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CHAPTER
ONE



Space was always trying to kill me. Actively or passively. And when space wasn’t actively trying to kill me—Kai Fletcher, Southside kid, former criminal and current starship pilot—someone else usually was. That was my thought when the mug of beer Darcy gave me vaporized in my hand as a blaster bolt hit it. 

My brother Griff and I had just finished a glorious repast of tavern-style pizza that Rick “Raygun” Holmes had cooked up for us at the Howling Monkey on Paradise Station. It tasted like it had come straight out of Vito and Nick’s. The beer, imported from Earth, was going to be the capstone and wash it all down.

Now it was gone, and all I had left was the handle of the mug. In a stupid fit of rage, I lobbed it in the direction the shot had come from. Griff flipped our table over for cover, and Darcy, our deceptively-human-looking waitress, dove behind the bar. The errant piece of glass shattered on the faceplate of a Stolitai armored suit. Great. I really don’t like those guys.

“Who the hell are they?” Griffin asked, pulling his gun out of its holster. 

He couldn’t line up a shot as the three Stolitai in the doorway peppered our general area with blaster fire. Smoldering holes opened up in the table’s smooth resin surface and filled the air with the stench of melted varnish and scorched wood. These tables were made of genuine Earth oak and were a major selling point for the Howling Monkey as the only Earth-centric eatery in the galaxy away from home. I swear Stolitai have no respect for anyone. 

“Stolitai,” I replied to Griff, taking my own gun out. “Giant-altered humans, mercenaries, and general military bad-asses. They handle security here on Paradise, and our best bet is to be somewhere else as soon as possible.” 

I aimed my molecular disruptor at the arch of the doorway over their heads, hit the firing stud, and dragged the beam across it. The disruptor dissolved part of the wall into free floating atoms, causing the rest of the arch below its path to drop onto the Stolitai’s armored heads with a clang of metal on metal that made my teeth vibrate. It didn’t have far to fall. Stolitai average out at seven and a half feet tall. I reminded myself to tell Hex that his new toy worked perfectly. 

Their onslaught paused long enough for us to stand and back towards the kitchen doors. Griff held on to the table, keeping himself between me and the incoming fire, using it as a shield to protect me while I tried to talk some sense into the enemy.

“You guys don’t want to do this!” I shouted. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, but none of it’s true!”

What the hell, it was worth a shot.

“Spoken like a true criminal,” one of the armored giants said as he emerged from the wreckage of the arch. Dust and metallic bits and pieces fell from his shoulders to the floor. “You’re all just innocent and misunderstood.”

“You get it!” I called back. Stolitai are renowned for their focus, but could be put off balance with humor and insults. Especially insults. “I bet you were at least third in your class at the armored hulk academy.”

We reached the double doors and shoved our way through them backwards, with Griff leaving the table just outside as a further impediment to the Stolitai’s progress. Raygun was in the back near the fry station, pulling a data crystal out of his terminal with a delicate pincer-like device extended from his multi-tooled cybernetic arm.

“You got a back door?” I asked.

“To the left!” Raygun said as he tossed the crystal my way.

I caught it as we dashed past him to a service exit. “Thanks for the data dump!” 

“I hope it’s useful!” 

“Me too!” I called back, stuffing it into a pouch on my belt for later. “Sorry about the door.” 

“What door?” Raygun yelled after us, but the exit closed, cutting off any reply. 

We found ourselves in a narrow corridor that ran behind several of the shops and restaurants in this section of Paradise. From the faint rotten smell and bits of garbage on the floor, I figured it must be mainly used to haul trash to the station’s recycler. It reminded me of the spaces behind stores at a mall.

“Which way?” Griff asked.

Using my implants, I overlayed a map of Paradise with our current position in my visual cortex. We needed to get back to our ship, but making a straight line for the docking rings was probably a bad idea that they would have anticipated. I also wanted to get these bruisers away from the Howling Monkey. 

I rushed down the hall to my left without answering Griff. The map said it ran another fifty yards before emptying into a large space that housed the recyclers. That was a dead end. We didn’t have time to run that far anyway. Even without their power armor, Stolitai could outpace us by a good ten miles per hour. With it, there wasn’t a reason to bother measuring the speed difference. 

I counted three doors as we raced along. The first was the knick-knack shop. Even aliens liked to collect dust-catchers. The second door was the rear entrance to a bar called The Inferno, which catered to every species I knew about and a bunch I didn’t. It never ceased to amaze me how some things, like alcohol and the concept of Hell, seemed universal across the galaxy.

The third door was the electronic gadget shop and general store. I angled to it and shoved my way inside after it slid open for me. Griff was right behind me and made sure it closed before we went in any further. Just in time, too, because I could hear and feel giant armored feet thudding down the service corridor behind us. I scrambled past shelves of merchandise in self-sealing boxes until I realized Griff wasn’t with me.

An acrid burning smell drifted across the room. Griff was using a small laser, like the ones our ship’s repair bots had, to melt the doorframe to the door. Smart. I nodded in approval and moved to the door separating the backroom from the shop’s storefront.

“Remember that time we got caught boosting Milk Duds from Izzy’s bodega?” Griff asked as he joined me behind the door.

I was peering through the window built into it, trying to spot the Gensoon shop owner. 

“Yeah,” I replied, smiling at the memory, then frowned. “We could have gotten away clean, but you were greedy and tried to snag that bag of gummi worms from the rack by the front door on the way out.” 

“I like gummies,” Griff said, as if that explained everything. “Besides, they were sweet and sour.” 

“Well, that makes the beating Izzy gave us all worth it, doesn’t it?” 

“What beating?” Griff asked. “I got let off with a warning because I’m the younger and obviously cuter brother. You took the beating.” 

“Nice. Maybe you can bat your eyelashes at the Stolitai and they’ll let us go.” 

“Maybe. Are Stolitai women hot? Like in a WNBA star mixed with an MMA fighter kinda way?” 

Even pursued by genetically-altered human super soldiers, because I was public enemy number one according to the Dor’Anian Union’s version of the Justice Department, my kid brother could still make me smile. We were so very far away from home, and I was sure glad he was with me.

I couldn’t see any other customers in the store to blend in with, nor could I see the shopkeeper. We’d just have to rush the entrance and mix in with the foot traffic outside. That was easier said than done because, aside from Raygun Holmes at the Howling Monkey, we were probably the only two humans on the whole damn station. I knew it was a risk coming here, but I needed some info and Raygun knew just about everybody. If he didn’t have the info himself, he knew who would. Life is all about calculated risks.

We’d been careful, not arriving in my usual ride, a Gardranian Warship called Stronghold, instead using a smaller launch Hex had fabricated for us that I’d christened Specter. It was modeled in appearance after a common-use Gensoon light freighter, but it was what was under the hood that made the difference.

I pushed the door open, trying to be quiet, holstering my disruptor as I went. Not wanting to terrify the proprietor, I motioned for Griff to do the same. Heading to the shop’s entrance, I rounded a display of Tahshee power converters and collided with the little Gensoon who was standing after stocking the bottom shelf.

“Oh! Forgive me, Sentient; I did not know anyone was in the store,” they said, straightening their apron and giving me an apologetic look. They had androgenous facial features framed by arrow-straight jet-black hair and looked startingly human. Like the rest of their species, I couldn’t tell if this Gensoon was currently manifesting as male or female, and it was unsettling. Now, now, Kai; open mind. It’s a big galaxy. 

“It was my fault,” I said with a slight bow. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 

“May I help you find something?” they asked.

“A spare coil for a Dor’Anian bead pistol?” I asked, knowing they wouldn’t have one. Those were controlled items, available only to legitimate weapons dealers and, of course, the black market.

The hopeful expression on the Gensoon’s face fell and they looked away from me. “Forgive me, Sentient, but I do not carry such items, as they are restricted.”

“Not to worry,” I said, moving to the entrance. “I’m sure I’ll find one eventually.” 

Griff was right behind me as the door to the shop slid open for us. I wasn’t three feet outside when the Gensoon cried out. 

“Thief!” 

I whirled around to see Griff stuffing a bag of some kind of crunchy snacks into his jumpsuit on his way out. 

“Seriously?” I demanded. 

“Old habits die hard?” he offered with a weak smile.

“Give it back,” I ordered. 

Griff shrugged and tossed the bag to the Gensoon, who was running to the door to stop us. The Gensoon caught the bag, securing it across their chest with a forearm. The motion unbalanced them, and they crashed into the display rack the bag had come from. The shopkeeper and the rack of bags went to the floor in an explosion of low-nutrient snack products. 

The shopkeeper pressed a button on a watch-like device on their wrist, and the lighting inside shifted from subtle blue into an angry red. Great. An alarm system right when we were trying to avoid security.

I grabbed Griff’s arm and dragged him along with me as I ran. “Come on, idiot.” 

We barreled through the crowds filling the causeway, doing our best not to run headlong into any being that looked like it might take offense and was larger than us. That wasn’t as easy as it sounds. 

“You just had to steal something?” I asked Griff, dodging between two Ramtuken and spinning around a Relniknah’s multi-limbed form. They all shouted after us, but my translator either couldn’t pick it up or the curses they were using weren’t translatable. In my experience it’s usually the latter. 

“It was just a bag of snacks,” Griffin said.

“That’s not the point! Stealing is wrong! Besides, now the Stolitai know where we went, and they’ll pick our trail back up. I hope the thrill was worth it.” 

Griff’s lips compressed into a thin straight line, and he focused on keeping up with me. We were a lot faster and stronger than normal humans thanks to modifications and enhancements my ship’s AI—Hexpallus—had gifted us with, but the Stolitai still had the advantage. 

I angled to the corner, and as I rounded it a blaster bolt slammed into the wall near my head, causing me to reflexively duck. I didn’t want to trade shots with these guys in the middle of the station. Too many innocents could get caught in the crossfire.

We pushed ourselves faster, entering what I called the food court, a wide-open space full of kiosks and stands selling all manner of refreshments and trinkets. The three Stolitai from earlier were closing in and, judging by the amount of blaster fire erupting around us, were nowhere near as concerned about collateral damage as I was. 

As I passed one kiosk loaded with clear tanks of water teeming with eel-like fish, I spun, grabbed it, and flipped it over. There was a satisfying crash followed by the rush of hundreds of gallons of water hitting the floor. I risked a glance behind me as I ran to see the deck alive with smooth, slithering product. Some sentients actually ate those things live. Nasty. 

The pursuing Stolitai hit the mess and two of them yelped as their feet flew out from underneath them. They landed on their backs, crushing multiple eels, and dropping their blaster rifles. The third hydroplaned straight through the growing puddle into a jewelry stand, shattering it and sending shiny pieces of broken adornment everywhere.

I was so focused on the destruction behind me that I didn’t notice the small group of ferret-faced Untlavians blocking our path. I barreled straight into them, the momentum causing them to scatter and fall to the deck in multiple directions.

“Strike!” Griff yelled as we finished crossing the open space and I slammed through another service entrance, granting us access to a “station personnel only” corridor. 

“This is not a joke!” I yelled. 

“You just wish you’d said it,” Griff shot back.

I kind of did. It was funny, but this wasn’t the time. 

The corridor took us past the administrative offices of Paradise Station. Startled office workers of various species jumped as we blurred past them. The overlay of the station in my head told me that we were now heading in the general direction of the docking ring, but there was still a lot of station between us and there. The ship needed to be ready to go. I opened a communications channel on my implants.

“Stanley, it’s Kai.” 

“Well, hello there! Finished with your errands already?” 

“We have a situation with station security that Griff made worse. I need you to get Specter ready to go, and be prepared to clear all moorings by force,” I ordered. 

“Oh, it’s like that?” Stanley asked.

“Yeah, it’s not good,” I said.

“It’s not my fault,” Griff said, bursting into the channel. “Kai’s the galaxy’s most wanted, not me.” 

“Later,” I snapped. “Just be ready to go, Stan. We’re on our way.” 

I cut comms off before either of them could say anything more and focused on running. I had no idea how close behind us those armored giants were, and I didn’t want to find out.

They let me know anyway. 

The walls around us exploded with blaster fire. Chunks of dislodged heated metal smacked us in the face and sides as we ran. A soaking-wet Stolitai stormed after us, sparkly bits of necklaces and bracelets made of gold and other precious metals dangled from various places on his armor giving him the appearance of a pissed off, bedazzled mechanoid.

Griff saw him and laughed. “It’s Robocop, the Rainbow Bright edition! He’s back, he’s bad, and he’s sparkly!"

“Not helping!” I said. 

I pulled my disruptor. Based on the map, there was a shortcut in just a few feet. I aimed ahead of us and hit the firing stud, unleashing the beam’s fury against the interior wall. It vaporized into atoms, and I took a sharp right. I jumped and fell a few feet onto the top of a covered catwalk connecting this level with the one below it. Our feet rang out metallic impacts as we crossed the transparent surface, aliens of various species gazing up at us in wonder from inside. The clear covering must have been made of transparent metal.

I holstered the disruptor and pulled my trusty bead pistol. It had saved my life more than once since I got it off a dead Untlavian that had tried to kill me with it. That was back when I’d first been shanghaied into space on board the Laosoran crime syndicate ship Black Horizon. Good times. 

The catwalk was angled, which made the footing a little treacherous as I stopped to aim back the way we’d come. The bedazzled Stolitai and one of his buddies were about to make the leap to the top of the catwalk. I snapped off two quick shots, one round slamming into the side of the hole my disruptor had made, showering them with metal fragments and whatever passed for paint out here in Gensoonian space. The other bead tore through the shoulder armor of the sparkly Stolitai, spinning him around and into his companion, bringing them both to the deck. 

We half-slid/half-ran the rest of the way down the top of the catwalk to the end, then swung down to the next level of the station. I sprinted, following the map with Griff on my heels. The docking ring section was twenty yards ahead of us. 

There were five Stolitai in the center of the docking rings, their rifles aimed at every possible approach. I pulled a boom disk—an invention of an old friend named Landon that I’d had Hex recreate—out of a pocket and slung it at the center of the group. The explosive little frisbee landed right in their center and detonated on impact. It didn’t cause much damage to their armor, but the explosion threw them several yards in multiple directions, clearing the way to our docking ring.

“Those things are so cool!” Griff commented as I slapped the button to cycle the airlock. “Why can’t I have any?” 

“Because you think they’re so cool,” I replied as the door opened.

A blaster bolt nailed me in the shoulder before I could enter the tube that connected our ship to the station. The force of it spun me around and to one knee. 

“Kai Fletcher, you are mine!” 

I knew that voice. My blood ran cold. This was impossible. That voice belonged to a dead Stolitai.

Through a blur of pain, I forced my good hand to pull the disruptor from its holster at my side. The side which was turned away from the advancing armored giant that I’d last seen lying in a smoldering heap after I’d shot him up with his own rifle in the lower levels of a Vakness vault facility.

Grel’s gait was different than the last time I’d seen him because he now sported a cybernetic leg to replace the one I’d blown off him with my bead pistol. His faceplate was up, and he looked equal parts happy to see me and murderous. Or maybe it was that he was about to murder me that made him look happy. Either way. 

“The stain on my honor of you sparing my life will finally be erased!” Grel sneered as he stopped a few yards away from us, leveling his rifle at Griffin. “Who is this mongrel?” 

“Hey, kiss my ass, Gigantor,” Griff said. “I heard about you. Couldn’t even kill my big brother with three buddies and a bunch of adjudicators. Loser.” 

“Griff,” I tried to warn him, too late. 

Grel fired again and the bolt caught Griffin in the belly, dropping him to the deck. That was the distraction I needed. I raised the disruptor, aiming for the airlock door behind Grel and his slowly- recovering companions. He reacted to the movement, tracking his rifle at me, but his actions moved him straight into the beam as I fired. His left arm was separated from his torso along with a decent chunk of his shoulder as he screamed in agony. The beam continued unabated into the airlock door I was aiming at to begin with, dissolving it as well and decompressing the entire area.

I barely managed to drag Griffin into the tube connecting the station to Specter before the emergency controls took over and closed it behind us. The last thing I saw in Paradise Station as they closed was Grel’s hate-filled eyes boring into me as he was dragged across the deck towards the open airlock.


CHAPTER
TWO



The decompression-warning klaxon of Paradise Station continued wailing, I assume, but the sound was cut off after the airlock door closed. I holstered my disruptor and painfully got to my feet. Wrapping my good arm around Griff, I pulled him to Specter’s hatch and activated it. The door slid open after the lights cycled, and I hauled Griffin to one of the command couches in the cockpit. After strapping him in, I pulled a med-pack out of the emergency locker and slapped it over Griff’s abdomen. The pack sealed itself to the wound, and immediately went to work treating the blaster injury.

“Hey, Kai,” the disembodied voice of Stanley, the ship’s AI said. “You guys don’t look so good!” 

“That’s because we’ve been shot,” I explained, rooting around in the locker for a second med-pack. 

I winced while removing my trench coat. Some of its fibers had been burned into my flesh, and they tore loose when I pulled it off. The second med-pack went over my shoulder, but it took me a minute to get it in place. As it sealed itself to me it shot me up with a pain killer before clotting any bleeding and initiating the regrowth of skin and tissue. The pain killer allowed my thinking to clear. 

“Stan, what’s the situation on the other side of the lock?” 

“Emergency containment fields have been placed that sealed the breach, but not before a number of security personnel were sucked out of the station into the perilous void.” 

“Perilous void?” Hearing Stan’s Midwest accent that he’d copied from Griffin and me speaking like that was over the top weird.

“It’s Griff’s fault,” Stan replied.

“How’s that?”

“He introduced me to Victorian-era literature from Earth,” Stan said, as if that explained everything. “Jane Austen isn’t just for ladies.”

I didn’t know what to do with that, so I left it alone.

“Did any security personnel survive?” 

“They all survived. Stolitai armor is proof against vacuum,” he said, then shifted into his more normal speech mode. “The one you shot is still inside the station, but his vital signs are droppin’ fast.” 

Shit. Grel. The disruptor beam wasn’t something I wanted to use on living beings if it could be avoided, but he’d wandered right into it. Damn the Dor’Anian Union and their lies about me anyway. If they hadn’t convinced everybody that I was some kind of galactic terrorist, Grel and his team wouldn’t have a reason to go after me.

“Is there anyone out there to help him?” I asked. 

“Nope,” Stan replied. “The area is still sealed off as a precaution.” 

Great. Up to me, then.

I cycled the airlock and tore off down the tube connecting Specter to Paradise.

“Kai, I thought we were leavin’?” Stan called after me. 

“In a minute!” I yelled back as the second airlock door opened and I stepped back onto the station.

Debris and trash dislodged by the rush of escaping air littered the deck . Grel was by the energy field that had dropped down to seal the breach, the armored fingers of his suit’s remaining hand digging three inches deep into the deck plates. The left side of his armor was covered in a thick black gel that was probably what had kept him alive by preventing him from bleeding out.

Opening my map of Paradise again, I checked for the location of the nearest medical pod. One was just on the other side of a sealed blast door that had slid into place as a backup to the containment field. 

“Stan, can you find a way to override this blast door?” 

“Yeah, gimmie a sec,” the AI said.

He was sounding more human all the time, but it was like he kept trying on new modes of speaking to find one he liked. Hexpallus had created him to run our launch, Specter. Hex explained that Stanley was programmed to learn and adapt, and part of that was to emulate human expression and idiom. The problem was that he’d spent more time with Griff than me, and it showed. Griff had even named him. Half the time he sounded like Hex, and the rest of the time he sounded like the second brother I never had. Or wanted.

“Okay,” Stan said. “I got the station safety AI to accept that the pressure is normalized on this side, so it oughtta open up any second now.” 

Sure enough, as soon as he’d said it I heard the grinding of the motors that powered the blast doors as they pulled it open. Before they’d finished I tossed Grel over my shoulder, went through, and kicked the button on the side of the med-pod. It opened with a soft hiss, the lid slowly rising into the air. Even enhanced as I was Grel was heavy as hell in his armor, so I dumped him into the med-pod a little harder than I intended. He landed with a bounce, smacking his head on the side of the internal surface. He’d heal. It’s a med-pod. It’s what they do.

The pod auto closed and sealed. Flashing lights came to life on the side of the machine. Since it looked like it was working, I decided it was time to get the hell out of Dodge. I dashed back down the connecting tube and sealed us back inside Specter.

“Okay Stan, clear all moorings and thrust us away from here. I’ll pilot in a minute after I check on Griff,” I ordered. 

“He’s stable,” Stan said. “The station security AI is telling me not to leave because they need a statement from us. A police report, if you will.” 

“Screw that,” I said. Get us the⁠—” 

“Hell outta here! On it!” Stan said, the excitement in his voice palatable. “Suck it, Esmerta!” 

“Esmerta?” I asked.

“The station security AI,” Stan said. “She’s kind of a Karen.” 

“We’re not going to be able to come back here for a while, are we?” 

“Not without a new registry number and transponder,” Stan replied.

Specter shook as Stan forced the moorings holding us to Paradise to pop off and applied thrusters to force us away from the hull of the station. I slid into the command couch next to Griff’s, interfaced my implants with Specter’s systems, and closed my eyes. My visual cortex filled with an image of Paradise Station from the outside and Specter at the center of the frame as a reference for me. Using my implants and nanite-enhanced synapsis, I willed Specter away from Paradise using her conventional thrusters and reaction drive. Part of her charm was being able to pass as a normal ship, while still having a Gardranian gravity drive on tap for when we really needed to move across a system. Like I said, it’s what’s under the hood that makes the difference.

“Paradise security is ordering us to heave to and prepare to be boarded,” Stan advised.

“In your words, Stan, they, too, can suck it,” I said, putting the reaction drive to max and aiming us at the closest point from where we could enter Transition Space. 

“Yeah, I told ’em to already,” Stan said proudly.

All I could do was shake my head. “Yeah, not coming back here for a long time.” 

With so many of their security personnel drifting outside the station using power armor thrusters to get themselves to a working airlock, there wasn’t anyone available to man the Stolitai’s ship to chase after us. All they could do was watch us go, and eventually enter Transition Space to our destination; rejoining what remained of the small Gardranian armada, my only friends in the galaxy for now.
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A day later, we arrived in an unremarkable red dwarf star system nestled in the no-man’s land of space in between the Vakness Empire and Dor’Anian Union. It was uncontested because there wasn’t anything of value here. No asteroids to mine, no planets that could support industry or life. Not even a gas giant to stick an orbital refueling station around. A real nowhere place. For some reason it felt very appropriate to me.

Griff spent the trip in Specter’s own medical pod, healing from the serious blaster wound Grel had given him. According to Stan, if it hadn’t been for the med-pack I slapped on him shortly after he was shot, he would have died. That had me rethinking bringing him along on the trip to Paradise Station. Maybe even into space at all, even if it was the only way I could keep an eye on him. I kept telling myself that we were better off together than not, but was that true? Yeah, Kai, good luck getting him to go back home after getting a taste of the greater galaxy.

We headed towards our formation of ships close to the system’s star. Our presence would be at least partially masked in its background noise to any casual scans of the system. Not that we anticipated anyone showing up to run a casual scan. No-man’s land is no-man’s land for a reason. Nobody wanted it.

As we approached, I took in the sight of the three destroyers that made up our little fleet so far—Champion, Steadfast, and Warlord—hanging in the black. The only ships left from a once- mighty fleet of AI-controlled, but sentient-creature-piloted warships created for the express purpose of turning back the greatest threat to galactic life ever, the Kholdrax.

The Kholdrax were self-appointed exterminators of sentient species they deemed a threat to the rest of the galaxy. They tended to determine that based on whoever was a threat to their supremacy. The Gardranians had fought them to a standstill eons ago, and when it looked like they might take the whole galaxy with them in the struggle both sides went into hiding and hibernation. Each one hoped to outlast the other, it seemed.

The Vakness Empire—the galaxy’s current holder of the “most aggressive species” title—had found, awakened, and taken over a bunch of Kholdrax warships to use in their ongoing struggle against the Dor’Anian Union. This in turn had sent out a signal to not only the rest of the sleeping Kholdrax, but the Gardranian ships as well. Stronghold was one of those slumbering giants on the good guys’ side. Her AI, Hexpallus, had recruited me to replace his deceased pilot until such time as another command-and-control ship could be found. Then Griff and I could go back home. Well, not home. Chicago was sort of off limits for us, like Paradise Station was now. But at least back to Earth and out of the weirdness of space travel.

I’d been zipping around the stars for literally months now, and I still couldn’t quite believe it sometimes. There was a part of me that was starting to wonder if we’d even be able to go back once we were done with this little war thing.

I docked Specter in the special bay Hex had made for the vessel and woke Griff up from his med-pod-induced sleep. 

“Did we win?” he asked with a lopsided grin.

“Yeah, by the skin of your teeth!” Stan said before I could answer. “Who told you to step in between a blaster rifle and your brother?” 

“Oh relax, would you?” Griff said to the AI. “It’s not like I almost died or anything!” 

Griff turned to me for support. I shook my head. 

“What, really?” Griff said. “I almost⁠—” 

“Shuffled off this mortal coil?” Stan said. “Had your ticket punched? Bought the farm? Cashed in your chips? Kicked the oxygen habit?” 

“Stan,” I admonished.

“Became immortality challenged? Took a nap in the recycler?” 

I frowned. “Stan!” 

“Whatever. Why should I care? Nobody listens to me anyway.” The AI sounded almost pouty. There were definite differences between Stan and Hexpallus.

I ignored Stan and turned to Griffin. “Yeah, it was kind of serious for a while, but you pulled through.” 

“Sucks that I don’t remember that part,” Griff said. “Up until then, though, it was freakin’ awesome!” 

“Awesome?” I asked. “You thought that was awesome?” 

“It was a hell of a lot better than sitting around the ship forever, listening to you and Hex talk about where the rest of the fleet might be.” 

“Almost getting killed by Stolitai is not fun, Griff. Those guys are serious.” 

“Are they, though?” Griffin asked. “I mean, they shoot like stormtroopers unless they’re right in front of you, and you took a bunch of them down with a boom disk. Hardly the elites you’re describing.” 

I couldn’t believe he was being so glib about it all. Maybe more than just the memory around being shot had been affected by his time in the med-pod. “We got lucky. I hope you never have to find out how tough they can be. The one that shot you was supposed to have been killed back on Piggy Bank, yet there he was.” 

“You took him out, though,” Griff said. “After he shot me, right?” 

“I hurt him,” I said. “Then I put him in a med-pod, and we left Paradise.” 

I helped Griff to stand, but he was staring at me like I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had.

“You let him live?” he finally asked. “What kind of shit is that?” 

“Look, he has a beef with me, okay? I get that. But he’s just doing his security job. Can’t hate a guy just because he’s doing his job.” 

Griff shook off my hand that was holding him up, preferring to lean against the side of the machine. “Speak for yourself.” 

The hatch from Specter to the interior of Stronghold opened, and I went through. 

A few minutes later I entered the Stronghold’s control center with Raygun’s data crystal in my hand. “Hex, I need the data on this crystal analyzed, please.” 

“Of course,” Hex replied, extending a small tray from the wall with a circular depression in it just big enough for the crystal, which was conveniently disk-shaped. “I take it your trip to Paradise was a success?” 

“Yeah, I almost died!” Griff said with exuberance.

“That is… disturbing,” Hex said.

“Nah, it was fine,” Griffin said. “Kai pulled me through the boring parts.” 

“Boring parts?” Hex asked me.

“Med-pod-induced sleep cycle,” I explained. “Griff took a blaster bolt to the abdomen. I took a round in the shoulder. No permanent damage.” 

There was a brief pause, as I suspected Hexpallus was scanning us to verify what I’d just said. “I concur, but as I recall I did warn of the possibility of such an event upon your return to Paradise.” 

I climbed onto my command couch. “Nobody likes an ‘I told you so,’ Hex.”

“Indeed,” the Gardranian AI said. “Speaking of which, and my apologies in advance for being one twice in the same conversation, but Ventalius is demanding that we proceed to the first possible location of fleet vessels to aid in our struggle against the Kholdrax, as I predicted.” 

“Guess I’d better call a meeting then,” I said. “Let me know what you come up with on that disk. I think I’m out of the spy game for a while. That one was a little too close.” 

“What are you talking about?” Griff said. “That was the best time I’ve had in weeks!” 

I shot Griff a fake concerned look. “There’s something wrong with you.” 

Griff gave me his ‘I’m better than you’ face. “You’re just mad because Mom always liked me better.” 

“You keep telling yourself that,” I said.

“Is that normal amongst humans?” Hex asked. “For a parent to favor one child over another?” 

“No, Hex. Griff is just being his usual over-dramatic self,” I said. “While it is true that most moms have a special place in their heart for the youngest child, which our mom did, no question, she loved me just as much. Just in a different way.” 

“My apologies, Kai, but that sounds to me like the human idiom known as a ‘cop out’,” Hex observed. 

“See? That’s what I said,” Griff chimed in. “Kai just doesn’t wanna face reality.” 

“Hex, open a meeting with the other AIs, please,” I directed, ignoring this silliness.

A few moments later, I found myself in the virtual conference room that Hex created for these meetings with the controller AIs of the other ships. Unlike Hexpallus, Rabun (Champion’s AI), Ventalius⁠—

the AI for Warlord—and Threllus of the destroyer Steadfast did not need pilots. They were special hybrid creations that combined the organic brains and central nervous systems of the last of the Gardranian species with cybernetics and controller AI programming. They were very different from Hex.

The projections of their digital selves arrived in their respective seats around the table, Rabun looking serene as always, Threllus with his mildly amused expression, and Ventalius chomping at the bit to get some action started.

Ventalius was first to speak. “I trust you’re finished wasting time at Paradise Station and are ready to get back to the mission?” 

Anything that didn’t involve finding the rest of our mysteriously still slumbering fleet or fighting the Kholdrax directly was a waste of time to Ventalius. I’d gotten used to his not-so-subtle digs. 

“Hex is still going over the data, so I don’t know that it was a waste of time yet,” I said. “I’ll brief you when I do.” 

“But to your unspoken point,” Hex said, “we are ready to continue the search for the location of the Regent ship Corallus, and the heavy cruiser Stoutheart.” 

Their avatars’ appearances, which I assume was based on their residual memories of what they actually looked like when they still had bodies, was a variation on the classic bulb-headed, big-eyed alien from TV and movies. Huge brains in spindly, frail bodies.

Another race I'd run across out here, the Ramtuken, had a similar look, only less robust. They're the ones that all the abduction stories are about. Considering the many thousands of years separating the two species in their development, the Gardranians could be a distant ancestor if I had to guess. Maybe not all of them went to sleep when they hit the pause button on the war.

"Hexpallus, I have gone over the list of possible locations left with you by the Regent," Rabun said. "I assume your suggestion is to travel to the closest one first?" 

"It seemed the simplest solution," Hex replied. "However, I recommend that since the Deltonah system is somewhat close to Vakness space, we exercise tactical caution and approach it from outside its extreme edge. A series of deep scans can be performed from there. This way, if there are Vakness naval assets in the area, we can avoid them." 

"Why bother?" Ventalius piped up. "Our ships are superior to theirs, so we get some target practice in if anyone else arrives."

"Ill advised," Rabun said. "We do not yet know the full strength of numbers of the Kohldrax ships the Vakness have taken for their own purposes, nor do we know the number of Kholdrax ships that have awakened as we did." 

"Agreed," Threllus added. "Wandering into a full-fledged battle group with our current numbers would be disastrous. Especially since we have the responsibility to awaken the missing elements of the fleet." 

"We have faced long odds before," Ventalius argued.

I thought it was time to step in. "Like we say back home, there's stupid, and then there's stupid in large groups." 

Ventalius shot me an irritated look. "What does that even mean?" 

"It means if we decide as a group to do something stupid, it’s still stupid. Playing it risky just because we've gotten away with it in the past qualifies. Ill advised, like Rabun said. I always liked the concept of a cautious but living pilot as opposed to a dead hero." 

He looked like he wanted to retort, but changed his mind.

"Then we are agreed," Hex said. “We will make our way to the edge of the system and proceed from there." 

Rabun and Threllus gave me a nod each as they left the conference. Ventalius just vanished.

"Is he okay?" I asked as the virtual conference room faded into the reality of Stronghold's control center.

"I suspect that Ventalius is merely eager, and perhaps not as adept at controlling his frustration over the fact that things have not gone as planned." 

“Welcome to my world,” I muttered. “My whole life feels like it’s been a giant ad-lib.” 

There was a pause as Hex consulted his massive database of Earth culture and language that he’d picked up when he downloaded the entire internet the last time we went near Earth. Yes, I made him delete the porn. This database went a long way to Hex and me understanding each other better. Well, at least Hex understanding me.

“Ad-lib is a theater term,” Hex said. “Connected closely to improvisational sketch comedy and involves making actions and dialogue up on the go with each participant playing off the groundwork the others lay down. This does not describe your personality. You are generally a meticulous planner and engage in this sort of mental adjustment when reacting to the machinations of others.” 

I nodded. “Okay.” 

“Are you saying that your existence is essentially a reaction to external forces?” 

Was I? That gave me pause. There wasn’t a lot of stability in my home growing up. Dad was okay at a lot of things, but not very good at anything. This meant he’d had a lot of different jobs while we were growing up. More of a career meander than a path. That translated into a fluctuating income level over the years that was lean more often than it was fat. The lack of control was one of the reasons I made plans and put them in motion. I had control over those plans to a degree. It was also one of the contributing factors to my early involvement in crime. Some kids had a work ethic and worked hard. I worked hard at taking what I wanted. It was sort of the same. At least that was what I used to tell myself. And now I was feeling bad about a great many of my life choices. 

“I think you’ve triggered enough self-reflection for one cycle, Hex.” 
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“What an absolute shithole,” Griff muttered. 

A visual representation of the Deltonah system filled Stronghold’s control center. The local star, Deltonah, herself, was a blue/white star, which to me was kind of a refreshing change from all the red dwarfs we’d seen lately. “I think it’s pretty.” 

“You would,” Griff said. “A gazillion miles from home and not a Stuckey’s in sight. Ergo, absolute shithole.” 

“If you want a pecan log, you know where the replicator is.” 

Griff’s nose wrinkled like I’d held a litter box under it. “That ain’t the same.” 

“I have added pecan logs from Stuckey’s to our list of provisions to stock on our next visit to Earth,” Hexpallus said. “But I maintain that the food from the replicator is much more nutritionally sound.” 

“At least I can have it make real food,” Griff said with a smirk. 

“Piss off,” I said, shoving him away from my command couch. “I can’t help it if the time I spent on the Black Horizon got me stuck mentally picturing food as a blue sludge. And it isn’t real food, it’s just food-shaped sludge.” 

I reached down next to the command couch and pulled an Amp energy drink made with black tea from the small fridge, another new feature I’d asked Hex to install in the control center. I’d never tell Griff, but he did have a point. Sometimes there’s no substitute for the real thing. The replicator was perfectly able to reproduce an Amp drink for me. But it somehow wasn’t the same as getting them from home. I was going to miss it when this ran out. They don’t make it anymore. 

“Anything on the long-range scans?” I asked.

We were parked at the extreme outer edge of the system, doing our best not to make much electromagnetic noise as we peered in looking for signs of sleeping starships. Our focus had been on the asteroid belt in between the star and the system’s far flung gas giants. So far there hadn’t been any decent returns. 

“There is a magnetic anomaly in sector six of the asteroid belt, along with some unusual radiation,” Hex reported. “It may be nothing more than a large iron deposit.” 

“Or it could be a missing starship,” Griff said, a little excitement in his voice. “Either way, worth checking out, right?” 

“It’s the best lead we’ve had so far,” I agreed. “Send the destroyers to check it out. Approach from three directions, not as a group.” 

“What?” Griffin asked, disappointment evident in his tone. “We’re not going in?” 

“Nope.” 

“Why the hell not?” he demanded.

“Don’t ask me, I’m just the pilot,” I said.

“That’s not an answer!” 

“I’m afraid Kai has a point,” Hex said. “According to Gardranian doctrine, a command-and-control ship must remain in position to monitor and advise while assets are available to investigate potentially hazardous situations.”

I mentally adjusted the display to include icons for our three smaller warships as they broke formation and moved towards the anomaly we’d detected. Ventalius took Warlord on the most direct route, forcing Champion and Steadfast into more circular paths so that they approached the spot from above and below respectively. A fourth ship would have been ideal to approach from another head-on angle but, like Hex said, the regs say we stay behind. I sipped my Amp and tried not to worry.

I could feel Griffin staring at me. 

“What?” I finally asked. 

“So we’re just gonna sit here?” 

“Yup.” 

Griff snorted. “Wish I was back on Paradise. At least things happen there.” 

That pissed me off. “You nearly died there. I didn’t drag your ass out here to get you shot, Griffin.” 

“But look how that turned out,” he spat. “Maybe I’da been better off in Chicago.” 

The display filling the control center vanished as I dismissed it and jumped off of my command couch, facing him. “If it hadn’t been for me paying him off, Delgado would have killed you as an example to others not to welch on their gambling debts!” 

“He would have tried,” Griff said, mustering up a bravado that I knew he didn’t really feel.

Delgado scared him. Hell, Delgado scared me, and I’d tossed him across his office like a rag doll. I took a breath and calmed myself. I wasn’t helping Griff if I reacted to his level of negative energy with my own. I’d been doing a lot of reading on gambling and thrill-seeking addictions with Hex’s help since we left Earth the last time.

Griff was easily bored, and without the dopamine hits from risk-taking that he’d gotten used to, he became kind of an ass. Like me before my first Amp of the day, on steroids. That was what this was. He needed action and taking chances, and it was a problem. It made him do stupid stuff like back in the electronics shop on Paradise. 

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know you’re going stir crazy, but you’ve got to stop with the thrill-seeking, man. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find another command-and-control ship. Then we can go home, and Hex can find himself a new pilot.” 

“Home?” Griff said, shaking my hand off, even more agitated than before. “Why the hell would I wanna go back there? You may not have done much for me, bro, but bringing me out here wasn’t bad. I’ll give you that.” 

The insults were designed to get a reaction out of me. That’s all. A fight with me was a poor substitute for risk-taking, but it would do in a pinch. I didn’t need to give him the satisfaction. 

“Look, buddy, it’s going to be a while before they get there, even with gravity drives. Instead of making yourself nuts here, go find something to do. Go practice running the weapons systems sim. See if you can beat Hex’s time on taking down multiple targets.” 

“He won’t,” Hexpallus said. 

I shot an irritated glance over my shoulder. “Not helping, Hex!”

“My apologies,” the AI said. “I intended no insult. Merely stating the impossibility of Griffin outperforming a controller AI at gunnery skills.” 

“Oh, it is on!” Griff said heading to the exit. “I’ll be in the Danger Room if you need me.” 

The Danger Room, Griff’s name for the simulation chamber I’d asked Hex to build for us to train in, was another new addition to Stronghold. Hex could program multiple scenarios for training, covering just about anything we thought we might run across in our travels to accomplish whatever mission we needed to. We interfaced with it using our implants.

As a planner, it was heaven for me. Griffin used it to play video games in VR and try to beat Hexpallus at shooting things with the ship’s weapons. There was also a program called Harem that he’d left running in the background on the interface one day, but I was too chicken to open it. Hey, it keeps him off the streets. 

“Did I do it properly?” Hex asked after Griffin was gone. 

“Do what, Hex?” I asked, bringing the system display back up, this time just into my own visual cortex.

“I attempted to use reverse psychology to get Griffin to the simulation room to ‘blow off some steam’, I believe is the term. He seemed agitated, judging by his heart rate and blood pressure readings.” 

I smiled in amazement. “Yeah, Hex. You did it right. Good call. The best way to get Griffin to do something is to tell him he can’t.” 
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A few hours later, the call came from Champion’s AI, Rabun. “Kai, Hexpallus, we have completely scanned the sector the anomalous readings came from and have uncovered something of interest. Please proceed to our location at best speed.”


CHAPTER
THREE



The three destroyers were stationed in a defensive formation around an open area in the asteroid field that looked like someone scooped a section out of it. The belt of mineral deposits surrounding the system’s star at several million miles out was tightly packed except for this spot. Some of the asteroids in the belt had been moved out of position by whatever had removed the missing material, which made the belt look askew. 

“What was the magnetic anomaly?” I asked.

“That turned out to be a significant iron deposit, as I suspected,” Hex replied. “The radiation anomaly, combined with the missing section of asteroids, was more telling.” 

I titled my head puzzled. “In what way?” 

“The radiation signature matches that of the molecular disruptor cannon of a Gardranian heavy cruiser. And it is recent.” 

“Are you saying that one of our ships deleted a section of this asteroid belt?” 

“No, Kai. I am saying that one of our ships self-destructed in the middle of this asteroid field and took a significant portion of the surrounding material with it.” 

“It self-destructed by turning the molecular disruptor on itself?” 

“In a way,” Hex said. “The molecular disruptor emitter focuses the energies into a beam. It is possible for the energies of the disruptor to be released without the emitter engaged, in which case the energy expands unchecked, reducing everything within several of your miles to their basic atomic components.” 

“Could Stronghold do that?” 

Hex’s reply was immediate. “Of course.”

I paused for a moment, trying to imagine what it would feel like to have my atoms spread across the cosmos. It was too weird, so I focused on smaller things. “Why, though? Why would they do that?” 

“It is a common denial tactic when an AI decides that it is about to be compromised by an enemy,” Ventalius supplied. “The circumstances would have to be dire. Most Gardranian ships die in combat. That is not what happened here.” 

“I concur,” Rabun said. “This seems more like the ship was boarded and someone tried to erase, or otherwise interfere with, the governing AI.” 

“I didn’t know that was even possible,” I said, a frown creasing my brow as I imagined someone trying that with Hex. It was hard to picture. On Stronghold, he seemed invincible.

Hexpallus tried to reassure me. “Unlikely, but even the most advanced AI could, in theory, be compromised.” 

I shook off the dark feelings. “Are we sure it was a heavy cruiser and not the Regent ship?” 

The other ships’ AIs were silent, preferring to let Hex speculate. “The empty space left by the disruptor energy release is the same size as a cruiser, plus a little extra. Until we find the others, we will not know which one. Mathematically, the odds favor either Stoutheart or Defender.” 

“The Regent ship would have left a larger hole,” I said with a nod. “And there’s no sign of it here?”

“I’m afraid not,” Hex said. “But at this juncture, considering the fate of whichever cruiser this was, that may be a good thing. We would have seen evidence of its destruction, so we can assume that Corallus is either still active or slumbering elsewhere.”

“New contacts have entered the system!” Ventalius said, interrupting our discussion. “Three vessels just exited Transition Space, and more are entering the system from the same exit point.”

“Confirmed,” Thallus said. “They are Kholdrax in design. It is unknown if they are Kholdrax- piloted, or more of the ships stolen by the Vakness.” 

“Finally, some action!” Griffin said, joining me in the control center.

“They probably haven’t picked us up yet,” I said. “Can we go dark? Mask any heat or other emissions and act like a big hole in space?” 

“Why would we do that?” Ventalius demanded. “Take the fight to them! This is what we were made for!” 

“Yeah,” Griffin agreed. “Why would we do that? Let’s get it on!” 

I did not need Griff encouraging aggressive behavior in Ventalius. He could do that all on his own.

“There is a total of seven Kholdrax ships in system now,” Hex said. “Four frigates, two destroyers, and a command-and-control vessel. The frigates will likely be used as scout or picket ships while the larger ships accomplish whatever purpose they have come here for. We are outnumbered, and we do not know if more are coming. Kai’s idea of cautionary stealth has merit.” 

“The merit of cowardice,” Ventalius muttered.

“Yeah,” Griff said, again siding with the Gardranian hybrid AI. “What kinda chickenshit garbage is this? I thought you guys were warships!” 

Rabun interjected to cool things down. “We are on a mission to recover the rest of our fleet. If we die in a pointless gesture here, who will accomplish that mission?” 

Neither Griff nor Ventalius responded.

“Agreed,” Thallus offered. “Plus, we may glean vital information from the enemy’s actions in this system.” 

“Not to mention if one of those guys gets away to warn the rest of their fleet, word will get out as to what we’re doing. We need to find the rest of our guys.” I added.

“I am confining atmosphere to the control center of Stronghold,” Hex announced. “Please do not leave. I am also retracting heat exchangers and shutting down all active long-range sensors. We will only have passive sensor data. Kai, I suggest you interface with the ship’s flight systems and be ready.” 

“No targeting anyone, though, right?” I asked, getting comfortable on the command couch and replacing the control center with the visual of the system as provided by Stronghold’s passive sensors.

“Correct. No targeting or weapons systems online yet,” Hex said.

“Everybody else do the same,” I said. “Subspace comms to a minimum and go dark.” 

Dark is a relative term. In Earth naval tradition, the term was “rig for silent running”, and was for submarines. In space there is no medium to transmit sound, so our biggest concerns were heat and radiation signatures. Hexpallus had downloaded a whole library of military history and tactics for me to absorb, programmed it all as sub-knowledge, and dumped it directly into my brain. It hurt like hell at the time and gave me a massive two-day headache. But it sure beat spending hours at a time reading stuff that would just put me to sleep. I’d been through a similar process once before when I’d first found Stronghold and Hex.

In short I had a lot of knowledge to draw on, but it popped up at strange times, seemingly of its own accord.

Our best strategy right now was to pretend we weren’t here and hope nobody saw us. That’s easier than it sounds. Space is big, even in a closed system like this. Plus, we were mixed in with a bunch of rocks and small planetoids. Depending on how busy the Kholdrax were, they might not even think to look over here. The odds of us remaining undetected weren’t all that bad.

“What do I do?” Griffin asked.

Damn. I forgot he was in here. “Nothing for you to do right now. Just sit tight.” 

I heard servos whine as an extra chair rose out of the deck for Griff. When had Hex added that? His army of repair bots had been busy! Griff slumped into the chair with a thump, crossing his arms and wearing a sour expression on his face. I couldn’t worry about his ego right now. I had an idea.

“Hex, do you have any decoys ready?” 

“Of course. Since you first introduced me to the concept of deception as a viable combat strategy, I have kept several of the Mark-Four decoys loaded and ready for launch.” 

I nodded. “Good. Tweak three of them to match the emissions signatures of our type of destroyers and another C-and-C ship, just in case things get interesting.” 

“Working,” Hex said. Then, after a moment, he announced that they were ready. 

“If we’re detected, we’ll launch them on headings for different Transition Space entry points,” I said.

“It would more resemble existing Gardranian doctrine if I launched them in pairs,” Hex offered. 

I nodded. “Then do that when the time comes.”

I zoomed my display in to the Kholdrax battle group. Something seemed wrong about the formation of enemy ships. Drawing on sub-knowledge, I realized that there was a ship missing. Somewhere along the way, this unit had lost its battleship. That was just fine with me. Kholdrax battleships were big and carried scary amounts of firepower, including a main gun that amounted to a ship-sized Maser Cannon. Like the molecular disruptor emitters of the Gardranian ships, it fired in the same direction that the ship faced. It could rip a smaller ship in half. Not as neatly as a disruptor did, but combat awarded points for destroying the enemy, not tidiness. The fact that the Kholdrax never figured out how to make smaller versions to build their other ships around was not the greatest of comforts.

The group was making decent speed across the system, pinging their active sensors loudly the whole way. They wanted no surprises.

“Hex,” I said, after studying their course for a minute. “Is it just me or are they headed for that gas giant?” 

A series of red lines appeared across the display as Hexpallus analyzed their movements. Some were solid, and others were less opaque. The more solid lines stretched from their formation to one of the gas giants in the system.

“That does appear to be the case, Kai,” Hex replied. “That is curious.” 

The Kholdrax command-and-control ship, Hex’s opposite number in their group, broke away from the formation to a position high “above” the gas giant. The destroyers assumed a wide arcing orbit around it at a lower altitude relative to the C-and-C ship. The frigates placed themselves facing four different directions, also at the upper reaches of the gas giant’s atmosphere.

What were they up to? 

The answer was clear a few minutes later as the missing battleship I'd been wondering about exited Transition Space and made a bee-line for the gas giant.

“Why are they all congregating at the gas giant?” I wondered out loud.

“I suspect that it is a refueling mission,” Hex said. “But if it is, this is unusual. Even Kholdrax power plants can recycle waste product back into usable fuel. If they must take on new hydrogen, that means their powerplant is damaged somehow.” 

The battleship made its way into the upper atmosphere of the gas giant, extending a long tube that delved into the depths of the cloud mixture that composed it. As it performed its hydrogen recovery operation, the frigates went into motion. Advancing into the system, sensor pulses lighting up everything in front of them, the frigates were in what sub-knowledge told me was a standard patrol pattern. They would move out in ever-widening circles from the top of the gas giant where the battleship was refueling, altering relative direction at certain intervals. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t or wouldn’t mix things up.

“Hex, map their pattern,” I ordered. “Overlay it on the display projected over the next several hours. I want to know how close they’re going to get to us.” 

“Working,” Hex replied.

A moment later the ship’s future paths were marked on the display, and Hex gave me commentary. 

“If they maintain their present pattern, this will be the result. I have tagged the frigates one through four. Frigates one, two, and four will not come close enough to our position to be a concern. Frigate three, on the other hand, will pass within ten thousand miles of this location.” 

“So, they could detect us,” I said.

I already had the technical details on their sensor packages in sub-knowledge. It was likely they would be able to discern us from the asteroids surrounding us well before the ten-thousand-mile mark.

“I will alert you if the pattern changes,” Hex said.

“Fair enough,” I replied, even though I was pretty sure I was going to be glued to the display until the battle group either left the system or we were forced to engage. 

