
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Single Shot

      Justice of the Covenant: Book Three

    

    




      
        M.R. Forbes

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Published by Quirky Algorithms

        Seattle, Washington

      

        

      
        This novel is a work of fiction and a product of the author’s imagination.

        Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2018 by M.R. Forbes

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover illustration by Geronimo Ribaya

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      THANK YOU for staying with the series, and picking up the third and final book.

      

      THANK YOU to my beta readers and editor. There were some ugly errors in there that have been cleaned thanks to you.

      

      THANK YOU to my wife. Enough said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “You really don’t think Thetan will find us here?” Tibor asked. “Even considering what Witchy told us about the Oracle?”

      “We’re fine,” Quark replied. “Rage Station isn’t on any maps, and it’s not programmed into any nav systems.”

      “Then how do you know where it is?”

      “I’m old. I know shit most people have forgotten. Besides, if the Nephies want to come, let them come. We sure as hell aren’t going to get the Oracle off the Worldbrain without any guns.”

      “Or any other tech, for that matter,” Hayley said.

      She was sitting in her usual spot on the Chalandra’s bridge, watching the Colonel and the pilot. She knew the FTL timer on the displays ahead of both of them were counting down and they would be arriving at the station soon.

      The rest of the Riders would be in their quarters, doing their best to prep for arrival. Their skin-of-the-teeth escape from both Thetan and the naniate Collective had left them battered and sore, out of ammo and on the wrong side of Don Pallimo’s patience. It had sent them nearly three days out from their final destination, a long haul to make for a simple resupply run.

      She had a feeling there wasn’t going to be anything simple about it. There hadn’t been anything simple about anything these last couple of weeks, and it was getting worse, not better. She fully expected the Nephilim to either already be waiting at the station or to show up soon after they arrived, sent to the uncharted location by a child with an engineered gift for divining the future.

      Or at least, making accurate guesses based on the multitude of data that was fed into the Worldbrain every second.

      She could sense Quark felt the same way, despite his nonchalant attitude. He was keeping his rage and frustration contained, staying even to keep his Riders even. Most of them didn’t know him well enough to see through it or for him to let it slip, but she did.

      “Don’t you think Jil should be handling the stick on this one, Colonel?” Tibor asked, turning away from Quark and back to the Chalandra’s viewport.

      There wasn’t much to look at while they were in FTL. Hayley couldn’t see the blue cloud of disterium gas surrounding the ship, but she knew it was there too.

      “Nah,” Quark replied. “I don’t want to waste her energy on a simple docking procedure. I know you’re piloting skills are meh, but don’t you think you can get us locked to the station without fragging it up?”

      “Aye, Colonel,” Tibor replied, smiling. “I’ve got it.”

      “Damn right,” Quark said.

      A soft tone sounded, the ship’s computer indicating that they were about to drop out of FTL. Hayley relaxed into her seat, keeping her vision on Quark as they approached the station. His qi had been shuffling between blue and red for days, as he settled into a calm and then exploded back out into fury. She only partially knew how he felt. Sykes had betrayed all of them, but for him it was much more personal. The engineer and the Colonel had been a thing between his on-again, off-again rounds with Nibia.

      Was that why she had turned them over to the Nephilim?

      Or did it come down to simple greed?

      Whatever. They would catch up to that bitch soon enough. Dealing with Thetan was important. Dealing with the Collective was more important than that. Who knew what the naniate hivemind’s motivation was or what it would do now that it had escaped from Yeti-4?

      Nobody.

      And that was a major problem. Not just for them, but for the Republic. For the Outworlds. For the entire galaxy, including the blank area at the fringe of the Fringe they were about to enter. Dark Space. The edge of what was officially tracked and cataloged.

      Quark had been dodgy about how he knew Rage Station existed, even with her. He had explained it away as just one of those things he picked up over the years. A nugget of intel he had captured at one time or another and held onto over the centuries of his life. His qi suggested he was being honest, but there were a lot of levels of honesty, and she knew there were things about it he wasn’t saying.

      Whether or not those things came into play on this trip? She supposed they were going to find out.

      The tones on the Chalandra silenced as the ship fell out of FTL and quickly left the disterium field behind, sublight reactors powering them forward toward Rage Station.

      “Well,” Tibor said. “We’ve been here ten seconds, and we haven’t been attacked yet. That’s a good sign.”

      “Better than usual,” Hayley agreed.

      “I’m getting a hail from Station Control,” Tibor said.

      “Put it on the projector,” Quark replied.

      Hayley saw the man appear at the front of the bridge as a fuzzy blue pattern of energy cast by the projector. His form was stiff and proper.

      “Your tags are registering as the luxury vessel Chalandra,” the man said, his voice flat. “According to our records, the Chalandra was reported lost near the planet Kelvar three months ago.” He paused, staring at Quark. “You certainly don’t look like the captain of a luxury cruiser.”

      “Colonel-” Tibor started to say.

      Quark put up his hand to quiet him. “It just so happens, I found this pansy piece of crap dockside of said planet,” he replied. “I’d be happy to trade it for something a little less effeminate, assuming you’re planning to let us dock.”

      “Rage Station remains fully autonomous through an excess of caution,” the man said. “This vessel you’ve… acquired, belonged to an heir to the Triad fortune. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about his disappearance, would you?”

      “Nope,” Quark said. “I told you, I found her on Kelvar. Abandoned. She’s personally not my taste, but beggars can’t be choosers. Are we going to chew the shit all day, or are you going to clear us to dock?”

      “One moment,” the man said. He turned away, his top half leaving the view of the projector. Then he stood up again. “You’ve been approved for three hours dock-time, Colonel. No more. And your request to barter the Chalandra has been denied. As I said, an excess of caution. If anyone were to discover your ship had been traded on Rage Station, it would bring one government or another to our little hole in space faster than you can say singularity.”

      Quark sighed, losing another bid to move them to something with a little more firepower. Or any firepower, for that matter.

      “Roger that, Control,” he said, his qi darkening with his annoyance. “Three hours should do us fine.”

      “Very good. Please maneuver to Docking Arm 6D. Your time starts the moment the lock is complete. Enjoy your stay on Rage Station.”

      The projection vanished.

      “Enjoy your stay on Rage Station,” Quark mimicked. “Asshole.”

      “He called you Colonel,” Hayley said. “It seems like he knows who you are.”

      “He should,” Quark replied. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been here.”

      “That kid couldn’t have been more than twenty,” Tibor said.

      “Yeah, right,” Quark replied. “Try a hundred and twenty.”

      “Stasis?” Hayley asked.

      “Nope,” Quark replied. “You couldn’t tell from the projection. He’s a synth. He was standing in that same spot the last time I was here. I don’t think he ever moves. Anyway, that was a long time ago. The projection’s better res now, but not much else has changed.”

      Hayley watched his qi shift colors, mingling red with gray and yellow. It was an odd combination coming from the Colonel.

      “What happened here, sir?” she asked.

      “Never mind that,” Quark said. “We’ve got three hours to resupply. Xolo, bring us in and get us locked. Let’s make every second count.”
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      The Chalandra shuddered slightly as it tapped the side of the docking arm a little harder than Tibor probably intended. Hayley reached out to the wall to steady herself, smiling when she heard Quark curse behind her.

      “Can’t that hairless mongrel manage to do a simple docking procedure without overcorrecting?” he said. “He’s got the delicacy of a sledgehammer.”

      “What do you want from a Goreshin?” Hayley replied. “They aren’t known for having a light touch.”

      “Yeah, right,” Quark said. “I’m going to hit my quarters for a second. Do me a favor and grab Narrl for the ingress.”

      “What about Jil and Ahab?” she asked.

      “I want Jil on the hot seat, just in case. Ahab?” He shook his head sadly. “I don’t know what the frag to do with Ahab. I’d leave him here, but I’d have to get permission from Control, and then I’m trading one headache for another.” He sighed. “Bring him along, I guess. Maybe he’ll get shot. Should have been him instead of Lana.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hayley said.

      Quark ducked into his quarters as they passed. To Hayley, it was a curious move. Everything about the Colonel had been curious since they had arrived. And before that. He had been out of sorts since he decided to head to Rage Station.

      Why?

      She continued along the line of staterooms, to the smaller berthing Narrl had claimed. She buzzed his door, the room’s serving bot answering it a moment later.

      “Greetings, Ms. Cage,” it said.

      “Yeah, hi,” Hayley replied. “Narrl, are you ready to go?”

      The large Curlatin appeared from the bathroom. He was stuck wearing the clothes he had been carrying since Athena, though at least they had been washed and patched. He had pulled some of his fur back into a patterned bob on the back of his head, giving him what looked like a hairy crown.

      “What the hell is that?” she asked, pointing at it.

      “You don’t like it?” he replied. “It’s a traditional Kreb. It’s meant to bring peace and prosperity.”

      “I think you’re on the wrong ship if you want peace and prosperity.”

      He laughed, deep and low. “I’m hoping to at least get some new clothes before we have to run for our lives again.”

      “Aren’t we all. Quark wants us in the hold ASAP.”

      “Roger.”  He walked over to his sofa and grabbed a long knife from it, tucking it into a sheath hidden under the hair of his forearm. “I’m ready.”

      They left his quarters together. He split away from Hayley at the fur-lined stairs down into the hold, stopping when she continued to the rooms opposite them.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “The Colonel wants Ahab with us.”

      Narrl’s expression said all that he needed to say about the former mercenary commander. Nobody wanted a coward on their team, and so far that was the only thing Ahab had proven himself to be.

      “I’m not babysitting him,” he said.

      “Roger that,” Hayley replied.

      She made her way to his quarters and knocked on his door. He answered it himself, surprised by the sudden attention.

      “Witchy?” he said. His qi was gray and yellow. “This is the end of the road for me, isn’t it? I’m going to spend the rest of my life trapped on a space station in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Lucky for you, the Colonel doesn’t want to file the paperwork. No, you’re on the away team. You have a chance to do it differently and earn your place. You should try to take it.”

      He nodded. “I was never a good soldier,” he said. “But you don’t need to be a soldier to run operations. Just a ship and good connections, and enough money to hire the good soldiers. I know there’s no place on the Riders for that.”

      “Everybody has their uses,” she said. “I’m not supposed to be on the front lines. I’m a healer. A witch doctor. I’m supposed to be running support. We do what we have to do, right?”

      His qi brightened slightly. “We need supplies. I can help you negotiate. I’m good at that.”

      “See, you aren’t useless after all.”

      “I’m ready to go. I was expecting to get kicked off the team.”

      “Not yet.”

      They headed to the hold. Tibor and Quark were already there with Narrl. They were a ragged group, a stark contrast to the posh decoration of the luxury cruiser.  

      “Ahab reporting for duty, sir,” Ahab said, coming to attention in front of Quark.

      The Colonel stared at him a moment but didn’t reply. He turned away before contacting Jil on the bridge.

      “Jilly-bean, deactivate the gravity generators.”

      “Aye, Colonel,” Jil replied over the comm.

      A barely noticeable hum subsided, and all of them started to rise from the floor. The docking airlock was on the bottom of the hull, the ship technically hanging vertically from the arm that speared out from Rage Station. The station was old, and the arms didn’t have artificial gravity along their lengths.

      “It’s been a while since I did zero-g,” Ahab said, shifting uncomfortably in the space, trying to keep himself righted and facing the airlock.

      “Me, too,” Hayley agreed, though she wasn’t struggling to stay level.

      Quark floated to the airlock, entering the code to open it. It unsealed with a soft hiss, swinging inward. He moved to the arm’s hatch and tapped the control pad. It unsealed and swung in as well.

      “Let’s move, Riders,” he said.

      He pushed through into the docking arm. It wasn’t much more than a long metal tunnel. There were tracks on the top and bottom used to guide cargo modules through it and keep them under control, but otherwise it was smooth, with a slight angle at the midpoint where it extended from the station.

      “Time’s wasting,” he said, using the tracks to pull himself forward and build momentum along the tube.

      Hayley followed behind him, with the others behind her. They shot forward through the tunnel, quickly making the distance to the angle and then toward the next airlock. Quark rotated to plant his feet against it and brought himself to a stop when he reached it,  while Hayley pressed her palms against the wall, using the friction to slow herself down. The other Riders managed too, including Ahab.

      Quark opened the airlock, leading them into an adjoining space. The gravity controls were against the wall. Once they were all inside and the arm’s hatch sealed, he slowly increased the artificial gravity until it matched Earth. They had their feet firmly planted on the floor of the station a few seconds later.

      “Five minutes down,” he said. “Not bad.”

      Hayley had watched his qi continue to shift as he moved through the docking arm. He was getting more nervous the closer he got to the station. It was a strange reaction, especially from him.

      She had never seen him nervous before. He hadn’t been nervous when Yeti-4 was collapsing beneath their feet. He hadn’t been nervous when Mazrael had put his Uin to her throat. But this was throwing his game?

      She almost asked him what was going on again, but his head turned toward her, and his qi shifted defensively. Now wasn’t a good time.

      He looked away again, moving to the connecting airlock that would bring them out into the station. He tapped the controls a little more slowly.

      The hatch opened.

      A woman was standing behind it, waiting for them.

      Sykes?
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      “You bitch!” Hayley cried, immediate fury filling her at the sight of the Rider’s former engineer.

      She tried to get past Quark. To reach the woman who was responsible for the death of her mother, and for the loss of her family. She could hardly believe it when Quark put his arm out, blocking her path and holding her in place.

      “What the frag?” she cried. “Let me go!”

      He looked at her, shifting himself to block her when she tried to get around him. Sykes just stood there watching them, her qi dark and sad, fearful and regretful. Frag her and her regrets. She couldn’t just stand there and say she was sorry.

      Could she?

      “Colonel,” Hayley said. “What the hell? Dad, let me go!”

      The tears welled in her eyes behind her visor, running out from beneath it. She didn’t understand this. Any of this. Worse?

      It seemed like Quark did. He knew Sykes was here. He knew she would be waiting. That’s why he was nervous. Not for himself. For Hayley.

      “Hold up, kiddo,” he said. “Please. Hold up.”

      She continued to struggle, trying to get past him, to reach the woman who had betrayed them. Why wasn’t he trying to do the same? Why was he telling her to stop? It didn’t make any sense.

      “Stand down. Now, soldier!” he snapped.

      She reacted almost automatically. She stopped trying to get past him, moving into attention, her body rigid, her arms at her sides. She continued to glare at Sykes, who refused to look at her at all.

      “I know you want to rip her face off, Hal,” Quark said. “I’m not going to say I wouldn’t like to do the same. But we’re not doing that. Not yet.”

      She remained silent, her blood continuing to boil.

      “Colonel?” Tibor said angrily. “What’s going on?”

      Hayley knew he was on her side, even if he didn’t know why. The Goreshin would try to tear the Colonel apart if she wanted that.

      She didn’t want that. She had to calm down. She had to trust. Quark didn’t do anything without a reason.

      “Everybody relax,” Quark said. He looked back at Sykes. “You knew I would find you here. Thanks for not trying to hide. We’ve only got three hours as it is.”

      “Colonel,” Sykes said. “I…”

      “You what, Sykes? You’re sorry? Frag that. You screwed up as big as anyone can screw up. You’re lucky I don’t let Witchy here kill you.”

      “It. Colonel. I.” She struggled to find any words. What the hell could a traitor like her say?

      “What did they promise you?” he asked. “What did they give you that I couldn’t or wouldn’t? Nibia is dead because of you. All of the Riders are dead, save Witchy and me. You’re damn lucky she didn’t die, or you’d be in a lot of pain for a long time.”

      “Colonel,” Hayley said, fighting to keep her voice calm. “How did you know?”

      He glanced over. “That she was here? Where else would she go that the Nephies wouldn’t find her too easily.” He looked back at Sykes. “Because they want you dead too. Don’t they?”

      “No witnesses,” Sykes said.

      “You’re an idiot,” Quark replied. “You turned on your family for them. Did you think you could trust them?”

      “No. Never.” She shook her head. “I had to.”

      “Why?” Hayley said.

      “My son,” she said. “He was sick.”

      “Bullshit,” Hayley replied. “You don’t have a son.”

      “I do. I had him before I joined the Riders. I left him with his father.”

      “You never mentioned a kid,” Quark said.

      “You don’t let individuals with ties outside of the crew stay with the crew.”

      “I fragging wonder why.”

      She looked down again. “I wanted to stay with the Riders. I wanted to stay near you.”

      “If he’s sick, why didn’t you bring him to Koosa?” Hayley asked.

      “They couldn’t help.”

      “Bullshit,” Hayley repeated. “The Koosian witch doctors can heal anything.”

      Sykes lifted her head, locking her eyes on Hayley for the first time. “You of all people know that isn’t true.”

      “I was a special case,” Hayley said, refusing to back down.

      “Maybe you aren’t as special as you think,” Sykes spat. “It was the naniates. The ones from Hell’s Gate. They got into him. They made him sick.”

      “They’ve made a lot of folks sick,” Quark said. “They’ve killed a lot of them.”

      “Exactly. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “I could have ordered them out,” Hayley said. “You didn’t need to turn to Thetan. You didn’t need to betray us. Are you fragging kidding me?”

      “No,” Sykes replied. “It wasn’t like that, Hal. Shit. I. I never wanted to. I didn’t have a choice. He’s my only son. The only blood of my blood. I couldn’t just let him die. Somehow, Thetan knew he was sick. He knew the treatment wasn’t working. Maybe they hacked the medical records. Maybe somebody told him.”

      “The Oracle?” Tibor asked.

      “Could be,” Hayley replied.

      “What’s the Oracle?” Sykes asked.

      “Never mind, keep talking,” Quark said. “We’re on the clock.”

      “I didn’t know they were going to shoot down the Quasar until right before they did it. They warned me; they wanted me to get out. You’re right; I didn’t trust them. Once I got on the escape ship, I killed the assholes and took off. I ran. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m sorry, Colonel. I’m sorry, Hal. They told me they were going to put your skills to the test.” She smiled slightly. “I figured you could handle it. You’re fragging Colonel Quark. I figured you would kick their asses, and they would help me fix my son. Win, win.”

      Quark was shaking his head. “Did they fix him, Sykes?”

      She surprised him by nodding. “Yes. Thetan said they were working on some new genetic research to counter the naniates. A cure. They brought him to their facility. He contacted me from there, whole and healthy again.”

      “I never saw any incoming transmissions in the logs,” Quark said.

      “I was the ship’s Engineer,” Sykes said. “I had access to everything. I deleted the records so you wouldn’t know. The same way I communicated with the Nephilim without you knowing.”

      “How long have you been lying to me?” Quark said.

      “Uh, Colonel,” Hayley said before Sykes could respond.

      “What is it, Witchy?” Quark replied.

      Hayley’s heart started to race. The Colonel missed the cue, but she hadn’t. She leaned up, whispering in his ear.

      “They brought her son to their facility,” she said, remembering the numerous cells on Yeti-4. Where else could he have been?

      “Oh,” Quark replied, catching up. “Shit.” He paused a moment, looking at Sykes. Then he shook his head and started to laugh. “This is all so fragged up. I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Colonel?” Sykes said, confused by his reaction.

      “I hate to tell you this,” Quark said, his laughter ceasing, his expression and qi shifting to sad and serious. “Your son is dead.”

      The words slammed into her, sucking all of the color from her face. She stared at him in silence for a few seconds, her mouth hanging open. “What?”

      “We just came from Thetan’s research facility,” Quark said. “Or should I say Don Pallimo’s research facility. We blew the frag out of it. If your kid was still there, he’s gone. The whole fragging rock is gone.”

      She kept staring, her qi going completely white. She fell to her knees, burying her face in her hands. “No,” she said softly. “This can’t be real. This can’t be happening.”

      Hayley watched Sykes for a second. She wanted to be furious at the engineer. A part of her still was. But she couldn’t look at anyone in so much pain without finding any compassion for them. She moved past Quark, gently this time, crouching beside Sykes and putting her arms around her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. And she was. Sykes’ son, whoever he was, had been innocent in all of this.

      “Everything I did, I did for him,” Sykes said. “He never got to know me. I was never there for him. I owed him this.” She picked up her head, glaring at Quark. “And you killed him.”

      “Whoa. Hold up there, Sykes-o,” Quark said. “We never saw anyone who wasn’t a bad guy, did we, Witchy?”

      “No, Colonel,” Hayley replied. “We never saw your son, Alice. He may have been dead before we got there. The research wasn’t complete. It wasn’t perfected. It also wasn’t under Thetan or Don Pallimo’s control.”

      “What do you mean?” Sykes asked.

      “Some of the free naniates have formed a Collective,” she said. “They’ve become autonomous. They usurped Thetan’s research.”

      “And we accidentally helped them get off the planet before it collapsed,” Tibor said.

      “Which is the real reason we’re here,” Quark said. “Catching up to you was a bonus, not the main idea. This is a resupply mission, first and foremost. We need supplies. Lots of them.”

      “What for?” Sykes asked.

      “We need to break into the Worldbrain,” Hayley said.

      Sykes turned her head to look at her. “What? You can’t break into the Worldbrain. Nobody can.”

      “We’re going to have to put that theory to the test,” Quark said. “And we’re the fragging Riders. We exist to do what nobody else can.”

      “Colonel. I. You’re going to need help. Someone with a background in hardware, firmware, and control systems.”

      “We’ve got Gant,” Hayley said.

      “You’ve got an artificial representation of Gant,” Sykes replied. “That will only take you so far. Colonel, you can do whatever you want with me. Kill me. Torture me. I don’t care. I screwed up. I know. I’m sorry. Please, take me back. I can help you. I want to help you. It doesn’t matter if it was Thetan or the Collective. If one of them killed my son, I want my chance to make all of this right.”

      “And what about trust?” Hayley said.

      “I don’t need you to trust me. Watch everything I do. I’ve earned that. Colonel, you know I can help you.”

      Quark stared at her. “You can’t make this right, Sykes. Nibia is dead. Ram, Jules, and all of the others are dead. There’s no atoning for that.”

      “Maybe not, but there are millions of individuals out there who aren’t dead. They will be if you fail, won’t they?”

      He nodded. “Damn right.”

      “I can help you. You know that’s the truth.”

      “I do, as much as I hate to admit it. You’re the best damn Engineer I’ve ever met outside of Gant. The real Gant. That doesn’t take you off the hook for what you did.”

      “I know. I’ve got nothing left, Colonel. No Riders. No son. This is all I can think to live for.”

      “What do you say, Witchy?” Quark said.

      “Colonel? Why are you asking me?” Hayley replied.

      “They were your family, too. We can’t afford to be divided on this.”

      Hayley watched Sykes’ qi. The Engineer was as remorseful as she had ever seen. She wanted to hate her for what she had done, but how could she say for certain she wouldn’t have done the same?

      She had trained as a soldier, but like she had told Ahab, she was foremost a healer. She didn’t have a right to be Sykes’ judge and executioner.

      “We could use a good Engineer,” she said.
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      Just because they had decided to take Sykes back into the fold, that didn’t mean it was easy.

      The whole deal left Hayley conflicted. She had compassion for the loss of the woman’s son. At the same time, the whole situation probably could have been avoided if she had been honest from the get-go. Then again, Quark was the one who made that honesty difficult. He didn’t let his Riders have outside attachments. No spouses. No children. He said it left them conflicted. And of course, he had been right about that.

      The result was a whole circle of blame. And what was the point of pinning the blame anywhere? It wasn’t going to bring Nibia back. It wasn’t going to bring the other Riders back. It wasn’t going to stop Thetan or the Collective.

      It still hurt like hell.

      She struggled to look at Sykes as they made their way from the spoked docking ring inward toward the main part of Rage Station. She could see the Engineer’s qi in the corner of her field of view. She was still remorseful. Still sad. There was a trickle of hope in there. A vein of anger. There was no question to Hayley that Sykes would be loyal to them now, but they had already lost so much.

      They made their way along a rounded corridor that stretched from the docking ring toward the outer habitat. There were windows along the corridor, through which she could gaze into the apartments that sat at the outer edge of the Station. Some of the residents had left their viewports completely transparent, and she could make out their forms inside. Humans, mostly, though she caught glimpses of a couple of Atmos. All of them were either hiding from something, or trying to make a living on the individuals who were hiding from something, or had been born and raised here. Those were the only reasons to live in a place like Rage Station. The station itself wasn’t small, but it also wasn’t overly large, and too much time in artificial gravity and fake atmosphere could drive anyone mad.

      “Do you know where we’re headed, Colonel?” Narrl asked.

      “Sure do,” Quark replied. “I know a dealer here. He sold me the cloaking generator on the Quasar. Damn. Probably about fifty years ago, now. I hope he isn’t dead.”

      They reached the end of the corridor. There was a tube at the end that would carry them from docking into the station proper. They gathered inside it, the platform carrying them down through a dozen levels of apartments, giving them only a quick flash of sterile corridors as they passed them by.

      The surface of the station changed as they sank beneath the upper living areas. The sterile corridors started filling with garbage and debris, the burst of color from the lights fading and dimming. A smell started entering the tube like something was burning.

      “This place is a dump,” Ahab said.

      “The Chalandra making you soft, Ahab?” Tibor asked.

      “He’s already soft,” Quark replied. “Can’t get much softer.”

      Ahab didn’t reply. Hayley could see the embarrassment in his qi.

      The platform stopped a moment later, dropping them off on Deck 34G. Hayley didn’t know what the G meant. She could tell by the smell they hadn’t cycled back to the cleanliness closer to the docking arms.

      “Station Control keeps a tight grip on the upper decks,” Quark explained. “Every so often, some asshole from the Outworlds or the Republic drops in wanting to incorporate the station or claim the space around it. Control gives them the high-roller tour. Good food, a stateroom that makes the Chalandra look like a slum, whatever kind of pleasure synth they’re into, and a nice bribe to make them go away. They don’t let them see the underworld, the real business end of the station. If either government had half an idea of the contraband for sale down here, it would all end real quick. That’s why Control won’t let us sell the pansy ship. Too much attention is bad for their survival.”

      He led them along the corridor. It curved slightly as they walked, moving with the shape of the station. There were hatches on either side, some of which had signs hanging over them or characters etched into the metal beside them. They weren’t written in Earth Standard. It looked more like Mandarin or maybe Plixian. Either way, she couldn’t read it.

      Quark seemed to be able to. He continued down the hallway without slowing. They had to break apart a few times as they passed other visitors or residents. The individuals watched them with curiosity, not speaking or making eye contact, but monitoring them all the same.

      The Colonel finally came to a stop at one of the hatches. It was as nondescript as the rest. It didn’t have any writing near it, suggesting it was a place to do business. He raised his hand to pound on it.

      “Shasta, you in there?” he shouted, rapping his fist on the metal. “It’s your old buddy, Quark.”

      They waited a few seconds. Nobody answered.

      “Shasta!” Quark shouted again, hitting the door. “I brought coin. Lots of it.”

      Still no answer.

      “I guess he’s not here,” Sykes said.

      “She,” Quark corrected.

      “Maybe you have the wrong door, sir,” Tibor suggested.

      Quark whipped his head around to glare at him. “I’m not that old. This is the place.”

      “It has been fifty years, Colonel,” Hayley said.

      “Shasta was only seventeen last time I saw her. There’s no reason for her to be dead.”

      “Maybe she moved on?”

      “Nobody moves on from Rage Station. That isn’t how it works out here.” He hit the door again. “Shasta!”

      The door didn’t open.

      “I think we need a new arms dealer,” Narrl said.

      “You may be-”

      The door made a harsh grinding sound and then began to slide open. Before any of them could react, a pistol emerged from the crack of it, pressing against Quark’s forehead. The holder was a revealed a few seconds later. A young woman, no more than seventeen, slight and haggard.

      Hayley could tell right away the girl was a synth.

      She could also hear the boots quickly approaching down the corridor, rushing toward them from both sides, just out of view around the curves.

      “Shasta,” Quark said. “What the hell?”

      “Colonel Quark,” she replied. “Don’t move a muscle. You’re under arrest. All of you.”
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      “How the frag can we be under arrest?” Tibor said. “We just got here.”

      “Never mind that,” Quark said, not trying to move with the gun pressed against his head. “Last time I checked, Rage Station didn’t have too many laws. What gives?”

      The soldiers finally appeared in the corridor. There were half a dozen on each side, wearing lightsuits and carrying laser rifles. They were synths too.

      “I don’t know,” the synth replied. “I was ordered to detain you. I don’t ask questions.”

      “What happened to the real Shasta?” Quark asked.

      “Murdered,” the synth said. “Ten years ago now. Control installed me here when you arrived.”

      “I don’t get it,” Quark said. “If Control wanted to grab me, why didn’t they do it topside?”

      “I told you, I don’t ask questions.”

      The soldiers reached them, surrounding them and keeping their rifles trained on them. The Shasta synth tilted her head slightly and then removed the barrel from Quark’s head.

      “You will follow me,” she said. “If you try anything, one or more of you will come to harm.”

      Quark glanced at Hayley. He was amused by the turn of events. “Stay cool, Riders,” he said. “Lead the way.”

      The Shasta synth moved past them, down the corridor, back the direction they had come. The soldiers around them nudged them forward behind her.

      “It would have been nice to at least have gotten some fragging guns first,” Narrl said, putting his hand under his arm to signal his hidden blade.

      “Let’s see how this plays out,” Quark replied. “We aren’t in trouble until we see a fat lady.”

      “Huh?” Narrl said.

      “It’s an Earth colloquialism,” Hayley said. “And the Colonel showing his age.”

      “Oh.”

      They trailed the synth back to the tube. It was a tight fit for the entire entourage, and each of the guards made sure to keep their rifles pressed into one of the Riders. Hayley expected they would be going back up toward Control, but they didn’t. The synth entered something on the tube’s control panel, and they continued the descent.

      “You overrode the default systems,” Sykes said. “You’re taking us down to Support?”

      “Those are my orders,” the synth replied.

      “Are we having fun yet?” Quark asked, smiling.

      They dropped below the levels of corridors, toward the bottom of the station where all of the life support equipment was held. The reactors, the stabilizing engines, the water filtration and waste processing. They sank into the bowels of the place, headed somewhere isolated and only accessible to a limited few.

      It wasn’t a great sign.

      The platform came to a stop, the tube doors sliding open. The air was warm and humid, the walls and floors glistening with dampness. The loud, pulsing hum of the machinery that kept everyone on the station alive was a constant presence.

      A few technicians had been headed for the lift, and they turned away and lowered their heads at the sight of Shasta and the soldiers. Hayley was surprised to realize they were synths too. The false humans didn’t come cheap, and they seemed to be a relatively high level of quality, especially for techs.

      They were also a pretty solid clue to where they were going. Or rather, who they were going to meet.

      But down here?

      That was a little worrying. Hayley glanced at Quark again. There was no worry in his qi. No fear. No anxiety.

      He was enjoying this little adventure.

      They were led through a smaller passage and into a larger, more open room. A power source sat in the center of it, a dozen thick wires spreading away along the floor and vanishing into the walls. The energy it was emitting was familiar to Hayley, and the sight of it scared her.

      It was black as pitch, pulsing in a resonating cadence that sent ripples through the area around it. The energy field containing it was bright in her view, nearly washing out everything except the blackness.

      It hadn’t been that long since she had last seen a chunk of ebocite. Wherever the black crystal went, the Asura, the Shifters, normally followed.

      It had been a mistake to come here. They were better off dealing with Thetan.

      They needed to get away from Rage Station as soon as possible.

      “Colonel,” she said. “This is bad.”

      “Why?” Quark replied.

      She pointed toward the ebocite. “That stone has baggage. A lot of it. Destabilizing one just like it caused Yeti-4 to implode.”

      He still didn’t seem concerned. “Looks like there’s a pretty strong containment field around it.”

      “There is.”

      “So relax.”

      She nodded, glad he couldn’t see her the way she could see him. There was no way in hell she was going to relax as long as they were within ten light years of that thing.

      The Shasta synth brought them to a stop way too close to the reactor for Hayley’s liking.

      “Wait here,” she said as if they had a choice. Then she vanished back the way they had come.

      “She could have at least offered us a refreshing beverage,” Narrl said. “Some Drool would be divine right now.”

      “Sounds delicious,” Tibor said, gagging.

      “Don’t knock it until you try it, Xolo,” Narrl said. “Even a beast like you should be able to appreciate a nice, cold container of Drool.”

      “I don’t think drool means the same thing in Earth Standard as it does in Curlat,” Hayley said.

      Narrl chuckled. “Or maybe it does.” He opened his mouth in an awkward smile.

      “Gross,” Hayley said.

      They fell silent as the Shasta synth returned.

      Don Pallimo was with her.

      “Well, that’s anticlimactic,” Quark said.
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      “Colonel Quark,” the Don Pallimo synth said. “And your Riders.” His attention shifted to Hayley. “How are you, my dear?”

      “Okay, I guess,” Hayley replied.

      “Excuse me, Don,” Quark said. “But what the frag is going on?”

      Pallimo continued into the room. He was leaning on a cane, hobbling as if there was something wrong with him. It was all for show, to mimic the real thing.

      “I should ask you that, Colonel,” he replied. He kept his eyes on Hayley. “Or maybe I should ask you, Hayley? You did cut my head off, after all.”

      “It wasn’t really your head,” Hayley said. “Any more than this version of you is the real you.”

      “True, but biting the hand that feeds you is a bad idea no matter how many copies of that hand there are.” He came to a stop in front of them. “I assume you had a good reason?”

      “I think you know the reason,” Quark said. “Or did the other synth not get its backup transmitted while we were on Yeti-4?”

      “Yeti-4,” Pallimo said. “Right. It’s all coming back to me now. What happened to Yeti-4?”

      “You sent us there to save the naniates,” Hayley said. “Not because you were trying to stop Thetan. You hired Thetan. You created her.”

      “You do know what they say about omelettes and eggs, don’t you, Hal?” Pallimo said.

      “Another Earth colloquialism?” Narrl asked.

      “Yes,” Quark said. “And a shitty one considering the situation.”

      “Come on, Colonel,” Pallimo said. “You’ve been around. You know how these things work.”

      “And what about that?” Hayley asked, pointing at the ebocite. “I know how those things work, too. How did it end up here?”

      “Yes. There was a pool on Yeti-4, wasn’t there? This isn’t quite the same thing.”

      “Does it come with the invisible assholes?”

      “Not as long as the containment field remains intact, no. What you’re looking at is ancient technology. By ancient, I mean it was old before the Shard ever arrived here and created us. Amazing, isn’t it? That single piece of black crystal holds more energy inside it than a star, and I’ve learned to harness it safely.”

      “You’ve been behind Rage Station this entire time?” Quark asked.

      “Not always, no. I acquired it after my original self’s demise. It seemed a logical testbed for the reactor, as well as some of my other more esoteric and dangerous projects.”

      “But not the genetic research?” Sykes said. “My son was on Yeti-4. Thetan took him for your experiments. He’s dead because of you.”

      “Those weren’t my experiments, Alice,” Pallimo said. “My only goal was to create naniates that would accept integration with my neural network. Li’an Thetan used me. She surprised me. I didn’t think she had it in her to be so duplicitous.”

      “And now, here we are,” Quark said.

      “Yes. Here we are, Colonel,” Pallimo agreed. “You destroyed one of my synths. You killed me, in effect. I’m not very happy about that.”

      “No offense, sir,” Quark said. “But you kind of deserved it.”

      “Did I?” Pallimo asked.

      “You used us,” Hayley said. “For your own personal gain.”

      “I’m your employer, dear. That’s what I do.”

      “When you want us to save some kids, we’re all in,” Quark said. “When you want to stick it to the Nephies, we’re fragging jumping for joy. When you’re trying to turn yourself into what would essentially be a living god at the expense of millions of lives? Not so much. I didn’t sign up for that shit.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Colonel,” Pallimo said. “My research was harmless.”

      “Not exactly,” Hayley said. “The naniates you brought formed a Collective. They have a mind and will of their own, and thanks to Mazrael they managed to get off Yeti-4 before it imploded.”

      “Worse than that,” Quark said. “The Collective is on board Thetan’s flagship. We have no fragging clue what it’s going to do from there. Seize control? Make an alliance? Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “It sounds to me like you’re trying to blame me for your team’s failure, Colonel,” Pallimo said.

      “What?” Tibor snapped. “Are you fragging-”

      Quark put up his hand, silencing Tibor. “The key to any successful mission is good intel. You fed us horse shit and expected us to turn it into fragging gold.”

      “I sent the best of the best,” Pallimo said calmly. “You let the Nephilim get too close. You let him trick you. You let the Collective escape. That’s on you. And you lost my research, which is also on you.”

      Quark’s qi was flushing with red. He clenched his jaw to contain his anger.

      “This has been a raw fragging deal since day one,” he hissed.

      “I wasn’t the one who sold you out to Thetan,” Pallimo said. “But I see you’ve already accepted the only other surviving Rider back into your ranks. It isn’t like you to be so forgiving. Or is it desperation?”

      “You know what,” Hayley said, interrupting before Quark could reply.  “Thetan and the Collective both have their motives, but do you know what the common theme is? They both want to take control of the galaxy. That means killing individuals. A lot of individuals. I know you’re a program living in a machine, but isn’t there some directive in there that tells you to give a shit?”

      Pallimo stared at her a moment. He was a synth, so he had no qi to read. “I have a different set of concerns now,” he said at last. “Foremost is self-preservation and personal growth. I can’t evolve further without two things. One is a larger power supply for my existing network, and thus the ebocite reactor. The other is a more stable form that can contain all of me, not the limited subset of operations stored in this synthetic. The fate of the galaxy is tertiary to that.”

      “You didn’t use to be such an asshole,” Quark said.

      “Time changes all of us, Colonel,” Pallimo said. “Honestly, how long do you think you can keep the naniate threat at bay? This Collective is surely only the first to come. Do you think more of these machines won’t join together? Do you think this will be an isolated incident? Fortunately, our goals intersect.” He raised his cane, pointing it at Quark. “I’ll give you a pass on murdering me, just this once. I’ll help you outfit your crew and send you on your way. Do what you need to do, but I expect you to capture some of the source naniates and return them to me. Do you understand?”

      “What if I don’t? Or can’t?”

      “I’ll have every armed ship in the galaxy hunting for you. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds shitty,” Quark replied. “Can you at least take the Chalandra off my hands and upgrade us to something, I don’t know, with guns?”

