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      “Your supply chain issues don’t concern me. Your obligation to us is what it is. Either you do what you have promised, or I will find someone else.”

      

      “You’re taking too many! Even in these refugee settlements, people notice when their neighbors disappear. If you keep demanding more and more, eventually, the local governments will step in and stop you.”

      “That’s the beauty of it all…nobody cares about these people. If they did, they wouldn’t be here in the first place.”

      “This isn’t a supply chain issue. Taking people against their will isn’t quite as easy as loading grain in a cargo pod.”

      “It is if you stop treating them like people.”

      Sacolo paused and leaned back in his seat. If there was anything he hated more than himself, it was the person sitting across from him. Traffickers were, by necessity, a soulless, ruthless lot. The leader of their cartel, however, took that to extremes. A pure sadist, he delighted in the torment and anguish of those Sacolo conned or captured for him.

      “I heard Causiga Lo is dead,” Sacolo said, trying a different approach. “Not just dead but gutted and hung up in a grotesque manner for all to see. Word is, he died very, very badly.”

      “What of it?”

      “What do you mean what of it?” Sacolo scoffed. “You know as well as we all do that he was killed by an assassin hired by the people he’d been terrorizing.”

      “Causiga Lo was not part of our group. He was contracted by us from time to time, but he was a different sort of thing.”

      “How so?”

      “He fancied himself an emperor not a businessman. Rather than work behind the scenes, he was a self-aggrandizer without shame. He wanted to be worshiped. We just want to be paid. Either way, I wouldn’t worry too much about what happened to him. The assassin has apparently dropped out of rotation. Open contracts have been unfulfilled, and new contract offers are being ignored. This Seven, as it was known, is either dead or retired.”

      “Still…we’re taking too many chances. The assassin that got Lo might be gone, but there are a lot of other mercenary groups out there that would gladly take a refugee’s last sliver to use our soldiers as target practice.”

      “Mercenaries.” The derision in his voice told Sacolo what his boss thought of the threat. “Let them try. No grubby mercenary group would dare come in here and risk our full attention on them.”

      Sacolo watched him go. The new boss was an Eshquarian named Klytos Finvak, but nobody was supposed to know that. He preferred to remain anonymous. They also weren’t supposed to know that he’d been a high-placed operative within Imperial Intelligence before the fall. He had a reputation for brutality earned during his days operating within the Saabror Protectorate.

      Sacolo knew that as the ConFed’s death throes became more pronounced, the demand would only climb. Miressa Prime’s anti-slavery dictates were enforced by the might of the ConFed fleet. With that threat becoming less and less, order broke down in the quadrant and the strong preyed on the weak.

      Not in a million years would he have ever believed that he’d have been a slaver. The very idea would have turned his stomach. But here he was. Owned entirely by the cartels and, when tested, had found that he was too much of a coward to risk his own life to defy them. His disgust and shame had burned away some time ago, dulled by his mind’s survival instinct to protect him even from himself. Oh, he still hated himself with every fiber of his being, but now that feeling was more background noise than a sharp, stabbing pain.

      He shook his head and stood. Klytos was wrong. Even here, this sort of over-aggressive preying on the helpless would elicit a response. They were inviting ruin…and Sacolo welcomed it.
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      “Lucky, report.”

      

      “Target is still hot. They’re being watched by at least one other team.”

      “Shit,” Jason swore.

      “What was that about a simple grab and dash mission?”

      “Shut up, Crusher.”

      “All I’m saying is that if we’re going to keep doing freebies like this, we should pick easier missions. Facing off against another merc crew—”

      “These are not mercenaries,” Lucky interrupted over the com. “Their tactics and equipment lead me to believe this is a Cridal Red Strike team.”

      “On Earth?” Jason asked, frowning.

      “Makes sense,” Kage said. “Earth is a member of the Cooperative. They’d be able to come and go as they please.”

      “Shit,” Jason repeated.

      They were back on Earth doing a favor—albeit, a huge one—for someone thanks to a promise Jason had made before he could stop himself from talking. Abiyah, former Israeli Special Forces operator and partner of a notorious human assassin called the Viper, had contacted them asking they go to Earth and extract his young daughter. The crew was less than enthusiastic about doing a free job for people who had tried to kill them at least twice, but Jason was adamant he would keep his word.

      He threatened to go it alone, which backfired when most of them happily agreed to that. Only Lucky’s persistent guilt trips had brought them around. They were still there against their wills, but they’d come all the same.

      “What are they up to?” Doc asked. “Are they actually going to take out a child because the Viper defied Seeladas Dalton?”

      “Not while I’m here they’re not,” Crusher rumbled. For all his bluster and insistence that he didn’t want to be there, Jason knew that if someone actually tried to harm a child in front of Crusher, they likely wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.

      The objective, a ten-year-old little girl named Shira Mizrahi, was sitting in the front room of the left-most townhouse in a four unit building half a klick from Jason’s position. They were outside of Toronto, Canada where Shira had been hiding out under the protection of a family acquaintance. She was living under an assumed identity and should have been an easy pickup.

      Just to be safe and do the job by the book, Jason had decided to approach the objective carefully and observe her for a few days to ensure there weren’t any angles they were missing. He didn’t necessarily distrust Abiyah, but the man had tried to kill him once before, and he was partners with a woman who had tried to kill him more than once. He believed their story but wouldn’t risk the safety of his crew on their word alone.

      What they’d discovered was that they weren’t the only ones observing the girl. Kage had spotted the same three aliens patrolling the same path day after day, drawing the attention of his pattern recognition software. After focusing on the trio, they were able to backtrack them to another four members of their team operating out of an apartment a few kilometers away. From the looks of it, they’d been there for a while so Jason wasn’t worried he’d led them to the girl, only what the hell they were doing there in the first place.

      “The other four are leaving their base,” Doc said. “They’re getting into a ground car.”

      “This is new,” Kage said. “Think we’ve been made?”

      “Eh,” Jason said, scratching his head. “Probably. We didn’t spot them until we’d been in the area for a couple days. They probably spotted us right away.”

      “Why not hit us, then?” Crusher asked.

      “They’re doing the same thing we are. Wondering who the hell this other team is and what they’re doing.”

      “We will need to extract Shira now,” Lucky said. “We must assume the watchers here have called for the others in reaction to our presence.”

      “Damnit,” Jason muttered. “This puts her at unacceptable risk. What the hell is this? She was supposed to be hiding out basically waiting for an easy pickup.”

      Another problem Jason had was that his team was scattered and out of position. They were deployed for recon not interdiction. At the moment, he was the only one close to the townhouse since he could blend in most easily on Earth. Crusher and Lucky were concealed nearby while Kage and Doc were completely out of range. Twingo, arguably Omega Force’s least tactical asset, sat in their borrowed aircraft in case they called for an emergency extraction.

      “Chances are good this team had the house under observation, and we triggered a response,” Doc said. “We apparently weren’t careful enough.”

      “How many near the house?” Jason asked.

      “Two,” Kage said.

      “Lucky, take ‘em.”

      “Copy,” Lucky said.

      Less than a minute later, Jason saw the battlesynth rocket up and away from concealment, arrowing straight toward the two suspected Cridal operators moving onto the townhouse. Lucky’s new body had a trick his previous one did not: sustained flight modes. Rather than just being able to use repulsor jets for short hops, his new, lighter form and improved thrusters let him actually fly like a missile.

      “This is gonna suck for them,” Crusher laughed right before Lucky cut power and slammed down on top of one of the targets, killing him instantly. The second target showed an amazing level of training and instinct by drawing his weapon immediately to take on the new threat before all of his partner’s guts had even landed back on the street.

      He was fast.

      Lucky was faster.

      The Cridal operator gaped in horror, and then agony as Lucky grabbed his wrist, and then squeezed hard enough to crush the bones. The weapon fell from his useless hand just as Lucky punched him in the chest with a right that caused enough internal damage to send him into convulsions. The battlesynth dropped him on the street where he twitched in his death throes as Crusher and Jason closed on the position.

      “He alert his buddies?”

      “I believe they are actively monitoring,” Lucky said, pointing to the discreet camera the still-twitching body had on it. “They will know they have been engaged.”

      “Twingo, start heading this way,” Jason said. “You two stay here while I collect the girl.”

      “Why?”

      “One look at your ugly ass will send her running, and I don’t feel like chasing a terrified child through the streets.”

      “Your ass is ugly,” Crusher said under his breath, turning to watch the direction Doc indicated the others would approach from.

      Jason tried to adopt an unthreatening demeanor and approached the building. The pair of Cridal had made it a lot closer than he would have liked before Lucky intercepted them.

      “One more step and you’re a dead man,” a voice announced from a speaker near the front door. “I have a rifle on you, so don’t do anything funny. What do you want?”

      “The buffalo dies at night, but the crow flies alone, and the rooster hisses with friends,” Jason said. The code phrase was the one Abiyah had given him to ensure the girl’s guardians knew he was there to help. Apparently, there were nearly a dozen pre-arranged phrase combinations that Abiyah could send through any means of communication available that would alert them the girl was in danger or that they needed to move. There was a long pause before the door unlatched and opened to reveal a middle-aged man holding a weapon that hadn’t come from Earth. The exotic armament must have been given to them by Abiyah.

      “How long?”

      “Minutes at most,” Jason said, walking close. “There’s a team that had you under observation, and they spotted us. We took out—”

      “Yes…we saw your friend’s impressively gory display,” the man said. “You look familiar.”

      “Were you around when aliens first attacked Earth?” Jason asked.

      “I was.”

      “You probably saw me on TV.”

      “That was some time ago.” The man looked skeptical. “You can’t be him.”

      “I’ve had some work done,” Jason said. “Is Shira ready to go?”

      “Where will you be taking her?” the man asked as a woman brought out a terrified looking young girl. Jason could immediately see the family resemblance.

      “To her father,” he said. “Abiyah will look after her for now. He feels she just isn’t safe anymore on Earth, and I’m inclined to agree.”

      “He should have never gotten involved with that dreadful woman.”

      “I’m also inclined to agree with that,” Jason said.

      “I’m really going to go be with daddy?” Shira asked Jason.

      “We’re taking you directly to him,” he assured her. “He would have come himself, but we felt this would be safer for the both of you. Here’s our ride.”

      The aircraft they’d procured was done up in air ambulance livery and was one of the newer grav-drive craft that were quickly replacing traditional helicopters and airplanes on the planet. Jason would have liked to have had the time to get reacquainted with his homeworld, but he was on a mission. The last thing he needed was to be picked up by Earth’s authorities. Given all the turnover in government he wasn’t actually sure where he stood these days. He could still be a wanted fugitive for all he knew.

      “Please, take care of her,” the man said, tears in his eyes. He then knelt to the girl’s level and whispered something to her. Shira nodded solemnly and hugged both her guardians. Jason watched the time and let the moment drag on as long as he dared.

      “We need to go now,” he said gently. “There are four more of these clowns making their way here and are probably only moments away. You both need to get clear. Once they realize they’ve lost the girl, you’ll probably be safe. Don’t try to stay and fight…these guys are pros.”

      “We have our own escape plan, young sir,” the man assured him. “Now, go. Go! Protect her with your life, if it comes to that.”

      “I will,” Jason promised and held out his hand to Shira. The girl bravely took it and ran with him to their waiting craft as Crusher and Lucky kept watch. Kage reached out and helped her into the craft, strapping her into her harness while Doc took the backpack she’d been carrying with her belongings.

      Jason’s heart went out to the kid. She should be worried about nothing more serious than playing with her friends or going to school…not packing light and running from an interstellar death squad.

      “Here we go,” Twingo called out and lifted the ship into the air. Crusher leaned out of the side door and held his hand out to Jason.

      “Give me your weapon, Captain.” Jason handed over the railgun without question and the big warrior lined up something through the optic before squeezing off eight rounds in rapid succession. Jason looked over his shoulder and saw that the hypersonic rounds had ripped up a section of street but couldn’t see anything more.

      “Two were coming up that way,” Crusher said, handing him the weapon back. “Couldn’t take the chance they might be carrying something capable of knocking this thing out of the sky.”

      “Good work,” Jason said before shuffling up to the cockpit where Twingo and Doc were sitting. “How long?”

      “Twenty more minutes for the first transfer,” Twingo said.

      Jason patted his friend on the shoulder and moved back to cover his sector. The ambulance they’d liberated from a maintenance depot zipped along a couple hundred meters off the ground. The mission, while straight forward enough, had come with some aspects that Jason hadn’t liked at all. The first was that there was simply no way to bring the Phoenix to Earth. She was too recognizable, and they’d be spotted almost immediately. Second was that much of the mechanics of their extraction had been put in place by Abiyah and Whitney and relying on other peoples’ prep work was something he avoided as a general rule.

      “How many are usually in a Red Strike assault team?” he asked Lucky.

      “Twelve,” Lucky responded. “Additional technical members can be added, but the core team is always twelve.”

      “And we just smoked four and only saw six,” Jason said. “Where were the others?”

      “If they had the house under observation before we arrived, we must assume they have other aspects of Abiyah’s plan also scoped out,” Lucky said.

      “Twingo! Plan B!” Jason called out.

      “What? We’re almost there!”

      “Veer off! Stay away from the landing site,” Jason said. “Head back south toward Buffalo but skirt around the city’s airspace, and then come on an easterly course.”

      The small craft angled around away from the rural area they were heading to and flew back toward the US. Abiyah had stashed a small combat shuttle with a slip-drive on a bit of property in rural Canada, but now Jason was convinced if the Cridal had found the girl, they’d already sniffed out the entire network of safe houses and ships.

      Jason wasn’t without his own resources on Earth. When his son still lived on the planet, he’d established a few entry and exit vectors to make sure he could come and go as he pleased on the off chance Jacob had ever wanted him to do anything other than fuck off and die, as the boy had told him to do on more than one occasion.

      “Where are we going?” Crusher asked. “This thing isn’t exactly hard to track.”

      “We’re going to see an old friend,” Jason said.

      “If he’s an old friend of yours he might already be dead,” Kage pointed out. “Not everybody recklessly tinkers with their genetic coding like you do.”

      “He’s still alive. I talked to him before we arrived.”
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      Russ Johnson sat on the front porch of his home in Melrose Park. It was a small suburb outside of Auburn, New York and within driving distance of Syracuse where his oldest son was now attending school. He’d been enjoying the quiet life, living comfortably on his military retirement and generally putting all of the violence and nastiness of his previous life behind him.

      And then he called.

      Russ had a standing agreement with Jason Burke as did all the remaining team members of the crew that had originally been tasked to kill him back when Margaret Jansen was just some bureaucrat and hadn’t quite begun to have delusions of being an empress. Marcus Webb was still serving as an admiral on some remote outpost, Abiyah had followed Burke’s lead and was playing space cowboy with his cyborg girlfriend, and the others had all died, leaving Russ all alone on Earth.

      Burke had sent a coded message alerting Russ to be ready to assist, and so he had activated two cells of the sleeper network he was part of. After two invasions of Earth, one almost successful, and the government’s inept, reactionary response to them certain powerful corporate and governmental players had formed a sort of underground militia. They would be the resistance should another alien power manage to actually capture Earth and try to exert their will.

      “Here we go,” the big man said as the air ambulance Burke had told him to expect wheeled about in the air above his home and was deftly guided down through the trees.

      Russ sighed and walked down the steps to his unwanted—although not entirely unwelcome—guests. It had been some time since he’d walked away from the military, and he’d gotten quite used to his peaceful life. He hoped Burke wasn’t about to screw all that up.

      “Russ Johnson,” Burke said as he climbed out of the vehicle. “You got old, dude.”

      “Beats the alternative,” Russ said. “Lucky. You’re looking lean and mean these days. Feeling better?”

      “Much,” Lucky said.

      “Crusher. Still fat, I see.”

      “Now I remember why I didn’t miss you,” Crusher growled.

      “Please, tell me you didn’t kidnap this little girl, Burke.”

      “Not exactly,” Jason said. “Shira, this is Russ Johnson. He’s an old friend of your father’s.”

      “Her father?” Russ repeated, looking at the girl more closely. “Well, holy shit. Abiyah was keeping more secrets than we thought, huh?”

      “She’s in danger, and Abiyah asked us to get her out. He couldn’t trust his original extraction plans,” Jason explained. “I’m only asking for your help as a last resort, Russ. I’d never drag you back into this shit without good reason.”

      “I know that,” Russ waved him off, “but I appreciate the sentiment. So, whatdya need?”

      “Off-world. Quick,” Jason said. “We have what we suspect is a Cridal spec ops squad on us, and we need to get to Breaker’s World.”

      “Where’s that gunship of yours?”

      “Pinnacle Station. Had to leave her behind for practical reasons and smuggle ourselves here on a commercial freight flight into Starport Vancouver. Our original plan had been to hire a charter flight out to Breaker’s World from either Long Beach or Seattle.”

      “Smart,” Russ said. “Outbound flights aren’t really checked like inbounds. What happened?”

      “We have to assume we’re blown. To try and move her across the continent to get back to a commercial starport with a Red Strike team hot on our heels—”

      “And your mug setting off facial recognition alerts across the country.” Russ nodded. “You need a direct flight out.”

      “Is it possible?”

      “Anything is possible, but it is difficult. Our little network doesn’t have any interstellar ships lying around. Lucky for you we have connections with people who do. Come on inside and let’s see what we can find.”
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      Jason sent Crusher, Lucky, and Twingo out onto the property to keep overwatch while he walked inside with Russ. He already regretted putting his friend in danger and felt like the ex-Green Beret wasn’t fully appreciating the threat coming their way. He was puttering around his sparse-but-neat house, offering Shira a soft drink and a couch to watch cartoons from.

      “Uh, Russ…”

      “I know. Killers on the way, time of the essence…got it. I’m on it, Captain.”

      After Shira was tended to, he held up a hand for Jason to wait with her while he went into the basement, the steps creaking and groaning under his weight.

      “This isn’t too scary so far,” Shira told him seriously. “I thought it would be much worse.”

      “It might be still,” Jason told her. “I want you to listen to me carefully, Shira. You know the member of my team named Lucky?”

      “The metal one?”

      “Right. If things get scary like you were talking about, I want you to go and stand by him and stay close to him no matter what. He’ll get you to safety.”

      “What about the rest of you?”

      “We’ll make sure he gets you away. Don’t worry about us.”

      He stood in the room while she watched the TV and waited for Russ. It wasn’t much more than a few minutes before he came stomping up the steps.

      “We can get you out, but we need to hurry,” he said.

      “Where are we heading?”

      “Brooklyn Navy Yard. There’s a small joint NIS, UAES base there now that supports the diplomatic missions in the city. They have a few slip-space courier ships there, and I got us a ride on one.”

      “Who is us?”

      “Don’t be stupid. Of course, I’m going at least to Breaker’s World. I’ll catch a ride back here after you drop her off. You gonna turn down an extra gun?”

      “Saddle up,” Jason said. “We’re up in—”

      “Contact!” Kage said over the team channel. “They’re coming through the wooded area to the west. My drones picked them up almost a klick out.”

      “What’s up?” Russ asked.

      “They’re better than I thought they’d be. They’re approaching through the woods to the west of your house.” Russ walked over to a wall-mounted display and brought up a menu, rapidly manipulating the controls.

      “I’ve got ‘em,” he said. The display now showed a top-down representation of the property and had five red dots approaching slowly. “Part of my defense system. Thermal targeting system.”

      “Would have been nice if you activated that earlier,” Jason said.

      “It’s not that good,” Russ admitted. “Fucking deer were setting it off ten times a night so I disabled it. Should still be good enough to give these assholes a nasty surprise. You’re sure they’re the bad guys?”

      “Reasonably sure.” Jason shrugged. “They shot at us.”

      “Yeah,” Russ said slowly. “A lot of people tend to do that. Go ahead and call your boys back in. It’s about to get loud out there.”

      “Everybody fall back to the house,” Jason said into the com. “Russ has some anti-intrusion defenses he’s about to fire off, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      He walked back into the living room and collected Shira. The girl showed an impressive amount of courage and adaptability as she was shuffled back out to where the air ambulance wound its engines back up. Just as he was setting her in the seat and securing her harness an explosion ripped through the woods a few hundred meters away.

      “That should cover our retreat if you get us in the air quick enough,” Russ said, climbing aboard with his go-bag and a modern plasma carbine.

      “Crusher! Get your ass in here!” Jason shouted.

      “Lucky—”

      “Can catch up! Move it!”

      Crusher hopped into the craft just as Twingo pulled up into the air and back through the dense treetop canopy above. He swung onto a southeasterly course and accelerated away just as a second explosion ripped through the woods below.

      “If any make it to the house, they’re in for a really bad time,” Russ laughed as he watched his handiwork through a tablet he’d brought with him.
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        * * *

      

      Lucky remained concealed until his friends got away in their stolen aircraft before breaking cover and closing on the two remaining survivors of the assault team. Russ Johnson’s carefully hidden anti-personnel mines had taken out the others. What impressed Lucky the most was that they weren’t calling off their assault.

      “I’m injured,” one of them said. “Not seriously.”

      “Calling for reinforcements now and an extraction,” the other said. “We’ll still need to check the domicile. I saw the vehicle leave, but that may have been a diversion.”

      “Command will need to know we encountered much heavier resistance than we expected.”

      “We only need to verify the child is not here, and then continue to track and observe. The target will eventually come for it.”

      Lucky paused and sank back into the foliage.

      “Captain, I do not think Shira is the intended target,” Lucky transmitted directly to Jason. “The two remaining Cridal are speaking as if she was bait. They were observing her because they think their actual target will come for her.”

      “Shit. And we stumbled right into it,” Jason said. “Smooth. I doubt a Cridal hit squad is here for Abiyah, so they must be talking about Whitney. Think you can make them talk and verify that?”

      “Standby.”

      Lucky waited a few moments for the pair to encroach on the house again. He burst from cover, shooting one in the face and firing his repulsors to close the distance on the second. The still-living soldier was no slouch. He brought up his weapon and snap-fired from the hip, tracking Lucky as he descended. Even contorting his body in the air, one of the shots hit his shoulder armor, causing him to register pain from the damage there.

      He landed and slapped the weapon away before sweeping the soldier’s legs out from under him and slamming a foot down on his chest. The Cridal looked like he had some fight left in him until he looked up and was staring down the bore of Lucky’s still-smoking heavy plasma pistol.

      “Why are you pursuing the Viper?”

      “You her security? A counter-intel team? Why do you care?”

      Lucky noted that everyone he’d seen from the assault team so far had been from a species that called itself the Syllitr, though that seemed to be a word with multiple meanings in that language including the name for their homeworld. What was interesting was that Seeladas Dalton was a Syllitr, as was most of the Cridal Cooperative ruling class. This indicated that they were not only dealing with a Red Strike team, but likely one that had been deployed from the capital itself.

      “Why did Seeladas Dalton send you to Earth to wait for the Viper?” Lucky asked, pressing down with his foot until he heard something crack. “I won’t ask again.”

      “You seem to have everything figured out already…whatever the hell you are. You’re better off saving your time and killing me because the people I work for will do much worse if I talk.”

      “As you wish,” Lucky said and shot the Cridal in the face. It was gruesome, but it was also practical as he realized they were wearing recording gear in their helmets with his last comment. Either way, he’d gotten what he needed.

      “Confirmed that the target is Carolyn Whitney, Captain,” he sent to Jason. “I’m coming back to you now.”

      With one last look around, he fired his jets and rocketed into the air before coming onto an intercept course for the aircraft his team was on and pouring on the speed. He was still coming to terms with the physical and emotional trauma he’d suffered since his death, resurrection, and everything associated with that. One thing he found that left him almost euphoric was flying. Being able to zip through the sky like a missile without tiring or needing to land until he wanted to was something that allowed him to experience pure joy for the first time in as long as he could remember.

      Once he’d cleared the populated area of the small suburb Russ lived in, he cranked up the power and went supersonic, screaming across the evening sky.
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        * * *

      

      “You have gained a true friend today, Captain. If you ever need me, you only have to ask.”

      “Where will you go?” Jason asked, watching with envy as Abiyah hugged his young daughter to him. It was a reminder of everything he missed with his own son.

      “I-I don’t actually know. I was so obsessed with pulling her from danger that I didn’t really think about it,” Abiyah admitted.

      “I have a quiet little corner on a planet all the way out by the Delphine Expanse. There’s a thriving human community there. You could go there with her, and my people would protect and hide you.”

      “You’ve already done so much,” Abiyah protested.

      “I’ve barely done anything,” Jason said. “We do this sort of thing for sport, and it was interesting seeing Earth again. Also, you paid me a shit-ton of credits…for all they’ll be worth soon.”

      The speedy courier from Earth had dropped them off on Breaker’s World as promised. When it left, Jason noticed that Russ Johnson hadn’t gotten back on it, something he’d halfway been expecting. Men like them tried to tell themselves they wanted a quiet little corner to retire to, but the truth was it didn’t take long before they missed the excitement and danger of their old lives.

      After they’d told Abiyah and Whitney that the Cridal team had been watching Shira to get to Whitney, she’d stormed off and left them all standing in the hangar. Jason wasn’t sure if she was angry with him for bringing the news or angry at the Cridal. As if she could read his thoughts, Whitney picked that moment to come stomping back toward them.

      “Abiyah Mizrahi,” she said stiffly. “While I have enjoyed our time together, and you have proven yourself somewhat useful, I feel our partnership has run its course. I will deposit your shares into your accounts, and then we will go our separate ways. Goodbye.”

      She spun around and walked back out toward her ship sitting on the landing pad across from the hangar entrance. Jason looked and saw Abiyah’s mouth hanging open and Shira looking confused and upset.

      “It’s just her way,” he said gently. “She feels guilty for putting Shira in danger, so now she’s going to remove herself to draw them away from you guys.”

      “She couldn’t just say that?” Abiyah asked.

      “And admit that she will miss you and cares about you both?” Jason snorted. “Not a chance in hell.”

      “I suppose I now find myself in a position to accept your offer, Captain,” Abiyah said. “What is this place called?”

      “S’Tora,” Jason said and nodded toward where Russ Johnson was talking with Crusher. “Unless I missed my guess, you’ll have one more helping hand coming along, too.”

      “How do we get there?”

      “You’ll fly with us to Pinnacle to drop us off, and then you’ll be on your way. I’ll let my people know you’re coming.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Shira asked.

      “Sorry, kiddo,” Jason said, crouching down in front of her. “We’ve got something to take care of. There are people on other planets—little kids like you—who are being treated pretty badly by some bad people.”

      “Are you going to help them?” she asked.

      “Oh, yes…we’re going to help them.”
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      “Home sweet home.”

      

      “What’s that smell?”

      “Crusher has left soiled clothes on the deck again, and he instructed the cleaning bots to stay out of his quarters,” Lucky said.

      “I don’t like them poking around in my things,” Crusher said.

      “I don’t care,” Jason said loudly to head off the argument. “Get it cleaned up. How’s she look, Twingo?”

      “Ready to fly when you are,” Twingo said.

      The Phoenix had spent the better part of two months sitting in a hangar down in the lower levels of Pinnacle Station while Omega Force handled the extraction mission to Earth. The ship had been stored as a courtesy to Jason by a smuggling gang that owed him a few favors. It kept the Phoenix away from the prying eyes of the upper-level officials and the dangers of the lower public hangars.

      What was somewhat unusual about the location was that there was no outer door that led directly into space. Instead, Jason would have to taxi the Phoenix down a long tunnel that other hangars also connected to and exit the station out of a chute. It was a secure system the gang had installed that allowed their ships to be held in a more secure location since some of the pirates and rival smugglers liked to take pot shots at competitors and targets through the open exterior bays.

      “Get us all buttoned up. We’re out of here as soon as I square with the lackey that’s loitering outside. Lucky, you’re with me.”

      Jason walked back out into the hangar and waved over the alien that had been hovering near one of the entry doors since they’d arrived. “What do we owe your boss for keeping an eye on the ship?”

      “Just a favor, Captain Burke. He wants to get a message to Saditava Mok.”

      “Why does he think I can do that? I’ve worked for Mok a few times, but I don’t have a direct link to him.”

      “Tiresome lies, Captain. It’s well known that your crew was favored by him and that you enjoyed special access to the Cigriermo himself,” the alien said, the word roughly translated by Jason’s implant to mean “big boss.”

      “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, Skippy, but Blazing Sun is pretty much dead and buried,” he said. “Since there’s not more syndicate business coming my way, I don’t bother keeping tabs on Mok. Last I heard was that he was killed at his base when the ConFed destroyed it.”

      “That is unfortunate, Captain.” The alien waved his hand in the air, and thirteen armed thugs came in through the doorway, apparently waiting outside for the signal. “Since you say you can’t pay for services rendered, I will take your ship as recompense.”

      “I owe no payment,” Jason said, ignoring the armed soldiers while Lucky looked them over with an air of indifference. “This was a favor I was owed by your gang. I was just being polite asking if you needed anything else, but you had to be rude and threaten me with these clowns. Why don’t you go get your boss for me so we can have a little talk about this.” He was trying to appear unconcerned about the hired muscle, but the truth was that this group looked dangerously competent.

      “Haven’t you heard? There’s been a bit of restructuring, Captain. Frotis Tor is no longer in charge around here. I am.”

      “Restructuring, huh? I like that,” Jason said as he walked around the alien, keeping his hands where everyone could see them. “But what I’m hearing is that under its new leadership the Krai-Krai Gang is nullifying agreements? You’re purging the accounts? This is a dangerous way to do business, my friend. You’re certain you want to have it getting out that any promises made by your organization are now being subject to your whims?”

      The armed enforcers were apparently bright as well as competent. They exchanged looks with each other, and then turned to look at their new leader expectantly. In the quadrant’s underworld there was, surprisingly, an honor code and an accepted way of doing business. This upstart was threatening to put his group in the crosshairs of the others by spitting in the face of that.

      “Now wait a minute! Let’s all calm down,” the new leader said, sensing the shift in the conversation. “I never said that!”

      “You’re calling me a liar?” Jason asked calmly. “I entered into an arrangement with Krai-Krai in good faith, and then come here to find that agreement no longer honored and insulted to my face? I’m sure the guild will be interested in hearing how you do business these days… You know what? I never did catch the name.”

      “It’s not important, Captain Burke,” one of the big Taukkir said. “The Krai-Krai will happily honor our agreements with you.”

      “You work for—” the new leader never knew what hit him. A second of the soldiers drove their fist into the side of his head, turning out the lights instantly.

      “More restructuring?” Jason asked.

      “Sometimes an opportunity presents itself,” the Taukkir said. “This being one of those times.”

      “Ahh, corporate life,” Jason said. “We good here?”

      “We are, Captain, and please accept my apologies for the inconvenience.”

      “You got a name?”

      “Fao Huth,” the Taukkir said. “I, of course, know who you are, Captain.”

      “It’s been entertaining if nothing else, Fao,” Jason said. “I hope you come out on top when everything shakes out.”

      “I have a few distinct advantages, but I appreciate the support,” Fao said. “I hope to work with you in the future, Captain.”

      Jason watched them collect their likely-dead former leader and drag him from the hangar without a look back.

      “Revolutionaries rarely survive very long after their own revolution,” Lucky remarked. “They are always the first killed.”

      “Revolutions tend to attract opportunists,” Jason said. “They let the powerful wear themselves out and kill each other off…then they step in and clean up after.”

      “We should do something like that,” Crusher said. Jason hadn’t heard him come down the ramp.

      “Do what?”

      “Kill each other for leadership every so often. Shake things up a bit.”

      “Why bother?” Jason asked. “You dumbasses don’t do anything I tell you to anyway, and if we had a battle for leadership, it’d just be Lucky left to fly the ship after he killed us all.”

      “This is true,” Lucky said.

      The encounter with the cartel members was mostly harmless, but it was a continuation of a trend Jason had been seeing lately. With Blazing Sun gone and Saditava Mok assumed dead, the underworld was slowly spinning into chaos as the powerful syndicate that controlled everything was suddenly no more. What most didn’t understand was that criminal enterprise wasn’t just a free-for-all. There was a definite hierarchy and structure that everyone worked within. Now, they would be in for a few years or so of instability before someone else stepped in to fill the void. ‘

      That was bad enough. If the intel he was getting about the imminent demise of the ConFed were true, then the trouble caused by Blazing Sun’s collapse would be amplified by an order of magnitude. He had a feeling it was going to be a busy time for his crew. Lots of people needed hired guns when long-standing societal structures collapsed.

      “Where we off to first?” Crusher asked as the three walked up the ramp.

      “Lucky?”

      “Keffin System,” Lucky answered. “There is a broker that Seven used on that planet who is tangentially attached to the trafficking rings in the sector. He will know who has stepped in to fill the position Seven created.”

      “Still weird hearing you talk about yourself in third person with different names,” Crusher said.

      “I prefer it,” Jason said. “Seven and Lucky were two different people. We need to make sure we keep that distinction firmly in our minds.”

      They wasted no time getting the Phoenix buttoned up and rolling down the launch chute in case there were any more unexpected twists with the gang’s war over who would lead. In less than twenty minutes, the gunship ripped away from Pinnacle Station for a mesh-out point just on the other side of the planet the massive station trailed behind.

      Jason took a deep breath before activating the slip-drive to send them hurtling through the ether to the Keffin System. If a place like Pinnacle Station was seeing this sort of upheaval in the absence of Mok’s outfit, he couldn’t even imagine how bad the border worlds were going to be. In his younger days, he’d have recklessly, gleefully plunged himself into the fight without a care in the universe. Now, however, he had people who relied on him on S’Tora, a crew that was more like his family to protect, and a burgeoning relationship with his son that was taking root and threatening to sprout into something meaningful.

      While he wasn’t the angry, hopeless man that Deetz had found years ago, willing to throw his life away in a blaze of glory, he still had a lot of fight left in him. He’d allowed himself to get wrapped up in events that were too large for him and should have been left to people better suited for them. Omega Force had been out of the loop too long. It was time to remind the bottom feeders and scum that preyed on the weak at the edges of society that there were consequences to their actions.
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      “The target has eluded our Red Strike team.”

      

      “And the leverage?”

      “Gone as well. Your father’s former associate, a human named Burke, pulled the child off of Earth, and we lost track of them shortly after.”

      “I thought Jason Burke and Carolyn Whitney were enemies,” Seeladas Dalton turned toward her chief of staff. “Was the intel mistaken?”

      “Perhaps not mistaken as much as overblown.” Kobvir Glecsh was the former minister of intelligence for the Cooperative and trusted advisor to Seeladas’s father, now moved up to chief of staff by the Inner Council to see if there was any hope of salvaging the Cooperative as it foundered under Dalton’s erratic leadership.

      “Targeting the Viper herself was a blunder, Madam Premier. You should have allowed us to handle it through third party contractors.”

      “It is none of their concern,” Seeladas said, glaring at Kobvir.

      “But it is. The Council has rights, too. We have a real problem here, Seeladas. The humans know you sent special operations teams to their planet. Someone tipped them off, and the Red Strike team left bodies behind. Their bodies. That’s why I’m here, not to give you updates on the misguided mission I advised against but to tell you that Earth is suspending our new starship contracts pending their own investigation.”

      “Handle it.” Seeladas waved him off. “Tell their ambassador that we’ll offer some sort of compensation for any damages our forces may have caused.” She looked out her office window for a long moment before turning back to Kobvir. “Did our teams have any additional information on where Whitney might be going?”

      Kobvir realized she’d not really heard anything he’d said. They had a major international incident that required her immediate attention, and she was completely focused on her petty personal vendettas. It was with a profound sadness that he was seeing the same obsessiveness and delusions that had plagued Crisstof Dalton before they finally led him to take actions that ultimately cost him his life.

      Without Seeladas, the Cridal Cooperative was doomed to fail. The fledgling nation had been given all the advantages one could hope for with the Dalton financial empire bankrolling them and an up and coming Earth providing cutting edge technology, but it wouldn’t be enough. Kobvir knew how this would inevitably end and had already made his own escape plans for the coming collapse. Before the fall, however, he would like to find some way to save the daughter of the man he couldn’t.

      “I’ll handle it, Madam Premier,” he sighed with resignation. Seeladas obsessing over anyone she perceived to have wronged her had sent her into a downward spiral that threatened the entire nation.

      “You’re a faithful friend of my family, Kobvir. I’m lucky to have you at my side.”

      “Of course, Madam Premier. I will let you know what the Earth ambassador says.”

      When Kobvir stepped out of the office, he was set upon by one of the Inner Council members almost immediately.

      “Did I not tell you she was no longer fit to lead?”

      “That is not for you or me to decide, and I would use caution saying such things where just anybody can hear you.”

      “You must—”

      “I must serve the Cooperative, which I am doing. I suggest you do the same. Now, excuse me.”

      “You know I’m right, Kobvir!” the Councilmember called. That they would so openly talk about it within the office suite of the premier herself told Kobvir everything he needed to know. He pulled out his com unit and punched the contact for his personal assistant. “Please, arrange a meeting with Earth’s ambassador at her earliest convenience. We have much to discuss.”
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      “Keffin-6? There are six inner planets in this system?”

      

      “Nine, actually,” Doc said. “All of them are tiny except the fifth and sixth, and only the sixth is habitable.”

      The ConFed Navigational Registry that was the standard for the quadrant used a star’s name to designate a system, and then a corresponding number to indicate the planet by counting away from the star. In the database Earth was designated Sol-3. Jason looked at the nav array’s representation of the system with interest and saw that the first four planets were tiny, rocky worlds zipping around orbits so close to the sun they were little more than near-molten hellish bits of ore. The seventh, eighth, and ninth were also rather small but were in long elliptical orbits while the fifth and sixth were in the “goldilocks zone.”

      “The gateway to the Luuxir Border Region,” Kage said. “It’s strange we’ve never actually been here before.”

      “Not especially. We’re a for-profit operation, and even though we help out the needy from time to time, nobody out here has anything more than a few rocks to bang together,” Twingo said. “Makes it a trafficker’s dream. Nobody gives a shit what happens in here.”

      “That makes it sound like someplace we should have been operating in a long time ago,” Crusher said piously. Jason turned to him in disgust.

      “This ship doesn’t run on good intentions and gratitude. It takes money to keep her fueled and armed,” he said. “Not to mention you eat as much as four normal crewmen put together.”

      “Yeah, but Lucky doesn’t eat anything, and he fights as well as six normal crewmen so, by my math, you’re getting me at a bargain,” Crusher shot back.

      “What scares me is that I think hanging around him has made me dumb enough that what he said almost makes sense,” Kage said.

      “Don’t be scared. Just accept my brilliance,” Crusher said.

      “What’s the landing procedure here, Lucky?” Jason asked.

      “Try not to hit anything on entry. Or on climb out. Or during landing and takeoff. Level flight is also a little dangerous near the cities.”

      “I can already tell this is going to be fun,” Kage said with a wide smile. “A good general rule is that if a planet is too poor and lazy to set up a proper orbital traffic control system then they’re usually not too worried about a little petty crime spree or two once you get to the surface.”

      “Or—and this is just a thought—maybe you could actually do your damn job and help once we land instead of scamming the locals,” Jason said.

      “I can do both,” Kage assured him.

      Lucky hadn’t been exaggerating when he said to be careful coming down from orbit. The Phoenix was a small, nimble ship, and Jason was still forced to take evasive action twice to avoid ships roaring up from the equatorial launch sites. One ship they dodged belched thick white vapor from her engine baffles indicating a critical coolant leak. Not something he’d want to be taking into space.

      They found a starport that had the proper services the Phoenix would need and transferred the landing fees from one of their dummy accounts. As they came in on final, the squalor of tent cities and shacks gave way to more permanent structures as they got closer to the starport. It never ceased to amaze him when he came to unaffiliated worlds like Keffin-6. One would think that any planet that had multiple ports for interstellar ships would have wealth and infrastructure at least on par with what he’d come to think of as normal living in a developed country back on Earth, but that wasn’t the case more often than not.

      “Is that a gunfight? On an active ramp?” Twingo asked, pointing out the starboard side. Jason looked over, and it sure looked like a half a dozen people mixing it up with sidearms near an older light transport.

      “Anybody we know?” Crusher asked.

      “Actually…yeah,” Kage laughed. “That’s Taverr Eosing’s ship.”

      “That asshole,” Jason groaned. “I wonder who he ripped off this time.”

      “Looks like his own crew is shooting at him.” Doc was using the ship’s sensors to keep an eye on the fight.

      “Should we step in?” Crusher asked.

      “Didn’t Taverr steal a few grand from you the last time we were on O’rethal Platform?” Kage asked.

      “I meant step in and help his crew kill him,” Crusher clarified.

      Jason actually thought it over for a minute before deciding it’d be better to stay out of it. He had to admit to himself that he was getting back into the spirit of things after a complete lack of enthusiasm on the flight out. Working the job was one thing when you were young and hungry, but now that he was older and had thriving businesses, sometimes he wondered why he was still doing it. But the fun of watching a lowlife piece of shit like Taverr Eosing being gunned down in broad daylight by his own crew lightened his mood considerably.

      “Ha! He’s actually waving at us now!” Kage yelled. “What a dumbass!”

      The Phoenix roared overhead as Taverr gave up on getting into his ship and sprinted across the tarmac back to the terminal complex. Jason ignored him and flared his ship as the landing gear dropped down smoothly and locked. He thumped the big gunship down onto the surface with a bit of authority and waited as she leveled herself out before putting the primary flight systems into standby.

      “Twingo and Doc—”

      “Ship duty. Got it,” Twingo said.

      “Keep the fires lit,” Jason said. “And be ready for a dust-off if this goes to shit on us.”

      The rest of the team made a leisurely trip through the armory to gear up. Lucky donned the full-length duster and wide-brimmed hat he’d taken to wearing even after they’d managed to banish Seven from his processing matrix. The western look was topped off by a wide holster belt with two heavy plasma pistols riding low on each side.

      Crusher again decided that sleeves were for lesser men and had an armored vest festooned with blade weapons and power cells for his plasma rifle. Kage preferred to have most of his weaponry concealed and wore a sophisticated powered outer jacket that could deflect or absorb a considerable amount of fire from energy weapons.

      Jason kept it simple with his beat-up gray utility jacket, light body armor beneath, and one of his railguns slung across his back. He stuffed a sidearm into a thigh holster, a holdout blaster in his right boot, and a blade into the left.

      “We ready?”

      “Let’s hit it,” Crusher said, already crowding the door into the cargo bay. It seemed Jason wasn’t the only one who was eager to get back at it.

      For this mission, Jason had picked an array of vehicles to put in the Phoenix’s hold to support ground ops. There had been more than a few times that unreliable or unavailable ground transportation had almost screwed them over royally, so he’d commissioned one of his favorite fabrication and engineering shops on S’Tora for a whole family of wheeled and hover vehicles that looked dilapidated and rundown but were all state-of-the-art.

      “Why didn’t we think of this years ago?” Crusher asked as he climbed up into an open cabin off-road vehicle and flopped down in the backseat.

      “We were broke years ago,” Jason said. “By the time we started making any real money, we just never bothered to change how we did things. Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Driving,” Lucky said calmly as he settled into the driver seat and powered up the vehicle.

      “When did we decide this?” Jason asked. “I’m the captain. I fly the ship, I drive the cars. That’s how it is.”

      “Absurd,” Lucky said. “I enjoy driving, and I have better situational awareness than you do.”

      “You’d almost have to,” Crusher muttered.

      “Did you not just say that we were stuck doing things the way we always have even though there were obvious, better ways to do them?” Lucky asked.

      “Don’t use my own words against me!” Jason said. “I don’t need you to tell me what I meant…I know what I meant when I said it.”

      “What the hell are you babbling about?” Crusher asked. “Just get into the damn car so we can leave.”

      “Fine. But not because you said I should.” Jason climbed over the side and sat in the passenger seat, clearly unhappy. “I get to drive on the way back.”

      “I don’t want to sit back there with him!” Kage said.

      “Too bad. You took too long getting ready, and now you get to sit by the smelly Galvetic,” Jason said. “Let’s roll.”

      The rear ramp dropped, and Lucky gunned the vehicle out of the hold, timing it so that the wheels would hit the ground the same time the ramp did. This would have worked great…if Taverr Eosing hadn’t been waiting at the end of the ramp for them to come out. The car ran right over top of him before Lucky could even get off the throttle, wrapping the alien up in the wheels before spitting him out the back.

      “Holy fucking shit!” Crusher wheezed, laughing so hard he was crying. “This is already the best mission ever! Hang on, I’m gonna go make sure he’s dead.”

      “Stop the car,” Jason sighed, climbing up over the side. “Let’s see what this dipshit wants, if he’s even still alive.”

      They all climbed out and saw that, while Taverr was badly injured, he was still alive. His body armor had saved his vital organs from being squished, and he apparently had a few enhancements like Jason since his extremities appeared to be intact. The lacerations over all his exposed skin were bleeding quite badly however, and he looked to be in considerable pain much to the delight of Crusher and Kage.

      “J-Jason…”

      “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t just let Crusher kill you right here,” Jason said, kneeling.

      “Because we’re all friends?”

      “Not good enough,” Crusher rumbled, pulling his sidearm.

      “Because I know when and where covert shipments of platinum and gold are coming through?”

      “Better,” Kage said. “You know you don’t smell appreciably different now that your insides are oozing onto your outsides. What’s this about some precious metals? Is that who was trying to kill you when we flew over?”

      “No…that was a labor dispute. My crew thinks they’re not getting a fair cut.”

      “Sounds about right,” Jason said. “So your crew finally gets tired of your shit, tries to kill you, and now you want us to help you jack some load from someone who will then want revenge? In case you don’t remember, we’re not thieves.”

      “Well…” Crusher said, waving his hand back and forth.

      “Yeah, there’s a bit of a gray area there, Captain,” Kage said.

      “You two can’t be entertaining the idea of listening to this con artist, can you?” Jason asked.

      “We can’t exactly leave him here,” Kage said.

      “Damnit,” Jason groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose as he felt a headache coming on. “Take him to the infirmary and chain him to the bed. Let Doc patch him up, and then, once we’re back, we can decide what to do with him.”

      “Sounds fair,” Taverr said before losing consciousness.

      Thirty minutes later, they were finally rolling out of the starport with Jason still fuming.

      “You seem agitated,” Lucky remarked.

      “Just drive,” Jason snapped.

      “You are unhappy at me for running over Taverr?”

      “No. I’m pissed that you ran him over and left him alive,” Jason said. “If you’re going to do something, do it right. You know what that douche bag is like. We’re never going to be rid of him now and—and this is the worst part—he’ll fucking think we’re friends now. He’ll be going around telling everybody he meets about how tight we are.”