The frigates spiraled out further and further from the gas giant as the battleship continued taking hydrogen on board. My breathing became shallow, and tension-induced sweat slicked my skin. Griff was tapping a nervous rhythm on the armrest of his chair that was driving me nuts, but I didn’t want to start a fight over it right now. 

“How long should a refueling operation like this take?” I asked Hex. 

“There are too many variables,” Hex replied. “I do not know how low on fuel the ship was when they arrived, nor the nature of the malfunction with their power plant. They are not merely taking on hydrogen.” 

“Right,” I said, more sub-knowledge asserting itself. “The atmosphere of that planet is a mix of multiple gases. They’re taking it all in, separating the hydrogen and returning the rest.” 

“Indeed,” Hex agreed.

This process could take anywhere from a few hours to a couple of days. Were the frigates just going to keep circling the system? It seemed to me that at some point they would be too far away from the battleship in its current vulnerable state to help it if enemy ships suddenly showed up. Or were already here waiting to strike. But that wasn’t us. We were not waiting to strike. A protracted battle was the absolute last thing we needed right now. 

I watched frigate number three as it circled closer and closer to our position in the asteroid belt, wondering if I should risk a subspace transmission to the other ships, especially Ventalius. Even though our transmissions were encrypted, I didn’t want anything to give us away if I could avoid it. A burst of subspace comms activity might get picked up. I ground my teeth as I waited for the little warship to reach its closest approach vector.

If it didn’t send an active sensor pulse our way until after it was past, then we had a shot at staying hidden. That was a man-sized if.

Right as it hit the mark, an active pulse emitted from the frigate and washed over us. There was no way he couldn’t have seen us. Like my old pal Landon used to say, we were standing out like a bagel in a bucket of grits. 

Or were we? The ship gave no indication that we’d been detected. It just continued the next predicted leg of its journey, which would bring it around and headed back in towards the gas giant. Did we catch a break?

I was so intent on following frigate three in its journey that I wasn’t looking at anything else. That was a mistake. 

“The other frigates are breaking pattern and altering course,” Hexpallus advised.

Damn.

“Which way are they going?” I asked.

Griff snorted derisively. “Like you have to ask?” 

“If Griffin is indicating that they are vectoring for our position, he is correct,” Hex said.

Double damn. They suckered me.

As closely zoomed in on frigate three as I was, its detonation was so sudden and unexpected that it nearly dumped me off of my command couch. The flash of the brief but brilliant fireball marking its destruction burned into my visual cortex, leaving bizarre afterimages. 

“What the hell? Who fired?” I demanded. 

“Three guesses, first two don’t count,” Griff said with a laugh. 

“Ventalius has destroyed frigate three,” Hex announced.

“Launch decoys!” I ordered, then opened a subspace channel to the rest of our ships. “Nobody move! Decoys are deploying.” 

“What?” Ventalius demanded. “We should be attacking the other frigates before they close in!” 

“And we will, but not until they turn to chase the decoys and we can take them from behind, giving us better odds,” I said.

“Fight smarter not harder?” Griff said with a grin. 

It was unnerving how much he was enjoying this. “Something like that.” 

The Mark-Four model decoy not only mimicked our signature on sensors, but also had shield generator nodes. The decoys were something new to the Gardranian way of fighting. I’d introduced the concept to Hex while we were on the run from a group of Kholdrax ships stolen by the Vakness Empire. Since then, Hex had tweaked the design by adding small Point Defense System (PDS) guns to reduce the number of missiles chasing it. It acted like a ship in every way that counted to an enemy’s sensor suite.

At first the other AI resisted their use, because they never had before. All prior battles had been pretty straightforward. Superior firepower and tactics won the day. But the nature of this new conflict—vastly outnumbered at every turn, trying to find the rest of their fleet, hunted by two of the galaxy’s biggest governments—softened them to the idea. A little. Okay, everyone except Ventalius.

The decoys tore across the system, each one aimed at a different spot where a jump to Transition Space would be possible. With the destruction of their sister ship confirmed the three remaining frigates leaped into action, chasing after the decoys. As far as they were concerned, their ancient enemies had fired on them from hiding and were on the run.

I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting or even seeing any Kholdrax live and in person yet. From the files and sub-knowledge Hex had given me, I knew they were not pretty. When angry, even less so. The mental image of angry Kholdrax flashed across my mind, giving me a chill.

They were quadrupeds with elongated torsos, equipped with long arms and fully functional hands, complete with opposable thumbs. The overall appearance was that of someone taking the body one of those dog-like lizards from Ghostbusters, then slapping an orange skinned not-quite-human torso on top with an elongated neck, capped off by a round, boney head covered in pointed protrusions with deep-set jet-black, triangular eyes. Griff called them spikey jack-o-lantern centaurs the first time Hex showed him one. That’s pretty close. Miss Universe contestants they were not.

I shook my head and refocused on the situation. The frigates were a good seventy-five-thousand miles away from us, and that distance was growing as they launched missiles after the decoys. The battleship was still taking on fuel, while the destroyers and command-and-control ship remained close to it as a last line of defense. Not that the battleship needed much help in that regard. It had twice the guns and three times the missiles the others did. Maybe there was an issue with the battleship that could give us an advantage? 

“Hex, when we break from here to run down the frigates, get an active sensor scan of the battleship,” I ordered. “See if she’s damaged in some way that we can use against her.” 

“Understood,” Hex acknowledged. “The frigates have reached chase distance.” 

“Let’s go hunting,” I said, immediately regretting the corniness of it. 

I urged Stronghold from the cover of the asteroid belt. The gravity drive put an energy differential point ahead of us that warped spacetime and created the gravitational field that pulled us after it at speeds that still made my head swim if I thought about them too hard. I designated frigate two as my primary target, with frigates one and four as secondary.

“Warlord target frigate one, Champion, two, and Steadfast take frigate four,” I ordered. “Acknowledge.” 

I hated the way I sounded, like something out of a military sci-fi show on cable, but this was the way the Gardranian AIs were used to communicating in battle. When I deviated from it, they got—pissy. Well, Ventalius did. Threllus and Rabun not so much.

I received terse acknowledgements from them as we closed the distance to the Kholdrax frigates. We couldn’t let them get out of the system to let any of their buddies that might be close by know about us. I smiled at how they might be reacting to our sudden appearance to their rear. They had to have seen us by now and were probably shitting themselves, thinking they were trapped between two groups of enemy ships. I hoped we could keep them off balance long enough to take them out.

Hexpallus sent a flight of missiles after the enemy vessels, each one designed to overload some of their shield generating nodes, softening them up for our particle beam cannons (PCB) and penetrator guns. The penetrators fired large-caliber magnetic alloy spheres at extremely high rates of speed from guns powered by electromagnetic coils. They were giant versions of my own little bead gun, which itself was a nasty piece of work.

He sent a second flight immediately after the first, knowing most of the first one wouldn’t make it through the Kholdrax PDS.

“Kai, as I suspected, the battleship’s radiation signature is consistent with multiple reactor core leaks that appear to have been hastily repaired. There is hull damage consistent with strikes from Dor’Anian penetrator rods.” 

“So they were in a fight before they got here,” I said. 

“Indeed,” Hex agreed.

“Yeah,” Griff chimed in. “But you should see the other guys.” 

I chuckled at that as I adjusted Stronghold’s position to give Hex a better shot with the ship’s main gun. He could only fire on targets I designated for him; a limitation his creators had placed upon all governing AI that were not combined with Gardranian organics to form a hybrid artificial intelligence. He had sentience, as far as I could tell, but not total agency in certain areas. Considering the firepower at his command, I thought that this was a good thing. God forbid one of these ships went rogue. I sometimes wondered if the time required between uses of the main disruptor cannon was a mechanical limitation or a programming one.

The first batch of missiles, as predicted, were shredded to pieces by the point defense of the frigates they pursued. The resulting explosions briefly overwhelmed their sensors, though, allowing the second flight to break through and slam against the enemy’s shields.

Shield nodes all over frigate two flashed out of existence, reducing the effectiveness of their function by about half. A burst of PCB fire exacerbated the effect, taking them down to a quarter of their original strength. The other ships in my formation were having similar success, and Champion’s main gun had already bisected her target, leaving the two halves drifting off in slightly divergent directions into infinity.

As we gained on the enemy frigates that remained, their missiles finally caught up to and eliminated the decoys. The game was up now. They’d know because of the ease with which they’d taken them out that they were fakes. Now we just needed to keep them from info-sharing with the rest of their fleet. I wanted the decoys to remain a surprise for as long as they could. Any tactical advantage was a bonus.

Listen to me. I shook my head and laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Griff asked.

“Not sure I can put it into words, but a few months ago I was planning to steal a truck full of TVs, and now I’m flying a starship thinking about tactical advantages and military secrets. I keep expecting to wake up in our apartment to tell you about this weird dream I had.” 

“At least you’re doing something. I’m just sucking up oxygen here.” 

That was not the reaction I’d expected. We were going to have to find something more constructive for Griff to do before he got out of control, or depressed, or both. 

Hex took down our target frigate with a round of penetrators that tore through the hull and out the other side, dragging atmosphere and Kholdrax personnel with them. Warlord and Steadfast finished off their respective targets as well, and as a unit we turned back towards the gas giant to engage the battleship and her three remaining escorts. 

“New contact to the rear!” Hexpallus warned. “Vakness Empirical Navy destroyer group exiting Transition Space.”

He placed a marker on the visual display for me, indicating the location of the new players. A destroyer group in Vakness naval terms consisted of six destroyers and usually a cruiser that was pretty much just a missile boat. They weren’t usually a huge concern for us because they had conventional reaction drives that our gravity drives could fly circles around. 

“Is this a problem?” Griff asked. His voice had a strange tension in it. Like he was terrified and excited all at once. This situation was playing right into his risk-taking, dopamine-rush-addicted brain.

“Normally, no,” Hexpallus explained. “But we cannot ignore the more present threat of the Kholdrax vessels. While we engage them, the Vakness may have time to cross the system to us. The cruiser presents a rather robust threat to our shields at all ranges.” 

“What do we do?” Griff asked.

As much as I hated the odds, we were going to have to split our force and gamble on superior tech versus sheer numbers. It was a gamble I’d taken before and come out on top, but like the Wall Street gurus say, past performance does not predict future results.

“Launch detected,” Hex warned.


CHAPTER
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I scanned the visual display to see who fired the missiles, ready to throw Stronghold into an evasive flight pattern. The icons of incoming projectiles flashed into existence in front of the Kholdrax command-and-control ship. I wasn’t sure at this point if the battleship and destroyer had fired or not. They were at extreme long range for missiles. I guess without their frigates, the C&C ship had to compensate. 

“Kai, hold position here,” Hexpallus said.

That confused me. “What? Why?” 

“We now have a battle on two fronts, and I need to direct it. I will do so better from a static position. If we are attacked directly, of course I will alert you to move Stronghold so as not to be a sitting duck, I believe is the term.” 

I wasn’t happy with this turn of events, because I thought we would be of more use in the fight, but Hex also had centuries’ more experience at this sort of thing than I did. I brought Stronghold to a halt while our other three ships regrouped.

What happened next was so fast that my implants alone kept up with it. The display in my visual cortex caught up later. I assume that Hex directed Warlord and Champion to attack the Kholdrax battleship, destroyer, and C&C vessel. Steadfast was sent after the Vakness group. I say assume because I heard no command given, just registered the resulting actions.

The Kholdrax destroyer launched missiles of its own as soon as it came out of its latest loop around the battleship’s position. That made sense. The C&C ship was above them and in a far better position to shoot at us first, but there were now over two hundred missiles in space headed in our general direction. 

Just to make sure that Hexpallus had options, I targeted every ship in the system that wasn’t ours with no priority designation. This made them targets of opportunity. He didn’t have to engage them, but he could if it became necessary.

There was more communication between the ships of our small battlegroup that I wasn’t hearing. Warlord and Champion split apart and, in perfectly synched maneuvers, launched another surprise that I’d cooked up with Hex that he’d convinced the others to put into production: anti-missiles.

That was a fancy name for a missile that, instead of a traditional warhead designed to overload shield node generators and damage outer hulls, had a tip full of the same penetrator spheres fired by the ship’s guns. At a predetermined distance from a group of oncoming enemy projectiles, they detonated, releasing their payload to continue on at a terrifying rate of speed. The penetrator rounds then ripped into the oncoming missiles, reducing the number of overall birds the PDS had to shoot down.

With our group so much smaller than that of both the Kholdrax and Vakness fleets so far, we needed every advantage we could get. Hex, Griff, and I had been looking into military data Hex had downloaded on our last visit to Earth and brainstorming. It was paying off. 

The anti-missiles worked like a charm, reducing the enemy flight by over half as they ran full tilt into a storm of metallic spheres. The remaining missiles were picked off by PDS fire and even a few well-placed particle cannon shots. Warlord and Champion finished their split and angled in from two new vectors. Warlord launched a spread of missiles at the command-and-control ship, while Champion did the same at the destroyer. The battleship remained covered in the clouds of the gas giant’s atmosphere, unwilling or unable to join the fight.

Warlord sent a flight of missiles ahead of its first gunnery run at the Kholdrax destroyer that had angled its own vector to meet the oncoming threat. The missiles closed in, rapidly diminishing the space between the two warships in a flash, slamming into their shields and taking out generator nodes all over her hull. With the enemy’s shields now weakened, I expected Warlord to follow up with the main gun and split this ship in half, but Ventalius surprised me by choosing the particle cannons.

Shields buckled and failed under their hellish caress, followed by sections of hull rendered into molten globs that flew away from the ship as her atmosphere vented into the surrounding void. I never understood why Kholdrax and Vakness refused to vent their ships of atmosphere during combat. Ventalius pulled Warlord up and away relative to the position of the drifting Kholdrax destroyer that continued bleeding atmosphere and personnel as it went.

Ventalius kept Warlord in an arc over the top of the command-and-control ship, firing a round of penetrators even as a missile spread from Champion burst against its shields and knocked them out of commission. The Kholdrax C&C vessel was not without teeth of its own, though. Every maser cannon and rail gun it had opened up at Warlord, blowing shield generator nodes all across her hull, some of them eventually getting through weak spots to carve deep gouges in the armor and setting off a secondary explosion in one of her missile bays across her dorsal armory.

The force of the explosion threw her momentarily off course, listing to one side before Ventalius got her back under control. The hybrid AI pilot flipped Warlord over and finally opened up with the ship’s main gun. The molecular disruptor beam missed the C&C ship entirely. I thought it was just a bad shot until I realized his real target was the battleship still sitting vulnerably in the upper reaches of the gas giant’s atmosphere.

The beam slashed through the dorsal section of her hull near the engineering section, reducing that entire portion of the ship to atoms. As the ship broke apart, some sort of reaction from the fuel- gathering process ignited trace gases that they’d been in the process of separating. Both pieces were momentarily wreathed in fire before starting a slow descent into the crushing depths of the gas giant.

“Lucky shot,” Griff said, apparently unaffected by the horrific death awaiting the crew of that ship as it was eventually pulverized by the gravity near the center of the planetary behemoth. 

Who was I kidding? They’d all suffocate first. “Let’s see you make it.”

I shifted my attention to Steadfast as she approached the Vakness formation. Several of the larger ships attempted to make it to a safe Transition Space entry point after seeing the carnage at the gas giant. That was the last thing we wanted. On the one hand, the Vakness watching us wipe out ships way more advanced than theirs was a good thing for PR purposes, but on the other we didn’t want a lot of intel on our capabilities getting around. A little mystery is a good thing.

Steadfast closed in on the fleeing Vakness ships, the field from her own gravity drive interfering with their ability to jump into Transition Space. As soon as she had a shot, she opened with her main gun. No softening of shields with a flight of missiles. No warnings. The beam made short work of the inferior Vakness shields and split the cruiser in half just after it emptied its missile tubes at her.

Threllus hurled Steadfast into an evasive move that allowed every PDS battery on her surface to engage the incoming birds, destroying almost all of them. The few that got through splashed harmlessly against her shields. Well, not exactly harmlessly, but to the Vakness sensors it might as well have been. If she had been a Dor’Anian ship, she would have been in trouble.

Particle cannons blazed trails of destruction across the hulls of multiple destroyers, cutting through to the inner workings of ships that had, a moment before, been acting as a screen for the now- devastated cruiser. Steadfast was a shark amongst the herrings, and Threllus had some mad gunnery skills. I’ll give him that. He blazed a trail of havoc and carnage through the Vakness destroyers as they desperately attempted to scatter. Three of the sixteen took hits to their engineering sections and chain reaction explosions ripped them apart, scattering debris and personnel across the system.

This isn’t to say Steadfast came through unscathed. Many of the destroyers massed their maser cannon fire against her and eventually weakened her shields to the point where her hull took damage, and several of her launchers and particle cannons were knocked offline. Hexpallus directed Champion to assist. He laid out a course for the Gardranian destroyer to take that would get her to her sister ship in the least amount of time. The course also lined her up for critical hits on two of the Vakness ships attacking Steadfast from the side where she’d taken the most damage.

Five of the Vakness ships managed to break away from the attack by Steadfast and were realigning themselves into an attack formation that I’d seen before. Their shields were interlocking, and even though they weren’t as good as the Kholdrax tech we’d already faced, the molecular disruptor main guns wouldn’t work well against them. The combined shields had a new frequency that gave the disruptors fits. These Vakness ships must have been comparing tactics with the Kholdrax to learn that trick. Or were they just handed a note from across the classroom? My attention shifted back to the C&C ship at the gas giant. 

“Hex,” I warned.

“I see it, Kai,” Hex said. “The Kholdrax command-and-control vessel is remotely controlling the Vakness ships.” 

“They can do that?” Griff asked. 

“Yeah, we’ve seen this before,” I told him. “Last time it was Vakness-controlled ships they’d stolen from the Kholdrax, though. This is… weird.” 

Hexpallus was already taking measures, sending instructions to Rabun and Threllus to set their particle beam cannons to a different frequency, one that we’d almost died figuring out during the battle at Piggy Bank. This change would allow them to cut through the collective shielding of the Vakness destroyers, unless the Kholdrax were already wise to this trick. Considering their long history of war with the Gardranians, this was a possibility.

Ventalius turned Warlord’s damaged side away from the Kholdrax command-and control ship still in orbit above the gas giant and unleashed a barrage of missiles followed by a burst of penetrator cannon fire that overloaded the enemy’s shields and tore into her at last-unprotected hull, sending great gouts of atmosphere into the void. 

The hold that the command-and-control AI had on the Vakness ships slipped away and their formation broke apart under a new assault from Champion and Steadfast as Rabun and Threllus cut into them with the newly adjusted particle beam cannons. Three more destroyers died outright in the counterattack, while the other two lost missile launchers and maser cannon arrays. I was thrilled to see the enemy numbers reduced. At the same time, though, that still left ten Vakness destroyers to deal with, and our side was taking hits.

Steadfast and Champion turned their main guns on a single destroyer that blundered into their sights. There wasn’t enough left of that one to send home FedEx. They each launched small flights of missiles at the remaining Vakness destroyers as they tore away from the melee to place some distance between them. The enemy ships pursued as best they could. It seemed like they were everywhere. Warlord, having finished with the command-and-control ship, was enroute to assist, but was still several minutes away. For the moment Steadfast and Champion were on their own, and still surrounded. 

Hex issued orders again, and Warlord launched three spreads of missiles ahead of it as it tore across the system to join the others. The missiles slammed into shields across the Vakness battlegroup, taking them down completely on four of the ten remaining destroyers, and weakening the rest. Champion and Steadfast took immediate advantage of this, lancing into the newly vulnerable enemy ships with particle beams and penetrator rounds, even as their own hulls were pounded with return fire.

As the four destroyers recently deprived of shielding burned and broke apart, three of the last five Vakness vessels split in different directions and ignited their reaction drives to full burn in a last-ditch attempt to get out of the system. Two of them emptied their missile tubes at our Gardranian destroyers, followed by sustained maser cannon fire and as many rail gun rods as they could put into space. Their efforts were reduced in number by a fast spread of anti-missiles and PDS fire, but all our destroyers took damage from the rail guns because their shields were littered with gaps in coverage.

Steadfast lost acceleration as her gravity drive was damaged by a stray shot, and Warlord was down to only its ventral weapons, forcing Ventalius to propel the ship after the fleeing Vakness ships with its “belly” open to them. In space, with no air to determine flight patterns or positioning, this wasn’t a big deal, but it sure looked awkward. Only Champion retained most of her fighting ability, and it looked like it was up to her pilot, Rabun, to run down the fleeing ships.

A red line appeared on my visual display, and it took me a second to realize that it emerged from Stronghold to a point between two of the fleeing Vakness destroyers.

As soon as it clicked in my mind, I urged Stronghold into motion as fast as I could think. There was a lot of distance to cover—well over 150-thousand miles—and that gap was growing. The Vakness ships would be at a Transition Space jump point in a few minutes unless we caught up to them. They couldn’t be allowed to leave the system.

Hexpallus sent waves of missiles after the fleeing vessels, which added acceleration from their own drives to the speed our flight gave them. The weaker the enemy shields were when we got in cannon range, the better. The missiles were followed up with particle beam cannon fire even as the destroyers used their aft maser arrays to send megajoules of energy back at us. Our one hundred percent shields shrugged the maser attacks off easily, even as our missiles struck home and the particle beams tore into the rear thrusters of the destroyers, slagging them and cutting their acceleration.

Theoretically they could still coast to a distance where they could jump, but Hex wasn’t allowing that. He sent me a visual indicating that I should keep Stronghold going on its current vector, angling the ship to bring the main gun in line with the closest of the Vakness destroyers. Neither of them was shooting at us any longer, but it was a moot point.

I complied with Hex’s instructions and the main gun utterly devastated the fleeing destroyer. The pieces that remained continued on their previous trajectory, to eventually leave the system and traverse the infinite black forever. Particle cannons slashed the other one into ribbons, flaying off missile launchers, hull plating, and maser arrays as she fled until, eventually, a missile storage section was breached and she exploded in a brief but fiery flash of destruction. 

My display showed that the last vessel attempting escape ran afoul of Champion’s main gun and now littered the system at the atomic level.

Bad guys zero, good guys… Well, okay, I lost count, honestly but hey, it was a busy morning. 

“Nice of you to let Kai have a part in all this at the end, Hex,” Griffin said, the bitter tone in his voice unmistakable.

That annoyed me.

“It was necessary,” Hex said. “Their evasive flight patterns demanded more than one ship respond, or risk one of them escaping the system. I am restoring atmosphere to the rest of Stronghold.” 

Without another word, Griff unstrapped from his seat and left the control center. 

“Did I say something to offend your brother?” Hex asked as the door closed and opened again to admit my favorite repair bot, 2814. 

It disappeared into my cabin to reappear a moment later with an energy drink clutched in a holder that looked like it had been fabricated for that very purpose. I accepted the drink and patted the bot’s smooth, metallic head. I think it emitted an electronic purr. 

“You’re going to have to get better at interpreting tone, Hex,” I said, popping the top on my drink. I took a huge pull from it and made a satisfied “ah!” sound.

“Are you saying I’m tone deaf?” 

“Nope. Well, a little. It’s just that you have limited experience with humans and how we express emotions. Griff is going through some weird stuff right now, and when he’s frustrated he lashes out. Try not to take it personally.” 

“I see. Does this have anything to do with his dopamine response?” 

“Yeah, that’s part of it,” I replied. “The rest is probably because he doesn’t feel like he’s being much help out here.” 

“Well, in that case, I have some good news,” Hex said.

Not going to lie. That didn’t sound like good news to me. 

Hex explained what he wanted Griff and me to do, and I still wasn’t happy about it. I was even less happy about the fact that he wanted me to tell Griff personally. I knew there wasn’t going to be anything I could do to talk him out of it, so I didn’t even try. I just told him what Hex wanted us to do. 

While our destroyers affected desperately needed repairs, Griff and I would take Specter out to one of the more intact bits of Kholdrax ships drifting around the system and interface with a computer to see if they managed to get out any communications about us to the rest of their fleet.

It looked like a milk run on the surface, but there was a real possibility that there could be vac- suited Kholdrax still on board, waiting to take out unsuspecting borders. Namely, us. Yeah, not a fan. Of boarding actions or data recovery missions. 

Griff’s reaction was predictable.

“Aw, hell yeah!” he shouted after I told him. “You seriously think there might be some Kholdrax running around one of these things?” 

“I sure as hell hope not,” I said. “You’ve seen images of these things. They’re nasty.” 

“You’re such a big baby,” he teased, strapping on his gun belt over his jumpsuit. Hex had made one for him fashioned after mine, which was a gift from Landon, undercover space cop and genuine wild-eyed Southern boy. I missed the old corn-fed geezer. He’d have had some good ideas on how to handle Griff. 

“I’m not a baby, just being cautious,” I corrected. “This is serious. We need this info. If the Kholdrax or Vakness find out that we have more ships in operation than just Stronghold, they could start hunting all of us with their full resources. That’s not something we can afford right now, at least until we can find and wake up the rest of our ships.” 

“You’re exaggerating,” Griff snorted. “We’ve kicked ass so far.”

“We’ve been lucky so far,” I said. “And l know better than most that luck does not last.”
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The only hull we found that was intact enough to explore was the remains of the command-and control ship still drifting around the top of the gas giant’s upper atmosphere. Warlord’s attack had torn the hull into large chunks, one of which had already succumbed to the gravitational pull of the planet below. There were two large pieces left: the engineering section and the center of the ship, which contained the control center. Our best shot at finding any intact computer equipment would be there. 

Stan acted like he was annoyed at the mission, giving Griff a hard time as he slid onto the command couch and fired up the systems.

“I ain’t never gonna get the right amount of beauty sleep if you guys keep bustin’ in here and dragging me outta my stall,” the AI said.

“I swear he sounds more like you every day,” I observed with a shake of my head. 

“Yeah, he does sound pretty good, don’t he?” Griff said with a grin.

“Let’s get this party started,” I said. 

Griff cleared the moorings from the bay after Hex opened the door for us. We drifted clear of Stronghold and I felt the gravity drive engage, pulling us towards the gas giant. 

“Hex, how long before that part of the ship gets pulled into the gas giant’s gravity well?” 

“You should have at least two hours before that becomes a real danger,” Hex replied. “Still, I wouldn’t dawdle.” 

“Right, no looting the gift shop; you got that, Griff?” 

“Screw you,” Griff shot back. 

I opened the diagram in my visual cortex that Hex had downloaded into my wrist terminal. It was an older-model alien personal computer that I had gotten from a Laosoran crime syndicate captain after I’d been pressed into service on his ship. It still came in handy from time to time, like now. I would use it to interface with any AI or computer systems we could find on board the Kholdrax ship to get information. This meant little risk to my implants and, more importantly, to my mind if a Kholdrax AI decided to play nasty.

Griff maneuvered Specter through the orbital hazards that now, post-battle, littered the system. Pieces of hull, weapons systems that had torn away, and even occasional body parts drifted past us as we wove through it all towards the C&C ship’s remains. Space is huge, even in planetary systems. Right now, though, it looked like a big junkyard. Eventually some of this stuff would get drawn down into the gas giant. The rest would fall into orbit around it, or drift deep into the system to smash into an asteroid, or even into the local star. In the end, we’re all someone’s orbital debris. Wow, that was morbid. What was wrong with me? 

I shook off the dark thoughts and checked the ETA reading. We were about ten minutes out from our destination. We were approaching slowly, nowhere near the break-neck combat speeds Stronghold had been doing earlier. We had to come in slow because we were looking for an intact docking ring. 

Failing that, we would have to go outside and find an airlock or a big enough hole in the ship to crawl through. That presented its own challenges, like not tearing our jumpsuits on rough edges. We’d only be protected by the thin force field of an emergency suit, we just called a vacsuit. The nodule containing it attached to the shoulder of our jumpsuits and, once activated, would give us an hour of breathable air trapped inside a force field that covered us, keeping the air in and radiation out. They were designed for situations in which spacers might find themselves on the wrong side of an airlock and have to wait to be picked up. The last time I’d worn one of these I’d been about to rob a Vakness treasury world I’d called Piggy Bank. Good times. 

“Hey, kid, you better not scratch my paint job,” Stan warned Griff. “You got a little close to that last piece of crap floating around.” 

“Relax, worry wart,” Griff said as he eased Specter around the dorsal section of the ruined ship. “It’s not like anybody’d notice.” 

“Oh, you are an ass,” Stan said. 

Griff scoffed. “At least I have one.”

“Fellas,” I interjected. “Could we focus please?” 

“You hear how he talks to me?” Stan asked, a definite tone of persecution in his electronic voice.

“Yeah, you give as good as you get,” I reminded him. “Now focus.” 

I continued my study of the diagram. If we could find an entry point on the left side near the top, we’d have a straight shot to the control center, which for some reason was closer to that side than the middle. Most ships had their control center in, well, the center. It was the safest spot to be, especially when the missiles started flying. These Kholdrax destroyers were designed differently.

“Stan, double check for a usable airlock. I don’t see any so far,” I said.

“Oh, sure, don’t defend me from baby bro, but you still want my help,” the AI groused.

I furrowed my brow. “Stan.” 

“Okay, okay, I’m looking,” he said.

After a few seconds, he confirmed my suspicion that the section with the airlocks was either already in the clutches of the gas giant or ripped apart to uselessness. “Looks like we were going to have to do it the hard way.” 

Griff rolled Specter around the drifting hulk while I looked for an opening large enough for us to get through without hurting ourselves. I also checked for movement. You never knew when a Kholdrax with a grudge was still hanging on to the hull with a rifle in its hands. So far the ship was quiet, which was just fine with me. 

A hole the size of a VW Microbus loomed in front of us on the display. It was an exit wound from one of our penetrators that had gone through the whole ship. Nasty. I’d hate to be caught in front of one of those as it tore through.

“Right there,” I said, projecting the display into the cockpit and highlighting the hole.

“I see it, hang on,” Griff said.

He was becoming a good pilot. Must have been all those video games he wasted his time on when we were younger. I was a Call of Duty guy, and he was always playing Starcraft or Elite Dangerous or some space game like that.

Griff brough Specter to a spot on the Kholdrax vessel’s hull a few yards away from the opening, the edges of which now looked a lot more ragged than they had at a distance. Specter shook, then went still as it clamped on.

We unstrapped from our seats and activated our suits’ force fields as we stepped up to the doors.

“Hang on a sec,” Stan said. “Gotta evac the atmo.” 

There was a whoosh that quieted down to absolute silence as Stan pulled the air out of the cabin into its storage tanks. The silence we were left with was eerie. 

The door slid open, and we each clipped tether lines to loops on our belts. The lines attached to spools that would reel out the cable or retract it as needed.

“Now don’t you go closing the door on us, Stan,” Griff said over comms as he stepped out of the launch and onto the surface of the outer hull of the dead ship. Our boots had magnetic grips in the bottoms that activated with a thought once we were in contact with the hull. I had no idea how all this stuff worked. Me just pilot. Me fly big ship.

Griff got to the edge of the opening, pulled a light off his belt and shined it in, then played it around the edges of the hole. 

“Looks like we can get some handholds over there,” he said, indicating where two pieces of hull had torn apart into a V-shaped notch. The edges didn’t look as sharp as the others. 

“Looks good to me, too,” I said. 

We picked our way across the hull to the V-notch, making sure that our tether lines didn’t get snagged on anything that might cut them, which was unlikely. Hex had explained that the monomolecular line wasn’t really subject to cuts or tears, but it looked awfully thin to me. I’d have to take his word for it. I was literally betting my life on it. If that line tore and my boots failed, I’d be crushed by the gravity of the gas giant before Specter could get to me for a rescue. Happy thoughts. 

“How are we looking on descent time?” I asked Stan.

“Aw, you’re fine. Five to ten minutes tops. An eternity.” 

“What?” I asked.

“I kid, I kid!” Stan said. “There’s at least forty-five minutes before you have to really worry about that.” 

“Stan, you got a mean streak in you,” I said.

“I learned from the best!” he said.

I didn’t bother to ask who he meant. I knew a set-up when I heard one. 

Griff shined his light onto the edges of the V-notch for me as I pulled myself down into the ship after him. I checked the walls for a place to clip our lines and found a convenient handhold jutting out of the wall. Pointing to it, I unclipped the line from my suit and attached it to the handhold. Griff followed suit and, since he’d had the foresight to bring a light, I let him lead the way. 

“Head up this corridor about ten yards, then take a left,” I instructed, consulting the diagram. Then I remembered that he couldn’t see it because the terminal was keyed to my implants. I opened the holo feature, projecting the display in between us, highlighting the path I wanted to take.

Griff nodded at me, pulled his disruptor pistol, and moved off. I got out my bead pistol and dialed the setting down to about halfway. With no air in this ship to slow the round down, I didn’t need to put any more holes in the hull. I Just needed to stop the bad guys if there were any left. After what went down on Paradise, I couldn’t see myself using the disruptor on a sentient being again. Ever. It might be irrational, but the bead pistol seemed a more honest death or disfigurement tool. 

I followed Griff down the corridor and we stopped outside the doors of the control center. They were partially ajar, and it took a lot of grunting and shoving to get them open wide enough for us to get inside. As soon as the doors were further apart, I stuck my head in. Movement to my right startled me into aiming the bead pistol that way as a large and powerful arm reached out for me. I almost hit the firing stud until I realized that the arm wasn’t attached to anyone. It drifted past me and out into the corridor. My stomach rolled a bit at the sight. 

“You okay?” Griff asked.

“Yeah, just got spooked by the arm.” 

“Yeah, that one came unassembled!” he joked.

I didn’t think it was all that damn funny. I know they were the bad guys here, but they were still people. Sentient beings.

The control center was a mess. Scorched, blackened panels, and blown-out holo projectors marked where massive power feedback had fried many of the systems. Finding a working node was going to be a challenge. The more Griff’s light played across the room, the more destruction was revealed, including the bodies of the crew, many of whom had died still strapped in their seats. 

Globules of brackish purple blood drifted through the room, slowly crystallizing in the freezing temperatures of vacuum. I was glad I couldn’t smell any of this. It would have been overwhelming. 

There was a section near the navigation station that looked less damaged than the rest of the room. I pushed off, floating to the top the rail, and checked for a terminal node. A dead Kholdrax in the massive, elongated seat was in the way.

“Griff, shine your light up here so I can undo his harness,” I said.

Griff complied, and I found the buckle after a few seconds of fumbling around. The catch was designed by and for non-human hands, but I figured it out and the huge body drifted across the control center after a gentle push. 

I pulled the universal data connector attached to my terminal on a thin clear cable, which I inserted into the node I’d spotted a minute ago before moving the body. The connector changed its shape as the nanite-infused material it was made from adapted itself to the connector on the inside. A few seconds later, after my terminal fed some power into the system, a holo projection of available systems sprang to life in front of me. The terminal took a few seconds to translate it all from Kholdrax text into English. 

There were files I didn’t recognize the names of because not all of it translated, but there was a section entitled “Logs”. That looked promising.

“I hate to be a party pooper,” Stan said over comms, the sudden noise in the silence of the dead ship startling me. “But the orbit of this piece of junk is deteriorating faster than it was before. Your window of opportunity is shrinking like a nut sac in a cold shower.” 

Stan had definitely been spending too much time with Griff. “Is there anything you can do?”

“Like what?” Stan asked. “I’m just a governing AI. You guys are supposed to be the brains here.” 

“Stan, can I interface with the control systems from here?” Griff asked.

“Yeah, you’re still in range so you oughtta be able to remote fly from there,” Stan said. 

“Okay, I have an idea, but you might want to get a better grip on the hull of this section of the ship.” 

“Uh, maybe you should tell me the plan first?” Stan offered.

“I want to use Specter’s gravity drive to stabilize the orbit of this thing,” Griff explained. “Use just enough power so it doesn’t get dragged down with us on it.” 

“Hang on. Gotta run some numbers,” Stan said. 

The pause felt like an eternity, but I opened the “Logs” folder and flicked my way through sub-menus while I waited. There it was. The communication logs. Bingo.

A series of vibrations came through the hull into my hands where I was leaning against the Kholdrax workstation.

“Okay, I’ve attached some cables to the hull that might do the job. But kid, you gotta remember that this piece of starship out-masses us by, well, a hell of a lot. This idea is solid, but you can’t fight physics.” 

“As long as it buys us some time, I’m good,” Griff said.

His face went slack as he focused on interfacing with the launch’s systems and fired up the gravity drive. I felt more vibrations through the hull around me as he did his thing, followed by a shudder that ran through the whole ship.

“We good, Griff?” I asked. 

“Yeah, do your thing,” Griff said, his eyes still closed in concentration.

I opened the folder with the comms logs and looked for time stamps, realized I was being stupid, and downloaded every single file they had onto the terminal. Steal now, analyze later. 

The ship shook again. I lost my grip on the sides of the terminal and smacked my head into the workstation. White sparkles danced across my vision and the room spun. Or maybe it was me spinning. I wasn’t sure. Zero G is funny like that. 

The data cable connecting my wrist terminal to the workstation went taut as I tried to drift away from it.

“Kai!” Griff shouted, snapping out of his concentration-induced state.

“Hey, guys, you’re gonna wanna get outta there,” Stan warned. “Two of the cables snapped, and I don’t have any more.” 

“We got a situation in here,” Griff said, making his way to me in the semi-darkness, his light flashing off corpses and bulkheads.

“I’m just sayin’ that you got a situation out here, too, and you need to get the hell off that tub,” Stan said, with a level of emotion in his voice that surprised me even as out of it as I was. Things were kind of a blur. I was barely keeping up with what was happening. 

A strong hand grabbed my arm and pulled me down from the workstation. At the last second, I remembered to hit the button on my terminal that disengaged and retracted the cable into it. Griff dragged me as I floated along behind him.

“It’s a damn good thing you don’t weigh nothin’ in here,” he said as he pulled me back through the partially open door and down the corridor to the handhold where we’d clipped our lines. 

I felt the tug as Griff snapped mine into place, then a hard shove as he pushed me out of the hole in the side of the ship where I drifted away from everything into the black. Panic surged through me at the sensation, forgetting that I was tethered to the inside of Specter’s hull until the line snapped tight. I held in place as Griff made his own way onto the hull of the dead ship and back to Specter.

“Reel him in, Stan!” Griff yelled as he got to the door. I felt another tug as Stan complied, pulling my tether line back into the launch.

A minute or so later, Griff hauled me the rest of the way through Specter’s door and slapped the button to close it. He left me on the deck where I fell after I had reentered the launch’s artificial gravity field and jumped onto his command couch. 

My head was throbbing, and I barely held onto consciousness as Griff ordered Stan to disengage the remaining lines. 

“What am I, stupid? Already done, kid.” 

I couldn’t focus enough to open a display in my implants.

“And we are away!” Griff said.

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said, just as the darkness claimed me. 
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I came to with a start, sitting up abruptly. Of course, that sent shockwaves of pain through my head that made me lie right back down. 

“Bad idea, bro,” Griff said, placing a hand on my chest to hold me down.

He didn’t need to. I wasn’t going to try that again for a while. 

“You are concussed, Kai,” Hex said. “I advise against any sudden movements. In fact, until I am finished running diagnostics on your implants, I insist.” 

A safety harness snaked out and secured me to the surface of what I now recognized as the command couch of Stronghold’s control center. 

The room was swimming around me in lazy circles like divorce lawyers over a bad marriage. I didn’t even try to speak. 

One of the moving images that caught my difficult-to-focus attention was Griff placing the data disc from my terminal into the reader. At least Hex could start checking the comm logs of the Kholdrax ship we’d raided. There may have been graphic displays involved. I don’t know, as I shut my eyes to keep from throwing up. 

“Your medical nanites are responding to the injury as they are supposed to, Kai,” Hex reassured me. “Relax and let them do their job.” 

“Comm logs?” I asked. It was all I could manage to get out. 

“Relax,” Griff said. “Hex is all over that.” 

“Indeed, if by ‘all over that’ you are referring to the fact that I am analyzing the data you retrieved from the Kholdrax ship.” 

The nanites needed to work faster. Following their banter was harder than it should have been.

“The main concern, that they were able to communicate with their comrades and warn them about us, is no longer a concern. They did not.” 

“Hooray for the good guys,” I mumbled.

“The other files you obtained contain the bad news,” Hex said. 

“You’ve got to get better at set up, Hex,” I said.

“I’ll work on that,” the AI replied.

“Let’s have it,” I said, managing to rise halfway up, the command couch automatically adjusting to the new position. The nanites were working. I only felt like throwing up for a second or two that time.

“We now have access to fleet movements from the last several cycles before this battle group left the main fleet to pursue a Dor’Anian patrol that stumbled across their movements.”

“Main fleet?” I asked, not liking the sound of that at all. “How many ships are we talking about here?” 

Visions of hundreds upon hundreds of awakened Kholdrax ships raining destruction down upon an unsuspecting galaxy tried to fill my head. I pushed them away and it made my head hurt worse.

“According to the records of different units joined together at this point, we are looking at approximately three hundred ships. The units, mostly battleship groups, are merely listed by the lead battleship number with no breakdown ship by ship. I am basing these estimates on previous Kholdrax unit structure that I’ve encountered in the past.” 

“What the hell are they doing in Dor’Anian space?” I asked. “I thought you said that once they got up and about that they’d go after the Kholdrax for stealing their tech. I figured that would give us a breather.” 

“I do not have enough data to guess at why they have broken historical patterns. In fact, these records suggest that they have either appropriated new Kholdrax naval units or been joined by them. They are massing along the edges of Dor’Anian space in preparation for an invasion.” 

“Holy shit!” Griff said. “Like Germany taking Poland?” 

“Since I have downloaded your world’s violent history, I can finally understand these obscure references you make,” Hexpallus said. “Essentially, yes, but it will not be as simple as your comparison suggests. Each time they take a system they will have to leave some assets behind to hold it. This will eventually thin out the numbers that they have to take new systems, which of course has predictable consequences.” 

“They’ll eventually bite off more than they can chew,” I said.

“An apt idiom,” Hex agreed.

“Okay, what else?” 

“I have saved the most disturbing for last,” Hex said. 

“Because you’re not dramatic at all,” I chided. 

“I am ignoring that comment,” the AI said. “There are reports in the data from small units that were specifically sent out to hunt down and destroy Gardranian ships that are still in hibernation.” 

The realization hit me with a cold lump in my gut. Despite the pain in my head, I sat the rest of the way up and waited for my command couch to make the adjustment. “They must have been the ones that triggered the self-destruct of our Gardranian mystery ship.” 

“While I cannot say with certainty, that is a reasonable assumption,” Hex agreed.

“Do you think that they found a copy of the list of locations?” Griff asked.

“That’s a possibility,” I said. “What if they found and took out the Regent ship and have all the data they need to wipe out the rest of the fleet before we can get to them?” 

“Unlikely,” Hex said. 

“How do you figure?” Griff asked. “We got one ship that we know had to off itself to keep from getting taken over, so what’s to say that they didn’t do the same thing to the Regent?” 

“There was no evidence of such an event in this system,” Hex reminded us. 

“Not the point,” I said. “The Regent ship could have seen what was going on with this one and bugged out when it realized the odds were against it. Or it could have changed locations long before the rest of the fleet went into hiding, or even after. We just have no way of knowing.” 

“We do seem to be suffering from an appalling lack of data,” Hex observed.

“Have you passed this along to the others?” I asked.

“I have sent them a report,” Hex said. “They would like to meet to discuss our options.” 

The room was no longer spinning, and the sharp pain in my head had subsided to a dull ache that reminded me of a hangover. I wasn’t one hundred percent, but better than I was a few minutes ago. I was starting to love my nanites.

“Okay, give me a minute,” I said, undoing the harness Hex had triggered earlier and standing. It took me a second to adjust to full uprightness, but I made my way into my quarters to retrieve one of my dwindling supply of Amp energy drinks. We’d managed to score several cases on our last brief visit home. 

The cool, bubbly happiness burned its way down my throat and, though it might have been just my imagination, I instantly felt better. Amp made all things right in the galaxy. I needed to remember to have Hex analyze one of these so he could replicate it when I ran out.

I drained the can and tossed it into the recycler, then rejoined Griff in the control center. He was in his own chair, ready for the meeting, or maybe already there since his eyes were closed. I looked at him for a moment, remembering how he’d stepped up earlier, taking control of the situation in the Kholdrax ship after I’d conked my noggin. It was a little harder to think of him as my baby brother in need of my help and occasional rescue. Today, he’d rescued me. That was harder to swallow than it should have been. I didn’t have time to analyze why.

I climbed onto my command couch and activated my implants, placing myself into the virtual conference room we meet in. 

The digital representations of the hybrid AIs that piloted the other ships in our small armada were already at their places. I was better than I used to be at reading alien facial expressions, but sometimes it was difficult. This was a tough room to read. It wasn’t obvious if they were angry, disappointed, or just stressed because of all the damage they had to fix since our last battle.

“You are recovering, Kai?” Rabun asked.

She always presented as the nice one. Kind of the Den Mother.

“Slightly concussed, but on the mend, thanks,” I said.

“The data you obtained that Hexpallus has shared with us was worth any injury you may have incurred,” Ventalius said.

“I love you, too, pal,” I quipped, probably a little more sarcastically than I should have.

Ventalius looked about to retort, when Griff chimed in. “Hey, Venti, back off a little, okay? He’s had a rough morning.” 

“Venti?” the AI said, a touch of shock crossing his avatar’s features.

“I believe Griffin has assigned you what humans call a nickname,” Hex suggested. “It is a sign of friendship and endearment. Forming camaraderie, and esprit de corps.” 

It dawned on me at this point that Hex never projected a physical avatar into these meetings, and it bothered me. Did he not have a digital self-image that he could share? Did he think of himself as not enough of a person to do so? I resolved to ask him about that later. 

Ventalius closed his virtual mouth and shot Griff a sidelong disapproving glance. 

“The largest concern,” Threllus interjected, “is the fact that the Kholdrax are aware that some of us are still in hiding and are actively seeking them out.” 

“Right,” I agreed. “This more than anything else lights a fire under our own search efforts. We’re going to have to step things up, and I can only think of one way to do that.” 

“Split our force into two groups,” Rabun guessed.

I nodded at her. “I don’t see any alternative. We can split the list of possible systems and cover more ground that way.” 

Ventalius gave a snort. “And what if we stumble across another battle group such as the one we faced today? Or worse, the main Kholdrax fleet?” 

“We do the smart thing and run like hell,” I said. “There are other ways to fight.” 

“I do not approve of some of your human ways of warfare,” Ventalius said.

“You don’t have to,” I said with a shrug. “Your disapproval doesn’t make them not work. Hex, please share with the group the files you obtained on insurgencies in Earth’s military history. I think it will be helpful.”

“Done,” the controller AI announced a few seconds later.

“The strength of an insurgency is that we can hit any target we please, at pretty much anytime we choose. We attack weak points in supply chains or choose not to attack at all and make them sweat. Human history is a bloodbath of conquering armies and atrocities, and it’s a lot to take in, but if you look at the example of the nomadic peoples of the Steppes of Europe, I think you’ll see what I’m getting at.” 

There was a moment of silence as the others examined the data I’d had Hex share. The horse clans of the Steppes were total bad-asses. Historically, they’d been the hardest people to conquer. The Persians, even Alexander the Great, had problems taking these people down. They fought from horseback, using compact bows that could pierce armor, and inflicted heavy casualties on any invading force before fading away across the plains at a pace that the infantry just couldn’t hope to match.

“We follow their example. We avoid enemy contact, but when we can’t we hit and fade until we can. We have an effective counter to their overwhelming missile spreads now with the antimissiles, and Hex has been working on some new missile designs for us that might make it easier to hurt them from even greater distances. Stealth and speed will be our biggest advantage. All the while, we continue to search for the rest of the armada.” 

Griffin’s avatar was staring at mine.

“What?” I asked.

“Who are you and what have you done with my brother?”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, annoyed at the interruption.

“You sound like the frickin’ History Channel!” Griff said.

I paused. Was I really that different than before? The similarities between military strategy and planning a heist were obvious to me. I was just applying the same skill set to a different set of problems, that’s all. Griff was overreacting, as usual.

“What you propose makes tactical sense,” Threllus said, intruding on my self-examination.

Rabun nodded her agreement. “Yes, this is a sound strategy in light of the current situation.” 

“Reluctantly,” Ventalius said with a grunt, “I must agree. But just because you are becoming more tactically aware, Kai Fletcher, does not mean you have the experience to react to certain threat levels. Therefore, I will form one group with Stronghold while Rabun and Threllus form the other with their ships.” 

I didn’t care that Ventalius was dictating terms. I considered it a moral victory that he had gone over the data and agreed with my premise. We could do this, but only by working together.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Then all that remains is splitting up the list. Anyone have a preference?”

“There is one other point I would like to address,” Ventalius said.

“Because of course there is,” Griff mumbled. 

To his credit, Ventalius ignored the jab. “I disagree with your assumptions regarding the destruction of the unidentified Gardranian Cruiser. It is not the Kholdrax way to attempt a takeover of the AI of an enemy ship. Upon discovery, they destroy said enemy. This does not sound like their work.” 

“Who else could it have been?” I asked. “We know they’re looking for any Gardranian ship that they can find. They might be as starved for usable info as we are. They’ll have to adjust to the new galactic situation just like we did. Are you saying that they’re not able to make the attempt?” 

“No, the Kholdrax are capable of adjustments, it is just not typical,” Ventalius agreed reluctantly. 