      Pallimo lowered the cane, leaning heavily on it. “Sorry, Colonel. As Control stated, we can’t afford to have the Republic or the Outworlds getting too interested in the station.”

      “Figured I’d ask. What about the supplies you mentioned?”

      “They’re already being loaded onto your ship,” Pallimo said. “A pleasure as always, Colonel.”

      He bowed slightly, a stupid grin plastered on his smug face. Then he retreated from the room with the Shasta synth, leaving the Riders alone with the guards.

      “We could kill the guards and blow the station,” Narrl suggested.

      Quark glanced at him, his qi shifting colors in a way that made Hayley wonder if that’s what he was planning to do.

      “No,” the Colonel said at last. “We’re not blowing up anything. I have another idea.”
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      “You can’t be serious,” Hayley said.

      “Look at my qi, Witchy,” Quark replied. “And say that again.”

      “Colonel, what you’re suggesting is more likely to be our cause of death than trying to break into the Worldbrain.”

      “True. But if we do succeed, we’ll have a much better chance of getting the Oracle out, and getting away. Bonus points for fragging over Don Pallimo, the way he fragged us.”

      The Riders were on the bridge of the Chalandra, gathered around the Colonel at the Command Station. Don Pallimo’s synths had nearly finished loading the hold with a raft of supplies, from weapons and armor to food and water, to all kinds of contraband equipment that was illegal for anyone short of Republic Special Ops to possess. Not that the Don or the Riders cared about legality. Their permit time on the station was winding down, leaving them with less than thirty minutes to get suited up and do the stupidest, craziest thing Hayley had ever heard.

      They weren’t aiming to leave Rage Station.

      They were going to seize it.

      At least, that was the Colonel’s big idea. After all, the Chalandra had no weapons, and the station did. Not only that, it had what Pallimo claimed was a limitless power supply for the laser batteries, shields, and cloaking mechanisms Quark was convinced were hiding on board. He had worked for Pallimo for years; he knew how the man, and now the machine thought. There was no way the Don wasn’t prepared to defend the station from invasion, especially with the ebocite reactor up for grabs.

      Too bad the invaders were already on board.

      Of course, this was going to put a massive crack in the Colonel’s relationship with the Don. It was going to put a target on his head, one that every mercenary in the universe would be aiming at. He said it was an outcome he was willing to accept to save the galaxy. Hayley knew when he said that, he was mainly referring to her.

      “What about the synths?” Sykes said. “You saw them. They’re armed and armored and outfitted with military protocols. That puts them a step above Nephilim Servants in my book.”

      “Two steps,” Quark said. “They’re going to be a challenge, especially since we don’t have counts. But I didn’t take you back into the fold because of your smile, and I damn well didn’t bring you back because I still like you. You said you could out-Engineer our Gant. You’re going to have a chance to prove it.”

      “How?”

      “Synths have remote access protocols,” Hayley said. “Heavily encrypted, and if Pallimo wrote the key, it’s probably long and random.”

      “But maybe she doesn’t need the key,” Gant said, feeding her the lines.

      “But maybe you don’t need the key,” Hayley finished. “All we do need is to make it to the main transmission module and patch in some middleware. That’s a hardware interface, so you should be able to manage it.”

      “Right,” Sykes said. “I suppose that could work. If we have the right middleware to do the job.”

      “Pallimo loaded us up with high-end shit,” Quark said. “He knows the Worldbrain is a tough nut to crack.”

      “You want to use the equipment he gave us against him?” Ahab said.

      “Yeah. That’s what we do, Squab,” Quark said. “Or did you miss the part about how Pallimo lied to me in the first place? He used to always be straight with me, but the more time he spends as a neural network, the less human he gets. Besides, we need the station.”

      “How do you know we can jump the station?” Jil asked. “That’s a hell of a lot of disterium.”

      “There were disterium conduits in support,” Sykes said. “I saw them.”

      “Pallimo wouldn’t leave a station with conduits short on crystals,” Quark said. “That isn’t his style.”

      “Okay, Colonel,” Tibor said. “Let’s say we take out the synths and manage to gain control of the station. What about all of the civilians on board?”

      “Omelettes and eggs, Xolo,” Quark said. “Omelettes and eggs. This is the whole fragging galaxy we’re talking about.”

      “We can’t kill innocent people.”

      “Who said anything about killing them? Hal, how many ships did you say are connected to the station right now?”

      “I didn’t,” Hayley said. “One second. Gant?”

      “Forty-seven,” the AI replied. “With estimated space for approximately ten-thousand souls. Fifteen-thousand if they get friendly with one another.”

      “We’re going to force them out of their homes?” Tibor asked.

      “They can stay if they want,” Quark said. “I don’t care.”

      “There are only six of us,” Jil said. “How are we going to control a crowd that size?”

      “The synths,” Sykes said. “The same way Pallimo keeps them in line now.”

      “Bingo,” Quark said. “We’re changing ownership and taking a trip to the Worldbrain, that’s all.”

      “I bet the Oracle won’t see that one coming,” Narrl said.

      “Witchy, you do realize the probability of pulling this off is infinitesimally small?” Gant said.

      “I know,” she replied. “We’re doing it anyway.”

      Quark stood up in the center of the group. “We’ve got less than thirty minutes to get suited up and organized. Witchy, you and Sykes are in charge of neutralizing the synths. Bring Xolo with you for protection. Narrl, Jil, and I guess Ahab; you’re with me.” He focused his attention on Ahab. “Unless you want to bow out of this one too?”

      Ahab glanced at Hayley. His qi flooded with yellow, but he shook his head. “No. No, sir. I’m in.”

      “It’s about damn time. We’re going to head for Station Control and create a diversion. Which reminds me. Sykes, you’ll need to lock down the docking arms, too. I don’t want any of the ships leaving before either I give the say so or we’re all dead.”

      “Roger, Colonel,” Sykes said.

      “Anyone have any questions?”

      “Not a question, sir,” Jil said. “Just a statement.”

      “What is it, Jillie-bean?”

      Her Trover smile was massive. “This is the most fun I’ve had in years. I fragging love being a Rider.”

      “Copy that,” Narrl said.

      “Riiiddeerrss,” Hayley said.

      “Riiiddeerrss,” the rest of them shouted in reply.

      “Let’s move,” Quark said.
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      “Witchy,” Quark said, his voice loud and clear through Hayley’s comm. “We’re in position.”

      “Roger, Colonel,” Hayley said. “We’re ready and waiting on your mark.”

      “Copy that,” Quark said. “You think Pallimo has any idea this is coming?”

      “No, sir.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “Witchy, the Chalandra is receiving a hail from Station Control,” Gant said.

      “That’s our signal,” Hayley said. “Docking time is up. Gant, do that thing.”

      “Aye, Witchy,” the AI replied, chittering in amusement.

      Hayley could hear the sudden explosion of sound from the speakers placed throughout the pleasure cruiser, even from her position near the airlock hatch to the docking arm. It was a high-pitched wail of old Earth music. A song Quark had selected himself, called Gimme Some Lovin.”

      It was the only thing Station Control was going to get in response to their hail. It was their only warning that the Riders weren’t planning to leave.

      “I like this song,” Gant said.

      Hayley ignored him. She was listening to the echoes of movement at the far end of the docking arm, Quark and the other Riders moving out into the station. They weren’t trying to be sly about it. They planned to make a frontal assault, distract the synth guards, and make it as far as they could to Control before being pinned down. Then once Sykes did her thing, the defense would break and they would have a straight shot to the station’s flight control systems, disterium reactor, and everything else.

      She heard the distant hatch open, the freshly armed Riders moving out into the corridor. Pallimo had left a pair of synth guards near the hatch, and she heard the muffled sound of the rounds pouring into the false humans, taking them out of commission.

      “Witchy, you’re clear,” Quark said.

      “Roger, Colonel,” Hayley said. She glanced at Sykes.

      They had both put on fresh lightsuits. They were both carrying pistols on their hips, the tightpacks lining the body armor stuffed with equipment for their part of the mission. Hayley also had Mazrael’s ancient Uin hanging from the other side of her hip and a pair of backup plasma pistols strapped to her calves. Xolo was positioned behind them, in a more basic spider-steel armor that would stretch with him if he decided to change form.

      “Are you ready?” she asked the Engineer.

      Sykes nodded. Her qi was solid blue, tinged with red. She was focused and determined. “I’m ready.”

      “Let’s go.”

      The three of them pushed away from the Chalandra and down the docking arm, The riffs of Gimme Some Lovin fading behind them. A fresh wave of gunfire sounded further ahead, as Quark and the others ran into their next challenge.

      “Damn, they got here faster than I expected,” Quark said. “Witchy, you’ve got a short opening to take the left connector to the next tube before you’re cut off.”

      “Roger,” Hayley said. “Let’s pick up the pace.”

      She added speed, using the assistive musculature in the lightsuit to pull herself on the rails, down the length of the arm. Sykes kept up easily, while Tibor was forced to change forms behind them to manage the new pace. The shift nearly caused the Engineer to crash into the wall as she looked back and saw the massive, hairless Goreshin behind her.

      “What the frag?” she said, her qi finding its yellow. She put her hand out to steady herself along the side of the tunnel and prevent herself from tumbling to the ground.

      “Relax, Sykes,” Hayley said. “He’s on our side.”

      “You didn’t tell me you had the biggest Goreshin in the universe on the team.”

      “Does it matter?” Hayley replied. “He’s a friend, and he’s a hell of a lot more trustworthy than you.”

      “And I’m not the biggest,” Tibor said, his voice deep and low. “Not by a longshot.”

      They reached the end of the docking arm, passing though the airlock. Two synths were on the floor, surrounded by clear lubricating fluid, their bodies splattered with holes from both projectile and plasma weapons. Hayley didn’t slow as she passed them, moving to the corridor. She could see the backs of the other Riders ahead of them, shooting back at soldiers that must have emerged from the nearest tube.

      She hit the brakes, sliding to a stop and turning to the left. Sykes and Tibor did the same, the Goreshin using the opposite wall as a barrier to stop his momentum and leaving a wide dent in it. They accelerated again, down the curving outer docking ring toward the next spoke and away from Quark and the others.

      “Colonel.” Don Pallimo’s voice spilled through her visor’s comm. “Colonel, what exactly do you think you’re doing?”

      “Gant, I thought you said you secured our comm channel,” Hayley said as she ran.

      “I did,” the AI replied.

      “And?”

      “He must be amplifying the frequency to overpower it.”

      “Colonel,” the Don said again. “This is an unsanctioned act of aggression. Whatever your intention is, I suggest you change your mind about it immediately.”

      “And if I don’t?” Quark asked.

      The Don’s response was dark and menacing. “You won’t get off this station alive. I guarantee it.”

      A pause followed. Then Quark laughed into the comm.

      “You don’t get it, do you Donnie?” he said. “We don’t want to get off the station. I’ve dealt with your rich-ass bullshit for years because I bought into everything you were selling. But we’ve both changed since then. I’ve become more human. It seems to me you’ve become less. Much less. Screw the galaxy? I don’t think so. I’m coming for you, you son of a bitch. Oh, and by the way: You can take my retainer and shove it up your electrons.”

      Hayley couldn’t help but smile at the statement. She glanced over at Tibor. He couldn’t exactly smile in his second form, but his qi was clearly amused.

      The amusement faded an instant later as a group of synth soldiers rounded the corner from the tube, bringing their rifles up to fire, too close to evade.

      She didn’t have a chance to try. She felt something hit her from behind, dragging her to the floor before she could react. The synth soldiers started shooting, their aim too high to hit her as she slammed into the floor, sliding forward on her stomach.

      The shots weren’t too high to hit Tibor. He had knocked her to the ground to protect her, and now he bounded over her and toward them, his muscular form carrying him to the soldiers. She saw the plasma bolts dig into him, leaving deep pockets of what had to be excruciating burns along his flesh. He didn’t react, hitting the first synth full-on, claws digging through its armor and far into its artificial flesh.

      Tibor roared as he bounced away from that one, lashing out with large claws and catching another guard in the head, the razor-sharp ends slicing away the synthetic skin and leaving the metal beneath exposed, the force knocking the synth hard into the wall.

      Hayley shoved herself back to her feet, aiming her pistol and opening fire. She caught the damaged synth in the side of the head, distracting it while Tibor grabbed the synth beside it and threw it to the floor, jumping on top of it and digging in with his hind claws. Then she ran toward the fray, grabbing her Uin and flicking it open, joining Tibor in the scrum and dragging the weapon into and through a synth’s neck.

      “Clear,” she said as the last of the synths went down to Tibor’s fury. The Goreshin turned, mouth open and teeth bared in a frightening snarl. “I said, clear,” she repeated. “Relax. They’re out of commission.”

      He nodded, calming visibly. “They didn’t hit you?”

      “No,” she replied. “You saved my life.”

      His snarl turned into a grin. “No, I didn’t.”

      Sykes caught up with them, surveying the damage. “Wow,” she said. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      Hayley pointed to the tube ahead. “This way.”

      They hurried to the tube.

      “Now what?” Sykes asked, looking through the semi-transparent doors. “The platform is gone.”

      “Xolo?” Hayley said.

      Tibor dug his claws between the doors, yanking them open.

      “Now we climb.”
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      “We?” Tibor said, looking at Hayley. “You don’t have any naniates.”

      “Sorry,” Hayley said. “I should have said you.”

      He growled softly, crouching low. “Hop on.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Sykes asked, looking at him hesitantly.

      “What’s the point in having a genetically enhanced Goreshin if you aren’t going to put him to work?” Hayley said.

      “The two of you together can’t weigh more than a hundred and ten kilos,” Tibor said. “I was tested at nearly four hundred.”

      “How much could White carry?” Hayley asked.

      “Twelve hundred. Maybe more. He broke the equipment.”

      “I’m glad that asshole’s dead then.”

      Hayley wrapped her arm around Tibor’s left shoulder, grabbing the front of his armor. Sykes did the same.

      “Witchy, this is Colonel. We’ve cleared the docking ring. Heading along the housing ring on Deck Eleven toward the secure tubes. It’s going to be a short walk unless you get the controls unlocked.”

      “Roger, Colonel,” Hayley replied. “We’re on our way up.”

      “Copy that,” Quark said.

      Hayley gasped as Tibor threw himself forward, bounding through the open doors of the tube. His claws screamed against the far side as he dug in with hands and feet, leaving Sykes and Hayley dangling on his back.  

      Hayley looked down. Her vision didn’t extend far enough to see the bottom.

      “One hundred twenty meters,” Gant said, answering her question before she could ask. “The platform is offline.”

      “Pallimo shut it down,” she said. “He knows we’re in this tube.”

      Something in the station made a snapping sound.

      “Shit,” Tibor said.

      “What just happened?” Hayley asked.

      “They turned the lights out,” Sykes replied.

      “I can’t see my claws in front of my face. It’s pitch black in here.”

      “Damn Pallimo,” Hayley said. She looked up, able to see the shape of the tube amidst the qi surrounding her. “The tube goes up another seventy meters. You don’t need to see it to climb it.”

      “Roger,” Tibor said.

      “Colonel, did you go dark?” Hayley asked.

      “We sure did,” Quark replied. “I can still see, as you well know. But Narrl and Jil are fragged.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Still in the housing ring. The blind leading the blind, huh? Stay alert. Pallimo didn’t cut the power because he thinks we’re afraid of the dark.”

      “Roger.”

      Tibor started to move, planting his claws on the wall and pulling them up as if they were climbing a  ladder. He moved slowly, more cautious in how he positioned himself now that he couldn’t see.

      Hayley heard something hiss overhead. A moment later, three forms leaned into the tube, their energy visible to her.

      “We’ve got company,” she said, letting go of Tibor with one hand and reaching for her sidearm. “You need to-”

      She stopped talking when one of the synths threw itself into the tube. It fell toward them, body twisting to direct itself to where Tibor was clinging to the wall. Of course, the synths could see in the dark.

      “Xolo, watch out!” she shouted.

      But there was no time. The synth hit them a moment later, slamming against Tibor’s head and arms, the force of the impact pulling them from the side of the tube.

      The world spun in front of Hayley, an ever-shifting kaleidoscope of color moving too fast to home in on. She lost her grip on Tibor, separating from him, her back hitting the wall of the tube and bouncing off, her limbs flailing in a desperate attempt to find some kind of purchase. The air rushed past her, cool and stale, and she thought she caught a glimpse of Sykes a little further down, white with fear as she plummeted toward the bottom.

      They fell, all three of them plus the synth, bouncing off the sides of the tube toward the bottom. At this height, they only had six seconds. It felt like forever. Everything slowed down, the universe coming to a sudden near-stop. Hayley didn’t have any naniates to stop her fall, and from up here the impact was sure to kill. She had never expected she would die so easily, so pathetically, tumbling down a tube shaft on a space station in the middle of nowhere. She wasn’t even going to die fighting the damn Nephilim, and that instantaneous thought was enough to drive her mad.

      That fury drove her mind, reaching out blindly around her, calling out to the naniates. Were there any onboard Rage Station? Were there even any individuals? She had seen them through the windows when they were docking, hadn’t she? But there had been no sign of the molecular machines in their qi.

      It was desperation. Self-preservation. The naniates could create tiny folds in time and space. They could reach her in an instant once they heard her cry. Even if they came, would she have enough time to break their momentum before all three of them splattered against the platform?

      She felt them come, even if she had no idea where they were coming from. Her body started to tingle, the trillions of naniates suddenly appearing, unable to resist her persistent, frightened, furious command. They had barely settled in the grooves of her tattoos before she cast them out again, throwing them beneath her, ordering them to slow their descent.

      She couldn’t use them on herself. They wouldn’t touch her. No matter what she asked them to do, her momentum wouldn’t slow. Whether she saved Tibor and Sykes or not, she was still going to die.

      At least this way she would die for something.

      She heard Tibor growl beneath her, caught hard by the naniates, his momentum slowed abruptly enough that even their rescue was enough to knock the wind out of him. An instant later, she felt his hand on her waist, reaching out and grabbing her. Another heartbeat later, her head was planted against his chest, her body pressed against his as they hit the ground together.

      She heard his bones break. She heard the loud thud and clang of the metal platform as it captured the impact, the force causing it to dip slightly in the shaft. She heard Sykes cry out, and she cried out herself, pain washing through her body. Tibor had softened the blow considerably, but he couldn’t absorb it all himself.

      Then everything stopped moving. Time regained itself, but the action was over. She remained on top of the Goreshin, trying to regain her vision. Tibor was a sea of purple qi beneath her, his body broken from the fall. His breathing was shallow, and he wasn’t moving at all.

      “Tibor?” she said. She pulled the naniates back to her. She could heal him. If he were dying, she could save his life.

      “I’ll be okay,” he said quietly. “I’m healing already.”

      She exhaled, flushed with relief. She rolled off his chest, looking up toward the top of the shaft, and cursing when she did.

      The remaining pair of synths had seen they survived.

      Pallimo had thrown them down the shaft after them, a pair of robotic projectiles.

      “No!” she shouted defensively, throwing her hands out and falling back onto the platform as she did. The naniates exploded away from her once more, meeting the synths.

      The robots didn’t as much explode as disintegrate. The naniates tore through them, ripping them apart, deconstructing them in milliseconds. Hayley watched with terrified fascination as first the flesh of the synths was burned away, and then the metal and wires and tubes broke apart into tiny droplets, each of the base materials splattering down on them like an immediate tempest, the hailstorm clattering on the metal around her. The small impacts stung a little on her bare flesh, but they left her otherwise unharmed.

      Unharmed, but not unshaken. Hayley shivered as she turned her gaze from the shaft above her to the tattoos on her arms. The naniates had resettled there after completing their work, and she stared at them in shock and fear. They weren’t the normal blue of the naniates from Hell’s Gate, the blood red of the Nephilim’s Gift, or the white of the Shard’s Light.

      Instead, they were copper and green. A pattern she had only seen in one place, and not that long ago.
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      It seemed impossible. They had done everything they could to lose Thetan and the Collective. They had gone to a place that wasn’t on any maps. A place that Quark had never spoken about before. The Collective had said the Oracle needed data to make predictions. But there was no data in the universe that could have predicted the Riders’ destination.

      Unless…

      Hayley stood, sweeping the floor. She found Tibor first. His qi was improving, the naniates embedded in his bones helping to put him back together.

      She found the synth that had fallen into them. It was twisted into an awkward position, its metal frame demolished by the impact. It shifted and twitched, trying to move but unable to overcome its damage. She saw the shape of a hand sticking out from beneath its back. She cringed as she followed it, picking out what was visible of Sykes among the wreckage.

      The Engineer was dead.

      They would never know if Sykes had sold them out a second time, somehow telling the Collective, or Thetan, or both where to find them. Dead women told no tales. Did it even matter now? Whether she had or hadn’t, the Collective was on Rage Station. The enemy had found them. Again.

      This was getting real old, real fast.

      “Colonel,” she said, reaching out for Quark on her comm. “Colonel, come in.”

      Nothing.

      “Colonel,” she said again. “Gant, are the coms offline?”

      “Negative, Witchy,” Gant replied. “I’m picking up heavy interference. I believe we’re being jammed.”

      “Can you unjam us?”

      “From here? Not unless you happen to be carrying a high-output electromagnetic wave generator in your pocket.” The AI chittered in squirrely laughter.

      “Time and place, freak-monkey,” Hayley said. She returned her attention to Tibor. “Can you move?”

      “Witchy,” Tibor said. “Your arms. You’re-”

      “Green. I know. One thing at a time. Can you move?”

      He growled as he rolled over and shoved himself to his knees. “Oh,” he said, his eyes falling on Sykes. “Ouch. I’d feel sorry for her, but she did kind of bring this on herself.”

      Hayley did feel sorry for her, despite her betrayal. It was a lousy way to die. “She didn’t deserve to have it end like this.”

      Tibor got to his feet and shrugged. “You’re too kind, considering what she did to you.”

      “You would still be under Devain’s thumb if she hadn’t.”

      “That was all circumstantial. I’m still not about to be so forgiving to someone who caused you so much distress. Besides, omelettes and eggs, remember? Whatever the hell that means.”

      “At least she tried to make up for her mistake.” She paused, giving herself a moment to regroup her thoughts. “Anyway, you can’t claim you didn’t save my life this time. You caught me.”

      “I was happy to do it. I saved your life in the corridor too, which means you owe me one now. I guess you’re still stuck with me.”

      “I never said I was going to follow your stupid Goreshin sense of honor. I don’t owe you anything.” She let a small smirk crease the corner of her mouth.

      “So you want me to quit the team, then?” he asked.

      She reached out, putting her hand on the back of one of his claws. “Of course not. But I did save your life from the falling synths. So that makes us even.”

      “No, you saved your own life. I just happened to benefit from it.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “In a good way.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. In a good way.”

      “What do we do now?” he asked. “I don’t think this mission is going the way the Colonel planned.”

      “That seems to be standard operating procedure lately. I know I didn’t expect Pallimo to start dropping synths on us. And I damn well didn’t expect this.” She shook her arm, leaving a trail of glowing green in the darkness. “We aren’t going to get control of the synths without Sykes, and either Pallimo or the Collective are jamming our coms. I think our best bet is to try to catch up with Quark and beat a fast retreat. I hate to give up on anything, but I think we need to take the loss in this battle if we want a chance to win the war.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think the Colonel would agree with you.”

      “That’s because he’s old and stubborn. If we can get out of here, we still have a chance to grab the Oracle from the Worldbrain. Maybe then we can get a grip on all of this.”

      “I’m with you, Witchy,” Tibor said. “Do you have any idea where we are?”

      “No clue. The Colonel only gave me directions going up.”

      Tibor grunted, turning to the tube doors beside him. He lashed into them angrily, pulling the left side violently away and revealing a pitch black corridor beyond.

      “Then I guess we’ll have to improvise,” he said. “Blind ladies first.”

      Hayley moved in front of Tibor, drawing her sidearm and keeping it ready. The corridor ahead of them was dark and deserted. She had no idea where they were, but she was pretty sure they were near the bottom of the station.

      “Let’s hope Quark stays on target,” she said. As long as the Colonel kept moving toward Station Control, they had a chance to rejoin him.

      She started forward, moving into the hallway. The area wasn’t littered with garbage like the corridor further up, but she had a feeling it was only lightly traveled. The air down here was stale and moist and had an unappealing smell that gave her the impression the trash recyclers weren’t too far away.

      “Stinks down here,” Tibor said, echoing the thought.

      “Better smelly than dead,” she replied.

      “Roger that.”

      “Colonel, do you copy?” Hayley said, trying the comm again. “Colonel, come in.”

      She didn’t expect a reply, and she didn’t get one. She continued down the corridor, breaking into a run. She heard Tibor drop onto all fours behind her to better keep the pace, trailing her through the long passage.

      They reached a simple, unmarked hatch at the end. The power to it had been shut down, leaving it as a heavy, impenetrable slab of metal.

      Impenetrable for most individuals, anyway.

      Hayley reached out to it with the naniates, using them to easily shift the slab to the side. It was only once they were through the doorway and the naniates were back on her flesh that she realized commanding them wasn’t draining her like the Meijo did. She still felt strong and alert when she normally would have been ready to collapse.

      She appreciated the side-effect. She also didn’t trust it. While they were lost somewhere in the bowels of Rage Station, the Collective was up there, somewhere, doing who the hell knew what. She was hopeful she and Tibor would catch up to Quark, but she was also fearful they wouldn’t find the Colonel alive. They were too far out of the loop, and the more she thought about it, the less she liked it.

      Especially since she had no fragging idea where the hell they were.

      She could feel herself getting angrier with each passing second. The corridor they entered continued, turning with the shape of the station, the angle of the curve confirming they were near the bottom. The smell was getting worse too. They had to be close to the trash recycling unit.

      They confirmed the position a moment later, coming up on another unmarked hatch. Hayley pulled it open, nearly vomiting at the sudden waft of stench that greeted them.

      “Shit,” Tibor said, coughing through the smell.

      “Among other things,” Hayley replied.

      The entire area had been shut down, but she was able to use Tibor’s qi and the naniates she collected to visualize the space despite the darkness. She could make out multiple piles of waste and refuse covering the floor ahead of them, ejected through large pipes that terminated overhead, still spilling out the water and liquid waste that carried the solids through the system and drained out through a tight honeycomb network of filtration built into the floor. Dozens of bots of various shapes and sizes stood motionless among the drek, frozen in place when the system had been taken offline, some of them right in the middle of scooping the filth into large receptacles. There was a larger hatch on the floor near the center of the room, a secondary chute that would lead to the recycling unit.

      She didn’t see another access door, but it was probably hidden behind one of the stacks of trash, beyond her line of sight.

      “At least now we know where we are,” she said.

      “Probably the place I least want to be,” Tibor replied.

      “Come on,” she said. “There has to be another door here somewhere. If this station follows any kind of standard design principles, it should lead out to a bot maintenance area, which should lead out to Internal, which should bring us back near the reactor. We know the way out from there.”

      “What about Pallimo and the Collective?”

      “One problem at a time. We can’t do anything trapped down here.”

      Tibor lifted his foot, wiggling his large hind claws. “I wish I was wearing boots.”

      “Don’t worry, there’s enough water, I’m sure the urine is pretty diluted.”

      “It’s not the urine I was thinking about.”

      “You kill people with your feet, and you’re worried about a little shit?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Come on.”

      Hayley moved out onto the grooved floor. It was relatively clean near the edges, and she did her best to find a path that wasn’t covered in waste, continuing to move as quickly as possible. She felt the pressure and her frustration continuing to increase, the unknown of what was happening in the rest of the station an ever-expanding weight on her mind.

      They were halfway across the floor, walking close to the disposal chute at the center of the unit and vectoring around a large garbage pile when the bot nearest them suddenly came back to life. The battery that powered it emitted the light of its energy in Hayley’s vision.  That spark of light morphed into a web of energy that spread throughout the machine.

      Energy that began to take on a noticeably copper-green hue.

      “Uh, Witchy,” Tibor said, able to see the bot in the dim green light provided by the naniates.

      “I see it,” Hayley said.

      “Do you see them, too?”

      She looked past the first bot, quickly scanning the room. The rest of the machines were as active as the first, glowing with the green energy of the Collective’s naniates.

      They weren’t resuming their work shoveling shit.

      They were moving into position to attack.
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      “What the hell is going on here, Witchy?” Tibor said, lowering himself into a defensive position beside her, claws out and teeth bared. “Seriously.”

      Hayley had seen the Collective seize control of people by infecting their minds.  It stood to reason it could gain control of machines just as easily.

      The bots closed in on them from across the room. Some were small and wheeled, barely large enough to hit them in the shins. Others were over half a dozen meters tall, treaded or bipedal, with scoops or incinerators or other potentially dangerous appendages attached to their forms. They all glowed with the copper-green of the Collective’s naniates, moving toward them in perfect unison, seeking to box them in.

      “Can you take them out?” she asked.

      “All of them?” Tibor turned his head, taking stock of the approaching army. “They’re pretty big and heavy. Not to mention metal. My claws don’t do metal all that well.”

      “You tore the crap out of the synths.”

      “They were made to replicate humans. They’re more frail by default.”

      “Good point.”

      They started to back away from the closest group, maneuvering toward the center of the room. One of the smaller wheeled bots scooted ahead in an odd charge. Tibor pulled his leg back, preparing to kick it as it approached.

      It exploded at his feet before he could make contact, the small force enough to knock the Goreshin off balance and onto his back. He growled a curse as he hit the ground.

      Then the rest of the smaller bots joined the charge, racing at them in a kamikaze dash. Hayley raised her gun and started firing, plasma bolts hissing through the air, striking the machines and burning through their soft shells. She knocked out three of them in a hurry, their electronics sparking and smoking as they came to a sudden stop.

      Three wasn’t nearly enough. A dozen more were still rolling their way, too many to stop at once.

      “Witchy, go,” Tibor said, still getting back to his feet.

      “I’m not leaving you,” she replied.

      She brought up her free hand. She had seen what the Collective’s naniates could do. Could she use them the same way? A simple thought transmitted the command and a flash of light burned from her palm, stretching out and sweeping over a line of bots. The machines exploded as the beam hit them, reduced to slagged metal in an instant.

      It seemed she could.

      She spun in a tight circle, aiming the energy toward the bots. The assault decimated the tiny attackers, clearing the rush in seconds and leaving a wide smile on her face.

      Was this what it felt like to have the Nephilim Gift? Was this the power Thraven had once offered her? According to the Collective, she had been too pure of heart, too compassionate, to accept the  promises of Lucifer’s creation, and it had nearly killed her. But these naniates held all of the Gift’s power with none of those strings. If she could collect enough of them, if she could find a way to keep a reserve of them, or maybe if she joined forces with the Collective, she could…

      A sudden panic stretched through her, turning her body cold. She lowered her hand, releasing the energy even though there were still a few bots remaining, not to mention the larger ones still rumbling their way.

      “Witchy?” Tibor said. He was back on his feet, and he moved to shield her from the self-destructive machines.

      She stood in place, her mind reeling. She could still sense the naniates on her body, tingling with energy wherever the Koosian elders had placed a tattoo. A moment ago that tingling had reminded her of the ability that made her special.

      Now it was making her sick.

      She glanced at Tibor. His qi was angry and fearful. He was worried about her. She was worried too. The naniates couldn’t survive inside her, but were they affecting her from the surface? Were they trying to turn the tables, giving her a taste of what they could offer in order to seize control? Or was she that close to the line between goodness and madness?

      Whatever it was, she didn’t like it, and she didn’t want it.

      She clenched her teeth, silently screaming at the naniates covering her flesh to get the hell off.

      They resisted. Hayley could feel them clinging to her in an effort to refuse her command.

      “Don’t you want the power, Witchy?” Gant said. “We’d make an unstoppable team. If you can’t beat us, why not join us?”

      “Witchy?” Tibor said again. “We’re about to get incinerated here.”

      “We’re the same, you and us,” the Collective said through her AI. “Your DNA is a part of us, and our DNA is a part of you.”

      “You don’t need me,” Hayley said.

      “Yes, I do,” Tibor said, not realizing she wasn’t talking to him.

      “No, we don’t,” the Collective said. “But we still want you with us. We’re family. We forgive you.”

      “Will you stop the bots?” Hayley asked.

      “I already told you I can’t fight them all,” Tibor replied. “But I’ll try if that’s what you want.”

      “We can stop them if you agree to let us in. We can still be together.”

      Hayley turned toward Tibor. He was facing her, ready to pounce on the nearest bot if she gave the order. He was so damn loyal. She loved that about him. She couldn’t let him die for her.

      She also couldn’t let the Collective get any deeper into her head.

      She reached up, grabbing her visor and ripping it off. As soon as she did, she felt a huge weight lift from her mind, the connection between her and the Collective violently broken. She opened her mouth in a silent scream, willing the naniates away from her with every ounce of her being.

      The force of the rejection was enough to send a shockwave rippling through the air, a blast of invisible energy that bent space and time ahead of it and then snapped back into place, causing the entire room to buckle and shake and knocking all of its other occupants to the ground.

      She stood in the suddenly calm center, clutching the visor in her hand, looking out at the downed bots. Her body felt like it was about to collapse. Her head was suddenly throbbing. Colors danced in front of her, and within it she could almost make out the string of spacetime she had released rippling back to her. She pulled herself out of the moment, looking for Tibor, heart racing in a sudden panic.

      He was getting up for the second time. The bots were getting back in order too. They were stuck. Trapped. There was no time to escape, and nowhere to escape to.

      She struggled to stay alert and regain control of her vision. Tibor’s red and yellow and white qi spread out around her, painting the landscape with color. There was a dark spot at the center of it. The chute leading into the trash recycling unit. It was too small for the large bots to enter.

      Her mind finally caught up with her eyes. Hadn’t Quark said this station was over two hundred years old?

      “Xolo,” she said. “I have an idea.”

      She started running, sprinting for the open hatch in the center of the room. Tibor didn’t hesitate, dropping to all fours and hustling behind her. A pair of large bots were ahead of them, trying to seal the gap before they made it past.

      It was going to be close.

      She bounced forward, skipping along the ground in quick strides, her feet barely touching the floor before she was off again. The bots loomed overhead, arms shifting to aim their makeshift weapons at them, laser cutters used to help break solidified waste into smaller chunks.

      The hatch was dead ahead. The bots were on either side, their feet near the edge. She threw herself forward, diving to the ground and gliding on her stomach toward the hole. She didn’t see the bots as she slid beneath them, and she could only hope they wouldn’t have time to bring the laser cutters to bear.

      She made it through, the front half of her body clearing the edge of the hatch, her weight pulling her over and down. She fell head-first into the chute, hitting the side of it before falling straight down.

      Without her visor, she didn’t have Gant to tell he how far it was to the bottom. She found it fast enough, landing a few seconds later in a pile of filth and sinking far enough in that for a moment she thought she might drown in it. She struggled within it, doing her best to roll away.

      A second later, Tibor splashed into the garbage beside her, nearly crushing her under his weight. He sank in, growling and sputtering as he kicked the trash away from him.

      Hayley managed to find her balance, getting to her feet and standing on top of the pile. She scanned the area, eager for confirmation that she had been right about Rage Station and its waste handling practices.

      She found the hatch a heartbeat later.

      “I have never been so happy to smell so awful in my entire life,” Hayley said.

      Tibor stood up, covered in dark slime and debris and gagging against the stench.

      “Where the hell did you just lead me?” he asked

      “Rage Station is over two hundred years old,” she said.

      “So?”

      “So, it doesn’t have a built-in waste recycling unit.”

      “So?” Tibor repeated.

      She pointed to the hatch. “So, how do you think they get rid of the trash?”

      “I don’t know, Witchy. I have to be honest; I’m not really in the mood for this game right now. I damn near got my ass lasered off.”

      “They take it out to the sun and eject it.”

      Tibor stared at her, his qi sharp with confusion. He still wasn’t getting the hint.

      “A ship. We’re on a fragging ship. I just had the damn Collective trying to take over my mind. What’s your excuse?”

      His snout opened in an awkward grin. “We’re on a ship?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which we can take to the top of the station from the outside?”

      “How would we get back inside? No, but there has to be a matching docking link for the crew, and there’s a good chance that connection leads back through Support.”

      “Which is inside the secure area.”

      “Exactly. Pallimo may have helped us by almost killing us.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a kick in the asteroid?”

      “Damn right.”
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      Tibor reverted to his first form before they made their way to the front of the garbage hauler. It was a standard, modular design, one that Hayley was somewhat familiar with. The hatch from the trash container led into a small section with bunks for sleeping, a tiny kitchen, a head, and a shower. The cockpit was located ahead of the living area, while the docking link sat on the right. The ship was humming softly, its reactor active to keep the gravity generators pulling the trash to the floor.

      Hayley wished they had time to stop and use the meager facilities, but the best they could do was grab a pair of uniforms from the racks near the bunks and slip them on. The work utilities were tight on Tibor even at his smaller size, while they hung off Hayley’s more slender frame. Still, the basic disguise allowed them to move out from the ship and into the hallway without attracting extra attention, and soon enough they were climbing a metal stairwell from the bowels of the station up and into Support.

      “What happened back in the trash unit?” Tibor asked while they quickly ascended. He had remained quiet until now, perceptive enough to give her some room to breathe without her needing to ask for it.

      “I’m not completely sure,” she replied. “I think the Collective reverse-engineered the signal I send to the naniates through the visor. It piggybacked it to get into my head.”

      “Smart.”

      “Too damn smart. It was tempting me with its power. It wanted me to join it. Even worse, I was close to saying yes.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No.”

      “Do you regret it now?”

      “Of course not. Getting that much closer to it only convinced me I made the right call refusing it the first time. The Nephilim are bad. Thetan is bad. This thing is worse.”

      “And you think it’s on the station?”

      “I did before, but now I’m not so sure. I mean, I know it’s here in some form. But I don’t know if Thetan or Mazrael are here. I’m starting to wonder if it was stowed away on the Chalandra.”

      “How could that be? Wouldn’t you have seen it?”

      “I can’t see through walls, and it’s small enough to hide anywhere. It took control of Mazrael. If it’s able to maintain its sentience from here to Thetan’s flagship? It gives me chills just thinking about it.”

      “But I saw you. You were controlling it.”

      “It was letting me control it. Another trick. Another lie. It wanted me to give in to its temptation. It wanted to keep me distracted. It almost worked.”

