slick soles of her bunny slippers to open fire on the uniformed archon materializing to the left of us. Em’s round missed her as she came into full view.

      Before I could react, the archon’s powerful spread of energy slammed into us. Emerald fell back, a smoldering hole burned into the shoulder of her pajamas. Ki and George went down, too. One of the bolts cut right through Ixy’s leg, severing half of it. The bolts missed Shaq, and Quasar was out of sight inside the junction.

      I was luckier. The protostem of my guitar absorbed the chaos lightning, but the force of the attack still knocked me into the bulkhead. Nevertheless, I responded quickly, blocking her next round of diffuse. I straightened and charged her, strumming a jangling lick that expressed both my fear and fury while I launched lightning from the fingertips of my left hand. Four separate spears of energy lanced her body, and she collapsed in a smoking heap.

      I immediately turned back to my stricken crew members. Emerald was still alive, groaning and looking down at her chest. “That bitch ruined my jammies,” she complained. George was getting back up, too. As a former army grunt, he had taken to wearing protective underlay almost all the time. The attack had pierced the armor and left his arm dangling at his side.

      Ki wasn’t moving.

      Shaq stood beside her, small hand on Ki’s neck, checking for a pulse. Two of the bolts had hit her, one in the abdomen, the other in the chest, right over her heart, with enough force to tear through her armor. Shaq looked up at me and shook his head. She was gone.

      “Maybe I can reverse it,” I said, falling to my knees beside her. I glanced at Ixy, who had tucked in her damaged limb, holding it close to her body.

      “Seven moresss,” she wheezed, the hint of anger and pain impossible to miss.

      Looking back at Ki, I visualized time running backward for her. The bolts coming out of her body as she popped back to her feet. I didn’t sense anything from the crown, and what I wanted to happen didn’t. Maybe I just couldn’t get a clear enough image of it in my mind, or maybe the action was just too complex for even the crown to handle. Either way, I couldn’t bring her back. It saddened and infuriated me. She had been the last of Kat’s Litter.

      “I’m sorry, Ben,” Quasar said, putting a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “But we need to keep going.”

      “Yeah,” I replied bitterly, returning to my feet. I stepped over to George and put my hand on his wound. Reverse hadn’t worked, but I knew I could at least restore him. It only took a few seconds for the damage to fully heal.

      

      “Thanks, Captain,” he said.

      I nodded, turning to Emerald. “I’m good,” she said, though I wasn’t completely sure I believed her. “Save your energy for the bad guys.” She shouldered her rifle, ready to move out.

      “Forget splitting up,” I said. “It’s too risky if there are any more Gilded wandering around. Especially if they can all make themselves invisible. We’re going for Lyke and the sigibellum.” I glanced back at George. “I was determined before. Now I’m totally pissed off and ready to kick some ass.”
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      We made our way through Dominator at a reckless pace. I stayed in front, holding a wave of diffuse in front of us to block any surprise attacks, sigil-based or otherwise. It was a constant drain on me, but I didn’t have any other choice. I refused to let the enemy catch us off-guard like that again. I refused to lose another crew member to something I could prevent.

      The invisible archon’s attack had created a new fire in my gut, a next-level focus and fury compounded by my inability to replicate reverse. Brito’s predicament ate at me too. We’d entered the sigilship nearly eight minutes ago. It might as well have been a lifetime. I tried contacting Matt through both my comm badge and slab to get an update, but it seemed the enemy had found a way to jam our signals. Quasar had even lost contact with Gia, which led me to believe there was sigiltech involved.

      Cut off from everyone else, it also meant Justus couldn’t reach me when he made it to the Star. If he made it to the star. I still had a bad feeling he wouldn’t. Maybe I should have fought harder to stop him from going. But that would have only been a waste of time we didn’t have. If he did reach the power source and found his comms down, I assumed he would pull the Star and try to smuggle it back to Head Case. Maybe that would be for the best.

      “That’s it up ahead,’ Quasar said, motioning to an unremarkable hatch about a hundred feet from our current position.

      There were no guards posted outside. We had made it all the way from the junction without running into any more trouble. It didn’t sit very well. Lyke had gone for the quick assassination and failed. Now that I knew about that attack vector, she’d likely decided it would be a waste of her remaining archons to try again.

      Which made this an obvious trap.

      A trap we had no choice but to walk into if we wanted to stop Dominator from destroying Brito’s warships. A trap we had to walk into if we wanted to stop Lyke and gain control of the huge sigilship. Period.

      “What’s the play, Chief?” Emerald asked. She hadn’t complained at all about her wound, but I could tell by the tightness of her face that she was in secret agony. Taking one for the team. If that was the only reason for me to crush Lyke, it would have been enough. But there were so many more reasons.

      “I’m going in after Lyke,” I replied.

      “Are you kidding?” Quasar said. “Your plan is to get yourself killed?”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “It’s not about confidence. It’s about sanity. I think we can all agree this is a trap. I don’t think it’s a stretch to believe all the archons left on this ship are in that room. With Lyke. Ben, you don’t even know how many archons there are, how powerful they are, or whether or not they’re Gilded.”

      “You’re right. I don’t.”

      “And?” she pressed.

      “And if all the archons are in that room, it means none of them are between here and the bridge. Which means you and everyone else have a better chance of securing the bridge while I deal with Lyke.”

      “I thought we just decided not to split up?”

      “That was before we knew this was a trap. Look, there’s nothing you can do to help me in there.”

      “Can help,” Shaq interjected.

      “Not even you, bud,” I replied. “They’ll burn you just like they did Ki.”

      “I can take it,” Emerald said, patting above her wound.

      “You got lucky. So did I. If the bolt the Gilded threw at me hadn’t hit my guitar, I’d be dead right now. If these archons can make themselves invisible, odds are that at least one of them will be out of sight in there, waiting for the right moment to strike. If any of you go in there with me, I’ll have to worry about protecting you. If you’re not there, I only have to worry about myself.”

      “You don’t need to worry about us,” Quasar insisted.

      “Yes, I do. If you go in there, you’ll die.”

      “So will you.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But I’m dying anyway. You all know that. And if I am going down, you can be sure I’ll take Lyke with me. Something I can’t do if I have to worry about any of you.” I looked each of them in the eye in turn. With Ixy, I looked into multiple eyes. “This isn’t how I want things to end. I wanted you safe on Prestige, far away from this. Since that didn’t happen, the best thing you can do for me is seize the bridge. Gain control of the ship. Crash it on Atlas if you need to, but get it out of the fight. If the enemy sees it go down, they might decide to run.”

      “Come to the bridge with us,” Quasar pleaded. “We’ll take Dominator down together. If that doesn’t bring that bitch out of hiding, nothing will.”

      I stared at her, hesitant. “She owes me a fight.”

      “She was smart enough not to stick to that agreement. You shouldn’t, either. None of us can stop you from going in there if that’s what you really want. But how far have you ever gotten by going it alone?”