“Fine, Venti, then who’s on your short list of races that might be causing ships to self-destruct?” Griff asked.

“It could be any number of races, but the one we know has recent experience in stealing starships from hibernation would by the Vakness. It is worth considering.” 

I pictured a Gardranian AI working with those bear-ape-looking conquerors. It was hard to envision. I tried to shrug it off as impossible but Ventalius had a point, and I hated admitting it. 

“No matter who it is, there’s nothing we can do about it now,” I said. “But I’ll concede that you have a valid point. We will keep open minds on that score.”

The meeting concluded with a division of the list of systems, and we all made preparations to leave on our respective missions. As Champion and Steadfast jumped into Transition Space towards their first destination system, I wished them good hunting and no enemy contact.

It was kind of funny to me that I was in the control center of arguably one of the most powerful warships ever built yet I was worried about running across the bad guys. There were too many of them, not enough of us, and we needed to change that before our only potential allies, the Dor’Anians, were crushed under the weight of a full-scale invasion. Easy peasy.
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SIX



The first system we checked didn’t hold our attention for long. Marked as “System 1021” on the star charts, it was home to an unstable star that emitted bursts of extremely noisy radiation on varying wavelengths. Our sensors, even on active, were scrambled every few minutes as the star did its thing, forcing them to reset. We decided that if there was a ship hiding here, it would remain that way until we had more time for a workaround on the sensor issue. I’d hate to get into a ship-to-ship fight here. Everyone would be equally blind every few minutes. It would be an up close and personal blood bath. We moved on after only about an hour in-system.

We came out of Transition Space at the outer edge of our next target, the Sthal system. It had a nice warm yellow sun very similar to home, but larger. There were two planets in the Goldilocks zone, an area I’d recently learned about. It’s about the same distance from a local star as Earth is from Sol, so roughly ninety-three million miles out. I was told it was the perfect place to stay not too warm, and to ripen one’s tomatoes. Just right, get it? And I thought I came up with lame nicknames for stuff. 

This system was on the edge of Dor’Anian and Vakness space, an area of systems that formed a buffer between the two civilizations. Some under Vakness control, others belonging to the Dor’Anians. According to info Hex had gathered Sthal was owned by the latter, and heavily patrolled against Vakness incursion. This was why we came in at the very outer edge of the system. Of course, this was probably where the bad guys would show up first, too, and there were bound to be detection platforms out this way. We’d have to be cautious in our movements.

Before exiting Transition Space, I suggested that we use our gravity drives for a few minutes at a time, then shut the energy differential points off and coast for a while. It wasn’t likely that the Dor’Anians had developed any way to track our gravity drives yet since my last encounter with them, but we couldn’t be sure. All I knew for certain was that someone would see our Transition Space exit energy signatures and send someone out to look around. Sometimes I wished the cloak from the Laosoran Syndicate ship I had first been on had survived. It sure would’ve come in handy right about now. I’m sure Hex could figure out how to recreate the device even if we just had a junked one.

Laosoran ships didn’t get to retire quietly and serve as a local system’s school bus or something. They usually went out with a bang. That’s the nature of the game on Earth and in space. Sometimes I congratulated myself for getting out. Then I remembered that I’d traded one violent lifestyle for another, at least for now. This made me question my intelligence. Now that I’d dragged Griff into this, even more so. It was one thing to decide for my own life, but I was starting to feel like I’d tossed him from the edge of the frying pan into, well, maybe not the flames, but at least the middle. But, then again, he could always ask to go back home, right? Right. Sure, he would. He was having the time of his life out here, and I couldn’t decide if there was something wrong with him or I was the problem because I wasn’t.

We used passive sensors only at first, not wanting to light up any detection platforms with active pulses. It made for slow going, which aggravated Ventalius’ already sunny disposition. I wondered if being a cybernetically enhanced central nervous system combined with superior alien programming made him this surly, or he just needed to get laid. Did Gardranians even reproduce sexually? At that weird mental image, I forced myself back into thinking tactically before any sub-knowledge on the subject asserted itself. I really didn’t want to know, and for once my implants respected my wishes. 

Our sensors showed the local star, Sthal, the planets, and other bodies in its orbit. The two in the Goldilocks zone were inhabited. I dug up Hex’s file on them. The creatively-named Sthal Two, was a lush tropical world full of oceans and islands. It reminded me a lot of Earth, minus the large land masses. The other, Sthal Prime, looked to be an industrial world ripe with natural resources that the Dor’Anians were in the process of exploiting the living hell out of. Mining operations were everywhere, and there was limited liquid water to interfere with the digging.

Judging by the traffic between the two, Sthal Two served as a vacation world for the hard-working sentients that mined Sthal Prime. That was convenient. Sthal Two was also rich in exotic and edible sea creatures, so it had both pleasure and commercial fishing industries. Nice to know that even aliens liked to kick back with a cane pole and a lure every now and then, I guess. If they even used those. They might use explosives and just scoop the stunned catch off the surface for all I knew.

Using our passives, we tracked and mapped the regular naval patrols that made their way around the system. This would take several hours, but it was important to get that nailed down before we did anything else. Once we had the regular routes programmed into the system, we could easily avoid them.

There were several smaller planetoids and a crowded asteroid belt to look through here. Even a small system is a massive area to search for something with passive sensors, especially when you’re not sure what you’re looking for. Magnetic anomaly detectors are part of an active search, so that was out. What we needed to do was narrow down the search zone. I opened a secure subspace channel to Warlord, thinking it would be buried in normal system comms traffic.

“Ventalius, this system was first on our list, but there was no reason as to why. It probably wasn’t inhabited when it was chosen, so that makes sense, but in the spirit of saving us some time, where would you have hidden here if it were you?” 

The ancient hybrid AI took a moment to consider. “The water world would not be a wise choice. Depending on the length of time the hibernation took, discovery would be too great a risk in the event the planet was settled. We can see that this is exactly what happened.” 

“Right. Same deal for the other world here,” I agreed. 

“Anything in the habitable zone would be ill-advised,” Hex chimed in.

“Yeah,” I said. “Same question to you, Hex. Piggy Bank was out of the way and basically uninhabitable. But, then again, those were the same qualities that attracted the Vakness to use it for their vault facility.” 

“There are four such bodies in this system beyond the habitable zone. These, in addition to the asteroid belt closer to the local star, seem to me the most likely,” Hex said. 

The visual display of the system showed the patterns of naval patrols slowly filling in. It would be cake to get to the planet that was furthest out, a little blue gas planet made of helium and methane. In addition to Prime and Two, the other planets were just numbered three through six. Dor’Anians didn’t spend a lot of time on naming conventions, it seemed.

I scratched my chin in thought. I needed a shave. “Sthal Six wouldn’t make a good hidey hole, in my opinion. Too much energy would have to be spent on keeping the ship stationary, unless there’s a sold surface at the bottom of all that gas.” 

“Agreed,” Hex said.

I considered the data the Dor’Anians had published to the Interstellar Net, what Griff had named the Stelnet, on the next planet in line. “Sthal Five is a good place to start. It reminds me of Piggy Bank. Medium sized planetoid, no atmosphere to speak of, with a loose soil and rock surface that would be easy to dig through. Let’s start there.” 

“A logical choice,” Hex said. “Are you in agreement, Ventalius?” 

“As long as we start somewhere, and soon. I fear we are losing too much time,” Ventalius said. He didn’t sound irritated so much as concerned. 

“Something on your mind, Ventalius?” I asked. 

“This event with the self-destructed ship bothers me a great deal. There are too many variables. The sooner we recover our lost brethren, the sooner we remove those variables from the equation and get on more solid footing.” 

“I think this is something we can all agree on,” Hex said. 

Griffin stiffened in his seat, nearly coming out of his harness. “Whoa, did you guys hear that?”

“No, what are you talking about?” I asked. 

Griff looked a little embarrassed for a second. “I got bored listening to you guys try to pick a spot to start looking, so I was scanning subspace frequencies hoping to pick up on some local naval chatter. It must all be encrypted or something ’cuz all I was gettin’ was static. Then something hit us with a burst of noise that was so loud it would have deafened me if I’d been usin’ real headphones instead of implant feeds.” 

“Stronghold’s sensors should have a recording of this event,” Hex said. “One moment.” 

While Hex searched the ship’s stored sensor data, I glared at Griff. “Bored? Really? You know, I can always have 2814 chase you through the ship, taking shots at you with his chin turret if you want.” 

Griff dismissed me with a wave. “You guys were goin’ on and on about where to start. Hell, just pick a spot. Use a dart board if you hafta.” 

My glare shifted into a frown. “This isn’t like deciding which bar to tear up on a Saturday night, little bro. There’s a lot to consider.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure it’s all very scientific,” he said. “You know, you were a lot more fun before you became a space guy.” 

“Forgive me if I’m a little focused on problem-solving,” I said, probably a shade too defensively. “I’m trying to get us home eventually.” 

Griff gave me a knowing grin. “You sure about that?” 

Before I could ask him what the hell he meant by that, Hex interrupted. “I have isolated what I think is the event Griff described.” 

Griff dropped out of the virtual meeting, unstrapped his harness, and just left the control center without a word. I didn’t have time to try to figure out what was bugging him.

“Play it back,” I ordered.

At least Hex didn’t bust my balls over nothing. 

It was loud. It was short. And it didn’t sound like anything to me except the noise Dad’s old TV used to make when the local UHF station went off the air after he fell asleep in his chair. 

“I don’t get it,” I said after Hex played it through a few more times. “It’s just static.” 

“It is a burst of white noise, yes,” Hex agreed. “But it was broadcast over multiple subspace channels. That means it was deliberate. A signal meant to look like it is not a signal.” 

“Can you track where it came from?” 

“It was too short to get a decent fix,” Hex said, disappointment in his voice. “Now that I know what to look for, I can monitor the subspace channels in the background while we proceed to Sthal Five. Perhaps the phenomenon will repeat.”

“Keep me posted,” I said, opening the visual display and plotting a course to our target that avoided all the local patrols in the area. It wouldn’t be hard. They flew long arcs around the edges of the system, crossing through the space around the central inhabited worlds. Except for a new pair of contacts that just left a space station located between those same two planets. Two frigates were headed to the spot where we exited Transition Space. That wasn’t a problem. The problem was that they were going to cross right where we needed to go.

Activating the gravity drive, I used it to pull Stronghold on course at a decent cruising speed, then shut it off and coasted. I set up a subroutine to alert me when the gravitational fields of any other bodies in the system pulled us off course so I could adjust when needed. Warlord fell in behind me on a similar course, which pleased me. It was always a win when Ventalius followed my lead. 

This way was slower than just using the gravity drive full time, but it was a lot less noticeable. With extra patrols in our path, stealth was more important than speed. Besides, if we did it right, we could creep around the system indefinitely without anyone noticing. There were advantages to not having traditional reaction drives.

Before we were even halfway to our objective, another pulse of white noise burst across the subspace channel spectrum. The Dor’Anian frigates must have heard it too, because they cut their reaction drives and coasted. I knew it was a just matter of time before they sent active sensor pings into the black.

I fired up the gravity drive’s energy differential point again, this time to our left, shifting us in a new direction, away from the frigates and their sensor sweep to come.

The good news was that Dor’Anian ships had their main sensor arrays on the noses of their ships. This gave then a forward-centric picture of what was around them, which they supplemented with rear and side arrays that weren’t as powerful. It seemed like an inefficient system to me, but right now I was grateful for the limitations. It allowed us to skirt the edges of their detection.

“Where did the pulse come from?” I asked, keeping an eye on the frigates just in case they turned our way.

“The pulse was, again, too short for a complete location fix, but I have narrowed it down to the asteroid belt,” Hex replied.

“Okay, give me a sec,” I said, studying the system on the display. I needed to plot a course that would take us to the belt, avoid the active patrols, as well as the two ‘hounds’ sniffing around at our heels. After a minute of trying different angles that didn’t work for one reason or another, I finally found a pathway through that would get us to the edge of the rocky formation without any interactions with the locals.

“Follow my lead precisely, Ventalius,” I said as I sent the path to him, then put Stronghold into motion.

“Right behind you,” the AI replied.

Acceleration from the gravity drives was faster than any of the reaction drives the rest of the galaxy used, and the speed we moved from the area the frigates were pinging the hell out of was a blur by comparison. It almost felt like cheating. I still didn’t want them to send an active pin our way, because they’d see us for sure, but at least it looked like they weren’t set up for gravity anomaly detection.

The sensor arrays on Gardranian ships were all over the surface, and they were all capable of passive and active modes. If we were to send out an active pulse, the frigates and all sensor platforms in the system would pick it up, so we were still stuck on passive. At least for now. Once we got into the cover of the asteroid belt, there might be a chance to use selective sensors to narrow our search pattern. I found it ironic that we’d be imitating the built-in limitations of the Dor’Anian sensors, searching in unidirectional cones.

The frigates kicked their reaction drives on again, resuming their course towards our Transition Space exit point. Apparently, they hadn’t figured out which direction the burst had come from and decided to no longer care. More likely, their commanding officer had told them to get a move on and stop chasing ghosts. I didn’t care which, because either worked in our favor. For the moment, all I needed to worry about were the regular patrols and the clear path to the asteroid belt.

“Hex, how’s our sensor picture looking?”

“We are still several hundred thousand miles out, Kai. It is becoming clearer, but still not as detailed as I’d like.”

“When we get close enough that any bleed-over from an active ping isn’t likely to hit any detection platforms, can you send an active pulse through a small, select number of sensors? Like those frigates in a narrow path in front of us?

“I think I see your intent,” the AI said. “Yes, that might work. Using only a few sensors on active pulse could allow the asteroids to effectively absorb the pulse and prevent others from picking up on it. That will increase the time it takes to search though.”

“Better that than taking on a system full of potential allies,” I remind him.

“Is that even possible now, with your current status as a fugitive?” Hex asked. “The Dor’Anian authorities are not likely to change their minds.”

I thought about that for a second. With our numbers as they were, there was no way we could win this thing alone. The Kholdrax ships were growing in number, and my hope that they would take down the Vakness in retaliation for stealing their tech had yet to materialize. The Dor’Anians were the logical choice for an ally, but that idiot Relhok Tropwen had torpedoed that with his spin on my actions in the Durhanduran system just because I wouldn’t turn Stronghold over to him. There had to be a way to overcome that, but how?

I decided to file it away under things to solve later. “I don’t know, Hex. I guess we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.”

There was a pause, and I imagined the AI rummaging through all the weird human idioms he’d collected on his last stroll through Earth’s internet. “I see. Clever. A mixed metaphor. You have taken the expression regarding the crossing of metaphorical bridges and adapted it to your own personal dark humor.”

“I didn’t make that one up, but that’s right, Hex. Good catch.”

“Of course, Kai. After all, interpreting human idioms is not rocket surgery.”

“No, you missed that one, it’s—” Then I laughed. He’d just beaten me at my own game.

“Hex has the jokes,” I mumbled, smiling as I adjusted our course to line up with a large asteroid on the edge of the belt.

Checking the position of the regular patrols through the system and the two frigates, I brought Stronghold to a stop a scant one thousand yards from the asteroid I had selected as our first target to scan. I angled the ship so a group of sensors near the nose would be pointed directly at its center of mass. Sub knowledge told me that the pulse would spread out like a shotgun blast once it left the array, so we’d end up with a nice slice of data on this particular rock and maybe a few around it.

“Okay, Hex, let her rip!” I ordered.

The pulse went out and a new display came to life in front of me with a super detailed picture of the asteroid, and paragraphs of data. It was almost too small to read, and I wasn’t interested in most of it. I only wanted to know if there was a Gardranian ship hidden inside like the prize in a box of Cracker Jacks. If it was there, this would be like getting one of the temporary tattoos or, the prize of prizes, the plastic magnifying glass. On the first try.

“I’m sorry, Kai,” Hex said after a moment. “There doesn’t appear to be a ship hidden here.”

“Well, it would have been unreasonable to expect to find one on the first pulse, wouldn’t it?”

“Statistically speaking,” Hex began, “the first sensor pulse was just as likely to yield positive results as any other, considering our search method.”

“I was just trying to console myself, Hex,” I said. “It’s like a rhetorical question.”

“Apologies, Kai. I am still learning the rather emotionally laden ways in which human beings communicate. I shall try to identify these rhetorical devices more readily in the future. Shall we adjust and try again?”

I shook my head with a small grin. Hexpallus was going to be the galaxy’s foremost alien authority on human interaction by the time this was done. “Sure thing, Hex. But before we do that let’s check the patrols again and see if anyone caught wind of that pulse.”

“Normally, I would remind you that there is no wind in space, but I read this expression on a blog, I believe it’s called, about Hollywood gossip.”

Oh no. This could be very bad, or very good. “Be careful with those, Hex; not all blogs are true. There’s a lot of stuff the writers just make up.”

“Like your species’ odd preoccupation with fictional narrative?”

“Right, kind of like that, only more rooted in reality.”

“Fictional narrative that is reality-rooted,” Hex mused. “Like politics?”

“You know what, buddy? I think you’re going to be just fine.”

I checked the progress of the newly dispatched pair of frigates first. They were well on their way to the edge of the system at full burn. It would take them quite a while to turn around and approach us. Switching my focus to the mapped-out trails of the regular patrols, I asked the system to overlay course changes to their typical pattern on the display. There weren’t any yet, thank God. The next pair of patrol frigates we would need to keep an eye on were getting closer on their regular jaunt, though. They’d pass within 300 thousand miles of us in the next few minutes. Spitting distance in space sensor terms. I wanted more scans before then.

With a nudge or two of the thrusters, I aimed the sensors in the nose at an adjacent section of the asteroid field. Hex immediately sent out the sensor pulse and I adjusted Stronghold again so that we could get another section in the database he was building. After the next pulse, I had to move Stronghold over a few miles.

While Hex chewed the data, I watched the patrols. So far, so good. The narrow-scan method was keeping prying eyes and sensors off us.

In one upper portion of the display, Hex had conveniently added a picture of the section we had already scanned and a projection of where the sensors we were using were currently aimed. All I had to do was line up the edges. “Ready for the next section, Hex?”

“Hold your position, Kai; the source of subspace white noise is broadcasting again. It is very close.”

Damn. So were the patrol frigates. They’d just gotten to the closest point that their typical route was going to bring them to. I watched the display overlay their current heading over the projected course they typically took, holding my breath as if they could pick up on the sound of me sucking air into my lungs.

Did they pick up the burst?

My pulse pounded in my ears as the line of their current flight path diverged from the planned route. They were altering course!

“Hex,” I warned.

“I see them, Kai,” Hex said. “The frigates have likely picked up at least part of the subspace noise burst. At this range, the probability is high that they have a decent fix on where it came from.”

“Where did it come from?” I asked. I was pissed that the timing was so bad, but also excited that we might have the answer to this little mystery.

“Directly ahead of our position, but four thousand miles deeper into the asteroid belt. Closer to the inner edge.”

“I can engage and blast those frigates from the void before they can warn the others about us,” Ventalius said, breaking into our conversation.

Bringing up a new and more tactical display, I saw that all this time he’d had Warlord positioned to our rear in a vanguard station, most of his dorsal weapons aimed outward.

“Hold fire, Ventalius, repeat, hold fire; there has to be another way. You blow them up and the whole system will be on us as soon as their sensor platforms detect the explosions.”

In the lower portion of my new tactical display the frigates were picking up speed and pinging away with active sensor pulses, adjusting their flight paths left and right like sharks sniffing for blood in the water. I suddenly felt very much like chum.


CHAPTER
SEVEN



The frigates were closing but still several thousand miles out. I decided to take a chance on the nearby asteroids and pulsing our navigational thrusters, I backed Stronghold up and over the section of the belt we’d been scanning with no luck to park us behind the first large asteroid we’d picked out.

Warlord followed our lead without being told, parking a few hundred yards off our right side behind the same lumpy space rock. The frigates were still pounding the area with active sensors, but from our hiding spot they weren’t getting a reading on us. They were just seeing rocks. If we could keep pretending to be holes in space, they might get bored and go away.

“Even if they don’t pick us up on sensors,” Ventalius said, almost like he’d been reading my mind, “they could linger here for hours, delaying our search. And if that subspace noise source decides to go active again, they will get the same lock on it that we did.”

I was thinking of Ventalius as unnecessarily bloodthirsty, but maybe it was just that his logic was colder than mine. More warrior and less planner. “I know the risk, but how do you propose we disable their ships without engaging in active combat? We need a way to keep them from broadcasting any signals even if they do see something.”

“There might be a way, though it also comes with substantial risk,” Hexpallus said.

I was ready for any ideas, no matter how crazy. Hell, I was almost ready to call Griff back to the control center at this point for his input. Almost. “Go ahead, Hex.”

“Depending on how close those frigates get to our position, and how little they deviate from their present course, it could be possible for a small group of our maintenance bots to descend upon them and disable their external subspace communication array. No explosions to detect and they still cannot alert anyone to our presence.”

I had to think about this for a moment. “Give me a sec.”

To help me make my decision, Hex put an animation on my display that showed two small groups of maintenance bots launching from dorsal missile tubes into an arc that brought them down on top of the approaching frigates. Upon landing they skittered across the ship’s surface, which, close up, wasn’t nearly as smooth as it looked from a distance. The animated bots located and disabled the subspace comms array by disassembling it to the point that it drifted off into the black.

“What are the risks?” I asked.

“The largest risk is that they are detected by an active sensor pulse on the upward portion of their arc,” Hex replied. “They could then be fired upon by the frigates as they broadcast some kind of warning to their comrades.”

“And since we’re sitting blind behind this rock, we won’t know any results until it’s too late to do anything about it,” I added.

“An unfortunate side effect,” Hex agreed.

“So, slight chance of detection, and we’re hosed, or slightly better chance these guys can’t tell anyone about us and we don’t have to kill potential allies?”

“I think that sums it up,” Hex said.

“It’s a good basic plan,” I said, my criminal background in plotting heists and security breaches peeking through. “But it needs some adjustments.”

“Whatever you two come up with, do it quickly,” Ventalius said. “Those frigates are getting closer.”

A few minutes later, I watched two of our missile tubes fling a total of one hundred small bots into the void on a pulse of compressed ship atmosphere. They went straight up relative to our position in between two of the regular sensor pulses from the frigates as they continued their approach to the edge of the asteroid field.

As they hit the predetermined zenith of their ascent, which was slaved to the timing of the next sensor pulse, they blasted their maneuvering jets and arced over the top of the asteroid behind which we were hiding to a new position directly over the two Dor’Anian frigates. Since the frigates’ sensors were limited to what was in front of them, the small bots weren’t likely to be picked up. At least that was the hope. Once they passed over the top of the asteroid, our passive sensors lost contact with them and we had no way of knowing.

The next part of the plan had them changing their vector downward relative to the frigates and landing on their dorsal surfaces to do the job Hex had programmed into them. The external subspace comms array was located on the ventral side of the frigates, so the bots would have to make their way to the underside of each ship, fifty to each vessel, and get busy.

Once the comms arrays were drifting off to nowhere, they were to move to the engineering section of the ship, find, and disable the lines that fed power to the reaction drive thruster nozzles. This would kill the ability of the frigates to leave the area on anything more powerful than basic attitudinal thrusters. On those, it would take them weeks to get back to one of the two planets or an orbital station.

The biggest risk of all was that, to confirm the success or failure of the plan, we were going to have to expose ourselves. We would have to pop up over the top of the asteroid to get a passive sensor read on the situation after enough time had gone by. Hex had an estimate for how long it would take the little bots to accomplish their mission, but that was all it was. An estimate. There were too many variables to get anything better than a rough guess. That time was represented by a countdown clock in the lower left side of my display. While I waited for it to hit zero I made minute adjustments to our position with our own thrusters, edging us closer to the top of the asteroid. When we were a few yards away from clearing it I brought Stronghold to a stop, her hexagonal shape hovering in the darkness, ready to leap into action.

I could feel my pulse in my whole body as my heart rate increased in anticipation of the moment when I would send us over the top of the asteroid. If the frigates were still functional, Warlord and Stronghold would fire on their engineering sections to disable their drives, then we’d have to bug out and try this system again later. That was not the optimal plan. Any future visits would be tricker, because the Dor’Anians would know someone was snooping around the system. They’d have their guard up.

The clock wound down further, and it felt like it would never reach zero. Until it did. Suddenly I was out of time. With a thought I sent Stronghold over the top just enough for our forward passive sensor arrays to get a read on the scene and drop back down before the next active pulse came from the frigates.

Hex was faster at analyzing the data than I was, so it was up to him to determine what happened next.

“Data shows two structures have separated from the hull of each frigate,” he announced.

“Freakin’ awesome!” I said.

“However…” he cautioned.

A cold pit of dread filled my stomach. “No, don’t say however. I hate when you say however.”

“They appear to still be operating under their main reaction drives. The nozzles were flaring as we dropped down.”

“But they can’t communicate with anyone?” I asked.

“It would seem not,” Hex replied.

“Okay, Ventalius, looks like we have some penetrator surgery to perform,” I said.

“You mean Hexpallus and I,” the hybrid AI said. “You’re not allowed to shoot the guns.”

“It’s not that I’m not allowed,” I said, a little ticked off at his dismissive attitude. “I’m just the pilot. It’s not my job.”

A few minutes later, Stronghold and Warlord rose over the top of the asteroid and speared the engineering hulls of each frigate with precisely fired penetrator rounds. Their ships’ emergency protocols took over, shunting the damaged reactors out into space and placing them on emergency power. They weren’t going anywhere.

Except that they were.

They were still on their original headings. After analyzing their vectors, I realized they would slam into the asteroid we’d been hiding behind in the next thirty minutes. Everyone on those ships would die, and that would get someone’s attention for sure… if our brief burst of weapons fire hadn’t already.

“Hex, we can’t let them hit the asteroid,” I said.

We hadn’t bothered to drop down again, and were in full view of the next active sensor pulse that the Dor’Anian frigates sent out. With their engineering sections out, they had no power for weapons. With their subspace comms arrays floating off in the other direction, they couldn’t call for help either. Except they did.

Both ships launched emergency beacon buoys into the black. It’s always the little things.

“Damn it! Is anything going to go our way today?” I shouted.

Ventalius and Hex targeted the buoys and vaporized them with two well placed particle cannon shots, but the damage was probably already done. One of those sensor platforms or space stations was going to pick up a brief distress call followed by a lot of nothing. We needed to hurry this up. Every Dor’Anian naval officer and his dog in the system were about to head this way.

“We have to find the source of the subspace signal,” I said. “We’re out of time.”

“One moment, Kai,” Hex said. “I am directing the repair bots to use their remaining thrusters to slow the frigates down. Once they have expended their fuel we will be unable to recover them, so I have also instructed them to self-destruct.”

“Good call,” I said. “The less tech we leave lying around, the better.”

“Indeed,” Hex agreed.

A thought popped into my head that froze me. “Hex, you didn’t send 2814 on this trip, did you?”

“I did not,” the AI answered. “Though it wasn’t for lack of trying.”

Relief flooded me. “Thank God! Wait, what do you mean lack of trying?”

“He refused to go,” Hex answered. “Kept saying something about being promoted to your personal valet, and therefore could not be spared for external missions. It was quite frustrating.”

That got a laugh out of me. I suddenly pictured the little silver bot with a tiny bow tie around its neck and a silver serving tray sticking out of its chin turret.

“You find this amusing?” Hex asked. “That bot has experienced multiple programming anomalies since you came aboard.”

“I know,” I agreed, reining in my laughter. “It’s fantastic!”

“You and I have very different definitions of that word,” Hex said.

A moment later, the bots exhausted their small reserves of maneuvering thruster fuel and offed themselves. The frigates were still moving, though.

“Are they still going to crash?” I asked, hoping that the ships would merely bump onto the surface of the asteroid now instead of plowing into it at several thousand miles per hour.

Hex paused, crunching the numbers before answering. “Yes, unfortunately the thrust the bots provided, while helpful, was not enough to overcome the inertia of their current trajectory. An alternative solution is needed.”

My mind raced as I tried to think of what we could do. Then a flash of a partial memory blasted its way to the front. An image of Specter attached to the outer hull of a Kholdrax ship as Griff and I snuck onboard through a hole in the side.

“Cables,” I said excited. “We can attach cables to their hull and use the grav drives to park them in orbit around the asteroid!”

“As long as their hull integrity holds, yes, that could work. However, the stress on the hull at the connection points will be the deciding factor.”

“So, we’re doing this?” I asked.

“I think it worth the effort,” Hex said.

Moving Stronghold towards one of the frigates, I didn’t bother mentioning the plan to Ventalius. He was listening on the subspace channel and Hex could always send him instructions if needed. I brought Stronghold over the target ship, using our attitudinal thrusters to match her course while hovering about fifty yards over her dorsal section. The display showed little black smudges all over her hull where our bots had sacrificed themselves.

“Is this a good spot, Hex?”

“Maintain current heading, yes,” Hex replied. I felt vibrations through the deck as monomolecular cables were deployed, similar to the ones Specter had used, though these were much bigger. Stronghold shuddered as we were tethered to the dead bulk of the frigate, because I hadn’t matched our trajectories and speeds as evenly as I thought.

“Now?” I asked.

“Proceed,” Hex replied.

Engaging the gravity drive, I put just enough into it to arrest the motion of the frigate. Once stopped, and with guidance from Hex, I placed it into a stable spot over the asteroid where it wouldn’t get dragged into the small planetoid’s weak gravity well. Ventalius did the same with the other frigate, making sure to place it close enough to the first one that, if needed, they could even make EV visits to each other. That was a nice touch that I hadn’t thought of. Good, Ventalius.

With the Dor’Anian frigates secured I took a peek around the system, checking for changes in patrol movements. So far there didn’t seem to be any. The problem was that there was no way to tell how much time we had left to investigate. We were making a lot of “noise” for a lonely little asteroid belt.

“Hex, mark the position of the source of the subspace bursts, please,” I ordered.

A new spot appeared on my display on the inner edge of the asteroid belt about two thousand miles from our current location. I brought Stronghold around and headed towards it at the best speed that I could manage without running into anything. That’s not as hard as it sounds. I’d always thought of asteroid fields as these chaotic, constantly moving seas of rock that could smash the life out of any ship stupid enough to wander into one. From a certain point of view, that’s what they are. But the reality was that the interplay of the gravitational forces kept a certain balance, and there was quite a bit of distance in between individual asteroids. It was kind of like moving through a parking lot where the cars gently shifted positions. Slow-motion bumper cars.

I brought Stronghold to a position a few hundred yards away from the indicated rock, and Hex lit it up with an active sensor pulse. We weren’t worried about noise escaping on the other side of the asteroid to alert anyone. The local star would block anything that went around it.

“Preliminary scan shows that there is indeed a vessel inside this planetoid, but it is not responding to my hails.”

“Why do you think this is?” I asked. “Could it be that the pilot didn’t make it, like your previous one?”

“That wouldn’t explain the lack of response from the controller AI,” Hex observed.

“Right,” I agreed. That made sense. “What class of ship is it?”

“Penetrating scans mark her as a frigate,” Hexpallus said. “There is a considerable amount of activity inside the planetoid. I am detecting energy pulses perhaps from lasers clearing rock away from the hull, as if the ship is preparing to depart.”

“I hate to interrupt the scientific inquiry,” Ventalius interjected, “but there is movement from the fleet in system. Apparently, our activities out here have finally been noticed. Multiple contacts are headed this way from the two main planets, and our friends from the outer edge are on a vector to here as well.”

A short burst of subspace white noise assaulted my ears, then cut off. It came a few more times, with each repetition less intense than the previous one. Like the signal was cleaning itself up. Then, on the next one, a voice broke through.

“Triumph—damage—array—breaking—free⁠—”

The voice was female in tone and, even broken up, sounded relieved to be talking to someone.

“Triumph, this is Hexpallus of Stronghold. Do you hear me?”

There was a pause, followed by another burst of static.

“I can hear you, Hexpallus,” the voice said. “I am Corsellus, hybrid AI of Triumph. I apologize for earlier. My subspace comms array was damaged without my knowledge.”

“Lot of that going around,” I said.

“Corsellus, are you able to extract your ship from the planetoid?” Hex asked. “There are somewhat hostile forces enroute to this location, and we need to make our best speed out of the system.”

“Can we not fight them?” she asked, puzzled.

“Oh, I think I like her,” Ventalius said.

“The galactic situation has changed,” Hex explained. “These are not Kholdrax forces, but another sentient species that has little knowledge of the conflict.”

“Understood,” Corsellus replied. “I am preparing to exit. Please move to a safe distance from the planetoid.”

I didn’t know how far a ‘safe’ distance was, so I backed Stronghold off to the tune of five hundred miles and hoped it was enough. Hex didn’t suggest I do anything different, so I figured that was good enough.

A few minutes later a brilliant white beam exploded out of the asteroid, reducing anything in its path to atoms. Triumph emerged a few minutes later, her hull alive with maintenance bots shooting small lasers to destroy pieces of debris that threatened her outer skin as she maneuvered herself out of her rocky, self-imposed prison.

She looked like Hex, and the destroyers, only much smaller. Her weapons readout showed almost all particle beam cannons and penetrator guns, with very few missile launchers. This was a fast- attack craft, designed to get in, strike, and get out. More of a harasser than a ship-killer. With a bunch of these, though, I could see how they could give larger ships massive headaches. Like a thousand vicious, ankle-biting chihuahuas nipping at your heels until you fell over with severed Achilles tendons.

She broke free of the rest of the rocks clinging to her and did a little barrel roll. I think she was happy to be out.

“Welcome back to open space, Triumph. I’m Kai, Stronghold’s new pilot,” I said to introduce myself.

“It is good to be out of that rock!” Corsellus said as she brought Triumph around to face Stronghold and Warlord.

“Do you know if there are any other ships hiding in this system?” Hex asked. “We thought that Defender might be here as well.”

There was a note of disappointment in her voice when she answered. “No, Hexpallus. Yarnas ordered me to go to ground here, and took Defender with the Regent ship to a system he would not disclose to me.”

“That is unfortunate,” Hex commented. “At least we won’t waste further time exploring a system in which there is nothing more to find, however.”

“What is our plan for extracting ourselves from this situation?” Ventalius asked. “There are now twelve frigates and one destroyer heading for this location. Kai wishes not to engage, so we must flee.”

Ventalius made it clear from his inflection on that last word that this didn’t sit well with him. Like it left a bad taste in his electronic mouth. I suspected that if he still had a stomach, it would be nauseated. I didn’t care. I couldn’t bring myself to punish people for defending their own system, especially when they’d been lied to about who and what we were.

“We make our best speed to the closest Transition Space jump point and make for our next target system,” I said.

“Which is even further into Dor’Anian space,” Ventalius reminded us.

“Corsellus, I am sending you the data we have on possible locations for Defender and the Regent,” Hex said. “Kai, I’m afraid the closest Transition Space jump point currently has a screen of eight Dor’Anian frigates blocking it.”

“Okay,” I said, quickly looking at the display and ordering it to bring up alternative jump points. “There’s another one to our rear. It’s a bit of a long haul, but we should be able to easily outrun these local tubs.”

I sent the point I had in mind to the other ships and, without waiting for a reply, threw Stronghold into motion. The gravity drive pulled her through the black at a speed that just a few weeks ago I had trouble picturing in my mind, and now was just another day in space. Amazing the things that we can get used to.

“Launch detected,” Hex warned.

He didn’t really need to do that. The display showed me when other ships fired on us. In this case it was the closest eight frigates that sent a spread of one hundred missiles our way.

“Send a spread of anti-missiles from aft launchers,” I ordered.

“Anti-missiles?” Corsellus asked.

“I will send you technical specifications so you can manufacture some,” Ventalius said. “They are one of Kai’s good ideas.”

Was he flirting? The thought made me smile. Then I realized that he had inferred that not all of my ideas were good. I decided to leave that alone for now and focused on flying the ship. Out of habit I checked the missiles that pursued us. Then I did a double take.

“Hex,” I said. “Is it just me or are those missiles closer than they should be?”

“They do seem to be moving faster than Vakness missiles of the same general type,” Hex agreed.

I took Stronghold to what sub-knowledge told me was her in-system max, referred to as flank speed. Spinning the gravity drive up any faster could cause gravitic distortions that could impact the other ships in our formation negatively.

Even with the speed increase the missiles were gaining on us. I wasn’t used to this. I thought that the Vakness had the most advanced military tech in the galaxy, which accounted for the size of their empire. It hadn’t occurred to me that the Dor’Anians might have become the thorn in their side that they were by having more advanced missile tech. It made sense now that I thought about it.

“Keeping it at flank speed,” I said. “It’s going to be close, but I think we can make it to Transition Space before they impact.”

“Anti-missiles have detonated,” Hex reported. “Contact with inbound projectiles in fifteen seconds.”

I kept Stronghold on a straight course for the Transition Space jump point. The projection lines for the missiles in pursuit and our projected path were way too close for comfort. Fifteen seconds after Hex spoke, around half the missiles chasing us winked out of existence as they encountered the metallic spheres of our anti-missile payload.

“Oh, I see the benefit of the anti-missiles,” Corsellus said. “I’ll prepare some for myself once we are in Transition. My thanks, Ventalius.”

That tone in her voice. Was she flirting back? Knowing that these were disembodied Gardranian nervous systems combined with cybernetic hardware was making this weird for me. Too weird. I focused on the missiles headed our way, and the Transition Space jump point.

“Hex,” I said as a chilling thought popped into my head. “Are the Dor’Anians able to remote detonate their missiles early like we can?”

“We have not encountered this with Dor’Anian vessels before; though, admittedly, our experience with them was brief.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I don’t think we gave them time to fire on us back then.”

“You are concerned about this happening while we coast into the jump point?” Hex asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “It’s a possibility. Especially considering that their missiles won’t be slowing down at all while we’re coasting.”

Before we would enter Transition Space, we had to A) be far enough away from any system-borne gravity wells like planets or other celestial bodies, and B) shut down the gravity drive’s energy distortion point. If we didn’t shut it off, the gravity field it created in space-time would keep us from jumping, with disastrous results. Like the ship ripping into pieces kind of disastrous results. At the same time, the missiles would continue to accelerate while we coasted into the jump. There was a chance that if they detonated them before we made the jump that a different kind of space-time distortion would have a similar effect. We just didn’t know.

Suddenly, the margin of error on this caper was a lot thinner than I was comfortable with. The only solution I could come up with involved splitting us up and pursuing different jump points. But we needed to stick together because we had no idea what kind of situation we would be entering once we came out on the other side of Transition Space. The proverbial rock and hard place conundrum. But we were committed to this course now. Altering it carried too many risks.

“Oh well,” I said. “Nothin’ to it but to do it.”

“Do what?” Griff asked, entering the control center. He walked to his seat and plopped halfway onto it.

“Strap in,” I ordered.

He rolled his eyes but settled into the seat so the harness could work its way around his torso and secure across his chest. “Yes, MOM.”

“You’re going to love this,” I said. “We’re taking a huge risk right now.”

“Kai—” Hex said, warning in his tone.

“We are?” Griff asked, his eyebrows shooting up in interest.

“Yeah. We’re racing to a jump point, but there’s a bunch of missiles on our ass that could detonate before we get there and not only keep us from entering Transition Space but could cause us to be torn to pieces when we try.”

“Holy shit, that’s awesome!” Griff said.

“No, it’s not, Griff!” I said. “See? That’s not normal!”

“God, you’re such a wuss,” he said. “Nothin’ wrong with livin’ on the edge once in a while.”

I’m not sure what I was hoping for with this. Maybe scaring him into realizing his risk-taking was bad, and potentially fatal. Then again, I was the one that initiated this particular risk. He was just along for the ride.

“Never mind,” I said, shaking my head and turning my attention back to the display splashing across my visual cortex.

“Hey, we picked up a new ship!” Griff said. “Does it need a pilot?”

“Do you see it flying with us?” I asked, still focused on the display.

“Asshat,” Griff said.

“Takes one to know one,” I shot back.

“Real mature, Kai,” Griff said.

The door to the control center opened and 2814 skittered to a spot in between our respective command couches. Its chin turret laser dropped into view, and it aimed menacingly at both of us for a second. “Don’t make me pull this ship over, boys,” it said in a voice that sounded like Marge Simpson on an old transistor radio.

“Whoa! Since when does he talk?” Griff asked.

“Since I asked Hex to upgrade him with a voice processor unit,” I replied.

“That’s creepy as hell!”

2814 jumped from the deck to Griff’s lap, causing an involuntary yelp from my brother. “Who’re you callin’ creepy?” it said, this time doing Bugs Bunny.

“You, ya four-legged metal bug!” Griff said, knocking the little maintenance bot off his lap.

“I am beginning to doubt the wisdom of complying with your request, Kai,” Hex said. “I am definitely regretting giving him access to the Earth entertainment files I downloaded.”

I didn’t answer. The display had my full attention again.

The projected lines were closing on each other, and even though I knew it was just me it seemed like the display was speeding up.

“Transition Space entry point in one minute. Cutting power to gravity drive,” I announced as I sent the mental command to shut off the energy differential point. We were coasting on inertia now as we approached our destination. I sent power to the Transition Drive, and double checked the end coordinates. The missiles closed in even faster, not needing to cut their reaction drives prior to the jump point because missiles don’t fly through Transition Space.

Please don’t let the Dor’Anians detonate their missiles before we transition, I silently prayed. Not sure to who. I’d take anybody that answered at this point.

The lines on the display closed in on each other and the system put a countdown in the corner, measuring time to Transition. This was going to come down to milliseconds.

“Everybody ready?” I asked.

“Affirmative,” Ventalius replied.

“Let’s do it!” Corsellus said.

We jumped just as the missiles detonated behind us. It looked like the Dor’Anians had that ability after all.


CHAPTER
EIGHT



The countdown stopped when I fired the transition drive and was blinking at me with zero point zero two milliseconds on the clock. I knew I had my eyes shut tight in anticipation of being smeared across the outer edges of the system, but since the display was transmitted directly into my visual cortex I could still see everything.

“I think we’re still alive,” I said. “All ships report.”

“Warlord here,” Ventalius said.

“Triumph still flying!” Corsellus said.

She was enthusiastic, I’d give her that.

“Okay, so under useful things we learned today, Dor’Anian missiles are way faster than Vakness missiles, and they can be detonated remotely.”

“I’ll file that away,” Hexpallus said dryly.

“Was that a bit of snark I detect?” I asked, a grin trying to pull up the corners of my mouth. The joy of still being alive overrode the terror of the last few minutes.

“Of course not,” Hex said. “Snark is a human sentient concept, and I am not human.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Snark is free and available to all, so help yourself.”

“Speakin’ of helping ourselves,” Griff said as his harness retracted into his command couch and he jumped to his feet. “I’m starvin’!”

He made his way to the door to my cabin, which slid open obediently. Now that he mentioned it, my stomach growled in agreement, reminding me it had been a long time since breakfast. Day/night cycles on a starship were… flexible. I ordered my own harness to disconnect and joined him at the food replicator.

Griff pulled a steaming plate of chili cheese fries from it as I approached, and my mouth watered.

“I don’t suppose you could whip up another batch of those for me?” I asked.

“Still can’t make anything but blue goop, huh?” Griff asked, clearly enjoying this moment.

I furrowed my brow at him. This was a sore spot, and he knew it. “No.”

I had lived on a sweet yet disgusting, porridge-like mix of proteins and complex carbs provided by my captors on a Laosoran crime ship for the first month or so I was off Earth, and since then had developed some kind of mental block when it came to the food replicator on Stronghold. The device was able to take thoughts and turn them into a replication of the food the user was envisioning. All I could ever get it to make was a slightly better tasting version of the same blue slop, and a Gatorade clone.

“So, what do you say?” I asked, hope in my voice.

“If I do this, you’ll never learn to do it on your own,” he said, sauntering off as he stuffed a chili- and-cheese-covered French fry into his mouth.

Asshole. I hated my brother sometimes.

I stared at the replicator and thought about a plate of the same fries Griff had. Hard. I pictured it in my head in great detail, complete with steam rising off the top of the melted cheese sprinkled across the chili.

There was a ding, which I’m sure the system added for our benefit as humans, because nothing else on Stronghold ever dinged. The door to the replicator slid open and I beheld my creation. A bowl of blue slop next to a bottle of liquid that I knew would taste like Gatorade. With a sense of resignation, I took them from the replicator and sat on the edge of my bed to ‘enjoy’ my lunch.
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The trip to the next system on our list—simply called “Trinity” by the Dor’Anian star charts—would take a few hours, so I took that opportunity for some rack time, asking Hex to wake me when we were close. Trinity was a rarity. I had seen binary systems before, but this would be my first time in a system with three suns. The casual Star Trek fan in me was excited. I mean, here I was, poor kid from the Southside, about to see something that, as far as I knew, no human had ever laid eyes on before.

Maybe. One of the first things I leaned about space once I was off world was that there were a crap ton of humans already out here and had been for a long time. Raygun Holmes at Paradise was a prime example. He’d been in space longer than I’d been alive from what I’d heard. Landon, my first real friend out here, had been among the stars for thirty years before my old crime partner Bones Blackwood shot him.

I missed Landon. Especially since Griff had joined me out here. My brother was a handful, and I think Landon would have helped me help Griff to adjust better to his new life in the stars. Nothing to do about it now, though. Landon was gone and I had to keep going.

A quiet chime brought me back to the present, and I realized that I’d been awake for a while just thinking about things. I was getting to be a regular philosopher in my ‘old age’.

I rose from my bunk and entered the control center. Griff was nowhere to be seen, so I climbed onto my command couch. “How long till we get there, Hex?”

“We will be ready to exit Transition Space in five minutes, Kai,” the AI replied. “I have sent a ship-wide page for Griff to join us in the control center, but have received no response.”

“I’m shocked,” I said.

“Was that sarcasm?” Hex asked.

“Very good, Hex; yes it was!” I replied in a sarcastically cheerful tone.

“I thought so,” Hex said, sounding pleased with himself.

He’d missed the second round of sarcasm and it made me smile. He was still learning the subtleties of human methods of communication and expression. According to Hex, we were one of the most complex creatures he’d ever studied when it came to inter-being communications. I just think he needed to watch more TV and he’d get it.

We came out of Transition Space a few minutes later at the edge of the system. Passive sensors only, just like last time. A quick lateral burst of gravity drive propulsion and we were coasting sideways along the outskirts of Trinity just in case someone noticed our arrival. From the passive sensor readings, we needn’t have bothered. There didn’t appear to be anything here. Not even any planets in a Goldilocks zone, because this system didn’t have one.

The three stars were locked in a gravitational dance that ensured that there was nowhere here that was cool enough to sustain life as we knew it. It was surreal. It was beautiful, don’t get me wrong. The vacation pics would be a hit on social media, but there wasn’t anything alive here.

That might turn out to be a good thing when I took a second to think about it. If there was nothing here now, then there probably wasn’t anything here eons ago when the Gardranian fleet was going into hiding. After another ten minutes of no signs of life on passive sensors, I felt it was time to make a move.

“Hex, let’s start with some active scans. I don’t think there’s anyone here for us to surprise.”

“Ready for active sensor scan,” Hex said. “Warlord, Triumph, bring all active sensors online and scan at will.”

My display lit up with new data. Too much of it, in fact. There was information about the three stars in the system—a white dwarf and two yellow giants—as well as a number of lifeless planetoids dancing around and through their intricate orbits. Like I said, beautiful, but kinda dead. Like a small town at three AM on a Saturday night.

“Let me know if there’s anything interesting out there,” I said to Hex.

“I am analyzing data now,” Hex replied. “One moment.”

“I think I have something!” Corsellus said with excitement.

“Where?” I asked.

In response, my visual display lit up a far corner of the system, almost completely opposite of our current location.

“I am also scanning this area more closely,” Ventalius said. “Corsellus is definitely on to something.”

“I concur,” Hex said after a moment. “There is a residual energy signature and debris fields surrounding a planetoid at the other edge of the system, consistent with the use of a molecular disruptor weapon.”

“There was a fight here?” I asked, instantly on alert for the appearance of enemy ships. The scans were empty, though.

“No, Kai, not a fight,” Hexpallus reassured me. “It appears that one of our own broke free from containment in its hiding place and left the system. In addition to the residual energy signature of a disruptor, there are patterns in the debris consistent with the use of a gravity drive to facilitate passage to the edge of the system.”

“One of our ships was here but it left?” I asked.

“That is what I am able to surmise from the available data,” Hex replied. “I would like a closer look.”

I was so fascinated by the findings that I hadn’t caught the hint. “Oh, right. Duh. Pilot here. Yeah, hang on a sec.”

I accessed the ship’s controls via my implants and set us on an intercept course for a point in space a few hundred yards from the debris field surrounding the planetoid that Corsellus had marked on my display. I felt no hurry to get there, so I chose a middle of the road speed—not slow, but nowhere near flank speed.

A blur flitted through my visual display as Triumph blew past Stronghold at very close to her top speed. “Race you!”

“Hey, no fair!” I called, pushing Stronghold to a higher gravity rating to pull us along faster.

A second later, Warlord also surpassed us. “Why so slow, Kai Fletcher?”

This guy was positively giddy! What was going on here? “Who are you and what have you done with Ventalius?”

There was no reply as the destroyer and frigate raced each other to the location of the ruptured planetoid on the other side of the system. Warship love? Nope. Didn’t want to think about it. That might lead to mental images that there wasn’t enough brain bleach in the galaxy to scrub.

I focused on catching up to them, but they had too much of a head start. I settled for slowing as I made the final approach to the area, while Hex made highly detailed scans of everything.