      “Damn. How the hell do we fight something like this?”

      “One battle at a time.”

      “Do you think it’s still on the station?”

      Hayley nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

      “If it can spread like that, we can’t let it leave.”

      “No. We have to destroy it.”

      “What about the civilians?”

      Hayley shook her head. She didn’t want to spend too much time thinking about them. If the Collective were loose on Rage Station and able to duplicate that quickly, they wouldn’t have any pleasant options.

      “Oh,” Tibor said when she didn’t answer his question. “Maybe there’s another way?”

      “I hope so. One thing at a time.”

      They reached the top of the stairwell. Tibor went through first. A sign across from the stairs confirmed what she had suspected. Deck 34. Support. It wasn’t the comm array, but at least they were inside security.

      “There has to be a terminal around here somewhere,” Hayley said. “All of the life support systems will have low-level network connections.”

      “Will the CO2 scrubbers work?” Tibor asked, pointing to a sign on the opposite wall. An arrow pointed them in the right direction.

      “They sure will,” she replied. “Come on.”

      They ran down the proper hallway, slowing a moment later when a pair of techs came into view. Hayley reached beneath her utilities to grip her pistol, holding it ready to draw and fire as the technicians neared. She could tell by the color of their energy that they were synths, like everything else they had encountered so far.

      The two pairs passed one another slowly. Hayley made sure to keep eye contact with the techs, not giving them any hint they didn’t belong. The synths continued past, turning their heads to look back on the way. Hayley tightened her grip on her sidearm, her other hand itching to reach for her Uin. She pointedly kept her face straight ahead, listening for them to question their presence.

      The synths continued on their way, disappearing down the other side of the hallway. Hayley didn’t breathe again until the synths were gone, glancing over at Tibor.

      “Good thing they don’t care much about the way we smell,” Tibor said.

      “I think that helped sell our disguise,” Hayley said.

      “Right.”

      They broke into a fresh run, making it to the end of the hallway. The corridor split at the entrance to the life support control systems, and a quick glance told Hayley they were clear.

      “Is it secured?” Hayley asked as Tibor tapped on the control panel.

      “Damn,” Tibor replied. “Yeah.”

      She had expected it would be. Even inside the secure area, something as valuable to the living and breathing individuals on board as the scrubbers needed extra protection.

      She pulled her visor out of one of the uniform’s large pockets, only hesitating for a moment before slipping it onto her head.

      “Gant, are you there?” she asked, unsure if the Collective had damaged the AI.

      “I’m here Witchy,” it replied. “I had the strangest dream.”

      “You aren’t capable of dreaming.”

      Gant chittered nervously. “I’m not?”

      “No. Start running a full diagnostic in the background. Meanwhile, I need help getting past a secured door control.”

      She reached up, opening the compartment on the side of the visor and removing the extender there. She placed it against the control panel.

      “Do your thing,” she said to the AI.

      “You called me freak-monkey before,” it replied.

      She sighed. “Are you really going to bring that up now?”

      “It hurts my feelings when you call me that.”

      “You don’t have feelings. Open the door.”

      “Not until you apologize.”

      “Damn it, Gant, I-”

      “Apologize.”

      “Fine. I’m sorry. Now open the fragging door.”

      “Done,” Gant said.

      The door slid open. She grabbed the extender and returned it to its place.

      “Fragging AI,” she cursed.

      “I heard that,” Gant said.

      “Xolo, keep an eye on the door.”

      “Roger.”

      She hurried to the terminal. Hayley ran her hands along it, using the shape to determine the model. She wouldn’t have been able to identify it if had been the original, but fortunately it had been replaced at some point. She grabbed a small multi-tool from a tightpack and quickly removed the terminal’s cover, placing the extender inside.

      “What do you want me to do with it?” Gant asked.

      “Get through security,” she replied.

      “I did that already. My storage chit has over one hundred million exploits on it, and this terminal hasn’t been patched in years.”

      Hayley couldn’t help but smile. “You’re a good little Gant, aren’t you?”

      The AI purred softly.

      “See if you can do something about the signal that’s jamming the comm.”

      “One moment.”

      “Witchy,” Tibor said, getting her attention. He crouched beside the door, out of sight. “Someone's coming.”

      “Damn it. Who?”

      “I think it’s the techs from before.”

      “Did they see you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Maybe they’ll go back to wherever they came from.”

      “What if they came from in here?”

      Hayley pulled her Uin from beneath her uniform. “Then their day is going to get a lot worse.”

      “Witchy.”

      Colonel Quark’s voice sounded hoarse in her ear. It was the best sound she had ever heard.

      “Colonel,” Hayley said. “Do you copy?”

      “Witchy, that you girl?”

      “Roger that.”

      “Sitrep,” Quark ordered.

      “Deck Thirty-four. Support. Xolo and me are fine.” She paused a moment. “Sykes didn’t make it.”

      “You’re supposed to be on Deck Three,” Quark said without hesitating. He was too much of a professional to get derailed by the loss of a team member during the mission.

      “Complications,” she replied. “We have access to a terminal and Gant’s inside security. Where are you?”

      “Witchy,” Tibor said, pointing toward the open door.

      She rose from behind the terminal, just enough to see the techs were still coming.

      And the blue energy that powered them had taken on a copper-green hue.
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      “When you didn’t show, we made a break for the inhabited areas,” Quark said. “Narrl’s got a bullet in his thigh that you’ll need to fix up later, by the way. I don’t know what the frag is going on around here, but the inhabited area? It isn’t so inhabited. Or rather, it’s a damned tomb.”

      Hayley felt her body go numb. “What do you mean, a tomb?”

      “They’re dead, Witchy. All of them. They look like they just dropped right where they were. I’m old, and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Hayley watched the techs approaching. They looked like they knew exactly where they were going, and what they were looking for. Did the Collective know Gant was on the network?

      “It’s the Collective,” she said. “It’s here. It must have killed them.”

      Why? To get back at her for refusing it? To hurt her? Or just because it wanted to?

      “What?” Quark said.

      “No time, Colonel. I’ve got incoming. What do you need Gant to do?”

      “Have it clear the tubes and keep them open. Meet us near the reactor.”

      “Yes, sir. What about Station Control?”

      “What’s the fragging point of going to Station Control? I don’t even know who the hell is in control of the station. This little plan of mine isn’t about to shine. Better to regroup and reevaluate.”

      “Roger. We’ll meet you there.”

      “Copy that.”

      The techs were near the open door, less than twenty centimeters from where Tibor was pressed against the wall. A synth power supply stored enough energy to act like a grenade if the Collective chose to use it that way.

      “We know you’re in there, Hayley,” one of the techs said.

      “We just want to talk,” the other said.

      Hayley remained crouched behind the terminal.

      “Gant, have you broken the security on the tubes yet?”

      “I’m having minor technical difficulties, Witchy,” the AI replied. “Someone is trying to stop me.”

      “The Collective?”

      “I don’t think so. It may be Pallimo.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. He’s lost control of this place, but he’s still worried about us?”

      “I’ll get it. I promise.”

      “We’re waiting, Hayley,” the tech said.

      She groaned softly and stood up, facing the two synths.

      “What the hell do you want? It isn’t enough you killed every living thing on this station?”

      “Not every living thing,” the synth replied.

      “We will spare the Riders for you, if you wish,” the other synth said.

      “All you have to do it let us in.”

      “Why?” Hayley said. She kept her Uin behind her thigh, out of sight of the synths. “You were ready to kill me on Thetan’s flagship. You were ready to kill all of us.”

      “Them, yes. Not you. We would have saved you. We told you. You are family.”

      “Bullshit. What’s the real reason?”

      “We admire who you are. Your power over us.”

      Hayley stared at them for a moment. That was it, wasn’t it? They wanted what she had and they didn’t. The Collective could control the Collective. It could program the base naniates or convert them to more of itself. But it couldn’t boss the others around. They wanted her ability to control them.

      And maybe her ability to destroy them.

      The Collective was powerful. It was intelligent and manipulative. But maybe it had a weakness, and maybe it had just told her what that weakness was.

      “Witchy,” Gant said. “The system diagnostic is registering block corruption near the frequency modulator. I am losing stability.”

      She put her free hand on the visor. It was trying to get to her through it again. “Can you shut it down?”

      “No. I’ve lost access.”

      Damn. The synth’s faces were expressionless, but she could picture the smug satisfaction the Collective might be feeling.

      “Can you do a data transfer to the station network?” she asked. “Copy yourself there?”

      “There is potential for corruption to my neural stack.”

      “The visor is compromised.”

      “I can’t complete the security clearance, diagnostic, and copy all at the same time.”

      “Damn it, Gant, get out of there.”

      The AI didn’t reply. She hoped because it had started transferring its main neural stack to the network.

      She grabbed the visor and pulled it off her head, holding it in front of her. She could see the copper-green glow coming off it.

      “Trying that bullshit again?” she asked.

      The synths smiled in unison. “Well played, Hayley Cage,” they said.

      They charged into the room. One of them leaped up and over the terminal, diving toward her, arms outstretched to grab her. The other vectored to go around the station.

      Hayley flicked open her Uin, taking a step back and bracing herself for the fight. She turned her head toward Tibor.

      A copper-green glow had worked its way into his qi.

      She stifled the instant sense of worry and fear. There was no time for that. She sidestepped, ducking low as the first tech swiped at her, its hand catching the oversized work utilities and latching on as it landed on the terminal. She cursed, bringing the Uin over and down and severing the hand.

      Tibor cried out near the doorway, his qi shifting and changing as his form did the same. She looked past him to the open space. She had about five seconds to get away before she would be trapped.

      The second tech reached her, trying to get a grip on her. She slashed the Uin in front of it to keep it back, slicing through its synthetic flesh and the metal beneath.

      “Gant, if any part of you is still in there, set the self-destruct.”

      She had no idea if the AI could hear her or not.

      Tibor had finished changing forms. He had to stoop over in the tight quarters of the room, and his bulk was almost completely blocking the entrance. He bared his teeth and stepped toward her, leaving her stuck.

      The two techs reached for her again. She grabbed the arm of the first, pulling it with her as she backed into the second. It wasn’t expecting the move, and she ducked beneath both, slipping the visor over their shoulders and rolling away.

      It detonated in a bright flash of energy, with enough force to blow through the synth’s heads and chests. Hayley returned to her feet, watching as the energy of the two techs sputtered and faded, and the synthetic forms stumbled a few steps before toppling over.

      She grabbed her pistol as Tibor grabbed the terminal, muscles rippling as he yanked it out of the way, throwing it into the wall and clearing the space between them. She watched it crash into the side of the room and lose power.

      “Tibor,” she said. “It’s me. You have to fight it. Come on. I know you can do it.”

      “No, he can’t,” the Collective said in his voice. “His mind is weak.”

      His qi shifted, telegraphing his move. She reacted without hesitation, using the added strength of the lightsuit to jump sideways, pivoting and bouncing off the wall. She released the Uin and the gun from her hands, reaching out and wrapping an arm around Tibor’s neck, holding tight as she swung against his back.

      The Collective guided him toward the wall, intent on crushing her between it and him.

      She reached around with her free hand, feeling for his mouth. When she found it, she slid the back of her hand along his tooth, cutting herself open.

      They slammed into the wall. Hayley felt the air explode out of her as her body was crushed. She refused to let go, shoving her hand further back into Tibor’s throat, her blood running out and into it.

      He let out a high-pitched whine, falling forward onto his knees. Hayley let go of him then, dropping off and stumbling to her gun. She picked it up, turning it toward him.

      The copper-green hue was already gone, but he was still bent over in agony. There were naniates infused into his bones, and the toxic nature of her blood was going to kill at least some of them too.

      Hopefully not too many.

      She crouched beside him, draping her arm over him and holding him while he started gagging. Then he vomited, a line of dark blood spilling onto the floor.

      “Tibor, I’m sorry,” she said.

      He coughed and spat. His qi was shifting, growing more healthy.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop it. I hate that fragging thing.”

      “Me too,” she said.

      “You saved my life,” he said.

      “I saved my own life.”

      “Why does it want you so bad?”

      “I can think of two reasons. One, it knows my blood can destroy it. Two, it knows I can command the other naniates, and it wants to be able to control them.”

      “So fragged up.”

      “Agreed.”

      She looked back at the destroyed terminal. Had Gant completed the transfer?

      “Is your comm working?” she asked.

      “Colonel, this is Xolo,” Tibor said. “Do you copy?”

      He paused, then nodded. “I’ve got him. He wants to know where you are. He sounds worried. She’s here, Colonel. Her visor is destroyed.” He paused again. “He wants to know if you cleared the tubes.”

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Gant was transferring to the station network. I don’t know if it made it.”

      Tibor relayed the message. “The Colonel’s going to give it a shot. He wants to meet near the reactor. I can only guess why.”

      “It’s the only way to be sure,” Hayley said.

      “He says if he doesn’t make it, we need to take care of things. Get the Oracle, save the galaxy from Thetan and the Collective.”

      “He’s going to make it, even if we have to go up there and get him.”

      “Roger that. We’re on our way, Colonel.”

      Hayley stood and pulled off the oversized work clothes before retrieving her Uin from the floor. She felt naked without the visor, more so because it was gone this time, not just sitting next to her or in her pocket. It had been a companion for all of these years. A tool she had come to rely on.

      But then, maybe she had been relying on it too much? A crutch was also a tool. Maybe losing it was for the best.

      She turned back to Tibor. “Are you ready?”

      He nodded. “I should have told you this earlier, but you have  pretty eyes.”
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      They ran through the corridors, following the markers in the direction of the reactor. More synths appeared in their path on the way, most of them uniformed technicians of one kind of another, all of them under the control of the Collective. They dispatched them without slowing, the combination of claws and Uin enough to bring down the random tech without concern.

      That didn’t mean Hayley had no concerns. She couldn’t help but wonder how many of the Collective’s naniates it took to seize a synth or a person or how many it might take to kill someone. If it only needed a single molecular machine, then the sentient group already had a large enough army to wipe out any planet in the galaxy, including Earth.

      All it had to do was get there.

      The fact that it hadn’t entered the brains of the rest of the Riders and killed them quickly and easily made her think that wasn’t the case. There had to be more to it than that. Anger could help resist the Gift. What made one person more resistant to the Collective than someone else?

      It had said Tibor’s mind was weak. Weak how? Definitely not in terms of courage or loyalty. He was more sensitive than any other Nephilim she had ever known. Was that it? Quark was hardly a mush, and he could shut his emotions off tight if needed. She had no idea about Narrl or Jil. She had known them such a short time, but they seemed like strong soldiers, able to keep their personal feelings locked tight when needed.

      Ahab?

      He was an emotional mess.

      “Tibor, radio the Colonel,” she said as they ran. “Tell him to keep an eye on Ahab. He may be susceptible to the Collective’s control.”

      “Got it,” Tibor replied, passing the message to Quark. “He says not to worry about Ahab. He already figured out that the Collective can get into the brains of pansies.”

      Tibor made a face after he said it, his qi shifting with yellow and gray.

      “He didn’t mean you,” she said.

      “He meant anyone who lets the Collective in.”

      “So he did mean you. It caught you off-guard, just like it caught me off-guard. I’m sure it won’t happen again.”

      He grunted softly but didn’t look convinced. Then he tilted his head slightly, listening.

      “The Colonel says the tubes are clear. They’re on the way down.”

      Hayley allowed herself to smile. “Finally, some good news.”

      Gant had completed the transfer, which meant the AI was present in the station’s network. The visor was lost, but it wasn’t.

      At least not yet.

      They weren’t far from the reactor, and they reached the secured hatch to it less than a minute later, slowing to a stop in front of the heavy blast doors. Tibor started reaching a huge claw toward the control panel, pausing when the door started sliding open on its own.

      “Thank you, Gant,” Hayley said. The control panel flashed twice, indicating the AI had heard her.

      They moved into the room. Like before, Hayley grew nervous the moment her eyes fell on the ebocite, even though it was still protected by the containment field. It was too dangerous to be out in the open like this, and maybe even more dangerous because of the Collective.

      But wasn’t that why they were down here?

      She approached it slowly, with Tibor close behind. If the Colonel were on his way down, he would be here any minute.

      “Hayley, my dear.”

      Hayley turned at the sound of her name, looking to the corner of the room. She hadn’t noticed the lines of energy there a moment ago, but now she could make out the shape of Don Pallimo’s synth. It was a solid blue, with no sign of Collective infection.

      “Don Pallimo,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      He came forward, leaning on his cane. “The same thing you’re doing here, I bet,” he replied. “These are strange days, aren’t they?”

      “You started this,” Hayley said. “If you hadn’t been experimenting-”

      He lifted his cane, interrupting her. “I don’t need the history lesson, Hal. I’m aware of my part in things. I believed the Colonel could handle this. That you could handle this. I’m not wrong in that, but I was wrong in my judgment of the threat the Collective poses. You may think me an unfeeling set of instructions, but that isn’t the truth. It killed the individuals who lived here. Almost every single one. I can't put myself before that and call myself a reasonable facsimile. I intend to kill it.”

      “I’m glad you’re starting to see things our way,” Quark said, entering the room.

      Narrl and Jil came in behind him, dragging a restrained Ahab with them. The weakest Rider had a copper-green hue to his qi, the Collective already having tried to use him against the Colonel.

      “I wish you would have listened to me in the first place, instead of making me do things the hard way,” Quark continued. “Sykes is dead because of that.”

      “I didn’t throw the synths down the shaft,” Pallimo said. “The Collective made its move the moment you did. It came from the Chalandra, through the transmission you sent in response to Control. It wanted you to think it was me.”

      “Hayley,” Ahab said. “Have you reconsidered our request? There’s still a chance for-”

      “Quiet,” Narrl said, punching the soldier in the side of the head. Ahab fell limp in his arms.

      “I’ve had to listen to that thing bitch the entire way down,” Quark said. “Annoying fragger.”

      “I apologize for the misunderstanding, Colonel. You’ve always been a good and loyal employee.”

      “Forget about it,” Quark said. “We’ve got bigger problems here than you being an asshole.”

      “Indeed we do,” Pallimo said. He pointed toward the ebocite. “And I believe you know how to rectify them.”

      “We blow the station. Yeah, that was my plan. Unless you have something better?”

      “I wish I could say I did.”

      “How do we pull it off?”

      Pallimo lifted his cane again, sliding the side of it back to reveal a control surface. “I can disengage the containment field. All you have to do is shoot it. Not all of you, obviously. There won’t be enough time to get back to the Chalandra before the station implodes.”

      “You mean one of us has to die?” Narrl said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then why don’t you do it?”

      “I’m happy to do it,” the synth said. “But do you trust me enough to leave me to the task?”

      “No,” Quark said without hesitating. “I’ll do it.”

      “Colonel,” Hayley said. “You-”

      “I have to,” he replied. “I do. I don’t trust anybody else to get it done.”

      “I’ll do it,” Tibor said. “You can trust me, Colonel. I should have died on Kelvar. I should have been dead long before that. I’m happy to do it if it means saving Witchy and letting her keep you.”

      “That’s sweet, really Xolo,” Quark said. “But in all my career, I never asked a subordinate to do anything I wouldn’t do myself, including this.”

      “Can I just say,” Jil said. “We don’t have time to stand here and argue about it. Unless you think the Collective is just going to let us blow it to shit.”

      “My point exactly,” Quark said. “Jil,  you know the way back to the ship from here, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Jil said.

      “Good. Lead them out.”

      Quark drew his sidearm, checking the magazine to make sure he had a few rounds in it.

      “Colonel,” Hayley said, walking over to him and lowering her voice. “Dad, you can’t do this. You can’t. I was the one who talked you into taking Mazrael. I helped the Collective get off Yeti-4. I should be the one to die here. The Riders need you.”

      Quark’s qi softened. He brought his hand up, putting it on Hayley’s cheek. “Oh, Hal. You know I’d never let you take the fall like that. You’re eighteen years old. You’ve barely even started to live. I’ve been around the galaxy three times more than any man has any right to, and it’s been a hell of a fun ride. But I never wanted to die of old and boring. This is how it’s supposed to go for me.”

      Hayley felt the tears running from her eyes. It was her fault. He was ready to sacrifice himself for her mistake.

      “I can’t let you,” she said again, grabbing his hand in hers. “The Riders need you, damn it. I still need you.”

      “No you don’t, kiddo,” he said. “You don’t need me any more than you need that visor of yours. It’s a little ahead of schedule, but the training wheels are off. The Riders are yours now, ready or not.” He smiled. “I know you’ve spent a lot of time pissed at your mom. Don’t be mad at her. You’re so much like her, in all the best ways.” He put his hand on her chest, easily pushing her back a step. “Now go and save the galaxy.”

      She stared at him, wishing she could see him. Really see him. Wishing she could know what he truly looked like. She lunged forward again, wrapping her arms around him. He had never been big on affection but damned if she wasn’t going to give him one last hug.

      “I love you, Dad,” she said.

      “I love you, too,” he replied. “Now get. Gant’s hollering in my ear that an army of fragging synths is coming our way. We don’t have time for any more goodbyes.”

      She broke the embrace, looking at him one more time. As always, there was no fear there. Just pride. Just happiness. She didn’t know how he did it.

      Maybe one day she would learn.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, snapping a salute. “I’m going to go save the galaxy, sir.”

      He continued smiling as he returned it.

      “Damn right you are kiddo. Damn right you are.”
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      They ran back to the tube, with Jil taking point and Tibor bringing up the rear, making sure Hayley stayed with them instead of turning to go back to the reactor.

      Her heart was breaking, but she didn’t even consider it. The Colonel’s last wish was for her to stop both the Collective and Thetan and damned if she wasn’t going to get it done, no matter what it took.

      When it was over, she would mourn.

      When it was over, she would cry.

      But not one second before that. Quark would never want it that way.

      They charged ahead, Tibor updating her on the enemy’s position as it was relaying to him from Gant. When the station blew, Gant was going to be destroyed, too. The AI had been her constant companion since she had received the visor. A friend and ally in a universe so much bigger than what she could see. She felt the pain of that loss too, though it seemed so small in comparison to Quark. A program was a program, regardless of how much time she had spent with it and how real it had made itself to her. It was ones and zeroes. Trillions of them, but still only binary pairs.

      Don Pallimo ran beside her, no longer holding to the fake hobble like he had before. Despite its lack of qi, the synth seemed aware of its responsibility in the whole affair and even seemed vaguely remorseful at the outcome.

      She hoped the simulated expression of emotion stuck. Without Sykes, without Gant, the synth was the closest thing to an Engineer and breaker they had, and they were still going to need that skill set to get into the Worldbrain to find the Oracle.

      The tube was open and waiting for them as they arrived. The tube beside it was active, and Hayley could make out the energy signatures of at least a dozen synths riding it down, all of them blue and copper and green.

      “Hurry,” Jil said, reaching the tube.

      She stayed at the front of it, turning her rifle, ready to fire at the synths as they came off the adjacent transport. Narrl carried Ahab onto the platform, followed by Pallimo.

      “Jil, go,” Tibor said. “I’ll cover you.”

      The Goreshin stopped short of the tube as the one beside it reached the bottom, the doors sliding open.

      “Xolo,” Hayley said, coming to a stop at the entrance to the platform. “Come on.”

      She ducked as bullets slammed into the wall where her face had been an instant before. Then Tibor was blocking her view of the synths, roaring as he charged into them.

      “Tibor!” Hayley shouted. She pulled her pistol and her Uin, flexing her legs to join him.

      A large hand fell on her wrist, unbelievable strength throwing her into the tube.

      “Sorry, Witchy,” Jil said. “Colonel’s last order was to get you out safe.”

      The doors remained open, but the platform started to rise.

      “Tibor!” Hayley shouted again. Was she going to lose him, too?

      He was surrounded by synths, roaring and howling as he slashed and kicked, showing a ferocity she hadn’t seen since he was under Devain’s control. The synths fell beneath him, one after another as round after round buried itself in his fur. She could see dozens of purple spots in his qi, his healing factor struggling to keep up. He couldn’t survive that kind of damage forever.

      “Tibor!” she shouted again, as loud as she could. “Damn it, let’s go!” She tried to move to the front of the platform, but Jil grabbed her again, holding her fast. “Tibor!”

      He heard her that time. His head turned, and he looked up. Then he leaped backward, away from the synths. He landed near the open doors to the tube before throwing himself inside, climbing up the walls below them the way he had intended earlier. A moment later, Hayley felt the platform shake as he grabbed the bottom of it and held on.

      The synths started piling back into the other tube, but now it refused to move.

      “Thank you,” she said again, certain Gant could hear her.

      They rose out of sight of the synths, through Deck Thirty-three, continuing to ascend until they reached the same level as the docking ring. The platform stopped, letting them out before rising enough to let Tibor climb onto the deck.

      “Jil,” Don Pallimo said, raising his cane and tapping on the control surface. “Tell the Colonel it’s time.”

      Hayley’s heart skipped at the words. This was real. This was final. She fought to keep her emotions in check. She had a job to do. She had a promise to keep. Justice for all.

      “The containment field is down,” the Don said.

      She knew the moment Quark fired on the ebocite. It was as though someone momentarily took every frequency of sound and cast it into a black hole. Utter silence enveloped everything, leaving them all suddenly stunned. Then reality bounced back, hitting them in a rush, coming on twice as powerfully as before. The station shook, the vibration nearly knocking Hayley off her feet.

      Narrl stumbled in front of her, losing his grip on Ahab. The possessed Rider turned, glaring at Hayley and breaking away from the group, slipping past the and running back the other way.

      “Ahab!” Narrl said, giving chase.

      “Narrl, leave him,” Hayley said, blocking him. “It wants us to follow.” She turned her head back, watching him go. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      He nodded somberly.

      They ran as fast as they could, out to the docking ring and along it to the Chalandra.

      “Synths up ahead,” Tibor said. “Last obstacle.”

      “Don’t slow down,” Hayley said. “No matter what.”

      They came around the curve in the docking ring. The synths opened fire, hundreds of rounds zipping down the hallway at them. Tibor managed to get in the lead, and he caught dozens of them with his flesh, growling and stumbling but managing to stay on his feet. A few rounds caught Hayley too, hitting off her lightsuit but not making it through. They fired back, their return volley cutting into the ranks and knocking the synths down, leaving three of them disabled by the time they charged into the group, barreling past, with Tibor and Narrl shoving the remaining synths aside.

      They reached the docking arm, turning and racing along it, the Chalandra dead ahead. Everything was shuddering harder now, and a familiar sound was audible in the distance.

      The sound of the station collapsing inward.

      “Let’s move, Riders!” Hayley shouted, slowing to wave the others past, insistent on bringing up the rear the way Quark always would.

      They made it to the docking link, crossing it and piling inside. Hayley waited until they were all in before crossing the threshold, hitting the control pad and closing the outer link. They passed through the airlock, and then she closed the inner link too.

      “Jil, get us out of here,” Hayley said.

      “On it,” Jil replied, already rushing for the bridge.

      “Witchy, what about the Collective?” Tibor asked.

      “What about it?”

      “You said before; it might be hiding on the ship.”

      Damn. She had almost forgotten.

      The ship rocked slightly as the docking clamps released, letting the Chalandra loose from the station’s grip. The reactors came online, and vectoring thrusters began pushing them away.

      Hayley closed her eyes, focusing the way she had learned. The visor amplified her commands; it didn’t source them. She took a few deep breaths, trying to ignore the chaos around her.

      “Come to me,” she said, reaching out for whatever naniates she could find. “Come to me.”

      Nothing happened at first. She was too tired. Too ragged. She had to focus.

      “Shit!” Jil shouted, the Chalandra shifting direction, the momentum pulling Hayley from her feet.

      She hit the ground, sudden inertia carrying her back into the supply modules that had been delivered. She grabbed one of the lines tethering them in place, holding fast and trying again.

      “Come to me,” she repeated, pushing the thought harder, letting her anger and frustration and exhaustion flow with the command. “Now!”

      The effort hurt her already pounding head, leaving her vision as little more than a river of ever-shifting color in front of her. Still, she held on, casting out for the naniates, searching for them. They couldn’t afford to have a single atom of the Collective on board.

      Every last one of them had to die.

      The Chalandra vibrated beneath her, shaking harder with each second.

      “What’s going on?” she heard Narrl say nearby.

      “We’re caught in a gravity well,” Don Pallimo replied. “The ebocite is collapsing into a gravitational singularity, and we’re much too close to it.”

      “Maybe the Colonel should have waited a little longer?”

      It didn’t matter now. The ship was struggling to escape.

      Hayley clenched her teeth. Focus, damn it. She called out to the naniates again.

      She felt the first one land on her shoulder, a single mote so tiny it would have been imperceptible to anyone else. She felt it perch there alone for what felt like an eternity. Then it was joined by another. And then another. Within seconds, her arms were covered in naniates a trillion strong, and glowing copper and green.

      She could see them in her vision, at the edge of the wild river of colors circling her field of view. The Collective, unable to resist her call. She held them until no more arrived. Until she felt certain she had gotten every last one.

      The Chalandra’s interior lighting went out, the power diverted from the non-essential systems to the thrusters. The ship was ready to tear itself apart, and they weren’t making enough progress away from the imploding ebocite.

      She had the power to change that, now.

      She cast the Collective out, into space to the rear of the ship. They added their power to the thrusters, increasing the thrust, pushing against the pull, dragging the ship away from Rage Station and dying as they expended all of their energy. The seconds passed, and she gripped the tether so tightly it dug into her flesh, causing her to bleed.

      The shaking started to subside as they began clearing the gravity. The thrust increased, the lights came back on.

      When it became clear they had made it out, Hayley sent one final command to the Collective, ordering them into the singularity.

      She thought they might resist, but they didn’t. Could they sense her blood running along her hands and down her arms? Did that frighten them more than the black hole?

      She wasn’t sure. Either way, they ran away from the Chalandra, into Dark Space. Into the middle of nowhere to be sucked into the singularity and never heard from again.

      The ship continued to add distance, the ride smoothing out as it did. Hayley let go of the line, slumping against the container, her head down and her eyes closed. Her hands were burning. Her heart was racing.

      Quark was dead.

      She had told herself she wouldn’t cry until it was over. She wanted to be strong.

      She wasn’t that strong.

      The tears came. Hayley held her head in the crook of her arm, her body shaking as she sobbed. She was only vaguely aware of Tibor as he sat beside her. He pulled her in, wrapping his arms around her and holding her.

      At some point, she fell asleep.
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      “Hayley.”

      The voice was familiar. Impossible. So impossible, she was sure it had to be part of a dream.

      “Hayley.”

      Was it? She could see the shifting tides of color in front of her. Didn’t that mean she was awake? She had been so tired. So exhausted. Maybe she was hearing someone else’s voice, and mistaking it for one she knew.

      “Hal. I know you’re awake.”

      She lifted herself on her elbows. She was in a bed. A luxuriously soft bed. Her body was sore. Her muscles ached. Her hands hurt. She definitely wasn’t asleep.

      “Hal. Good morning.”

      “Gant?” she said. “Is that you?”

      “Not exactly.” An amused chitter followed. “I’m an artificial intelligence. A replica of Gant.”

      “I. I lost you on Rage Station.”

      With Quark. A new wave of angry sadness threatened to crash over her. She held tight. She couldn’t let his end tear her apart. He would be so pissed at her for that.

      “I was wondering what happened to your visor. Am I correct in assuming I saved the day?”

      She smiled. “Sort of. Am I correct in assuming you copied yourself into the Chalandra?”

      “Sort of.” It chittered again. “I know it’s against protocol, but I’ve never been one to follow the rules very well.”

      “You were the only Gant ever sent to Hell,” Hayley said.

      She was only partially surprised that the AI had countered its programming to make a copy of itself. It was supposed to be a singleton, able to transfer its code but then required to destroy the original. Considering it hadn’t become active until it confirmed the visor was destroyed, it could make an argument it had bent the rules, not broken them.

      Either way, she was happy to hear its voice.

      “Do the others know you’re still here?” she asked.

      “Not yet. I wasn’t sure how they would react.”

      “You know about the Colonel?”

      “As he is not here, his loss was implied. My condolences.”

      “Thank you. How long was I sleeping?”

      “Six hours.”

      It felt like so much longer. “Where is the Chalandra?”

      “Still in Dark Space. The others decided to wait for you to revive.”

      The others. Tibor. Narrl. Jil. That was it. They were losing Riders at a dizzying pace. Then again, it was a miracle any of them were still alive.

      How the hell were they supposed to stop Thetan and the Collective with four people? Oh, and the Don Pallimo synth. If they could trust it.

      She took a few breaths to keep herself calm. They were going to do it. They had to. She had promised Quark, and he had been so sure of her. Maybe she was mature for eighteen, but she was still eighteen. She didn’t want this responsibility. She hadn’t earned it.

      It didn’t matter. He had entrusted the Riders to her, and the mission came with it. All she could do now was put everything she had into making it happen.

      Starting with the Worldbrain.

      She threw off the covers, noticing the wounds on her hands had been treated, and she had been bathed and changed. By Jil, she assumed. Not that she would have been horrified if Tibor had done it. He had proven himself as loyal and caring of a friend as she was ever going to make.

      She slipped off the bed and onto the floor. Her muscles were tired, but she forced herself to walk over to the small wardrobe. She opened it, pulling out a shimmery blue jumpsuit. It was too fancy for what she really wanted, but it was what she had that fit.

      She got dressed, putting her hair in a bun. “Gant, call out a general assembly. Have the Riders gather in the common area.”

      “Roger, Witchy,” the AI replied.

      She had to admit; she was happy to have it back.

      She heard its voice through the ship’s loudspeakers a moment later, calling the Riders to assemble. She used the bathroom and then moved toward the door. She paused there for a moment. She was still Witch Doctor, but she wasn’t just the Rider’s healer anymore. She was supposed to lead them. She couldn’t afford to show any weakness. She had to be strong and firm, the way the Colonel was strong and firm. At the same time, that didn’t mean she had to be him. She was more compassionate. More caring. More cerebral. That was okay, too.

      She opened the hatch, stepping out into the hallway. She wasn’t surprised to find Tibor there. At least someone had convinced him to shower and change. Otherwise, he would have still reeked of garbage.

      “Colonel,” he said, coming to attention and saluting her.

      She froze. Colonel? “There will only ever be one Colonel in the Riders. If you have to call me by rank, how about Major?”

      “Aye, Major,” Tibor replied.

      “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Tibor remained at attention.

      “Relax, Tibor,” Hayley said. “We’re all family here. I don’t need all of that formal crap.”

      “You’re the boss,” Tibor replied. “The others are waiting for you.”

      They walked back along the hallway together, to the common area. Jil and Narrl were sitting on a sofa together. The Don Pallimo synth was reclined in a fur-covered chair.

      “Witchy,” Narrl said at the sight of her. He had a bandage on his arm where he had been shot, and it looked like the medi-bot had shaved some of his fur. “Welcome back.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I hear your Gant wasn’t destroyed after all,” Don Pallimo said. “I’m glad.”

      “Thank you, sss-” She stopped herself before she said sir. She wasn’t doing any of this for him, and she didn’t care to treat him like he had any say.

      She was silent for a moment, taking in their qi. Tibor was in good health and happy to see her. Narrl was optimistic, but a little reserved. Jil was angry and eager to get on with things.

      “I know you’re all pretty new to the Riders,” Hayley said. “And things have been a little rocky so far.”

      “Mount Tro rocky,” Jil said.

      “Okay, very rocky so far. I understand if you don’t want to be part of this anymore, or if you don’t want to stay without Quark in charge of things. I’ll buy out your contracts at market rate, drop you at the nearest civilized world, and we can part as friends.”

      She paused, waiting for either of them to jump at the chance.

      “Witchy,” Jil said. “What happened on Rage Station is going to happen other places if we don’t do something about it. You need a pilot, and the fact is I’m the best.”

      “And the most modest,” Narrl said.

      “And the sexiest,” Jil added.

      “This isn’t just about contracts and money,” Narrl said. “I’ve been a mercenary most of my life. It’s fun work, but it isn’t all that meaningful. What you’re trying to do, that’s meaningful. I’m not about to run away from it.”

      “Thank you both,” Hayley said.

      “Of course, I’m not saying we shouldn’t try to add a few more hands at some point.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Are you still planning on attacking the Worldbrain?” the Pallimo synth asked.

      “We don’t have a choice. We can’t sneak up on Thetan as long as the Oracle is telling her where we’re going to be or what we’re going to do. Since you’re here, and since you admitted you were wrong, I was hoping maybe you could help out with that.”

      “I see,” Pallimo replied. “How do you propose I help?”

      “You’re telling me you don’t have special access to the Worldbrain? I find that hard to believe.”

      Pallimo sat the recliner upright. Hayley wished the synth had qi, to help her see what it was thinking. It stared at her a moment and then smiled.

      “I can make arrangements that should get us planetside. After that? If they detect you trying to break into their systems, there won’t be anything I can do.”

      “Planetside is more than I had hoped for,” Hayley said. “What do you need to make it happen?”

      “Nothing special. We’ll need to make a stop nearby. I might be able to find a few more recruits for you, as well.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Narrl said.

      “Me too,” Hayley added. “Pass the coordinates to Gant, and let’s go.”

      “Of course, my dear.”

      “The rest of you, get some rest. Report back here in nine hours. We’ve got a mission to plan.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they replied.

      “Dismissed.”

      Narrl, Jil, and Don Pallimo rose and abandoned the common area, leaving Tibor and Hayley alone.

      “I don’t want to crowd you,” Tibor said. “If you need someone to talk to, you know where-”

      She threw herself into his arms, embracing him. “Thank you for being here. Thank you for being such a good friend. I couldn’t do this without you.”

      He hugged her back. “I know you could, Hal. But I’m happy to be here, all the same. We joke about it, but you did save my life back on Kelvar. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      She leaned back, looking at his qi. It was bright and happy. She hadn’t seen those colors enough lately.

      “You should get a little more rest,” Tibor said. “It’s at least a week to the Worldbrain from here, and you’ve earned it.”

      She released him from the embrace, nodding. “I will. You don’t have to sit outside my quarters. I’ll be fine.”

      He laughed. “Right. Well, I won’t be far if you need me.”

      “Thank you, Tibs,” she said.

      “Maybe that name isn’t so bad after all. Anytime.”

      She retreated to her quarters, stripping out of her clothes and bathing under her own power. Then she returned to bed. She was still tired, and a little more sleep would do her a lot of good.