      “I etched the construct on my own.”

      “So you could save us.”

      “I handled Usari on my own.”

      “Pfft,” Shaq spat. “Was there.”

      “That’s right, you were. I beat Coil on my own.”

      “Come on, Ben, give it up,” Emerald said. “Nobody believes that.”

      “It’s true!” I pushed.

      “Nopesss,” Ixy countered.

      I paused, trying to come up with another example. I couldn’t. For as long as I could remember, I had been fortunate enough to never have to do much of anything alone. First there was Mom, Sheri, and my brothers. Then Matt, who had always been there for me from the first day we met. And since coming to the SpiraI, I’d had Alter, Shaq, Quasar, Keep, and the rest of my crew. My whole life before this moment played out in an instant. I remembered the times I’d succeeded with a little help from my friends, and the times I’d been there to help my friends succeed. It felt wrong to abandon them just to play right into Lyke’s hands.

      Let her stay on the sigibellum waiting for me to arrive while we brought Dominator down around her.

      “Yeah,” I said, turning away from the sigibellum. “You’re right. Let’s—”

      “Going somewhere?”

      I whipped back around, my eyes settling on Admiral Lyke. She stood in the passageway just outside the sigibellum, looking as smug as ever. The door into the room was open, though I hadn’t heard it or seen her emerge. Had she been invisible, watching and listening this entire time? I glared at her, hands sliding slowly back to the strings of my guitar.

      “Don’t bother with the bridge,” she continued. “The controls were transferred down here weeks ago. All you’ll find up there is a bunch of flashing displays and a lot of dust.” She chuckled like a hyena. “You really don’t know when to quit, do you, Murdock? Though I have to admit, I never expected you to find a way to undo your death. I know there are a lot of sigils I’ve never heard about or seen, but that one is something else.”

      “Do your lips keep moving because you know I’m going to kill you as soon as you stop talking?” I asked, drawing a laugh from Emerald.

      “Come now, Ben. You have my respect. There’s no reason to be so uncivilized.”

      “Yes, there is. You and your master have killed more than one of my friends.”

      “Master? I bow to no master, Ben. I make deals that advance my desires. Is that so wrong?” I glared at her, refusing to dignify the question with a response. She shrugged. “What was it you said to me? My pride demanded I fight you because I need to know I’m better than you. You were so sure you knew me, but you didn’t realize my hunger for power is bigger than my drive to hold onto my pride. But since you’re here, and I’m here, I might as well get my answer. You want to dance, Ben? Let’s dance.”

      She waved to me and disappeared back into the room with the sigibellum.

      “Ben, it’s still a trap,” Quasar said.

      “Even if it is, there’s no way she can beat me.”

      “Then why does she seem to think she can?” Emerald asked.

      I looked at my crew. “We don’t have a choice. You heard her. The ship controls were transferred down here.”

      “Have you ever heard of a thing called lying?”

      “We don’t have the luxury of taking that chance. Like it or not, I have to go in there. It’s not up for debate. Go for the bridge, since in all likelihood, she’s full of shit. If I don’t make it, you all know how much you mean to me, right?”

      “We do,” Quasar said.

      “Yesss,” Ixy added.

      Shaq buzzed and nuzzled my neck.

      “This isn’t goodbye,” I said. “I’ll see you after the show. Now go.” None of them moved, hesitant to leave me behind. “Go!” I shouted. “That’s an order.”

      Shaq hopped from my shoulder to Quasar’s. Emerald threw herself into me, giving me a quick one-armed hug while keeping her wound away from the pressure. She pulled away, but instead of being teary-eyed, she looked as determined and lucid as I had ever seen her. “Kick her ass, Ben.”

      They lingered another moment before turning and heading away. I spun back toward the open door, my resolve firming quickly. The support of friends and family had been invaluable to me my entire life. But there were some things a man had to do for himself.

      I shifted my fingers on my guitar, turned up the volume, and set my pick against the strings. Lyke wanted to dance?

      I knew the perfect song.
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      I’d learned to play my song selection on a challenge from Sheri, who thought my repertoire was way too metal and hard rock heavy, lacking variety. I’d actually enjoyed the process more than I expected, though I could never have imagined I’d be using the tune in a time and place like this.

      Chaos energy flowed from the iconic opening chords to Stayin’ Alive and through me as I reached the entrance to the room housing the sigibellum. My temples tingled at the edges of the protostem-coated crown.

      I wasn’t just preparing to fight Lyke. I expected a gang of Gilded too, a showdown like a classic kung-fu movie. Bruce Lee versus ninjas, with the Boss Battle at the end.

      I was ready.

      The sigibellum rested in the center of the room. The platform itself was identical to the one on Head Case. Same size, shape, everything. Instead of multiple monitors showing feeds from the cameras arrayed on Head Case’s skull, a single curved display occupied eighty percent of the sigibellum’s perimeter, arcing over the platform. Saloon doors for entry completed the full view, left open when Lyke returned to the platform. Sparing a quick look at the feed, I absorbed a small sample of the scene beyond Dominator’s hull.

      Brito’s fleet was still out there, but his remaining numbers were hard to ascertain. They were much more spread out and seemed to be focused more on staying out of range of the sigilships than harassing the Niflin corvettes. A delaying tactic to be sure, but the Count and his forces could only delay so long. Otherwise, the orbit Dominator had moved into was thick with debris, enough of it hitting the ship’s energy shields that it created a constant blueish haze around the camera lenses.

      Lyke stood in the center of the sigibellum as I entered. The lack of glow from the sigils etched into the base of the device told me she wasn’t actively using it at the moment. A quick glance to the left and right of the machine, suggested we were alone in the room.

      I doubted that.

      I also noticed there were no other control stations in the room. Not even a single separate display from which to operate the main functions of the starship. Quasar had said Lyke lied about that. And I was pretty sure she had, too. This was purely confirmation. I didn’t regret my decision to step into the jaws of the trap. If me being here would keep my crew safer, then I was all for it.

      The door closed behind me the moment I passed the threshold, the displaced air tickling the back of my neck.

      The Bee Gees echoed in the suddenly enclosed room, and Lyke surprised me by showing off her disco moves for a few seconds before offering me a predatory smile. “I knew you couldn’t resist my charms, Ben.”

      “You’re about as charming as a rattlesnake. About as trustworthy as one, too.” Squinting through it, I created a sudden burst of light overhead, bright enough that the immediate change should have revealed any cloaked archons before my miniature sun faded away. I didn’t see one anywhere along the room’s perimeter. Either they had found some other sigil or combination thereof to make themselves invisible or Lyke and I were alone in the room.