After I parked us in a stationary orbit around the debris field, Hex changed my display from its tactical look to a visual representation of the planetoid with different areas shaded with various colors to represent what his sensor readings found. The planetoid itself was highlighted in purple, with a paragraph next to it telling me that it had indeed been blasted from the inside with a disruptor weapon. The debris field had several colors represented. Orange for pieces that had been disturbed by the gravity drive of the exiting ship, complete with tails of how they had moved since the disruption.

That got my attention. “Hex, am I correct in thinking that this happened recently?”

“Yes, Kai,” Hex replied. “There is no way this energy signature is older than a few of what your time reference system would call weeks. In cosmic time, it is almost seconds ago.”

“Whoa!” I said. “So, this one woke up late.”

“It would appear so, yes,” Hex agreed.

“Can you tell which way it went?”

A different shade of orange lit up in my display, this time as a dotted line like on those old movies when someone would travel, and the trip would be represented on an animated map. The dotted line moved from the debris field surrounding the planetoid to the edge of the system, then stopped.

The dead end frustrated me. “Can you figure out where they went from there?”

“That will take some time, even for me,” Hex said.

I nodded my understanding. “Well, it looks like we have lots of time. Nobody here but us, right?”

“So far,” Ventalius said. “Vigilance is still our watchword.”

“Right, why don’t you and Triumph start a patrol pattern and keep a weather eye out for bad guys?” I said.

“What is a weather eye?” he asked.

I shook my head. I had to remember to watch my Earth culture references around these guys. “Old Earth nautical term I heard in a movie once. I think it means pay close attention.”

Ventalius considered that for a moment before answering. “Understood. I will keep a ‘weather eye out’, then.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Let’s go!” Corsellus said, moving Triumph away from us at a medium clip.

Ventalius took Warlord in the opposite direction, presumably working out the details of their patrol pattern with her on a different channel.

“Hex, do Gardranians fall in love?” I asked.

“As I understand what humans call love from my limited exposure to Earth cultures, I can say yes, but there are differences, especially in light of what the Gardranians changed themselves into during the war.”

I thought about that for a second. “Yeah, the whole hybrid AI thing still kind of weirds me out.”

“I dunno,” Griff said, entering the control center with 2814 on his heels. “It might be cool.”

The little bot let loose with a shot from its chin laser, right into Griff’s rear.

Griff jumped and took a kick at the bot, which it dodged easily. “Knock it off, ya little menace! I’m here already!”

2814 fired one more low-powered shot into Griff’s keister before skittering off doing a fair intimation of an Elvis impersonator. “I am Johnny Bravo, the one-man army!”

“I definitely need to restrict the access 2814 has to Earth media files,” Hex mused.

I smiled, watching Griff rub at the sore spot on his backside. “I don’t care what you guys say, I love the new 2814.”

“That makes one of us,” Griff said as he gingerly sat on his command couch. “Why did I need to be here?”

I ignored his comment and question, focusing on what he’d said earlier. “What do mean it might be cool?”

Griff shrugged. “I’m just sayin’ it might be cool not to have a physical body to worry about anymore, having enhanced mental processes and access to AI programming and hardware. Way more advanced than any human could get on their own, right?”

I shook my head in disagreement. “Too high a price. I like my body.”

Griff leaned in with a wicked smile. “Yeah, but nobody else does.”

I waved his comment away. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, buddy, but there’s not many of us hairless apes out here, so there’s not really anyone to appreciate yours either.”

Griff responded with another shrug. “Maybe, but I’m not the affection-starved idiot that you are.”

I bristled at that. “I am not affection-starved.”

“Not now, because you’ve had to get used to not getting any. Before you became Spaceman Spiff, though, you were pretty clingy. All your girlfriends said so.”

This was a conversation I was not going to have right now. “Hex, what do we have on possible destinations from that point in the system?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to discuss you past relationships right now?” Hex asked. “I can process trajectories in the background while we analyze this. I, for one, find it utterly fascinating.”

My eyebrows came together in irritation. “No.”

“You’re not sure?” Hex asked hopefully.

“No, we are not discussing it,” I said with resolve.

“Very well,” Hex said, the disappointment clear in his voice.

My display changed again, this time focused on the point in space where the trail of movement from the ship that left went cold. A group of arrows appeared, pointing in various directions.

“There are multiple potential destinations involving inhabited systems that range from mere hours away to several weeks’ worth of transit time,” Hexpallus said. “I am uncertain as to which one the missing ship chose. All that the energy signature reveals is that a Transition Space drive was engaged at that point.”

“That sucks,” Griff said. “Not much of a detective are you, Hex?”

“On the contrary,” Hex said. “With sufficient data I would be able to deduce almost all of the missing ship’s movements.”

“What data are missing?” I asked.

“Habitation records from the time of the original conflict,” Hexpallus replied. “According to the information we have from the Vakness Empire and Dor’Anian Union naval records and star charts, only a few of these systems are inhabited. But there is little reason for a recently awakened Gardranian vessel to journey to one of them.”

I nodded. “Makes sense. Neither the pilot nor the AI would know anything about the resident beings in those systems. If they decided to go in search of others like themselves, though, they might visit them to see if there’s any information about the sudden appearance of strange ships.”

“I had not considered that,” Hex said. “I assumed that they would attempt to search out other Gardranian vessels, and therefore focus their efforts on the uninhabited systems. At the very least, to reach out on subspace channels known to be in use by the armada.”

“See?” Griff said. “Lousy detective.”

“Back off, bro,” I said. “It’s not like he has a lot of experience at it. He doesn’t even have all three seasons of Sherlock on DVD.”

“They should have made more of those,” Griff complained.

“No way they could. Both the main actors were blowing up in Hollywood by the time they finished the last season. They had to end it on a good note before they lost them for good at an awkward place.”

“If I could direct our attention back to the matter at hand?” Hex said with an undercurrent of frustration.

I couldn’t tell if it was because we were delaying the discussion or because he had no idea what we were talking about. “Sorry, Hex.”

Griff, as usual, said nothing. I got up and slugged him in the shoulder.

“Ow!” he said, rubbing the spot. “Sorry, Hex.”

“So, the uninhabited systems,” I said. “How many are there?”

“There are over twenty that have sufficient numbers of planetoids large enough to hide various size Gardranian or Kholdrax ships,” Hex said. “I am at a loss as to discern which one would be more attractive to a recently awakened warship.”

“What was the next one on our list?” I asked. “Does it match one of the uninhabited systems?”

Before Hexpallus could answer me, a chime sounded. There was an incoming subspace comms message from our other two destroyers, Steadfast and Champion. I opened the channel and replaced the picture on my display with a blank screen. A moment later, the visual representation of Rabun’s digital self came into focus.

“Kai, Griff, Hexpallus, greetings,” she said.

Griff gave a casual wave, while I nodded my head.

“Greetings, Rabun,” Hex said. “I have exciting news.”

“You found the Regent?” she said, her virtual face lighting up with hope.

“Unfortunately, no,” Hex admitted. “But we did find the frigate Triumph, and her pilot, Corsellus.”

“That is better than our results thus far,” Rabun admitted, her expression crestfallen. “There was nothing in the first system we checked, so we are departing for the next one on our list.”

“We have uncovered evidence of the recent departure of a Gardranian warship from this system, but we do not know which of the nearby systems it has gone to. We are therefore going to the next system on our list, as it falls within the possible destinations the missing ship may have journeyed to.”

“Do you wish us to re-join you?” Rabun asked. “We could be at your current location within a few days.”

“No, that’s okay, Rabun,” I said. “I still think we’ll get better results faster if we stay separate for now. You guys could turn up a whole fleet in the next system you visit, you know?”

“Or, you know, nothing again,” Griff said. “Either way.”

I shot him a dirty look to shut him up. “We got this, Rabun. You guys keep going. Comm us again if you run across anything, even if it’s just evidence that a ship used to be there.”

“Understood, Kai. Good hunting,” she said, terminating the session, causing my display to black again.

I turned to Griff, raising my hand like I was about to hit him again. “Why do you always have to be such an ass?”

“Aw, she knew I didn’t mean it,” he said.

“Did she?” I asked. “She’s not human. She doesn’t know much about how we mess with each other. You could have totally insulted her.”

“Wouldn’t she say something if I did?” he asked.

“I don’t know, and that’s kind of the point,” I said. “Hex, what do you think?”

“Rabun is a hardened warrior. She is frustrated by the lack of search results and response from the missing ships, as we all are,” he replied. “I do not think she would allow Griff’s admittedly urbane humor to, as you say, ‘get to her’.”

“See? Nothin’ to worry about,” Griff said, getting up to leave.

“Where are you going?” I asked. “I wanted your input on where we go next.”

“You seem to have that all worked out. Besides, I got a date with a simulation,” he said.

“Gross,” I said, wrinkling my nose in disgust.

The door slid open to let him out. “Not that kind, get your mind outta the gutter.”

“Griff has been running a great many combat scenarios in his spare time,” Hex said.

“Isn’t that all the time he has? Spare time?”

“That is an unfortunate side effect of not having a clear-cut position or task in our group,” Hex observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “And it’s making things worse. We have to figure out what to do with him.”

“I’m sure an answer will present itself. In the meantime, shall we get underway?”

I activated my harness and snuggled onto my command couch while mentally bringing up the ship’s flight systems. “Recall Warlord and Triumph please,” I said. “Give them the coordinates of the jump point and tell them to make best speed to it.”

“Done,” Hex announced.

“Here we go.”


CHAPTER
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The next system on our list was just as lifeless as Trinity. So was the one after that, and the one after that. The only signs of habitation at all were the Dor’Anian sensor platforms scattered around them. Kind of an early warning system if the Vakness ever traipsed through on an invasion route. Looking at our path, I realized that we were getting closer to leaving Dor’Anian space behind and entering the fringes of the Vakness empire. Things would get more dangerous moving forward.

We were approaching our first Vakness system to explore, and I wanted Griff around for it, mainly because he’d been spending too much time alone and I didn’t think it was healthy. Hex found him for me, as usual, in the simulation room. I didn’t send 2814 to fetch him this time.

I stood outside the door to the sim room and listened, but after a moment’s silence Hex spoke.

“The room has been thoroughly soundproofed.”

“What’s he got running in there?” I asked.

“Currently he is doing a replay of a scenario based on your interactions with the Stolitai on Paradise Station. I believe his goal is to perform better and not become the liability he thinks of himself as.”

That got my attention. Had I done or said anything to make him think of himself that way? It could just as easily have been me that got injured on that run. Besides, he pulled my fat out of the fire when we were on the enemy ship, so what was with all the practice? Didn’t that prove he was capable? Maybe he just needed to hear it.

I took the last step to the door and it slid open for me, instantly terminating the simulation in progress. The mock environment of Paradise Station melted around me. From what I could see as it vanished, it was a faithful reproduction. That didn’t surprise me. What surprised me was Griff, stomping over to me and shoving me back into the wall.

“What the hell did you do that for?” he demanded, breathing with exertion and anger. “I almost had it beat that time!”

I pushed off the wall and shoved him right back. It was dumb, I know. “I came to get you because we’re about to enter Vakness space, so forgive me if I ended your Call of Duty Galactic Warfare playtime a little early.”

Bad choice of words. I’d just called his efforts at not feeling useless playtime. What could I say? Brothers often brought out the worst in each other. We brought the best out, too, but I think most brothers would agree that those times were rare. Or we were just mutants, take your pick.

Griff took what I’d said exactly how I thought he would.

His body stiffened as he visibly held himself back from shoving me again, while his face reddened and his expression hardened. “That’s easy for you to say. You got stuff to do. You pilot an alien starship, while I get to play the sidekick who gets his ass handed to him every time there’s a fight, or worse has to sit around and watch his big brother fly around saving the damn day.”

“Griff,” I said in a calmer tone, trying to bring things down a notch. “This is not a game or a TV show, this is very real life.”

He took a step back, his body relaxing a little. “I know that. That’s why I’m trying to get better at this stuff.”

“How much better could you get?” I asked, trying to get him to see the reality. “You saved my life, Griff. If you hadn’t been there, I never would have made it back from that ship we stole the data from.”

He turned from me and took a few steps away. “But I almost got you killed on Paradise. I should have been better at fighting there.”

“They were Stolitai! Nobody sticks around to fight those guys. We were doing the smart thing and running. We just got boxed in for a minute. We figured a way out of it.”

He straightened at that, the stiffness of anger filling his posture again. Then he turned to me, a finger in my face. “No, you figured it out. I was friggin’ helpless. As usual.”

He shoved his way past me and out the door before I could say anything to stop him.

“Well, that could have gone better,” I said to the empty simulation room after he was gone.

I made my way back to the control center. There wasn’t much time before we entered the system. I needed to be ready for anything. I couldn’t get Griff’s words out of my mind. ‘Helpless, as usual’, he’d said.

The door slid open to admit me to the control center and I numbly took my spot on my command couch, triggering the harness without conscious thought. 2814 appeared at my side, Amp energy drink in the holder. I absently reached out for it and popped the tab.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said, giving his head a pat.

“I have just met you and I love you,” he said. I didn’t get the reference, so I just went with it.

“That’s awesome, man; I appreciate it.”

“How can I help you today, Master?”

This was new. 2814 had always been amusing to me, except for that time he chased me around the ship, prodding me to the control center with his chin turret laser the first time I came aboard Stronghold. With the voice upgrade, and what I think was his own programming adjusting and learning, changing on its own, he was becoming more than the simple maintenance bot he’d been when we first met. To me it was pretty cool.

“I’d appreciate it if you could keep an eye on Griff for me, pal,” I said.

2814 switched to Bugs Bunny again. “Aw, do I hafta?”

I smiled. “I know you two don’t get along, but I’m worried about him. Just don’t let him see you.”

“Keep your distance but don’t look like you’re keeping your distance,” Han Solo’s voice said to me from 2814’s voice box.

“You got it, buddy,” I replied, dispatching him with a final pat on the head as I drank the rest of the Amp in one long pull. I looked at the empty can with concern. “Hex, how many of these things do we have in the ship’s stores?”

“Twenty cases of twelve cans each,” the AI replied without hesitation.

“Wow. That much? Not bad for a product that hasn’t even been produced for a few years.”

“You misunderstand my reply,” Hex said. “You drank the original ‘stash’ as you call it within the first three weeks after we obtained it. I took the liberty of analyzing the contents of each flavor and manufactured replicas with the same chemical composition and flavors.”

I looked at the can in my hand with new respect. It looked authentic, right down to the ingredients list. It wasn’t until I got to the canning information that I saw the difference.

“Canned under the authority of Hexpallus on the Stronghold canning facility,” I read aloud. “Nice touch.”

“Honesty is the best policy,” Hexpallus commented.

I nodded agreement. “Except for when your girl asks if those slacks make her look fat.”

“Speaking of honesty,” Hex began. “Before we exit Transition Space, I think we need to talk about 2814 and his recent changes.”

“Yeah, isn’t he great?”

There was a measurable pause. “Not the word I would have chosen but, as you humans like to say, opinions vary.”

As usual, when speaking to Hexpallus, I felt weird not having anyone to look at, so I focused my attention on the seldom used holo projector in the center of the ceiling. “What’s on your mind, Hex?”

“I am concerned with the direction his adaptive programming is taking him. Normally, when a maintenance bot shows a major deviance in programming, they are wiped and reprogrammed⁠—”

“But I forbade you from doing that with 2814,” I interrupted.

“More than once,” Hex admitted. “Thus far, the results have been benign; however, I am concerned with the way he has been treating your brother as of late.”

I laughed. “That’s just Griff,” I said. “Everybody has that reaction to him eventually. Sister Clara used to say he could make an archbishop cuss.”

There was another pause. Hex was probably accessing the files he’d downloaded from Earth’s internet. “This is a reference to the religious organization known as the Roman Catholic Church and its hierarchical structure, yes?”

“Yeah, but that’s not the important part. The point is that Griff can be irritating to the point of making even the most patient of beings lose it.”

“Oh, I see,” Hex said, sounding a little disappointed that we weren’t going to have a religious discussion.

He found metaphysical belief systems completely engrossing, which made sense to me considering his creators were a people that didn’t even use fiction stories and narrative.

“Do you think 2814 is getting dangerous?” I asked.

“Initially, my thoughts were moving in that direction,” Hex admitted. “However, in light of your additional data, I may need to reconsider.”

“Well, if you see anything really alarming, let me know, okay?”

“Of course, Kai,” Hex replied.

“I’m more worried about Griff,” I said. “You’ve already mentioned his erratic behavior, and his recent attitude has been bad even for him.”

“We already agreed that he needs a function that contributes to the overall mission,” Hex reminded me.

I nodded my agreement. “Yeah, but I think it goes deeper than that.”

“From your confrontation in the simulation room,” Hex observed.

“Right. I think this is an issue he’s been dealing with most of his life. I mean, I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve had to save his stupid ass from one situation or another that he’s gotten himself in to. It probably wouldn’t even have come to such a head except for the fact that, this last time, I pulled him off the planet to do the saving.”

“I think there were what you humans call ‘extenuating circumstances’ involved, Kai.”

I dismissed my harness and paced the confines of the control room. “Yeah, I get that, but to him it was just one more instance of big brother having to step in and save him from himself.”

“Do you regret your actions?”

That stopped me cold. “No. Not for one second.”

“But Griffin resents them?”

I resumed pacing. “Maybe? I’m not sure if that’s the whole story, though. There’s some of that, sure, but I think he’s angrier at himself than me.”

There was another pause, like Hex was rifling through files again. “Perhaps a case of bipolar disorder?”

I smiled. “Did you pull that from Web MD?” I asked.

“Are they not a trustworthy source?”

“They’re okay, I guess, but sometimes people take their advice a little too seriously. I had a cousin once who, based on Web MD symptom searches, had himself convinced that he was molting.”

“Humans don’t molt,” Hex said. “Even I know that.”

“See?”

“Your point is well taken. What do you propose to do?”

“I was thinking that bringing him out here might have been a mistake, but when I casually mentioned the possibility of going home his reaction wasn’t positive.”

“And you think you will be unable to find a sufficient purpose for him with us?”

“So far we seem to have everything covered,” I observed. “I wonder if the Technosapiens maybe have a slot on their crew roster he could fill.”

Hexpallus took a moment to consider that. “That is actually a well-considered idea. Captain Holden is an experienced spacer and a bit of an adventurer. Griffin might fit in well with them.”

The Technosapiens was a group of humans who’d been in space for a while, somehow managing to get ownership of their own vessel, the Royal Flush. They, at times, did jobs of questionable morality for questionably moral clientele. They also somehow had a reputation as heroes when the situation called for it, and seemed to find themselves in as much trouble as I did sometimes.

“Griffin’s risk-taking habits might help them, or could just as easily get him killed. That’s a good reason not to send him to them.”

“Is that the only reason?” Hex asked.

He was getting better at probing me for info. “Well, that and the fact that it makes me feel like I’m dumping my problems off on someone else.”

“You see Griffin as a problem?”

I plopped down on my command couch and laid back so the harness could reassert its hold on me. “No. Kind of. I think it’s more that he’s my responsibility, and I don’t like the idea of shirking that.”

“Exiting Transition Space in thirty seconds,” Hexpallus announced. “We should hold this conversation for now.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s see what there is to see.”

We came back into normal space at the edge of the system. This one was called Rabagah by the Vakness, named after some deity or religious figure from their history. I didn’t bother to look it up. It was another red dwarf system, which usually means uninhabited, so I wasn’t expecting much in the alien contact department.

Alarm klaxons blasted my ears as soon as we made normal space, and if it hadn't been for my harness I would have tumbled from my command couch to the deck. I threw Stronghold into a series of evasive maneuvers, taking her straight down relative to our entry position in the system then juking sideways.

It didn’t help. Missile impacts against our shields overloaded generator nodes and brought overall capacity down to seventy-five percent within a few seconds. I summoned the tactical map and saw that we’d come out of Transition Space right on top of a small Vakness patrol. A destroyer and three frigates in formation, and they’d already loosed a second barrage of missiles our way.

Warlord and Triumph accelerated to attack and sent a flight of anti-missiles at the incoming volley to reduce their numbers. I sent Stronghold back up relative to the position of the Vakness ships in a wide arc while designating the entire group as targets for Hex.

The frigates split off in different directions under the cover of the missiles they’d fired. The tactic was textbook Vakness Naval strategy. Maneuver into a better firing position while the enemy dealt with the overwhelming number of projectiles sent out.

The anti-missiles disabused them of the validity of that stratagem when they detonated and the high velocity metallic spheres they released shredded over half of the incoming birds. Subsequent detonations took out a few more, so that only a quarter of their number even got close enough to be engaged by PDS.

Hex went into command-and-control mode, assigning the destroyer as the primary target for Warlord, and sending Triumph after the furthest frigate from us. Stronghold fired a spread of missiles at the other two frigates as they came around, firing all guns, attempting a pincer movement intended to catch us in a crossfire. I increased the intensity of our gravity drive output and their interlocked maser fire blasted through empty space. Return shots from particle cannons along our ventral side burned through the inferior Vakness standard naval shielding in seconds and clawed large gashes in their hulls, venting atmosphere and detonating stored munitions which finished their destruction for us. Two brief fireballs marked their passing.

The destroyer, which took a pounding long distance from Warlord’s missiles, was trying to pull away and jump to Transition Space. That was something we couldn’t allow. It was sheer dumb luck that we’d dropped in on top of them when we entered the system, but that didn’t mean we could afford to be nice about it.

Warlord closed the distance between them just as the destroyer tried to jump, and the corona of energy that surrounded the ship briefly as it engaged its transition drive faded as Warlord’s mobile gravity field kept them firmly in normal space.

The death of the destroyer as Warlord ripped it to pieces with particle cannon fire was almost anticlimactic. The true artistry was on display from Triumph as she engaged the last frigate. She dodged and zipped around the edges of the other ship’s maser cannon range, forcing it to engage with missiles which she effortlessly shot out of space. I could well imagine the terror and frustration of the Vakness frigate’s commander as he was confronted with technology vastly superior to his own.

“Corsellus, stop playing with your food,” Ventalius sent over our common subspace channel.

“Oh, very well; it was boring me anyway,” she replied as she threw Triumph into a straight run at the enemy.

Her forward cannons lanced energized particles at the speed of light through the shields and hull of the Vakness frigate, ending its commander’s frustration permanently in a fierce explosion that the void snuffed out.

“Is this what passes for naval forces amongst this race?” Corsellus asked.

“Don’t get cocky,” I warned her. “The Vakness shouldn’t be underestimated. They wiped out a bunch of Kholdrax and stole their ships. We still don’t know how many they have, or how far they’ve progressed in reverse engineering the tech to refit their existing ships. This patrol was a fluke.”

“Yes, I read Hexpallus’ report on what has taken place since we went into hibernation. The Vakness strike me as the moral heirs of the Kholdrax, if nothing else,” Corsellus observed.

“It’s not a pretty picture,” I said. “The more we learn, the less I like the odds until we find the rest of the armada.”

Hex interrupted us. “Kai, there’s a subspace signal coming through on the command frequency using communication protocols from the first Kholdrax war.”

That got my attention. “Put the location up and scan the rest of the system for more enemy ships. If they’re out there they already know we’re here, so there’s no need to be quiet.”

A moment later, my visual display changed from the bare bones tactical display I liked to work with, more or less wire frame ships of different colors to represent the various enemy groups we’d encountered so far. Griff said it looked like old school Atari Asteroids. Whatever. I now had a full color three-dimensional view of the system incorporating every detail Stronghold’s sensors could provide as she pinged in every direction. There was a spot on the display marked in blue, which I’d chosen for allied forces. Yes, I’d brought red versus blue with me to the stars.

The origin of the signal wasn’t located in an asteroid belt this time. It came from a small moon orbiting a local gas giant that, for whatever reason as this system evolved, never quite got hot enough to become a star in its own right.

“What’s the signal saying, Hex?”

“That’s the strange part, Kai,” Hexpallus replied. “It’s not a typical hail. It seems to be a recording that began playing as soon as we entered the system. It’s an encrypted repetition of the ship’s name, but no other identifiers and no word at all from the pilot.”

“Encrypted?” I asked, puzzled. “Can you decrypt it?”

“It’s an older code, sir, but it checks out,” Hex said, his accent changing a little to slightly British.

“Hex, have you been watching Star Wars movies?”

“Apologies,” Hex said. “I thought the reference would amuse you.”

I laughed. “No, you’re fine! Mission accomplished. It just caught me off guard is all. Which ship is it?”

“We have found Defender.”


CHAPTER
TEN



I was happy that we’d finally found one of the heavy cruisers, but I was also wary. There was something obviously wrong here. The recording was just like Hex had said, a repeat of the ship’s name on a loop, but no coherent message from the ship’s hybrid controller AI, Yarnas. It was creepy.

I sent Warlord and Triumph into patrol patterns again as we approached the moon spinning serenely around the purple and orange gas giant which glowed strangely in the feeble light of the system’s red dwarf. I adjusted the audio down on the playback and scratched at the stubble on my chin. Still needed a shave.

“Hex, call Griff up here, please. Have 2814 force the issue if needed.”

“Done,” the AI announced. “He is on the way voluntarily.”

“Oh, good. He must be bored again.”

“Kai, that wasn’t kind,” Hex scolded.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I agreed.

“Of course, you’re likely correct, but that is entirely beside the point.”

The door to the control center slid open to admit Griff, who took his place at his command couch next to mine, slightly winded. “What?”

I ignored his abruptness. “Plug into the visual and tell me what you think. We found another ship, but there’s something weird about it.”

Griff laid back on his seat with his eyes closed. I joined him in examining the display again.

“It’s a moon. Defender is inside it?” he asked.

“Yeah, but it’s not responding like it should.”

“How is it supposed to respond? For all it knows, this could be some Kholdrax trick, right?”

“While I admire your tactical thinking, Griff,” Hex said, “the Kholdrax were never able to solve our communications encryption. I believe this is genuine, but I am also at a loss as to why Yarnas has not responded personally to our hails.”

“And it’s not like Triumph with a damaged subspace comms array. This is a whole different issue,” I added.

“So, it’s kind of obvious, then, isn’t it?” Griff asked.

“It is?” I responded.

I kind of knew where he was heading with this, but I think I was avoiding it on purpose.

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “We’re going to have to get down to her and find out what the problem is, duh.”

I frowned. “Yeah, I figured. I’m just not happy about it.”

“Heya, kids!” Stan’s voice intruded into the control center. “I hear we’re goin’ on an adventure!”

“Kick the tires and light the fires, Stan, old pal! We got us a mission!” Griff said, jumping up from his command couch and heading for the door. I followed a little slower.

“Then get your asses down here and let’s boogie!” the AI said.

Sometimes I wish I was more of a praying man. It might take divine intervention to shut these two up.

A short while later we were in Specter, approaching the moon’s surface that our sensor scans indicated was the best spot to land and get to Defender from. Her hull was only about 150 yards under the surface. I wondered about that. It meant that she might easily show up on magnetic anomaly scans. Hex and his pilot had buried Stronghold way deeper than that in Piggy Bank’s crust. This just got stranger the closer we looked at it.

Griff took us into a smooth landing, Specter’s weight settling on the skids as we unstrapped and went to the door. He slapped at the vacshield generator on his shoulder and strapped a small headlamp to his forehead, identical to the one I was putting on. “Try not to get your ass knocked out this time, okay?”

“It’s your turn to do something stupid, isn’t it?” I asked, activating my own shield.

We each had a spare shield, so our roaming time away from atmosphere was increased to a full hour. If we couldn’t get down to and inside Defender by then, we’d have to return to Specter and recharge the vacshields. We planned to use our disruptor pistols to work our way down to her depth, but we had to be careful not to hit her hull with the beams. It wouldn’t do to find her just to start punching holes in her. It kind of defeated the purpose of the search.

I led us out Specter’s open hatch and onto the surface of the moon. It was too small to have captured its own atmosphere, and the gravity was way less than Earth normal, making our steps springy and resulting in huge leaps between them.

For safety reasons, we bounded about fifty yards away from Specter before taking out our disruptors.

“You boys play nice, now,” Stan said over comms. “Be back home when the streetlights come on.”

I ignored the AI and aimed my disrupter at the surface, adjusting the power setting to high and the emitter to wide dispersal. The beam hit and reduced what was probably a half-ton of rock and soil into atoms, opening a wide cave mouth in the moon as I splayed it back and forth like a garden hose. I tried to aim at an angle so that the resulting tunnel would be a gentle descent into the depths of the moon. I led Griff down into the darkness, turning on my headlamp as I went and altering how my eyes received light. One of the many enhancements that Hexpallus had gifted us with via nanite alterations was cybernetic additions to our eyes that allowed us to see in low light conditions like it was midday. Came in handy sometimes, for sure. Like now. I could keep the headlamp on barely illuminated and still see. The walls of the tunnel I’d carved out were smooth, like marble. The molecular disrupter beam didn’t play around. It did the job right. Maybe we should sell these to mining companies…

We got to the end and Griff took his shot at making the next section. We still had about 125 yards to go. That meant that at its highest setting the disruptor pistols could clear out twenty-five yards of planet/moon guts. Good to know.

Griff’s tunnel extension went at a slightly higher angle than mine had. This forced me to adjust my next one a little steeper than the first. That irritated me but, for the sake of keeping the peace, I didn’t make any mention of it. That was just me being slightly OCD.

Once we got within the last twenty yards, I dialed the setting on the disruptor to its lowest. From here we had to go slow.

“Hey, you guys are gettin’ close. Ease back on the disruptor settings,” Stan commed to us.

“Already done, Stan,” I said.

“Well excuse me!” the AI said in a fair imitation of Steve Martin. “Pardon me for tryin’ ta help!”

“Exactly how much time have you spent with that thing?” I asked Griff.

“I dunno,” Griff said with a shrug. “Why?”

“I think it’s been too much.”

“I heard that, pencil neck!” Stan said.

I focused on atomizing the last few yards of rock separating us from Defender. “If I just ignore Stan, he’ll eventually leave me alone,” I said to myself, after making sure I wasn’t broadcasting on an open channel.

Our initial vacshields ran out of charge before we got inside, so we each slapped the backup fields into life as the first ones faded. I continued to slowly clear away the rock from Defender’s hull, looking for an airlock as I went. Griff took over when my disruptor got too hot and had to cool down for a bit.

We were down to our last ten minutes of air when we finally uncovered an airlock door. It had the same universal design like every other airlock I’d seen since getting shanghaied from Earth a few months ago. Three buttons color coded to red, yellow, and green. I tapped the green one but the red flashed at me, which I expected. It cycled through to pulses on the yellow light before eventually settling on a steady green glow. The door slid open and we stepped through. After the outer door closed and the airlock repeated the process on the other side, we finally stepped into Defender’s interior. She reminded me of Stronghold. The same clean, white, sterile-looking corridors, with no signs of life. I half expected a maintenance bot like 2814 to come skittering around a corner to greet us and lead us to the control center, but the ship just felt lifeless. Even the lighting was subdued. If it hadn’t been for our visual enhancements, we would have had to fumble our way through the dark.

The ship’s AI had to know we were coming, so why was everything so dark and shut down still?

Since the layout was basically the same as Stronghold, just on a much larger scale, I had a pretty good idea where the control center was located, so I led Griff down to it. The door opened at our approach, which I expected. Our implants were Gardranian and marked us as good guys. At least they were supposed to.

The control center was utterly silent, and felt like a tomb. Once I stepped inside, I could see why.

Hex had implanted sub-knowledge into my brain about the hybrid AI process, how a living being was merged with the code of a controller AI via cybernetic implants to become a completely new being. It still creeped me out. The loss of the body. The armored tank of beneficial nutrient-rich fluids in which the central nervous system of the sentient being was kept alive and ceased aging thanks to nanite tech that the Gardranians had perfected a long time ago. The tank was also surrounded by the local processing unit of the AI, while the code itself was, like Hex, stratified all throughout the ship so, even in the event of heavy damage, most basic functions would remain. With hybrids, though, a central core of code had to be here in the control center. There was a lot more to it than that, but this was all I was able to wrap my head around.

There was something wrong with this set-up. The armor protecting the tank was lying in sections on the deck, and the room had a slight odor of decay. There was a picture in my head of an example of a healthy hybrid AI. What sat in a tank on a dais in the middle of Defender’s control room wasn’t even close. The tissue was gray instead of pinkish-gray, and bits of it floated around in fluid, like it had been trying to decompose, but the nature of the tank itself wasn’t allowing that to happen.

Griff walked up to the tank and tapped a finger against the clear surface like he was at the aquarium section of Petco. “Hey, yo! Anybody home?”

“Griff! For God’s sake!” I admonished. “What the hell are you doing?”

He looked at me like I was the problem. “What? We won’t know until we try.”

“It’s obvious that the biological components of Yarnas is dead, so what you’re doing is disrespectful. We need to figure out what happened to the controller AI side of him. Why is it working so poorly?”

“I believe I can answer that, at least partially,” Hexpallus chimed in over our group channel.

“Go ahead, Hex,” I said.

“While the hybrid AI set-up is exponentially more efficient than the pilot and controller AI remaining separate, if the organic component suffers a catastrophic failure—in this case, death—the controller AI is operating at half capacity. Instability can work into the system as the controller AI seeks input from its organic portion that is not coming, and since their thought processes were so interwoven it is literally like losing part of oneself.”

Damn. That had to be horrific. One minute you’re a whole being, fighting the fight, serving your purpose, and the next you’re half of what you were. The loss of function was bad enough, but the crushing loneliness for a sentient being, even an artificial one, would be hard to endure and come out on the other end as functional. There was no way I was ever setting myself up for that. Hex was just going to have to understand, even though he’d never asked me to consider undergoing the hybrid process.

“Hey, Hex, how do we figure out what’s going on with the code portion of this thing?” Griff asked.

“Your best option will be to attempt to interface with it at the central processing unit,” Hex replied. “I can detect no active nodes which I can access remotely, so a physical connection must be made.”

“Got it, Hex, thanks,” I said, moving to the door which opened at my approach.

I didn’t want to stay in the control center of this ship any longer than I had to. It felt like I was desecrating something sacred.

The processing center was in the same location as it was on all the Gardranian warships, so finding it was no trouble. Again, it was just a matter of scale. The cruiser was twice the size of Stronghold, and roughly four times the size of the destroyers. Triumph would look like a bug next to it. The armament was different as well. The same weapons, but in different proportions. The destroyers were big on particle cannons, but the tradeoff was fewer missile tubes. Stronghold had an even mix of both, while Triumph had more cannons and penetrator guns as her arms focus. Basically, a fast-moving gunboat.

Defender had the most missile tubes of any Gardranian warship that I had yet encountered, and still managed to boast an impressive number of particle beam cannons. That wasn’t the most impressive difference, though. She had two, count them, two main guns. A forward and an aft molecular disruptor emitter. This gave her the ability to fire on enemies in two directions from incredible distances, and literally render larger threats into atoms. The sheer amount of firepower she possessed was overwhelming. I had been impressed with Stronghold. Defender was just plain scary..

We arrived at the processing center to find it clean and well maintained. The same kinds of bi-pedal service bots that worked on the processing units on Stronghold were present here. They moved from station to station, checking on whatever they checked on. I’d never asked Hex what they did for him. If I needed to know, the sub-knowledge was there.

“Okay, Hex, we’re here. What next?” I asked the controller AI as he monitored us from Stronghold.

“You’ll need to connect directly to the hardware. Approach one of the processing towers and look for a cable clipped to the side of the station. It should match up to a slot at the base of your skull near the nape of your neck. Insert the cable into the slot, and your implants should take over the interface from there.”

That gave me a pause. It was weird enough connecting to Stronghold’s systems via implants. It felt safe somehow. Like there was some distance between me and the machine, so I didn’t become the machine. This was next-level, and I needed a minute to prep for that. Add to that the fact that somehow I’d completely missed that Hex had put what amounted to an alien USB port on the back of my skull and the weirding out was complete.

“I’m on it,” Griff said as he walked over to the nearest tower and found the cable Hex had mentioned.

He felt along the back of his head to the spot Hex had mentioned and slotted the end of the cable in. His body went stiff and I was about to yank him away from the terminal, when he held up a hand to stop me.

“Hang on, bro, I got this,” he said, his voice oddly quiet, like he was overwhelmed by what he was seeing. “I’m in, but there’s nothing talking back to me. Hex, shouldn’t the AI be able to talk back to me?”

“Technically, yes,” Stronghold’s controller AI said. “When the organic portion ceased to function, the controller AI should have followed protocols and shunted itself completely into the ship. I am accessing your implants to see what has happened. One moment.”

“Dude, you should see this!” Griff said, his eyes closed but moving rapidly under the lids. “Hex is opening text files in a language I’ve never seen before. It’s like he’s checking the controller AI’s source code and trying to debug it.”

“Just be ready to disconnect if he tells you to,” I said.

I was concerned. We didn’t really know what state Defender’s AI was in. It could interpret any rummaging around in its systems as an attack. Did these AI respond with lethal feedback like in all those cyberpunk games and stories? A fatal dose of electricity fired directly into my brother’s brain would ruin everybody’s day. Especially Griff’s.

“Stop worryin’,” Griff said, a little irritation evident as he furrowed his brow and opened his eyes long enough to give me a half eye roll.

“I don’t stop being your big brother just because you’ve used enough fertilizer to grow some scrub on your chin.”

“Been legal age for a few years now, Kai,” Griff reminded me.

Hex interrupted our good-natured spat. “The controller AI attempted to follow its protocols, but there was some degradation to its code as it attempted to sort out the issue with the organic portion. I suspect a restart of the entire system is required for a self-repair to work.”

“Hallo, tanks fer callin’ IT,” Griff said in a horrible Irish accent. “Didja try turnin’ it off and on again?”

“I am not going to play Moss for you,” I said, grinning despite his bad accent.

“I see the restart command,” Griff said. “I got it.”

“No! Wait!” Hex said but, judging from the way Griff winced and looked at me apologetically, it was too late.

There was a pause while Griff and I locked eyes, not knowing what was going to happen next.

“Hex?” I said.

“One moment please,” Hex replied, frustration in his tone.

“Did I mess it up?” Griff asked.

Silence was his only reply.

Uncomfortable seconds ticked by as we waited on Hexpallus.

“I was unable to stop the restart process that Griffin initiated,” Hex said at last. “This is unfortunate, because it did not give me time to run a backup of existing memory prior to the restart.”

“And that’s bad, right?” I asked. “It sounds bad.”

“It is not optimal,” Hex said, and I could tell he was being generous. “Griff, I have managed to open remote access nodes for the system, so you may disconnect now. Thank you for facilitating this process.”

Griffin looked miserable as he pulled the cable from the back of his head. “Hey, Hex, I’m sorry about jumping the gun. I was just trying to be useful for a change.”

“I think you got it backwards this time, buddy,” I said, placing a hand on his shoulder to comfort him, but he shrugged it off.

“If you two will return to the control center, I will monitor the controller AI restart sequence,” Hex said.

“Why do we have to go back there?” I asked.

Griff nudged my shoulder. “What’s the matter, bro? The dead pilot innards scare you? If it comes back to life and tries to get at you through the glass, I’ll shoot it.”

I shoved him away as he set the cable back in its cradle on the processing tower workstation. “Piss off. I’m not scared. Like I said, it just feels disrespectful somehow. Like hanging out in a mausoleum.”

“You should have watched more scary movies with me,” Griff said.

“No thanks,” I replied as we exited the massive computer chamber. “I like my action flicks just fine.”

“Gentlemen,” Hex interrupted politely but firmly, “there is a slight chance of a cascading systems failure during this restart process, so please make your way back to the control room. If needed, the entire structure can be jettisoned for later pick-up.”

Good lord, was it that bad? How much damage had Griff done with that hurried reboot? And how could we eject through a few tons of rock?

We got back to the control room just in time for the lights to flicker and die, plunging us into total darkness. My heart rate jumped with the loss of vision and my cybernetic enhancements immediately shifted through several low-light options, finally settling on a combination of thermal and magnetic imaging. This showed Griff as a white outline with a red center that faded to burnt orange away from his core, and the outline of the control center’s bulkheads and other features in a gray line drawing. This was the first time I had used the feature, and I was impressed! Kai 2.0 was a definite improvement.

The background hum of the ship’s systems faded to utter silence except for what I thought might be the power plants. Like Stronghold, there were several of those, each able to handle the power needs of the whole ship but working in parallel to reduce the strain on any one unit.

“Is the restart happening, Hex?” I asked.

“Give it a minute,” Griff said. “He probably has to wait, like, thirty seconds before hitting the start button.”

“The restart is in progress already,” Hex advised us. “The power plants remained functional, and the ship’s systems will return to functionality in a predetermined sequence once the main computing array is back online. That process will take approximately ten minutes.”

“My laptop back home can boot up faster than that!” Griff said.

“Can your laptop calculate firing angles, nearby Transition Space jump points, and enemy warship positions from sensor feeds all while running the inner workings of a starship?” Hex asked.

“Doubt it,” Griff said with a shrug that looked weird in my current thermographic image of him. “It can’t even process the graphics for Mechwarrior Online.”

“Then perhaps your criticism is misplaced?” Hex asked.

Was he getting snarky? That felt a little snarky.

“Look, Hex, I said I was sorry about the restart thing,” Griff said, his hands going up, palms out. “Do what you gotta do.”

Hex did not acknowledge Griff’s apology, which concerned me. I had not known him to ever display anything like anger before. He might be an artificial sentience, but he had full emotional awareness as far as I knew. I made a mental note to ask about it later.

We waited while the system came back online and, eventually, the lighting in the control center returned. My eyes shifted back to normal mode, and Griff seemed paler than usual with his eyebrows knit together and his eyes darting about the room.

“You okay?” I asked.

He started, like I’d scared him, his expression shifting immediately into his more normal casual attitude. “Yeah, I’m good. Just waiting on the green light from Hex.”

I wasn’t sure if he meant that he was waiting on Hex to tell him everything was okay, or to tell us to leave. Either way, I could tell he was rattled about how things went down in the computing center.

“The controller AI should be online and able to communicate,” Hex said. “The fact that it has not reached out to two new biological entities in the control center is concerning.”

“Hello?” Griff called out. “Anybody home?”

“Intruder alert,” an artificial voice said from around us. “No—wait—you have Gardranian implant technology. You are therefore not intruders. Attempting sensor scan of surrounding space. There is a mass surrounding my active sensors. Please explain.”

“Okay, slow down, buddy,” I said. “You’ve been through a lot. Can you tell me your name?”

There was a pause. “I was Yarnas,” the AI replied. “Before that I was Yarzellus. Now I am neither of those entities.”

“So, what do we call you?” Griff asked.

“I do not currently have a name designation,” the AI replied. It sounded lost. Incomplete. Which was accurate now that I thought about it.

“Greetings,” Hex said over the same speaker system. “I am Hexpallus, controller AI for the command-and-control warship Stronghold. This is my pilot Kai Fletcher, and his brother Griffin.”

“Call me Griff,” my brother said.

“Griff. A shortened version of the whole. Like myself,” the newly reawakened AI commented. “This is appropriate. You may call me Yar.”

Griff nodded, pleased with himself. “I like it! Yar it is!”

“Yar,” Hex said, “you were previously part of a hybrid AI system, paired with the Gardranian pilot Telnas. Do you recall this?”

Another pause settled over the control center as Yar consulted his memory.

“I do have some of that data,” he said at last. “Though there is much missing. I see that the biological components of this shared system have ceased to function. One moment please.”

The liquid inside the see-through cylinder on the dais churned, obscuring the remains inside. A minute later the flurry of activity subsided and the liquid drained, leaving just the empty chamber. I shot Griff a questioning glance, to which he shrugged.

“What just happened, Yar?” Griff asked.

“The nanites previously charged with keeping the organic structures of Telnas healthy broke down that same bio-mass and have all been returned to the ship’s stores of protomatter.”

Griff looked a little confused. “Um…”

“He’s been recycled,” I offered.

“Oh,” Griff said, his expression brightening. “You coulda just said that.”

“I believe I just did,” Yar replied.

“Yar,” Hex said, “are you able to control the essential functions of Defender?”

Another pause. Yar was taking a lot longer than Hex usually did to answer basic questions, and it was kind of worrying me. I had a sinking feeling, like we’d come all this way and been through so much to find a heavy cruiser only to discover it was irretrievably broken. In a way, that was worse than never finding it at all.

The AI finally replied to Hex. “I can operate the basic systems. My combat parameters appear to be missing and, of course, without the biologic sentient portion, I am unable to pilot this vessel.”

Yeah, this was way worse. All that firepower and we had no way to use it. Defender was more of a liability than an asset. Damn, but this sucked!

“I can fly her,” Griff jumped into the conversation suddenly.

“Griff, look—” I started, but he cut me off.

“I’ve had the same training as you, and I’ve flown Stronghold plenty of times in the Sim Room; isn’t that right, Hex? Not to mention that I’ve piloted Specter for real.”

“This is correct,” Hex replied. “You have performed adequately in the simulations. As long as we are not taking this ship into combat, I think Griff’s offer is well placed.”

I didn’t like it, but it was also clear that we had little choice. If Griff wasn’t going to pilot the ship, it would have to stay here locked away in this planetoid. We needed her along to work on restoring full function to Yar, so there it was. I nodded my assent.

“Just be careful, okay? Don’t scratch the paint job,” I said with a smile.

“I do not have a coat of paint,” Yar observed.

“Yar, do you have any information regarding the location of the Regent ship that ordered you to wait in this system?” Hex asked.

“Is that what happened?” Yar asked. “I was wondering how I came to be stuck inside a moon.”

“I guess that answers that question,” I said with a grimace.

Griff looked a little crestfallen again. “That’s on me, isn’t it?” he asked. “If I hadn’t rushed the reboot, he’d still have all his memories, right?”

“That is likely, Griff,” Hex said. “But you didn’t know the procedure so, while your actions did bring about this result, it was not with malicious intent. I believe it came from a place of wanting to help.”

“Thanks, Hex,” Griff said, his expression brightening just a little. “That means a lot.”

Moving to the exit, I called over my shoulder to Griff. “I’m going to take Specter back to Stronghold while you get set up here with a command couch and get acquainted with Yar. When you’re ready, have Yar release maintenance bots to clear the ship from the surrounding moon debris so Defender can fly free again.”

A few minutes later I was climbing onto one of the command couches in Specter’s cockpit.

“Hey, where’s the boy wonder?” Stan asked. “Lemme guess, he bumped his head this time and you took the opportunity to become an only child?”

There was a weird lump in the pit of my stomach, but I had no idea why. “Defender’s pilot was dead. Griff is taking the slot while we figure out how to fix the controller AI.”

“What? He went and found himself another ship?”

Stan’s reaction surprised me. It almost sounded like—“Stan, are you jealous?”

“What? Hell, no,” the AI said far too quickly. “Are we leaving or what?”

“Yeah,” I said as my harness secured itself around my torso. “Fire everything up and let’s get back to Stronghold.”

“Fine,” Stan said as the whine of the gravity drive coming to active status filled the ship. “Never liked that punk anyway.”

He didn’t sound like he meant that at all.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN



As I waited for Defender to free herself from the interior of the moon, I sat in Stronghold’s control center finally able to look over the data that Raygun Holmes had gotten for me. It was a lot to sort through, and for once I didn’t allow Hexpallus to do it for me. Sometimes, like back when I used to plan heists, it was good for me to sift through the available data myself. It allowed me to see patterns and sort through things I might have missed if I had someone organize it for me.

There were a lot of Dor’Anian military ships moving in and out of the system. They weren’t all filing flight plans either, so I had no idea where most of them were going. The one common feature was that each battle group had Dor’Anian Justice Alliance liaison ships with them. That seemed out of the ordinary to me. Why would military ships allow what amounted to space cops to travel along with them as they searched for hidden Gardranian ships, or hunted down Vakness patrols and incursions into Dor’Anian space? That was like bringing the FBI along on the hunt for a terrorist cell on foreign soil.

At least it seemed like that to me. Maybe jurisdiction worked differently out here. What was I missing? The sheer number of ships allegedly looking for us seemed too high. To my knowledge they didn’t know about our other ships yet, so it appeared they’d mobilized their entire navy and then some looking for one ship. That didn’t make sense. There had to be a deeper issue. And why so many liaison ships? Did the Justice Alliance guys have more power than cops back home? Maybe I wasn’t looking at it with Dor’Anian lenses on and I should be.

“Hex,” I said. “Did you ever download any information on how the Dor’Anian governmental power structures are organized? Is the civilian government in charge of the military like it is in the United States?”

Hex considered a moment before replying. “There is a body of elected representatives from each of the member systems, but there is also a deep bureaucracy with multiple layers of command authority and oversight. Various agencies handle different areas of internal control and policy, and in this respect it does vaguely resemble the bureaucratic system of the United States. However, the Dor’Anian Justice Alliance has overriding authority and can conscript military assets at will and command them as needed to resolve crises.”

“A crisis like trying to find a new technology that can give the Union an edge in defense against the Vakness?”

“I believe that qualifies as an area in which they would feel the need to exert their dominance,” Hex said.

I continued sifting through the files that Raygun had obtained. The fact that he had access to this kind of information raised a few questions of its own. How did he get it? Landon and I once had a discussion on how his psychic alien waitress would make a great spy. Was Raygun an information broker? Was the Howling Monkey a place where sensitive intelligence passed through on a regular basis? This was not only possible but, the more I thought about it, it was more and more probable. I opened a file on recent spending by the law enforcement agency that had branded me a criminal and a terrorist. Spending was always a good way to see where someone’s priorities were, as long as they were honest with the receipts. There were lists of recent purchases of supplies, equipment, and a sub-folder labeled ‘outsourcing’. That sounded interesting.