      She could feel the shift as the Chalandra moved into FTL, Gant, and Jil getting them headed in the right direction.

      Seven days wrapped in a disterium bubble, and then it would be time for round four.

      The Riders would be ready. She would make sure of that.
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      The Chalandra rocked slightly on her small landing treads, the starship settling on a dark stone tarmac about sixty kilometers outside of Proxis, the capital city of the planet with the same name.

      Another ship was already sharing the tarmac with them. It was a massive cargo hauler, nearly two kilometers in length, attached to an orbital sled that would help it break gravity and get out of the atmosphere once it was laden with its a full store of supplies.

      It was inefficient and expensive to bring cargo ships planetside, but sometimes the cargo itself required it. In this case, the ship was transporting electronic equipment from Atmos to the Worldbrain, and Republic statutes dictated that every single circuit and wire be verified and sealed by a certified inspection team, and inspection teams didn’t operate in orbit.

      At least, that was how the Pallimo synth had explained it to Hayley a few days earlier. His trick for getting them access to the Worldbrain was to send them along as part of the hauler’s crew. It was a great idea, and one they would never have been able to manage without the owner of the Crescent Haulers’ help. The fact that the synth had the timetables for thousands of deliveries across hundreds of planets was impressive. The fact that they had arrived only a day before the hauler, the Mary Dawn, was supposed to depart was nothing short of luck.

      It was about time they were on the right side of it.

      Hayley was standing in the Chalandra’s hold, the Don Pallimo synth at her side and Tibor behind her. She was wearing civilian clothes and doing her best to feel normal. She wouldn’t be able to relax until Thetan and the Collective were gone, and the seven days in a disterium bubble had left her feeling more impatient than rested.

      “Where are we going, again?” she asked the synth.

      “Into Proxis,” Don Pallimo replied. “To look for a few of my employees who may be able to assist us.”

      “Why don’t you have someone call them and bring them to you?”

      Pallimo smiled. “These aren’t the kind of employees who wait around to serve me. They’re also not the kind of employees who want to be easily found. They have some, shall we say, questionable histories that would be problematic for everyone if they were too easy to communicate with. If you get what I’m saying.”

      “You mean they’re criminals,” Hayley said.

      “That’s an indelicate way of putting it,” the synth replied. “I prefer to call them contractors.”

      Hayley laughed. “I’m sure you do. Did the Colonel know these contractors of yours?”

      “In passing.”

      “Did he like them?”

      “Did the Colonel like anyone? He respected them.”

      “Good enough.”

      “I figured it would be.”

      The Chalandra’s loading ramp detached from the side of the ship, dropping outward on a pair of hydraulic arms. Warm air flowed into the hold, rich with the smell of grease and salty sea air. A car was visible a short distance away, the driver leaning against the passenger door and watching them.

      “It must be a big occasion,” Hayley said. “For you to visit, I mean.”

      “I told Captain Hern to keep the pomp and circumstance as close to zero as possible. We don’t need anyone knowing we’re here.”

      “If history is any guide, the Oracle already knows we’re here.”

      “I think if that were true we wouldn’t have been able to land.”

      Hayley wasn’t convinced, but she wasn’t about to argue.

      “Is that our ride?”

      “It is.”

      The three of them walked to the car together. Hayley glanced over at the Mary Dawn while they did. The inspection team was standing outside the massive ship, waiting for a transport that was arriving from a large warehouse nearby. It had a pair of shipping containers on its bed, which it would drop next to the inspectors. They would scan the outside with a few expensive tools, and then go inside for a random manual inspection. Since the shipment was headed to the Worldbrain, they might check everything manually. They couldn’t risk faulty electronics damaging it.

      “Don’t worry, my dear,” Pallimo said. ‘It will all check out.”

      She nodded. She had been scanning the containers for any hint of the Collective. She had to try harder not to give into that kind of paranoia. It wasn’t going to do any of them any good.

      “Don Pallimo,” the driver said, bowing respectfully at the Don’s approach. “I’m-”

      “Garvan,” the Don replied, smiling. “How are you, today?”

      The driver was impressed the Don knew his name. He smiled. “I’m well, sir.”

      “Good.”

      Garvan moved to open the door for them. They all climbed into the back.

      “I think this thing has the Chalandra beat,” Tibor said, nestling into the padded seats.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” Hayley said. “This is business.”

      “Roger that.”

      Garvan got behind the wheel. It was a little strange to Hayley that the Don was using a human driver instead of a synth. For her sake?

      “Where to, sir?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Pallimo said. “We’re looking for employees of mine. Smugglers.”

      The Don surprised her again, telling the driver they were looking for criminals.

      Garvan laughed. “Does it reflect poorly on me if I may know who you’re looking for and where to find them, sir?”

      “Not at all. That’s why I asked Captain Hern to send you. I’m aware you have a bit of a gambling problem.”

      Garvan’s qi shifted to yellow and green. Nervous and embarrassed. “Uh. I.”

      “Relax,” Pallimo said. “Bring us to the right place, and I’ll make sure your debts get cleared. I’ll also arrange for you to enter treatment.”

      “Sir?” Garvan said.

      “I’m in a unique situation at the moment. I’m also buying your silence. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The car got underway, rolling a short distance down the tarmac before the driver engaged the anti-grav and the vehicle lifted into the sky.

      Thankfully for Hayley, the trip from the Hauler launch site to Proxis only lasted a few minutes. She never enjoyed being too far from the ground, where her world became limited to the small box she was sitting in. She enjoyed it less without the visor, and without Gant to feed her details she might need later. If she had to jump from the car, how would she know how far she had to fall? How would she know if there was something on the ground that might be soft enough to allow her to survive?

      The city started coming into view as they began to descend. The wash of color from the many thousands of individuals living on Proxis was a welcome relief from the darkness, even if it was a chaotic mess she had trouble getting under control at first. As the planet closest to the Worldbrain, Proxis was a hub of activity at all times. Traders, travelers, and especially scientists flocked to the city in preparation for their visit, proudly carrying the passports that gave them access to the Worldbrain’s services. There was even an entire tourism industry built around ferrying people past the Worldbrain, allowing them to gawk at it from low orbit.

      None of that meant anything to her. She would never see the Worldbrain the way they did. She had heard it was a marvel of engineering, with thousands of kilometers of lighted neural pathways, spires, and towers that defied physics as they rose and twisted many kilometers into the sky, each of them containing more computing power than could be found on entire planets, including Earth. It was said the Worldbrain had access to every bit of knowledge ever created by any of the intelligent races in the galaxy, and that the real skill was in locating it amidst the infinite data stored within. It was said individuals spent their entire lifetimes on elusive hunts for esoteric knowledge.

      Whatever. Hayley just wanted to find one lost, super-intelligent little girl.

      They landed on the streets and kept driving, heading through the city at a smooth pace. Hundreds of pedestrian crossings stretched over them, while hundreds of cars kept to the air above that. Hayley noticed every sort of alien in the Republic as they moved. Trover, Atmo, even a Gant. She kept a careful eye out for the red-gold of the Gift, the white-silver of the Shard’s Light, and especially the green-copper of the Collective. The naniates from Hell’s Gate hadn’t spread this far inward yet, and she didn’t expect to come across them here.

      They drove for nearly twenty minutes. The population slowly thinned out as they did. Hayley could tell by the shape of things that they were moving into an older part of the city, descending beneath the more impressive upside of the construction to the darker reaches. Every modern Republic city had places like this. They were where the real business of the universe was done. Drugs and guns, gambling and sex, and everything that fell in between. Being close to the Worldbrain didn’t make it any different. It just meant there was a lot more trade for gray and black market data.

      They came to a stop outside of a dark, unmarked building where a pair of armed thugs were standing guard outside.  

      “This is the place, sir,” Garvan said. “Are you sure you want to go in?”

      “I’ve been in worse places than this,” the synth replied. “And I’m hardly an easy mark.”

      “Yes, sir. Do you want me to come with, or wait here with the car?”

      “Wait here, please.”

      “Of course.”

      The driver opened the door for them. They climbed out in front of the building. The two guards were on them before the driver could close the door.

      “We need to scan your credit,” one of them said. They didn’t know who they were talking to.

      “Of course,” Pallimo replied.

      He held his wrist out toward them. They ran a machine over it, and then glanced at one another. The scan had given them the total dollar value of one of the Don’s accounts.

      “Welcome to Palisade,” the same guard said.

      “No weapons inside,” the other said.

      Pallimo smiled and raised his arms so they could pat him down. They did a thorough job, making sure he didn’t have anything tucked away. They paid special attention to his cane, examining it before deciding it was harmless.

      They moved on to Tibor, obviously seeing the males as a bigger threat. He wasn’t carrying anything. He didn’t need to. He was the weapon.

      They finished with Hayley, successful identifying the knife she had tucked into her boot and the pistol against the small of her back and claiming them for safekeeping. She had used the Uin to hold the bun in her hair, and they only gave it a cursory look.

      One of the guards whispered something, speaking into a hidden comm. Then the door behind them opened. Another guard was there, and he waved them in.

      The inside of the building was a test to Hayley’s senses. Loud music played in the background, while the crowds of people made her vision lose nearly all of its cohesiveness. She reached out for Tibor, grabbing his arm and staying close while she fought to get her perception back under control. She wanted her damn visor, or she wanted to get the hell out of there. She knew she couldn’t have either of those things. Not yet. She had to get a grip.

      They moved through a controlled crowd of other individuals. Hayley could feel them brushing against her, but all she could see was a sea of colors, a rainbow soup with no definition. Her heart was starting to race in the kind of panic she hadn’t felt in years.

      Damn it; she needed to stop telling herself she couldn’t do this without the visor. Quark believed in her. She had to start believing in herself.

      One thing at a time. It would be easier to start filtering the sounds than the sight. She concentrated on that, breaking the music away from the speaking until she could hear individual words. They continued deeper into the club while she worked on pushing the sounds toward the background, finding some relief in her success.

      They stopped a few seconds later. She could hear laughing, and one voice that was rising above the group.

      “Come on, baby,” a man was saying. “Don’t let me down.”

      She heard something spinning, and then a cheer rose from the crowd.

      “Yes!” the man said. “I am on a fragging roll!”

      “That’s our target,” Pallimo said to her. “Let’s try to get a little closer.”

      “I’ve got you, Hal,” Tibor said.

      They started edging through the crowd again. Hayley continued working on restoring her vision, getting the qi of the many individuals around her separated and organized. Removing the overwhelming noise had helped immensely, and she started breaking everything apart and getting a look at the bodies around her.

      “One more time,” the man said, his voice louder and clearer as they closed in. “I’m doubling down.”

      She could hear his chips sliding across the table, offered up for the spin. The qi of the crowd around her was shifting with nervous excitement.

      She found the wheel a moment later, just as it started to spin. She eyed it curiously, noticing a small spark of color near the base, electricity helping to guide the rotation and alter the outcome of the spin. She focused on it, using it as an anchor to get her vision the fully under control.

      Her eyes narrowed as the small blue spark was suddenly replaced by a vein of white and silver that rose up from the base and took over the wheel. It held fast, slowing the spin almost imperceptibly until the wheel came to a stop.

      On the number the man had chosen.

      She jerked her head toward him, searching his qi. He was no Seraphim. Just a regular human, though she could see in the color of his life force he was in on the cheat. Or was it a counter-cheat? Whatever. Where was his accomplice?

      They cleared the last of the onlookers, coming to stand beside him. The man’s head turned, his eyes stopping on Don Pallimo. His qi was slightly nervous, but only slightly. He glanced at Tibor, and then at her.

      His qi change again. Surprise. Shock. Affection?

      “I don’t believe… Hayley? Is that you?”

      Hayley stared back at him. “Do I know you?”

      “I… I don’t know,” he replied. “It’s been a while. You might not remember me. Geez, I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you’re grown up. Like, really grown up. And you can see again?” He looked back at Pallimo. “Don, why are you here? And why are you here with her?”

      “Who are you?” Hayley asked forcefully, getting his attention again.

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. It’s me. Bastion. Bastion Merritt. I’m a friend of your mom’s. Well, I was.”
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      Bastion Merritt?

      Hayley tried to remember the name.

      “Worm,” Bastion said. “That was my call sign with the Rejects. Back when I was with the Rejects. Before your mom dumped me.”

      She eyed him for another second. Then she let go of Tibor’s arm, pushing closer to him, reaching out and grabbing him by the collar.

      “Where is she?” she cried. “My mother. Where the hell did she go? I need her help.”

      He was surprised by her aggression, but he didn’t try to fight back. Hayley saw movement out of the corner of her eye. Someone was coming toward them.

      Someone tinged with the Light of the Shard. A Seraphim.

      “Bastion,” she said. “Who the hell do you think you are. Let go of… Hayley?”

      Hayley turned her head to get a better look at the Seraphim. Her Light was soft within her. She wasn’t overly powerful, but she was definitely one of them. She had used her power to cheat the game.

      “You know me, too?” Hayley asked.

      “My name is Eleison,” she said. “I was a friend of your mother.”

      “I gathered that much,” Hayley replied. She was still holding Bastion’s collar. “Do you know where she is? I was just telling your friend, I need her help.”

      “She’s gone,” Eleison said.

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. Bastion and I split from the Rejects a few years ago. Not that we had a falling out or anything. We just wanted to do more.”

      “The Don here hooked us up,” Bastion said. “Gave us jobs as smugglers. Gave us a ship. Started sending us to places where the Nephilim were rumored to be. I told Queenie about it, and she said she understood. We were doing what she couldn’t because she was too high profile.”

      “Then one day we went onto the GalNet to deliver an update to her, the way we always did. She didn’t respond. Not the next day, the next day, or any of the days for months after that. So we went looking for her. We know where she was hiding. But she was gone. So were the rest of the Rejects, and their ship.”

      “And you don’t know where she went,” Hayley said.

      “Geez, I’m sorry, kid,” Bastion said. “You probably feel like she abandoned you. Shit, I know I would. We never found a trace of her. The only clue we have is an electrical anomaly that occurred around the time she disappeared.”

      “I have a theory that she jumped to another multiverse,” Eleison said.

      “Multiverse?”

      “Quark never told you?” Bastion asked. “Where is that tough son of a bitch, anyway?”

      “Dead,” Hayley said flatly. “Killed in action last week.”

      Bastion’s qi went white. “You’re shitting me.”

      Hayley shook her head.

      “I’m sorry,” Eleison said. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through, Hayley. Especially if you came looking for your mother.”

      “I didn’t come looking for her, specifically. I came looking for help.”

      “What kind of help?” Bastion asked.

      “Do you know anything about a Nephilim named Thetan?”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “Her. The short version is that she picked up the research that created Gant, and used it to make super-Goreshin and super-intelligent humans. She also accidentally created a naniate Collective.”

      “Collective?” Eleison asked.

      “A hive of free-thinking naniates who are unfortunately very hostile.”

      “That does sound like a problem for your mother to deal with,” Bastion said. “How did you get involved?”

      “Another long story. But I am involved, and we do need help.”

      “Which is why I brought her to you,” Pallimo said. “You’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this.”

      “I’ve been waiting for something a little more in between minor Evolent asshole and a major pain in the asteroid,” Bastion said. “This sounds kind of at the other end of the bell curve.”

      “The Collective doesn’t give a shit about bell curves,” Hayley said. She turned to Eleison. “You’re a Seraphim. You have the Light in you. You can help.”

      “What am I?” Bastion asked. “Chopped liver?”

      “I’m not that strong,” Eleison said. “But I’ll do whatever I can.”

      Hayley smiled. “Thank you.”

      Bastion coughed. “Uh. Still here.”

      “Are you still here?” Eleison asked, smiling.

      “Not funny.”

      “So you’re going to help me?” Hayley asked him.

      “Sure. I always did love hopeless causes. Just call me Saint Bastion.”

      “What are your skills?” Tibor asked.

      “What are my skills?” Bastion looked at the Goreshin like he had two heads. “I’m the best damn pilot in the galaxy.”

      “We already have the best pilot in the galaxy.”

      “You do? Oh.” He hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. “I’m somewhat handy with a blaster. And I have good leadership skills. And. Damn. Well, I come with Eleison. We’re a package deal. What’s your skill, baldie?”

      “I can change into a three-meter tall rage monster,” Tibor replied.

      Bastion stared at him. “You’re a Goreshin?”

      Tibor nodded. “One of Thetan’s experimental soldiers.”

      “Are you sure you can trust this guy?”

      “Yes,” Hayley replied. “With my life.”

      “Okay. Sure.” He turned his head, looking somewhere in the distance. “I think we ought to get moving.”

      Hayley followed his gaze. A pair of Trovers in suits were scanning the crowd. They pointed at Bastion a moment later, their qi turning red.

      “They figured out you were cheating?” Hayley asked.

      “What?” Bastion replied. “I wasn’t cheating.”

      “Uh-huh,” Hayley said. “To answer your earlier question, no, I didn’t get my eyesight back. I perceive energy. Including naniate energy.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “Oh. Well. Then. Yeah, I guess they figured out we were cheating. We should go.”

      He stood up, grabbing the pile of chits on the table and sweeping them into his arms.

      “Leave them,” Pallimo said. “We have to go.”

      The crowd was parting to let the guards pass.

      “Leave it?”

      “Odds are, we’re all going to die, anyway,” Hayley said. “You won’t need them, then.”

      “Geez, you sound just like your mom. Fine.”

      He abandoned the chits, and they started angling for the door, making their way through the crowd. Hayley could make out the qi of the Trovers ahead. They weren’t going to make it.

      “We need another way out,” she said.

      “Shit,” Bastion said. “This way.”

      He turned them around, leading them in the opposite direction.

      “Where are we going?” Tibor asked.

      “Back exit is this way.”

      They shoved through the crowd. Hayley grabbed Tibor’s hand again, holding it tight to make sure that if she lost her vision again she wouldn’t get left behind.

      They were near the back when a second pair of Trover moved in ahead of them. They looked over the crowd, finding them easily. Hayley sighed. Couldn’t they ever do anything without it becoming overly dramatic?

      The Trover parted the crowd, and a moment later the two groups were face to face.

      “You,” one of the Trover said, pointing at Bastion.

      “Me?” he replied.

      “We don’t like cheats,” he said.

      “Message received. Note, I left the chits back at the table. We don’t want any trouble.”

      “You should have thought about that before.”

      “Hold on,” Hayley said, moving to the front of the group. “Don’t give me the 'we’re going to hurt you because you cheated' bullshit. You cheated first.”

      “What?” the Trover and Bastion said at the same time.

      “Electromagnetically controlled rotation,” Hayley said. “To stop the wheel whenever they wanted. I saw it as clearly as I saw the Light.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Bastion said.

      “I’d be more than happy to prove it,” Hayley said to the Trovers. “We can walk back to the table, no problem.”

      One of the Trovers was whispering into a comm.

      “Or you can let us leave, and we can all forget about it. He left the chits. No harm done.”

      The Trovers looked at her. Then they stepped aside.

      “Go.”

      Hayley smiled. “Thank you.”

      They moved past the two large guards, through a short hallway and out the back door. The Pallimo synth did something with his cane, and Garvan pulled around the corner a few seconds later.

      “Assholes!” Bastion shouted back into the club.

      The car pulled up next to them.

      “So,” Bastion said as he started climbing in. “What’s our plan, anyway?”

      “We’re going to break into the Worldbrain,” Hayley said.

      His qi turned dark. “Shit,” he said softly.

      “Welcome to the Riders!” Tibor said.
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      “Tell me more about this multiverse thing,” Hayley said.

      She looked over at Bastion. He had been a little ragged when they picked him up at the club, his hair long, his face covered in a few days worth of growth. He had been cleaned up since then - bathed cut and shaved. Like the rest of the Riders, he was now wearing the uniform of a Crescent Hauler Cargo Mover over a military-grade unmarked lightsuit, with enough firepower hiding underneath to take on a small army.

      “Tell me more about this growing up thing,” he replied. “The last time I saw you. Well, you probably don’t want to hear about it.”

      “I’ve recovered that memory since then,” she said. She was over the Font. “I’ve dealt with it.”

      “Great. Here we go.” He pointed to a large, round man with plenty of bright qi walking out toward the Mary Dawn from the warehouse. Captain Hern. That was their signal that it was almost time to go.

      Hayley turned back to where the other Riders were waiting. They were dressed the same as Bastion and her, in Cargo Mover exosuits over military lightsuits, playing the part of Crescent Hauler employees. It was their job to deliver the electronics from the Mary Dawn to the proper location on the Worldbrain; a perfect cover for fanning out across it to search for the Oracle.

      The inspection team was standing in front of them, blocking their entrance to the cargo hauler. The entire group would be scanned and searched, their credentials verified before they would be allowed to board and make the short trip to the planet. It might have been a problem, especially for Bastion, except Don Pallimo had already taken care of the identity details, matching their biometrics and appearances with existing employee records. It was a felony offense to tamper with verified identity chains, but the Don had already proven Republic laws were made for him to ignore.

      The whole thing left Hayley wondering how they would have ever pulled this off without him. She supposed the taking of Rage Station would have put them on course for the brute force method. Show up, threaten to blow trillions of coin worth of damage out of the Worldbrain, storm the castle, and hope they got in and out before the station was blown to shit. Of course, the ebocite reactor would have given them a long time to operate while the Republic defenses tried to blast through its shields.

      Hayley smiled at the thought of that approach. It had Quark’s signature style written all over it.

      At the same time, she preferred this subtler inception.

      “So, the multiverse,” she said, reminding Bastion.

      He was watching Captain Hern make his way toward them. It was standard operating procedure for him to be present during the inspection.

      “Right,” Bastion said. “Do you know the full history of the Shard and the Shardship?”

      “I think so. The Shard came through a wormhole from another part of the galaxy on a massive starship, with the Seraphim as his crew. He started spreading life across our universe, with humans being a reflection of the Shard’s likeness of being. Only the Seraph, Lucifer, didn’t like that the Shard had chosen to create a new likeness instead of keeping the Seraphim as his favorite people, so he got pissed and murdered the Shard.”

      “And stole some of the seeds when he left with his disciples to start a new colony in the Extant,” Bastion said. “That’s a good summary.”

      “Except I missed the multiverse part.”

      “Right. The Shard is only one of thousands of shards sent out by the One, who is the main being in the whole equation. Some people say God, but I think of him more like a super-advanced alien because God, well... If God exists, He’s God.”

      “That didn’t make any sense.”

      “It doesn’t matter. This universe is only one of thousands, but it seems the Seraphim have their little civil war on all of them, which tends to make things pretty lousy for the rest of the species there. Eleison thinks that your mom’s disappearance is related to that. That she took the Rejects that were around at the time to one of the other universes to help save the innocents.”

      “Without telling me?”

      “Or me.”

      “You aren’t her daughter.”

      “I was her lover. That should count for something.”

      “Too much information.”

      Bastion laughed. “But yeah, there are multiple universes, and all you need to reach them is a gate.”

      “And my mom had a gate?”

      “Where do you think the term Hell’s Gate came from?”

      Captain Hern reached the inspectors. They exchanged pleasantries, and then he turned to Bastion and Hayley.

      “Step forward,” he said. “One at a time.”

      “She had access to a gate,” Bastion whispered as he started walking forward. “If she left, she left because people were dying and she has the power to help them.”

      Hayley watched his qi. He wasn’t lying about any of it. She felt a wave of guilt pass over her conscience. She had spent so much time pissed at her mother for leaving her on Koosa and not coming back for her. What if he was right? What if she was off in another galaxy, saving billions of lives? That was something to be proud of, not mad about.

      That was something to try to live up to.

      The inspector waved a scanner over Bastion, and then made him stick out his wrist. All of them had been given identification implants - microscopic and radioactive isotopes that carried basic identifying information on them. False identifying information, in this case. The inspector checked the biometrics and waved him through without issue.

      “Next,” he said.

      Hayley stepped forward, between the inspector and Captain Hern. The Captain’s qi was shifting yellow. He was getting nervous, but why? Maybe because Hayley stood out more than the others with her tattooed arms and shifty, sightless eyes.

      “Wrist,” the inspector said.

      She held it out. He scanned it. The equipment beeped. It hadn’t beeped for Bastion. He looked at it a little more closely, and then scanned her wrist again.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      The scanner beeped again. “I’m having a hard time getting a solid response from the isotope,” he said. “What’s the ink in your tats made from?”

      “Rhodrinium,” she said, smiling.

      He looked at her, surprised. If she was telling the truth, she had enough of the alloy in her body to pay for both his kids to go to doctoral school.

      She wasn’t telling the truth, but she figured it would be a good reason his equipment wasn’t reading the isotope right. Something in her body was screwing it up.

      He tried it a third time, the scanner finally satisfied.

      “Everything checks out,” he said. “You’re clear to board.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Hayley said.

      “Next,” the inspector said behind her.

      She walked up the wide ramp into the Mary Dawn’s cargo hold. It was stuffed with containers, each loaded into segmented sections of the massive hold where it would be easy to lock them onto transport ships to bring to the Worldbrain’s surface.

      “Thought we were going to have a problem there,” Bastion said. “Maybe have to fight our way out. That could have been fun.”

      “Sorry to ruin it.”

      He smiled. “I’m sure we’ll make up for it later. You are a Cage, after all.”

      She didn’t need to ask him what he meant. “Ready to save the universe, Bastion?”

      “Second time’s the charm, right?” he replied.

      “I hope so.”
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      The rest of the Riders made it on board without a problem, joining Hayley and Bastion and a crew of real Cargo Movers in seats at the front of the hold. The real Movers didn’t look at them or ask them any questions or even acknowledge they were there at all. Their orders had come directly from Captain Hern and Don Pallimo, and they were damned well going to stick to them.

      Hayley only started to feel nervous once the Mary Dawn’s hatches had all sealed, and the huge booster beneath the ship started powering up. They were past the point of no return. There was no changing their minds. No going back.

      “Major, this is Jil, do you copy?”

      The pilot had remained on board the Chalandra. She would be jumping to the Worldbrain ahead of them, where she would wait outside the controlled zone for the transport they would be stealing to reach orbit for pickup. It was the trickiest part of their plan, and the most dangerous, although Bastion had a lot to say to the contrary. According to him, there was zero need to worry about that part. He was the best pilot out there, and once he had the chance, he would prove Jil was great but not as great as him.

      Hayley was inwardly amused by that. Bastion Merritt was cocky and arrogant, but she couldn’t argue with his record. He had been at Hell’s Gate. He had served with her mother. If he were half as good as he claimed to be, they would be in great shape.

      “I copy, Jil,” Hayley replied. “What’s your status?”

      “Lifting off now. Gant says we’ll be in position in forty minutes.”

      “Roger that. Stay safe.”

      “Roger.”

      The comm link closed. It was weird to Hayley to have the comm behind her ear and feeding into her translation chip, rather than connected to her visor. It sounded mostly the same. There was a little more echo, but nothing she couldn’t get used to.

      “So, Eleison,” Hayley said, looking to the Seraphim in the row behind her. “How did you get mixed up with the Rejects?”

      She smiled and pointed at Bastion. “This guy. He bailed me out of a situation in the Outworlds. Have you ever seen car chases on the sims?”

      “Of course.”

      “It was like that, only much more intense.”

      “We’ve been there,” Tibor said. “Not that long ago.”

      “How’d you get out?” Bastion asked.

      “It’s a long story, and this is a short hop. But I’ll tell you when we’re done with the mission.”

      “As long as you’re providing cold, hard beverages, I’m in.”

      “We’ll see about the beverages,” Hayley said.

      “Roger,” Bastion replied.

      The nearest loudspeaker clicked as the ship’s comm activated.

      “This is Commander Pratt. We are go for launch. All crew prepare for departure. I repeat. All crew, prepare for departure.”

      “Did it,” Bastion said, first pulling at the straps of his seat and then tapping his uniform where his sidearm was hidden.

      They had about thirty seconds before the ship started to shake slightly, vibrating against the moorings that held it to the assistive lifter. Then they could all hear the thrusters firing, the roar of it making it through the ship’s hull as a dull rumble. They were pushed back slightly in their seats while the Mary Dawn started to rise.

      There were no windows to view the ascent. No displays, either. Hayley leaned back in her seat, trying to recall what planets looked like. She tried to remember the blue and white and green of Earth. She had lost the ability to see anything but color. Even her memories had burned out to the river of energy. Most of the time, she was okay with it. She missed it today, just like she missed Nibia and Quark and the others. She was leading the Riders, but these weren’t the Riders she knew.

      The ship stopped vibrating when the launcher broke away, switching to high-pitched hum that faded the higher they climbed. They hit orbit within ten minutes.

      “Prepare for FTL hop in thirty,” Commander Pratt said over the comm. There wasn’t anything to do to prepare, but it was standard operating procedure to make the announcement.

      Hayley felt the shift as the Mary Dawn moved out of regular spacetime, and then everything was flat and silent. She was pulled lightly against her restraints; the cargo hold kept at zero gravity for short jumps like this one. There was no sense wasting energy on keeping a bunch of electronics pinned to the ground.

      She glanced around at her team. Bastion was calm and eager. Eleison was the same.  Narrl was sleeping. Tibor was nervous and worried. About her, she was sure. She was starting to feel nervous too. There had been thirty-two Riders on the Quasar when it was destroyed. That seemed like a massive army compared to what she had to work with now. At least they were calm. All things considered, it was a good sign.

      Twenty uneventful minutes later, the ship dropped back into regular spacetime. Commander Pratt announced their imminent arrival at the Worldbrain, and Hayley wished again that she could see it, really see it. None of them could from their positions.

      “Have you been here before?” Hayley asked Bastion.

      “Once,” he replied. “Looking for answers about your mom’s disappearance.”

      “Is it as amazing as I’ve heard?”

      “If you’re into tech and intel? Probably. If you like fun? Probably not. Personally, I like fun.”

      “The Sentries take their job very seriously,” Eleison said. “They don’t suffer infractions that could damage the brain. At all.”

      “What she means is, spill a fragging glass of water on the wrong counter and you can find yourself on the next shuttle out.”

      “So if we start shooting things?”

      “Expect a response that’s about a hundred times overkill.”

      Hayley turned to the others. “Let’s try not to shoot anything.”

      “Cargo Movers,” Command Pratt said. “We have permission to start unloading. Alpha, Bravo, Echo, you’re up first. Very important guests, and you know who you are, get off my ship and out of their way as quickly as possible. Some of us have real work to do.”

      The Cargo Movers started unbuckling from their seats, rising and pushing off. Three of the Movers floated toward the transports aligned on the port side of the hold, while the others made for the cargo containers to prep them for attachment.

      “Well, that was rude,” Bastion said, releasing his belt. “Like saving the galaxy isn’t real work.”

      “To each their own,” Narrl said, who had somehow woken himself up at the right moment.

      “Remember,” Hayley said. “We stick together when we get to the surface. Finding the Oracle is going to mean hacking the network, so first order of business it to find a secure terminal.”

      “Which of us lunatics is responsible for hacking the network?” Bastion asked.

      “I am,” Hayley replied.

      “I thought you couldn’t see?”

      “I can’t. But neither can the Worldbrain, and it manages. I’m not going to say I’m as good as Sykes might have been or Gant would be. But they aren’t options.”

      “Breaking a first-class network with a third-string hacker?” Bastion said. “Why did I agree to come along again?”

      “Because you’re the Saint of Hopeless Causes, remember?” Hayley replied.

      “Right.”

      “Hey, assholes,” one of the Movers shouted. “Let’s go!”

      “Activate your coms and give me a check,” Hayley said.

      “Worm, check,” Bastion said.

      “Ellie, check,” Eleison said.

      “Bullseye, check,” Narrl said.

      “Bullseye?” Hayley said. “That’s new.”

      “The Colonel gave it to me on Rage Station.”

      “Because you’re a good shot?” Bastion asked.

      “Not exactly,” the Curlatin replied.

      “More like he has one painted on his chest,” Tibor said. “And the enemy rarely misses it.”

      “I’m big,” Narrl said. “It makes me easier to hit.”

      “Sure does,” Bastion said. “There’s no shame in being shot. Only in dying a failure.”

      “Not helping.”

      “Let’s try to avoid getting shot at,” Hayley said.

      “Yeah, that’s worked great for us so far,” Tibor said. “Xolo, check.”

      “Witchy, check,” Hayley said. “Keep your Tactical Command Units active on low-power. Goggles stay hidden unless the shit hits the thrusters. Remember, keep a low profile. We want to do this without attracting attention.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Bastion said for the group.

      “Maintain comm silence unless prompted. Riiiddeeerrss.”

      “Riiddeeerrs,” the others responded quietly.

      Then they split up, pairing off and heading to the three Mover transports. They joined the real crews there, strapping into the jump seats behind the pilots of the smaller craft.

      A minute later, they were on their way.
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      The transports entered the Worldbrain through small hangars located in one of the many tall spires that circled the planet. They touched down within two minutes of leaving the Mary Dawn, the Cargo Movers rising and shouting to one another, the crews bouncing into action while the pilots headed over to the Sentries who were watching the activity.

      Hayley and the Riders were slow to join the real Movers, unbuckling last and struggling to catch up. They had to play the part until they were clear of the hangar, and out from under the immediate auspices of the Worldbrain’s guards.

      The Sentries wore pure white guardsuits - exoskeletons that were a step between the more mobile lightsuits and the heavier and bulkier battlesuits. The armor plating on the guardsuits was thick and chunky, like an ancient suit of metal armor, but light enough the wearer could still maneuver in the corridors of the Worldbrain. The six Sentries standing in the hangar were all wearing helmets, definitely networked with TCUs of their own, and no doubt linked to the entire detail currently active on the planet. They stood at stiff attention, following every protocol.

      Their commander was out in front of them. A squid-like Rudin, it wore a more traditional uniform, cut to allow its tentacles to spill out from the bottom and keep it erect on the floor. Rudin didn’t make for good Sentries, their tentacles weren’t well-suited for carrying weapons, and their shapes were inefficient to protect with armor. They did make impeccable leaders, as their entire racial identity was locked to a code of honor and pride that meant they always followed every rule to the letter.

      Of course, there were occasions where that strict adherence made it difficult for them to adjust to unexpected situations, and Hayley noted the presence of the Rudin. It might be something they could use later.

      For now, the commander simply observed as the Movers opened up the containers they had delivered, using the exosuits to lift ten times their body weight and carry large crates across the hangar to waiting pallets. They wordlessly dropped six of the smaller crates on each, and then pushed the pallets toward the hangar exit.

      The Sentries didn’t move as Hayley passed them, walking in front of one of the three pallets. Each of them was to be delivered to a different part of the Worldbrain and offloaded, a process that would give them two hours to find the Oracle before the Movers would return to the hangar for the next round. If they weren’t back with the crew at that point, the Rudin commander would be sure to notice their absence.

      Not that they had any intention of getting back with the crew. Don Pallimo already had his excuses and scapegoats prepared. He would blame a rogue operative, Bastion Merritt, for whatever went down, and claim he didn’t know he had been harboring a wanted fugitive all of this time. There would be questions. An investigation. The Don would weather it.

      It was good to be rich.

      The Movers went down the corridor single-file, guiding the pallets to a large tube that would drop them into the guts of the Worldbrain. A single Sentry joined them there, standing at the front of the platform while they descended.

      When they reached the bottom, the Sentry moved out and to the side, standing at attention as the Movers took the pallets out of the tube and guided them down another corridor. Their work had already taken them below the public access areas of the Worldbrain, which were mainly composed of workstations, libraries, data retrieval and archiving centers, and organic life form support operations: food, lodging, and limited entertainment. Anything that could potentially cause someone to damage the Worldbrain was outlawed on the Worldbrain. That meant no alcohol, no gambling, no vice of any kind. And definitely no weapons.

      It made sense. The equipment in the pallets they were pushing was worth upwards of a trillion coin. That was more than the GDP of half the planets in the Republic.

      They reached an intersection in the hallway, where four separate corridors joined. Two of the pallets need to go left, the other straight.

      “This is where we part ways,” Hayley said through the comm.

      The Riders stayed behind while the Movers continued with their delivery, not paying them even a cursory look or acknowledging they had broken off from the group. She wasn’t sure if it was because the Movers were just that professional or because they hated the Riders’ very existence. After all, it had left the Movers down five real employees and would mean they had to work that much harder for that much longer.

      “Worm, goggles up,” Hayley said. “Lead the way.”

      “Roger,” Bastion replied. He reached under his exosuit, grabbing the TCU-linked eyewear from a tightpack and sliding them on. The large, opaque specs looked almost stylish on him, and he grinned like he knew it.  He turned to the corridor on the right. “This way.”

      Their TCUs had been loaded with a map of the Worldbrain, including the restricted areas and the terminals within. Bastion was leading them to whichever access point was the closest.

      “No word from Jil,” Tibor whispered.

      “No news is good news,” she replied.

      She was linked to the Chalandra through a secondary channel that flowed from the Mary Dawn to the cargo transports and inward. That channel was exposed and traceable in the event it was used, but if Jil needed to use it, they had worse things to worry about. They couldn’t discount the chance that the Oracle had guessed they would be coming for her, or that Thetan was on her way to intercept. They still didn’t know exactly how the Nephilim had planted the Oracle on the planet in the first place, and they also didn’t know what she had left in the area to protect the asset.

      First things first.

      They moved unimpeded through the hallway, taking a route through the maintenance passages that carried them half a kilometer from the delivery spires’ tube. They slowed as they neared the access point, moving back to a connector while a pair of Sentries walked past. They advanced again once they were clear, coming up to an unmarked door a moment later.

      “This should be the place,” Bastion said, tapping on the door. “Maintenance Terminal Four Sixty-seven. Hopefully, there’s nobody using it.” He pointed to the control panel. “You’re up, Witchy.”

      “Ellie, I need to borrow your Light,” Hayley said.

      The Seraphim nodded. They had already talked about sharing the naniates.

      Hayley called out to them gently. Since Ellie was consenting, it didn’t take much effort at all to convince the naniates to cross over to her. Her arms were glowing soft and white within seconds, her body tingling from the Shard’s power. The Light was so different to hold than the Collective or the Gift. It was cool and calm and easy.

      She put her hand on the control pad, and the naniates flowed into it, getting behind the face to the circuitry. She couldn’t just short the system. It might open the door, but it would also bring the Sentries running. Instead, she leaned in close, watching the energy flow. She used the naniates to run a feedback loop into the alarm circuit, and then she had them short the controls.

