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      Lee roared as he shoved the rifle muzzle into a seam in the gleaming red combat gear of the soldier who had a forearm across his neck. "Eat this, you ugly son of a bitch!"

      He pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      He'd just inherited the rifle from a prison guard who’d left it behind as he’d run for his life. Lee didn't know much about the weapon, but he thought triggers were universal. Apparently not.

      "Shit," he said, or meant to. It came out as spit and bile shoved through gritted teeth.

      Lee wished he had one of his own guns. Any of them. They tended to work when he pulled the trigger.

      For a frozen moment, he and the soldier stood facing each other, locked in an embrace. Lee could see nothing of the soldier's face--only the yellow nuke suit he was wearing reflected in the visor of the soldier's combat helmet.

      Damn Reds. What the hell are they doing here?

      Lee had never seen a soldier of the Cardinal Order before. He was fifteen and had been in prison for more than a year. But though he might look scrawny, Lee was used to fighting men bigger than him, and winning.

      The soldier grabbed the rifle muzzle and tried to wrench it out of Lee's hands. Lee shoved hard on the soldier's cold helmet, twisting his head back. The soldier was slapping at his thigh, trying to pull his own weapon free.

      Lee felt heat build around his arm. What the hell? Even through the crude breather on the nuke suit, he smelled something burning.

      It took a moment to understand. The trigger had armed the plasma bayonet on the tip of the rifle. He felt the ionized edge of the plasma blade slide through the soldier's hand on the muzzle, chewing through fingers.

      Lee swung the gun into the soldier's stomach. It punctured the armor and stuttered on something that must be muscle and bone. The soldier squealed. Guts spilled down Lee's arm, thick and hot.

      He shifted to a knee and shoved upward with all his strength. The rifle dug into the soldier's chest cavity and Lee's arm disappeared right up to his elbow.

      The Red slammed his hard helmet into Lee's face. Blood splattered across the inside of the soft-shell helmet Lee was wearing as pain blinded him.

      He felt himself toppling backwards. He lost his hold on the rifle, slick as it was with the soldier's blood. The gloves of his nuke suit had no damn grip. The suit was also courtesy of the prison; it still had an inmate code across the front and back. The colors were as bright as the three suns that kept the colony bathed in light.

      But beggars couldn't be choosers when your colony was depressurizing and being overrun by Cardinal Order pigs. At least the guards had opened the gates. Better to die fighting than sitting in a cell pissing yourself.

      Lee fell to his knees and rolled away from the soldier. His hand brushed against something that might be a rock. It might be nothing. It certainly wasn't the rifle that had clattered away when the soldier head-butted him.

      Considering he had already ripped half the bastard's guts out and still didn't understand how to fire the rifle, it probably meant it was past peak effectiveness anyway.

      A rock would do.

      He picked it up, ready to try again to bash in the head of the soldier behind him.

      The lump of soft dirt crumbled in his grip. “Shit.”

      Then he remembered he had a knife at his waist, and a punch pistol at his side. More souvenirs from the abandoned guard station.

      After a year in prison, Lee had forgotten what it was like to be well-armed.

      He scrambled up, groping for the handheld weapon as he turned to face the soldier. The holster was outside his clunky nuke suit, and it didn't fit the barrel right. It snagged, refusing to release.

      He jerked at it.

      It didn't budge.

      He started clawing at the holster as he watched the soldier approach.

      It was impossible to make out how much blood was flowing over the gleaming red armor of the Cardinal Order soldier. Lee figured that might be half the point. The soldier lumbered forward, surprisingly spry for something that should be dead.

      Lee looked down once more at the holstered pistol, screaming in frustration. He was going to die for a damn two-credit holster from his stupid gang initiation. Those cheap bastards.

      He shoved the pistol forward, then yanked again with all his might.

      The gun came free with no resistance, and he almost dropped it as he spun around, out of control, his back to the charging soldier. His breath was fogging up the soft plastic mask of the suit.

      He was only a handful of feet from the edge of a gaping hole in the ground. It was at least fifty feet across. He was sure it hadn't been there before. The colony wasn't known for huge fissures in the ground.

      Something fluttered in his peripheral vision. The soldier smashed into his back.

      Lee felt himself lurch forward. The crevice in front of him loomed larger, but it stubbornly refused to reveal a bottom.

      After several wild steps, he finally found his balance and planted his feet, leaning back. The weight shifted around him as the soldier slid down to Lee's waist, and then to his knees.

      Lee turned, fumbling to raise the gun with his gloved hands.

      The soldier was crumpled at his feet, lying in a puddle of blood and guts.

      Lee stared dumbly down. One more second of life, and the soldier would have shoved them both down into the canyon beyond.

      The red armor glowed slightly where the powered flash-steel was still active.

      Lee fired twice into the back of the dead man's helmet. Then he spat on him, or tried to. He forgot he was wearing the nuke suit and ended up adding saliva to the blood that was plastering the inside of the soft-shell helmet.

      He felt his ragged breathing slow.

      An explosion blinded him, and he fell to one knee. It was the prison.

      He staggered up and away, careful to keep a healthy distance from the huge crack in the ground. Everything he saw was on fire.

      This wasn't the little nowhere colony Lee had grown up in. This wasn't the shitty backwater that his gang smuggled drugs through with ease.

      This was a disaster.

      He froze as three more Cardinal Order goons went running past a flaming building, their gleaming red armor buzzing with energy, but the Reds weren't looking his way. They were in full retreat mode.

      The ground around him started to shake.

      He looked up. A mushroom cloud appeared in the distance. Then another, and another.

      Lee looked down at the rip in his nuke suit where the punch pistol holster had snagged on his breathing clip. “Shit.”

      He instinctively slapped his hand over the gaping hole.

      Good job, genius. That’ll show that pesky radiation.

      He grabbed at the black comm stick hanging from his belt. Yet another toy from the guard shack. “Two Bags, I’m fully and completely screwed,” he screamed into it.

      The comm crackled to life. “Happy, is that you? Where the hell are you?”

      Lee looked around. His nickname was Happy, but he wasn’t feeling it right now. He’d become separated from the rest of his gang when the Reds had shown up at the prison as they were climbing out. He had lost all sense of direction.

      “No idea. Where are you?”

      “I’m with the crew,” Two Bags replied. “We thought you were dead.”

      “Me too.”

      “We’re at the port. There are Reds everywhere. They’re bugging out like rats from a sinking ship, and they’re bombing the surface.”

      “No shit.”

      “We’re going to roll them. We’re gonna take one of these gunships.”

      Lee had an image of three underfed prison escapees launching an assault on a Cardinal Order gunship. Good luck, he thought. He had bigger problems.

      The rumbling grew louder, like a train arriving.

      “I have to get cover. My suit is ripped.”

      Two Bags answered with static.

      “Two Bags? Did you hear me?”

      For the second time in a minute, Lee knew he was dead.

      A dust cloud erupted in front of him.

      He started to turn.

      A scorching wind ripped him off his feet and sent him tumbling like a rag doll.

      The universe could have thrown him anywhere.

      It chose the gaping hole in the ground.

      He swung his arms out, wildly grabbing for anything as he flipped head over heels. He felt dirt and rock shred the gloves of his suit and tear into his hands.

      He fell further.

      Something smashed into his shoulder, and he felt an explosion of pain. His head snapped back and a second impact cracked the back of his helmet. With his one good arm, he clamped down on something. He didn’t know what he was holding, only that he wasn’t letting go.

      The air was warm. He had to keep moving.

      Lee opened his eyes.

      He was hanging on to the rail of a platform that extended out of the chasm wall. It looked like the back deck of his parents’ house. There were chairs and umbrellas and picnic tables.

      He dragged himself over and staggered to his feet. Warnings flooded the HUD inside his helmet.

      In front of him was a thick door with small windows on either side. He ran toward it, firing at the locking mechanism with his punch pistol. The lock exploded and fell away.

      Lee barreled into the door, forgetting how much his shoulder hurt. It reminded him.

      He screamed out in pain as the door jerked against its hinges and he fell forward over a huge table surrounded by chairs.

      He flipped over and found himself miraculously still on his feet. The hot blast of air that poured in from outside was decidedly less harsh in here, but the radiation warnings on his helmet were louder than ever.

      Lee looked down again at the tear in the nuke suit. Yup, still there.

      He ran through the next set of doors.

      It was an airlock of some kind.

      He hit the screw handle and jumped in.

      He felt the hiss as the air changed inside the airlock. For just a moment, he basked in the silence.

      I’m alive.

      A poster above the door expounded on the virtues of maintaining a clean-room facility. There was a list of tips with hand-written notes on it.

      A computerized voice made a feeble attempt to remind him to wait for the contamination scan to complete.

      “No thanks,” said Lee.

      He shot the door sensor and kicked the pressure lock on the inner door. It popped open immediately.

      The soundproofing in the airlock was impressive. The moment he stepped out, blaring alarm bells greeted him.

      Red klaxon lights flashed. Two people in lab coats ran past, unfazed by the strange man in the airlock. They were clones. Lee could make out the blood eyes easily enough. Damn clone scientists. Of course. Wherever there was trouble, there they were.

      There was genuine terror on their faces.

      An automated voice was blaring over the speakers in the hallway. “Emergency destruct sequence. Evacuate immediately. This is not a drill.”

      Lee laughed. Nukes were scorching the ground above. The world was ending. And the one place he’d found refuge was about to self-destruct.

      Then he saw something that made him stop laughing.

      He saw his parents.

      A framed picture of them, laughing at a dinner party, hung in the hallway, hopelessly out of place. He recognized it from the hallway in their housing pod.

      He blinked. This wasn’t right. They lived in a housing pod near the edge of the dome, not in some underground lab.

      He looked around and started seeing more things from his parents’ house. His house.

      There was the ugly wall clock. There was the old table his mother used for game nights. But it was all wrong, like someone had randomly picked up the details of his youth and left them scattered around here.

      He was losing his mind.

      His father walked past him as if he wasn’t standing there.

      “Dad?” Lee said. He holstered the pistol and ran to his father, grabbing him by the shoulder. “Dad!”

      His father turned. Blood was pouring out of his head. A gash ran the length of his face. Lee pulled back his hand, and found it wet and sticky where he had touched his father’s shoulder.

      “Holy shit, are you—”

      Lee’s mother was lying on the ground a few feet away. She was ripped nearly in two. Her chest was torn ragged. A spray of plasma scorched the wall beyond her.

      Before he could react, a Cardinal Order soldier appeared from out of nowhere. The red armor was mottled and splotched with darker red stains. The red stains of blood. Of his mother’s blood, he was sure. The solder was holding a plasma gun in his hands.

      Lee screamed and launched himself at the soldier.

      The soldier whipped his gun around. Lee arrived a moment before the gun came fully around. He felt the buzzing of energy beside his shoulder as the plasma discharged.

      He smashed into the soldier and sent the two of them sprawling.

      The soldier was huge. He still had the plasma gun in his hand. He tried to maneuver it to shoot Lee in the head. Lee began to smash the soldier’s helmet against the hard floor of the lab, or whatever the hell it was.

      The Red was strong. Too strong. He rolled Lee over like a toy, and it was all Lee could do to grab the pulse rifle with his free hand and hold it at bay. The soldier kept wrenching it around. Something popped, and Lee realized that the man was ripping Lee’s nuke suit further with his other arm. Lee felt the hand sliding up, catching him at his windpipe.

      The soldier was completely on top of Lee now, knees on either side of his chest, crushing his throat as Lee desperately clung to the muzzle of the plasma gun.

      The gun kept turning. Lee couldn’t stop it. He felt his eyes bulging, his neck crushing under the strength of the man’s strong hand. It was like steel. The powered armor crackled up close, snapping in front of Lee’s eyes.

      The plasma rifle slid past his shoulder. It touched the fabric of the soft-shell helmet, dragging loudly as the material shifted under the metallic edge of the pulse gun.

      He could pull the trigger now and blow half of Lee’s head off. But the soldier was greedy. He kept pushing, enjoying Lee’s desperate struggle. The finger closed on the trigger.

      Lee suddenly released the barrel, causing the soldier to momentarily overcompensate and swing the gun wildly past Lee’s face. Lee grabbed the knife at his waist. He couldn’t pull it out, could barely move it. But he shoved the handle down toward his feet with all his might, causing the sharp tip to slice upward into the soldier’s thigh.

      It slid across the bright red armor, scratching loudly but doing no damage.

      The soldier sensed the knife and reacted instinctively, pulling up his leg.

      The release of pressure allowed Lee to claw desperately at his holstered pistol. He fired wildly as it was half-holstered, missing the soldier completely. But the shocked Red released his grip on Lee’s throat and swung his hand down to grab the pistol in Lee’s hand.

      Lee slammed his forehead into the hard helmet of the soldier. He misjudged, and his already-broken nose blossomed with fresh pain.

      The distracted soldier roared in rage and pointed the pulse gun into Lee’s face. A shot exploded.

      The soldier seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then another shot exploded, and another. Lee unloaded from the pulse pistol he had shoved into the soldier’s side.

      The soldier slumped down on top of Lee. The weight of the giant man and his equally heavy armor took Lee’s breath away. He wasn’t sure if the strangled whimper he heard was from himself or the last gasp of the dying soldier. Probably both.

      Lee struggled to shove the man aside. He rolled over and crawled to his feet.

      His dead father was standing there, smiling and nodding, his split open head flapping. His mother was standing now too, her body hanging loosely from the rip in her midsection. His father was propping his hand against her side so she stood more or less erect.

      “What am I—”

      “We’re dead, Lee,” said his mother. “You have to get off the planet.”

      Lee stared, dumbfounded.

      “There’s a military transport,” said his father. He was head of the militia. He would know. “They’ll be leaving shortly from the facility here. You have a spot on it.”

      Lee didn’t speak.

      His mother sighed. He realized now that she was wearing a lab coat. It must have been white at some point in the past, but it was stained brown and red now. “You know that I work here, Lee. I know that you’ve told yourself I was a teacher. That was a cover story. But you knew that. You knew that I was an Empire researcher. You’ve always known that.”

      And now, Lee realized, he had known that. Had all along.

      He looked down at his hands. They were old and broken. He wasn’t fifteen. He was ancient. He was old as time. He was Lucky.

      “They came for this.”

      Lucky stared at the T’kat’ke his mother was holding in her hands.

      Only it wasn’t a T’kat’ke, not exactly. As he stared at it, the swirling energy within changed. It solidified. Where there had been spinning endless energy, now he saw an entire solar system. He recognized it immediately. The Sol System. The first system. The sun was pulsing like it was about to go supernova. He recognized the planets too: one in particular. A planet he’d never visited. One he’d never wanted to visit, unless war brought him there.

      Old Earth.

      Lucky heard the ringing in his ears begin immediately. His legs began to quiver.

      It was more powerful than any T’kat’ke he’d ever felt.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      She didn’t answer.

      “What is it?” he said again, more urgently.

      His mother frowned at him. “Wake up.” Her lips weren’t moving.

      Lucky frowned. “What?”

      “I said wake up, you tit-licking cock stain.”
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      Lucky opened his eyes. April stood over him, the butt of a pulse rifle waving in his face. Instinctively, he reached up and grabbed the rifle, sliding it easily into his grip.

      April smirked and stepped back. “Unbelievable,” she said with a chuckle.

      "Told you," said Jiang, walking up to join her. "Like catnip for his broken soul."

      The pair stood by expectantly as Lucky sat up and tried to clear the fog out of his head.

      It was that dream. Again.

      He glanced around the makeshift cockpit they were sitting in. It was actually one of the modules from the Alberta, the defunct space station the Empire had built around the Great Corridor, which had served as their impromptu home after escaping from Nar.

      He tried not to think about the fact it was currently lashed to the side of an alien ship traveling at near-FTL.

      He really tried not to think about where they were going.

      And he really, really tried not to think about what they were going to do when they got there.

      “Trying not to think again?” echoed Rocky. “It should be so easy for you.”

      For once, he didn’t take the bait. He was still too shaken from the dream.

      “That one was really vivid,” he echoed.

      “You don’t have to tell me, I’m the one trying to keep your ass from having a nightmare-induced heart attack,” Rocky said. “Or at least from pissing yourself too badly.”

      “I mean, a little bit is normal—”

      Malby came up next to Jiang. “I prefer to wake up the good old-fashioned way,” he said, a dented metal cup in his hand. Lucky could smell the rocket fuel on his breath.

      “Alone?” asked April playfully. The two of them were still circling. It could be the end of the universe, but somebody was always getting busy.

      “Maybe more people should,” said Rocky. Jiang was giving him a curious look.

      “Sometimes I think she can read our thoughts.”

      “You’re an open book,” said Rocky. “A trashy one.”

      Malby put a hand on Jiang’s shoulder as he peered down at Lucky. Jiang flinched, and even Lucky could see what was coming. Apparently Malby couldn’t.

      “About time, Sleeping Beauty!” exclaimed Malby. “I know the motto is sleep anywhere, anytime, but you really take it to—”

      Jiang sighed deeply, then brushed his hand off her shoulder and elbowed him in the neck in one fluid motion.

      Malby cursed and staggered backward, somehow managing not to spill his drink everywhere.

      “I wasn’t doing anything!” he exclaimed. He was wearing his combat gear, but it still had to hurt.

      April gave him a sour look. “Handsy.”

      “You bitches hang together.”

      Jiang waved him away dismissively. “The grownups are talking.”

      Malby rolled his eyes and flipped her off.

      “The dream team at work,” said April.

      Jiang turned to Lucky. “Speaking of dreams.”

      He nodded in answer to the implied question.

      “T’kat’ke again?” she asked.

      He nodded again. The orb was appearing in his dreams every time he slept now. He was exhausted.

      “It was like a T’kat’ke, but there was something strange about it. It almost looked like, like...” he said, groping for the word. The dream was already fading from his mind.

      “I don’t think we should keep it with us,” Jiang broke in.

      “No!” said Lucky firmly. “It goes where I go. It might be the last one left in the universe.”

      He tapped instinctively at the side of his combat suit. He could feel the subtle curve of his armor there. One advantage of a positive-contact combat suit that drilled straight into his internal systems was that, with the help of his nanobots—which could shift the very fabric of his guts around—adding a small, triple-blast-reinforced orb to the mix was no problem.

      Well, almost no problem. He felt his back and winced. Sleeping on his side would be nice.

      “Agreed,” said April. Ever since she’d hot-rodded a copy of Rocky and leapt through that corridor, she was on Team T’kat’ke.

      “Sounds like a fetish to me,” said Malby. He drained the last of his stiff drink. “But you gotta get your kicks where you get them.”

      Malby being Malby. Some things will never change.

      Lucky stood up, rubbing his neck. Everyone was in their combat suits. He looked down and remembered he was wearing his, too.

      “All but the helmet,” echoed Rocky. “Remember, the precious cargo lives up here. And I don’t mean your shitty grey matter.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Lucky sensed a shift in the velocity of the ship. They were slowing. "What's going on?"

      Malby laughed. “This is your shitty plan,” he said. “Don’t you know?”

      “It’s our plan,” Lucky said defensively.

      April snapped a hammerhead onto the outer shell of her combat suit. They’d found it in the Alberta, along with a small supply of drones and munitions.

      "Grab your gear and tuck in your junk, buttercup," she said, handing him his dive helmet. "We're here."
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      “Behold, Shit City,” Malby announced cheerfully over all-comm.

      Lucky shoved clear of the makeshift Alberta module, free-floating in space for a moment before engaging his hammerhead thrusters for the short space jump. The team quickly formed up into a loose V-shape, with Malby at point.

      In his mind’s eye, he saw the view from the external drones that Malby had deployed. The drones were about a million intervals ahead of them, enough that it gave them a pretty good look around the next corner.

      What he saw was a green smudge in space.

      “That’s it?” asked Jiang.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” said Malby, “you’ll be much less impressed when we get closer.”

      “Two minutes to boots down,” Rocky announced.

      Lucky flipped around to look back at the makeshift ship they had jumped from. The Alberta module looked like a tiny speck wedged against an enormous elongated rock.

      The rock wasn’t just a rock, of course. It was Darboon.

      The Darboon were one of five alien races that comprised the bulk of about a dozen different makes and models of ships he had never seen before. Then again, no human had until three days ago.

      “How does it feel to be leading an alien invasion force into human space?” asked April. She had flipped as well, and slid over closer to Lucky. For someone who wasn’t a Marine, she handled the hammerhead well.

      Lucky shook his head. “I never wanted to lead a squad. Now I have my very own E.T. invasion force.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, the Shemwar might think you’re a god, but nobody else does.”

      Lucky laughed. “Actually, it does make me feel better.”

      The Shemwar had to be convinced to come. They had wanted to stay at the Great Corridor, they were so sure that more Da’hune were coming. Lucky didn’t disagree. This armada might be focused on destroying Old Earth and whatever secrets she held, but that wouldn’t wipe out humanity.

      The 50 billion who lived on Old Earth might quibble, but it was a fact. This was a war. The Queen Mother might have been a lone agent, but this Da’hune armada wasn’t. This was a premeditated attack. There was no other way to interpret it other than as an act of war.

      The Empire, from what little chatter they could gather, wasn’t just stepping aside for the Da’hune like the Emperor had implied. They were actively supporting them.

      It was a shock to the rest of the universe. Not so much to Lucky and his crew here.

      This war was just beginning.

      “One minute,” Rocky echoed.

      “Is this completely crazy, April?”

      “Which part?”

      “All of it.”

      She seemed to think about it. “Yes,” she said finally. “But it’s the right thing to do.”

      Lucky exhaled. “I’m not sure getting killed leading a bunch of aliens on a suicide mission is the right thing to do.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes you take the suicide mission.”

      Lucky looked over at her. She shrugged again.

      “You’re talking to an agent of the Empire. I’d give my life for it.” She hesitated. “I should have.”

      Lucky thought back to the Emperor on his knees as they’d raced out of the basement of the evacuation center on Nar. “I don’t think dying in that shithole would have been the best use of your life.”

      “Well, you tell me when you find a better one.”

      Lucky was about to tell her how stupid that sounded, but she must have sensed it, and quickly pressed on.

      “Anyways, these guys have fought the Da’hune before,” she said, motioning to the ships. “It’s not a suicide mission.”

      “These are refugees,” Lucky murmured. “We both know that. Most of them aren’t soldiers. The Darboon are about the only real warriors in the group, and they’ve never defeated the Da’hune in battle.”

      “The Shemwar—”

      “The Shemwar were created by the Da’hune. They might be their equals—maybe—but they’ve never tried to rise up until now. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

      “We know they’re slow as shit.”

      That was true. Like the Da’hune, the Shemwar seemed to be powerfully armed but curiously short on drive technology. Luckily, the Darboon weren’t, and were big enough to fit the Shemwar in their asteroid-like ships.

      They both looked quietly at the shrinking group of mismatched alien ships. From a distance, they looked like any other collection of ships that Lucky had dived from on countless missions.

      He tried to tell himself this one wasn’t any different.

      Work the mission.

      “Well,” April said at last, “the good news is, we have a group of Marines here who somehow lucked into destroying an entire Da’hune armada once. Maybe they can do it again.”

      “I don’t think anyone is that lucky.”

      “First things first,” she said, “let’s get our hands on that FTL-carrier.”

      Lucky nodded. That was the reason they were here. He and his alien invasion team had to get to FTL speed so they could catch the Da’hune armada.

      They might be slow, but they had a head start. At their current rate, they would be at Old Earth in less than a day. The Cardinal Order had organized a last stand outside the Core Zone. Maybe that would buy them another day, if they could slow them down, but Lucky had little hope that anything humanity had ever made had any chance against the Da’hune. Maybe the Empire, with their Da’hune-inspired tech, but they weren’t playing.

      His alien friends were their best chance.

      He just had to get them there.

      Lucky smiled wryly, despite himself. “We gotta get our aliens to catch their aliens.”

      April laughed and shook her head. “Honestly, that’s not even the crazy part. The crazy part is stealing an FTL-carrier  from the Reds. If this mission doesn’t dry out your sphincter, nothing will.”

      “Did we get a transit signal yet from the Cardinal Order?” Lucky asked Malby over all-comm.

      Malby slid up closer to answer. “No signal yet, but it could come at any time.” Then a thought seemed to occur to him. “What if they don’t come?”

      “They’ll come. They arranged this little rendezvous.”

      Jiang slid up beside Lucky. The four of them were now in close dive positions: probably a good idea, even if this was an automated facility.

      “I still don’t get that,” Jiang said, shaking her head. “What does the Cardinal Order want?”

      Lucky didn’t know, but decided April was as right as anyone. “We’ve managed to stop the Da’hune once. Maybe they want our help.”

      Jiang looked dubious. Lucky tried another tack. “Maybe we’re at the top of the Empire hit list, and the Reds hope we’ll defect to their side? There are a million reasons, and I really don’t care about any of them. I just know that the only way they’re getting here is an FTL-carrier, and the only way we’re getting out of here is with an FTL-carrier.”

      Jiang bit her lip, still far from convinced. “And you think this plan will work?”

      No.

      “Yes,” he said. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? You guys were part of the planning. It’s not just my plan.” He spread his arms. “It’s our plan.”

      “We’re here,” Rocky said.

      “Hey, I’m down with it,” said Malby, flaring out his thrusters. “I can’t wait to take an FTL-carrier off the damn Red bastards.”

      Lucky closed his eyes as he felt his own thrusters open up. Hearing Malby say it made it sound twice as crazy.
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      “Will you look at this thing?” Malby said, before whistling low and shaking his head. “She’s ugly even by my standards.”

      The four Marines had flipped around and were beginning their final descent in tight formation.

      “You don’t have standards,” Jiang said distractedly, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      It was fair to say their target wasn’t impressive.

      As they approached, the green haze turned into a huge cloud of thousands of drones in constant motion. They were whirling around an enormous hollow tube, open at one end. It could only be described as a gun barrel in space. It was big enough that a handful of Armada-class destroyers could fit through the opening.

      Not that anyone would go sniffing up the ass of this thing.

      “Is this our shit spitter?” Lucky asked Malby.

      “Our very own,” he replied.

      The shit spitter was a trash satellite. Faded, scratched words along the side of the facility read “Scrap & Havoc Internal Treatment.”

      The ancient heap had one job. To receive trash barges from the two dozen inhabited worlds of the local system, pour them into the central pit—which was a radiation centrifuge in the center of the barrel of the facility—and cook them into huge balls of trash. The nuclear process allowed for the recovery of every conceivable precious ore.

      The huge facility was entirely automated, since humans tended to react badly to enormous amounts of radiation. It was crisscrossed with brightly-marked yellow cranes that ran on a rail system wrapping all the way around the facility, right down into the pit in the center.

      Every day, those trash heaps were launched by slingshot out of the enormous opening of the barrel. In a carefully orchestrated dance, those dense balls were accelerated through a series of pulse hoops dotting a line-of-sight pathway that led directly into the heart of the double-sun at the center of this system.

      The whole process was brutally simple. When it came to trash, the universe wasn’t into making things complicated.

      “You and shit spitters have a lot in common,” noted Rocky helpfully.

      Lucky ignored her. To Malby, he asked, “Can you control it? Because what we’re about to do breaks about every safety protocol this damn thing has, and maybe some we don’t know about.”

      “Don’t worry,” Malby said, which was a good reason to worry. “Anything I can’t handle, she can.” Malby nodded over to April. “You still have Inquisitor access?”

      She shrugged. “Damned if I know. But I’ll give her a tickle and see if she squeals.”

      Lucky had his doubts. It must have shown; April shifted her weight to cross her arms. She didn’t like people doubting her.

      “When they killed my Emperor and the Triumvirate, they killed the linked net that was responsible for my access keys. Don’t think they thought that through. I’m sure they’re doing everything they can to block access, but outside the Four, no one could access or block or even know about what I was doing. I was autonomous from the rest of the Empire. I worked for my Emperor and the Triumvirate alone.”

      Lucky noted the “my Emperor” comments. This was personal for April.

      “Screw it,” Malby said. “Let’s get it set up before the Cardinal Order assholes get here.”

      Jiang surprised them all by screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Shit, Jiang, what the hell?” said Malby.

      Jiang was shaking her head and gritting her teeth. She looked like she was about to pass out from rage. “Gods in Olympus, does it have to be them?” Jiang asked. “Can’t it be anyone but them?”

      Lucky had forgotten that her brother had signed up to fight the Reds. She had fought the Reds right alongside him, until—

      Until he died.

      “Until the Hate killed him,” Rocky said.

      “The Hate. Sure.”

      Lucky closed his eyes. Images of his own fights with the Reds surfaced. Every Empire soldier had them. Every one of them had been born into war with the Reds—even Lucky. He’d most likely die that way, too.

      He remembered standing at a hill, early in his time in a prison squad on the Red front, outside the Core System. This was after the Empire pencil pushers had left Old Earth to the Reds.

      The retreat was controlled chaos. Then again, most charges were too. Blood, shit, and chaos.

      They had been pinned down by a Red position with a leveraged firing angle. But the bastards had misjudged their exposure, and an Empire firebomber had hit the hill perfectly and lit the whole thing up with acid fire. It clung to their gear.

      He and his fellow prisoners watched the Red assholes come crawling out, tumbling down the hill, screaming in agony, flames and burning flesh emanating from under their combat armor.

      Lucky had refused the order to shoot the bastards. All of them had. Instead, they watched them burn alive in their blood-red uniforms. They wanted to wear red? They could wear red.

      Another memory hit him. It was a fight on a burnt-out tanker somewhere over the outer systems. Lucky was still drunk with the raw power of the Hate. He was building his legend, like a cocky kid with a new toy. Lucky had unleashed it happily. He wrenched the head of a Red soldier around until it popped. The man had shit himself and died, but Lucky still wasn’t satisfied. He relished the feeling of the dead man’s back splintering as the Hate tore the man in half with Lucky’s own bloody hands.

      Nothing the Hate had ever done to a Cardinal Order soldier kept him up at night. That was a simple fact.

      “Yeah,” said Lucky. “I’m not a fan either.”

      He’d rather watch humanity go extinct than help the Reds.

      Lucky disengaged his hammerhead thrusters and coasted toward the side of the shit spitter. Up close, it was even more massive. The group aimed to land just along the upper ridge of the trash pit. It was a huge U-shaped trench that ran about a half-mile forward and aft. A parallel ridge ran on the other side of the pit.

      Lucky was angry. He didn’t slow his approach.

      “Nothing like taking out your aggression on a piece of shit in space,” Rocky noted.

      He ignored her. He went in hard. Good and hard.

      He felt his magnetized combat boots snap down against the metallic outer hull of the shit spitter, sounding as angry as he felt.

      Then the hull gave out below him.
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      Lucky sank down to his knees, and had the distinct impression that he could sink further. The shield armor of the shit spitter was rotten and brittle.

      In theory, there was no oxygen here to corrode the metal. But over the decades, the trash pit had generated a modicum of an atmosphere, helped along by the centrifuge surrounded by radioactive acids, and the constant radiation bombardment must have weakened the metal to the point where it couldn’t sustain outside pressure.

      “Shit,” yelled Malby as his usual inelegant landing was further complicated by the support beam he’d landed on breaking away under him. He spread-eagled and landed belly-down on the outer skin. Spread out, the cracking metal was just about able to hold him.

      A metal track that had been attached to the support beam sagged and snapped away, falling into space.

      “Walking on this is going to be like walking on thin ice,” said Jiang. She elegantly flipped over and just kissed the outer hull as her hammerhead feathered to a stop.

      Lucky took another step and watched the crunching metal buckle again. This time he stepped through up to the middle of his calf. “This is ridiculous.”

      “Yes,” said April, floating past him, keeping her hammerhead on a slow simmer as she skimmed along the surface. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Lucky looked at Malby, confused. “I was just following him on point.”

      April shook her head. “Speaking of shitty plans,” she said, the smile clear in her voice, even over all-comm.

      “What’s your bright idea?” asked Malby. “I need an access point.”

      She nodded to something about a hundred feet away. It looked like a small control room with windows that was elevated a couple stories above the trash pit. It was held aloft by a set of large metal support beams. Lucky didn’t like the way it leaned out over the huge radiation pit, even if that was by design. He had a feeling that if they leaned hard against those support beams, the whole thing would fall over.

      Still, the control room looked like a more promising position from which to gain control of the trash satellite.

      “What the hell are we doing here, Malby?”

      “How the hell do I know?” he snapped back. “I’m not an Empire Inquisitor.”

      “But you did actually look at the plans for this place, before we space jumped over here, right?” asked Jiang, even though her voice said that she knew the answer.

      Malby ignored her. “Let’s just get up there without knocking the damn thing over.”

      “Look out!” yelled April as thrust vented out of her hammerhead, and she spun away and upward.

      A huge yellow crane swung wildly past her, riding forward along a large metal track.

      Lucky glanced along the track to see where the thing was headed.

      Shit.

      He leaped forward and fired his hammerhead in one motion, diving straight at Malby. He hit him chest high with his right shoulder, just as the crane reached the part of the track that had been held up by the support beam Malby had taken out in his landing.

      Unfortunately, while he slammed Malby clear of the fast-moving crane, the action created just the perfect amount of energy pushing back that he was left pirouetting in space while his thrusters struggled to regain forward momentum.

      The crane ripped clear of the crumpled track and headed straight for him. For once, he was happy to be in low gravity.

      He swung his legs forward and smashed into the side of the crane. Or more appropriately, the crane smashed into him.

      Lucky’s breath was blown out of him as his knees were shoved up into his chest. It triggered some long-lost memory of confidently hopping out of a second-story window and ending up on the ground, rolling around and trying to catch his breath.

      He threw his hands forward. Shoving with all his might, he finally got the better of what little gravity there was. As he kicked himself clear, the crane toppled away, flipping off into space.

      But he couldn’t save himself from Malby.

      “Gotcha,” said Malby, having recovered himself with the help of his hammerhead and reaching out to grab Lucky to pull him back down toward the brittle metal hull.

      “No, wait—” exclaimed Lucky, but before he could stop him, Malby had pulled both of them down hard onto the ship. The metal gave way instantly under the momentum of Malby’s hammerhead.

      Malby disappeared completely through the metal hull, yanking Lucky after him.
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      It took several minutes for Lucky to extricate himself from Malby, then half-thrust and half-crawl his way back out of the Malby-shaped hole in the side of the hull. Jiang and April made a half-hearted attempt to help, but the laughing and pointing made it less efficient than it could have been.

      Malby found a way to blame everyone, including the designers of the ship, the universe, and even Lucky, but curiously excused himself.

      Five minutes later, they were at the entrance to the generously named control room. It was more like a janitor’s closet, but not just any janitor. A particularly unloved janitor who had made lots of enemies.

      It was tiny and bare. The room consisted of two ancient-looking input modules and some windows. There was a control board that looked complicated for an operation this rudimentary.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t touch anything,” Rocky offered.

      “Thanks, Mother,” he replied, leaning against the outer bulkhead. It cracked ominously. He sheepishly moved. Damn.

      “Can you restore gravity?” asked Jiang. “Or life support?”

      “Nothing to restore,” he said. “This place ain’t made for meat bags.”

      Jiang engaged her combat boots and snapped lightly to the metallic floor. Lucky was happy to float.

      He nodded at Malby. “Have you got control?”

      Malby had his hotbox in hand; his eyes were slightly out of focus. He frowned, but said, “I think so.”

      “Reassuring,” said Jiang.

      “It’s not like this thing is state-of-the-art,” Malby snapped.