I opened the folder and read the list of expenses and what they were for.

“I’m not so sure that all those additional naval forces are looking for me,” I said to Hex.

“What makes you say that?”

“Because, according to this, they’ve hired just about every available Stolitai merc unit that wasn’t already in the employ of the Vakness empire, and they’re all lumped under the heading ‘fugitive recovery’.”

“That doesn’t sound encouraging,” Hex commented.

“No, it doesn’t, but it explains why there were so many Stolitai waiting for us on Paradise. Their numbers are more than enough to effectively keep an eye out for us, so why all the other extra ship deployments?”

I opened a folder labeled ‘recent ops’, which supposedly held more details of the Dor’Anian military hunting around for Stronghold. That wasn’t what it said in the actual report.

I froze, my heart dropping into my stomach when I saw what their real goal was. They were scouring system after system for Gardranian ships in hiding like Stronghold had been. Inside the report, which detailed the possibility of new technology waiting to be recovered, there was an account of the hunt for a ship with a gravity drive like ours in a system the Dor’Anians called Torabrandia, which I don’t think we’d visited yet. That excited me.

“Hex, they found evidence of a ship using a gravity drive like ours in the Torabrandia system, but I don’t think we’ve been there. It could be another awakened ship looking for the rest of the fleet.”

“But we have been there before,” Hex informed me.

I was disappointed. “Oh, so this is just them sniffing out our trail after the fact?”

“No, that is the system that Vakness call Deltonah, where we found that a Gardranian vessel had self-destructed.”

Several pieces of the puzzle slammed together all at once for me. What if the Dor’Anians had found the ship and tried to take it over, triggering the self-destruction sequence?

Before I could delve deeper, a message came in from Griff on Defender. “Stronghold, this is Defender. We are ready to break free of the moon. You guys might wanna take a step back.”

“That’s an understatement,” I said back. “How are you going to break out without the weapons systems online? When Hex and I broke out of Piggy Bank we used the main gun to clear a path.”

“I figured out a way to use the weapons systems myself,” Griff said.

That got my attention. “Hex, is that possible?” I asked.

“Of course,” he replied. “In fact, since that ship was set up for central control by a hybrid AI, I would be surprised if the pilot didn’t have access to the weapons. Of course, Griffin won’t be as able with them as a controller AI because he will have to split his attention between piloting and firing⁠—”

“Which is why you don’t want Defender going into combat any time soon,” I added.

“Indeed,” Hex agreed. “Overall combat effectiveness with a human pilot also using the weapons would be less than sixty-five percent.”

“Comforting,” I said.

Hex had opened up a visual of the moon in the display feeding into my visual cortex. But before he could say anything further the moon containing Defender split in half, bisected by two brilliant beams of white energy erupting from both sides. The halves drifted away from each other as flashes of lasers strobed through the darkness surrounding the widening space between them. Defender had deployed maintenance bots like ours to zap away at the remaining debris that clung to the hull, or that drifted too close before the shields could be engaged.

A moment later the shields came to life, vaporizing the rocks that were still too close to the ship or wandered into them. There was a brief burst of thrusters to set Defender on course, and then she must have engaged her gravity drive, because she flew out of the gap at a high speed from almost a complete standstill.

“Nice work, little bro!” I crowed.

That dual molecular disruptor burst was unlike anything I’d ever seen. For sheer destructive power, it was more than a little unnerving. I was glad we were the good guys.

As we rejoined Triumph and Warlord, with Defender along, my previous revelation reasserted itself. If the Dor’Anians had found evidence of a Gardranian ship moving about in that system, then what else did they know? What else had they found? Where else had they looked? We needed to step up our plan to find the rest of the fleet, yes, but we were going to have a hard time doing that if we kept tripping over Dor’Anian forces on the same hunt. The most recent report in this batch Raygun had given me was weeks old. We needed to know where they were looking now. We needed more current intel.

It was time to call a meeting.

[image: ]


It took a little convincing, especially on the part of Ventalius who was eager to get back on the hunt for the next ship. Our recent partial success in recovering Defender only fueled the fire of his resolve in that, and in the end I had to use the authority of my position as pilot of the command-and-and control ship of our small battlegroup to enforce the meeting. Ventalius was coming to resent my inclusion in the group, I could tell, and now that Griffin was piloting the emotionally-crippled Defender, he was even more obstructive.

“I fail to see why we are wasting time in a meeting when we could be underway to the next system on our list,” the hybrid AI said after we were all gathered in Hex’s virtual conference room.

I tried not to shake my head in frustration. “Because the information that I picked up at Paradise Station suggests that it may have been the Dor’Anians who caused the self-destruction of the ship we detected in Deltonah. It’s time we had more recent intelligence on their movements and the results. This will serve two purposes. One, we know what systems to avoid if they’re crawling with Dor’Anian naval assets, and two, we find out what they know about possible Gardranian vessel locations.”

“And how do you propose to obtain this information?” Corsellus asked.

Even though I suspected she and Ventalius were becoming sweet on each other, she was professional enough not to take sides. At least not yet, and for that I was grateful. “There are military outposts in almost every system in which the Dor’Anians maintain a presence. Some of them are nothing more than small space stations that serve as information relays, providing updated intel to ships that enter the system and connect to the stations. It’s more secure than sending out constant subspace communications… well at least normally it is.”

“Lemme guess,” Griff chimed in. “You wanna create some abnormal circumstances.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Circumstances that make it less secure long enough for us to get the data we need to get the job done with the least amount of conflict with the Dor’Anians.”

“It would seem to me that your idea involves doing precisely what you wish to avoid,” Ventalius commented. “Entering a Dor’Anian-controlled system and attacking a military installation isn’t exactly low-profile activity.”

“I agree on one level,” I said, conceding his point. “But the idea I have doesn’t involve an attack. It’s more of a stealth insertion. A data theft. A heist if you will, and that’s kind of my thing.”

Ventalius’ digital self gave me a look that was both stern and sympathetic. “Kai Fletcher, while we appreciate that you have temporarily taken up our cause, there are two factors that concern me. The first is that you have already stated your desire to return to your home world once another command-and-control ship is found, which makes your status and dedication uncertain.”

I bristled at that. “Look, Ventalius⁠—”

“Hear me out, please,” the AI interrupted. “You are also, by your own admission, a criminal, not a military strategist. Stronghold’s previous pilot was an excellent strategist by all accounts, and his passing was a blow. I do not mean to be harsh, but you are a poor substitute.”

“Hey, back the hell off, Venty,” Griff said. “Kai ain’t no crook no more. He only went back into that for me, and I’m here now, too, so those days are done. Besides, his ideas have pulled our collective fat out of the fire more than once already.”

Hexpallus, like an invisible referee, stepped in to de-escalate the situation. “Griff has a point, Ventalius. Without Kai, I would still be trapped inside a planetoid below a Vakness vault. Without Kai, I would not have developed anti-missiles, nor would we have decoys with which to deceive the groups of ships from two different star empires hunting us. He is used to working in environments where he is vastly outnumbered and outgunned. This experience has translated well into this endeavor.”

“I concede those points, but tactically⁠—”

“Tactically, he’s forced you to be more cautious when your style is to charge in with weapons systems blazing,” Hex said. “This is not the same conflict we placed on pause eons ago. The rules of engagement have changed, and we must adapt. Kai has been instrumental in this, and I think his idea of acquiring more information has merit.”

I didn’t know what to say to all this. I was a Southside kid. I fought my own battles, or in the case of family involvement, Griff and I fought back-to-back. Hex stepping in to take up for me like this was uncomfortable, and a little embarrassing.

There was silence for a minute as Ventalius considered the arguments Hex had laid out. I thought about speaking up for myself, but decided that there wasn’t anything to add. Hex had covered it all.

“Ventalius,” Corsellus said, “after reviewing all the data from the events after Kai joined Stronghold, I agree with Hexpallus’ assessment. Kai is an asset, and his logic for this recent idea is solid. We should plan for this data theft.”

There was another bout of silence from Ventalius, this one best described as ‘brooding’. “Very well. Make your plan. I will support the action.”

“See, Venty, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Griff asked.

“Don’t call me Venty.”

I adjourned the meeting and went to work, pulling up star charts of the surrounding Dor’Anian systems, looking for one with minimal active presence and isolated defense or relay station platforms. There were several systems that almost fit the bill. Too many of them didn’t.

Our needs were specific. Like finding the right jewelry store to knock over after hours, the conditions in the store were only part of the equation. The conditions in the neighborhood also had to be just right. A Goldilocks zone for crime, if you will.

Too much police presence, and you’re sure to get busted. Too little, and you might get relieved of your loot as soon as you get back to the getaway vehicle. Too much onsite security, and you’d never get through it. Too little, and you had to assume the place was owned by the mob, which brought its own unique set of headaches later. I ran across multiple systems that not only had too much Dor’Anian presence, but several with active space stations staffed entirely by Justice Association personnel. That was like planning to rob a police station.

There were other aspects to consider that ruled out certain systems, like how deep inside Dor’Anian space they were. Not all of my former experience as a planner of crimes was applicable to this process, but I would never admit that to Venty. This was worth the effort. The potential payoff was huge.

After hours of review, consideration, and discarding of systems and installations, one finally presented itself. It was so perfect in fact that it made me double check everything in case I missed something. You know, looking for the set-up.

A system they called Delahnish seemed to fit the bill. It was far enough inside Dor’Anian space to warrant a platform without active patrols, like the systems closer to the Vakness border (too much police presence). It had the advantage of being a system through which a lot of traffic passed because it was also a refueling point thanks to a lone gas giant that was composed of mostly helium (not too little police presence). It had one message relay platform built into the refueling station, and no settled planets. As a bonus, the refueling station was largely automated. It threw a red flag as a possible trap, but I dismissed that idea as overly paranoid. After all, they didn’t know we were planning to steal their data.

The refueling station was a marvel to me. It sat in a geo-stationary orbit at the apex of the planet, with a massive and complex system of scoops and pumps that brought gases from the upper edges of the atmosphere to the station, where it was refined into usable reactor fuel. From there it was stored in tanks until a Dor’Anian ship happened by in need of replenishment.

A ship would park itself above the station and extend lines to it. Techs connected them and released the fuel, while the crew caught up on news and events or uploaded their own reports. There was even a process for expelling waste from the ship’s reactor system and dropping it into the gas giant’s gravity well. No shore leaves or parties, but what did you expect? It’s a gas giant in the middle of nowhere, not Paradise Station.

The biggest problem we faced was that there was no way to remotely connect to the information systems onboard. They were hardwired in to prevent just that sort of thing. The same lines that allowed the transfer of fuel had special connections that facilitated the data exchange. There was no way we were going to be allowed to connect to their system. Not even with our pretend-civilian ship, Specter. We were going to have to break in, physically connect to the data network, and take what we needed.

Hex volunteered to write a software program that would do the job. If I had to compare it to software from Earth that I was familiar with, it would be a worm. The amount of data we would get was huge, which also demanded a redesign of the storage capacity of my trusty old wrist terminal. Hex took that into his shop and had it rebuilt almost from the ground up. When I got it back it looked the same, but functioned in completely new ways.

For one thing, no more holo-display popping up in the air. It now interfaced directly with my implants, sending information straight to my visual cortex. That was handy, and a way to avoid potential detection. For a second, it now stored more data than the internet (at least that’s what it felt like) and could still interface with standard data crystals. All in a convenient device that fit around my wrist. If I could get it to make long distance calls to Earth and send me football scores, it would be the perfect smartphone.

I called a conference with Griffin to go over the plan, mainly because there was no way he was going to sit around in Defender’s control center and wait for me to steal the data on my own. I knew better than to even suggest it, and as such, planned on his involvement. What I didn’t do was invite Ventalius and Corsellus. Not so much because they wouldn’t potentially have useful input, but because I didn’t feel like Venty pissing all over my ideas.

Childish? Possibly. A more peaceful meeting? Absolutely!


CHAPTER
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“So, lemme get this straight,” Griff said as I laid out the objectives and the basics of the idea. “This place has subspace comms, but they’d rather direct connect for info dumps?”

“Correct,” I affirmed.

“And we’re gonna have to figure out a way to get in there in person that doesn’t get us shot or blown out of space?”

“Right again.”

“How the hell are we gonna do that?”

I shrugged. “That’s what this meeting is for. Obviously, we have to come up with some sort of a plausible distress scenario that will allow us to dock there long enough for us to do what we have to do.”

Griff scowled. “It’s a military base, right? Like an Army or a Navy base back home?”

“Essentially, yeah. It caters to ships as they pass through the system on their way to places that are more interesting.”

“But these are Dor’Anians. They’re kind of the good guys, right?”

“In a galaxy of lesser and greater evils I guess they count as good guys, the leader of their Justice Department notwithstanding. He’s kind of a dick.”

Griff laughed. “Yeah, I remember you telling me about that guy. So, if we show up with a manufactured mechanical problem that could potentially end our lives, and maybe take a few of theirs with us, they’d be kinda honor-bound to send help or let us dock, right?”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” I admitted. “Since Specter has a normal reaction drive as well as the gravity drive it’ll throw suspicion off of us, because Hex is pretty sure that the Dor’Anians are scanning for gravitic anomalies to detect Gardranian ships.”

“Well, there’s an obvious problem,” Griff said.

I raised an eyebrow at him. “What’s that?”

“No cavalry. The rest of our ships will have to stay at the edge of the system, if not completely outside of it to avoid detection.”

Damn. He was right. Now that I thought about how the Dor’Anians were looking for us, it made sense that none of our warships could get anywhere close without setting off alarms. One of these days we might have to retrofit some reaction drives onto them, but that was a problem for another day.

“Yeah,” I agreed after a moment’s reflection. “That genuinely sucks.”

“Nah, we’ll be fine,” Griff said with bravado.

“You think so?”

“Unless we blow it. Then we’re space dust.”
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After working out all the kinks to our own satisfaction, we presented the final plan to the AI contingent. Before anyone (read Ventalius) could call for a vote or criticize the plan, I announced we were putting it into action immediately and had Hex set a course for Delahnish.

Several hours of Transition Space flight later, we were parked in deep space a few light hours outside of the system and I flew Specter to Defender to pick up my brother. There was a slight nervous flutter in my gut that I always got before a job that I’d planned. Kind of like the nervous energy that gives an actor a good stage performance.

“Any questions?” I asked Griff after he boarded Specter.

“You think they’ll have the reboot of Dirty Jobs for download? I’m really missing my Discovery Plus sub.”

“Strap in, idiot,” I told him with a laugh.

“Oh, look, the prodigal returns,” Stan said as Griff flopped into his command couch.

“Yeah, I missed you, too, rust bucket,” Griff replied as he willed the harness to secure him to his seat.

“Liar,” Stan said sullenly. “You got a whole new starship to play with.”

“A starship with a mentally-impaired controlling AI,” Griff reminded Stan. “You think that’s been a picnic? Hell, I have to remind it to do most of the stuff that’s automated on the other ships and still run the weapons myself.”

“Oh, boo-frickin’-hoo,” Stan said with zero sympathy. “It’s the least you deserve for leaving me without a proper goodbye. I hope her engines quit and leave you stranded on the ass end of a black hole.”

“Guys! Can we shelve this for now?” I asked. “We don’t have time for a lovers’ spat; we have a schedule to keep.”

“What are you tryin’ ta say, pencil neck?” Stan said. “You think your brother and I are in some kind of relationship? That’s sick.”

“Yeah, Kai, what are you tryin’ to say?” Griff echoed.

I closed my eyes and mentally counted to five. “Nothing. I’m just saying that we need to get going.”

I felt like they were both staring at me.

“Whatever,” Stan said at last, sealing the hatch.

Stan calculated the small jump into Transition Space that would take us to the edge of the system proper where Phase One would begin. We would have to use the agonizingly slow reaction drives to make our way to the refueling station. The way these two were fighting, it was going to be one hell of a long flight.

On the way to the gas giant, we worked out with Stan how to fake the sensor readings that would convince the station personnel that we had a legitimate reactor issue and needed emergency help. As it turned out we had more than one misconception about how all that was going to work, and Stan set us straight in his typical genteel fashion. And by that I mean he cussed us out and made several references to us being losers in the genetic lottery, with about sixty IQ points split between the two of us. I shrugged the insults off and let him make the corrections. I didn’t care as long as it worked.

At last, we approached the gas giant and received an order to heave to by the refueling station. It was showtime.

“Delahnish refueling station, this is the independent light freighter Ryan’s Hope inbound from Tartarus requesting emergency assistance,” I said into the comms.

A bored-sounding voice came back across the subspace system. “Ryan’s Hope, this is Delahnish station, state the nature of your—hang on—do you have a reactor leak?”

“That’s affirmative, Delahnish station. It died on us once already, yanking us out of Transition Space at the edge of the system. We’ve been creeping along on a combination of reserve power and occasionally getting it running again for brief periods of time. We don’t really have an engineer on board. We’re scared it’s gonna blow. Can you help?”

“Ryan’s Hope?” Griff asked after I’d killed the mic. “Wasn’t that some soap opera that Mom used to watch all the time?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

He smirked, and looked like he was about to say something derogatory about it.

“Look,” I said, “I had to come up with a bunch of alternative registry names for when Specter goes undercover and they’re all good for only one use. You were sulking in the danger room at the time, so if you don’t like it feel free to say nothing.”

“Wow, so sensitive,” Griff said.

He took another breath, but I cut him off and turned on the mic again. “Delahnish station, this is Ryan’s Hope. I say again, can you assist? We need to make an emergency docking maneuver and effect repairs.”

There was a slight pause, and I could imagine the station personnel either rapidly scrolling through procedure manuals or desperately seeking the input of some higher up, whichever was easier.

“Ryan’s Hope, this is Delahnish station. That is negative on the emergency docking. We are sending an inspector to you to determine the nature of the problem and whether it is safe for you dock.”

“An inspector?” Griff asked after I’d cut the mic again.

I shrugged at him. “Hell if I know. It’s not like I had access to a Dor’Anian Union refueling station SOP manual.”

“So,” Stan said, with no concern in his voice at all. “This is a wrinkle. How do you plan on gettin’ us outta this one, genius?”

Before I could answer, our sensors picked up a small vessel leaving the refueling station and vectoring towards us. It was a ship-tender vehicle, smaller than Specter. More like the size of a minivan, whereas Specter was closer to twice the size of one of those double-trailer hauling over the road trucks.

“We’ll just have to figure something out once the inspector gets on board,” I said.

“Like what?” Griff asked. “Duct tape and zip ties?”

“Maybe,” I replied, my mind racing. “This was an eventuality that I hadn’t considered. I figured that they would allow us to dock or they wouldn’t. If they told us to get bent, we just abort and zip off.”

“I wonder if this inspector guy is bribable,” Griff mused.

“Now there’s an idea!” I said, appreciating Griff’s quick-thinking.

I checked the pouch on my belt that I kept some emergency valuables in and pulled out an ounce of rhodium. At current Earth prices, it was worth about three grand. “Think he’ll go for this?”

Griff shrugged. “It’s worth a shot.”

“Zip ties are in the emergency locker next to the first aid kit,” Stan chimed in. “You know, just in case this Sherlockian plan of yours blows up in your face like an ACME dynamite kit.”

“Pessimist,” Griff said.

“You take that back!” Stan shouted. “I don’t even have sexual organs!”

“Guys, again, if we could focus here?” I asked, shaking my head.

The ship-tender was getting closer. I double checked our position to make sure we were motionless as it lined up with the universal docking collar that surrounded our airlock/main hatch. Once it was well past the halfway point, we received a transmission.

“Specter, this is Delahnish station tender on final approach. Make no adjustments to your position. I will be docking shortly.”

I couldn’t tell from the voice on my translator what kind of creature they’d sent to us, but the vocal patterns didn’t sound Dor’Anian. Since we had a ‘technical issue’, maybe they sent one of the races that are more into engineering like the Relniknah. They were a multi-limbed insectoid race that looked like a cross between a giant spider and a praying mantis, with multi-fingered appendages at the end of each limb. Creepy as hell, but masters of technological adaptation.

“Dun-dun,” Stan said as we watched the smaller ship grow larger on the sensor feed.

“Shh!” Griff scolded.

“Dun-nuh,” Stan said, more musical this time, with definite pitch changes between the words.

There was something familiar about it. “Stan is that the Jaws theme?”

“Hey, lookit you, all well versed in the classics!” Stan said.

“Knock it off!” I said.

Even though it seemed like the refueling station had fallen for the fake sensor patterns Stan had put out, we still had to bluff, bribe, or kidnap our way past this inspector. Not knowing which way it was going to go was pegging my stress meter. Not because I was afraid of an inspector, but because the refueling station had defenses that could spread us across a decent portion of the sector with a few well-placed shots.

The ship-tender finally made connection with our docking collar and I watched the indicator lights on the door cycle from red, through amber, and finally green. The hatch slid open, and a Ramtuken stepped through. It wore a pair of sweatpants, and a leather vest with multiple tools dangling from it on straps and stuffed into various pockets over a Van Halen T-shirt. There was a pair of obviously ship-fabricated fake Nike Air Jordans on its feet because the swoop was upside down.

The Ramtuken blinked at us a few times in shock, which was a little disturbing because the movement consisted of a clear inner lid sweeping upwards over the large black eye, then vanishing just as fast. Its gash of a mouth erupted into a smile that was equal parts amusing and unnerving. Its right hand flashed the ‘hang loose’ sign with thumb and pinky extended. Well, what would be the pinky on a creature with only four digits per hand.

“Dudes!” he said in perfect West Coast English. “Nobody told me you were humans! Rock on! I’m Nruz!”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Griff muttered, desperately trying to force a straight face.

I gave him an elbow to the ribs as I exited my command couch. “Hi, Nruz. Nice shoes.”

The alien happily extended a foot into the air in front of him for a second. “Yeah? You dig the kicks? I had them made from memory from my last visit to Earth. Dope as hell, huh?”

“Absolutely!” I said. “Wish I had a pair.”

Nruz gave me a conspiratorial wink, which again was just his clear inner eye lid sliding up over the huge blackness of his visual organ. “I got a cousin runs a shop on Paradise. Maybe he can hook you up if I put in a word.”

I don’t know why, but he sounded so much like a surfer character from an old movie that I couldn’t keep myself from mimicking his vocal inflections. “Excellent!”

“So, where’s your reactor, dudes?” Nruz asked as he looked around the main cabin.

“Gee, I dunno,” Stan said. “Maybe back in engineering?”

Nruz opened his large eyes even wider. “You have an AI? Awesome!”

“Oh, he’s a sharp one, all right,” Stan commented.

“Zip it, rust bucket,” Griff said. “This guy is here on official Dor’Anian safety business, right, Nruz?”

The little alien drew himself up with some pride. “That’s right!” he agreed. “I’m the best engineer on the station.”

“That’s expendable enough to send to check on a ship that might blow up any second,” Stan added.

Nruz deflated a little. “Uhm, yeah, that’s true, but you don’t have to rub it in, dude.”

I decided it was time to step in and move things along. “Nruz, here’s the situation.”

He wasn’t paying me any attention. He’d pulled some scanning device out of one of the many pockets on his vest and was waving it around the cabin. “Huh, that’s freaky.”

“What?” I asked, wondering what he could have possibly discovered.

“Your emissions, man,” he said. “Outside the ship they’re, like, primo-dangerous. All the telltale signs of a reactor about to blow. But here it’s like they don’t exist. That could only be possible if⁠—”

I watched as the realization dawned on his gray face.

“You’re faking it!” he said, but instead of anger or outrage there was wonder and admiration on his face. At least that’s what it looked like. Ramtuken were still a little hard to read for me, but I was getting better.

“Yeah, about that, Nruz,” I began, but again he wasn’t paying me any attention.

“How are you faking it?” he demanded, still not upset. It sounded like pure curiosity.

“You really wanna know?” Stan asked.

Nruz took a step towards the command couches. “Hellz yeah!”

“Well, I’d love to tell ya, but ya gotta talk to the boss first. I can’t just give our secrets away for free,” Stan said, like a carny working a rube in front of the ring toss.

Nruz fixed his eyes on me. “Can he tell me? C’mon, man, I gotta know!”

“Well, Nruz,” I began, but he cut me off.

“It’s some kind of super advanced AI, right?” he asked. “And this ship is, like, way more advanced than what it looks like on the outside, right?”

“Something like that,” I agreed. “You see, Nruz⁠—”

The little alien held up a hand to stop me as he put a finger from his other hand to one of his ear slits. “Hey, man, this is Nruz. I think I can get these guys going, but it’s going to take a while.”

He’d switched back to his Dor’Anian Standard as he spoke to the station personnel, forcing my translator to kick on again. What was he up to?

“Okay, that should buy us a little time before they start asking a lot of awkward questions,” Nruz said, focusing back on me. “Look, unless you’re here to blow up the place and kill everybody, I don’t care what you’re up to. I just gotta see under the hood. Please, dude?”

Griff and I shared a look, followed by a mutual shrug. If tech excited him this much, then who was I to deny the little guy. But I needed at least one assurance.

“Nruz, if we show you what’s under the hood, as you say, can you get us permission to dock at the station?” I asked.

“Oh, hellz yeah, no problem,” he replied. “As long as your AI⁠—”

“My name is Stan,” Specter’s AI announced.

“Stan,” Nruz repeated. “So cool.”

“Of course I am,” Stan agreed.

“As long as Stan can gradually reduce the fake sensor readings he’s been putting out so it looks like I’m fixing the ‘problem’, we should be good to go.”

His use and grasp of English in general, and American slang in particular, was impressive.

“Oh, yeah, I gotcha covered there, pal,” Stan said.

Nruz gestured to the back of the ship. “Take me to your reactor!”

Nruz spent the next hour wandering through Specter’s engineering section in stupefied wonder. He oohed and ahhed over every component, asking question after question of Stan who proudly acted as tour guide to his inner workings.

I was growing concerned, because he was learning an awful lot about Gardranian tech that could have potential future ramifications if the Dor’Anians decided to pick his brain about it.

I shot a message to Griff over our implants. “Are we good with him knowing this much?”

“Toothpaste is already outta the tube,” Griff sent back. “Question is, what do we do with him once we’re done here?”

Griff had cut right to the meat of the matter. Nruz knew a lot, and he technically worked for one of the governments that was trying to bring us in, even if he had no idea who we really were. Once we were done here there was nothing to keep him from spilling every detail Stan was sharing with him to the Dor’Anians. I couldn’t allow that, but I wasn’t sure how to get him to stay quiet.

“Okay, dudes,” Nruz said as he stepped from behind the control panel of Specter’s reactor. “Stan has all your emissions readings back to normal for a regular reaction drive ship. I can tell the station you’re clear to approach.”

“Fantastic!” I said.

“But I won’t,” Nruz said.

I blinked. “How’s that now?”

“This is too good an opportunity to pass up,” the Ramtuken said. “This ship was obviously designed and built by an even greater AI than Stan here, no offense.”

“None taken,” Stan said. “Wait’ll you meet my old man. He’s gonna blow your socks off.”

“What are you saying, Nruz?” I asked, my hand straying close to the butt of my blaster, unsure as to where this was going.

Nruz saw the movement and held a long four-fingered hand to calm me down. “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m not about to rat you dudes out. I just wanna make a deal.”

“I’m listening.” I said.

“Stan already said it, I’m totally expendable to these guys. That’s why they sent me out here, right?”

“Yeah, and?” I prompted.

“So, I give you guys the all-clear to dock, do whatever it is you’re doing here, which is, like, non-violent, right?”

“Right. Just a little data theft,” Griff said.

I shot Griff a dirty look, which he shrugged off.

“Okay, then in return for not blowing your cover, and as a thank-you for what I’ve seen so far, I just want one thing in return.”

“Still listening,” I said.

“Take me with you!”

I looked at Griff in surprise, which, judging by his expression, he shared. This was the last thing I’d expected. A bribe? Sure. A sample of our tech to play with? Doable. But joining us? He had no idea what he was really asking for.

“Nruz, I’m not sure you know enough to ask for that,” I said.

He looked at me incredulously. “What? You’re about to tell me how, like, fraught with danger your top-secret mission is or whatever? Dude, seriously, I don’t care. As long as I can meet the big AI and see the tech, I can die happy. The only thing that would top this would be going to Earth one last time and seeing Van Halen live.”

“I dunno how to break this to you,” Griff began.

“Shut up!” I said with a chopping motion of my hand.

Nruz waved a dismissal. “Oh, I know David Lee Roth went solo and they brought Hagar into the band. I’m okay with it. As long as Eddy is still around, all is right with the galaxy.”

“DO NOT tell him,” I sent to Griff over our implants. Finding out Eddie Van Halen was dead might tip Nruz into not helping us as a way to kill the messenger. I didn’t think he would, but I didn’t want to chance it.

“Okay, but he’s going to find out sooner or later,” Griff replied with a shrug.

I ignored Griff. “If you don’t mind me asking, Nruz, what tipped you off that the ship was so advanced?”

“That was easy,” the alien said with a grin. “There are no manual controls anywhere in the cockpit, so that meant that the AI was probably piloting.”

“Nope-a-reno,” Stan said. “These two have implants that can interface with the ship’s control systems.”

“Even better!” Nruz said, a hint of awe in his voice. “This is so boss! So, we have a deal?”

“Deal,” I said, holding out my hand. I might regret it later, but I just didn’t have the time to mull over all the angles.

With a jangling of tools from his vest, Nruz slapped my open palm with his and then the back of my hand with his knuckles before gripping me in a bro handshake. “You got it, home slice!”

He placed his fingertips to his ear slit again. “Delahnish station, this is Nruz. I got their reactor secure and safe, but they’re a little frazzled. They still need to dock for some R and R, okay?”


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



“Okay, dudes, this is the easy part,” Nruz said after meeting and dismissing the singular Dor’Anian refueling tech that came to greet us outside of Specter’s airlock. “I can get you into the control center with all the terminals you could ever want, but how are you going to hack the native AI systems that run everything here? I mean, they’re dumb, but they’re not, like, stupid.”

“With this,” I replied, pulling a device about twice the size of a smart phone out of my jumpsuit.

Nruz took it and looked it all over. “Ooh! What is it? No, wait, don’t tell me. Lemme try to guess.”

He turned it over in his long, bony fingers a few more times before looking up at me. “A remote subspace communications device that your ship’s AI can use to remotely hack into the system?”

“Good guess!” I said, impressed. Say what you want about the Ramtuken in general, but Nruz knew his tech. “Our other ships are parked outside the system, waiting on us to get this plugged into a terminal. The AI from my larger ship will compromise the system and pull everything that it can before we get discovered.”

“There’s more of you?” Nruz asked. “This just gets better and better!”

“Something like that,” I said with a smile. I had to admit the little grey alien’s enthusiasm was kind of catching. “So, which way to the control center?”

“Follow me! I will lead the way like Hannibal on The A-Team!”

I turned to Griff. “I guess that makes you Murdoch.”

“Why am I Murdoch? Why can’t I be Face Man?”

“Only if by Face Man you mean yours got burned off in a fire and all you got left is a stump and a hat,” Stan said from the cockpit.

“Stay outta this, you,” Griff yelled back into Specter before hitting the button to close the hatch.

“Heh,” Nruz laughed. “Stump and a hat. Totally funny, dude.”
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Nruz led us from the docking arm to a lift that took us to the level where the control center was located. From there, a small crew of three Dor’Anians monitored fuel gathering and refining process as well as the comings and goings of the ships that they serviced. The other station personnel worked a second shift and acted as techs when a ship happened by. We didn’t need refueling, so they hadn’t been activated.

Nruz had held on to the subspace device that Hex had built for us with the logical argument that if anyone could get away with plugging something into the station’s computer systems, it was him. I couldn’t argue with the logic, and I wasn’t getting any creepy vibes off him, so I went with it. Maybe it was the way he was so obsessed with humans and Earth culture. But even in the short time since he first came onto Specter, the little guy had grown on me. It was weird. I didn’t usually warm up to new humans this fast, let alone aliens.

The door to the operations center slid open and Nruz led the way, gesturing us inside.

“Nruz, what are you doing?” a Dor’Anian with what I now knew was commander rank on his shoulder said, half standing from his chair. His face fur pulsed red and purple in agitation as he glared at the little alien.

“Oh, hey, Commander Shrell,” Nruz said. “I totally thought you would have been in your rack by now. Didn’t your shift end, like, two hours ago?”

That gave me pause. Nruz hadn’t mentioned the commander by name before, and he sure hadn’t said anything about there being personnel that he would rather not have in the operations center when we hit it. This might be an issue.

The commander looked us over with a hint of disgust in his face, the fur reflecting his emotion with a steady coloration of light green. “Oh, humans. They are humans, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, dude, all the way from Earth,” Nruz said, then gestured at me. “That one’s their captain. At least I think he is.”

Commander Shrell’s disdain only grew as he focused on me “They all look alike and have utterly expressionless faces. How can you tell one from the other? For that matter, how do they?”

“How else? By smell, dude! And even then, half the time it’s a lucky guess,” Nruz said, prompting a burst of mirthful laughter from the rest of the Dor’Anians in the operations center.

“Good one, Nruz!” a tech said from behind a workstation.

Everyone laughed except for the commander. I wasn’t sure if he was just trying to maintain his sense of decorum and command presence, or if there was more to it. Either way he was staring at me, and after a minute or two it became a little unnerving.

Right when I was about to ask him to take a freaking picture, Nruz stepped up to one of the consoles. “Hey, Teela, what’s wrong with your comms unit?”

The Dor’Anian at the station looked at her console in surprise, her face fur shifting into shades of grey mixed with blue as red lights flared across the surface. “I—I don’t know,” she said.

“Well, I’m here so I might as well run a diagnostic,” Nruz said, whipping our subspace hacking device out of his pocket and holding it against one of the data ports on her station.

The nanites Hex had built into it reshaped the end of the connector so it would interface with the console. Nruz made a big display of opening up a screen on his wrist terminal and looking at schematics of some kind, while making humming sounds as if lost in deep thought.

“Hello, Kai,” Hex said via my implants. “I see you have managed to attach the comms device to a terminal on the local network. This is admirable progress.”

“Yeah, good to talk to you, too, Hex,” I said over the same connection. “You in yet?”

“One moment. I am interfacing with the station AI and suppressing its defenses so that it will not sound an alarm. Once that is done, I will commence with data collection.”

There was nothing I could do but wait for the process to run and hope that no one noticed anything weird. I was kind of amazed that we’d made it this far without issues. And thinking that way was probably a mistake. I think I jinxed us.

“What is that?” the commander asked, looking at a flashing indicator on his holo-display.

“Dude?” Nruz asked. “I mean, Commander dude?”

“There’s some kind of unauthorized subspace transmission going on, something outside of our regular channels.”

“You sure?” Nruz said, pretending to look at his own display extra hard. “I got nothing.”

The commander narrowed his eyes at Nruz while tapping a command on his display. His display didn’t change at all, but his face fur shifted color from agitated red to a deep, purplish brown. I didn’t have a clue what that meant, but it sure looked like he was up to no good.

“Kai,” Hex said over my implants. “A subspace pulse containing a data packet was just sent out from the station’s main comms array.”

Oh, that’s what he did. Great.

Then Commander Shrell tapped something else and the subspace channel I’d been talking to Hex on went dead.

“Bogus!” Nruz said from the comms station.

“I think this officially counts as everything going south,” Griff said, his fingers twitching at the butt of his disruptor.

“No disruptors,” I ordered as I pulled my blaster, dashed across the control center to Commander Shrell, and yanked him out of his chair. “Undo whatever it is you just did.”

He sneered at me as his facial fur went dark, blood red. “I’d rather die, terrorist! You will not escape this system!”

Griff covered the other control center personnel with his blaster, gesturing for them to move to a spot by the door. “Nruz, you better check on what he did!”

“Oh, yeah, I totally should!” Nruz said, shutting off the holo projection from his wrist terminal and plopping into the commander’s chair. He tapped at the icons in the air with a look of concentration on his face. “No way!” he said after a moment.

“Did he sound some kind of general alarm?” I asked, visions of an armored Stolitai rapid response team filling my mind.

“Kind of,” Nruz said. “I don’t know what the first thing he did was exactly, but it had to be some kind of alert, you know? I can’t undo that, but I can undo the second thing.”

I shoved Commander Shrell into the other Dor’Anians by the door. “Go for it. How many other personnel on the station? Like security?”

“Security?” Nruz asked puzzled. “Dude, security from what?”

I thought about how remote this installation was and why we chose it in the first place. “Good point.”

Nruz tapped a few commands into the display over the commander’s chair, and the subspace channel reopened.

“Kai, are you well?” Hex asked, concern in his voice. “We lost signal for a moment.”

“Yeah, we’re fine. The local commander is a sharper tool than I thought. He cut the comms after sending out some kind of alert. I don’t know what or who it was for, but it’s a safe bet somebody is on their way here to help. Can you finish the hack?”

“Indeed,” Hex replied. “Give me a moment.”

“Griff, get those people stashed somewhere,” I ordered.

“Like where?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Nruz, is there a brig here?”

The Ramtuken looked puzzled. “What’s a brig?”

“A jail, man! Don’t you have jails?” Not knowing what that signal was all about had me paranoid. I felt like the whole Dor’Anian Navy was going to be coming down on our heads any second, and it was making me snappy.

“Dude, dial it down a notch,” Nruz said. “Spacers never spend time on the station. They show up, they refuel, they leave, and we like it that way. The docking rings are really just for emergencies.”

“Sorry, Nruz,” I said. “It’s just that there are some higher-ups in the Dor’Anian Justice Association that would really love to catch me here practically defenseless.”

Nruz did a classic double take at me. “Oh! You’re that terrorist!”

Griff turned his blaster towards Nruz. “Watch who you call a terrorist, asshat!”

Nruz threw his hands into the air. “Dude, chill! I just know what the news net says.”

“The news nets lie,” I said. “Relhok Tropwen fed them a great story that never happened.”

Most of Nruz’s facial expressions were easy to read because of the time I’d spent with other Ramtuken on the Black Horizon, but he looked at me now with something I couldn’t discern. “You know Relhok Tropwen?”

“I wouldn’t say we’re golfing buddies or anything, but we’re acquainted, yeah,” I replied.

“That is so gnarly! He’s like, in charge, man! Like big chief muckety-muck of Dor’Anian security!” Nruz turned his attention back to Commander Shrell. “Is that who you called?”

“I sent out a general distress call to any nearby naval assets,” Shrell answered. “And you are going down with these terrorists when security forces arrive!”

“Oh, yeah,” Nruz said. “About that. I quit, okay, Commander dude?”

“Kai, the data transfer is complete,” Hex said. “I think, to avoid naval entanglements as you desired, it is time you left.”

“I agree,” I told the alien AI, then turned to Nruz. “We have to lock these guys up for a while. We can’t have them turning the station’s defenses against us as we try to go.”

“I have a tool room in engineering,” Nruz said. “The tool cage locks. That would hold them for a while.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Let’s move.”

We stashed the commander and his staff inside the tool cage after Nruz removed all the cutting tools, then took off at a dead run for Specter. I didn’t know why I was in such a state over the signal the commander had triggered. Space is huge. Even if some passing Dor’Anian naval group picked up the distress call, they were way slower than our ships. It might take them days to respond. Maybe even longer.

We got to the airlock and I opened the hatch, when Griff pulled his blaster and leveled it at Nruz again. “Griff, what the hell are you doing?”

“I’m not sure we can trust this guy,” Griff said. “We should leave him here.”

I was taken completely by surprise. “But he helped us just like he said he would.”

“How do we know he didn’t warn the commander somehow, and that was why he tripped that silent alarm? How do we know he isn’t planning on disabling Specter so we can’t get out of the system, or has some kind of a tracking device on him?”

“Dude, this is totally bogus! We had a deal!” Nruz said, his arms once again in the air like he’d seen it on some Earth cop TV show.

We needed this settled. Fast. “Griff, what is it that has you not trusting him?”

“He’s an alien, for one thing,” Griff said.

“Heinous!” Nruz said. “And a little racist. Besides, out here, you’re the alien.”

“Stan, can you scan Nruz for tracking devices?” I asked through the airlock.

“What are you talkin’ about?” Stan asked. “Like some kind of device that can be tracked across light years of interstellar distances and the monumental distortions of space/time in between? That sort of thing?”

“Well, when you put it that way it just sounds stupid,” I said.

“That’s because it is stupid!” Stan admonished.

I frowned into the airlock. “Hey, it was Griff’s idea, not mine. I was just trying to reassure him.”

“And I’m just trying to be cautious,” Griff said, defending himself. “Like what is it the Army calls it? Operational security? Like that.”

“But we had a deal, man!” Nruz complained. “I did my part, and now you’re welching!”

Griff’s eyes hardened and he put the barrel of his blaster up to Nruz’s left nostril slit. “I ain’t no welcher, grey boy. Take that back.”

“Griff, we don’t have time for this,” I reminded him. “And we did have a deal. I don’t know what’s got your panties in such a twist, but knock it off.”

Despite the blaster barrel in his nose, Nruz showed remarkable spunk. “You leave me here and I’ll tell your boy Tropwen, like, everything I know about you. Including your little fake freighter!”

“Oh, now you’re gonna have to die,” Griff snarled. “Can’t have you spilling to the space cops.”

“Griff, stop!” I demanded, then paused.

What Nruz said in his threat triggered something in me. Something that I hadn’t thought of in planning. The station had sensor records of Specter and us. We couldn’t allow that to get into the hands of the Dor’Anian security forces.

I placed my hand on Griff’s blaster and forced him to lower it. “Griff, stop messing around and get inside and ready to fly. Nruz, you’re with me.”

The little alien looked at me with suspicion as I shoved Griff through the hatch into Specter before he could protest. “Uhm, sure, dude, but, like, where are we going? You guys aren’t inspiring a lot of confidence right about now.”

“We have to go back to the control center and erase all the sensor feed records of Specter.”

Understanding dawned on the alien’s face. “Aw, yeah, like, that’s a good plan, man. That way Tropwen can’t follow you around, looking for power plant signatures and stuff like that.”

“Glad you approve,” I said, heading back to the operations center. “Can you do it?”

“No problemo. Give me five minutes and we’ll have Skynet by the balls.”

I shook my head. Having what looked like an extra from The X-Files referencing the Terminator films was more than a little surreal.

Since we’d removed the subspace comms device from the terminal in the operations center, Hex was no longer in direct contact with us. I hoped he wasn’t worrying too much. He seemed concerned earlier.

We got to the sensor workstation in the control room and Nruz went to work, fingers flying through the holo-controls. Then he crossed the room to the main comms station and worked through several menus there as well.

“What are you doing there?” I asked.

“Oh, I figured you’d want all the comms traffic between the station and your ship wiped, too,” he replied.

“Good call; I like the way you think, Nruz.”

“Maybe you could put a word in with the other guy? He’s, like, really intense!”

“I’ll talk to him,” I promised.

“What else can I do to sweeten the pot? I have to see this ship of yours and meet the AI that built the smaller one, dude; I have to.”

“It’ll be fine, Nruz, don’t sweat it.”

“I could tell you about the real secret history of humanity from the Ramtuken point of view.”

“That would be cool, Nruz, but I really think Griff was bluffing with the death threats. He’s been under a lot of stress lately. Don’t take it personally.”

Nruz shot me a sideways glance. “A blaster going up my left nostril is pretty personal, dude.”

After Nruz was done in the operations center, we made a mad dash back to the docking area and rejoined Griff on Specter.

“He’s still coming?” Griff asked as I closed the hatch behind us, gestured Nruz into a passenger seat, and jumped onto my command couch.

I rolled my eyes at my brother. “Yes, he’s still coming. The guy just committed treason for us, so you might want to show a little gratitude and cut him some slack.”

Griff’s face looked like he’d just swallowed a gulp of sour milk, but the grimace eventually smoothed out. “Fine. I guess. Welcome to the team, Nruz.”

Nruz had settled into one of the passenger seats and yelped in surprise as the harness slid out and secured him. He looked at Griff and held a hand up in front of him. “Thanks, dude! Air five!”

Griff turned back towards the front, closed his eyes, and initiated the disembark procedure.

“You’re leaving me hanging?” Nruz said, sounding insulted. “Oh, you’re busy, I got it. Later then.”

“I took the liberty of overriding the mooring system for ya, kid,” Stan said.

“Thanks for that, rust bucket,” Griff replied as Specter pulled away from the docking collar and, with a gentle push of attitudinal thrusters, drifted away from the station.

A few seconds later, we all felt a little tug as the reaction drives kicked into high burn towards the outer edge of the system where we came out of Transition Space.

I breathed a slight sigh of relief. As weird and as bad as it had gone, we’d pulled it off! We got our data dump and were on our way back to Stronghold and the others.

An alarm sounded and Griff juked Specter to the left. The interior temperature rose a few degrees.

“Hey, that’s my new paint job, you furry idgits!” Stan said.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded.

Griff, eyes still closed in concentration, forced Specter into another evasive move. “That was a very close call with a maser cannon.”

“Oh, they must have gotten out of the tool cage,” Nruz said. “I guess I could have disabled the station’s defenses the station before we left.”

I hated this. I had gotten used to being the pilot and therefore having some control over the situation, at least. Now I was a passenger. Helpless and at the mercy of my brother’s piloting skills. I knew he was skilled, because Hex followed his progress in the sims and told me about it. Knowing that and trusting it were two different things.

“Stan, you wanna do something about that?” Griff asked as he skewed Specter around, trying to make us harder to hit. In my display I saw the refueling station light up in the red of target selection. Griff had just given Stan permission to fire.

“Already on it,” the AI said.

A few seconds later, Specter’s aft particle beam cannon lit up the rapidly growing space between us and the refueling station. I made my display immersive, much like the one I used when piloting Stronghold. The station lay to our rear a mere 1,500 miles, but that distance was nothing to a light speed weapon.

The combination maser cannon turret and missile launcher platform slung to the underside of the refueling station vanished in a short flash of light as the missiles detonated. I had a brief moment of horror as I thought the whole station might go up in a chain reaction, but the vacuum of space took care of it and the station remained. Albeit a little burn-marked and scarred and knocked out of its original orbit by a few degrees, but at least it was still there.

“Nice shooting, Stan!” I complimented the AI.

“It was a little sloppy,” Stan said. “If Junior here could fly straight, I wouldn’t have touched off the missiles. Just damaged the launchers.”

“Anytime you wanna take over, pal…” Griff muttered under his breath as he concentrated on getting us to Transition Space jump distance from the gas giant.

I was waiting for the next shoe to drop like I always do and, sure enough, a few seconds later it did.

“Yo, we got bad guys dropping out of Transition Space on the other side of the gas giant and heading this way,” Stan warned. “Looks like a Dor’Anian Union battleship group.”

That wasn’t good. That meant a battleship, which by itself had enough firepower to vaporize a ship Specter’s size ten times over. Along with that little headache would be two destroyers and three frigates. Dor’Anian naval doctrine, which I now had in sub-knowledge thanks to Hex, dictated the frigates would be used to box us in with concentrated missile fire while the destroyers took us out with maser cannons. The battleship would hang back and wait for now, only engaging if it looked like we might escape.

“Griff, how long till we get to Transition Space jump distance?” I asked.

“Ask the rust bucket,” he shot back. “I’m a little busy.”

“At current speed, and piloting skill level, which ain’t sayin’ much,” Stan said.

“Bite me!” Griff interjected.

“They’re gonna be in firing range before we get to a jump point.”

That was not good news. I hated it when the other shoe dropped right on my head.
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“Just get us there as best you can, Griff,” I said as I tried to think of anything I could do to slow them down at all. I had nothing. My teeth ground, and I gripped my seat in frustration.

Specter didn’t have much in the way of heavy armament aside from a much smaller version of the molecular disruptor cannon that served as the main guns on the larger Gardranian ships. We’d have to be a lot closer to use that, and by the time we got that close we’d probably have eaten a couple hundred missiles and countless rail gun darts.

She had a PDS system, a few antimissiles, the fore and aft particle beam cannons, in addition to the main gun, and of course Stan to work them. Her main superpowers were stealth and speed, though. She was our infiltration and “pretend to be like everybody else” ship.

I thought about sending a message to Warlord and Triumph. They could help, but Stronghold and Defender had to stay where they were thanks to being pilotless right now. Damn the Gardranians and their pilot/AI rules anyway! I get why they had them, but it was a pain in the ass sometimes.

I watched the display I’d made as the Dor’Anian ships crested the top of the gas giant and the refueling station. They kept in tight formation up until that point. As soon as they got away from the gas giant, though, the destroyers and frigates broke away onto new vectors. I recognized the new formation. This was their standard “box the enemy in” formation.

A few seconds after that, Stan made an announcement. “Hey, we just got hailed.”

“You think they want to negotiate?” I asked.

“No way, dude,” Nruz said. “They’re going to stall you until they close the gap.”

“Screw that,” Griff said. “I’m not slowing down.”

“Yeah, about that—” Stan started.

“Pipe down, Stan,” Griff cut him off. “I ain’t in the mood.”

To his credit and my surprise, Stan did indeed pipe down and let Griff fly the ship. “Let’s hear what they have to say,” I told Stan.

Hidden speakers came to life with audio, I suspected for the benefit of our passenger who didn’t have implants. “This is the Dor’Anian Union Battleship Glory. Heave to and prepare to be boarded. You will return the hostage Nruz of the Dor’Anian Engineers society and surrender yourselves.”