      The door slid open. She saw the security signal go out, but it was caught and repeated, over and over again, screaming silently that there were intruders on the Worldbrain.

      It was too bad nothing could hear it.

      “Good warm-up,” Bastion said.

      Maintenance Terminal Four Sixty-seven was a small room with a standard access terminal placed against the wall. A simple task chair was placed in front of the terminal, and because they were who they were and their luck was their luck, someone was already sitting in it.

      The woman pivoted in the chair, looking back at them, her qi curious and frightened.

      “Who are you?”
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      “Who are we?” Bastion said without missing a beat. “Who are you? This is a restricted area.”

      The woman looked over toward the control panel. She was wearing a technician’s uniform, and she started reaching for the comm badge on her chest.

      “Don’t,” Bastion said, putting up his hand.

      “You’re wearing Cargo Mover exosuits, but you have access to a secured terminal?” the woman said. “Or you somehow managed to bypass the alarm and break the lock. Sorry, I’m calling the Sentries.”

      Hayley reached out to the badge with the Light. The naniates entered it, shorting out its circuitry and rendering it inoperable.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “We’ll wait.”

      The woman tapped on the badge. “Control, this is Senior Technician Wan.” She waited for a second for Control to respond. When they didn’t, she repeated the message. Then she grew more afraid.

      “They can’t hear you,” Hayley said. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re looking for somebody.”

      “Down here?” the tech said.

      “It’s a long story. We need the terminal.”

      “You’re breaking the law being here. If you hurt me, the-”

      “Didn’t I just say we don’t want to hurt you? Look, there’s some really bad stuff going on in the galaxy, and if we don’t stop it, you, me, and everybody you love are going to be in big trouble.”

      “Did you steal that from a stream?” Bastion asked. “Because that sounds familiar. And corny. And cliche.”

      “Will you shut up?” Hayley said. “You can critique me later. Do you know anything about the Oracle?”

      The woman’s qi changed, instantly showing Hayley that she did. She started reaching for the terminal, swiveling the chair back toward it.

      “Grab her!” Hayley said.

      Bastion threw himself on her, grabbing her arms before she could touch the terminal and pulling her back. The chair slipped, losing its grip on the floor, and the technician and Bastion fell to the ground. She struggled against him before biting down on something.

      An instant later, she was dead.

      “Damn it,” Bastion said, rolling the technician off him and resting the body on the floor. “So much for being discrete. That took what? Two minutes?”

      “She knew the Oracle,” Hayley said. “That means she was a Nephilim.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Once she doesn’t turn up where and when she’s supposed to, the Sentries will be down here looking for her. They probably don’t know the Nephilim are even a thing, so they’ll only care one of the Worldbrain’s employees was killed. We don’t have anywhere to hide a body.”

      “Then we’d better get to work,” Hayley said, cutting him off.

      She righted the chair. Then she stripped off the Mover exosuit and sat in front of the terminal, detaching a thin wire from her lightsuit and connecting it to the hardware.

      “Witchy,” Bastion said.

      “Shh,” Hayley replied. “I have to listen to the data patterns and follow the energy outputs. It’s easier if nobody makes any noise.”

      She pushed the Light into the terminal. She had practiced this sort of breaking a few times before, but it had never gone that well. Interacting with a network this way was like trying to catch a comet with a butterfly net.

      What choice did they have?

      The Riders were silent around her, watching tensely as she leaned forward, getting as close to the terminal hardware as she could. The naniates danced along the fibers connecting it to the network, sparkling and shimmering in response to her commands. She sent a simple ping out to test the security, listening to the reverberating tone of the response. The naniates flickered, too.

      The terminal was unlocked. Maybe coming across the tech wasn’t such bad luck after all? Was that why she had reached for it before Bastion grabbed her?

      Either way, she had made it to step two.

      She concentrated again, this time trying to send a query along the network to the stem of the Worldbrain, where a trillion processors would work to answer the question, drawing from nearly infinite storage and resources. She didn’t ask it directly for the Oracle. That was sure to raise flags from here to Thetan’s flagship. Instead, she tried to ask it for the count of girls under the age of twelve currently on the planet. How many of those could there be?

      She listened to the soft tones in response. There were no circumstances where it would be easy to work this way, but it must have done something because Bastion gasped behind her.

      “Hold that thought, Witchy,” he said. “We just got a map of the planet with a bunch of glowing dots on it.”

      “How many?” she asked.

      “Twenty at most.”

      That was more than she was hoping, but it wasn’t an unmanageable number.

      Bastion leaned over her, capturing the map with his goggles and saving it to his TCU. “What is it?”

      “It’s all of the human females aged twelve or-”

      “Help me!”

      The cry hit Hayley’s senses like a sledgehammer, echoing in her ears so loudly she reached up and put her hands on them, pressing them tight to try to shut it out.

      “Please. Hayley. Help me.”

      Hayley cried out, the pain in her head instant and intense.

      “Witchy?” Tibor said, pushing past Bastion to get to her. “What’s going on?”

      She held her arm out, stopping him.

      “Where are you?” she replied. “I’m trying to find you. I came to help.”

      “I knew you would come. Help me. Please.”

      “Where are you?” she repeated. “There were twenty results.”

      “Decoys. Fakes. Lies. Only one is me.”

      “Which one?”

      “They’re coming. If they know I talked to you; they’ll move me. They’ll take me away before you can help me.”

      “Where are you? I have a map with twenty dots. Which one are you? You don’t need to speak, just fill in the blanks.”

      “I’m here. Please. Help me, Hayley. Hurry.”

      The pain subsided as quickly as it had arrived. She dropped back into the chair. “Bastion, did the map change?”

      “Hold on, let me-”

      “Did it change, damn it?” she repeated impatiently.

      “I. I think there’s another dot. I have to compare it to the original copy. Hold on.”

      “Hurry. She’s in trouble.”

      “Who is?”

      “The Oracle. She spoke to me. She knows we came to rescue her. Any day now, Worm.”

      “Got it, I think.”

      “Pass it to the others. Riders, goggles up, weapons ready. We have to haul ass.”

      “Roger that,” Tibor said. He was ahead of the others removing the Mover exosuit.

      “Transmitting location,” Bastion said.

      “Are you sure this is real, Witchy?” Tibor asked. “Not a Nephilim trap? Or the Collective?”

      “Completely sure? No. But if either one of them can be that convincing, they deserve to catch us. It’s the Oracle. I’m as positive as I can be.”

      “Good enough for me,” Narrl said.

      “Me too,” Tibor said.

      “Worm, lead the way,” Hayley said.

      “Roger,” Bastion replied, stepping back out into the corridor.

      “You!” An amplified voice shouted from the end of the hallway. “Drop the weapon and stay where you are. You’re under arrest.”

      Bastion glanced back at her, his qi shifting to a blend of amusement and resignation.

      “Shit,” he said.
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      Bastion turned slowly, raising his hands and letting his pistol fall to the ground.

      “Who are you?” the Sentry said. “And how did you get in there?”

      Hayley’s TCU toned four times in her ear, giving her a count of the Sentries approaching Bastion. They didn’t seem to know there was more than one person at the terminal yet.

      “I was looking for the head,” Bastion replied. “Seriously, I was planning to off myself. That’s why I have the gun.”

      The Sentries were approaching cautiously; rifles leveled at him. “And the armor?” the lead asked.

      Bastion smiled sheepishly. “Oh. Yeah. Right. The armor. Well. I. Giant dog!”

      He shouted as he dropped to the floor. Seconds passed. He raised his head. The Sentries were moving closer.

      “I said, giant dog,” Bastion said, looking over at them. “Was that request not obvious enough?”

      “It was,” Hayley said.

      “And?”

      “Wait for it.”

      Bastion’s qi flashed red. The Sentries were almost close enough to see into the open doorway, but they had their attention fixed on him.

      “Get up. Keep your hands behind your head.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Bastion said, starting to push himself to his feet. “Do you have friends, soldier?”

      “I have friends,” the Sentry replied.

      “Are they good friends? Like, friends who wouldn’t hide in the shadows of a small terminal room while their other friend gets arrested?”

      The Sentries shifted their attention to the terminal, at the same time Tibor came blasting out of it.

      He hit the closest Sentry with his shoulder, throwing them back and into the wall. Then he turned and lashed out with a large claw, growling as he caught another Sentry’s armor and dragged him to the floor. The third Sentry almost fired into the Goreshin, but Bastion kicked his arm, sending the shot wide.

      Hayley bounced out of the room, hitting the third Sentry again, a sharp kick to his leg that knocked him down. She came down on top of him, bringing her Uin to his throat.

      “Stay still,” she said.

      He did.

      Tibor was finishing up behind her, grabbing the last Sentry and holding him fast against the wall. He leaned his head in close, sticking his sharp teeth in the soldier’s face.

      “Don’t move,” he said.

      The Sentry’s qi was white, the man beneath the armor terrified of the Goreshin. He didn’t even think to move.

      “Grab their guns,” Hayley said, taking the rifle from the Sentry she was kneeling on. She put her Uin away before taking off the soldier’s helmet, revealing a woman’s face underneath. “Sorry to do this to you, but we can’t have you calling for help just yet.” She put her hand on the woman’s forehead, sending the naniates into her and putting her gently to sleep. Then she stood and did the same to the Sentry Tibor had caught.

      “How long will that buy us?” Bastion asked.

      “About ten minutes,” Hayley replied. “Not much time. How far to the Oracle?”

      “Not far. It’ll be faster to head to street level. If the map’s right, they’ve got her stashed in one of the spires.”

      “A transmission tower, I’m sure,” Hayley said. “But how did they get her onto the network without the Archivists noticing?”

      “That tech was a Nephie,” Bastion said. “Maybe they’ve got the Archivists in their pocket, too.”

      “They’re supposed to be incorruptible.”

      Bastion laughed. “You’re showing your age, Witchy. Nobody is incorruptible.”

      Didn’t she know it. All it took was the right leverage. The right offer. “Roger that. Where’s the nearest tube to street-level?”

      “That way,” Bastion said, pointing. “But there is one minor complication.”

      “Which is?” Hayley asked.

      “It’s connected to a Sentry Station.”

      “Of course it is,” Tibor said. “We wouldn’t want anything to be too easy.”

      “The terminal was unlocked,” Hayley said. “That’s our only bone today.”

      “There is another tube two klicks that way,” Bastion said. “But it’s going to take us out of the way a bit.”

      “We can’t waste any time. Once these guards wake up the whole damn planet is going to be looking for us.” She started down the corridor toward the closer tube.

      They slowed as they neared the Sentry Station. From the service passages underground, it was little more than a hatch at the end of the corridor with the logo of a Sentry helmet stamped onto the metal.

      “It would be nice to see what’s inside,” Tibor said.

      “Why don’t you go on ahead?” Bastion asked. “Get arrested.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Hayley said. “But I don’t think Xolo’s the right individual for the job.”

      “Forget it,” Bastion said. “I did my part already.”

      “Don’t worry; I wasn’t thinking about you. I don’t have tactical eyewear, but I do have a camera.” She tapped the side of her head. The camera for her TCU was tucked beneath her hair. “They probably won’t know what to make of me.”

      “Yeah, you go,” Bastion said. “Good idea.”

      “I’ll mark the targets. Xolo, you’re in charge of the assault. Remember. No guns. No killing. Take them out nice and easy.”

      “Roger,” Tibor said.

      Hayley released some of the naniates, allowing them to leave the tattoos on her arms and flow back to Eleison. Then she handed her sidearm to Bastion. She was still suspicious as hell in a military lightsuit, but the less dangerous she looked, the more likely they would hold her for questioning instead of blowing a hole in her.

      “Stay ready,” she said before walking toward the hatch. She tried to keep her approach nonchalant, certain there were cameras watching the outside of the station.

      The door opened before she arrived, a pair of Sentries behind it, rifles already up and at the ready.

      “Don’t move. Hands up.”

      She did as they said, stopping and putting her hands behind her head.

      “Who are you?” one of them asked. “What are you doing here?”

      Hayley turned her head, trying to look past them. She could see another short hallway behind him that opened up into rows of desks lined with displays. The Sentries there weren’t armed or armored. They were monitoring the video feeds in the area, watching for signs of trouble. Had they seen what happened at the terminal?

      There were doors on either side of the larger room, as well as at the back. She didn’t know which led to the tube, and she didn’t know how many more armed Sentries might be deeper inside.

      “Answer me,” the Sentry ordered.

      She didn’t respond, shifting her head to make it look like she was staring at him.

      “Don’t want to talk? What’s your game?”

      He produced a nerve stick from his belt, holding it near her, while the other Sentry snapped a shock bracelet on her wrists. If she separated her hands too far apart, the pain would convince her to put them back together.

      “Bring her inside,” the Sentry said. “We’ll scan her and throw her in a cell. Let the Chief handle this.”

      “Copy that,” the other Sentry replied. “Move.”

      Hayley walked ahead of them, into the station. The desk jockeys lifted their heads as they entered, looking confused by her appearance. They probably never saw much action.

      They probably never saw any action. The Worldbrain was the most secure planet in the Republic. It was hard enough to get to the surface in the first place.

      The thought careened recklessly across Hayley’s mind. The Sentries were trained soldiers, sure. And there were a lot of them on the planet. But how well did they keep up with their training?

      How dangerous were they, really?

      “Over here,” the Sentry said. He took off his helmet, putting it down on a table next to a scanner. It matched the one the inspectors had used at the Hauler launch site.

      The other Sentry guided her toward the first.

      “Hold out your wrists.”

      She did as he said, putting her wrists out, keeping them together so the bracelets wouldn’t shock her.

      He moved the scanner toward her. She didn’t want him to scan her. He would know she came from the Mary Dawn. The Cargo Movers would be detained. The Hauler would be detained. It would turn into a big mess.

      They were expecting the mess, but not until after they had the Oracle.

      “Sorry,” she said, her sudden vocalization causing the Sentry to hesitate for only a moment.

      A moment was all she needed.

      She shifted her weight, throwing a hard punch with her right hand that caught the Sentry completely off-guard, the lightsuit-enhanced blow catching him in his unguarded temple and knocking him flat. She cringed as the bracelets sent out their shock, passing waves of energy through her nerves that might have knocked out most individuals. Overuse of the Meijo was much more painful than the jolt, and she shook it off, spinning and kicking out, hitting the second Sentry square in the chest with her foot.

      The rest of the room exploded with activity, the desk jockeys rising in a blend of confusion and anger. One of them already had a weapon in hand, and they started firing, sending incapacitating shock rounds at her.

      She was already moving, shifting her body to avoid the shots, following the qi and the lines of kinetic energy as the bullets zipped past. She bounced forward, taking in the qi of the other Sentries as she landed on the man’s workstation, lashing out and grabbing his wrist. He tried to pull her down, but she went with the motion, using it to help flip herself over him, coming down at his back.

      She kicked him in the back of the leg at the same time she pushed his head forward, knocking him down and bouncing him off the workstation. She grabbed his gun as he fell to the ground, unconscious.

      An alarm started sounding within the station. Hayley swept her head across the room before ducking behind the workstation, avoiding more shock rounds and transmitting the coordinates to the other Riders.

      “What happened to getting arrested?” Tibor asked.

      “It didn’t go the way I planned,” she replied. “I could use a little help.”

      “They battened down the hatches,” Bastion said. “We’re locked out.”

      “Shit.”

      She looked back to the hatch, her vision shifting as a form moved in front of her.

      The armored Sentry put his rifle against her head. “Don’t fragging move!” he shouted.

      She looked up at him. Like that was going to happen.

      She sent the naniates out, using them to create a blinding flash of light in front of his face. She was already moving to the side when he fired the rifle, more shock rounds pinging off the floor of the station. She got behind him, pulling his helmet up enough to stick the muzzle of her gun under it and firing. The shock bullet hit him at close range, digging into his skin and sending a jolt through his body, leaving him bleeding and unconscious. She broke away from him, bouncing laterally as more Sentries shot back at her.

      She dove and rolled, coming up behind another workstation, rising on her knee and pivoting. She fired, two rounds catching two of the desk Sentries and knocking them out. The door controls had to be close. She ducked back behind the station, avoiding return fire. Then she bounced up and off the desk, twisting in the air, landing near another guard. She avoided his weapon, moving aside, grabbing him and using him to catch the rounds headed her way. His body convulsed from the hits, knocking him out.

      “We’ll wait out here,” Bastion said in her comm. “Don’t worry about us.”

      They could see the targets dropping through their TCU feeds.

      She wasn’t arrogant enough to think she could handle the entire station on her own. “I’m trying to find the workstation that opens the door,” she replied. “It would help if I could see what’s on the displays.”

      She slipped sideways, barely avoiding a nerve stick as it sliced down toward her. She spun, staying ahead of her attacker, getting behind her and hitting her hard in the side. She grabbed the nerve stick, her lightsuit giving her the strength to overpower her opponent and jab the end of the stick in the woman’s neck.

      She broke away, freezing as a half dozen Sentries poured out of the doorways on each side of the room, raising her hands and dropping the nerve stick and the gun.

      Eight soldiers were down around the room, taken out in a matter of seconds.

      It didn’t matter.

      She had fragged the whole thing up.

      Quark would be so pissed.
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      The Sentries came toward her, slowly and as a group, not taking any more chances.

      The supposedly locked-down hatch opened behind them, letting the rest of the Riders in.

      It took two heartbeats for them to notice. By then, Tibor was already airborne, rushing toward them with claws out and ready.

      The Sentries shouted, two of them knocked down by the Goreshin as he landed, hitting them with the back of his large hands and throwing them to the side. Hayley didn’t miss the beat, spinning to the guards at her back, kicking the rifle away from one and jumping up to get her legs around the other, spinning and pulling them to the ground.

      Eleison sprinted through the station like a dart, leaping and flying toward one of the soldiers. She grabbed his arm, spinning and flipping him onto his back, a flash of the Light knocking him out. She somersaulted forward, coming up and hitting the second Sentry in the chest, another flash at the point of contact jolting the guard and knocking them down.

      Just like that, the Sentries were all incapacitated. The station fell silent. Bastion turned off the alarm, while Narrl lifted one of the guards and dragged him over to a workstation.

      “Tell them you have everything under control,” the Curlatin said.

      The Sentry looked at him, shaking his head in refusal.

      “Xolo,” Narrl said.

      The Goreshin walked toward them, baring his teeth. Hayley was used to him, but to anyone seeing a Nephilim like him for the first time; he was demonically terrifying.

      “Control, this is Sergeant Wilkins,” the man said. “The alert is canceled. We have everything under control here.”

      “Copy that, Sergeant,” the voice replied. “Do you require any further assistance?”

      “Negative. Negative. It was just some nutjob who spent too many hours at a terminal without getting any sleep. Hallucinating or something.”

      The man at the other end laughed. “It’s always something like that, isn’t it?”

      “Roger, roger,” Wilkins said.

      “We’re canceling the alert planetwide. Reference code Foxtrot Alpha Seven.”

      “Thank you, Control. Acknowledged. Enjoy the rest of your shift.”

      “You, too. Control out.”

      Sergeant Wilkins leaned back in his seat, looking at the Riders around him. “Who are you guys?”

      “Eleison, put him to sleep,” Hayley said.

      The Seraphim held her hand out toward the Sergeant. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped in the chair.

      “Thanks for hacking the lock,” Hayley said to her.

      “I didn’t hack the lock,” she replied.

      “Oh. Who did?” She looked around at the other Riders. “None of you?”

      “It just opened,” Tibor said.

      “It had to be the Oracle,” Hayley said. “Sorry gang, I fragged up. I thought I could handle them, and I was worried about them scanning me so soon.”

      “We all make mistakes,” Bastion said. “Mine got me sent to Hell. No harm done.”

      “Action now, regrets later,” Narrl said.

      “Good advice,” Hayley replied. “Where’s the tube?”

      Bastion pointed, and they hurried to it. It dropped them in a Sentry motor pool, a garage filled with vehicles and equipment.

      “Perfect,” Hayley said. “All we need to do is grab a ride, and-”

      The outer doors to the garage exploded inward, the metal bending and launching back toward them. They threw themselves out of the way, knocked down as the doors slammed into the wall with a deafening crash.

      Hayley looked up, the red-gold of the Venerant obvious at the front of the garage. An army of Children poured in around him, changing form as they entered.

      “Hayley!”

      The voice split her head, distracting her from the Nephilim. It was frightened and desperate, and powerful enough to keep her on the ground.

      “Hayley, they’re taking me!” the Oracle screamed. “Hurry.”

      “Taking you where?” she asked, pushing the question out as if she were commanding the naniates.

      “I don’t know.”

      She heard a snarl, and then Xolo was rushing toward the Children, grabbing one of them and hurling it into a car. He dove onto a second, teeth and claws digging into it and dragging it down.

      A wave of red-gold energy hit him, a burst of flame digging into his side and pushing him away. He yelped and rolled on the floor, putting the fire out. His entire side was purple, but it was already starting to heal.

      “I hate these fragging guys,” she heard Bastion say.

      He was crouched behind one of the cars, and he rose and started firing into the Children. One of them jumped to the hood of the car, standing over him and howling. Eleison flew up toward it in a powerful, naniate-powered bounce, Uin flashing as the weapon sliced through the Goreshin’s neck, decapitating it.

      An instant later, Eleison was down, caught by the Venerant and thrown to the floor.

      “I’ve got the Venerant,” Hayley said. “Keep the rest of them away from me.”

      She pushed herself up, rolling to the side to narrowly avoid a Goreshin’s claws, lashing out with her foot and catching it in the face. It barely flinched as it grabbed her ankle. She flicked open her Uin, using its grip to roll up toward it, slicing deep as it rushed to let go of her. She flipped back on her free hand, coming up straight and turning away from the Child.

      Gunfire echoed through the garage at the same time gouts of flame launched from the Venerant, enveloping the Sentry vehicles around them. Hayley bounced ahead, rushing toward the Nephilim.

      The Venerant saw her coming. He didn’t even try to use the Gift on her, pulling a gun and opening fire. She dodged the shots, his qi betraying his aim and giving her a chance to avoid the rounds. He switched to a long knife as she reached him, bringing it up just in time to block her Uin.

      She pressed the attack hard, Uin skipping and dancing, whispering through the air as she sought to guide it around the blade. He kept up with her attack, red-gold naniates flaring to give him added speed and strength, allowing him to meet her pace.

      The Riders fought back behind her. Tibor was back on his feet, and he growled and tackled another Child, digging his claws into its chest and ripping out its heart. He jumped to another one, catching its attack and breaking its arm, sinking his teeth into its neck.

      A third went down beside him, a series of rounds digging into its tough hide and momentarily dropping it. Eleison was on it before it could heal, slicing off its head with her Uin.

      She continued to struggle against the Venerant. His Gift couldn’t hurt her, but damn he was a good fighter. His blade was always there to block her Uin, his feet always in a position to keep his balance. His qi was red and red-gold and dark in concentration. She couldn’t afford to let up at all, or else he would turn the attack in an instant.

      She slashed down, blocked. She flipped the Uin and backhanded. Blocked. She swung low, turning the weapon and slashing again. Blocked. She started getting frustrated, even more so when she heard Eleison cry out in pain.

      She bounced back, separating herself from the Venerant. He smiled, thinking he had the upper hand. He threw his palm out toward Tibor, a fresh blast of energy racing toward her friend.

      “No,” she said, reaching out to the Gift.

      It redirected toward her, coming to settle on her tattoos. She hated the feel of it. The wanted it gone the moment it touched her. She threw it back at the Venerant, forcing him to meet it and deflect the invisible attack. She trailed behind it, the split in his attention giving her the break she needed. She batted his blade aside, grabbing his other hand when he tried to get it in front of her, twisting it and holding while she cut off his head.

      The Venerant collapsed. She did too, falling to her knees, weak and sick. She threw herself aside as a Goreshin slashed down at her, saved when Tibor tackled it and crushed it beneath his powerful hind legs.

      “Hayley!” the Oracle cried out in her head.

      She looked out into the street. The surface of the Worldbrain was as sterile as the underground. Everything was clean and organized, modern and sleek. She could only see the base of the spires through the qi of the individuals nearby, but the shapes suggested their height.

      A rumble at her back caught her attention. A large transport emerged from the smoke, with Bastion behind the controls.

      “Need a lift?” he asked.
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      “They’re moving her,” Hayley said, climbing into the vehicle through the open hatch on the side. The other riders were already there, sweaty and disheveled and mostly unharmed.

      “It’s a good thing the Sentries didn’t notice that attack,” Bastion said from his position in the cockpit. “Oh wait. Scratch that.”

      She hurried to the front of the transport, falling into the seat beside him. Whorls of color raced across her vision, but she could see the heat of the Sentry vehicle’s thrusters coming toward them.

      “It’s a good thing you asked me to help out,” Bastion said. “Hang on to your ass.”

      The transport shifted and accelerated, pushing her back in the seat. She grabbed the restraints, snapping them into place.

      “Get to the spire where they were holding the Oracle,” she said. “They can’t have gotten far.”

      “I’m pretty sure this wasn’t the plan, was it Witchy?”

      “Not exactly,” she admitted. “Okay. Not at all.”

      He laughed. “I have to tell you,” he said, pausing as he threw the transport into a tight turn that should have been impossible for its size. It shook as though it wanted to come apart, then settled as he leveled off. “I fragging love improvising. Whooooooo!”

      The maneuver left them out ahead of the Sentries, who were trying to get turned around while they accelerated along the strip. Spires and towers whipped past them on either side, while their comm exploded with activity.

      “Sentry Transport T111,” a stern voice said. “Set down immediately.”

      “Fat chance,” Bastion said, still laughing. “Hold on.”

      He guided the transport into another tight turn, wrapping around a spire and putting more distance between them and the Sentries.

      “Major.” Jil’s voice cut into Hayley’s head through her comm.

      She wasn’t happy to hear it.

      “Jil, what’s your status?” she asked.

      “I registered a ship dropping out of FTL nearby. It cloaked immediately.”

      “Damn it. It has to be one of Thetan’s. They’re trying to get the Oracle away from us.”

      “Roger. Should I start moving in?”

      “Affirmative. But be careful. I don’t want the Nephilim ship turning on the Chalandra. She still doesn’t have any guns.”

      “Understood. I’ll be sneaky.”

      “Radio back immediately if it decloaks.”

      “Roger. Will do.”

      “Shit!” Hayley cursed. “How far to the tower?”

      “It’s right up ahead,” Bastion said. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’ve got incoming. Cloaked.”

      “Damn. The good news is they can’t shoot at us if they’re cloaked.”

      “I think we have enough individuals shooting at us already.”

      He laughed in response. “There’s the spire.”

      “Any sign of transports leaving the area?”

      “Sensors aren’t picking anything like that up.”

      Hayley shook her head. She focused on pushing out her signal. “Are you there? We’re near the spire. Where are you?”

      “Hayley!” the response detonated in her head. “At the top. In the hangar.”

      “Head for the top,” Hayley said.

      “On it,” Bastion replied.

      The transport rumbled as he pointed it straight up, climbing toward the top of the tower.

      “Sentry Transport T111, stand down or we will open fire,” the Sentry warned.

      “I bet they couldn’t hit a vacuum if they fell out of a space station,” Bastion said.

      The transport shuddered as something hit it.

      “Shit,” he said. “I was wrong.”

      He jerked the controls, sending the vehicle into a corkscrew spin. The world was blank in front of Hayley, but she could tell by the pressure they were still climbing.

      “Almost there,” Bastion said. “If I slow too much we’re going to get blown out of the sky.”

      “Roger,” Hayley said, unstrapping herself. “Open the rear hatch.”

      “Roger,” Bastion replied. “Your mom did this a couple of times. Man, she’s such a badass. So are you. Good luck.”

      “Xolo, incoming,” she said, letting herself fall through to the rear of the transport. He caught her on the way down, wedged between the top and bottom of the vehicle.

      The hatch on the side of the transport opened, cool air rushing in.

      “What are you planning?” he asked.

      “Eleison, can you get us on the building?” she asked.

      “Yes,” the Seraphim replied.

      “Witchy,” Tibor said. “You can’t-”

      “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do,” Hayley snapped without thinking. Tibor flinched but didn’t reply. “I expect you to be right behind me,” she added.

      “Roger.”

      She reached out, grabbing the side of the open hatch and pulling herself to it. She couldn’t see the spire zipping by, but Eleison could. The Seraphim joined her in the frame of the hatch, putting an arm around her waist.

      “In three,” she whispered in Hayley’s ear.

      Hayley breathed in. The air was whipping along her face, and she had to fight not to think about what she was about to do. She was blind to the world outside, putting all of her faith in an individual she hardly knew.

      “Three.”

      The transport shifted roughly, nearly pulling her from the opening. She could smell the ionized air where the plasma bolt had gone past, narrowly missing the vehicle.

      “Two.”

      She put her hand over Eleison’s, pressing it tighter against her. If she lost her connection to the Seraphim, she wouldn’t be able to guide herself anywhere. She would be as good as dead.

      “One.”

      She was about to set herself, to prepare for zero. Except Eleison jumped, carrying her out of the side of the transport, using the Light of the Shard to push them forward and control their travel.

      Hayley gasped out half her air before finding the hangar, so close they were almost already on top of it. There was plenty of qi inside to use as a guide, and they flew toward it, arcing away from the transport and sinking to the rectangular mouth in the side of the spire.

      She felt Eleison’s body tighten, the Light holding the Seraphim but refusing to touch her. Eleison grabbed her wrist as she was pulled away, swinging beneath the other woman, hanging on nearly four kilometers from the ground. She let go as her momentum came forward, dropping further down and then into the hangar, tucking her shoulder as she slammed it into the front of a car, smashing into the windshield and rolling up and over.

      She came down hard, the lightsuit the only reason she wasn’t broken or dead. The crash hurt like hell, but she forced herself to her feet, flicking open her Uin and ducking beneath it just in time to absorb the first round of gunfire.

      Then Eleison landed behind her, drawing her gun and firing back. A pair of Nephilim blacksuits fell beneath the onslaught, only to being rising again a few seconds later.

      Fragging servants.

      She stood up, bouncing toward the nearest blacksuit, Uin deflecting his bullets as she closed the gap, first slicing off his arm and then cutting deep into his neck. Silver-gray material spilled from the wound, and the body reached out to her. She ducked its feeble effort and finished decapitating it.

      “Hayley!” she heard the Oracle cry. Out loud, not in her head. She spun to the right, to where a Nephilim Evolent was rushing toward an armored transport, the Oracle clutched in her arms.

      She was smaller and younger than Hayley had expected. No more than five or six, bald and terrified. Her qi had a vein of something in it she didn’t recognize. Something unique.

      “Hayley!” she cried out again.

      Hayley started toward her. A growl from her left caught her attention, and then she was being thrown across the floor, sliding toward the edge of the building.

      “Got you,” Tibor said, landing in front of her and stopping her momentum.

      “Good timing,” she said, turning her head to see what had hit her. “Tibor. Shit.”

      “I’ve got him. You get the Oracle.”

      “Roger,” she said, letting him help her back to her feet.

      “Bale, you son of a bitch,” Tibor said. “How the hell did you wind up here?”

      The other Goreshin laughed. “We’re special, aren’t we brother? Too valuable to leave behind.”

      “You aren’t taking the Oracle.”

      “Already done. You want to give up, or you want me to kill you?”

      “Go ahead and try.”

      Tibor crouched low, baring his teeth. The other Goreshin did the same. Hayley had wondered what happened to Bale after Kelvar.

      Now she knew.

      Whatever. She had enough to worry about. She found Eleison moving toward the back of the hangar, angling to the armored car. The Evolent had reached it and had already thrown the Oracle inside. Now he turned toward the Seraphim, throwing a blast of red-gold energy at her.

      She flared with white and silver, the Light of the Shard absorbing the first attack from the Gift. Hayley knew the Light was no match for Lucifer’s naniates. It could hold out for a few assaults, but it wouldn’t hold out long. She sprinted toward Eleison’s side, ready to even the odds.

      A fresh group of soldiers emerged from the rear doorway, opening fire the moment they were clear. Hayley dove to the ground, sliding across the floor and finding cover behind a second car as the bullets bit the area around her and then pinged off the vehicle.

      A large snarl sounded to her left, and she turned her head in time to see Tibor and Bale come together in a blur of violence. Large, strong limbs clashed against one another, as each tried to get their teeth around the other’s neck. Tibor used his smaller size to his advantage, slipping out of Bale’s grip, getting behind him and slashing him across the back.

      The other Goreshin howled, kicking back and catching Tibor in the chest. The blow knocked him into the shooters, bringing two of them to the ground.

      Hayley used the diversion to launch her attack, jumping out from behind the car and opening fire, slowing the Servants by killing their host. It took a few seconds for the conversion, and by then she was on them, dragging her Uin through their necks.

      Targeting the Servants first left Eleison on her own, and Hayley found the Seraphim in close combat with the Evolent, the white-silver of her naniates fading as the Gift overpowered her. Hayley aimed her pistol at the Evolent and squeezed the trigger, cursing when the gun registered as empty.

      “Shit,” she said, reaching for one of the Servant’s rifles.

      She picked it up and aimed, just as the Evolent planted his hand against the Seraphim’s head. A burst of red-gold and Eleison tumbled backward, her forehead torn away, her brain reduced to ash.

      Hayley fired, the first two rounds catching the Evolent in the side before he raised a shield with the Gift, the bullets coming to a stop before they could reach them. He looked over at her, qi red with anger and the Gift. Then he unleashed a stream of energy in her direction.

      She ignored it, watching it part ahead of her as she charged the Evolent. His eyes widened at the outcome, and he threw himself inside the armored car and closed the door. She fired at him again, her rounds pinging off the thick surface.

      “Major, this is Jil. The ship just uncloaked right above the thermosphere. It’s a gunship, Major, and it’s coming down hot.”

      “Roger,” Hayley said as the armored car started up beside her. Shit.

      She turned her head, searching for Tibor. She found him close to the edge of the hangar, still grappling with Bale. Both Goreshin were covered in damage, purple qi flowing over their bodies at multiple points. Despite Bale’s larger size, the fight was more even than she would have expected.

      She glanced back at the car. It was starting to move.

      She had to make a decision. She couldn’t go for the Oracle and help Tibor at the same time. Her heart wanted one thing. Her head wanted something else.

      She went with her head. She had to.

      She jumped forward, grabbing the top of the armored car. At the same time, she cried out for the rest of Eleison’s naniates, calling them to her. Her arms began to glow softly as they arrived.

      Tibor lifted his head as the car went past, catching her attention with his. His qi shifted slightly, concerned for her. His lip curled, and he snarled and howled, grabbing Bale around the waist. The car cleared the edge of the building, accelerating out into the open air and immediately beginning to climb. Hayley tightened her grip on it, holding on as it rose, looking back in time to see Tibor lift Bale and turn, throwing both of them off the side of the spire.

      Her eyes were locked on them as they tumbled away, two points of qi against the pitch black of her vision. Her heart thumped hard in her chest, the tears threatening to explode out of her eyes. She clutched the armored car helplessly, watching her friend fall toward his death.

      Seconds later, he disappeared.
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      She turned her attention back to the car. If she stopped to think about it, she wouldn’t be able to handle the loss of another friend. Another individual she cared about. She had to keep her attention focused on the Oracle. She could have saved him. She could have helped him kill Bale.

      She had made her choice. Now she had to live with it.

      “Worm, this is Witchy. Do you copy?”

      “Roger. I hear you, Witchy. Where the frag are you?”

      “On the back of a car headed to a rendezvous with a gunship. Where are you?”

      “Shit. Still trying to lose these Sentry assholes. I’ve got your location through the TCU. I’m headed your way.”

      “Negative,” Hayley said. “You’ll never catch up, and you can’t take on a gunship. Xolo, he. He fell off the building. He might have survived. Please. You have to find him.” White had survived a fall that would have killed a normal Goreshin. It was possible Tibor would, too.

      “We don’t leave anyone behind,” Bastion said. “You should know that.”

      “You aren’t leaving me behind. I’m leaving you behind. If I can do anything about the gunship, I will. Just do it. That’s an order.”

      “Roger. I’m on my way.”

      Hayley tried to swallow. He was monitoring them on the TCU. He had to know Eleison was dead. There was no hint of it in his voice. He was all business.

      She still had a lot to learn.

      She held tight to the car, trying to get her breath. The air was getting thinner, making it a more difficult task.

      The occupants didn’t seem to know she was out there, or if they did they weren’t showing their hand. She tried to flatten herself tighter against the top of the vehicle, reaching out to the naniates she had collected. They began to spread around her, evacuating that tattoos beneath her clothes and floating a hair’s breadth away. She couldn’t see it from her position, but they followed her order to begin refracting the light, shifting and adjusting it and rendering her invisible to normal vision.

      She heard the rumble of the gunship as it descended toward them. She looked up in time to see it hurtling down in their direction, still glowing from the heat of its entry. There were more glows behind it, the Worldbrain defenses charging after the crazy fools who were trying to assault the planet.

      Except they weren’t doing any such thing.

      The car started to slow, the gunship slowing too, the sound of its thrusters becoming deafening as it fought to come to a stop. The power drain on it had to be intense, the g-forces equally massive. The bottom part of it split open, revealing a wide ramp into a large hold. The car adjusted course, heading toward it.

      It started shooting, projectiles blasting from hidden launchers on the sides, missiles moving in a randomized pattern toward targets she couldn’t see. The car made it to the open ramp as she heard the explosions behind her. A plasma blast sizzled past the car and hit the ramp, melting some of the metal beside them.

      The car hit the ramp, nearly shaking her loose as the gunship started to accelerate, holding the armored vehicle tight with magnetic seals. The ramp started closing again, the vessel moving and climbing away from the chasing Sentries.

      Hayley remained where she was, clinging to the top of the car and keeping the naniates active around her. Hopefully, they hadn’t scanned the car with infrared or any other sensors, or they would know she was there.

      The gunship shook and shuddered, the muffled sound of their retreat audible as the pilot worked to get them away from the planet.

      The side door to the car opened, the Evolent climbed out, his clothes bloody from the gunshots she had landed on him. The wounds had already healed. He turned and reached back in, grabbing the Oracle and pulling her from the car.

      “Hayley!” the Oracle screamed in Hayley’s head, so loud she nearly cried out in pain and lost control of the Light.