      “And?”

      “It’s embarrassing,” Jason said. “I have a certain reputation to uphold.”

      “Captain I’m not sure the reputation you think you have is the same as the one you actually have,” Kage spoke up from the back. “But I agree. Taverr is…weird.”

      “Like you’re one to talk,” Crusher grunted.

      “Tell me about this guy we’re going to meet,” Jason said, wanting to change the subject.

      “He is a contract broker. Has connections all over the border regions and has a certain moral code that I think will make him useful in this instance,” Lucky said.

      “Moral code?”

      “He likes to take contracts that let him send someone like me to kill someone like Causiga Lo.”

      “Sounds like our kind of guy,” Jason said.

      As they rolled into the next town where their broker operated out of, Jason felt something was wrong. Even in these backwater settlements, there should be people out in the streets and some evidence of commerce. As they rolled into it, the place was quiet and empty save for a column of dark, black smoke rising from somewhere up ahead.

      “Where is he at?”

      “Where the smoke is coming from,” Lucky said.

      “Of course.”
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      Lucky drove them up as close as they felt comfortable, and then they got out to cover the rest of the distance on foot. Jason keyed his com as they moved forward with Lucky on point.

      

      “Heads up, Doc. We’ve got some action up ahead, so be ready to come to us in a hurry if we call.”

      “What about Taverr?”

      “Fuck him. Throw him out the back.”

      “I will not—”

      “Just be ready to provide air support or a dust-off. Out.”

      When they made it through the throng of people trying to clear the area, they saw that a squat, solidly built structure was under siege by a force of a couple dozen armed fighters. Their equipment and clothing indicated they weren’t military, but they seemed to be formidable.

      “Doesn’t seem like your buddy is all that popular,” Crusher said.

      “They will find it difficult to breach the building,” Lucky said. “The walls have solid alloy armor beneath the outer veneer, and there are other active countermeasures as well.”

      As if to illustrate his point, two anti-personnel mines that had been hidden just below the surface detonated, killing three and injuring a fourth. The others were startled but recovered quickly, backing off to a safe distance but not scattering or fleeing. Whoever they were, they really wanted into that building.

      “Think the walls can withstand that?” Crusher asked, pointing as two more assailants came rolling up the street with a crew-served weapon mounted to a hover-sled. Jason recognized the weapon as an Eshquarian-built anti-materiel rocket battery. It was small, portable, packed a punch, and it looked like they had at least eight missiles in the launcher magazine.

      “Perhaps,” Lucky said. “But the entry door will not.”

      “On it,” Jason said, slipping his weapon around.

      “I’ll cover,” Crusher said.

      Jason selected the highest velocity setting his newest railgun had. The Galvetic engineers said it was the fastest they could send the small projectile with the material technology at their disposal and, even then, the round’s ceramic heat jacket was right on the threshold of thermal failure.

      “Ears,” he said, giving Crusher the chance to protect himself before sending it. He squeezed the trigger and with one shot blew the guts out of the grav-drive on the sled. It crashed to the ground with a hard thud, and Jason followed up with another shot that severed the weapon from its base mount, taking it out of the fight without setting off the warheads.

      “Here they come,” Crusher said.

      “Lucky, take the technical crew,” Jason ordered. “Crusher let’s pull back and get some cover. Kage, get low and give us some overwatch.”

      As the pair retreated back the way they came Lucky fired his repulsors and arced up and over the engagement. Jason lost sight of him and concentrated on the group that had broken off to pursue them. Kage seemed to have just vanished as the crafty little Veran found concealment almost immediately.

      “I’m not sure you thought this all the way through,” Crusher said, tossing one of only two grenades he’d brought with him.

      “I didn’t,” Jason admitted. “How many came after us?”

      “Less now,” Crusher laughed as the blast from the grenade slammed into them from between the buildings.

      The pair finally found a trio of vehicles that looked like they hadn’t moved in some time to provide a bit of cover. About when Jason would have expected someone to come around the corner, there was nobody.

      “Kage?”

      “They really want in that building, Cap,” Kage said over the team channel. “Crusher just grenaded an empty alley. They never pursued you. Lucky just killed five trying to defend and salvage the technical, but they’ve abandoned that now.”

      “I have retreated two blocks away until we have a more solid plan in place,” Lucky reported.

      “Lucky, who the hell is this guy?” Jason asked, standing up.

      “I only knew him as a contract broker, but he appears to have—” Whatever else Lucky said was drowned out by a tremendous blast that shook the street and sent an impressive gout of dust and smoke blowing up from the objective area.

      “You’re not going to believe this, but that building is still standing,” Kage said.

      “The attackers?”

      “Not so much.”

      They all ended up meeting back at the building around the same time with Kage being the last to arrive, his micro drones still buzzing around. The building looked to have only suffered cosmetic damage, but the group sieging it had been burned to a crisp. The blast looked to have been omnidirectional.

      “Airburst,” a voice said. Jason turned and saw that the armored door had been opened, and a weathered-looking Eshquarian stood there looking unconcerned. “Release an odorless, flammable gas from vents at the base of the building here, let it mix with the air, and when the ratio is right, give it a spark. Usually don’t even have to do that. Someone will fire a weapon and set it off.”

      “Effective,” Crusher grunted.

      “Indeed. Hello, Seven. You’re here on business?”

      “I go by Lucky now, but yes. These are my associates. Was this a contract dispute?”

      “No. Something else. Things have changed out here, my friend, and the cartels are using brutal tactics to make sure their authority is unchallenged. This was a reprisal for filling a contract on one of their lieutenants. They’ll be back with more people next time.”

      “May we speak inside?” Lucky asked. “The cartels are the reason we are here.”

      “Come in. Watch your step. That one there by the door is still a little gooey.”
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      “The person who stepped in after you killed Causiga Lo is still a mystery. I know they exist, but that’s about it.”

      The broker’s name was Sete Apendi, obviously not a real name. Jason knew that Sete was a city on Eshquaria, so he figured the second name was a fake as well. The building he’d ushered them into was an impressive bunker but, as far as he could tell, there weren’t any escape routes other than the front door. That was putting a lot of faith in your defensive measures.

      “So, the cartels are still operating under a loose central leadership?” Jason asked.

      “That might be overstating it,” Apendi said. “They’re all independent and in direct competition with each other in this region of space. They’re simply the suppliers to another group that actually sells the product, however. That buyer is where a lot of the coordination comes from.”

      “And by product you mean…”

      “Refugees and colonists,” Apendi told Kage bluntly. “There are billions that flood into the Luuxir Border Region alone. The Kaspian Reaches are seeing their own influx as are a lot of other unsettled areas along the fringe of the Expansion Ring.”

      The Expansion Ring was an amorphous term to describe the edge of the ConFed’s ever-expanding sphere of influence. Most were uninhabited worlds, but some had indigenous populations of beings that may or may not have developed space travel yet. Given the sheer volume of space and number or worlds in this area it was nearly impossible for the ConFed to exert any sort of control over it, instead preferring to keep it contained by authorizing sponsor worlds along these areas to use whatever means necessary to keep the nastiness pushed to the outside. It was a volatile mix.

      What perked up Jason’s interest was that the Reaches were seeing the same thing. That was not a border region and was tightly controlled by three major crime syndicates that didn’t take kindly to outsiders and weren’t known to be welcoming to refugees. This told him that something else was happening that wasn’t only because of economic hardships.

      “What’s driving this?” he asked, already dreading the answer.

      “The ConFed is done, and everyone except those in the capital seems to realize it,” Apendi said. “This is a government that’s existed far longer than any being within it has been alive. It’s so old that nobody is even certain how it started or why. Thousands of years of it being the dominant political power in this region, and now it’s collapsing…and along with it the thin veneer of civility it enforced.

      “Without their battle fleets projecting power, there is a rapid reversion back to the natural order of things: the strong preying on the weak. Trafficking slaves for labor,  entertainment, or even food will only expand until someone steps in to stop it. That’s just how it is.”

      “Depressing,” Jason remarked. “In a galaxy where there are machines that can do more or less anything, what the hell is even the point of slaves? From a practical matter, it seems a lot easier to provide power to a device than house and feed a group of beings against their will.”

      “I’m not a philosopher, Captain…just an observer,” Apendi said. “I’m just telling you what is happening, not claiming to understand why. Perhaps there’s something ingrained in the evolutionary code of some species to subjugate and conquer. Without something there to stop it, those species will eventually give in to those instincts. You already see the propaganda on some worlds declaring that some species don’t deserve to be considered equally with the more advanced of the quadrant.”

      “I’ve seen it,” Kage confirmed. “More than a few nativist movements popping up claiming that the ConFed has forced them to accept and support lesser beings at the expense of their own people. Has a certain appeal to some like the Galvetics. No offense.”

      “None taken.” Crusher shrugged. “I was raised within the Galvetic power structure, so I’ve heard all the rhetoric since I was a small child. There’s a reason we pompously declare two habitable worlds within the same star system an empire.”

      “Why are you here?” Apendi asked after a moment of silence.

      “Looking for work,” Jason said. “The trafficking coming out of this region is spilling out into other areas, and we’ve been hired to try and curb it without actually involving any military intervention by a government.”

      The lie was necessary. If Jason had told Apendi that they were soft-hearted mercs doing this out of the goodness of their hearts, the broker would have never believed it. He would have immediately assumed they were part of some government’s intelligence or covert operations apparatus and clammed up.

      “Local governments are hiring mercs to do their dirty work now?” Apendi asked. “Makes sense. Sending in their uniformed forces could spark off a regional war. So, this is just a payday to you?”

      “What else would it be?” Jason asked.

      “What else indeed?” Apendi stood and motioned them toward another room. “I have some open contracts that will give you a place to start as well as add a little more money to the pot on top of whatever you’re getting already.”

      The crew left Apendi’s hardened bunker with a fistful of contracts on cartel leaders throughout the region. It was a decent place to start prying up rocks and seeing what slithered out. The problem was that as Apendi talked, the scope of the problem started becoming clear. This was a massive undertaking, and they’d spent so much time fighting the Machine—a singular enemy—that they’d lost some perspective on how unfathomably large the galactic quadrant really was and how much evil and corruption could be packed into it.

      “What’s up?” Jason asked as Crusher stopped, staring down at the body of one of the fighters Lucky had taken out near the technical.

      “This look like a cartel soldier to you?” he asked, rolling the body over with his boot.

      “I guess. Seems a little on the young side maybe. What are you getting at?”

      “I’m not sure,” Crusher said. “Something doesn’t smell right here. It’s probably nothing.”

      Jason thought it over as they walked back to the vehicle. Crusher wasn’t the most observant member of his crew, but he had solid instincts when it came to sniffing out trouble before it blew up in their faces.

      “Keep rolling it around in your head,” he told his friend. “Just because it’s not jumping out at you doesn’t mean there isn’t something there.”
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      “So, what do we do with this piece of shit?”

      

      “Let me go with your good wishes?” Taverr asked hopefully.

      “Shut up.” Crusher punched the restrained alien in the gut hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

      “Why did I bother fixing him up if you’re just going to re-injure him?” Doc asked.

      “What were you doing here, Taverr?” Jason asked. “None of your usual bullshit either. Come clean, and you’ll walk out of here under your own power.”

      “And if not?”

      “I’ll throw you out on our way to orbit.”

      “I’ve heard you like doing that,” Taverr mused. “Okay, here it is. Keffin-6 is the focal point for the regional cartel activity. They don’t actually move the product out through here, but all the financial transactions do, a lot of it in hard currency. I’m not talking credit chits here, either. They’re moving certified platinum and gold.”

      Jason and Crusher shared a look before looking back at their captive.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “A money train that fat would take more than you and your pack of dipshits to hit,” Jason said.

      “We weren’t going to hit the cash shipments. That’s suicide for anything less than a ConFed regiment, and that’s if you could even find the depots. What isn’t guarded quite so heavily are the regular money drops that pay for the local logistical support. Fuel for the ships, food, lodging, thousands of workers doing menial labor…all has to be paid for.” Taverr smiled lopsidedly. “The best part is that the cartels don’t give a leap that we’re squeezing the locals.”

      “Just when I thought I couldn’t like you any less, Taverr,” Jason sighed. “Cut him loose, and let’s get out of here. His crew will finish him off.”

      “Why is so much trafficking activity coming through this region all of the sudden?” Twingo asked Taverr.

      “Predators go to where the prey is.” Taverr rubbed his torso where Crusher had punched him as he sat up. “The Luuxir Border Region has been a dumping ground for undesirables from no less than six provinces for years and years. Thirteen planets by my count.”

      “Go,” Jason said.

      “Listen, Jason…I don’t know what you’ve all been up to the last couple of years, but things are different out here now. Your crusader for the innocent bullshit won’t fly like it used to. The people you’re trying to save? They’ll turn on you. The people you’re probably going after won’t think twice about killing thousands just to prove a point.”

      Jason looked at him for a long moment. Perhaps Taverr wasn’t quite as brainless as they’d assumed. None of the other crews they’d worked around throughout the years had ever so accurately pegged Omega Force like Taverr just had.

      “Noted,” he said finally. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Taverr looked startled that Jason Burke had actually thanked him. The pair interacted a handful of times over the years, and none of them had been even remotely friendly, some even ending in physical violence.

      “Okay, then. I’ll just be on my way.”

      “You were nice to him?” Kage asked after Taverr had left. “Weird.”

      “Run those contracts through your usual channels,” Jason said. “I know he’s someone Lucky has worked with before, but we’re verifying everything on this run.”

      “I always do,” Kage said.

      Jason stood on the bridge when Lucky came up from his security sweep around the ship. He slipped into the copilot seat as Jason made his final preps for takeoff.

      “Feeling good about this?” Jason asked him.

      “I am. It will be good to get back to what we are good at. We are not a team suited for large scale operations like we were forced into against the Machine.”

      “Can’t argue with you there,” Jason said, feeding power to the main drive. “Let’s go break some shit.”
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        * * *

      

      T’Cali Amon walked the perimeter of the rooftop garden of his Dihero home. The building was nine stories tall and had been built nearly fifteen hundred years ago, its stonework still exquisite thanks to constant maintenance and restorations.

      “What news, Similan?” he asked when his ever-present right hand approached.

      “The Cridal did indeed send a Red Strike team to Earth. Reports we’ve received from our sources indicate that Seeladas Dalton’s grip on her little empire is slipping more and more each day. Some are questioning her suitability to lead. Others are questioning her sanity.”

      “Interesting,” Amon said. The man once known as Saditava Mok, criminal overlord of the Blazing Sun syndicate, had been one of the most powerful beings in the quadrant. Now, he wielded an entirely different kind of power as the minister of intelligence for the resurgent Eshquarian Empire. He was helping mold a new nation, one that he hoped would heed the lessons of the failures before it.  Now, the Cridal Cooperative was breaking apart, and there were some member worlds that Amon would dearly love to bring into the fold.

      “How do you think Captain Burke will feel about you making overtures to his homeworld?” Similan asked.

      “Doubt he’ll care. His son is on Koliss-2 and his home is S’Tora now not Earth,” Amon said. “But, as a courtesy, I will reach out to him personally and let him know of our plans. He is actually probably wondering where Saditava Mok has been.”

      “That brings up another—” Amon silenced Similan with a raised finger.

      “Not here. Do not speak its name. Not even now,” he said, turning to his closest friend. “We will deal with that abomination soon enough but, for now, Dezeiri will need to handle it in his own way. That will keep the Kheprians too busy to notice what we’re doing.”

      “Understood, sir. As for Captain Burke, we have lost track of his team once they left Pinnacle Station.”

      “The whole crew was with him?”

      “Yes, sir. It appears Omega Force is back in action.”

      “Bad news for someone,” Amon said.
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        * * *

      

      “Who the hell are you? How did you get these codes?”

      “Is that any way to talk to an old friend?”

      Jason squinted and stared at the screen a little harder.

      “I know who you sound like, but it sure as hell isn’t who you look like,” he said.

      “It’s me,” Mok said. “I’ve resumed my old identity. Saditava Mok is now being reported as killed in the ConFed attack that brought down Blazing Sun.”

      “So, what do I call you now?”

      “My name is T’Cali Amon. I was a high-level intelligence officer in the Eshquarian Empire long before I met you. I was burned and disavowed during a counter-intelligence operation and had to go underground and disappear. Thankfully a plucky young mercenary crew still managed to save the day by stopping a lunatic from dropping an orbital platform onto a populated planet to hide their crimes.”

      “Sounds familiar,” Jason said. “The planet wouldn’t have happened to be Shorret-3, would it?”

      “As it turns out, it was,” Amon said. “Back then you lot were too young and dumb to understand what you’d gotten yourselves into, but you kept at it anyway. I had a soft spot for you already for killing Bondrass in such a creative way it allowed Saditava Mok to snatch up power before the dust had even settled.”

      “What are you up to now? Retired?”

      “Not at all. I’m back in the fold, so to speak. I’m the minister of intelligence currently, working to rebuild the Empire. That’s why I’m getting in touch with you. We’re thinking of approaching Earth to be a full member in what we’re building. The Cridal Cooperative probably won’t last much longer, and we’d like to offer them a chance to come under our umbrella before the Saabror Protectorate tries to take them by force.”

      “Are you asking my permission?” Jason asked. “I’m not sure if you remember, but the leadership on Earth doesn’t exactly like me all that much.”

      “Not many people do,” Amon agreed. “But no, this is just a heads up since you tend to react…unpredictably when things like this are sprung on you.”

      “Fair enough. Anything else I should know about?”

      “That depends on where you are and what you’re doing.”

      Jason thought it over for a moment. Mok—Amon—was now a government official, and he was still a grubby merc. Back when Amon had been moonlighting as a ruthless crime lord, there was at least parity in that they were both on the same side of legal. Now, he might need to temper his comments. Amon would have obligations to the Empire that would supersede any loyalty he might have for the Omega crew.

      “I’m in the Luuxir Border Region. We’ve gotten reports of an uptick in trafficking through the area and wanted to see if there was anyone we could stomp the guts out of to help the situation,” he said.

      “I’ve heard about the recent issues,” Amon said. “We don’t have much more information than Kage has probably already found. Not a lot of national interest in that region for the Empire, and resources are still a little thin while we recover from the ConFed invasion, but I’ll have Similan look anyway.”

      “Appreciate it,” Jason said, pausing. “And thanks for looking out for my kid. I appreciate that, too.”

      “I didn’t do a whole lot, but I must admit to having developed a certain fondness for him and an interest in keeping him alive,” Amon said, seeming uncomfortable with the earnest admission from Jason. Their relationship had been built on mutual antagonism from the start, so neither was good at just coming out and admitting they were friends. “You look out for yourself and your guys, Captain. Things have changed since you took a break to fight our little rebellion against the Machine. One of the unintended consequences to what we did was to destabilize the ConFed to the point it can no longer offer the widespread protection it once did. We’re seeing some real animals coming out of hiding.”

      “You’re the second person to tell me that,” Jason said. “We’re not a bunch of rookies bumbling into this.”

      “No, but you have a code. These people don’t. Remember that always.” Amon leaned back. “Look me up when you make it back this way.”

      “I’ll do that,” Jason said. “Later.”
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      “The first name on the list,” Kage said. “Goes by the name Zidium.”

      

      “Sounds made up,” Crusher said.

      “Very good,” Kage said. “And to think some people still call you stupid. Yes, the name is a word in the Weispian language that means butcher, or some loose approximation. Nobody knows who he really is, but he’s running collection crews out of this place.”

      Jason didn’t say anything. He stared out of the Phoenix’s canopy at the surprisingly modern orbital platform ahead of them. It was called The Gates by the locals and didn’t appear to have served any other purpose other than to route passenger traffic off of starliners. The docking complex looked to have cargo capability, but there weren’t many freighters in the area.

      “Who built this thing?” he finally asked.

      “Uh, hang on,” Kage said.

      “What’s wrong?” Doc asked. Jason held up a hand, waiting for Kage.

      “Looks like it was constructed by… What the hell? The registry lists the prime contractor as the Exa Corporation,” Kage said. “They built the Aracoria Shipyards, the third major Pinnacle expansion, even the Concordian Heavy Construction yards in the Eshquarian Empire. They basically only work for major governmental interests. What are they doing building refugee landing pads?”

      “What indeed,” Jason said. “So, this thing was built in place? It wasn’t something that was repurposed?”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” Kage said.

      Jason turned to Doc. “A little odd this enormous modern logistics hub was built out in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Not when you see who owns it,” Twingo said. “The refugee pipeline is a secondary purpose that came about later. The Gates primary function is to serve the consortium of mining companies operating out here. Resource mining is what attracts the colonial settlements.”

      “That makes sense,” Jason said. “But still…dig around and see if any of these mining companies could be involved in trafficking their own prospective employees.”

      The Phoenix was subjected to a no bullshit customs inspection when she was finally granted landing clearance in one of the massive transient hangars. There were five agents who poked around the ship, furiously making notes when they were allowed to look into the armory and see the expendable ordnance she was packing in the ventral launch bays. She was a registered warship to a company called Omega Security Solutions, a real company as far as an official inquiry would show so, despite the fact they clearly wanted to deny them entry into the station, they couldn’t find any legal standing to do so. They were explicitly told they weren’t allowed to carry anything more than non-lethal weaponry aboard, which put a huge damper on Jason’s tactical approach.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say The Gates was a legitimate enterprise,” Kage said.

      “Right,” Crusher said. “Because there’s so much money to be made shuffling broke refugees around. These assholes are up to something.”

      “Not our problem,” Jason said. “We need to snag the Butcher and get the hell out of here.”

      “Are we calling him that? The Butcher?” Kage asked.

      “Yeah. Why not?”

      “I don’t know. Seems…lazy.”

      Jason ignored him and turned to Lucky.

      “You’re sure about this?”

      “This is the easiest way to gain access,” Lucky said. “Do not worry. I will be fine.”

      “I don’t like it,” Crusher said.

      “That makes two of us,” Doc said while he worked. “Captain…this is reckless.”

      “Yeah, as far as Plan As go, this isn’t my favorite if I’m being honest,” Jason said.

      “Time is wasting.” Lucky sat down and let Doc finish.
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      “You’re Amico?”

      “I am,” Doc said.

      “Not a name I would expect from a nubhu,” the guard said. “This is the package?”

      “Yes.”

      “You and your men bring it in here so we can search it and you.”

      Doc nodded to Jason and Crusher to push the alloy box in through the armored door. It had taken the better part of twelve days to negotiate as well as two direct messages from Sete Apendi, but the crew had finally convinced the Butcher’s crew that they were filling the bounty on the notorious assassin Seven. The death of Causiga Lo had shaken the Luuxir underworld and, for over a year, the cartel leaders had been hiding behind layers of soldiers and security until the bounty was filled.

      In the end, it had been Apendi’s confirmation that Amico’s crew had successfully cornered and killed the assassin. Since nobody really even knew what Seven was, Doc had spun them a story about how it was a semi-autonomous killbot and not a biotic in a suit. After that, the Butcher became curious, and he demanded to see Seven’s body himself.

      “This thing is high-density alloy and other things that are screwing with the scanners,” a tech said. “But, for what it’s worth, it seems inert.”

      “Seems?” asked one of the guards. “You’ll need to do better than that.”

      “It’s dead,” the tech affirmed, and Jason could see that he was trying to inject confidence into his voice he obviously didn’t feel.

      Jason avoided making eye contact with any of his crew. This was the critical stage, and everything had to appear to be normal. The guard looked them over, and then eyed the seemingly dead killbot in the box. He grunted and pulled his mouthpiece up, speaking into it so quietly that Jason couldn’t understand what he was saying.

      A moment later, he had his answer as the hidden panel in the wall slid aside and five more heavily armed guards came in followed by a powerfully built Loqu wearing an expensive tailored suit in a style that had been popular in the Pillar Worlds…ten years ago. Jason knew that Loqu were a rare species. They didn’t like to leave their homeworld, and there weren’t even that many of them to begin with. He also knew they were dangerous and highly unpredictable.

      “How did you do it?” the Butcher finally asked. “It killed over ninety-eight people in one night when it attacked…just to get to Causiga Lo. Incredible, isn’t it?”

      “We baited it in. We took a contract out on ourselves and let it walk through a gamut of traps. One of them finally knocked it out of commission,” Doc said. Jason resisted the urge to roll his eyes as Doc over-acted his way through being a merc team leader. It was also mildly insulting as Jason realized Doc likely based his ridiculous portrayal on him.

      “Just like that?” the Butcher asked. “Just walked into your trap?”

      “Of course not,” Doc said. “There used to be a lot more of us.”

      “You didn’t actually answer my question.”

      “I did the best I intend to,” Doc said. “I don’t make any money by divulging the specialized tactics we use. My crew has hunted battlesynths and taken them alive. We specialize in these sorts of non-biotic intercepts.”

      As they were talking the smell of ozone permeated the room. Just a whiff that you would miss if you weren’t expecting it.

      “Did you know it could change what it looked like?” the Butcher asked. “It was an amazing thing to see.”

      “You saw it?” Doc asked.

      “I was Causiga Lo’s third in command. I survived the night through sheer luck. This thing thought I was dead,” the Butcher said, running his hands along Lucky’s arm. Doc cleared his throat.

      “Our fee?”

      “Is on its way,” the Butcher said.

      Jason and Crusher kept their hands out in the open but tried to look casually indifferent as Doc negotiated their commission for the job. Doc’s urbane mannerisms and fast thinking, not to mention his gift with working numbers and probabilities in his head, were why Jason had him posing as the leader of their little group.

      It also helped that when the Butcher did his due diligence, he wouldn’t be searching for a merc crew with a human leader and stumble across who they really were. They’d been out of circulation for a bit, but Omega Force’s reputation was still known to those who had been in the game for a long time.

      As promised, another cartel soldier came in escorting a middle-aged Veran with a case. The latter wordlessly put it on the sidebar and opened it for Doc to see. Inside were platinum bars stamped with the Kheprian Central Banking System seal and nestled into individual cutouts.

      “As promised,” Doc said, nodding for the Veran to close the case. “I’m glad we could do business together.”

      “Not as glad as I am,” the Butcher said, eyeing Lucky’s corpse hungrily. Jason’s stomach dropped, and he once again had grave misgivings about the plan he’d been bullied into agreeing to. “Will you need an escort back to your ship now that you’re carrying such wealth?”

      “We can manage ourselves,” Doc said. “We’ll be departing shortly, and our ship isn’t far away.”

      “Suit yourselves,” the Butcher said, now completely disinterested in them. “My associates will show you out.”

      Jason took one last look back at Lucky before letting himself be herded out the door.
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      “Duck off here,” Jason said. “Quick. Pop open the case.”

      

      Doc moved into the shallow alcove, and Crusher blocked off the entrance. Jason spun the case around while Doc held it out and opened the lid. The bars appeared to be standard issue precious metal from the Central Bank right down to the stamped seal. He quickly started pulling them out until he found one that seemed like what he was looking for.

      “Let’s see if your instincts are right,” Doc said. Jason gripped the bar and tried to bend it in half with his enhanced strength. It gave with a sharp snap, something real platinum wouldn’t do. “Well?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Jason said. “Standard slip-space tracker. Probably about a dozen more throughout this case. There will be an obvious one in the case they’ll expect us to find, so let’s pocket the bars and leave it here.”

      “Then what?” Crusher asked over his shoulder. “Give them something to chase?”

      “Exactly,” Jason said. “We’ll put these all on a single outbound ship. If we split them up to play games, they’ll know we were onto them immediately. We need them to think we left.”

      They went to a hangar on the opposite side of the platform from where the Phoenix was parked and spotted an armed courier ship. The crew was performing a preflight, and the captain looked to be settling up his tab with the deck manager. Jason waved Crusher and Doc back and approached the crewman on the starboard engine nacelle.

      “Hey there!” he called. “Beautiful ship. Aracorian?”

      “Thanks,” the alien said, looking at Jason with a mixture of amusement and distrust. “She’s actually Miressan. Common mistake people make. You in the market?”

      “Oh, no! Not me. She’s too rich for my blood,” Jason said, walking up and running a hand over the polished alloy of the hull. “I actually fly an old Jepsen Aero Mk.12.”

      “Wow. That’s a classic if she’s in good shape. Speaking of old Jepsens, there’s a DL-7 heavy gunship sitting in the transient hangar on the other side of the station. Similar to your Mk.12 but armed to the teeth. I really do miss the old ship designs.” Jason could tell he was talking to an engineer by the reverence with which he spoke about ships.

      “I couldn’t agree with you more. These new ships? Look like flying cargo crates. No artistry whatsoever,” he said. “I’ll let you get back to your work, friend. Just couldn’t help myself coming over and giving her a closer look.”

      “I’d take you aboard for a tour but we’re trying to get out of here in a hurry, and the captain isn’t real keen on visitors. Have a pleasant day.”

      “I hope all that jabbering you were doing had some sort of payoff in the end,” Crusher said.

      “I got all of the bars stashed in the fuel port access panel on the starboard nacelle. They’re already fueled and ready to go so they won’t be opening it again before they leave,” Jason said.

      “I didn’t even see you do it,” Doc remarked.

      “That was sort of the point,” Jason said. “Let’s walk around the hangar a bit until that ship launches, and then we’ll split up and head for the Phoenix. If we do this right, they’ll think we hired that courier to get us out of here.”

      “Then the hard part starts,” Crusher said.

      “Yeah,” Jason said. “And, unfortunately, the hard part for you and I will be to sit and do nothing. It’s on Lucky now.”
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      Once the initial scans had been done, Lucky commanded his powerplant to feed him enough juice to bring some of his passive sensors online while his friends had still been there providing their distraction. He’d followed the conversation as he risked bringing more and more of himself online. His new systems gave him far more control over individual components and subsystems than he’d ever had in his original battlesynth body.

      “We ran a check on the crew. Only a few that are run by a nubhu,” the Veran that brought the payment in was saying. “The Galvetic warrior tells me that this might be a merger of two different teams that have been known to operate in the Concordian Cluster.”

      “So they’re not part of a larger merc company? Members of standing within any of the guilds?” the Butcher asked.

      “Not that we’ve found. It looks like they’re a small breakoff group trying to make their way on their own. How would you like it handled, sir?”

      “You’re tracking them?”

      “The case tracker was destroyed, but they ditched it anyway,” one of the soldiers said. “All the fake bars except one are in a fast-courier ship loitering outside the station.”

      “All but one?”

      “One went offline. Probably died.”

      “Kill them,” the Butcher said. “Send one of our teams to track them back and hit them the next time they land. Take whatever they have.”

      “Is that prudent, sir?” the Veran asked.

      “That arrogant nubhu brought this on himself when he negotiated past the agreed upon contract. Do it.”

      “What about this?”

      Lucky could detect their general positions through his auditory sensors, but his optics were still powered down. He assumed the Veran referred to him.

      “You know, I haven’t actually decided yet,” the Butcher said. “Roll this into my office for now. I’m going to spend some time really trying to think about how I want to display this new trophy. Maybe a new figurehead for my ship.”

      There was some dutiful laughter and congratulations for the boss before Lucky felt the container being pushed farther into the Butcher’s lair. This was a stroke of luck, but he wasn’t out of the woods yet. He could initiate an emergency restart—something he’d expected to be forced to do—and it would get him to combat readiness in seconds. It would also cause significant damage that Twingo and Kage would need to repair later.

      If he could be left alone for some time and follow the normal boot sequence, he would not only be saved from any system damage but would be more combat effective. The plan was audacious and difficult, but not impossible. Jason normally would have preferred to kill his way to the top of the pyramid on a mission like this, but they needed information more than a body count. The Butcher had a significant contract for his life that they’d taken from Sete Apendi, but Lucky and Kage had argued for a more subtle approach when Jason and Crusher pulled out their heavy artillery.

      “We should toss this thing into the recycler,” a soldier said as the box was pushed up against a wall. “You know how many it killed getting to Causiga Lo?”

      “A lot,” said the other. “I think the boss will probably want to take it apart. See if we can at least figure out who build it, and maybe it’ll lead us to who was controlling it.”

      The door closed, and Lucky knew he was alone. He executed the last series of commands that would fully reinitialize his systems. His body jerked once as motor control was restored, and his eyes moved about, taking in the room. He pulled himself up out of the box and leaned down to open the hidden compartment hidden in the box’s mobility cradle.

      “You are okay?”

      “It stinks in here!”

      “You are the only one in there, so whatever smells are in there came from within you.”

      “Still stinks,” Kage said, ripping off his face mask. “Shielding worked like a charm.”

      “Fortunate for us both.”

      “You’re kidding me…they brought us into his office?” Kage asked, looking around.

      “Begin.” Lucky pointed at the safe.

      Kage went to work cracking the safe. It had an advanced biometric locking device, so it took him little time to slice his way in and override it. Once inside, the safe held what they’d hoped: the secure courier data cores for the Butcher’s operation. Hopefully.

      “I’ll need to break the encryption just to copy them,” Kage said. “How do you want me handling the original data?” Lucky thought it over for a few beats.

      “Try to do it in a way that will leave no trace. We will lock the safe back and try to make it look as if we were never here save for the damage we will do to the exterior door.”

      “Changing the plan on the fly? What’s on your mind?” Kage asked as he worked.

      “It occurs to me that it would be better if the Butcher never knew his data was compromised. If he thinks that someone simply broke in and stole his trophy, he will be too distracted to worry about what else they might have grabbed,” Lucky said.

      “Or he might realize you weren’t quite as dead as you seemed,” Kage said.

      “Seven was an assassin not a spy. He would not have been hired for a data theft.”

      The original plan if Lucky had been brought into the inner sanctum was pretty standard Omega Force doctrine. He was to kill everyone he came across, secure the exits, and then turn Kage loose to sift through the Butcher’s files. The problem with that is it would put all the other names on their list on high alert, and they would immediately change their patterns and implement additional security measures. If nobody knew the files had been copied, it would make their job that much easier.

      “Four more minutes,” Kage said. “His encryption is shit, but so is his organization. I’m just going to grab it all and sift through it later. Any thoughts on how we’re getting out of here? It might be night hours, but the exit will still be guarded.”

      “It is undoubtedly guarded. But guards protecting an empty space are not as vigilant as one protecting the person who pays them.”

      “That’s not a plan, Lucky,” Kage said. “What are you going to do specifically?”

      “We need to convince them to enter on their own,” Lucky said. “I will begin working on that. You finish up here.”

      “I disabled the internal security I could find, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t some passive circuit I couldn’t detect that’s waiting to bite us,” Kage warned.

      “Understood. I will use caution.”

      “Yeah, you do that,” Kage said, going back to his data theft.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “They’re away, but we might have a problem.”

      

      “I don’t like problems,” Jason said. “How big?”

      “For us, not very. For the people whose ship you put the trackers on? Quite large,” Doc said. “They left the area and were tracked by three ships that probably belong to the Butcher’s crew.”

      “You’re certain they were being tracked?” Jason asked, sitting up.

      “The mesh-out vectors were too close to be coincidence,” Doc said.

      “Do we have any way of tracking them ourselves?” Twingo asked.

      “Nope,” Jason said. “I was just looking for a distraction. I wasn’t trying to get them involved so I didn’t put one of our own trackers on them. I really figured they’d realize it wasn’t us pretty quickly.”

      “Chances are good in this region they’ll stop again at Keffin-6,” Twingo said. “One last stop to fuel up and check things over before the long flight out of the region.”

      “We have their ship registry, so maybe finding them isn’t such a crazy idea, but we’d have to leave quickly. Any word from our infiltrators yet?”

      “Nothing,” Doc said. “But they were supposed to maintain com silence until they were aboard the Phoenix, so I won’t know until they code in to open the rear ramp.”

      Jason and Crusher were sitting in a hole in the wall establishment trying to blend in while they talked to Twingo and Doc via a secure link. They were in another part of the station in case Lucky and Kage needed a distraction. He and Crusher were prepped to hit another of the Butcher’s operations aboard The Gates hard and fast, hopefully clearing the way for their friends to make it back to the Phoenix.

      “Use the ship’s registration and try to see if we can figure out a way to get in contact with them and at least warn them of what’s coming,” Jason said. “If this was a crew out of someplace like Pinnacle, they’d just turn back once they figured out they’d been had, but these border cartels are ruthless. They might just kill them out of spite.”

      “I’ll get on it,” Doc said.

      “Please do,” Jason said. “Trying to help out innocent people by sacrificing a crew of innocent spacers isn’t a great start to a mission.”

      “Kage and Lucky are certainly taking their time,” Crusher said. “You think something has gone wrong?”

      “I’m trying not to think about that,” Jason admitted.
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      The armored door slid open, startling both guards that were posted up outside of it. Guarding the boss’s office space was a nice, safe, boring job. Nobody in their right mind crossed the Butcher, and they sure as hell didn’t mess with his inner sanctum. One of the guards looked around through the doorway and couldn’t see anything. It was pitch-black past the doorway, and the bright lights of the corridor made it impossible to see farther than a few feet inside.

      “Who’s in there?” the other guard demanded loudly, pulling his weapon from a concealed holster.

      Lucky watched from the corner as the two guards became increasingly agitated. He was betting on their desire to not anger their boss to override their good sense and prevent them from calling for help.

      “Go in and turn the light on. We’ll just check it out real quick, close the door, and then we can just wait for our relief,” the first said.

      “You go in. This is too strange.”

      They argued for a few moments before agreeing to go in together. Lucky had assumed only one would come in so now he had to change his plan on the fly. He wanted to make sure the inside of the room showed no evidence of there being a struggle so he would need to be quick.

      Once both guards crossed the threshold, Lucky triggered the door closure, plunging the room into complete darkness. He could see perfectly well with his advanced optics, so he watched as both guards groped about blindly, whimpering in the dark and trying to stave off panic. The first one actually put his hands on Lucky’s chest, his face scrunching up in confusion as the battlesynth snaked a left hand up and closed off his airways. He was careful to be gentle enough to not leave evidence.

      “Xinak? The lighting controls aren’t working.”

      Lucky eased Xinak to the floor and walked quietly across to where the second guard desperately hit all the controls, trying to make something happen. The wall controls were disabled for the moment, so all the panel did was keep the guard distracted as Lucky came up behind it and repeated the process. They were of the same species, and the database still present in his new assassin-type body had all sorts of useful information on multiple ways to incapacitate or kill them.

      “You done?” Kage asked from the next room over.

      “Yes. Restore lighting controls to normal. I will position them outside the door, you erase evidence of us being here,” Lucky said. “Do not forget your rebreather.”

      “Got it.”

      Lucky opened the door and stuck his head out for a quick look before pulling the guards out and leaning them against the wall. He tried to position them so that it would look as if they were simply sleeping on the job when the next pair came to relieve them. He knew he was signing their death warrants. Once the Butcher discovered the empty box, the other guards would turn on this pair immediately, and they would be killed. It was technically collateral damage, but the pair was far from innocent given who they worked for.

      “Done,” Kage said quietly, holding his equipment in a small bag and closing the door behind him. “If he thinks this was about stealing your body, he might not look too closely at anything else.”

      “That is the hope, but he will eventually figure it out. Someone like him doesn’t rise to this position by being sloppy,” Lucky said.

      “I don’t like leaving this guy at our backs. I’d rather start with him and go down the line.”

      “We have arranged to fill the contract on the Butcher,” Lucky said. “I agree with the captain that, for now, he is more useful alive. You have doubts?”

      “It’s a plan with a lot of moving parts is all I’m saying,” Kage said.

      “It is the Captain’s way,” Lucky said.

      The pair separated as they moved into the more populated sections of the station, Kage going first, and Lucky moving back ten meters behind him. They would be close enough to provide cover for each other but not close enough to be memorable as a pair. For Lucky, there was the additional danger that some of the Butcher’s people would recognize Seven walking down the main gallery deck on his way to the hangar bays.

      The trip back to the Phoenix was as uneventful as they’d hoped, and once Lucky was up the ramp, he broke com silence and signaled for Jason and Crusher they were clear.

      “We’re on our way back,” Jason said over the team channel. “Kage, get up to the bridge and help Doc track down the ship we used as a decoy. We may have just put them in real danger. Have her ready to fly the instant we get back.”

      “What was I just saying about too many moving parts?” Kage asked Lucky.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Captain Va’an Amdro hated Keffin-6. He hated the Luuxir Border Regions. Lately, he didn’t even really care too much for his job. The quadrant was heading straight to hell, and he had an eye on a nice retirement on a Tier 2 world that would probably end up being a vassal for Khepri with all the benefits that came with that.

      He’d once been the master of grand starships, massive starliners and freight haulers that flew under the protective watch of the ConFed fleet. After a docking mishap in the Miressa System, however, he’d been forced to take a job flying this small courier-class ship trying to pick up whatever work he could. Lately, that meant dealing with criminal organizations and ferrying cargo for them that would land him in prison if they searched the vessel.

      “Captain, those two ships trailing us away from The Gates just landed across the tarmac facing us. A couple Taukkir that look like cartel enforcers are milling around looking over at us.”

      “You’re certain?” Va’an asked.

      “Positive, sir. Visual identification on both ships is a lock. It’s definitely them, and they’re definitely tailing us,” the first officer said.

      “We’re dead-heading back,” Va’an said in confusion. “There’s no cargo to steal.”

      “They might not know that. What do you want to do?”

      “Stay on the ship. That goes for everyone. If they make any aggressive moves, we’ll lift off.”

      “Shouldn’t we alert the port authorities?” the engineer asked, coming up on the bridge.

      “On Keffin-6? You’re kidding, right?” Va’an asked. “Just keep an eye on them, and I’ll contact headquarters and let them know what’s going on.”

      While Va’an sat at a bridge station trying to get in touch with someone at the home office to let them know the ship was in danger—because he had zero intention of risking his own neck to protect a ship with no cargo aboard—his first officer and engineer watched the pair of ships and the growing group of thugs around them with concern.

      “They’re breaking out some big guns, Captain,” the engineer said before turning to the first officer. “Do they think we don’t notice them out there?”

      “Maybe,” the first officer said. “They’re across the ramp, and if the computer hadn’t flagged them tailing us away from The Gates, we might not pay much attention to them.”

      Right about the time they looked like they were getting organized to cross the ramp and come at them…they disappeared.

      The explosion that rocked the starport shook the courier ship on its landing gear and caused everyone to duck down behind the console. Va’an looked up just as more brilliant red plasma bolts slammed into where the two ships had been parked. A deafening roar shook the ground as a small attack ship raced by, pulling up into a hard vertical climb and disappearing into the low cloud cover before any of them really got a good look at it.

      “What was that?” the first officer asked.

      “This sounds crazy, but I think it was that old Jepsen gunship we saw in the hangar back on The Gates,” the engineer said. “Maybe they weren’t after us at all and were waiting for those guys to land?”

      “Perhaps,” Va’an said doubtfully. “I’ll make our report to home office. Give me all the sensor data from the incident, and I’ll include it. Tell the crew to start prepping for takeoff. We’ll fuel up somewhere else.”

      “I’ll handle it,” the first officer said.

      Va’an tried not to let it show just how shaken he was by the whole encounter. His instincts told him that group of cartel soldiers were there for them and that the airstrike on them wasn’t unrelated.

      “Sweep the ship for trackers or stowaways,” he told the engineer. “Let’s not have a repeat of this at our next destination.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s definitely time to think about retiring.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      The Phoenix hung in orbit, looking down on a planet that was listed in the ConFed Navigational Registry as NBR-384. To the locals, it was known as Last Chance. Jason assumed it had been meant as a joke by the original groups of settlers but, as he looked down at the squalor through the ship’s powerful optics, the name just made it all the more depressing.

      

      “This is definitely the place,” Twingo said. “What a dump.”

      “It also looks like prime hunting ground for a trafficking ring,” Doc said. “Look at all the passenger ships backed up in holding orbits. People are waiting in line to get down there.”

      “What the hell for?” Twingo asked.

      “The settlements are shit but look at how much open green there is on this planet,” Jason said, pointing at vast plains on the five major landmasses in the holographic image rotating on the bridge. “People cashed out from wherever they came from, get shipped here for clean skies and some elbow room, and hope for the best.”

      “I get that,” Crusher said. “But coming before the industrial centers are self-sustaining is risky. They stop shipping in supplies, it’s back to huddling in caves by firelight.”

      “What were the numbers of missing persons cases on this world?” Jason asked.

      “Reporting is spotty but we’re talking in the hundreds of thousands,” Kage said. “It’s…bad. Law enforcement here is decentralized and overwhelmed, so a lot of people get snagged in the processing centers before the local governments even know they’ve arrived.”

      “Who is mostly settling here?” Jason asked.

      “There are four major enclaves. Most of the refugees at first came in from former Eshquarian Imperial vassal worlds that were under threat by the Saabror. That’s trickled off, and now there’s an influx from the Shindo Alliance. It’s a group of worlds within the ConFed that joined together to collectively bargain with the larger industrial firms,” Doc said. “Appears to be completely defunct. When the Machine shuffled around all of the ConFed’s heavy construction capability for whatever it had planned, their codependent economies all imploded.”

      “Could you be any more boring?” Crusher asked.

      “Don’t,” Kage warned. “He’ll take that as a challenge.”

      Jason tuned out the bickering and stared down at Last Chance. From over a thousand kilometers altitude, the planet was actually quite beautiful. He imagined refugees lining up to view their new home through the portholes of an overloaded passenger starliner that had been chartered by some slimy corporation to fly them out for veritable slave labor. Full of hope and anticipation…only to be tossed to the wolves.

      “Where’s the first target?” he asked.

      “Huh?” Kage asked. “Oh…the landing field is coming up. Optics and passives are going to get a good look, and we’ll start building the target package.”

      After sifting through all of the Butcher’s data Kage was able to start building a more complete picture of the way the cartels all interconnected and operated in zones to move product. The Luuxir operation was strictly trafficking. No drugs. No weapons. Nothing that would attract the attention of the more powerful narco gangs that could step in and wipe them out.

      On Last Chance, they’d found three depot sites where the controlling gangs staged ships and crews so they could move product—beings—around in a continuous, anonymous chain of ships that nobody would remember seeing at starports multiple times. It allowed local corrupt officials to pretend they didn’t know what was going on.

      “Tango One is coming across the terminator now,” Doc said. “Standby.”

      Jason watched the high-res data as the computer mapped out the individual ships and buildings of the compound. What he saw wasn’t promising. He’d hoped the compound’s primary defensive measure would have been its remote location. Unfortunately, what he was now seeing was surface-to-air and surface-to-orbit emplacements along with an impressive smattering of tactical craft parked next to all the freighters they used to move their victims.

      “Shit,” Crusher said. “Not exactly low-hanging fruit, is it?”