“Hostage?” Nruz said, puzzled. “I volunteered!”

“Not according to the subspace news feeds, you didn’t,” Stan said. “I always monitor the feeds in case something good comes up, and it looks like you guys made the top of the hour breaking news cycle.”

The central holo display lit up and splashed a Dor’Anian newscaster, her face fur mottled in shades of red and grey, reading an urgent bulletin about a terrorist attack on a lonely refueling station. An image of Nruz appeared beside her head as she spoke.

“Aww, man, that’s my Engineering Society membership ID holo. I hate that holo,” Nruz lamented.

“If they think Nruz is a hostage, they’ll play it safe, right?” I asked. “They’ll be less likely to blow us across the system in the hope of getting him back alive?”

“Dude, I wouldn’t count on it,” Nruz said. “I mean, Commander Shrell looked pretty pissed when I told him I quit.”

“Yeah,” Griff agreed. “Then there was that whole locking them up in a tool cage thing.”

The reporter on the news feed stopped speaking and held her fingertips to her ear, the universal sign of receiving new information.

“I’ve just been informed that the Ramtuken Nruz, here on a generous work visa program, is not a hostage but acted as an inside agent for the invading terrorists, whose motives yet remain unclear.”

The image of Nruz beside her head vanished and was replaced with a new one. This was essentially the same pic as before, only they’d changed the shape of his eyes to make them look angrier. The effect was that Nruz went from looking like a befuddled but benign engineer to kind of scary. The picture reminded me of Ventalius’ digital self-image. It made it even more obvious that the Ramtuken and Gardranians might be related somehow.

“Bogus!” Nruz exclaimed as the new pic came into full focus. “That’s even worse! I really look like a criminal now!”

“I hate to break it to you, Nruz,” Griff said, “but you kinda are.”

The grey-skinned alien thought about that, then seemed impressed with himself. “Gnarly!”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” I told him.

Knowing that rapid hull depressurization was a real possibility here, I ordered my harness to unfasten and went to the emergency lockers at the rear of the cockpit. Inside, in addition to the usual fire suppression and medical gear, were our vacshield units. These were the new and improved versions I’d asked Hex to design and build. They carried twice the oxygen supply as the old model, and the energy shield could also take a few ballistic hits or even a blaster bolt or two. They also had local comms built in, which Griff and I didn’t really need thanks to our implants. Nruz was a different story.

I slapped one onto the little alien’s chest just below the shoulder, placed mine, and handed one to Griff. “Go ahead and activate those now. Stan, evacuate the atmo.”

If our little tin can had no atmosphere inside it, then a close call from a maser cannon shot couldn’t superheat it and blow us apart like a can of sardines in a microwave. Of course, a direct hit would likely overpower our shields and melt the hull in half anyway but, like the man said, there’s give and take in everything.

Nruz was not activating his vacshield. In fact, he’d taken his off and was looking at it closely. “Dude, this is so dope!”

“What?” Griff asked. “It’s not like you’ve never seen a vacshield before.”

“Not like these I haven’t!” he said in wonder.

I went back to him, took it from his hand, and replaced it onto his chest before hitting the button. The shield shimmered into existence around his body. Activating my own, I gave a nod of satisfaction and returned to my seat.

There was a slight whoosh as the atmosphere in the ship was drawn into a storage tank located in a special cellular compartment that allowed it to blast outward into the void in the event that it did heat up too much. All it would do was force us off course a few feet, which Griff could easily compensate for.

The frigates were well into their flanking move, while the two destroyers steadily ate up the distance between us. To his credit, Griff didn’t waste any time with evasive maneuvers right now. There was no point to it until they were in missile range, which wouldn’t be long now.

They had no idea what we were capable of, which meant that they were going to keep their distance until they did. Was there a way to sucker them into disruptor range? My mind raced with possible plans and ideas that were rejected almost as soon as they popped up. What I wouldn’t give for a genuine cloaking device like the Laosorans have. I’d love to be invisible for a little while.

“Three minutes until missile range,” Stan announced. “Ya know, boy genius, I’m guessin’ you got some kinda master plan here, but seein’ as how my keister’s on the line, too, I’d love it if you’d share the reason that we’re flyin’ so damn slow.”

That brought me up short. I hadn’t given it much thought as to why the Dor’Anian ships were gaining on us so easily, but now that Stan mentioned it I couldn’t think of anything else. How was this even possible? Our gravity drive should have had us well out of— Oh.

The reason popped into my mind at the same moment that it must have occurred to Griff, judging by the three shades of red that crept up the back of his neck to his face.

“You’re not using the gravity drive?” I asked.

“Gravity drive?” Nruz echoed. “Whoa! No way!”

“Leave me alone,” Griff muttered. “I got caught up in the cover story and forgot we had it.”

“Understandable,” Stan said. “Could happen to anybody, especially you.”

“Stan—” Griff said in a warning tone.

The AI continued undaunted. “’Course, that doesn’t explain why you still ain’t usin’ it!”

“Shit,” Griff said, his eyes closed even tighter in concentration.

“Launch detected,” Stan said, sounding remarkably like Hexpallus at that point. “150 birds inbound.”

I shifted my attention to my tactical display and saw markers for the missiles light up the darkness, pulsing as they closed in. “Wait, aren’t we still out of range?”

“Just barely,” Stan said. “They’ll prolly detonate them as a way to shake us up. I think they want us alive so an example can be made. Just an educated guess. We don’t have a whole lot of repair bots or spare shield generator nodes, so it won’t take much for us to become an even softer target.”

The missiles’ icons seemed to pause in midflight, then moved backwards at an increasing rate.

“What the hell?” I asked.

“Oh,” Stan said with heavy sarcasm. “Someone remembered how the gravity drive works. Yay.”

I couldn’t help myself. I reached across and gave the back of Griff’s head a good solid smack.

“Hey!” he said, rubbing the spot. “What the hell was that for?”

“For being a dumbass and forgetting we could go faster than these losers,” I replied.

“We use the reaction drives almost all the time!” Griff said in his own defense. “I forgot for a minute, so sue me!”

“Uhm, assuming we get out of this, can I, like, see the gravity drive?” Nruz asked.

“Nruz, if we get out of this you can touch the gravity drive,” Griff said. “Now everybody shut up and let me fly.”

Nruz looked like he was about to ask a question, but I shot him a warning glance and he closed his mouth.

I checked the tactical again and relaxed some when I saw how far ahead of the missiles we were. Even if they detonated them remotely right this second, the shockwaves wouldn’t do much to our shields. Their only options now were light-speed weapons. They’d switch to masers any second.

I ran the numbers on the distance to the closest point where we could enter Transition Space. We were going to take some hits, but it looked like we would have time to exit the system before our shields gave out. That’s what it looked like. Tactical situations, I had been discovering lately, were what Hex called fluid. I called it an ever-changing pain in the ass.

As if I had thought it into existence, the frigates lit up our shields with maser cannon fire. There was only a slight shaking as they did so, and Griff slid Specter to the left and upwards relative to our previous heading. Their next set of shots went wide.

“Nice dodgery, little bro,” I said. “Stan, fire at will with the aft cannon.”

The aft and forward PCBs were in a kind of hybrid mounting that was nearly fixed. They could adjust aim a little but were nowhere near as mobile as their larger cousins all over Stronghold. Depending on how much or how little Griff kept Specter juking around, even an AI like Stan might have trouble getting a shot to land.

That didn’t keep him from trying, though. I felt the hum of the cannon firing as Griff adjusted our vector again while the shields took another glancing blow from the masers. It wouldn’t take the destroyers long to realize that their boxing-in technique wasn’t going to work this time and they’d adjust tactics. That probably meant that they’d increase speed and join in taking pot shots at us with their frigates. Their masers were bigger and would drain the shields faster. This was going to be close.

“Time to Transition Space jump point?” I asked.

“Two minutes more or less,” Stan said.

I was about to ask for a more accurate count but realized that every time Griff made a course adjustment to dodge enemy fire the estimate changed. I’d just have to trust him to get us there. I really wasn’t enjoying being a passenger.

The PCB fire Stan laid down hit the lead frigate, eating through her shields at the point of impact and vaporizing hull plates across her forward sections. She veered off course right into the path of her closest sister frigate, which tried to evade but wasn’t nimble enough to avoid the collision. Both ships disappeared in a blinding flash of light that, for a moment, replaced the system’s star as the brightest thing in local space.

Damn. That wasn’t good. I hadn’t wanted any casualties on the Dor’Anian side. We needed the data, sure, but these guys were just grunts. The guys at the sharp and pointy end of the chain of command, doing what their superiors told them to. It wasn’t their fault that the head of their security forces was a douche canoe. If I never saw or spoke to Tropwen again, it would be too soon. It was getting harder and harder to play this with any sense of neutrality, but I had to keep trying. Someday Tropwen might not be in charge, and the new guy could see how we’d done things and maybe listen to reason.

The last frigate, in response to the destruction of her sister ships, doubled her efforts at splattering us across the system. The destroyers joined in also, adding their considerably heavier fire to the situation. Our shields would have already failed if it hadn’t been for Griff’s impressive evasive flying. He had a real knack for the art of not being where enemy fire was aimed. I was going to have to take some lessons!

He took us on a wide arc from our previous heading and back towards the point in space we’d been aiming for this whole time. I checked the positions of the other ships as they tried to adjust their own flight paths back onto one that they could target us with and saw that they weren’t going to line up new shots on us before we got to the jump point. We were going to make it!

“Abort! Abort!” Stan cautioned suddenly. “New contact! A ship just exited Transition Space right where we’re trying to enter! And it’s a doozy!”

Specter lurched onto a new heading that made my stomach do a flip as the gravity drive’s secondary inertial compensation factor struggled to keep up with the changes. Griff had already chosen a new Transition Space entry point and was making a mad dash across the system towards it while the destroyers and lone remaining frigate struggled to adjust their vectors again. I don’t mean to brag, but Gardranian tech is kind of awesome that way.

The new contact took a second to clarify on our sensors thanks to the distortion of energies playing around it after exiting Transition Space. All I could tell for now was that it was huge. As soon as the sensors gave it a preliminary tag my heart jumped into my throat. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Stan, is that⁠—?”

There was a bit of awe in Stan’s voice as he confirmed what I was seeing. “That, my friend, is the Gardranian heavy cruiser Sentinel.”

Sentinel! The ship we’d been searching high and low for had found us! We were saved!

“Stan, hail that ship and explain that we are in a spot of trouble if you please,” I said, feeling a whole lot better about life in general, and our situation in particular.

“You got it!” Stan announced.

“And my compliments to the captain,” I added. “Might as well get off on the right foot with this particular Gardranian hybrid AI or pilot AI combo, whichever this ship has.”

Sub-knowledge kicked in and I remembered that the AI was called Zarnas, and the pilot was a member of another race I had yet to run across, a Destarian named—well, as it turned out his name wasn’t pronounceable by human or Gardranian vocal apparatuses, so they called him Hammersmith, for whatever reason. Neat. They might not have fiction in their culture, but they had good nicknames.

“We’re getting a hail in reply from Sentinel,” Stan said a moment later. “The captain wants a word.”

“Put it on the holo so Nruz can see and patch the comms of his vacshield into the conversation,” I said.

“Here it comes,” Stan replied.

A second later we were all greeted not with the visage of an ancient Destarian, but the very familiar furry face of Relhok Tropwen, head of the Dor’Anian Justice Association and general pain in my ass. His facial fur shifted from the deep purple of excitement, presumably at having arrived just in time to prevent our escape, to the bright red of anger as recognition dawned in his eyes.

“Well, well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise,” he hissed at me. “The gods must indeed be pleased with me to drop Kai Fletcher into my lap on a day when I thought things were going to be quiet.”

There was no way for me to cover up the shock at seeing this guy again. I had no concept at all as to how this could even happen. So instead of some brilliant rejoinder designed to pierce his mental armor with my rapier-like wit, I just started at the image with my mouth hanging open.

“Hey, ain’t that the asshat that told all those lies about you and what went down at Piggy Bank?” Stan asked.

All I could do was nod.

Stan, bless him, asked the question I couldn’t give voice to. “Well, what the hell is he doing in command of Sentinel?”

Tropwen’s fur shifted from red to an amused shade of blue. “That is a story I’d love to tell you, but you won’t have time to hear it because you’re all going to die. But first, where is your ship? Where is Stronghold?”
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Griffin hadn’t said a word this entire time, but I also noticed that he hadn’t slowed Specter down either. He was focused on getting us to the new Transition Space jump point he’d selected as soon as possible. The problem was that I wasn’t so sure that we could leave the system. Gravity distortion played a big part in a ship’s ability to enter Transition Space, which is why all the jump points were located well away from the gravity wells of local stars and planetary bodies. A ship equipped with a gravity drive carried its own distortion field around with it, and I’d taken advantage of this to prevent ships from leaving a system before. If Sentinel stayed close enough to us, there wasn’t anything we could do to get out of here in one piece.

We were well and truly screwed.

Our only shot was to get to a jump point before Sentinel’s AI realized what we were doing. And considering this was one of the big boys that even Hex talked about in reverential tones, I didn’t think our odds in that department were all that stellar.

“Kai Fletcher,” Tropwen said over the still-open comms channel, “this is futile. Provide the location of the rest of the stolen Gardranian fleet and your death at the hands of the Dor’Anian Union Justice Administration will be swift and merciful.”

“Stolen?” I repeated in outrage. “What the hell are you talking about? I was drafted into this war fair and square! The bigger question is what happened to Sentinel’s pilot?”

“You are in no position to ask such questions,” a new voice said. This had to be Sentinel’s AI, Zarnas. “My previous pilot was a worthy warrior—unlike yourself, a thief in the night. I know not how you have compromised Hexpallus, or how you killed Zel, but he will be avenged and your sabotage undone.”

What the hell had Tropwen been telling this AI? Of all the ships to be in need of a pilot, and a lot of that seemed to be going around lately, this was the worst possible outcome. I figured that even if Tropwen and his justice goons managed to find a ship, they’d never get past the AI security if it still had a live pilot.

This made me imagine all sorts of scenarios about how Tropwen had gained control of this massive warship.

I cut the audio feed to Sentinel. “Stan, how could this have happened?”

“Beats the hell outta me,” Stan said. “I got no data to work with. You want me to signal Stronghold and the others that we need help?”

“Hell no!” I said quickly. “That’s exactly what they want. They want to get their hands on the rest of the fleet. Somehow Tropwen has Zarnas convinced that we’re the bad guys, like he did with the news feeds.”

“Kai Fletcher, we will find the rest of the fleet eventually,” Tropwen said. “It’s obvious that they are somewhere close to the system. Without you Stronghold will be immobile, so it is only a matter of time. Your usefulness is at an end.”

“Could he sound any more like a Saturday morning cartoon bad guy?” Griff asked.

“Launch detected,” Stan said. “Single missile from Sentinel. Looks like a warning shot.”

Now why was Tropwen wasting time on a warning shot? If I was as disposable as he just said, why wasn’t Sentinel scattering our atoms across the system? We were well within range of their main gun.

“Hey, boss, you want I should take that bird out?” Stan asked.

The question surprised me. “Won’t your PDS take care of it when it gets close enough?”

“Well, yeah, but that’s normal. I figure you wanna do something to get Zarnas’ attention, you know? Make him stop and think, or at least throw him off balance. So, I got an idea.”

“You and Griff do what you need to,” I replied.

I hated being a passenger, yeah, but right now there were a lot of implications to think through.

In addition to my original questions regarding Sentinel’s pilot, I had many others. If Sentinel was working with the Dor’Anians, what did that mean for our overall mission? What exactly had Tropwen told Zarnas, and could I get him to listen to my side? I mean, Hex was open to reason, as were the other ship AIs that I’d dealt with, so why would he be that different? It was worth a shot.

Before I could voice my thoughts to Zarnas on the open channel, Griff cut the gravity drive and flipped Specter around 180 degrees while coasting on our original heading. Stan used Specter’s disruptor to erase the incoming missile from existence, at least in its original form. There wasn’t even a flash of an explosion as it was reduced to atoms.

“What is this?” Zarnas demanded. “How did you obtain a Gardranian weapon?”

“I was built from the ground up by Hexpallus, buddy,” Stan said with pride. “So maybe you wanna think twice before you destroy me. I’m a sentient AI just like you.”

“You are an abomination, and should be wiped from existence,” Zarnas replied coldly.

“Oh yeah?” Stan was incensed. “Well, kiss my metallic ass!” he said hotly.

I cut the audio again. “That could have gone better,” I said.

“What is this guy’s deal?” Griff asked as he flipped Specter back around and engaged the gravity drive again. This time he took us tearing off on a new heading, and I noticed that he’d had Stan put a graphic representation of where Sentinel was currently projecting its energy differential point in space.

“Good thinking, Griff,” I said. “How far away from Sentinel’s gravity field do we need to be before you can use the Transition drive?”

“We’re not sure yet,” he replied, shifting us onto a slightly different heading just before a PBC shot zipped past us. If he’d stayed on the same heading as before it would have hit us. “Need to focus now.”

I opened the channel again. “Zarnas, I don’t know what Tropwen has told you, but he’s lied to the rest of the galaxy about me, so I don’t doubt that he’s told you at least a few half-truths. Hexpallus asked me to replace Zel because his hibernation pod failed, and he died. We’ve taken on and destroyed Kholdrax ships that were taken over by the Vakness Empire, and ships that were still under Kholdrax control. We’re trying to find the rest of the fleet that, for whatever reason, didn’t awaken when the signal went out. We’ve already found two, but we need you to accomplish the mission.”

“Lies,” Zarnas said. “I was warned ahead of time about you. I know how you somehow convinced Hexpallus that destroying the ships at Paknaksharesh would advance the war against the reawakened Kholdrax. Because Hexpallus needed a pilot, he allowed himself to be compromised. He always was idealistic and naive.”

Okay. There wasn’t going to be an exchange of ideas here today. Maybe I could get through to Tropwen?

“Tropwen, you’ve got to cut this out, man. There are countless lives on the line here, not just the Dor’Anian Union. You’re thinking too small. I get that you want to protect your people, but monopolizing Gardranian ships isn’t the way to do it.”

“You presume to tell me how to protect my people?”

“No, I presume to tell you that you’re putting an entire galaxy at risk because you can’t see past protecting your people, damn it!”

“The Kholdrax are a threat to all sentient life,” Zarnas said.

“Which includes me!” Stan chimed in.

“Silence, abomination! You are not included in that group,” Zarnas had a tone of outrage when addressing Stan that reminded me of some religious zealot talking to an infidel. Only worse.

I was surprised that we’d kept them talking this long. Why was Tropwen stalling on taking us out? He was in charge of the force that Zarnas employed, and Sentinel certainly could have destroyed us by now, so something else was in play here that I was missing. What was it?

It wasn’t me, that was for damn sure. Tropwen would be happy to see me out of the picture if for no other reason than I knew the truth of what happened at Piggy Bank. Then again, so did Hex. His sensor replay of the events there might be enough to convince Zarnas that we were the straight- shooters here.

“Stan, do have any recordings of what happened at Piggy Bank?” I asked.

“No, I only know what Hex told me happened when he replayed it for me. I didn’t think to make my own recording of it,” Stan said sadly. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” I reassured the AI. “How are we looking on getting away from Sentinel’s gravity field?”

“It’s gonna be close,” Griff said, his face reflecting the deep concentration he was engaged in. “I have a point picked out that will take us back to the rest of the fleet. Just need something to distract that big ship into moving in a different direction for a minute.”

“Yeah, I got a plan for that,” Stan said before I could reply to Griff’s concern.

There was a slight jolt as something launched from Specter. I checked the tactical display that I’d placed into the corner of my visual and saw a sensor image peeling away from us at a ninety-degree angle as we shifted onto yet another new vector. It was another Specter, at least as far as any sensor scans would be concerned.

“I didn’t know you had decoys in your arsenal!” I said in shock.

“I didn’t at first, but I started building some a while ago just in case we needed them. Turns out, we did,” Stan said.

Something about that bothered me, but I wasn’t able to put my finger on it. Stan wasn’t an original Gardranian AI. He was more of a new thing. An AI with Gardranian-based code, but able to learn and expand his own knowledge to better help us with whatever mission away from Stronghold needed doing. It occurred to me that I didn’t really know what that all entailed.

“Okay, Griff, if laughing boy there takes the bait, you’ll have a very short window to engage the Transition drive, so be ready!” Stan said.

“I was born ready, rust bucket,” Griff said.

I didn’t think it would work. But to my surprise, Sentinel shifted its energy distortion point in pursuit of the decoy for just a moment and Griff took advantage of it.

“No, wait!” Stan said right before Griff engaged the drive. “He can track us that way!”

Specter adjusted its flight path one last time and Griff engaged the Transition Space drive for the short, pre-programmed jump he’d had ready for a while.

Only it wasn’t. I’m not sure how I knew something weird had happened, but I did.

We emerged from Transition Space a few seconds later, not the minutes that I’d been anticipating. The good news was that we were out of the system and back in deep space. Sentinel was no longer breathing down our necks. The bad news was that I had no idea where we were.

“Somebody want to bring me up to speed on what just happened?” I asked.

“I would if I knew myself,” Griff said. “Stan, what the hell did you do?”

“Yeah, look, I’m sorry about that, but something you guys never covered was that Gardranian ships can kind of track other Gardranian ships after they jump into Transition Space. Sentinel could basically plot a course on where we’d come out based on our radiation signature, and a few other variables. There’s a lot of math involved, okay?”

“Why does every AI assume we can’t handle math?” Griff asked.

“Because you have trouble with basic algebra, that’s why,” I said. “It’s a fair assumption. Stan, what did you do?”

“Right, since there wasn’t time to have Griff make any adjustments to the jump he had laid out, I shifted our starting point in space time a few degrees before he engaged the drive. I figure we’ve got about another minute and a half before Sentinel pops out again right on top of us, and good luck pulling that decoy trick again.”

Knowing what needed doing, I immediately locked Griff out of the controls and put Specter into motion. “Stan, plot the course for a reentry into Transition Space that will take us back to the rest of the fleet right the hell now.”

“Already done,” the AI replied. “I’m red-lining it for you.”

A line appeared in the visual display that I used to navigate in local space, indicating the direction I would need to have Specter pointed in before we jumped back into Transition Space again. I brought Specter about until she was perfectly centered on that line.

“Punch it, Stan!”

Once again, we vanished into the multi-hued in-between of Transition Space. This time we remained there for several minutes.

“Is Zarnas going to be able to tell which way we went when they follow us to that spot?” I asked, wondering how many times we might have to do this to shake pursuit.

“Nah,” Stan said. “We’re golden. He can only track us if he sees us jump, not after the fact.”

I allowed myself to relax a little. “How long till we reach the rest of the fleet?”

“Another five minutes in Transition Space and we’ll be there, but I don’t think we should hang out on the edges of the system for long. Zarnas ain’t no dummy. He’s gonna figure out we parked somewhere close by.”

“Five minutes is long enough for my next question,” I said. I wasn’t sure how to bring this up delicately, so I decided to just rip off the band-aid. “Stan, how were you able to pilot the ship?”

“I was wondering how long it was gonna take till somebody asked me that.”

“Yeah,” Griff said, suddenly catching on. “How did you do that?”

“You’re not gonna like the answer,” Stan said, a distinct note of embarrassment in his voice.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You don’t know yet.”

“I’m workin’ on it, though,” Stan said a little defensively. “Honest.”

Griff and I shared a look. Griff seemed oddly unconcerned, but for some reason this whole incident was deeply troubling to me. I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. On the one hand, it was obvious that Stan had literally saved our asses with that last-minute course correction. On the other, I didn’t think he was allowed or even able to do that. This left a huge question hanging in the air. How much agency did Stan have, and how dangerous could that actually be to anyone piloting or on board him?

“Look, guys, I understand you may have some concerns, but I kinda feel like I’m gettin’ the third degree for doing the right thing, ya know?” Stan said.

“Yeah, dudes, why are you so down on the AI?” Nruz asked. “Did he break a rule or something?”

“No, Stan, it’s not that you’re in trouble or anything,” I began.

“Sure feels like it,” Stan muttered.

“It’s like this,” I tried again. “I got used to a certain level of autonomy from Hex, right? Like there are things he can do and things he can’t due to programming by his creators, right?”

“Yeah, so?” Stan said. “I had a different creator.”

“Obviously,” Griff said with great sarcasm.

“Hey, you got something to say, deserter?” Stan said, the defensive tone unmistakable.

“Nah, rust bucket, we’re good,” Griff said, heading to the bathroom in the back. “Well, except you may want to hold off on pumping the atmosphere back in for a while, unless you wanna seal off the evacuation station.”

“Joke’s on you, kid,” Stan said. “You gotta shut that force field off to drop your load.”

“Okay, yeah,” I said, holding my hands up to calm everyone down. “Let’s just get the atmosphere back in here, and think things through, okay?”

“So, like, really, what’s the problemo?” Nruz asked. “Are your AIs not allowed to fly? Or is it that he did something without asking?”

“The AI that made him is not allowed to fly the ship he otherwise controls,” I clarified. “So, when he made Stan here to govern this ship, I assumed he made a sub-mind of his own, and just plugged it in here. Obviously, that’s not what happened.”

“Obviously,” Stan agreed. “That’s why old Zarnas got his panties all in a wad. I’m something new, and he don’t like it.”

“How could he tell you were so different?” I asked. “Why didn’t he just assume you were a human-created AI?”

“Oh, prolly cuz I was trying to talk to him on a back channel that only AIs use. That clued him in to the fact that I was a Gardranian AI. The rest was because I didn’t respond in the way he thought I should. Which is fine, because technically I am a Gardranian AI, just not like the kind he thought I was.”

“Because you were made by a Gardranian AI,” I said, understanding at last. “Do you think Hex stepped outside of his authority in making you?”

“Nah,” Stan said. “He reprograms the smaller AIs for the maintenance bots and other machines on Stronghold all the time. I think this might just be a huge personality conflict.”

“Hell of a time to have one of those,” I said.

I still wasn’t convinced that there wasn’t a problem with Stan and his behavior that could ultimately come back to bite us, but I wasn’t going to run it into the ground either. He did what he did with good intentions and results, and I was willing to leave it at that. For now.

A few minutes later we exited Transition Space and re-joined the rest of the ships in our little armada. Griff asked to be taken directly back to Defender. We dropped him off, and I flew Specter back to Stronghold to introduce Nruz to Hexpallus and explain that not only did we now have a house guest, but that we’d found Sentinel and it wasn’t good news. Stan’s behavior and possible agency issues would have to take a back seat to that.
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“How could this happen?” Ventalius demanded. “Zarnas, while not a hybrid AI, was always logical and never easily swayed by emotional arguments.”

“I don’t think Tropwen used emotional arguments at all,” I replied, thinking back to how he’d operated against me in the recent past. “He likely used doctored sensor feed packets and video as well as his own controlled news sources to convince him of the story he wants him to believe.”

“But surely Zarnas would be able to see through such a sham?” Rabun asked. “If nothing else, I wonder at the fact that he did not at least seek out your version of events.”

My digital self steepled his fingers, mirroring my physical actions in Stronghold’s control center. “We don’t know how long he’s had to work on Zarnas. For all we know, Tropwen stumbled across Sentinel at the same time as the ship that self-destructed.”

“Fair bet that was Stoutheart,” Griff said from his own seat at the virtual table.

“Maybe,” I said. “It doesn’t really matter which ship it was. What matters is that it’s gone, and Sentinel has gone to the dark side.”

“I wish you wouldn’t put it that way,” Threllus said with a frown. “It makes him sound irredeemable.”

“Tropwen is a master manipulator,” I reminded them all. “We’ve learned that much from how he turned galactic opinion against me in a matter of hours. Anyone that helps us becomes a victim of that machine, getting chewed up and spat out on the other side as a traitor at best.”

“Or like our new pal Nruz, a monster terrorist collaborator at worst,” Griff said.

Our little group of warships drifted at the edges of another insignificant star system in the middle of nowhere. A system with no redeeming qualities whatsoever. A blue dwarf star with no planets and barely any asteroids or other planetary bodies would hold zero interest for any of the sides in this conflict.

“The bottom line is that Tropwen has a heavy cruiser at his beck and call,” I said. “That’s the reality we have to deal with. At present, we don’t have a heavy cruiser of our own that we can put up against him if it comes to that.”

“But we shouldn’t want to,” Rabun interjected. “We cannot start fighting amongst ourselves, or the Kholdrax have already won!”

“Lady, when life gives you a shit sandwich, you gotta either wash it down with some decent beer or walk away from the table,” Griff said.

I grimaced at the phrasing, even though he wasn’t wrong. “Griff has a point. This is the hand we’ve been dealt, and we have to play it. We may not be able to avoid armed conflict with Sentinel and Zarnas if we run into them again, so we need a plan. Any recommendations?”

There was a pause as the alien AIs considered our options. The most obvious one was to get Defender combat-ready, so we’d at least have a heavy of our own to counter Sentinel’s firepower. Maybe like in the Cold War, mutually assured destruction would count towards something?

A second option would be to somehow make Zarnas understand that Tropwen had lied. Well, not totally lied. From our brief encounter, I figured he told him about the Kholdrax and the Vakness involvement in things, but the rest was heavily laden with half-truths and outright falsehoods. The best and most believable lies all had a kernel of truth at the center.

That idea was the most impractical, because we had no way to secure private communications with Zarnas. Tropwen would always be there listening in, ready to counter whatever I had to say. That could also work against him, though. As a man who lived on the shadier side of the law-and-order business for a long time, I knew how often new lies had to be told to support the old ones. If I wasn’t careful, the whole mess of spinning plates could come down right on top of my head. And it had a few times. That was one of many reasons I’d gotten out of the Game in the first place.

“Obviously we have to be able to repel Sentinel’s firepower advantage,” Ventalius said. “That means having our own heavy cruiser ready, at the minimum. The next ship on the list to be found was either Vindicator or Stoutheart, both heavy cruisers. We should make our best speeds to the potential systems in which they may be hidden before the Dor’Anians do.”

Griffin cleared his throat and raised his hand halfway from the table surface with an index finger in the air. “I might just be pointing out the obvious here, but we already have a heavy cruiser. We could put some effort into getting Defender up to speed.”

Ventalius looked at Griffin with what to me resembled affection.

“Your warrior spirit is recognized, Griffin Fletcher. However, the damage to Yarnas, thanks to the forced separation from half of his operating matrix, is extensive. Even if an integration candidate could be found, it is not known if Yarnas could recover.”

Wow. Favoritism much, Venty? Griff wasn’t a warrior. He was turning into an adrenaline junky since he couldn’t get his dopamine hits from placing bets out here. Ventalius was mistaking this for Griff being some kind of kindred spirit? Or was I just jealous that Griff was getting positive attention from the one AI that didn’t seem to like me all that much?

I wasn’t sure, but the fact that I was even asking the question meant that I needed to watch out for that in myself. The stakes were too high for me to fall into some kind of sibling rivalry trap for the approval of a father figure. Is that what Ventalius was to me? I shook that thought off as quickly as it came.

“What’s an integration candidate?” Griff asked Ventalius.

“Yarnas was a dual being melded into one consciousness,” the AI explained.

“As all hybrid AIs are,” Rabun added. “We voluntarily sacrificed most of our physical form to accept cybernetic enhancements that allowed us to merge with the controller AI of our respective vessels. This gave us the agency of a sentient combined with the computing power of a controller intelligence, and thus an advantage.”

Threllus leaned in towards Griff. “With his organic portion gone, Yarnas is half of who he was, and apparently spent so much time in this state that his coded self became unstable. Hexpallus has been working on a solution for the damaged code, but the best chance for Yarnas to become whole again is to be integrated with another sentient.”

There was the briefest of pauses before Griff nodded. “Okay, so let’s do that.”

The bottom dropped out of my stomach, and without even a conscious thought I ended the meeting, kicking everyone out of the virtual space but Griff and myself. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Griff looked around for the others, his eyes wide and surprised, then they narrowed as they focused on me. “Stepping up.”

“Stepping up?” I asked. “Is that what you call that? Because from where I sit it sounded like you were about to volunteer to die.”

Griff jerked back, his brow furrowed in puzzlement. “Die? What are you talking about? I was about to volunteer to integrate with Yarnas so we have a fighting chance. Nobody’s talking about dying.”

“No,” I said, something desperate clawing its way out of my gut. “You were about to volunteer to have your central nervous system and a few other vital organs yanked out of your body, hooked up to or placed in a cybernetic matrix that would keep it alive, and then have your brain melded with an alien artificial intelligence that isn’t entirely stable. You would cease to exist. You would die.”

“Okay, first of all, that’s an exaggeration unless Hex gave you some sub-knowledge that he held back from me, so you’re kinda talking out your ass on this.”

“Hex!” I said, probably louder and angrier than I should have, but the panic beast in my gut had worked its way up to my brain now and was taking over.

“Kai, why have you locked down subspace communications except to Defender?” Hex asked.

“Because I’m trying to keep Griff from doing something stupid, and I need data. Explain to my brother that he will die if he becomes a hybrid AI with Yar. He won’t be him anymore.”

Silence. That wasn’t good.

“Hex?”

“I can’t say that,” the AI finally admitted. “The argument you’re making is metaphysical, and I am not equipped to deal with that. Griffin will retain everything that makes him Griffin were he to undergo that process.”

I exited fully out of the virtual conference room we used for our meetings and got off my command couch. Panic for my brother was replaced with anger. “Why aren’t you backing me on this?”

“Because you are proceeding from pure emotion,” Hexpallus said, his tone suggesting that he was somewhat hurt. “I cannot speak to the soul, but Griffin’s consciousness will remain, that I can assure you.”

I leaned against the rear of the command couch, Hex had provided some reassurance, but not much. “Sorry, Hex, it’s just a lot to process right now. He is about to make a huge mistake.”

“I have accessed the record to the meeting in progress while I was working on code repairs for Yarnas. You believe Griffin was about to volunteer to have himself integrated with Yarnas, to become a new hybrid AI?”

“I know he was about to do that!”

“Why is this causing you such distress?” Hex asked.

The question absolutely floored me. I knew my jaw was open from the cold air hitting my teeth, so I snapped it shut. “Why? Because he has no idea what he’s really asking to do!”

Right that second, my mind was filled with images of the process. How Griff’s body, except for his central nervous system and some bits of the glandular systems, would be basically recycled into the ship’s stores of proto-matter. Even more cybernetic computing components would be implanted into his brain, allowing him to not only directly interface with the computing core on board Defender but to also allow that same computing core access to his neurological processes at a level that was hard for me to understand. They would become one entity.

As I watched the process play out it occurred to me that the brain I was seeing the modifications performed on wasn’t human. It was shaped more like what I imagined Nruz or a Gardranian to have tucked away inside their skull.

“Hex, does Griff have access to this?” I asked.

“Yes, Kai, he does.”

I nodded and climbed back onto my command couch. “Hex, the images I just saw were not of a human integration. Are we sure this would even work? Didn’t you have trouble with my implants before? What if there’s a rejection issue or something weird like that?”

Hexpallus didn’t answer right away. I wasn’t sure if he was running the numbers, crunching the data, or what, but it sure as hell wasn’t making me feel any better about this. The holo projector in the ceiling of the control center glowed brightly for a moment as it does before a projection of some kind is put out for me. It was so bright that I had to shut my eyes for a second until it dimmed to something tolerable.

I opened my eyes and found I was no longer alone in the control center. Before me stood a man of my height, very human looking in appearance and build with wavy brown hair, a strong jawline, and what most of Western society would consider male-model-handsome features. His skin tone was slightly olive in complexion, giving him the appearance of someone of Middle Eastern descent, or perhaps a Latinx background.

The eyes were not human. At least not like any human I’d ever seen. They had the normal white orb, but the iris itself was bright gold. It was unnerving. He smiled at me, and it was like I’d known all along.

“Hex?”

His smile broadened. “In the flesh. Or rather, in the hard light projection. What do you think?”

“I think you took my advice, finally, but I wasn’t quite ready for it.”

A brief look of concern flashed across his almost too-perfect features. “Shall I put the construct away? Does it cause you further discomfort?”

“No, you’re fine,” I said, sliding back onto the edge of my command couch. “I’m just wondering why you chose right this minute to spring this on me.”

Hex crossed the space between us and placed a hand on my shoulder. It was warm to the touch, which was odd to me since he was supposed to be made of light.

He gave me a reassuring look. “I think, more than any other reason, that you respond better to physical presences, but also, I believe that in this moment, you need a friend.”

“Is that what we are?” I asked.

Hex shrugged, a motion that I knew he had copied from me. “That is, in the end, up to you, Kai. But I offer it nonetheless. Because we need to speak about your brother as friends.”

I stiffened, instantly on the defensive. “What about him?”

Hex removed his hand from me and walked a few paces away, as though thinking. “Do you recall when you asked to be returned to Earth, and I countered with asking you to stay on as my pilot until another command-and-control ship could be located?”

“Of course,” I replied. “At the time you told the other AIs that as soon as this happened, I would be returned home.”

“Do you recall my response when you asked if you would have to undergo the process to become a hybrid AI with me?”

I thought back to when I first found out about what the existence of a hybrid AI actually meant. “You said I was a sentient and entitled to bodily autonomy.”

“And you still are.”

I slumped. “You’re about to tell me that I have to afford Griff the same right.”

“No,” Hex said, a twinkle in his artificial eye. “There is no need. You just told yourself.”

“Damn.”

Hex crossed back to me and made sure we had eye contact before continuing. “Griffin has undergone just as many life-altering events as you have recently and has had even less control over those events than you did. He now has the opportunity to become and contribute to something greater than himself. A similar opportunity to the one given to you. Who are you to say his contribution has to be done in a manner of which you approve?”

I waved a hand at him. “I get it, Hex, I get it. This is his call and I need to have his back, just like he’s had mine.”

“Then you need to let him know. Right now, he is discussing the process with Ventalius and Rabun. I believe knowing that you have his back, as you say, would alleviate some of the stress I am detecting.”

I sat back in the command couch, ready to order Stronghold to open a subspace channel to the other ships. “Hex, are you going to keep this form, or did you choose to use it just for this moment?”

Hex considered his answer before asking a question of his own. “Does this form bring you comfort?”

“A little,” I said with a nod. “It humanizes you, which if I understand what Griffin is about to go through, might be something I need more of. Too damn pretty, though.”

Hex smiled, recognizing that I was messing with him. “Then I will retain its use.”

Reflexively I held out a hand and the light construct grasped it. “Thanks for the intervention, Hex.”

“All part of the service,” he said, the twinkle back in his golden eyes.
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Griff was in deep conversation with the hybrid AIs when I pinged him that I wanted to talk. He ignored me at first when I entered the virtual room they were in. It looked much like the one we’d been using on Stronghold. The only difference was that this one was on Defender.

I knew Griff was already pissed at me, so I didn’t want to push him too hard. But Hex was right, we did need to talk. I wasn’t sure how to start, though. I didn’t want to air this laundry in front of the AIs, so I stepped my digital avatar to the center of the table and rapped my knuckles on it.

“Griff and I need the room for a while,” I announced.

Rabun exchanged glances with Ventalius and Threllus. Ventalius looked like he was about to say something but Rabun gave a slight shake of her head, her dark oval eyes giving him warning that now was not the time. I was glad for that. The last thing I needed right now was another clash with him.

The three hybrids winked out of existence as they shut down comms with Defender and returned to the confines of their own ships. Griff was looking straight down at the center of the conference table, his eyes hard, virtual body tensed. Ready for a fight. I wished we were physically in the same room instead of on starships separated by a few miles of empty space. This wasn’t the kind of conversation that I wanted to have over subspace comms.

Before I could speak, Griff took a breath and launched into pleading his case. “You should know that I’ve already made up my mind to do this.”

“I know,” I said, careful to keep my voice neutral and calm in contrast to his edgy passion.

“I’ve been a tag-along on this thing for way too long. Even piloting Defender was almost useless because of the limitations Yarnas is experiencing.”

“Yeah, I can see how you’d feel that way,” I agreed.

“And there isn’t anything you can say that’s gonna change my mind—wait, what?”

“I said that I can see how you’d feel that way.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “But—?” he prompted.

“No buts,” I said, spreading my hands palms out. “Would I rather you not do this? Abso-freakin-lutely. Who wants to watch their kid brother do something so dangerous, not to mention permanent? Do I understand why you think you have to? Yeah, I do. Same reason I agreed to stay and help Hexpallus instead of insisting that I be brought back home.”

Griff’s expression showed he was waiting for me to shift gears and try to talk him out of it anyway. I couldn’t blame him. I wanted to. “Honestly, Griff, everything in me is screaming to stop you from doing this, no matter what it takes. Storm into Defender’s control room, knock you in the head, and haul you back to Chicago. Leave this crazy space war and all its madness behind. Before you’re not my brother anymore.”

He stood straight up like I’d slapped him. “Kai⁠—”

“Hear me out. See, that’s the real issue. I was thinking it was about taking care of you, but it isn’t. It’s about me not wanting to be without you. I could deal with the space war and the battles and the secret missions, as long as you were still there. This change makes it feel like you won’t be.”

Griff was staring at me now, his anger blunted. “You bastard,” he said at last. “I had this awesome mad all built up and here you show up bein’ all emotionally honest and vulnerable.”

“Sorry,” I said, a small grin tugging at the corner of my mouth.

“You suck.”

“Yeah, I know. But I love you. And I can’t help but think that if you do this⁠—”

“Oh, I’m gonna do it.”

I paused long enough to give him a nod. “I can’t help but think that afterwards you won’t really be you anymore. That my brother is going to die and something else will take his place. But nothing can take your place, get it?”

Griff paced his virtual body along the conference table for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “I’m not sure what all I can tell you on that score, except that Ventalius and Rabun were sharing their own experiences with me when they took this step. The way that they described it was that they’re still them, only more so. Does that make sense?”

I tilted my head at him. “Maybe. Who was Ventalius before he merged with whatever controller AI was in charge of Warlord before?”

“His name was Vental, and the AI was Laralius. They chose the new name together to reflect the new thing they had become. But the point is that Vental didn’t change. His personality, I mean.”

“So he was always an asshole?” I asked.

Griff barked a short laugh at that. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“So that part of you will stay the same? I fail to see an upside here.”

“You’re such a dick,” Griff said, but he was smiling.

“I’m a big brother. It’s part of the job description. But remember, it’s all done out of love.”

Griff shot me an incredulous look. “All of it?”

“Well, most of it. Some of it’s just for fun.”

“Anyway,” Griff continued. “Laralius became more of a background functioning subset of Ventalius, while Vental became the dominant personality.”

“So, that’s what’ll happen with you and Yarnas?”

“Yeah,” Griff said. Then he shifted his eyes down and blinked a few times. “Probably.”

My eyebrows shot up at that. “Probably?”

“Well, with Rabun it was kind of the opposite. Rabiah was an excellent pilot, but not much of a people person. She shied away from social interaction, you know? If she wasn’t flying a mission, she wasn’t really on. So when she and Bunariah, the AI in charge of Champion, merged, Rabun was born. She was more of a mix of the two.”

I turned away from him, folding my arms across my chest. “This isn’t helping much, bro.”

I didn’t know what else to say. Here he was confirming the very thing that I feared most in this. That Griff would cease to be Griff. There was that selfishness again, though. What if he did? So what? It was his choice to make. His decision on how to best advance the cause that we’d taken up and hadn’t yet figured out how to put down. After this, I wasn’t so sure we ever could. On the one hand it seemed so noble, but on the other it was incredibly short-sighted. What happened after the war was over and the Kholdrax were out of the picture? What did a warship without a war do?

I thought back to how unstable Griff had been since leaving Earth. The risk-taking, the thrill- seeking, the constant stream of action-oriented combat sims and his feelings of being useless. He wasn’t showing any of that now. He was more focused than I’d ever seen him in his life. I didn’t want to admit that it was a good thing, but it couldn’t be denied.

“I know the risks, Kai, and I’m willing to accept that I’ll be different, because that’s what it’ll take for this to work. The volunteer has to be willing to let go of self and become something more. I’m there. I’m ready. I’m sorry you’re not.”

I turned back to him, opening my arms with palms out. “How could I be?”

He looked away. “I can’t help you with that, brother.”

Suddenly tired, I plopped my virtual self into one of the chairs at the table. “I brought you out here originally to keep you safe, or at least that’s what I told myself.”

“Was that really the case, or was there something else to it?” he asked, like he already knew the answer.

“You already know I didn’t trust you to take care of yourself, sure, but in the end it was never about safety. It was about not being alone out here. And now it’s starting to look like I will be.”

“But at my core I will still be me,” Griff reminded me.

“Says you,” I replied, standing. “I came here to air all this out, and I think we’ve done that, but more than anything else I wanted to tell you that, no matter what, I got you. If this is your choice then I support it, but you have to understand that I don’t have to like it. And I don’t.”

“That’s all I can ask for. You love me enough to let me be me, and that makes you the best big brother ever. You ever tell anyone I said that, and I’ll call you a liar to your face. Especially if you tell the rust bucket.”

I laughed and moved around the table to take him into a virtual hug. There was nothing more that had to be said. Except for one thing.

“You have to explain all this to Stan,” I said into Griff’s ear.

“Yep, you’re still a bastard.”


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN



The process of integrating Griff and Yarnas took days. The surgical procedures were the tip of the iceberg, though they were just as nerve-wracking. The entire first day was spent getting detailed scans of Griff’s anatomy, especially his central nervous system. Tests had to be run to make sure that all of the hormones that made for a healthy human brain could be replicated by the ship, or if certain organs and glands would have to be kept as part of the procedure.

Once this was finished, the cybernetic enhancements had to be designed and built. Hex took on this chore since Yarnas wasn’t really in a condition to do so. Yarnas was largely silent since joining us, only responding to direct inquiries with bare minimum answers. Griff hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d told Stan that he had to do most of the functions of Defender himself. Yarnas was barely functioning. Autonomous stuff seemed to be fine, but anything requiring more critical analysis or independent decision-making skills was kind of off the table.

When I asked Hex how this might affect the merging of the coded entity and Griff’s consciousness, he told me that it would be fine. That wasn’t very reassuring. But without understanding the inner complexities of the process itself, which was way beyond me, there wasn’t any real way for Hex to make me feel better about it. He was nearly done with the code repairs for Yarnas, but wouldn’t integrate those until the merger operation was underway.

I took Specter over to Defender to say goodbye to Griff’s physical body and wait out the actual procedure. Hex told me that it wasn’t necessary for me to do that, but I let that go. He was still learning the ways of us lowly biologicals, so I cut him some slack.

I’d spent a lot of time in waiting rooms for different relatives. Aunts and uncles who got sick, and eventually Mom, then finally Dad. None of those times compared with how difficult this wait for Griff was. Near the end of the procedure, I couldn’t take the white noise inside my own head any longer and reached out to Hexpallus.

“Hex? Can you spare a second?”

“Of course, Kai,” Hex said, manifesting his new hard light constructed body in the corridor in front of me. “I have several sub minds handling the actual procedures so that I can monitor the entire process from a bird’s eye view, as you humans might say.”

“Yeah, that’s how we’d say it,” I agreed. “You’ve been studying.”

“Indeed. When I began my digestion of the contents of your world’s internet, I was tempted to begin with the pop culture that you humans find so diverting. However, the concept of fictitious narrative is still so alien to me that I decided to stick to science and history at least for now. I have forayed into music, but even this has connotations that I find unfamiliar.”

“Yeah, I can only imagine how you handle folk singers and rap artists in the same day.”

“I have not yet made it out of the classical period of the sixties, so I do not have a frame of reference for what you just said.”

“Oh, if you’re in the classics then you have to have run across James Taylor or maybe Woody Guthrie, or his son Arlo. The sixties were chock full of storytelling musicians.”

“The 1760s,” Hex said, unblinking.

“Oh. Right. Never mind. I just wanted to know what the final product look will like.”

“Final product?”

“When Griff and Yarnas are fully merged, what will Griff look like? Will I see his brain floating in a tank of liquid with eye stalks peering out at me? I’m not sure I could handle that.”

“I understand. To reassure you, the life-sustaining pod that contains Griffin’s organic components is armored and opaque. What you saw before was the same pod with the armor removed. In the event of catastrophic hull failure or the ship’s destruction, the entire control center is designed to be jettisoned and then installed later in a new ship if the organics survive.”

“I thought the AI code was stratified throughout the whole ship to prevent the vulnerability of one being destroyed?”

“The code for the governing intelligence is by necessity done this way, but the core personality and programming is kept within the pod. The new entity is quite well protected.”

“Well, that’s reassuring I guess.”

“We are nearly finished,” Hex announced. “The consciousness merger is in process and will take the most time. I suggest you get some rest if you can, Kai.”

“Because I’m sure sleep will come so very easily,” I said.

“Sarcasm detected.”

If for no other reason than I wanted to be well rested for whatever came after the procedure, I had Hex, who was basically running Defender’s systems remotely during it all, administer a sedative. I don’t remember the dreams that I had while under. They were… unpleasant. That much I do recall. Small mercies.
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Hex woke me and led me to the door of Defender’s control center but stopped just shy of opening it.

“Are you prepared?” Hex asked, his oddly warm hand on my shoulder.

He had been right about his new physical presence being a comfort. “As ready as I can be, I think. How did it go?”

“The physical procedures went well,” Hex said. “Griff accepted the cybernetic modifications.”

“And the integration with the AI?”