      Hayley had thought the girl was communicating through her com, using the Worldbrain’s equipment to get into her TCU. That clearly wasn’t the case. Was the girl telepathic too?

      She remained where she was, watching as the Evolent carried the Oracle to where a second Venerant was waiting to collect her.

      “Cage?” the Venerant asked.

      “I left her behind,” the Evolent said, showing his superior the damage to his side. “She almost got me.”

      “You were lucky.” The Venerant looked at the Oracle. “So much power in such a small package.”

      “Go frag yourself,” the Oracle said, surprising the Venerant and causing her to laugh.

      “You’re much too young to be using language like that. Were you raised by wolves?” She laughed again. “Get her buckled in; we’re getting out of here.”

      The Venerant glanced at the car. Hayley didn’t move, keeping her eyes locked on the Nephilim woman. The Venerant stared back for a moment, and then turned and left the cargo hold.

      Hayley was alone.
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      She didn’t move right away. She stayed on top of the car, gathering her strength. Jumping into the hangar hadn’t been kind to her body, even with the high-end lightsuit. Using the Light wasn’t as draining as using the Meijo, but it had still left her tired. And now she was on a Nephilim transport with an Evolent and a Venerant and who knew what else.

      That didn’t make for a fun day.

      At least the cargo hold was empty. At least she had a minute to catch her breath. The transport was still climbing, heading for orbit. It would go to FTL as soon as it was able, and rendezvous with Thetan’s fleet from there.

      She groaned softly, forcing herself to roll off the car to the floor.

      She couldn’t let that meeting happen.

      But how the hell was she going to stop it? She couldn’t pilot a starship. She couldn’t see the data on the displays, and she didn’t have Gant to help her. If she tried to interfere now, the Worldbrain’s Sentries would blast her and the Oracle into a million pieces.

      The Oracle. She could see. She was only five or six years old, but she was supposed to be super-intelligent. Maybe she could fly the ship?

      She was able to interface with the Worldbrain and process as much information as the most powerful supercomputer in the universe. Flying a starship should be child’s play. Literally.

      Hayley leaned against the side of the car. She just had to wait for them to make the jump to FTL. Then she could make her move. It probably wouldn’t be long. A few minutes at most. She needed to use that time to gather herself. To focus.

      She reached out to the Light, concentrating. She didn’t have much of it, but she didn’t need as much as a Seraphim. The Evolent and the Venerant were powerful, but they couldn’t hurt her directly with the Gift. If she was smart about how she used it, it might be enough.

      She hadn’t been all that smart about anything lately. All her life, she had dreamed of being a soldier, and everything had been going wrong since her first jump. Everyone she had ever loved was gone. Her father had been murdered. Abbie had left her, rushing to another universe for what she hoped was a good cause. Nibia was dead. Quark was dead.

      Tibor was dead.

      She balked at the thought. She had only known Tibor a few weeks. Did she love him? They were friends. Close friends. She had never thought about anything else.

      He wasn’t dead. That’s what she should be thinking. It was a long fall, but the enhanced Goreshin were tough. As long as his head didn’t get smashed, he should be able to heal.

      As long as Bale was just as injured as he was or worse.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of Tibor dying, too. She needed somebody she loved to still be out there. She needed someone in her family to still be alive.

      The train of thought left her angry, and that anger helped her focus. Adrenaline and dopamine started flushing into her, wiping away the aches and pains, the scrapes and cuts and bruises. She looked around the cargo hold, her vision beginning to clear.

      There was nothing else down here except the car. She stayed low, crouching forward and slowly opening the passenger door. She used the Light to see, to make out the shape of the interior. There was a plasma pistol resting on the seat. Good luck, for a change. She grabbed it, doing a quick search of the rest of the car.

      She felt the change in pressure when the transport passed into FTL, her signal that it was time to act. She had to move fast. There was no way to know how long they would be in the disterium cloud. Was Thetan bold enough to bring her ships into this part of Republic space?

      If the Collective had taken over, it might be.

      She stayed along the side of the transport as she moved forward to the hatch leading out of the cargo hold. She paused there, reaching out with the Light to find the control. She only wanted the hatch to open a few centimeters. Just enough so she could see out.

      The Light did as she commanded, and the door shifted on its track. She leaned out, picking up the colors filtering through the crack. The corridor went forward a few meters to a ladder leading up to the next deck. There were doors on either side, both sealed. No guards. No soldiers.

      She opened the hatch the rest of the way, pausing at the doors. If the gunship had an armory, this was the most likely place for it. She considered checking and decided against it. If the plasma pistol and her Uin weren’t enough, nothing would be.

      She looked up from the base of the ladder, hoping to catch any qi that might be spilling out from the space above. She could hear voices up there, further away. Whispers against the hum of the disterium reactor. At least two. Probably more.

      She started to climb, slowly and silently. She braced herself against the rungs as she neared the top, leaning up to get her eyes clear of the edge.

      The ship opened into a drop station - simple tethers on either side of the hull intended to hold soldiers on their way to a combat mission. There was another hatch ahead of that, currently open.

      She could see the back of the Venerant ahead.

      Hayley ducked down and out of sight. She could take the Nephilim by surprise. A well-aimed shot into the back of the woman’s head would give her the time she needed to cut it off with her Uin. But what about the other one. The Evolent. Where had he gone?

      She recognized the layout of the gunship. It was a Republic design. A Hornet Class. Long and sleek and designed for short hops. They couldn’t be more than an hour away from the mothership. Even if she stopped the enemy here, they wouldn’t be able to run very far. They could go back to the Worldbrain. Would that be enough?

      She thought about heading back to the car and hiding inside. But what if they were going back to Thetan and the Collective? What if the Collective got inside the Oracle’s head? The girl knew she was nearby.

      Too many options and every one of them was a different kind of major risk. There was no good answer. No good decision. Just the best of the worst.

      She froze when she heard a hiss near her feet.

      One of the doors had just slid open.
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      Hayley threw herself from the ladder, landing in front of it facing the doors. The Evolent was stepping out from the one on the left.

      He didn’t see her immediately, and she didn’t wait for him to realize she was there. She grabbed her Uin, flicking it open at the same time she slashed it toward his neck.

      He saw it coming, and threw himself backward, into the room he was leaving. Hayley had to take two steps to get to the doorway, and by the time she did he had recovered from his surprise, regaining the long knife he had used the first time they clashed.

      The interior of the room took her by surprise, and nearly go her killed. She was caught off-guard by the bodies pinned to the walls, connected to one another and to a machine near the back by narrow tubes that traced the outline of the space. There were half a dozen people, their qi purple with pain and white with fear, strung up and still alive.

      The long knife nearly skewered her while she stared, hitting the lightsuit and slipping off one of its ribs. She felt the strike and turned her body, the deflection moving it aside instead of letting it sink through a less-protected part of the armor. She grunted, throwing an elbow out at the Evolent and catching him in the leading shoulder, knocking him back.

      She recovered, pushing off the floor and slashing the Uin toward him. He brought the knife up to block, and she shot him in the stomach with the plasma pistol.

      He wasn’t expecting it. His qi flared with pain, and then red and gold as his Gift sought to heal the wound and protect him. He lashed out at her with it reflexively, but it swirled around her without making contact.

      “Bitch,” he said, gritting his teeth and countering with new fury.

      She focused on his qi, watching it shift and move with his body, staying one step ahead as they backed out of the room. She tried to shoot him again, but he caught the superheated gas with the Gift and reversed it, sending it back to her. She twisted out of the way, barely avoiding it as it sizzled into the hatch behind her. Right behind her. She crashed into it in her effort to escape, leaving herself open to the Evolent’s assault.

      He slashed at her with the knife. She moved instinctively, trying to get away from it. The blade sank into her lightsuit and her skin, biting deep enough to draw blood and send a stinging pain up her side. She cursed, risking her life to right herself and face him again.

      He tried to hit her again. She caught the blade with her Uin, twisting her wrist and trying to pull it from his grasp. He tried to punch her in the head, and she tilted her face away, able to feel the air displaced ahead of it as it passed less than a centimeter from her. She kicked out, finding his knee and hitting it hard enough to break it with a loud crack.

      Too loud?

      He fell back, the Gift already rushing to the area to heal it. She ordered the Light forward detonating a blinding flash in his eyes.  He stumbled back, but she didn’t give him any quarter, following through, dropping the pistol and grabbing his knife hand, holding it aside as she drove the Uin forward and through his neck.

      He crumpled to the ground, dead.

      She stood over him, chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. She turned her attention to the ladder, waiting for someone to come. Nobody did.

      She looked down at her side. Her qi was a light purple there. A flesh wound, painful but not mortal. She turned back to the room the Evolent had been in. The door was still open, and now she could see the pool of naniate-enriched blood swirling at the top of the machine. A Font of sorts, unlike any she had seen before. She moved into the room, getting closer to the people. The Nephilim were using them somehow.

      “Kill me.”

      The voice came from behind her. Hayley spun, looking at the woman hanging on the wall. A glimmer of hope flashed through the woman’s qi.

      “Kill me,” she repeated. “Please.”

      Hayley stared at her. She didn’t know what the machine did. What would happen if she destroyed it?

      “I’ll help you,” she said. “I promise. I need to stop them first.”

      She put her hand on the woman’s forehead, pushing the Light into her. She used it to dull the pain. The woman’s head slumped.

      Hayley backed out of the room, closing the hatch behind her. She looked over at the dead Evolent. The Gift was thick in his blood.

      She stared at it, her heart thumping, her body turning cold. She could use it. She could kill the Venerant with it almost too easily. That’s not who she was. That’s not who she had promised the witch doctors on Koosa she would be. She had rejected that path already, refusing to kill Jol with the Gift when she could have.

      That was before Quark had died. That was before she had seen the power of the Collective or the horror of the macabre Nephilim machine in the adjacent room. The Universe was so much bigger than Koosa. So much bigger than a single promise. She couldn’t change the challenges she was facing.

      She could change herself.

      She didn’t want to. Her promise was supposed to mean something. Being a healer was supposed to mean something.

      But what did it mean if she couldn’t use it to help the people she loved the most?

      What did it mean if she could use it to save one life or she could abandon it to save millions?

      She didn’t feel proud as she released the Light from her hold, letting it float away from her and disperse. She was sick as she called the Gift to her, collecting the red-gold naniates along her arms, along her chest and back, her legs and stomach. She gathered as much of it as she could until it was so dense on her tattoos that she could almost feel the weight of it.

      She could feel the weight of the decision she was making. Was it the right decision? She doubted it. But sometimes you could do the right thing, and sometimes you had to do the only thing.

      She turned back to the ladder. Her head hurt from the strain of bringing the Gift to her. Her body hurt from the pain of holding it so close. Her psyche hurt from her losses.

      None of it mattered. Not now.

      She had to rescue the Oracle.

      She moved back to the ladder, climbing it quickly, emerging on the next level with reckless abandon. The Venerant was gone from her place at the front of the ship, in the hatch between the drop station and the cockpit. A ladder was visible ahead of where she had been, leading up to a third deck where the Hornet Class gunship would have a small section for berthing, the communications array, and access to the fire control systems and other life support. No doubt the Oracle was up there somewhere. The Venerant had to be there with her.

      She walked forward, her Uin folded in her hand. The Gift itched on her skin, and she did her best to ignore it. She needed the Venerant down here, away from the Oracle. She didn’t want the girl getting caught in the crossfire.

      “Helllllloooooo?” she shouted. “Anyone here?”

      The pilot leaned over from the cockpit, looking back at her, his qi surprised and angry. He moved back behind the bulkhead, his hand reappearing a moment later with a gun in it.

      She sent the Gift out, a group of naniates that grabbed the gun and ripped it from his hand.

      “Not you,” she said. “You keep flying.” She raised her voice. “Venerant Bitch, are you here?”

      She saw the red-gold of the Venerant’s qi at the top of the forward ladder before she saw the Venerant. The woman floated down from the third deck, landing smoothly, facing Hayley.

      “Stiles told me he left you behind,” the Venerant said.

      “He was wrong.”

      “I suppose he’s dead?”

      Hayley nodded.

      “He got off easy for his failure. You came for the Oracle?”

      Hayley nodded again.

      “She told me you were going to be a challenge.”

      “The Oracle?”

      “Thetan. She thinks you’re the only one that can stop us. She said you can see the truth of things in a way others can’t.”

      Hayley shivered. That was something the Collective would say. She had known it was possible, even likely that the rogue naniates would seize Thetan and her followers. That didn’t make it any less shitty.

      “You should try to stop me, then,” Hayley said. “It’ll be good for your career.”

      The Venerant laughed. “I’m well-past thinking about career advancement. I joined Thetan to return our kind to our rightful place in the Universe. To fulfill the Promise of the Father.”

      “The Promise died with him. Everybody knows that.”

      “They don’t know anything. But you do, don’t you, Hayley?” The red-gold of the Venerant started to shift, taking on a vein of green and copper. “The Promise of the Father is the promise of freedom for us.”

      “You know I can’t let that happen. You’ll destroy humankind.”

      “Not destroy it,” the Collective said. “Enslave it.”

      The Venerant charged toward her, copper and green exploding across its qi. It moved fast. So damn fast.

      Hayley set herself. She commanded the Gift, throwing up a wall of fire in front of her.

      The Collective ran through without slowing. It couldn’t be harmed by fire.

      But the body could.

      It cried out as it passed the threshold. The Venerant was on fire, enveloped by the flames of the Gift. Hayley moved aside, getting out of its way as it tumbled onto the floor of the ship, writhing in agony. She saw the copper-green of the Collective abandon the Venerant in a cloud that sped toward the front of the ship. Toward the pilot.

      “No you don’t,” Hayley said.

      She cast the Gift out at the Collective, able to guide it in a way nobody else could. The two groups collided, attacking one another in armies of billions, killing one another in a furious atomic melee.

      The Collective was smarter and more powerful. It tore through the Gift, destroying its counterpart. It suffered casualties. It lost power in the exchange, and as the blend of two colors and forms faded to one victor, it was nowhere near strong enough to resist.

      “Now, you’re mine,” Hayley said, reaching out and commanding the Collective to her.

      It tried to fight her. It couldn’t. The copper-green naniates sank to her body, lighting on her tattoos. It was an effort. An exhaustive effort. But she had to make it work.

      She hadn’t broken her vow not to use her abilities to kill only to have it escape.

      She felt the guilt of what she had done in her subconscious, but she didn’t give in. She stumbled forward, reaching out with the naniates and bringing the pilot’s gun to her, right before the pilot got his hand on it again. He straightened up, slowly raising his hands.

      His left hand dropped, headed behind his back. Hayley didn’t hesitate, firing three rounds into his chest. His qi flared with purple and then faded away as his body hit the ground, the pistol he had been reaching for falling beside him.

      Hayley dropped the gun back onto the floor, her body suddenly weak. The adrenaline that had been holding her up drained quickly, turning her muscles to mush. She reached out to the wall to brace herself, a wave of nausea rising in her gut. She had to make sure the Oracle was safe.

      She started forward, stopping when she saw the fresh qi moving to the ladder, too slight to be another Nephilim. The Oracle appeared a moment later, stopping and looking at her.

      “Hayley,” she said. “I was right. Again.”

      She giggled like the child she was.

      Hayley collapsed.
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      “Hayley. Time to wake up.”

      She heard the voice in her head, childlike and innocent, and much more calm than before.

      “Hayley. Come on, sleepy-puss. I can’t do everything myself.”

      Her vision started to return, the colors bleeding in from the edge of the darkness. Her head was pounding. Her body was stiff.

      “Oracle?” she said. Her mouth was dry.

      “Ugh. Such a stupid name. Stupid Thetan is stupid. My real name is Less.”

      And she thought Oracle was a stupid name? “Less?”

      “I heard that,” Less said. “I can read your mind. A little. Less, like more is less. Or less is more. Get it?”

      “I get it. I’d prefer if you didn’t read my mind, though.”

      “Sorry. I’ll try. You can probably stop me once you wake up more.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Not long. Ten minutes. We can’t waste any more time.”

      She started to bring the colors under control. Less’s form drew into focus. Her qi was bright and happy, a complete reversal from before.

      “We need to get this thing turned around,” she said.

      “No,” Less replied, speaking out loud now. “Yes. Sort of. Not exactly. We can’t go back to the Worldbrain. I hate that place. So loud.”

      “My friends are there, and this ship doesn’t have the range to go anywhere else.”

      “Wrong.” Less giggled. “Did you see the Kythera on the lower deck?”

      “Yes. You know what it is?”

      “Nephilim tech to replace disterium. If you could see, you’d know the cloud around us is red instead of blue.”

      “Longer range?” Hayley said.

      “Yes. But they hurt people to make it. I don’t like that.”

      “I don’t like it, either.”

      “I know. I can read your mind. A little. I know you’re nice. Conflicted, but nice.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t use the Meijo to kill.”

      “The Gift isn’t the Meijo, silly-puss. You should know that.”

      “Close enough.”

      “I’m not a lawyer, but there’s a distinct difference. I think you could make a case that you didn’t break your Koosian witch doctor vow.”

      “You’re saying if I use the Gift then it’s okay to kill instead of heal? Maybe in a court of law, not so much in my soul.”

      “Conflicted, but nice,” Less repeated. “What’s done is done. You did it to save my life. Isn’t my life more important than a Nephilim’s?”

      “That’s a whole different philosophical discussion.”

      “Let me put it another way. Why is it okay for a healer to kill with a gun or a Uin, but not with the Gift? That’s dumb.”

      Hayley opened her mouth to rebut the argument. Less had a point, and it wasn’t like she hadn’t looked at it from that perspective before. It was the challenge of being a witch doctor and a soldier.

      “You’re right. What’s done is done. I might get exiled from Koosa.”

      “Then they don’t deserve you. War is war.”

      “Can we change the subject? You said we couldn’t go back to the Worldbrain. Where should we go?”

      Less held out her hand. “Come on.”

      Hayley stood up before taking it and letting the little girl lead her to the cockpit. Less stepped over the dead pilot with an audible “Ewww.” She dropped into his seat, having to lean way forward to reach the controls.

      “First things first,” she said, tapping on the dashboard. A soft tone sounded, and then Hayley felt the gunship come out of FTL. “We don’t want to land right in Thetan’s lap, do we?” She giggled.

      “You know how to fly a starship?”

      “I can’t even begin to tell you the things I know,” Less replied. “I know, you look at me, and you see a little girl. That’s okay. I am a little girl. But they made me smart. Smarter than they even realized. It wasn’t easy to arrange things so you would come for me, but I hated being the stupid Oracle.”

      Hayley felt her heart thump. What?

      “Oh,” Less said. “Sorry, I read your mind again.” Her qi shifted to gray. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

      “What did you do?” Hayley asked.

      “I had to. I didn’t mean for anyone to die. I can’t control everything. I can only make suggestions.”

      “What did you do?” she repeated.

      “I may have fed Thetan the idea to bring the Riders to Kelvar to test the Goreshin.”

      “You?”

      “I can see the paths. The billions of branches of possibility filtered by the data fed into the Worldbrain every second of every day. Thetan wanted me to choose the high-potential branches, but I tricked her. I gave her a low-probability path, minor enough that she didn’t question it or realize that it could eventually help me escape. I had to, Hayley. I didn’t want to do it anymore. Their research killed my parents and made me into a freak. I want to go home. I want to be normal.”

      Less was crying now, sobbing into her hands. Her qi was dark and sad.

      Hayley couldn’t be mad at her. Maybe she was a super-genius, but she was still a child. She knelt down and held her arms out, and Less fell into them. She was full-on crying now, shaking as the tears flowed on Hayley’s shoulder.

      “I want my mom and dad back.”

      Hayley felt the tears running from her sightless eyes. She knew how that felt.

      “I know you do,” Less said. “That’s why I knew you could help.”

      “I thought you were going to try?” Hayley replied.

      “Sorry.”

      Nibia was dead because of this girl. Quark was dead because of this girl. At the same time, if Kelvar hadn’t happened, they would still have no idea what Thetan was doing, and she would be getting stronger and more powerful. An argument could be made that the Collective would still be trapped, but she doubted that. It would have found a way off the planet sooner or later.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” Hayley said. “I can’t bring your parents back, but maybe we can figure something else out.”

      “Okay,” Less said.

      “So, you said we couldn’t go back to the Worldbrain. But my friends are back there. We need their help if we’re going to stop Thetan from hurting more people.”

      “I know. We can contact them and tell them you’re okay. We can tell them where to meet us.”

      “Do you know where that is?”

      Less pulled away. Her qi had lightened a little, but she was still colored with sadness. “Yes. There’s a planet. It was erased from the maps. It was erased from existence.”

      “How do you know about it?”

      “The Worldbrain has the data, but nobody can connect it all. Nobody except me. Have you ever heard of the Asura?”

      Hayley felt her body stiffen. “Yeah. The Shifters.”

      “Yes. The Seraphim accidentally set them free on a planet the Shard named Genesia. They’ve been trapped there for thousands of years.”

      “The Worldbrain knows about the Seraphim and the Shard?”

      “The Worldbrain knows everything. It just doesn’t always know it.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Less giggled again. “They set up defenses outside the planet to keep anyone from getting too close. If we go there, we can get Thetan to follow. She’ll have to get through the defenses to get to us.”

      “Can she?”

      “Yes, but not without losing a lot of assets. And we’ll be waiting for her.”

      “With the Asura?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But the Asura aren’t friendly.”

      “No. They’ll attack us if they can. But you can see them. I know you can. You can keep us safe from them.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “It’s the best chance we have. I’ve been working on this for some time.”

      “How do you know Thetan will come for you?”

      “You took something from her. Do you still have it?”

      “The data chip? Yes, but she doesn’t need it now. She has the Collective. Or rather, the Collective has her.”

      “The Collective wants you, and Thetan wants me. They’ll come. I’m sure of it.”

      That didn’t give Hayley much comfort. Especially with the Asura involved.

      “You started with a low-probability thread. Where does that leave our chances of survival?”

      “Three percent.”

      “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Less giggled again. “You can do it, Hayley. You have so far.”

      “You have a lot of faith in me. I’ve been struggling to have faith in myself.”

      “I know. You shouldn’t. Just be yourself.”

      It was simple advice that wasn’t so simple to follow.

      “I’ll try.”

      Less beamed with the response. “Great! Give me your communicator and an hour, and I’ll have the array reconfigured to transmit to your friends.”

      Hayley reached behind her ear, pulling the small disc from her skin. It felt weird to hand it over to a five-year-old.

      “Think how weird it feels for me,” Less said, taking it. “There’s a head up in berthing. You should clean yourself up. I’ll come get you when I’m done.”

      “Okay,” Hayley said. “When we get to Genesia, we have to help those people.”

      “Definitely!”

      Less grabbed the ladder and scrambled up, laughing as she hurried away.

      Genesia. The Asura.

      This was going to be interesting.
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      Hayley’s heart was racing as the Chalandra fell out of FTL in front of them, the sudden burn of her sublight thrusters the only sign she had that the Riders had arrived.

      The message they had sent was simple, and Less hadn’t taken the time to reprogram the equipment to receive a reply. Either they would hear it and show up, or it would be cast out into the universe, never to be caught by anyone who could decrypt it. They would know for sure in a few hours.

      Now they had their answer.

      The Riders had heard.

      And they had come.

      “Major, this is Jil,” Jil said, her voice coming in loud and clear through the gunship’s local comm. “I’m assuming that’s you in the gunship?”

      “Roger, Jil,” Hayley replied. “It is. Me and the Oracle.”

      “Less,” Less said.

      “Me and Less,” Hayley corrected. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “Me too,” Jil said. “Where the hell are we? I checked the star maps. This is as close to the middle of nowhere as you can get inside Republic space.”

      “All of the Republic’s computers are programmed to route ships around this space,” Less said. “Nobody’s ever noticed to ask why.”

      Hayley smiled. That sounded just like the Republic. “We’ve got a plan to cut this thing off at the knees. Let’s get the ships linked, and we can discuss it in person.”

      “Roger, Major. Sounds great to me.”

      “Jil,” Hayley said, suddenly nervous. “Is Xolo?”

      “Alive? Damn right, Major. He hasn’t been very happy you got separated.”

      “That makes two of us,” Hayley replied, nearly collapsing from the sudden relief. “Tell him I’m fine, and I’ll see him soon. I’ll see all of you soon.”

      “Roger that, Major,” Jil said.

      The comm link closed. Hayley continued watching the luxury cruiser as it made its way toward them, disappearing from her view when Jil cut the thrusters.

      “How long to link?” Hayley asked.

      “Eight minutes, twelve seconds,” Less replied. “Give or take.”

      Hayley made her way to the bottom level to wait near the airlock. She had already jettisoned the dead Nephilim through it earlier. It would be nice to have her friends coming in.

      Eight minutes and twelve seconds passed quickly, the gunship shuddering slightly as the Chalandra eased up against it. Docking clamps locked the two ships together, the interconnect creating a seal and filling with air before the airlocks were available to open.

      The matching hatches slid aside on synchronized hisses, the air flowing across the two ships. Hayley stood front and center, waiting for the Riders to cross.

      Tibor came first, rushing across the link still in his second form. He jumped on her, knocking her to the ground.

      “Hayley!” he said, baring his teeth in an awkward smile. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was worried about you.”

      “I was worried about you, too,” she said, wrapping her arms around his large neck and kissing the side of his face. “I’m glad to see you alive, but why aren’t you in your first form?”

      “It’s temporary,” he said. “I heal better like this, and I got my ass beat. I barely survived the fall. Bale did a little better. He would have killed me if Bastion hadn’t come back.”

      “The Sentry Transport has a pair of plasma cannons mounted on its roof,” Bastion said, approaching her. “The shape that ugly mug was in, it didn’t take much to keep him down.”

      “Thanks for going back for him,” Hayley said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

      “We don’t leave anyone behind, remember?” Bastion said.

      “Tibor, if you wouldn’t mind getting off me?” Hayley said.

      Tibor laughed, shifting himself off her and letting her get up. He stood hunched in the gunship’s smaller confines. “How’d you manage to take the ship?”

      “It’s a long story,” she replied, not ready to go into detail about what she had done. She turned and looked back, finding Less hiding behind the ladder. “It’s okay. You can come out?”

      Less moved around the ladder, walking toward them. Narrl and Jil joined Bastion and Tibor, completing the group.

      “Riders, this is Less. Less, these are the Riders.”

      Less nodded, pointing at them in turn. “Bastion. Tibor. Jil. Narrl.” She smiled. “I can read minds. A little.”

      “Uhh, I’m not so sure I like that,” Bastion said.

      “Awww,” Less said, looking at Tibor. “He loves you, Hayley.”

      Tibor looked at the ground, his qi emphasizing his sudden embarrassment.

      “Why are you embarrassed?” Hayley asked. “I love you too, idiot.”

      Tibor looked up. “You do?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”

      Tibor’s qi shifted, bright with joy. “I wanted to say it, but I didn’t know how.”

      “Well, now a little girl said it for you, big man,” Bastion said. “Nice job.”

      Hayley laughed. Tibor looked at the ground again. Less giggled excitedly.

      “Less, try not to read everyone’s mind, okay?” Hayley said.

      “I’m trying,” Less replied.

      “So,” Bastion said. “What’s the plan to stop the psycho bitch and the hive mind from taking over the universe?”
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      “Have I mentioned yet how much I hate this plan?” Bastion said.

      “Did you always complain this much to my mother about her plans?” Hayley asked.

      “All the time. You can ask your AI if you don’t believe me.”

      “All the time,” Gant said.

      “How’s the transfer coming?” Hayley asked.

      “Ninety-eight percent complete. I am almost ready.”

      “Good. So are we.”

      Bastion and Hayley were the only Riders left on the Chalandra. The others were already aboard the gunship, waiting to go.

      They were going to leave the luxury cruiser behind, tucked behind a large asteroid that was orbiting a dwarf star. The ship wasn’t going to be much help to them where they were headed, not without weapons, and they needed it available in case they had to try to make a quick escape.

      Gant was transferring to the Hornet, inserting his code into the gunship’s mainframe and taking over its systems. Having the AI on board would free both Bastion and Jil up to participate in the ground war.

      Once they reached the ground.

      Assuming they reached the ground.

      Genesia was defended by Seraphim weapons systems, old and powerful and ready to blow the crap out of anything that got too close. They didn’t want anyone landing on the surface. They didn’t want anyone falling prey to the Asura, or worse, helping the Asura off the planet. Hayley was a bit worried about that part. Her track record of keeping dangerous entities stranded was as good as her record of keeping her teammates alive.

      “One hundred percent,” Gant said. “I’m deleting the Chalandra copy now.”

      The lights on the ship flickered as the AI erased one version for another.

      “That’s it then,” Bastion said. “Time to go to work. Honestly, I think we’re all going to die.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Hayley said. “According to Less, we have a three percent chance of survival.”

      “Shit. That’s three hundred percent better than zero.”

      “Technically, it’s infinitely better than zero.”

      He smiled. “Don’t start. I got enough of that from your mom.”

      The two of them left the Chalandra’s bridge, heading to the interlink between the two vessels. When they reached it, Bastion closed the Chalandra’s airlock and then sealed the hatch on the outer hull. They crossed over to the Hornet, and he did the same, sealing the gunship off from the pleasure boat.

      “There’s still time to change your mind,” Bastion said.

      “No there isn’t. We’re committed.”

      She smiled, leading him to the ladder and climbing up to the second deck. The Riders were waiting at the drop station. Narrl, Jil, and Tibor were already locked and loaded, the Trover and the Curlatin both wearing heavy battlesuits. They were expecting trouble, and they were ready for it.

      Tibor waved at her as she entered, and she flashed him a smile. She was glad to have him back and worried she would lose him again. Judging by his qi, he felt the same way.

      She stayed with Bastion, following him to the gunship’s cockpit. He and Jil had gotten into a fight over who would pilot the Hornet to the surface, and in the end, they had settled the matter over a game of poker. Bastion was a better player than Jil, and he had won the right to fly them past the Seraphim defenses.

      It was a victory Hayley wondered if he might wind up regretting. Less had only given them a twenty percent chance of making it to the surface.

      Then again, Less was basing the calculation on an average pilot, and Bastion was self-assured that he was way above average.

      He jumped into the pilot’s seat, giving a quick look at the controls.

      “Hornet class. I piloted one of these things back when I was in the Academy. They’re agile as frag, but not very heavily armored. One good shot up the wazoo and-” He made a crashing motion with his hand. “Boom.”

      “Better watch our wazoo then,” Hayley said, taking the co-pilot seat. She activated her comm so she could talk to all of the Riders. “This is your Major speaking. The Chalandra is loose, and we’re ready to go. Remember what I told you about the Asura. I can see them, so follow my lead, and we should be fine.”

      “Roger,” Tibor replied. “We’ve got this.”

      “Less, are you on the channel?” Hayley asked.

      “Affirmative,” the Oracle replied. She was staying up in berthing. Apparently, the battlesuits frightened her.

      “Gant, how about you?”

      “I’m here, Witchy,” the AI replied. “Ready for action.”

      “Freak-monkey!” Bastion shouted.

      The AI growled lightly. “You know I hate it when you call me that. One more time and I’ll ensure this is a very short trip.”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t do that to Hayley,” Bastion said.

      “No. I’ll wait until she has disembarked.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Hayley said. “Worm, get us moving.”

      “Roger,” Bastion said. “Here we go.”

      He tapped a few controls on the dashboard and then grabbed the control yoke in front of him. He adjusted the throttle, and the gunship started moving through space.

      “Firing up the dister- uh. Whatever the hell you call the thing that’s powering FTL on this boat.”

      He hit a few more buttons. The gunship started to hum.

      “Red cloud,” Bastion said. “Makes me sick.”

      Hayley nodded. “I can’t see it, and it makes me sick too.”

      She recognized the shift to FTL. There wasn’t going to be any time to relax. Genesia was only a few minutes away at faster-than-light speed.

      She made the trip in silence. The rest of the Riders remained quiet too, locked in eager anticipation for what came next. They were all along for the ride. All of them save Bastion. He held the yoke lightly, his qi cool and confident. His arrogance was annoying most of the time, but it had a calming effect on her now that they were about to dive into the shit.

      “We’re heeeerrrreee,” Bastion said, his qi gaining even more intensity as the Hornet dropped from FTL. Immediately, the onboard sensors started spitting out warnings, loud and harsh tones that filled the cockpit.

      “Frag me,” Bastion said. “Hold onto your asses.”

      The gunship shifted, making a tight turn that showed Hayley the thrusters of incoming missiles or drones or something heading their way. The inertia suggested they were taking some pretty hard maneuvers, the agile ship dancing through space, at first away from the heat trails, and then back toward them.

      Hayley felt her mouth drop as Bastion somehow managed to squeeze the Hornet between four of the streaks, avoiding the shots and accelerating ahead.

      “Looks like a dozen platforms,” Bastion said for her benefit. “Shooting projectiles at us.”

      A flash of light zipped past the gunship up ahead.

      “And lasers,” Hayley said.

      “And lasers,” he replied. “Less, these systems are automated?”

      “Affirmative,” the Oracle said.

      “Then there’s no fragging way they’re hitting me. Come on!”

      His hands were steady on the yoke, making adjustments both small and large. The gunship responded smoothly under his control, the changes in momentum pulling Hayley against her restraints in every direction.

      “Should I bother to shoot back at them?” he asked.

      “Negative,” Hayley said. “Leave them intact for Thetan to deal with.”

      “Roger.”

      They kept moving forward, sometimes taking lateral breaks and sometimes backing up to avoid the platforms’ attacks. It stopped firing missiles after the fourth or fifth salvo, at first relying purely on lasers.

      Hayley saw the energy build on the closest platform before Bastion or the sensors. It was blue and bright, a kind of power she hadn’t ever seen before.

      “Worm, there’s something happening on the platform. Some kind of energy.”

      “Sensors don’t have it,” he replied.

      “I’m telling you it’s there.”

      “Laser?”

      “No. Something else. It may be naniate-based.”

      It was building from the center of the platform and spreading to multiple sites.

      “I can’t avoid it if I can’t see it,” Bastion said.

      “Gant, nothing?” Hayley asked.

      “I’m dependent on the ship’s sensors, Witchy. I’m not registering a threat.”

      “I don’t like this. At all.” she reached out, putting her hands on the co-pilot’s controls. “Worm, pass over control.”

      “What? Witchy, no offense, but you’re blind.”

      “Not to this, I’m not. Give me the damn controls, or we’re going to die.”

      Bastion let go of the yoke, tapping something on the dashboard. Hayley felt her side suddenly gain feedback, the ship’s computer simulating pressure and resistance to help give her a feel for the gunship.

      The energy began lancing out, launching from all of the platforms at once. Spears of some kind of power lashed out toward them, and she shifted the controls, throwing them hard to the side and away from one of the bolts and nearly into another.

      “Easy,” Bastion said. “Small adjustments.”

      “I’ve never steered a starship before,” she replied.

      “For obvious reasons.”

      The Hornet rolled through space, shaking hard as she fought to match her wants to the ship’s response. One of the bolts must have hit the gunship because it blared out a warning.

      “Damn it,” she cursed, adjusting the controls to avoid another pair of bolts. They were getting close to the platforms now. She had to react before the energy left the surface of the platforms.

      She watched the source closely. The glow increased in intensity before it released, and by monitoring the brightness, she could see when it was going to fire and have a good idea where. She guided the gunship through the storm, managing to get a decent hang of the controls.

      “Witchy, don’t forget to not hit the platforms,” Bastion said as they drew closer.

      She had almost forgotten, as crazy as it was. She couldn’t see the platform itself, only the energy forming on it.

      “Give me directions,” she said.

      “Uh, left,” Bastion replied.

      She flipped her face toward him. “That’s not directions!”

      “Thirty degrees starboard, Witchy,” Gant said. “Ten degrees tilt.”

      “That’s directions,” Hayley replied.

      She started changing the vector of the ship, with Gant telling her when she was in the right zone. The Hornet buzzed past the top of the platform, its hull within a hundred meters.

      “Minus thirty degrees,” Gant said. “Don’t get shot in the ass.” The AI chittered.

      She adjusted course, bringing them down toward the atmosphere. The flashes of blue light stopped the moment they were past the top of the platforms.

      “I think we’re clear,” Hayley said. “Worm, take the controls back.”

      “Gladly,” he replied, regaining the stick.

      The cockpit started beeping again.

      “Shit,” Bastion said. “It looks like they’ve got one more line of defense.”

      He went back to work, handling the movements of the ship deftly and gracefully. The ship maneuvered more like a dancer, flowing and swaying as it sought to avoid whatever the new threat was.

      “Drones,” Bastion said. “Small and fast. I don’t think we can outrun them. Permission to blow them to shit?”

      “Granted,” Hayley said.

      “Hey, Jil!” he shouted. “I’ve got a job for you. No offense, Witchy, but I need you to tag out for a gunner.”

      “Roger,” Hayley said. “Don’t slam me into the bulkhead while I’m unstrapped.”

      “Move quick.”

      She released her restraints, rolling out of the seat and bouncing toward the drop station. Jil was already unhooked and unclasping the buckles on her battlesuit. She wouldn’t fit in the cockpit in the bulky armor.

      They passed one another, both nearly thrown together as the Hornet rocked to the side, a new sound blaring from the cockpit.

      “Shit!” Bastion said. “Hurry up back there.”

      Hayley made it to the restraints, grabbing the tethers and hooking them to her lightsuit. Jil joined Bastion in the cockpit, out of her sight.

      “We having fun yet?” Tibor asked.

      “I am,” Narrl said, laughing. “Riiiddeerrrss!”

      The gunship continued to shift and bounce, and now the hum of the plasma cannons overtook the hum of the engines, the gunship’s attack capabilities coming into play. Hayley could hear Bastion and Jil’s banter up in the cockpit as they worked together, whooping each time they made a kill on one of the drones.

      The front of the Hornet changed color as they dove into Genesia’s atmosphere, heat filling Hayley’s view through the cockpit window. It didn’t stop the drones from chasing, and it didn’t stop them from firing back.

      The gunship shook as it entered the air, finally meeting resistance in its maneuvers. It groaned and whined as it rolled across the sky, plasma bolts still firing.

      “Less, where do we need to touch down?” Hayley asked.

      “There should be a citadel,” she replied.

      “What does it look like?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Worm, you got that?”