      “Look,” said April, nodding at something that was showing up on the holo-screen in front of her. “It’s placed the launch schedule on hold. We already have one in-barrel and another one forming,” she said triumphantly.

      “Translation?”

      “If we can get it pointed in the right direction, your plan might get upgraded from shit to … less shitty?”

      “It’ll have to do. How are we—” Lucky choked off his words as a hideous image filled his mind’s eye.

      The hideous image of his ally, as it turned out.

      “Hello, Darboon, you startled me.”

      Lucky didn’t have a name for Darboon. No rank. He was just Darboon, of the Darboon. It made no sense to Lucky, but it seemed that the leader of the Darboon and the Darboon themselves were inseparable. When one was made leader of the clan, they forgot their own name and were only known as Darboon.

      Darboon of the Darboon was in his mind’s eye. Rocky could give him some warning, but that wasn’t her way.

      Darboon was leading the fleet of alien ships that were with them. His face reminded Lucky of close-up images he had seen of insects on Old Earth, all mandibles and random protrusions. He made the Da’hune look positively friendly by comparison. Lucky thought that Darboon looked like something that was designed to live in his nightmares.

      “We are positioned just outside the drone cloud,” came a detached metallic voice. Darboon appeared to speak Empire standard with the use of a translation program, but damned if Lucky could see where—or how—he communicated his words in the first place. It was like talking to an alien ventriloquist.

      “Thanks, Darboon. Stay put for now. We don’t want to broadcast the fact that you’re here, even if we have good intentions. I think—”

      Darboon cut in as if Lucky wasn’t talking. “—And your visitors have arrived,” he said.

      Lucky turned to Malby just as Rocky said, “We have down transit signatures.”

      “Here they come,” announced Malby. He was suddenly very serious, which, considering it was Malby, was disconcerting.

      A drone’s-eye view replaced Darboon in his mind’s eye.

      A massive carrier, even bigger than the Empire’s own Occupier-class carriers, appeared. Like any ship dropping out of FTL, there was a strong distortion of space that lingered as the Altchinger drive wound down its huge bubble field. For a moment, it was impossible to know what they would see.

      The distortion lifted, and the huge flotilla of ships that accompanied any such carrier came into view. Due to the size, Lucky had imagined the carrier could keep a larger battle group around it than a typical Empire carrier could.

      What he saw made his jaw drop.

      Wave after wave of Red dreadnoughts poured in alongside the carrier.

      “Shit,” Jiang said. “This plan isn’t going to work.”

      Nope, it sure won’t.

      “It’ll be fine,” Lucky said. He didn’t even convince himself. Faced with the reality, their plan seemed idiotic.

      They were going to override the safety measures on the shit spitter and fire trash bombs at the carrier. The radiation cocktail should muddy the space around the carrier enough that forming the Altchinger bubble would be next to impossible. That would keep them from jumping away while the Shemwar and the Darboon overpowered them and they surrendered.

      Sounded great when they’d discussed it at the Great Corridor.

      “Worst-case scenario, we can just go to Plan B.”

      “And what,” Jiang asked, “is Plan B?”

      Lucky frowned. “Ask nicely?”
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      “Got a Plan C?” asked Rocky.

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Might start working on that.”

      The dreadnaughts began to disgorge fighter craft and drones at an alarming rate. Dots were filling up his HUD like chicken pox.

      “Shit, are they attacking us?” Malby said under his breath.

      “They aren’t leaving their proximity positions,” April snapped. It was true. The fighters were staying in the near space of their dreadnaughts.

      All the same, it was an aggressive stance to take coming out of an FTL jump.

      “I’m surprised they have the ships to spare,” said Jiang.

      “I’m surprised they have ships at all,” said April. The reports from the skirmishes with the Da’hune along the trajectory to Old Earth weren’t good.

      It wasn’t just the Cardinal Order fighting them. The Asiatic Ring and Alliance had an interest in preserving Old Earth. Hell, every human in the Universe had an interest in protecting Old Earth.

      But the Cardinal Order actually controlled it. Called it home. Their galactic government was there, or had been. Lucky wasn’t so sure it was anymore. He wouldn’t blame them for taking a long vacation off-planet. He certainly would if he could.

      The Reds had thrown waves of carriers and battle groups at the Da’hune in attack after attack. They had little to show for it. At best, they had damaged a few Da’hune ships. They had lost everything in return. The precious intel they’d brought back so far had failed to give them anything meaningful to use in the fight.

      The Da’hune were simply unstoppable.

      “There’s something strange about those ships,” echoed Rocky.

      His spiders must already be finding patterns. Their favorite game. Few things escaped them.

      “Like what?”

      “Too small, for one. Moving too slow. All vectoring away.”

      “April said they were staying in the proximity of the ships.”

      “It just appears that way because they’re moving so slow. But they’re clearly on the move.”

      “Toward us?”

      “Away from us. Away from everything.”

      What the hell are they up to?

      “Here we go,” said Jiang, nodding at the display in front of them. “Getting a signal.”

      “Are we ready for these bastards?” Lucky asked Darboon.

      The insect-man nodded and answered in the metallic-sounding machine voice that spoke Empire standard. “The strike force is ready for anything.”

      April nodded and threw a holo display at the screen, and on cue, a very trim and proper military face appeared, surrounded by the blood-red walls of the Cardinal Order bridge. Lucky felt himself vomit a little in his mouth.

      Lucky had never made formal contact with a Cardinal Order ship. He’d seen the politicians talking; he’d fought and killed plenty of Cardinal Order soldiers, and cheered as he’d watched battle cruisers burn and fall from the sky.

      But he’d never actually been on the receiving end of a call from the command center of a Cardinal Order ship.

      First time for everything.

      “This is the COC Enchantress. I’m Lord Cardinal Marcus Meeley of the Cardinal Order of Peoples. Who am I speaking with?”

      Lucky felt all eyes turn to him. Even April.

      But before he could speak, Malby blurted out, “That’s Madman Meeley.”

      Malby was right, of course. Less than discreet, as usual, but right.

      This was Madman Meeley, a legendary butcher in a universe full of them. He was well known to the Empire. He had been a commander when he’d participated in the raid that killed Lucky’s parents, in fact. A captain when the Cardinal Order had managed to pry the Empire away from Old Earth. Now a full-blown Cardinal, apparently. Weren’t many of those.

      One constant was his intense hatred for the Empire. Looking at him now, Lucky decided his hatred seemed to extend to former Empire soldiers, too. His face was ugly and cracked, with a scar that ran down his cheek. He wore an eyepatch that Lucky didn’t remember from any of the images he had seen.

      “I’m Lucky. This is—”

      “Let’s not,” Meeley said. “We don’t have time for pleasantries. You’d better get your military force ready.”

      Lucky felt like he’d just been punched in the gut. “My what?”

      “Your little motley crew. The one you’re hiding in that godawful radiation cloud.”

      Shit, how does he know that?

      Malby turned to Lucky with a look of triumph. “Told you! Shitty plan!”

      Lucky considered reminding him he had liked the plan, but it hardly mattered.

      April jumped in. Lucky had a feeling she’d been waiting for a chance. Fine by him. “Why do we need to get them ready?” she asked.

      Meeley considered April coldly. “The traitor Inquisitor. There are people I know who would do terrible things to get their hands on you.” He somehow extended the pronunciation of terrible into four syllables.

      “I’m no traitor. We tried to save the Empire.”

      Meeley held up a hand. “I’m not kidding. Get your alien force ready.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re going to have a reunion,” he said.

      April looked quizzically around, and it was Lucky’s turn to interrupt. “What are you saying?”

      “An Empire battle fleet will be here in seconds.”
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      “Shit,” said Malby. “This asshole sold us out!”

      Meeley gave him a look of contempt. “You and your kind sold us out.”

      “We tried to stop this.”

      Meeley looked at something off the screen. Lucky didn’t know anything about the Cardinal Order ships or how they ran them, but the command deck seemed thinly staffed. Where was everyone?

      Meeley nodded and returned his attention to them. “You didn’t try hard enough.”

      Jiang seemed to have had enough of the pointless bickering. “If you know we have our fleet here, then you must know what we need.”

      Meeley nodded. “I do.”

      “Well?”

      He sighed. “It won’t do any good. Not now.”

      “What do you mean? If we could get in front of this—”

      “Did you not hear me?” Meeley screamed, a spasm of violence and anger spreading over his face. “Listen to me, because we’re out of time. An Empire fleet is arriving. There was no way—there is no way—to get you a ship to fulfill your mission. The Empire knows what you’re after. They’re systematically destroying every FTL ship. With their Da’hune technology, they’re succeeding. They’ll destroy this ship. I’m a dead man talking to you.”

      Lucky could barely speak. “So why—”

      “So why am I coming to you with my last act? Why am I leading them right to you? These are the questions you should be asking.”

      “Well?”

      Meeley stared for a long moment, then nodded, as if he had just made up his mind. He turned to someone just out of their view. “Send them. Send them all,” he said.

      He turned back to the screen. “This fight was coming to you, whether I brought them or not. With me, you at least get something out of it.”

      Without hesitation, Meeley reached up and pulled back his eyepatch to reveal what appeared to be a perfectly good eye.

      He plucked it out and held it up. A mucus-like liquid oozed out of the socket. Lucky could see now that there was some genetic adjustment to make the iris appear brown. But from the back, it was clearly red.

      Blood red.

      He was a clone.

      “No. Fucking. Way,” said Jiang.

      Lucky had nothing clever to add.

      “How the hell does a blood eye become—” Malby faltered. “You?”

      It wasn’t a bad question. Lucky had never known a blood eye to be anything but a scientist, but there had been rumors of unmarked clones for as long as there had been clones.

      Meeley replaced the eye and the patch in a practiced motion. “I’ve killed men for asking me that.”

      Lucky believed him. Even though he’d spent his whole life not trusting blood eyes, he trusted this one.

      “I’m not coming to you as a representative of the Cardinal Order. My orders were to engage the Da’hune. I disobeyed them. I have higher orders from the Society.”

      At the word, April shot forward, like Ahab sighting a whale. “The Society? They exist? You know of them?”

      “Not that one,” said Meeley dismissively. “That was an offshoot group of clones who thought they could fix this cluster by deposing the Emperor and forcing everything into the open. Instead, they managed to get the Emperor killed by a group of rogue Marines and tighten the grip of the Da’hune operative-infested military. The Empire is now under martial law, and unfortunately, that means Da’hune law.”

      “We didn’t kill him—”

      “The Society of Clones has been balancing the terms of engagement among the human powers for hundreds of years. We couldn’t help the Union—they turned their back on us centuries ago. We did the best we could for them. But we have long been aware of what the Empire was up to. We didn’t realize until it was too late, however, just how much our own operatives within the Empire had been corrupted by the Da’hune. By the time we understood, we could no longer balance the terms of engagement. Equilibrium was impossible. Equilibrium is impossible.

      “But the Da’hune influence over the Empire isn’t like the Union. We can block them from that kind of intrusion. They have their own spies, their own clones if you will, just like your Nico and Vlad, hidden in plain sight, that are being manipulated as avatars. But this is their weakness, don’t you see?” Meeley slammed his hands together. Spittle flew. He was earning his nickname.

      “This is the weakness! This is where you can hurt them. Destroy them. They need access to control their avatars, and you can use that. Don’t you see?” He looked straight at Lucky. “You, of all people, should understand. You don’t need starships to cross the universe, and you don’t need their weapons to destroy them.”

      You, of all people, should understand? What was he saying?

      The lights on the bridge around Meeley changed to a deeper crimson. An alarm sounded. Meeley ignored it.

      “I’ve sent you everything I know. Make a handshake. I won’t risk this any other way, even if we’re all damned to hell.”

      A handshake. It meant a physical contact would be required to get his intel, and that was some damn good intel.

      “What did he just send out?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “There’s so much interference. I can’t be sure. I’d assume drones. There are so many.”

      “We have to get one of them.”

      Rocky didn’t disagree, but it was mostly out of their hands. Either the drones found them or not.

      “And I just figured out what those ships are. Why they’re so small. Why that bridge was so quiet.”

      That was enough clues that even Lucky could figure it out.

      “Escape pods?”

      “Rats leaving sinking ships,” said Rocky.

      “Contacts!” screamed Malby, alerted by his drone network. “Holy hell, he wasn’t lying.” He looked up. “It’s an Empire battle group.”

      “Kinda wish I was a rat right now,” Rocky said.
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      Lucky watched as Meeley took a seat at a command post. He saw one other soul move quickly past the screen to the other side of the command center. Lucky would wager it was the XO.

      Somehow, the fact that this man was joining his captain to hold the line made something snap inside Lucky. “Darboon, get the Shemwar out there. Fast. We need to get them between that Empire battle group and the Cardinal Order—”

      Lucky stopped. The Empire ship that Lucky was seeing through Malby’s drone feed was like no Empire ship he had ever seen.

      “What the hell?” Malby asked.

      The ship was as black as space, like all Empire ships, but that was where the similarities ended. It was much longer and thinner than any Empire ship, and looked more like—

      “That’s more Da’hune than Empire.” Jiang said it, but Lucky was thinking it.

      Meeley didn’t look up from his station, but said, “The Empire has made strides, thanks to the Da’hune.”

      Lucky knew that was true. They all did. The Empire had their new Da’hune weapons, but he hadn’t imagined it would be this extensive. It was damn well like looking at an Empire version of Happy Giant.

      “That Empire strike force will be in firing position any second,” echoed Rocky.

      “Darboon?”

      “We are moving the Shemwar into position,” he said.

      “You know there are only four of us left?” Meeley spoke without looking up, and it took them all a moment to realize he was addressing them. Lucky wondered why he was leaving the channel open.

      “Four what?”

      “Four carriers.”

      “In the sector?”

      “In the fleet.”

      “Bullshit,” said Malby. “You have at least thirty that we know of.”

      Meeley ignored him. “And do you know why we’re one of the four left? Because we haven’t engaged them yet. It’s that simple. The great stand at the Core Zone was a slaughter. We barely slowed them down. They’ll be at Old Earth in hours.”

      Lucky was shocked.

      “Here’s what I know,” Meeley said, at last looking up to face them. “We can’t stop them. Everyone who has tried has failed. Attack isn’t an option. Running isn’t an option. But you are an option. You might be the only option.”

      A ball of blue Da’hune energy formed at the front of the Empire ship. It seemed to draw power from its long slender body. Tendrils of energy snaked all around it. The ball expanded rapidly, and then exploded forward in a diamond shape, with hundreds of pulses of blue torpedoes that arced outward and rained down on the Enchantress.

      The Enchantress opened up her main batteries, firing a matching barrage of energy back at the Empire ship. But the firepower of the Enchantress seemed puny against the onslaught of the Empire torpedoes.

      Maybe if it lasted a couple minutes, the Shemwar could have been there.

      It barely lasted seconds.

      The torpedoes shredded the Enchantress. Explosions ballooned across her bow as entire portions of the giant superstructure were bent and ripped by the force of the energy release. Her aft engines ripped right off, turning the great ship sideways and pulling her almost in half at the center. Her stern flipped and bent backward before a spectacular nuclear detonation sent her exploding outward in a cloud of particles and projectiles that immediately rained down on her accompanying dreadnoughts.

      The dreadnaughts themselves must have been running skeleton crews as well, if they were crewed at all. Two went up almost immediately, engulfed by the explosion of the FTL drive.

      Two more went tumbling away, either partially or totally powerless. Only a handful remained. They began to pull back, using the burning wreck of the Enchantress as cover.

      The Empire strike force, which hadn’t fired a single shot besides the deadly rain of blue pulse torpedoes that eviscerated the Enchantress, didn’t follow. They kept gliding toward the trash satellite.

      Toward Lucky and the team.

      “Okay,” said Lucky. “I officially don’t think the plan is going to work.”

      “I am organizing our fighters,” growled Darboon. “We will commence our runs as soon as we release the Shemwar—”

      Lucky felt the ground disappear from beneath his feet. He stared down dumbly and felt the ceiling slam into the back of his head. He sensed his eyes dimming a moment before a fresh blast of energy and heat threw him forward, sending the world tumbling.

      Somewhere in the analytical part of his brain, there was a conversation going on with his spiders. They were in agreement. An explosion behind him had ripped open the wall of the small control room from the outside.

      Glad that’s sorted, he thought.

      He felt a combat stim hit his system in the same moment that his world went dark.
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      Lucky realized after a moment that his nanobots had slapped a skin graft over his face as space poured into the control room. He slapped his combat visor shut and felt the skin instantly roll back, and he was sighted again.

      Empire Marines poured into the room.

      The first one took four shots in the stomach from Jiang, who somehow had her rifle up and firing. She had been farthest from the blast, and her boots had remained locked down to the metal floor.

      Jiang pumped in more rounds, but the numbers weren’t in their favor, and two men quickly managed to bull rush past their dead buddy.

      Lucky felt the soft sensation of drones sliding out of his suit as Rocky got her defenses hot.

      He shoved off hard, flying through the gravity-less room, hoping to close the distance before they could get off a shot, but these were trained and prepared Marines. His chances of taking them by surprise were almost zero.

      The closest one fired his rifle. Lucky felt the pluck of his spiders and dipped his shoulder, feeling the hot sensation of energy as it flew past his shoulder, buzzing his head.

      Close.

      Lucky felt the old knot in his stomach that always came when killing needed to be done. It didn’t thrill him like it once did, but he still got that old rush if he was honest with himself. He saw the red mist swirling at the edges of his vision.

      He shoved it away as he clamped his jaw down so hard that he felt his teeth crack.

      Back into your bottle, you demon piece of shit.

      He juked his other shoulder, anticipating the second shot and waiting to take a slug from his buddy. Dodging one rifle at close range was something his spiders could do. Two men concentrating their fire would surely overwhelm even his spiders, and certainly his reaction time.

      But the other figure wasn’t firing. It took Lucky a second to understand why, and judging from the way the soldier was staring down at his arm, it was taking him some time to figure it out as well.

      The front half of his rifle had been lopped off, and a good chunk of his hand with it.

      April slammed into the man as she shoved her pistol under the lip of his helmet. She fired into his neck, and blood splattered outward in slow-motion droplets. The force bent the Marine’s head backward and sent him flailing into the soldier behind him. April leapt on both of them, screaming gutturally.

      The man in front of Lucky fired again, so close that he couldn’t miss.

      But he did miss. Lucky had fired his skyskimmers a moment before, and the shot sizzled under him as he barreled into the soldier, smashing into the man and using him as a battering ram to shove him backward into the explosive hole that the Marine team had ripped in the side of the control room. Several of the soldiers flew backwards, and the rest were thrown to either side.

      “Damn it, Lucky!” screamed Malby, who was smashed against the opposite wall. Lucky realized too late that the backwash from firing his skyskimmers in the small space had caught Malby and sent him flying.

      Lucky landed on top of a soldier, who tried to turn and pull something from his waist that might have been a grenade. Before he could do so, Lucky smashed his arm across his body and slapped the device away.

      The man had something that looked like a pin in his hand.

      “Rocky!”

      A drone flashed by Lucky’s face, scooped up the grenade, and shot out the opening. A flash of light was followed by a rolling energy wave that crashed back through the opening and threw Lucky backwards across the small control room.

      He smashed into the far wall and took a moment to get his bearings. The grenade must have been Da’hune tech. The blast was at least twice what he would expect. It had killed at least four of the soldiers. Two more had been shot by Jiang.

      Lucky saw that April had gripped one of the soldiers’ arms and had wrenched it free of its socket like a vulture picking at a carcass. The man howled in pain. As he watched, she smashed it across the soldier’s visor, then wrenched his helmet all the way around, breaking the man’s neck.

      She lifted the body up like a ragdoll and slammed it into the last soldier still standing, sending him sprawling backwards out of the hole in the control room.

      April turned around, absolute fury blazing in her eyes.

      Lucky felt for a moment like he was having an out-of-body experience. Here was the Hate in another. Lucky had allowed himself to imagine that somehow, when she had picked up a copy of Rocky when she’d hot-rodded him, that she hadn’t also got a copy of the Hate along with it. But that was foolish. When the Queen Mother had extracted Rocky to bring her armada across, the Hate had taken advantage of the opportunity.

      There was no reason not to expect it again.

      No matter what he did, the Hate would always win.

      Lucky sensed movement under him. He’d been so busy watching April give him her impression of the Hate that he had lost track of the soldier beneath him.

      The soldier’s visor was cracked. He had just as many enhancements as himself, so Lucky was sure his bots could keep him alive for several minutes. Lucky pulled his pistol and was about to shoot him in the head to kill off his AI.

      The soldier raised his hands in surrender. There were pins wrapped around both thumbs.

      Grenade pins.
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      Lucky knew Rocky’s drones weren’t going to be able to help this time.

      “Grenades, get down,” he screamed.

      April looked confused, like she was struggling to get her bearings. Malby was across the control room, but taking a page from Lucky’s MO, he kicked in his skyskimmers and shot across the room in one huge step, smashing into April as he went out the ragged hole in the control room. Jiang and Lucky dove through directly after.

      An explosion lit up the control room behind him. Lucky had flipped over to cover Jiang, and it was a mistake. He caught a good portion of the blast energy in his chest and it ripped the breath out of him.

      He felt something constrict across his stomach and chest. It took him a moment to understand what was happening.

      There was a sticky rope around him.

      He flipped around to find Jiang, teeth gritted, arm locked around a support beam just below the control room.

      “Fire your damn rockets and help me out.”

      Lucky knew a good order when he heard one. “Thanks,” he said as he grabbed the support next to her.

      Malby and April were scowling at one another for reasons that Lucky didn’t really understand or care about at the moment. April had blood splattered across her visor. Lucky couldn’t tell if it was inside or outside, or both.

      Lucky felt as if the support beams they were leaning against were disintegrating in front of him.

      “How the hell did they get the jump on us?” Malby exploded.

      “How couldn’t they?” April shot back. “We didn’t take any measures.”

      She was right. Even a pair of shadowing drones would have spotted them. As the ranking Marine, that was on Lucky.

      “There goes your promotion.”

      “Good.”

      “Well, I was monitoring the shitshow up there,” Malby said defensively.

      “Speaking of—”

      “We have more company,” April announced.

      Lucky turned. The shitshow in space would have to wait.

      They had a shitshow down here.

      A huge troop transport was skimming across the long radiation trough that ran the length of the shit spitter. It was an A-8A mega transport. A Marine Fat Cat. It must have gotten a drop-off. It wasn’t much good for open space maneuvering, but it could operate in the low gravity of the trash satellite, and it was armed to the teeth. They were staring right down the barrel of the Fat Cat’s roof-mounted slug gun. It wouldn’t be long before they were in range.

      “We’re screwed!” said Malby. “That Fat Cat has to have a hundred soldiers in it.”

      “And how many more have those super grenades?” Jiang asked.

      They were badly exposed here, no matter what.

      “We can’t stay here,” said Lucky, but something about what Jiang said struck a nerve. This whole op didn’t feel right.

      “Malby, what’s the situation upstairs?” He nodded to space above them, where the Darboon and the Shemwar were deployed.

      “Darboon took losses, but the Shemwar?” Malby smiled. “Hot damn. I don’t see a mark on them. I think the little trash cans really are impervious to the Da’hune energy.”

      “And the Empire strike force?”

      “Actually,” Malby said, a bit surprised, “they’re pulling back.”

      “Are they trying to flank our Shemwar line?”

      “Nope, they’re in a tight formation.”

      What the hell? Superior numbers against a superior force. Use your numbers to your advantage. What’s the commander of that Empire fleet thinking?

      “Does it strike you as strange that we got hit with a guerrilla-style raid from a small team when the main ground assault was still in the dropship?”

      Malby seemed to mull it over. “Why give up the element of surprise?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Assuming we’re the target,” Jiang said.

      “Oh, we’re the target,” Lucky said. “Don’t ask me how, but the Hate is behind this. It wants us dead. Bad.”

      At the mention of the Hate, he glanced at April. She seemed to be lost in thought.

      “She’s got her own struggles with the demon,” he echoed.

      Rocky was silent on the subject. Talking about the Hate was bad luck in Rocky’s book. Better to let sleeping demons lie.

      “It might have been a recon team out for glory,” said Jiang.

      “What kinda glory is a sneaky bullshit attack like that?” shot back Malby.

      “Are you kidding?” she asked. “To be the ones to kill the Emperor-killers? There’s no tactic off limits.”

      Lucky hadn’t thought about it from the Empire soldier’s view, but she was right. He put himself in those boots and knew that he would do the same thing.

      Something flashed overhead. An asteroid-shaped shadow blossomed and exploded.

      “Malby?”

      “They’re firing those damn torpedoes. The Shemwar can take it, but the Darboon are getting shredded.”

      “Those Darboon are our ticket out of here,” Jiang said.

      That suddenly gave Lucky an idea.

      “Darboon?” Lucky called over their select channel. “Gather up and get back. We made our point. That strike force isn’t going to try a frontal assault again. We need all the transports we can get for the Shemwar.”

      “Like it matters, man,” said Malby. “Our FTL ride is in a million pieces.”

      “He’s not wrong,” said Jiang. “What’s the point now?”

      Lucky looked at April. She nodded.

      Maybe it was just her dogged determination to right the wrong she felt had happened with the Emperor, but she was the most driven person on the team.

      “You caught all that cryptic shit Meeley was saying?” asked Lucky. He knew she had a version of Rocky. She’d said it named itself Dragon. He was sure she would have caught it. “He had to be talking about a corridor. We have to get his information. It’s out there somewhere in a drone waiting for us. We just have to survive long enough to get to it.”

      April nodded. “We’ve got a mission. We work the mission.”

      Darboon’s metallic voice came on at last. “Our warriors want to stay and fight. They will come again as soon as we withdraw.”

      Lucky nodded. “I understand. But I’ve got an idea. A plan, actually. We’re going to need a clear firing path.”

      Malby cocked his head. “You’ve got a plan?”

      “Actually, it’s the old plan,” he said. “Just a new target.”

      Malby nodded in understanding. “You want to roast that Empire ship?”

      “Bingo.”
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      Malby’s eyes rolled back as he and the hotbox got in a deep conversation with his AI, or whatever he did when he got access. Lucky didn’t really know or care.

      “Malby, we need to do this—”

      “It’s done!” Malby exclaimed. He held his hotbox tight in his fist. He looked entirely too smug.

      Jiang narrowed her eyes. “What did you do?”

      “I took care of both of our problems.”

      “How?”

      Malby nodded, and they all looked across the trash pit toward the far end, where the Fat Cat was firing her landing thrusters.

      Suddenly a giant crane swung wildly at the ship, trying to shove it into the trash pit. The transport was struck just below its front landing strut, sending it spinning sideways into the rusty side of the shit spitter.

      The transport spun sideways in the low gravity. The driver panicked and gunned his rockets, but that just sent out a jet of energy that kicked up the radiation soup inside the pit. A toxic stew of radiated trash exploded out of the unstable pit and rolled over the stubby transport wings. One of its engine mounts was literally ripped off. It flipped over and into the trash pit. A moment later, a wave of flame exploded out of the radiation pit.

      “Shit,” said Malby. “That worked better that I thoug—”

      The ground beneath them shifted, tilting upward. Lucky reached for a handhold. “What the hell, Malby?”

      Two automated cranes swung around toward them.

      “Oh shit,” said Malby. “I turned on the processor since the troop transport was inside the trash pit lip.”

      Jiang pointed upward to the control room they had leaped out of. It was at the top of the trash trough. They were some fifty feet below it. “We’re inside the trash pit lip!” she screamed.

      “I see that now,” said Malby. “It was Lucky’s idea.”

      “I was kinda relying on you to understand the finer points of the plan. Like how to ensure it didn’t backfire.”

      Malby shrugged. “I think we’ll be fine.”

      The cranes began to converge on them.

      “Drones!” said Lucky, a moment before Rocky sent two of her locusts forward, firing on the cranes.

      The hearty cranes absorbed the blows jovially enough, like this was a fun morning exercise for them.

      “We need our battle drones,” said Rocky.

      “We don’t hav—”

      The ground disappeared completely from below them. Lucky looked down at a huge sea of melted, radioactive metal.
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      Lucky hit his skyskimmers, but they weren’t made for this. There was an artificial gravity within the pit, where the process of melting the trash down and sending it through the huge slushing floor was underway.

      They would soon find themselves on the giant trash grinder.

      “Rocky, ideas!”

      As they fell, Lucky saw that the others had made various efforts to fire their skyskimmers as well. Too bad they had all shed their bulky hammerheads earlier.

      Jiang had been the closest to the wall, and had been able to fire her rockets to get a toehold on a lip about fifteen feet farther down from where they had been clinging a moment before. The rest of them weren’t so lucky.

      Lucky felt something mash hard into his back, then two more in quick succession. The pressure began to exert itself, and he felt his falling stop.

      “This won’t work for long, so you better think of something else.”

      Lucky rolled over, and realized that Rocky and the other AIs had deployed almost all their drones in a diamond pattern, creating a net that the others had fallen into. As he watched, two of the drones near him disengaged from each other, and another had to slam itself into the hole to keep Lucky from slipping through.

      Malby was hanging with one leg swinging down through another hole in the net.

      “This won’t hold long,” he screamed to Malby.

      “It doesn’t look like we have long,” said April, entirely too calmly. Lucky followed the nodding of her head.

      Above them, the giant cranes were sliding down their shiny tracks on the side of the trash pit.

      They were coming for them, their pesky little bits of trash that just wouldn’t get into the pit.

      “Malby, can you do something about these damn automated trash collectors?” Jiang screamed from her perch. The rails that the two cranes were on wouldn’t take them to her immediately, but it was only a matter of time.

      The shit spitter was crisscrossed with the rails that the giant cranes operated on. The rusty yellow bots were everywhere.

      “Not if we want the rest of this plan to work,” Malby replied, and added helpfully, “They’re just doing their job.”

      “I think we can scrap the plan at this point!” screamed Jiang.

      “No,” said Lucky curtly.

      “What?” she screamed back.

      “He’s right,” said April. “We aren’t going to be able to run down Meeley’s drones and get at his intel if that Empire battle group is up there. The Shemwar can help us, but we need to make a point.”

      Malby shook his head. “Make a point? What point? That this is a waste of time?”

      “Why aren’t they just firing on the station?” Jiang asked.

      “Because they want to be sure,” said Lucky.

      “Sure of what?”

      “Sure we’re dead,” he said, then paused. “Sure I’m dead.” Somehow he just knew this. The Hate was behind everything the Empire was doing now. He knew that the Hate had a personal vendetta against him.

      “A little paranoid, there, chief?” asked Malby.

      “Maybe,” Lucky said, but he didn’t think so.

      The cranes had finally made their slow approach along the sides of the pit. Something exploded against the far wall as a drone was ripped loosed from the hold it had on the wall.

      The drones began to float free, a blanket over the pit, unattached to the walls now. They were slowly sinking into the radiation pit.

      Something lassoed out and grabbed the drone that was nearest to Lucky. He looked up and saw that it was sticky rope. At the other end, Jiang was pulling it in fast.

      That’s my girl, he thought.

      “Sticky ropes!” he screamed, firing his own sticky rope back in the other direction, slapping against the side of the pit next to Jiang.

      A moment later, two more ropes fired. They slowly began to drag the entire small flotilla of drones toward the pit wall. The cranes sensed the change and started to adjust their path on the tracks, moving toward the side of the pit they were nearing.

      They were going agonizingly slowly, and were dropping more quickly as they got closer to the radioactive pile below them, pulled down faster and faster by the artificial gravity at the heart of the pit.

      Something exploded behind him. One of the drones at the far end of their carpet ride of drones dipped into the acidic melted ore and began to spark. Its rockets failed it and it fell back into the soup. It disappeared with a hiss, melting like it was made of soft clay.

      “We aren’t going to make it,” Malby said.

      He might be right. Malby was very low, only a few feet above the pit acid.

      Lucky, farther up the floating carpet of drones, was dragging himself up, crawling and using the pull of his sticky rope to clamber up onto the wall of the pit. He looked back, about to consider what he could do for Malby when he saw April. She was practically in the acid.

      Lucky was about to ask Rocky what they could do for her, when he saw she was fumbling with something.

      “What the hell is she doing?”
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      April was feeling it again. Dragon called it the Hate, but they had both decided to call it the Bunny, because why the hell not? April had a rule. Things that wanted to be scary got the piss taken out of them. She’d been doing it to superior officers her whole life. Why not this damn thing in her head?

      “The damn thing has a point,” Dragon echoed.

      Radiation was building up fast. “Is that pit level rising or—”

      “We’re sinking. These drones aren’t going to be able to hold us.”

      She felt something burning at her side. She tried to ignore it. She felt a stim hit her system.

      “Easy with that shit,” she echoed.

      “You need it, sister,” came Dragon’s cool reply.

      She gritted her teeth and felt a pop as her jaw locked hard. It might be the stims. It might be something else.

      “Maybe we should let the Bunny out of the cage.”

      “And do what? Punch this ocean of fucking radiation juice into submission?”

      She looked up at Malby. He was struggling too. The two of them had fallen farthest. He’d reached out for her. It was a nice gesture. Unfortunately, it had thrown both their balances off and she hadn’t been able to fire her skimmers until much too late. Only the brilliance of Rocky and the drone net idea had saved them, but it was only delaying the inevitable now.

      Jiang was already back up to the lip and Lucky was on her tail.

      “What do you think, big boy?” she screamed up to Malby. “Got any ideas in that thick head?”

      Malby shifted his weight to look back at her and promptly slipped between two interlocked drones. They instantly ripped apart where he went through, and two more went crashing out. Malby’s leg slipped through right up to his torso.

      “Shit, I’m dead!” he screamed as he swung around to grab the remaining drones near him. His other leg had slipped through now and he was dangling through the net of drones.

      April felt the whole operation unraveling before her. The drones were picking up radiation doses they couldn’t handle. Each failure left more weak points in the net.

      A few more seconds at best, she thought.

      Maybe it was time to let that damn maniac Bunny out to play. She didn’t like the way it tried to shove her out of her own thoughts, like an old boyfriend trying to tell her how to fly her own damn ship.

      April sighed. Another man in her life trying to tell her what to do.

      “Maybe we could—”

      April felt the drone under her right hand give out. She tried to roll back to her left to compensate, but the drone there, having lost its lock with the drone next to it, immediately fell away too. She found herself leaning forward, bent at the waist, desperately trying to keep some of her weight back so she didn’t topple forward.

      She felt the anger welling up in her. Not this way.

      She found her balance and pulled up and rolled over on her back, so that she was lying spread-eagled, facing upward. Malby was somewhere just above her head, struggling to pull his legs back up. She sensed the red mist invading her mind, trying to trick her into letting it out to play.

      Back you go, cute little Bunny man, back into your cage. The Bunny turned red with rage in her mind, but she ignored him.

      You don’t have the power, mister.

      The power.

      April looked down at her pulse rifle. She had all the power she needed right here. She flipped the rifle around and kicked open the grenade launcher.

      “Dragon, we have to get more thrust for these drones.”

      “Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.”

      She lifted the release casing and dropped a single grenade charge in her hand. She popped the activator and counted.

      One.

      “We’re going to have all the thrust we need.”

      She looked up at Malby. “Fire up your skimmers!”

      Malby stared back at her. “What does it matter? They don’t have enough thrust to do anything!”

      Two.

      “They’ll help,” she screamed back.

      “Help with what?” he shouted back in bewilderment.