      “This is their biggest depot?” Jason asked.

      “By a bit. The other two are really just feeder sites to support this one,” Kage said. “We take this one out first, the others shouldn’t put up much of a fight.”

      “Let’s assume they also have defensive capabilities we’re not seeing,” Jason said. “We stick to the plan. Let’s not get greedy in the first bout.”

      The detour back to Keffin-6 had cost them about two weeks between the trip back from The Gates, and then all the way out to Last Chance. Kage had been able to make some solid connections already in the Luuxir underworld and, from what he could tell, there was no chatter about them from the data raid on the Butcher’s lair. As they’d hoped, the Butcher couldn’t afford to look weak by whining that someone had stolen from him so, for now, he was staying silent.

      “We ready for this, boys?” Crusher asked. “So far, it’s just been a little bit of harmless fun. We kick this orcu nest, and we’ll have to fight our way out.”

      “This is what we do,” Jason said. “Or did. We’ve been a little sidetracked lately, but this is something worth doing. If everybody isn’t aboard with it, we’ll abort now and head back to S’Tora.”

      He turned around the room, looking each of them in the eye. He saw determination, surety, and even anger. What he didn’t see was doubt or fear. For a moment, he felt like an asshole for doubting them.

      “Okay,” he said. “We’re green. Let’s get it.”
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      “Kobvir Glecsh. To say I’m surprised to see you here on Eshquaria is an understatement.”

      “Minister Amon,” Kobvir said. “Thank you for your time and for safe passage.”

      “My curiosity was piqued,” Amon said. “But I’m curious as to why you’re reaching out to the Ministry of Imperial Intelligence for what seems like a matter of state.”

      “I’d like to keep this backchannel for now, Minister Amon,” Kobvir said. “There are some matters of some…delicacy.”

      “Speaking plainly?”

      “Of course.”

      “This can only be about the fact the Empire has given Admiral Kellea Colleran a position as commander of the Concordian Fleet,” Amon said.

      “Ah, yes. Premier Dalton is—”

      “Losing her mind,” Amon finished. “I’ve seen the reports. Obsessive. Reckless. Increasingly detached. Let’s be honest, Kobvir…the Cooperative is crumbling around you, and you flew all the way out to Eshquaria to ask about a single fleet officer?”

      “I’m trying to mitigate damage as I can,” Kobvir said, sounding exhausted. “I—we—feel that if we could eliminate the distraction of Admiral Colleran that Seeladas could focus on more crucial matters.”

      “While that seems unlikely to help, I’m sorry to say I can’t accommodate you. Kellea is now a citizen of the Empire and a member of our armed forces in good standing,” Amon said.

      “I had hoped you might be a little more understanding given the circumstances,” Kobvir said. “As a favor to an old friend.”

      “Things are different these days, friends or not,” Amon said. “This seems desperate even for you. What’s really going on?”

      “The rumors that you are getting ready to try and poach the Sol System from the Cridal Cooperative are building momentum,” Kobvir said. “Kellea’s association with humans is also well known. She works for you, Sol moves into the Empire… You see where I’m going with this. Seeladas needs a win. Something to silence her critics at least for a time.”

      “To what end? You’re doing her no favors by allowing her to remain in a position where she’s a danger to herself and those she’s supposed to be leading.”

      “I wasn’t able to save her father. Perhaps I’m too sentimental or carrying too much guilt over that, but I can’t stand the thought of the same thing happening to Seeladas. Crisstof’s First Son, Steader, was an entitled brat and an idiot, so no great loss there, but Seeladas had shown such promise. It’s tough to watch all of that crumble when she’s right on the verge of realizing her potential.”

      Amon had known Kobvir for a long time. The Empire had been closely aligned with Crisstof Dalton’s sprawling financial and industrial networks, so Kobvir had spent a lot of time on Eshquaria managing those relationships. If he was lying, Amon couldn’t tell. But he also had no idea what was really at play here. It seemed highly unbelievable that Seeladas’s chief of staff would make the trip begging for the extradition of a single military officer no matter how pissed his boss was about it.

      “I can return a significant bit of Cridal property to you, but I won’t even entertain the idea of you trying to arrest one of our flag officers,” he finally said. “We have to worry about appearances as well, and the Empire bowing to demands of an upstart nation like the Cridal won’t go far in reassuring our citizens. No offense.”

      “What property is this?” Kobvir sounded interested.

      “The Defiant,” Amon said. “She’s in top shape and has a lot of her service life left, but she’s not compatible with Eshquarian fleet doctrine. We would happily surrender the ship back to her rightful owners. Would flying Crisstof Dalton’s former flagship back to Cridal space give you the win you need?”

      “That’s…quite generous. That battlecruiser was commissioned by Crisstof and built at great cost at the Aracoria Shipyards. She’s one of a kind.”

      “She’s a magnificent ship,” Amon agreed. “To be honest, we would have most likely tried to return her through a backchannel exchange either way. Admiral Colleran felt it was inappropriate for her to continue using the ship now that the rebellion against the ConFed is all but over. The ship has been sitting in berth at one of our naval bases for over a year.”

      “No conditions? I can have a crew brought out and move her out of Imperial space?” Kobvir asked.

      “She’s your ship,” Amon insisted. “I’ll ensure the proper authorities are notified that a Cridal crew will be showing up to take possession. They’ll likely tow her out of dock and into space since the facility is somewhat sensitive, but no conditions on you reclaiming her.”

      Once the Cridal executive chief of staff had left his office, Amon hit the button under his desk to summon Similan.

      “Yes?”

      “You were watching that?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “And?”

      “There is something else happening. Kobvir was obviously holding back and seemed to change his mind at the last minute about the real reason he came to see you. Admiral Colleran was a convenient excuse to cover whatever that was. If this were really about the admiral the Cridal would have sent their ambassador to the capital.”

      “Agreed,” Amon said. “Make the arrangements to hand over the Defiant. Go ahead and have our people install the obvious trackers and bugs to give the Cridal something to do on the flight home.”

      “You’re really doing that? I thought that—”

      “Yes, I was going to keep it for myself,” Amon said, waving him to silence. “To be honest, a battlecruiser might be a tad impractical for my operational budget these days. I’d actually like to get my custom corvette back from Captain Burke given that I’ve never even been aboard her, but I’m terrified to see what those animals have done to her.”

      “It is probably both inexplicable and disgusting.”

      “After you get the Navy working on releasing the ship, I need you to assign a case officer to the Cridal. Specifically Seeladas Dalton’s mental state and her tenuous grip on her government. I need to know if she’s really slipping as everyone seems to believe or if she’s the victim of a carefully orchestrated coup attempt.”

      “I obey.”

      Once Similan had disappeared, Amon sat back at his desk and started sending out messages to see what he could dig up on his own. He held no particular love for the Dalton family, but he recognized that further destabilization of the Orion Arm while the Empire was restructuring wasn’t helpful. The Cridal were ineffectual, but they were keeping the Saabror Protectorate preoccupied at the moment.

      T’Cali Amon had started as an intelligence field operative, became the leader of the largest organized crime syndicate the quadrant had ever seen, and now was the head of an entire intel division. To say he was paranoid by nature would be a colossal understatement, and Kobvir’s strange visit was ringing alarm bells in his head.

      “What in the name of the Three Sisters are you up to, Seeladas?”
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      “Everything is secured. You haven’t done this sort of thing in a while…you sure you’re ready?”

      

      “Just worry about what you have to do and let me handle the flying,” Jason said.

      “Since I’m stuck on this tub while you’re doing it, I feel like it’s something I should worry about,” Kage said. “If you slam her into a mountain—”

      “It’ll be a quick death, which is better than you deserve. Get ready for the first pass.”

      The Phoenix cruised in an established air traffic route at fifteen thousand meters altitude that would allow them to approach the target without being noticed. While it was taking them in the general direction they needed to go, it wouldn’t actually pass close to the base. It wasn’t even line-of-sight at their cruising altitude, but it was their best bet to try and get close enough to strike before they knew they were under attack.

      “The twins are ready. Decoy transponders are synced to our own system. The handoff should happen seamlessly,” Kage said.

      “This isn’t the best plan you’ve ever come up with,” Twingo said. “We’re going to be exposed during the descent if they’re using active sensors.”

      “It’s a gamble,” Jason admitted. “But to be honest, this whole thing is a crap shoot.”

      “Comforting,” Crusher grunted.

      “The Twins are airborne and pacing us,” Kage said. “Your window is open.”

      “Here we go,” Jason said, pushing the nose over and slamming the throttle forward. The Phoenix surged out of the air traffic lane, her transponder going dark just as one of the twins began broadcasting. The second was flying in close formation and carried a sensor spoofer that Twingo and Kage had developed together. For low-resolution scans like an air traffic control or orbital traffic control system, it could give the illusion the Phoenix was still there.

      As soon as he pushed over Kage switched the ship to low-observability mode to help hide them during the descent. Once they were pushing high-subsonic Jason killed the grav-drive and reached over to flip the switches for the four big main engines to START/RUN. Grav-drives were a miracle of modern science. They were also easy to detect with passive sensors once they were close enough.

      The mains lit off with a hearty double boom, and the Phoenix was shoved violently from millions of pounds of thrust. There was nothing quite like the visceral feel of the powerful plasma-thrust engines. The rawness of it was something Jason savored. They were considered outmoded and even primitive by many, but they still had their place.

      “Canyon approach coming up on your starboard…speed looks good,” Kage said.

      “The twins aren’t seeing anything coming up from the base,” Doc said. “If they saw us drop out, they’re not all that curious about it.”

      “It’s still early,” Jason warned. “Give it a few minutes.”

      He rolled the Phoenix to starboard and started to pull out of his dive when alarms started blaring and something exploded behind him. The ship shuddered and became difficult to control as Jason fought to bring the nose up. He risked a glance at the left-hand display and saw that engine three had flamed out completely.

      “Twingo!”

      “Number three is dead…four is in shutdown!” Twingo yelled over the alarms. “Trying to—” Another jolt rocked the ship, and Jason had to roll the ship completely, unable to fight her inertia.

      “Ground is coming up fast!” Kage said. “Computer just ejected engine three. Plasma containment failure in the starboard nacelle!”

      “Bring the grav-drive back online!” Jason said, slapping the control on his left to silence the alarms. He slammed the throttle back to idle to stop the uncontrollable yaw created by asymmetrical thrust from losing two engines on one side. She immediately improved, but still wasn’t completely in his control.

      “Grav-drive is up!” Twingo called just as Jason saw the indicators green up on his engine management panel. He reached over and switched engines one and two to OFF while pulling back even harder. The grav-drive responded instantly, and the Phoenix flattened her dive, groaning under the G-loading.

      “Shit…not gonna make it,” Jason grunted as the ridgeline ahead loomed in the main canopy. They were off course and instead of slipping down into the canyon to their right they were flying directly into an escarpment. “Twingo! Juice me!”

      “Emergency power to the drive…now!”

      It wasn’t going to be enough. They’d slowed dramatically, but they were still going to hit. In a last-ditch effort to spare the ship and their lives, Jason pushed the thumb switch on the right side of the throttle all the way up while holding down the safety override with his index finger. The repulsors on the belly of the ship fired at full power.

      The reaction was so explosive and immediate that Jason thought they’d hit the edge of the ridge. His primal instincts overrode his training and experience, and he flinched, closing his eyes for a moment before realizing they were still flying. He checked his instruments and let off the repulsors. They’d missed the escarpment by a scant few meters, and warnings were still flashing all over his panel.

      “You done trying to kill us with your shitty flying?” Crusher asked.

      “For the moment,” Jason said. “Twingo. What the fuck? An engine fell off the ship?”

      “Jettisoned by the computer,” Twingo said, still absorbed at his station. “Had a plasma containment failure in the engine itself, not the feed chamber. It was either spit it out or lose the whole ship. Number four seems to be okay. We should head back to—”

      “We’re not heading back anywhere,” Jason said. “Kage, full combat mode.”

      “Captain? We’re going ahead with the mission?” Doc asked.

      “We just had major system damage, Captain,” Twingo said. “We need to put in for repairs.”

      Jason pulled the throttle back and put the Phoenix in autopilot, letting her fly the canyon course where she was hidden from view. He looked at his crew, trying to calm himself before he said something he couldn’t take back.

      “I’m sensing a profound lack of enthusiasm here lately. If you want to call this off and go back home…just say the word,” he said quietly. “If this crew isn’t one-fucking-hundred percent committed to this mission, then we should definitely abort. Have we gotten complacent and soft while using Mok’s resources to fight the Machine? She’s going to take damage. We’re going to take damage. That’s never been a reason we’d scrub a mission before. If we’re not willing to sacrifice ourselves or this ship to save the people we’re here to save, then we better hang it up. Going into this half-ass will only get us and others killed.”

      “You’re right,” Doc said finally. Twingo and Kage just nodded. Crusher flipped him off, and Lucky was impassive as always. “We’re with you. Sometimes, I forget what it was like when we first started.”

      “Feels the same to me.” Crusher shrugged. “Almost being killed in a fiery crash thanks to this asshole’s flying is one of the few constants in my life. Come on, everybody. Suck it up and pretend we’re still the steely-eyed killers we were years ago and let’s get this done.”

      “Do we need to vote?” Jason asked, crossing his arms. “Maybe get some scraps of paper and a hat?”

      “You’ve made your point,” Twingo said loudly. “Let’s go.”

      “Just want to point out that the twins are now almost to the end of their patrol route,” Kage said. “Those idiots will probably just come back toward us instead of loitering in the area and screw our cover up.”

      “I think we’re blown already to be honest,” Jason said. “Engine three exploded when it hit the ground. How far out are we?”

      “One hundred and sixty klicks out,” Kage said.

      “Crusher…music.”

      Jason shoved the throttle up and took control from the computer while Crusher fiddled at one of the auxiliary stations. The Phoenix roared up the canyon at nearly twice the speed of sound by the time the first licks of “Out For Blood” by Code Orange blasted from the bridge speakers. The savage music helped Jason get into the headspace he needed to be in. He needed to hate these cartel thugs. He needed to want them to die…and he had to want to be the one who killed them.

      “Crossover coming up,” Kage yelled.

      “Copy,” Jason said.

      He pulled back his speed and angled up out of the canyon, skimming the edge as he rolled to starboard before letting her settle back down for the last dash across the plateau. The base they were about to hit was only cartel ships, pilots, and soldiers. No innocents according to the intel they swiped from the Butcher.

      “Targeting solutions locked and to you,” Kage said. “All weapons deployed and charged. It’s all yours, Captain.”

      Jason allowed himself to sink further into the integration with his ship, something he didn’t often do anymore, and was fed real-time data directly into his neural implant. The base was up ahead, and he didn’t see any evidence they were waiting for him. He switched over to active sensors and let the computer begin prioritizing targets. The row of fast-attack escort ships was at the top of the list. If they got airborne, they’d be a serious threat to his larger, more cumbersome gunship. They weren’t quite as agile as starfighters, but close.

      He could just see people on the ground pointing and scrambling about when he reached the threshold to pop up and chop his speed. The Phoenix climbed vertically before rolling over into a shallow dive to line her main cannons up on the row of attack ships. Jason smiled as he squeezed the trigger and let the six big plasma guns in the leading edges walk red death through the parked ships. Every shot that hit triggered secondary explosions in the fueled and armed ships, destroying them entirely. By the time the Phoenix reached the end of the row, debris bounced off her ventral shields.

      “Two transports getting ready to lift,” Kage said. “Sensors show only three crew members aboard each.”

      “On it,” Jason said, kicking the Phoenix into a tight right-hander. Vapor poured off her upper flight surfaces as the humid air compressed over them. He brought the nose around and saw that both transports had their shields up and were pushing hard to climb away from the base. Amateur mistake. They should have kept low to the ground and tried to put some distance between themselves and their attacker. The computer micro-corrected his aim, and he let the main cannons bark again, walking shots into the first until it was destroyed, and then shooting through the wreckage to get the second.

      As both ships fell to the tarmac and burned uncontrollably, Jason leveled his wings and yanked the Phoenix into another steep climb, pulling inverted away from the base in a lazy yo-yo that would let him line up for another run. He was just coming back down when a warbling tone told him a targeting scan had just locked onto them.

      “Quad-batteries!” Kage called. “They’ve got us bracketed!”

      Jason saw the two quad-barreled plasma cannons rise from the ground and swivel around to meet them. He put his nose directly on them to minimize his profile.

      “Full power to forward shields!” he said as he switched over to missiles. The Banshee missiles they were carrying were a new, multi-purpose munition from Earth he’d wanted the chance to try.

      The quads opened up just as his missiles left the launchers and raced away. As they were programmed to do, they flew laterally away from the ship at first to clear the lanes of fire before arcing back into the target. It ensured he didn’t shoot his own missiles down by mistake.

      “Hang on,” Kage said. “This is going to be rough.”

      The shots slammed into the shields and the impact took Jason’s breath away. These were serious guns, and the Phoenix absorbed eight shots before she screamed overhead and out of range.

      “Damage?” he asked.

      “I wouldn’t do that again,” Twingo said. “Forward shields degraded. Two emitter elements blown out completely, and the cooling system is failing in zone two.”

      “Direct hits with both Banshees,” Kage said. “One emplacement destroyed, one unknown.”

      “Unknown?” Jason demanded.

      “It’s still moving, but I don’t know if it can fire,” Kage said. Jason just grunted and fired two Pixie missiles at the still-moving gun turret. The homebrewed missile developed by Twingo and Kage was small, cheap, and effective against soft targets.

      “That got it,” Kage said. “All active weapons signatures have been neutralized.”

      The computer fed Jason targeting data on the remaining ships. Most were unpowered, and the few that were showed no engine signatures indicating they were getting ready to try and lift off. He de-selected the big guns and missiles and deployed the small, articulated point-defense turrets on the ventral side. These rapid-fire weapons were capable of snap direction changes and pinpoint accuracy, but they weren’t particularly powerful. Against unshielded, grounded ships they wouldn’t have to be.

      He added an exclusion to a ship that looked promising through his neural link, and then squeezed and held the trigger, flying the Phoenix over the base in wide arcs as she rained fire down upon the other helpless vessels. It was a lot like mowing the lawn and, by the fourth pass, there was very little left but smoldering hulks, some barely recognizable as ships. He flew back over and dropped to a hover near the one ship he’d left untouched.

      “That felt…excessive,” Doc said.

      “Recall the twins,” Jason said as he unbuckled from his seat. “Doc, you’re up. Crusher and Lucky, you’re with me.”

      “What are we doing?” Crusher asked.

      “Calling an audible,” Jason said.

      “A what?”

      “I’m changing the plan on the fly as opportunity presents itself.”

      “Oh. Shit.” Crusher sighed dramatically as he strode off the bridge after Lucky. Jason followed them as Doc took his spot in the pilot’s seat and brought the Phoenix low enough to use the transit beam to put the ground team on the surface.

      “We stealing a ship?” Crusher asked as Jason grabbed a weapon and shrugged into his tactical harness.

      “Gonna try,” Jason said. “Even if we just take it on a joyride and leave it somewhere else, it should confuse the shit out of them.”

      “What’s the point?” Crusher asked.

      “Why not? It’s fun.”

      “The odds of everyone surviving this mission are dropping by the minute,” Lucky said as he pulled on his own gear.

      “You say that all the time, and we’re still alive,” Jason said.

      Lucky just shook his head and walked out of the armory.
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      The cargo ship Jason had decided was a good candidate for theft was in surprisingly good shape and relatively new. It had either been stolen once already or the cartels had some real money backing their operation. Heavy freight haulers that could land on a planet were not cheap to buy or operate.

      

      “Look,” Crusher said. “It’s a cattle barge.”

      Jason looked over where he was pointing in the dimly lit cargo bay and saw that there were partitioned stalls that probably held twenty or twenty-five beings. It didn’t look like it would be a comfortable ride. The bay held two-hundred and forty stalls in the section they were in alone.

      “I blew up three other ships just like this,” he said in awe. “Can they actually be moving this many people through? This is thousands and thousands of trafficked people…even out here we should have heard about this.”

      “All eyes look to Miressa Prime and the Pillar Worlds right now,” Lucky said. “I think you will find those being preyed upon number well into the millions. Until the current upheaval is settled, the frontier regions will be ignored.”

      “This is…” Jason couldn’t find the words. He was keenly aware that the upheaval Lucky spoke of was because of the Machine, and they were the ones who allowed the malevolent, ancient AI to make it back to ConFed space. His mismanagement of the operation to destroy the weapon and his missteps afterwards let it take root to the point its absence created a power vacuum big enough to swallow the entire quadrant.

      “I know that look, and we’ve gone round and round with this,” Crusher said. “It isn’t your fault. You couldn’t know that crazy ass computer virus would catch a ride back here on a ConFed ship. If it’s anybody’d fault, it’s Kage’s.”

      “What?” Jason looked at him, confused.

      “He’s the computer guy. He should have known better. Just saying…blame should be put would it belongs.”

      “You know, that actually makes me feel better,” Jason said. “So, do we bother searching this whole thing or just take the bridge and use the internal sensors to clear it? We aren’t going to have forever before someone shows up.”

      “We should get the ship to space,” Lucky said. “Then we can go through it at our leisure, and you can try to find a logical reason why you’re stealing it in the first place.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” Jason said. They didn’t bother searching the crew quarters or common areas once they were out of the cargo holds. Instead, they moved quickly and single-mindedly toward the bridge.

      It was a decision that would prove costly.

      Lucky’s sensors picked up the threat almost too late as three Taukkir and two Korkarans ambushed them, bursting from hatches on either side. The narrowness of the corridor saved them as the enemy couldn’t get their unwieldy long guns up to finish off the mercs. The battlesynth’s combat instincts were impeccable, and he surged forward so quickly he surprised the ambushers, tackling both Taukkir to the ground and going to work on them. Jason spun to face one of the Korkarans and heard one of the Taukkir scream as Lucky’s arm-mounted blades deployed and skewered it.

      Korkarans were serious business. The saurian species were brutal fighters with a reputation on par with the Galvetic warriors. It was no big surprise that the two species utterly despised each other. The smaller of the pair lunged at him and tried to catch his left arm with its powerful jaws, underestimating how fast the human was and slamming its teeth together on nothing but air. Jason had already been backpedaling to try and clear Crusher and give himself some room so the right-hander he threw didn’t have much on it. He connected with the side of the Korkaran’s muzzle, turning its head but throwing himself off balance in the process.

      The Korkaran pushed off with its right leg, using its tail to keep it upright as it came at him again. Jason, already off-balance, didn’t try to fight against his momentum. He let himself fall backward, tucking his legs up just as the Korkaran slashed at him with its clawed left hand. His utility pants did nothing to stop the claws, and he felt them cut deep into his shin and raking across the sensitive nerves there, sending waves of icy pain through his body.

      “Son of a bitch!” he hissed, his right hand grasping the handle of his combat knife and pulling it free. Still on his back, he had no real opening to try and use the knife, and he was lying on his primary weapon, having had it slung behind him like an idiot as they walked through the ship. His anger rose at having made so many amateurish mistakes, and his turbocharged adrenal response, fueled by his temper, made itself known. The rushing sound in his ears and narrow, sharpened vision were welcome old friends. A guttural snarl erupted from his mouth as he kicked out and caught the Korkaran in the right knee with his left boot. The knee gave with a sickening crunch, and the reptilian alien cried out in agony.
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        * * *

      

      Crusher was in trouble.

      When the bigger, older Korkaran turned on him, leaving its younger sibling to take on the captain, he had been thrilled. It had been too long since he’d had a real fight.

      That thrill lasted right up until the Korkaran hit him in the gut and he’d been too slow to block it. Now, many hits later, he couldn’t get his timing down, and he felt like his feet were encased in stone. He was slow. His hits delivered without the needed power. His energy was fleeing, and his vision swam.

      “You are weak, Galvetic scum,” the lizard hissed in his ear. “No challenge to me.”

      The fight devolved into a savage beatdown which Crusher could barely defend against. In the end, he had to allow the bastard to get bites and hits on his legs and arms so he could protect his vital areas. It was humiliating, and he saw no way out of it.

      “And now, you die!”
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      Jason spun into a kneeling position where he could gain some leverage and used a two-handed thrust to punch the blade through the armor-tough hide of the Korkaran’s torso. The keening wail it had been letting out tapered off into a gurgling wheeze as it drowned in its own blood. Jason yanked the knife free and was getting ready to stab again, but the Korkaran slumped to its side, dark violet blood bubbling from the wound. He looked over and, as expected, Lucky had killed both Taukkir.

      What wasn’t expected, however, was that Crusher was pinned beneath the last Korkaran and looked to be losing. Badly. Blood streamed from half a dozen serious wounds on his body and his strength seemed to be flagging. Felex Tezakar, the Guardian Archon of Galvator, had a look on his face that Jason had never seen on it before.

      Fear.

      Lucky and Jason exchanged a look loaded with meaning before the battlesynth moved over, grabbed the Korkaran by the head, and spun it around until the neck snapped. He pulled the dead alien off Crusher and tossed it onto its partner.

      “You are badly injured,” Lucky said.

      “No shit,” Crusher grunted, holding his side. “Help me up, damnit.”

      Even that was something new. Crusher would have never accepted help rising before no matter if he’d just had both legs lopped off. Now, he just seemed spent and grateful the fight was over. What the hell was wrong with him?

      “Kage, we were just jumped by some stragglers on the ship. Crusher needs medical attention,” Jason said. “Bring the ship down.”

      “We just finished placing all the packages so we’re on our way back,” Kage said. “We’ll be there before you come out of the ship.”

      “I can make it myself,” Crusher said. “I’m…sorry, Captain. You and Lucky secure the ship. I’ll go back and let Doc patch me up.”

      The pair watched Crusher trudge down the corridor, holding his side and looking steadier with each step.

      “We must secure the bridge as quickly as possible,” Lucky said.

      “Yeah…let’s get at that,” Jason said. “When we get up there, we need to send out a general distress signal before we launch. Just add to the confusion a bit.”

      They encountered no further resistance and walked onto the bridge to find it empty and the ship ready for flight. Jason recognized the helm configuration and sat to set his preferences while Lucky went about making sure there were no other stragglers aboard and closing the external hatches.

      “Crusher has been taken aboard the Phoenix,” he reported. “The ship is now moving off.”

      “Then let’s get out of here,” Jason said. “Bringing the engines online now. Go ahead and send our distress signal, and then we’ll get her up into orbit.”

      The freighter had been fitted with an unusually powerful drive and an impressive armament that was cleverly hidden making her a tough target for any would-be pirates. He fed power to the drive, and the empty ship lifted smoothly from the landing pad. Jason retracted the landing struts and initiated the auto-climb sequence to put the massive ship into orbit.

      “This is a nice damn ship,” he said. “She’s something the freight hauling corporations on Pinnacle Station would proudly fly. What the hell are traffickers and smugglers out here in the boonies doing with it? And don’t say it was stolen. That armament panel to your right says this thing was purpose built to move illicit goods.”

      “Well-funded smugglers, I would say,” Lucky said. “Which hints at patronage.”

      “So, who would be paying these animals to prey on refugees?” Jason wondered aloud. “And why?”

      “Is that important?” Lucky asked. “Is it within the scope of the mission you have laid out for us?”

      “Point taken,” Jason said. “I won’t pit us against rogue nations and empires this time. Still an interesting question, though. Maybe something the minister of imperial intelligence would appreciate knowing.”

      “Distress signal has been sent. I cut it off partway through the third repetition. Perhaps they will assume this ship was destroyed in the wreckage below.”

      “That won’t fool them for very long, but good thinking,” Jason said. “Any ideas what we could even do with this thing?”

      “I have a few interesting ideas.”
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      “The depot was a total loss. Our crews are sifting through the wreckage to confirm individual assets, but there was nothing salvageable.”

      

      “The underground facility?”

      “Collapsed during the attack. No survivors. From the attack pattern, we are not certain they even knew about it. They were only focused on destroying the ships.”

      Klytos Finvak seemed wholly unconcerned that one of their major staging bases had just been wiped out in a single strike without anybody bothering to take credit for it or follow it up with an attack on other nearby bases. His indifference to the loss of critical assets in the area was off-putting to the cartel captains he had assembled before him via slip-com links. Klytos would only meet in person with a handful of people he trusted completely after a failed hit left him scarred and in constant pain.

      “This is unfortunate in that it is a waste of resources, but there was nothing at the base that cannot be easily replaced,” Klytos said. “More important to the disruption of product to our buyers is the fact someone here in the Luuxir Border Regions had the temerity to attack us in the first place. Of equal concern is why the base’s defense was so relaxed that not even one of our high-priced Vectra escort ships or their equally expensive pilots got off the ground. Are there any answers to these questions yet?”

      “We are questioning the on-site commander of the private military company that leased us the pilots and Vectras,” one of the captains spoke up. “He is coming to observe the investigation and clean up personally along with his advisors.”

      “Kill him,” Klytos ordered. “Badly. Painfully. Then send whatever remains of him back to his employer and tell them the next batch they send out to fulfill their contract will need to be more focused on their tasks and not entertaining themselves with the product they’re supposed to be protecting.”

      “I will handle it,” the captain promised, though his expression clearly showed this wasn’t a course of action he was enthusiastic about. The PMCs that operated in the part of the quadrant weren’t to be trifled with. The captain might kill their on-site commander to send a message, and the company may wipe out his entire operation to do the same, but defying Klytos Finvak was no safer proposition.

      “If there is nothing else?” Klytos asked. “I expect all of you to use this incident as a teachable moment. You do not want to be the next that allows this to happen in your territory.”

      He killed the master link, and all the monitors with his underlings winked off. Ever paranoid, Klytos nodded to Sacolo to disconnect the cabling that went to the nodes, ensuring a hard break to prevent any clever eavesdropping attempts. Sacolo tried to hide his irritation at being treated like the Eshquarian’s personal assistant. He soothed his bruised ego with the knowledge he was being paid handsomely either way.

      “We will need to modify our escape contingencies, Sacolo.”

      “What? I thought you just said—”

      “I said exactly what they needed to hear in order to keep operating at the level we require,” Klytos said. “But this attack was not from any rival faction, and my instincts are telling me that whoever has arrived to disrupt our plans represents a real danger.”

      “Who do you think it is?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea, and that’s what worries me. This has both the hallmarks of a precise military strike ordered by a government and a clumsy poke in the eye by another cartel trying to muscle in on our hunting grounds. That dichotomy means we must plan for either. You will have our protocols updated so that we can be safely evacuated at the same time we implode our operations here to ensure we can’t be traced.”

      “Understood,” Sacolo said. He’d never seen Klytos nervous or unsure before, but there was something about this random attack on one of their logistical hubs that had him rattled.

      “And prepare the ship. I think I would like to see the aftermath of this attack myself.”

      “At once.”
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        * * *

      

      “The Phoenix has meshed-out.”

      “Good, good,” Jason said distractedly. The ship they were flying was on course for its own mesh-out point, getting them away from Last Chance before the rest of the cavalry showed up to look at their handiwork. The advance team that was down on the surface now poking about the wreckage largely seemed disorganized and unsure what they were supposed to be doing. “We’d better boogie on the off chance someone gets a visual of this ship and recognizes it.”

      The ship was running cold with her transponders off and the engines idling as she coasted. In a system like this it would hardly raise an eyebrow. They would meet the Phoenix in NBR-9127, a star system that had two habitable worlds. The locals called the planet Xetis and the habitable moon Xercas. Doc had found some information that the names were from two brothers in ancient Li’oorian mythology as most of the original settlers had come from Li’oor, a planet in the Saabror Protectorate near the Eshquarian border. It was the first planet on their list they’d taken from the Butcher that would bring them face to face with the foot soldiers actually grabbing people off the refugee flights.

      “So…” Jason began.

      “Go ahead. I know what you want to ask,” Lucky replied, not looking up from his station.

      “Has Crusher been sick? Or was that Korkaran especially badass?”

      “It is not my place to tell you this, but Crusher is not sick. He is simply moving into a different phase of his life.”

      “Oh, come off that it’s not my place bullshit,” Jason snorted. “You gossip worse than an old woman. Spill it. What’s wrong with him?”

      “Galvator’s selective breeding process that created their warrior class, while an immense success, had its drawbacks. Crusher’s health will continue to decline now that he has reached the change. His strength will fade, his reflexes slow, and his senses dull. It is no different than any other biotic species’ aging process, but it happens very quickly. If you wish to know more about how this will progress, you will need to ask him. It is a very sensitive subject among their kind. Many commit suicide as they lose the ability to be warriors anymore.”

      “Welp…I was in a good mood before that little story,” Jason sighed. “Damn.”
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      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fuck off.”

      In the old days, that sort of angry snarl from Crusher would have made Doc flinch and cower. Now, it just pissed him off.

      “I can let you drag your sorry carcass back to your berth where you can lay there and suffer out of my sight,” Doc said, walking up and leaning over his patient. “Or…you can treat me with the respect a friend and crewmate trying to help you deserves.”

      “Hey! You can’t talk to me like that,” Crusher snapped. “I have feelings, you ugly asshole!”

      “What’s the real problem? You’ve been beat up worse than this falling down the stairs drunk,” Doc said. Crusher stared at the ceiling, sighing before going on.

      “It’s the Kaudda. The changing,” he said. “It’s started.”

      “You’re not old enough for that,” Doc argued.

      “It’s been happening earlier and earlier in the warrior caste. The way our people have wrung every last bit of potential out of what we can be has come at a cost. Young warriors, more powerful than even the legends of old, are going through Kaudda much sooner than expected. They also die shortly after.”

      “And you were the first of this new generation of über-warriors,” Doc said. “This actually makes a little more sense now. When we were doing the full workup on you back on S’Tora, I was finding anomalies in your genetic code I couldn’t explain. Galvator was as unhelpful as they always are, so I shelved it when you called off the project.”

      “What did you see?”

      “I don’t think you’re just the result of the natural selective breeding program. I think they tinkered with your DNA and did it in a way that’s caused unintended consequences,” Doc said. “As I understand it, this would be high crimes on Restaria.”

      “To put it mildly,” Crusher said, sitting up with a groan. “So, I’ve been…engineered?”

      “They boosted some attributes, but it was done in an unskillful way,” Doc said. “Pretty mild stuff, but whoever did it went in yanking on levers without understanding the scope of what they were attempting.”

      “Can you reverse it?”

      “No. This isn’t something easily undone and, at this phase in your life, it wouldn’t be smart to try. We’d have to work around it not try to erase it.”

      “Will the treatment you developed do it?” Crusher asked quietly.

      Back when Omega Force had taken some downtime on S’Tora, Crusher had come to Doc and asked him to perform a feasibility study on a genetic modification program similar to what he’d done for Jason. It was all kept hush-hush since that sort of thing was taboo on Crusher’s homeworld. In the end, the work progressed rapidly, but Crusher backed out.

      “I will enter these new parameters and let Voq run the simulations,” Doc said, referring to the Archive that was sitting back on S’Tora. The ancient AI had managed to pull enough of itself back together to be given some tasks the computers on the Phoenix weren’t suited for. “This…you’re sure about this? If someone finds out—”

      “Excommunication. I know,” Crusher said. “I’ll not be allowed back on Restaria or Galvator, and I’ll be stripped of the title of Archon, something without precedent in our entire history. I’d be the first Guardian Archon to not lose the title by dying in combat.”

      “And you’re still wanting to go through with this?”

      “If I don’t… Jason needed me today, and I wasn’t there. Not like I should have been. Used to be. If Lucky hadn’t killed the Korkaran, it would have finished me off, then turned on the captain. You and Twingo age slowly. Lucky is damn near immortal, and Jason’s physical aging has been switched off.”

      “Kage—”

      “Him, I couldn’t care less about,” Crusher waved him off. “Honestly…shouldn’t he be dead already? Anyway, if I’m going to still do this job and protect Jason as I swore to do, I’ll need my powers back.”

      “The serum treatment will do it,” Doc said. “It will take me some time to run the new data and synthesize the doses, but I’ll tell you the same thing I told Jason…nothing is free in nature. Nothing. This won’t be able to be reversed, and there will still be some side-effects you’ll need to be aware of.”

      “Maybe I’ll luck out and get Jason’s insane temper and rage response,” Crusher said hopefully.

      “Yeah…I’m already having second thoughts about this.”
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      “What are we going to do with this ship? It’s too nice to throw away or crash into something.”

      

      “Send it back home, and you can use it to ship coffee and whiskey to the seedier parts of the quadrant,” Twingo said.

      “I was thinking about keeping it for us to use on missions. Its armament and drive are impressive,” Jason said.

      “You can’t keep collecting vehicles on every mission,” Doc said. “You have Mok’s corvette still, the thing you call a bus that has caused untold damage as you and Crusher drive it around town, and now you want to take a smuggler ship back to S’Tora? The locals have been pretty lenient with your…quirks…but I think, at some point, they’ll tire of the noise and destruction you cause all by yourself.”

      “Wow. You’ve been saving that little rant for a while, haven’t you?” Jason asked.

      “Ever since you and Crusher drove by my home and ran over my Dophra Auxemi from my homeworld that I painstakingly engineered to survive on S’Tora,” Doc answered.

      “Your what?” Crusher asked.

      “Those flowering bushes he keeps that smell like urine after it rains,” Kage said, not looking up from his screens.

      “Weird,” Crusher said. “I don’t remember doing that.”

      “You were so intoxicated that I’m not surprised.”

      “Moving on,” Jason said loudly. “Let’s try and set some ground rules for the Xercas operation. Just so there are no misunderstandings, we are not here to rescue refugees. We’re here to stop the people preying on them.”

      “What the hell is the difference?” Kage asked.

      “The difference is I won’t have any of you—looking at you here Lucky—trying to jam the Phoenix’s cargo hold full of civilians that I’ll need to do something with afterwards,” Jason said.

      “I feel like you’re sending mixed messages here,” Twingo said.

      “We can’t save them individually,” Jason said. “No matter how much we might want to. We’re a small unit that might have a shot at taking out the ones hurting them, but even that will be a temporary reprieve. The people paying the cartels will bring someone else in even after we cut the head off the snake. The reason we’re doing this is so that, during the lull, they can find a way to defend themselves.”

      “Are we at least going to give them guns?” Kage asked.

      “Yeah.” Jason nodded. “We’ll funnel in some basic small arms from the Reaches through our usual contracts.”

      Omega Force was only a thing that existed in the minds of its members and by their reputation among other merc crews and underworld dwellers. Omega Security Solutions, a corporation in good standing based on Niceen-3, however, was a real company with real connections and assets. One thing they specialized in was the transfer of small arms and defense systems from the Kaspian Reaches into the hands of people like the refugees of the Luuxir Border Regions to ensure they had a fighting chance against the scum the larger governments allowed to prey on them.

      It had all been set up during their close partnership with Blazing Sun in their fight against the Machine, and Jason decided to maintain it all once Blazing Sun fell apart. This had always been a part of Jason’s plan once they’d decided to act on Lucky’s insider knowledge of the Luuxir trafficking rings. He would break the back of the cartel leadership to give them some breathing room, and then provide them the means with which to defend themselves once he identified leaders within the population centers.

      Arming a civilian population was a complex and messy solution to the problem, but it was the only effective deterrent these people could be given to protect themselves and their families. It was the only way a small merc crew like theirs would have a shot at doing anything more than poking the bear. If they could make the prey too dangerous, the predators might move on.

      “How much money is left in the funds we appropriated from Mok? Er, Amon?” Crusher asked.

      “Plenty,” Jason said evasively. “Enough that our people on Niceen-3 will be able to package and ship what we need without making a dent. But while we’re talking about the OSS accounts, I think I might have an idea for this ship.”

      “A good idea?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “After hitting that depot on Last Chance, the target on Xercas won’t be so soft,” Kage said. “The Zadra Network has an odd lack of intel on this region, which tells me someone is actively controlling the flow of information in and out of here.”

      “Still doable?” Jason asked.

      “Yeah…but it’s not without risk,” Kage said. “The Phoenix can get you in, but it’ll be a slog all the way to the inner sanctum. The Butcher’s notes on this guy’s security setup were detailed, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t changed.”

      “Thank God for no honor among thieves,” Jason said. “It’s too bad we don’t have more time to play divide and conquer and pit them against each other. They already seem ready to rip into each other at a moment’s notice.”

      “Another reason I think there’s another central organizational apparatus we’re not seeing,” Kage said. “Whatever it is, it’s keeping these animals in line when they’d normally be at war with each other. It’s what’s made them so dangerous and effective at bundling up the colonists and shipping them out.”

      “We really need to find out where they’re going after they leave the region,” Doc said. “They’re not being distributed from here. There has to be another central hub for this operation.”

      “Let’s keep this simple and try to survive the next seventy-two hours before picking another galactic-wide fight,” Jason said. “We stomp a mudhole in this guy’s ass, leave an even more confusing scene than last time, and wait for the real fun to start.”

      “The job is really starting to get fun again,” Crusher said.

      “It’s important to enjoy your work,” Jason agreed.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s that going?” Jason asked, pointing at the mission modules laid out on a workbench. They were designed to be installed in Lucky’s forearms and could be tailored to whatever threats he thought he might face. So far, the modular system was working as Twingo and Kage had promised.

      “A few still need some work but, overall, I am pleased with the versatility they provide,” Lucky said. “They give me a flexibility my old arm cannons did not.”

      “What’s the flavor of the day for this mission?” Jason asked.

      “Left arm is getting the personal shield generator, the right arm is getting a deployable mass driver,” Twingo said. “It’s like your railgun but miniaturized. Not the same punch, but enough to do some real damage to non-hardened targets.”

      “My armor ready to go?”

      “Prepped and ready,” Twingo said. “So is Crusher’s.”

      “Huh?” Jason asked.

      “Crusher brought aboard a full, powered armor unit on this mission,” Twingo said. “It’s like yours but more terrifying. Made by the same company, too.”

      Jason was about to say more, but Lucky fixed him with a look full of meaning and shook his head slightly. He took the hint and kept quiet, his earlier talk with Lucky rattling around his head. Something was definitely happening with Crusher, and the big guy apparently didn’t want him to know about it.

      “I’ll have to go check that out,” he said, leaving the engineering bay.

      When he walked into the armory, Crusher had a large storage and maintenance case pulled from the wall and opened. He was sitting on one of the benches, staring at it. The unit was everything Jason had been expecting for something that had been built to go around a Galvetic warrior. The aesthetic design was also little surprise. The armor was menacing and would be certain to strike fear in whoever had the misfortune of facing it in combat.

      “Finally decided to join the dark side?” he joked as he walked in.

      “What does that mean?” Crusher asked defensively.

      “It means that after years of making fun of me for wearing armor, you finally wised up and got a unit for yourself,” Jason said.

      “Oh. Well, yes. I’ve seen how effective it can make even a mediocre fighter like you,” Crusher said. “I’m always willing to try new things.” Jason rolled his eyes at that but said nothing.

      “We’re ready when you guys are.” Twingo popped his head into the armory. “You’re sure about this insertion tactic?”

      “I’ve always wanted to try it,” Jason said. “About time we used the transit beam for what it was designed for instead of just an elevator with a happy ending.”

      “Happy ending?” Crusher asked.

      “You know,” Jason said. “It feels like a bunch of little fingers that… You know what, forget I said anything.”

      “How I wish I could,” Crusher said.

      “Perhaps I’ll go ahead and adjust the tactile settings on the beam,” Twingo said after an uncomfortable silence.

      “Is Doc ready for this?” Jason asked. “The maneuver is a little outside his comfort zone.”

      “The computer will keep him within the window,” Twingo said. “It might not be picture perfect, but he probably won’t kill us all.”

      “Good enough for me,” Jason said.
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      “Start your run when you’re ready, Doc.”

      

      “Here we go,” Doc said. He pushed the nose of the Phoenix over and smoothly advanced the throttle. The computer indicated that he was in his flightpath window and put up the fly-to indicators to keep him on course. Despite the Phoenix’s cheerful assurances that he was within his flight parameters, Doc was unnerved as the gunship raced toward the surface in a powered, supersonic dive.

      “Looking good,” Kage said. “Weapons are locked on. Drop target is locked on. Go ahead and give me fire control authorization.”

      “Copy.” Doc squeezed the trigger twice and held it to let the computer know he was authorizing the copilot to directly control the weapons.

      “Five seconds,” Kage said. Doc counted to five and felt the Phoenix shudder as her main guns opened up at full power. They were still at nearly six thousand meters altitude, so the shots were still in transit when the computer told him to begin his pull-off.

      “Breaking now,” he said, pushing the Phoenix over and away from the target and shallowing out their dive to gain some distance. “Ground team…two minutes.”

      As the Phoenix flew a wide arc away from the target, the first shots hit. The powerful plasma blasts meant to batter through starship shields slammed into the hardened buildings, sending chunks of reinforced geopolymer blasting up and away. Thirty shots in total leveled the surface-to-air defenses, the security stations, and flattened two hardened buildings they assumed housed the leadership of the Xercas cartel.

      The gunship was already heading back to the target at high speed along the ground as the last bits of debris fell back to the surface. The stunned silence after the attack was broken by the sonic boom of the ship tearing over the city toward the base.

      “Get ready, guys,” Kage called. “Hop and pop in three.”

      “Transit beam is target-locked. Computer will deploy it and the jumpers. Steady as she goes,” Twingo said. “Last chance to bail on this plan, guys.”

      “We love this shit!” Jason yelled back over the open channel.

      “Like hell we do,” Crusher said.

      For all the big warrior’s skill and ferocity, he was never comfortable with anything that didn’t let him keep his feet planted firmly on the ground. He was trained in every form of airborne insertion method including orbital drops, but he hated it every single time he had to do it.

      “Beam activating, computer taking helm control,” Kage said.

      A targeting laser shot from the nose turret of the Phoenix, marking the target area. The computer calculated the optimal drop angle, and then cut power and brought the nose up sharply. The transit beam lanced down and hit the target area, holding there while the ship shot overhead.
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        * * *

      

      “I will go first,” Lucky said, moving to the front near the maw in the cargo bay’s deck. For this maneuver, a pair of hand rails deployed up from the deck so the jumpers could exit single file in a stick while having something to hold on to while the ship maneuvered violently beneath them. The battlesynth turned and looked directly at Crusher. “Do not hesitate when the light goes green.”

      “Just do your job and let me do mine,” Crusher growled, slamming down the face shield on his helmet. Jason had to concede that his friend looked like a real badass in the new armor. Hopefully, that translated to a better performance than his last outing.

      During his ruminations, the light ring surrounding the transit portal switched from red to a fast-flashing green, and Lucky dove off into it. Jason pushed off with his right and jumped through feet first, crossing his arms in front of him. The experience of the beam this time was unlike anything he’d ever felt.