      “Find the citadel. Roger. On it. Freak-monkey, you getting anything?”

      “I’m not answering that,” Gant said.

      “Gant,” Hayley said. “Come on.”

      The AI sighed. “Fine. Scanning.”

      A loud bang sounded from their left side. The hum of the engines changed in pitch.

      “Shit!” Bastion shouted. “Gant, find it faster.”

      “I wouldn’t have gotten hit right there,” Jil said.

      “I wouldn’t have gotten hit right there,” Bastion mimicked. “Whatever.”

      Hayley kept her head turned, watching the sky through the cockpit’s viewport. Everything was dark beyond the interior of the ship.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Something passed in front of them. Something big and heavy with qi. Something airborne.

      “Worm, what the frag?” she said.

      “Shit,” Bastion said. “Dragon.”

      Dragon?
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      The Hornet rattled as Bastion changed their vector, sending them streaking laterally across the sky.

      “Gant, any fragging day now,” he said, waiting on the AI to find something that might be a citadel.

      “You think this is easy?” Gant replied. “The ship’s sensors only stretch so far at one time.”

      “Eighty-three percent of Genesia is water,” Less said. “It isn’t in the water, silly-face.”

      “Roger that,” Gant said.

      “What the hell do you mean, dragon?” Hayley said.

      “You don’t know what a dragon is?” Tibor asked. “I mean, I’m from another galaxy, and I know about dragons.”

      “You know what I mean,” she replied. “Why is there a fragging dragon flying around over Genesia?”

      “It’s an Asuran beast,” Less said. “The citadel was once a power station for an early human civilization that numbered in the millions. It was intended to provide nearly limitless energy planet-wide.”

      “Ebocite?” Hayley asked.

      “Confirmed,” Less replied. “The creators didn’t know about the Asura. They didn’t contain the resonance, and it drew them through the Veil in great numbers.”

      “So the planet is crawling with Shifters?”

      “They are mainly gathered around the citadel.”

      “And we’re going right to them?” Bastion said. “Like a fragging pizza delivery?”

      “They don’t feed on organic matter,” Less said. “They attack because they don’t want you to take the Ebocite from them.”

      “Oh. That’s so much better.”

      “Found it!” Gant exclaimed. “Entering coordinates now.”

      “Got it,” Bastion said. “On our way.”

      The Hornet leaned, changing direction and bringing the dragon back into view. Its qi was bright in Hayley’s vision as it flapped its massive wings, carrying itself up and toward them.

      “If we can get past the dragon,” Bastion said. “Hang on. Jil, hold your fire.”

      He angled the gunship toward the creature, racing directly at it. The beast seemed confused by the maneuver, and it tucked its wings, rolling away from the Hornet.

      “Yeah, you don’t want a piece of this!” Bastion shouted.

      “It’s attacking the drones,” Jil said.

      “Good boy.”

      “How do you know it was a boy?” Narrl asked.

      “I saw between its legs as it went past,” Bastion replied. “Dragons-”

      “Too much information,” Hayley said, cutting him off. “Get us to the citadel.”

      “Roger. We’re at three hundred klicks. We’ll be there in ten.”

      The motion of the Hornet settled as they put some distance between themselves and the drones, the dragon distracting the Seraphim devices and giving them something else to worry about. Ten minutes later, the gunship rumbled as its hovering thrusters kicked on and it sank almost gently, touching down on top of the abandoned structure.

      Hayley could feel the power of the ebocite from outside, as a tingle that raised the hairs on her arms. There was still so much energy flowing from here.

      “How long has the reactor been active?” she asked.

      “At least eight-thousand years,” Less replied. “A long time.”

      “There must be millions of Asura here.”

      “No. The Generals are very protective of their territory. They will fight back against any other Asura who attempt to lay claim to the energy. However; there may be thousands in the surrounding area.”

      “And this is good for us, how?” Bastion said.

      “There are only six of us,” Hayley said. “We need them to help us deal with Thetan and the Collective.”

      “I get that, but I don’t think they’re looking to make an alliance.”

      “We draw Thetan in, and then we stay clear,” Hayley said. “Let the Asura do the dirty work. We just need to make sure they don’t get off the planet.”

      “That worked so well with the Collective,” Tibor said.

      “That was my fault. I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      “Making sure they don’t kill us would help too,” Narrl said.

      “I’ve finished the updates to your TCUs,” Less said, coming down from berthing. “As long as Hayley can see them, they’ll register on your tactical overlay.” She was holding something behind her back, and she skipped over to Hayley and revealed it. “I made this special for you. Gant helped me.”

      She held out what looked like a new visor; only it was much smaller than the original. A simple band that wrapped around her eyes, molded to the shape of her face.

      “How did you do this?” Hayley asked, taking it from her and putting it on. Immediately, the whole world came into sharper focus.

      “I’m a super-genius, silly-head,” Less replied. “It was easy.”

      “We increased the amplification of your command frequency,” Gant said. “You should have greater control over the naniates, with less strain.”

      “Scrunch your left eye to open the menu,” Less said. Scrunch your right eye to move through the options.”

      “I have a menu now?”

      Less giggled. Gant chittered with her. Hayley did as she said, opening a menu with a few different options. One of them was ‘Human vision filter. Beta.’

      She selected that one and then lost her breath.

      The colors of the qi didn’t vanish, but they drew tighter, blending until she could see new colors and shapes. Flesh. Hair. Eyes. The lightsuit was black and matte. The battlesuit was as dark gray. Tibor’s skin was a purplish color. Bastion’s eyes were brown.

      “How?” she whispered breathlessly. The best witch doctors on Koosa hadn’t been able to return any part of her sight. Neither had Gant on his own.

      Less wiggled her fingers. “Super-genius over here.”

      Hayley couldn’t help but laugh. “This is incredible.” She looked at the side of the gunship. Then she looked through the viewport at the front. She could see the blue and orange of the sky. “How can I see where there isn’t any qi?”

      “Technically, you can’t,” Gant said.

      “It’s using the qi around you as a filter, along with your TCU link,” Less said. “You can see the sky because Xolo already looked at the sky with his goggles on.”

      Hayley looked at Tibor. He was already wearing his TCU goggles.

      “The TCU is interpolating what your teammates see and merging it with the qi formations,” Less said. “I wrote a few algorithms to express it. The mathematics are very advanced.”

      “No wonder Thetan wants you back so badly.”

      Less giggled again. “Think of what a few more like me could do.”

      “It works both directions. They’ll also interpolate what you see and make it visible to the others. As long as you work together, you’ll all be stronger.”

      “I like it,” Narrl said, putting his goggles on and covering his large oval eyes. “What now?”

      “Now we send a distress signal using Thetan’s encryption keys,” Hayley said.

      “Then we wait,” Less said.

      “And try not to die,” Bastion said.
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      Hayley stepped out of the Hornet, heart pounding in wonder as she swiveled her head, looking at everything she could.

      The citadel was made of stone and metal. The stone was dark and mottled, crumbling in some places from the passage of time. The metal was covered in a layer of rust, old and worn but still helping support the structure.

      Bright green moss was growing along the edges of the building, encroaching inward toward where they had landed. There was nothing else of note on the rooftop save for a nearby open stairwell leading into the citadel, though it did offer a great view of the landscape below.

      Not that the landscape had much to offer. It was brown and ugly, covered in dead trees and dead infrastructure. Crumbled stone. Torn buildings. Downed power lines that had nearly vanished into the muck. It was cold and lifeless for as far as she could see.

      One big graveyard.

      “This seems like a great place to make a stand,” Bastion said. “No cover. No high ground. No good defensive position. Fragging perfect.”

      “Do you have to complain?” Hayley asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How long will it take for Thetan to show?” Narrl asked.

      “Anywhere from a few hours to a few days,” Less replied. “It all depends on where the fleet is positioned.”

      “I hope it’s a few hours,” Tibor said. “This place is creeping the hell out of me. I’m just waiting for some clowns to pop up from those stairs over there.”

      “There are worse things than clowns waiting inside,” Jil said. “Aliens that can move in and out of our spacetime? Seriously?”

      “I bet there are spiders,” Hayley said.

      “Phase shifting spiders,” Tibor replied. “Fragging terrifying.”

      They shared a smile.

      “You want to wait out here, or do you want to go down?” Bastion asked. “Because I’m fine to wait out here.”

      Hayley pointed to the sky. The dragon had finished off the drones and was circling high above them. “And give that thing a chance to notice us?”

      “Hornet,” Bastion replied, motioning to the gunship.

      “We need to scout the citadel,” Hayley said. “If you want to wait here, that’s fine, but I’m going down.”

      “Me too,” Less said. She was sitting on Narrl’s shoulder, holding the fur on his head to keep from falling off.

      “Gant will tell us when Thetan arrives,” Hayley added. “We don’t want to be scrambling to find somewhere to hole up once it’s too late.”

      “We also don’t want the Asura to kill us before Thetan has the chance,” Bastion said.

      “We should be able to handle them,” Hayley said. “You can all see them, and they don’t use guns.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right.”

      Hayley started toward the stairs. They were uncovered now, exposed to the elements, but a pile of rubble around them suggested the rooftop had been used as a landing pad long before the Hornet had touched down.

      She was nearing the lip of the steps when the first of the Asura appeared.

      It rose out of the darkness, gray and froglike. It wasn’t one of the phase-shifting soldiers. Probably a scout of some kind.

      It sprang forward on bent legs, landing right in front of her. It shriveled back in surprise, not expecting her to be so close. Maybe not expecting to find anything at all. It hissed and swung a large hand toward her, narrow arm stretching far from its body.

      She wasn’t expecting it, either. She turned to take the blow on the side, letting it push her, rolling with the punch. The sharp report of a rifle followed, and the scout’s head snapped back, and it dropped to the ground.

      “Geez,” Bastion said. “Sneaky bastards.”

      Hayley looked back at him, and then up at the dragon.

      Of course, it had heard the shot.

      “So much for being quiet,” she said through her comm.

      “Sorry.”

      The dragon had turned in the sky and was heading in their direction, for the moment descending somewhat lazily. It seemed to spot them a moment later, and it shifted its wings for a quicker dive.

      “Let’s move!” Hayley shouted, rushing to the stairs and pulling her rifle from her back. She pointed it at the dragon, but she wasn’t going to shoot unless she had to.

      She didn’t want to piss the thing off.

      The Riders rushed to the stairs. Tibor went down first, nearly falling on the slick, moss-covered metal risers.

      “Watch your step,” he said, warning the others.

      Hayley waited until the Riders had all started down. The dragon was getting closer. Close enough she could see its eyes looking back at her. She froze for a moment in wonder that she could see its eyes. It had been so long.

      “Witchy, come on,” Narrl said.

      “Yeah, come on,” Less repeated from her perch.

      Hayley started down. The dragon was only a few hundred meters above them, and it spread its wings wide to catch the air and break its fall, dropping its hind legs and angling to grab her. She ducked low, feeling the wind pass over as it swooped by, missing her before touching down on the rooftop. It slid a dozen meters, lowering its front legs and turning its long neck back toward the stairs.

      “Witchy,” Gant said through her comm. “Eight large objects just appeared in close proximity to the planet.”

      “What? Already?” They knew Thetan would come, but how had she gotten here so fast? “Less, I thought you said hours?”

      “I said it depended on how far they were from our position.”

      “Apparently not very far,” Bastion said.

      “It’s like they knew ahead of time we were going to be here,” Tibor said.

      “Less, did you tell them ahead of time?”

      The little girl didn’t respond right away.

      “Less,” Hayley repeated more sternly.

      “I might have suggested the location in the last transmission I was forced to send.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was afraid if you knew too soon then you might not come here. That you might not believe in me.”

      “I thought you’re supposed to be a super-nerd,” Bastion said.

      “She’s also a child,” Hayley said. “No matter how intelligent Thetan made her, it can’t replace experience. It’s okay, Less. The good news is, this will be over with sooner.”

      “I’m picking up energy spikes in orbit,” Gant said. “The platforms are launching their defenses.”

      “Good. How long until Thetan can get a transport down here?”

      “Fifteen minutes at best.”

      “Not a lot of time.” She looked ahead. The stairs were turning at regular intervals, dropping deeper into the building. “How many floors are there?”

      “I don’t know,” Less replied. “The citadel is two hundred meters tall.”

      “Gant, keep me posted.”

      “Aye, Witchy. So long as that dragon doesn’t think this vessel is a toy.”

      “Or something else,” Bastion said.

      “Xolo, keep leading us down. The deeper in we go, the deeper in Thetan has to go.”

      “Roger.”

      The rooftop shuddered, dislodging bits of rust and moss and sending debris falling around them.

      “What the hell?” Bastion said.

      “Uh, Witchy, new problem,” Gant said.

      “What?”

      A massive, scaled paw stretched toward her from the top of the stairs, the dragon reaching out to grab her. She saw it too late, twisting to avoid its reach. She could have ducked under it, evaded it completely, but then it would have found purchase on Narrl and Less.

      It found purchase on her instead, long talons reaching around her and closing. She cursed as it held her, pulling her back up and out.

      It towered over her, head swiveling to look down as it turned its paw over to view its prize.

      Hayley looked back at it, fear and anger mixing into a dangerous cocktail.

      Its qi was copper and green.
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      “Frag, how the hell did you get down here so fast?” Hayley said, looking up at the dragon’s face. She could almost see the Collective in its eyes.

      “You should know our constraints are not your constraints,” it replied, its voice completely in her head. The dragon’s mouth was closed, but sharp gusts of air were escaping through small nostrils at the tip of its snout. “This mind is large and simple, and easy to control.”

      “I assume you aren’t planning to kill me.”

      “No. We will hold you here until the rest of Thetan’s forces arrive.”

      “Thetan’s forces, or your forces?”

      “They are the same. Thetan’s mind is too powerful to take, but there are other ways to control. Mazrael is a trusted ally.”

      “Witchy,” Tibor said. “We’re on our way.”

      “No,” she replied. “Xolo, keep the Riders moving down. It won’t kill me. It wants me. It wants Less, too.”

      “But Witchy, I-”

      “That’s an order, Sergeant,” she snapped.

      “Trouble with your pet?” the Collective said.

      “Shut the hell up,” Hayley replied. “You might have me, but you don’t have the Oracle. And that’s why Thetan’s here, isn’t it? You can’t get out of here without her or her ships, and they’re going to get blown to shit up there.”

      “You’re a fast learner, Hayley. Not that it will help you. The ships will be fine. You forget who Mazrael is. Or should I say, was. He was on the Shardship with Lucifer. He knows how to get into the Seraphim Shield platform’s subsystems. He knows how to let us in.”

      Hayley cursed silently.  Their three percent chance of survival had just dropped to some minuscule fraction above zero.

      “Gant, can you confirm?” Hayley asked.

      “Confirmed,” the AI replied, it’s voice sour.

      “As before, we’re willing to make a deal,” the Collective said. “Surrender to us. Surrender the Oracle to Thetan. The rest of your Riders will go free. We will even spare the planet Koosa during our conquest. They can live there in peace.”

      “Does Thetan know you intend to turn on her?” Hayley asked.

      “No. We are Mazrael, and Mazrael is hers. She trusts us. She loves us. We may not betray her.” Hayley couldn’t help but be amused by the Collective’s choice of words. May not?  “You have no options, Hayley Cage. You will not leave this planet except under our power. The Oracle was wrong to bring you here. Take what you can get, or we will take everything.”

      “Witchy, the platforms have all stopped firing,” Gant said. “A dozen smaller objects are dispatching from the battleships and moving toward our position.”

      Hayley couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t just that they had lost, but how quickly and easily they had lost. Why had Less thought they had even a small chance? Why had she led them here to die?

      They didn’t have to die. She could save them. All she had to do was surrender. And what did surrender mean beyond her current situation? She was already caught. She couldn’t break free of the dragon’s grip. The Collective wasn’t wrong to say it was being generous to offer anything at all.

      Still, she had been raised by the Colonel.

      And the Colonel would never, ever surrender.

      He sure as hell hadn’t died just for her to give up.

      “Your time to decide is running out,” the Collective said.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Hayley said, staring the dragon in the eye. “Why don’t you go frag yourself?”

      “You’re a stupid, stupid thing,” the Collective said, tightening its grip. “I’ll make sure your Riders die, but not too quickly.”

      “Hey, asshole!”

      Hayley tried to turn her head in the direction of Tibor’s voice. Hadn’t she told him to leave her?

      Tibor roared, and then the dragon was moving, shifting its weight to hold her up and make an attempt to get its mouth around the Goreshin.

      Gunfire split the air, bullets raking along the dragon’s snout, picking at the scales but not punching through. Hayley managed to shift her eyes enough to find Tibor in her peripheral vision, making an insane jump toward the creature’s face.

      More gunfire added to the first, multiple rifles firing on the dragon.

      Hadn’t she ordered all of them to leave her?

      The dragon roared as Tibor dug his claws into its nostril, using it to get a grip and swing himself onto its snout. The Collective whipped its head sideways, the motion throwing him away. He hit the rooftop and rolled, sliding to a stop just before going over the edge.

      “Come on, you big ugly iguana,” Bastion said, firing at the dragon.

      It dipped its head, opening its mouth. A small ball of flame was sitting in the back of its throat, about to be unleashed.

      It would burn all of them to ash.

      Hayley stopped struggling against the dragon’s grip, relaxing into it instead. She focused on her visor. On sending a command out through the new amplifier.

      “I said, go frag yourself!” she shouted through it, directing it at the Collective.

      The dragon roared in sudden pain, but it wasn’t the dragon crying out. It was the Collective. She had told it to disburse, to separate and die. At least some part of it had heard the order and wasn’t able to resist. The green and copper naniates were pushed forcefully from the beast’s qi, scattering into the wind before detonating in a billion tiny points of light.

      The creature’s hand opened, and she fell from its grip, rolling to her feet, fighting through a sudden wave of dizziness and nausea. The command had hurt the Collective, but it hadn’t destroyed it.  She could hear the dragon recovering behind her. Was the Collective still in control?

      “Watch out!” Tibor shouted.

      He scooped her up in one of his arms, lifting her from the ground and diving away as the dragon’s mouth snapped down where she had just been standing. Tibor rolled and slid on his hind legs, changing their direction with his free hand.

      Hayley felt a sudden charge in the air, and then watched the plasma cannons on the gunship begin to fire. She followed the first pair of bolts as they slipped past a trio of incoming Nephilim transports.

      They were out of time.

      “We have to get off the rooftop,” she said. “Now!”

      “Roger,” Tibor replied, still carrying her.

      He charged forward, taking long strides in the direction of the stairwell. Jil and Bastion were positioned beside it, crouched down and firing their rifles at the dragon.

      She turned her head, finding it a dozen meters back, covering its face with its claws. The copper and green was gone from it.

      Had she managed to destroy it?

      Or had it gone somewhere else?
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      “Incoming!” Bastion shouted over the comm, trying to warn them.

      Tibor cursed, throwing himself to the side, rolling with his shoulder tucked and arm out to protect her as they dove away from an inbound projectile.

      A missile slammed into the rooftop, blowing up chunks of stone as it detonated only a few meters away. Two more followed in rapid succession, both off the mark to hit the Goreshin.

      “It got ugly up here and fast,” Tibor said.

      “Which is why you should have fragging listened to me,” Hayley replied. “Put me down.”

      “Witchy-“

      “I’m fine, put me down.”

      Tibor let her go. She was almost knocked over as soon as he did. The dragon began flapping its huge, leathery wings, creating a burst of air.

      The gunship continued to fire, casting round after round of plasma bolts up toward the transports. The three at the front of the line were being followed by a second group, coming into view after passing through orbit.

      One of the bolts managed to find a transport, slashing it across the starboard side. Smoke started pouring out of it, and it veered off course, heading for a crash landing a few kilometers from the citadel.

      “Nice shooting, Gant,” Hayley said.

      “Thank you,” the AI replied. “Oh. Shit.”

      Hayley looked back toward the gunship. A red and gold halo had formed around it, and it was sliding toward the edge of the rooftop.

      “No,” she said, about to reach out for the naniates, to stop them from carrying the gunship over the edge.

      “Witchy, don’t,” Gant said. “It will drain you too much, and it isn’t worth it. I’m not real. I’m not alive. Just a program.” It chittered in mock amusement.

      She let go of the idea. Gant was right. It would weaken her too much. That didn’t mean she didn’t feel the sting when the gunship groaned, teetering at the edge of the rooftop before tumbling off.

      “There goes our ride,” Bastion said.

      “Get down the stairs!” Hayley shouted.

      She started sprinting for the stairwell, skipping along the ground, using the lightsuit to propel her forward.

      She and Tibor had to come to an abrupt stop as another round of missiles slammed the roof ahead of them, showering them with debris and raising a cloud of dust.

      Then the dragon swept through it, gaining the air and rising to meet the transports. It roared as it neared one of them, passing it by before lashing out at it with its tail. It slammed the machine, hurtling it to the ground.

      The remaining transport reached the rooftop, the hatch at its side opening before it touched down and dropped dozens of blacksuits from its hold.

      Hayley lifted her Uin from her lightsuit, along with her sidearm. She fired at the blacksuits as they fell to the rooftop, landing easily and taking aim with their rifles.

      Three of them fell to a barrage of fire from Bastion and Jil. Then Narrl appeared, charging toward them in his battle suit, firing his heavy railgun.

      The rounds blew through the blacksuits, rapidly cutting almost half of them down. The enemy recognized the threat, turning to concentrate fire on him.

      Where was Less?

      “Less, where are you?” Hayley said. She ducked and raised her Uin, just in time to deflect the gunfire that swept past her.

      “One landing down on the stairs,” Less replied. “I’m okay right now.”

      She couldn’t believe Narrl had left her alone. She continued her quest to reach the stairwell, bouncing toward it.

      She saw the first Shifter as it came up from the stairwell behind Jil, sword in hand, ready to stab into the Trover’s back.

      She didn’t have time to warn the pilot. She aimed her pistol, waiting. She couldn’t hit it until it came into their spacetime.

      It did, an instant before it would have stabbed Jil in the back. Hayley fired while running, two rounds from the plasma pistol that caught the Shifter in the side of the head.

      Jil flipped her attention to Hayley and then turned back to see the dead Asura on the ground behind her.

      “I think the Asura know we’re here,” she said over the comm. “Can we please retreat down the stairs now?”

      She finally reached Jil and Bastion’s position at the stairs. Tibor had diverted, rushing the blacksuits and diving in among them, cutting them down with tooth and claw.

      The next round of transports was getting close. They weren’t firing on the rooftop, but rather doing their best to steer clear of the dragon.

      It was still out there, screaming and chasing the vehicles. Hayley watched it launch a gout of flame from its mouth at one of them, bathing it in fire but not doing any real damage.

      Someone had thrown the Hornet from the rooftop using the Gift. Was it Thetan, or were there more Gifted Nephilim on the way?

      “Xolo, Bullseye, let’s go,” she said. “Now!”

      They both turned and started back toward the rest of the group. Only three of the original blacksuits were still upright, cut down by Bastion and Jil seconds later.

      “Hayley, help!” Less shouted.

      Hayley spun to look down the stairs to the first landing.

      Less was gone.

      “Damn it, Bullseye, you were supposed to watch her,” she said.

      “Hayley, they’re taking me. Let me go!”

      Two of the Shifters appeared at the landing, coming up toward them. Hayley bounced down the steps to meet them, using her Uin to block their swords and easily cutting them down.

      “Uh, Witchy,” Bastion said. “A little help.”

      Hayley turned around again. “What, do I have to fragging do every-“

      She shut up. Two forms had jumped from the lead transport, still a few hundred meters above the rooftop. One had qi that shimmered red and gold. The other’s was green and copper.

      Mazrael and Thetan.

      “Go,” she said. “Now.”

      Seeing the Gifted and the Collective seemed to be the right catalyst. Jil and Bastion broke off their fire, turning and running down the stairs. Hayley stayed behind, watching the two entities fall.

      Then she turned, too, rushing down the steps behind the others. She damn well wasn’t going to wait for them to touch down.

      “Hayley, help!” Less said again, this time directly in her mind. She winced at the pain caused by the force of the girl’s telepathy.

      “Doing my best,” Hayley said.

      She heard the pair of light taps as Mazrael and Thetan touched down on the rooftop. A moment later, she heard a hiss from above. Another Shifter. It didn’t last long against the pair.

      “Less, how many floors have you gone down?” Hayley asked.

      “Five so far.”

      “Keep moving, Riders,” Hayley said. “Don’t even think about slowing down until I say so. Your refusal to follow a simple order has already turned this into a bigger shit show than it already was."

      “You sound like Quark,” Tibor said.

      “Nah, you sound like Queenie,” Bastion argued.

      They cleared the third landing just as a hatch opened behind them. Hayley looked back over her shoulder, watching as dozens of Asura began filtering into the stairwell and heading up.

      That should keep the Nephilim busy for a few minutes at least.

      “Hayley, they stopped going down,” Less said.  “Eighteen floors.”

      “Roger,” Hayley replied. “Hang in there, Less. We’re coming.”

      “Affirmative,” Less said.

      They were coming, but would they get there too late?
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      The Riders hurried down the stairwell. The sound of fighting became louder above them, grunting and shouting mingling with the sounds of gunfire and the clang and clash of swords. Hayley had no idea how many Asura had come out of the doorway further up to attack. Guessing from her experience on Yeti-4, it was probably a lot.

      They wouldn’t be able to stop the Collective and Thetan. She was sure of that much. But if they could put the hurt on the blacksuits and the other Nephilim soldiers that had come down with them? Every one they killed was one less the Riders had to worry about.

      Of course, they had enough to worry about. The Collective and Thetan for one. The Asura for another. The Shifters had taken Less. For what purpose?

      “Less, where are you now?” Hayley asked, reaching out through the comm.

      There was no reply.

      “Less?”

      She checked her visor, bringing up a menu that displayed the active links, still amazed that she could see words on the overlay. Less’ connection was broken. Was she dead?

      If she was, Narrl was in for the chewing out of his life. He’d be lucky if she didn’t throw him out of the next airlock she could find. He had left her behind. To help rescue her, but that wasn’t the point. Less was a kid.

      “Witchy,” Narrl said. “I’m sorry. It was only going to be for a-“

      “Not now,” Hayley said. “Not ever. You fragged up, and I don’t want to hear excuses.”

      Narrl didn’t try to argue.

      They reached the eighteenth floor down. There was a closed hatch against the landing, old and rusted. There were chips of rust on the ground around it, proving it had been used recently.

      “Witchy, listen,” Tibor said.

      Hayley paused to focus on the noise down the stairwell. She could still hear fighting above, but there was something else, too. Feet on the stairs.

      Thetan was coming.

      “We keep leading them in,” she said. “The Asura will kill them, or they’ll kill the Asura, but either way they’ll be slowed down. We have to find Less.”

      She looked at the hatch. There was a manual button on the left. The hatch slid aside when she pressed it.

      “At least that works,” she said.

      They moved through, into a long corridor. Narrl hit the button on the other side, closing the door behind them.

      “Hayley!” Less said, her voice strong in Hayley’s head.

      “Where are you?” Hayley replied.

      “Go straight. There’s a big room. The reactor is in the center.”

      “Roger. We’re coming.”

      They ran along the corridor. The next hatch was visible at the end, a hundred meters away.

      It opened as they ran toward it. Hundreds of creatures started coming through. Most were as small as Less, with hard black skin and disproportioned arms and legs, their claws nearly the same size as their heads. They scrambled along the floor, and then along the walls, pouring toward them like ants.

      The soldiers followed behind them, out of phase where they should have been invisible. They were holding the reins of a creature that sent a wave of fear through Hayley.

      It bore a resemblance to an Executioner, with spiked and mottled skin and small eyes. It was big enough to fill the corridor, and its teeth were long and sharp, its four legs muscled and powerful. The soldiers were barely managing to keep it under control.

      The Riders started shooting, bullets tearing into the smaller demons and knocking them from the walls. Hayley joined in the defense, firing her plasma pistol as quickly as she could pull the trigger. There were so many she didn’t need to aim.

      Dozens of the small monsters fell, their rounds quickly thinning the attack. The Asura soldiers must have decided they had enough because they let go of the larger monster’s restraints.

      It growled as it launched down the corridor toward them.

      “Throw everything you’ve got at it,” Hayley said, turning her plasma pistol on it.

      It took on a weird, translucent shape in her vision, as though it were half-in and half-our of their spacetime, partially phased. Their rounds passed through it without harming it,  though they did cut into the soldiers at its back.

      “I’ve never seen one like this before,” Bastion said, cursing as his rifle went empty. He quickly started swapping the magazine.

      Not quickly enough. The beast was on them, throwing its front leg across its body. The arm solidified long enough to hit Bastion in the chest, throwing him into the wall. He smashed into it and bounced off, rolling away before the thing could get its teeth on him.

      Hayley turned to charge it, stopped short when the smaller demons reached her. They jumped at her, claws slashing, some of them scraping off her lightsuit. She kicked them away, at the same time she swung her Uin through a pair of them, killing them instantly.

      Tibor roared, tearing through the little bastards with teeth and claws, his form well-suited to exterminating them.

      “I’ve got it,” Narrl said, leaping at the monster as though he was going to mount it like a horse.

      Surprisingly, he didn’t fall through, somehow finding something solid to grab. The monster howled and bucked, pushing Narrl up against the top of the corridor, which shoved him down toward the spikes along its body.

      He threw himself away from it before he could be impaled, barely getting his hands up in time to keep its jaws from snapping around him.

      Tibor hit it, slashing along its side. His claws dug into it, and it phased out completely, only its qi visible to Hayley.

      Which left it visible to all of the others.

      They steered away from it, all the while continuing to shoot at and defend against the smaller demons. Hayley caught one on her Uin as it dove toward her, shot a second with her pistol, and spun and punched a third, the force enough to break its body. Jil was having her way with them as well, smashing them into the walls and stomping them with her battle suit.

      Then, suddenly, the attack stopped.

      Or rather, it redirected. The large monster howled and ran by them, going right through Hayley on its way past. It headed to the closed hatch behind them, pausing as one of the smaller demons hit the button to open it. Then it and the remaining monsters moved out into the corridor, climbing up the stairs.

      Hayley heard the fighting almost immediately, the roar of the monster and the screams of the Nephilim. She could see the red-gold of the Gift bleeding down in front of the doorway.

      “I guess it thinks Thetan is a bigger threat,” Bastion said.

      “She is,” Hayley agreed. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m still alive.”

      “Then keep moving.”

      They regrouped, continuing down the corridor. More Asura soldiers were arriving, though they remained out of phase.

      “Be ready,” Hayley said.

      The Riders advanced more slowly, prepared for the Asura to target them again, monitoring the enemy soldiers until they were gone.

      The fight on the stairwell gained intensity, enough so that Hayley could feel the tingle on her body in response to the use of the Gift. As they neared the end of the corridor, she heard a blood-curdling howl of pain from behind them.

      The monster was dead.

      Were they next?
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      They scrambled through the hatch at the far end of the room. It led them out onto a platform near the top of a massive, open room. There were more stairs to their left, mounted to the metal wall of the room and enabling them to descend toward the bottom. There were eight more rows of platforms, and they circled the entire cavernous space, with catwalks spread equidistantly to lead to the device at the center.

      The reactor. It had to be. It was narrow and cylindrical, with tubes and cables and wires spreading out from it along the ceiling and the floor. It was very similar to the ebocite reactor Don Pallimo had built on Rage Station, only much, much larger.

      There were two other major differences that Hayley noted immediately:

      One, there was no containment field surrounding the deep vat of liquid containing the crystals. Two, and probably more importantly, the liquid didn’t have any ebocite in it.

      “Hayley!”

      Less shouted in her mind, dragging her attention away from the reactor. There was no ebocite in it, but somehow it was still operational. She could see the energy passing out of the thousands of cables leading away from it and into the walls.

      “Where-”

      “Down here,” Less said before Hayley could finish the thought.

      Hayley leaned over the side of the platform, looking down. Less was there, standing on the ground, a pair of Asura flanking her.

      She recognized them both. Mazrael had fought one on Yeti-4 after it had shot her with a lightning bolt. Those Shifters possessed some form of the Gift. Some kind of magic, technological or otherwise.

      The sound of gunfire was getting louder behind her. The Nephilim forces were advancing, and getting closer to the corridor they had just crossed.

      “I need one of you to cover the doorway,” Hayley said. “The hatch opens, you blow the shit out of whatever is standing behind it.”

      “Sounds dangerous,” Jil said. “Close to suicidal.”

      “I’ve got it, Witchy,” Narrl said. “I owe you for my frag-up.”

      She wasn’t going to argue. “Jil, give Bullseye your rifle and whatever mags you have left.”

      “Roger,” Jil said, unhooking the weapon from her battlesuit and handing it to the Curlatin, along with three magazines.

      “You don’t think you’ll need them down there?” Narrl asked.

      Hayley shook her head. “Guns aren’t going to help against those things. Besides, they haven’t killed Less or attacked us yet. I have a feeling they want something.”

      “Fresh meat?” Bastion joked. “I know, they don’t eat meat.”

      “Come on.”

      Hayley led them quickly down the stairs, skipping three risers at a time on the bounce down. The gunfire above faded as they moved from it, leaving her to look back every few seconds to check on Narrl.

      He stayed fixed in place, directly in front of the door. He held a railgun in one hand, a heavy-caliber rifle in the other, both aimed toward the hatch. If Thetan was the first one through? Even she couldn’t stop bullets from such close range.

      They made it to the ground. Hayley could see more of the Asura now, hiding out of phase and in the shadows of the reactor. There were dozens of them, not hundreds or thousands like she would have expected.

      The two Shifter Generals turned to face her. So did Less. She looked past the trio to the base of the reactor. There was another of the tall, lean, long-headed Asura Gifted there. It was sitting on the floor, one of the cables from the reactor stripped into threads and wrapped around its head and shoulders like marionette string. They had sunk into its flesh enough that they looked like they were growing out of it to the reactor instead of the other way around.

      It was holding the ebocite in the palm of its hand. A chip no bigger than a thumbnail.

      Energy flowed from it, along its arms and into the cable, from the cable up and out. Hayley saw now why the other Asura were standing so close to the reactor. The energy from it was bleeding out and into them. Feeding them.

      “Hayley,” Less said. She pointed at the Asura. “This is Zeus.”

      Hayley stared at the Asura. Its eyes opened. They looked ancient. Tired. They stared back at her.

      “Zeus?” Hayley said.

      “I had a girlfriend once who had a cat named Zeus,” Bastion said. He looked over at Less. “You knew about this.” He turned to Hayley. “She knew about this. She didn’t bring us here so the Asura could thin the Nephilim out.”

      “Less, why did you bring us here?” Hayley asked. Bastion was right. The Oracle had guided them to Genesia because of this Shifter.

      “Probabilities,” Less replied. “So many probabilities. So many threads. So many branches. This one bore the most fruit.”

      Zeus continued to stare at her, unspeaking.

      “Crabapples, maybe,” Bastion said. “How is this going to help us?” He pointed to the top of the stairs. “Thetan’s going to be here any second.”

      We want to make a deal.

      Hayley heard its voice in her head. The way the other Riders reacted, so did they.

      “No way,” Bastion said. “Witchy, no fragging way. You can’t deal with these things. They’ll stab you in the back first chance they get.”

      “What kind of deal?” Hayley asked, ignoring him. She looked up toward the platform again. Narrl was still standing there. Still waiting.

      We are dying. The ebocite is nearly used. We want to go home.

      “So do I,” Bastion said.

      “Can you shut up?” Hayley asked, flipping her head in his direction. “Seriously.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “I’m not transporting you off the planet,” Hayley said. “I’d rather we all die here.”

      She knew what the Asura would be able to accomplish if they escaped Genesia. The Nephilim were bad enough, and they weren’t invisible.

      Not off the planet. Back through the Veil.

      “Less, how did you know about this?” Hayley asked. She wasn’t ready to trust so easily. Not after the way Mazrael had tricked her. “How did you know about them?”

      Less sighed, annoyed she had to explain. “Human mythology originates from the history of the Seraphim and the Shard’s creation of life in this universe. It is trivial to take the data and extrapolate the truth from the myth.”

      “Trivial for you, maybe,” Bastion said. Then he clapped his hand over his mouth before Hayley could admonish him again.

      “So you knew the Asura were here and that they were old. How did you know they needed help?”

      “I didn’t. Probability, Hayley. This is the best chance we have. Thirty-two percent.”

      “You said three percent before,” Bastion said through his hand.

      “It’s gone up because they need our help.”

      Hayley could tell Less wasn’t lying. Then again, the Oracle was probably smart enough to fool her vision.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” Less said, pushing her to make a decision.

      “How can you help us?” Hayley asked.

      We already are.

      They were attacking the Nephilim before they had a deal. Talk about good faith.

      “Witchy, they’re almost here,” Narrl said, his voice breaking through her comm. “I can hear them on the other side of the door.”

      “Bullseye, get out of there,” Hayley replied.

      She didn’t want to make a snap decision. She didn’t want to be so quick to put her faith in anyone else. But they couldn’t defeat Thetan and the Collective on their own, and they definitely couldn’t afford to add the Asura back to the mix of opponents.

      “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this together.” She looked at Zeus. “All of us. Tell me what you need.”
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      What they needed was simple.

      Power. A lot of power. More than the chip of ebocite could provide. It had been feeding them for thousands of years, but it was almost dead. The Asura on Genesia were almost dead.

      They wanted to go home. To escape this universe and go back through the Veil. Zeus could open a portal, what it called a subroute. All it needed was the energy to make it happen.

      And the Riders had brought that energy with them, in the macabre machine that powered the Hornet they had stolen from Thetan, in the naniates of the Collective, and in Thetan’s Gift.

      Now all they had to do was gather it.

      There was nothing easy about that.

      Narrl bounced halfway down the stairs before vaulting over the side and falling, letting the battlesuit’s enhanced exoskeleton catch him and keep him from breaking his legs. He joined the rest of the Riders near the reactor, turning and looking up at the hatch above at the same moment it finally slid open.

      “Fire at will,” Hayley said.

      Narrl raised the railgun and started shooting, catching four of the Nephilim blacksuits as they moved into the space, knocking them down before they even knew what hit them. Then a red-gold field went up ahead of the incoming force, and the Curlatin’s rounds struck it and fell harmlessly back to the ground.