      Her laughter suggested the latter. “Ah, Ben. A clever use of a sigil that most think is useless. It’s not the strength of your abilities that makes you who you are. It’s your ability to think outside the box. But here we are at the end of the road, and you still don’t get it. I know you, maybe better than you know yourself. And you think you know me, to the extent that you were probably ninety percent sure I was lying about the bridge and a hundred percent sure I wouldn’t fight you alone. But you see, whatever you think of me, I’ve already thought of it first, which makes it just too easy to subvert your expectations and use your subconscious arrogance against you. You’re not as smart as you think you are, Ben. Even your choice of music was predictable. There’s no one else in here except you and me. My Gilded are on the bridge, waiting to kill your crew. And when they’re done, they’ll move on to your ridiculous ship. Even if you win against me, you still lose. Do you understand?”

      I stared at her, physically shaking in response to her claim. Fear and fury coursed through me. For the moment, fear had the upper hand.

      “I’d better kill you quickly then,” I said, voice trembling almost as much as my body. I switched from Bee Gees back to Metallica, pushing Lyke with all my strength. Enough that she should have gone through the display behind her and splattered like a bug against the bulkhead.

      She didn’t. She countered my push with nearly equal strength, only sliding back a few feet, not even impacting the curved monitor behind her.

      My fear intensified.

      “How?” I mouthed, only to be hit with a counter-push that nearly caught me off guard. I was thrown back into the sealed hatch, vertebrae audibly cracking upon impact. I dropped to a knee, the pain of breaking bone so intense I lost my breath, keeping me from crying out. It was all I could do to continue playing, though I could only manage random notes when my fingers lost their placement. I had no choice but to use restore on myself to keep up the fight.

      “You clearly don’t understand,” Lyke said. “You were so sure I enticed you in here because I had an army of archons waiting. Because I couldn’t possibly be as powerful as you. Because I can’t possibly beat you on my own.”

      As my body healed, I closed my eyes, creating another ball of bright light between us, hoping it would be enough to blind her. Enhancing my legs, I sprang to my feet, shifting to change my position without physically moving and lunging at her. My hand out, I hoped to make contact with her skin and nail her with calmed-to-death.

      I almost made it, my fingertips brushing the back of her neck just before she sensed my touch and pushed me away with so much force I flew across the room, just missing the sigibellum on my way toward a high-impact collision with the wall. I managed to push back against the wall, slowing my velocity enough that I didn’t die when I crashed into the bulkhead and collapsed on my hands and knees, looking back at her. I had touched her with calmed-to-death. I was sure of it. But she merely stood there, her cold stare sending a new kind of fear racing through me, my entire body falling numb. “That’s impossible,” I whispered. Lyke’s form shifted, changing into one I knew all too well.

      “Do you remember driving from McRory’s? Keep put you to sleep so you wouldn’t see us transit,” Pilot Alter said before again changing forms. “Do you remember the first time you passed out, and when you awoke I was there with coffee and a bacon and egg sandwich?” Her form changed a third time, to Mechanic Alter. “Or when we space-walked to fix Head Case.” She shifted to Clown Alter, but didn’t say anything until shifting to the translucent young girl she had shown me after fleeing the lounge. “Or when you started calling the ship’s AI assistant Lexi instead of Levi? I still don’t know what that was about. Or when I told you that bullshit made up sob story about my past that you ate up like candy?” She changed back to Pilot Alter. “How about when I tore Gia to shreds?” She shifted to Blorb’s male form. “Do you remember when I left you to die on Omega Station?”

      I stared at him in silence, my mind trying to catch up to everything I was seeing. Everything Blorb was saying. “You shouldn’t know about all of that. Unless…”

      “I told you that I know you, Ben,” he replied. “Because I’ve been with you from the moment Keep found you. That story I told you about two Aleal assassins? There were never two. Only Blorb and his Alter.”

      My heart pounded so hard I thought it would explode. I continued staring at Blorb in silent shock. He hadn’t killed Alter. He was Alter. How the hell was that possible? “The palace,” I managed to squeeze out. “The Empress.”

      “Not me. At least, not until you helped me get into the palace to reach her. One of my bigger strokes of genius, I have to admit. Honestly, it all came together so naturally. I never even considered turning on Sedaya before I spent some time with you. Before you showed me how I could become something so much more.”

      I struggled back to my feet. “All of this is because of me?” I said softly.

      “There goes your subconscious arrogance again, Ben. Sedaya had this in the works for some time. My job was to prevent Keep from finding his champion. From finding you. But when I learned…” He paused, effortlessly pulling my guitar from my hands to his. “We don’t want to repeat cliche movie scenes, do we?” He snapped the guitar in half and dropped the pieces on the floor. “When I learned why Keep wanted you, I finally understood my true purpose. My path to freedom, and my kind’s path to superiority.”

      “But… Hiro said he came from Alter, and that made him good,” I blabbered, trying to come to terms with this new reality.

      “Hiro made Hiro good,” Blorb countered. “But he’s still immature. There’s still time to manipulate him.”

      With my ability to tap into chaos energy destroyed with the guitar, Blorb lifted me easily into the air, holding me with my arms at my sides, unable to move.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Ben. You’re wondering how I can use sigiltech when I’m not human. You probably won’t be surprised to know I learned that from you, too. All of the blood tests I ran, the research I did. It wasn’t to save your life. It wasn’t because I cared. It was so I could learn to emulate your genetics. So I could evolve into not just the appearance of a human on the outside, but learn to mimic the fingerprint of a human on the inside. Your fingerprint.”

      He pulled me across the room to where he stood in front of the sigibellum, until we were practically face-to-face. Not that it mattered. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything. I had been ready to lose this fight. But not like this.

      Blorb reached up and snatched the crown from my head. “And what’s this new toy?” he asked. “David made it for you, I assume. I should have killed him before you had a chance to steal him back, but I suppose it wasn’t a total loss.”

      “What are you going to do with me?” I asked.

      “Kill you, of course,” he replied. “I don’t need you anymore.”

      “Why do you hate me so much?” I asked. “Especially if I opened your eyes to everything you can be.”

      He paused, staring at me before shrugging. “I don’t really know. I just do.”

      He continued holding me as his chest sprouted a spear-like appendage that sank into my chest and punched out through my back. The pain was incredible. My legs instantly went numb, and I couldn’t move them. Paralyzed. He jerked my body around like a rag in his chaotic grip. He dropped his sigiltech action, holding me up with the spear, tilting it back so that I slid toward him.

      It was hard to think of anything beyond my crew, my friends, my family, probably only moments away from running headlong into Blorb’s archons. I wasn’t afraid to die myself. It was the thought of failing them that filled me with anguish.

      I’d lost my guitar. My crown. My construct. I had nothing left to help me reach through the veil. The last time I had felt this vulnerable, this alone and afraid, had been in the minutes before Mom had driven me to my appointment with Doc Haines.

      But fear wasn’t always a bad thing, was it? Succaath called his race the Relyeh. The Hunger. They lived on fear. Fed off it. Gained strength from it. He used it to channel chaos energy without aid. Could I do the same? I had already done the same, when Dominator’s attack had scalped Head Case more cleanly than any tomahawk could have.