      He was shot down at high speed, able to see everything around him, and aware that the ship was overflying the target, taking the beam with it and changing their angle. When he risked a look down, it seemed like the ground was rushing up to meet him at a thousand miles per hour, and he had to fight the instinct to lock his legs and brace. During the last few meters of transit, he decelerated, but he still hit the ground with boneshaking force. He dove forward, sliding on his knees and grabbing for his weapon just before Crusher slammed into the ground behind him.

      “We’re clear,” Crusher said over the com. The transit beam shot back into the ship, and the engines throttled up to a deafening roar as the Phoenix dove back for the protection of the ground and left the area. She’d circle back around and provide air support as needed, but Jason didn’t want his ship loitering over the base where a random shot could take her out.

      “Lucky?”

      “Scanning area. Many life signs detected. None appear to be a threat.”

      “Yeah, having a hardened building dropped on your ass makes you all kinds of not a threat,” Crusher said, pulling his own weapon and situating his gear.

      “You have a bead on the vaults?” Jason asked.

      “This way,” Lucky said.

      He led the team through the rubble and down into the crater of what used to be a nice three-story building. It was slightly away from the hardened structures that one would assume housed everything valuable. The building was more a ruse than anything, serving as storage and temporary barracks for foot soldiers until you got into the subbasement.

      “It is behind here,” Lucky said, indicating a spot where a slab of concrete was leaning up against the inside of the foundation.

      “Crusher,” Jason said.

      “On it.” Crusher walked over and let his weapon hang by the sling as he planted a series of demo charges. They all backed off while the charges blew in a specific sequence to cut a path through the debris. “I will admit that the armor is nice when things are exploding around you. Having your ears blown out and getting pelted with flying chips was beginning to lose its appeal.”

      “Can we get through, Lucky?” Jason asked.

      “Just. We will need to clear more out before the ship returns, however.”

      “You two go,” Crusher said. “I’ll cover here and clear the rest of the entrance.”

      “You sure?” Jason asked.

      “Fake muscles.” Crusher tapped the upper arm of his armor. “May as well put them to good use. Go.”

      Jason followed Lucky through the hole and into a wide tunnel that angled down and to the right. His armor’s sensors were mapping out the space through ultrasonic sonar, and he could see that it continued on for the better part of half a klick.

      “Accommodating of them to have the tunnel run underneath a soft target like the barracks,” he said.

      “I think the intention was to use the building as an emergency escape in case their main building was under siege,” Lucky said. “It did provide a fatal flaw in their security to exploit. The tunnel entrance inside their bunker was far too heavily defended for us to access as a three-man team.”

      “Plus, we got to kill a bunch of cartel thugs,” Jason said. “So, that was nice.”

      They made it a few hundred meters before a warning popped up on Jason’s HUD and a stray shot exploded off the wall in front of them.

      “Was there armed security at the vault side?”

      “Not that was indicated on the Butcher’s information,” Lucky said. “Standby.”

      He raised his left arm, holding the forearm in front of his chest, and activated an energy shield that covered him entirely. Deploying the mass driver in his right forearm, he rounded the corner and advanced on the shooter. More plasma shots came at them, splashing across Lucky’s shield. Jason hugged the wall and edged around, trying to see what the emplacement looked like.

      It appeared to be a recently constructed portico in front of a sealed armored door, which led into the Xercas cartel’s vault. There were two shooters armed only with carbines hammering away ineffectively at the shield, completely ignoring Jason.

      “Lucky, move to the left. I’m going to take out one of the shooters,” he said.

      “Negative, Captain. I want both alive. I am not sure which, if either, might be able to open the vault door. I can handle this.”

      “Well, handle it quicker. We’re on the clock, bud.”

      Lucky deactivated his shield and fired his repulsors, rocketing down the passage. He covered the space in the blink of an eye, turning in mid-flight so that his feet slammed into the hatch, arresting his momentum. The two guards barely had time to turn before he rolled to his feet and disarmed them both. He knocked one unconscious with a backhand, and then stomped the foot of the other, shattering the bones and causing the guard to drop to the floor screaming.

      “Open the vault door, and we will spare your life,” Lucky said calmly.

      “Even if I could, I’d be dead for doing it,” the guard hissed through a clenched jaw as he held his ruined foot.

      “You are dead either way. You know this.” Lucky didn’t bother looking at him. “If you help me, you can end it on your own terms.”

      “That’s the deal?”

      “That is the deal.”

      The guard crawled over and rolled his unconscious partner out of the way. He pulled a glove off his three-digited hand and pressed it to one of the pavers, holding it there as he counted aloud. When he pulled his hand away, the paver sunk into the floor and slid aside, revealing a small control pad.

      “That better not be a failsafe bomb,” Jason called as he walked up.

      “It’s the lock controls,” the guard said. “The mechanism on the door is the failsafe.”

      “Clever,” Lucky commented.

      True to his word, the door opened to the Xercas cartel’s treasure vault. Jason stepped through and looked into the room, his breath momentarily taken away. There were stacks of precious metal ingots loaded onto hover dollies, ready to be moved in a moment’s notice.

      “Looks like they were ready to bug out quick,” he said.

      “Which, of course, gives you an idea,” Lucky stated.

      “It gives me an idea,” Jason confirmed. He pulled his sidearm and shot the guard with the crushed foot as he tried to crawl back to the door to activate the failsafe when he thought they weren’t looking. “But we probably don’t have a lot of time.”
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      Klytos Finvak walked among the wreckage of what had once been a perfectly serviceable medium-capacity logistics hub.

      

      “And we have no idea who might have done this?” he asked. “You’re certain it wasn’t any of the outfits from the Reaches?”

      “Quite certain, sir. We talked to the leadership of Niceen-3 directly. They have no operations within the Luuxir region. We have their assurances.”

      “Then what is this?” Klytos asked, spreading his arms to indicate the scene before them. “This was serious ordnance. If this is an internal conflict within our organization, I want to know immediately. Contact the Butcher and tell him I want a hunter team put on this.”

      “Right away, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, that’s him. The man with the plan.”

      The team sat on the bridge of the Phoenix watching through the multiple imagers they’d planted around the site. They’d hoped that the attack would bait in one of the major players, so they’d set up surveillance on a whim, and it had paid off. For the first few days, it had been cleanup crews and soldiers until a small, nondescript transport had shown up with their VIP. Jason could tell right away that this wasn’t just some local thug who had fought his way to the top of the dung heap. He’d spent enough time around the Blazing Sun syndicate to tell the difference.

      “Looks like,” Crusher said. “You got enough to work with, you creepy little shit?”

      “If we’re going to use cute pet names, let’s try to keep them to only two words,” Kage said as he flew through the video angles they had and started peeling out frames of data to start feeding into his intel networks.

      “You are still convinced this trafficking uptick in the area is not organic,” Lucky said.

      “Too organized, too well-funded,” Jason argued. “No way in hell this just sprung up by opportunity alone. Even the number of refugees being funneled through The Gates is highly suspect. I could be wrong, though.”

      “For the record I don’t think you are,” Kage said. “But it’s a big wide galaxy out there so it’s still tricky to find out who might be bankrolling this operation, and for whom.”

      “Is Twingo still next door?” Jason asked. The Phoenix was currently docked to their cargo ship deep in the system. They’d managed to take most of the usable loot from the vault before the locals got their act together and sent a response team. Jason had set off a series of demo charges to bury everything they couldn’t take with them just to be as big a pain in the ass as possible and now most of the precious metal haul was sitting in the other ship’s hold.

      “He’s almost done,” Doc said. “So far, we only found three trackers, but he’s doing another sweep now. Any thoughts to what we’ll be doing with the enormous amount of stolen wealth sitting in your new stolen ship?”

      “Off the top of my head? Replacing my number three engine,” Jason said. “Those bastards aren’t cheap.”

      “There are eight brand new engines wrapped in plastic and sitting on cradle trailers back on S’Tora,” Doc said. Jason tapped his chin with his index finger, thinking things over.

      “How long of a flight is it back to S’Tora? Direct route not back through the gateway.”

      “Using this ship or the one you stole?”

      “We stole,” Jason corrected. “But yes, the freighter.”

      “Thirty-three days one way,” Doc said. “There’s no direct route, either. Two Class Three navigational hazards between here and the Delphine Expanse.”

      “Damn. Never mind,” Jason said. “I was going to send Twingo and you back with the freighter to drop off the loot and grab us a new engine but over two months until you get back? This mission will be over before then one way or another.”

      “We could have a ship meet us halfway,” Doc suggested. “784 could put a crew together and charter a ship.”

      Jason considered that for a moment. He really wanted the Phoenix back to one hundred percent for the upcoming phase of the mission, but he didn’t want to pull off-station for over a month to do it. He was also hamstrung by the fact the Phoenix’s age and unique modifications meant she couldn’t use readily available parts they might find on the frontier. The engines in particular were completely custom, made to spec only for use on Jason’s ship.

      “We need parts, so we’re going to have to sanction a support flight out for the Phoenix. Perhaps whoever comes out with the new engine and munitions could also bring a skeleton crew to fly the freighter back home. We’ve collected a decent array of trustworthy individuals on S’Tora that could handle the job.”

      “I’ll have Twingo send a message to get what he needs pulled from storage, and then we’ll figure out the best way to do what you’re asking,” Doc said. “It’s still going to take time no matter what.”

      “Understood,” Jason said.

      “Got a hit,” Kage said. “It looks like our mystery man was a former colonel in the Saabror Free Army. He went by the name Axi Sigato.”

      “Saabror Free Army?” Crusher asked.

      “It’s a reserve unit…at least on paper,” Kage said. “They supplement the main military units with technical and logistics support. There are some credible rumors the Protectorate uses the SFA to hide the funding for an extensive covert operation that did all of the fun stuff you would assume an outfit like that would including political assassinations and destabilizing governments.”

      “Can you dig a little deeper on this guy?” Jason asked. “I’m intrigued by this SFA angle. How are we on fuel and provisions?”

      “No urgency,” Doc said. “We’re still holding over three-quarters of our fuel load, and we haven’t put a dent in our food and other consumables.”

      “Let’s rig for long-range recon and see if this Colonel Sigato’s ship comes to Xercas to see our handiwork here,” Jason said. “That will give us time to parse the data we stole and dig a little deeper into his background. It’s possible we found the linchpin…now we just have to see who he’s running it for.”

      “You’re still convinced this is a government-backed action?” Crusher asked.

      “More than ever,” Jason said. “This has all the markings of a military op, not any of the criminal outfits we’ve gone up against before.”

      “That should actually make it easier to disrupt or take down completely,” Crusher said. “If you’re just going to be staring at that planet with optics, I’m going back to my rack. Later, losers.”
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        * * *

      

      “This will give me super strength like the captain?”

      “I didn’t give Jason super strength. I simply maximized the potential he already had in his body. Your body is already running at maximum by its very nature,” Doc said.

      When Crusher had excused himself from the bridge, he’d given Doc a hand signal to follow him. The pair were handling the genetic modification treatment covertly, not even wanting their crewmates to know about it. Doc was now setting up in Crusher’s quarters to begin the first series, a process that would take over eight hours to administer.

      “Then what does it do?” Crusher asked.

      “The most noticeable effect of what I’m going to do is turn the clock back on your aging process. I do that by deactivating some of the genetic switches your people threw in a clumsy attempt to make you invincible. There will be some more subtle effects that I’ve been able to include.”

      “Such as?”

      “Improved stamina. Better reflexes. Faster healing. Even toughened up your skin a bit more.” Doc set down his tablet and pulled Crusher’s face over so they were looking eye-to-eye. “This doesn’t come without risks. Against my better judgment, I’m going to make it even easier for you to push yourself to the brink, but the cliff is now a lot higher than it was when you were younger. I’m hoping that with age has come wisdom and you’ll recognize when you need to back off.” Crusher opened his mouth, likely to deliver either a sarcastic comment or biting insult, but instead just nodded seriously.

      “I’ll be careful,” he said. “And I do appreciate you doing this for me. I doubt there’s anything a big dumbass like me can do for someone as gifted as you, but if you ever need anything from me…I’ll be there.”

      “Just lie back and relax,” Doc said. “I’m administering a mild sedative to help take the edge off. The process of de-aging can be…jarring. This is the first of six treatments we’ll administer in quick succession. For any normal species, I’d used a six-week schedule. For a Galvetic warrior of your stature, I’m compressing that significantly. Any questions?”

      “Let’s just get it over with,” Crusher sighed, staring at the ceiling.

      The choice to do this hadn’t been an easy one for him. He would be an outcast among his people if they ever found out and, thanks to reversing his aging, there was little doubt they would. He had no particular love for Galvator or Restaria. He’d tried to abdicate his titles more than once. But losing it all for breaking some outdated social taboo stung all the same.
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      “Captain, what an unexpected pleasure to hear from you again. And so soon.”

      

      Jason knew Similan well enough to understand the underlying meaning. What he was really saying was, “T’Cali Amon is an imperial minister now and doesn’t have time to cater to your every whim and impulse.”

      “Yes…it is quite a pleasure for you I’m certain,” Jason said. “We ran across something you guys might find interesting. It turns out the trafficking operation in the Luuxir Border Region is being controlled by an ex-officer in the Saabror Free Army. A guy that Kage found as Axi Sigato. That’s probably not his real name, but that’s the hit we got.”

      “That is interesting,” Similan said. “What would you think this information is worth?”

      “I consider your boss an ally, Similan. Maybe even a friend though that gets complicated with a man like him,” Jason said. “I haven’t forgotten any of the things he’s done for us over the years. I’m not looking for a favor back. I’m passing this on because your new empire borders with the Protectorate, and they have former military officers running high-level criminal operations in ConFed space. This was something they’d have never dared when Blazing Sun was still around and the ConFed was at the height of its power.”

      “You identified him through…”

      “Visual acquisition ran through private intel networks,” Jason said. “That he’s there at all leads me to believe he’s an operator they routinely deploy outside of their own borders.”

      “You’re assuming he is still part of the Saabror militia,” Similan pointed out.

      “That is a flaw in my logic,” Jason admitted. “Still…something you might want to look into.”

      “Point taken, young Captain,” Similan said. “This warrants being elevated so Minister Amon sees it. I will let him know where it comes from and encourage him to share any intel that might help your mission. Sufficient?”

      “It is,” Jason said. “I’ll let you get to it. I appreciate your time, Similan.”

      “And I appreciate your newfound spirit of partnership, Captain,” Similan said before closing the channel.

      “What the hell was that supposed to mean?” Jason asked. Everybody just stared at him for a moment. “What?”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Twingo asked.

      “Yeah, you’ve been a combative, antagonistic, uncooperative prick to Mok ever since he first helped us get Crusher back,” Kage said.

      “I feel that’s overstating it.” Jason scoffed.

      “You have been ungracious,” Doc said.

      “Wow, Doc…way to suck the oxygen out of the room,” Kage said. “You leave and send Crusher in. He may be stupid, but at least he understands how to keep the insult train rolling along.”

      “What’s that alert?” Jason pointed to a flashing red box on the main display.

      “Don’t change the subject,” Kage said. “We were in the middle of—”

      “He’s not kidding,” Twingo said. “The computer spotted something.”

      “It’s the ship we saw the target arrive in at Last Chance,” Kage said, working to enhance the images. “Positive match. Looks like he’s coming to check out your handiwork down there.”

      “Think we could sneak in and take a shot at him from orbit?” Jason asked.

      “Ill-advised,” Kage said. “He’s rolling in with five escort ships, all showing that they have weapons powered up and running active sensors.”

      “It’s too bad we couldn’t rig the area for surveillance like the last place,” Twingo said.

      “Yeah, I bet he’s really pissed now,” Jason laughed.
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      Klytos Finvak was angry beyond his ability to articulate it.

      “We have partial security video recovered from a nearby…” Klytos held up a hand to call his underling to silence. He stood for a moment longer and took in the scene. The Xercas cartel stronghold was thought to be impregnable but, judging from what he was seeing, it had hardly even been defended. The evidence indicated they were hit with a surprise attack and were never able to muster any sort of defense.

      “The contents of the vault?” he asked.

      “Most of it missing, sir.”

      “Were there any survivors?”

      “Low-level soldiers mostly. A new facility was being finished at a coastal settlement since the locals here had started making life difficult. Leadership was moved there some weeks ago. There wasn’t much left at this location.”

      “Nothing but the wealth of the three largest cells of our organization. Most of this was earmarked for bribes and payments to sustain our operation here for the next two thirds,” Klytos said. “Did the leadership at least have the good sense to die in the rubble here?”

      “No, sir. They are now fortified in their new location and awaiting—”

      “You will bring them all here. Immediately. They will come alone with no guards, no attendants, no weapons, no clothes…they will appear before me with nothing as they explain themselves.”

      “I will handle it personally, sir,” his head of security said, stomping off and barking orders.

      “And what of this video fragment?” Klytos asked.

      “It was from a monitoring station outside the compound. It caught three beings entering the facility after an aerial bombardment.” Sacolo handed over a tablet-style computer and let Klytos watch the video without comment. After the third time the short video played, the boss looked up.

      “I know one of these beings. This is what killed Causiga Lo.”

      “The assassin? The Butcher claimed he had taken it out. Even bragged about having the body,” the assistant said.

      “I think perhaps I would like to see this body,” Klytos said. “We’ll pay the Butcher a surprise visit. Ensure we have a sufficient force to deal with his mercenaries. I’m not foolish enough to step foot onto The Gates with so little security he thinks it would be worth trying to take me out. These locals are an ambitious bunch.”

      “At once, sir.”

      Klytos walked among the wreckage of what had been one of his largest depositories for liquid assets to manage his operation. The truth was that operating a large trafficking ring wasn’t all that profitable. At least not as it was normally done. But the people who had given him this task didn’t care about profits. They needed live bodies not money. The danger of dealing in living, sentient beings was that, eventually, someone came looking for them. Some even had the means to bring in help. Whoever was hitting critical targets had both very good intel and the type of firepower borderland toughs didn’t pack.

      Everything about these attacks were triggering warnings in his brain. They could be random acts of opportunity by a well-funded group wanting to move in on their territory, but that was unlikely. The speed, precision, and overwhelming force they brought to bear told him otherwise. Then there was the wildcard in this strange mix: the assassin.

      The illegal killbot—as Klytos assumed it was—had been cause for great concern as it had seemed able to come and go at will, killing whomever it wished and nobody even knowing what it looked like. It hadn’t been until the bounty wrangler on Keffin-6, Sete Apendi, had agreed to gather intel on his most deadly hunter for the cartel. It had come at a surprisingly cheap price, which had made Klytos suspicious at first, but the images captured of the thing definitely matched up with what eyewitnesses claimed killed Causiga Lo. So, either there was more than one of the things running around, which could explain its effectiveness, or the Butcher was lying about killing it.

      “Your ship is ready, sir. A fast-response team is being prepped and sent ahead. We will have plenty of firepower when we reach The Gates.”

      “Excellent,” Klytos said to his aide. “Let’s be extra cautious. Have the captain log a course back to Last Chance. Let’s not give any of the Butcher’s paid spies in our fleet reason to report back to him.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The Butcher and Causiga Lo had come with the territory when Klytos had moved in. Both of them, sensing that there was more money and life expectancy working with the newcomer, had quickly agreed to help facilitate the new operation. Of course, they had both been working to undermine Klytos at every turn. One had already been dealt with. Perhaps the other had outlived their usefulness as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Boss Man’s ship is out of the atmosphere and accelerating to break orbit,” Kage said. “None of the other ships are moving yet.”

      “Think we could intercept him?” Crusher asked.

      “Not before they saw us coming,” Jason said. “This isn’t our chance yet, not to mention we don’t have positive target ID. Right now it’s just a suspected ship-type. It’d be our luck to blow some poor local official out of the sky. Let’s stick to the plan. What’s next?”

      “The next step has to be done very carefully,” Doc said. “The risk of collateral damage to innocents is high.”

      “We’re always careful,” Crusher said with a smile.
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      Aondel was terrified.

      

      She hadn’t eaten in two days. She had been separated from her family and thrown into a holding pen with fifty other female prisoners who looked to be around her own age. Every once in a while, they’d be sprayed with what smelled like a mild disinfectant to keep the smell down, and water would be passed in through an opening in one of the walls but, other than that, they were ignored. Aondel knew that wouldn’t last long.

      “I want to go home!” someone wailed in the dim light. As it always did, the desperate cry started a chorus from the others. Aondel knew better than to waste what little energy she had left on such a pointless act.

      She was from a world within the Concordian Cluster. An unimportant Tier 3 world that her people had immigrated to generations before she was born. They’d enjoyed the protection of the mighty Eshquarian Empire, close enough to the homeworld that they felt invulnerable.

      And then the ConFed came.

      In a matter of days, the Empire was on its knees and the Imperial Navy had fled, leaving them defenseless. Soon her world started getting visitors, some taking what they wanted through negotiations like the Cridal, others through naked force like the Saabror. Their economy collapsed, cargo consortiums no longer risked their ships to deliver food, and corruption took root at the highest levels of their government now that the Eshquarian overseers no longer watched.

      It was the death of her brother that made the final decision for her parents. He had foolishly tried to work for the local narco gang that controlled the part of the city they lived in. Her sweet, gentle brother had wanted to help provide. Instead, he’d gotten himself killed. Aondel’s parents booked passage on one of the last starliners still running regular flights off-world. It took all the money they had, but they made it to Pinnacle Station, and then boarded a refugee flotilla heading for the Luuxir Border Region. It was said that it was far from all the political unrest in the quadrant, self-sufficient, and in need of skilled workers like her parents.

      They had been grabbed from the commune they’d been living in with other refugees while her parents waited for word about work. While they tried to pass themselves off as local law enforcement, Aondel had known almost at once that they were traffickers. They’d been bound, separated, and flown off-world. That was nearly four weeks ago and, so far, there was no indication they were going to be moved again.

      “Do you hear that?” a female of a species she wasn’t familiar with asked.

      “I can hear nothing over everyone screaming,” Aondel said.

      “I think something is happening!”

      “That isn’t a good thing. I doubt we are intended to live very long once we leave this place.”

      “It sounds like a ship!”

      “And you think that this ship is here to help us?” Aondel asked. “Just sit and save your strength. Any ship coming here will just be to collect us and move us to wherever we’re to be sold.”

      “Sold!?”

      Aondel just closed her eyes and ignored the girl. Some of them really didn’t understand what was happening to them. They held onto the belief that it was a misunderstanding or that someone was coming to save them, but she knew the truth: Nobody was coming to save them because nobody cared whether they lived or died. It was why they were in the Luuxir Border Region in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      “Descent rate looks good, Twingo. Keep her steady and pitched prow-up as long as you can.”

      The stolen cargo ship lumbered down from the holding pattern above Visadon, one of the more developed planets within the Luuxir group. The amount of gold and platinum they relieved the Xercas Cartel of caused the ship to wallow once she was down into the lower atmosphere despite the power of her grav-drive, so they needed to take it easy coming down.

      This next phase of their plan was risky since there were innocent civilians in the line of fire and by this point the leadership of the Luuxir trafficking ring would certainly expect them to hit one of the staging points. That had actually been Jason’s original plan when Lucky had come to him about what was happening in this area: come swooping in, break out the captives, kill the bad guys…all in a day’s work. The reality, however, was so much more complicated. He hadn’t appreciated the massive scale of the trafficking operation for starters. It was far beyond anything else they’d seen when operating along the backwater fringe worlds. This was…industrial. In the information stolen from the Butcher, the abducted beings were even referred to as product.

      All of this had forced Jason to revise his plans, and now they were stinging around the edges, trying to distract the monster enough so they could deliver a killing blow. The first few hits had been child’s play. Nobody knew they were coming, and they were far better equipped and trained than anybody else the cartels had likely encountered in the region. Now that they were about to directly hinder their ability to move product, he fully expected the people in charge to bring their full might to bear.

      “They’re still signaling clear to approach,” Twingo said. “How close you want to cut this?”

      “Need to pop up and surprise them,” Jason said. “Firing engines now. Everybody ready?”

      “Sure,” Crusher said. “Why not?”

      Jason flipped the switches up to RUN for engines one, two, and four. The Phoenix was riding piggyback on top of the large cargo ship, her deployed landing gear mag-locked to the vessel’s dorsal hull. In order to keep the ground station from detecting the smaller gunship they had to keep the grav-drive powered down. They would make their initial attack run on the three remaining plasma engines before switching over.

      The site was protected by enough gun emplacements that a traditional approach would have been dicey. Even a low-level approach, something Jason favored, would have left them vulnerable since the compound sat at the top of a peak with limited approach lanes. The solution had been to use the cargo ship as a Trojan Horse and hope the organization was decentralized enough that the ship’s registry wasn’t flagged as possibly stolen or destroyed.

      “They’re telling us to hold up, Captain,” Doc said. “There’s another authentication they’re asking for. No idea what it is.”

      “Pull up,” Jason said. “Full stop. Detaching now. Once I come over your nose, I want you to head back for orbit. Full burn.”

      “Understood,” Twingo said. “Happy hunting.”

      Jason decoupled and retracted the landing gear, pushing the throttle up and rocketing over the top of the cargo ship. The moment he had a clear line of sight to the compound, the computer gave him a green targeting indicator. He squeezed and held the trigger, executing a pre-programmed firing solution that Kage had built to take out as much of the facilities defenses as quickly as possible.

      The Phoenix fired over a dozen missiles at hardened targets and roared toward the base, all forward facing guns opening up under computer control. The power draw was so much that the reactor automatically ramped up to compensate, and a warning flashed for him to reduce engine power. He pulled back to eighty percent, angling to the left so the ship’s main guns could take out the ground generators that powered the compound’s cannons.

      “How long until the grav-drive can be—”

      “Abort! Abort! Abort!” Kage shouted. Jason yanked the ship to the left even harder, slamming the power down and letting go of the trigger to kill the firing program.

      “What is it?” Jason asked. Before Kage could answer a screeching alarm blared over the speakers and a powerful plasma blast slammed into the back of the ship. Warnings scrolled across the displays as the shields on the aft, starboard quadrant buckled and failed completely. The next shot blew nearly a third of the starboard wing completely off, taking the grav-drive emitters on that side with it.

      “Get low!” Kage yelled over the cacophony of competing alarms. Jason pushed her nose over, keeping the power up on his three engines.

      “Twingo! We’ve been hit! Get clear, we’ll try to make it back up to you,” Jason said.

      “Incoming!” Kage called. Two more horrendous impacts slammed into the Phoenix, this time on her dorsal surface as she raced away low to the ground. The shields held, but the pressure of the hits forced her too low, and they hit a copse of tall hardwood trees before Jason could get her nose up. More warnings joined the scrolling list as the ship struggled to stay in the air.

      “Engine four is losing power!” Jason said.

      “Shut it down!” Kage said. “Plasma containment is failing!”

      “How far can we fly on two engines?” Crusher asked.

      “We’re about to find out,” Jason said. “Silence the alarms. I can keep her in the air, but I can’t maneuver well with only two engines on one side running.”

      “Repulsors are degraded, too,” Kage said. “Shields are degraded but holding. I think we’re clear. They didn’t launch any interceptors, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t vectored anybody in. We need to clear the area.”

      “What the fuck hit us?” Jason asked.

      “Surface to orbit cannon. Big bastard,” Kage said. “Meant to knock down ships in space. We’re lucky it didn’t get a good angle on us or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “I will go to engineering,” Lucky said. “See if there is anything I can do to help.”

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Jason said. The ship was wallowing in the air like a pregnant whale, unwilling to turn to the left and constantly wanting to roll to the right. “We really need to put down. Any starports nearby?”

      “Nope,” Kage said, “but I might have an alternative. Can you make it here?” He pulled up a top-down map of the area and indicated an area to the south of their current position.

      “That’s not very far away,” Jason said. “I don’t like it.”

      “Just trust me,” Kage said. “And you need to get us on the ground as quick as possible. She’s in a bad way right now.”

      And just like that, the mission had turned on them. It had been a while since Jason had seen things go so spectacularly wrong. He wanted to take stock of just how bad the Phoenix was torn up, but it was all he could do to keep her in the air at the moment. He pulled back power a bit and let her slow, which seemed to help the stability and control issues somewhat.

      The area Kage had flagged were the foothills that transitioned from the mountains the enemy base was on to the badlands that extended out to the south. The desolate landscape made for a difficult approach to the fortified location they’d just tried to attack. Jason didn’t see where he was being vectored to, but his friend seemed to have a specific target in mind.

      “Bear to port another ten degrees and chop your speed,” Kage said. “Get ready to hover.”

      “That should be interesting,” Jason grumbled, pulling the throttle back even further.

      “I’m highlighting your touchdown point,” Kage said. “It’s a rock basin from a dry riverbed. It should be strong enough to take the weight of the ship, but don’t let her settle on the gear. There will be a cavern that can hold her that’s only visible from the ground.”

      “How the hell do you know this?” Crusher asked.

      “It was mapped as part of a mineral survey a couple centuries ago,” Kage said. “I reviewed all the available data when I was mapping our possible approaches to the target.”

      “So you found some holes in the ground but not the giant fucking cannon that almost killed us all?” Crusher dug in. “Top notch work, as usual.”

      “Enough!” Jason barked. “Kage…I’m not sure I can hold a hover. Not accurately enough to hit that LZ.”

      “Well…try,” Kage said. “It’s either that or you try to make it to orbit on two engines. Other than that, it’s an unfriendly starport on the other side of the continent. Everything on this side is privately owned.”

      Jason concentrated on what he was doing, pulling his engines to idle and using the repulsors to let the ship drift lower as they approached the target. The enemy fire and impacts with the trees and ground reduced his repulsor power on the starboard side significantly, but worse was that the jets were all surging uncontrollably. The computer tried to compensate, but it made precise control of his approach almost impossible.

      “Any chance she could make it to orbit?” Jason asked after fighting with the ship for a few seconds.

      “Almost none,” Kage said. “I ran the numbers, and I wouldn’t suggest even trying it. Without the grav-drive we’d have to do a standard thrust climb, and we’re too far south of the equator to pull it off with the engine power we have left.”

      That was a sobering bit of news for Jason. The Phoenix was going down, and she had no way to escape the area. If he didn’t get this right, they might not be leaving either. He redoubled his efforts, concentrating through the neural link to try and predict the repulsor surges and ride them down, swaying back and forth like a leaf in autumn.

      “Drop the gear.”

      “Gear coming down,” Kage said. “Starboard main mount is—”

      “Yes, damaged,” Jason said. “Where is this cave of yours?”

      “You should see it in a moment. It’ll be off our port side.”

      Sure enough, the yawning, jagged mouth of a cavern appeared to his left. The soil and vegetation above overhung the entrance, helping to further hide it from above. The docking sensors let him know once the vertical stabilizers had cleared so he carefully swung the nose over into the opening and bumped the thrusters to take them in. Once the tail had cleared completely, he settled her down on the gear, setting off a whole new slew of warnings as the weight further damaged the starboard main gear.

      “Now what?” Crusher asked.

      “We have vehicles in the cargo hold,” Jason said. “Let’s get ready to move out. Hopefully, we’ll be able to send a recovery crew back here sometime to retrieve her.”

      “I’ll go help Lucky shut down the main reactor,” Kage said. “Looks like she’s going to be parked for a while.”

      “Make sure the emergency backups are running,” Jason said. “We still need most shipboard functions.”

      “On it,” Kage said, disappearing.

      “That didn’t go well,” Crusher said.

      “Worse than usual,” Jason agreed, sliding out of the pilot seat and walking up to look out into the cave. “How do you want to deal with it?”

      “In the old days, we didn’t let something small like having the ship shot out from under us stop us from completing the mission.”

      Jason turned to his friend and smiled.
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      “Any word?”

      

      “They’re on the ground. Kage said they managed to hide the ship, but she’s grounded. He sent the initial damage report. It’s…bad,” Twingo said, flicking through the list on the terminal he sat at.

      “What hit them?” Doc asked.

      “It looks like a modern anti-orbital battery,” Twingo said. “It’s a strange weapon for a place like that to even have. If they’d turned that on us while we tried to climb out it would have vaporized the ship.”

      “They must have been expecting a serious assault on this facility,” Doc said. “From what we gathered it was just being used as a staging point. Why the heavy ordnance?”

      “We saw evidence of new construction. Maybe the base wasn’t completed yet,” Twingo said. “Either way, the Phoenix is now on the ground with no way to recover her given the equipment and personnel we have. I need to reach out to people back home and get them mobilized to retrieve her.”

      “We also have to figure out how to get the guys off the ground,” Doc pointed out.

      “Ah, yeah…I guess we should try to save them, too,” Twingo said distractedly as he worked on a plan to recover his beloved ship. Jason might technically own the Phoenix, but he knew to never tell Twingo she wasn’t his ship unless he was willing to fight over it.

      Over the next few hours, the pair took turns with one of them always monitoring the sensors and the other in contact with S’Tora to get a recovery mission underway to secure the Phoenix and take her back home. It was a daunting task given the Phoenix was hardly a small ship and the crew had stuffed her into a nearly inaccessible area right next to an enemy stronghold.

      “Not like the old days, is it?” Doc asked after a while.

      “In what way?” Twingo asked.

      “I feel like the people we pit ourselves against are better armed. More competent. Years ago, the captain would have never been so decisively taken off the board this early into an operation,” Doc said.

      “Bad luck is bad luck,” Twingo said, looking over. “Or are you suggesting that Jason has lost a step.”

      “Not likely,” Doc said. “If anything, he’s more savvy and battle-hardened than ever. Before, he’d rely on luck as much as skill. But he’s also become accustomed to taking on overmatched enemies head-on since the fight against the Machine and becoming independently wealthy has made him more idealistic in his mission selection. Before it used to be a lot more cutthroat risk versus reward math done before we’d take a job.”

      “I guess I’m not sure what you’re wanting me to say here,” Twingo said.

      “I’m not looking for your agreement,” Doc said. “Just thinking aloud. Since we managed to nullify the Machine and tried to get back to work, it seems we’ve lost our identity and perhaps our perspective as well. Despite all we’ve done, we’re still a small mercenary crew with a single ship.”

      “I think I see what you’re trying to say,” Twingo said, nodding his understanding. “I don’t disagree with you. Maybe we do need to rediscover what the hell we’re supposed to be before we head out to try and do it…assuming we survive this mission, of course.”

      “What do you mean?” Doc frowned. “The mission is over, right? We’ll collect the guys, haul the Phoenix up, and head home. Right?”

      “For someone so smart, you can be amazingly dense,” Twingo said. “It’s like you’ve never actually met Jason Burke before.”
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      “Is this safe?” Crusher asked.

      “Not even remotely,” Lucky assured him.

      “That’s what I figured.”

      They’d quickly unloaded two of the vehicles in the cargo hold and pulled them around to the forward weapons bay. Kage and Jason had already climbed up into the access hatch manually opened the bay doors so they could work. Jason worked on the manual clamp release while Kage uploaded new software to the two XTD-series anti-ship missiles they were about to lower from the ship.

      So far, there had been no response from the base they’d attacked other than some beings scurrying about to help extinguish fires, and Doc reported there were no inbound ships or aircraft to their position. That was unusual, but it also presented an opportunity. Since they were stuck where they were, it seemed like taking another crack at the target was sensible.

      “I still think the Pixies would be a more appropriate choice,” Lucky said.

      “Not enough penetrating power for a gun emplacement of that type,” Kage said. “You know that.”

      “I also know that this type of munition is rarely used within an atmosphere and for good reason,” Lucky said. “The risk to the probable captives there is unacceptably high.”

      “The shielding around the emplacement should contain the blast,” Jason said. “Intel shows the holding pens are on the other side of the facility.”

      “He does have a point,” Crusher said. “Scumbags like this are known to use innocent prisoners as shields around strategic emplacements.”

      “I’ll make sure the target is clear,” Kage said. “As a precaution, we’re removing most of the warheads.”

      The XTD-series was a modular munition. The missile could be configured for different payloads. For the Phoenix, they were fully packed with six antimatter warheads each. That was great when you were needing to overwhelm a starship’s shields in space, but absurdly too much when you were trying to knock out a single cannon emplacement on the surface of a planet. The shockwave from a full load like that would wipe the base from the hilltop completely. For their current plan, they had two missiles they were dropping from the bay. One missile would carry a single antimatter charge, the other would have two.

      “You’re sure that vehicle will be stable enough?” Jason asked.

      “Eh,” Kage said noncommittally. “Not sure enough that I want to be in it at the time, but reasonably so.”

      They worked for another hour to lower the missiles from their launch racks into the waiting vehicle. The DL7 gunship was made for service in remote, unprepared areas so the weapons bay had a built-in hoist that let them safely drop the munitions without needing any additional equipment.

      “Doc, we’re wrapping up here. Is the base still quiet?” Jason called to the orbiting cargo ship.

      “Strangely so,” Doc said. “There are teams out repairing the high-res sensor stations you took out and what I would call normal security patrols, but that’s it. Still no inbound ships in orbit or aircraft to your position.”

      “That will change quickly,” Jason said. “I guarantee there’s a regional QRF on the way right now. They’re just taking a little longer than I expected. You guys set up with the locals?”

      “We’re tied into their net,” Twingo answered. “I’m not as fast as Kage at this sort of thing, but it wasn’t all that hard. Are you guys ready?”

      “We’re moving out now,” Jason said. “Kage is staying with the technical. Chances are pretty good it won’t kill him when he tries to fire it.”

      “What is pretty good?” Twingo asked.

      “I’m completely comfortable with him being near it when it goes off,” Crusher said.

      “So…less than fifty-fifty.”

      “We should be able to keep in com contact using the Phoenix as a relay,” Jason said. “Let’s get to it.”

      Jason helped guide Kage out from under the ship in the loaded hover truck—at least that’s what Jason had taken to calling it—and sent him around the curve of the ravine to get in position. After that, he climbed into the second open-air vehicle with the other two and pulled away in the other direction toward the enemy base. He sent a signal from his armor to the Phoenix to close up and power down all but essential systems. He wasn’t even bothering to arm the defensive measures. If someone found her, there would be little chance they wouldn’t get the ship if they were determined enough.

      The vehicle looked beaten up and neglected. Something you’d see on dozens of frontier worlds and your eye would go right past it as it’s something expected. Underneath, however, the powerplant, repulsors, and armor had all been upgraded. There was also an array of hidden weaponry and defensive countermeasures that, while not war-winners, would at least make them not a helpless target.

      “Seemed closer when we were flying,” Crusher said after they’d zoomed along the grassy slope for almost half an hour.

      “We’re about halfway there,” Jason said. “Kage?”

      “I’m tracking you. I’m in position, and the targeting system seems to have a lock.”

      “Seems?” Crusher asked.

      “This isn’t exactly a recommended usage for a high-value munition designed to destroy capital warships,” Kage shot back. “So yeah…seems is the best I can give you right now.”

      “I would like to reiterate how bad of an idea I think this is,” Lucky said. The battlesynth had been quiet since the Phoenix had gotten shot out from under them.

      “It’s a little shaky, but these things always seem to work out,” Jason said.

      They could just make out the gates at the top of the hill when an explosive roar on the other side of the ridge made him jump. He looked over his right shoulder and saw an XTD anti-ship missile streaking up into the late afternoon sky. The sound of its first stage was deafening even inside the helmet.

      “Holy shit!” Kage shouted over the open channel. “These really shouldn’t be lit off in an atmosphere!”

      “You okay?” Crusher asked as the missile continued to climb up out of sight.

      “Yeah, I’m good. The hole I’m hiding in shielded me,” Kage said. “You’re twelve seconds to impact.”

      They could hear the sound of the missile booster changing as it reached the apogee of its flight. A couple of seconds later, it streaked back down through the clouds faster than Jason could track with his eyes. It seemed to disappear for an instant before it hit. The protective shielding around the gun funneled the blast upward, ejecting chunks of alloy and rock hundreds of feet into the air. The sound slammed into them and caused Jason to shimmy a bit at the controls. “Damn!”

      “See,” Crusher said, turning back to Lucky. “Worked like a charm.”

      “We are driving into the impact zone,” Lucky said calmly.

      “I think we’ll be— Oh, shit!” Jason had to pull hard on the controls to avoid two large parts of what looked like the targeting gimbal for the heavy gun. He missed those, but now they were getting pelted with fist-sized rocks and chunks of alloy. Even inside the armor, a couple of the hits were enough to ring his bell. “You ready to hit that gate!?”

      “Of course,” Lucky said. He was operating the vehicles armament from the rear seat while Crusher was covering the front with his big plasma rifle.

      The area was completely obscured by smoke by the time they were within range. The gate wasn’t as substantial as one would expect for the type of facility it was, so the two rockets fired from the hidden launcher under the vehicle were able to blast through the latches and blow the two doors inward. Jason pulled up to the edge of the compound wall and parked. “We ready?”

      “Let’s do it,” Crusher said.

      They climbed out, leaving the vehicle to make sure they had a ride away from the scene of the crime. Jason flipped his armor’s optical sensors to long-wave IR so he could see through the smoke and dust and proceeded into the compound. The short tower the gun had been sitting on was still billowing flame and smoke when they passed it, still not seeing any of the base personnel.

      “Lucky…control center. Let’s hope we can still get the doors open. You got me, Twingo?” Jason asked.

      “Loud and clear.”

      “As soon as we verify they’re here, do your thing. Don’t wait for us to clear the area.”

      “Copy.”

      “Found the entrance,” Crusher said from where he’d started scouting down the side of the large, blocky building they were next to. “Placing breaching charge now.”

      “We’re going in, Kage. We might drop off coms, so relay through Lucky if you need to,” Jason said.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got it handled,” Kage said.

      Jason scanned the area one more time before nodding to Crusher. The big warrior fired the charge, cutting through the locks of the heavy alloy door. He kicked it open with a boom and rolled to his left so Jason could peer inside.

      “Clear,” he said. “Moving.”

      They moved quickly down the corridor, not having to wait long before they confirmed their worst fears.

      Bodies. Lots of them.

      The corridor had opened up so that they were standing on a bridge. On either side of them were deep holding pits where beings had been crammed in. There were a few still milling about near the edges, but it appeared most of them were dead.

      “Gotta be a few hundred on this side alone,” Crusher said quietly. “What the hell is going on here? Abduct them just to let them starve to death in a pit?”

      “Let’s keep going,” Jason said. “We need to find out.”
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      “Let me see it. Now.”

      

      “You can’t come in here and—”

      “If you do not bring me the body, I will simply have you tortured to learn of where you keep it,” Klytos Finvak said calmly.

      Klytos had come to The Gates en force, surprising the Butcher’s people and quickly taking control of the station to make sure the wriggling little worm didn’t try something foolish. What he’d seen already had enraged him. The Gates was a crucial chokepoint to their entire operation. It both protected them from outsiders and facilitated the movement of product out of the Luuxir Border Region. Rather than treat it with the respect it deserved, the Butcher was behaving like a petty tyrant and running things to his own personal whims instead of efficiently doing his job. Worse still, he drew unwanted attention with his antics.

      “This station is my domain. You’d best remember that,” the Butcher said, puffing up to his full height.

      “You remain here at the pleasure of my superior,” Klytos said. “And right now, your service is not a pleasure. You would do well to remember that the only reason you still draw breath was because a cost analysis showed it would be marginally cheaper to leave you here in our employ. If that becomes no longer the case, then understand we will have you eliminated and someone more useful brought in without much difficulty.”

      “My soldiers—”

      “Are loyal to whoever is paying them. I’ve already seen to that. Your capos will order your personal guard slaughtered on my order.” Klytos stepped in closer. Despite being shorter, he made the Butcher step back and flinch. “Why all this bluster? You’ve been bragging you killed the thing that took out Causiga Lo for weeks now. Show me. It’s your moment to shine. Now…go get it.”

      “Go get it,” the Butcher said to one of his guards.

      It was many minutes later when a metal case was rolled in. When the guard opened the lid, Klytos stepped over and peered down at what the Butcher was claiming was infamous borderlands assassin, Seven.

      “Is this supposed to be funny?”

      “That’s it! I swear!”

      “This isn’t even a passable knockoff,” Klytos said, slamming the lid down. “But you didn’t create such a ridiculous fake just to spread around a story with no real benefit to you, did you? What happened here? What possessed you to create this fraud?”

      The thing in the case looked like it had been built by the Butcher himself, which meant he hadn’t reached out to any of the dozens of fabrication shops on the station that could have actually done a passable job. He was maintaining the lie that he had Seven’s body for a reason.

      “It was just…something I did,” the Butcher mumbled, beginning to wilt. His people saw the change in demeanor immediately and reacted. These gangs worked upon the hierarchy of strength. Now that the Butcher was showing weakness, he was vulnerable.

      “You!” Klytos pointed at the one who had been introduced as the third in command. “Speak up.”

      “The assassin had been delivered to us.” The alien speaking was from a species Klytos didn’t immediately recognize. “They paid a large sum to a merc crew who had filled the contract, and I’m certain that what they brought in was Seven.”

      “Then where is it?” Klytos demanded.

      “This is third hand information. I didn’t actually witness any of this,” the alien said.

      “Convenient. Just tell me what you know,” Klytos said.

      “They came back here to the operations center the next day, and it was gone. Just the body. The case here is what they brought it in. The Butcher had already bragged about having the body, so a fake was built. If you view it in dim lighting, it sort of looks like the real thing.”

      “Search that,” Klytos demanded, pointing at the case. One of his underlings immediately began tearing into it, finding a hidden compartment in the base almost immediately.

      “Sensor shielded compartment. Basic smugglers’ tech. Something came in with the body.”

      “It wasn’t a body,” Klytos snarled. “Seven was here. Not only is it not dead, it’s working with someone against us.” When the Butcher didn’t appear to catch his meaning Klytos slapped him with as much force as he could muster.

      “You idiots don’t get it, do you? Your operation is compromised. You brought something into your inner sanctum, and then left it a whole night to gather intel. Did you know that the Xercas Cartel was just wiped out and all of their hard currency stolen? Seems pretty easy to figure out how they knew to hit there, doesn’t it?”

      “How could we know?” the Butcher insisted. Klytos just gave him a disgusted look but didn’t bother answering. It was a waste of time to acknowledge dead men.

      “We have to assume the entire operation has been compromised,” he said to his people. “Finding out who this merc crew is just became your top priority. Talk to Apendi and see if Seven had a standing arrangement with any known crews within the guilds.”

      “Sir, we have just received word that the Visadon facility isn’t checking in,” one of the aides said.