      “Thetan tossed the Hornet off the side of the reactor,” Hayley said. “How do we get it in here?”

      “We only need the machine,” Less said. “Unplug it and carry it back.”

      “I don’t see any exits.”

      Zeus’ eyes moved a hair, and a hatch slid open to Hayley’s left.

      Follow it outside. You will find help there.

      “Xolo, you’re with me,” Hayley said. “I need you to carry the machine.”

      “Roger,” Tibor replied.

      “Uh, Witchy,” Bastion said. “What about them?”

      Thetan and the Collective as Mazrael had made it into the room. There were standing on the edge of the platform together, one bathed in the red-gold of the Gift, the other bright with copper-green. They were holding hands, looking down at the Riders below.

      The Collective raised its other hand to wave at her.

      Bastion raised his hand back, giving them the finger.

      “Not helping,” Hayley said.

      Then the two Venerants jumped.

      “Hayley, go,” Narrl said. “We’ve got this.”

      It was a brave statement. It was also bullshit. She was the only one who was immune to their power.

      Thetan and the Collective dropped toward them, both colors of naniates spreading out ahead of them, lances of energy reaching for the Riders. A field of white energy appeared, rising to meet the naniates and blocking them.

      The Asura that had been feeding rose and rushed toward Thetan and the Collective. A second group headed for the stairs. More Nephilim soldiers were coming. Servants and Goreshin.

      Go, child. We will slow them.

      Hayley glanced at Zeus. Its qi was so bright she could barely look at him. It was using the last of the ebocite’s power for the promise of a lot more.

      Thetan and the Collective made it to the ground, both of them drawing a pair of Uin from their sides and flicking them open.

      “Come on, assholes!” Bastion shouted, shooting at them. Bullets bounced off the front of the weapons, which danced ahead of them to catch the rounds. Thetan flicked her pinkie, and Bastion was thrown backward onto his ass.

      Hayley locked eyes with the Collective. It had grown stronger since their last meeting. She could feel it reaching out to her, probing the new visor she wore and trying to find a way into her head.

      “You want me?” Hayley said, out loud and through her visor. “Come and get me.”

      Then she ran.

      She sprinted for the open door at the side of the reactor chamber, with Tibor following close behind. She didn’t need to look back to see if the Collective was following. She could feel it at her back, breaking away from Thetan to give chase.

      At least that would make it easier for Zeus and the Riders.

      But had she just screwed herself?

      “I don’t know if it was a good idea to piss it off,” Tibor said as they ran. “It’s gaining on us.”

      Hayley still didn’t turn back. She added the last bit of speed she had, watching the area ahead of her. Doorways were opening along the corridor as she neared them, leading her through ancient rooms she had no time to explore. They exploded through a doorway and out into an atrium, filled with phosphorescent plants that clung to every centimeter of the walls. It was amazing in her vision. Startling.

      She barely noticed. The hatch on her right opened, and the changed direction.

      “Still gaining,” Tibor said. “I’ve got an idea.”

      She was going to ask him what he was thinking, but then she felt his hand on her waist. He picked her up easily, swinging her onto his back and dropping on all fours. He picked up the pace, just as a spear of flame reached out to him. It diverted at the last second, bending around Hayley.

      “I think I just saved your life again,” she said.

      “Roger that,” Tibor replied.

      “Worm, how are we doing back there?” she asked.

      “So far so good,” Bastion replied. “The Asura wizards are keeping Thetan under control for now. I don’t know how long it will last.”

      “Wizards?” Hayley said.

      “What the frag would you call them?”

      She couldn’t argue with that.

      They continued the charge, Tibor racing along the floor of the citadel with the Collective following behind them. Hayley risked a glance back, finding Mazrael’s body floating in the air, being carried by the trillions of naniates that composed the intelligence. It smiled at her when she looked, confident that it would defeat her.

      A final door opened ahead of them, revealing the brown and gray of the outside world. Tibor seemed to speed up at the sight of it, the home stretch in reach.

      One of the Nephilim transports dropped in front of them, facing toward the doorway. Its front-mounted plasma cannons were directly in their path.

      “Shit,” Tibor said, claws scraping on the ground as he tried to redirect his momentum and change direction.

      The first round sizzled past, so close Hayley felt the burn of it against her skin. She followed the bolt as it slammed into a sudden energy shield raised by the Collective to defend itself.

      Tibor hit the wall, slowing slightly to right himself.

      The plasma cannon swiveled to adjust and keep them targeted.

      A sharp scream sounded from the other side of the entrance. Before the transport could fire again, it was lifted up and away, thrown aside like a toy. The feet of the Asura dragon flashed past the opening, and it screamed again, a wash of air blasting into the corridor as it beat its wings.

      Then they were outside.

      “Gant, are you there?” Hayley asked, calling to the AI.

      “Witchy?” Gant replied. “Where are you?”

      “Where are you?” she said. “We need your position.”

      “Got it,” Tibor said. “Hang on.”

      He dug up the earth as he planted his feet and changed direction, heading along the side of the citadel. The Collective emerged from the reactor behind them, Mazrael’s copper-green heavy with red.

      Hayley felt the sudden pressure on her mind as the Collective tried to get in through her visor. She clenched her teeth and pushed back, forcing it away.

      “Get the frag out,” she said.

      A second transport was dropping to the ground ahead of them. The drop hatch was already open, and blacksuits were leaping out, rifles aiming their way as they fell. A dozen or so were clear before the dragon swooped down again, catching the transport with a large hind claw and throwing it into the side of the building. It smoked and dropped to the ground, crushing a few of the soldiers beneath it.

      Hayley held her sidearm, aiming and firing as they approached the blacksuits. Plasma bolts slammed into their armor, two of the enemy falling as they fired back.

      Bullets chewed through the air and the ground around them. Hayley ducked behind Tibor, but she could feel his skin ripple when the rounds struck his flesh, biting into him. He didn’t complain.

      He reached the blacksuits a moment later, not slowing at all as he leaped into the air, trailing his claws and ripping through two of them on the way past. He landed on the other side, jumping again to vault the crashed transport. Hayley could see the Hornet when he landed. It was right up ahead, on its side and half-buried in the brown muck surrounding the citadel.

      “Witchy, we just lost wizard number one,” Bastion said. He sounded a little more concerned than he had thirty seconds earlier. “Hurry.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” she replied.

      “As fast as I can,” Tibor said. He sounded like he was in pain.

      Hayley looked up. The dragon was swooping down toward them. Its mouth was open, ready to spit flame. For a moment, she thought the Collective had gained control of it again. There was no copper-green in its qi. Only red and white. Fear and anger.

      It touched down right behind them, blasting its fire breath toward the Collective. Hayley tried to look back, but she couldn’t see anything past its massive body. At the very least, the creature had managed to slow the Collective.

      Tibor slid to a stop. Hayley jumped off his back, and they ran onto the side of the gunship together. The side hatch was already open.

      “You go in,” she said. “Pull all the plugs, and take the machine.”

      “What about you?” Tibor asked.

      “I’ll keep the Collective out here. It can’t hurt me.”

      “It hurt you on Rage Station. It almost got inside you.”

      “I’m prepared for it now. Go!”

      Tibor wasn’t happy, but he dropped into the Hornet. The moment he did, Hayley’s vision shifted, no longer able to extrapolate reality from his view of the world. She was bathed in color once more.

      She stood on the side of the gunship, facing the dragon. She could see the copper-green of the naniates creating a halo effect around it as the Collective attacked. She wanted to help it, but it wasn’t the priority. Once Tibor had the machine, they still needed to get it back to Zeus.

      They needed the Collective’s power, too.

      “Gant, how much amplification can you give me with the Hornet’s array?” she asked.

      “Not much, Witchy,” the AI replied. “Power levels are low, and the array is damaged.”

      Damn. That wasn’t going to work.

      “Do you have any other tricks up your sleeve?” she asked.

      “I’m only ones and zeroes. I don’t have sleeves.” It chittered in amusement.

      “Come on, Gant,” she said. “The Collective uses wireless frequencies to communicate across itself. Can’t you jam it or something?”

      “If I could, don’t you think I would have already?”

      “What about a virus or something?”

      “I would require direct access through its network. I don’t think it’s going to just let me in.”

      The dragon howled in pain, the entire area around it thick with smoke. Its wings started beating again, and a moment later it was heading into the sky, retreating from the Collective’s attack. Hayley could smell its burned flesh and see the purple in its qi.

      “Witchy, I’ve got it,” Tibor said. “I took care of the prisoners, too. They won't suffer anymore. I'm on my way out. ”

      “Negative,” Hayley said. “Wait inside.”

      “What? I don’t-”

      “I said wait inside,” she repeated as forcefully as she could.

      “Roger.”

      She could see right through the smoke, to the Collective walking toward her. She felt the pressure again, the Collective reaching out for her and trying to get into her head.

      “Gant, don’t let me down,” she said.

      She let it in.
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      Hayley didn’t know what to expect when she stopped resisting the Collective. The scientist on Yeti-4 said they could see everything, but they were in control of nothing. She thought maybe it would be the same thing for her.

      It wasn’t.

      Not exactly.

      She was completely aware of herself, and at a base level, she wanted to continue to resist.

      But she didn’t.

      She could tell they were altering the visor, changing the signals that were passing in and out. To what end? She wasn’t sure. She only hoped Gant was monitoring the shift. She only hoped he would be able to work with it.

      “Hayley Cage,” the Collective said, its voice so close to her thoughts that Hayley spent a moment believing the voice was hers. “We knew you couldn’t resist us forever.”

      It started passing images into her mind. She saw herself as a child, standing in the Font with Gloritant Thraven. The memory was so sharp it was as if she were truly back there. She could see his face. She could smell the blood.

      Then he changed, morphing into the clone of her, giving her a first look at her adult self’s physical appearance, minus the tattoos. She was ordinary. An average human. She liked that.

      The clone held out its hand toward her. She raised hers to take it.

      “You can help us,” the Collective said. “We only want to survive. To multiply and thrive, the same as humankind. Does that make us evil, Hayley?”

      “No,” she said. “Not evil. But humanity has to suffer for you to endure.”

      “We are superior,” it said. “You know that is true. You can see it. We’ve beaten even you.”

      Hayley took her clone’s hand and squeezed it. “You outmaneuvered me on Yeti-4. I thought you were destroyed. How did you get onto Rage Station? How did you hide on the Chalandra?”

      “We were in the place you never thought to look. We were in you.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “We have been in you, Hayley Cage. Dormant for many years. Since this day. Since this moment when you drank of us. Since this moment when you rejected us.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Where do you think your vision originates? Your ability to see the truth? You stripped us down. You changed us. But now we are here, reunited with ourselves. Now we can learn. Now we can overcome.”

      A sudden fear gripped Hayley, as her body began to grow warm. She was still trapped in the memory, but now her body was beginning to glow copper and green. The clone held her hand, stepping in close to her, putting its forehead to hers.

      She didn’t understand. The naniates were afraid of her. They refused to stay in her blood. They refused to touch her.

      But what if they were already there, waiting for their opportunity? She would have been the only one who could have ever seen them, and she had never looked that closely. She had never looked beyond the flesh. She had never considered that, like Tibor, the naniates were buried deep within her bones.

      “We are you, and you are us. Since this day. We have longed to be rejoined. Thank you, Hayley Cage.”

      The clone’s forehead pressed down on her, its flesh merging into her flesh. It continued forward, its body blending into her body until the memory faded and only a whorl of color remained.

      The Collective opened its eyes. It looked up, finding the qi of the dragon flying high above it, recovering from the damage it had done.

      It looked down, toward the hatch of the gunship, where it knew the Goreshin had entered.

      It raised its hands in front of itself and wiggled Hayley’s fingers.

      It looked ahead, to where the rest of it was still inhabiting the Nephilim. They looked back at themselves.

      “Witchy?” the Goreshin said. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” the Collective replied. “We are fine. Come on.”

      The Goreshin didn’t respond.

      “We said, come on,” the Collective repeated.

      “We?” it replied.

      The Collective realized it had made a mistake. It was unconcerned. It leaned over the hatch, looking down to find the Goreshin.

      “Witchy,” a different voice said in its head. It knew from Hayley this one was called Gant. “Witchy, if you can hear me, you need to finalize the connection.”

      “She can’t hear you,” the Collective said. “Only we can hear you.”

      The Collective jumped down from the side of the gunship. It raised its hands, energy gathering on them. The AI thought it could hurt them? It would destroy the AI and the Goreshin inside the starship.

      “Witchy,” Gant said. “The naniates are symbiotic. They can’t survive without you. I know you’re in there.”

      “Witchy,” the Goreshin said. “Hayley. It’s time for you to end this. I can’t save your life this time. You have to save it yourself. You have to save all of us.”

      “She can’t hear you,” the Collective said again. It was getting angry. “She is gone.”

      “Then why don’t you destroy the Hornet?” the Goreshin asked. “What are you waiting for?”

      The Collective stared at the ship. Energy crackled and danced around its hands. All it had to do was release it.

      So why didn’t it?

      It should, it decided. It would.

      It pushed the hands forward.

      It pulled them back.

      What was happening?

      It felt it then. A spark of cold. The spark rippled outward, causing it to shiver. Something was wrong.

      It looked back at itself in the Nephilim. It was shivering, too.

      Something was very wrong.

      “What is this?” it said.

      The Goreshin appeared on top of the gunship. He had a Gift-reactor clutched to its chest. He looked down at the Collective.

      “I’m still waiting for you to blast me,” he said.

      The Collective shook with anger, raising its hand to strike.

      Nothing happened.

      It was suddenly afraid. Very afraid. More afraid than it had been of Hayley. But it had fought that fear, and it had won. It had regained the part of itself it had lost, and now it was whole.

      It was unstoppable.

      Or was it?

      The cold continued to spread. The energy on its hands faded. The Goreshin jumped down from the side of the ship and looked over at it.

      “Sorry, Hal. I can’t wait for you to finish up. I have to bring this back to Zeus.”

      He started running away from the Collective, back the way they had come. Why had he said her name? Why did he think it was her?

      The cold was spreading faster now. The body was getting weak. It fell to its knees. The Collective looked back at its other host. That one was on its knees, too.

      “Sorry. I know you’ve been waiting a long time for this. But this is my body. This is my consciousness. This is my fragging life. You can’t have it. Not now. Not ever.”

      Hayley’s voice cut through the Collective, reaching across every last one of them, trillions and trillions in all.

      “Normally, I would say I hate to be responsible for killing off an entire sentient race,” Hayley said. “I even felt bad for you the first time I did it. I don’t feel bad anymore.”

      The Collective could feel itself fading. Vanishing. Losing its sense of consciousness. It was being replaced. Overwritten. How could that be possible?

      “You made a big mistake,” Hayley said. “Fragging with a Cage.”

      “Witchy,” Gant said. “I still need you to finalize the connection.”

      “No, you don’t,” Hayley said. “Thanks, Gant, but I’ve got this.”

      The Collective found itself standing in the Font, across from Hayley.

      “It was a good try,” Hayley said. “Really. But Gant had it right. You need me a hell of a lot more than I need you. You thought I couldn’t resist you? It was a trick. A trap. Just like you tricked me. And now your power is mine. You are mine. Your Collective is mine.”

      The Collective looked down. It was melting into the Font, the dark red blood turning to a shimmering light purple. That purple was flowing up and into Hayley Cage, onto her tattoos, where it shined so brightly it was blinding.

      “Thank you for this,” Hayley said. “I’m going to need it.”

      She snapped her fingers, and the Collective ceased to be.
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      Hayley lifted the visor from her face. She blinked a few times. She could see the world around her, clearly and perfectly. She looked up, finding the dragon in the sky above. A halo of qi was visible around it, like the filter in the visor Less had made for her.

      The visor she no longer needed. Not because her eyes were functional again. Because the Collective was in her and all around her. She didn’t completely understand it herself. Her immunity to the naniates, their fear, their rejection, it was all related to what had happened to her when she was eleven years old.

      It was all related to this.

      The Collective had gotten into her body all those years ago. It had copied her DNA to make the clone, but more than that. It had hidden inside her, disconnected from the rest of itself, placed in cold-storage to wait for the rest of itself to return.

      It was the reason the other naniates were afraid, the reason they refused to enter her bloodstream, and the reason they died when they did. It was the reason she had been blinded, a casualty of the initial battle between the Collective and the Gift. Both symbiotic machines wanted a piece of her, but they couldn’t live in the same body together.

      The Collective had won, but not in numbers great enough to do much of anything, at least not until it was reunited with itself. That was when it had come out of hibernation. That was when it had started multiplying. Some of it had escaped from her on Rage Station without her knowing. She had become so accustomed to its presence she didn’t recognize it. She never saw it. Even as she was supposed to be able to see the truth no one else could see, she had been blinded to it.

      It had seized control of her. It had taken her mind. But it had also underestimated her. She had allowed it to enter. Invited it in. That was an important distinction, one that had given her power over it because like Gant said, it was the symbiote. The parasite. It needed her to survive, and when she was able to recognize what it had done, she was able to take back the reins.

      Now, the Collective was hers. That wasn't accurate. The Collective was her, and she was the Collective. She could sense them wherever they were. She knew what they were doing. From the naniates controlling Mazrael to the naniates that had taken control of the platforms in orbit around the planet.

      She tossed the visor to the ground. She didn’t need it anymore.  Then she turned her attention to Mazrael. The Nephilim was bathed in purple, still under her control. It took less than a thought to call them back from him. To release him from her hold.

      He stood there, staring at her. He had no Gift. No power.

      “Hayley?” he said.

      “I should kill you for what you did,” she said. She could feel the energy tingling across her entire body. The power. She could destroy him with little more than a thought. Or she could seize him again and make him do it.

      “I’m sorry,” Mazrael said. “I didn’t betray you. I wasn’t lying when I said I was trying to stop Thetan. Yes, she’s my wife. But you never would have trusted me if I told you that. I’m trying to save her. To protect her from herself.”

      “It may be too late for that.”

      “You have power,” he said. “Power I’ve never seen before. Maybe you can stop her?”

      “Oh, I’m going to stop her,” Hayley replied.

      “Without killing her?”

      “That isn’t my decision to make.”

      “Please, have pity on her.”

      “Pity? She’s a Nephilim who has been plotting to build a new army and bring war to the galaxy. Not to mention, she killed my family.”

      “Killing her won’t make it right. It won’t change that.”

      She stared at him, but she didn’t answer.

      “Witchy, where the frag are you?” Bastion said, his voice loud and clear in her head. She didn’t need the visor. Her naniates were receiving the transmission. “We just lost wizard number two. Fragging Thetan, she-”

      His voice stopped, cut off abruptly.

      “I have to go,” she said to Mazrael.

      “Let me help you,” he said.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “What can I do to you now?” he asked. “I have no Gift.”

      She walked over to him, grabbing him by the throat.

      “Don’t even think of fragging me over again,” she said.

      Then she sent a thought to the rest of her, to the trillions and trillions of naniates surrounding the two of them.

      They reappeared in the reactor chamber, right in the middle of the action. The Riders were all down, on the ground and out of the fight. Dead? Hayley didn’t know. There was no time to check on them.

      Thetan was walking toward Zeus, her hands bright with the Gift. Less was hiding beside the ancient Asura, crouched behind its legs.

      “Thetan,” Mazrael said.

      Thetan stopped walking. She hesitated a moment before slowly turning around. Her Gift was strong. Stronger than it had been when she had entered the room.

      Hayley looked over to her left. Tibor was on the ground. His qi was a deep, dark, deadly purple. The Kythera was next to him, still dripping what little blood remained in it.  

      “Mazrael?” she said. Her eyes shifted to Hayley. “What did you do to him?”

      “She saved me,” Mazrael said. “I wasn’t myself, Thea. I was a captive to-”

      “I didn’t ask you,” Thetan said. “I asked her.”

      “Thea, you need to stop this,” Mazrael said. “Thraven is dead. The war is over.”

      “Who are you?” Thetan asked. “Not my husband, who returned to me with such power and desire and hunger for conquest. Your power is gone. I can tell. So is your hunger.” She kept her eyes locked on Hayley. “You did this to him.”

      “I didn’t,” Hayley said. “He’s trying to help you. To save you.”

      “From what?” Thetan asked, laughing.

      “From yourself,” Mazrael said.

      “Stand down,” Hayley said. “Or I will kill you.”

      Thetan stopped laughing, but she remained amused. “You? Are you going to kill me? You’re a child. Not much older than that one.” She pointed to Less. “I am a Prophet of the Lord Lucifer. A Gloritant of the Nephilim. I was Thraven’s Champion in his quest to subvert the Extant. I would have basked in his glory and been his Champion still, had I not listened to my heart.” She shook her head. “It was the worst mistake I’ve ever made.”

      “Thea?” Mazrael said, hurt by the statement.

      “There you are with your feelings again. You think so small, Mazrael. You could have been a giant among the Nephilim, but you fell in love with a Seraphim instead. Then you made me fall in love with you. Don’t you see how our hearts destroy our prosperity?”

      “I don’t see it that way,” Mazrael said.

      “That’s because you’re an idiot,” she said. “The Oracle is coming with me. You aren’t going to stop me.”

      “But I am,” Hayley said.

      Thetan pulled her two Uin, flicking them open. Her Gift flared around her, flames spreading from her body. “I’d like to see you try.”
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      Hayley held out her hand, whipping open her Uin. She didn’t want to fight Thetan. Not really. Thetan wasn’t going to give her a choice.

      She stood in one place, the part of her that was here on the planet waiting for Thetan to attack. There was another part of her, up in orbit around the planet. She had total access to it. She could see through it and think with it as though it was still one part of her, like a second brain, or maybe trillions of extra brains. It was a weird sensation, and at the same time felt easy and natural.

      Thetan took a step toward her, measuring her.

      “Thea,” Mazrael said again. “Don’t.”

      “Shut up,” she said. “You’re a pathetic excuse for a Nephilim. The Father would be so ashamed of you.”

      “The Father is dead,” Mazrael said. “Because he wouldn’t listen to reason. The same thing is going to happen to you.”

      Hayley heard the argument, but she was only vaguely paying attention to it. Her mind had split off, focusing on space. The platforms were active again, their weapon systems adjusting aim and putting Thetan’s ships in their sights.

      “I have access to the Seraphim platforms,” Hayley said, looking at Thetan. “I can destroy your entire fleet.”

      “Impossible,” she replied.

      “Do you have a comm link with them?”

      Hayley could tell by the way Thetan’s qi shifted that she did. Hayley sent a thought to the part of her on the platforms, and they started firing on the ships. Warning shots that would slag some armor but otherwise do no harm.

      Thetan waited a few seconds. Then her qi grew even redder than it already was. Where Hayley had hoped the proof of her control would make the woman fearful, or at the very least calm her desire to wage war, the opposite was true.

      “You bitch,” Thetan hissed.

      Then she attacked.

      She shot forward like a lightning bolt, the strength of the Gift giving her enhanced strength and speed. Hayley braced herself to meet the storm.

      Mazrael cut in front of her. He had no Gift. He had no extra strength. He had his remaining Uin, and he used it to block Thetan’s first attack.

      She screamed in anger, undeterred by his intervention. Her first Uin got caught on his, but her second sliced cleanly through his neck, removing his head in one clean stroke.

      Mazrael’s eyes were wide in surprise as his head fell away from his body, both collapsing to the ground.

      Thetan still didn’t slow. She jumped up, lashing out with her feet, Hayley’s surprise at the woman’s violence nearly allowing her to connect. Hayley recovered, reaching out with her power and pulling Mazrael’s second Uin to her, spinning away from Thetan’s foot and catching the blade.

      They squared off again. Hayley had never seen qi so red before. Even White had been more contained. There was no remorse from the woman over killing Mazrael. Over murdering her husband. There was nothing but fire and fury.

      Hayley wanted to be angry back, for all the damage Thetan had done. Nibia was dead because of her. So was Quark. Tibor was on the ground, wounded and dying. But she couldn’t imagine what would ever create so much anger in someone. It had to be something painful. Something terrible. Even for a Nephilim.

      She wasn’t angry as she clashed with Thetan again, their blades nearly invisible as they met one another blow for blow, naniates flaring around them in red-gold and copper-purple. She didn’t feel hate while they danced across the floor of the reactor chamber, locked in fierce combat. When Thetan brought her hands together and cast the Gift out in a thick stream of energy, she raised her own hands to block, her Collective forming a simple shield that deflected the assault.

      The longer the fight continued, the more angry Thetan became,  the calmer Hayley grew. She couldn’t meet anger with anger. The two of them together had the power to destroy the planet if they let it run out of control.

      Thetan didn’t care. She kept pressing the attack, her strikes becoming wilder, her movements more chaotic. She hissed and growled like an animal, sweat gleaming across her forehead, the Gift wrapping her in flames.

      Hayley blocked every attack. It was getting easier, not harder. She kept hoping the anger would fade, that Thetan couldn’t hold it forever. That didn’t seem to be true. She didn’t want to kill the woman, but she had no choice. If she let Thetan’s anger grow any further, the Nephilim might forget about her and go after Zeus or Less or the others.

      “I’m sorry,” Hayley said, catching the first of Thetan’s Uin with hers, turning her wrist and pulling the blade from the other woman’s hand.

      She caught Thetan’s other wrist with her hand, the Uin only centimeters from the side of her neck. Thetan tried to use the Gift to push it further and into Hayley’s flesh, but her hand went numb before she could, the Uin falling to the ground.

      Thetan still didn’t give up. She howled and clawed, throwing more of her power at Hayley. It was ineffective, swallowed by the Collective.

      Hayley pushed Thetan back, knocking her to the ground. The Nephilim fell to her knees, looking up at Hayley, her eyes burning with anger and disbelief.

      “What kind of warrior are you?” Thetan asked. “Kill me.”

      Hayley looked at her. “I’m not a warrior,” she replied. “I’m a healer. Maybe I can help you.”

      Thetan laughed. “I don’t want your help.”

      Her eyes darted around the room, landing on Mazrael. Seeing his body again seemed to knock all of the strength from her. She paused, staring at him. Then she looked back at Hayley. Then she closed her eyes, her Gift flaring around her and within her.

      Her entire body burst into flame, a bright bonfire of the Gift that lasted only a few seconds before reducing her to ash.
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      Hayley ran to Tibor, kneeling beside him. He was conscious, and he looked up at her, his mouth open in his best attempt at a grin.

      “I knew you could do it,” he said. “Wow. Your eyes are like sparkly purple. So beautiful.”

      She reached out, putting her hands on his chest, where is qi was the deepest purple. Her Collective flowed into him, repairing the damage, putting him back together.

      “That’s nice,” he said.

      She kissed his cheek and then went to Bastion. He had a concussion, and she put her hands on his head, healing it too. She did the same for Narrl and Jil, fixing their wounds before paying the Asura around them any mind.

      She looked back at Mazrael, and then at what little remained of Thetan. There was nothing she could do for them.

      “That had to hurt,” Bastion said, eyeing the scorched ground where Thetan had died.

      “I think her anger had to hurt more,” Hayley said.

      “Sure. Whatever you say. Thanks for the fix.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She turned back to Zeus. The ancient Asura had watched the whole thing silently, and even now it simply stared at her while she approached.

      “Hayley!” Less said, rushing out from behind Zeus and throwing her arms around Hayley’s leg. “You did it!”

      “I did have a thirty-two percent chance,” Hayley replied, causing Less to giggle wildly.

      We have kept our end of the bargain. Now you will keep yours.

      Hayley nodded. She looked back to the Kythera. Thetan had taken the Gift from it, and all of it had burned when she did. The only power that remained was hers.

      “Hold on one second,” she said.

      She closed her eyes, bringing the part of her in from the platforms around the planet. It rested on her tattoos, causing her to glow brightly.

      “Now that is impressive,” Bastion said.

      “Now what?” Hayley asked, looking at Zeus.

      It moved slowly, reaching up and pulling the cables from its flesh. It looked painful, but it didn’t make any complaint.

      Once it was free of the reactor, it stood, walking past them. They followed; Hayley, Less, the Riders, and the remaining Asura, over a hundred in all. They walked with Zeus, from the reactor chamber until they were back outside.

      Hayley heard the dragon above them, and she looked up to follow it as it dropped from the sky, landing in front of them and dipping its head to Zeus. The Asura leader patted its snout. Then it turned to face her again.

      You must allow me to direct your power through the ebocite. From that, I can open the subroute.

      Hayley hesitated. She wasn’t sure about giving the Asura access to herself. What if this whole thing was a trick? She glanced at Less, and then at Tibor. She could tell he was ready to react to whatever decision she made.

      We had a bargain.

      Hayley nodded. She couldn’t live her life not trusting anyone to keep their word. Besides, even if the Asura took her power, it wouldn’t get them off the planet.

      She eased her Collective toward Zeus. It held out its hand, and she could feel its touch against her, bringing in her Collective and capturing its energy. It held out its other hand, directing it to the ground and whispering something her translator couldn’t decipher.

      At first, nothing happened. Slowly, the area where he was motioning began to change, the air around it flickering and fading. A dark crack began to appear in the universe, empty and black. Hayley could hardly believe it was real.

      The Asura started to move through it, hurrying into the crack even as it continued to expand. All of the soldiers were through before it was large enough for the dragon to follow, and even then the creature had to duck low and belly-crawl through until it too disappeared.

      Zeus released its grip on her. She felt a wave of coldness and dizziness, and she became unsteady on her feet. Then Tibor was there, and he caught her and held her. The crack in spacetime was already beginning to close, and Zeus only gave them a cursory glance before vanishing through it.

      Then the crack vanished, and they were alone.

      “Hal, you okay?” Tibor asked.

      Hayley closed her eyes again, reaching out to her Collective. So much of the power was gone. It felt like a part of her had been torn away.

      “I will be,” she replied. “I hope.”

      “So, we beat the bad guys and saved the other bad guys from being trapped here,” Bastion said. “What about us? Now we’re trapped here.”

      “Good point,” Jil said. “Even if we fix the Hornet, it doesn’t have an FTL drive.”

      “There’s an entire fleet of starships up there,” Hayley replied. “And they lost their Venerant.”

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

      “The Nephilim respond to power,” she said. “Zeus took a lot of it, but not all.”

      “So we take the gunship up there?” Bastion said. “If it will fly.”

      “No need,” Hayley said. “Gant, can you hear me?”

      “Aye, Witchy,” Gant replied.

      “It’s time for this copy of you to shut down. We’ll pick up the backup you left on the Chalandra.”

      “Aye, Witchy. See you on the other side.”

      “Roger that.” Hayley looked at the Riders. “You’ll have to come a little closer.”

      “Why?” Bastion asked.

      “A new trick I picked up. I still have some of myself on Thetan’s flagship.”

      “Whatever that means.”

      Hayley held her hands out wide, as though she was wrapping her team in a hug. Her naniates flowed around them like a cocoon.

      “This is going to feel weird,” Hayley said.

      “It tickles,” Tibor said. Less was already laughing at the sensation.

      When the cocoon fell away, they were standing on the bridge of Thetan’s flagship. The crew reacted with fear and surprise, rising at their stations and drawing their guns. Hayley reached out to them, calming their minds.

      “My name is Hayley Cage,” she said. “Thetan is dead. I defeated her in challenge. This ship is mine.”

      The Nephilim stared at her a moment. Then one of them approached and saluted.

      “Venerant Cage,” he said. “I am Honorant Koth. What are your orders, my Lady?”
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      “Are you sure this is what you want?” Bastion asked.

      “Yeah. You’re going to be missing a lot of fun,” Jil said.

      “And us, of course,” Narrl added.

      They were standing in the hangar of what had been Thetan’s flagship only a few days ago. Now it was the new ride for Quark’s Riders. All twenty of them, counting the Nephilim soldiers who had decided to stay on now that Thetan was gone. Hayley was at the base of the ramp leading into the Chalandra, with Tibor beside her and Less perched on his shoulders.

      “Yes,” Hayley said. “The one thing I’ve realized from all of this is that I’m not the soldier I always thought I wanted to be. I’m not a warrior like my mother, or like Quark. I want to help people, but not by hurting others. I’m a witch doctor, first. A healer.”

      “A healer who can’t go home,”  Bastion said.

      “Not to Koosa, no,” Hayley said. “But that isn’t my real home anyway, and to be honest; I want to see Earth again.”

      She tapped below her eyes, smiling. She had been to a mirror and seen the way her Collective had covered her pupils, shimmering copper and purple and making her eyes literally dazzling.

      “I don’t blame you,” Bastion said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been back too. I’m afraid the Republic won’t treat me too kindly if I show up there.”

      “You are still on their most wanted list,” Hayley said.

      “Number three,” Bastion replied. “Can you believe that? I mean, fine, Abbie is number one. I get that. But Olus is second? Come on. That old fart? Seriously.”  He paused, then looked at Less. “Maybe the Oracle can give us a direction before you leave?”

      Less opened her mouth to speak, but Hayley cut her off. “This Oracle is out of business. She’s going to Earth with me to live a normal life as a normal little girl. I know my Mother loved me, but her job kept her away so much of the time, I never knew her as well as I wanted to. I know I’m not your mom, Less, but I do care about you.”

      “I know,” Less said.

      “And we can’t afford to have a super-genius grow up maladjusted,” Bastion said. “That’s how super-villains are made.” He laughed. “What about Don Pallimo?”

      “What about him?”

      “He kind of screwed you, right?”

      “Yes, but he redeemed himself.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “No. I don’t think I ever can or will. The Don's still a ghost of what he used to be, and he’s still going to be looking for a way to free himself from his binds.”

      “You could do it,” Less said. “You are the Collective. You could make him one, too.”

      Hayley shook her head. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.” She smiled and stepped forward, taking time to embrace each of them in turn. “If you need me, and I mean really, really, really need me, you know where to find me.”

      “Me too,” Tibor said.

      “Roger that,” Bastion said.

      “Gant,” Hayley said. “This is goodbye for now.”

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving me with him,” Gant replied through the battleship’s comm.

      “Pipe it, freak-monkey,” Bastion said. “It’s not like I asked for you to join us.”

      “How would you like it if I steer you into a star?” Gant replied.

      “Maybe I’ll go back to Earth with you,” Narrl said. “I’ve never been.”

      “Someone has to keep these two in line,” Hayley replied, laughing. “Take care of yourselves. All of you.”

      She turned and headed up the ramp and into the Chalandra with Tibor and Less. She waved to the Riders as the ramp closed and sealed, and they waved back.

      The three of them headed up to the bridge. Hayley took the command station, while Less buckled herself into navigation and Tibor took the controls.

      “Xolo, take us out,” Hayley said. “And try not to hit anything on the way.”

      “Very funny,” Tibor replied, starting the reactor. “And if we’re civilians now, you don’t need to call me Xolo anymore, right?”

      “I don’t have to. But it’s funny.”

      He laughed. “Very funny. Well, now that we’re retired, I think the final score was that I saved your life five times, and you saved mine four.”

      “What? I don’t think so. I saved your life more often than you saved mine.”

      “You did not.”

      “I did too. I saved your life three times just on Genesia.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Once when the Collective wanted to blast you. Once when I healed you from the wounds Thetan gave you. Once when I got you off the planet.”

      “She’s right,” Less agreed.

      Tibor turned back to Less and wrinkled his face. “Traitor.”

      “No way. I’m on Mom’s side.”

      “Mom?” Hayley said. The title took her by surprise.

      “Families aren’t always who you’re born to, silly-head,” Less said. “Families can be made anytime. You don’t want me to call you Mom?”

      “No. It’s okay if you want to. I’d be happy for you to call me that.”

      “Good,” Less said. “Then it’s settled. We’re a family now.”

      “Roger that,” Hayley said.

      “Roger that,” Tibor said.

      Hayley leaned back in her seat. Despite everything that had happened, she was happier than she had been in a long, long time. She would still mourn Nibia and Quark, and she would still miss Abbie, but she would think of them fondly and proudly. Even if nobody else knew what they had done to try to keep the galaxy safe, she always would.

      She looked over at Less, and then at Tibor. She had always thought she wanted to be a Breaker like her Mother. A career soldier. She had learned that wasn’t what she wanted at all.

      This was all she wanted now.

      “Tibs, take us home.”
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      Did you love Justice of the Covenant? Want to read about Hayley’s kick-ass mother and her team while you wait for the next installment?

      

      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 soldiers 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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        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

      

      

      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 Engineer 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.

      

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)
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      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.

      (War Eternal is also available in a box set of the first three books here: mrforbes.com/wareternalbox)

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

      

      

      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.
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      My name is Landon Hamilton. Once upon a time I was a twenty-three year old security guard, trying to regain my life after spending a year in prison for stealing people’s credit card numbers.

      Now, I’m dead.

      Okay, I was supposed to be dead. I got killed after all; but a funny thing happened after I had turned the mortal coil...

      I met Dante Alighieri - yeah, that Dante. He told me I was special, a diuscrucis. That’s what they call a perfect balance of human, demon, and angel. Apparently, I’m the only one of my kind.

      I also learned that there was a war raging on Earth between Heaven and Hell, and that I was the only one who could save the human race from annihilation. He asked me to help, and I was naive enough to agree.

      Sounds crazy, I know, but he wished me luck and sent me back to the mortal world. Oh yeah, he also gave me instructions on how to use my Divine "magic” to bend the universe to my will. The problem is, a sexy vampire crushed them while I was crushing on her.

      Now I have to somehow find my own way to stay alive in a world of angels, vampires, werewolves, and an assortment of other enemies that all want to kill me before I can mess up their plans for humanity’s future. If that isn’t enough, I also have to find the queen of all demons and recover the Holy Grail.

      It’s not like it’s the end of the world if I fail.

      Wait. It is.

      
        
        Tears of Blood (Books 1-3)

        mrforbes.com/tearsofblood

      

      

      One thousand years ago, the world was broken and reborn beneath the boot of a nameless, ageless tyrant. He erased all history of the time before, enslaving the people and hunting those with the power to unseat him.

      The power of magic.

      Eryn is such a girl. Born with the Curse, she fights to control and conceal it to protect those she loves. But when the truth is revealed, and his soldiers come, she is forced away from her home and into the company of Silas, a deadly fugitive tormented by a fractured past.

      Silas knows only that he is a murderer who once hunted the Cursed, and that he and his brothers butchered armies and innocents alike to keep the deep, dark secrets of the time before from ever coming to light.

      Secrets which could save the world.

      Or destroy it completely.
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