      Blood gurgled out of my mouth as I coughed, struggling to breathe past the obstruction stabbed through my lungs and spine. Blorb lost his form, becoming a transparent humanoid with an arm of barbed tentacles that reached out to wrap around my neck.

      “Wait,” I wheezed. “You need me…for one…more thing.”

      It was a stall tactic. An act. Somehow, it worked. While Blorb froze, I did my best to focus on my fear, to listen for the resonating tone of chaos behind the thudding of my heart, the pulsing in my veins, the pain in my body, and even the bubbly gurgle of my labored breathing. It had to be there. I had used it before.

      “And what might that be?” he asked, giving me a chance to answer.

      “You don’t…” I paused for longer than I needed, buying more time as I gasped for air. I couldn’t hear anything despite my best efforts, but I sensed a tickle along the back of my neck. “You don’t…” I paused again.

      “Spit it out!” he snapped.

      “You don’t know how…” I rolled my eyes back, letting my head loll forward. He wrapped his tentacles around my skull to pull it back upright. The tickle in my neck expanded, becoming a tingle stretching inward toward my heart, creating a sudden warmth I recognized.

      “I don’t know how to what?” Blorb cried, strangely infuriated by the idea of me knowing something he didn’t.

      Now that the floodgates had opened, the prickly heat spread quickly. My entire body burned with a near overabundance of chaos energy waiting to be used.

      “You don’t know how to—”

      I locked my hand on the spear, attempting to send calmed-to-death flowing through it.

      Nothing happened.

      Blorb looked down at my hand and started laughing. “I get it,” he said, locking eyes with me again. “You actually managed to lie convincingly. You were still trying to win. I might hate you, Ben, but I do respect that about you. No matter what, you never give up.”

      “You don’t know how to reverse,” I said as he twisted my neck.

      I heard it crack. I was pretty sure I felt myself die. Or maybe that was the heat of the motes burning energy to execute the action, which apparently needed a focus word. My neck straightened, my hand backed from the spear and I slid up it before it sank back into his chest and I dangled in the air. That was as far back as the action carried me.

      It was enough.

      “Negate!” I shouted, figuring I needed to keep using focus words. Blorb’s grip on me vanished, and I dropped to the floor just in front of him. “Reflect!” I said, watching as his attempts to spear me bounced off the sudden shield, the momentum knocking him off-balance. “Immolate!” I cried, holding out my hand to burn him to ash.

      His tentacles wrapped around my wrist and tugged. He was so strong he whipped me onto the sigibellum and sent me crashing into the curved display. It shattered and sparked. As I landed on the deck, additional tentacles wrapped around my throat, choking me before I could recover.

      “Impressive,” Blorb said. “But not enough.” He squeezed more tightly. “I want you dead more than I want to know how to reverse.”

      I slumped on the floor of the sigibellum an open flow of chaos energy burning my body. I tried pushing him, but without verbalizing it, I didn’t seem to be able to do it. The fates just had to mess with me like that.

      My eyes landed on the etched surface of the sigibellum beneath me, and I saw my chance to snatch victory from the tentacles of defeat. Slapping my hand on the floor, I activated the device, which instantly glowed brightly beneath us.

      Blorb wasn’t impressed. “That won’t help you, Ben,” he laughed. “All of the sigils are outside the ship.”

      I would have laughed too, if I could breathe. Not with him. At him. He thought he was so smart. But he didn’t catch on that a transit portal could be opened anywhere, and I didn’t need a focus word to use the sigibellum.

      The rift opened beneath his feet, large enough to swallow half the room, including my guitar and crown. His head snapped down, mouth opening in a silent scream as he started falling into the void. More tentacles stretched out, latching onto one of the sigibellum’s saloon doors. I grabbed the tentacle around my neck, trying desperately to remove it as he dangled halfway in the rift, his vital sack rising toward safety above the rift opening. I didn’t have the strength to dislodge the appendage around my throat.

      If I couldn’t beat him, it was better to join him.

      I threw myself at him, wrapping my arm around his head while keeping my other hand pressed to the platform. Knowing that the portal would close if he pulled me in completely, he let go of my neck.

      We hung together halfway between time and space. I looked down at him. He looked up at me. Only now I was the one who was smiling, and he was the one afraid.

      Because I controlled the transit. Because my throat and voice were unrestricted.

      “Pull!” I wheezed, letting go of him.

      I was lifted away from the sigibellum, losing contact with it, the loss of energy forcing the portal to snap closed. Most of Blorb was trapped inside the void, except for his one limb still attached to the saloon door and his head resting on the deck. I canceled the pull and belly flopped onto the deck. The chaos energy still raging inside me, I remained there on my stomach for a few seconds while I sucked in huge gasps of air.

      I had done it. I had actually won. I glanced over at Blorb’s head, already beginning to melt into goop. I forced myself back to my feet. I couldn’t afford to linger. My friends were still in trouble.

      If any of them were hurt, there would be hell to pay.
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      I had only made it back into the corridor outside Dominator’s sigibellum compartment when my comm badge chirped and activated.

      “Ben, do you copy?”

      I couldn’t have hit the badge any faster if I’d wanted to. “Zar! Are you okay? Is everyone okay?”

      “We’re a little beat up, but we’re alive,” she replied. “What did you do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The bridge was clear when we reached it, but we still didn’t take it for granted that Lyke was anything other than a lying piece of crap. The others flanked the entrance, while I hacked the door. As soon as it opened, I was thrown across the passageway. Next thing I knew, four archons came out of the bridge, ready to smoke our tails. Shaq got one of them, and Ixy grabbed the other. She webbed the bitch’s mouth full before she could say anything, but the other two managed to throw shields up. We just kept firing at them, not giving them a chance to drop their defenses. And then all of a sudden, they dropped dead like they had been shot. Just collapsed. I figured with them dead, maybe the comms would work. And they do. What happened to you?”

      “Lyke wasn’t Lyke,” I replied. “She was Blorb.” I froze. The shock of learning Alter had always been Blorb hadn’t worn off yet. “Alter was Blorb, too. The entire time.”

      “What?” she hissed. “How…”

      “Yeah. I’m still not over that reveal. Matt, are you there?”

      “I’m here,” he replied. “I’ve got chills from what you just said. I always knew there was something off about Alter, but I didn’t expect that.”

      “Yeah, you did think she was questionable. While I fell for her lies—hook, line, and sinker.”

      “That’s just because you’re a gullible softie. Well, maybe not so much anymore. Your heart was in the right place.”

      “There’s more to the story, but it’s not important now. The important thing is that I trapped Blorb in the void. I can only guess that he was somehow tethered to the other Aleals on this ship, and when he left the universe, the severed connection killed them.”