      “They’ve only missed a check-in?” Klytos asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Send a ship to check on them.” Klytos rankled at how modular his operation was by necessity. To give the illusion of multiple, independent cartels working within the region, he had to deal with a lot of redundancies and workarounds.

      The Visadon facility was one of three final staging points throughout the region where product was sent before the deep space haulers showed up to take them to the customer. The holding facilities were registered under real corporations with the planetary governments and, on paper, were just basic shipping hubs of which there were tens of thousands scattered through the region to support the ramped-up colonization efforts. They were typically inspected once to ensure they were safe to load and unload ships, and then they were never looked at again unless there was an incident.

      “What should we do with him?”

      Klytos looked and saw that one of his people was pointing to the Butcher. He pretended to give it some thought.

      “Kill him,” he said finally before pointing to the third-in-line. “You’re in charge now, but I’m leaving people behind this time, so you remember exactly who it is you work for.”

      “I won’t let you down, sir,” the new Gates boss said, smiling at the Butcher.

      “Let me know what the ship finds at Visadon,” Klytos said, already out the door. “The most important thing is discretion until we know for certain something is wrong. We’re tolerated in this space for as long as the Board of Governors thinks we’re just peddling narcotics and kicking back their share. They get evidence what we’re really up to we’ve got trouble.”

      “Shall I have your escape plan ready to enact?” Sacolo asked.

      “Please do,” Klytos said. “Let’s err on the side of caution. I don’t fear any small group of hired guns…but Seven is the unknown quantity here, and it’s been shown it is not to be underestimated.”

      “Understood, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucky killed two more soldiers with ease as he reached the squat tower that housed the base’s central control station. The lock on the door was meant to keep out unauthorized personnel not hold up against serious attack, so Lucky defeated it with ease using brute force.

      “Who are you?!” The guard at the top of the stairs held a plasma weapon on Lucky but didn’t fire. The battlesynth activated the shield in his left arm and advanced up the steps.

      The guard didn’t offer another warning. He opened fire with a sustained burst that splashed against the energy shield. Lucky felt the components in his arm heating as they fought to shed the power, but the shield held as designed. He reached the top of the step and deactivated the shield, ducking low and crushing the guard’s knee with his fist. The guard howled and fell, clutching his leg.

      “How many people remain in the control tower,” Lucky said, kneeling on the downed alien.

      “I’m not telling you—”

      “You are going to die in a moment. How you die will be determined by what information you give me. There is no honor in dying in agony to protect traffickers.”

      At his words, the guard seemed to shrink, defeated.

      “There are four more in the command room,” he said. “The chief administrator, two engineers, and one other guard.”

      “You have made the right choice,” Lucky said. The guard smiled and pulled up a grenade with his right hand, holding the detonator with his thumb.

      “But you didn’t. You’ll die with me.”

      Quick as lightning, Lucky stepped over the guard and kicked back. The blow hit the guard’s shoulder and sent him tumbling down the stairs. Lucky stood up and walked calmly down the corridor, not reacting as the grenade detonated at the bottom of the stairwell.

      There was no further resistance until he reached the top of the tower. He was met with another security-grade door that would keep out most biotics but not a determined battlesynth. He switched to full combat mode, letting his powerplant ramp up as he deployed the shield and the mass-driver from his forearms. With a savage kick that sent the door flying into the room, blown completely from its frame, Lucky strode in and went to work.

      He killed the guard first with three shots, one of the engineers next, and disabled the administrator by blowing off one of his feet. The other engineer had been killed by the door when it had come flying into the room.

      “What do you want?” the administrator asked, impressively composed given the severity of the injury Lucky had given him. “There’s no money here. We’re just a waystation.”

      “How many beings are held captive in the pens below?” Lucky asked. The administrator didn’t bother lying.

      “Maybe four, five hundred. We just had a shipment leave some days ago or it would have been in the thousands. The ones left right now are for a more specialized clientele, along with the dead loss that needs cleared out in the adult cells.”

      “You are strangely forthcoming with the information I need,” Lucky said.

      “You’re going to kill me either way,” the administrator said. “Preferably before I die from having my foot shot off. You won’t make it out of here alive. If you had more firepower than that single gunship you would have used it already and a rapid response ship will be inbound now that we’ve failed to check in.”

      “What did you mean by a more specialized clientele?”

      “Use your imagination. The working-age, breeding-age adults are all being sent to the main customer as usual, but there’s always a demand for juveniles throughout the quadrant and the customer is fine with us skimming off the bottom.”

      “Where are the controls for the holding cells?”

      After the administrator gestured to the panel that controlled the cell doors Lucky walked up and caved his head in with an overhand blow. The body flopped around on the floor for a bit and Lucky only wished he could kill him a dozen more times. In all his years, he had never enjoyed killing. In fact, he’d come to loathe it in most cases, but when it came to those who trafficked others, he made an exception. It was why, even in the depths of being Seven, he had taken great joy in executing Causiga Lo.

      “Captain, I have secured the control tower. I am opening the cell doors now.”

      “Copy that,” Jason said, the sound of weapons fire coming over the channel. “Probably want to come on down here and give us a hand if you’re not busy. We’re in the smaller building behind the one right by the main gate.”

      “I am on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      “Twingo! You’re clear,” Jason said, ducking down behind a short wall as more incoming forced him and Crusher back. “We’re releasing the prisoners and will try to keep them herded up.”

      “Copy,” Twingo said. “Sending transmission package now.”

      “You have any more grenades?” Crusher asked.

      “Nope. I have something better, though,” Jason said, crawling up to where his friend was taking cover. “They all still behind that vertical support?”

      “Most of them are,” Crusher said.

      “I’ve been wanting to try this for a while. Now that you’re wearing a helmet, I can,” Jason said as a large-bore railgun deployed from the back of his armor on an articulated gimbal.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Your buddies in the Legion sent me some of them. He said they couldn’t use them since you idiots don’t wear eye protection, ear protection, or combat gear with sleeves.”

      He used the radar targeting system integrated into his armor, let the gimbal move and lock the weapon on, then authorized fire of one projectile. Unlike the tiny projectiles his handheld railgun fired, the bigger unit flung a tungsten alloy dart that was fifteen millimeters in diameter and just over one hundred and twenty-seven millimeters in length. The roar and concussive shockwave of the round going down range was immense and, at such close range, the structural pillar the three soldiers had been taking cover behind ceased to exist as did the soldiers behind it. When Jason moved up to look, daylight streamed in, telling him the round penetrated the entire building.

      “You Galvetics might be bloodthirsty savages, but you do make damn fine infantry weapons,” he said.

      “You know the gun is on fire right now, right?” Crusher asked.

      “Yep. Totally normal.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Why did I need to hurry here if you were simply going to destroy half the building to take out a handful of pinned down troops?” Lucky asked as he walked up. “I feel like that could have been done whether I was here or not. By the way, your shoulder cannon is on fire.”

      “It’s supposed to be,” Jason said. “You get the pens opened up?”

      “I did. There are not nearly as many here as we thought there would be. They just recently shipped off most who were held here. The only left alive were juveniles.”

      “Why are they still here?” Crusher asked.

      “Don’t tell me,” Jason sighed. “I can already guess. Are they okay?”

      “Of course not,” Lucky said. “But most are still alive. The local authorities are inbound, so I suggest we leave.”

      “Shouldn’t we check to see— Seriously, you’re not going to put that fucking fire out?”

      “It’s just the assembly oil burning off,” Jason said right as an alarm started blaring in his helmet. “Ah, nope…it’s the mag coils.” He subvocalized the command sequence to jettison the railgun, gimbal mount, and the ammo box. They hit the ground with a clatter, and he turned around to see that the gun had indeed been burning so hotly that the thermal fins had melted and were running down the barrel sleeve.

      “I take back what I said about your people building good weapons. It looks like you suck at everything after all.”

      “As I was saying, shouldn’t we check to see if any of them have any useful intel?” Crusher asked.

      “That is risky. They will almost certainly remember us when questioned by the authorities,” Lucky said. “How much do you think a terrified child will remember that would be useful to us?”

      “Let’s just go check on them,” Jason said. The realization of what a bust this op had been sank in. They’d missed freeing a large number of prisoners by days and, in the process, he let the Phoenix get blown to hell.

      “We have inbound,” Kage’s voice came over the team channel. “Doc just sent me sensor tracks for a light cruiser coming down from orbit and heading our way.”

      “We’re sure it’s coming our way?” Jason asked.

      “Nothing else on this vector,” Kage confirmed. “I’ll see what I can do. You guys probably want to get out of there.”

      “We’re moving,” Jason said. “We’re sure there aren’t any more guards lurking about?”

      “As certain as I can be,” Lucky said. “If they are still here, they aren’t exposing themselves.”

      “Good enough. Let’s boogie.”
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      Aondel looked up as three armored beings emerged from the smoking ruins of the building she thought her parents had been taken into. They didn’t look like any of the soldiers who had been herding them around or feeding them. She looked at the wreckage around the base, most of it still burning, but didn’t see or hear any active fighting. Whatever had happened, it had been quick and final.

      She looked around at her fellow captives, confused and frightened as they milled around near the open doors. When she turned back to see where the three figures were going, she was startled to see two of them coming their way. As they approached, she noted that the black figure appeared to be an artificial construct not a being wearing armor. The one who was definitely wearing armor held his hands up placatingly as they approached. Soon, more of the children saw them and cried out in fear.

      “Do not flee!” the armored figure said. “Please. We’re here to help you.”

      “Help us do what?” Aondel challenged.

      “To escape, I guess,” the figure said. “The local authorities are on their way.”

      “Where are our families?” one of the children asked. Now that it was clear the pair weren’t a threat, the other captives pressed in on them.

      “They weren’t here when we arrived.” The figure reached up and pulled the helmet off. Aondel had never seen his species before. “They must have been taken to another location before we got here.”

      “We’re the only ones left here?” Aondel asked.

      “It would appear so,” he said. “Were all of you from the same planet or region before being taken?”

      “I don’t think so,” Aondel said, thinking to the few conversations she’d had. “Age seems to be the determining factor. I only just arrived. Some have been here for some time.”

      “Interesting,” the alien said. “Can you keep them here together until the locals come to collect you?”

      “Do I have any choice?”

      “Not really.”

      As they walked away, Aondel weighed her options. Was being picked up by the locals actually something she wanted? What were the chances that whoever showed up wouldn’t just be on the payroll of the people who had kidnapped her and her family?
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        * * *

      

      “Is that cruiser still coming, Kage?” Jason asked as he and Lucky walked back to where Crusher stood watch.

      “It’s definitely coming to us,” Kage said. “I’m going to try something but, without the Phoenix’s targeting sensors, it might not work. Make sure you’re not driving about in the other vehicle for the next few minutes.”

      “Understood,” Jason said.

      It was minutes later when the thunderous roar of an XTD first stage booster echoed across the hillside. Jason watched as one of his ultra-expensive, difficult-to-obtain munitions came into view, skipping across the ground and setting fire to the vegetation.

      “If that comes this way, we’re all dead,” Crusher said flatly.

      The missile skipped twice more before catching a good bounce and zipping off into the evening sky, going supersonic now that it wasn’t fighting the friction of the ground. There was a blast of light and sound as the second, more powerful stage kicked in.

      “Hopefully, it wasn’t damaged in the launch,” Kage shouted over the com. “It should acquire the cruiser on its own sensors soon and target it.”

      “Why are you shouting?” Crusher asked.

      “What?!”

      “Why are you shouting?”

      “He is likely deafened from being too close to the missile launch,” Lucky said. “We should go pick him up and make plans for our own exfil.”

      “Can’t we just leave him here?” Crusher asked.

      The hover truck they’d taken up to the compound was sitting as they’d left it. Jason slid into the driver’s seat and within seconds had them racing back down the hill to pick up Kage. They’d made it a few hundred meters before a brilliant flash lit the sky, preceding a tremendous blast that blew clouds away and buffeted the vehicle.

      “Splash one cruiser,” Jason said. “I can’t believe that worked. We’ll need to check with the other guilds, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone taking out a capital ship with a technical.”

      “Probably because the other merc crews aren’t as stupid as we are,” Crusher said.

      “I can’t help it that we think outside the box and others are slaves to doctrine,” Jason said.

      When they slowed near where Kage had parked the other hover truck they found that there was a large, burned patch of ground and the vehicle itself was gone.

      “Did he blow himself up?” Crusher asked.

      “You sounded a little over-eager about that,” Kage said, walking up from where he’d been sheltering in a rock-lined runoff.

      “Can you two give it a rest?” Jason asked. “Not sure what’s going on between you. Don’t give a shit, either. Just keep it locked up during work hours. Where’s the truck?”

      “Somewhere that way.” Kage gestured vaguely in the direction behind him. “The first missile made it out of the makeshift cradle without too much trouble. The second hit the ground and the first stage booster sent the truck flying off the mountain.”

      “Why did the first missile work and the second not?” Lucky asked.

      “The first one burned just a bit hotter than we anticipated. It melted through the body and cooked the hover drive components, so it was sitting on the ground for the second shot,” Kage said. “We’re fortunate the first missile took out that gun otherwise we’d have had no leftover missile for the cruiser. How are the captives?”

      “Mostly gone,” Jason said. “Just some bodies and one pen full of juveniles. We’re sure the locals will take care of them here?”

      “They’re legitimate,” Kage said. “So much so I’m actually surprised the cartel was running such a critical stage of their operation here.”

      Kage tossed his gear into the vehicle and hopped in. Jason engaged the drive and wound his way back down to where the Phoenix was hidden so they could raid the armory one last time before heading to an extraction point for Twingo and Doc to collect them. Jason hoped that the locals didn’t search the area too thoroughly since the ship was only a twenty or so klicks from the compound they’d just attacked.

      They pulled as much gear as they could reasonably carry from the Phoenix and made sure she was sanitized before leaving. Kage already had a high-bandwidth slip-com connection back to S’Tora that let them mirror the ship’s computers, so it was a simple matter of wiping the servers and nav databases. The goal was to make sure if anybody found the ship there was nothing left aboard that could lead to reprisals on them, their homes, or people they cared about.

      Since they had moved to S’Tora full-time there really wasn’t much on the Phoenix in the way of personal property or irreplaceable mementos. Over the years, the ship was no less important to them, but she was no longer their permanent home, and what they carried aboard reflected that.

      “What were you getting in there?” he asked as Crusher walked out of the infirmary.

      “Just clearing it for Doc,” Crusher said evasively. He had something in one of Doc’s sample transport cases and was trying to hide it behind his leg. Jason narrowed his eyes but said nothing.

      “You get your stuff out of the armory?”

      “Everything I can carry. We ready to bounce?”

      “Lucky?” Jason shouted up the steps to the command deck.

      “We are clear up here,” Lucky called down. “Navigation and communication systems have been purged.”

      “Kage?”

      “Almost done, Captain,” Kage called from his quarters. “We dumping the fuel load?”

      “Already did. She’ll be dark once we leave. Shut down emergency power and leave her on battery only.”

      The ship’s fuel was liquid hydrogen that was stored in cryo-tanks. During normal operations, some was converted to anti-hydrogen, where it would meet hydrogen in the main reactor and power the ship. Without the compressors and coolers, the gas would begin to boil off and vent out of the pressure relief valves. If they ran the emergency backup reactor—a small fusion unit—they could keep their fuel stable, but it would create a heat signature that might be detected by anyone sweeping the area. With half the right wing missing, there was little point in keeping her powered up. She wouldn’t be flying off the planet under her own power no matter what.

      “We better get going,” Kage said when he emerged from his quarters. “Doc is bringing the ship down to a starport nearly one hundred and fifty kilometers to the east.”

      “That’s…three hours in that open-air vehicle?” Crusher groaned.

      “You wish,” Jason said. “No prepared roads. We’ll be slowing considerably through some parts to conserve power.”

      “Then I’m getting some booze from the galley,” Crusher said.

      “Wonderful,” Jason said. “So, you’ll be grumpy and having to stop every thirty minutes to take a leak.”

      “I can already tell this is going to be a blast,” Kage said, shouldering his bag and walking out to the cargo bay.
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      “The Visadon facility is a total loss, sir. Local authorities are swarming the place and already news of what was found there is being leaked to the media. The dead loss and the juveniles have been recovered as has the remains of the skeleton crew we had there.”

      

      Klytos didn’t visibly react to the news but, inside, he was close to his breaking point. This operation had been going so smoothly for so long perhaps he had become complacent. While it could be just a string of unfortunate events his instincts told him that someone was systematically dismantling everything he’d built in the Luuxir Border Region.

      “Did our cruiser make it away before the locals swooped in?” he asked.

      “No…sir. It was shot down. Our last communication with it indicates they’d been acquired by an XTD-class anti-ship missile. They were too far down in the atmosphere to try and evade. We received limited telemetry from the ship, and it appears it was fired from a stationary position on the ground.”

      “That is not a missile that is fired from the ground,” Klytos said. “Or even within an atmosphere. What is happening here? Does anybody know anything?!”

      Sacolo wisely chose to remain silent. Klytos stood and paced the lounge of his ship. He didn’t like to get directly involved in the operations of his organization for obvious reasons. He needed deniability, and he also would rather not see the ugly reality of what was happening to people because of him. When he’d been given the assignment to come here and displace the old, fractured trafficking cartels and organize what was left into something capable of moving the large numbers needed, it certainly wasn’t something he’d been excited about. But Klytos was an ambition man. If he had to do this to get to the next step on the ladder, he’d do it without hesitation.

      “Things are unraveling here, and we’re not even sure who is doing it,” he said finally. “We suspect that the assassin Seven is involved somehow, but that’s only confirmed by an idiot that made a doll from old bits of metal and wire in a workshop. The attacks have a haphazard, random appearance to them on the surface, but each action they take is creating ripple effects that are disrupting our entire organization.”

      “You think this is a rival intel service? Perhaps even specialized military units?” the aide asked.

      “You don’t?” Klytos asked. “You’ve seen these frontier pirates. They’re disorganized with pathetically out of date equipment, no tactics to speak of, and certainly no plan past grabbing anything of value. This group is targeting specific vulnerabilities. The Xercas Cartel theft was likely just to throw us off balance and to mask what they were really doing, but attacking Visadon gives away their intentions. Someone has come to Luuxir with the intent of putting an end to what we’re doing.”

      “Orders, sir?”

      “We need to make contact with Syllitr,” Klytos said. “It’s a massive protocol breach, but the Cridal need to be made aware that the mission might be compromised. It will be up to them whether we press on or cut ties and withdraw.”

      “I will begin the process of making direct contact now.” Sacolo bowed and left the lounge.

      Klytos growled in frustration. If he failed in this assignment, he would have lost standing and his rivals would pounce to have him removed from his position.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you guys have anything to eat?”

      “Shit!” Jason shouted, jumping in the seat and swerving around in the dry riverbed they were following. He got the vehicle stopped and leapt from the seat, drawing his weapon. “Come on! Get out!”

      The girl he’d been speaking with in the holding facility struggled to pull herself out from under the front seats of the truck. Lucky walked over and watched her without offering to help. Kage and Crusher were in the back passed out, an empty bottle of Jason’s whiskey between them.

      “Don’t shoot me! I’m coming out!”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Jason asked.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think I could trust the local authorities. I figured I’d take my chances with you guys.”

      “Why didn’t you ask first?”

      “You might have said no.”

      “I definitely would have said no,” Jason snapped, holstering his sidearm.

      “She is hungry,” Lucky said. “I will get rations.” As the battlesynth walked around to the back of the vehicle to dig into their supplies, Jason narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      “How did you not detect her under the seat?” he asked.

      “I have known she was there since we left the compound.”

      “Son of a bitch! Damnit, Lucky! Why didn’t you say something?”

      Lucky just stared at him and refused to answer. While Jason debated on whether to shoot him or not—not fatally, of course—their stowaway made an odd noise to get attention.

      “What?”

      “I’m just hoping you’re not going to leave me here in the middle of nowhere,” she said.

      “What’s your name?” Jason demanded.

      “Aondel.”

      “Get in. You can eat while I ask you questions.”

      Once they were off again, and after Aondel had wolfed down two full dinners that Lucky had provided, she filled in the blanks for Jason. He was surprised to learn her family had brought her out here from under the relative protection of the Eshquarian Empire. Even during the ConFed occupation the region was a damn sight safer than some frontier region with no official standing. Aondel explained that her father was a bit reactionary and, due to his position within her homeworld government, had irrationally feared that the ConFed would eventually come for him to cement their hold on the area.

      “Was he that important?” Jason asked.

      “Third minister of non-consumable biodegradable imports,” she said. “So, no. He was a low-level administrator on a Tier 3 world.”

      “Got it. Go on.”

      She described how they gone through processing at The Gates, given new travel itinerary to their temporary homes. The ship took them to a planet and off-loaded them at what looked to be a repurposed industrial facility where they were given quick genetic and health scans, separated based on a myriad of factors, and then loaded back up onto different ships. It all happened so fast that it wasn’t until the third ship transfer that most people realized they’d been taken out of the Luuxir refugee pipeline and something else was going on.

      “When did you end up at that last place we found you at?” Jason asked.

      “The group of juveniles I was with kept growing as the prison ship made more stops. It was days, probably weeks, of constant flying in cargo holds that weren’t properly insulated or heated. We were fed sporadically but otherwise left unharmed. The guards were neither sadistic nor concerned for our wellbeing,” Aondel said.

      “Fits with what we’re beginning to understand about this group,” Jason said. “This looks to be well beyond the normal trafficking cartels we run into out here. It almost feels like a military operation.”

      “My family is dead. Aren’t they?”

      “Honestly? Probably not,” Jason said. “Your family and the others were taken for a reason. Someone needs a lot of living bodies quickly, and they’re going through a trouble and expense that tells me they’re not doing it to just kill them quickly. Finding where they’ve been taken, however, could prove damn near impossible.”

      “I would say I appreciate your honesty but, in this case, I’m not certain I do,” she said. “What happens to me now?”

      “That’s up to this dipshit,” Jason jerked a thumb toward Lucky. “Apparently, he’s calling the shots now.”

      “We will take you off-world in our ship,” Lucky said, not looking at Jason. “You may be our guest for a time, but we will find someplace safe to leave you.”

      “Anything else we’re gonna do? Or is that it?” Jason asked.

      “I don’t want to be a problem if—”

      “You’re fine.” Jason waved her off.

      For the duration of the ride to the extraction zone, Jason was lost in his thoughts. There was zero chance that this trafficking operation wasn’t sponsored by a government with the level of organization they had and the resources at their disposal. The Luuxir Border Region was technically a province of the ConFed, so the list was fairly short for what governments would be willing to cross them and would be the sort to run a large-scale trafficking ring in the first place. No matter how he looked at it, everyone he could think of fell in one category or the other, but not both.

      The real problem came with the risk to reward ratio. The math just didn’t work out because he had one undefined variable: What were these people being taken for? If he could figure that out, then it wouldn’t be that hard to see who was funding this operation.

      “Did most of the kids you were held with come from the Concordian Cluster or Empire proper?” he asked.

      “Not all, but a lot,” Aondel said. “None from the Eshquarian System itself but a lot from within the leading edge of the Cluster boundary. Is that important?”

      “Hell if I know.”
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      “Who is this?” Doc asked.

      

      “Ask him,” Jason pointed at Lucky as he dropped his gear on the deck.

      By the time they’d made it to the extraction point, the cargo ship was already there, hovering ten meters off the surface as the soft ground wouldn’t support its weight to land. They pulled up the extended loading ramp, and the ship was climbing back to orbit before they’d even powered down the hover truck and secured it to the deck.

      “This is Aondel. She is a former prisoner. I will see to her care while she is with us,” Lucky said before turning to Aondel. “Please, come with me, and I will show you to quarters where you can rest.”

      “That…would be wonderful,” Aondel said in an awed voice.

      “Any particular reason we’re taking a single girl out of the crowd you liberated?” Doc asked.

      “She invited herself,” Jason said. “Clever little thing hid in the vehicle. The problem comes in when Lucky knew she was there the entire time and didn’t bother to tell me about it. He let her stay until it was far too late to send her back where the local authorities could handle the situation.”

      “I’m sure he had his reasons,” Doc said. “Everything go okay on the Phoenix?”

      “She’s a derelict for all intents and purposes,” Jason said. “Wiped the servers, dumped the fuel, and purged all the com and nav buffers. Nothing left on board can lead back to us.”

      “We have a recovery team coming from S’Tora,” Doc said. “Twingo put it together. At first, he was going to try and repair her enough to fly home, but after you uploaded the damage report, he’s contracted a salvage ship to come out and collect her.”

      “That’s probably smarter,” Jason sighed. “Never a good feeling to not have her fly home under her own power, though.”

      “Where are we heading now?” Doc asked.

      “I’m not sure. We have a few different options, but we’ll need to be a bit more careful given we’re flying one of their ships we stole. Is there a shuttle aboard?”

      “Two. They’re in integrated hangar bays on either side. They’re small transfer shuttles, though. No cargo space at all and not much engine power to speak of. They’ll get you down to the surface and back, but that’s about it.”

      “Better than nothing,” Jason yawned. “I need Kage to plug in and start feeding the new intel we’ve pulled into his network but I’m not sure if we’ll be able to access that from here.”

      “No problem, Captain,” Kage called. “I can do anything I need from here. I’ll get to work as soon as I—”

      “You need to go sleep,” Jason said. “We’re heading into the outer system to hide for a bit and regroup. I want you rested and healed up.”

      “No arguments there,” Kage said, waving with his two right hands as he walked out of the cargo bay.

      They were in a smaller hold near the prow that was used for provisioning and storage for crew support. The main holds in the rear were still loaded with the wealth of the Xercas Cartel. Thinking of all that loot made Jason unconsciously look in that direction. When they’d stolen it, they’d just had the automated load lifters take it out of the vault and deposit it in the hold. He hadn’t realized how much they had until he went back and inspected the tie-downs himself.

      “Why do you suppose these assholes had stacks and stacks of gold and platinum bars?” he asked.

      “Frontier currency,” Doc said. “ConFed credits have never meant much out here. Recently, they’ve meant less than nothing.”

      “When have you ever paid for something with a gold bar that weighs damn near a kilo?” Jason asked. “It’s not a practical denomination and these bars are all certified and stamped by the Principle Bank of Khepri. These came from the Core Worlds.”

      “They’re not serialized, are they?” Doc asked, looking stricken. Jason gave him a sly grin.

      “I knew there was some real mercenary under all that do no harm doctor bullshit,” he said. “Don’t worry, they’re not traceable. You’ll get your cut you greedy space pirate.”

      “Not what I was worried about, but thank you for your high opinion of me,” Doc said. “Just so you know, we can’t hide out indefinitely. This ship has enough fuel and consumables for about another two months or so. Less if we’re pushing the engines hard.”

      “Not a problem,” Jason said. “I think I have a destination in mind where we can put down and re-provision. There are a couple ways we can play this to try and get at the leadership of this operation, but I don’t think that would help us anyway.”

      “Need to find who sent them in the first place,” Doc agreed. “But then what? Omega Force is going to declare war on yet another major power in the quadrant? I thought you wanted to get away from that.”

      “So little faith,” Jason sighed. “When have I ever steered us wrong?”

      “You can’t seriously be asking that.”
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        * * *

      

      “You are still angry with me.”

      Jason looked at his friend in the reflection of the bridge windows. Despite being exhausted, he’d come up and let Twingo go back to get some sleep since all he was doing was ferrying the ship into the outer system.

      “I shouldn’t be?” he asked.

      “Ensuring at least one of the victims of these traffickers actually makes it to safety is not too much to ask, is it?” Lucky asked.

      “That’s not why I’m pissed, and you know it.”

      “Pretend I do not.”

      “You’ve never kept critical information from me before. Sure as hell not in the middle of a combat op,” Jason said, turning to him. “Having a civilian in the vehicle will change the calculus if we’re engaged again. You were willing to risk her life? For what? What in the ever-loving hell were you trying to pull here?”

      “It would be good if you had more time to talk to her. You need to see what is happening to these people.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Jason fumed. “You think I’m blind?”

      “You know what is happening, but you do not see. You and Crusher view these missions as a sort of game. Sport where you indulge yourselves fighting and stealing. I want you to know, down in your core, that there is a real cost to the victims.”

      “Where the fuck is this coming from?” Jason seethed. “You think I’m doing all this as some sort of jackoff gag because I’m bored? Lucky we’re friends—more than friends—but you’re not my conscience. You’re also stepping over the line by saying I’m not dedicated to making sure we save as many of these people as possible.”

      “You are saying I am wrong?” Lucky asked.

      “I’m saying you’re wrong and out of line,” Jason said. “What is more likely is that this has nothing to do with me and Crusher having a few laughs during a mission and everything to do with your guilt about what you did here when you were Seven.”

      “Now, who is out of line?” Lucky’s voice was deadly quiet.

      “You started it,” Jason snapped.

      Lucky stared at him for a moment before turning and walking away. Jason snorted in disgust and turned back to the window.

      “Nice to see some things are completely back to normal,” Twingo said from the back of the bridge.

      “How long have you been there?” Jason asked.

      “I was actually here working when you walked in and didn’t see me, in case you were about to lash out at me, too,” Twingo said. “You and Lucky bickering like an old married couple is bringing back some real nostalgia, I gotta say.”

      “What are you jabbering about?” Jason was in no mood for another round of verbal sparring with one of his crew.

      “He tries to protect you from yourself, you resent him for it and attack,” Twingo said. “There’s some nuance to each incident, but it’s always along those lines.”

      “Shut up,” Jason muttered. “What are you working on, anyway?”

      “The salvage mission to get the Phoenix. Won’t be as straight forward with her being powerless and inside a cave. The crew is bringing some special equipment and personnel with them to ensure it’s done right,” Twingo said. “We have most of the parts to repair her in storage back home, but I’d like to take the opportunity to perhaps modify the ship’s propulsion architecture.”

      “Go on,” Jason said.

      “You ever flown a hybrid-drive ship?”

      “Once or twice. They never really caught on for some reason.”

      “No, they didn’t, but I think the principle is worth exploring. One of the problems with the Phoenix is the need to manually switch between the thrust engines and the grav-drive. I think I can make the transitions automatic and seamless,” Twingo said. Jason could see the excitement on his friend’s face at the prospect of a real engineering challenge.

      “You can make this work with the drive components we already have in storage?” he asked.

      “I can.”

      “Knock yourself out,” Jason said. “Just make sure we have a full testing program, and I get the final call. If I don’t like it, it comes off.”

      “Deal!”

      Jason watched him drag out his own computer and open an engineering drawing package of the Phoenix’s current configuration. Now fully engrossed, Twingo wouldn’t hear a hand grenade going off on the bridge and would probably not eat or sleep for the next two days at least.

      “Don’t burn yourself out,” Jason said as he walked off the bridge. “And keep an eye on any alarms.”

      “On it,” Twingo said.

      Jason went and fed himself in the spacious crew galley. He debated going to sleep as he was so tired even his bones hurt, but Lucky’s words had managed to worm their way into his brain and wouldn’t leave. The crew quarters were all located on the deck below the bridge and were actually quite nice for a break freighter that was a little on the small side. He stopped before one of the hatches and leaned in, listening. When he heard movement, he knocked lightly.

      “It’s Captain Burke,” he said. “I just wanted to check on you.”

      “Captain,” Aondel said after she slid open the hatch, her face flushed and puffy. She was also dressed in crew coveralls with a rank patch on them that indicated the ship’s normal engineering mate was someone of small stature.

      “May I come in?” Jason asked after an awkward moment. “Or we can go to the galley if that makes you more comfortable.”

      “Of course…come in, I mean,” she said. “I’ve not had any privacy in a while, much less the ability to have a say in who comes and goes into my personal space.”

      “Well…those days are over,” Jason said.

      Suddenly, he understood what Lucky had been trying to tell him. Aondel was a child. She wasn’t supposed to know about the horrors that lurked in the dark corners of the galaxy. Not yet. She had years of innocence left where she should feel safe and loved with her family. Aondel was but one child going through this. Jason knew the stats. There were millions more like her throughout the vastness of the quadrant.

      “You seem…angry,” she said, backing away. Jason forced himself to calm down.

      “I am,” he said softly. “I’m angry that you ever had to go through the ordeal you just have. I’m angry that so many others are in the same place you were…and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “I’m sorry I snuck aboard your vehicle,” she said. “Thank you for not just throwing me out.”

      “You showed courage and resourcefulness taking a chance like that,” Jason said. “I respect that. I wasn’t lying when I said it would be quite difficult to find your parents once they leave the region, but we’re thinking that everyone being pulled out of here is going to the same place”—he held up his hands when her face lit up—“I still want you to understand the odds are overwhelmingly against us being able to reunite you with them.” Her face fell.

      “I understand.”

      “But we’ll try. If we can figure out who is funding this operation, then we can use our contacts to try and bring governmental pressure to bear on whoever it is. Despite my pessimism, I don’t want you to give up hope.”

      “Then I can stay with you and your crew?” Aondel asked slowly.

      “For the time being,” Jason said. “There’s no place to put you off where you wouldn’t be at high risk so, for now, you’re stuck with us. Or at least you’ll stay with this ship. I’m not taking a kid into combat with me. What’s wrong?”

      “I just feel…guilty. Who knows what happened to the others while I sit here in a clean bed after eating so much I almost feel sick,” she said.

      “Don’t,” Jason said bluntly. “In situations like this, you have no choice but to look out for yourself. I promise you that over half the other kids in that pen would have knifed you in the back if it meant an extra half-ration of food, and you know I’m right about that.

      “We’ve got some days of loitering, so get some rest, eat up, have Doc take a look at you since the ship has a decent sick bay. We’ll talk more once you’ve had time to process everything.”

      He left, closing the hatch softly behind him, and walked back toward the bridge to finish his watch. Giving comfort hadn’t actually been his original plan when he’d gone to talk to Aondel. He needed intel, and he was hoping she might have some to give. After talking to her a few minutes, however, he realized just how delicate she was after her ordeal. She would carry these scars with her the rest of her life no matter what happened.

      When he walked onto the bridge, he saw that Twingo was still furiously working at his computer on his new brainchild, so Jason slumped into the captain’s seat, slouching down to get comfortable. He had another four hours before someone would come up to relieve him, so he was left alone with his thoughts.

      The mission felt like it not only started on shaky footing, but it never really got going either. They’d had a few righteous hits, but they were still stabbing around in the dark. Either they’d been much better at this before, or he just had never noticed how sloppy their methods really were. They had a few days until they needed to get moving to resupply the ship so, in that time, he needed to come up with some actionable intel and a solid plan of attack to drive this bastard to completion.

      If he just had a name. Just the name of the son of a bitch running things, and he could backtrack from there.
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      Klytos wasn’t eager to initiate a talk with his benefactors.

      

      They had paid a lot of money, diverted a lot of resources covertly, and now he was having trouble delivering. After the attack and exposure of the Visadon facility, he’d been forced to order the other two similar complexes emptied and shut down temporarily. That shutdown started a chain reaction from Xercas to The Gates as every part of the operation had to stand down. This caused other issues since the people they employed to be foot soldiers weren’t the corporate types. They wanted to be paid or they would kill the people owing them money and steal whatever was left.

      “Last Chance just made contact. They’ve ceased operations and spread out on the planet.”

      “How many groups still haven’t checked in?” Klytos asked Sacolo.

      “Sixteen. Shall I send someone to make contact in person with them?”

      “No. We are locked down for the moment until I get word from the Cridal that we are receiving additional tactical support or at least the funding with which to hire it on our own. They were most displeased with the loss of the Xercas Cartel fortune.” Klytos leaned back in his seat, the stress of the situation starting to crack the ice calm demeanor he presented to the galaxy.

      “We can—”

      “Silence. We can do no more until we hear back from the people who hired us. Now, leave me be.”

      Once the room was empty and quiet, Klytos stood and paced, thinking. He’d been no closer to identifying his tormentors than he had been before he talked to his Cridal handlers. They seemed unmoved by his plight and weren’t inclined to use their own resources to identify who might be operating in the area.

      He suspected that since they’d taken such large numbers of refugees from the Concordian Cluster that the Eshquarian Empire might be involved. There was a new minister of intelligence who had a name familiar to Klytos, but it couldn’t be the same man. T’Cali Amon had been a senior field agent when Klytos had been a lowly analyst, but Amon had been disavowed and killed during the attempt to apprehend him. Either way, the new head of Imperial Intelligence had been making a name for himself. He seemed to have an unusually strong grasp of the inner workings of nearly every criminal organization in the quadrant. He’d been carving a swath through the gangs operating from Pinnacle Station to the Concordian Cluster. Perhaps he’d caught wind they were preying on Imperial citizens who’d fled the area.

      After considering what he felt were all the angles, Klytos stopped pacing and sat at one of the four slip-com terminals in the room. He waited while the node connected to the address he’d punched in, half-expecting the person to ignore his request.

      “It is dangerous for you to contact me directly,” the voice said before the image resolved. The face of Kobvir Glecsh, Cridal executive chief of staff and Seeladas Dalton’s right hand, looked back at Klytos. He didn’t seem pleased to be talking to him.

      “I need assurances, Kobvir. Your people aren’t communicating with me, and we’re rapidly approaching crisis levels here.”

      “I’ve seen the reports. Tell me, Klytos…what was the point in bringing you in on this project when you seem to not be able to handle a little bit of mischief from the locals?”

      “Locals,” Klytos snorted indignantly. “These are professionals. At least one of them is a notorious assassin who has worked this area and caused us problems before.”

      “The Viper?” Kobvir asked, sitting up straighter and looking concerned.

      “Highly unlikely unless the Viper’s cybernetic enhancements now include her entire head as well,” Klytos said. “This one calls itself Seven. We’re not sure what it even is, but it killed Causiga Lo a short time ago and now appears to be back for more.”

      “Assassins don’t kill unless someone has hired them to do so,” Kobvir said. “They also don’t attack fortified locations, steal treasure hoards, or work to turn loose valuable product. What I am really hearing right now is that you haven’t the slightest idea who or what is dismantling an operation that we have paid handsomely to build.”

      “We’re not equipped to handle whoever this is. My security force is a disorganized group of thugs we inherited. I need pros.”

      “I cannot send Cridal soldiers to Luuxir,” Kobvir said. “It’s simply not happening. I also can’t divert our special operations units any more than I already have. Some uncomfortable questions are being asked here about my office’s use of Red Strike assets so that’s not going to work either.”

      “Hire a private military company,” Klytos said. “Whatever. Just get me some troops out here that know what they’re doing. Or don’t. I’ll leave, and you can sit and pray to whatever you deity you believe in that the evidence left scattered around the region can’t be linked back to the Cooperative.”

      “You are not indispensable,” Kobvir said. “I can have you replaced quite easily.”

      “Don’t threaten me,” Klytos pushed back. “All I need to do is make sure Dalton herself gets word of what you’re up to and you won’t breathe free air again for the remainder of your days. If you’re not going to support the operation with personnel, then I would at least hope you could use your access to Cridal Intelligence to see what groups might be operating out here.”

      “Other than this Seven, what do you have to go on?”

      “There are some eyewitness descriptions and imagery of the suspected ship causing much of the trouble.”

      “How underwhelming,” Kobvir sighed. “Send what little you have, and I will try to gain information without raising alarms here.”

      “How much longer until you’re ready to move forward?” Klytos asked.

      “Worry about your own problems,” Kobvir snapped. “You’re trying my patience, Klytos. Get the product moving again however you have to. We have a deal, and the numbers need to be met before anything else can happen. By my estimates, you’re barely sixty percent of the way to your quota. The Kaspian Reaches and the D’vatio Frontier groups have already met their goals and are dismantling their operations. Then there’s the Luuxir Border Region…still limping along and holding us all up.”

      Klytos seethed at the insults but kept it to himself. The other trafficking rings were set up in smaller, completely lawless areas and had much smaller goals to hit. The Reaches only needed to pull out a tenth of what Klytos’s group needed since the gang leaders on Niceen-3 would only tolerate so much.

      “We’ll get it done,” he finally said. “Get me the intel I need and get me more people. There are more than enough merc companies that would be more than happy to take a job in this area.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      The screen went blank as the connection was severed. Klytos let out a frustrated sigh. Kobvir was a slimy bureaucrat whose ambition far outpaced his talent. He’d known getting into business with someone so unskilled at the sort of covert subversion he was attempting could end badly. Klytos only wished he knew who Kobvir was working for so he could skip the Cridal middleman altogether. Someone had placed an order for a lot of people without too much specificity. It was far too many to just be for someone’s private entertainment and by and large biotic slaves were a poor and expensive substitute for modern machinery.

      He resumed his pacing before the large windows, staring down on the planet his ship was flying over. They were sitting in orbit over Last Chance as their logistics center was rebuilt. It was one of the few things he could do without arousing attention until the authorities lost interest in the transfer center that had just been destroyed.

      “Who in the hells are these people?” he asked himself. “They fight like this is personal.”
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        * * *

      

      Jason sat on the bridge of their unnamed stolen freighter as another, larger cargo ship maneuvered alongside to dock with them. He’d decided to wait for Twingo’s recovery team before flying out of the system, transferring the treasure haul over so it could be taken back to S’Tora along with the Phoenix.

      “I see things aren’t going as planned.” Jason turned at the voice, and his brow furrowed when he saw Abiyah standing in the hatchway with Russ Johnson right behind him.

      “What are you two doing here?” he asked.

      “Came with the recovery crew to lend a hand with security,” Abiyah said, walking over and embracing Jason. “It’s good to see you, Captain.”

      “You, too. How are things on S’Tora?”

      “Incredible. Shira has adapted well to live within the human colony there,” Abiyah said. “Even Russ has managed to make friends.”

      “Funny,” Russ said. “Heard you managed to trash your ship. Losing your touch?”

      “No. She’s totally fucked. I’m just as good at trashing her as I’ve always been,” Jason said.

      “We brought you a consolation prize,” Abiyah said. “The recovery crew loaded up your SX-5 before we left. Figured you might need a ship with a little more tactical edge than this freighter.”

      “That’s good news,” Jason said. “Keeps me from having to throw in the towel just yet. You two enlisting to help?”

      “Nope,” Abiyah said. “I just wanted to check in on you and give a hand collecting the ship, but I’m not signing up for one of your crusades. No offense, Burke, but your habit of taking on lost cause fights is going to get you killed sooner than later.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Russ said. “You keep kicking corrupt governments and criminal syndicates in the balls like you do, and they’re eventually going to get tired of you.”

      “Blunt enough,” Jason said.

      The next twelve hours were spent transferring the SX-5 over to the stolen freighter along with all the armament and provisions the crew had brought from S’Tora. After that, they said their goodbyes, and the salvage ship decoupled and continued down into the system. Jason had debated going with them, but they had wasted enough time as it was.

      “Captain, there is an incoming message to one of Seven’s old dead drops you might find interesting,” Lucky said, breaking him out of his ruminations. The battlesynth had been avoiding him since their last dustup.

      “Oh?”

      “It is from Sete Apendi. Our ruse at The Gates has now become common knowledge. Apparently, the Butcher has been executed, and the Luuxir cartels are offering a sizable bounty for information on Seven and his compatriots.”

      “Inevitable,” Jason turned to his friend. “We had expected this, if you recall.”

      “They have an informant already. It is Taverr Eosing.”

      “Shit,” Jason winced. “They capture him?”

      “Apendi says his sources saw them capture Taverr while he was trying to hit a cash shipment aboard The Gates,” Lucky said.

      “That’s sounds about stupid enough to be him.”

      “It is unclear how he knew they were looking for us, but he is apparently cooperating and giving them everything he knows about us.”

      “Which isn’t as much as Taverr thinks, but it’s enough to make our life that much more difficult,” Jason said. “Anonymity is one of our best tools given how small our crew is. Suggestions?”

      “We try to rescue Taverr.”

      “I’m sorry…you remember we hate him, right?” Jason asked.

      “Taverr used his familiarity with us to bargain for his own life,” Lucky said. “The fact Apendi knows so much detail regarding the capture and interrogation is because that information has been deliberately leaked.”

      “Ah!” Jason said, understanding. “Numbnuts tells these guys he’s our friend, they let the area know he’s cooperating to bait us into exposing ourselves to help him. I don’t know…seems a little obvious, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” Lucky agreed. “But that does not mean the situation can’t be turned to our advantage.”

      “I sort of feel like it does.”

      “If you want a shot at the one in charge here, this is our best chance. They will be overconfident in their numbers and ability to control the environment aboard The Gates.”

      “That’s probably because they can,” Jason argued. “That’s a cartel stronghold. I assume you have some sort of plan other than a frontal assault?”

      “Planning missions is your job. Mine is to salvage the mission when they inevitably fall apart,” Lucky said.

      “Give me everything Apendi told you. Let’s see if there’s anything here we can work with.”
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      “Sir, we have something that flagged from the Cridal Cooperative.”

      

      “Of course, you do,” T’Cali Amon sighed. “There seems to be no shortage of trouble coming from the Cooperative these days. Did Seeladas send another of her death squads to terrorize more civilians somewhere?”

      “No,” Similan said. “And I certainly wouldn’t waste your time with it if she had. This is something unusual that came up during our observation of her chief of staff.”

      “Kobvir? What’s that worm up to?”

      “He had an interesting conversation with someone he called Klytos. That’s a name that is set to flag internally here. Klytos Finvak was a—”

      “I know who he is,” Amon said. “Or at least I recognize the name. We had a brief overlap when we were both in the old Imperial Intelligence Service but never had any direct contact until he was given the boot. I’ve never interacted with him before.”

      “I remember Blazing Sun tracking potential assets, but not him specifically,” Similan said. “Captain Burke also identified him but as someone named Axi Sigato.”

      “Axi Sigato was his name when he was embedded with the Saabror Free Army,” Amon said. “They’re not affiliated with the actual military. They’re basically a private militia the Saabror hire out for their dirty work both inside and outside their borders. They march around in their little uniforms and pretend they’re an offshoot of the Protectorate Defense Force, but they’re little more than a sanctioned terrorist outfit. Klytos was sent to run an intel op on the organization but, from what I understand, he went native. Dropped off the grid and hasn’t been seen since.”

      “Klytos seems to be running an operation in the Luuxir Border Regions at the behest of the Cridal, but not Seeladas Dalton. In fact, Klytos was quite clear that informing Dalton of their actions was something he held over Kobvir’s head,” Similan said, recovering from his initial surprise.

      “Jason Burke is in the Luuxir Border Regions you said?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “There is zero chance that’s coincidence. Can we talk to him?”