      April stood up, balancing as best she could right over the little drone below her, hoping it would catch the worst of the blow. She tried to will Malby to just do what she told him. Might as well try to reason with the Bunny.

      Three.

      She dropped the grenade.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Malby screamed.

      The drone faltered and slid down, and April knew she was going to get a big chunk of the blast herself.

      This was going to be messy. The big bad Bunny ought to enjoy it.
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      Lucky watched April rise on a column of energy and slam into Malby as she fired her skyskimmers, yanking him along.

      “Hit your skimmers, you useless asswad!” she screamed through gritted teeth.

      Malby obeyed, and the two of them smashed against the wall of the pit, then began to slide upward along the wall.

      It took Lucky a second to realize what April had done. She’d blown up a grenade right below herself to create momentum before firing her shoulder thrusters. Her legs were in tatters. She’d blown one  off at the knee.

      Her nanobots must be working overtime, staunching the wound and keeping her from bleeding out in the mayhem of the extensive injuries to the bottom half of her body.

      It was a crazy move. The kind of thing someone listening to the Hate might try.

      “That’s something you would try,” Rocky shot back. “She has better control of this than you think.”

      Lucky took a moment to digest that. “What are you saying?”

      “Dragon says she can control the Hate.”

      Lucky snorted. “You can’t control the Hate.”

      “She can.”

      “Then she’s lying to herself, and to Dragon. You’re both lying to yourselves,” he said with conviction.

      “Just because you can’t fight it—”

      “We,” insisted Lucky. “We fight the Hate. You and me. And we do a pretty damn good job keeping that demon in the bottle.”

      Rocky said nothing. She was adamant that she had nothing to do with keeping the Hate at bay. Lucky was sure she was more important that she believed, and Rocky and Lucky had decades of pitting their battles with the Hate across the landscape of his mind. April had had it with her for the last few weeks, along with an AI unlike anything she’d ever known.

      Lucky found it hard to believe she was in charge of anything.

      Something plucked at the edge of his mind. He had lost his focus.

      His spiders were suddenly roaring and writhing in his mind. He instinctively allowed the spiders to drive, pulling his legs up and swinging backward.

      He looked up as a huge yellow pincer smashed into his face.
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      His spiders saved him. Even though he hadn’t thrown himself completely clear of the flying metal arm, it did end up catching him just a glancing blow. It smashed down off the side of his combat helmet and crushed his shoulder.

      Pain exploded for a moment, then dulled away as his nanobots killed his pain receptors. He sensed the joint dislocating and knew there would be little help from that arm.

      The blow threw him off balance, and for a moment he was looking back over the radiation pit. He thought the crane had accomplished its goal of throwing him into the pit.

      A fresh combat cocktail hit his system and he felt himself smile, his teeth grinding together.

      He grabbed on to the other crane arm as it tried to complete the task. Instead of falling, he found himself clinging to the bright yellow arm as it swung him further out over the pit.

      He swung wildly, trying to get his hand on his pulse pistol. He finally got his hand on it, but just as he grabbed the butt, the other pincer arm swung down. He threw himself backwards and saw sparks fly again as the pincer smashed into its own other arm, ripping a huge rusted chunk out of itself.

      That gave him an idea.

      He hit his skimmers and smashed back into the crane. Where he landed, the metal disintegrated. The old crane was far more delicate at its central mass than the arms would indicate.

      Lucky finally got his pistol free. He fired into the joint of the crane arms and the main body. The exposed wiring and bearings ripped clear, as if they were held together by nothing more than bad intentions.

      The radiation these things worked around day and night took its toll. Anywhere that wasn’t expressly shielded was brittle and old. He turned and shoved his pistol muzzle underneath the shielding on the other arm and repeated the feat. The arm joint exploded and fell away.

      He fired once more into the joint that secured it to the track. It cracked and exploded.

      The crane, now immobilized and without its two arms, flailed about, trying in vain to figure out how to shove this pesky piece of trash into the pit below.

      The pit below.

      Lucky turned back to see the level of the acid pit was rising. Fast.

      “Malby?”

      Lucky looked down to where he’d seen Malby and April. They were gone.

      “April?”

      “Get clear, chief, she’s gonna blow,” said Malby.

      Lucky looked up to see that Malby and April had joined Jiang at the top of the pit wall. They were climbing away. Malby was having to carry April upward. At least she had a regen meat bag on her missing leg.

      “I’m coming up. Malby, we have to get our surprise package ready.”

      “Ready to rock,” Malby announced. “So you want to hit all of them?”

      “No, we’re concentrating on that big bitch. We don’t have the Darboon to back us up, so we aren’t trying to capture anything anymore. We’re just trying to chase them off while we figure out what the hell to do next.”

      The original plan had been to remove the station safeties and fire off their trash balls at the Enchantress.

      Rocky laughed. “Trash balls.”

      Lucky shook his head. That plan had ended when the Enchantress was shredded. The new plan was to survive.

      “That’s always your plan,” said Rocky.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Something sizzled below Lucky. The pit level was spitting acid that was digging into his combat suit.

      A red light danced in his eyes, but for once it wasn’t the Hate. It was his radiation detectors.

      “I’m doing the best I can,” echoed Rocky. “But how about we get out of here?”

      Lucky heartily agreed and clambered over the flailing trash crane, then pulled his pulse rifle and fired a handful of slugs into it, sending it falling back into the pit. A huge splash of light and sparks accompanied the machine falling in.

      “Was that necessary?”

      “Nope,” echoed Lucky, smiling for the first time today. He turned and started to climb back up the wall.

      Then he saw the Fat Cat lurch into view.
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      Lucky waited for the enormous slug cannon on the transport roof to fire on him.

      Nothing happened. The weapon weaved wildly, but seemed unable to track Lucky.

      Instead, he watched as the transport spun around slowly, like a top on its last few wobbles, losing altitude as it did so.

      It was almost mesmerizing.

      “What the holy hell are they doing?”

      “They have damage,” said Rocky as she coolly showed him the view from a drone on the far side of the transport.

      Now he could see the problem. Both thrusters had been damaged, but one was completely crushed, and the exhaust port on the thruster was actually firing in a way to counteract the other one. It was at extremely reduced power.

      Ordinarily, even under this condition it would have been able to somehow limp home. They were, after all, in space, and the ship could likely have found a way to correct and use a tiny amount of power to limp back.

      But in the pit of the shit spitter, the centrifuge at the center of the beast was generating a small but persistent gravitational pull. Lucky had already felt it, and now these bastards were feeling it too.

      “God damn it, Rocky, are the bastards going to eat it?”

      The ship was continuing the lazy spin, but clearly dropping farther and farther below the lip of the pit.

      “They’re going in,” Rocky confirmed.

      Lucky nodded and turned to continue his climb up the pit wall.

      Then he stopped.

      Shit.

      “Those weren’t Da’hune hybrids, were they?”

      Lucky didn’t have to explain more. Rocky knew what he was saying. Back at the attack at the control tower, there hadn’t been any scales or other alterations. Those were just straight up Empire Marines.

      “Nope,” she said.

      Shit. Shit.

      These were humans. They might be acting in the interest of the Hate and the Da’hune, but they were just soldiers. Empire soldiers. Like him.

      If anything, better than him. On a mission to exact revenge for their Emperor.

      “Meeley said that the situation wasn’t the same as before. Maybe the Da’hune don’t have the same grip on the Empire, at least not outside the Emperor’s Moon, that they had on the Union.”

      “But these particular soldiers are still here to kill you, human or not.”

      “Yeah,” said Lucky. “I know.”

      Rocky waited a beat, then sighed. “Okay, let’s just do this.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Screw it.”

      Lucky hit his skyskimmers and leapt over to the ship, stumbling as he landed on the roof of the transport. It was moving in a counterclockwise circle that made landing easier said than done.

      He stumbled and fell over, grabbing at one of the rails of the ship, and found himself hanging half off the side.

      He looked down to see the pit below.

      Though he had been over it just a moment ago, he hadn’t really had a chance to look down and consider just how horrible death in that pit would be.

      It was a roiling sea of trash that was spinning. He couldn’t see the actual centrifuge at work, but he could almost feel the pulsing energy pouring out of it. Occasionally, a wave of energy would disturb the roiling acid even more.

      Lucky was about to ask Rocky to tell him where the hatch was on the Cat, when he saw what was left of it.

      The entire side of the transport that had been facing the wall when the driver smashed his engines to full was completely shredded. There had been a secondary collision with the pit wall that had opened up the armor plating.

      “I see why they aren’t abandoning ship,” noted Rocky.

      There was no way out. They were literally locked into the transport.

      Lucky felt like the spinning was growing faster. The ship was turning more and more on its axis. Lucky was going to puke at this rate.

      He turned and carefully started climbing back to the top of the transport.

      Suddenly, a red light exploded in his vision.

      RADIATION WARNING.

      “Shit, Rocky, what’s going—”

      A surge of energy exploded out of the pit and rumbled, causing the acid wash to splash upward.

      Lucky rolled back from the edge, trying to center himself in the middle of the top of the transport. The acid wash was coming close to hitting him.

      “Bullseye!” screamed Malby over all-comm.

      Lucky took a moment to understand what Malby was saying.

      The shit spitter had just fired off a trash package.

      Lucky stared right down the length of the trash pit. From his low vantage point, he could see right down the barrel.

      An Empire ship was torn in half. As powerful as their weapons were, the Empire ships were still built on Empire powered armor tech. It was almost impossible to damage it severely with conventional pulse weapons, or energy weapons of any kind, but old-fashioned kinetic energy had always been the best way to attack them.

      In fact, as long as Lucky had been fighting in the Empire, their enemies had found it best to hit them with rail guns and conventional slugs from their batteries. It was a long, arduous task to rip through fifty feet of armor, and more than once Lucky had watched as one of his battle group had dispatched a foe that just couldn’t create enough damage before it buckled under the superior firepower of the Empire.

      But now, they had the ultimate rail gun. At this close range, the slingshot firing of the trash balls was deadly. The Empire ships couldn’t move out of the way.

      At least, they couldn’t quickly. They were scrambling. How their command team hadn’t realized what they were doing with the shit spitter until this moment was beyond him.

      It’s like they’ve never seen one.

      The acid wash rumbled again, and again it bathed the bottom of the troop transport as the giant facility disgorged another huge trash ball.

      This time, Lucky was able to watch it rip through the entire Empire battle group. The effects were deadly. The radioactive waste was so highly packed that it was like a cannon ball or a neutron star. The density was off the scales.

      It shredded through the battle group like a bowling ball through pins.

      The Empire destroyers careened and dove away, smashing into one another as they exploded and lost their way.

      Another blast and the large destroyer in the center—the black one that looked so much like an Empire version of Happy Giant—was hit directly on her stern.

      The ship didn’t buckle, but it shuddered.

      Then it started to turn. They all did. The Empire ships were starting to pull back.

      “Yeah, bitches, eat that!” screamed Malby from somewhere topside.

      “Malby,” broke in Lucky, “get back to the E.T. fleet. What’s left of it. We need to see what the state of the Darboon is, and get April some medical attention.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” asked Jiang.

      “Just taking care of some old friends. I’ll be there in just a second.”

      “Kill the all-comm channel,” he echoed to Rocky.

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t stand to listen to Jiang worrying like a sick mother.”

      “She just wants to help you. They all do,” Rocky said.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. They’re so worried about helping me that they’re going to get themselves killed.”

      “Maybe we just concentrate on not getting ourselves killed.”

      “Agreed,” said Lucky.

      Then he turned to see the barrel of the troop transport’s top cannon pointed right at his face.
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      Lucky dove away just as the cannons exploded, firing a pulse of blue energy just past his shoulder. It was Empire-built, but it was clearly using some version of Da’hune power as it fired.

      Those assholes.

      Lucky clambered forward, leaping over the cannon, but at this range he couldn’t completely avoid the blast. He felt it searing along one leg and knew he had taken a shot there. How much damage wasn’t clear, but any damage to his suit would expose him to catastrophic levels of radiation.

      The acid pit was less than a hundred feet below. The transport had stopped spinning as the engines began to fail completely.

      “Rocky!”

      “Talk to them,” yelled back Rocky. Lucky took a second to understand what she was saying. Then he realized she had keyed up the old Marine-only channel they had used on Nar.

      “You assholes in there, I know you can hear me, stop your automated firing systems. They’re trying to blow me off the roof while I’m trying to get you out of there.”

      Lucky heard nothing in response. He wasn’t sure if they could transmit from inside. He wasn’t sure if they could receive from inside. The radiation levels down here were so high now, and the damage to the transport so thorough, that he might just be riding a coffin full of dead soldiers already.

      Lucky was considering his next move, whatever that might be, when the cannon abruptly fell still.

      Someone was still alive inside.

      “Can you guys hear me in there?”

      Nothing.

      “How the hell are we getting them out of there?”

      Rocky didn’t offer a fast answer.

      The huge bulbous rear end of the Fat Cat housed an engine and a separate nuclear power plant. He looked up at the silhouette of the control room. It seemed like a long time ago that they had been sitting in that cramped room. And sure enough, the brittle support beams were starting to buckle. What a shocker.

      Lucky thought about what that meant, and that gave him an idea.

      Like most of his ideas, it was probably a bad one. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him now.

      “Rocky, get every drone you can.”
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      “We don’t have many left,” she said coolly as a handful of locust drones began to smash into the side of the transport, their engines firing at full strength. “And now we have even less.”

      Lucky didn’t need to be told how tight their munitions were.

      “We aren’t going to generate any lift,” she said.

      “Yeah, I know. We don’t have to get them going higher, we just have to make a hole for them.”

      Lucky aimed his gun downward, straight at the base of the radiation soup.

      “But first we need to drain the swamp.”

      He began firing directly at the base of the pit. He could sense almost immediately that the level started to drop. What he couldn’t understand—because he really didn’t understand what was happening in the pit at all—was where the radiation juice was going.

      He didn’t care. He just needed to lower the level enough—

      Yes. He could see now that there was a ring of heavy corrosion where the top of the acid lake had been. As it drained, it left behind a thin safety coating that he could easily fire through. The wall beneath the level of corrosion was even more brittle that the stuff up top. He could probably throw a drone through it and—

      “On it,” she said, as a smattering of the drones that had been trying to course correct the transport instead turned to suicide dive into the base of the wall, below the corrosive line.

      Lucky flipped his grenade launcher and fired out everything he had into the pit wall.

      Down here, the radiation and atmosphere were even more toxic for the metal. There was a safety lining, but it was easily punctured where he fired his rifle. Beyond it, the brittle steel exploded and huge gaping holes began to appear in the wall.

      Too slow.

      “Help me, you bastards,” he screamed over the Marine channel Rocky had left open.

      Suddenly, the top turret cannon swung around and began to join Lucky in firing against the wall of the pit. It caused significantly more damage than Lucky could.

      The cannon kept blasting, and a gaping hole blossomed open. Lucky could see stars beyond.

      The hole kept opening wider. Suddenly there was nothing to shoot. The wall was gone. The facility was gone.

      “Oh shit, uh, stop. Stop!” he screamed over the comm channel.

      But it was too late.

      The hole was opening of its own volition now, slowly splitting apart the shit spitter at a seam point. The structure of the entire facility began to buckle on one side of the pit, then split open.

      Lucky looked up to see a crane flash past him, dropping fast. Another glanced off the side of the transport, sending sparks flying.

      Lucky looked, and decided not to look up again. But then he saw the walls of the pit begin to undulate, and he felt compelled to take one more glance up.

      That was when the rest of the pit wall caved in on top of him.
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      Lucky did the only thing he could think to do.

      He hugged the side of the troop carrier like it was his mother and he was a scared child. He jammed his legs into a side housing on the roof of the transport and mashed his combat helmet forward until the edges on either side scraped against the jagged corners of some space between two pieces of equipment he didn’t know or care about.

      Because the troop transport was so badly melted at this point from the acid coming up from below and washing up the sides, the pieces were grotesquely melted and rearranged, and Lucky could feel chunks of the armor pulling away as he strained to hold on.

      He tried not to think about the fact that the armor—the powered armor that was meant to shield the craft from huge energy blasts in battle—was crumbling below him. He was acutely aware that the same forces had been bathing him now for several precious seconds.

      The troop transport dropped like a rock as the gravity all around him went crazy for a moment, as the bottom section of the enormous facility began to fall apart in slow motion.

      The avalanche of the pit wall fell around him. Something hit him in the shoulder. He felt a sting, and then it was numb. The act repeated on his side and again he went numb there.

      The bots were killing pain receptors. I’m going to need a few of those, he thought absently.

      He felt his teeth grind as a combat stim hit him.

      “We can’t keep this up,” said Rocky coolly.

      “You think?” screamed Lucky out loud.

      Something like a crane came flying into view, but it was moving in strange motions, swinging wildly, oscillating back and forth in space.

      In space.

      Suddenly, Lucky sensed the change in the pressure around him. He felt his body pulled and sheared, and for a moment he thought he could just die from that.

      The gravity from the centrifuge was suddenly gone. Everything was gone. There was silence.

      Lucky lifted his head from the crack he had planted his face in, like an ostrich pulling its own head out of the sand.

      He was drifting. He slowly slid back from the edge of the crumbling hull. He fired his mag boots, but nothing happened.

      Shit.

      He was going to float away. He fired his skyskimmers, and a weird whine met his ears. He began to turn slowly in a circle, almost like a comical version of the spinning troop transport from earlier.

      “Uh, Rocky?”

      “Your vents are melted. Your boots are gone. Any other questions?” she replied sarcastically.

      “Anything else not working?”

      “You, if we don’t get away from this radiation. Now.”

      Lucky was confused. As he turned, he made a swimming motion with his arms and was just about to get some inertia going. He slowly spun his way until he was back against the hull of the dead troop transport and could grab the edge.

      He reached out. The shielding crumbled in his hand.

      “I said get away from this thing,” said Rocky. “Not grab it again.”

      “We’re away from the shit spitter and the radiation centrifuge. What else do you want?”

      “That’s not the problem,” she said. “This troop transport is so radioactive it’s about to explode.”

      Lucky looked down the length of the transport now and saw that the pulse cannon that had first fired at him and then helped him was now melted and curbed, its belly sagging.

      Shit.

      “Lucky, I can keep running scripts with the medbots to fight off the radiation poisoning, but it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Put it on a clock.”

      A red ticking clock showed up in his mind’s eye.

      “Is this accurate?”

      “It’s a best guess.”

      He had less than a minute before he died.

      Something caught his attention. A vibration in the hull below him. The vibration had a cadence to it. He felt it again.

      “Rocky, can you analyze that?”

      He placed his hand flat against the hull. He was sure he could feel it now. It was drumming out in a rethink. Something specific about it made Lucky think back to something he knew from basic.

      “Is that—”

      “SOS,” replied Rocky. “In Old Earth Morse code.”
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      “We have to get them out of there.”

      “Forty-five seconds,” reported the dispassionate timer.

      “Do we have drones?”

      Lucky could almost hear the frustration in Rocky’s voice as she said, “We don’t. I burned what we had to create that net to try and keep all of you out of this soup. That was before you decided to punch a hole through it instead.”

      Punching a hole.

      Lucky pulled out his pulse rifle.

      “Wait!” screamed Rocky.

      Too late. He fired, and the energy whipped him backwards and almost off the ship. Only the fact that his leg was wedged inside some melted-out chunk of hull kept him from throwing himself right off the ship into space. There he would just be a spinning top until his skyskimmers ran out of fuel.

      “Smart move, asshole,” she said. “Even with the armor turning to ash, you won’t be able to blast your way through until long after you’ve exhausted all your slugs.”

      He surveyed the roof again. He felt the vibrations become more insistent. The pulse rifle might not cut through the hull, but the activity had just alerted whoever was down there, and they were signaling with renewed vigor.

      I hear you, buddy. Hang on.

      Lucky started crawling toward the front of the ship.

      “We need to get to the cockpit,” he said. “There might be an internal hatch that isn’t as melted there.”

      “Not to nitpick, but these men were sent here to kill you.”

      “They’re Empire Marines, Rocky.”

      “So are we.”

      Lucky was working his way forward. He could see the ridge of the cockpit.

      It was slipping in and out of his vision. There were more stars than he remembered at the edges of his vision. He was getting woozy.

      “Thirty seconds,” announced the timer.

      “Not to them,” he echoed. “We aren’t Marines anymore to them. As far as they know, we’re traitors who killed the Emperor.”

      “Shit,” said Rocky.

      “We’d do the same thing.”

      “Shit,” she repeated.

      Lucky nodded. “We aren’t leaving these guys to die.”

      He grabbed the edge of the cockpit and hauled himself around. The interior was gutted. It looked like someone had filled it up with acid, swished it around, and watched everything get poured out. All the metal was corroded and burned together.

      “Shit,” said Rocky, one last time, almost in a whisper. “It’s blocked.”

      What hatch there once was had been completely melted and crushed.

      “No!” he roared. He looked up through the smashed cockpit window and could see the Empire fleet. The Fat Cat had floated a long way away from the shit spitter, and was now in open space. The Empire battle fleet was holding steady, like vultures considering their prey in its last gasps.

      “Get down here, you sons of bitches!” he screamed. “These guys are going to die down here!”

      “Fifteen seconds,” said the timer.

      “These are your men. What’s wrong with you? Come get them. Come save them. I don’t care what you do with me, but don’t leave your men here to die. Not like this. They’re roasting in there. Do you understand me? They are dying in there.”

      Lucky pulled out his pulse rifle and began firing into the melted and destroyed hatch.

      “Lucky,” said Rocky, pleadingly.

      It’s not the armor of the hull plating, he thought. Maybe he could make it through.

      He kept firing, feeling the action from the trigger as he kept it depressed. He felt the advanced rifle begin to auto-unload faster and faster, pulses exploding out of the rifle muzzle and filling the entire cockpit with a glow as energy disappeared all around him, desperate for a place to go.

      He screamed and gritted his teeth, feeling his body warming within the cockpit from the blazing inferno of the gun and his own hatred.

      Hatred for the Empire for getting him into this mess.

      Hatred for the Hate for pushing his own brethren to do this.

      Hatred for the ships out there that could help but didn’t.

      Red mist clouded his eyes, and he welcomed it. He felt a maniacal laugh building up, blood beginning to pour down his face. He didn’t know how, or where it was coming, from but he didn’t care.

      “Five seconds.”

      “I’m going to kill you assholes. You hear me?” he screamed, but he was laughing now. The pulse rifle was beginning to overheat in his arms. Rocky was saying something, but she was a distant voice he couldn’t make out anymore. A voice he didn’t want to make out anymore. He didn’t want to hear what anyone had to say.

      “Four seconds.”

      The blood was making it hard for him to see. He could feel his body failing. Something inside his chest was starting to sting, and it wouldn’t stop. He knew that the biobots would stop any pain like that instantly. He was dying. He knew that.

      He screamed, and blood and spit splattered on the side of his combat visor.

      “I’m going to kill all of you! I’m going to find you and I’m going to kill you. Do you hear me, assholes?” He was laughing again, screaming with delight. The Hate was orgasmic.

      “Three seconds.”

      The plasma gun began to miss cycles as it overheated. His arms were burning. He could barely hold the rifle. The stream of slugs lost focus and started to wander around the interior as his arms wavered and lost strength.

      He gritted his teeth and thought he felt his jawline fracture. Blood filled his sight and he didn’t know if it was his vision or the interior of the combat visor, or both.

      “I. Will. Find. You.”

      He spit out through screams.

      He felt his mind melting away.

      “Two seconds.”

      The pulse rifle finally jammed. Rather than throw it away, the Hate laughed with glee and ordered him to flip it around.

      He felt the pulse action grenade launcher in the undercarriage of the muzzle pack. He didn’t have the strength to cock it. He felt the gun slipping from his hands, or maybe his hands were slipping from his arms. He couldn’t tell anymore. He might be melting into the universe.

      “And.

      I.

      Will.

      Kill.

      You.”

      “One second.”

      The Hate wouldn’t let him give up. Wouldn’t let him stop. Not when there was one last chance to destroy. No matter how pointless and stupid, no matter how much it didn’t make sense, the Hate wouldn’t let him stop.

      Couldn’t let him stop.

      It had one goal, and that was to cause as much fury and hate and destruction on the world as possible. And as it was his last dying breaths, it didn’t care. The only thing it wanted to do was destroy.

      He collapsed forward onto his rifle, but the Hate laughed and made him shove forward with his last breath, and with his last act, it made him shove the grenade launcher forward, cocking it into position.

      Red lights flashed in his mind as the timer hit zero.

      Game over, man. You’re dead.

      The Hate screamed in delight to know that the last thing it would see in this universe was red.

      Lucky fell forward and felt the trigger mash inward. The rifle exploded in his arms as the grenade chamber unloaded.

      Lucky stared at the plasma grenade as it bounced forward into the cockpit.

      The Hate laughed hysterically.

      The grenade exploded and everything went black.
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      On the bridge of the Empire carrier Endeavor, Jack listened to the disembodied voice of rage ringing through his mind. It was being transmitted to everyone plugged into the Marine-channel.

      Considering how silent the bridge was, Jack imagined most everyone on the bridge was as well.

      “These are your men. What’s wrong with you? Come get them. Come save them. I don’t care what you do with me, but don’t leave your men here to die. Not like this. They’re roasting in there. Do you understand me? They are dying in there.”

      The Endeavor’s engines were dead. They weren’t moving in space. After the trash bath they had just taken, the engines had been powered down to protect them from the radiation doses floating around. It was hell on their drives.

      A genius move, he had to admit. Jack was a student of battle plans. He had risen to the top of his class at officer training school because he excelled at such war games. He loved to beat the simulations. It was easy to beat his fellow cadets, so he quickly got over that.

      “Do you hear me?” screamed the voice in his head.

      They were all hearing it. He was broadcasting across the whole spectrum out here.

      “Executive Officer,” said their new captain, motioning to Jack.

      “Sir?” he replied, instinctively stepping forward to take the captain’s orders.

      The new captain—his last name was Remus, and if he had a first name, he hadn’t shared it with anyone—refused to use Jack’s name or rank. He just used his bridge title. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, of course, but it was never done. It seemed more than a bit condescending that in the three days he had been here, their new captain hadn’t bothered to learn his name or, as far as Jack was aware, anyone’s name on the bridge. Everyone was just their formal title.

      Jack supposed it fit with the man’s strange mechanical voice, even stranger mannerisms and downright haunting eyes. He wasn’t the man that Jack would have chosen to be taking orders from. Jack wanted to give the man the benefit of the doubt. He’d earned those stripes, that much was clear.

      Except it wasn’t clear to Jack. He seemed to lack even rudimentary tactical skills. He continued to set their position wrong. He didn’t seem capable of leading the men by example. He disappeared and was never seen in the mess hall, or sleeping, or shitting for that matter. He didn’t seem to exist outside the bridge.

      Meanwhile, the man Jack still considered the captain—his captain—had been relieved of duty days ago. This man had come from command HQ. Jack had heard that similar changes had happened across the entire fleet.

      “Set a course for home,” the captain said.

      Home was the port of call for the Endeavor, the space station Norfolk. It was the home for the entire Empire fleet on this side of the galaxy. It was the largest space station in the known universe.

      No telling about that other universe.

      “Yes, sir,” he said.

      The heavy breathing and screaming resumed in his head. “Do you hear me? I’ll find you. And I’ll kill you myself!”

      Someone on the bridge coughed.

      “I. Will. Find. You.”

      They could hear gunfire and explosions. Whatever was happening, it was violent. You could hear the struggles and screams and heavy breathing of the man on the other end.

      “And.

      I.

      Will.

      Kill.

      You.”

      Jack said nothing. No one said anything. They just stared straight ahead, waiting to hear the next command from their new captain.

      Everything about this was wrong. That man down there was a traitor, the worst kind. He had turned on the Empire and killed the Emperor. For all the weirdness of their new, dead-eyed captain, he was happy to go on this mission. He couldn’t wait to make this asshole and his friends pay.

      Jack wasn’t so sure now. Why weren’t they doing anything? Jack knew men on that transport. Several of the Marines loved to give him and the rest of the flyboys from the bridge crew stick in the mess hall. There was no doubt that the greased-up muscle plugs were loud and annoying, but they were also the friendly kind and clearly meant well. They were good guys. The guys he got into the service with. He’d thought he would be a Marine once, but he’d learned better pretty quickly he wasn’t going to play ball with these boys. His path quickly diverted, but he still had a soft spot for the loud, obnoxious assholes.

      And now they were just letting them die.

      “Sir,” he said. “Should we—”

      The captain whipped his head around so fast that Jack almost bit his tongue. The languid captain hadn’t moved that fast as long as he’d known him. Which was, admittedly, about three days.

      “No,” he said in that monotone.

      There was a loud explosion over the comm link. Jack watched as a fireball erupted from the front of the dead troop transport floating in space. It was floating in their direction. It would be trivial to go retrieve it. Their men might be alive in there. They might be roasted alive, he allowed, but there were suits and cryo chambers inside. Plenty of places for men to hide or cover themselves and buy time.

      “There is a chance—”

      “No,” said the captain again. Then he did something Jack would never forget. He smiled. He smiled the most menacing smile Jack had ever seen.

      “This threat is neutralized. Take us home.”

      Jack swallowed. “Yes, sir,” he said. He took his time engaging the flight plan.

      Most of the bridge crew continued to sit in silence. But he made eye contact with the former XO, who had been demoted when she’d objected to the change. Jack had taken the surprise promotion without reservation.

      Her chin dipped imperceptibly at Jack. He did the same back to her.

      “Course set,” he said.

      At the same instant, Jack released the command he had also typed into his command console, the one that had nothing to do with the course back to base.

      Even with his new position, he shouldn’t have had access to do this. But the XO, with her last act, had transferred him their prior captain’s console codes.

      Now they were going to find out if Captain Remus had changed them. Considering his poor knowledge of command so far, Jack was betting not.

      He encrypted and anonymized a one-minute piece of sound recorded from the Marine-only channel, and published it to the fleet-wide channel with Captain Remus’ priority attached. He held his breath. If the code had been changed—

      Jack saw the light on his console go green.

      “Action underway,” he said.
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      Mor’lok watched as his firstborn and his lieutenants slid their talons through a set of quantum beams.

      He listened to the agonizingly slow death of the one called “Lucky.” He felt the excitement of the kill. His dual hearts pounded. His exoskeleton trembled with anticipation.

      For not the first time, he wondered why. The humans were deserving of their fate, but their deaths were just a byproduct of his mission. He wasn’t here to kill humans, he was here to kill the corridors.

      And yet.

      He felt that blood rush into his mind. He saw the red clouding his vision. He wanted to scream out in ecstasy as he listened to this puny human cry out for his brethren and finally succumb.

      He wanted to hear the dying screams of all the humans. It brought him joy like he had never known, not even on his clan hunts when he was younger.

      He shook his head clear. His firstborn was addressing him.

      “There was some resistance from the other humans,” he said.

      “Explain,” Mor’lok said.

      His firstborn shifted his tail. “I believe the humans in our faction wanted to save the other humans.”

      “Understandable,” said Mor’lok. “But we need not worry about the humans.”

      Mor’lok swung his talons wide, and his firstborn turned with him to consider the room.

      This huge space within their ancient killing machine was devoted to the surrogate project. They had been using it since before they’d crossed through the corridor that the humans had created when they’d foolishly killed Do’ock Kun.

      There were dozens of surrogate pods, representing connections to all the key surrogates that Do’ock Kun had carefully cultivated among the humans over the decades. They were using them to gain revenge. She would surely be happy about that, although Mor’lok had not known her to be happy in general, and certainly not happy with the elder council.

      Nonetheless, their grip over the Empire was complete. The Emperor’s demise had not happened as planned, but nonetheless, once he was gone, their surrogate power structure within the Empire was complete.

      They owned the weak-minded humans, and they were playing them like the fools they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello there, sleeping ugly. For the record, you died. You always said the universe would be a better place when you were dead, so let me know if it seems any better now. I’m shoving this into your cortex for when you wake up from regeneration stasis.

      [BEGIN SITREP]

      12 hours ago

      You managed to blow half your face off, and most of the rest of you, by detonating a pulse grenade inside the cockpit of a radiated troop transport. On the plus side, the blast managed to blow you clear of the radiation. On the downside, it blew you back into the general radiation cloud of the shit spitter—which you managed to mortally wound, by the way. I was able to help April triangulate your body. Good thing I don’t need you to operate.

      The Shemwar pulled you clear, and despite your incredible stupidity, they still think you’re a god. Jiang got you into a makeshift regeneration pod remarkably similar to the one April regenned in. You guys should really talk. So much in common.

      10 hours ago

      The message from Meeley was decoded. He sent it on a dozen different physical drones that flew through the combat zone. Somehow, one of them made it. His plan is simple. Their spies tell them that there’s a man-made corridor at Norfolk Station that’s being used to communicate with the Da’hune armada. Yes, that Norfolk Station. In the heart of the Empire. Because we needed more reasons to think the Empire and the Da’hune are in bed together, right?

      April has taken charge and decided that we’ll complete the clone plan. Oh, did I skip the part where I tell you the plan? Well, you love plans. Here you go. They wanted us to infiltrate the space dock and send our T’kat’ke through the corridor and blow it up on the other side, within the Da’hune armada, making them just as crispy as the Queen Mother’s fleet of ships. Great idea, if it works. Just requires infiltrating the most heavily guarded space station on this side of the known universe.

      No biggie.

      Two hours ago

      The Darboon dropped out of their extreme FTL state within spitting distance of the Empire space dock. April seemed to know a dead zone in the protection grid and so far, she isn’t wrong. As long as the Empire thinks we’re all dead, they probably won’t go to great lengths to block her access. Then again, they knew we had an Inquisitor with us before, so I don’t see why they wouldn’t have gone to some lengths to change codes and patterns to accommodate for that, so stay on your toes.

      Now

      You’re done, popsicle. You need two weeks. Maybe two months. You got a few hours. Did I mention you were dead? But I don’t make the calls. You’re getting woken up. I can’t stuff much more into this puny brain of yours. It’s taking you longer every cycle. You’re getting old.

      [END SITREP]

      Lucky awoke the way he always did. Floating inside his mind, drowning, grasping for any thought, any detail—anything—that swirled toward him.

      He was a Frontier Marine.

      He was a planetary submission specialist.

      He hated everyone.

      He needed a weapon in his hand.

      There he was.

      Lucky opened his eyes and winced as blinding light spilled in around the hatch of the regeneration pod.

      “Welcome back, sunshine,” said Rocky. “You know the plan, but here’s the background. Enjoy.”

      An image formed in his mind’s eye of Meeley seated in a small room, with a window into space behind him. He assumed it was somewhere on that FTL ship that was now in a million pieces.

      Meeley leaned forward and said, “I’m going to make this short and sweet—”

      “Nope,” Lucky echoed, as he killed the image in his mind’s eye. “No, thanks.”

      “Seriously?” asked Rocky, as the image of a seated Meeley reappeared.

      Lucky wiped it away again. “I don’t need the details.”

      “They might not hurt to have.”

      Lucky shook his head. “I swear I will bash my face into a bulkhead until you leak out the other side.”

      Rocky sighed. “Suit yourself. Just thought it wouldn’t hurt to know what the team is doing.”

      Lucky started walking again toward the ready room, where he could hear Malby talking loudly. Malby didn’t know how to talk any other way.

      “I’ll figure it out as I go along.”