      “They were archons, Cap. Not Aleals,” Quasar said. “Aleals can’t use sigiltech.”

      “That’s what we thought. We were wrong. Blorb learned to mimic my DNA. They can evolve so fast it’s scary what they might be capable of becoming, given enough time and opportunity.”

      “It’s scary to think of what Hiro might become.”

      A chill ran down my spine. I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. “We’ll need to keep a close eye on him to make sure he remains one of the good guys.”

      “But if Blorb can use sigiltech, he won’t stay trapped in the void for long, will he?” Matt asked. “All he has to do is open a portal.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. You can’t transit out from inside the void. Only through it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Postive. Keep always warned me about being careful not to get lost in the void. Zar, you said that Dominator’s bridge is secure?”

      “Aye, Captain. I’m here with George and Ixy. Emerald and Shaq are—”

      “Boo!” Emerald shouted, coming around the corner up ahead. Shaq buzzed excitedly from her shoulder as they ran toward me. She threw her arms wide, and I braced myself to catch her as she ran into me and squeezed me tight with her good arm. Shaq hopped to my shoulder, nuzzling my neck. “You made it! I’m so happy.” She rested her head on my chest, looking up at me, her smile disappearing. “You’re burning up.”

      “It’s the chaos energy,” I replied. “I managed to open a line through the veil. I’m not sure how to close it now.” I reached out, placing my hand on her wound. “Restore,” I said gently.

      “Oooh,” she replied as deep, painless healing quickly knitted her wound back together. “Thanks, Boo. It feels so much better now.”

      “A real wizard,” Shaq buzzed in English.

      “Just call me Harry,” I replied. “Zar, can you fly this ship?”

      “Badly,” she answered. “I only know rudimentary Niflin. I could use some help.”

      “I’m on my way to the bridge,” Justus said, breaking in suddenly.

      “You’re alive!” I cried, my smile stretching wide.

      “Yeah well, I tried sending you updates, but the comms were down. I was still trying to figure out how to get past the guards when the archon in the group collapsed like his strings had been cut. I got the drop on the others, and was about to enter engineering when my comms came back online and I heard you talking. It sounds like Dominator is ours and the Star is safe where it is. I can help you fly her.”

      “Fantastic. Matt, is everything good on Head Case?”

      “We had a second round of tangoes come knocking, but Dutch took care of them.”

      “Zar, can you open the hangar doors?”

      “I can in a minute. Gia’s working on gaining access to the systems.”

      “Matt, once the doors are open, get back into the fight. We’ve still got some mop-up to do.”

      “Aye, Captain. What about you?”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” I replied.

      “Sweet,” Matt said.

      “Come on, Em.” I jerked my head in the direction of the sigibellum, and we quickly made our way back to the compartment. The displays had taken some damage during the fight, making them a little harder to use, but the device itself remained intact.

      “Ewww,” Emerald said, stopping in front of the puddle of goop that had been Blorb’s head. A second blob dripped off the door where the tentacle had been. “Gross.”

      “Yup.” I stepped over the blob on the deck and onto the sigibellum, reaching out with my chaos energy to activate it. The sigils on the platform began glowing as I turned my attention to the displays. An entire section of the feed was destroyed, but there was enough left for me to see the entire starboard side and port sides from amidships back. Brito’s fleet had drifted pretty far away, still mixing it up with both the Niflin corvettes and the remaining sigilships. It amazed me that the count had managed to keep a few of his ships and himself alive for this long. I had no doubt they were in dire straits, the minimal volume of flashes from their ion batteries confirming it.

      “Justus, keep the enemy fleet on our right if you can, and get us into the action, asap.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” he replied. “I’ve almost reached the bridge.”

      “Hangar doors are opening,” Gia said over the comms.

      “I’m in position,” I said. “Matt, as soon as you're clear.”

      “We’re clear,” he answered. “Heading out.”

      I saw the light of the inner hangar appear in the feed. Ten seconds later, Head Case shot out past the camera, rocketing toward the bulk of the fighting.

      “I’m on the bridge, Cap,” Justus announced. “Here we go.”

      Dominator began turning, the inertia barely noticeable as he throttled the huge ship up, the glow of its main thrusters creating a hue over the back half of the nearly circular feed.

      I stood in the center of the sigibellum, hands clenched into fists. Chaotic fire still burned through my veins as I watched Head Case sweep around in front of us, leading the way into the faltering battle.

      The enemy ships no doubt saw us coming on their sensors, but with Head Case racing ahead of Dominator, they must have thought Lyke had resumed chasing me. They barely paid us any mind as they kept the pressure up on Brito’s remaining forces and the forty or so Royal Guard starfighters that had somehow survived this long. Having started with over thirty ships, Brito was down to only a handful, all of which were so damaged I could hardly believe they were still spaceworthy.

      “Gia, give me a channel to Count Brito,” I said.

      “Channel open, Ben,” she replied.

      “If you expect me to surrender, you can forget it,” Brito said before I could speak, likely thinking I was Lyke or Blorb. “I’d rather die than give myself up to the likes of you.”

      I laughed. “Glad to hear it, Val. I’m not looking for surrender. I’m looking for retribution.”

      “Murdock?” he said, obviously surprised and elated by my hail and what it meant for our side of the battle.

      “Watch this,” I said, looking to a grouping of three sigilships and five Niflin corvettes in the process of flanking Brito and his ships. “Palpatine,” I barked. The focus word didn’t matter as much as the intent, and the sigibellum glowed with an intensity I had never seen before. A thick, blindingly bright bolt of energy crackled out from our bow, passing beneath Head Case and crossing thousands of kilometers. It branched out from there, a dozen tongues stabbing into each of the targets, catching them completely off guard. The attack broke right through their shield nodes, cutting each ship in half.

      One shot, eight enemy ships destroyed.

      “That was crazy ridiculous.” Emerald laughed, watching the carnage. “You go, Boo!”

      “Justus, turn us a little more starboard,” I said.

      “Aye aye, Captain,” he ardently replied.

      It took a few seconds for the other enemy ships to register what had just happened. By the time they did, Head Case had swooped in on one of the six remaining sigilships, ripping through it with a combination of heavy ion blasts and immolate.

      Panic ensued. The corvettes and sigilships disengaged from Brito’s fleet, turning in every direction and making every effort to run. “Dampen!” I said, directly channeling motes to weaken the reflect shields that popped up all around the nearest sigilship. I combined it with another palpatine from Dominator, satisfied when the warship exploded as violently as anything could in the vacuum of space. Meanwhile, Brito and Head Case ganged up on a second sigilship, quickly overwhelming it and leaving it a dead, drifting husk.

      The rest of the enemy ships accelerated their retreat. Within seconds, hyperspace fields began spreading around them. Seconds later, they were gone.

      And we had won.

      “Woooooo!” Emerald cried from her spectator position, launching into an impromptu dance that integrated plenty of bunny hops. “Team Hondo is awesome!”