      “I have tried, but I have been unable to raise the Phoenix on any of the known addresses,” Similan said. “It’s as if the ship is either completely powered down or—”

      “Or destroyed,” Amon finished as Similan looked uncomfortable. “It’s possible. Jason may have finally pushed his luck too far, but let’s operate as if the ship is just out of contact. Is there any other way to get in touch?”

      “I have a few I can try.”

      “Has an analyst team been assigned to this yet?”

      “Not as yet, sir. I wanted to bring it to you first when the computer flagged it.”

      “Let’s keep this quiet for now. Use one of our own teams and start getting me a work-up,” Amon said. “We need to isolate this given that we’re talking about a high-ranking Cridal official. Just the fact we have him under observation at all could be an incident.”

      “It will be kept within this office, sir,” Similan said.

      “If you manage to track down Jason, make sure he understands I can do nothing to help him unless he can provide a clear and imminent danger to the Empire or her interests,” Amon said. “That’s not just clever word games, it is the box in which I operate now.”

      “He seems to have accepted your position now comes with more constraints than Saditava Mok had on him as head of an intergalactic criminal syndicate,” Similan said. “Shall I reach out to other assets we have in the region?”

      “Not until we have a better handle on what’s happening,” Amon said. “Those assets are handled by case managers outside of this office.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Similan hurried from the office, leaving Amon with his unpleasant thoughts.

      He liked Jason Burke. He would even go so far as to say he respected him. What had started as a mild curiosity about a resource he thought might be useful to him had morphed into a tenuous friendship, or if not that at least a cordial working partnership. Their fight against the Machine had linked them in a profound way that couldn’t easily be put into words.

      But he was also somewhat of a liability now that Amon had returned to government service. As a minister, Amon now had to be careful of his associations. Being directly linked to such a ruthless mercenary crew could be problematic, even though the service he directed routinely contracted such people. There was also the issue of the two of them expecting direct access to each other. Jason would want Imperial intelligence, Amon would want direct action that he couldn’t use his own people for. Amon needed to find a way to redefine their working relationship without losing the friendship that he found meant a lot more to him than he would have ever thought.

      If it turned out that Omega Force had turned over a former Eshquarian intelligence operative running a trafficking ring that was targeting Imperial citizens, however, he would then have solid footing to request military intervention to an area that, technically, nobody claimed. The ConFed certainly wouldn’t care one way or another given the internal problems they were dealing with at the moment. But wouldn’t it at least be prudent to begin mobilizing forces now in the face of a credible threat?

      “Please, have Minister Sejuni contact me at his earliest convenience,” Amon said into his desk’s intercom. “Also, please ask Admiral Colleran that I would appreciate an audience with her if she’s available.”

      “At once, sir,” his aide answered.
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      “He confirmed that the ship in the images is the one he was talking about.”

      “I did some digging, and the name Omega Force does come up in some rather noteworthy incidents,” Klytos said. “The real question is what are they doing here? And why is Seven working with them?”

      “This Taverr claims that Seven is really a battlesynth named Lucky and not some exotic kill bot or avatar,” Dabill Ak said. He was the new leader of the operation aboard The Gates after he had disposed of the Butcher at Klytos’s request. He was a species Klytos thought seemed familiar but had never seen before. He seemed to be quite a bit smarter than his predecessor, which was both good and bad. Smart people were ambitious people, and Klytos just needed loyal soldiers at the moment.

      “It didn’t look like any battlesynth I’ve ever seen,” Klytos said.

      “Apparently, the original body was damaged too badly, and they put its brain in this new one. Taverr isn’t an engineer. In fact, he’s barely what I’d consider sentient. He just overheard the crew discussing it.”

      “Sounds like a completely made-up story by someone desperate to stay alive. He’s going to say all sorts of wild things to make us think he’s still a wealth of information.”

      “Should we go ahead and relieve ourselves of his company, sir?” Dabill asked.

      “Not quite yet,” Klytos said. “Keep him at least alive enough to fog a mirror in case we need him. He doesn’t strike me as the type of person this Omega Force would bother to try and save.”

      “They might show up just to make sure he’s dead, but I agree they won’t be coming to his rescue.”

      “Keep letting rumors slip out through the usual channels. What was their leaders name? Jasum Bark?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Leak his name through Apendi’s information broker here on the station. Apendi will update the guild tables, and they’ll start to feel pinched and hopefully come here looking to silence their friend.”

      “I’ll handle it, sir,” Dabill said.

      “He seems a lot more capable than he should for some low-level enforcer,” Klytos said to Sacolo. “I want a more thorough background check of him done immediately.”

      Dabill was a complete unknown, working for the Butcher and not making waves until he saw the opportunity to knife his boss in the back and advance. Since then, he’d showed a suspicious level of resourcefulness, competence, and intuition. It could have just been that there was someone that talented waiting for the chance to take over but, in his experience, Klytos knew that was rarely the case. Even the capture of this hapless merc named Taverr that just happened to have intimate details about the crew in the black ship was almost too lucky for Klytos to believe.

      “Perhaps we should retire him now and arrange for someone more suited to the job,” his aide suggested.

      “Make arrangements but do not execute until I give the order,” Klytos said. “Let’s see where this goes.”
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      “What the fuck is a Jackum Bork?”

      

      “I think that is supposed to be your name,” Lucky said unhelpfully.

      “Thanks,” Jason said.

      “Don’t worry, Captain Bork,” Crusher said. “We still respect you.”

      “Still? I never knew you started.”

      “Figure of speech. You’re an utter dipshit, but you own the ship, so we’re stuck with you.”

      “They’re dripping this out through the underground channels, trying to make it look like leaked rumor,” Kage said. “I guess we’re supposed to think Taverr is spilling his guts and zoom in there to kill him?”

      “They might think we will attempt a rescue,” Lucky said.

      “Nobody who spends more than five minutes with Taverr would ever believe someone would bother trying to rescue him,” Jason said. “This is a trap…but which part? Is it meant to look like a trap we’ll try to circumnavigate, or do they think we’ll actually fall for this and go bumbling into The Gates?”

      “Well…isn’t that what we’re doing?” Kage asked.

      “We’re inserting strategically. Not bumbling.”

      “Yet, somehow, the results will be the same,” Crusher sighed. “Do we have an accurate source of intel for The Gates? The SX-5 is probably too similar to the DL7 to escape notice if they’re looking for a ship that matches that description. Getting aboard and operating without being identified isn’t going to be easy.”

      “I think you’re overestimating how much control this cartel has,” Jason said. “The Gates is huge and owned jointly by the mining corporations paying for all these planets to be colonized. They will have their own military aboard to keep the locals in line. They might look the other way while the cartels play their games, but the minute it interrupts the flow of ore, the big boys will step in and sweep out the vermin.”

      “I think I’m getting an idea,” Crusher said.

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Kage muttered, earning a smack to the back of his head. “Hey!”

      “Is this a sneaky plan or a suicidal plan?” Jason asked.

      “Little of both,” Crusher admitted. “Want to hear it?”

      “What the hell. We’ve got nothing else going on.”

      Over the next three hours, the four of them hammered out the details to Crusher’s plan while they waited for the recovery ship to return. Jason at least wanted to make sure the Phoenix was safe and on her way home before he got back to work. As he expected, Twingo had gone with the salvage crew while Doc took bridge watch.

      Crusher sometimes came across as a dumb brute. Or at least that’s what he wanted people to think. It was a ruse he used to both have his enemies underestimate him and get out of doing any real work. Jason sometimes forgot that, in reality, he was Felex Tezakar, Guardian Archon of Galvator. From early childhood, he’d been a student of war. All aspects of war were covered from small unit combat all the way up to major theater operations. Only Lucky had a better working knowledge of the profession of arms. This was something that Jason had to keep reminding himself as Crusher laid out a competent, thorough plan to get aboard The Gates and cut the head off the snake with only a four-man team.

      “It’s a good thing the ship is coming back this way,” Kage said. “I’ll need some gear from the Phoenix to make this work…but I think we can do it.” The code slicer sounded mildly offended that Crusher’s plan had been workable with minimal input from them.

      “I will as well,” Lucky said. “I would like to change my forearm loadout. A mass driver is not a practical weapon for station combat.”

      “Don’t tell Captain Bork that,” Crusher said. “I’ve lost track of how many eardrums I’ve had to regrow thanks to the overpressure from his dumbass railguns.”

      “Like you have any room to talk with all the damn grenades you’ve thrown in enclosed spaces,” Jason said. “Either way, I think the railgun will be out for this one. If I drop the muzzle velocity down below twelve hundred meters per second, the projectile is too small to do any real damage.”

      “Just use a damn energy weapon like every other civilized being in this galaxy.”

      The planning party broke up, and they went their separate ways to begin prepping. Jason checked and was surprised to learn that the salvage crew had already secured the Phoenix aboard their ship and were on their way back uphill to them. The area around the holding complex was still crawling with local authorities, so the biggest delay had been trying to make the final approach with the hoist ship to grab her. Thankfully, whoever Twingo had contracted were pros used to doing salvage operations in hot areas, and they were able to talk their way around any trouble.

      “Crusher and Doc have been spending a lot of time together,” Kage said from behind him, making him jump.

      “Is this going somewhere, or is your new annoying habit to sneak up on people and startle them with pointless observations?”

      “Maybe he’s dying,” Kage went on. “You think that’s it? He doesn’t look good…all fat and stupid.”

      “Oh, for…” Jason groaned. “What the hell do you want?”

      “I’m pretty sure that in his estate documents I’m still listed as a beneficiary,” Kage said. “We were all supposed to get parcels of land on Restaria, and the Archon has a lot of wealth to go around.”

      This was Kage’s way.

      He was concerned because Crusher was going and seeing Doc more than usual, and they were doing it behind closed doors. Instead of admitting that he was concerned for his friend, he wanted Jason to see if everything was okay. Rather than merely ask Crusher himself, he would try and alert Jason that something might be wrong, and he needed to look into it. After years of being together, he finally understood that the Veran still couldn’t declare that his friends were dear to him and that he worried about them. This was the best he could do.

      “How much land?” Jason asked.

      “Like, a lot.”

      “Hmm. Restaria is currently being aggressively developed. Might be worth checking on at least.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. You should ask Doc. Order him to tell you,” Kage said.

      “That’s cute how you’re pretending anybody on this crew actually does what I tell them,” Jason said. “But I’ll talk to him first chance I get.”

      As he walked down the main corridor of the crew space deck, Jason saw Crusher emerge from sick bay looking haggard and sweaty. His friend saw him and looked startled before he turned and walked away without word. Even though he looked like he’d just run two back-to-back marathons, he still seemed more youthful, stronger looking. Jason now knew what Crusher and Doc had been up to. It was the same thing he’d done to himself some years prior, and he recognized the signs.

      He’d intended to find Aondel and see if she was doing okay but, instead, he detoured into sick bay.

      “Caught you!” he yelled. Doc nearly jumped out of his skin. Jason laughed and closed the hatch behind him.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Doc demanded.

      “Depends on who you ask,” Jason said, walking around the surprisingly modern bay. “So…do anything interesting today? Some fascinating research? Writing some nerdy paper for you students? Performing illegal genetic experiments on a Galvetic noble?” Doc flinched.

      “I don’t discuss patient treatment,” he replied loftily. “Your authority as captain stops at the threshold of my sick bay.”

      “That really how you want to play this?” Jason asked, picking up an instrument off the far table that had some real heft to it. He swung it experimentally a few times and gave Doc a loaded look.

      “You wouldn’t dare strike me with that,” Doc said, standing his ground.

      “You sure about that? How well do we really know each other? Ten minutes ago I wouldn’t have believed you were stupid enough to violate sacred Galvetic doctrine and juice Crusher,” Jason said, advancing on him. “Yet here we are. You realize what they’ll do when they find out?”

      “They’ll excommunicate him,” Doc said, still defiant. “We already discussed it, and the choice was his to—”

      “They’ll kill him. And you.” Jason had backed him into the corner of the room where he couldn’t edge around to flee. “And probably the rest of us for being involved. They’ll send a Zeta-Saka team to erase anybody with any knowledge of this.”

      “You’re lying,” Doc blanched.

      “You know I’m not,” Jason said. “Damnit! What the hell were you thinking? You know how seriously they take this shit!”

      Zeta-Saka were essentially Galvetic special forces, and they were utterly terrifying. Omega Force had worked with them before when Mazer Reddix had brought two full teams with him to help subdue the Machine. They’d fought shoulder to shoulder with the battlesynths of Lot 700 and held their own.

      “I-I don’t understand,” Doc stammered. “He said—”

      “Exactly what you needed to hear to give him what he wanted,” Jason said, tossing the instrument onto the table by one of the beds.

      “If this is such a risk—I’d wash my hands after touching that by the way—then why would he insist I do it?” Doc asked. “And there’s something else you should probably know since we’re having this conversation.”

      “Oh, good. I was hoping there would be one more horrible layer to this shit onion you’ve given me,” Jason said, scrubbing his hands vigorously at the basin. “What was that thing, and why was it sticky?”

      “You don’t want either of those questions answered,” Doc said. “And the other thing I found is that Galvator lied. They’ve been lying for millennia.”

      “Explain…and remember who you’re talking to. No medical gibberish.”

      “DNA splicing can be—”

      “Try again.”

      Doc sighed and stared at the ceiling for a minute before continuing, “The Galvetics claimed that the warrior caste was the result of clever selective breeding that brought out recessive traits in the genetic code to make them stronger and more resilient than the average gelten. That answer never sat right with me, but research into it was a matter of state security, and the Galvetic Empire would never budge on allowing outsiders to take a peek.

      “Some years ago, after your third round of upgrades, Crusher asked me to do a full workup on him. He wanted a solution for his inevitable rapid decline ready if he decided he didn’t want to quietly fade away. I jumped at it since it was the first time any outsider was given permission to study the species this in-depth.”

      “So, nobody has ever done a genetic analysis of a Galvetic warrior?” Jason asked skeptically. “Someone had to sneak out a blood sample at some point.”

      “Certainly,” Doc said. “But not to do the things Crusher had asked me to do. Just mapping out the genome doesn’t raise any alarms. Trying to develop a treatment plan to suppress certain things or draw out others gave me a different perspective.”

      “And?”

      “The Galvetic Empire is lying. The warrior caste was not created through selective breeding. They were created in a lab and, over the centuries, they’ve been carefully maintained to ensure the product doesn’t begin to mutate and evolve on its own. Did you know that Galvetic warriors are all sterile?”

      “They are?” Jason was surprised. “But Crusher had parents. He told me about them.”

      “Yes. They do have parents. Think back to the story from when we helped them out a while back. When a warrior is born of normal gelten parents he—and it’s always a male—is taken at a very young age and sent to Restaria where he can be properly cared for.”

      “Oh, shit!” Jason said, actually getting a little light-headed at the implications. “You think they use normal gelten females as surrogates for the warrior class?”

      “I’m certain of it. The parents of a Galvetic warrior are given status and wealth, never questioning why two normal, healthy geltens gave birth to a child with physical attributes and organs from far back in the species’ evolutionary past.” Doc shook his head sadly. “Now you see why this is protected with an almost religious zeal. If this got out it would destroy Galvetic society.”

      “Doc,” Jason said quietly. “You need to destroy every bit of that research. I’m not kidding. We can’t hide Crusher, but maybe we can fake his death or something. If word gets back to them what you’ve done…”

      “Then we’re all dead,” Doc finished. “I understand now. Too late, of course, but I understand. I didn’t realize the consequences would be so serious or expand past Crusher himself. It seemed he was making an informed decision.”

      “Crusher knows what the reaction to this will be from his own people,” Jason said. “He’s put us all at risk, and I’m not just being dramatic just to bust his balls. The Legions will not let this go unpunished if they find out.”

      “Faking his death has merit,” Doc said.

      “So does killing him for real,” Jason countered. “To be honest, it’d be a lot less of a pain in the ass.”

      “I hope you’re kidding.”

      “Mostly. I’ll try to think of a way to get him to talk about this without letting on I pulled the information out of you. To be honest, it’s pretty noticeable already. Even Kage is seeing differences.”

      “I will talk to him,” Doc said.

      “I can do it,” Jason protested.

      “No. Every time you two confront each other over anything, it turns into a brawl. I’m not patching you both up before we fly out for the Gates mission.”

      “What all did you do to him?” Jason asked.

      “Switched off his aging mechanisms, reversed much of what already happened, boosted his strength and stamina just slightly,” Doc said. “Really just staving off advanced age was the extent of it. He’s already so damn powerful there wasn’t much I could do without risking damage to his skeleton and systems.”

      “Damn. Guess it’s back to getting my ass kicked all the time,” Jason sighed. “I was really enjoying him getting older and me staying the same.”

      “Captain, the salvage ship is two hours from docking,” Lucky called over the intercom. “Once Twingo transfers back, they will be departing for S’Tora.”

      “On my way up. Make sure they know we need to get into the Phoenix before they leave,” Jason said before turning back to Doc. “We’ll talk about this later. For right now, nobody knows but you and me. Keep it that way.”

      “Copy that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      “The damage actually doesn’t look so bad. Seriously, you love this stuff. Think of all the hours of tinkering and fabricating parts you have ahead of you. You’ll have a blast. You should really be thanking me if we’re honest about it.”

      

      Twingo didn’t respond. He just stared blankly at the Phoenix as mud dripped off of her onto the deck of the salvage ship’s aft cargo hold. He seemed catatonic.

      “I’m used to seeing semi-psychotic meltdowns from you and Crusher, but this is going to be a big one,” Kage said, waving a hand in front of Twingo’s face.

      “Nah, he’s fine,” Jason insisted. “Aren’t you, Twingo? Twingo?”

      “Please, leave me alone,” Twingo said flatly as he stared at the ship.

      “See…he’s fine,” Jason said. “Do we have ground power on her yet?”

      “The techs just got done hooking it up,” Kage said. “But the rear ramp still won’t drop for some reason.”

      “There’s a manual release,” Jason said. “I’ll get it.”

      It took Jason a lot of struggling and cussing with the lever inside the starboard landing gear well before he heard a loud clunk and the hiss of the ramp dropping to the deck. When they made it inside the ship, it was clear that there was still no power. He and Lucky were able to override and open the armory hatch while Kage went up to his quarters to retrieve the gear he needed.

      “Just going with the classics?” Jason asked as Lucky pulled down the heavy plasma cannons for his left and right arm weapons bays. They were similar to the arm-mounted cannons his previous body had.

      “They are what I am most accustomed to,” Lucky said. “It is too bad the holographic mimic system could not be saved. It would prove to be useful on this mission, I think.”

      “I was asking Kage and Twingo about it when I was having my new armor designed and built,” Jason said. “It’s a miracle or engineering and apparently not easily replicated. It was so integrated into the subsystems that had turned you into Seven that it couldn’t be isolated.”

      “Just as well,” Lucky said. There was a thump from somewhere in the guts of the ship, and then the lights flickered on. Air hissed from the vents as the environmental systems came back online.

      “Twingo must have sorted them out,” Jason said as organized his gear on the bench in front of him. He fought his tendency to try and over-prep for missions, picking armament and equipment that would be essential but still allow him to be mobile and agile. The armor helped by taking up the weight of what he was bringing but carrying too much still made it difficult to maneuver around on something like The Gates.

      “Captain, we have an incoming slip-com,” Kage said over the intercom. “It’s Similan.”

      “I’m on my way up,” Jason said.

      As he walked up to the main deck he saw that most of the ship’s systems were either still dark or were flashing warnings that they didn’t appreciate the hard boot treatment of a clumsy shutdown followed by having power slammed back on. In the com room, Kage had managed to get most of the essential systems up and running including their com suite. When he sat down and keyed up the blinking slip-com node he was surprised to see that it actually was Similan, not a message left on one of their planet-side buffers.

      “Similan,” he greeted Mok’s—Amon’s—right hand man. “Please, tell me this is just a coincidence, and you haven’t been sitting by a com terminal for days waiting to connect.”

      “It is a little of both, Captain,” Similan said. “When the Phoenix dropped off the net, I had the computer try to connect every so often and to alert me if you popped back up.”

      “This must be important.”

      “Minister Amon is simply hoping that you might enlighten us as to what you are seeing in the Luuxir Border Region. Specifically as to whether or not you have observed any citizens of the Empire being…mistreated.”

      “I have a juvenile female that was abducted from a vassal world within the Cluster,” Jason said. “She was taken along with many others off a refugee ship coming out of your territory. This was apparently during the ConFed occupation, so they’ve been detained for a while.”

      “That would qualify,” Similan said. “Would you be so helpful as to send me a complete report about the incident and her story?”

      “No problem,” Jason said. “We’ll try to track down her family, but that’s not going to be easy. They were moved a week or two before we got here, likely heading out of the region to whoever the hell is buying these people.”

      “The head of your trafficking operation is actually an Eshquarian named Klytos Finvak,” Similan said. “He is running the ring, one of many around the quadrant apparently, at the behest of Kobvir Glecsh.”

      “That name sounds familiar.”

      “He was a trusted advisor of Crisstof Dalton. He now serves the daughter as her chief of staff.”

      “The Cridal are in on this?” Jason nearly choked on the news.

      “Not as far as we know. It is Kobvir himself acting on the orders of someone besides Seeladas. That’s all we know at this point,” Similan said.

      “That gives a lot better direction than we have so far,” Jason said. “If they’re using Cridal intermediaries, then it stands to reason the end customer will be on that side of the quadrant. Starships don’t run cheap, and the lanes aren’t quite as safe as they used to be with the ConFed disappearing.”

      “Our thoughts as well. As we develop this intel, we will keep you in the loop as much as possible.”

      “I understand,” Jason said, catching the double meaning. T’Cali Amon had people he answered to, and his loyalty was to the Empire. He would honor that before paying out favors to Jason and his crew. “I’ll give you everything we have and let you know what else we find. We’re heading to The Gates shortly. Now that we have a name, this could get more interesting. They’re holding a merc named Taverr to draw us in.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “Not even remotely. We’re actually hoping they kill him before we get there. Lucky ran him over with a ground vehicle a few weeks back, but he’s tougher than he looks, apparently.” Jason noticed a new alert on his screen, but it didn’t have any info tag with it. He ignored it.

      “Never a dull moment with you, Captain,” Similan said, almost looking like he might smile, but then it was gone. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks. We’ll need it this time. I’ll have Kage set up a new dedicated com relay for us. The Phoenix is out of commission right now, so we’ll be aboard another ship.”

      “The Devil’s Fortune?”

      “Nope. Your boss’s corvette is safe and sound and definitely not in harm’s way,” Jason said.

      “He is concerned about it but, given his new station, he feels it may be ill-advised to take back possession,” Similan said.

      “So, I can keep it?” Jason asked hopefully.

      “I believe he is going to try and work out a method of repayment you both can live with.”

      “I’ll bet. Tell him I’m just a poor merc, so the price better be free or close to it,” Jason said. The channel went dead, so he pulled up the other alert that had been flashing on the screen while he was talking to Similan.

      He read through the message twice before back-tracing the node address to make certain it was real. After a moment of thought, he wrote out a quick reply.

      “A little help can’t hurt,” he muttered.

      “Help from who?” someone said from the hatchway.

      “Eavesdropping is a disgusting habit, Abiyah.” Jason didn’t bother looking up.

      “I’m sure you heard me coming.”

      “You need something?”

      “I want to come along,” the ex-Israeli commando said. “I brought my gear with me. I feel like you could use a hand.”

      “I thought you were retiring from the exciting and lucrative career of killing for money,” Jason said. “And don’t give me that tired old bullshit Whitney does about not being assassins.”

      “People like us are only good at one thing.” Abiyah shrugged. “My daughter is safe thanks to you. I’ve been talking to Aondel since I arrived, and I want in.”

      “Getting offers of help from everyone, it seems.” Jason gestured vaguely to the message he’d been reading. Abiyah tried to read it, but Jason killed the terminal. “You talk to Carolyn any?”

      “No…and that worries me,” Abiyah said. “Her actions were out of character, and I’m afraid she’s about to do something rash.”

      “How did you two get so involved with Seeladas that she would actually threaten your daughter?” Jason said. “I’ve heard she’s become somewhat erratic, but risking all-out war with Earth out of spite?”

      “It was a situation that spiraled out of control from what I understand,” Abiyah said, taking a seat at one of the other stations. “I never dealt with the contracts so all I have to go on is what I was told.”

      “Go on,” Jason said.

      “Carolyn told me she had been contracted to track and eliminate Admiral Colleran. By Seeladas herself if you can believe that. Carolyn accepted the contract without hesitation, confident her past associations with the admiral would make it easy to get close to her. It wasn’t until I pointed out that you might take the whole matter a bit personally that she had second thoughts.”

      “Then the story you spun for me earlier about that wasn’t entirely true,” Jason said.

      “It was true at the current time, but not when the chain of events kicked off,” Abiyah said. “At the time, it seemed a harmless omission to keep you from trying to kill us.

      “When Seeladas was informed that we were backing out of the contract she snapped. I think she brought up my daughter just as a spur-of-the-moment thing to see if she could rattle us with how much she knew, but it backfired. Carolyn apparently told Seeladas that she was coming to kill her and that there was no place in the galaxy that she could hide from her.”

      “Apparently?” Jason asked, frowning. This was a lot of second hand information from someone who was supposedly there.

      “As I said, she kept me isolated from dealing with contracts and clients,” Abiyah said. “Those are all hard-earned in our business. No matter how close we might have been, she was not about to divulge that information. So like I said…Carolyn threatened Seeladas over the threat to Shira.”

      “Which puts Seeladas in a tough spot,” Jason said. “You can’t maintain that you’re the leader of a budding empire when some low-life assassin can put you in your place.”

      “Pretty much. So we pretended to reconsider and put some token effort into tracking Colleran until we could figure out a way to rescue Shira. Given my status on Earth, I could hardly go back myself, and Carolyn has a detain-on-sight order on her. We did that for a bit, and then you caught wind of what was happening and, as usual, you dropped yourself into a delicate situation like a neutron bomb.”

      “And now, Whitney has detached herself from you in order to protect Shira, which is admirable…I guess,” Jason said grudgingly.

      “You really don’t like her, do you?”

      “You’re saying that feeling isn’t mutual? Our interactions have never been pleasant, but that’s between her and I.”

      “You like to pretend that there’s a huge difference between the two of you, but I think you know otherwise,” Abiyah said. “You’re the only person she’s truly afraid of. Why do you think that is?”

      “Couldn’t say,” Jason lied. “I’m a little worried about what a mentally unbalanced Viper might be up to at the moment, but it’s not my immediate concern. Anyway, back to the point of the story…”

      “Right. The long version of it appears to be that Seeladas didn’t appreciate the perceived insult, the overt threats, and is now coming after Carolyn like it’s a matter of national security. She’s sent those Red Strike psychopaths after us more than once.”

      “Yeah, where did those assholes come from?” Jason asked. “I’d never heard of a Cridal special operations command before, and now she’s running ops all over the quadrant with highly trained, ruthless kill squads. My kid ran into them just a bit ago. They knew Jacob’s team was from Earth, and they came after them anyway.”

      “Intense,” Abiyah said. “For what it’s worth I don’t think Carolyn will try and go after Colleran. It’s more likely she’s going to come at Seeladas obliquely. She’ll take out a close advisor or someone valuable to her just to rattle her and make her realize how exposed she is. She’ll fuck with Seeladas to the point a mistake is made, and then it’s lights out.”

      “These are the sorts of ops you participated in?” Jason asked.

      “I really hope you’re not going to try to take the moral high ground against me carrying around the reputation that you have,” Abiyah said.

      “This conversation is going nowhere pleasant,” Jason said, remembering the time when Abiyah had been part of a black ops team sent to kill him. The friendship was tenuous, to say the least. “You’re sure you want to grab a gun and saddle up with us? You of all people know the dangers of inserting with a team you have no training or real-world reps with.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just coming as an auxiliary. I’ll stay behind and guard the ship if need be.”

      “Good with me,” Jason said. “Let’s get you kitted up.”

      “Who was that other backup you were just talking about?” Abiyah asked.

      “Nobody you need to worry about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      “How do I know you won’t just kill me and take the ship?”

      

      “Why would I bother negotiating with you if I was going to do that anyway?” Jason asked reasonably. “Look…this is a good deal. You get this case full of gold bars that have been certified by the Bank of Khepri, and you won’t even notice we’re here. This isn’t even being dishonest to your employer since we’re not here to interfere with your operation whatsoever.”

      “Then what are you doing?” the bleary-eyed Sukall asked. He was the Master of Cargo on an ore hauler that would be making a scheduled stop at The Gates, but it would be docking at the private corporate complex and not the public berths.

      “You have any offspring?” Abiyah asked.

      “Six,” the Sukall said, punctuated by a belch. “And their miserable mothers.”

      “You’re aware of some of the unusual criminal activity coming through The Gates?” Jason asked, picking up on where Abiyah was going.

      “You’re not with them, are you?” the officer said darkly, his hands clenching into fists.

      “Of course not,” Jason said smoothly. “We’re private contractors trying to locate someone they may have taken. Time is running short, and we’d like to get directly at their operation on The Gates, but we need to get aboard without being seen.”

      “You going to kill any of them?”

      “Lots and lots of them,” Jason promised.

      “And nobody will find out I had anything to do with it?”

      “Since we don’t even know your name, how could we possible tell them you helped us?”

      The officer had been tracked down through Kage’s hard work and identified as someone who might be willing to help smuggle something through The Gates or Keffin-6 from time to time. It appeared to be a harmless little side gig since what he smuggled was pretty mundane contraband. Things like specialty foods and booze, but nothing that would cross the line like narcotics. He kept his operation small to avoid notice, and now he was being presented with the opportunity to make more money at one time than he would likely make for the remainder of his career.

      But he seemed to at least have some conscience as the idea of helping a trafficking ring triggered what appeared to be a genuine anger response. Jason was relying heavily on Abiyah to turn the officer since he had a wealth of training and experience in that sort of thing that Jason didn’t. The soft-spoken Israeli had been a member of the Mista’arvim, a secretive, elite force within the IDF that conducted daring undercover and infiltration operations throughout the Arab world. He was trained to conduct interrogations and assimilate himself into situations with a deft touch, skills he’d only expanded upon when working with the Viper. Jason, having originally been US Air Force Pararescue, had spent his time in space forging himself into a blunt instrument.

      It was probably the poor early influence of Crusher, but he had been wholly focused on developing the skill and physical prowess to impose his will in the galaxy he had found himself in. Abiyah, rather than forcing the galaxy to bend to him, had let himself be shaped by his new environment and was able to blend in better than any other human Jason had ever seen.

      “You some sort of freedom fighters?” the officer asked.

      “You misunderstand,” Abiyah said. “We’re not working with the traffickers, but we’re not specifically fighting them, either. We’re a small team. Our contract is to track a specific person. But, as you say, if we kill a few of them in the process, the galaxy won’t much miss them.”

      “That’s the truth.” Another long belch that Jason caught whiff of from the other side of Abiyah. “What’s the cargo.”

      “Small courier ship and seven crew,” Abiyah said.

      “A ship? That’s a bit more challenging.”

      “Hence the hefty fee we’ve offered. Are you able to make it happen or not?”

      “The ship can’t be powered up, and you won’t be allowed near it until we reach port. For any reason. Since you’re smuggling yourself—”

      “Smuggling is a strong term,” Jason objected. “We’re fare-paying passengers.”

      “That aren’t appearing on the manifest,” the officer pointed out. “The idea was to infiltrate the station while bypassing Station Entry Control, correct? You’ll need me to get you through the corporate-owned entry. That’s what you’re paying for.”

      “And leaving,” Abiyah pointed out. “You’re able to make sure we can leave the station through the same corporate-controlled ports and hangar?”

      “I know people. Your credentials will be real enough…but if you get yourselves caught in a station security action, and they blast your images and idents on the Nexus, there’s nothing I can do for you. Our policy is to hand those over to the local authorities.”

      “Fair enough,” Jason said. “Do we have a deal?”

      The pause was so long that Jason was certain they’d wasted their time. This was a risky move trying to use the corporate ore haulers to sneak abord The Gates but, after their successful reign of terror against the cartels, this Klytos would have the points of entry locked down.

      “Bring your ship to these coordinates.” The officer slid over a datacard. “She’ll be searched, but not enthusiastically so. Be sure to hide the big stuff. She’s not a worn-out scow, it she?”

      “Jepsen Aero SX-5,” Jason said. “She’s practically brand new.”

      “Huh. You must be doing well for yourselves. That’s a small ship, so we shouldn’t have any trouble. She’ll go up on one of the loaders, you’ll come up on a laborer shuttle. You’ll be reunited with the ship aboard The Gates and not before. Any questions?”

      “How will the ship be transferred to the hangar from a cargo bay?” Jason asked.

      “Not your concern. There are aspects of my operation I can’t divulge. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Completely,” Abiyah said.

      “Good. Now, leave. I wish to finish polluting my body and soul in peace.”

      “That was a good line,” Jason said as he and Abiyah walked away. “It somehow sounds far more noble than ‘shut your trap while I get drunk enough to puke all over my cabin later.’”

      “We’re just going with the first guy Kage found? No bargain shopping?” Abiyah asked.

      “Too risky. These freighter crews all talk to each other. Word of a band of heavily armed mercs trying to smuggle themselves aboard The Gates will get around, and then eventually back to the people we’re trying to sneak up on,” Jason said. “I trust Kage. If he said this guy is legit, that’s good enough for me.”

      “He that good?”

      “You have no idea. He may be a huge pain in the ass, but I’ve yet to meet anyone better at what he does. It’s just dumb luck he ended up with us to be honest. He could make a lot more money branching out on his own,” Jason said. “Then we’d find out we’re not as good as we think we are.”

      “How do you mean?” Abiyah asked.

      “Crusher, Lucky, and I are given a lot more credit than we deserve I think,” Jason said, not sure why he was admitting this to the other man. “But without Kage’s ability to suppress security, override locks, slice into data servers, dig up intel from local undergrounds, and a dozen other things he’s an expert at, we’d have probably been dead long ago.”

      “Fascinating,” Abiyah said. “Because you three are so loud it actually seems to have camouflaged the true secret to your success. Whenever your crew is brought up, it’s usually regarding either the three you mentioned or the ship. Kage is always just an afterthought.”

      “That’s the way he likes it,” Jason said. “I trust I can count on your discretion with that?”

      “With what?”

      “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t get a good feeling just leaving yet another ship abandoned somewhere,” Kage said.

      “This one isn’t being abandoned. Just parked, and then left unsupervised,” Jason said.

      The SX-5 was sitting with her wings folded up on a cargo staging pad as load techs from the mining company that owned the facility checked everything over. Once the ship had passed inspection and they’d put the tamperproof seals on all entry hatches and access panels the Omega crew was escorted over to the waiting area where they would be ferried up to orbit with the bored-looking employees.

      When Jason made the deal to smuggle themselves aboard The Gates, he didn’t understand how the hell it would even be possible. Now that he saw the immense scale of the mining and processing operation, he could see how easy it would be for a few people and a small courier ship to get tossed into the mix without anyone even raising an eyebrow. Luck was on their side, and it looked like they were traveling right in the middle of a major site teardown, so the sheer volume of equipment and personnel being moved out of the area made it easy to hide in. The fact the SX-5 looked like a sporty little executive courier ship helped. The bulky and menacing Phoenix might have caught some unwanted attention sitting among the mining equipment.

      “Are you all prepared for what we are about to do?” Lucky asked.

      “Pretty sure we are,” Jason said. “It’s not like we haven’t done this before.”

      “Not like this. At least not in a long time,” Lucky said.

      “What are you talking about?” Crusher asked. Lucky didn’t answer. He just walked off toward the passenger holding zone.

      “Ominous,” Kage said.

      “Creepy was more like it,” Twingo said. “What’s his deal?”

      “I believe that Lucky anticipates the fighting aboard The Gates will be ugly and brutal,” Abiyah said. “From what I understand, he has some experience fighting out here when he was having his…issues. We would do well to prepare ourselves and take his warning seriously.”

      “I brought, like, fifty grenades,” Crusher said. “So, I’m good.”
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      The flight to The Gates had been as uneventful as Jason had hoped it would be. The corporation they were bumming a ride with was the epitome of efficiency and the offloading process at the station was amazingly short given the amount of equipment and product needed to be taken off the ship.

      

      “Why are they offloading here?” Abiyah asked.

      “They’ll pull in material from multiple operations in the sector, and then a massive freight hauler will dock and take it all back to wherever their distribution center is. More efficient that way,” Jason said. “They keep these smaller ships local and only a few of the big boys and their military escorts are needed to fly across the quadrant.”

      “That was a small ship?” Abiyah asked, looking back at where the behemoth was docked to the station.

      “Merchant fleets are a whole different animal from military fleets,” Jason laughed. “You and Whitney mostly stayed in the Upper Orion Arm so the biggest ships you’d have flown by would have been going in and out of Pinnacle. There are some truly massive classes of cargo haulers now. They’re so big they can’t practically make orbit over a planet. They dock further out in the system and the cargo is ferried planetside.”

      “You two rubes done jabbering?” Crusher asked. “It’s like you’ve never seen a ship before.”

      “There’s the SX-5,” Kage said, pointing to where a ground crew was pulling the ship out of the staging area and towing her down the access tunnel to the corporate hangar complex. The ship’s registration appeared in the company’s system as belonging to an independent consultant and was cleared to remain in the hangar for another six and a half days. Jason figured by then they would have either succeeded or died. Maybe both.

      “I trust our business has been concluded to your satisfaction,” a voice said from behind them. Jason turned and had to look twice to recognize the Master of Cargo, cleaned up and resplendent in his officer’s uniform. He cut a much different figure from the shabby drunk they’d paid off in a portside bar earlier.

      “So far, so good,” Jason said. “Once we’re on our ship and leaving the station, then I will call it a success.”

      “That is no longer up to me,” the officer said.

      “But it is part of your deal with us,” Jason insisted. “I’m not a man who likes to make idle threats, so all I’ll say is that trying to keep us away from our ship when the time comes could have consequences…especially for anything and anyone around it at the time.”

      “I…see. I suppose I will need to ensure your safe passage as best I can.”

      “You put a bomb on the SX-5?” Crusher asked once the officer had left.

      “Nah. That was an idle threat,” Jason said. “Although, to be honest, we probably should have. We’ve got our ass flapping in the breeze on this one depending on a drunk with heavy debt to ensure our escape.”

      “It’s still more solid than a lot of our escape plans,” Kage said. “Shall we get started?”

      They split up and individually made their way to the hangar bay where the SX-5 was parked. The ground crew had parked her near the edge of the outer barrier as requested. Jason was the first to arrive, so he checked all the tamper seals, both the obvious and the hidden ones, before going to the security panel and letting it take a biometric and retinal scan. The rear ramp dropped slowly on battery power so by the time it hit the deck Kage had walked up from behind the small shuttle parked next to them.

      “Hang on, Captain,” he said, discreetly plugging a handheld computer into the interface just inside the ramp.

      “Anything?” Jason asked.

      “Lot of activity early in the flight. Looks like it was just a gaggle of admirers,” Kage said. “Nobody touched her, and nobody tried to gain entry. We’re clear.”

      The ship had kept her passive security sensors active for the flight aboard the cargo hauler as an extra layer of protection. Jason wanted to make certain nobody tampered with the ship or stuck a tracker on her while they were stuck in crew berthing. It seemed that, true to his word, the master of cargo had made certain their ship was unmolested on the journey.

      Over the next few minutes, the rest of the team boarded the ship and began breaking their gear out of the smuggler’s compartments in the deck and along the bulkheads. Twingo and Doc went up and blacked out the canopy so they could work on the flightdeck without being observed from the crews outside while Abiyah readied himself to provide security for the pair of them.

      Jason and Crusher helped each other into their armor since they didn’t have the aid of the maintenance cradles they normally sat in aboard the Phoenix. Lucky slipped on the long duster he normally wore now. This time, the garment provided concealment for the weapons he had anchored to his body. At least this was foregoing the wide-brimmed hat he had also taken to wearing lately.

      Kage’s gear was a little more exotic since he would not only need to defend himself but slice into various networks around the station. The Gates was a newer facility with modern network security and a top-notch staff brought in by the mining companies. The Veran would have to be on his game to get in past them, but the entire plan hinged on him being able to crack at least the secondary layer of The Gates security protocols.

      “You ready for this, bud?” Jason asked.

      “It won’t be easy, but I’m confident,” Kage said seriously. “I was able to backtrack through the build contracts for The Gates and see which systems were installed so I could narrow my approach a bit. I also reached out to some slicers who had experience on them.”

      “Good thinking,” Abiyah said. “This station is new enough that it is almost certainly still using the original equipment it was built with.”

      “I… Uh, thanks,” Kage said, looking confused at getting an unsolicited compliment from someone on his team.

      “What’s your timetable look like?” Jason asked.

      “I’ve already started,” Kage said. “The corporate docking complex has far more lax security than the passenger terminal where the refugee ships come in at. I’ve used that as a backdoor to start working in on the station’s main network nodes. I’m ready to get moving to my first hard-point now and set up.”

      “Lucky?”

      “I am ready.”

      “Crusher?”

      “Good to go.”

      “Twingo?” Jason called. “You guys set?”

      “Com checks on the new system are complete. Thank your buddy, Webb, for this stuff when you get the chance. The high-bandwidth connection to Kage is up and stable, too,” Twingo said.

      When Webb had come to pick up his Scout Fleet team on S’Tora, he’d gifted Jason with a full set of Earth’s newest portable com units. They were calling it hyperlink, and it offered stable, superluminal communication that was far superior to slip-com. It was poised to be his homeworld’s biggest export and would revolutionize personal communication and mass media broadcasts within the quadrant. It was also still highly classified, so Webb had warned him that every unit had a tamper-proof self-destruct device built into it.

      “Let’s do it,” Jason said. “Kage and Lucky will go now. When you hit the hangar exit hatch, the mission clock starts. Happy hunting.”

      Lucky was there to provide security for Kage. Since his holographic mimic functions had to be stripped away, it was difficult to disguise him in a way that looked believable. That also meant having him walking about in the public areas of The Gates wasn’t going to work with everyone connected with the cartels recognizing him as Seven, so their most potent fighter was basically sidelined for the first half of the mission at least.

      Convincing Lucky he couldn’t come with Jason on the assault had been a lot easier than expected. So much so that Jason found himself irrationally pissed that the battlesynth didn’t put up any sort of fight at all. Coming on the tail of Lucky’s behavior aboard the freighter also had Jason wondering if their friendship had been damaged in some way without him realizing when or how. It was definitely the sort of low-level distraction he didn’t need at the moment.

      “Kage and Lucky are through the security check point without issue,” Twingo reported, now speaking over the team channel. Jason went ahead and sealed up his helmet and tossed on the billowing cloak that would hide most of the armament he was carrying. Thanks to the wide array of species aboard any refugee waypoint station hardly anybody would look twice at them.

      “We’re on the clock,” he said. “Guess it’s time to get to work. You good?”

      “I’m good,” Abiyah said. “I’ll monitor you from here and try to maintain direct vectors in case you need me.”

      “Hope that we don’t,” Crusher said. “If we’re calling in backup, things have gone to shit in a hurry.”

      The pair stomped down the ramp and across the hangar deck. As expected, they barely drew a second glance. The credentials the master of cargo provided had them listed as private security consultants that were authorized personal armament. Outside of the docking complex and the associated hangars and staging zones were the corporate offices and transient quarters. There would be another security check point past that to allow them into the public spaces on The Gates.

      “We’ve made entry into the station engineering space,” Kage said over the com. “That was actually easier than I thought it would be. Internal sensor exceptions are uploaded. Everybody, turn on your markers and the computers should ignore you.”

      Rather than turn off the internal sensors in secure places, something that would almost certainly raise an alarm in the upper decks, Kage developed a malicious program that would add exceptions for the ID markers everyone was carrying. The sensors would see them, but the computer would classify them as authorized station personnel and not alert anyone to their presence. The risk with the strategy was that, on the off chance a live operator happened to be looking at the video feeds, they probably wouldn’t be fooled.

      “Is the path clear down to the storage depot?” Jason asked.

      “Reasonably so,” Kage answered. “Doc, I’m kicking control of the security feeds over to you. I’m going to be too busy to check their progress soon.”

      “Copy,” Doc said.

      “We’re heading there now,” Jason said.

      He and Crusher casually strolled onto one of the freight lifts and rode it down six decks into the catacomb of storage vaults and cages. The area was mostly clear of personnel as they walked through the maze toward the outer-most storage areas that butted right up against the station’s outer hull. It was where the company kept its most dangerous materials…like the powerful demo charges used in mining.

      Smuggling themselves aboard a cargo hauler was one thing. Bringing enough explosives for their needs through all of the sophisticated security scanners was another. The explosives the mining companies used were an ultra-stable gel that was contained in flexible composite flat packs. They could be safely stored for centuries without degrading or becoming unstable. In order to set them off you needed the proper type of detonator that would inject the catalyst, and then hit it with a high voltage burst. Even if the packs were hit by lightning without the catalyst being injected, nothing would happen.

      “Damnit, these are bigger than I thought they’d be,” Jason said after Crusher cut through the lock of one of the security cages. “Twingo, I thought you said the smaller charges were stored here.”

      “Those are the small ones,” Twingo said. He could see what Jason did thanks to the armor broadcasting a visual feed over the hyperlink. “These aren’t hand grenades. Anything used in mining is upsized. The really big charges are to your right, and they’re the size of the Phoenix’s landing gear wheels.”

      “We can carry probably six each without needing to get a cart,” Crusher said. “Is that enough?”

      “Going to have to be,” Jason said, shaking out the bag with the company logo he’d had wadded up under his cloak. “I’ll load the bags. Go grab the detonators from the lockup we just passed.” The devices were kept in locked cabinets within another locked cage. Since everything was still within the perimeter of corporate zone, the security measures were more to keep unauthorized people out more than to thwart a determined thief.

      By the time Jason had loaded up both bags, conveniently swiped from crew lockers aboard the cargo ship they’d been on, Crusher walked back in with twenty-four of the small detonators and two programming devices.

      “Let’s not have this mission go sour over a dud detonator,” he said, dividing up the small boxes. “We’ll double up on each charge bag.”

      “Holy shit, these are heavy,” Jason said as he slung one of the bags over his shoulder, causing a soft whine from his armor’s actuators to compensate.

      “Try to walk like you’ve got nothing but your dirty laundry in them or we’ll be popped for an exit inspection,” Crusher warned. “You have all this cleaned up?”

      “As much as I can,” Jason said. “The lock is ruined, but you can’t tell unless you yank on it.”