      “Oh good,” replied Rocky. “I was afraid you were gonna half-ass it.”
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      “How about somebody fill me in,” said Lucky as he mashed on a hammerhead assembly. He noted that it was badly charred. It said “Gunnter” on the side of it. It was one of the very last they had.

      Jiang shook her head. “Did you watch?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, was there video? I guess mine got garbled.”

      Jiang arched an eyebrow.

      “Sure, we’re screwed,” said Malby, visibly angry.

      “I like the brevity,” said Lucky.

      “The Da’hune aren’t after Old Earth, they’re after Sol,” said Jiang. “And that have something that Meeley called a starkiller in tow.”

      Lucky thought back to the giant machine they had seen transiting at the Great Corridor. Not a terribly imaginative name, but probably pretty accurate.

      “Imaginative enough to tighten your sphincter, tough guy,” noted Rocky, who knew his vitals well enough he couldn’t argue.

      “And why are they after Sol?” he asked.

      Malby looked exasperated. Clearly, this was cutting into his general bitch and moan time. “It’s got some kind of”—he waved his hands sarcastically—"Energy Gate thingy inside it that the Da’hune put there a bazillion years ago that gives the corridors and your little orb fetish its perpetual energy source. Basically, it’s the kind of thing that gives scientists and clones like Meeley a big stiffy.”

      Jiang chuckled. “He’s not wrong. He was pretty excited about it.”

      “Anyways,” Malby continued, “there’s a gate just like it in a star at the other side of the universe, where the ancient Da’hune home world used to be.” He paused, trying to find the right way to finish his impressive explanation.

      “There’s some yin-yang, contrary forces bullshit that means the gates won’t work if one is destroyed. So they’re going to destroy Sol and the corridors go poof!”

      Lucky nodded. “It makes sense. They can’t control the corridors. The Queen Mother resurrected this ancient technology that the Da’hune don’t even understand. Why leave it for the rest of us to potentially use against them?”

      “Well, I’m glad it makes sense to you,” said Malby, throwing up his hands. “Not one damn bit of it makes sense to me.”

      He stared daggers at April, then pushed past Lucky and headed out of the ready room to the jump hatch, muttering under his breath, “What the hell are we doing?”

      This wasn’t a real ready room, of course. This wasn’t a real jump ship. This wasn’t just another waking cycle for Lucky. They were again on the makeshift pod from the Alberta, strapped to the side of an alien ship. He was starting to get used to it.

      Lucky cocked an eyebrow at Jiang.

      Jiang murmured an explanation. “April is adamant that Meeley’s plan is the only way to stop the Da’hune. Malby is … less enthusiastic.”

      “When have we done enough?” yelled Malby.

      “When we finish the mission,” April shot back.

      Malby stormed back in, pointing at Lucky. “So we’re going to go ahead with this plan that the Red—I’m sorry, the Red clone—came up with?” he asked incredulously. “And you think this is a good idea?”

      Lucky thought about it. “No, I don’t think it’s a good idea. But we lost our shot at an FTL ship, remember?”

      “Well then, let’s go in there blazing with the Shemwar. You saw them shrugging off those Da’hune weapons.”

      April sighed. “We’ve gone over this. I don’t see why you feel the need to drag Lucky into this. He understands we don’t have a choice here. If we lose the element of surprise, they just destroy the corridor and it’s game over. I mean, really game over. For billions of people. Nobody else can do this except Lucky and me. We’re it, in the entire universe. We have to do this or die trying.”

      Lucky did understand that, all of it, but he was pretty sympathetic to Malby. If Lucky could, he’d just get stoned and call it a day.

      But he had skin in the game now. The Empire was playing dirty. That pissed him off. The Da’hune wanted to kill 50 billion people and his home planet on a whim. That was a declaration of war.

      Lucky didn’t go looking for trouble, though he was happy to pull the trigger when it needed pulling. But he remained amazed that April was so driven. “She’s right, Malby. It is what it is.”

      Malby turned around and went back into the staging area. Lucky heard something get kicked over.

      He looked at April. “Let’s try not to get each other killed.”

      April shrugged. “Meh. We just need to get one of us there. Those odds are fine.”

      “And if the worst does happen?” asked Lucky.

      “I already failed once. The Empire fell thanks to me.”

      “You know that’s not—”

      “If I fail again, Old Earth is destroyed,” April said.

      “I’m not sure I’d look—”

      “Really, if the worst happens, I’ll just have to kill myself.” April shrugged. “I mean, how could I live with myself otherwise?”

      “And you’re telling me she has the Hate under control, eh?”

      “Hey, man. That’s not the Hate. That’s just personal problems,” echoed Rocky. “Good thing you don’t have any of those.”

      Lucky tried a different tack. “So you think we can just waltz into the most heavily guarded fortress on this side of the cosmos? And then just find our way to the deepest, most impenetrable, most heavily guarded and prized possession on said heavily guarded fortress? And then you think we’ll be able to leap through with our T’kat’ke and ignite it on the other side? Of course, we’d then have to die on this suicide mission ourselves. But what would that matter? Since the whole thing is a suicide mission up until that point.”

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking for here. Maybe just a little humility? He’d take healthy skepticism.

      April seemed uninterested in either.

      “Yeah, I think you got the sitrep down, more or less. Except Malby didn’t tell you the best part.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “The Empire helped the Da’hune upgrade their drives. They’ll be at Old Earth in twenty hours.” She grabbed her weapon. “Any more questions, professor, or can we go to work?”
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      Norfolk Station had not one, but two entire cities inside it. Or rather, atop it. More than four million people called the station home.

      The interior was a complex workshop that served as the birthing point of every Empire ship above Lando-class. Connected to the station by a series of space elevators was a geosynchronous orbiting shipyard, where some of the Empire’s greatest flagships home-ported.

      As far as Lucky knew, it was one of the greatest strongholds of the Empire in the universe, so what April was saying shocked him enough that he couldn’t just accept it. “I just don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “What is there to understand? They don’t have control of Underbelly.”

      Underbelly was the older city of the two, the poorer one. Its actual name was Crystal Point, but no one had ever called it that. Upwind was the newer, high-money city on the station. It was where all the officers and the top dogs lived.

      In a pattern that was replicated on a small scale elsewhere, a huge ecosystem existed on the outer skin of the station. Huge artificial generators created a thin, permanent atmosphere and gravity, and a thick enough ground cover for vegetation to prosper. Everyone who worked inside the station lived on the outside of the station.

      “This is, of course, not known to the general population,” she explained, “and we wouldn’t tell the other powers about it. But c’mon, we all know that the Asiatic Rings have lost entire stations. The Reds have lost entire worlds. Hell, we’ve lost entire worlds. This kinda thing goes on all the time. It’s just the way it is.”

      “So you’re saying that this is the most powerful and important hub in the entire galaxy for the Empire, and they don’t have control of it?”

      “No, they have control of Upwind and all the command parts of the station. As far as they’re concerned, they control the station. But they’ve ceded control of Underbelly to local contractors, and those contractors have long since stopped giving a shit about the Empire or what it says. It’s run by the contractors, and they’re largely run by two powerful mafia groups that have sprung up over the years. They’re now running one of the most powerful drug cartels out of Underbelly.”

      She nodded at Malby. “Ever had Crunch?”

      Malby laughed. “Not that I would admit to a superior officer.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, well, the Crunch is 100 percent made and distributed from Underbelly. It’s their money maker.”

      “And you know all this how?”

      April rolled her eyes. “I was sent here to infiltrate for the Emperor. We have to keep tabs on them. I have good contacts here.” She paused a moment, then plunged on. “The point is, the Command don’t know jack about it. But I have a contact that will take us right up their ass.”

      Lucky nodded. He didn’t need all the details. “So you have contacts. How exactly are we going to make it past the security perimeter?”

      “We’re space jumping. It’s not like we’re taking a troop transport or something. They won’t be able to see us.”

      Lucky shook his head. “Maybe at some of the half-assed places you and I have launched from, but this is Norfolk Station. They’ll have every molecule here under surveillance. They’re using MAP-driven systems to watch it all.”

      April shook her head. “Ordinarily, you’d be right. There’s no way to get in there, even if we’re just individuals diving with no formation. They’d still be able to see us.”

      “So what’s the play?”

      “We have a YRB.”

      Jiang burrowed her brow. “A Yellow Brick Road? From where?”

      “From Underbelly.”

      Malby shook his head. “What’s a yellow brick road?”

      “Shit, Malby,” said Jiang, exasperated as usual. “Sometimes I wonder how you’re a tech specialist.”

      “It’s a sensor tunnel,” explained April. “A narrow band of energy that will provide a scrambled pathway for us. As long as we stay within the energy beam, we’ll be invisible to sensors.”

      “They’ll know the instant it goes up,” said Lucky. It might be hard to read what was inside a YBR, but it was easy to tell that one was in operation.

      “Underbelly operates them all time. Did I not mention the smuggling operations for Crunch?”

      “Okay, I call bullshit. There’s no way the Empire is just going to let that go.”

      “Oh, they won’t. As soon as they see one, they investigate it.”

      “So?”

      “These guys are pros. They have at least two redirects. It’ll take the Empire more than half an hour to find the exit point. We’ll be there in ten. We’ll be landed and gone by the time the Empire contractors can get there.”

      “Can’t they just wipe the YRB? Just pummel it from top to bottom, destroying everything?”

      April frowned. “That would be crazy. It would cost all kinds of ammunition and time, and they’d have to divert traffic for it. No way. This is just petty criminals acting in petty crime. They won’t bother with all that.”

      “We killed the Emperor. Or have you forgotten?” asked Malby.

      April rolled her eyes. “Obviously, if they knew we were here. But they think we’re dead.” She looked at Lucky. “Well, you were dead. They don’t know we’re coming, and they don’t know that the Darboon helped us get here this fast. There’s absolutely no reason to think that the Empire knows we’re here or that we’re up to anything.”

      “Other than our own shitty luck?” Rocky echoed.

      “Tell me about it.”
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      They found the YBR easily enough. It stood out like a giant search light once they were given the handshake key by their friends. Lucky still didn’t know or trust these friends of April’s, but their choices were pretty slim at this point. It was her contacts or no one.

      April took the lead.

      “Easy peasy,” she said, sliding into the cone. Jiang and Malby were next, with Lucky at the rear.

      “This hammerhead is a piece of shit,” he announced over all-comm. It listed to the right and kept trying to barrel-roll.

      “Seriously, is there anything you can do about this piece of shit?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “Nope, sorry. If you want to keep up with the big kids, you have to be flying at full power. That means listing and rolling.”

      For the love of the gods, Lucky thought. He kept up his slow corkscrewing as he brought up the rear.

      He heard Malby giggling to himself. “Something funny, Malby?”

      “I can’t help it. I just keep looking back at you doing barrel rolls back there. Hope you don’t get sick.”

      He didn’t feel sick until the asshole said something. Now he did feel sick. Great. “Just keep your eyes ahead.”

      Just as he said, it a small shifter craft rocketed across the energy tunnel. The shifters looked like huge spiders, with hundreds of tendril-like arms that were used for any number of tasks in and around the ports. They were the primary workhorses around here.

      April pulled back hard as the craft spun sideways. The energy ribbon disappeared for a moment and Lucky felt very naked, staring out at a perfectly clear vision of the enormous station floating below them. It was growing bigger fast.

      One of the qualities of the YBR was the yellow halo the energy field gave off. It was just at the visible range, enough so that you knew when it was on and you were in the chute. From inside, the station looked like a hazy outline.

      When you were out, it looked bright and sharp, and he imagined that was exactly how they looked to the sensors: bright sharp little spots.

      The yellow energy encircled him again. He looked forward to see that the shifter had moved on. It was still skimming dangerously close to their corridor, but at the moment, they were clear. It was just dumb luck that out here in the middle of open space, the damn shifter was right here.

      “That was bullshit,” said Malby. “Do you think they saw us?”

      “I doubt it,” said April. “They’d have to really be looking for us to—”

      The yellow energy beam disappeared. They were exposed again.

      Lucky looked down, expecting the shifter to have gotten back in their line of sight. This was going to be a real problem.

      But the shifter wasn’t there. The beam had just stopped.

      Shit.
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      “Uh, April?” said Malby, panic growing in his voice.

      “I see it,” she snapped back, panic already rising to new heights in her voice. “I don’t know what happened. They said they do it all the time!”

      “Incoming,” said Rocky, entirely too calmly, a moment before the words posed up in red on Lucky’s HUD, accompanied by a dozen bright points converging quickly on them.

      “Stingers incoming,” said Jiang flatly, all business now that business needed to get done.

      “Split up!” cried Malby.

      “No!” screamed Lucky. “Get tighter!”

      “What?” asked Jiang.

      “Right now they think we’re smugglers. We look like a single target because we’re flying tight in the beam. Just some dumbasses that couldn’t keep our game right, so they spotted us, and it’s fun to take some pot shots at. If we split up—”

      “Our signature changes to four individuals and they’ll know just what we are,” continued Jiang, in that annoying way she had of interrupting him.

      “That’s going to make us easy damn targets!” exploded Malby.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Ideas?”

      Rocky sighed. “I can burn off drones, but we’re so low—”

      “Do it. We’re out of options,” he said.

      “We’re burning the drones,” he announced, a moment before he felt the telltale puffs of energy as locust drones slipped out of his suit. He saw a cloud quickly begin to form around them.

      “Five seconds!” yelled Malby.

      The cloud of drones suddenly exploded with light and power as they fired their thrusters full and swung away in all directions, creating a complex pattern of energy and light that crisscrossed the flight path of the four space jumpers.

      The pattern was impossible for his spiders to ignore, and they took them in greedily, watching as the thousands of permutations played out in front of them.

      Then he felt a pluck at his shoulder. He knew better than to think, so he dipped his shoulder hard, and then he saw it.

      “Look out!” screamed April as she swerved hard. A long sleek stinger rocket surged past the fireworks show, the only one of his brethren not to be fooled.

      It should have killed April, but thanks to the same AI in her head, she was long gone when the missile arrived. It must have been a baffling moment for the guidance system on the rocket, because it seemed to pause in mid-space, looking for how to understand what had happened and re-lock on another target. It swerved impossibly in mid-air and clipped Malby’s leg.

      Incredibly, the rocket didn’t explode. Malby flipped out of control, turning and tumbling end over end.

      Lucky, having broken formation first, knew the gig was up as far as looking like a single target. He dove fast at Malby.

      Malby was spinning too fast to make it easy, but Lucky’s spiders showed him an opening where his legs and arms and head weren’t swinging in his way.

      Lucky hit him mid-sternum and felt the big Marine fold hard over his back, flopping with the impact. If Malby was conscious, he was doing a good job of imitating a dead body.

      The impact caused Lucky to flip backward as well, and he had to fire his shoulder thrusters hard to get his balance back.

      He looked at his HUD and his heart stopped.

      He didn’t see Jiang or April.

      Shit, did they get hit? He wasn’t—

      “Get in here, assholes,” screamed Jiang.

      Lucky spun around again to see that Jiang and April were diving straight down a yellow cylinder of energy.

      “How—”

      “Don’t ask why, just get in here!” screamed April.

      Lucky didn’t need another invitation. He flipped Malby over his shoulder and slipped into the yellow beam.

      “Do you have contact with your people on the surface?” Lucky asked.

      “No,” said April.

      “But you did?”

      She said nothing.

      “They have to know this is bullshit now,” said Jiang, referring to the Empire security thugs. Lucky saw several more heat signatures on the surface, but they were some ways farther up from the location on Underbelly where they were due to land.

      “Well, they can’t hit us now, and it looks like we’re safe in our landing zone.”

      The beam continued to narrow down. They were only seconds from the surface. From here, the surface of the station wasn’t smooth and uniform. It was thousands of small outcroppings. It looked like a patchwork city, with energy splicers and trash recycling sitting alongside makeshift homes and munitions bases. It was like looking at the world upside down. To those on the surface, enjoying the artificial gravity of the station, they would be looking up at Lucky and the rest of the Marines. But to Lucky, he was diving at an upside-down world, hanging from the underbelly of the giant station.

      A massive ship hangar came into view, with several panels ripped off of it. The beam was located right inside the hangar.

      “I don’t like the look of that,” said Lucky. “We land outside of it.”

      April didn’t disagree. There was no tactical advantage in landing in an enclosed hangar like that. There was an open plot of gravelly land next to it. Underbelly had a layer of artificial dirt and rock about a hundred feet deep. It allowed for some vegetation to grow within the manufactured atmosphere. From the surface, if you didn’t know any better, you would think you were just in a particular dusty patch of ground planet-side.

      Until you looked up, that was, and saw the space just a few hundred feet above the artificial atmosphere clinging to the underbelly of the station.

      But these people had lived here for generations. They didn’t know anything else, and if they were worried about their thin slice of livable land, they didn’t show it.

      Lucky fired his reverse rockets earlier than the others. He had to adjust for the extra weight of Malby. “Malby, you are heavy as shit.”

      “Well, I could do this myself,” said Malby, “if you hadn’t managed to break my pelvis.”

      Whoops.

      Jiang snorted in laughter. “It always happens to you, Malby.”

      “I think that happened to my grandmother,” April added cheerfully.

      Lucky landed, cradling Malby over his shoulder, then flipped him over on his back. The Marine landed with a thud, harder than Lucky had intended. Lucky winced. Malby simply stared upward, an expression of pure fury on his face. “I guess I’ll just lie here and wait for my broken pelvis to regen. Should only be a couple minutes.”

      “You’re welcome,” Lucky said.

      Then the ground erupted around them.
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      Lucky ducked and rolled as the energy pulses rained down.

      He came up, firing blindly behind him as he leapt over the nearest cover he saw. It was a burned-out ground hugger. He turned around, and noticed the wreck was still smoldering with black smoke and flame.

      He looked down and saw a severed arm pinned under the burning hulk. The ground around the hugger looked like several people had been turned inside out. Blood mixed with dirt to form a dark gravy that was covered with internal organs and body parts.

      Everything was fresh. This massacre had happened in the last few minutes.

      Lucky heard Jiang scream something, and quickly climbed to the side of the hugger.

      She was in a shallow ditch on the other side of the open gravel lot. Malby was still lying prone on the ground. He’d managed to flip over, but could only crawl.

      “Can someone get me?” he screamed. A couple more divots exploded around him, but before they could zero in, Jiang was firing at the side of the hangar. At the top of the edge closest to them, Lucky heard a muffled cry, and the firing around Malby stopped. A second later he heard the thud of a body falling off the wall, then another.

      Jiang didn’t miss when she had a shot.

      “What do you see?” he asked Jiang over all-comm.

      “Unknown number firing from the roof of that hangar. I think there might be some on the ground too, but I didn’t— April, what the hell are you doing?”

      Lucky watched as April stood up from the same shallow ditch that Jiang was in. She was about fifteen feet closer to the hangar.

      As she did it, Lucky saw a shadowy figure darting out of the front of the hangar.

      He fired and hit the man mid-torso, then fired two more, but the man casually fired a pair of boot rockets and jumped clear. He must be wearing very good armor, or he was very well inured to pain, because he didn’t seem particularly bothered by the slugs hitting him.

      When he landed again, April stopped and lowered her rifle.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she said to the man.

      He held up his hand, and about ten heads popped up on the top of the hangar.

      Lucky didn’t know or care what was happening. He flipped his rifle around and fired two grenades into the base of the hangar. The walls didn’t look that strong. The hangar was hollow, so the structural support wasn’t all—

      The grenades exploded, and the wall crumpled even more quickly than he thought it would. The men who had been standing on the hangar’s edge fell, screaming in shock.

      Lucky then turned and kicked the large metal contraption that had been on top of the ground hugger he was hiding behind. It was mashed into the dirt, and cracked from the recent attack on the ground hugger, but Rocky indicated it still worked.

      “Hit it,” he echoed, and he felt a slight energy surge as Rocky made a handshake with the crude device. A second later, the YBR emitter exploded with yellow energy that bathed the base of the hangar, blinding all electronic signals in the area.

      This had been the initial YBR they’d been following, he was sure of it. Whatever had picked them up from the hangar wasn’t good news as far as Lucky was concerned.

      Lucky leapt over the crushed hugger and ran at full speed for April. She reached out for him as he rushed past.

      “Wait—”

      But Lucky heard nothing else she said. The man with the rocket boots had fired his thrusters. Lucky fired his own hammerhead and the two streaked toward each other like missiles.

      They slammed into each other at full speed.

      Lucky had thought for sure the man would alter his trajectory, but he had refused. His spiders had told him as much, and told him how to avoid the man, but Lucky didn’t want to be the one to give in in this game of chicken. Apparently, the other man thought the same.

      Lucky had one moment to realize the man wasn’t wearing a helmet, just his battle gear. He sported a shock of white hair and a big grin. Not the maniacal smile of the Hate, just the smile of a man who was enjoying himself.

      And then it felt like he’d hit a force field at full speed.

      Lucky lost a moment of time. It just disappeared. He registered that he was staring up into space. How strange it must be for the people who lived in Underbelly to sleep under this every night. The stars were so close.

      He sat up. The man was climbing to his feet, still smiling. He had a huge gash on his head that was sending a waterfall of blood down his face and into his big smiling mouth. His teeth were red.

      Lucky tried to roll over, and fell flat on his face. His right arm was hanging awkwardly. His shoulder was likely broken or at least crushed. Rocky was hitting him with a stim and saying something in his ear, but he was having trouble making it out.

      He used his left hand to get to his feet. He didn’t see his rifle. He felt his punch pistol, but before he could pull it out, the giant man lunged at him, laughing.

      Lucky changed tactics and stepped forward to meet the man.

      April shot in out of nowhere, holding her helmet in her hand and riding the energy of her own hammerhead. She swung the helmet down with deftness and smashed the man right on the crown of the head, where he already had the huge bloody gash.

      There was a wet sound as the helmet buried itself in the man’s head. He landed with his bloody face shoved into the dirt. Lucky swore the man was still smiling, even knocked out cold with his face planted into the filth.

      Lucky realized for the first time that the man was armed. The oldest, shittiest-looking slug rifle he had ever seen was hanging from a tattered thigh holster that was loosely fastened to his huge leg with rope. The rifle looked bent. The scope was gone. Mud was caked along the slug chamber. Lucky suspected the reason the man hadn’t used it was that it didn’t work.

      April stood over the man, swearing in some language Lucky hadn’t heard her use before.

      Malby stepped up next to him. “What did I miss?”

      “What didn’t you?” said Jiang, her own weapon still trained on the unconscious man April stood swearing over. “How’s the hip, grandpa?”

      “Speaking of grandpa,” Malby said as he walked over beside April. “Is that guy still alive?”

      “He’ll live,” April said, spitting on him.

      Malby gave the man a kick and he rolled over. His armor still had the slugs trapped in it that Lucky had fired into him.

      “Hey,” said Malby, pointing at the name stenciled on the back of the armor plating. It was old Empire armor, the kind that the Empire hadn’t used in decades. “Valdin. That’s your name.”

      April shrugged. “That’s my father.”
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      “Your what?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Was this your contact?”

      She shook her head. “His boss was. He’s the local junta-boss. He ran this sector. Like all the other sectors of Underbelly, he was one of the junta leaders that reported to the Empire, but he was largely autonomous. The Empire lets the Underbelly police themselves.”

      “What do they think about their junta leaders ending up splattered across the dirt?” Lucky asked, nodding back to the mess that was the destroyed ground hugger.

      “They frown on it,” she said. She kicked her father in the ribs. He seemed to flinch. She kicked him again, and again.

      “Easy,” said Malby, reaching out to restrain her.

      April slipped his arm and punched him in the neck. He staggered back.

      The man—April’s father—finally seemed to come to. He rolled over, spitting up blood and phlegm. His nose was broken and several teeth were missing.

      April shook her head.

      “We have company,” Rocky announced, and she threw up a quick heat signature map.

      “Get that helmet on,” Lucky commanded April. She wasn’t much for taking commands. She preferred to make them. But in this case, she mercifully did as she was told.

      “I’m getting multiple heat signatures,” he said over all-comm.

      “That would be the rest of his gang, I assume,” she said.

      “His gang?”

      April gave her father one more kick, or tried to. He reached out and grabbed her leg and yanked. April went down, but turned gracefully in the air and managed to catch her father with her other leg as she fell. She hit the ground hard, and staggered a bit getting up, but her old man got the worse of it.

      He spat out a couple more teeth, but still managed a bloody smile. “Damn, kiddo, when did you become a badass?”

      “When did you become a dumbass?”

      The man shrugged. “You gave me an opening. This was a long time coming.”

      “And what exactly is this?” Lucky asked.

      The man seemed to size Lucky up. He smiled. “You’re a bit of a spitfire, aren’t you?”

      Lucky was usually among the bigger men in any company he ran with. He hadn’t been called a spitfire since he was twelve. But he’d had run with plenty of gangs when he was younger. He knew the type.

      “I can handle myself,” he replied. “How about you, tiger? Got anything left in the tank?”

      The man smiled even broader. “Hector,” he said.

      “Lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      Lucky nodded. The man whistled.

      “Hey, kiddo, didn’t know you were traveling with celebrities.”

      “Stop calling me that,” April spat.

      “Who’s the celebrity?” Lucky asked.

      Hector just shook his head. “Later. For now, we need to get you out of here. Especially if you really are Lucky.”

      Why wouldn’t I be who I say I am?

      “Do you know what we’re coming here for?” April asked, her words dripping with scorn. “This is a critical mission. Do you get that? Nobody cares about your meaningless power struggles over nothing out here. The Empire is at risk and you’re doing this shit?”

      Lucky rather thought it was the fate of Earth and the billions on it that was more at risk, but to be fair, the Empire was always the priority for April.

      “You and your damn Empire,” said Hector, standing on surprisingly sturdy legs. He looked like he’d just been through his morning workout. He was massive, at least a foot taller than Lucky and thicker in every dimension. He was a tank of a man. No wonder flying into him felt like hitting a wall. He more or less was one.

      “Says the man wearing old Empire gear,” she replied.

      “That was a long time ago,” Hector said, laughing. “It’s not even my gear. I stole it, remember?”

      Malby looked confused. “It has your name on it, chief.”

      Hector laughed. “Yeah, but they don’t let you keep it after they court-martial and expel you. Unless you steal it.”

      “You stole your own gear?” asked Jiang.

      “He steals everything,” said April.

      “Admirable,” said Rocky, “but those signatures are moving in.”

      “We need to do something about that gang moving in,” Lucky said.

      Hector smiled. He raised his fist. Immediately a dozen men stood. “Vultures, hoorah!”

      “Hoorah,” came the reply.

      “Great,” said April, shaking her head. “A bunch of thugs that think they’re Marines.”

      “Kinda like you.”

      He wasn’t wrong. They certainly weren’t Frontier Marines anymore, or anything to the Empire but traitors.

      But then again, Hector was wrong.

      “Once a jarhead, always a jarhead,” said Lucky.

      Hector nodded appreciatively. He pulled up his sleeve to reveal a black shame bar tattooed on his arm. “I thought so too, but I was dissuaded of that opinion.”

      Malby whistled. “Whose daughter did you screw?”

      Shame bars were reserved for the worst of the worst. You didn’t get those without doing something particularly heinous. Then again, Lucky would surely get the same thing if the Empire could get their hands on him.

      “I think we both know we’d end up in the nearest coliseum,” Rocky offered.

      “Shut up, Malby,” said Jiang. “The Empire would give you worse.”

      “The Empire will give us worse,” said Malby. “If they catch us, they’ll tattoo our balls with those.”

      April gave him a sour look. “Seriously, Malby, shut up.”

      “Just sayin’. Dunno what they’d do to you. Maybe tattoo your—”

      A bright light bathed the entire lot.

      What the hell?

      A dozen battle drones slowly swiveled downward, their huge rail guns trained on the clustered group.

      “Citizens, do not move,” boomed a mechanical voice. “You are under arrest.”
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      Lucky froze.

      Damn. What now?

      He looked up at the drones. They were old, and didn’t look like anything he would describe as office armor. They looked beaten up, and he sensed the two of them were struggling to stay afloat. Still, they did have the markings of official Empire military drones, however old.

      Lucky made eye contact with Jiang as she shrugged and raised her hands.

      “Here’s a fine mess,” noted Rocky.

      “Well, shit,” said Malby under his breath, raising his hands.

      Lucky was about to do the same when he looked at April. She was just shaking her head.

      Hector started laughing. He pointed at Malby and Jiang. He began to shake with laughter. He doubled over, seemingly forgetting the pain in his shoulder, until he grimaced with the memory. But he didn’t stop laughing.

      He screamed something in that language Lucky didn’t understand.

      “Shut up, Hector,” said April, before she turned to them. “They have a deal with the militia. We don’t have to honor them. Only the orders we get from head junta.”

      “And who’s that?” Lucky asked.

      April nodded over Lucky’s shoulder at the meat grinder behind the smashed ground hugger.

      “Me,” said Hector. April shook her head again, but he only nodded back. He yelled out a short, guttural sound.

      An explosion of small arms fire erupted around them. Lucky hunched his shoulder and reached for his punch pistol reflexively.

      Something exploded overhead, then something else. A loud whining noise told him that the drones were falling from the sky, one by one. Soon, all were smoldering piles of rubble on the ground.

      “Shit, Hector, really?”

      “Really, what?” he asked, arms held wide. “This is my junta now. I owe you, kiddo. It’s not your fault that Digger decided to come up here on short notice without battening down his security. But honestly, I’ve been waiting for this opening for months. You just happened to give it to us.”

      “You almost got us killed when you killed the YBR.”

      Hector shrugged. “Didn’t have to bring a spare, did I?”

      That much is true, Lucky thought. It should have been worse.

      “Still,” he jumped in, “it means the Empire knows this wasn’t just a routine smuggler ship coming in. They had to see us. They might not know what that means, but soon enough, someone’s going to put two and two together and figure out that what they have here is a big deal.”

      “So,” Hector said, “I guess that means we have to get you going fast, eh?”

      Lucky nodded. “We’d like that. We were expecting to get some help from, uh, Digger. So I guess now I’m asking for that from you.”

      Hector rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

      “Oh, screw you,” said April. “You know you have to help us. You used me as a tool in your bullshit takeover, the least you can do is help get us to the private shipyards.”

      Hector raised an eyebrow. “You want to go to the private shipyards?”

      Lucky nodded.

      “Why?”

      April exhaled. She wasn’t having any of this. As much as Lucky could sympathize with annoying family—or ex-family, since these two seemed well past estranged—she wasn’t actually helping in the situation.

      “Hector,” Jiang said calmly. “Listen. We need your help, okay? There’s something wrong with the Empire. It’s aiding and abetting an alien race that’s about to destroy Old Earth.”

      Hector raised his eyebrows and nodded, as if he was really interested. But he extended the nodding a beat too long, and it occurred to Lucky that he was just being a smartass. He was also openly leering at Jiang.

      Lucky felt his pulse quicken.

      “Easy, boy,” said Rocky.

      “What’s with this asshole?”

      “You mean besides being an ex-Marine living in the seedy underbelly of a colony station?”

      “I don’t like this one bit. We have more important things to deal with than the local squabbles.”

      “Well, you better get interested. It seems to me the only thing our friend Hector really cares about.”

      “He’s ex-Marine. I’d think he’d care about the Empire.”

      “I think you’re ignoring the ‘ex-’ part.”

      Lucky took another tack. “There are 50 billion people on Old Earth. We have to stop that alien invasion.”

      Hector turned his smile on Lucky now. He nodded. He looked at Malby. “And you?”

      “Hey, man, I’d settle for a hit of Crunch and a whorehouse.”

      Hector roared with laughter. “I’m glad to know one of you sees things clearly.”

      He smashed his meaty hand into Malby’s back aggressively and almost knocked him over.

      “Careful,” Jiang noted with the barest hint of a smile. “He’s got a bad hip.”
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      Lucky nodded to Hector. “In another time and place, I’d agree. In another time and place, I’d like nothing more than to get shit-faced and call it a day. Better yet, get shit-faced and join your boys here and help knock some sense into some locals, like I’m sure you’re going to do soon, since just knocking off Digger doesn’t automatically get you everyone’s attention, does it?”

      Hector nodded. Lucky was talking his language.

      “You have plenty of debts to call in, and plenty more new deals to make. Over dead bodies, if you have to. I get it. I used to have tats from the seven locos when I was a teenager.”

      Hector smiled. “One of the oldies but goodies,” he said, nodding.

      Lucky spat. “Nothing good about the seven locos, but that’s for another day. The point is, I get you have better shit to do, Hector.”

      He pointed at the tattoo on Hector’s arm. It was a snake that started just above the clog and disappeared behind the edge of the armor suit he was wearing. “Your gang?”

      Hector pulled up the edge of the metal to reveal a small snakehead with a green egg in its teeth. Strange, but no stranger than any of the other gang tats he’d ever seen.

      Hector said something in his foreign tongue, then kissed his hand and touched the green egg.

      Lucky nodded. Then he rolled up his sleeve. He had his lucky clover with the symbol of the 125th Frontier Marine unit on it.

      “Well, this is my family. And they need me.”

      Hector nodded. “My family once too, bro.”

      Lucky said nothing.

      Hector nodded again, sizing Lucky up and down. “You are him, aren’t you?”

      Lucky looked around, confused. “Who?”

      “The guy on the audio files. The ones they’re circulating.”

      Lucky looked at April, but she looked just as confused.

      Malby cut through it all with his usual tact. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Hector laughed. Then he reached behind him, and one of his friends stepped up.

      He was holding a channel receiver. Lucky hadn’t seen one in years, since he did all his receiving in his head, but this was what the rest of the meatheads used when they didn’t have the kind of goodies in their brain that he and the rest of the Frontier Marines had.

      Lucky listened for a moment, unsure of what he was hearing. Then he heard his own voice come through, as clear as day.

      “I’m going to kill you sons of bitches!” he screamed. “I’m going to kill all of you. You understand? I’m going to find you and I’m going to kill you!”

      Hector waved his hand and the sound went away.

      “That’s you, hombre,” he said.

      Lucky was stunned.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Malby.

      “I was transmitting. When I was trying to save that troop transport,” Lucky said.

      “Rocky, did we keep transmitting?”

      “The whole time,” she said.

      “You left it on?”

      “You told me to.”

      “I did?” He couldn’t remember.

      Rocky sighed. “Honest to God, what can you remember these days?”

      “I was trying to get them to stop shooting at me from the Fat Cat,” Lucky said to the group, hoping it made some kind of sense. “I knew they were Marines, figured they’d pick up the battle channel.”

      He shook his head. “I took a shot in the dark. They could have changed it or jammed me. But I didn’t think they would have bothered.”

      Lucky looked up at Hector. “How did you get that audio?”

      “Everyone got it. Someone made a copy. It’s out now. If we have it on Underbelly, pretty much anyone who wants it has it now.” He laughed. “You’re a dead man walking. An angry dead man who has a few Empire assholes to kill, by the sound of it.”

      “So you told the guys you were going to kill them?” Malby asked, still confused about the chain of events.

      “No, asshole, I said that to the Empire ships. When I saw that they were pulling away. I saw them retreating, and it would have been so easy for them to come get their guys. I was floating away from the station. Away from our friends. It would have been easy, but the bastards wouldn’t do it. Just sat there and watched those guys die.”

      “Watched you die,” said Jiang. “That was the mission.”

      “And kill a hundred guys to do it?”

      She looked back at Malby. He just shrugged. “It’s a ball-buster, but if that was the mission.”

      Lucky shook his head. “So you guys think they made the right call? To let those guys melt to the inside of their suits? To have their guts turn to jelly and leak out of their dead, radiated bodies? You think that was the way to make those guys go?”