      The rest of my crew congratulated one another more sedately over the comms, the losses we had endured, especially on the Nobukkian side, impossible to ignore.

      “Nice work, Murdock,” Brito added to the compliments. “I knew as soon as I saw you that there was something special about you.”

      I didn’t answer right away. The initial moments of calm gave my mind a chance to rewind to what Blorb had said. Sedaya had been planning his coup for years. But I was the one who had given Blorb the idea to take the reins for himself. These deaths were because of me.

      “Respect, Ben,” Gia said through my comm badge. “I know what you’re thinking. But you can’t change the infinite complexities of time and space. And you definitely can’t control them. Well, maybe you can control time. The point is, the what ifs will get you nowhere. Blorb is gone, the Hegemony is safe, and you did it.”

      “No,” I replied, rejecting her statement. “We did it.”

      “Damn right, we did,” Shaq buzzed.

      “Ben, I’ve got an incoming hail,” Gia said. “From the surface.”

      “Pass it through,” I replied.

      “Hey kid,” Keep said calmly. “Count Brito tells me you just finished saving the universe. I never doubted you for a second.”

      “Keep! Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “Prince Hiro and I are fine. You’d never believe who I ran into during my effort to get Hiro out of the Imperium to safety.”

      “Hey, Ben!” Jesse said excitedly. “Don’t worry about the Regent and the Prince. I sent one of our extraction teams to the Imperium as soon as the attack started. They’re in a Nelson Robotic’s bunker not far from there.”

      “Extraction team?”

      “You should see them, Ben,” Hiro said excitedly. “They’re all robots! It was so cool.”

      I hesitated a moment before speaking. Hiro had identified himself as originating from Alter. In fact, he hadn’t even recognized the name Blorb at the time. Blorb had said Hiro was good because of Hiro. Was his human essence gravitating him toward Blorb’s good side, even if that good side had all been an act? Or had he been deceiving me too? Was he still deceiving us? I wished I could be certain. One thing was for sure, we would definitely need to keep a closer eye on him, especially as time went on.

      “I’m sure it was,” I finally said.

      “Nelson Robotics wasn’t about to risk losing our best customers,” Jesse explained.

      “What about Nattic, Vaslon, and the others?” I asked.

      “Sorry, kid,” Keep said. “They didn’t make it. Hiro and I would have been dead too, if not for my rings. Badabing badaboom.”

      “All of New Haydrun is in pretty bad shape,” Jesse said. “Other cities on the planet, too. But don’t worry. Whatever the Hegemony needs, Nelson Robotics is there. We’ll rebuild it all, newer and better than ever.”

      “I know you will,” I replied. Finally calming down, I felt the chaos energy draining away. “Keep, we’ll meet you on the surface once we’ve tied up all our loose ends up here.”

      “No problemo, kid. We’ve got some work to do to calm down the population and pass along the news of our victory. Your victory.”

      “You’re my hero, Ben,” Hiro agreed.

      “And you’re my Hiro,” I answered. “I hope you’ll stay that way. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m suddenly starving.”
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TWO WEEKS LATER…

        

      

    

    
      “Murdock!” Count Brito shouted, eyes lifting over the shoulder of the woman he was speaking with as I entered the room. Matt stood at my right hand. Shaq, of course, rode curled up on my shoulder, with Quasar on my left and the rest of my crew filing in behind us.

      Brito’s call drew the attention of many of the other people in the large atrium that served as the waiting area for one of the huge meeting rooms in Nelson Robotic’s headquarters, located just outside of New Haydrun. The building had also become the temporary seat of both the Manticore Spiral’s Emperor and his Regent, as well as home to the local Atlassian governing body.

      While the influx of construction crews from all around the Spiral had done an incredible amount of work in the last two weeks, there was still so much more for them to do. The palace grounds were cleared and leveled, ready for the construction of a new building, but it would be some time before Hiro and Keep could take up residence there.

      The hundreds of people milling about in the room quickly silenced, all eyes turning toward me. Then, all of a sudden, someone started clapping. Everyone else joined in, adding cheers and whistles to the mix, making my cheeks warm up in response. Thankfully, I had decided to regrow my beard following the events on Dominator. I nodded to the closest people—mostly business owners and government officials—as I made my way through the raucous crowd.

      “Wow, Boo!” Emerald clasped my wrist with both her hands to keep from getting lost in all the jubilance or maybe to help me stay on my feet under the force of all the congratulatory palms slapping me on the back.”They must think you saved the universe!”

      “Em, he did save it!” Sheri chided as she and David followed along in our wake. “My brother’s a badass hero.”

      “This is freaking unreal,” I heard George say. “Makes me feel kind of special.”

      “You are special,” Meg replied from behind him.

      “We all are,” Leo agreed.

      “Not you,” she countered.

      They both laughed.

      “Benjamin,” Brito said, using my first name when I reached him. “The guest of honor has arrived.”

      I offered my hand and he shook it firmly, a warm grin splitting his face. I wondered how Sheri would react to seeing him again, now that she and David had become close. I glanced back at her, amused to see that David had taken hold of her hand and was giving Brito a critical eye, considering she was gazing candidly at the Nobukkian from beneath her lashes. She might appreciate David for his mind and kind heart. But the count was Thor-level eye candy.

      “As far as I’m concerned, you’re the real hero here,” I told him, and I meant it. Brito had sacrificed thousands of his people to buy time in what most would have considered a lost cause. And he had done it without a moment’s hesitation. “Shouldn’t you be in the ballroom with the other nobles?”

      “Like you said, as a hero, I wanted my due reward.” He smiled in such a way that I knew he was joking, at least partially. He turned to Matt. “Matthew, always good to see you.”

      “You too, Val,” Matt said, shaking hands before the count bowed to Quasar. “General Quaid. An honor.”

      “The honor is mine,” Quasar answered. Even she struggled against the count’s overabundance of charisma. Brito passed her to say hello to the rest of my crew. I heard Sheri giggle a little when he spoke to her, and glancing back saw her face was redder than a ripe tomato. He didn’t react to it at all, taking a moment to speak to David before moving on. He probably got that kind of reaction all the time.

      A side door opened and an eight-foot tall humanoid robot stepped out. Built like a linebacker and wearing a tuxedo, it played a short trumpeting sound to silence the audience in the atrium. “The proceedings will begin in ten minutes. Please find your seats.” it announced. “I repeat. The proceedings will begin in ten minutes. Please find your seats.”

      The majority of the people around us began shuffling for the doors in the front of the atrium, including the one the robot returned through. Count Brito stayed with us, along with the captains of his six surviving ships. Now that the crowd was thinning out, I saw that Dryka was already here with Justus. She smiled as they approached us.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt your moment,” she said, embracing me. “You earned it.”

      “We earned it together,” I replied, shaking Justus’ hand after she released me. “How does it feel not being a freedom fighter anymore?” I asked him.