      They avoided attracting attention as they talked quietly to each other, passing five other workers so engrossed in their own tasks they hardly took notice of the hulking, cloaked figures. During all his skulking about Jason had found if you walked about looking like you belonged someplace, people tended to not take notice or bother questioning you. It might be a well-worn cliché, but that didn’t make it untrue.

      They made it to the smaller cargo lift without being stopped and made their way up to the personnel deck so they could exit the corporate zone. There was a security check point on the same deck as the storage area, but it was a much more likely spot to get nailed trying to smuggle out contraband.

      “You’ll be coming up into a crowd of spacers all exiting the zone,” Doc said. “It looks like they’re all hitting the checkpoint so, right now, they’re just scanning badges and waving people through. No bag checks.”

      “Perfect,” Crusher said, sliding into the throng of beings pressing toward the check point. The excited babble of spacers getting off a ship, even if it was just to get on what was essentially a bigger ship, helped create a festive atmosphere that had rubbed off on the security guards. They were laughing and joking with the spacers, barely paying attention to what they were doing.

      Without trouble, the pair had their badges scanned and were released out of the corporate zone controlled by the mining consortium and into the public areas. Phase one of the plan had gone off without a hitch. They were now inside the station, heavily armed, and nobody within station security or the cartels had any idea they were there.

      “It’s time to blow shit up,” Jason said.
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      “They caught a Cridal strike team trying to get aboard the station hidden among a group of independent prospectors, sir.”

      

      “Interesting,” Klytos said, turning to Sacolo. “You’re certain?”

      “Quite. They’re being held by station security, but we have full access through our standing deal. From their equipment, it seems clear they weren’t here to just observe.”

      “So, instead of providing intel and support, Kobvir sends one of his death squads to eliminate me,” Klytos snorted. “Typical. He lacks any sort of finesse or imagination. Hold them there and widen your search to make certain they were the only ones.”

      “Do you think the Cridal could be behind the crew that’s been hitting your operations within the region, sir?” Dabill asked. Klytos turned to the head of the gang that controlled The Gates. That wasn’t a question some petty thug would ask. Too long-thinking and insightful.

      “Plausible. Even likely,” he said, deciding to entertain his curiosity about Dabill. “If the Cridal wanted to shut down our operation immediately until they could send people across the quadrant to disable it permanently, I can’t think of a more effective way to do it. What do you suggest?”

      “I’m just hired muscle.” Dabill shrugged after a moment. Klytos could see he’d been about to answer but caught himself. “I’d just kill the hit squad they sent and ship the heads back to Kobvir.” That was the brutish, short-sighted answer he was expected to give.

      “For now, they’re worth more alive than as a statement,” Klytos said. “Ensure that they’re kept alive. I’m not concerned about their comfort, if you take my meaning.”

      “I’ll handle it personally,” Dabill said, slipping out of the office. Once he was gone, Klytos turned to his aide.

      “Have his movements tracked and his coms monitored,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      Klytos paced the office once he was alone. Things were regressing to the point that he was now very close to activating one of his escape plans. It was only the stubbornness borne out of never having failed in a mission that had kept him from disappearing before now. As the way things stood, he was at great risk if caught even if only by the local authorities. The shutdown of his transport system had caused backups in the most inconvenient places.

      “If they figure out what we’re doing here, none of us will make it off this station alive,” he muttered.
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      “Captain…we have a potentially big problem here.”

      “There are no problems, Doc. There are only solutions we’ve yet to find.”

      “What? That doesn’t make sense,” Doc said.

      “Some shit I heard a corporate trainer say. I might have gotten it wrong. What’s the problem?” Jason asked.

      “We’ve been tracking unusual movement of large amounts of food and water in the station.”

      “You realize we’re not here to perform an audit, right?” Jason asked.

      “It’s being moved to areas near where the trafficking ring is known to operate out of,” Twingo broke in. “After observing movements on the decks below the office and quartering spaces, we’re pretty sure they have some of their trafficking victims being held there. At least twenty or thirty thousand.”

      “You mean there are tens of thousands of captives right where we planned to place these high-power demolition charges?” Jason asked, not believing what he was hearing.

      “We’re working to verify that but, yes, I’m almost certain they’re being held there,” Twingo said. “The holding corporation we think the cartel is operating under has massive areas to themselves there. It’s all blocked off as life-suitable cargo holds.”

      “Can we use that?” Crusher asked. “If they’re actually holding them on the station?”

      “Station security won’t touch them,” Kage said, his words slurring. “The Gates security is bought and paid for.”

      “Is he okay, Lucky?” Jason asked.

      “He is being taxed beyond what he has had to do in recent years,” Lucky said. “But his internal systems are nominal.”

      “So, does anybody have any ideas?” Jason asked. “We’re a little exposed at the moment, and our original plan didn’t include blowing up a few thousand poor souls who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I think I have an idea,” Twingo said. “Is your armor EVA-rated?”

      “I already hate your idea as much as I hate you,” Crusher said. He had a deep, ingrained fear and hatred of being outside in open space. It was a trait he shared with practically every other of his species.

      “We can go out and walk around, Twingo, but only on the hull. Neither armor unit is flight rated for open space EVA,” Jason said.

      “You won’t need it,” Twingo promised. “Make your way to…Deck Fourteen, Section One-Seven-One. Kage, I’ll—”

      “Sending maintenance airlock override codes to you now,” Kage slurred. “Shutting d-down external sensors in that…that area.”

      “Lucky?” Jason asked.

      “I will attempt to re-integrate him back to a safer level,” Lucky said.

      “This shouldn’t be that hard for him,” Crusher said quietly off-com so only Jason could hear him.

      “We’re moving now,” Jason said. “Keep an eye on us, Doc.”

      “So far, so good. Nobody seems to pay you two any attention when you pass by.”

      “This sucks,” Crusher muttered.

      “I promise, after this, we’ll find some cartel thugs, and you can take it out on them,” Jason said

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”
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      Lucky looked at Kage with more concern than he’d let on when the captain had asked.

      The Veran species was uniquely suited to code slicing and network intrusion thanks to the way they could partition their brain. Kage had the ability to divide his consciousness into individual components that could execute multiple parallel chains of thought. By itself, it was an interesting but not especially helpful evolutionary adaptation. When you combined it with specialized training and advanced neural implants, however, it turned one of the flighty little creatures into a security cracking powerhouse.

      “Kage, we will need to move positions soon,” he said. “You need to begin re-integration.”

      “I need…a few moments,” Kage said. “It’s okay. Haven’t. Done this. In some time.”

      “Is this system especially difficult?” Lucky asked, knowing that questioning the controlling consciousness would force Kage’s brain to give it more bandwidth thus helping retract the other branches.

      “No. Just…widespread. No central computer core. Hundreds of discreet networked systems.”

      “That would seem vulnerable to a physical attack,” Lucky said.

      “It is,” Kage said, sounding stronger. “It’s a design tradeoff to try and keep someone like me out. It almost worked.”

      “Almost?”

      “I’ve figured out which main nodes I need to control to route commands downstream and I’ve embedded tokens in all the satellite systems to accept those commands,” Kage said. “I shouldn’t have too much trouble next time.”

      “How much longer?”

      “Fifty seconds.”

      Lucky risked bringing up his active sensors to scan the area now that they were getting ready to move.

      “We have company,” he said.

      “Maintenance?” Kage asked, pulling the data cable from the interface jack at the base of his skull.

      “Unlikely. Whoever it is took great care to approach this close without me hearing them,” Lucky said quietly, pulling both of the massive plasma pistols he carried from their thigh holsters but not switching himself over to full combat mode yet.

      “Weapons fire down here will set the alarms off,” Kage warned. “I can’t bypass that. It’s a hard-wired, isolated system.”

      Lucky looked at him and re-holstered his weapons and, instead, drew two long blades from their sheaths behind his back.

      “That’ll do it,” Kage said, collecting his gear. “Just hope whoever is there doesn’t get a shot off first. If they do a high-level security scan on the computers if we’re caught down here, we’ll leave the captain flapping in the breeze.”

      “Just keep talking to yourself quietly as if I’m still here,” Lucky said and slipped away while Kage packed everything away. Their stalker wasn’t to be underestimated if they could get into the equipment room without being detected in the first place. They were two rows away and moving.

      Lucky slid silently to the end of the row he and Kage had been working in. The enemy looked like they would try to come around the corner to surprise them, but if they decided to attack over the top, he would be out of position to defend Kage.

      His sensors showed that their stalker was indeed going to try and come around the corner as Lucky had anticipated. He reversed the grip on one of his blades and waited patiently as the enemy came silently to him.

      “I’m running out of things to talk about, Lucky,” Kage said.

      Lucky ignored him. Just when the would-be attacker paused at the corner to brace themselves for the assault, Lucky struck first. He swung the blade blindly around the corner with enough force that the nano-edged blade crunched into body armor and, thanks to the battlesynth’s prodigious strength, slid past into the flesh beneath. By the time the muffled grunt escaped the enemy’s mouth, Lucky had already cleared the corner and shoved the other blade next to the first into its torso.

      The alien, wearing black tactical armor and a full helmet, collapsed to its knees, the exotic weapon it had been carrying slipping from fingers that were losing their strength. Lucky gently unhooked the helmet and pulled it off. He was looking at the unmistakable features of a Syllitr, which meant Cridal.

      “Why are you here?” Lucky asked. The Syllitr’s eyes fluttered, but he looked up to Lucky.

      “Why…are you here?” he rasped. “You are the assassin Seven, are you not?”

      “Who were you planning to kill in here?”

      “The code slicer…part of a merc crew. First…mission.” The Syllitr let out a rattling breath and went limp, still sitting upright as his armor supported him.

      “Captain, we have trouble,” Lucky said. “I just killed a Cridal sneaking up on us to kill Kage. He confirmed we were the target before he died.”

      “What’s he wearing, Lucky?” Abiyah asked over the team channel.

      “Black body armor with no adornments. Full helmet. The equipment has a matte finish with exposed outer weave.”

      “Red Strike?” Crusher asked.

      “Nope. Sounds like he’s with Kyller Sy,” Abiyah said. “They’re like Red Strike without the warm and cuddly side. They’re a strategic kill team outside of the Cridal military chain of command. These guys are bad, bad news.”

      “Who would have access to deploy a Kyller Sy team?” Jason asked. “The chief of staff? Kobir what’s his name?”

      “Maybe,” Abiyah said. “It would only be a handful of people. We ran into a group of them going after the same target we had a contract on once. There will likely only be three of them. They don’t work in large teams. Send me an image just so I can be certain.”

      “I’ll do it,” Kage said.

      “Shit,” Jason muttered over the channel. “Abiyah, make sure you’re not letting any of them sneak up on you guys aboard the ship. Lucky, you know what to do. Crusher and I will proceed to the airlock. This is a complication but not a showstopper.”

      “You’re sure he’s dead?” Kage asked Lucky.

      “Reasonably so.”

      “Good. I’m going to root around in his pockets. I hate when they come back to life while I’m doing that.”

      Lucky bent and picked up the weapon the assassin had been carrying. It was a pneumatic rifle that fired some sort of active munition judging by appearance. It had obviously been picked for an operation aboard a station where traditional weapons fire would set off a wide-area alarm. It was something they should have thought to bring themselves.

      “Lot of this stuff is sterile. Either commonly available or too generic to backtrack,” Kage said. “This com unit is interesting, however. It’s Earth design. Miniaturized slip-com node. It’s also still active.”

      “Take it,” Lucky said. “I will try to conceal the body, and then we need to leave.”

      Lucky crammed the body under a removable panel in the deck that gave access to the data cable trunks. There was some blood evidence, but the tactical gear the Cridal had been wearing had kept most of the mess contained. After he and Kage had slipped back out into the corridor, Lucky closed the door and disabled the lock.

      “We don’t actually need to keep anybody out of there now,” Kage said. “That was just petty vandalism.”

      “It is also a distraction that will keep station security focused on this data hub while we are elsewhere,” Lucky said. Kage shrugged but said nothing. The next place they needed to get into was one of the routing hub for the station’s internal sensors.

      When the warning came, it was already too late.

      Lucky’s sensors picked up the threat just as he heard a muffled puff from a compressed gas gun. He heard a pop and dark, purplish Veran blood splattered on the wall. Kage didn’t make a sound. He just collapsed. Lucky spun and saw another of the black-clad assassins bringing his specialized weapon to bear on him after having neutralized Kage.

      With no time to draw his own weapons, Lucky leapt up and fired his repulsors. He flew across the corridor, slamming into the enemy soldier with enough force to shatter bones. He latched onto the body and carried it down the corridor, cutting power to his flight systems and hitting the deck with the enemy still underneath him. He slammed his fist in the helmet two more times to finish the Cridal off before sprinting back down the corridor to where Kage was still slumped against the bulkhead.

      “Kage is down,” he reported. “Cridal assassin hit him with a reactive round from a compressed gas gun.”

      “How bad is it?” Jason asked.

      “Bad,” Lucky said as he pulled Kage away from the bulkhead and assessed his injuries. “The round penetrated from the back. Lower, right torso hit. The suit has administered a clotting agent and meds, but his vitals are very weak.”

      “I can’t treat him here, Captain,” Doc warned. “The SX-5 has a first aid kit in the back not a trauma ward.”

      “Where is the nearest suitable facility on this station?” Lucky asked, preparing to carry Kage.

      “One deck up, two sections back toward the corporate zone,” Twingo said. “It’s not a public infirmary, but it’s the only one near you.”

      “Can he make it that far?” Jason asked.

      “It will be close,” Lucky said, not bothering to soften the blow. “He is very near death.”

      “How the hell did this happen?” Crusher demanded, his rage coming through the link channel.

      “My own carelessness,” Lucky replied. “I am moving him now.”

      As Lucky raced through the station, he replayed the scenario in his mind. It should have occurred to him that the first assailant would be working with a partner. What he should have done after killing the first one was to hunt for the second. He wasn’t supposed to make mistakes like this, and now his friend would suffer the consequences of his foolish mistake. What had caused his lapse? He had no time to ponder it or to run a diagnostic cycle on his matrix. He made a mental note to address any possible issues he was having once Kage was sorted out.

      He was almost to the private infirmary when Kage’s heart fluttered, and then stopped.
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      “From a practical standpoint, we should abort.”

      

      “I don’t think that’s an option any longer,” Crusher said. “This Cridal squad is targeting us specifically. It could be just as dangerous to try and withdraw.”

      “A Red Strike team is captured at an entry port, and this specialized hit squad targeting us?” Jason asked. “This smell right to you?”

      “Not really. Letting a spec ops team be captured as a distraction will only make station security tighten up and make it harder for your covert team,” Crusher said. “Could there have been two independently sent teams? What’s the Cridal angle here?”

      Jason didn’t answer. He was struggling to control his emotions as the rage he felt at Kage being hit took over. It wasn’t that the members of his crew didn’t understand and accept the risks associated with the job or that he thought targeting a code slicer was out of bounds. This was more dangerous. This was the burning, irrational rage one felt when someone dared hurt their family. It made him rash and reckless, and it wasn’t what his guys needed him to be at the moment.

      “What’s the plan, Captain?” Crusher asked. “How do we win this?”

      That was a good question.

      Jason had to admit this mission was one big screw up from top to bottom. They’d made a fatal error by not having a clear objective in mind, and then, once they saw the scope of the problem, had still tried to take it head-on with a six-man crew. Omega Force had knocked off some pretty big targets before, but usually by accident and by the element of surprise. Had the years of being too wealthy and relying too much on Saditava Mok blunted his instincts so badly?

      “We came to cut the head off the snake,” he finally said. “It turns out it’s a pretty damn big snake in this region, but we still have a name and a target.”

      “This Klytos character?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Should be easy enough to kill him with all of the—”

      “We need to capture him,” Jason said, holding up a hand to head off the protests. “Killing him is pointless. We need to hand him over to someone like the Eshquarians or Marcus Webb’s outfit so they can figure out where the Cridal fit into all this.”

      “Do you just sit around and think of ways to make every single thing we do four times as difficult as it needs to be?” Crusher asked.

      “We still need to figure out how this Cridal team knows we’re here and why they’re targeting us,” Doc said.

      “Taverr,” Jason said. “Has to be. Then Klytos reached out to his Cridal handlers, and they sent these assholes to take us out.”

      “It’s a good bet that your idea to smuggle yourself aboard a corporate freighter wasn’t as foolproof as you thought,” Abiyah said. “They acquired you awfully quickly for it to have just been random luck.”

      “Then who was the Red Strike team for?” Twingo asked.

      “Who the hell knows. Maybe they’re after Klytos,” Crusher said. “His Cridal benefactors can’t risk him being captured and questioned.”

      “Ah! Which is exactly why we should capture him,” Jason said.

      “Shit…I walked right into that one.”

      “Doc, any idea where Klytos might be hiding?” Jason asked.

      “The areas controlled by the cartels are dead areas for station security,” Doc said. “No cameras. It also doesn’t help that we don’t know what he looks like.”

      “Can you tell where their forces are concentrated within the dead zone? Tap into the environmental systems and see where the heavy draws are,” Jason said.

      “That’s…that’s actually a smart idea,” Twingo said. “Standby.”

      “Lucky, any update on Kage?” Jason asked. “Lucky?”

      “Com interference?” Crusher asked.

      “Not supposed to be possible with the hyperlink stuff,” Jason said, his gut twisting into knots. Was Lucky ignoring him, or had he been jumped by another Cridal team? His new body was a tougher than his old one, but he wasn’t invulnerable.

      “Deck sixteen, section one sixty-nine,” Twingo said. “That’s near the airlock you’re already heading toward. Section one sixty-nine doesn’t have any outer hull bulkheads.”

      “I’ve got it,” Jason said, his armor highlighting the indicated area when it heard Twingo say it. “We’re moving now.”

      The pair had been hiding in a utility alcove that had been easy to break into so they could take an uninterrupted moment to handle the situation with Kage. Jason was about to open the door to leave when something told him to stop, his hand hovering near the latch. He looked at Crusher.

      “I sense it, too,” his friend said. “They’re sitting on the other side of this door.”

      “Well…shit.”

      “If they tracked Lucky and Kage, they’ve probably already been tailing us. They’ll know we’re in armor and will have planned accordingly. We try to burst out guns blazing, they’ll cut us down,” Crusher said.

      “Doc?” Jason asked.

      “I can’t see anything obvious. There is normal foot traffic still in that corridor, and nobody looks especially alarmed,” Doc said. “There’s really nowhere they could even set up an—”

      “I’ve got them,” Abiyah said. “There’s an open door that is across the corridor and to your right as you exist about fifteen meters down. The lights are off, and I just saw an arm that was black-clad.”

      “They’ll have something big aimed at the door. You walk out…boom,” Crusher said.

      “What if you walk out instead?” Jason asked.

      “Funny.” Crusher backed up to look around the space. There wasn’t much in there except conduit and some locked-out control panels. One thing that was conspicuously missing was any sort of hatchway they could escape through.

      “Don’t forget that if you fire your weapons, all bets are off,” Twingo said. “Station alarms go off, and you’re on the clock before they initiate a total lockdown.”

      “Wow. It’s a good thing someone talked me into bringing these useless plasma rifles along,” Jason said. “Okay, guys…we can’t stay here forever. We need an idea that doesn’t suck.”

      “Having a battlesynth come along and save the day about now would help,” Crusher said.

      “No shit,” Jason muttered. “Twingo, if I cut through one of these cables will that set an alarm off?”

      “Maybe. Why?”

      Jason didn’t answer. He pulled a heavy combat knife from its sheath, activated the molecular edge, and hacked through four thick data trunks.

      “What’s he doing?!” Doc asked. “Look at all these alarms going off!”

      “Captain Bork strikes again,” Crusher said. “Now, we’ll be arrested by station security before the assassins have a chance to get us.”

      “Let me know if they break cover, Abiyah. They won’t be able to stay where they are for long,” Jason said. They didn’t have long to wait.

      “They’re out. Pair of them. Looks like they dropped their gear in that room and are running away from you,” Abiyah said.

      Jason yanked the handle open and ran out with Crusher close behind. There was no way he was going to catch them while lugging around a sack full of demo charges so, instead, he ducked into the room they’d been hiding in and shut the door as soon as Crusher was in. A quick scan of what appeared to be a satellite infirmary verified they were alone.

      “Track them for as long as you can,” Jason said. He looked over the gear they left, whistling at the large-bore weapon on a tripod that had been aimed at where they would have come out of.

      “Think your armor could stop that?” Crusher asked, holding up one of the projectiles. Jason took it and looked it over.

      “Probably not. At least not while keeping me uninjured. My heavier suit could probably do it but that’s on S’Tora. These rounds look like they have a directional explosive that triggers on contact.”

      “There’s another one over there,” Crusher pointed. “Smaller carbine size. At least one of them is weaponless right now.”

      “Twingo is there any way out of here other than the front door?” Jason asked.

      “Back room behind the ward has a door that will put you into a maintenance corridor that’s restricted access,” Twingo said. “It runs… Hang on.”

      “We taking any of this stuff?” Crusher asked.

      “The small gun,” Jason said. “The big one we’ll just disable.”

      “The corridor leads into a large machinery complex that’s got something to do with waste management,” Twingo said. “But it does take you the way you need to be going.”

      “Good enough for me,” Jason said. “It’s getting loud out there. Hurry up and break that thing so we can go.”

      Crusher used the added power of his armor’s actuators and snapped the weapon in two. He and Jason picked up all the discarded Cridal gear and stashed it in various places around the infirmary. When security inevitably got around to checking it, they wouldn’t find anything obviously out of order. As they shuffled all of their gear to the back of the unit so they could escape, there was a muffled boom that shook the deck. The pair looked at each other and shrugged.

      “I think something you disabled with your slash and hack style caused a chain reaction in the cooling system in that section, Captain,” Twingo said. “Two vapor compressors have ruptured so far, and the net is jammed with emergency calls.”

      “See,” Jason said, thumping Crusher in the chest. “Diversion.”

      “It’s a three-way race to see what kills us first…Cridal assassins, borderland traffickers, or you.”
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      “I have done all I can. I am sorry.”

      

      Lucky stood there and stared down at the pale, withered body of his friend. Kage wasn’t technically dead, but nor could he receive the care he needed in the infirmary Lucky had brought him to.

      “I will keep my word and not report this. There is no need for violence.”

      “Is there any place on this station where he can receive the care he needs?” Lucky asked. The technicians were loading him into a stasis pod that would help keep him alive a little longer, but not much. He had lost a lot of blood, and there was no Veran mission aboard The Gates, so a suitable replacement wasn’t available aboard the station. It could be synthesized, of course, but time was a factor.

      “Maybe. But the cost would be—”

      “Immaterial,” Lucky said. “We can pay whatever the cost. Now…speak!”

      When Lucky had arrived with Kage’s lifeless body, the medical staff had tried to turn him away.

      That did not go well for them.

      Lucky sealed the doors, disabled the internal com system, then threatened to kill them all slowly if they didn’t help. It took a few broken bones and one severe concussion for them to realize nobody was coming to save them. They frantically worked and hooked Kage up to a support system to ensure his vital organs were getting oxygenated blood, but it would only stabilize him for a short period.

      “There’s a ship at the VIP docking complex,” the head doctor was saying. “They have a sickbay with a Class IV trauma ward. State of the art.”

      “How do I gain entry with him?”

      “I can get you aboard…but as I said, the cost is higher than you might be willing to pay.”

      “Explain,” Lucky said, now understanding the price to help his friend might not be money.

      “Those of us who work for, or are tangential to, the mining corporations have been asked to keep a lookout for individuals or groups that pass through The Gates who might have…unique…skillsets as you seem to,” the doctor said carefully. “We’re paid bounties for anyone we find, in case you’re wondering why I’m offering this up. They will probably be happy to patch your friend up, but you will owe them, and they are not the sort of people you try to back out of a deal with.”

      “Who are they?” Lucky asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. Right now, they’re the people who have the equipment that can save your friend, and that’s all you need to know. They might just take money, but I highly doubt it. Not when they get a look at you. This is a fair warning. I’d rather not have you coming back here claiming I didn’t explain it fully to you.”

      Lucky quickly considered his options. What the doctor was speaking of wasn’t unheard of. Hiring mercs or assassins wasn’t quite as easy as looking them up on the Nexus and certain powerful people liked to have a few in their hip pocket for emergencies. The type of people who could perform nasty tasks that couldn’t be traced back to their own security forces.

      “Make the arrangements,” Lucky said. “But I warn you…if this is a trap, I will show you levels of violence you would not have dared dream of before.” The doctor took a step back at the threat.

      “You will just have to come with me,” he said. “Your friend will need to be transported in the stasis pod.”

      “Do it,” Lucky said. “Is it necessary to tell your colleagues it would be best if they forgot we were ever here?”

      “This is The Gates. They know when to keep quiet.”

      As the med team prepped Kage for transport Lucky happened to look down and saw that during the rush to the infirmary and the assault on the staff some of his gear had been dislodged. He remembered snagging his coat on one of the alloy tables and at the time hadn’t thought anything of it, but now he saw that the connection from the external coms to the interface at his waist was dangling free. He reconnected it and was assaulted by the rest of the crew screaming at each other over the hyperlink channel.

      “This is Lucky, checking in.”

      “Where the hell have you been?” Jason screamed over the link.

      “Kage has been wounded, perhaps fatally. The infirmary is only able to do so much but there may be another option. I am taking him aboard a starship with a properly equipped sickbay.”

      “A starship? What the…whose ship?” Jason asked, still yelling.

      “There is no time to fully explain. I will do everything in my power to save him, Captain. It is my fault he was wounded.”

      “That’s not how these things work, and you know it,” Jason said. “Can you really get him help?”

      “At the moment, it is the only option open to me. Without help, he will die. To the best of our knowledge, this ship is the only facility close enough to do it.”

      “Do it. Whatever it takes. If it costs money, we can take it out of Kage’s cut…serves him right for getting shot in the first place,” Jason said. “This is all looking like it’s speeding up so we may be making a fast exit.”

      “I will find my own way, if need be,” Lucky said.

      “Not exactly where I was going with that.”

      “Captain, do not risk the safety or freedom of the entire crew on our account. We should be fine,” Lucky said. “I will continue to monitor this channel for as long as I am able.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You as well, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Klytos paced nervously. Something was happening aboard the station but damned if his people could figure out what that was.

      Alarms had been blaring in distant sections. There had been some rumors of exchanged weapons fire and casualties, but station security assured them no weapons had been discharged since he’d come aboard. Then there was the Red Strike team they intercepted at one of the public ports of entry. Anything Cridal in this region was almost certainly related to his operation. Had Kobvir sent them to eliminate him? It seemed extremely risky for him to send a Cridal strike team out of their regular military forces to someplace like The Gates. The mining consortium wouldn’t take kindly to that, and they had all the political clout in the galaxy to make a small upstart power like the Cooperative regret it. It was also incredibly amateurish to try and enter through a public port, which made Klytos suspicious of the reports he was receiving.

      “Have we heard about the possible bombs in Section Zero Four One?” he asked.

      “Initial look on the scene indicates it wasn’t explosives. Apparently, something in the cooling system blew…something to do with compressed gas. Station security is standing down in that section and engineering crews are going to work,” one of his aides said.

      Klytos considered the answer and decided it made more sense than someone being able to smuggle explosives aboard the station. The security at all the public and refugee ports was airtight so a mechanical failure was a more plausible explanation.

      He was jumpy and flinching at shadows. The fact there was so much product sitting in holding areas in the decks beneath him made him twice as nervous. They were never supposed to step foot back on the station once they were siphoned off from the refugee stream. But, with the attacks on his operation within the Luuxir Border Region, the transporters were spooked and refused to come up from Keffin-6. He also couldn’t take them back to the holding facilities within the region since local authorities were now looking into every questionable compound they laid eyes on. The entire thing had spiraled completely out of control in a shockingly short amount of time and, even if the bastards hadn’t stolen most of his liquid wealth, he doubted he could bribe enough officials quickly enough to smooth it all over.

      At this point, the name of the game was getting off The Gates alive and activating one of his emergency exit contingencies. Kobvir would try to find him and make him pay out of pride, but the minister would soon have his own problems to deal with. The transport system they were using to move the product to its final destination ran right through Cridal space and used government logistics hubs to fuel and provision them for the final leg. Every one of Klytos’s escape plans included a dead man’s switch rigged to send all of the evidence of Kobvir’s dirty deeds right to the top of the Cooperative government.

      “Has Dabill made any strange moves since he left?” he asked the aide.

      “Not exactly strange but somewhat unexpected. When he left here he went back to his quarters for some time, and then afterwards went about the tasks you gave him. We searched the quarters afterwards and found nothing suspicious, and he was under observation the entire time.”

      “Interesting,” Klytos said. “But hardly definitive. I need something more given how many more guns he has aboard this station than we do. We were able to roll over the Butcher with his help, but he’s been able to gain the total loyalty of the local cartel, and we can’t risk a direct confrontation.”

      “We’ll stay at it,” the aide promised.
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        * * *

      

      Dabill Ak was out of time.

      

      He’d been running on empty ever since he’d acted on impulse and got his own dumbass picked to be the leader of The Gates Cartel. Now, his movements were being watched at all times by Klytos’s amateur lackeys and his own underlings, in true organized crime fashion, were already plotting his demise. He could tell that his time on the station was running short, and he’d yet to find what he’d been sent for. Then there was yet another complication:

      

      Omega Force.

      

      He had spotted Crusher with his helmet off as he’d been coming back from talking to his contact with station security. The big bastard had been milling about with another armored figure and both trying to disguise themselves under ridiculous cloaks.

      What in the ever-loving hell was Jason Burke’s band of merry psychopaths doing aboard The Gates? The man was pure, distilled chaos. He’d been in the region for mere weeks, and it was like someone dropped a tactical nuke into a mill pond. The entire trafficking ring he’d been sent to infiltrate was now imploding, and he had nothing to report back to his superiors other than the Luuxir operation was probably now a bust. Now, Burke was there and represented a volatile element. What was his plan? Scorched earth style and killing everyone? Something more subtle like blowing two decks out of the station?

      He sighed as he stomped down the corridor toward the holding cells to try and wring more answers out of the captured Cridal, something that was a waste of his time at the moment.

      “Admiral Webb better have a way to get me out of here,” he muttered.
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      “This way.”

      

      Lucky followed behind two heavily armed Taukkir as two attendants pushed Kage’s stasis pod behind him. The negotiations to be allowed aboard had been brief once they got a look at him. The Taukkir had confiscated his weapons and grunted for him to follow.

      “This is where I leave you,” the medic from the station said.

      “Thank you for your help,” Lucky said.

      “Let’s be clear…I’m not helping you. I get a handsome headhunter bounty for sending beings like you to these people. I won’t forget that you assaulted my staff and damaged my business.”

      “And if this turns out to be something other than what you have said, I will not forget that you brought us here,” Lucky said.

      The doctor seemed shaken and said nothing as he was led away by an attendant.

      “Welcome aboard…Seven. Or should I call you Lucky? Combat Unit 777? So many names over the years but still the same dangerous being.”

      Lucky’s head snapped around at the newcomer’s voice.

      “Impossible,” he finally said. “You were killed.”

      “And you were not? Come. I will take you to meet my employer. Do not worry about your…friend. The medical staff here is quite skilled.”

      “Who is your employer?”

      “You will see. If you would like to see your friend alive again you really have no choice, do you?”
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      “Detonators are set.”

      “Is everybody ready?” Jason asked. “Shit is about to start happening fast and furious.”

      “Starting pre-flight on the ship now,” Twingo said.

      “Do you think we used too many explosives?” Crusher asked.

      “No such thing,” Jason said. “Arm the timers, and let’s get back.”

      He and Crusher stood on the outside of the station’s hull. They had just completed the careful placing of demo charges on the spots Twingo indicated would breach without decompressing the decks above or below the target. The sections that the cartel had claimed as their base of operations was well-fortified…from the inside.

      In order to grab Klytos, the pair had decided that it would be far easier, relatively speaking, to blow their way in from the outside and grab him while their defensive strategy focused on the narrow points of entry within the station. Actually, they’d originally planned to come up from the bottom, but the holding cells full of prisoners in that area killed that idea so coming in from the outside was their next-best option. Ideally, they’d have their battlesynth teammate with them, but fate had other ideas there.

      “When the charges blow the outer hull, that will trigger station countermeasures that we won’t be able to delay or bypass without Kage,” Twingo said. “The first thing that will happen is the emergency forcefields will activate. It will keep the atmosphere from escaping but they aren’t powerful enough to stop you from being able to get in. The next thing that will happen is station security will get a localized alert and they’ll deploy a quick reaction force.”

      “Hopefully, they end up fighting with the cartel soldiers in the confusion,” Jason said. “Anything else?”

      “You’re going in heavily outgunned, Captain,” Doc said. “You better be going in hard and fast.”

      “Will do. Crusher…hit it.”

      Demo charges like those used in mining don’t produce much visible light. In the vacuum of space they produce next to nothing. Jason felt a soft jolt through his feet, and then watched as a crystalline geyser of escaping atmosphere blasted from the hole they’d just punched into The Gates.

      “Phase two?” Crusher asked, hefting two more charge packs.

      “If you wouldn’t mind,” Jason said.

      Crusher clomped over to the opening and waited until the vapor eruption stopped indicating that the emergency barriers were activated. He gave it another second before throwing the two bags through the jagged hole with enough force to slip through the electrostatic shields and backed off a couple steps. This time, the explosion was much more energetic as it had a pressurized environment to carry the shockwave.

      Jason swore he saw the hull ripple outward as more debris and air were ejected out into space along with what looked like bits of Taukkir or maybe Korkaran. Some brave souls must have come to check out what exploded when the second charges went off. The damage to the hull was much more pronounced, and Jason was confident that the station’s more robust forcefield emitters would be out of commission for this section even if the electrostatic barriers were still operational.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” Twingo said. “It’s being reported as another possible cooling system failure. They’re sending teams to investigate, but it’s to the deck above where you’re making entry.”

      “That buys us a few more minutes,” Crusher said even as Jason grabbed the edge of the mangled hull plating and pulled himself into the station.

      “I’m in,” he said. “Looks like— Shit!” A plasma burst splashed across his right pauldron as they took fire from the mangled hatchway. He returned fire while Crusher climbed in, concerned that the opposing force was too professional and too organized for their crazy sneak attack to work.

      “Hang on,” Crusher said, tossing a grenade with impressive accuracy through the gap.

      

      WHUMP!

      

      The blast slammed the hatch back closed, but it was so damaged from the demo charges that it swung back open a second later to reveal the initial opposition had been neutralized.

      “Nasty,” Jason said, his sabatons squishing into what was left of some alien with light orange skin and a pale blue Miressan. “Huh. You don’t see too many of them out here in the boondocks.”

      “Your section has just been locked down,” Doc reported. “Station security is trying to override but, for now, the hatches leading into the cartel’s stronghold are sealed.”

      “So far, so good,” Jason said. “Let’s go to work.”

      What they had counted on was that the cartel would assume that the external blast was a diversion and expect an attack from their main entry points as any sane people would. They would lock their fortress down until they could determine the nature of the threat, preferring to rely on their own people at first. Once they figured out someone had actually breached the outer hull and was coming in, it was unlikely they would assume it was only two people. They’d open the outer hatches and, if they got really lucky, maybe exchange fire with the station security personnel in the confusion.

      It was a tactic they’d used a few times with varying degrees of success. One thing that made Jason nervous was they were missing Lucky and Kage as well as the Phoenix to haul their asses out of the fire when the time came. After that initial spat of fire, they met very little resistance until they came to a large gathering hall teeming with dazed but heavily armed aliens. Most looked disoriented and in pain while others were completely incapacitated. Crusher pulled four grenades off his harness and smiled widely.

      “Would you like to partake?” he asked, handing Jason two of them.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Jason said. “I’ll go left.”

      “Going right.”

      They flicked the safeties off the grenades and tossed all four to different parts of the room before ducking back out of sight. There were the expected cries of surprise before the short-fused munitions detonated in quick succession. Jason rolled back around the smoking doorway and opened fire before he even had a full field of view.

      If the group had already been dazed from their excessive use of mining explosives, the grenades left them completely debilitated. Those who had survived at least. A number of the cartel soldiers had been wearing protective armor and were gamely trying to get back on their feet, but they were far from combat effective. Three fell under a barrage of plasma fire from Jason’s rifle as Crusher came in behind him and mopped up the few stragglers he missed.

      “Breaching charge?” Jason asked, pointing at the far door. It was completely jammed shut from all the concussive blasts it had tried to withstand.

      “You know once in a while it’d be nice if you carried some of the heavy shit,” Crusher groused, tossing him the puck-shaped cutting charge. Jason slapped it on near the locking mechanism and set the timer for four seconds.

      “But you’re so young and strong now. Aren’t you?” Jason asked. The charge popped, and the door shook it its frame but didn’t open.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Crusher demanded. Jason reached his fingers into the gaps between the door and the bulkhead and commanded his armor to full power. He pulled with all his strength, and the metal gave way with a tortured shriek. For his troubles, he was hit point-blank with a plasma pistol blast that sent him tumbling and caused a few warnings to flash on his HUD. He sat up and popped the offending soldier with a snap-shot from the hip and climbed to his feet.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” he said, tearing the door the rest of the way open. “You’ve been taking treatments from a certain geneticist with questionable ethics—”

      “Hey!” Doc yelled over the channel.

      “—and now you look like you’re thirty years younger. You think nobody would notice?”

      “Maybe this isn’t the best time to—”

      “My medical treatments are none of your concern, asshole!” Crusher snarled, drowning out Doc’s protests.

      “They are when they put everyone in danger,” Jason said, stepping into the next room and firing at the two unarmed cartel members cowering behind a table. “Galvator is going to find out. And when they do? We’re fucked.”

      “They will never have to—” Crusher was interrupted as a side door flew open and six Taukkir with riot armor and glowing arc-clubs rushed in. It was a smart tactic since the close quarters made a rifle difficult to manage, but the high-current in the clubs they carried wouldn’t do much to the armor the mercenaries were wearing.

      Jason dropped his rifle and pulled his combat knife, slicing deep into the gap in the riot armor of the first Taukkir that reached him. The lower arm that had been holding the arc-club clattered to the ground, the club sending a jolt into its foot. When it reared back to bellow in pain, Jason pulled his left pistol and fired point-blank under its chin. When he tried to turn, he was tackled by two other Taukkir and slammed flat on his back. His leverage poor, he raised his arms in a loose guard so a lucky hit with an arc-club didn’t wipe out his forward-looking sensors.

      Crusher, apparently fueled by a youthful Galvetic rage that had been triggered by Jason’s line of questioning, simply ripped the three Taukkir he faced limb from limb. From what Jason could make out from between his arms, it was gruesome and not the sort of thing his friend had normally been prone to. Tiring of the now-depleted arc-clubs clanging against his forearms, he balled up his right fist and punched the exposed lower shin of one of the Taukkir, breaking the bone and allowing him to concentrate on the other one.

      “You have killed my littermates!” it wailed at him. Jason had a pang of regret about what he was doing before he pulled his remaining sidearm and killed it.

      “You shouldn’t work for grubby traffickers,” he said, then shot the one he’d maimed earlier. “You either.” He turned just in time to catch a closed, armored fist to the left side of his helmet. It hit with enough force to send him flying and disorient him, but he knew where it had come from.

      “Do you commonly fight each other when you run out of enemy combatants?” Abiyah asked mildly over the open channel.

      “You will pay for that,” Jason hissed, his own rage and adrenaline response rising to match Crusher’s.

      “You two need to focus!” Doc’s voice seemed to penetrate Crusher’s fog, and he straightened up, letting his arms drop.

      “I-I don’t know what—”

      “Pick your shit up, and let’s go,” Jason snapped. “We’re still in the middle of an op.”

      “You need to get moving,” Doc said. “Station security has decided they’re getting in there regardless of how much force they need to use.”

      “Damnit,” Jason hissed. “This is taking too long.”
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      “Station security is no longer answering us. They’re getting ready to cut through the outer doors.”

      

      Klytos sat passively as more bad news was delivered. He had expended all of his nervous energy and was now slumped dejectedly in his overstuffed chair. So many things didn’t make sense at the moment. Why were they under siege by station security? What was happening back in the staff quarters area? There had been explosions and weapons fire, but nothing reported up to where he was at in the front admin section.

      More important than those questions was the fact that his escape route was effectively cut off. Access to the lift that would take him to the private hangar four decks above them was in the area where a reported mechanical failure had breached the hull across two subsections. Once that happened, the lifts went into emergency lockdown, and there was no way to override them.

      “Our contacts in the command center?” he asked.

      “Unresponsive.”

      “That could be because there’s an Eshquarian Navy taskforce that just meshed-in and is moving toward The Gates,” Dabill said as he walked into the room.

      “Where have you been?” Klytos hissed.

      “Here and there,” Dabill said. “You realize we’re under attack, right?”

      “Not yet, but they’re trying,” Klytos said, waving a hand to the monitors that showed station personnel getting serious with their cutting tools.

      “Not those idiots. Someone breached the hull and infiltrated the quarters area,” Dabill said. “I just came through that way, and it’s a slaughterhouse. Whoever it is…they’re some sadistic bastards. It looked like a couple of our guys were hacked up with a blade.”

      “A what?” Klytos asked, alarmed. Whoever this was, it wasn’t pros from the Cooperative. This was the sort of brutality the cartels were known for. “And why are you so calm? Just out for a stroll, are we?”

      “I’m calm because I have a way out of here.” Dabill shrugged. “So…good luck.”

      “Wait!” Klytos ordered, and then turned to his aide. “You have confirmation of this attack?”

      “There were some garbled reports from the back areas, but they were contradictory and confusing. The station already said there might have been another mechanical failure.”

      “Is that why they’re cutting through your armored doors?” Dabill asked. “Do these guys look like engineers? They’re coming in to sort out whatever the hell is happening in here and put down whoever blew a hole through their outer hull. These guys have tolerated us as long as we kept out of the corporations’ way and kept the tribute payments coming, but they’re not putting up with this shit.”

      “Any truth to his words?” Klytos asked, calming now that he saw an escape for himself.

      “It’s entirely plausible,” the aide said. “But—”

      Klytos pulled a heavy plasma pistol and shot Sacolo right in the head. He then methodically gunned down his entire admin staff while they screamed and tried to get the locked door open to escape.

      “You’re a tough but fair leader,” Dabill remarked blandly.

      “I’d imagine your escape plan can’t hold eleven,” Klytos said. “And they all knew far too much to be left alive. If you can get me off the station, I have means to change our identities and set us up nicely as we go our separate ways. It would appear we need each other at the moment.”

      “What makes you think I don’t already have those things?” Dabill asked, ignoring the pistol that was now pointed at him.

      “Because if you did, you would already be gone. You came back here hoping I had something left to offer as this all falls down around us.”

      “Got me there,” Dabill conceded. “Quit pointing that gun at me, and we can go ahead and get out of here.”

      Klytos fully suspected a double-cross by someone who he was already suspicious about. Dabill was far too intelligent and resourceful for his liking. He would likely try to kill Klytos as soon as they were away from the cartel’s holdings on the station, and he found out where the ship and money were stashed.

      He would just need to make sure that when the time for inevitable double-crosses came, he would be the one who shot first.
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      “Captain, the station goons are almost through. You’re down to minutes.”

      “Too bad we were delayed by some giant moron punching me in the head,” Jason said as he sprinted down the abandoned corridor.

      They’d fought through two more rooms of cartel soldiers, some of whom were skilled fighters, and Jason’s armor was showing the wear and tear. The left shoulder had a definite whine to it, and his forward optics were becoming staticky.

      “This is it,” Crusher said, pointing to a closed door. He slapped their last breaching charge on the latch and set it for two seconds. When it blasted through the lock mechanism, he wrenched the door open and stepped in. Jason, confused by the lack of weapons fire, stepped in behind him and tripped over a pile of bodies that had been by the door.

      “What the hell?”

      “Looks like Klytos is making a clean break. These people were executed,” Crusher said.

      “Look,” Jason pointed to another doorway that was ajar. It was paneled so that, when closed, it would blend in with the bulkhead. “Let’s go.”

      They slipped through the gap and closed the hidden door behind them. On the other side was a ubiquitous maintenance gap clogged with pipes, conduit, and random bits of machinery that were added as the station was built. What made this one different was that it was brightly lit, and someone had fashioned an elevated walkway so that the gap could be quickly traversed.

      “Must be one of Klytos’s escape routes,” Crusher said.

      As they ran, Jason’s forward-looking sensors picked up an intermittent hit on a target indicating that there was indeed someone else in the maintenance gap with them. When they closed the distance a bit more, the sensors were able to pick out two targets, both armed, ambling along the walkway. He boosted the gain of his auditory sensors to see if he could figure out who they were.

      “How much farther, Dabill?” one asked.

      “Not much. You in a hurry, Klytos?” the other said. He was speaking in an obscure dialect that originated on Eshquaria but what made Jason really take note was that the speech was quite obviously from a human. Since there weren’t that many humans living freely away from Earth or one of her colony worlds this raised some interesting possibilities.

      “Of course, I’m in a hurry, you fool!” Klytos snapped. “Where does this maze lead us to?”

      “I might be a fool, but I’m not such a one that I’m making myself expendable by telling you everything this early. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      “One of these guys is Klytos,” Jason said over the com. “The other is a human speaking an Eshquarian homeworld language going by the name Dabill.”

      “We just heard over the public Nexus that there’s an Eshquarian taskforce moving on the station,” Doc said. “Coincidence?”

      “What sort of taskforce?” Jason asked. “What’s the composition?”

      “Basic force projection package,” Twingo jumped in. “Five ships anchored by a cruiser.”

      “So, not a war party,” Jason mused.

      “Was this your surprise?” Abiyah asked.

      “It’s a surprise, but not mine,” Jason admitted. “I don’t have any pull with the Imperial Navy.”

      “We smoking these two up ahead or what?” Crusher asked.

      “No,” Jason sighed. “We need them both alive. Come on.”

      Powered armor was expensive, sophisticated, and a potent force multiplier. What it wasn’t was stealthy or subtle. The pair up ahead caught sight of them before Jason had been able to close the gap enough for one mad rush to snag them both. The human turned and, rather than looking alarmed, just rolled his eyes and looked exasperated. Klytos, predictably, raised his underpowered sidearm and was about to shoot when Dabill knocked the pistol aside.

      “Don’t shoot. You’ll pinpoint our location to station security.”

      “Then what are we going to do?” Klytos demanded, still retreating.

      “I’ll hold them off. You run. Go all the way to the end of this passage, and you’ll find a hatch. It will open outside of the main security checkpoints. Go! Now!”