      “No,” said Hector. “It was the wrong call. You don’t do that to family.”

      He nodded again, and his men turned around.

      “Let’s go. We need to move fast if we’re going to punch the assholes in the teeth.”
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      The ground huggers bucked and rocked, and Lucky thought for a second he would puke. He hadn’t ridden in one of these things in years.

      Another ground hugger was ahead of them and two more were behind. The whole column was moving at speeds that were surely too fast for the tight roads.

      As if to make the point, the hovercraft smashed against a rock. Sparks flew as it bounced and bucked and struggled to stay airborne. One of Hector’s men was sitting in the gun turret above them. He looked about fifteen, wearing shorts and nothing else. The bucking was throwing him all over the small gun pit.

      “How much farther?” Lucky screamed into Hector’s ear. They were both wearing helmets now. Lucky had his combat gear on, and Hector had found an old version of a battle kit. It looked like it might be Asiatic system make, but he couldn’t be sure. Nothing here seemed to be what came out of the box. It was all cobbled together from found parts. This was the land of second-hand scraps. He knew it well.

      “The city of Carbon is built right out of the gates to the private shipyard. Most of the guys who work there live here.” Hector motioned downward. “Deeper inside the sphere is where all the Empire admiralty lives. They just leave us little shits out here to live on the scraps.”

      Lucky looked around at the shacks they were passing. The buildings looked old, but well maintained. This whole city had a military vibe to it. He wasn’t surprised to hear that shipyard workers made up the bulk of the residents.

      As they went by, Lucky noticed all the doors shutting behind them.

      “Feel squishy?”

      “Spiders aren’t happy. Too many wildcards.”

      Lucky grunted. He scanned the skyline. It was hard, though, when you were on someone else’s turf, to know what you were looking for. As far as he could tell, nothing was out of order. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.

      “Well, it’s not the authorities,” Hector said, laughing, when Lucky mentioned his gut feeling.

      Lucky still couldn’t believe the Empire just didn’t bother with patrolling here.

      April seemed to read his mind. “I know it seems crazy, but things have been tighter and tighter than has been generally known for some time.”

      Hector nodded. “The Empire is dying.”

      Lucky looked sharply at him, but April was nodding. “He’s a big asshole, but he’s not wrong. We’ve been managing it for some time, careful to shift resources where it would appear that we still had everything under control. But it has been … tight for some time now.”

      Lucky thought about the gold-colored sand and dirt and water and buildings on the Emperor’s Moons. None of it was real gold. Just the skin-deep veneer of gold that rubbed away and turned to rubble, just like anything else.

      “Can we go any faster?” He had Rocky set a timer based on the schedule that Meeley had given them. It wasn’t set in stone, but it told him that the Da’hune were less than eight hours from the Sol System.

      “You wanna go faster, cuz?” asked Hector as they bounced around a particularly rocky stretch. The road was little more than rocks spread between the buildings. In some places the road shifted over by more than a dozen feet one way or the other, to accommodate some vent or shaft that ran from deep within the facility. “This is practically reckless driving around here!”

      Lucky had to admit it. This was probably as fast as he wanted to go, at least on these roads. He tried to switch the subject back, if only to get his mind off what they were heading for. “So the Empire just ceded this to the Crunch makers?”

      “More or less,” said April.

      Hector grunted. “Hell no. They ceded it to local juntas who kept the peace. And it worked for decades, until Digger and his cronies started to run it like a personal fiefdom.”

      “And you’re going to do so much better?” said April, sarcastically.

      “Damn right I am. We aren’t going to—”

      A bright light flashed inside the ground hugger. A second later it jumped off the ground and slammed back down. Lucky was thrown forward, and his face smashed into the ceiling of the small compartment. There was a gunnery turret up top, and Malby managed to actually get up in it. Jiang reached out and grabbed Malby’s swinging leg before it hit her in the head.

      “What the hell was that?” Malby yelled.

      Hector jumped forward into the driver’s space. Lucky joined him, looking out the front screen.

      The ground hugger just ahead of them was in flames. It was flipped over and cratered in, like it had been hit with a huge explosive.

      “Land mine?” asked Jiang.

      “External detonation,” said Rocky. The spiders already had the trajectory lined up.

      Lucky followed it.

      A hovertank was sitting in one of the side alleys, its huge slug slinger still smoking. It began to turn toward their stalled ground hugger.

      “Not quite,” he said.
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      Hector cursed. “It’s Digger’s men. This was his stronghold. They’re making a last stand. Foolish assholes.”

      Lucky looked around at the situation. They were stranded now, with the burning ground hugger ahead of them. Stuck in a perfect row, easy to pick off by the hovertank, which had chosen a perfect tactical position to sit and slug them from.

      The tank was an old piece of shit. He didn’t think he’d ever seen one like it in his life, to be honest. It was barely hover-capable. It had stabilizer sleds on either side that were used to keep it from bucking too wildly when it shot. It probably couldn’t move at more than a few miles an hour.

      But at this moment, it didn’t need to.

      A wave of heat poured down, followed by used slugs, as the kid in the turret above opened up with his slug cannon.

      The ground hugger bucked and bounced, although with its hover engines cut off, at least all it did was rattle his teeth.

      Still, it was a futile gesture. Maybe the kid just didn’t know any better. He was firing mid-style slugs at a tank. It took him a second to get the range, but now he had it, and he was peppering it with pulse slugs.

      “Might as well get your dick out and piss at it,” Malby screamed. Lucky tapped Malby on the leg and nodded. Jiang was already on the move. They leaped out of the door of the ground hugger just as the dirt around them exploded with small arms fire.

      They dove forward against the side of the building. In the circumstances, the tightness of the road worked to their advantage. It provided plenty of cover.

      Lucky looked up and almost got shot in the face.

      “Snipers,” yelled April as she dove out of the ground hugger. Hector stepped out with her, firing upward at the rooftops as he did so, ignoring the rain of energy slugs flowing down around him. He looked almost offended that they were daring to shoot at him. Maybe he was just trying to glare the slugs into missing him. It seemed to be working.

      He walked rather unhurriedly under the roof of the building they were standing in.

      “Plan B?” asked Lucky.

      Hector shook his head. “We just wait. My men will be here soon and they’ll take care of these assholes. It’s just stupid. Delaying the inevitable.”

      Lucky looked at April. “We don’t have time to wait,” he said. “If the element of surprise isn’t completely gone, it’s hanging by a thread. It’s not like those Da’hune ships aren’t already on the doorstep of Old Earth.”

      Lucky still had the timer up that Meeley had given them. It showed less than seven hours left, and that was just an estimate.

      “We have a few hours until that armada is in position to destroy Old Earth,” explained Lucky, flatly. “We’ve gotten nothing that would indicate that the timetable has changed.”

      “Old Earth is screeeweeeed,” said Malby, shaking his head. He didn’t sound quite as concerned as Lucky would have liked, but Malby wasn’t the sentimental type, and he wasn’t wrong. This was grim.

      “We have to take out that tank,” April said matter-of-factly.

      “And we will,” repeated Hector. “It’s not going to take that long—”

      “Now.”

      He shook his head. “Even if we could get to that tank, and it’s two blocks away, there are snipers on the rooftops. They aren’t going to let us near that thing.”

      Lucky gestured around. “You have two dozen men here.” The rest of the ground huggers had unloaded their occupants as well. They had more or less given them up to the tank. “Why hasn’t that tank fired on the other ground huggers?”

      Hector smiled. “They want them.”

      “So there’s going to be a ground assault soon?”

      Hector stopped smiling. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that if they want those ground huggers, and they used the tank to get us out of them, then they just need to kill us.”

      Hector shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t work like that. They’ll just take the ground huggers. We’ll take them back.”

      As Lucky looked, there were men crawling over the ground huggers outside the building. But they were completely ignoring them inside.

      “Why don’t we just go shoot them?”

      Hector shrugged. “I need the men for my Crunch operations. So do they. This isn’t a real war, man. Just some turf wars.”

      Lucky didn’t have time for this shit.

      “April, that thing is running off the underground energy ports. That’s what the skids are for. They draw the power from within the station.” Most everything up here did. Underbelly wasn’t much more than a parasite on the station. All the cities that were within it had no natural power of their own. They relied on the energy generation of the station for power, as well as gravity and atmosphere.

      Hector was about to object when April held up her hand. She pointed at Malby. “Do you think you could make a local connection?”

      He shrugged. “Sure, there are Empire connection ports everywhere. But they’ll know it’s me the second I hop on.”

      April nodded. “Leave that to me.” She looked at Lucky. “If you can get us to a port.”

      Lucky looked at Hector. He sighed and stood. “I thought I gave up being a Marine a long time ago.”

      But Lucky couldn’t help but notice there was a bit more of a skip in his step as he jumped up and signaled them to follow him.

      “Old jarheads die hard,” said Malby.

      “Old jarheads never die,” said Lucky.

      “Oorah,” echoed Rocky.
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      Hector led them to the other end of the building. From where they were sitting, the tank was agonizingly close. But the hundred yards between them and the tank was a death wish. It was an open square with buildings on all four sides. One side was shorter, only a couple stories, and Lucky could easily make out a dozen snipers. “Damn, what I wouldn’t give for a drone right now.”

      “You’re telling me,” said Rocky. It occurred to Lucky that it must be awfully annoying when you were an AI stuck in his head and you didn’t even have drones to command. It was probably boring as shit.

      “Sorry.”

      “No worries, just sitting here making sure your old-man heart doesn’t explode.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said. “Really.”

      “There’s your port,” said Hector, pointing to a small room that was at the base of the building with the low roof.

      “Are you kidding me?” asked Malby. He was pointing at the dozen or so moving bodies on top of the roof.

      Hector smiled. “Nope,” he said.

      Before anyone could stop him, he had jumped out into the street screaming. He started firing his old punch pistol on automatic, leaving his slug rifle holstered on his thigh. He was shooting at the roof but just below the lip, trying to hit the snipers in the legs and feet as they scrambled back from the ledge. Two bodies slumped forward, hanging off the edge of the awning. A third slumped down and slid forward, flipping over and landing on his head on the dirt, before his legs slapped the ground and his back gave out from the pressure. Hopefully dead before he fell, thought Lucky.

      “Go, go, go!” screamed Hector.

      Jiang leapt out next to him, put her back to Hector, and started firing up at the building on the opposite side of the field.

      April and Malby took a quick glance at each other. Malby looked like he was about to say something when April surprised him by reaching out and squeezing his hand.

      Then she said, “Don’t be a pussy,” dropped his hand, and started to dart out for the port on the other side of the field.

      Malby rushed out after her, his rifle held high, firing indiscriminately in the general direction of one of the rooftops as he ran.

      Lucky jumped out with Hector and Jiang and immediately glanced upward to look at the ledge of the building straight up, the one they were standing under. His was the hardest assignment, since he would be able to see almost nothing of—

      He felt his spiders pluck, and stepped aside as the dirt exploded around him. He felt something nick his shoulder, but he didn’t bother looking down. Another pinpoint of light exploded on his kneecap, and he fell to one knee. He finally had his rifle up and started firing.

      He was firing blind. He couldn’t find any targets, and without Rocky to guide him with drones, he had no eyes on the roof of the building.

      He saw something that could have been the muzzle of a rifle, or maybe just a random piece of the overhanging awning. He couldn’t be sure and he didn’t care. He fired wildly. He wasn’t sure he was hitting anything.

      He felt the pain in his knee disappear and he stood again. God bless those nanobots.

      Next to him, Hector grunted and fell back into him. He definitely didn’t have the nanobots that they had.

      Lucky braced the big man up. “Hang in there, old man,” he screamed.

      Hector laughed, but the weight he was putting on Lucky wasn’t insubstantial. Lucky looked down and saw the blood pooling under them, and knew it wasn’t his own or Jiang’s.

      “How’s that port coming, kids?” he yelled over all-comm.

      “I just got here,” Malby exploded. “Give me a second.”

      “We don’t have a second,” Jiang screamed back over all-comm. “Get it done, asshole.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Malby said. “It’s not like it’s that easy—”

      “Got it,” said April, coolly. “I’m into the system, now we just need to—”

      Lucky suddenly felt light as a feather. In fact, he almost felt like he was going to—

      He started to float off the ground.

      “What the—”

      “Shit—”

      “What did you do?” April asked.

      “What did I do?” Malby said. “What did you do? It was your key!”

      “You’re hotboxed in!”

      The shooting stopped. Lucky had to reach up to grab his gun before it floated away. Somehow, the gravity was gone.

      “Hey, odd couple,” screamed Jiang, “I don’t care who did what, we just need to kill the power to that tank—”

      “No,” said Lucky, “we don’t. This will do just fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      The loss of gravity was enough of a distraction that Lucky didn’t need anything else. If anything, this was better. He dropped the hammer on his skyskimmer thrusters and shot across the courtyard. With no gravity, he could move lightning fast. Even if the snipers could get their wits about them, the change in gravity would wreak havoc with their ability to track him.

      Lucky flared back just as he reached the tank. He flipped his rifle and activated the grenade chamber. He grabbed the roof of the tank and threw it open.

      He jerked back as a flame roared out, then reached in and grabbed the hot muzzle of the flamethrower with one hand and yanked upward with all his strength. With gravity gone, the weapon and the man holding it were ripped right out of the top of the tank.

      Man was the wrong word. It was a kid. He must have been nine or ten. No shirt, just shorts. He was badly burned from the blowback of the flamethrower. He was mean to wait until he got all the way out of the tank to fire it, but the kid got antsy and fired early. His head was on fire. His eyes were bloody and bubbling. If he wasn’t going to die of these wounds, he would be permanently scarred.

      He was screaming and kicking. Lucky shoved him off the side of the tank, and he floated away in the zero gravity.

      Lucky dared to glance down into the tank. The blowback from the flamethrower looked like it had done damage to most of the interior. He could hear screaming from inside.

      Shit, it was probably a bunch more kids. Then a shot exploded over his shoulder. It had come from within the tank. Lucky sighed. He pointed his gun into the tank top and dropped the grenade in. He turned and pushed off the tank.

      It was only as he pushed away that he realized the tank wasn’t floating. The skids that were powering it were connected to the ground. Long beams of energy were tied around like ribbons, exploding off the skids. The tank must be drawing incredible amounts of power to keep itself from pulling away.

      Too much power.

      Shit.

      Lucky dropped the hammer on his skyskimmers again.

      Two kids crawled out of the tank, both badly burned. They started to tumble away in the zero gravity, completely flabbergasted. They’d probably lived here all their lives and never dreamed that something like this was possible.

      “Go, go, go!” Lucky screamed.

      Jiang didn’t need an invitation. She grabbed the lumbering Hector and hit her thrusters, firing herself back under the building.

      The tank exploded with a tremendous flash. The ground beneath it opened up immediately, and it dropped down into it. Another explosion accompanied that one, and the building that had been right next to the tank began to crumble, pieces of it falling over as it caved into the hole that had swallowed the tank.

      “Hell, Lucky, what did you do?” screamed Malby, as he and April used their own thrusters to fire after them.

      “It was linked to the power grid. It must have been illegally drawing power. When it blew, it went back down the line and hit the local generation point.”

      “Well, if the Empire didn’t know something was up before, they do now,” Malby said.

      “I think when the gravity for the entire Underbelly of the station turned off, they probably got the memo,” April said.

      Lucky stopped as they arrived back at the ground huggers.

      “Wait, it’s off everywhere?”

      April nodded, then started to run toward the floating hulk of the burned-out ground hugger that had been torched by the tank. “But not for much longer.”

      Malby came up beside her. They both fired their shoulder thrusters and began to shove the large hulk to the side of the narrow roadway. With no gravity, the heap was easy enough to move.

      “Brace yourself,” exclaimed April. She fired her rockets to push herself downward.

      Lucky and Jiang took the hint. They fired their thrusters to get down to the ground.

      Gravity hit Lucky like a punch in the gut. It had only been off for thirty seconds, but it didn’t take long to get used to it. He felt his body sag under the weight. Hector grunted from the injuries that were causing blood to again pool below him.

      The ground shook as the ground huggers slammed back down around them.

      Lucky heard screams and grunts from Hector’s men, who didn’t have the capacity to brace themselves before the gravity came back.

      “Fuuuuuuuu—” screamed Malby, before falling face-first to the gravel. He hadn’t fired his thrusters and had fallen about a dozen feet.

      He looked up, dazed, his nose clearly broken. “Why didn’t someone tell me that was going to happen?”

      Then a huge fireball erupted from where the tank had fallen into the hole in the ground. A second and third explosion followed as the local power generation center went up in flames.

      Lucky watched as the lights went out in all the buildings around them.

      “I think,” echoed Rocky, “that we should assume the element of surprise is gone.”
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      Hector lowered the ranging-opticals he was holding and offered them to Lucky. Ordinarily, he would just send his drones out to check on this, but they were bone dry. Appreciatively, he took the viewers and had a look.

      “What am I looking at?” Lucky asked, scanning the security checkpoint in front of the shipyard area that held the space elevator they needed to get to. It was the only way they were going to make it up to that private shipyard in geosynchronous orbit.

      “You’re looking at a clusterfuck,” Hector replied. “That security is buttoned up as tight as I’ve seen it.”

      “They know we’re coming,” Jiang said flatly.

      Hector shook his head. “Not necessarily. They know something’s up. But shit goes down in the Underbelly every day.”

      “Generators explode and artificial gravity to the whole city disappears every day?”

      Hector smiled. “Okay, so that’s something special. But, you know, shit generally happens every day.”

      “Okay, so now what?”

      Lucky thought for a moment. He felt the T’kat’ke in the smooth curve of the side of his armor. A touch from his finger would release it. He doubted anyone else could really even see or feel it. It looked like nothing. A small knot of armor.

      “You feel that too, right?” he said to April.

      She cocked her head. “I feel the energy pulsing off it. Not sure—”

      Lucky grabbed her hand and mashed it against his side, right over the T’kat’ke. “You feel that?”

      She stared at him, but then she stopped and looked up.

      Lucky followed her eye up. There was a long metal tube making its way upward to the private shipyard above. It was a space elevator. Two huge support beams paralleled it. Smaller supports crisscrossed the space between them and formed a pair of cages that clung to the huge beams. It looked like two diamond-shaped passenger cars rode within the cages. These were the climber units that traversed the space elevator.

      “Yeah,” she said at last. “Shit, yeah. I can feel it. Something up there is—is pulling me into it.”

      She shook her head and pulled her hand away from the T’kat’ke. “Have you been feeling that this whole time?”

      Lucky shook his head. “Only when we got here.”

      “What does it mean?”

      It was his turn to give her a skeptical look. “What do you think?”

      “I think we have to get up there.”

      Malby had been listening to the exchange, and now he broke in. “Uh, well, hey, I’d love to get a ride on one of those fancy elevators. But, you know, I don’t think I like the idea of riding up in those little canisters of death. I mean, we’d be trapped and big fat easy targets in those things, don’t you think?”

      Lucky tended to agree. It wasn’t a good tactical position to be in.

      Hector cleared his throat. “What, you think Queen Snark here is the only one who has some access?”

      They all exchanged looks. Hector’s smile broadened. “She might know the Empire, but I know the Underbelly.”

      He stood without another word and started moving away in the opposite direction.

      Jiang looked at April. “What’s he planning?”

      “I have no idea.”
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      “This is the second time I’ve been this close to a giant pile of shit, and it’s getting old,” said Malby.

      They were clinging to the edge of a large walkway along the side of a deep ridge full of toxic fluids flowing past. It was moving so fast you could barely make out there were solids in there at all.

      But there were. Lots of them.

      “Welcome to the shit rivers of the Underbelly,” said Hector.

      “How the hell do they allow untreated shit to flow right under this entire area?”

      “They had to. Couldn’t make the treatment centers out here, and they don’t have the capacity for the energy transfer needed. Remember, this is still a space station at the end of the day, and there’s an energy resources equation that everything has to abide by. Even sewers. They have to cover it as best they can.”

      “So rivers of shit flowing down into the treatment centers,” said April.

      “Rivers of shit,” said Hector, smiling. “Like an Empire metaphor or something.”

      April scowled at him.

      Ten minutes later, Lucky shoved his way upward from a trash collection grate. They were right below the machine room for the elevator climbers.

      As he watched, a climber arrived, and the bottom of it dropped perilously close to his head. He ducked down instinctively, and Jiang tensed up behind him on the ladder.

      “What is it?”

      Lucky shook his head. “Just jumpy.”

      “Go figure,” said Malby, who redefined the word jumpy every day.

      Lucky slipped out of the grating, careful not to hit his head on the climber. It was giving off jets of steam, and at first he thought it was very hot, but in fact the outer casing on the climber unit was freezing cold. It was warming rapidly in the machine room.

      There was a second climber already parked in the other chute. Both climbers were on the surface of the station right now. Lucky listened and thought he could hear movement. One of the climbers was boarding. “I think our ride is about to take off.”

      Hector climbed up, followed by April and Jiang. Jiang had her rifle out. “I really wish we had drones,” she said warily. Lucky had to agree. It would make things a lot better to have some support on their six.

      “I agree. I’m seriously bored out of your mind up here,” Rocky echoed.

      “You could contribute some strategy if you like.”

      “Like telling you this is crazy since they know you’re coming now?”

      “Yeah, like that, for instance.”

      “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Suddenly, the climber that had been loading jerked downward, and for a moment Lucky thought he was going to be crushed. Then the release mechanism slid away and the climber took off like a spring that had been released. It shot away with incredible speed.

      It only took a moment for Lucky to realize what that meant.

      He was staring straight up into an opening above the mechanical room right up to the platform for loading the climbers.

      “Uh-oh,” echoed Rocky.

      Two drones swiveled and dove into the opening, straight at his head. He could see the warming of their front cannon assemblies.

      He dove aside just as the first one fired. The blue stream that poured out of it was completely Da’hune-inspired tech. He could tell that for sure. It sliced—like a hose of pure energy—through the metal floor grating of the mechanical room.

      Lucky reacted by bringing up his own rifle, but he knew he’d never get both.

      But he didn’t have to. Hector screamed something in that native tongue again and leapt on the lowest of the two drones, the one that was firing.

      Lucky had to make a snap change to his firing solution. He almost shot Hector. He put two pulses into the first drone and watched as it sputtered and spun away, over the lip of the opening and into the loading platform above.

      “That’s going to gain some attention,” noted Rocky.

      “Let’s go back to you not helping.”

      “Gladly.”

      Hector had wrestled the drone to the ground, but it was still firing its blue energy stream. It tore into the wall of the mechanical room and sparks flew.

      April suddenly appeared next to Hector, a pulse pistol in her hand. She fired at point blank range into the drone that Hector had wrapped in his beefy arms. It exploded in a shower of sparks that poured over him.

      “Hey!” he screamed as hot metal exploded across his arms. He kicked the remains of the burning drone away for him, quickly knocking hot metal shards off his uniform.

      “You’re welcome,” April said. “Now let’s go.”
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      “This is crazy,” said Malby as he stood with his hotbox on the panel of the climber.

      “He has a point,” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky didn’t disagree. The Empire knew they were coming now.

      “And it’s too easy,” Lucky said.

      “You’re paranoid,” April replied.

      “Not sure he’s wrong,” Hector said. “Why haven’t they overridden your access?”

      “They don’t know I’m here. They just know someone is doing something.”

      They looked down and watched as the checkpoint disappeared below them. It was clear that the activity level was going up, even beyond what was there before. The drones must have reported what was happening. They had to know it happened in the bay of the climbers.

      How they couldn’t put two and two together, Lucky couldn’t imagine.

      “They’re going to be waiting for us,” he said, tightening his grip on his pulse rifle. He felt the combat stims Rocky was pumping into him.

      “Keep ‘em coming,” he echoed.

      He felt his teeth mash together, and knew he had a crazy smile on his face. He looked across the climber at Hector, who had an equally big smile on his face. It seemed like it never really left the big man. Lucky couldn’t decide what was more amazing. The amount of damage he had taken from those snipers firing on them less than an hour ago, or the fact that it appeared as if he’d never been hurt at all.

      “Combat stims,” he said to Lucky.

      “What?”

      He nodded at Lucky again. “You’re getting those damn combat stims. I remember those.” Hector now had that far-off smile on his face.

      “Were you augmented?” Lucky hadn’t thought to ask. He didn’t know what they did with augmented marines, like Frontier Marines, when they went AWOL. As far as he knew, that just didn’t happen. Maybe they took it back out of you.

      Lucky had a shuddering thought of what it was like in his mind when the Queen Mother ripped Rocky out of him.

      “Yeah, you remember that,” said Rocky, sarcastic as ever.

      “I wish,” said Hector. “No, I was just your garden-variety Empire Marine. You know the type. Asshole who knows everything and kills anything.”

      Lucky nodded. He knew the type. Got a glimpse of him in the mirror on a regular basis.

      Malby was smiling and nodding.

      Or anytime he looked at Malby.

      “What happened?”

      Hector shrugged. The smile didn’t go away, but it kind of froze in place.

      “He deserted,” April said matter-of factly.

      “They deserted me,” Hector replied.

      April exhaled sharply. “Please.”

      “I was going to be executed in a coliseum.”

      April shrugged, unmoved. Desertion was desertion in her book, even if death was the alternative.

      “Story, please,” said Jiang, interested now. She was kicking a new slug charger into her rifle. “Since we’re about to die anyway.”

      “Whoa,” said Rocky. It wasn’t like Jiang to be the dark one.

      Jiang didn’t make eye contact with Lucky. What was she thinking?

      “We had a mission, and my commander didn’t see it as something we needed to do. So I took it upon myself to do it.”

      Hector set his hand casually on the butt of his ancient pulse rifle as he spoke.

      “At Killaband, on the Red front,” April offered. “A general retreat was ordered and he refused to go.”

      Hector shook his head. “It was political. There was no value in the retreat. It was to give a local governor time to cover his ass and get out of there. Wasn’t interested. So we stayed and took care of the mission.”

      “You stayed and endangered your team, who had to come back and defend your stupid flanking action.”

      “We got the mission done.”

      “You got men killed and you got yourself court-martialed.”

      Hector gave her a long look. “Didn’t seem to hurt your career much.”

      “I don’t get this,” said Lucky. “Not respecting a retreat order should get you court-martialed, but nobody gets booted for that.”

      “Well, I shot my commander. In the face.”

      “Ah.”

      “He had it coming.”

      Lucky nodded. Okay, so not exactly model behavior.

      There was an awkward silence. Lucky felt compelled to break it with a question that had been on his mind for a while.

      “Does that slug slinger work?”

      Hector had been drumming the butt of his slug rifle absently, but now he pulled his hand away and looked down, almost reverentially.

      “My lucky rifle,” he said. “It got me through every campaign.” He considered it thoughtfully. “It works better than any rifle in the universe for me.”

      Lucky nodded. If there was one thing he understood, it was a favorite gun.

      “A fellow phallic lover,” noted Rocky. “It’s like looking at yourself in a hundred years.”

      “Have you fired it lately?”

      Hector gave Lucky a sly smile. “Maybe once or twice.”

      “We’re here,” announced Malby as they neared the station.

      “No, we aren’t,” Lucky said instinctively.

      Malby turned and looked at him. “What are you talking about? I’m telling you, we’re here. Look.” He pointed out to the onrushing platform. They would arrive at it any moment.

      “Shit, it’s crawling,” said Jiang suddenly. There were drones everywhere. And where there were that many drones—

      “As soon as those doors open, it’s over,” Jiang said.

      She wasn’t wrong. Lucky predicted there was an entire platoon just sitting there waiting for them.

      “Malby, you have to override and send us to the top.”

      Malby looked quizzically over at him for the second time. “This is the top.”

      Lucky shook his head and exchanged a look with April. He could feel the T’kat’ke against his skin. “Tell me you can feel that.”

      She nodded. “I do. I thought I was crazy, but… I do.”

      “The corridor opening. I don’t know how, but I just know. It’s farther up.”

      “I’m telling you,” said Malby, angry now, “there’s nothing farther up. This is the end of the line!”

      “No,” said Jiang, chewing her lip now. She was rubbing the necklace from her brother that she always wore. She only did that when she was thinking. “There’s a counterweight at the other end. It should be equidistant from the private shipyards, as the shipyards are from the station below.”

      “The hell are you talking about?”

      April nodded and stepped over to Malby, and started doing something on the panel next to his hotbox.

      “It’s physics. It’s called a counterweight. It’s how the space elevator works. And—” Something jerked, and the climber stopped slowing and suddenly started to coast. “We’re going there.”

      They slid past the private shipyard platform. They went by so fast Lucky didn’t get a good look, but not so fast he didn’t get a look at all.

      There wasn’t a platoon waiting there for them. There were two.

      “I’m glad that wasn’t our stop—”

      The climber lurched. Something exploded below them. As Lucky watched, the climber rail was completely severed from the platform at the shipyard.

      They had just completely blown the space elevator track and cut them free.
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      They felt the weightlessness hit immediately. They started to shift.

      “They cut us free!”

      “Move,” screamed Jiang as she pointed her rifle at Lucky. He stared at her dumbly for a beat, then stepped aside as she fired and blew the doors off the climber.

      They scrambled out into space. They were tumbling now, but if he didn’t look out into space, and just concentrated on the track ahead of them and the counterweight that was just a few feet away, he was fine.

      Lucky started climbing as fast as he could toward the counterweight.

      He didn’t have time to look up or think. He didn’t have time to do anything but climb as fast as he could. They had to get to that corridor. It didn’t matter that the space elevator and track had been cut away. It didn’t matter where in the universe they were. If they could get to that corridor, they could step right through to where the Da’hune were. He could feel that now. He could feel the corridor more strongly than any corridor he had ever felt in his life.

      There was something else. Something he couldn’t place. Something that was flowing back from the corridor. He could see other pinpoints of light. They weren’t as clear as the corridor ahead of him, but he could see them. They were all around him.

      What are those?

      He didn’t have time to worry about it. This was a disaster, but it wasn’t the end.

      If he could just get to the corridor, he could do what he knew he needed to do. He could take the T’kat’ke through the corridor and blow it up. He held the metal control slider on his side. That would kill the powered armor around the T’kat’ke and allow him to pull the orb free.

      Just a few more seconds and he could free the orb and take it through. He would destroy the Da’hune. More importantly, he would destroy himself.

      He was a festering wound on the universe that was finally going to end. In a way, he was at peace with that. He knew from the beginning that he was going to die. Someone had to, and it might as well be Lucky.

      Hell, it should be Lucky.

      He didn’t tell the others this. He wasn’t even sure they were aware of it, but the bottom line was that this was the only way to ensure their plan worked. He had to go through with the T’kat’ke and detonate it on the other side. That way they would be sure that it ended all of this once and for all.

      More than anything, it would ensure that the Hate was destroy for good. The Hate that was surely in the Da’hune like it in was so much else. The Hate that was always with him. The Hate that he couldn’t stand another second with. The Hate that he had to cut ties with.

      “You don’t have to do this,” said Rocky.

      “You know I do,” he said simply.

      It wasn’t crazy or desperate. He had to do it to ensure Old Earth was saved. It was a sacrifice he was willing to make. Had to make. And it was a sacrifice he had to make alone.

      Himself.

      He planted his foot on the platform of the counterweight. It didn’t look like a mechanical room at all. It looked like another lab. Everywhere they looked, the Empire was up to something else. Whatever it was up here, it was conducive to their corridor experiments.

      The platform was powerless. It must have lost its power when the space elevator was severed.

      Lucky felt someone at his shoulder, and looked over to see Hector next to him in his ill-fitting old Empire armor. He gave Lucky a thumbs up.

      Hector reached up and grabbed the doors to the platform and gave them a powerful shove. He strained, and Lucky quickly helped him, taking up the other side of the doors. Together, they were able to shove them aside.

      Inside was equipment Lucky immediately recognized. It looked just like the equipment the Union had been using when they’d been transmitting the message to the miners on the mining colony planet, back when all of this started. The Da’hune must be using this corridor in a similar fashion.

      “Bingo,” echoed Rocky. “This is ground zero for their surrogates.”

      “Meeley was right,” Lucky breathed.

      “He hasn’t been wrong much so far.”

      Lucky frowned. “That’s usually about the time they are.”

      “Such an optimist,” noted Rocky.

      “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Rocky said nothing.

      Jiang and Malby followed, weapons up, carefully checking up and down. “Clear,” said Malby, a moment before Jiang answered in the same way. Lucky was suddenly ashamed that he was so distracted he didn’t actually do his job.

      The room was empty. Deserted.

      “Where is everyone?” asked April.

      Lucky saw movement at the last second, and his spiders told him something was happening. He didn’t have time to think. He leapt into the air, respecting the will of his spiders. A second later, the ground he’d been standing on exploded.

      A huge cloud of drones descended from the ceiling. A dozen Empire soldiers appeared, pointing their guns at them.
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      “Hold it,” one of them cried, but they were comically past that by now. Lucky was already diving behind one of the huge columns that were evenly spread throughout the huge open hangar space. He saw that Jiang and Malby had quickly dived behind another one nearby. April and Hector had the worst positions, stuck behind a small corner of the wall next to the opening to the climber platform. On the other hand, they were in the best position to just make a run for it.

      Although where they would run to now wasn’t clear.

      “We just have to get to that corridor,” he screamed over all-comm. “I have the T’kat’ke. I just need to dive through and this thing is over. We can put an end to all of this right now.”

      “I can kill the drones if you get me to—”

      Hector roared and ran straight at the Empire soldiers’ lines. Lucky just stared. It was stupid. They were in a confined space. There was nowhere to go. He was a huge, easy target. If the soldiers didn’t hit him, the drones would. It was completely stupid.

      Lucky loved this guy.

      He fired indiscriminately into the air, trying to hit as many drones as he could. He’d live with the soldiers and their imprecise firing.

      Blood splattered up in the air as Hector took a shot that made its way through his armor and hit him on the shoulder.

      Then he was on top of the lead soldier. The rifle of the soldier just disappeared under the weight of Hector. There was nothing elegant about it.

      Lucky took the same tack. He didn’t have a plan or care that there was a plan. He saw two soldiers who both had their guns trained on him, but they were so surprised by Hector that they hadn’t been able to squeeze off a shot.

      It didn’t matter now. They were too close.

      This was what Lucky lived for.

      The lead soldier tried feebly to reach out with his non-weapon hand. Lucky slapped it aside and mashed into the man. There wasn’t a plan, just a tangle of panic and screaming and clawing. He landed on top of the man and found himself holding on to the man’s helmet. He smashed it against the ground. Once. Twice. Three times. Something came swinging at his head and he pulled back, but too slow. He felt the heavy metal end of the rifle butt as it smashed his chin. He felt the man squirm under him and start to reach into his shoulder.

      Lucky felt his own knife sheath at his leg. Before he knew he even had it out, he’d planted it in the arm of the soldier and heard him scream in pain.

      Lucky yanked the knife out and slashed against the man’s neck, then felt something like a bone snapping in one fluid motion. He didn’t have time to think about the blood that had spurted on his face.

      Something buzzed and bit him in the shoulder.

      He rolled off the man and realized that his left arm was hanging limp. He roared and dove in the direction the shot had come from. He saw a solder with a rifle. He fired, and Lucky felt it slam into his shoulder, the same shoulder that was already shot.

      Except he didn’t feel it, not really. Rocky had already turned down the pain receptors there. Good. She should probably just kill them everywhere.