      “Freeing,” Justus answered with a grin. “After this party, there will be an even bigger one on Caprum to celebrate the return of the rightful heir.”

      “I’ve heard that outside of the Niflin territories, most of Sedaya’s duchy is happy to be absorbed under the Draconian flag,” Matt said.

      “I didn’t know you were keeping up with Spiral politics,” I said, glancing at him.

      He shrugged. “I figured since this is my home now, I should try to keep up with current events.”

      “What about you, Ben?” Dryka asked. “Is the Spiral going to be your home now, too?”

      “I don’t know yet. Ever since we came here, I’ve been living day-to-day, wondering how long I would even survive. With my new ability to channel chaos energy and restore myself, I could live forever if I wanted. Which I don’t. Now I’m just enjoying the time I have, however long that turns out to be. I’m leaning toward splitting time between here with Matt, and Earth. There’s so much I want to see here, but there’s also a pull for the simplicity of home and my family there. But who knows. I’m just going with the flow.”

      “Well, you always have a place on Caprum,” Dryka said. “Literally. There will be an estate waiting for use by any member of Team Hondo, whenever they need or want it.”

      “I appreciate that, Dutch. And I can see my crew does, too,” I added, seeing their buoyant reactions to the news.

      “Dutchess Dryka,” Count Brito said, returning from making the rounds. “You look fabulous, as always.”

      Brito was the only man I believed could make Dryka blush. “You’re too kind, Count Brito,” she replied. Justus’ icy glare only lasted a moment before he managed to hide it, but it didn’t take a genius to know he was jealous of the man. Especially since Brito sincerely seemed taken with Dryka. Probably because they were similar in so many ways.

      “I overheard you talking about plans. Matt, you’re remaining in the Spiral?”

      “I’ll probably go back to Earth to visit, but yeah. I want to start a business here. Shipping maybe. Or possibly a tour company. That might be fun. Star Tours.”

      “I think that’s trademarked,” I said.

      “Not here, it isn’t.” He paused, looking at Brito. “Is it?”

      The count laughed. “I have no idea.”

      “Don’t forget about Paradise, big brother,” Sheri said, joining the conversation. “We’re all taking a team trip there for a two week vacation. You’re welcome to come too, Val.”

      “We’re going to Gia’s world after Paradise. To see her new show,” David said, wrapping his arm around Sheri’s shoulder. “Shaq tells me that planet is crazy.”

      “Shaq told you?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve learned his language.”

      “In two weeks?”

      “It’s not that hard, man. I’m working on a translation engine.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Shaq said, perking up on my shoulder.

      “It sounds like fun,” Brito said. “But hopefully I’ll have way too many responsibilities back home on Nobukku to take any vacations any time soon.” He leaned in closer to me. “You don’t have an inside track on that, do you?”

      “All I can tell you is that I vouched for you,” I replied. “And Quasar did get promoted to General and assigned to the Joint staff on my recommendation, so it might be that I have a little pull.”

      “Good man.” He laughed and clapped me on the shoulder.

      “I’m going to see my son,” Emerald said, pushing herself between me and Matt. “I found him on Mandrake. He’s in a special school for gifted children. I’m so proud of him I can barely stand it.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t believe how things have turned around for me. Going from convicted mass murderer to intergalactic hero.” She put her arm around my waist and hugged me. “You’ll always have a place in my heart, Ben.”

      I put my arm across her shoulders. She had been working hard to overcome the stressors that caused her erratic behavior. “I’m sure he’ll be ecstatic to see you. And you’ll always be close to my heart, too, Em.”

      “Speaking of mass murder,” Justus said. “It’s still not clear to me how Blorb could have also been Alter. You said Alter was with Keep for twenty years, but that was during the same time the massacre happened.”

      “Keep was on Earth a lot of that time,” I explained. “Alter…Blorb, was on Head Case alone. It was easy for him to get away and do other jobs for Sedaya during that time.”

      “What if Keep had needed her while she…he…it was away.”

      “From what Keep told me, he forgot about her more often than not. It was pretty low risk on Blorb’s part to play both sides against the middle whenever he could.”

      “What’s hard for me is just how well he played the part,” Matt said. “All that time, he probably thought we were a couple of idiots he couldn’t wait to kill.”

      “I bet he enjoyed the hell out of putting those Niflin in the assembler,” I agreed. “I’ve asked around. Nobody does that.”

      “The last laugh was on him,’ Quasar said.

      “Yesss,” Ixy agreed, coming up behind Brito.

      The count flinched. His head whipped around, and he frowned up at her. “Do you have to do that?” I had to chuckle. As big as Ixy was, she was as quiet as a mouse.

      “Yesss,” she answered, crackling with laughter.

      “Do you think this means the end of sigiltech?” Brito asked.

      “No,” I replied. “A few of the sigilships got away, and we have no idea how many archons Sedaya managed to train. The knowledge is out there, and the lesson in how hard it would be to try to bury again is already written in the past. I think it’ll progress slowly for a while, and the Regent may try to suppress it. But it’ll become more commonplace. It’s something the Spiral needs to learn to live with and manage. It can be used for good.”

      “I can live with that,” Brito said. “Better out in the open than relegated to the shadows.”

      “Agreesss,” Ixy said. “Staysss with Bensss and Shaqsss.” She tousled my hair a little with a forelimb.

      “I might have to scale you down if you come back to Earth with me,” I replied.

      She clacked with laughter.

      “We’re staying on with Matt,” Meg announced, dragging Leo to her side and into the conversation. “We’ll be his engineers, whatever he decides to do.”

      “I still think you should try Hop Racing,” Leo said.

      “Maybe I will,” Matt agreed. “But I’d need a sponsor.”

      “You have one, if you want one,” Dryka and Brito said simultaneously. They looked at one another, and I could almost literally see the sparks fly. Justus looked grimly down at his feet, but for only a moment. He had known the score for a long time, and accepted it for the most part. I was confident that someday he’d discover the one woman who was out there, just waiting for him to find her.

      “I just noticed Grizz isn’t here,” Dryka added now that we were all gathered in a circle together, almost the only people left in the room.

      “No,” I said. “He said his goodbyes as soon as we landed. All he wanted to do was go home and pick up the pieces. I feel terrible for him.”

      “He’s from Caprum, isn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll make sure he’s taken care of.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “It’s the least I can do for him, after all he went through.”

      The side door to the ballroom again opened, the robot butler stepping through. “The ceremony will commence in one minute. If you’ll all please take your places.” It walked to the center of the room, positioning itself so it could open the two center doors.

      “I’m supposed to go first,” I said to Brito. “But I want you and your captains to take the lead. Dryka, you go in behind him.”

      “Are you sure?” Brito asked.

      I nodded. “I’ll bring up the rear.”