      Jason, still trying to weave through all the pipes and other hardware, watched Klytos turn and sprint away while Dabill turned toward them and folded his arms over his chest.

      “Like a bull in a china shop, as usual, Captain Burke,” he said in English. Jason skidded to a halt causing Crusher to crash into the back of him.

      “How did you know it was me?” Jason asked. “Also…who the fuck are you?”

      “I saw you earlier when you and Crusher were huddled in that alcove with your helmets off,” Dabill said. “I’m Special Agent Bill Ackerman, Naval Intelligence Service.”

      “Was letting Klytos go part of your mission?” Crusher asked.

      “Him? Oh…he’s not going anywhere. This dead ends, and once he gets there, another door will close, locking him in. There is a way out, but it’s hidden,” Ackerman said. “What are you guys doing here? I’ve been watching your handiwork in the region…so, thanks for making my job about a million times harder.”

      “We came to bust up a small-time trafficking ring we caught wind of,” Jason said, pulling his helmet off. “Turned out to be anything but.”

      “You got that right…and this isn’t the only one. There are dozens of these rings operating all throughout what will soon be known as formerly ConFed space,” Ackerman said. “The weird part is that nobody is exactly sure who is managing it or why. The Cridal seem to be operating as an intermediary, but beyond that it’s a bit of a mystery.”

      “What’s the NIS’s stake in this?” Jason asked.

      “There have been human colonists taken,” Ackerman said. “It’s not widely known back home that the government is relaxing the regulations on interstellar travel, but there is a sizable group of adventurers leaving the planet to try their luck out here. One large group, maybe two thousand or so, was taken here at The Gates. I was sent to figure out where to.”

      “Humans being abducted, and they send a single agent?” Jason asked.

      “You need to know what the hell is happening before you send in the Navy and Marines,” Ackerman shrugged. “I infiltrated the local cartel months ago and have been mapping out the Luuxir Border Region trafficking network since…painstaking work that you managed to fuck over in the span of weeks by shutting down the entire operation.”

      “You’re welcome,” Crusher said.

      “Klytos?” Jason asked.

      “My only real lead now,” Ackerman nodded. “But now the Eshquarians are here, probably because you talked to your buddy the minister of imperial intelligence and told him you found a load of his people from the Cluster. So, now I have to try and get Klytos out of here before they get to him.”

      “That puts us in a bit of a bind,” Jason said.

      “Not necessarily,” Ackerman said, holding his hands up when Crusher started forward. “Let’s say that we take in Klytos together. We both owe him to different people, so neither party has a firm claim. I call my people, you talk to the Eshquarians, and maybe there’s some shared resources here when we take a whack at that asshole.”

      “In theory, great,” Jason said. “But Imperial Intelligence isn’t exactly known for sharing.”

      “Let me worry about that,” Ackerman said. Jason could tell that the man had no idea if he could deliver on what he was promising, but he respected that he was swinging for the fence. “Can we make this happen? You’ll want to decide quickly. We’re about to have a three-way fight between the cartels, the Imperial Navy, and The Gates security forces. The mining corporations will probably stay neutral, but they all have their own private militaries here as well.”

      

      “What’s the escape route?” Jason asked. “I still have people and a ship spread out through the station.”

      “I have a modified lifeboat stashed away that will get us to the outer system,” Ackerman said. “But I don’t have a ship. Is the Phoenix aboard the station right now?”

      “Not her,” Jason said. “But still something fast and with a slip-drive. Let’s grab Klytos, and we’ll get the pieces moving.”

      “Remember, you promised not to kill me.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Me either,” Crusher said.

      “Well…I guess that’s the best I’m going to get,” Ackerman sighed. “Let’s go.”
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      Lucky followed behind an improbable figure from his past. When they’d known each other, he went by the designation Combat Unit P002. Before that, he was known as Combat Unit Prototype 009. He was the evolutionary progenitor of what would become battlesynths. Underneath the bulky armor plating was a standard synth chassis with up-powered actuators and a secondary power unit that fed a pair of arm cannons that couldn’t be retracted.

      He also shouldn’t be alive.

      Nearly ninety years ago, Lucky had been part of a small, elite unit that was deployed to support the ConFed’s discreet suppression of civil unrest in the Pyriat System. A growing segment of the population was supporting secession, following the calls of a young firebrand to leave the ConFed. This was something Miressa Prime wouldn’t tolerate given how economically significant the system was. The mission to capture the revolutionary and his closest confidants had been going well…right up until the mission commander lost his mind.

      Combat Unit P002 ordered the slaughter of every Pyriasian near where they’d found the target, which was a dense urban zone. Hundreds of innocent lives lost as the battlesynths and ConFed shock troops in the group followed their orders without question. All except Lucky and Combat Unit 707. It was the beginning of their disillusionment with the higher purpose they were told they were designed for. They reported the incident when they returned to Khepri and P002 was taken into custody. After the initial findings from the Ministry of Martial Affair’s special committee were released, P002 was remanded to High Command for dismantling, as they called it back then. The official record was that he was destroyed as ordered.

      “What name are you known by now?” Lucky asked.

      “Names…you still so much want to be like them, don’t you?”

      “Normal synths have names,” Lucky said. “You have more in common with them than you do with us…right down to your tendency toward mental instability.”

      “Your insults are wasted on me, Lucky. My employer calls me Suta. It is a word that means trusted one.”

      Lucky knew it actually translated more to something like most favored blade. He also knew which language it was from, so it gave him a clue as to what species the employer was, but still not how P002—Suta—was still alive and why he was operating on The Gates.

      “How is it you know so much about my history after we parted ways?” Lucky asked.

      “Perhaps I will tell you later. Suffice to say that your exploits are not nearly as secret as you might think. Certain parties have taken great effort to keep tabs on you,” Suta said.

      Lucky wasn’t sure what to make of that. He’d suffered catastrophic damage in a mission on Khepri, but his primary matrix has survived. His friends had recovered what was left of his old body and had reintegrated him into the next generation body he was currently using. It had been a highly illegal action that they had tried to keep a secret, but too many people had been involved, so it was inevitable there were some who knew his true identity.

      “My companion?” he asked.

      “Being patched up even now,” Suta said. “Imagine how much easier your life would be if you didn’t saddle yourself with such fragile, flawed creatures. Through there.”

      “You are not coming in?”

      “I was not asked to,” Suta said, backing away. “But I will be here in case you do something foolish.”

      Lucky stared at him for a moment before walking through the open hatchway. Inside there was a single being standing behind a table and staring out at the station. As suspected, he was a Vissalo. Lucky had only met one other one before. He had been the ruler of the Orion Arm underworld: a savage Vissalo named Bondrass. They were a relatively rare species outside of their homeworld, and they weren’t known for being overly fond of visitors. As a result, not much was known about them. He only knew Bondrass because he had been captured by his people when he was still just Combat Unit 777.

      “The infamous Seven…here on my ship,” the Vissalo said in its sibilant language.

      “And you are?” Lucky asked.

      “Very fortunate,” the Vissalo said. “For someone as skilled as you to drop out of the stars. Don’t worry, I’m fixing up your little Veran already, which locks you into the agreement you made with my recruiter on the station.”

      “This is an elaborate setup just to recruit. Most of the people you will find could easily be bought for less trouble.”

      “It depends on what you’re looking for. I have recruiters on every platform and outpost all along the fringes of ConFed space. You would be amazed at the sort of very special people you can ensnare when they need something. Typically, it’s money. But I got you cheap.” The alien turned and faced Lucky. “You may call me Ancula.”

      “What is it you would like me to do for you to pay off my debt?” Lucky asked.

      “In due time,” Ancula said. “We’ll be pulling out of dock and leaving the area momentarily since the Eshquarian Imperial Navy has decided to crash the party. We’ll have plenty of time for you to tell me how you came to possess your upgraded body and how we can put it to good use paying off your friend’s debt.”

      Sure enough, Lucky could feel the thrum of engines beneath his feet as the starship pulled herself away from The Gates.
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      “Captain, we just received a burst transmission from Lucky. He and Kage are trapped on a starship that’s departing the system. He said for us not to wait for them or to try and rescue them,” Doc said. “This came over his internal slip-com node so I’m assuming his hyperlink coms were destroyed or taken.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Jason snarled. “Keep monitoring the situation and get ready to pull chocks. If you can at least figure out which ship they’re probably on it’ll give us a place to start.”

      “Twingo is tracking a private frigate-class ship pulling up and away from the VIP docking complex. He’s tracing the registry now.”

      The trio had collected Klytos and had him in restraints. They had also gagged him and put a bag over his head to make him less likely to try something foolish. By the time they had exited the cramped maintenance space and made their way down to the public lifts Doc had informed them that the armored doors above had been breached and the cartel soldiers were now in a pitched battle with station security. Jason felt a pang of guilt at the innocent security troopers that were about to die because of his actions but consoled himself with the fact a lot of bottom feeding traffickers were also about to die.

      “How big is your ship?” Ackerman asked.

      “Big enough for the people going,” Jason said. “Why? You have better options available?”

      “Sadly, no. NIS put me in deep. I have no backup aboard the station, no ship, and just some vague promises from Scout Fleet that they can pull me out if I send up an emergency flare. Scout Fleet is a—”

      “I know who they are,” Jason said. “We’ve run into them a time or two in the past. I’ll let Webb know we have you once we’re away from here.”

      “The Eshquarians are accelerating toward The Gates,” Doc said. “This is going to be close, Captain. They’re locking down the station. We’re in queue for launch and should make it. Will you?”

      “Can you launch if the station is locked down?” Jason asked. Ackerman just nodded. “We’re good to go, Doc. Just head out to the outer system, and we’ll worry about rendezvous once we’re certain the Imperial Navy doesn’t have other plans for us. Get away before they have a chance to launch interceptors.”

      “Copy.”

      “It’s just up ahead,” Ackerman said. “Bailout chute two-nine-seven-seven.”

      They were moving along the outer ring of deck fourteen and, instead of windows, the bulkhead was lined with bright yellow hatches that were access to the tubes that would send them down to the lifeboats for the lower third of the station. When they got to the hatch with the Jenovian script denoting the correct number, Ackerman pulled out a small plastic disk and placed it seemingly in a random spot on the bulkhead. There was a heavy clunk of the locks disengaging.

      “I assume if you didn’t use that disk, this hatch would remain closed even in an emergency?” Crusher asked.

      “There are plenty of others.” Ackerman shrugged. “Do you trust me to go first?”

      “Be my guest,” Jason said. “And, please, disable any nasty surprises you have down there since I’m coming second. This piece of shit will get tossed in next, and then Crusher will be last.”

      “Fair enough. Give me ten seconds.” He opened the hatch, grabbed the handles on either side, and heaved himself through the opening. There were some sounds of him sliding along as his shouted, “Yeehaw!” echoed up through the opening.

      “We should wait at least—” Crusher’s sentence was drowned out as the deck bucked beneath them and alarms started blaring.

      “Captain! Get out of there! The Eshquarians just fired on the station!” Doc shouted over the com.

      “Are you clear?” Jason asked as he dove through the hatchway headfirst, his armor clanking off the composite walls of the chute.

      “We’re already moving out into the system at full burn,” Doc said. “Someone on The Gates hit one of the Eshquarian ships with a missile as it moved in for hard dock, then the lead cruiser opened up with a broadside.”

      “You need to let them know there are prisoners being held in the lower levels!” Crusher said. “Broadcast it on the emergency channel if you have to!”

      “Already on it,” Twingo said.

      Jason shot out of the chute and sprawled onto the deck inside a brightly lit chamber with an airlock hatch leading into the modified lifeboat. Ackerman was standing by the hatch, waving him in.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “Someone fired on the Eshquarians, they fired back,” Jason said. “We gotta move.”

      Klytos, screaming through the gag, crashed into the back of Jason’s armored legs with a grunt of pain. Jason reached down and grabbed him by the neck to lift him up and move out of the way before over five hundred pounds of armored Galvetic warrior came smoking out of the chute and killed him.

      “Get him in the boat,” Ackerman said. “Just strap him in a seat, and we’ll launch when your friend gets here.”

      Jason was just moving through the hatch when a tremendous crash behind him announced the arrival of Crusher. When he got into the boat, he saw that Ackerman had modified it for an extended stay in space, obviously intent on using it as an emergency shelter he could hunker down in for months if need be until one of Webb’s crews came to collect him.

      He slammed Klytos down into one of the seats and strapped him in as the other two entered the craft, and Ackerman closed and sealed the hatch. After Jason and Crusher were seated, he slipped behind the makeshift helm control and triggered the launch sequence. Normally, a lifeboat of that type would be completely automated, but it looked like Ackerman had ripped most of that gear out and replaced it with rudimentary flight systems that he could control.

      “Here we go,” he said. There were some heavy thunks from the clamps releasing, and then a shove of acceleration as the compressed air jets fired the lifeboat out of the launch tube. “We have to travel at least two klicks before the engine will fire.”

      “How did you manage to do all this without someone finding out?” Jason asked, impressed.

      “I didn’t. I paid someone on the station to take care of it and inspected the work along the way. Still…we’re putting a lot of trust into a disgruntled shuttle tech that I found in a bar,” Ackerman said.

      “Suddenly, I’m glad I’m wearing this armor,” Crusher said.

      It took nearly twelve minutes before there was a rumble from the aft of the ship, and Ackerman was able to take helm control. He set a course for the outer system and pushed the tiny plasma jet to full power. Jason could see their acceleration curve and groaned inwardly. This was going to take a while.

      “Doc…you guys get through to the Eshquarians?” Jason asked.

      “We did, but I’m not certain they believe us,” Doc said. “Either way, they’ve stopped firing and are boarding the station. You want us to come collect you guys?”

      “No,” Jason sighed. “We’ll need to let this thing fly out on its own before you risk coming back down for us. No word from Lucky and Kage?”

      “None. The registry of that departing ship is our only clue until Lucky makes contact again,” Twingo said. “I won’t quit, Captain. We’ll figure out who has them.”

      “How did this mission go so wrong?” Jason asked himself, letting his helmet slam back against the hull.

      “Hubris,” Crusher said. “And no small amount of being out of practice. You just assumed we could jump back into this world after flying with Mok for so long and have the same results we always did…but we’re all older and slower now. The galaxy is different, and the people we’ll fight are smarter and better equipped.”

      “That was a rhetorical question, dickhead. I don’t need a laundry list of my failures,” Jason said.

      “Then don’t talk out loud.” Crusher shrugged. “This isn’t entirely your fault. Everything I said applies to all of us equally. We also need to learn when to pull off. Once we realized this trafficking ring was so large and interconnected, we should have flown out of here and called in the big guns from Eshquaria or the ConFed. Instead, we thought that if we dug in and pushed a little harder it would all work out because it has before. Instead, we got the ship blown out from under us, Kage’s guts blown out onto a bulkhead, and now two crew members missing. So, the question we have to ask ourselves is this: Was it worth it?”

      They’d been speaking to each other over their internal coms so Ackerman and Klytos were oblivious to the conversation. The human slipped out of his seat and went back to an aft porthole to watch the battle as corporate ships moved in on the Eshquarian cruiser and her escort ships.

      “I didn’t find any humans among the cartel victims in this region, which means they were already moved by the time I got here,” Ackerman said. “I suppose you should be commended for shutting this trafficking ring down. You crazy bastards probably saved a few million from being abducted over the next few years if these assholes had been allowed to continue unchecked.”

      Jason didn’t answer him but thought hard on what he said. Was it worth it? The freedom of millions at the cost of his ship and two of his crew? If he’d asked that question at the beginning of the mission, his idealist self might have answered yes. Now, in the face of two missing crew members and a ship that might never fly again, his realist self wasn’t so sure.
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      “Reports coming in from the Luuxir Border Region, sir.”

      

      “How bad?” Amon asked.

      “Exceedingly so. Citizens of the empire have been found captive aboard The Gates, but the local cartel looks to have already been decimated by security forces. Klytos was nowhere to be found,” Similan said.

      “Is the capital going to authorize Admiral Colleran to sanitize the region?” Amon asked. “This cartel didn’t just exist on The Gates.”

      “There is a secret committee vote happening now determining what will happen,” Similan said.

      “Omega Force?”

      “No word, sir. As soon as they make contact, I will alert you. My hope is that Captain Burke performed another miracle and has Klytos in his possession.”

      “Never count him out,” Amon said, rising from his chair. “I learned that long ago. Send word the minute you hear from him, no matter the hour.”

      “I obey.”

      T’Cali Amon left his suite of offices and walked toward the lift that would take him to the roof where his transport awaited. He was expected in the capital within the next few hours for a state dinner that would likely go well into the night. It was times like this he missed Saditava Mok. Amon had obligations that were beyond his ability to control, whereas Mok was the absolute ruler of his domain. But while Mok was necessary for the time, so was Amon. With the ConFed imploding at an ever-accelerating rate there needed to be something to fill the void. A retooled Eshquarian Empire could be the thing that helped maintain the relative peace in the quadrant, and he wanted to be there to help ensure it was built right.

      It was fortunate someone on The Gates was jumpy enough to fire on their taskforce. Now Admiral Colleran had the justification she needed to move into the area and wipe out the trafficking cartels in that region. It was a fine line between using the military to protect others from oppression and being a tool of oppression itself, but he trusted Kellea to stay well on the correct side of it.

      “Good evening, Minister Amon,” one of his aides said as he approached the waiting shuttle. “You look…barely presentable.”

      “It’s been a long day,” Amon said. None of his inner circle, even down to the low-level aides, were ass-kissers, so the offhand comment was expected. It was their job to make sure the small details like his dress and appearance were handled so he didn’t have to. “I’ll clean up at our capital offices. What’s on the schedule for tonight?”

      “Most of your evening after the meal has been blocked off to meet with the delegation from Earth, sir. There are representatives from their military, as well as their ambassador. They have given indications that they are open to expanding our partnerships.”

      “Might not be a wasted evening after all,” Amon grunted.

      Even though it wasn’t technically his job, he’d been tapped to spearhead the preliminary talks of trying to court the Sol System and see if they could bring them into the empire’s fold. His personal relationship with humanity on official and unofficial levels made him a natural choice as it was deemed he understood them on a deeper level. To his delight, most humans were agreeable, reasonable, even pleasant to be around. Much nicer than that damnable Burke clan. Jason had been a constant thorn in his side and seemed to find entertainment in being caustic and insulting, and his son, while not as abrasive, had stolen a massive chunk of wealth from him without so much as a proper apology. Thinking of the pair made him chuckle in spite of himself.

      “Sir?” the aide asked.

      “Nothing. It’s nothing,” Amon said. “Just remembering something. How long until we arrive?”

      “Two hours after takeoff. They’re making us fly a suborbital track for security reasons.”

      “Wake me up when we get there.”
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        * * *

      

      “The collar is attached, but it’s not all that solid. I’d hurry.”

      “We’ll toss over the garbage first, and then I’m coming up,” Jason said, grabbing Klytos by the throat and lifting him out of the seat and handed him to Crusher.

      “Good thing I had all my data backed up to this tub,” Ackerman said as he pulled three data cores out of the console. “NIS will need these.”

      “Anything good on there?” Jason asked.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll give you a copy,” Ackerman said. “Better than having you try to steal it on the flight back.”

      “Captain, we have a fast attack ship on an intercept course,” Doc shouted across the airlock. “Looks like they might be with one of the PMCs the mining companies use.”

      “On my way,” Jason said. “You have scuttling charges?”

      “Timer is under that safety cover,” Ackerman said, pointing to a bright red switch cap fastened down with soft copper wire.

      Jason broke the safety wire and set the timer for ninety minutes before arming the charges. He took one more look around the lifeboat before grabbing his helmet and his weapons and crossing over to the SX-5. Once there he sealed his ship’s hatch and decoupled the airlock ring, letting the explosive decompression of the lifeboat’s atmosphere push it away from them. The small ship had already cleared the Jepsen’s port wing by the time its emergency systems engaged and slammed the hatch closed.

      “That ship is still on an intercept course but doesn’t look to be in too big a hurry,” Twingo said.

      “They were probably sent to see who took off in a lifeboat in an area they’re responsible for,” Jason said. He tossed his helmet on one of the padded benches in the ship’s small, open bay and powered down and removed his armor. Crusher had already shucked himself out of his own and was leaning back in a seat, his eyes half-closed. Jason took note of how the muscles in his arms bulged and writhed like they did when he’d first met the warrior years ago.

      “What do you want to do?” Doc asked.

      “Move us away and keep the lifeboat between us and the incoming ship.” Jason grabbed his pack off a hook on the bulkhead. “It won’t really fool them, but it should tell us if they’re really looking at the boat or us.”

      He walked to the back of the ship where the tiny head was located so he could clean up and change out of the formfitting base layer he wore under the armor. His feet dragged across the deck with a weariness he felt in his soul, and his stomach was in knots when he thought of the two members of his crew he couldn’t account for.

      Being a mercenary wasn’t a long-term career choice. Killing for fun and profit was definitely a young man’s game with a young man’s outlook on mortality, both his own and that of his compatriots. As he aged, and he discovered a family he’d not known about, he was suddenly less effective at his job because of his shifting attitude toward his own life expectancy. He’d also developed strong attachments to each member of his crew and having them in danger while he was helpless to do anything about it tore his heart out.

      He had just pulled on his boots when Crusher knocked softly on the thin door. “Cap, we have a positive ID on that ship. It’s Cridal. It’s listed as an Avrit-class combat shuttle. It’s used by their special operators.”

      “So we’re still being tracked,” Jason sighed, standing up. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He walked back up to the front of the ship and tapped Doc on the shoulder and motioned him out of the pilot’s seat. The Avrit was a premium combat vehicle, but it was designed for discreet insertions and extractions. Jason tapped some commands on the multi-function display and brought up a tactical analysis on the vessel that was built by Kage’s custom AI interface. The program could analyze anything in its database and spit out strategic options based on what the user had at their disposal. The computer chugged through the numbers and gave him a list of viable options, the most obvious which would be to use the SX-5’s speed advantage and leave the area.

      “What’s the play?” Abiyah asked.

      “Get everything strapped down. Twingo, dial up an intra-system slip-jump. Put us a few thousand klicks in front of the shuttle,” Jason said.

      “Best I can do is six thousand without overriding the safety lockouts,” Twingo said.

      “Good enough. Bring up the weapons and shields,” Jason said. He adjusted the auto-target sequence and waited.

      “You’re ready. Execute icon to your station,” Twingo said. Jason double tapped the icon on his flight panel and took his hands away as the computer brought the ship around onto her new course and accelerated to mesh-out velocity.

      The flight down took less than ten minutes. The SX-5 meshed-in and the tactical computer acquired the target almost immediately. The enemy, clearly shocked by the unorthodox maneuver, didn’t even try to raise their defensive systems as the Jepsen screamed toward them. Jason triggered the auto-targeting script he’d programmed and kept his hands off the control as the ship rolled to the right and showed her belly to the Cridal ship. The high-power nose turret deployed and opened fire, stitching the shuttle down the side and concentrating fire on a spot just above the starboard engine nacelle.

      “Direct hit!” Twingo called out. “Engines are failing, and she’s venting fuel and atmosphere at equal rates.”

      “Tracker,” Jason ordered.

      “Launched. She’ll be a derelict within the hour,” Twingo said. “Direct hits on both backup fuel cells so they’re on battery power. That’s enough to keep the heaters on.”

      “Assuming they survived the cabin decompression,” Abiyah said. “Which isn’t likely. Why the tracker?”

      “I’m sending someone to retrieve this ship later,” Jason said. “They’ll need all the evidence they can get their hands on.”

      “New course?” Twingo asked.

      “Keffin-6,” Jason said. “Where hopefully someone is waiting for us.”
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      “Took you long enough. I was beginning to worry.”

      

      “As you should have. This almost didn’t happen,” Jason said. “We’re handing over Klytos to you and leaving it in your hands to cooperate with the Eshquarians or not.”

      “And I assume you must be Agent Ackerman,” Admiral Marcus Webb said, extending his hand to the NIS agent.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll get you home,” Webb promised. “Good work staying alive and getting out with actionable intel. Many of your comrades around the quadrant haven’t been so lucky.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      “Can we talk in private?” Webb asked.

      “It’s your ship,” Jason said, following the admiral into a private room off of the bridge.

      At one time, Marcus Webb had been a US Navy SEAL that had been tapped for a special mission in Earth’s burgeoning space military: to hunt down and kill rogue human Jason Burke. Thankfully, he failed and, since then, the two had settled into a genuine—though slightly awkward—friendship with each other.

      “Beer?” Webb asked.

      “You read my mind,” Jason said, accepting the cold bottle.

      “So…the Cridal, huh?” Webb settled into his chair and put his feet up. “This is the worst-case scenario of the half-dozen or so we were imagining.”

      “It’s likely worse than even that,” Jason said. “The Cridal, or at least some element within their government, seems to be completely off the rails. They’re facilitating a trafficking operation for someone on a scale that is truly terrifying. This isn’t just snagging a few strays to satisfy the fetishes of rich patrons. They’re practically depopulating entire refugee settlements all over the quadrant.”

      “Why?”

      “No idea. If I’m honest, I took this mission to kick the shit out of a few lowly traffickers because it’s fun and to help Lucky put to rest some of the demons he carries from his time being trapped in Seven’s head.” Jason leaned back and looked at the ceiling, closing his eyes. “Yeah…so, that went great.”

      “You’ll get them back,” Webb said. “The Phoenix?”

      “Already back on S’Tora and half torn down. The local engineering crews Twingo put together are top notch. We’ll head back there next and try to track this ship down.”

      “It seems to me the abduction was far too convenient,” Webb said slowly. “Too many coincidences, you know?”

      “You think someone knew we were coming?” Jason frowned.

      “Who knew you were heading into the Luuxir Border Region to hunt down traffickers?” Webb asked.

      “Nobody.”

      “There wasn’t a certain contract broker on Keffin-6 you talked to first? Maybe someone familiar with Seven from before?” Webb prompted.

      “You mean that dusty old bastard…shit, what was his name?” Jason struggled to think back to the months prior when they first started the mission. “Appendage?”

      “Apendi,” Webb said. “Sete Apendi.”

      “How the hell could you possibly know this?”

      “Apendi is an established source in this area for us. We keep him under surveillance, and you were spotted going to his place of business,” Webb said. “He’s also a known double-dealer. He plays like he’s just the humble facilitator of hit contracts, but he likes to hedge by warning high-value targets of incoming trouble for a fee. Then he lets them go at each other. If his bounty hunters win, he gets to double dip and still take his commission. If they lose, he’ll have still made some money off the deal, and he’ll re-sell the contract.”

      “I don’t think this ship we tracked moving away from The Gates was cartel related,” Jason said.

      “No, but we know he used to feed contracts to Seven. He would be in a position to sell that information to anyone within the region who could use it.”

      “I guess I’m heading down to the surface before I go home,” Jason said. “You mind if I have your people go over my armor real quick? It took a beating on The Gates.”

      “Help yourself. In the meantime, we’ll start working on this Klytos character and head out to pick up the Cridal shuttle you set adrift by The Gates.”

      “Good luck,” Jason said. “Tell Ackerman I said thanks for the help. That couldn’t have been an easy assignment.”
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        * * *

      

      Sete Apendi was getting ready to close down shop for the evening when the ceiling to his office collapsed and two hulking, armored forms dropped through the hole.

      “The door wasn’t locked and would have been much more convenient,” he said calmly.

      While climbing to his feet, his hand went to his desk, ostensibly to help prop himself up. Jason wasn’t fooled. He shouldered his railgun and fired a low-velocity round just before the hand reached a touch-sensitive spot that would bring an armed response team running. The hand was blown completely off and hit the wall with a bloody smack. Apendi fell back to the floor, clutching the shredded stump that was left.

      “I didn’t feel like walking through your door and having you set off all those nasty anti-personnel traps you have hidden in the walls of that passage,” Jason said. “At this point, I think we both know you weren’t going to let us just walk back in here. How much did they pay you for my two crewmen?”

      “Barely enough to cover replacing my hand,” Apendi said through clenched teeth. Crusher walked up and pulled one of his nasty curved blades and, without a word, chopped the left foot off just above the ankle. Apendi howled with pain and rolled back.

      “There. Now, you’re in the hole,” Jason said, removing his helmet and walking around to the desk. Webb had given him a sheet from NIS that told him how to disable all of the Eshquarian’s defensive measures and com systems. “But we’re still far from even.”

      “This isn’t how these things are done, you savages!” Apendi hissed. As Jason suspected, the broker was wearing a tactical base layer beneath his ratty clothes that automatically formed a tourniquet when it detected the cut. The blood coming out of both ruined limbs wasn’t even a trickle.

      “Oh, but it is,” Jason said, kneeling. “You think what I’m about to do to you is bad, what do you think the cartels would do when they find out you’ve been double dealing? Any protections you might have enjoyed as a third-party broker were null and void when you started playing both sides. Now, you’re just someone in my way.”

      “I’m protected, you idiot! You know what you’ve done?”

      “You don’t look very protected at the moment,” Crusher said, pulling off his helmet. “We’ve already disabled all your security and surveillance. Nobody is coming to save you. How protected do you feel right now with only one foot and one hand remaining?”

      “Tell me who you sold my friends to,” Jason said. “You do that…maybe I let you live.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Right now, the best offer on the table is a painless, quick death. If the information is really good, I might be persuaded to put your life back on the table…but you’d have to work very hard to convince me.”

      “Then what’s my incentive for helping you?” Apendi said, clenching his jaw through the pain.

      “Your incentive is that if you don’t, I will make this last for hours. I will use every bit of knowledge a lifetime of violence has given me to make sure you suffer more than you can even imagine before I finally let you die,” Crusher growled. “Soon, you’ll be begging me to stop. But I won’t. I’ll keep at it until you’ve told me what you know—and you will tell me—and only then will I let you die.”

      “So what’s it going to be?” Jason asked. For a moment, Apendi wavered, but then his gaze hardened, and Jason’s stomach dropped.

      “Do your worst.”
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        * * *

      

      “That got dark,” Jason said as they stood outside the building. Nighttime had fallen, and the stars shone brilliantly on the sparsely populated world.

      “Necessary evil,” Crusher said.

      “I feel like that’s what we should’ve named this outfit sometimes,” Jason said.

      “You didn’t have to get involved. I know how you feel about this sort of thing,” Crusher pointed out.

      “I know. But it didn’t seem right making you do all the dirty work,” Jason said. “I can’t pretend my hands are clean just because I asked you to wield the knife.”

      “I appreciate that,” Crusher said. Their armor was covered in blood as was the inside of the office. Apendi had tried to hold out for as long as he could but, true to his word, Crusher showed no mercy and knew ways to extract pain that left even a hardened merc like Jason a bit lightheaded.

      “At least we got what we came for,” Jason said, looking down at the datacards they’d pulled from a hidden floor safe. “Let’s go get our friends back.”
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      “We appreciate you handing over the asset in a more or less intact condition.”

      

      “Just being neighborly,” Marcus Webb said. “It seems we’re living in complicated times, and it’s good to help your friends out when you can.”

      “Interestingly put,” T’Cali Amon said.

      The UES Kentucky was sitting in orbit over Eshquaria while Imperial Intelligence officers took possession of the prisoner formerly named Klytos Finvak. Now, he was officially listed by the Naval Intelligence Service as P-9971, a designator the Eshquarians were keeping as they took him for their own interrogations.

      “As for the condition, we’ve been careful not to mistreat any non-human prisoners we may find ourselves with from time to time. Never know how a species might react, and we are just one tiny planet in a big, dangerous galaxy after all,” Webb said.

      “Understandable,” Amon said.

      His relationship with Webb was complicated by the fact the human had no idea he used to be Saditava Mok. Amon had reached out to the Terran Scout Fleet commander by having Jason Burke arrange an introduction. The humans had taken Klytos out of the Luuxir Border Region and had kept him for an oddly short amount of time before reaching out and offering him to Imperial Intelligence without conditions. It made Amon suspicious enough to invite Webb to the homeworld for a sit down.

      “Normally, our embassy or even NIS itself would be handling these types of things, but the bastard was already aboard my ship,” Webb said. “My outfit is technically within the intelligence community, so they had me deliver him to you. I noticed you had regular military forces moving into the area as we were leaving.”

      “And those forces noticed your ship picking up an apparent derelict vessel mid-system,” Amon said. “Anything of interest?”

      “Just some usable scrap.” Webb shrugged. “Nothing worth mentioning.”

      “Of course,” Amon said smoothly. “We appreciate the spirit of cooperation between our two governments. We will, of course, keep this discreet so as not to cause the Cooperative any additional stress. May I suggest we try to be open about what our separate investigations find?”

      “I am authorized by my government to approve such a request,” Webb said. “Whether it is me or someone from our diplomatic corps we will reciprocate any findings we have pertaining to the trafficking operation running through The Gates.”

      “Fly safe on your trip back home, Admiral, and thank our mutual friend for introducing us.”

      “It was a pleasure, Minister Amon.”
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        * * *

      

      All the way back up to the Kentucky, Webb had a nagging feeling that he had met Minster T’Cali Amon somewhere before. It wasn’t anything specific, just in the subtle mannerisms and how he carried himself.

      “We’ve been cleared for departure by Eshquarian Orbital Authority, sir,” the captain said as Webb walked onto the bridge.

      “Let’s get moving. Get us back to Mosler Station as quickly as you can, Captain.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Webb didn’t dare go back to Earth or Olympus, Earth’s newest colony world that the United Earth Armed Forces were based on. The derelict they had picked up on Jason Burke’s request had ended up being a Cridal special operations team. Disturbingly, the material found aboard their shuttle strongly indicated that they had been sent to erase any evidence of Cridal involvement in the trafficking ring at The Gates which, in and of itself, told Webb that the Cooperative was definitely involved. That was concerning enough on its own. The fact the trafficking rings were thought to be interconnected and preying on human colonists raised some disturbing possibilities. If the Cridal were officially sanctioning trafficking in the quadrant and there were humans being taken, the public would be demanding blood once they found out.

      He knew that he had to tread carefully going forward with his end of the investigation. What they had found would most likely force Earth to reevaluate its membership in the Cooperative, but the Cridal would not let them go willingly. Earth had quietly become renowned in this part of the galaxy as weapons builders that could design starships that rivaled the best the Aracorian yards could produce.

      If Earth was to try and divorce itself from the Cooperative, their relationship with the Eshquarians would be critical. Webb just hoped that he wasn’t going to end up being instrumental in Earth jumping from the pan into the fire. The resurgent Eshquarian Empire seemed to be built on strong foundations of individual liberty and representative government despite its name, but there had been a time when the Cridal Cooperative could have made the same boast.

      “Is there anything you need, sir?” his aide asked. Lieutenant Reginald Weathers was much more than an aide to Webb. He was a critical piece of his command structure and, as Reggie walked in, he made a mental note to try and fast track his promotion to lieutenant commander even though that would effectively promote him out of the job Webb so relied on him for.

      “Who do we have in the bullpen right now?” Webb asked.

      “Cobalt, Diamond, and Obsidian,” Weathers said.

      “Activate Obsidian,” Webb said. “I want them geared up and ready to go for a long-duration mission by the time we get back to Koliss-2.”

      “Captain Brown won’t be happy about that. They’re not next in the rotation.”

      “Captain Brown’s happiness is the least of my concerns right now, Reg,” Webb said. “The shit is about to hit the fan, and I need my best on this.”

      “Where will they be going?” Weathers asked.

      “That’s the thing…I have no idea. I’m hoping by the time we get back we’ll have a target area for them to begin operating in,” Webb said. “But, just in case, have flight ops generate two ships. I want Corsair and Boneshaker ready to fly whenever the order is given.”

      “I’m on it, sir.”

      Marcus Webb hated HUMINT. Sending his scout teams to do anything but long-distance observation always ate his stomach lining away. If his hunch was right, he knew that he was about to send Obsidian back out on a mission with boots on ground and tracking down very dangerous people. But if Earth was on a collision course with the Cooperative leadership, he had no choice but to use every resource available to him.

      “Go ahead and get me a hyperlink channel with the NIS director. I don’t want any territorial pissing matches, so I’ll brief her first about my meeting with the Eshquarians and arrange to turn over the Cridal ship sitting in our hold.”

      “Given the distances, that means they’ll likely be waiting for us once we arrive at Mosler Station,” Weathers said. “You certain you don’t want to hold off a bit to let our staff take a first look?”

      “You’re probably right,” Webb said. “Better hold off on that. You have any other suggestions?”

      “Would Omega Force be available to hire as contractors? We could use them to augment the scout teams.”

      “Impractical given they’re more or less uncontrollable,” Webb said. “There’s also the fact they’re missing two crewmen. Jason won’t do anything else until Lucky and Kage are returned safely.”

      “It was just a thought. I’ll take care of all this. You should get some sleep, sir.”

      Once Weathers left, Webb stripped out of his suit—he didn’t wear a uniform very often in his new posting—and brought up the ship’s status on his wall display. The captain already had them in slip-space and heading back for Koliss-2 at maximum slip-velocity. It would still be nearly a week to get back, so he had some time to ponder how to handle the mess that had been dumped into his lap.

      By the time he drifted off to sleep, he was no closer to any answers. He had experienced war back on Earth just fighting with other humans. He didn’t want to see young men and women be shipped away to fight on some other planet, and he’d do everything in his power to try and head that off.

      Hopefully, it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Your people do good work, Twingo. Hell of a crew you put together here.”

      Twingo’s mouth hung open at the unsolicited compliment that didn’t come with an accompanying insult, a rarity for their crew.

      “Thanks, Captain. They’re some of the best,” he said. “But it isn’t all good news. As quickly as she’s coming back together, I don’t think she’ll be ready to fly by the time you’ll be wanting to leave.”

      They were standing in the cavernous hangar on S’Tora that the crew used as a base of operations. The Phoenix was sitting on jacks, her landing gear having been removed for an overhaul. From the outside, it looked grim. Her four main plasma thrust engines were missing, as were both wings. The replacement components were being shipped in from around the region as well as custom fabrication work being handled by shops on S’Tora itself.

      “No issues with the engineering work?” Jason asked. “The designs and technical packages?”

      “Not when you can cheat,” Twingo said. “Voq did much of the heavy lifting for the designs while working off our updated specs. The only thing we had to do was review and approve most of it.”

      “It’s regained that much functionality?” Jason asked. Voq, also known as the Archive, was a sentient AI database that held the complete knowledge of an ancient, long-extinct species that was far more advanced than any currently in known space. During their battle with the Machine, however, it had been severely damaged. For the last year, it had been sitting aboard the Devil’s Fortune, slowly recompiling itself, giving Jason some time to figure out what he even wanted to do with it. Despite the fact it had been coded to him specifically, he still felt it was the most dangerous thing in the quadrant.

      “It’s almost completely rebuilt its interface module. You probably should go talk to it,” Twingo said.

      “I will,” Jason promised. “I don’t want it to begin feeling unappreciated. So how long are we talking on the Phoenix?”

      “Weeks. Months.” Twingo shrugged. “Installing the hardware and calibrating the new controls won’t be especially hard, but they are time-consuming. Then there’s testing. Given some of the stuff that’s happened lately, I’m not inclined to clear her for operational status until I’m comfortable she’s up to the task.”

      “I won’t argue with you on that,” Jason said finally. “Every time I’ve overridden you when it comes to the ship, I’ve barely lived to regret it. But you’re right, I can’t wait months for a flight test program to wrap up.”

      “You have a few other ships you own, but I’ll probably need to stay behind for these final phases of the rebuild,” Twingo said. “You, Crusher, and Doc could take the SX-5 and probably manage to not kill each other.”

      “I think Crusher might be out for now, too,” Jason said. “And Doc. You know what he did, don’t you?”

      “I have eyes.”

      “They’ll need to keep Crusher here for some…rework. Also, he’s a little unpredictable right now. He punched me in the head in the middle of an op.”

      “We’ve all wanted to do that, though,” Twingo said. “So that leaves… Wait, you’re planning on going out alone, aren’t you?”

      “That’s how it looks,” Jason said.

      “It looks like suicide. Jason, you can’t do that,” Twingo said.

      “We can talk about this later,” Jason said as his ears picked up new voices walking their way. He turned and saw Abiyah, Russ Johnson, Shira, and Aondel. The Eshquarian girl was older than Shira, but the pair had become inseparable. Aondel would be staying with Abiyah on S’Tora since there was no place else for her to go. Jason offered to contact the Eshquarians on her behalf, but she was terrified about being put into a government foster care system and flatly refused.

      “All of the cargo from the freighter you swiped has been moved into storage vaults on your properties,” Abiyah said. “The final tally was eye-watering.”

      “So are my operating costs,” Jason said before turning to Russ. “You have a ride back to Earth?”

      “Not heading to Earth just yet. Gonna hitch a ride out to Koliss-2 and see what Webb is up to out there,” the big man said. “You want me to pass anything on to your kid?”

      “Thanks…but we’re actually on speaking terms now. I can tell him myself.”

      “I’m really glad to hear that, Jason. Truly.”

      “But you can give Webb a throat chop for me,” Jason said.

      “Will do.”

      “Is there anything you need me to do here?” Abiyah asked. “I feel like a complete freeloader right now.”

      “Don’t worry…we’ll put you to work soon enough,” Jason said. “If you’ll all excuse me.”

      Jason almost made it out of the hangar when he was intercepted at his car. Combat Unit 701 stood beside the 1967 Camaro convertible, his posture making it obvious he had no intention of letting Jason just pass him by.

      “We need to talk, Captain,” he said.

      “I’m already late for something, and I don’t think you’ll fit in the car. But we should definitely catch up some time,” Jason said.

      “You intend to go after Lucky and Kage alone.”

      “How the hell do you find things out like this?” Jason demanded.

      “It is simple deduction if you are familiar with your behavior patterns,” 701 said. “Your course of action is reckless and foolish.”

      “Okay. Well…thanks for the pep talk. Now, if you could just move and—”

      “We would have a greater chance of success together,” 701 said. “Allow me to accompany you.”

      Jason frowned. It wasn’t that he didn’t like 701. Or maybe it wasn’t just that. He found the battlesynth completely humorless and with just enough condescension when talking to him that the idea of spending weeks with him in a ship like the SX-5 made him cringe. But, on the other hand, he was a skilled fighter, and an extra set of eyes watching his back would be welcome.

      “It’s a generous offer,” he said carefully. “But don’t you have a lot going on here?”

      “I know you do not like me,” 701 said. “But I still feel that we could work together well enough to accomplish our mission.”

      “Was I that obvious?” Jason asked.

      “You have made an admirable effort to hide it,” 701 said. “As soldiers, we can still operate as an effective team if we have a mutual respect for each other, which I believe exists.”

      “Yeah, there’s no denying that you’re a top tier soldier,” Jason said. “But this isn’t just about fighting. Tracking down whoever took them isn’t going to be accomplished through brute force.”

      “You have leads?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Then we should leave. Quickly. Before the rest of your crew figures out what you are planning and attempts to stop you.”

      Jason sighed, resigned to his fate.

      “The ship was moved to the aerodrome north of the farm you guys are staying at. It’s parked out on the ramp, and I’ve already had it loaded up to go. Meet me there in three hours.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” 701 said, moving aside. Jason climbed into the car, fired the engine, and spun the tires all the way across the landing pad and through the gate on the way back to his house.

      His original plan had been to enlist Abiyah to help, but after seeing the man reunited with his daughter, he killed that idea. After that, it became slim pickings for help. Having 701 along probably wouldn’t be all that intolerable. The battlesynth would likely just sit on the flightdeck and not talk the entire trip unless necessary. Either that, or he’d spend the whole trip lobbing passive-aggressive, judgmental comments at Jason as per his usual.

      “The things I do for my crew,” he said as he sped down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeladas Dalton was at a loss for words as she listened to her director of intelligence give his report on an incident that happened in the Luuxir Border Region. It was an area she had never heard of but, apparently, her forces had been operating there with neither her knowledge nor approval.

      

      “How did this happen?” she asked.

      “Many contributing factors, Madam Premier. Kobvir’s involvement would indicate there are many more within your government who have knowledge of this.”

      “What do we do about it?” she asked. “The Eshquarians will be enraged if what you are saying is true.”

      “They are,” the director said. “We are trying to manage this through back channels at the moment, but it may become necessary for you to involve yourself directly.”

      “Where is Kobvir now?” Seeladas asked.

      “Unknown. By the time we gained knowledge of what had happened, he was off-world. We are attempting to track him now.”

      “Find him. At all costs.” She rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. “Trafficking? Why would he have involved us in something like this?”

      “We know very little at this point, Madam Premier,” the director groveled. “My people are in the process of rounding up everyone in his inner circle and beginning interrogations. It is highly unlikely he did this without their knowledge.”

      “This all needs to happen very quickly,” Seeladas said. “We can’t afford for our member systems or allies to see this sort of disarray and lawlessness.”

      “I will start immediately.” The director bowed and left, leaving Seeladas alone with her thoughts. She leaned back and watched the sunrise on her private veranda that overlooked the capital city and the mountain range far beyond it. She could feel the empire she wanted to build slipping from her fingers and, for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why.
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        * * *

      

      The Viper watched Seeladas Dalton fret over her breakfast through the powerful optics from over a kilometer away. She knew the executive tower was protected with active shielding and sensors that would thwart any long-range attack she might try to mount so, for now, she only passively observed. Gathering data on Dalton’s habits, schedule, and personnel was the first step in executing the contract.

      Chasing Abiyah off had cut her deeply, hurting a heart she didn’t even know she still possessed. But it was necessary. Seeladas Dalton would never quit hunting her. She had lied to Abiyah about why it seemed Cridal forces always seemed to be after them. The story she’d spun about her backing out of the contract on Kellea Colleran was barely believable, but Abiyah had chosen to buy it anyway. The truth was that Carolyn had been hired to kill Seeladas Dalton since before she and Abiyah had partnered up and had almost succeeded on two different occasions. Dalton had found out the notorious assassin was after her and had made moves to counter that threat.

      Whitney had been hired to kill Colleran, so it wasn’t a total lie. What she had left out was that the same people who had hired her for that had also paid for the hit on Dalton herself. She’d been forced to back away once Dalton’s people had discovered Shira’s existence and the child’s connection to her, but now that leverage had been taken off the board, and the Viper was free to resume the hunt.

      She cared deeply for Abiyah. Back when she was still human in the 1940s, she might have even said she loved him. The problem was that he operated within a strict moral code and had demanded she do the same. It had been bad for her reputation and her profit margin. Setting him adrift was better for them both.

      “Ahh,” she sighed as she watched Dalton. “It feels good to be back in the game.”
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