      He swung with his other arm, aiming to hit the soldier and knock him out. But the soldier saw it coming and stepped back, and Lucky found himself overcorrecting and spinning right past them. He desperately kicked out his legs and managed to catch the rifle the man was holding, smashing it out of his arms.

      The man reached for another weapon on his shoulder. A knife. Lucky lifted his own. He couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but knew they were there in that goddamn combat suit. Lucky felt something red bubbling up in his own eyes. A red mist was descending. He wanted to see the man’s face. Wanted to see his eyes when he killed him, see the blood pouring down his face. The Hate was ready for the fun combat. He was in his element.

      He screamed and yanked on the man’s helmet.

      He shoved the man’s head down, down, down. He felt something snap and all the pressure released. He fell forward, flopping over the man.

      Lucky looked down at his hand and realized the release on the side of the helmet had snapped free. He was holding the man’s helmet in his hands. He turned back and saw that soldier was sitting up in a daze. There was blood on his chin from his broken nose. One of his ears was ripped off. He assumed it was probably in the combat helmet that was such a snug fit. Lucky hadn’t even realized there was a way to rip the damn thing off someone.

      The man stared up at him with vacant eyes. Lucky thought he was in shock.

      Something smashed hard against Lucky and he rolled away. An explosion of pain erupted from his side. He’d been shot clean through and his spiders hadn’t been able to help him. He didn’t even hear them. The Hate was starting to bubble up in his mind. He was having trouble hearing Rocky now, too.

      He looked to one side and saw Jiang take a shot right in the chest. She staggered back as her rifle fell from her grip.

      April was standing with Malby, shouting in his ear. Malby was bent over a panel. Maybe he could do something about the damn drones. Something bounced next to him. It might be a grenade. It might be anything. He kicked it away.

      Hector was the only one left standing. Well, half-standing. He was down on one knee now, blood pouring from a cut in the back of his leg. It looked like he couldn’t stand any longer, but that wasn’t stopping him from digging at the eyes of the man he was fighting.

      From nowhere, a weapon ended up in Lucky’s face. He didn’t think. He grabbed the muzzle just as it exploded with energy and shoved it into his dead shoulder. He felt the kick through his whole body. Lucky held fast to the hot muzzle and the shocked man was dragged down by the action.

      Lucky grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him down even closer.

      He slammed his head into the combat helmet of the other man enough to surprise him.

      Lucky couldn’t see clearly anymore. He just saw red. Everywhere was red.

      He felt a roar bellowing out of him, a giant happy scream of something that was finally free.

      A monster that only wanted to kill.

      The Hate was loose.
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      He reached up and ripped his own helmet off and threw it aside. He laughed wildly and spat in the face of the man now cowering before him. He grabbed the puny little gun the man was holding and smashed it over his head. Again and again. He smashed the man in the head until the combat helmet dented and started caving in. Then he smashed it some more. Then he took the man and lifted him up by the breastplate and slung him into two more men that approached, their rifles firing.

      He felt the sting of their gunfire and loved the feel of it. He felt it burning over his body and luxuriated in the pure joy of the pain.

      He reached for the man closest to him and grabbed him by the legs. His knife was in hand again. He cut deep into the soft tissue on the back of the man’s legs, easily finding the gap in his armor there.

      The man screamed and fell forward, his limp legs useless.

      Oh, no, the Hate laughed. Oh, no. You don’t get to get away that easily. He leapt on the man’s back and plunged the knife in, feeling it tear open his skin and smash across the bones of his spinal cord. Tick tick tick, went the knife.

      He felt the man stop moving, then roared with laughter as something hit him over the head. He tasted blood in his mouth, and it tasted good.

      He didn’t know if it was an arm or leg, and he didn’t care. He bit into it and tasted the blood as he heard screaming.

      Something huge lumbered up in front of him. Now this, thought the Hate, was something worthy of his attention.

      The beast of a man towered over him. He reached out for Lucky’s shoulder, as if to shake him.

      The Hate grabbed the arm and spun it around, using the giant’s weight against him, spinning him over his shoulder. He felt the giant begin to fall, but stop himself in mid-throw, adjusting his body weight so he instead pulled Lucky over with him.

      The Hate roared in approval, happy to tumble over with the giant man. The Hate landed on the man, and he felt blood and sinew in his teeth and realized that he had the man’s throat in his mouth and was tearing. He felt the salty juices pour over him as the man tried to scream.

      Oh, but the scream was joy to the Hate. The Hate lapped it up and tasted the pure fear of the giant now. He was big, but now he was scared.

      He mashed his face into the man. He didn’t use his forehead. He used the flat parts of his face, destroying his own face in the process. He felt his own nose break and didn’t care. He kept at it, smashing his face again and again into the man. He loved the feel of it. It felt so good.

      At last Lucky felt something in him starting to slow down. He felt something starting to seep back in as the Hate slithered happily away, leaving him to pick up the pieces.

      He realized something was hitting him in the face.

      It wasn’t hitting him hard. It was just getting his attention.

      He started to hear a voice again. It was Rocky. He felt the red mist suddenly seep away from his eyes.

      He was crying uncontrollably. He was lying on top of someone or something and he was crying. Someone hitting him on the back of his head. Hitting him hard. It hurt.

      He rolled over and looked up at April. She was standing over him, and she was screaming.

      “What?” he said, bewildered. His hands were shaking and wet. He tasted blood. He realized his hands were slick with blood. His whole body was covered in blood. There was something in his mouth. He spat out something that looked like a lump of flesh and wondered if he had swallowed any of it.

      He started to gag.

      “Rocky, what—”

      “The Hate.”

      Lucky closed his eyes. He wasn’t surprised. It was the mayhem of the fight. He couldn’t help it. It was impossible to keep in him in the bottle under those circumstances.

      “What did I do?” he said aloud. He opened his eyes and looked straight into Jiang’s. She was over him, staring back into his eyes. Watching him, like she was looking into him to see if she saw Lucky or the Hate.

      “You beat the shit out of Hector, but I think he’ll be okay.” She seemed to consider his face. “Actually, I think you beat the shit out of yourself, using Hector to do it.”

      The giant. The giant the Hate had been fighting. It had been Hector.

      He sat up and looked forward.

      Lucky had expected to find April standing over him. He was sure she had just been hitting him, but she was nowhere to be found.

      It didn’t matter. The corridor was beckoning him. He felt at his side.

      The pressure release was missing.

      He felt for the curve of the suit, but it was smooth.

      The T’kat’ke was gone.

      It wasn’t possible. It was keyed to him. Who could override that?

      Only one person he knew of.
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      April stared dumbstruck at the glowing orb in her hands. She hadn’t meant to take it.

      She had rushed over to check on her father. Lucky had smashed his face in. The old Marine was out cold and uglier than before, but alive.

      She was still undecided on whether that was a good thing or not. He was a traitor. A coward.

      He chose to get lost in the endless turf wars at Underbelly for one simple reason: he could hide here and never be found.

      He ran from the Empire. He ran from her mother. He ran from her.

      When the chips were down, some men stayed, and some men ran.

      Hector ran.

      Once she was sure he was still in one piece, she checked on Lucky.

      He was lying on the ground sobbing like a baby. Blood and guts were splattered across his face, in his teeth, and clumped in his hair. He looked like he’d just walked through the killing floor of a slaughterhouse with his mouth open.

      She half-preferred her passed-out father.

      And then she just reached down and released the orb.

      Simple as that.

      She barely remembered doing it.

      Lucky didn’t have any security protocols on it. Anyone could have taken it. She wondered absently if he even knew.

      The T’kat’ke was like nothing she had ever held before. When she had previously handled the orb, it had always been in a protective case. The Union had been careful to shield it in a powered-armor box, and Lucky had sheathed it in a triple-blast cylinder from the Alberta. But the release on his suit hadn’t just released the orb from his side. It had released the blast armor from the orb.

      The soft translucent orb felt like it was vibrating in her hands. The texture was soft and waxy. It dimpled where her fingers pressed into it. A warm wash of electricity spilled down her hand, as if someone had left an energy spout open. Her head buzzed.

      It was intoxicating.

      And then she saw the stars. Everywhere, stars. All around the room, little specks of far-off corridor energy beckoning her to reach out and touch them.

      But they were nothing compared to the corridor she was standing before.

      The energy flowing out of it took her breath away. She was sure that Dragon was dimming her vision, and it was still like staring into the heart of a star.

      She stepped closer.

      She thought for a moment that she could see movement on the other side of the corridor. But then it was gone. Just a fleeting phantom, she thought. Maybe just the Bunny trying to frighten her.

      Hop away, little Bunny, hop away.

      “Are you ready for this, Dragon?”

      “I’m built for this,” Dragon replied, a little too quickly. She must feel the same intoxication for the corridor that April did. After all, she was the one who would do the driving.

      “You know it’s a one-way trip.”

      Dragon didn’t answer. “I know you need this.”

      April closed her eyes. She did. She had never imagined that she could have so much hate for anything in the universe, but her hatred for the Da’hune was like nothing she could describe. They had killed her Emperor. Taken her Empire.

      They had destroyed her life.

      Her everything.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Lucky scanned the room until he found April.

      The sneaky little Inquisitor was staring into the corridor.

      Lucky could see why. It was blazing bright. The energy pouring from that corridor was like nothing he had ever faced in any of his past experiences with corridors.

      He looked around the room. There was a small alcove to his left, and another set further back, at the other end of this lab. Everywhere there were small points of light, like stars.

      “What are those points of light, Rocky?”

      They seemed to congeal into a loose point of light in the small inset alcove, like a baby corridor, but tiny.

      “I don’t know. They aren’t showing up on my other sensors.”

      The blazing energy pouring from the corridor ahead of them was washing them out.

      “What’s different with this corridor?”

      “There’s something on the other end of it,” she said. “That’s my guess. I don’t think it’s the corridor. I think it’s what’s at the other end of it.”

      “The Da’hune? It connects to the Da’hune armada, right? That’s the working hypothesis. Or are we totally wrong?”

      “It’s Sol.”

      “What?”

      “The armada. The closer they’ve gotten to Sol, the more energy I’ve read from this.”

      Lucky glanced at the timer that he’d started based on Meeley’s calculations. They should have a few more hours, but in galactic terms, they were right on Old Earth’s doorstep.

      Lucky was flabbergasted. He’d never been to Old Earth. Barely seen pictures. If this energy pouring off the Sun was any indication, he was really missing out on something.

      April took a step closer, inching ever nearer to the corridor at the far end of the room. She was holding the T’kat’ke in her hand. How she had released the shielding that only Lucky had the code for was beyond him, but then again, she was the Inquisitor. She was used to opening doors that would only open for her.

      Well, shit.

      April was stealing his idea. She was going to kill herself to fulfill her mission.

      Screw that.

      Lucky roared and staggered to his feet. The bots in his body were still trying to patch him up. He took a step and stumbled forward as his legs buckled under him.

      “We’re working on mobility.”

      “Work faster,” Lucky exploded in his mind.

      He started crawling towards April. Malby and Jiang had turned, and were seeing April now as well.

      “April, what are you doing?” Malby called out.

      “Shit,” said Jiang, who knew exactly what April was doing. “April, you don’t have to do this.”

      April half turned at this. She was only a couple steps from the corridor. She had her small punch pistol out and was shoving the muzzle against the exposed orb. Lucky could see the side of it dimpled inward. Having it in the power shell, he’d almost forgotten how beautiful it was.

      “Of course I do,” said April. “One of us has to. You don’t think I knew that? You don’t think we all knew that?” She gestured back at Malby and Jiang.

      No one said anything, but Lucky suddenly felt very foolish. Of course everyone knew that the end result here was for Lucky to jump through the corridor to sacrifice himself to destroy the fleet. He could lie to them, try to convince them he would jump through, explode the T’kat’ke and jump back, but he had no idea if that was even possible. The instant the T’kat’ke was destroyed, all the power was released. He wasn’t sure he’d even have a wave to ride back through the corridors.

      At any rate, it was all moot, since he had no intention of doing anything other than dying in a fireball.

      It was so beautiful.

      It was so perfect.

      It was his plan, dammit.

      Now April was going and screwing it up with her own plan, which made just as much sense as Lucky’s and, you know, she had the advantage of actually seeing it through.

      What was he going to say? No, he wanted it to be him? Why? What standing did he have that she didn’t to do this?

      “April, I—”

      She took another step closer to the corridor. Lucky could see the corridor start to bend, like a tiny bulge at the T’kat’ke’s nearest point to the plane.

      “Goodbye, Lucky,” April said.

      The bulge in the corridor plane reached out and touched the T’kat’ke, and there was a buzz of energy.

      Then something burst through the corridor, slamming into April. The T’kat’ke slapped to the ground as she toppled forward and raised her pistol at the intruder.

      Lucky instinctively grabbed his own pistol and also leveled it at the intruder. He had no idea where his rifle was in the bloody mess that was the floor of the room.

      Jiang gasped behind him. Standing on the platform was one of the hybrid Da’hune. Apparently, the Da’hune did keep a couple around, maybe for just such an occasion. It had jumped through the corridor, and Lucky suddenly realized how.

      The Da’hune knew they were coming.

      They had been standing there waiting, knowing that if the Marines did run the gauntlet and arrive at the corridor, they’d have to use the T’kat’ke to cross over.

      And so this Da’hune hybrid, capable of crossing the corridor with its copy of Rocky that the Queen Mother had forged, was waiting.

      How many hybrids did the Da’hune have left? Lucky had assumed they’d destroyed all the hybrids when they’d destroyed the Emperor’s Moon, but of course, that was long after the Da’hune armada had passed through the corridor.

      The Da’hune hybrid was wearing an Elite uniform, but not a combat helmet. Lucky could see the ridges on the forehead, the scales, the rows of teeth.

      It reminded him of the Hate-infused creature he’d fought not so long ago—

      “Hello, Lucky,” it said with malicious joy, as it forced the words past the razor-sharp teeth in a mouth that was no longer made for talking.

      It ripped off the chest cavity to reveal a nuclear belt.
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      April fired her punch pistol at the thing. It was futile, but it was something.

      Lucky had only time to do two things. He decided to make them count.

      An instant of information exploded between him and Rocky. Nothing was echoed. Nothing had to be.

      Lucky fired his sticky rope and lassoed the T’kat’ke that had plopped down on the deck. It was soft and light and the kind of thing that the sticky rope was made for. The rope slurped it up and slapped it back into Lucky’s hands in lightning-fast time.

      Lucky didn’t have time to think. The stars that he had just watched arrange themselves into a tiny corridor in the small alcove were suddenly much larger. They were forming a gaping corridor. Lucky could feel it simultaneously stretching open and reaching out to him, beckoning him forward.

      He didn’t need an invitation. Rocky had already fired his skyskimmers. His poor broken body was either going to make the short trip to the new mystery corridor on the small platform below, or it wasn’t.

      He didn’t know where it went, and he didn’t care. They needed an exit from this catastrophe. This was it.

      He had no idea if the others were coming or not. Rocky had shoved the target down the throats of her AI compatriots in the other Marines. Malby and Jiang would either make it or they wouldn’t.

      The trick was to get April.

      She wouldn’t come. He knew that because he knew she was broken. She had come this far with the goal to kill herself and fulfill her mission. She was done.

      Lucky knew the feeling. But now April had come along and burst his bubble, and he was over the pity party.

      But now April was deep in it. She was going to die here.

      Lucky reached down as he shot past. It was his bad arm. It was the one that had just barely been hanging on a second before. Of course it was. It couldn’t be on the other side of him, because that would be too damn easy for the universe.

      His skyskimmers were firing faster now. He was almost off the ground as he took two giant strides.

      Lucky reached down, straining, and felt his fingers as they snagged on something on her combat gear.

      He didn’t know or care what. He felt her lift off the ground.

      Then she slipped from his grip.

      He reached out again, desperately dragging his fingers along the hard metal of her suit. He found another lip and clutched it for all his worth.

      He had her by the lip of her helmet, dragging her along like a rag doll. Lucky was afraid he was going to break her neck—maybe he would—but he had to get her back through that corridor.

      But her body wouldn’t cooperate. It turned and twisted away, and he felt her slip through his grasp.

      She fell back as he rocketed over the lip and down into the small room below.

      A bright light ripped through his mind. His eyes burned bright and then dimmed as his retinas were burned, and Rocky ran a quick stim through his body. Lucky was getting used to taking radiation baths.

      The bots poured into his eyes, and his vision came back just as he dove into the corridor.

      He thought for a second he saw something flash past. It could have been Jiang or Malby, or both. Or just a trick of the light.

      He looked down and saw that he had April’s helmet still clutched in his hands.

      But no April. She was gone.

      Maybe they all were.

      Then he saw Hector, his face bloody, with April in his arms, rushing toward him as he entered the corridor.

      Then the blackness enveloped him and he felt nothing.
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      Lucky awoke to a pounding in his head and someone yelling in his ears.

      “Are you kidding me?” the voice screamed. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      It was Malby. Of course it was Malby.

      Lucky opened his eyes. As far as he was concerned, it was sweet music to his ears.

      He was alive.

      He could barely believe it.

      Malby was in full peacock mode, standing and holding court in the center of a small room.

      It was a control room, Lucky realized, which seemed odd. It was too small to have a corridor, he would have thought. What equipment could take advantage of the corridor here?

      Even odder, it didn’t seem to have a well-defined corridor gate.

      “It didn’t on the other side, either,” Rocky reminded him.

      “What the hell? Why does the Empire need hidden corridors?”

      And maybe the better question: how had he been able to see it all?

      Being able to pass through the corridors didn’t mean that Lucky knew automatically where they were. But this one, he did.

      Lucky saw April sitting across from him. She was staring at him. Lucky felt uncomfortable under her gaze. Was she sorry she had tried to take the T’kat’ke through on her own? Angry at him for saving her?

      She didn’t look like it. She looked like she was working something out. Like Lucky was a problem she was trying to solve.

      Hector slid up next to her, patting her on the shoulder, and she looked away. The old man seemed to be in shock, and it occurred to Lucky that he had little idea what they’d just been through.

      Malby was an unstoppable force. Spittle flew from his lips. He had his arms up, waving at a display that dominated the far wall of the control room they were in. Lucky realized it was a window. A vast, energy-shielded window.

      Lying on the ground, Lucky couldn’t see what was beyond, but he could see the grim look on Jiang’s face and knew it wasn’t good.

      She offered a hand to Lucky and he stood on shaky feet. “Good news, I see?”

      “You,” Malby screamed, pointing at Lucky. “You have to be kidding me! Of all the places that you could have dragged us to, this is the place you pick?”

      “I didn’t exactly pick so much as panic and run in any direction,” Lucky said.

      “We have a situation,” echoed Rocky. She seemed to hesitate. “Did you really just dive into this corridor without knowing where it went?”

      Lucky was taken aback by the question. “You know I did.”

      Rocky said nothing more, but Lucky could tell there was more to be said.

      “Shit, Malby,” said Jiang. “It’s better than whatever the hell was going on back there.”

      “Is it?” He pointed at the window.

      Now that he was standing, Lucky could see what he was talking about.

      He wished he hadn’t.

      Outside the window was a vast hangar full of Empire ships. Hundreds of them. This operation dwarfed the one they had seen in the immense hollowed-out asteroid where the Union had been building the Queen Mother’s invasion force. In part, that was because this was Norfolk Station, which meant it was the largest shipyard this side of the galaxy. It was also because these ships were packed tightly together, like matches in a matchbook. It was a massive assembly line. If there was one bright side, it was that they were almost all unfinished, in various states of construction.

      Almost. More than a dozen seemed to be prowling around the tight quarters of the hangar bay.

      Lucky had hoped to leap somewhere less filled with deadly ships.

      “Why the hell did you think I meant to jump here?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “You knew we needed a ship. Here we have ships.”

      “Yeah, lots of ships of people who want us dead,” he shot back. “Besides, we have ships. What we need is an FTL-ship. I don’t suppose you see one of those lying around here?”

      He hadn’t really had time to think when the hybrid leaped out of the corridor with the nuke. It was really just a gut reaction. But he had run for the dimmest point of light. Lucky couldn’t explain why, but he’d felt like that must lead somewhere close by. In theory, the brighter lights probably moved closer to Earth, or whatever that source of energy had been. The Shemwar were nearby, and if they had nothing else going for them, at least they would come and pick them up.

      The Shemwar. Shit.

      “Rocky, can you contact them?”

      “Already have. They’re on the other side of the station, but they should be here in a few minutes. But there isn’t much they can do outside the station.”

      “We’re topside?” This must be the enclosed dry dock that floated outside the station, on the exact opposite side of the station from the birthing bays of the Underbelly. The corridor really hadn’t taken them far.

      The only thing Lucky couldn’t understand was why this construction was happening up here. It should be going on in the belly of the station. Usually anything that was up here in space dock was either a ship ready to launch, or very close to it.

      Most of these weren’t, which left Lucky with a sinking feeling. He had a hunch why they weren’t in the main section. That was too crammed with other ships under construction. Hector answered it for him before he could ask.

      “So this is where they are,” he said. “They were building these in the birthing bays, but they ran out of room. We never knew where they were storing them.”

      “Wait,” said Malby, suddenly catching on to what Hector was saying. “You mean there are more of these things?”

      Hector nodded. “It’s a massive project. They’ve been building them for months.”

      Either the Emperor was full of shit or he was completely in the dark, thought Lucky. If this was going on for months, then the Empire hadn’t just made a deal to let the Da’hune through. They were planning to actively support them.

      “Rocky, anything we can hitch a ride on here?”

      “Already on it.”

      Something lit up in his mind’s eye. Rocky was painting a target for him. He walked to the window.

      “Great,” Malby said. “Anyone got any bright idea on what we should do in our final moments, before one of these ships decides to blow us to bits?”

      “They’re not going to bother with that, mate,” said Hector. “They’ll just send soldiers up here.”

      Lucky tended to agree. He was expecting a commando unit to lay sight to this control room any second, just the way they had on the shit spitter. “We can’t stay here.”

      “What the hell are they waiting for?” April asked.

      It was a fair question. Someone should know they were here by now. There was something strange going on at the catwalk below them. A group was forming. There seemed to be someone having a seizure. Several men were standing around.

      As Lucky watched, a medtech came rushing up. A single medtech. Were they that short-staffed up here?

      Lucky stood and started for the doorway. Jiang followed close behind.

      “Wait, where the hell are you going?” Malby asked incredulously.

      “You heard the man,” he said, nodding at Hector. “We can’t sit here.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      Lucky nodded at the shipyard full of ships. “Yeah,” he said. “We’re getting a ride.”
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      Malby shook his head. “You can’t just hotwire one of these and take off. I don’t have the tech to override all the safeties on one of these.”

      “No, but she can,” Lucky said, tapping his head.

      Malby stared at Lucky. “Bullshit.”

      Lucky turned and started again for the hatch from the control room where they were sitting. He felt a little shiver as he walked past the exact plane of the corridor. It wasn’t giving off anything like the energy that it had from the other side. He had the feeling that everything he had been feeling before was because of the open corridor to the Da’hune ships that were on the cusp of Old Earth.

      They were almost out of time.

      “You can actually get this ship working?” echoed Lucky.

      “You just get us there, big boy, I’ll do the rest.”

      Rocky sounded very confident, which worried Lucky even more. “Just try not to get us killed.”

      “Oh shut up, you big baby.”

      “Well played, madam. This battle of wits is over.”

      “Touché.”

      Lucky turned at the door. Jiang was right on his six, looking mean and angry and ready to kill something. Hector and April were following. Malby was still standing like a statue, arms raised.

      “Seriously? This is the plan?”

      “Plans are my specialty, Malby,” Lucky said sarcastically. “If you’ve got a better one, now’s the time.”

      Malby scrunched up his face. He turned and looked back through the viewport into the maze of Empire ships beyond. “Unbelievable,” he muttered.

      Two minutes later, they arrived at a catwalk leading to the ship that Rocky was painting in his mind.

      There was only one small problem.

      “Uh, Lucky,” Malby said, right in his grill.

      “Yeah, I see it, Malby,” said Lucky.

      They had ended up right where their little medical emergency was unfolding. Lucky couldn’t see what was happening, but it looked like a general — an admiral, actually— was having some sort of seizure. It didn’t look good for the man. His body was leaping off the deck. The medtech looked utterly defeated.

      Unfortunately, the crowd around the man had only grown in the time it had taken to make it down to the deck. More than dozen aides, and a dozen more armed guards, were milling around. They weren’t Marines, but they were shipyard security, and they were armed with what Lucky could see was some new Da’hune-inspired Empire tech. He was just going to start thinking of all Empire tech as Da’hune tech.

      He mulled over their options.

      “Bum rush?” echoed Rocky. “Seriously?”

      “No,” he said defensively, except she knew him too well. That was exactly what he was considering.

      April tapped him on the shoulder and Lucky just about jumped through his skin.

      “Hey, cowboy,” she said, invoking the Old Earth term that their dearly departed Sergeant Nuchik had preferred for him. “Instead of whatever terrible, no-good idea you’re cooking up, how about you let Hector and me take point on this one?”

      Lucky looked over her shoulder at Hector. The old man had a wry smile on his bruised face. His huge shock of white hair was comically smashed into his undersized combat helmet. Everything about his gear was undersized. But really, it was just that he was oversized.

      April turned and started down the side of the catwalk; then she slipped over the lip on the far side.

      Hector nodded and slapped Lucky on the shoulder as he passed. “Bum rush?”

      Lucky nodded.

      Hector nodded. “My plan, too.” He nodded at April as she crouched low and moved fast. “I learned a long time ago to go with her plans.”

      Lucky couldn’t help but smile despite himself.

      “Yeah, listen to the ladies. That’s good advice,” echoed Rocky.

      “I don’t think you were who he was talking about.”

      “What have we talked about with you thinking?” she said.

      “Uh-huh. You just get that ship moving.”

      “Yeah,” she said hesitantly. “No problem.”

      Lucky stopped short. “You have control, right?”

      “Just get over there.”

      Shit.

      Lucky saw now what April was doing. This was just like the sewers below Underbelly, except this was no cave to run through here. Just the open space below the catwalk. There was a good amount of artificial gravity here, enough that the shoulder-mounted skyskimmers wouldn’t be much help if they fell. It was going to be a long fall and a hard landing.

      They began to climb, hanging upside down. If anyone was looking, they would be easy pickings. There were handholds and crevices everywhere on the underside of the catwalk. Energy cables ran the length of it, attaching to ports on the ship. The catwalks were built to be moved, adjusting to the hatches of the different ships that came into space dock. They could easily extend more than a hundred feet from the side of the dock. This one was about half that far out. The ship it was attached to was a huge copy of all the others they saw under construction, but it had one crucial difference, as far as Lucky could see. It looked like it was finished and maneuverable.

      “How are we going to get into that hatch?” Malby hissed to April, who was pushing ahead without waiting for them. Not exactly the ideal operation they were running here.

      “Just worry about not falling on your ugly ass,” said Jiang.

      Lucky was actually interested in the answer to Malby’s question. How were they going to get into that hatch?

      “Rocky, can you shift the ship downward so we can get to that hatch?”

      It would require breaking free of the catwalk, which would be messy, but it was the only way Lucky could see for them to quickly get to the hatch without exposing themselves at the other end.

      “Uh, sure,” she said unconvincingly.

      “Shit, Rocky, just tell me if you don’t have control.”

      “I don’t have control.”

      “Shit, don’t tell me that.”

      “You asked.”

      “I thought you did!”

      “I said I was working on it.”

      “Uh, guys,” Lucky said, “I have a little problem here. I don’t think Rocky has control yet.”

      Malby laughed. “See! I knew this was bullshit. I knew it! We aren’t just screwed now. Now we’re hanging upside down with our asses in the air. And screwed. Great. Much better.”

      Hector laughed. He didn’t elaborate, and Lucky was left to wonder what part of Malby’s desperate tirade struck the giant man as funny.

      “We’ll just have to go topside,” said April. “We’ll be so close to the ship when they see us, it won’t matter.”

      “Assuming the ship is open,” echoed Lucky.

      “Whose side are you on?” Rocky echoed.

      Jiang waved them quiet. They were getting close to the huddled group on the catwalk directly above them.

      Lucky heard the medtech’s comm crackling to life. “We have two more up on C deck. Kelty, are you available?”

      The medtech—Kelty, apparently—shot back. “No, I have a five-star here.”

      “No shit. We have two more five-stars up here. Get it zipped and shipped and get over to C!”

      Two more five-star generals in the same shape as the one above them, thought Lucky. Norfolk Station was big and strategically important, but Lucky didn’t know how many five-stars could actually be on the station. Maybe a half-dozen? To have at least three incapacitated like this probably explained the general state of disarray around them.

      That was probably the only reason they had made it this far without being detected. Lucky doubted that this could last—

      A tiny shipyard drone slid into view. Lucky could see the hot tip of its energy port as it paused in mid-air. It seemed to be considering what it was seeing, like a child that came upon a group of interesting bugs.

      A slug smashed into the side of it and it spun away and exploded, debris falling down to the deck of the bay far below them.

      “April,” said Jiang, re-holstering her punch pistol, “we’re going to have to move faster.”
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      Lucky heard yelling from the deck above them.

      Immediately, he started double-timing it, yanking himself along the bottom of the catwalk. His hand slipped, and he cursed before he caught himself.

      Two more drones dropped down. Lucky dispatched one and Malby the other, but those two were replaced by two more and every time they stopped to shoot them down, they lost a few more precious seconds. The catwalk began to bounce. Heavy footfalls above told him that there was a group amassing above them.

      Something exploded ahead of them.

      April had reached the far end of the catwalk and was shoved up against the ship at the base of the hatch. As soon as she peeked out, sparks exploded around her head and shoulders. She fell back into Hector. The big man was anchored like a rock to the base of the ship.

      Rather than thanking him, she used his shoulders to hold herself up. She held her rifle above her head and fired indiscriminately across the top of the catwalk.

      Lucky heard several screams and some cursing as men scattered. As exposed as they were down here, the men up there also didn’t have much of anywhere to hide.

      “We need an exit,” screamed Jiang as she blasted two more drones that popped up. They were coming faster and faster now. All the drones in the bay were converging on them.

      Lucky felt his spiders pluck at his side, and he turned away as a blue flash drew sparks where his hand had been. He fired at the drone that had tried to sneak up behind him. They couldn’t hang here much longer.

      “Rocky, now would be—”

      The catwalk lurched as the starship it was attached to violently dropped several feet. The mooring clamps were wrenched loose and partially tore away. April and Hector were left clinging to the side of the ship.

      Lucky felt the air grow hot around him. The ship’s thrusters were firing. In the tight quarters, they were creating a firestorm.

      They’d be crispy in a few more seconds.

      “Rocky!”

      “I’m working on it, hang on,” she echoed back. “They’ve done some crazy retrofitting thing here—”

      “I don’t care,” Lucky screamed, “we can’t—”

      Lucky watched a rifle falling away below him. A Marine rifle.

      “Whose rifle—”

      “Fuuuuuuu—” screamed Malby over all-comm. Lucky turned just in time to see a drone firing a shot at Malby’s hand, locked on the railing of the underside of the bridge.

      Malby did the sensible thing and let go. He fired his skyskimmers, but they would only help for a second.

      Lucky leaned forward as far as he could, grabbing for anything on Malby that he could get purchase on.

      His hand slipped past Malby’s breastplate, then caught on the punch holster hanging from his side.

      Malby’s dead weight spun around, partially unraveling the holster from his shoulder before it finally snapped taut.

      Lucky found himself reaching between Malby’s legs, holding him by the punch pistol that was still wedged in the holster. The holster was pointed straight at his crotch.

      Lucky had his hand around the grip of the gun awkwardly. At least one of his fingers was inside the trigger assembly.

      He shoved one of Malby’s legs out of his face as he swayed, his arm bouncing around the crotch of Malby’s suit.

      “You don’t want to be moving much, Malby.”

      “You think?” he screamed in his coolheaded way.

      Lucky wasn’t sure if Malby was aware of the danger to his most prized possession, but he probably had the general idea that he was dangling upside-down.

      “I’m going to try and pull you up.”

      The catwalk took another violent shaking as the ship completely disengaged.

      Lucky felt his own grip getting loose. “Shit, Rocky, can you do something—”

      He stared into the face of a drone. It had come out of nowhere.

      Before he had time to react, it exploded. Another replaced it. It exploded too.

      Lucky felt shrapnel impact the shoulder of the arm he was holding the catwalk with.

      He sensed the pain receptors going dead in the arm. Then he felt his hand go numb. He couldn’t feel the support he had been holding on to. That was odd.

      Then he sensed the bay around him shift and begin to blur.

      He’d lost his grip. He was falling. He didn’t even know which way was up, so he couldn’t even fire his skyskimmers if he wanted to.

      On the plus side, the sudden shift had caused him to drop Malby, so at least he hadn’t shot him in the crotch. More importantly, at least his arm wasn’t reaching between the Marine’s legs.

      “Gotcha,” screamed Hector, as Lucky felt the big man’s hand clamp down on his leg.

      Now it was Lucky’s turn to hang upside down.

      He looked up to see April heaving Malby against the lip of the ship’s hatch below.

      He looked down to see Hector hanging out of the side of a second airlock, higher up the side of the big ship.

      The catwalk was nowhere to be seen. Lucky heard a huge crash as it smashed into the bay below.

      Hector roared, and Lucky braced himself as he bounced against the side of the ship like a side of beef. Hector slowly dragged him up.

      Lucky was deposited on the floor of the airlock next to Malby, who was staring and cursing and rubbing his crotch.

      “Hey, just be glad you got something to check up on.”

      Lucky looked around. April was helping Malby up. Jiang was crouched against the airlock hatch, where the catwalk had been attached. It was chewed up, but didn’t look that much worse for wear.

      The inner airlock slid open.

      “Are you guys coming inside, or what?” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky sighed and nodded to the others. “We’re in.”
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      “I have good news and bad news,” Rocky echoed to Lucky as the Marines ran for the battle bridge, carefully checking hallways as they went. One nice thing about an Empire ship, even one they didn’t understand the design of fully, was that it made sense. Things were where they expected them to be. There was great order in the Empire, if nothing else.

      “I just want to know about life signs.”

      “Negative. You’re it. This thing is a ghost town. It’s not technically ready to launch,” she said. “That’s what made it so hard to get into and maneuver.”

      “But you’re in now?’

      “Yes and no. I have some control. I’m still struggling to understand what they’ve done with the drives.”

      “What is there to struggle with? Go forward and get us out of here.”

      Lucky conveyed the news to the others about no life signs. They stopped their careful checks of each hallway and hatch they encountered, but they still kept their rifles at ready level. No reason to take chances.

      “That brings us to the good news.”

      “I thought no life signs was the good news.”

      “Nope.”

      Lucky waited. “And?”

      Rocky seemed to be enjoying the anticipation. “And this ship is FTL-capable.”

      Lucky stopped, stunned. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      “It’s too small,” he croaked out at last, aloud.

      Jiang stopped. “What’s too small?”

      Lucky just shook his head.

      “These are all FTL-capable,” Rocky echoed. “Everything in this dock is.”

      “That’s not possible,” he said aloud again.

      “What isn’t possible?” Jiang asked, frustrated now.

      The others had stopped and were now making their way back to Lucky. His emotions must have been easy to read on his face. “What is it?” April asked.

      Lucky couldn’t speak. He could barely find the words. “I can’t even.” He shook his head.

      April cocked her head. “Are you… Are you smiling?”