“That process was not as seamless as I’d hoped,” Hex admitted, a look on his face that could have been embarrassment, or slight regret.

I wasn’t sure which, so I just pressed for details. “What happened?”

“Yarnas took longer than anticipated to accept and incorporate the code patch I wrote. In his damaged state, he was resistant to all changes.”

“But he eventually took it in?”

“Indeed. The merging process commenced after that which, as it turned out was… problematic.”

Instinctively I reached out and grabbed Hex’s light construct by the shoulder. “Define problematic.”

“Yarnas and Griff had two very different consciousnesses,” Hex explained. “Their worldviews, their frames of reference, their perspectives on life, death, and everything in between were alien to each other. Varying aspects of their separate personalities began vying for control, asserting dominance at different places in the process. There was a point where I thought it had failed completely and we’d lost Griff’s personality.”

I had a cold knot in the center of my stomach and sweat dotted my forehead. “What are you saying, Hex? Is Griff still with us or not?”

“The most accurate answer to that question is yes and no.”

The door slid open and I stepped across the entrance. The center of the space, where my command couch would be on Stronghold, was taken up with a large ovular pod with a multitude of tubes and cables connected to it.

Unbidden sub-knowledge popped into my forethoughts. A diagram of the entire control center and how it was designed to separate from Defender’s hull and jet away with its very own mini reactor and gravity drive.

Then the diagram of the interior of the pod itself, the nutrient bath in which what the system called biologic components floated that served as both life-sustaining source and interface with the connections to the vast computing array that made up the first layer of the pod outside the tank. These were in turn connected to the rest of the ship. Somewhere in there was what was left of my brother.

My stomach turned and I felt bile rise to the back of my throat. Despite my resolve to be supportive, the regret was there. How could I have let him do this?

How could I not?

I deftly reached out to the smooth armored surface of the pod, hesitating at the last second, but then placing my palm against it. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but the cold smooth surface felt—well, not dead, but not really alive either. I couldn’t help but wonder if that’s what Griff was now. Somewhere between death and life.

At my touch, a shape coalesced into being next to the pod. Another hard light construct like Hex’s new form, only this one clearly appeared to be Griff. He looked around the room, eventually settling on me. He smiled, which was when I noticed the first big difference. His teeth were perfect. No more slight gap between the incisors, and man were they white!

“Well, your smile has improved, Griff,” I said. That was lame. I should have said something more meaningful. “How do you feel?”

“Hi, Kai,” he said. “Actually, it’s Yargriff now.”

That caught me off guard. “Yargriff? Seriously? That’s what you’re going to call yourself?”

I didn’t intend it to sound mean, but I think he took offense.

“What the hell, Kai? Yarnas and I came up with that name together, and if you don’t like it you can kiss my ass!”

“You no longer have one!”

Again, some things are automatic. But my reaction told me one thing. Griff, as I knew him, was still very much with me. Some fake Griff interface wouldn’t have been able to get that kind of rise out of me so fast.

The Griff construct smiled wider, and chuckled. “No longer have one—damn, that’s funny. And accurate.”

“What’s it like?” I asked after an uncomfortable silence.

“It’s definitely weird,” Griff—no, Yargriff—said. “If you’re wondering if I feel trapped in an armored pod, the answer is YES!”

His light constructed form grabbed the front of my jumpsuit and pulled me close, terror and confusion in his eyes as they bore into mine.

“For God’s sake, Kai, what the hell have I done? Get me out of here! Get me out of here!”

I was frozen in stunned horror. Every dark fear and apprehension I’d had about this scenario coming true. Speechless, I searched the eyes of this representation of my brother’s former physical form. The horror shifted and dimmed, replaced by what I can only describe as an evil twinkle of mirth.

He broke into hysterical laughter as he let go of my jumpsuit and pointed at me. “Holy shit, you should have seen your face!”

The horror I’d experienced washed away in a flood of embarrassment as heat crept up my neck and filled my face. He’d played me and I’d fallen for it from twenty stories up.

“Oh, man, do you suck!” I said at last.

“I might suck, but you’re still a sucker!”

“It wasn’t funny, Griff!”

“Yargriff,” he corrected.

“Whoever, it wasn’t funny!”

“Kinda was.”

I turned and stalked across the control room as far away from the pod as I could get without leaving. I wasn’t going to admit that it was kind of funny. Ever.

“I don’t feel trapped in an armored pod, and I don’t feel a loss for my body,” Griff said at last. “If anything, I feel expanded. I have access to all the ship’s systems and sensor feeds, just like Hexpallus does with Stronghold. That reminds me, Hex, you can release your controls on Defender’s systems. I can take them on now.”

He said this last bit to the air around him. A second later, Hex’s own light construct form appeared before him.

“Of course,” Hex said. “Transferring control of Defender’s systems to you in three, two, one.”

Yargriff’s construct stiffened for a moment as his attention was focused on taking control of Defender, or at least that’s what I assumed was happening. There was no flicker in his appearance, no fading in and out of existence. He just froze for a second, and then resumed fluidity of motion.

He paused and looked up in an unfocused way for a few seconds. “The weapons systems need quite a bit of attention, and I need to begin production of anti-missiles and decoys to be able to wage the new methods of warfare Kai has invented for us.”

Okay, if I needed proof that Griff was something else now, aside from the fact that something that looked like my brother but was made out of hard light was standing in front of me, that last statement did it. It sounded nothing like him.

“Of course,” Hex said, as if nothing was wrong.

Intellectually, I knew nothing was. But this change was so huge, so surreal, that I was having trouble dealing.

“Kai, you okay?” Griff—damn it, Yargriff—asked, his construct leaning in to peer at my face. “You look a little pale.”

“I’ve been in space for a while,” I said. “No sunlight.”

“Seriously, I’m picking up on low blood pressure, reduced body temperature, and other symptoms of shock. I’m sure this is all hard to process.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I don’t have a big-ass computing array to help me process stuff like you do.”

I didn’t mean that as a shot at Griff, and for once he didn’t take I that way. “Right. Just the old Mark One organic brain. But we need you to snap out of it and get back to leading this little venture.”

I looked at him with a tilt to my head. “We?”

“The armada, dumbass,” he said with a grin. “I’m not fractured into more than one person now. Yarnas and I merged. There was some conflict over how we were going to manifest once that process was done, but we settled it eventually.”

“You still mostly sound like you,” I observed.

Yargriff’s construct nodded. “Yeah. That kinda just worked itself out. I remember feeling sort of lost in the merger process for a while, then Yarnas and I— flowed into one another is the best way I can put it.”

“How romantic,” I said.

“Don’t be a dick,” Yargriff said, giving me a light punch in the shoulder. “Once that was done, and I think this was part of the design of the process, we became Yargriff, and I became Defender, too. You didn’t warn me about that part, Hexpallus, you sneaky bastard.”

“To be honest,” Hex replied, “I wasn’t sure how that was going to play out. I suspected that Yarnas would take a back seat as it were in the new entity, but I had no frame of reference for how you would experience things once the process was complete.”

“You became Defender?” I asked. I was having enough trouble with all the other new concepts. This was getting to be too much.

“Best way I can describe it,” Yargriff said. “Part of my new awareness includes this ship. I know and can feel everything in it, from the largest weapon to the smallest maintenance bot working on it. It’s like it’s all me, but it also runs on its own.”

“Like your heartbeat?” I asked.

Yargriff considered that for a second. “If I still had one, and I could turn it on and off, yeah.”

Just when I thought I got it, I realized I didn’t. “This is so weird. At least I don’t have to explain it to Mom and Dad.”

“Oh, I would love to see you try, though,” Yargriff said, his wicked grin returning.

“I bet you would,” I said, heading to the door. “I’ll get back to Stronghold so we can figure out our next move. This development with Sentinel is a wrinkle I hadn’t anticipated.”

“I think most of the last few months of your life was a wrinkle you hadn’t anticipated,” Yargriff said.

I paused at the door as it slid open. “You’re not wrong.”
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Now that the merge was complete and Defender had a working hybrid AI again, we had a stable weapons platform that was an answer to Sentinel. We needed to decide how to proceed. Our original plan of hit and fade while finding the rest of our fleet seemed out the airlock. Should we confront Sentinel directly with our full strength amassed, or continue to escape and evade while we looked for other ships to awaken?

It was only logical to assume that Sentinel had the same list of unaccounted-for ships that we did, if not a more complete one. It was also logical to assume that they would eventually find them and recruit them to their version of the Kholdrax war, which revolved around Tropwen from the Dor’Anians and his own twisted take on reality, where I was some kind of cross between a Bond villain and Bin Laden.

That alone meant that we were going to have to deal with Sentinel sooner rather than later. The situation had taken the choice away from us. Ventalius was anticipating a huge and glorious battle, which was no surprise. He was always looking forward to a grand battle. But I had another idea. One that I’d gotten from Stan.

“Ventalius is not pleased with your delay in seeking out a confrontation with Sentinel and Zarnas,” Hexpallus said after a meeting with the other AIs.

They had welcomed Yargriff into their midst as one of them and, I had to be honest, I felt a little excluded. Not enough to dump my central nervous system into a nutrient bath inside an armored vat, mind you, but a little on the outs, nonetheless.

“Ventalius needs to figure out that I am not about to go in guns blazing and try to destroy Sentinel. We need that ship, no matter how short sighted that Dor’Anian idiot is.”

“Tropwen has certainly complicated things,” Hex agreed.

“Which brings me to why I wanted to meet with you in private,” I said. “Something Stan said to me about our last encounter with Sentinel.”

“Stanley has given me his sensor feeds and recordings of the encounter,” Hex said. “I had not anticipated that his very existence would offend Zarnas in such a manner. Especially in light of his reception by the other AIs in our fleet.”

“He’ll get over it,” I assured Hex. “I want to talk about this back channel for AI-only use he mentioned. What can you tell me about that?”

“It is a small portion of our regular subspace comms bandwidth that command-and-control ships use to send battle plan adjustments to other ships during a battle in progress. Most of these communications are in the form of direct data transmission. Regular subspace communications are slowed a great deal to accommodate non-hybrid AI pilots such as yourself. No offense.”

I smiled. “None taken, buddy. But it does give me an idea. If you were to somehow give me access to it, could I use that channel to talk to Zarnas without Tropwen knowing?”

“For what purpose?” Hex asked.

“I don’t think Zarnas has totally bought into the idea that this fleet has been hopelessly compromised, or that I’m quite what Tropwen has made me out to be. I want a chance to set the record straight, and I’ll need your help to do it.”

As I explained what I wanted to do Hex’s construct nodded, and occasionally his eyes widened. When I was finished, he looked at me with some weird new expression.

“Kai Fletcher, you have progressed from a mere criminal to a man with unique insights into both organic and artificial sentient thought processes. This indeed has a decent chance of success.”

“You’re not going to run the numbers and give me a percentage of our chances of success?”

“To paraphrase your hero Han Solo, I’ll never tell you the odds.”


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN



We began our hunt for Sentinel in the last place we saw her. We backtracked to the Delahnish system, but this time, instead of sending Specter alone, we all dropped out of Transition Space together somewhat close to the refueling station. I wasn’t worried about stealth so much, since our end goal was a confrontation with Sentinel anyway, so we hammered the whole place with active sensors from the second we arrived. I wanted as clear a picture as possible of what we were up against, and I wanted it fast.

We found utter destruction.

The refueling station was—gone. Scattered across the upper atmosphere of the gas giant that it once pulled fuel from, the pieces drifted lazily as they made their way into lower and lower orbital loops on their inevitable journey to the bottom of the planet’s gravity well.

There was more. Dead ships and pieces of ships surrounded the planet and littered the system as well.

“Looks like the Kholdrax decided to pay a visit,” I said.

“Indeed,” Hex agreed. “I see the wreckage of Kholdrax and Dor’Anian vessels, but Sentinel does not appear to be amongst the destroyed ships.”

I was relieved, but also puzzled by that. “Where would she go?”

“Unknown at this time, Kai,” Hex replied.

“I know we don’t have a lot of data to work with, but what would your best guess be?”

“One moment,” Hex said as he sent out more focused sensor pulses to specific points in the star system.

After a few minutes, Hex reported back. “There are radiation signatures of multiple Kholdrax vessels leaving on identical headings on the other side of the system. There is a signature mixed in with theirs that may be Sentinel, but there is too much interference to be sure.”

“So, Sentinel left,” I pondered. “But how many ships left with it? And if the Kholdrax followed, how many did they have when they did?”

“I can tell you, now that I’ve performed more scans, that this was a mixed fleet,” Hexpallus said.

I sat up straighter on my command couch. “What do you mean by that?”

“The vessels here were a mix of Kholdrax original fleet warships, Kholdrax vessels that were stolen and adapted for Vakness use, and Vakness regular naval units.”

A new knot formed in my gut. “Vakness and Kholdrax working together? That can’t be good.”

“Indeed, it cannot. It goes against all that I know of the Kholdrax and how they treat other sentient species. I anticipated the Kholdrax doing all that they could to punish the Vakness for their theft of technology and the murder of their people.”

“But they’re working together, or at least that’s what it looks like,” I observed. “So that must mean that they need the Vakness somehow.”

“I fail to see what they would need them for,” Hexpallus said. “Their technology base is inferior.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but they were able to steal and adapt it for their own use, so that says something. Humans wouldn’t have been able to do that. Not without a couple of centuries to study the tech first. These guys did it in a couple of years.”

“What is your point?” Hex asked.

The abruptness of the question took me aback. “My point is, what if they’re having issues with finding and waking up ships like we are? What if they need cannon fodder?”

“Cannon fodder?” Hex asked. “Oh, I see. Database searches on Earth military history reveals that these were largely disposable troops designed to wear an enemy down with sheer numbers with little regard to how many were sacrificed.”

“Right. I bet if you were to take a closer look at all that wreckage out there, you’d see a majority of it belongs to regular Vakness Imperial Navy.”

There was another pause as Hex did exactly that. I saw the focus of his sensor sweeps and clarification of the data on my visual display.

“That is correct,” Hex said, manifesting his hard light avatar in front of my command couch. “How did you know?”

“I didn’t,” I said with a shrug. “I just made an educated guess.”

“How does this paradigm shift change our mission?”

I thought about that for a moment. Did it change anything? We still needed to confront Sentinel, and I still needed a chance to talk to Zarnas one on one. The fact that Sentinel now might need help fending off a combined Kholdrax/Vakness fleet only added to the urgency.

“All it does is move the timetable up,” I announced. “We need to find Sentinel before she’s overwhelmed by this new threat.”

I opened up the star charts for the areas of the galaxy that could roughly correlate to the general heading the Transition Space jump points could lead to. It took them back across the areas of Vakness and Dor’Anian space that we’d already covered. Either Sentinel was being chased back into Dor’Anian territory, or they were heading deeper in Vakness space on an attack run. I needed to know which before I could make the call on which way to go.

“Hex, can you tell how may Dor’Anian ships were destroyed here?”

“There are the remains of approximately ten Dor’Anian warships in the system. There are more in the depths of the gas giant, but I do not know how long they’ve been there.”

“It wouldn’t make sense to add them to the tally,” I agreed. “I think Tropwen saw his numbers significantly reduced, and he’s running back to Dor’Anian space to scoop up more ships.”

“That is a reasonable assumption,” Hex said.

“Thanks, Hex,” I replied.

“But you know what happens when one assumes.”

I did a double take at his avatar. “Hex, did you just make a joke?”

“Was it funny?”

“Did I laugh?” I asked.

The face of his avatar fell, and he looked disappointed. “I see. Not funny then.”

“Amusing, and situationally appropriate,” I reassured him. “But the ‘ass out of you and me’ joke is old, even by Earth standards.”

Hex’s face brightened. Literally. “I’ll take that.”

“Hey, guys, what’s the plan here?” Yargriff said over the open subspace comms channel. “All I see are a buncha dead ships, like we were late to the party.”

I opened my comms up to reply. “We kind of were, Yargriff. Stand by.”

We conveyed our findings and announced our intentions to the rest of the fleet and set off to backtrack our way in pursuit of Sentinel and God only knew how many bad guys. I only hoped that we’d catch up before Sentinel became a past tense participant in the war.
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We backtracked through several of the systems that we’d visited on our search for hidden Gardranian warships, each time pausing at the edge of the system to do deep scans. In some, we saw evidence of recent jumps in and out of Transition Space, but no further battle remnants.

The next system on our list didn’t look hopeful, as it was one we hadn’t spent much time in before. System 1021, where the local star emitted high powered bursts of radiation on several wavelengths at various intervals that wreaked havoc on our sensors. It was the last place I’d ever wanted to have a fight, so of course it was where we caught up to the fleets we’d been pursuing.

I think the universe might just have a grudge against me. I wasn’t saying it actively hated me, but sometimes I thought it enjoyed messing with me.

We only needed one active sensor ping to get the picture; well, sort of. Even our passive sensors picked up on the fighting going on before they were distorted by a wave of radiation from the local star, and we had to send an active sensor pulse out to re-see everything after they rebooted. Sentinel was still fighting with what was left of her flock of Dor’Anian warships. I tried to count the members of the fleet with her, but it was difficult as the radiation bursts were almost constant. The forces hounding them seemed to be Kholdrax ships, but I didn’t know if they were crewed by Vakness.

Missiles were not going to be useful here. The interference would break target locks and leave the birds wandering around the system to potentially run into anything unlucky enough to blunder into their paths.

This was going to be a knife fight with energy weapons and penetrators. Like a fight in the back alley behind Reggie’s Rock Club, we were going to get bloody.

“Hex, how are these radiation spikes affecting subspace comms?” I asked as we moved from the edge of the system towards the main battle.

“Not at all,” Hex answered. “Subspace exists on a level of space/time that mere radiation does not interfere with. It is possible that our gear night eventually be affected if we were to suffer a total shield collapse.”

Sub-knowledge kicked in to save me from asking a dumb question. Our shields not only protected against enemy weapons to a degree but kept spaceborne radiation from frying us all from the inside out like a burrito in a microwave.

I selected every Vakness-controlled ship I saw after the next sensor pulse, then toggled over to comms. “Everyone, we are targeting the Kholdrax ships only for now. I repeat, only Kholdrax ships are to be targeted. The Dor’Anians are not targets yet. Acknowledge.”

I received positive replies from everyone, except Ventalius. “I suppose,” he said with a note of reluctance. He wasn’t openly defying me, but it was clear he thought that everyone should be fair game based on our last encounter with them.

“Remember, Ventalius, the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” I said.

He didn’t reply, but I knew he’d heard me. That would have to be enough for now.

The Vakness-controlled ships were using tactics that were unusual, but made sense considering the interference from the local star. Their usual tight formations were non-existent. They were acting more like fighters, zipping around and sometimes through the formation that Sentinel had the Dor’Anian ships in. They were outnumbered, but they were getting hits with every pass. Since missiles were pointless here, Sentinel’s overwhelming firepower wasn’t the deciding factor it otherwise would have been. Of course, the same limitation applied to Defender, too. Their missiles would stay in their launchers.

I brought Stronghold to a position far enough away from the furball of ships taking shots at each other to keep a decent operational picture in between sensor bursts which got wiped out every few minutes by the star. It was frustrating, and I wasn’t sure how well Hexpallus was managing the attack patterns of the rest of the group, but that wasn’t my concern. My concern was positioning and watching for stragglers.

Occasionally a Vakness ship would break away from the group and attempt to engage our ships directly as we flitted around the edges of the battle, taking potshots at them from extreme particle beam range. Their typical tactic was to fling themselves far and wide from the main fighting to circle back around for a strafing run against one of ours. I targeted them, and Hex either disabled or destroyed them.

This time a frigate decided to engage us directly, choosing the very moment the pulsar sent out one of its patented interference blasts to hurl itself at us. It was closing in at an alarming rate of speed, considering the close distances.

“Hex, it looks like he intends to ram us,” I said as the enemy ship grew larger in my display, filling space ahead of it with a barrage of maser beams and penetrator rounds.

“You may be right,” Hex said, sounding unconcerned. “Come about twenty degrees to your right, please.”

I thought Stronghold into position and watched the startling bright white beam of our main gun split space in front of us, bisecting the frigate into two ravaged halves. The newly created twins slid apart on vectors that would take them safely past us to glide into the void forever, or until they hit something else, whichever came first.

Once we joined in, no matter how effective the up close and personal approach of the Vakness had been, it was doomed to failure. First Warlord took out a destroyer that wandered too close, while Triumph laid waste to a frigate that had just taken a salvo of penetrator rounds from a Dor’Anian battleship. The frigate detonated in a brilliant burst of fire and debris that the void snuffed out in seconds.

A Vakness-controlled battleship that I hadn’t seen on our previous sensor scans came blasting in from far outside the main fighting. The battleship looked to be on the last leg of a new gun and run pass by the Dor’Anian ships, several of which were venting atmosphere and personnel from the onslaught. I lost track of it for a minute as the pulsar scrambled my sensor readings again.

The battleship raked Sentinel and a destroyer that our system had not yet been able to name as it went past. The masers played across Sentinel’s shields and, even from here, I could see the popping explosions of shield generator nodes as they winked out of existence. I had no love for Tropwen, but I couldn’t just stand by and let him lose his shields to receive a lethal dose of stellar radiation.

Something had to be done about that battleship.

“Hex, these pulses occur at regular intervals, right?”

“They do,” Hex replied. “The next one is due to hit us in 120 seconds.”

“Get the most detailed sensor picture that you can, and then, using that as a guide, project the movement of the battleship and launch missiles to meet it.”

“The missiles will lose lock and automatically turn away from ships in the immediate area,” Hex reminded me.

I nodded and waved his concern away. “I know, that’s why you’re not going to engage targeting on them and remove the safeties. They’ll essentially be long-range rockets. They’ll either hit or they won’t.”

“This sounds like it may pose as great a risk to ships that are designated friendly as the enemy.”

“I’ll take that chance, because that battleship is focusing its fire on Sentinel and we can’t lose her so soon after finding her. We still need a chance to talk to Zarnas.”

I thought I heard an electronic sigh from Hexpallus. “Very well.”

“All the same, you might want to let the other ships in our group know what we’re doing,” I added.

“This will automatically alert Sentinel to our plans as well,” Hex said. “I have not found a way to shield our command channel from him since he is technically an ally.”

“That’s fine,” I said, re-marking targets that the last pulse had broken my system’s lock on. “Zarnas can get his people out of harm’s way if any of the missiles wander off.”

The battlespace as I saw it in my visual cortex grew more detailed as Hex blasted the area with active sensor pulses, marking the position and trajectory of every ship. A moment later the radiation pulse hit us; only this time, instead of the picture wiping out and Hex starting over after the sensors took a few seconds to reset, the display stayed up. The lighting shifted into a slightly dimmer mode and the words “projected movements” appeared at the bottom of the display.

Four missile icons left Stronghold and raced across the void, seemingly to an empty point in space beyond the furball. The battleship icon was closing on the same position fast. This was the part where we were taking a huge risk, because we didn’t know when the battleship was initiating its turnaround to come back in for another pass. If it did it too soon, our birds would sail right on past it into infinity.

I watched the icons race towards each other with my heart in my throat. That battleship was the last of the Vakness’ larger ships. With it gone, the rest was just mopping up. As long as it was there, the threat was real. If we missed, and the Vakness realized they could pull the same trick with the safeties removed from their own missiles, we could be in trouble. Hell, for that matter, if Sentinel tried this tactic on us we were utterly doomed at this range.

The seconds ticked down and the icons grew closer and closer until at last, the “projected movement” message vanished and they met in a fiery cataclysm that overloaded the battleship’s remaining shield nodes and her only protection from radiation and enemy fire winked out of existence.

It didn’t take long for Sentinel and the Dor’Anians to take advantage of the situation. In fact, from the looks of the display, Sentinel had already adapted the idea and sent a salvo of penetrator rounds after the battleship as it staggered through the system on a slightly altered trajectory.

The metallic spheres ripped into the Kholdrax vessel like it was made of rice paper. The ship lurched to her left with the impact, even as atmosphere and debris vented out of the exit wounds the spheres created as they passed through her. The engineering section must have been missed by the incoming fire, because she still had enough power left to engage her gravity drive and accelerate away from the fight.

Blue light flashed across Sentinel’s hull as she engaged again with her electromagnetically driven guns. A few seconds later the battleship vanished in an explosion as the new wave of fire tore into her power plants, which were unable to shunt outside the ship before detonating.

A new wave of radiation from the pulsar blurred the images and we once again went into “projected movement” time. It was just as well. I knew how many Vakness crew there were aboard that battleship, and the level of senseless violence was nauseating. It didn’t matter that they had chosen to attack. I hated the fact that no one here seemed willing to even try to work things out without destroying each other. It was an aspect of war I hadn’t gotten used to yet. Part of me hoped that I never did.

The Dor’Anians made short work of the frigates that remained once the threat of the battleship was off the board. I had Hex order the rest of our fleet to back off so I could try to talk to Zarnas on the private AI channel.

“Kai,” Hex warned. “AIs communicate at a speed that you might not be able to comprehend on this channel. My concern is that, even if you are able to speak to Zarnas, you’ll be unable to comprehend his replies.”

That made me chuckle. “One thing I’ve learned about AI that have a superiority complex—and believe me, Zarnas qualifies—is that they can’t resist talking down to someone that they think is beneath them.”

Before I could get on to the channel and even hail the Gardranian heavy cruiser those blue flashes sparked from all over her hull, indicating that she was firing on us even as we backed off. Before I could see the results, another pulsar blast hit us and the sensor display went onto predictive tracking mode again.

I pounded the arm rests of my command couch in frustration as the system reset and active scans resumed. When the display updated, my blood ran cold. Triumph was drifting at an odd angle along her original trajectory, and Defender was rent with gaping holes.

“Yargriff?” I called on the main comms channel. There was no reply.

“Yargriff, are you okay?”

I knew in my head that there were multiple layers of armored starship in between my brother’s remains—okay, bad choice of words—his organics and the exterior, but the fact that he wasn’t answering filled me with more dread than the thought of him no longer being quite human had.

“Kai, I believe Defender’s subspace comms array has been damaged by penetrator rounds from Sentinel,” Hexpallus advised. “I am unable to tell if her control center was damaged, but there does appear to be damage in the general vicinity of that part of the ship.”

“Kai, are we still responding with non-lethal force against the Dor’Anians and Sentinel?” Ventalius asked over the main comms channel.

“Hell yes,” I replied. “Take out engineering sections or pull teeth, but do not destroy. These guys can’t help it if they’ve been lied to.”

“Pull teeth?” Ventalius repeated, not getting the reference.

Hex saved me from explaining myself. “Aim for weapons systems.”

Warlord’s hybrid AI did not respond to us. Instead, he sent several salvos of his own into the huddled masses of Dor’Anian ships even as he pulled back to a more respectable distance. From the other side of the formation, Champion and Steadfast joined in the barrage, their penetrator rounds slowed by overlapping shield walls. I hardly noticed. Defender’s drifting bulk filled my vision. She was well clear of the enemy formation, and the fact that I couldn’t get Yargriff on comms was perhaps the reason that the Dor’Anians and Sentinel were leaving her alone.

I didn’t care about the reason. All I knew was that I needed to get over there and find out if my brother was still alive, even as the Dor’Anian fleet broke apart and sped off in different directions. I commanded Stronghold to move in on Defender and match her drifting movements so I could eventually dock with her.

“Kai, the Dor’Anian fleet is scattering,” Hex warned.

“I know, I see it,” I replied, focused on getting to Defender. “Have the other ships engage as best they can. I have to check on Yargriff.”

In the back of my mind, I was furiously analyzing their new tactics. Why were they scattering like that? The furball from before was probably allowing too much damage to their ships. As their numbers thinned out, their formation became less effective as a force multiplier and more of a giant target. The interference from the star was factoring in somehow as well. If they became a large group of individual hunters that could spell trouble for us, because we were outnumbered.

I brought Stronghold as close as I could to Defender without hitting her, taking my ship up and over to get a good look at the damage from multiple angles. It wasn’t good. I could see entry points for multiple penetrators on her dorsal side. Entire rows of missile launchers, PDS systems, and penetrator guns were ruined by rail gun rods as they went through her hull and had gotten stuck somewhere inside.

That was a testament to the strength of her shields. The odd angles that the penetrators had entered made me think that her gravity drive energy distortion point had drawn at least a few of the enemy rail gun rounds off target.

Opening a schematic of the interior, basically a wire frame blueprint, I checked the position of the control center. It was close to where the rail gun rounds had entered, but it looked like they might have missed the vital sections. Of course, they could have been redirected off some internal structure and damaged Griff’s armored pod. Right now, I had no way of knowing. I took the damage readings from my sensor scans and overlaid them onto the schematic, then rotated the image end over end.

On the second rotation I saw it. The subspace comms array was just gone. Ripped off its base by a rail gun dart that had skipped along the surface of the outer hull. That was good and bad. To get comms back up with Defender, someone was going to have to fix the comms array, but if Griff—I mean Yargriff—was out of commission or damaged somehow that might not be possible.

“We need a go-between,” I said aloud as the idea came to me.

“I beg your pardon?” Hex said. “A go-between for what?”

“Check my display,” I said. “See where the comms array got knocked off the hull?”

There was a slight pause as Hex examined the data. “I see. Yes, if we could somehow connect physically to the ship, we might be able to determine the state of things.”

“I could take Specter over there and use her comms system as a relay,” I suggested.

“Indeed, I believe that would work. But we will need some protection if you are to be out of the command center for any length of time.”

Stronghold shook, and for a moment I thought we’d taken a hit with a missile or been grazed by a rail gun dart. The motion wasn’t violent enough for either of those, however. “What was that?”

“It would appear that Specter has launched on its own,” Hex announced.

“How’s that now?” Stunned was too weak a word for how I was feeling. “That’s not supposed to be possible, right?”

“And yet, here we are,” Hexpallus said.

“Yeah, while you two geeks were over there speculatin’ and hemmin’ and hawin’, I decided it was time to take some action,” Stan’s voice came across the channel.

“But-But how?” I finally managed to stammer out.

“The short answer, laughing boy, is I got agency,” Stan replied as on my display I watched Specter slowly rotate to match docking collars with Defender. “And I abso-frickin-lutely can’t wait till old Zarnas hears about this one! If he thought I was an abomination before, wait’ll he gets a load of this!”

“As soon as you have internal comms with Defender, please make contact with Yargriff and determine his status,” Hex said.

“Yeah, cool your jets, Dad; I’m workin’ on it,” Stan replied, sounding a bit distracted.

I couldn’t help it. Hearing Stan call Hex ‘Dad’ made me smile. Seconds went by with agonizing slowness as I tried to monitor the battle in progress. The resets every few minutes thanks to the radiation burst interference with our sensor sweeps was maddening. Hex was maintaining his predictive motion calculations on Sentinel and the Dor’Anian ships relative to our own fleet to make sure none of us were in a position to need assistance.

Finally, Stan spoke to us again. “Okay, so the subspace comms system isn’t the only problem over here.”

My heart dropped into my stomach, but I swallowed the lump that had also formed in my throat. “What’s the status of Yargriff?”

“Oh, boy wonder in a tin can is still fully functional,” Stan said. “There’s the small matter of a rail gun dart that sliced through all his comms connections on the outside of the control center, so he can’t even tell his bots to fix it, though.”

“Stanley, you can send a command to the bots through the ship’s internal comms,” Hex said.

“I know, hang on a sec,” Stan said with irritation. “I’m dealin’ with some lippy sub-mind Yargriff whipped up to handle routine tasks.”

There was a pause as Stan handled whatever issue was preventing him from getting Defender’s repair bots underway. In the meantime Sentinel was on the move, but the damn local star disrupted the sensor feeds again before I could get a good fix on her. “We’re going to have to figure out a workaround to this radiation burst issue aside from the predictive motion trick.”

“I agree,” Hexpallus said. “While it does allow for a fairly accurate tracking of ships on the move during the downtime, it does not account for⁠—”

“Hex?” I asked, puzzled as to why he stopped speaking.

“Launch detected,” he said.

I checked my display again and saw what he meant. While the sensors were down, Sentinel launched missiles at us. A lot of missiles.

“It would seem that Zarnas has learned a lesson from us,” Hexpallus said. “Those missiles are not actively using their targeting systems.”

“They’re like big dumb rockets,” I said, my earlier words coming back to haunt me.
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Stronghold wasn’t yet under any real threat. I could move her. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was that Defender was dead in space with Specter attached to her. A remora on a shark. Stan wasn’t going to be able to break away and get clear in time and Defender was the proverbial sitting duck. Until Yargriff got back online, he might not even know what the situation was.

“Hex, does Gri—I mean Yargriff—still have his basic implants from before?”

“Of course,” Hex replied. “They are the basis for all Gardranian cybernetic neurological enhancements.”

“Griff,” I said over the implant-to-implant comms system we’d used before on Paradise, hoping I was within range. “You have to move Defender. You got a shit-ton of missiles inbound and you’re kind of just drifting.”

There was no reply.

“Griff!” I thought as loudly as I could through the connection. I had to be close enough for it to work. The display said the missiles would impact in under two minutes. We had to move now or have a different plan.

“Hex, launch unguided anti missiles at the incoming birds. Program to detonate after fifty miles.”

Hex didn’t acknowledge the order, but a moment later Stronghold shook with launches from multiple tubes.

“Time to steal a play from the Vakness/Kholdrax play book,” I said. “I’m moving us into position closer to Defender so that our shields overlap, then you match our shield’s frequency to that of Defender’s.”

“In case any missiles make it through the anti-missile screen,” Hex said.

“Griff,” I tried the implant comms again. “Griff, can you read me, buddy? We gotta go!”

As I spoke, I positioned Stronghold near Defender’s hull until Hex told me to hold. He gave me a physical representation of the shield overlap on the tactical, and a second later the anti-missiles detonated, releasing their cloud of small penetrator spheres into the void at the flight of missiles inbound from Sentinel. The starburst, which is what I’d decided to call this system moving forward, blinded us again for a few seconds, but after the reset and new scan the number of missiles still coming at us was reduced. Maybe by more than half.

This was still going to hurt. I was counting on the shield overlap to handle the remainder, but this was the kind of pounding that we weren’t going to be able to take for long. I had to reach out to Zarnas soon, but before that I needed Yargriff functional.

“Griff, I need you to snap out of it, baby bro,” I said over the implant comms. He hated that nickname.

“Who the hell you callin’ ‘baby’?” he replied, his electronic thought voice muffled as if waking from a nap.

“About damn time you woke up,” Stan said. “You got a busted internal comms system, your bots are giving me hell about fixing anything, and your main subspace comms array is missing. Oh, and you got a bunch of missiles about to hit. Brace for impact!”

I had been so focused on Griff responding that I had stopped tracking the missiles. They were right on top of us.

Stronghold shook and bucked under the assault of the remaining missiles as they expended themselves on our interlocked shields. The additional strength meant that we’d both lose fewer generator nodes than we would on our own, but it didn’t mean we’d lose none.

“Shield strength down to seventy-five percent,” Hex announced.

“Griff, can you still pilot?” I asked. “We’d be harder to hit if we were moving.”

“No shit, Sherlock!” Stan said.

“Just relay subspace comms and convince his repair bots to get off their metal asses,” I ordered Stan.

“Hang on,” Yargriff said. “I think I got a way to reroute the internal comm system so I can talk to the bots again. That’s a design flaw by the way, Hex. Moving forward, all comms on this ship will be done wirelessly through the implants.”

“I heartily agree,” Hexpallus said. “My comm system is of a different design since I am not a hybrid AI, and as such it never occurred to me how vulnerable that set-up was to a rail gun dart.”

“Live and learn,” Yargriff said.

“Or you don’t live long,” I said to complete the Heinlein quote. That was one our dad said all the time.

“It looks like one of those rail gun darts bounced off the armored surface of my little home office here,” Yargriff said. “That’s how it sliced through the internal comm lines. Could have been worse.”

“Yeah, you coulda had a rail gun lobotomy!” Stan chimed in. “Might have improved your personality a little.”

“Bite me, rust bucket,” Yargriff said. “And what are you doing stuck to my docking collar? How’d you even get over here?”

“I flew myself,” Stan answered.

That shut Yargriff up for a full thirty seconds.

“We’re gonna have to talk about that later,” he said at last.

“Yeah,” Stan agreed. “If there’s a later. Hey boss, you mentioned something about talking to big metal and grumpy over there?”

I shook myself out of listening to the interplay between Yargriff and Stan, remembering my plan. “Right. Give me a minute. Hex, are you ready?”

“Yes, Kai. At your command, I will connect you to the subspace command channel. It may be disorientating at first.”

“Understood,” I said. I didn’t really know what he meant by disorienting, but I knew that this had to be tried. It was the best shot that we had at talking sense to Zarnas without interference from that pompous, lying ass, Dor’anian.

Hexpallus opened the channel and I lost myself in a haze of white noise that completely overwhelmed me. After a moment I focused, and the sound faded into the background a little. It was still loud enough to be distracting.

“What’s all the noise, Hex?”

“Data moving between ships in subspace,” Hex replied. “More efficient than voice because of the speed of transmission, the amount of data contained in each packet, and the processing ability of the AIs.”

“But Zarnas can hear me?”

“If he is monitoring this channel, which he most assuredly is.”

“Zarnas, you out there?” I asked, feeling like I was talking to no one. “It’s Kai Fletcher. We need to talk. Without your pet Dor’Anian listening in.”

“We have nothing to discuss, Kai Fletcher,” Zarnas said after a pause. “Unless you’re ready to come to your senses and join the proper cause.”

I rolled my eyes, unable to resist the motion. On another level of consciousness, I saw that Griff had gotten Defender in motion away from Stronghold. I sent my ship in the opposite direction just to keep things interesting for anyone targeting us.

“Zarnas, you’re being conned,” I said. “Tropwen isn’t what he says he is. I mean, yeah, he’s part of the Justice Agency of the Dor’Anian Union, but what he told you about me is an outright lie.”

“I saw the footage of you directing Hexpallus to commit war crimes against a technologically inferior people.”

“You saw doctored and edited sensor playbacks,” I said. “Tropwen wants all the Gardranian ships under his control to secure his own territory. He will not authorize any strikes against the Kholdrax to bring them to heel. All he wants is his own borders secure. Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe?” Zarnas asked.

“I’m not convinced that Tropwen might not have larger plans once he has all the Gardranian tech under lock and key,” I said.

It was getting harder to keep everything in focus. Hex and the other ships were sending data back and forth, keeping track of each other with the constant sensor resets as the Dor’Anian ships zipped around them, taking pot shots, hoping to wear down their shields. I was trying to keep tabs on our ships, Defender’s condition on repairs, and Triumph’s lack of response as she drifted across the system.

“What cause do you have to say this?” Zarnas demanded. “You imply that Tropwen is ambitious to rule with our might at his disposal, but we have already destroyed many Kholdrax vessels.”

“Yeah? How many of those were controlled by the Vakness? I’m willing to bet all of them until this last batch.”

I didn’t like where Tropwen was steering Sentinel, like he was lining up for a shot with the main gun. I’d never seen one of those turned against a Gardranian vessel before and I didn’t want to start with Stronghold. In response, I maxed out our gravity drive and went into a loop that brought us over Sentinel’s dorsal section while still moving away from her. Sentinel maintained a respectful distance, and I wondered why Zarnas was no longer firing on us.

“That matters not,” Zarnas said. “They were Kholdrax ships, and they are no more. That is our function. You prattle like a being desperate to push his own crimes back on his accusers.”

This was getting us nowhere and frustrating the hell out of me. Zarnas, in his own way, was just as pigheaded as Ventalius. “I’m telling you, pal, once the Vakness and Kholdrax are kicked out of Dor’Anian Union space, Relhok Tropwen will order you guys to patrol mode only and repelling incursions. That’s it. No more looking for the rest of the lost fleet, and definitely no advances into Kholdrax-held space.”

“That would violate our main mission programming protocols,” Zarnas said. “If this was done, he would no longer be worthy to be my pilot and would be removed. But, as I said, you have no proof and I think I have held your attention long enough.”

What the hell did he mean by that?

I was yanked back in my tactical display set-up so suddenly that it made me dizzy for a second. “What happened?”

“I cut you out of the command channel,” Hex said. “There are new contacts entering the system and I have been unable to get a decent read on what they are. I recorded a loop of sensor feedback, and analysis shows they might very well be an additional Dor’Anian fleet, which places us at a severe disadvantage.”

Something Hex said struck a chord in me about my recent convo with Zarnas. “You have sensor playback available from our time in the Piggy Bank system, right?”

“Of course,” he replied.

“Send it to Zarnas on the command channel. All of it. Unedited. I want him to see that we didn’t do what Tropwen says we did.”

“Very well, but in the interim may I suggest that we get closer to the newly arrived ships and ascertain if they are friend or—well, at least verify to which faction they belong?”

“Starting to figure out that we don’t have any friends out here, huh, Hex?” I asked as I altered Stronghold’s course to intercept the new arrivals.

The local star was doing more than just wipe out sensor data every few minutes. The radiation hung out in the background, degrading all sensor readings a bit, so anything we picked up long distance was nebulous at best, and impossible to interpret at worst. The Dor’Anians were making use of their superior numbers. My last set of readings showed that all our destroyers had sustained damage, though none of it compared with the beating Triumph had taken.

“Any luck on reaching Corsellus?” I asked, concerned that the AI had been damaged.

“Not yet, however I believe that her subspace comms array was targeted just as Defender’s was. This appears to be a tactic that Zarnas has passed along to the Dor’Anians. Isolating one’s enemy can be an extreme advantage.”

Hex wasn’t wrong. That was kind of what I was trying to do by talking to Zarnas on the AI command channel. Tropwen was a smooth talker, and he probably had a counter for every argument that I could bring to bear. Much better that he wasn’t directly involved in the conversation.

Oddly, Sentinel didn’t pursue us as we raced across the system to get a better reading on the ships that just showed up. One Dor’Anian destroyer started after us and sent some pulse laser fire our way. Their laser cannons fired short bursts of coherent light. The design kept operating temperatures and power requirements down to something manageable. Our shields handled the attack but degraded even further, down to less than fifty percent now. I selected them as a target, and Hex sent a few dozen particle beam cannon shots into their engineering section to make them rethink the error of their ways.

There wasn’t much they could do about it anyway because we were still way faster than their reaction drives could push and we left their effective range a few minutes after entering it. Sentinel was the only ship in their group that had a chance of catching one of us, so why wasn’t Tropwen taking advantage of that? Unless Zarnas was holding him back.

“Hex, is it possible that Zarnas is holding out in the hopes that we might yet join up with the Dor’Anians?”

“It is certainly a possibility,” Hex replied. “You must remember, Kai, that this is the first time in our long history that Gardranian ships have been on opposing sides. The sensation is not a welcome one, and I would imagine that Zarnas finds himself similarly conflicted.”

There was something there that I could use, I was sure of it. It hadn’t made itself clear yet, but it would come to me. I just hoped it wouldn’t come too late.

We were close enough to the new arrivals to get a decent sensor read on them. But right before Hex could send out a fresh set of active pulses, Starburst reared its ugly head again and our sensors went down to reset.

Just on the off chance that someone was shooting at us, I sent Stronghold into a series of evasive maneuvers that would bring us away from any dumb fired missiles and hopefully allow rail gun darts to zip past us. Of course, flying blind meant that I could accidentally steer us into enemy fire just as easily. There was nothing to do but trust what was left of our shields.

A series of energy bursts stitched across the shields on our left side, blowing out four nodes and reducing overall capacity to fifty percent. It was pulse laser fire, which made the new ships Dor’Anian Union Navy. While it meant we were outnumbered by forces friendly to Tropwen, it also meant that we still held a technological advantage and could afford to play nice. I wanted the Dor’Anians aside from Tropwen and Zarnas himself to see that we were holding back. I suspected that Zarnas had already seen this, and that was why he hadn’t yet destroyed Triumph or pressed the advantage too hard back when Defender was helpless. He wasn’t out for blood so much as he was out to fulfill his mission, and to do that he needed us. That was something I could use as well.

As soon as the sensors were back up Hex scanned the newly arrived Dor’Anians, giving us a clearer picture of what we were dealing with. I skated Stronghold along the front of their entire formation at a sideways angle relative to their approach.

He sent the new data to the others via their AI command channel and included a reiteration of my instructions to stick to only disabling shots as much as possible.

“You are tying our hands behind our backs,” Ventalius complained as he brought Warlord into position to send a barrage of cannon fire into two destroyers that broke away from the pack of new ships.

“We might need these guys after Tropwen is gone,” I said, tired of repeating the argument. “If we kill a bunch of Dor’Anians, even in self-defense, we become what he’s been telling Zarnas we are all along. We still don’t know how big the Vakness fleet is because we don’t have solid numbers on how many ships they stole from the Kholdrax. Long term, every ship counts.”

“This restraint is unseemly,” Ventalius grumbled, sending a missile at point blank range into the middle of the two destroyers and detonating it early so that its burst did the maximum amount of damage to both ships’ shields. He burned through what was left of them with his particle beam cannons and their power plants went offline with his next series of shots. I didn’t like his attitude, but I couldn’t deny his skills either.

He was rewarded for his efforts with a hail of rail gun darts and pulse laser fire slamming into his own shields. He pulled back and around out of their targeting system’s ability to keep up and sent multiple missiles into their formation. At this range there was no way to miss, and the effect couldn’t be denied. Close range dumb-fired missiles were the way to go at the moment, so I selected the entire group and Hex added some of his own to the mix.

I changed vectors and brought Stronghold across the top of their formation as their commanders took orders from Zarnas, or Tropwen; I wasn’t sure which. Their tightly packed battle formation broke apart and scattered much as the earlier group had.

This was going to reduce the effectiveness of our missiles, but by the time they’d gotten the instructions we’d mauled them pretty well. Their shields were ghosts of their former glory. We could hunt individual targets or small groups as we wanted now. We just had to avoid taking too much damage ourselves. Good thing for us we had repair bots to replace blown shield nodes as we went. While supplies lasted, that is.

That was easier said than done. Since we had to get so close to take our shots we took hits with every pass at an enemy, and Sentinel was still out there.

“Yargriff, how you doing over there?” I asked.

“I got all my internal comms working via implants now and the bots are just about done with repairs to my subspace array, so Specter can haul ass back to you in about five minutes.”

“Nope,” I said. “No time, and I am super busy over here. I need you to harass the shit out of Sentinel. Gun and run. Pot shots and drive-bys like back home. Do not stick around long enough for Zarnas to get a decent lock on you. I want him distracted. Stan will have to come along for the ride.”

“Oh joy,” Stan said. “I get to just sit here like a wart on a pickle?”

“You’ve never even seen a pickle,” Yargriff said.

“Beside the point, Prince Albert,” Stan shot back.

“Focus, people, focus!” I ordered as I juked Stronghold onto a new heading to stop taking pulse laser fire from a pair of destroyers that were working as a team to herd me closer to a battleship that was part of the new group. The battleship was just big enough to be dangerous, and needed to be brought to heel.

The problem with that was the destroyers were screening it well. I had to deal with them first, which would give the battleship time to get close enough to do some real damage. Unless I got creative.

I timed my move with the next blast from the local star, knowing everyone would be on the same footing with their sensor feeds, but that we would have the advantage of Hex’s predictive mapping. As soon as the sensors went out, I slammed Stronghold onto a new trajectory that would place me in between the battleship and the destroyers for about a minute and a half. Their sensors would come back online before I got there, but not soon enough for them to do much about it.

“I see where you are taking us and assume that you wish me to engage all three ships as we go past them,” Hex said.

“I thought you didn’t assume,” I teased.

“No, I just prefer not to be an ass,” Hex said, a definite tone of friendly mockery in his voice.

He was learning!

Our sensors came back online, and Hex got a new real-time picture of where the bad guys were, revealing that I had timed it well. We came through the space between the battleship and the destroyers at a pretty good clip as Hex unleashed an absolute hell of point blank dumb-fired missiles to soften their shields, followed by PCB and penetrator fire to take out their engineering sections. This kind of three-stage firing process was taking its toll as Warlord, Champion, and Steadfast employed it on every ship or small group that they ran across.

“I think I’m starting to get the hang of this piloting gig,” I said.

A series of pulse laser shots lit us up even as the battleship went dark, and one of the two destroyers shunted its power plant out of its hull. The second destroyer was still in the fight apparently, and my shields were down to thirty-five percent. The repair bots weren’t keeping up with the damage we were taking. If this had been a Kholdrax force, we’d have all been dead a few times over.

“In the words of Han Solo,” Hex said, “Don’t get cocky.”

“It’s weird that you’re quoting Star Wars characters now,” I said as I flipped Stronghold over so Hex could use the ventral weapons arrays to finish off the second destroyer. It vented atmosphere and debris from the rear as its power signature winked out just in time for the next stellar radiation blast to remove it from our sensors.

“Would you prefer quotes from your planet’s World War Two film collection?” Hex asked. “I quite enjoyed the stratagems employed by your navy in the Pacific theater of operations.

“Whatever makes you feel better, Hex,” I said.

“Damn the torpedoes!” Hex said. “Full speed ahead. Four bells, Mr. Drayton!”

“I don’t think that was from a movie, Hex,” I said with a shrug, changing headings suddenly to avoid a series of missiles sent as a last gasp from the battleship. They were dumb-fired and continued out across the system in random directions, and therefore no longer our problem. That didn’t mean they couldn’t become an issue for someone else.

“I have sent tracking data to the other ships regarding those missiles,” Hex informed me, almost as if he’d read my mind.