      We nearly ran out of time as we rearranged the group for the procession. The robo-butler didn’t wait, pulling the doors open at the prescribed time and catching us still scrambling into place. Palace trumpeters blared out the Spiral’s anthem, and Brito and his captains began walking forward in pairs. As soon as they cleared the threshold, the assembly of thousands clapped and cheered, filling the room with sound.

      “This makes you nervous?” Shaq asked, noticing my sudden change in heart rate.

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “Come on, Ben,” Matt said, looking back at me over his shoulder. “This kind of attention is what we always dreamed about. Enjoy your fifteen minutes.”

      “I’ll enjoy everyone else enjoying theirs,” I replied with a smile.

      We made our way forward, waving to the people on both sides of the aisle as we processed toward a makeshift throne at the front of the room. Hiro stood beside Keep, dressed lavishly in the dark blue robes and hat of his office. I shook my head and grinned at him, amused by how ridiculous he looked. Even more so because I knew how much he hated the outfit.

      The crowd cheered on both sides of us, so I joined the others in waving to them, giving extra attention to the children in the audience. This was only the beginning of a long day of celebration. After Keep gave us medals and knighted us, we would load up in hover carts and go across the city, where the millions of surviving residents waited to see and cheer for us in person. After that, we would circle back to the Nelson HQ for an afterparty I hoped to skip out on.

      I locked eyes again with Keep as Brito reached him. The Count and his captains fell to a knee, and Keep accepted an offered sword from one of his attendants. He knighted each in turn, saving Brito for last.

      “Val Brito, remain on your knees,” he said in his best stoic voice after finishing the knighting. “In recognition of your achievements above and beyond your station, it is with great pleasure that I hereby name you Brito, Duke of Nobukku. Do you accept this assignment?”

      “Yes, Your Honor, I do.” Brito raised his head and looked to Hiro. “Your Highness.” He glanced back at me, a huge grin on his face. I returned his smile, with a nod of congratulations.

      Keep proceeded to make it official with the sword, and then beckoned for him to rise and move aside. Dryka and Justus went next, and Keep officially returned the Draconian Duchy to her, with great applause. When he also gifted her Sedaya’s territories, the cheers were even louder.

      Team Hondo went next. Hiro put large, gold medals around each of their necks before Keep knighted them. When Ixy reached the front, Hiro put the medal on one of her pedipalps.

      “Thank you for saving us, Auntie,” I heard Hiro say to Emerald when it was her turn. “Thank you for being so kind to me.”

      “You’ll always be my Hiro,” Emerald replied.

      Quasar and Matt went up together, and then it was Shaq’s and my turn.

      “Hey, Ben!” Hiro said softly as he approached with the medal. I looked into the Aleal’s eyes, searching for any sign of malice. Quasar had promised to keep a close eye on him, just in case he showed any signs of turning evil like Blorb had.

      “Heya, Hiro,” I replied with a huge smile. “I’m happy to see you.”

      “I’m happy to see you, too.” I bowed my head and he draped the medal over my head. Instead of backing up then, he threw his arms around me. I hugged him back. “You’re a good kid, Hiro. You’ll make a great Emperor.”

      “Thanks, Ben.” He let go, accepting Shaq’s much smaller medal from his steward. “Here you go, Shaq,” he said, putting it over his head. “Thank you for your service.”

      “Thank you,” Shaq buzzed, obviously touched by the sentiment.

      Hiro stepped back, still smiling at me as Keep approached me with the sword.

      “Don’t cut my head off with that thing, old man,” I joked, making sure only he heard me.

      “Maybe I can just use it to trim that rat off your face,” he groused under his breath. “Your mother doesn’t like it, you know.” George, of course, was going home, but with Sheri deciding to hang with me, Shaq, Ixy, and Matt in the Spiral, at least for a while, I was sure it wouldn’t be long before he asked Mom to visit him here.

      We shared a smile as he laid the broadside of the blade on my shoulder. “In the name of the Emperor Hiro, I knight you Sir Benjamin Murdock, Champion of Atlas and Prime Archon of the realm.”

      “Keep?” I whispered, confused. He hadn’t said anything about bestowing any titles on me.

      “Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s all ceremony. But I bet the full title will work great with the ladies. Now stand up. Badabing badaboom.”

      I returned to my feet. We all turned and waved to the crowds.

      And the rest, as they say, was history.

      THE END.
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        * * *

      

      Well, not quite.

      There’s one more chapter. An incentive for you to sign up for my mailing list, so I can let you know when I have new books out. Hopefully after reading this 10 book series, you’ll want to check out more of my work in the future. If you don’t, you can just get the chapter and unsubscribe immediately after, but I hope you won’t. Will Ben be in any of them? Possibly. There’s more detail on that on the thank you page following this one.  If you don’t make it that far, thank you so much for reading this series! I truly appreciate your support.

      Want that bonus chapter? Get it here: mrforbes.com/starshipforsalebonuschapter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for joining Ben, Matt, and the rest of Head Case’s crew on this incredible journey! I can’t adequately express how much your support and enjoyment of their adventures means to me. I wanted to be a writer for as long as I can remember, and being able to live that dream and tell incredible stories for you to enjoy is incredibly fulfilling.

      At ten books, this is the longest series I’ve ever written, and I’ve written quite a few books and series over the last ten years. I think the length is a testament both to the reception the story has received from you, and how fun it’s been to bring these characters to life.

      While this is the end of a chapter in Ben’s life, this isn’t the end of his life. I don’t like to promise characters will be back or stories will continue in the future because I don’t always know where the creative process will carry me. What I can tell you is that I have more ideas for where Ben might go from here, and the possibility that more of his story will be told does exist.

      With that said, I’ve still got plenty of stories to tell. Maybe you’ll like the next one even better, with or without Ben. I hope you’ll stick around to find out.

      Thank you again!

      

      All the best,

      Michael.
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        Want more M.R. Forbes? Of course you do!

        View my complete catalog here

        mrforbes.com/books

        Or on Amazon:

        mrforbes.com/amazon

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy

      

      

      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.

      Earth is nothing like what he expected. Not even close. What he doesn't know is not only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him, and even if it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

        Complete series box set:

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/wareternalcomplete

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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      M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of  Amazon best-selling science fiction series. He currently resides with his family and friends on the west cost of the United States, including a cat who thinks she’s a dog and a dog who thinks she’s a cat.

      He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.

      

      
        
        To learn more about M.R. Forbes or just say hello:

      

        

      
        Visit my website:

        mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Send me an e-mail:

        michael@mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Check out my Facebook page:

        facebook.com/mrforbes.author

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook fan group:

        facebook.com/groups/mrforbes

      

        

      
        Follow me on Instagram:

        instagram.com/mrforbes_author

      

        

      
        Find me on Goodreads:

        goodreads.com/mrforbes

      

        

      
        Follow me on Bookbub:

        bookbub.com/authors/m-r-forbes
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