      Lucky swore she must be wrong. But as soon as he realized it, he couldn’t stop it from spreading. Like a disease, the smile spread across his face. He couldn’t control it.

      “What the hell could you possibly be smiling about?” exploded Malby.

      Lucky looked at him, then at Jiang, then at April. He even threw in Hector. What the hell. “This ship is FTL-capable.”

      Lucky started moving again. This time it was the rest of them who stood rooted in place.

      “What did you say?” asked Jiang.

      “You heard me.”

      “How? It’s not a carrier. It’s tiny.”

      “I don’t know, but Rocky says it is, and that’s good enough for me.” He waved them forward. “She says all of them are.”

      “All of them— What, like all the ships in this dock?” asked Jiang incredulously.

      “That’s the word.”

      April seemed to grasp what that meant first. “We need to move fast.”

      Even if they could get out of here, their FTL signature would be easy to follow. Especially for a bunch of ships with the same capabilities.

      “The Shemwar,” Jiang said. “They’re out there. We have to go get them and—”

      Lucky nodded at her. “Exactly.”

      “So what does this all mean?” asked Hector, clearly out of the loop.

      April smashed her rifle down as she switched over a slug round. “It means we’re back in business.”

      Lucky nodded. “It ain’t over yet.”

      They started moving again, quicker this time. Lucky could sense the pep in the step of the whole group.

      “Hey there, sunshine, did you miss the part where I said I had good news and bad news?”

      Lucky shook his head. “I don’t think any bad news can trump that good news.”

      “Oh really?” asked Rocky.

      The battle bridge doorway opened before they even approached. Rocky was really rolling out the red carpet for them.

      Lucky hadn’t ever seen an Empire battle bridge when it was completely dark and silent. It was eerie.

      Then he saw that half the command centers were empty. Energy plugs and half-formed assembly parts were protruding from the deck where there should have been monitors. He looked at tactical. Nothing. Navigation. Zero.

      “Um, is this ship actually finished?” Jiang asked aloud as she surveyed the bridge.

      “I’m guessing the bad news is that the ship isn’t finished?”

      “No, actually, that’s more good news. There aren’t any control protocols yet. It’s easier for me to control in this state.”

      “So what’s the bad news?”

      The forward view screen lit up. It showed a full blockade ahead of them, just inside the bay doors. More than a dozen ships that looked just like the one they were in were lined up in a neat little row.

      “We’ve attracted a following.”

      So much for the fast getaway.
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      “Of course,” said Malby as he got a good look at what was on the viewport.

      “I’m guessing they don’t just happen to be lined up that way coincidentally?” asked Jiang.

      As they watched, two more ships slid in to join the blockade.

      “I’m gonna go with a no,” Lucky said flatly.

      They were so close.

      Just beyond those doors would be open space. Rocky had already alerted the Shemwar, so they would be here soon. The station was big, but they were fast.

      But there was something curious about the formation of the blockading ships. April seemed to notice it too. “Why aren’t they actually blocking us?”

      Malby gave her a quizzical look. “Say what?”

      She nodded forward again. “They aren’t blocking us directly.”

      The ships were arranging themselves to have clear firing lines, but no one ship was taking the lead and blocking their way.

      Suddenly, Lucky thought back to what he had heard on the catwalk. Three five-stars were down.

      “What did Meeley say?” he said absently.

      “Maybe you should have watched the vid, smart guy,” Rocky echoed.

      April turned and frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      Lucky realized he was spinning his wheels, but he needed to think out loud. “He said that the Da’hune were using that manmade corridor at Norfolk Station to communicate with the Empire.”

      “So?” asked Jiang.

      “So they killed the connection,” April said, catching on.

      Lucky nodded. “And what if it was more than communication?” Now he looked at Jiang. “Like Nico and Vlad?”

      Jiang looked like she’d been shot. “Shit. Surrogates.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Malby said, “but these guys don’t look like they’re going to let us waltz out of here.”

      As they watched, the ships begin to slide closer to the bay doors. The doors were reinforced, but they were still a weak point. One shot could blow a hole right through them, but that didn’t change the fact that these other ships could blow a hole in them if they wanted to.

      But there still wasn’t a lead ship.

      “If you wanted to take control of an entire group of people, who would you target?” Lucky asked aloud, then answered his own question. “Military leadership. They would be the prized possessions. You could infiltrate the leadership of the military and from there you could gain all the power you needed. Even if you didn’t control the rest, that would be enough.”

      Jiang shook her head. “Nico was a private.”

      “Exactly,” Lucky said. “Perfect for the job of jumping with us. I’m betting the Queen Mother had others that would be perfect for this. After all, she was planning an invasion of her own.”

      “The five-stars,” said Jiang. “Shit.”

      Lucky nodded. “The five-stars.”

      Malby looked confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “When the Da’hune blew up that corridor—”

      “They blew up their link to their five-stars!” exclaimed Hector, laughing.

      Lucky doubted he really understood the subtleties of the situation, but he got the broad strokes. “Exactly. Every single one of those surrogates, wherever they might be, they don’t have control of them now.”

      “But why would they do that?”

      Lucky shrugged. “They had to. We were close. Maybe they don’t care. Whatever this is, I have a feeling it’s secondary to the primary mission of destroying Sol, so the corridors go dark.” And also because killing me is one of the most important things for the Hate. He didn’t say that, since it sounded weird and self-centered, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all very personal for the Hate. He knew it was personal for him. He wanted to eradicate the Hate.

      Lucky felt the ship shifting imperceptibly. “What’s going on?” he echoed.

      “I’m slowing, unless you want me to go through them,” Rocky echoed back.

      “Don’t slow.”

      “You want to provoke them?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to slow one bit. I don’t want them thinking we’re going to give an inch.”

      “OK, but they still outnumber us a dozen to one.”

      Jiang could sense Lucky was talking to Rocky. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we’re desperate,” Malby blurted out.

      Lucky nodded in agreement. “They might have lost their chain of command, but they aren’t going to just stop following their training or mission. They’ll do what they think is the best course of action based on the situation. And the situation is that we’re stealing a ship from their shipyard.”

      “Exactly,” said Malby, as if the last few minutes of conversation had just been stalling for everyone to come around to his point. “We’re screwed.”

      Lucky sighed. “We aren’t screwed. But we are short on good options.”

      Hector looked skeptical. “It seems a little like we’re screwed.”

      Lucky stared out the front screen, chewing his lip. He looked at Jiang. He looked at April. “I have an idea.”

      Jiang and April exchanged a look. “I don’t like the way that sounds,” said Jiang.

      “It’s risky. It’s not my thing. But it just might work.” Lucky shook his head, not believing what he was about to do. “This is crazy.”

      He was babbling. He knew it. Time to suck it up.

      Lucky turned to Hector. “You knew me the second you heard my voice.”

      Hector nodded. “Sure. That recording of you screaming your head off trying to save those Marines. It’s everywhere.”

      Lucky nodded.

      “So?”

      “So these guys will have heard me already,” he said.

      He chewed his lip and looked at Jiang. She nodded back, reading his mind. “It’s better than nothing.”

      Lucky nodded, making up his mind. “I’m going to try and talk to them.”

      Malby leaned forward as if he hadn’t heard clearly. “You’re gonna do what?”

      Lucky smiled in spite of himself. “I’m going to try some diplomacy.”

      Malby contorted his face into sheer incredulity.

      April just shook her head. “We really are screwed.”
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      They didn’t have communication on the bridge, but he knew Rocky could patch him through to the other ships. One nice thing about stealing an Empire ship was that it made communication with other Empire ships a lot easier.

      “You sure about this?”

      “No.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      He walked to where he would have a clear view of the screen ahead of him and be seen clearly. He looked around himself, trying to imagine what it would look like. He’d never really broadcast before.

      “Want a breath mint?” asked Malby.

      “You’re live, Mr. Diplomat,” echoed Rocky.

      Nothing seemed to change. The room was silent. No one was sending back a signal. He’d have to say everything to the wall in front of him.

      If they weren’t desperate, this would be funny. Hector had a big grin on his face. Maybe it still was.

      “I’m going to keep this short and sweet,” Lucky said. “I didn’t kill the Emperor, the Da’hune did. The same Da’hune that you’re ushering to Old Earth. You might think they’re going there to help you win it back, or maybe you don’t even know about them at all. I doubt you know anything but your mission at hand. I know I never did. Never cared. But this is one where you’re going to have to care. This one, you can’t just do the mission and walk away. Because you have to know you aren’t just working with the Da’hune. You aren’t just their partners. You’re their slaves.”

      He took a breath. “They’re going there to destroy the planet. And the Sun. And kill every settlement in the Core System. They have their reasons, and frankly, I don’t even understand them or give a shit about them. I have a mission, too. My mission is to stop them. My mission is to stop an alien force from climbing up the ass of my civilization and wiping me off the face of the universe.”

      He felt himself getting angry. He felt Rocky hit him with a stim. He imagined he was starting to look crazy. Maybe he already did. His face was still scarred from repeatedly smashing it into Hector, who wasn’t looking any prettier. His arm still hung limp. And his right eye, where the drone had exploded, still wasn’t fully healed.

      All in all, though, this was about as good as he looked anytime.

      “I’m not saying you have to help us. I’m not saying that our mission is your mission. What I’m saying is—”

      He looked at Jiang. Her jaw was set. Malby was just shaking his head. April and Hector seemed to be in their own world.

      Well, this is what it is.

      “What I’m saying is, stay out of our damn way.”

      He stopped and waited a beat for Rocky to close the feed.

      “Inspiring,” said Rocky.

      “That’s it?” said Malby, once it was clear the speech was over. “That’s the speech?”

      “The Da’hune didn’t kill the Emperor,” April said. “That crazy bitch did, with the help of the Society.”

      Lucky shrugged. “Let’s not get caught up in the details. We need help stopping the Da’hune right now.”

      And the Hate, he thought. But he kept that to himself.

      “Now, let’s see if my little speech did the job. Hang on to something,” he said, only half-joking.

      “Rocky, punch it.”

      “We’re in a space dock port.”

      “OK, punch it as much as you can punch it.”

      “Going to full thruster speeds.”

      The image of the ships began to grow larger. Rapidly larger.

      “They aren’t moving,” said Malby.

      “We don’t need them to move,” said Jiang. “We just don’t need them to block the way.”

      “We’re still going to trade paint with them.”

      A proximity alert blasted in their ears. It was going to be tight.

      “We’re going to have to blow those doors open as we get closer, without seeming like we’re shooting at them.”

      “Unless they shoot at us,” Malby said.

      “They’re moving,” April said. That wasn’t technically true. Most of them weren’t moving at all. But the two ships that had taken up positions most directly in line with their path to the bay doors were drifting back.

      This was going to work.

      They just needed them to—

      The ship bounced and shifted. “They’re firing at us.”

      “Shit, Rocky—”

      “It was over the bow,” said Rocky, calmly.

      “A warning shot?”

      Lucky smiled. They really didn’t know what to do. They were panicking.

      The ship rocked again, this time at the stern. A red damage report popped up on his HUD.

      “Uh-oh,” said Rocky.

      “What ‘Uh-oh’? You can’t tell me ‘Uh-oh’.”

      “I think that warning shot must have jarred something loose, because—”

      The ship started to rock again. Lucky could see it now. At least three of the ships were firing on them.

      “Well, it was a nice speech,” said Malby. “Really inspiring stuff, chief.”

      “Screw it. Drop the hammer, Rocky. I don’t care if we are dock—”

      A bright light exploded and the forward screen went blank for a moment.

      “What the hell—”

      It blinked back on and the bay doors were gone. There were stars there now. The edges of the bay door were just ragged, ripped edges with particles blowing into space.

      The starships that had been blocking their path were sent spinning away as their own thrusters struggled to maintain level flight inside the tight confines of the docking bay. Several smashed into one another, creating a chain reaction that sent several of them bouncing and crunching away in different directions.

      And then the view was blocked by dozens of boxes floating in space. If you didn’t know any better, you’d just assume they were big cargo containers floating loose, lazily wandering in their direction.

      “We are here, honored ones,” came a voice over all-comm. “We came as soon as the Rocky invited us.”

      The Shemwar. Their heroes.

      About to be the universe’s heroes.
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      On the bridge of the Empire carrier Endeavor, Jack sat in the command chair and watched as the Empire ship was ushered away, surrounded by a large flotilla of ships. And not just any ships. Alien ships. Jack knew every military vessel in space, and these were clearly not local. Some of them didn’t look like ships in any traditional sense of the term at all.

      “We have a firing solution,” said his new XO, who had been the former XO. But she had refused to take up the command chair after their strange captain had fallen ill and been taken to sick bay, delirious and disoriented.

      The Endeavor was hidden from the flotilla of alien ships. She was orbiting the station along with fellow ships of the strike group. Norfolk didn’t have room for them all, so they were rotating their supply trips to the docks.

      “We could target the stolen ship. It should be the same as the others being built here. We have the schematics.”

      Jack nodded.

      The bridge crew was still in shock from the former captain’s collapse. He had screamed and writhed so much that it took two Marines to secure him while the medtech tried in vain to figure out what was triggering the episode.

      Jack didn’t really care. The last thing he needed was the strange appointee from HQ back in the command chair.

      No sooner was he out of the bridge than they heard that voice again. A voice from the dead. A voice of a man who wouldn’t die, apparently.

      This time he was transmitting from within an Empire ship. The one that they had in their sights right now.

      “You have to know you aren’t just working with the Da’hune. You aren’t just their partners. You’re their slaves.”

      Jack looked down at the wet pool on the ground where the captain had slapped his face repeatedly, slobbering and drooling.

      “I’m not saying you have to help us. I’m not saying that our mission is your mission. What I’m saying is … What I’m saying is, stay out of our damn way.”

      His CAC flagged him down. “I’ve got an energy spout. They’ll uptransit any second.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      The XO glanced at the weapons officer. “Shall we take ourselves off alert?”

      Jack snorted. “No, I wouldn’t do that.”

      He nodded to navigations. “Prepare to uptransit.”

      “Destination?”

      Jack tapped his fingers on the arm of the command chair.

      “Old Earth.”
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      “Are we really thinking this through?” Malby asked.

      “I can’t believe that you,” Jiang said, pointing, “you are asking if we’re thinking something through.”

      He shrugged.

      “And I can’t believe that I agree with you.”

      Malby smiled and nodded around at Lucky and April, as if he’d won a bet.

      “What part should we be thinking through?” Lucky said, rubbing his eyes. “We have a few minutes to do the thinking.”

      They were at FTL speed. They would be at Earth in minutes. Rocky had been right about the ship — there was little reason to think she wasn’t. As amazing and disturbing as it was to contemplate, all the new ships that were in that bay at Norfolk Station were FTL-capable.

      They knew that because most of them were now in pursuit of them. It was going to be a real party when they came out of FTL.

      “This was the original mission,” said April to Jiang. “Nothing has changed. More than anything, we actually have a plan now.”

      “Do we? We’re just going to drop out of FTL and make a direct charge on them?” Malby asked. “What about the dozens of Empire ships from Norfolk? They know where we’re going”—he said this last part pointedly at Lucky—“so it’s not like they won’t be right behind us.”

      “That was always the plan,” said Lucky.

      “To be stuck between the Da’hune armada on one side and the Empire on the other?”

      “OK, so not exactly the plan,” Lucky conceded. “But we still have this,” he said, patting his side, where the T’kat’ke was again safely within its blast-reinforced container. “And someone isn’t going to be taking it again, is she?”

      He looked over at April, trying to keep it light. It felt a little forced, but they had to get past it. Especially if the plan was going to work.

      She nodded. “I’ll have it back in my hands soon enough,” she said cryptically.

      She was an Inquisitor at heart. So used to getting her way.

      If Meeley’s timeline was right, the Da’hune were already inside the Core System. Judging by the energy that poured into him from that corridor, they were damn close already.

      Lucky nodded. “Back there. I could feel it. As soon as that corridor was opened up, I could feel something. It’s hard to explain. There was an energy pouring out of it. And wherever I looked, I could see other corridors.”

      “Other corridors?” asked Jiang.

      Lucky nodded. “I knew they were far away, maybe light years away, but I could see all of them. Like points of light. Like I could see all these veins running through space.”

      “Like a map,” said April.

      They all turned to her.

      “You felt it too?” Lucky asked.

      April stared at him for an uncomfortable few seconds. “That other corridor,” she said at last. “It wasn’t there before you dove through it.”

      Lucky frowned at her. “Like you just said, it was like a map or something. With that energy pouring in, I could see all these corridors.”

      She nodded. “Yes, when I got close to the corridor with that T’kat’ke in my hand, I could see those points too. And there weren’t any inside that room.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, suddenly feeling defensive. He wasn’t sure why.

      “There was no corridor in that room,” she said again, slower this time.

      “Of course there was—”

      “Where was the pad? The outline along the plane? The communications equipment? Did you see any of that?”

      Lucky squirmed. He’d wondered the same himself. “I think it must have been a secret corridor.”

      “There was nothing on the other side either.”

      Lucky shrugged. He really didn’t know what to tell her. He was panicked. He was desperate. He’d just reached out and the corridor was there.

      “You.”

      “Me, what?”

      “You were the force that made that corridor appear.”

      Lucky stared at her. “You think I magically made that corridor appear.”

      April crossed her arms. It reminded him of the first time he’d seen her. She still oozed Inquisitor authority. “That’s exactly what I think.”
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      “I don’t think you made the corridor,” she continued, “but I think you were able to reach out and bend it through space. It came to that room when you needed it, and it dropped you where you wanted to go.”

      Lucky was bewildered. The others were turning and staring at him. He held up his hands. “Seriously? I don’t think I wanted to go to a hangar full of Empire ships! We almost got killed there!”

      April was shaking her head. “You knew we needed an FTL ship. Maybe not consciously, but subconsciously. You knew it. And you didn’t know there were FTL ships there, but you knew at some level that the Da’hune were planning something with the Empire.”

      She must have read the confused look on his face. “Maybe it was Rocky. I don’t know. They were burning FTL ships in the region. You didn’t imagine that was a prelude to corner the market and make a run at everyone before they could rebuild? I know I did. I bet you could figure that out, subconsciously at least.”

      She laughed. “Hell, maybe it was me. I don’t know. But I believe when you panicked and leaped without thinking, you bent that corridor to come to you and go where you wanted it to go. And I think it was all based on that energy flowing through the corridor with the Da’hune.

      “That’s why they want to break the circuit. That’s why they want to destroy the Gate. Because you and anyone else who has what the Queen Mother managed to cook up can channel that power to control the corridors. And whoever controls the corridors can bend them to their will, can go anywhere at any time. It’s a staggering advantage.”

      She finally took a breath. She had spoken so fast, Lucky thought she was possessed.

      “I don’t know what to say.” He genuinely meant it.

      Jiang looked shocked. “Is this what the Da’hune are worried about?”

      Lucky shook his head. “I don’t think so. Remember, the current Da’hune don’t seem so keen on the corridors. Hell, this wasn’t even their concern until the Great Corridor opened up. They had long ago forgotten about this universe. They migrated so long ago that the idea of crossing corridors — or even the corridors themselves, even our whole universe — had almost passed into lore. It took the Queen Mother to revive things.” He almost said, to revive the Hate. “They just want to make them go away.”

      “Couldn’t they just blow up the other side of the circuit?” asked Hector. “That other gate?” Lucky had forgotten the big man was there.

      Lucky nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that, but I guess so, sure. But that gate would be at the old Da’hune home world. That was the other side of the circuit. And from what I can tell, Sol was chosen for no other reason than that it was a nowhere star off on the other side of the universe. Which makes me think that the Da’hune home world, the original one that they left so long ago, is a long way away.”

      “So it’s just easier for them to kill a few billion humans,” said Jiang matter-of-factly.

      Lucky nodded, but didn’t say anything. There wasn’t much else to say.

      “Can I see the T’kat’ke?” asked April.

      Lucky looked at her uncomfortably. “Screw it, I prefer not to see it,” said Malby. “It’s like walking around with a nuke. Besides, I don’t trust you not to try and kill yourself again.”

      She gave him a sour look. “I was trying to blow up the Da’hune.”

      “And yourself,” he said. He sounded genuinely hurt about it. Almost like a real person with feelings, if Lucky didn’t know any better.

      “I’m not going to blow it up.”

      Lucky reluctantly released the clip on the shell on his side and felt his nanobots shifting around the material. He felt the cool steel orb drop into his hand.

      He handed it to her. She just looked at it, considering it.

      “Are you going to open it?” asked Jiang. She’d seen the real thing before.

      April shook her head. She held the blast-reinforced orb in her hand. “Don’t need to.”

      She looked back at Lucky with a sparkle in her eye.

      “That look means trouble,” Hector said.

      April ignored him. “I have a plan.”

      Lucky raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “You’ve made a lot of plans, and—no offense—they haven’t really come off.”

      Malby was nodding enthusiastically.

      “Oh, shut up, Malby,” shot Jiang.

      “I’ve been talking with Dragon,” April said. “And we have a plan.”

      “Would you like to elaborate?”

      She took several minutes to lay it all out.

      When she was finished, Malby was having none of it. “I don’t like it.”

      “Why? Because you have no part in it?”

      “Because you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “That’s no reason for a Marine to pass on a mission,” she said coolly. She could switch into her Inquisitor mindset fast.

      “You’re not a Marine,” Malby shot back.

      “Neither are you,” she shot back. “Remember?”

      Hector laughed. A big, booming laugh. It took everyone by surprise.

      “What’s so funny, Hector?” asked April.

      “I just realized something,” he said, shaking his head. “All this time, I forgot that you all were kicked out too.” He looked around at everyone. “We’re all former Marines!”

      “And why is that so funny?” asked April, confused.

      “Because the real Marines aren’t doing shit! They’re sitting on their thumbs doing whatever the Da’hune want. It’s the rejects that are saving the world.” He laughed heartily. “I always told people it was better to be a former Marine than a Marine, but here’s the proof!” He roared with laughter at the thought of proving his own proverb true.

      Malby shook his head. “I think you’ve cracked, old man.”

      Lucky had enough. He stood. “I’m not much for plans. How about this? We get there and kick the shit out of whatever we find and keep it from killing billions of people.”

      Hector slapped Lucky on the back. “I never thought I’d be back here again, on an undefined mission with no clear strategy and no good options. This is everything I thought I hated about being a Marine, and everything I miss about it, too.”

      Lucky was starting to side with Malby. The old guy might have cracked.

      “So, about that plan,” echoed Rocky. “How are we coming on that?”

      “I guess we have something.”

      “Good,” she said. “Because I think our time is up.”
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      As soon as they dropped out of FTL, Lucky was glad he didn’t put a lot of stock in plans.

      Because this one was shit before it started.

      The armada was bigger than anything they had been told about. Whatever they had seen on the vids back when the armada had come through the Great Corridor, it had only been a small piece of the whole. Da’hune ships spread out in the distance in every direction, radiating outward from the giant ship in the center.

      “I’m guessing that’s the starkiller,” said Hector, with a flair for understatement that was admirable.

      The ship had a huge gaping maw in front of it. They had briefly seen this in the feeds from the Great Corridor, but it was impossible to reconcile the fleeting glances then with the enormous reality now.

      It was difficult to even see around the enormous looming mouth of the ship. Lucky could fly their Empire ship and all the Darboon and all the Shemwar into the middle of it simultaneously, and still have room to maneuver.

      It was the largest ship he had ever seen. It was less a ship than a small planet with a muzzle on the end of it.

      “Holy.”

      “Hell.”

      Malby said so with his usual aplomb.

      For a long moment, there was no reaction from either side, like two fighters who found themselves in the ring, surprised by the opening bell.

      Then the batteries on the starkiller opened up, spewing blue energy beams down upon them.

      “Rocky, do what you can,” Lucky yelled aloud. “It’s your fight for now.”

      “I’m all over it,” she replied.

      Lucky and the rest of them raced toward the launch hangar. Nothing like arriving at the fight and then taking off after the first shots were fired.

      The space between the two lines of ships was suddenly lit up with pyrotechnics. The Darboon fired away with their huge, rock-like armaments that exploded as they approached the Da’hune lines, and puked out explosives that attached themselves to the hulls of the Da’hune ships and detonated.

      The Da’hune responded in kind, launching their own diamond-shaped torpedo weapons that split and split and split again, creating a huge rain of deadly blue energy upon the hulls of the Darboon asteroid ships.

      The Da’hune were hurt by the Darboon. The Darboon were devastated by the Da’hune. They were simply no match. The Darboon were fast enough to outmaneuver the frozen-in-place Da’hune ships that were locked in an embrace with the starkiller ship, but even a glancing blow crippled them. Their shields simply meant nothing to the awesome power of the Da’hune weapons.

      This fight would be over in minutes, and it would end the way all the fights with the Da’hune armada had ended: with them barely slowing on the way to their target.

      “Don’t look so tough,” said Jiang. They all turned to her.

      “Really?” Lucky wondered if she was watching the same slaughter he was.

      “They’re ships, aren’t they? They go boom. The things inside bleed. They aren’t gods.”

      Even as she said it, one of the Da’hune ships, which had taken dozens and dozens of hits from the Darboon explosives, began to list badly and was forced to pull away from the perfect formation.

      Elsewhere, Lucky could see Da’hune ships falling out of their perfect rows.

      The Darboon might be losing the fight, but the Da’hune weren’t getting off free.

      Lucky smiled. “It’s not just that they aren’t gods. It’s that they’re so used to being superior that they’re sloppy.”

      He waved her off. “Darboon, direct attack on the central ship. Do NOT engage with any other ships in their fleet, even if you take fire. Concentrate on that lead monster, and get in as close and tight as you can. If you’re within range of its batteries, so be it.”

      “That’s a suicide mission,” said Jiang, alarmed. Lucky shook his head.

      “I noticed this back at the shit spitter. They bunched up. Didn’t seem interested in running a systematic attack on us.”

      “I don’t know how much tactical acumen you need when you have a thousand ships,” said Malby, still staring in slack-jawed awe.

      “But look closer. Look at how they’re radiating outward in perfect rows from the starkiller.”

      Hector picked up on it first. “They’re interlocked.”

      They all saw it once they knew what they were looking for. Lucky could thank his spiders for spotting the pattern almost the instant they dropped out of FTL. There was a ribbon of energy tying each of the ships together. Thousands of ships pinwheeling outward from the central hub. Lucky guessed that they were all feeding energy to the giant weapon.

      “So?” asked Malby. “You think we destroy one and they all blow up or something?”

      Lucky shook his head. “It’s not that easy. But think about it. They have superior numbers. Vastly superior numbers. So they should be able to crush us, right?

      “But those enormous numbers are neutralized, because the real advantage of superior numbers is the ability to deploy them however you need them. In this case, they’ve completely left their heart exposed. If we can dive within whatever field of fire those ships can provide—and I’m not saying that won’t be a lot—then the rest of the ships can do nothing. They’re stuck on the flanks, unable to come in and provide support. And the deeper we move into the heart of the formation, the more they’re unable to bring the other ships to bear in the fight. Effectively, the closer we get to the central ship, the more advantage we can press.”

      Rocky had already relayed all of this to the Darboon and, critically, to the Shemwar.

      The Darboon ships were now rapidly deploying the Shemwar, who had traveled with them in pairs but who now were flowing wildly, chaotically and seemingly without purpose, directly for the heart of the Da’hune armada.

      “Shemwar, we are ready.”

      “Honored ones, we are ready.”

      Here goes nothing.

      Jiang, Malby and Lucky made their way to the airlock.

      “You sure about this?” asked Jiang.

      “Nope,” he replied.

      Malby just nodded. “I hate plans.”

      The three of them stepped into the landing bay and jumped off the ship.
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      They were immediately surrounded by dozens and dozens of Shemwar ships, who formed a protective ring around them.

      Lucky pulled out the T’kat’ke, still in its protective armor shell, and held it up so Malby could get a good drone view of it.

      He opened his mike to the all-comm channel. Since the Da’hune were in bed with the Empire, he knew they would pick up the transmission immediately.

      “Back on screen again,” said Rocky. “You’re really becoming quite the superstar.”

      “Well, the Shemwar do worship me.”

      Rocky said nothing.

      “How goes the fight?” Lucky knew she was absorbed with running the operations of the ship they had stolen. She would eventually put it on autopilot and slam it into that starkiller. It had served its purpose. It had gotten the Darboon and the Shemwar here. But for now, she was having fun.

      “Badly. You need to hurry.”

      Lucky nodded. Malby nodded back. His drone floated over his shoulder.

      “Hey, assholes, I think you know what this is.” Lucky released the powered steel armor around it to show the glowing pearl below it. He put his pulse rifle to it. “And I think you know what this will do. If you’ve forgotten, ask your good friend the Queen Mother how it turned out for her.”

      Though the firing from the flanks didn’t stop, the direct firing from right in front of them did.

      “I think you got their attention,” murmured Jiang.

      An eerie silence began to fall over the space right in front of them. It was like the eye of a storm.

      Though they were safe, cocooned as they were in the heart of the Shemwar and their protective shell, the fighting around them waged on.

      Lucky knew that the Hate knew what it was, even if these Da’hune didn’t.

      A booming voice hit him in the head, exploding over the all-comm channel. It sounded like a giant trying to whisper and failing. The sound was alive with size and power and raw hatred. He could feel the Hate through the voice and into his head.

      “I am Mor’lok of the Da’hune, firstborn of the Ok’ok tribe. Do’ock Kun was my sister. I’m aware of your treachery with her. What game are you playing at, human?”

      The voice was robotic and lacked inflection. Clearly, they were using some sort of translation device to respond in Galactic standard.

      But hey, if you were going to invade someone, at least learn their language. Lucky had to give them props.

      “Hi Mor’lok, I’m Lucky.”

      “I don’t care,” Mor’lok said, then stopped. “Impossible. You are dead. My surrogate saw to it personally.”

      Ah, so they did know him. Interesting. “Then you know I’m not interested in living forever. So I’m not bluffing when I say I will blow this up and end this right here, right now.”

      Lucky didn’t actually want to do that. For one, his friends were here. He’d be damned if he killed Jiang by his own hand.

      Malby would just have to fend for himself.

      Nonetheless, he also didn’t want to explode the T’kat’ke this close to Earth. They had blown one up in low orbit near the mining colony and it had eaten the entire planet. Lucky could easily see the same thing happening again with Earth and her 50 billion inhabitants. He didn’t need that on his conscience.

      “I’m giving you a choice. I can use this to blow this entire armada up. Or you can turn around and destroy the gate that sits at your own home world in this universe. It’s long abandoned. It would break the chain just as easily. It would leave the corridors and the T’kat’ke dead, and the power to cross corridors would forever be wiped out. You would kill no one and accomplish all your goals.”

      It was such a reasonable request that he had this dream that the Da’hune would thank him for pointing this out and, with a friendly wave and smile, turn around the way they came.

      Well, it wasn’t really a dream. Just a fun fleeting thought for the moment.

      It didn’t last long.

      “That is a tempting offer, human,” said Mor’lok. The way he said it made him sound like he was talking to a child. “And a fair one. And I am fair.” The voice faltered. Lucky could almost hear an internal struggle going on.

      “If you were fair, you wouldn’t do this.”

      “I’m fair in taking revenge for my dead sister. I’m fair in making sure that humans pay for attacking and destroying our Da’hune brethren. I’m fair in protecting the interests of the fatherland.”

      Lucky couldn’t believe they blamed him for the death of the Queen Mother, like he’d attacked her. That was insanity.

      “But I’m afraid you don’t have the advantage to make such an offer from.”

      Lucky felt a chill run down his spine. Did he know? Had Mor’lok seen through all of this already?

      Suddenly, the squeeze of the Shemwar around them slackened. It had been positively claustrophobic, so on one hand it was nice. But there was no reason for the Shemwar to be pulling away at all.

      Lucky realized they weren’t just pulling away. They were falling away. Slowly tumbling into space, leaving them hopelessly exposed. Suddenly, Lucky found himself free-floating in space, the enormous planet killer floating before him, the largest ship he’d ever seen in his life, with nothing but his pulse rifle to the T’kat’ke he held above his head.

      “Shit, we’re losing them,” Malby hissed.

      Lucky realized what he meant. It wasn’t just the Shemwar that had been protecting them. It was all the Shemwar everywhere. Across the formation of ET fighters, the Shemwar had been providing cover, protecting ships from the devastating attacks of the Da’hune weapons. But now they were simply drifting away. Almost like they had had no power at all. Had just gone dark.

      “You don’t think we would design our attack dogs without making sure that they could never attack us, do you?”

      “Lucky, we’re screwed,” Jiang said.

      “Shemwar,” Lucky yelled out over all-comm. “Shewmar!”

      He got no response. It was as if they were just dead.

      Lucky heard an unnatural screeching noise coming from the all-comm. The same clicking sounds of Mor’lok.

      “Don’t blame them. We didn’t tell them, obviously. And they had never tried to attack us, so how could they know? I’m sure this is as much a shock to them as it is to you.”

      He sounded like he was absolutely relishing this. Why not? Lucky would. They’d called his bluff.

      “That’s it, I’m blowing this thing up.” Lucky pressed down on the trigger of his rifle.

      Nothing happened.

      He looked up to see what had happened, but his head didn’t move.

      His body was frozen. It took him several seconds to work this out. He didn’t understand what was happening.

      Then he at last heard the voice of the Shemwar.

      “We are sorry, honored ones, we have no control over our actions. They are not our own. We are sorry, honored ones, we have no control over our actions. They are not our own. We are sorry—”

      The voice was just repeating in a loop. Lucky felt his frozen body yanked upward by an energy beam that was emanating from the Shemwar that was right behind him. As he watched, horrified, a similar beam picked up Malby and Jiang.

      Then a tunnel of light exploded from the enormous ship dead ahead of them.

      The last thing Lucky remembered was thinking that April’s plan was just as shitty as his own.
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      Lucky awoke in a huge room with pods. They reminded him of regeneration pods, but as he looked closer he could see that these were just raised flat surfaces. There was a floating image above each one. Something with complex symbols he’d never seen before. For a moment he thought that when he looked at one, he could read it. But that was crazy. He didn’t read Da’hune. He barely understood the symbols he saw.

      “Welcome to the surrogate room,” said the strange booming voice again. But this time, he heard it in stereo. It was coming from all the pods all around them. They were translating the strange clicking noises that seemed to be coming from everywhere around them.

      Jiang and Malby were lying on the ground, unconscious.

      “Rocky, are they OK?”

      “They’re in the same trance-like state you were in.”

      “How long?”

      “Only a couple minutes. Just long enough for them to bring you here. But I have a gap in my memory, too.”

      That was a concern. Rocky never had gaps in her memory. Then again, they didn’t come face to face with Da’hune every day, either.

      “This is where we control your puny human minds,” said the voice from the pods.

      A bright light pulsed above him, high up at the top of a huge vaulted ceiling. There were ribbons of pure blue energy folding and snapping and coursing together to form one writhing central glowing sphere of light and energy.

      Lucky was sure this was the energy pouring in from the other ships that were all tied together to this one.

      So this must be the giant ship. This must be the starkiller.

      Something moved into his view. Something enormous. A creature almost twice his size. It looked like something that evolution forgot.

      The beast was flanked by two more that looked just like it. They were covered in scales, with flat, armored tails. The whole body looked like the exoskeleton of an Old Earth sea creature. Where a face should be was only a large set of crushing mandibles packed with razor-sharp teeth.