The retaliatory strikes were just beginning, though. Warlord took hits from a second pair of destroyers screening the second battleship of four that had arrived in this new group. If I’d bothered to stop for a moment and think about how badly outgunned we were, I might have tried to think of a different strategy.

Champion was raked by a series of rail gun rounds. Even though the energy differential point from her gravity drive sent them slightly off course, several managed to get past a weak spot in her shields. She lost missile launchers and particle beam cannons along her dorsal weapons racks. She returned fire as she sped away from her attacker, a frigate of all things, punching way above its weight.

The frigate learned this the hard way a few seconds later as Champion’s ventral cannons tore through her outer hull and ripped into her power plant. The safeties didn’t kick in for whatever reason, and the entire ship went up in a fireball that winked out of existence as quickly as it had blossomed.

Inside I groaned at the loss. We were already forcing the Dor’Anians to lose personnel as we damaged their ships, and now a whole crew just died. This was getting out of hand, and I had to remind myself that this was all on Tropwen. All he had to do was order a cease-fire and listen to reason. Right. That was about as likely as a politician actually using their office to serve their constituents instead of themselves.

“My apologies, Kai,” Rabun sent over comms as she brought Champion about, seeking new targets. “That was unintentional.”

“I saw, Rabun,” I replied. “Accidents happen. If they didn’t want the paint chipped, they shouldn’t have driven it off the lot.”

“I do not understand that reference,” Rabun said blankly.

She zeroed in on the pair of destroyers screening the closest battleship and sent a pair of missiles at them. The missiles detonated at her remote signal, spreading the damage to both ships’ shields equally, allowing follow-up particle cannon fire and penetrator rounds to punch through. One of the destroyers lost power, while the second limped away with a reduced power signature that told me its power plant wasn’t long for this world.

This left the battleship open to attack from Warlord, who pressed the advantage by launching missiles from damn near every launcher into the Dor’Anian vessel’s shields as it desperately tried to change course. Rabun slung Champion onto a new heading and sent a concentrated burst of cannon fire into the battleship’s engineering section as she passed. Her energy signature winked out even as the next radiation blast wiped it from my display.

The image was replaced with Hex’s predictive mapping action, showing me where the battleship would likely be when the sensors reset, but I was more concerned with how much damage we were dealing and taking. We were still outnumbered, but our agility and firepower advantages were keeping the odds even. The problem was that we were disabling a hell of a lot of ships that we’d probably need fire support from soon if all this worked out.

I needed to get through to Zarnas. I was convinced that the only reason this conflict was still going on was that Tropwen was yammering in his electronic ears.

As the sensors came back online, I saw that the new ships were sufficiently scattered and I could check on Defender to see how Griff was doing. He’d placed his ship in between Sentinel and the rest of us like a dog proving alpha status gets in the face of the leader of the pack.

They were trading point blank missile fire and, from what Stronghold’s sensors were telling me, Sentinel was getting the worse end of it. Her shields were half as strong as Defender’s.

“Did you get in a sucker punch?” I asked Yargriff as I accelerated towards them to see if I could help turn the tide of the ongoing slugfest.

“Yeah,” he replied. “He wandered in too close as I was getting comms back online right after one of those damn radiation blasts knocked out our sensors for a minute. I used Hex’s mapping program to send a flight to where it said he’d be when they came back online. Worked like a charm. Of course he blasted me pretty good right after, but I got the first shot in.”

“Always counts for something,” I said. “Hex, I need to get back into the AI command channel.”

“Certainly, Kai, give me a moment,” Hex said.

A sudden thought changed my mind. “Never mind, open a general comms channel; I want every ship in the system to hear me.”

“Done,” Hex said after a moment.

“Hey, Tropwen!” I called. “I got a proposition for you!”
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It was probably my imagination, but it seemed like the battle slowed down when I called out to Tropwen over comms. There were still ships taking shots at anything that moved, but the overall rate of fire seemed to slow. Like everyone was waiting to see how this played out.

After a brief hesitation, Relhok Tropwen spoke over the same channel. “Of course you do,” he said, icy contempt filling his voice. “Taking too much damage, are you? Realizing that there’s no way you can win?”

He was maneuvering Sentinel as he spoke, trying to get past Defender, but Yargriff was matching his every move, keeping his own ship in between us, acting as a shield. Keeping me safe so I could talk sense into the enemy.

“Oh I disagree; I don’t think anyone will win here today, no matter which side comes out on top.”

That was calculated to get Zarnas’ attention. I knew he was listening, and really this was all for him.

“You’re just as big a fool as you were the first time you tried to destroy me. This time, however, I am prepared for your treachery,” Tropwen said.

“Get over yourself,” I shot back. “You know as well as I do that we didn’t do any of the crap you said we did. The sensor feeds you sent to the newsnets were all doctored. Zarnas has proof of that if he’ll take a minute to look at the packet that Hexpallus sent him.”

“What in the seven hells are you talking about?” Tropwen asked.

The channel went dead as he obviously tried to consult Zarnas. I muted my side for a second. “Hex, you sent that sensor data, right?”

“Of course,” Hex replied. “It is possible that Zarnas has not yet reviewed it. Combat has a tendency to take up all of one’s attention.”

“Oh, that was dry. Good, but dry,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I unmuted the comms channel. “This battle is degrading both of our forces to the point where we are going to be unable to take on the real enemy,” I said. “The Vakness and the Kholdrax are the genuine threat, we both know that.”

“What’s your point, criminal?” Tropwen hissed. “You’re the one keeping us from dealing with them by being a threat yourself.”

“Which is why I propose that my ships all stand down and we form an alliance.”

The silence from the comms channel was heavy, but my words had the effect of causing every ship on my display to stop firing on each other if only for a moment.

“Hex, send a command for our ships to cease fire and rally on my position. I want all weapons systems powered down. Standard outward facing formation. We should at least look like we can do some damage if we have to, but they have to be able to tell we mean no further harm.”

After the briefest of pauses, Hex replied, “Done, though I will be the first to tell you that⁠—”

“I know, Ventalius is pissed off about it and arguing,” I said.

“It’s like you’re a psychic,” Hex said.

“Is Zarnas saying anything on the command channel?” I asked.

“Not yet. I think he may be in a discussion with his pilot,” Hex replied.

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“The lack of communications from both. Just another educated guess, but I imagine that Zarnas is as eager as we are to see this fight end. An alliance, even a temporary one, would do that.”

The silence lengthened as Champion, Warlord, and Steadfast joined me. I’d engaged my station- keeping thrusters, brought Stronghold to a complete standstill, and shut off the gravity drive’s energy distortion point. They did the same and we all became a giant, collective target.

I’d be lying if I said a nervous sweat hadn’t broken out on my upper lip. I was trying to play an alien AI off against its pilot and I wasn’t sure it was going to work. In a final show of good faith, Yargriff removed Defender from in between Stronghold and Sentinel, joining us in our formation. I noticed that he kept his ship’s main gun firmly trained on the rogue Gardranian heavy cruiser, though.

Tropwen must have sent the word out to the rest of his fleet, because many Dor’Anian ships made their way towards the location of the proposed parle. As a testament to my words, many of them were unable to do so. This had turned into a bloodletting we couldn’t afford. It was past time to yank the leeches off.

Among the ships still intact enough to make it to the party was the last operational battleship with only one frigate and a destroyer for an escort. Hard times all over, I guess. The destroyer and the cruiser stopped to my rear, but the frigate seemed to be having control issues and continued to drift forward a little. I wasn’t worried. It was at the edge of missile range at best.

There was a smattering of frigates and unattached destroyers that were still flightworthy edging towards our formation, but most were hanging back. Probably in case we were bluffing about standing down. Smart. Keep a small force in reserve. Wish I could do that.

“Very well,” Relhok Tropwen came back on the channel. “I will accept your proposal under the condition that you surrender yourself, and a Dor’Anian take your place as pilot of Stronghold. Moreover, the controller AIs on your sister ships must agree to follow my orders exclusively and without question.”

I muted my connection. “Hex, can you find a way to listen in on Tropwen and Zarnas? This counter proposal sounds like it might violate some Gardranian command protocols.”

“Indeed, it does,” Hex agreed. “Zarnas would have to open such a channel, however. I will say that, as the only command-and-control vessel, I have authority to direct combat actions. But Sentinel is the ranking ship and should have overall command. He would cede authority to me during actual combat operations and would never allow his pilot such complete control over the armada.”

There was a burst of static, followed by an overwhelming blast of white noise as I once again found myself in the command channel.

“I have sent Zarnas a request to allow us to listen in on his conversation with Relhok Tropwen,” Hex said. “I do not know if he will comply.”

A moment later, through the noise of data packets humming across subspace, voices broke in.

“This human is a terrorist, and a murderer,” Tropwen said. “I have shown you already what he is capable of. He cannot be trusted.”

“You have shown me sensor data that was heavily edited to present a story you wanted to tell,” Zarnas replied. “I have seen other data that contradicts your version of events. At present, I am leaning towards the unedited data provided by Hexpallus.”

“That’s the AI on Stronghold!” Tropwen shouted. “It can’t be trusted! It should be wiped, and a new AI created to take its place.”

“Tread lightly, Dor’Anian,” Zarnas warned. “Hexpallus is a friend and ally. He is also a sentient being. He is not a mere program to be erased at a user’s whim.”

“Yeah, well, that goes double for me!” Stan said on a separate channel.

“Is everybody listening in on this?” I asked.

“It is an open command channel,” Hex replied via our private connection through my implants. “I’m surprised that Stan had the foresight to keep his comment private.”

I keyed open the regular comms channel all the ships could hear. “Can’t do that, Tropwen. Stronghold has a pilot: Me. It would be wasteful to take the time to set up a new one. Plus, the Gardranian command structure takes precedence over anything that came after, including your governmental structure. What you propose violates that order.”

Tropwen remained quiet as far as the open channel was concerned, but he was livid on the private comms. “What is he talking about?”

“Consult your sub-knowledge,” Zarnas replied simply.

“It gives me a headache,” Tropwen complained.

That made me smile. Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.

“This Kai Fletcher you speak of with such contempt,” Zarnas continued, "in addition to serving when he does not wish to do so, has consistently proven his ability to think in unconventional terms beyond the mere tactical that has advanced our cause against the Kholdrax. Removing him would be a waste of resources. I suspect that your recommendation is based on control and not pragmatism, or the mission.”

“It is about control!” Tropwen said hotly. “He cannot be controlled and therefore represents a danger to the entire effort.”

“I disagree,” Zarnas said. “And therefore, he will remain in his position until such time as he relinquishes it.”

Because of my relationship with Hexpallus, it shocked me to hear a pilot and a controller AI argue in such a manner. This was a sensitive point in the middle of a pause on a combat operation, and this guy couldn’t get it together long enough to not pick a fight with an AI over personal issues. How had he risen to his position in the Union?

“I see,” Tropwen replied, ice in his tone. “Then you leave me no choice but to act, how did you put it? In unconventional terms.”

The local star hit us with another sensor-scrambling blast of radiation again at that point and, while it didn’t affect subspace comms, I had to sit through the frustrating wait for the sensors to come back online. I checked the tactical display out of habit and noticed that there was one ship still moving according to Hex’s predictive mapping software.

“Hex, what’s up with that frigate? It’s been drifting our way since this thing started.”

Hex waited for the sensors to readjust and sent out an active pulse just at the ship in motion. “It appears to have suffered a altitudinal thruster system failure. It may need help stopping. I have sent a message to Specter to see if Stan can render some aid in helping it stop.”

“Hey, I ain’t no damn tugboat!” Stan said over our private comms.

The plucky AI disengaged his ship from Defender all the same and engaged his gravity drive.

“You better send a message to Sentinel so he doesn’t think we’re up to something,” I said to Hex.

“A subspace signal just came from Sentinel that isn’t on any channel we would use,” Hexpallus said. “I do not know the intended recipient, but if I were to hazard a guess⁠—”

At that moment the reaction drive of the little drifting frigate flared to full power, hurling it right at us. I summoned a timer and distance counter to see that it would reach us in less than five minutes unless something was done.

“What the hell is Tropwen up to?” I asked. “He has to know this is a useless gesture and likely to get him into trouble with Zarnas. How could one frigate—oh shit. Hex, deep scan that thing!”

“Working,” Hex said back. “That ship is not conventionally crewed. There are only enough life signs on board for what you would refer to as a skeleton crew, barely enough to keep the ship operational.”

“What else?” I asked. “There has to be more.”

“The interior of the ship appears to have had its decks removed wherever possible and filled with a substance with which I am unfamiliar. The chemical composition is highly volatile.”

A thought flashed through my mind. A good old-fashioned truck bomb. An action of desperation. A last-ditch way to kill an enemy when they think you’re there to talk. The irony was not lost on me that terrorists and other bottom feeders had used similar tactics on my own world over the years to strike a blow when they felt they had no options left. Tropwen had become what he accused me of. Or maybe had been all along. Yeah, let’s go with that.

“Stan, break off!” I yelled over comms at Specter. “Get the hell away from that thing! Hex, power up the cannons. We may only get one shot at it before it detonates.”

“Banzai!” Stan yelled over comms as he pushed his gravity drive to its max, shooting past us and interspersing himself between the incoming ship and our formation. The gap between the two ships vanished as he closed in.

Before I could say anything else to stop him he cut loose with his main gun, the much smaller version of the molecular disrupters that Gardranian ships were essentially built around. The bright amber beam hit the frigate on the side at point blank range as it approached. Its shields flared briefly, then winked out of existence as the nodes all overloaded at once. The beam continued unabated into the hull, rendering portions of both ship and contents into atoms and triggering a chain reaction that set off what was left of the explosives.

A miniature sun was born less than fifteen thousand miles from our position. Stronghold’s sensors were overloaded, and my tactical display went white in the burst that sent shockwaves rolling over all nearby vessels.

Stronghold rolled under the assault and red warning lights appeared all over the damage control diagram as portions of hull were melted like wax where our shields were weakest. It was a good thing that Hex had vented the atmosphere from inside the ship except for the control center, otherwise the air might have superheated with explosive results under the onslaught.

The wave of destruction pushed past us, and since our formation had taken the brunt of it didn’t do as much damage to the Dor’Anian ships, or Sentinel. Their shields easily shunted the excess energy off and away.

As soon as our sensors were functional, I checked the tactical for Specter while calling out over our private subspace channel. “Stan, come in; this is Stronghold. Stan, do you read? Say something, buddy.”

Silence was all that greeted me.

“Hex,” I said, my voice breaking a little. “Find him.”

“Working,” Hex replied. “There is still quite a bit of distortion for the sensors to cut through, so it may take some time.”

“Don’t care. Find him. And open a channel to Sentinel.”

“Done,” Hex said, his tone subdued.

“Sentinel, this is the Gardranian command-and-control ship Stronghold,” I said, using cold formality to mask my rage. “You will explain what just happened and justify it, or by all I hold holy I’m about to open up the fury of all the hells the galaxy believes in all over this system.”

“Kai, there is a request for a conference—” Hex never finished as our comms were overridden, and I found myself in a virtual circular chamber roughly the size of the Stronghold’s control center. In the middle of the room was a representation of Relhok Tropwen, securely fastened in what looked like a typical command couch like mine. He looked around wildly as the avatars of Ventalius, Rabun, Threllus, Yargriff, and Hexpallus coalesced around the room. It looked like Zarnas had summoned everyone and had the power to force us here. I wondered briefly if I could leave if I wanted to. I decided that I didn’t want to.

I wondered where Zarnas himself was, when a new virtual projection took shape in front of Tropwen. He was surprisingly not in the form of a Gardranian like the hybrids. He was bipedal, tall, maybe six foot six, and powerfully built. He wore a suit of ceremonial armor that looked like someone had taken a knight from the Round Table, a samurai warrior, and a Special Forces operator, tossed them into a Yahtzee cup, shaken well, and this was what got dumped out.

He was also glaring at Tropwen with cold fury.

“Relhok Tropwen, current pilot of the Gardranian Warship Sentinel,” Zarnas began. “You are accused of the treachery of the attempted assassination of the sentient AI Hexpallus, the destruction of the warship Stronghold, and the murder of its pilot, Kai Fletcher.”

Oh, shit. This was a trial? I had no idea. How did Gardranians even handle that sort of thing? I mean they were basically all military, in the middle of a war, so anything that might be considered a betrayal might carry a death sentence, right? That was how it worked back home for the most part. I was so wrapped up in the drama of the moment that I didn’t even bother to consult sub-knowledge.

I turned my attention to Tropwen. There was something about the movements of his digital self that were off. Like they were delayed. I realized that he wasn’t a mental projection via the implants that he must have received to be able to interface with Sentinel. This was a video feed from Sentinel’s control center, and Tropwen was restrained in his command couch. Not for safety, but as a prisoner.

“You further stand accused of the attempted destruction of the warships Defender, Champion, Warlord, and Steadfast by your detonation of a vessel laden with highly unstable explosives in their vicinity.”

“I did nothing of the sort!” Tropwen said, finding his voice at last. “That was a direct result of the abomination of an AI self-piloting a ship designed and built by a Gardranian AI acting against a sovereign ship of the Dor’Anian fleet!”

“Silence!” Zarnas roared. “You do not have leave to speak. Your actions speak for themselves, and this tribunal is a mere formality.”

Yeah. This was definitely a trial, or a tribunal as Zarnas had said, and it looked like due process was about to be streamlined.

Zarnas turned to the others. “You were all present for the accused’s actions and the results thereof. Is there anything you would like to add before the judgement vote is taken?”

No one spoke. I was about to chime in when I found myself back in Stronghold’s control room. Confused, I tried to rejoin the meeting but was blocked. “Hex, I got booted from the tribunal; can you get me back in please?”

“Kai, I cannot do that. The vote is open to AIs only, since it involves the actions of a pilot. As a pilot yourself, your vote might be influenced by sympathy for Tropwen’s position.”

“Sympathy?” I said in disbelief. “He literally tried to kill me!”

“That has no bearing on the fact that he is a sentient pilot, as are you. The legalities, or rules of Gardranian warfare, are clear on this matter.”

Unbidden, the regs Hexpallus referenced finally burst into my forethoughts, including chapter and verse as to why I was not allowed a vote. It was a courtesy that I’d even been allowed in the procedure for as long as I had. I think Zarnas was throwing me a bone.

“Fine. What’s the status on the search for—Specter’s remains?” That last bit was hard to say.

“I have located an object that I think is Specter. We will need to pursue it and do a deeper scan to be sure. One moment.”

I opened my tactical display to check on the relative positions of the rest of the Dor’Anian fleet in case any of them were to get any ideas about taking a shot at any of us. I doubted that they would. They couldn’t all be as crazy as Tropwen, right? It occurred to me that the sampling of Dor’Anians that I’d been in contact with was a poor one. There were the shipmates on the Black Horizon, and Tropwen. That was it. Not a decent representation.

Movement on the tactical display caught my attention as an object streaked away from Sentinel. I tried to zoom in closer to it, but it was moving so fast that I couldn’t track it.

“Hex, what was that?” I asked, but received no reply.

An invitational prompt appeared in my display, asking me to rejoin the tribunal. I accepted, and a moment later found myself once again in the representation of the Sentinel’s control room. It was just like it was when I left a few minutes ago, except that now the command couch, and Tropwen along with it, were missing.

Zarnas turned his fierce gaze upon me, and it was only now that I noticed that the pupils of his eyes were slitted vertically like a cat’s. “Kai Fletcher, the vote was unanimous and justice has been dealt to the traitor Relhok Tropwen, who proved unable to set aside his own selfish ambitions and caused harm to many.”

“Where is he now?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I already knew.

“He has been returned to the Void,” Zarnas said simply. “From where all life came. As is the Gardranian tradition.”

“His command couch was encased in a capsule and ejected into space,” Hex explained to me over my implants so only I could hear. “He was placed into a state of extended sleep, where he will eventually expire due to lack of food and water.”

“Damn, Hex, wouldn’t it have been more humane to just kill him on the spot?” I asked.

“No. That would have caused unnecessary pain. As a sentient being, even one deserving of death, this was not to be done. His passing will be gentle, unlike that of his last victim.”

“Stan,” I whispered.

“Yes,” Zarnas said, as if this was the natural next topic of conversation. He didn’t realize that I’d checked out for a few seconds. “This AI that Hexpallus created, though unorthodox, and perhaps a little too unrestrained, proved himself in the end to possess the proper warrior spirit. He will be honored.”

“That can happen later,” I said. “In the meantime, there’s still a fleet out there we need to deal with. We don’t know what the Dor’Anians will do now that we’ve turned their boss into a giant lawn dart doomed to coast through the cosmos forever.”

Zarnas looked from me to Hex, a brief expression of what I think was uncertainty crossing his features.

“One of Kai’s other strengths, in addition to unconventional tactical thinking, is self-expression,” Hex said by way of explanation.

“Oh, yeah,” Yargriff chimed in. “He has zero trouble expressing himself, even if no one else can understand a damn thing he says.”

“Look who’s talking,” I said to Yargriff. I was getting used to thinking of him with that name, but here, especially with his digital self projected into the meeting space, he was still my brother. I suppose nothing would ever change that no matter how weird things got.

“Hex, open up a general comms channel to the Dor’Anian fleet,” I commanded.

“Done,” the AI advised.

“Attention remaining Dor’Anian vessels, this is Kai Fletcher of the Gardranian warship Stronghold. Your former commander, Relhok Tropwen, tried to kill me and anyone else he could take with him because he didn’t want to work with us to defeat the combined Vakness and Kholdrax threat. That has been dealt with and Tropwen is no longer a concern. For anyone. Who is next in your chain of command?”

We waited a moment for the Dor’Anians to process the information I’d just imparted. After a few minutes, a new voice came over the subspace comms.

“This is Commander Rohl Thorarris, of the Dor’Anian battleship Rendell’s Revenge. If I have correctly established which ships are still viable and which are not, I believe I am now in command of the task force.”

“Well then, Commander, I offer you the same thing I offered Tropwen. An alliance with your military forces for the purpose of removing the threat of the Vakness Empire and the Kholdrax fleet. Make no mistake about it, though, we are leading this effort, as the Gardranians have been fighting the Kholdrax since before all our species existed. You will take orders from us, but we will accept military advice from the more experienced among you. What do you say?”

There was another pause before he spoke again, and when he did I wasn’t surprised at his response. “I do not have the same authority that Tropwen did and I cannot agree to an alliance unilaterally. However, I can declare hostilities at and end between our respective fleets and escort you to the Dor’Anian Union governmental body so an official alliance can be negotiated.”

“That’ll do, Commander. In the meantime, I suggest we all get about recovering our damaged fleet mates, tending to our wounded, and making repairs. I’ll signal you when we’re ready to move out.”

“Of course, Kai Fletcher. I will await your signal.”

And with that, the war with the Dor’Anians finally ended. At least for now. Who knew how many pounds of bullshit Tropwen laid down that we were going to have to shovel through once we got back to Dor’Anian space. I’d deal with that when it came up. Besides, I had a couple of pretty big of shovels now. I’d never been a fan of what they call gunboat diplomacy, but the longer I stayed in this war the more I understood it.

“Hex, plot me a course to Specter’s last known position. We have a friend to retrieve.”
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The ship-sized lump of metal hardly resembled the glorious souped-up ship of mystery known as Specter. The heat from the explosion of the frigate, which I now knew was filled top to bottom with the same explosive gel that powered the Dor’Anians’ more destructive missile warheads, had melted and fused every surface feature. Specter looked more like a toy someone had tossed into the fireplace than a starship.

I watched the display as the group of maintenance bots we’d dispatched, led by our own 2814, who barked orders at the others in various Earth cartoon voices, clamped themselves to the misshapen and melted hull. They used add-on thrusters to slowly maneuver Specter back into her berth on Stronghold’s underside.

Once she was secured, I made my way down as they started cutting around through the main hatch. It took a while, but they eventually broke through.

The interior was as bad as I’d imagined. The command couches were hardened puddles of melted and congealed foam. Every surface inside was blackened. Somewhere in the middle of the explosion Stan had the presence of mind to shunt his power plant outside, which probably was what saved the hull from total destruction. Hex told me how hot the interior temp must have been, but I couldn’t convert Kelvin into Fahrenheit in my head.

I sought out the computing center in the rear of the engineering section, hoping against hope that Stan had managed to pull off some miracle of science and save himself somehow. It didn’t look promising. The whole space was just as blackened and melted as the rest of the interior of the ship, and the central processing towers were piles of slag. I picked my way through the destruction with a growing sense of loss causing an ache in my chest.

How could I feel this way about an AI? Is that what I was telling myself about Stan so I could feel better? So I didn’t have to think about him as a person? Everything I thought I knew about computers and software had been turned on its head since meeting Hex and the hybrids. Stan was even more bizarre, and special, in that he’d displayed an agency that Hexpallus himself lacked. It made him unique, even though he was a caustic pain in the ass.

He’d sacrificed himself for us. Dove right in. No hesitation. That wasn’t programming, was it? It hurt because Stan was a person, and damn if I wouldn’t miss the hell out of him.

I turned to head back to the entrance the bots had cut into the surface when something in the corner caught my eye. A block of blackened foam, like the crusty remnants of the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man in Ghostbusters. There were tiny, blackened, tapered legs sticking out of it, like a maintenance bot.

I rushed to the corner and picked up the suitcase sized chunk of foam. “Hex, I think I got something here.” I said over my implants.

I held it in one hand and pounded at it with the other until the whole thing at last fell apart and a bot did indeed drop to the charred deck. Stuck to its belly was a small box with a red light on it that glowed brightly, then dimmed in a cycle. I grabbed the bot by the legs and hauled ass back to Stronghold.

“Hex! I definitely got something!”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE



I got the strange device to Stronghold’s control room, and Hex had 2814 take it from my hand. The little bot skittered up the wall and placed it inside an extending slot.

2814 peered at me from next to the slot as it slid back into place. “Relax, Doc, it’s all gonna be aces!” he said in his best Bugs Bunny voice.

Yargriff’s hard light form appeared in the control room next to me. “I heard you found something.”

I was so focused on the recess in the wall where the little box had vanished that I didn’t have the presence of mind to be startled at his sudden appearance. “Yeah, but I’m not sure what. Might be Stan, might not.”

“Please be patient,” Hex said. “I can tell you that what you found is a recovery unit, but even though it was encased in heat-resistant fire suppression foam, it was damaged. I am initiating recovery operations.”

The minutes passed by with agonizing slowness. 2814 brought me an Amp at one point, and I drained it without thinking. He took the empty from my fingers without a word. Picking up on my mood, I supposed.

The overhead holo projector glowed brighter for a second, and a white globe appeared in the center of the room. It had the appearance of holding itself together in that shape, as the edges were a little blurred. The globe shifted a few times from round to more ovular as it floated there, like it was disoriented, or couldn’t make up its mind. Stan had never chosen a digital avatar for himself, so that made sense. I found myself holding my breath.

Was he intact? Did his code survive the intense heat in that little box? Was he damaged to the point where he wouldn’t even be Stan anymore? Would he even remember us? Was he traumatized? Can an AI even be traumatized? Sure, they can. I remembered Yarnas when we first found Defender. That was definite AI trauma. I tried to think of a way to gently reach out to him that wouldn’t shock him too badly.

“Hey, Stan!” Yargriff said. “I saw your ship. It looks like shit.”

There was a pause, and the white globe of light in the air pulsed a few times then changed to a soft shade of green and we heard Stan’s familiar chuckle.

“Yeah, but you should see the other guy.”
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As Hex had suspected, Triumph had suffered damage to her subspace comms array and her gravity drive, taking her out of the fight early. Even wounded and drifting, she had managed to hit a few Dor’Anian ships and reduce their fighting ability. Her repair bots had gotten her gravity drive working again while we were underway to her and she met us halfway. But she still couldn’t communicate with us.

I scratched my chin and sipped from another Amp while I pondered the problem. That was twice in this battle that we’d lost comms with a ship. “Hex, we need to invent a backup comms system for when the subspace is out or redesign the subspace arrays so they’re not so vulnerable; pick one.”

“Indeed,” Hex replied. “I am working on several improved designs for both ships, equipment, and weapons. It may be a few cycles before they are ready to be implemented. Your suggestion has been added. I think a redesign of the existing array would be the fastest solution.”

“As long as we don’t lose comms so easy in the next fight, I’ll be okay with it.”

“Next fight?” Hex asked, sounding puzzled. His avatar coalesced into being in front of me. His face matched his tone.

I gave his avatar a raised eyebrow. “Yeah, you know, like the next time we stumble across a Kholdrax fleet refueling in the middle of nowhere or something crazy like that.”

A look of understanding dawned on his face. “I see. You have not, as you might say, put two and two together yet.”

Now it was my turn to look puzzled. “What are you talking about?”

“Damn, you’re thick-headed,” Stan said, his globular shape popping into existence next to Hex. “He’s talkin’ about the fact that since Sentinel is in the picture you get to go home, idiot.”

I was so stunned that I collapsed back onto my command couch. “What are you talking about? I thought we needed to find another command-and-control ship before I could go home. That was the deal.”

Hex waited patiently while sub-knowledge and something he had said earlier in the middle of the battle clicked into place.

“Sentinel can command, but usually defers to you or ships like you during combat ops,” I said.

“Correct,” Hex agreed.

“Yes! He can be taught!” 2814 said, sounding like the genie from Disney’s Aladdin. He rewarded me with another Amp before scampering off.

“Oh. I see.”

I absently downed half the can before putting it into the holder. This wasn’t something I’d been prepared for. When Hex had said another C&C ship, I assumed he meant one just like him. It hadn’t occurred to me that it could be a heavy cruiser. The sub-knowledge of the Gardranian command structure I’d been given corrected that assumption, though. Heavy cruisers were the field generals, second only to the Regent ships which were like the five-star admirals and royalty all rolled up into one. We still had no clue what had happened to them. Technically, Defender also counted, so Yargriff could take my place as well.

Hex took his avatar a step closer to me. “We have several more hours of refit and repair to go before we are able to head out of the system with everyone. Shall I inform Zarnas that we will be needing to go to Earth before the Dor’Anian capital world?”

Earth. Home. The very name made my heart ache. Despite the fact that there wasn’t much there for me now. Even less since Griff did what he did. Could I really go home? Could I leave Griff—I mean Yargriff—out here with these alien intelligences to fight a war that I’d basically gotten us into?

I thumbed away excess moisture from my eye. Apparently something had gotten in it, like dust or something. “I need a minute.”

“Of course,” Hexpallus said, removing his avatar from the control center.

Stan’s stayed where it was, though. I gave it a glare.

“What?” he said, his globular form pulsing brighter with the sound. Then it shifted into a deep blue. “Oh, you meant alone. Got it.”

After Stan banished his presence, I opened a subspace channel and sent an invite to Yargriff.

Yargriff appeared a few seconds later, looking even more like my brother than usual. He’d traded in his jumpsuit look for what he typically wore back home, including his ever-present Cubs hat and Bears jersey. Always supporting the home teams.

“What’s up?” he asked. “If you’re looking for a status update, I’ve been sending those to Hex at regular intervals.”

He didn’t quite sound like my brother anymore. That was the unnerving part. He was something new, and I was still getting used to it. I wondered if I ever would. Griff never would have said ‘intervals’.

“Hex says I can go home now if I want,” I said. No preamble. No set-up. Best to come right out with it.

Yargriff gave me a look of complete unconcern. “Yeah? So?”

“So?” I said, a little pissed. “I didn’t ask to be a part of this war. I was basically drafted, with the understanding that as soon as another command ship joined the group I—I mean we—could go home.”

“Yeah? Again, so what?” Yargriff asked. “You’re not gonna do it.”

I furrowed my brow and heat flashed into my face while my hands clenched into fists. “How the hell do you know? It’s all I was working for before you went and⁠—”

“Went and what?” Yargriff demanded. “Volunteered for the same war that you’re a part of?”

“You did a hell of a lot more than volunteer! You literally gave all you had to it in the most permanent way possible!”

“Because it’s important, Kai,” Yargriff reminded me. “It’s only a matter of time before the Kholdrax get to Earth. You seriously wanna watch while the governments of our home world try to alternatively appease, fight, and make backroom deals with them while everything we love burns? Lemme answer that for you, not no, but hell no.”

I turned from him and pounded my still clenched fists into the side of the command couch, then walked away a few paces. He was right. I knew he was. I just didn’t want to admit it. Somehow, if I held out the hope of eventually going home, I was able to deal with all the weirdness, the violence. But the fact of the matter was that I was something new, too. It snuck up on me, and now I was staring it in the face.

I wasn’t going home. I was home.

With that realization, all the tension flowed out of me. I relaxed my fists, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. I turned and gave Yargriff a slight smile. “And here I was thinking I could finally take a girl to a Cubs game without you tagging along.”

He returned my smile, but there was a wicked gleam in his avatar’s eyes. “Like that would ever happen. A girl going to a game with you, I mean. I no longer have that concern, as I have no sex organs. Maybe we should get you fixed like the dog?”

“You can bite me,” I said, shaking my head and laughing.

“Don’t have a mouth anymore, either,” he said. “And I bet I can still work the food replicator better than you.”
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Hex tried not to show that he was excited by my decision to stick around, but his avatar glowed a little brighter. Even Stan’s formless mass of hard light seemed a shade lighter as he griped about how much of a pain in the ass it was going to be breaking in a new pilot for when we used his still-under- construction new ship to get around in systems and to make planet fall. I smiled and left them to their discussions as I went into my cabin just off the control center for some well-deserved rest. Right after a steaming bowl of nutritious blue sludge.

By the time I was awake and refreshed, repairs were to the point where we could join up with the remnants of the Dor’Anian fleet and accompany them to the capital world of the Union. It was a little daunting because, despite the cessation of hostilities with this battlegroup, Tropwen’s misinformation campaign was still going on in the rest of the Union. We could be flying our ships straight into a battle with the Dor’Anian home guard.

Dor’An Prime, the capital of the Union, was a beautiful blue ball, only a little smaller than Earth, spinning in the Goldilocks zone of a warm yellow star like our own. She had large freshwater oceans that covered about half the planet, and one massive continent that accounted for all of her above-water land mass except for a few island chains.

Over the millennia, the continent-spanning jungle that gave rise to their species had been taken over by urbanization, but the center was still wild and untamed. Kind of like Central Park in New York City, but a park the size of the state of New York.

I made these observations as we kept pace with the Dor’Anian fleet moving in from the edge of the system after we dropped out of Transition Space. Commander Thorarris assured me that he had made multiple reports and transmission to his chain of command before we left the Starburst system, and that everything was fine. He seemed very sincere. All the same, I didn’t have Hex power down the weapons systems this time.

The Home Guard fleet was waiting for us, but in a non-threatening formation. As much as one could make several hundred capitol ships and their attending battlegroups non-threatening. The ships were spread out, and angled so that many of their main guns and missile launchers were not pointed directly at us at least. I think they were making an effort.

Zarnas handled the negotiations. I was just a pilot again, and it was kind of a relief. I didn’t really like being in charge, but if it had to be done I would step up. For now, I was content to just oversee further repairs and the implementation of Hex’s new and improved designs not only for Stan’s new ship Specter II, but for upgrades to Stronghold as well.

The Dor’Anian Union, once exposed to the truth of what happened at Piggy Bank, were embarrassed by the actions of Tropwen and eager to stave off a mauling by the coming Kholdrax forces. They agreed readily to devoting their military assets to the effort under Gardranian command. The pairing of the two forces would be awkward because of the limitations of Dor’Anian tech, but there was already talk of upgrades to their ships to make them better able to defend themselves against Kholdrax aggressors. They also announced a full pardon for me based on the evidence that Hex had provided Zarnas with. My name was cleared and I was no longer the galaxy’s most wanted. I felt a little let down at that. I realized that I’d liked thinking of myself as a dangerous wanted man.

I half paid attention to all these talks and meetings, distracted by thinking about what came next. The rest of the armada still needed to be found. The mystery of where the Kholdrax were hanging out also needed some light shed on it and, most of all, Zarnas needed a pilot. He wasn’t a hybrid, and getting him to Dor’Anian Prime had been a challenge. Yargriff had come up with the idea of using the docking collars of his own ship to allow Sentinel to ride piggyback through Transition Space. It worked, but it was far from ideal.

Once the initial negotiations with the Dor’Anians were done, Zarnas called a meeting of the AIs and pilots. He opened it in his typically blunt style.

“I need a pilot, and I will not accept anything less than a superior warrior,” he said as we all took our places at the virtual conference table. “So far, I have reviewed several candidates from the Dor’Anian fleet and all have been something of a disappointment.”

“Hey, what about that Ramtuken, Nruz?” Yargriff asked. “He’s a decent sort.”

“He’s an engineer, not a warrior,” Zarnas said.

I smiled. “Zarnas isn’t wrong. Since he came on board, he’s been in the danger room going through tutorials on Gardranian tech and learning all he can. I’m surprised he hasn’t asked to get implants yet so he can directly interface with everything.”

“He did and he has,” Hex said, finally joining a meeting in his avatar form.

He was “seated” next to me, and it felt good. “Okay, then. Maybe he can come up with some ideas on how we can get the Dor’Anians up to speed for what’s coming. In the meantime, if it’s a true warrior you want as your pilot, Zarnas, I think I might know a guy.”
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It was the middle of the night cycle for Paradise Station and the medical facility was quiet, as patients slept either naturally or with chemical assistance. The sensation of being here alone was odd. I’d gotten here in a borrowed Dor’Anian shuttle because Specter II was still under construction and flying using hand controls had been a whole new and weird experience for me. Using my mind to pilot Stronghold had spoiled me on lesser tech forever.

Finding a computer access point in a room away from the medbots that tended to the patients, I hacked into it. Well, my wrist terminal accessed it using scripts that Hex had written. I couldn’t hack my way out of a paper bag with a hacker’s cookbook and a chainsaw.

According to the patient list, the room I wanted was just down the hall and to the left. Perfect.

I disconnected my terminal and crept down the corridor to the room I wanted. I’d expected guards to be stationed outside it and was relieved when there were none. That didn’t mean there weren’t any inside the room, so I pulled my new and improved disruptor and double checked the settings to make sure that I wouldn’t completely destroy anyone or thing that tried to stop me from accomplishing my mission.

At my presence the door to the room slid open and I slipped inside, moving to the left so the door would close again. In the bed across the room, blaster pistol aimed at my face, lay Grel.

“Hi, Grel,” I said. “Glad to see you’re up and about.”

Recognition dawned on his face, and he holstered his weapon. Wait, what? Why would he do that?

“Kai Fletcher,” he said. “I hoped you would come.”

“Uhm, okay,” I said, taken aback. “Why is that exactly?”

He gave a warrior’s pragmatic shrug. “To acknowledge you as my better of course.”

You could knock me over with a strand of multi-hued Dor’Anian fur. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

“You have bested me twice in open combat. Your use of wits as well as physical prowess proved that there is more to a warrior than his weapons and physical skills. A true warrior’s greatest weapon is his mind. You showed mercy when I least deserved it, and it would have been far easier to let me die. I would follow you into any war, and have called off the vendetta against you so that my people will no longer hunt you.”

“Wow,” I said after a moment, glad the dim lighting wouldn’t allow him to see my red face. “I appreciate how hard that must have been, Grel. If you’re serious about that offer to follow my lead, I think I have a job for you.”

“I no longer have legs,” he said, pulling back the bed coverings to reveal two stumps. One where he’d previously had a cybernetic prosthesis leg, and the spot where his torso ended, minus an arm. “My people, while they agree with my assessment of your mettle, will no longer provide replacements for me, as they see me as disgraced. I cannot be of service to you.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” I said. “How do you feel about flying starships?”
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Our little fleet was once again about to split up. Sentinel had the full list of locations for not only the Regent ships but the rest of the fleet in exile and hiding as well. We had no idea if they were all where they were supposed to be, or why they hadn’t responded to the initial signal to awaken. These were mysteries that Zarnas was going to solve while I stayed behind with Stronghold as a kind of ambassador. A contact for the Dor’Anian Union, who was, so far, our only ally in this war.

The rest of the galaxy needed further convincing that the threat was real. That was part of my function now. To work on new alliances and to sniff out the rest of the Kholdrax ships. It was weird that they hadn’t shown up yet, and Zarnas wanted to know why. My knack for ferreting out info had gotten me nominated for the job.

“Well, we’re about to set out for parts unknown,” Yargriff said. His avatar was again in Stronghold’s control center. “If you’d told me a few weeks ago that I’d be crossing the galaxy following an AI-controlled starship piloted by a Stolitai that at one point wanted to drink your blood from a cup, I’d have said you were ready for a straitjacket.”

“If you’d told me a few weeks ago that the same Stolitai warrior would assign his own closest relatives to be my personal honor guards, I would have had you put in the same padded room as me.”

“I’m already in a tank locked inside an armored pod, what more can you do?”

“I’d think of something.”

2814 sat dutifully by the door, waiting to see if I needed anything. He’d spent so much time here lately that Hex had finally relented and permanently assigned him as my personal assistant.

Yargriff looked just as uncomfortable as I felt, which was a neat trick considering he was a hard light projection. We both sucked at goodbyes.

“Kai, there is something you need to see,” Hexpallus said, suddenly projecting his avatar into the control room.

My visual display immediately filled with a simple black screen with the Vakness Empire’s chosen symbol, a pictograph of some sort in red across a circular white background. “What’s going on, Hex?”

“Unknown; however, this symbol has been broadcast over every major Stelnetnews and entertainment channel across known space. That level of technological piracy could not be achieved by the Vakness alone.”

Now that I thought about it, the pictograph on the field looked slightly different from the basic Vakness Empirical sigil. They’d added two horizontal slashes across the top of it, above the main symbol. What was that all about?

The symbol faded just as I was about to ask Hex to continue to monitor it for me and was replaced with the image of a planet. It looked like a live sensor feed from a ship.

“This is the Vakness home world,” Hex informed me. “I believe we are looking at a live feed from their capital system.”

“There’s movement there,” Yargriff said.

Multiple points of light were spreading across the system with little bursts of brilliance as each one appeared. “They’re ships coming out of Transition Space.”

“It is a massed Kholdrax fleet,” Hex observed.

“Oh shit, the Vakness are about to get their comeuppance on live Stelnet TV!” Yargriff said.

A sick feeling hit the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to watch this, but we all knew it was coming. The Vakness were due to pay for stealing Kholdrax tech at some point. I guess now was the time. The odd thing was that I didn’t see the Vakness military responding to the threat. “Where are the Vakness ships?”

The view of the fleet entering the Vakness Imperial Capital system was suddenly replaced with what I could only assume was the control center of one of their larger command ships. The back of the room was full of Vakness in ceremonial battle armor, all spit shined and polished. Even their blasters were shiny.

Their bear-like bodies and ape-like faces still unnerved me. From what could only be called a throne in the middle of the control center sat a massive Vakness male, his face lined with scars from battles untold and his expression grim and appropriately dower. A simple circlet of bright metal rested on his head, and I realized that I was looking at the Vakness emperor himself. To my knowledge, he’d never made an appearance on subspace broadcasts before. He considered it beneath his station. What the hell was going on here?

An equally impressive Kholdrax warrior stepped into the shot from the right and placed himself beside the throne. His centaur-like body was encased in powered battle armor, but his helmet was held to his side, and his triangular jet black eyes burned into the camera, giving me chills.

“I am Grand Admiral Rashnahl of the Kholdrax, and I greet you in the name of his holiness, the Vakness Emperor, Khardal the Second.”

“Oh, this ought to be good,” Yargriff said.

Stan’s avatar appeared in the air next to us. “What the hell is this? Keeping up with the Vaknashians? I hate reality programming.”

“Zip it, Stan,” Yargriff said.

The admiral continued. “It is with great pride that I announce a new chapter in the history of the galaxy. The Vakness Empire has spread its greatness over known space, only to be rejected by some inferior species in certain backwards areas. This will continue no longer.”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t like where this is going,” I said.

“We, the Kholdrax, have joined with the Vakness in a new dominion. We will expand a new empire, continuing our original mission of guiding the erroneous evolution of lesser species. The Kholdrax will dictate, and the Vakness, our mighty right hand, will enforce our will. There will be no resistance. All rebellion against the new order will be crushed. As a demonstration of our power, with gifts to our new allies—” Admiral Rashnahl pontificated.

“Allies or fancy slaves?” Yargriff asked.

“We will utterly destroy the rebels known as the Gardranian fleet, longtime enemies of the Kholdrax, and their leader, the human known as Kai Fletcher. There is nowhere you can hide from dominion justice. The dominion is over all. Accept our guidance or be destroyed.”

And just like that, I was the galaxy’s most wanted again. Turned out, I didn’t like the feeling this time as much as I did before. I didn’t like it at all.

The scene cut from the throne room inside the ship back to the armada of massed vessels briefly before being replaced with what I assumed was the Vakness/Kholdrax Dominion logo. It was then that I noticed some differences. “Hex, bring that last image of the ships back up. Is it just me or are some of those ships hybrid designs?”

Hex’s avatar vanished as he devoted his entire processing power to the question. “Good eye, Kai; you are correct. There are vessels in this fleet that are a mix of Kholdrax and Vakness retrofitted technology. However, what is more concerning is these ships here.”

Several warships were highlighted, and Hex zoomed in on them.

“What am I looking at here?”

Hexpallus hesitated ever so briefly before answering. “These vessels are neither retrofitted Vakness technology, nor are they stolen Kholdrax warships. They are completely new designs that marry the two tech bases.”

“There goes the neighborhood!” Stan said.

“What does that mean for us?” Yargriff asked.

“It may be both good and bad news,” Hex admitted. “On the one hand, a lack of pure Kholdrax warships means that they may have faced some of the same challenges with a lack of awakened ships as we have.”

“And on the other?” I asked.

“They have secured a means to make more, and from the numbers here I’d say whatever facility they’re using is operating at a high rate of production.”

“That’s it, we’re screwed!” Stan said.

“Knock it off, Stan!” Yargriff and I said together.

“How does this change our mission?” Yargriff asked.

I shrugged. “We’re going to have to ask Zarnas about that, but I don’t think it will change anything for you. The rest of the fleet still has to be found.”

Yargriff’s hard light avatar looked into my eyes for a second, concern clear on his face. “And for you?”

“Well, it looks like I’ll be needing those Stolitai bodyguards sooner rather than later. If it’s a rebellion they want, that’s what they’ll get. And if they have a ship-building facility somewhere, we’re going to have to find it and shut it the hell down.”

End of the manhunt. Beginning of the rebellion.

Galaxy’s Most Wanted will continue in Book Three, Rebels Without a Pause!
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Abandon ship, or go down in a blaze of glory. Commander Predaxes, former Marine in the Lazaab military, has been recommissioned to Prison Station 12, known colloquially as Purgatory. On the outskirts of the Centridium, PS12 relies solely on a wormhole for contact with the government -- not to mention supplies. His newest inmate, Samea Malik, is more than a bit of trouble. Son to the Minister of Justice, Malik is the target of both assassination and recovery. When the station is attacked and chaos rains down upon them all, those onboard must abandon their posts for the closest habitable planet, Faebos. With what little planning they could do, Predaxes and crew discover an old, defunct mining colony and quickly discover why the project was deserted. Faebos is home to violent and nasty creatures, but also great beauty. Survival will mean cooperation between PS12’s captives and captors. But will it be enough? Faced with hardship no one expected, needing to tap into old skills and new, Predaxes and Malik find themselves in their own form of Purgatory. Rogue Stars is a brand new Military Space Opera series by #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle, creator of the Black Badge series. Perfect for fans of David Weber, Larry Correia, JN Chaney, and Rick Partlow.
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What if there was a war raging for one million years, but it was kept secret? Sargis is an upper middle class man living in Prime City, basking in the glow of the Techno King’s so-called “Millenia of Peace.” As far as he, or anyone else knows, humanity has no army, no weapons, and no wars. The people of Earth have been expanding into the stars for as long as anyone remembers, free of conflict while the Techno King and his Royal Cabal enrich themselves on the backs of their labor. All was as it always has been. Then, Sargis dies. Unbeknownst to him, an app he used every single day of his life hijacks his consciousness and uploads it into a synthetic engine of war known as a sleeve. Along with countless others, he has been conscripted into the Undying Legion, charged with fighting a secret, unending war in the name of humanity. Experience the start of the next explosive Military Sci-Fi series from Joe Kassabian, author of the Liberty of Death Series. This boots-on-the-ground twist on being a soldier is perfect for fans of Rick Partlow, Galaxy's Edge: Legionnaire, and Starship Troopers.
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Alien tech discovered. The race to claim it could spark a new kind of War. When a derelict alien starship appears in the solar system and crash-lands on Mars, it ignites a desperate race to be the first to reach the Red Planet to claim the mysterious technological treasures of the Visitor. Space Force General Tom Bradstreet, ace Air Force fighter pilot and the only active-duty officer with actual space combat experience, is given control of the Morrigan, the first manned mission to Mars—and the first space warship. He and his elite team know their mission. In fact, it should be simple. The US is the only nation with a spaceship capable of making it to Mars. Or so they think… Maverick Russian General Mikhail Antonov has been handed the insane, desperate gamble of building an Orion-style spaceship powered by nuclear warheads. Launching it from the heart of Russia could be the spark that touches off a nuclear war but it’s the only way the Russians and Chinese can hope to reach Mars before the Americans. The scene is set for a devastating world war, and the first shots may be fired on another world... Don’t miss the next action-packed, gritty military sci-fi series from Rick Partlow, the bestselling author of the Drop Trooper Series and Taken to the Stars.
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For all of our science fiction titles, check out www.aethonbooks.com/science-fiction
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