      It was secreting an oily film that smelled like dead rotting flesh. The oil dripped down off its hard exoskeleton, staining the ground wherever it walked.

      “Oh, Lucky,” it said at last. “How I have longed for this. I secretly hoped you would survive. I secretly hoped you would make it this far. Because I wanted you here to see this. I want you here to experience this. I want you here to feel the crush of all that you love and cherish dying in front of you.”

      This was the Hate. Lucky understood that.

      The creature took what appeared to be a weapon that it was holding and handed it to one of its flanking associates. Then it walked toward Lucky.

      It was holding the T’kat’ke. It made that guttural scream again that Lucky was associating with laughter.

      “What is this? Is this what I’m supposed to be afraid of?” The creature turned it over and over in the claw-like appendages that seemed to sprout from several places on its body.

      “Honestly, if I didn’t know what happened to our sister, I wouldn’t believe it.” The creature looked at Lucky. “Not sure I still do.”

      It shook his head. “How could a puny thing like you ever cause us so much trouble? But I have told my people that I have it, and I have orders to preserve it and bring it back. So thank you, Lucky, for this fine gift.”

      The creature placed it carefully in a small box that sealed with energy ropes all around it. Lucky didn’t know what it was, but he recognized the Da’hune blue energy ribbons. That wasn’t going to be going anywhere.

      The creature stood for a moment longer, looking at it. Then he laughed. “Do you know how worried we’ve been about this? How much we’ve tried to destroy it? To destroy you? I don’t know what we wanted worse. This toy or your head. Both, I suppose. Our scientists tell me that there are more of these out there. Maybe thousands more. And more travelers like you out there, as well.”

      He shook his head. “Our sister made some errors in judgment here, but I’m going to fix that.”

      Without warning or provocation, the creature charged.

      It leaped over to Lucky in two steps and smashed one of the appendages around its body into him. Lucky felt his spiders warn him, but he just couldn’t react fast enough. The creature was stunningly fast. A blur. He’d never seen anything move so fast.

      Up close, the mandibles were wet and covered with a thick coating of the ooze. The smell made his gut roil.

      He felt something dig into his side, shoving deep into him. Something cracked and he felt himself sag to one side. His ribs were cracked. Blood exploded out of his mouth. The appendage must have punctured his lung. It had pierced his armor like he wasn’t wearing anything at all. A second claw-like appendage swung past his face and Lucky was just able to avoid being decapitated. But he felt a fresh explosion of pain on his cheek, and blood poured down his neck.

      “Your kind are so delicate,” the creature said. At this distance, however, the sound of Empire standard coming from the pods around him was drowned out by the clicking sounds of its voice. It sounded violent and hard, like smashing drumsticks together. It cracked and snapped, and Lucky could feel the heat pouring off the creature’s face. It must be hot all the time.

      “I want you to watch the destruction of your world, Lucky. Of your people. Of everything you hold dear.”

      The creature ran the back of the same appendage along Lucky’s face, smearing the blood and shoving the cut on his face wider open.

      “Yes, Lucky, it’s me,” it said. “It’s me.”

      Lucky had never seen anything like this creature. He’d seen something like it in the hybrid creatures.

      But Lucky was used to fighting things bigger than him, and winning.

      Lucky dove at it, screaming as he did so, aiming to hit it in what he hoped was a tender region just below the giant razor-like teeth. It wasn’t a neck so much as an extension of the armored head.

      It was crazy and stupid. But Lucky was out of ideas, and it was time to give violence a shot. He was always fair with violence. He just wanted to give it a fair shake. Violence had done so much for him over the years.

      The creature staggered back, swinging its giant tail and ripping into Lucky’s leg, flipping him over and throwing him through the air like a wadded-up piece of paper.

      Lucky jumped back to his feet and charged at the creature. At the last second, he ripped the knife forward that he’d kept on his belt and swung wildly at the huge set of crushing bones that seemed to fill the creature’s face.

      He was ready to unleash the Hate on this creature. To show him what a puny little human could do.

      No more games. No more planning. Just pure, unadulterated hate and violence.

      His knife didn’t even scratch it. The blade broke instantly in his hand and he found himself falling forward right into the creature’s arms. He again felt the sting of one of the sharp appendages bite into his body. This time it was his back, and it again sliced through his armor like it wasn’t there.

      He felt something yanked hard upward in his back and heard with detached fascination as bones cracked and splintered.

      His legs turned to jelly below him.

      He felt the red mist flowing around the edges of his eyes, but the Hate wasn’t helping him. It was just there laughing at him. It screamed in pure delight in his mind as he toppled forward, his face smashing against the hard ground, his nose exploding with blood as it was broken and his lip split open. The Hate laughed maniacally at the throbbing in his back, dancing around the pain and counting the broken vertebrae, shoving hard against his exposed spinal cord.

      Lucky lay face down, unmoving.

      He was paralyzed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your back is broken in eight places,” Rocky announced. “Regeneration in ten minutes. Assuming he doesn’t decide to crush your skull in the meantime.”

      “Ten minutes?”

      “Two of your vertebrae are actually pulverized. Ten minutes is pretty damn impressive.”

      “I’m glad you can sound at least a little concerned while contemplating your own demise.”

      Lucky was stuck staring upward now, immobile. He could turn his head and see Mor’lok standing over him, glaring, an oily juice running down the front of his face, dripping from the razor-sharp teeth that seemed to fill up the huge crushing mandible that passed for a face. There were precious few features that he recognized. There might be eyes there. Certainly, there was nothing that looked like a nose or a jawline with a tongue. Just those razor-sharp teeth.

      Lucky closed his eyes as the oily liquid that the creature was excreting dripped down on him, running like tears down his own face. Some got in his mouth and he instantly wanted to retch. Whatever it was, it tasted like acid on his lips.

      “Why don’t you just sit there and watch this,” Mor’lok said.

      Above him, Lucky could see that the energy ribbons above him were growing stronger and brighter, beginning to pulse.

      “Are they ready?” Mor’lok asked one of his lieutenants.

      It offered its own strange clicking sound in reply. It mirrored the noise Mor’lok made, but it was an octave lower.

      “Almost, father,” came the detached voice in the eerie stereo sound of the surrogate pods all around him.

      Lucky flopped his head over to see that Malby and Jiang were on the ground too. Another Da’hune towered over them. It must have broken their legs from behind. They weren’t going to be able to regenerate from that for several minutes. It seemed the whole point was to immobilize them.

      As he flopped his head back forward, Lucky realized the worst thing about their situation: he was in the best shape of all of them.

      “Oh, please keep looking up,” said Mor’lok, the oozing acid saliva again dripping on Lucky’s face and breastplate. He wished badly for his helmet again, just to block the flow of drool. “I have a show for you.”

      Lucky realized what he was talking about. Even though he could still see the energy ribbons pulsing and crackling high above, floating just in front of him was a holographic view of the space in front of the ship. It reminded him of a projection of his mind’s eye, and he was reminded of the view they’d had while inside Happy Giant. It seemed to be the way the Da’hune projected images from around their ships.

      What he saw was a slaughter. The ET team had continued their assault. The Shemwar were simply drifting in space, slowly tumbling away, powerless to do anything. The Darboon were hopelessly outgunned. As he watched, a Darboon asteroid ship was fractured and split by a Da’hune torpedo. A second later, three more torpedoes arrived. Then too many to count. The asteroid ship simply fell apart, vomiting its contents into space.

      The details were hard to make out. It wasn’t so much a war zone as a debris field. A huge, growing debris field.

      “Behold, your mighty friends,” said Mor’lok, roaring with laughter.

      Lucky wanted to will the Darboon and the rest to turn around. But he knew they wouldn’t. They saw what happened with the Shemwar and knew that wasn’t the plan. So they did what they knew to do. They attacked.

      Lucky couldn’t blame them. He knew the feeling. “Screw you, asshole.”

      “Witty,” echoed Rocky.

      “Screw you, too.”

      “Charming.”

      The chattering increased behind him, and Lucky waited a moment for the translation to come from the pods.

      “We’re ready, father.”

      A bright light flashed in Lucky’s face. For a moment, he thought it was from the streams of energy flowing along the ceiling. But then it began to fade, and he realized it had come from the display floating in front of him.

      It had come from outside the ship.

      It was something dropping out of FTL.

      Another bright flash, and another, and another. Suddenly the view was filled with flashes as more and more ships dropped out of FTL.

      Lucky felt the floor begin to tremble. It was small, but noticeable.

      “Sir,” said one of the lieutenants urgently, his clattering voice several octaves higher. “There are ships dropping out of FTL. Empire ships! And they are firing on us!”

      Mor’lok spun around. “What?” he roared. “Our Empire ships?”

      “Yes. We don’t have surrogates anymore, so we can’t see into them,” said the other, hesitantly. “But they are sending us a message. They are telling us to surrender. They are telling us to stop and leave—”

      The ship lurched and jerked hard enough Lucky felt his head bounce up and back down.

      He felt himself smiling. For once, he was happy to have his head getting bounced around.

      Damn Empire. Just when you counted them out.

      The two Da’hune at the door began chattering rapidly in their peculiar tongue. “They are telling us to surrender and turn back. They are declaring war on the Da’hune.”

      Mor’lok exploded with clicks that weren’t translated by the surrogate pods. “They’re declaring war? On us? On the Da’hune? These tiny little humans?”

      He kicked Lucky, hard enough that he was lifted off the ground and flopped around like a rag doll, bouncing to a stop a few feet away, still staring straight upward.

      “They have our weapons, and their armor is much improved. We are sustaining damage. They have identified a weakness. With our ships tied to the power link, our outer flanks cannot come to the fight. The humans are concentrating fire on—”

      The ship rocked hard and the ground started to shift.

      The energy ribbon above flickered for a moment, and Lucky thought it might have dimmed. “We have lost the T’tkep and T’dkcoktke,” cried one of the lieutenants. “Their weapons are powerful.”

      Lucky couldn’t see the debris field in the view above any longer. The Empire ships were now scything through it, cutting a straight arrow for the vulnerable starkiller.

      C’mon, you bastards, show these assholes how we do this.

      “Fire now!”

      “But sir, we don’t have the charge ready.”

      “Do it, fire the cannon now!”

      That was when Lucky knew they had lost.
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      “You don’t know what a T’kat’ke looks like.” Lucky said it aloud.

      He was stalling for time. He knew that. He assumed everyone in the room knew that. Stalling for what reason? Stalling the way that a dying man wants one last breath. Stalling because to be stubborn is to be human. Stalling because no one accepts defeat, they’re dragged into it fighting and screaming.

      Mor’lok looked down at him, bemused. The energy beam above him flashed and a roar of air and energy electrified the room. Then it was silent.

      On the display floating above him, Lucky could see the powerful burst of blue energy burn through the battlefield. It incinerated a handful of Empire battle cruisers that had the unfortunate luck to be placed right in front of the gaping maw as the weapon fired. One that had just been inside the field of the beam was ripped in half and the stern of the ship began to tumble away, spilling its contents into space like spewing vomit.

      “I know that you don’t, because you didn’t even realize that what I gave you isn’t one.”

      Mor’lok turned his head back to the orb that was in the crate his lieutenants were holding. “What are you talking about, human?”

      Lucky didn’t answer. He was reaching out. He could feel it. It was out there. He reached out for April. He reached out for the T’kat’ke. The real T’kat’ke that she was holding, not the empty shell of reinforced blast-steel that was in the crate here on the Da’hune ship.

      It was amazing how powerful the T’kat’ke was to him now that they were this close to Earth. This close to Sol, he corrected himself. It was hard to start thinking of the Sun and not Old Earth as the gate.

      But it made sense. The bright energy that flowed out of the sun was flowing right to the T’kat’ke, like a tendril of energy snaking its way through space, attaching itself to the T’kat’ke. It was a mother reaching out to a long-lost child.

      He could also see all the points of light. There were so many of them. The universe was full of them, but right here around the Da’hune gate, they were everywhere, and they were like rubber bands. Lucky could see how to bend and stretch them, how to grow them and how to move them. It was trivial.

      Now he could feel April. He felt like he was right next to her, like they were in the same room together.
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      April had almost died. Again. She felt her breathing hard and wild in the space suit. She was used to space jumps. She wasn’t a Marine, but space jumps weren’t new to her. She’d done plenty of them. But this one was different.

      The stray beam of Da’hune energy should have killed her, but she had felt the blast coming in her mind. She couldn’t explain how. She just saw patterns now. Instantly. She fired her hammerhead thrusters and shifted easily out of the way.

      A piece of debris came hurling out of nowhere, but again, her pattern recognition identified it with ease and she was out of the way long before it arrived.

      She could sit out here forever, but she wouldn’t have to. Behind her, she felt the crackling energy of a corridor opening up. It was growing, following her, bending to her mind. She could feel the heat of Sol on her, warming her mind. The energy of it was incredible. She’d had a taste when she’d stood before the corridor on Norfolk Station, but then it had been snatched away from her, along with her chance to get her revenge on the bastards who had destroyed her world.

      Now it was back. Stronger than ever. She felt the universe asking her where she wanted to go, and she only had to answer and it opened up for her. The window into another galaxy, into another place. A place she had never seen, never gone before, never knew existed, but just wanted to go there and made it so.

      The energy was blazing now. She felt so hot, like she was burning up. She was going delirious.

      Am I dying?

      “Well, you are holding a small ball of death,” noted Dragon.

      The T’kat’ke was once again in her hand. The soft glowing orb radiated a force that seemed at odds with its nondescript form. But inside the translucent membrane there was a swirling, pulsing pattern that seemed too complicated and intricate to possibly fit inside the tiny orb. It was like the entire universe was miniaturized down and exploding with energy, pulsing within the orb. She was lightheaded. She felt a giddy rush of blood every time she stared at it, like her mind was drunk on the possibilities of the patterns.

      She didn’t know how she would describe it. Certainly not spiders, like Lucky had called it. That was weird and ugly and just, just too ordinary to describe this.

      This was beautiful. It was haunting. It was beyond anything she had ever known.

      “Can we stop the ball gazing and get this done?” Dragon echoed.

      She was floating in space where Hector had left her. Her father might have understood the plan, but he couldn’t see a good fight and not get involved. As she surveyed the damage of the battlefield around the Da’hune ships, she wondered if he was dead. Most likely. She hoped he had lived long enough to see the Empire ships turn on the Da’hune.

      She was proud.

      “They wanted to kill you,” noted Dragon.

      “They wanted to kill traitors,” she said, using the same logic that Lucky had used. She didn’t disagree. He was right. She would have done the same thing in his shoes. She still wanted to kill every one of those damn clones that had been foolish enough to try and overthrow the Emperor, however good their intentions. There were better ways, always better ways, than to openly rebel.

      “Were there?” asked Dragon. “When your leaders become so corrupt that they can’t see the truth in front of them, there might be an argument for open rebellion.”

      April shook her head, even though she was only echoing in her mind. “Never.”

      “What a patriot,” said Dragon, and April genuinely couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic.

      Then she felt the hairs on her arms stand on end. With shocking suddenness, a huge blast of energy poured out of the front of the starkiller, like an unkinked hose. But it was too late, she knew. She had spent the precious moments since Lucky and the Marines had jumped out with the Shemwar well. She had cut a slow path across the face of the giant opening. She and Dragon had been carefully dragging and pulling together all the thousands of corridors around them as they went. They really were everywhere around here. The points of light from the corridors almost outdid the points of light from the stars themselves.

      This close to Sol, to the Gate, they were like putty in her hand. Her mind wove them together like a pattern. Like weaving or knitting. That was what the power of the T’kat’ke was, she realized. Not spiders. Weavers. Trillions of weavers, tying together all the threads of energy in the universe.

      She watched the beam of energy disappear into the corridor she had made. Then she concentrated on bending the corridor to her will. She felt Lucky out there, somewhere. He was doing the same. She had to smile. It was almost like she and Lucky were sharing the experience together. Like they were reaching out and holding hands, pulling on the corridor from either end.

      Together, they pulled the corridor wide and invited the Dahune armada in. Slowly, slowly they slid forward, following after their deadly energy beam.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            60

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucky smiled. His body was rigid. He was sweating. He was so hot, he thought his mind was melting.

      But he was smiling.

      “What happened?” screamed Mor’lok.

      His lieutenants where clicking furiously away. The surrogate pods translated nothing. They were as lost as they all were, it seemed.

      “It just disappeared!”

      “How?” Mor’lok screamed. “How could it just—”

      He stopped. He turned back to face Lucky. Lucky stared upward at the holoscreen. Beyond the debris of the battlefield, the universe was blank. It was pitch black. The sun was gone. The earth was gone. All of it. Gone. Just a giant void in space.

      Just a giant corridor in space. It was a beauty. A corridor to rival the Great Corridor, if he did say so himself.

      Well, it didn’t exactly link two universes together. But for a couple humans and a single T’kat’ke and one enormously powerful energy gate, it was pretty good.

      Mor’lok followed Lucky’s stare and spun around. “Full stop! Stop the fleet. We must stop right now.”

      Lucky felt it. He knew the corridor, even if he wasn’t the one driving. He’d gone through once before when April had been driving. When she had held the T’kat’ke and her own version of Rocky, the one she called Dragon, had been driving the show.

      He felt it now. And just like that, the blank void above them was filled in again with stars. With planets. With a sun.

      Just not their sun.
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      It was a dead world. It should have been a long-dead star. But this wasn’t like any normal star. This one would burn forever, the heart of a perpetual energy cycle that stretched all the way to the other side of the universe. All the way to the other Gate.

      This was the Da’hune home system.

      “You wanted me to watch as you destroyed my home world,” Lucky said. “Now you can watch as you destroy your own home world.”

      The energy beam that flowed out of the starkiller poured into the sun at the center of the image they were looking at.

      It pulsed and began to expand rapidly. It was going supernova right in front of them.

      “No,” screamed Mor’lok. “No!”

      Lucky closed his eyes, feeling the power of the T’kat’ke.

      “You!” screamed the Mor’lok. “You are doing this. Kill him,” he sputtered to his lieutenants. “Kill him now!”

      Lucky smiled. He was ready. He was ready to die now. He’d done what he came to do.

      He’d wanted to save Old Earth from the Da’hune. He’d wanted to rid the universe of the T’kat’ke and the power of the corridors because it was something that the Hate would eventually figure out how to control and use against humanity. Most of all, he wanted to rid the universe of himself. Of the original Hate. Of everything that he had brought into their universe. Of everything he was responsible for.

      For all the killing he had done. For all the women and children he had killed. For all the men he had murdered and maimed with the help of the Hate. For all the times when he should have died but couldn’t quite bring himself to and, at the last second, he had called on the Hate again and again, letting the demon out of the bottle, making him just a little stronger every time.

      He was sorry about Jiang and Malby. He was sorry that he’d ever gotten them into this mess when the Queen Mother had first tapped him for her plans. Now they would have to die here, just as helpless as him.

      These were his sins. This was his doing. But he could die now knowing that he had done all he could to rectify it.

      Lucky felt a blast of heat and energy explode around him, and his broken body was flung into the air. He landed face-down. He coughed up dirt and rock. He tasted the ground below him. The floor was cool and covered with that stench-filled acid that drooling Da’hune seemed to be covered in.

      It still tasted like shit. Why did it taste like anything? Why wasn’t he dead?

      Another explosion above him. Now gunfire. He recognized the rapid fire of pulse rifles. Blue light bathed the room, and he instinctively knew it was the Da’hune-inspired weapons the Empire was using these days. The energy sliced through the walls, sending sparks flying. He heard something like an otherworldly guttural scream. He turned to see one of the Da’hune lieutenants sliced in half, his scaled shell splintering, spraying the room with the rancid acidic-smelling shit all the Da’hune seemed to be bathed in.

      Lucky flopped his head over and saw the fast-moving feet of soldiers. Soldiers in black uniforms. Empire uniforms.

      Frontier Marine uniforms.

      Two more explosions and the room was completely filled with dust and dirt.

      Someone grabbed him by the shoulder. He flipped over to stare up at the oldest Marine he’d ever seen. A shock of white hair was comically stuffed in his combat helmet. The helmet barely sealed into his suit. The suit was so tight it looked cracked at the joints.

      Another soldier stepped up. He actually looked like a professional that knew what he was doing.

      “Is that him?” he asked.

      Hector nodded. “That’s the ugly son of a bitch, all right.”

      “Lance Corporal Savage, I’m Lieutenant Calway of the 98th legion. I’m here to take you home.”

      Lucky looked at Hector. “You were supposed to drop off April and run like hell.” Lucky sensed his back was repaired enough that his neck and upper shoulders were moving again. He felt his fingers wiggle.

      “Once a jarhead, always a jarhead,” Hector said, shrugging. “Besides, someone had to come find your ass. I don’t think these kids know how to navigate.”

      Calway gave Hector a sideways glance.

      “You came back for me,” Lucky said.

      Hector smiled. “April told me to.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “No,” he admitted, “she didn’t. But I wanted to. I don’t leave soldiers behind.” Hector hesitated. “I don’t leave family behind.”

      Lucky nodded at Calway. “Are you aware, Lieutenant, that this man is court-martialed and barred?”

      The lieutenant suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Uh, no sir, I was not. I was under the impression that he was a friend of yours—”

      “I’ll expect that you rectify that record,” he said to Calway.

      The lieutenant swallowed. “Well, that’s not exactly—”

      “And get him some armor that fits, for shit’s sake.”

      Hector smiled. “Don’t blame them. These kids today are just scrawny,” he said. “Back in my day, a Marine filled out his armor.”

      Calway turned to share a look with the two Marines beside him.

      In that instant, something burst through the wall of the surrogate room, slamming two of the Marines away like they were loose dirt. Mor’lok, his exoskeleton cracked and bloodied by hundreds of pulse impacts, stumbled into the room, screaming in his unmistakable clicking language.

      Energy pulses pounded into his exoskeleton from all sides, but his shell kept absorbing the blows. With each impact, more of the wretched acid flowed from underneath the shell, but he seemed to grow stronger.

      He was enjoying it. He was luxuriating in the pain.

      Mor’lok was in thrall to the Hate.

      His screams reverberated in stereo on the surrounding surrogate pods. “You aren’t getting away that easily. You aren’t going anywhere, Lucky! I will join my tribe in the mighty hunts in Hal’to’ko and I will take you with me! I will drag your puny human carcass with me down to—”

      His exoskeleton erupted with physical impacts as thick ionized slugs ripped into him. Finally, the physical violence of the slugs did what the plasma couldn’t, rending the great exoskeleton in two, exposing a soft fleshy underbelly.

      Lucky kept firing the ancient slug rifle. It was still in the tattered, worn out holster. Still tied with rope to Hector’s leg.

      Hell, for all Lucky knew, it was burning the shit out Hector’s leg. But he hadn’t had time to do anything else with the ancient gun except wrap his hand around the grip while it was still in the holster on Hector’s hip and mash the trigger on it.

      A stream of slugs poured into Mor’lok’s soft exposed belly. He still seemed to be enjoying the pain. He still seemed to be luxuriating in it.

      And then, with an acidic explosion, his inner cavity caved in and his head slumped forward, completely detached from the rest of his body. Lucky kept pumping slugs into the head until it was nothing more than organic paste.

      Then he shot it some more. He knew he could stop firing, knew he should stop firing. He felt the ancient slug slinger straining under the rapid fire. But it ran true. It didn’t jam. It dutifully spewed every last ionized slug it had into the belly of the beast.

      Or what was left of the beast. What was left of Mor’lok was far less than the sum of his parts. Many parts were reduced to fine mist.

      Finally, the firing stopped. The chamber was empty. Lucky released his grip on the trigger.

      It was eerily silent. Marines were screaming commands to each other.

      “Nice shooting,” Hector said, a big grin on his face as he laid a hand on Lucky’s arm.

      “Pulls a little to the right,” Lucky said.

      Hector nodded. “Well it’s an old piece of shit, after all.”

      Lucky allowed himself to smile as he fell back against the cool floor.

      He watched as the light in the display floating above him grew brighter as the dusty air cleared.

      And then brighter still.

      It wasn’t just the haze burning off. The alien star behind them was growing rapidly.

      “We need to move. Fast.”
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      “The corridor is collapsing,” said April matter-of-factly, the moment the commando team space jumped back into the hangar of their battleship.

      Lucky found himself oddly reassured by the familiar surroundings of an Empire battleship. The hustle of landing crews around him made him feel like he was home.

      April was unhooking from a hammerhead assembly. She looked drained. Her eyes were sunken. She’d only been with the T’kat’ke for a short period of time, but the transit was draining. Lucky knew that feeling, perhaps better than anyone else in the universe.

      The T’kat’ke in her hand was dim. Lucky knew nothing about the technology involved, nothing about the matrix that powered the endless energy that perpetually spun within.

      “She’s right,” Rocky offered.

      Lucky knew it, too. Right down to his bones. The T’kat’ke was dying.

      And with it, their chance of transiting the corridor, if there was even a corridor to transit.

      As they stared out the energy-reinforced walls of the landing bay, the blackness of the corridor they had just passed through was turning a sickly grey.

      The Marines moved quickly and efficiently. The battleship they were on began to scream back toward the corridor, along with the rest of the small team of ships that had driven into the corridor after him and the rest of them.

      He hadn’t expected the Marines to come after them. That wasn’t the plan.

      Lucky really didn’t have a plan beyond tricking the Da’hune into firing through the corridor into their own side of the gate. He hadn’t figured they’d live this long, so there wasn’t much point in planning for it.

      “We only have seconds to clear that corridor, Calway,” Lucky yelled across the hangar to the lieutenant. The Marine nodded, and Lucky knew he was in contact with the bridge of the ship.

      There wasn’t much he could do. There wasn’t much any of them could do now.

      The Da’hune ships were lost and disoriented. They were, after all, suddenly and inexplicably in a different part of the universe.

      The ship rocked. “We’re taking fire,” Hector said.

      “You don’t say,” Malby said, walking up to join them.

      Jiang was with him. They both were still limping, but they had at least regenned enough to walk. “Are we going to make it?” she asked.

      One of the bigger battleships that had come through with them was maneuvering to cover for them, her big batteries unloading deadly Da’hune torpedoes back toward the onrushing Da’hune ships.

      As they watched, the farthermost Da’hune ships began to glow. They were being enveloped by the growing supernova. There was nothing normal about the way the star was expanding.

      “Are we going to make it?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “How the hell should I know?” she said.

      Lucky smiled. “Rocky has a good feeling about it,” he announced.

      April stood with the dying T’kat’ke in her hand. “I don’t know if I can take another transit,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      Lucky put his hand on the T’kat’ke with her. “You aren’t doing it alone this time.”

      Malby reached in and put his hand on it too. “What the hell,” he said. “Can’t hurt.”

      “Damn softies,” said Jiang, as she put her hand on the orb too.

      Hector reached over and put his scarred, meaty hand on it as well. He put his other arm around April and squeezed her shoulder as she leaned into him.

      Malby whistled low as more of the Da’hune ships were consumed. The expanding supernova was so bright they all had to squint. “At least we get to go out with a nice show.”

      They watched as the last energy seeped out of the T’kat’ke and the corridor began to fade.

      They watched as the ancient Da’hune star began to pulse and radiate energy that had powered the corridors through the universe for billions of years.

      It was out of their hands. There was nothing they could do.

      It was all down to luck now.
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      I hope you enjoyed Lucky Legacy as much as I enjoyed writing it!

      I’m typing this note as I finish up the final reviews of the manuscript. Since I’m on my second Jack and Coke and my editor won’t see this, get ready for some sloppy writing. Grammar police have been called.

      Mostly, I just wanted to let you know that this definitely is not the end of the story for Lucky. Far from it. If anything, it’s just the beginning.

      The active corridors might be gone, but that big old Great Corridor isn’t going anywhere. That rip in the fabric of the universe is more-or-less permanent. (As permanent as anything is in a good sci-fi, which is to say, nothing is permanent. Especially death. Spoiler. ;-)

      The traffic between the two universes is only going to increase. The Empire wants revenge. The Da’hune want to finish what they started. And a whole lot of other beings just want to live in peace, left alone by the universe.

      Good luck with that.

      It is fair to say, though, that this wraps up the first story arc of the Lucky’s Marines series. Maybe it’s just the fact that I grew up with Star Wars, but I always thought of the 9-book cycle in the Lucky saga as three trilogies. And Act I trilogy, which you just completed, an Act II trilogy, and an amazingly-stupendous-holy-shit-what-is-going-on Act III.

      That’s the plan, at any rate. We know how Lucky and crew feel about plans.

      Hell, I’m rambling. It’s amazing how focused I can be with my fiction and how unfocused I can be with a damn author’s note.

      But while I’m in the mood, and pouring another drink, let’s chat for a second.

      I grew up a reader. If you’ve read this far into this rambling author’s note, it’s fair to say that you are too!

      But not many kids I know were such big readers that they actually got in trouble in school for it. While the teachers were struggling to get the other kids to read anything at all, I was buried in stories. So much so, that I would try to read them under my desk in class. I remember getting sent to the principal’s office as a repeat offender. For reading, folks. Like there weren’t other sins being committed in the world.

      Of course, my teachers didn’t really care for my reading tastes. This was the late 80s, right around the time Star Trek: The Next Generation debuted. I was a kid and my mother wouldn’t let me watch them on a school night and we didn’t have a recorder. So I started reading the serialized novels as they came out. I devoured them, often in a day or less.

      Then I found the Robotech novels and got lost in that world. All 17 books. I’m not too proud to admit that when the first 6-novel story arc finished, I cried. Yep, emo sci-fi nerd. The ladies were lining up.

      Of course, all this reading meant I had to try to write some stories myself. I started out writing fan fiction. But if you read my bio, you’ll know that I eventually had some success with my own original short stories. Got a couple published in trade magazines. But by then I was in college and real life came calling (aka, bills to pay) and I gave up writing stories for peanuts.

      Fast forward a decade and I tried a little young adult sci-fi novel. Shopped it around, tried to get an agent. No dice. Shelved it and forgot about it.

      Then Kindle happened. Then self-publishing happened. I dusted off that YA story and decided I didn’t need an agent and a publisher. I’d published it myself. So, I did.

      No editing. No cover designer. No promotion. Just threw it up.

      What a joke. Fifty sales later, I pulled it down and decided self-publishing didn’t work.

      It took another decade to get my head out of my ass and realize the problem wasn’t self-publishing. The problem was me.

      Go figure.

      So, I wrote another novel. This time, I did it right. Got a cover designed by a kick-ass designer who actually knows what he’s doing. Got a developmental editor to work through the mechanics of the story, then another copy editor to review the first manuscript and a bunch of beta readers to check out the final product.

      Then I learned how to find my readers and put my book in front of them. I learned where they hung out, what they liked, what they expected from a good story and a good author and I tried to meet their expectations.

      Whaddya know. Lucky Universe was a homerun right out of the box. An overnight success, three decades in the making.

      I really like the characters in Lucky’s world. It’s not a surprise that an author would like their own characters, of course. In fact, it’s pretty narcissistic.

      But even though I think plenty of people will accuse me of being “plot first” and not caring about my characters, nothing could be further from the truth. I DO run hot and cold on some characters and then others. While Lucky is the star (and, let’s face it, Rocky is the co-star who keeps stealing every scene!), I was really interested in Jiang in book 1. Then April came along and just ripped that spotlight right out of my hands. And while she gets plenty more love in this book, it’s fair to say that Hector was my guy in book 3. The old brute was a blast to write.

      Sometimes, I want to know more about side characters and their stories. I’m just like readers. I know more of the backstory, of course, but I still want answers to questions. What is going on with Dawson? Did he ever get to see his child again? What happened to Adria to turn her? She was a hero of the Empire once. How could I kill off that great squad of screw-ups in the prologue of the first book?!?

      There might be some short stories to come along those lines. Who knows. (I think it’s a safe bet.)

      Alright, I think that is enough rambling for one author’s note. Don’t ask me why it took three books to get around to writing one of these. If you enjoyed it, let me know. I’ll keep doing them. If you don’t, I’ll stop. Promise!

      And now, since I’m a Marvel fan, I’m going to give you a little post-credit scene. Just something to whet your appetite for what’s to come.

      Oh yes, there is more to come. Lots more. And whatever form it takes, I promise it will be FUN!

      

      
        
        Joshua James

        Aug. 13, 2018

      

      

      

      P.S. If you want to learn about new releases, become a member of my Reader Crew by visiting www.LuckyShotBook.com.
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      Lucky wanted to punch someone. Or kill someone. At the very least, a maiming was in order.

      “What the hell, April?”

      April ignored him.

      An aide rushed in to drop something on her desk while two more hovered over her shoulder, discussing something that was clearly considered beyond him.

      The huddled concluded and April looked up just as another aide arrived. She acknowledged him and then waved him aside.

      She looked at Lucky.

      “We’re at war.”

      “You don’t say.”

      She turned to the aide she had ushered aside. She nodded at him. Some data must have been transferred, because the man turned on his heel and sprinted out. He gave Lucky a tired nod as he scurried past.

      April turned to say something to one of the two pencil-pushers and Lucky took two quick steps forward. “C’mon, April, we—”

      An armored hand clamped down on his shoulder. Two Marines in full combat gear blocked his approach.

      Lucky nodded. “Gentlemen.”

      The Marines did not return the favor.

      “We’re at war,” April repeated.

      “Yes, I know. I’ve been watching you declare it over and over on the vid feeds.”

      April nodded, as if that settled it.

      “This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      April sighed.

      “Here comes the bullshit,” echoed Rocky.

      “No, it wasn’t. I’m screwing you over. I am totally and completely going back on my promise to you.”

      “Oh,” said Rocky.

      Lucky crossed his arms and waited for more. But there was no more. Finally, he said, “Well, that’s bullshit.”

      April took two quick strides toward him and the Marines barely moved fast enough to step out of her way. Lucky was reminded that the Hate was still riding shotgun with her.

      “He’s in here, too,” noted Rocky.

      “Yeah, well, we aren’t Emperor.” It didn’t escape Lucky that he had managed to place the Hate in the most powerful position in the human universe. He’d taken back the Empire from the Da’hune and handed it over to the Hate.

      “She seems to have a handle on it,” said Rocky.

      Lucky snorted. “Sure.”

      April gave Lucky a long stare. It would have been uncomfortable if he wasn’t lost in his thoughts with Rocky. She was probably turning this over with Dragon. To anyone watching, it must look like the least impressive staring content ever.

      “Humanity is going to war. And we aren’t doing it without you, Lucky, whether you like it or not.”

      “What if I don’t go?”

      “You’ll go.”

      “Why?”

      Another aide slid past Lucky, joining the crowd hovering around April.

      “Because I know you.”

      April turned and walked away.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “It means she wins.”

      “We’re not waiting for the next invasion,” April said over her shoulder. “We’re going to take the fight to the Da’hune. Tell me you don’t want to be there. Tell me that we’re going to war and you want to stay behind.”

      She nodded around the room. “I have openings, if you need work.”

      The Marines returned to their positions between April and Lucky. Between the Emperor and her subject.

      April sat down and took something from one of the aides.

      Then she looked back up at Lucky. She smiled. “C’mon. What would you rather be doing? Sitting around with your thumb up your ass, or leading the first human invasion of alien space?”

      Lucky sighed and started to turn around.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” she said.

      Lucky turned back.

      “I’m promoting you.”

      Lucky winced. The last time he’d been a Corporal, it hadn’t lasted long.

      “Good luck, Sergeant.”

      Lucky felt his jaw drop.

      “Heaven help the universe,” echoed Rocky.
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